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            Dedication

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

             

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

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Summer queens are fine and fair,

            With pretty ribbons and flowers in their hair.

             

            Winter queens are cold and hard,

            With frosted crowns made of icy shards.

            —Bellonan fairy-tale rhyme
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            Part One
The Royal Massacre

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         The day of the royal massacre started out like any other.

         
         With me doing something completely, utterly useless.

         
         “Why do I have to make the pie?” I grumbled.
         

         
         I stared at the flour, sugar, and butter lined up on the table, along with measuring cups and spoons, a paring knife, a rolling
            pin, and bowls full of honey cranberries and bloodcrisp apples.
         

         
         Isobel waved her hand over everything. “It’s a sign of respect for a member of the royal family to make the traditional welcome
            pie for the Andvarian ambassador. Lord Hans requested cranberry-apple for today’s luncheon.”
         

         
         “You’re the cook master, not me,” I grumbled again. “You should make the pie. Your magic will make it look and taste amazing.”

         
         Masters were those whose magic let them work with specific objects or elements, like metal, glass, and wood, to create astounding
            things. Isobel’s power helped her craft amazing desserts out of ordinary flour, sugar, and butter, which was why she’d been
            the head baker at Seven Spire palace for more than twenty years.
         

         
         She slapped her hands on her hips. “I might be a cook master, but the Andvarians have very finely tuned senses. They would
            know if I made the pie instead of you. They can sniff out the intentions of every single person who handles their food, even
            if it’s only the servant who pours their wine. It’s one of the reasons why they can’t be poisoned.”
         

         
         I snorted. “That’s just an old fairy tale started by the Andvarians themselves to keep people from trying to poison them.
            They don’t have any better senses than anyone else. Only mutts like me have that sort of magic.” I tapped my nose. “I might
            have an enhanced sense of smell, but even I can’t always sniff out people’s intentions.”
         

         
         Isobel frowned. “You know I don’t like that word, especially when it’s applied to you.”

         
         Unlike masters, who were sought after and lauded for their impressive skills, mutts were not, simply because our magic didn’t
            let us create anything. Most mutts had only a small spark of power, a tiny flicker that enhanced something about themselves,
            like my supersensitive nose. Something that barely qualified as magic, especially when compared to the airy meringues, spun-sugar
            cakes, and other delicacies that Isobel whipped up. When it came to magic, mutts were considered far weaker and far, far inferior
            to masters, magiers, and morphs. Hence the term mutts.
         

         
         I shrugged. “We both know that I am most definitely a mutt in every sense of the word.”

         
         Isobel winced, but she didn’t disagree.

         
         “Besides, Lord Hans has the constitution of a gargoyle. I’ve seen him eat pepper radishes like they were as sweet as those
            apples. Why, I could pour him a tall, frosty glass of wormroot poison, and it wouldn’t give him much more than a stomachache.
            And a small one at that.”
         

         
         Isobel’s lips twitched, but she summoned up a stern look, trying to keep me in line. Always a losing battle. I was rather
            incorrigible that way.
         

         
         “Regardless, you need to make the pie, Lady Everleigh. You were the only one who was, ah, available.”

         
         “Oh, really?” I arched an eyebrow, and Isobel dropped her dark brown gaze from mine.

         
         Available? Well, that was a nice way of saying that it was once again time for me to earn my keep as Lady Everleigh Saffira
            Winter Blair. A mouthful of fancy names that meant very little in the grand scheme of things, but they, and the lineage that
            went along with them, were good enough for my cousin Queen Cordelia Alexandra Summer Blair to have me trotted out like a trained
            monkey whenever a so-called royal presence was required. Like wasting a morning baking a pie for some foreign ambassador who
            probably wouldn’t eat a single bite of it.
         

         
         Isobel winced again, causing lines to groove into her bronze skin, then smoothed back her graying black hair, the way she
            always did whenever she had bad news. “I’m afraid that it’s not just one pie. Lord Hans requested thirteen of them. It’s his
            favorite dessert. The Andvarian king’s granddaughter loves it too. She’s also part of the ambassador’s contingent. I believe
            her name is Gemma.”
         

         
         I glanced at the stacks of pie tins half hidden behind the bowls of apples. Anger pricked my heart that I was always the one
            singled out for such tasks, but the sharp sting was quickly replaced by cold, numbing acceptance.
         

         
         Such was life at Seven Spire.

         
         Such was my life at the palace anyway, ever since I’d first arrived here after my parents had been murdered fifteen years ago. I was
            expected to go where I was told, and do what I was ordered, all while wearing a sunny smile and spouting flowery platitudes
            about how grateful I was for everyone’s meager, miserly generosity. Orphans didn’t get to have choices, ambitions, or most
            especially opinions. I’d learned that long ago, but it was the one thing I could never quite accept, no matter how much meaningless
            protocol, empty niceties, and polite drudgery I was expected to reiterate, regurgitate, and perform on command.
         

         
         “I forgot the orange flakes.” Isobel’s voice was soft and sympathetic. “Let me get those, and then we’ll get started, Evie.”

         
         Besides my parents, Isobel was the only person who had ever called me Evie, although she did it only when no one else could hear. More silly protocol. She was also one of the few people who was kind
            to me not because she had to be, but because she simply wanted to be. When I was younger, I had spent countless hours in this
            kitchen, sitting in the corner, reading books, and watching her turn mounds of flour and pounds of sugar into dazzling displays
            of confectionary delights.
         

         
         Isobel fondly referred to me as her taste tester, since my enhanced sense of smell always let me tell how well a cake had
            turned out before I’d had a single bite, but that was just an excuse for her to sneak me treats. She was the closest thing
            to a mother that I’d had since my own had died, but she still had to do her duty. And today, that duty included making me
            make pies.
         

         
         Isobel placed a warm, comforting hand on my arm and gave it a gentle squeeze. Then she hurried over to one of the pantries
            full of syrups, spices, and other seasonings.
         

         
         Our pie-making station was in the back corner, away from the other preparation stations, as well as the competing warmth of
            the ovens and the frost of the metal chillers, which lined opposite walls. It was just after eight o’clock, and a dizzying
            array of people moved through the kitchen. Young pages delivering breakfast orders. Teenage servers carrying trays. Cook masters
            cracking eggs and frying smoked sausages.
         

         
         Everyone wore black boots and leggings, along with long-sleeve scarlet tunics trimmed with gold thread, in keeping with Queen
            Cordelia’s colors. I wore the same thing, along with a black apron, and I blended in perfectly with the workers.
         

         
         Then again, I was one of them—in every way that truly mattered.
         

         
         Most of the kitchen staff ignored me. They had long ago realized that I was just another cog in the palace wheels, that I
            showed up, did my duty, and earned my keep, the same as them. Besides, they were much more interested in sharing the first
            gossip of the day, like who was sleeping in, who had asked for extra mochana to help their hangover, and who had been seen
            sneaking out of this or that married lord or lady’s room.
         

         
         Some of the newer workers eyed me, wondering if I might pitch a fit at being on pie patrol, but my expression remained blank.
            I never let my true emotions show, not so much as a flicker, not even here. You never knew who might be watching or what they
            might do with the information.
         

         
         Life at the palace was cutthroat, with everyone always looking for an advantage over their friends and enemies alike. Business
            deals, political favors, arranged marriages, even something as small as who got to sit at the queen’s table during today’s
            luncheon. It was all a perpetual battlefield, with people rising and falling daily, as well as stabbing others in the back
            to further advance their own positions. From the kitchen to the throne room, the entire palace was one enormous arena, only
            everyone here fought with scathing words, poisonous rumors, and cold threats, instead of swords, shields, and daggers like
            real gladiators did.
         

         
         My position, magic, and wealth might be insignificant—more like nonexistent—compared to others’, but I was still a Blair,
            still a member of the royal family, and I had been the target of more than one scheme. At least, until people realized that
            I had no power to help them in any way. Still, I couldn’t afford to show any weakness. Not trusting people, especially with
            my feelings, was a lesson I’d learned the hard way when I was twelve years old, during my first month at the palace. It was
            perhaps the one thing, the one useful skill, that I had completely mastered.
         

         
         Still, the workers’ curious glances made that sharp, stinging anger rise up in me again. It threatened to break through my
            calm facade, so I curled my hands around the edge of the table and focused on the feel of the cool stone under my palms. Sturdy,
            solid granite, worn smooth by the wear and tear of kitchen life.
         

         
         Worn down, just like me.

         
         Isobel returned with a jar filled with what looked like crystalized orange snowflakes. Even though it was tightly stoppered,
            I could still smell the sweet tang of citrus inside.
         

         
         She placed the jar on the table with the other supplies. “Anytime you’re ready, Lady Everleigh.”

         
         That was Isobel’s soft, subtle way of letting me know that Evie was gone and that it was time for Everleigh to do her duty.

         
         More anger pricked my heart that I couldn’t have something as simple as a nickname from someone I loved. For a mad, mad moment,
            I thought about ripping off my apron and storming out of the kitchen. But Auster, the captain of the queen’s guard, would
            track me down; give me a long, stern lecture about how my actions reflected poorly on Cordelia; and escort me back here. Which
            would be far more humiliating and time-consuming than making the bloody pies right now.
         

         
         I served at the whim of the queen, just like everyone else did. And today, the queen wanted me to make thirteen pies.

         
         “Dance, monkey, dance,” I muttered.

         
         Then I sighed and reached for a bowl to start mixing the ingredients together.

         
         *  *  *

         Two hours later, I poured the last of the cranberry-apple filling into the final pie crust, then reached for the orange flakes.

         
         “Whether you’re a cook master or not, the secret is not to overdo the orange,” Isobel instructed, the same way she had on
            the previous pies. “Most people shake the flakes on like they’re common salt. But too much orange, and that’s all you’ll taste.
            So go around the pie once, gently tapping on the jar three times with your index finger. That’s the perfect amount.”
         

         
         I did as she said, watching the tiny, delicate granules melt into the fruit filling like perfumed snowflakes. Then I drew
            in a deep breath, letting the air roll in over my tongue and tasting all the scents in it. The buttery crust, the sugary fruit,
            the hint of orange that curled through it all. Delicious aromas that would bubble up and become even more pronounced, fragrant,
            and intense as this pie and the others baked.
         

         
         Despite my own condescending view of my mutt magic, my enhanced sense of smell was one of the reasons why I had always gravitated
            toward Isobel and the kitchen. All the sweet scents here made the bitter reality of my life a little easier to bear.
         

         
         “Perfect! That’s my girl.” Isobel beamed at me, and I smiled back at her.

         
         She arranged a few strips of crust on top of the filling, creating a pretty lattice pattern, then slid the pie into the oven.
            Isobel had taken pity and had helped me make the pie crusts, although she had insisted on my preparing the cranberry-apple
            filling, orange flakes and all, claiming that it was the most important part.
         

         
         I often helped Isobel, as I enjoyed spending time with her, and the kitchen was a welcome refuge from other, less-friendly
            sections of the palace. She had slowly turned me into a decent cook, despite my not being a master. But after making so many
            pies in a row, I had all the ingredients, measurements, and motions memorized, and I felt like I could craft them in my sleep
            now. Just as I could bow, curtsy, dance, and make polite, inane chitchat in several languages. And those were just some of
            the many trivial skills that I’d learned as the unofficial royal stand-in.
         

         
         While Queen Cordelia and the rest of my Blair cousins were dealing with ambassadors and the like, I was attending all the
            functions they could not, due to their oh-so-important and exceedingly busy schedules.
         

         
         Breakfast recitals, charity luncheons, afternoon teas. I went to all those and more every week, both here at the palace and
            out in the city. Most of the time, it wasn’t so bad. Usually, all I had to do was smile, nod, and shake hands, along with
            thanking people for their time; admiring their music, artwork, or goods; and giving short and exceptionally vague speeches
            about how disappointed Queen Cordelia was that she herself couldn’t attend. At the very least, I almost always got a free
            meal out of the proceedings.
         

         
         But even that could be fraught with danger. A few months ago, when the third cousin of the king of Vacuna had visited from
            the southern islands, I had taken part in a traditional feast—one that involved eating the raw liver of a freshly killed wild
            boar.
         

         
         Under the watchful eye and careful direction of the king’s cousin, I had slit open the boar’s side and rooted around through
            all sorts of slimy, squishy things better left to the imagination. The stench of blood and guts had almost knocked me over,
            but I’d found the liver, pulled it out, and eaten the smallest bite that was considered polite. Then, while the king’s cousin
            and the rest of his contingent were enthusiastically butchering and grilling the rest of the boar, I’d slipped away and thrown
            up in the potted, golden persimmon tree they’d brought the queen as a sign of friendship. It had been the closest container,
            and I’d shifted the dirt around inside the bucket to hide what I’d done. The king’s cousin had been very disappointed that
            the tree had died a few days later, though.
         

         
         Given my magic, scents and memories were often tangled up together in my mind, and thinking about the liver made my nose twitch.
            Suddenly, the sweet, enticing smells of the baking pies turned sour and rotten. So I gathered up the dirty bowls, spoons,
            and measuring cups, dumped them in the closest sink, and stripped off my apron.
         

         
         “Here.” Isobel pushed a red paper bag into my hands. “Some plum tarts. For you and that old sourpuss down in the dungeon.”

         
         “Casting aspersions on Alvis’s character again?”

         
         She huffed. “They’re not aspersions if they’re true. And he is the grumpiest man I’ve ever met.”

         
         I grinned. “And Alvis would call you that old sunny-side up in the kitchen.”

         
         Isobel huffed again. “Better sunny than sour—”

         
         Whispers surged through the room, cutting her off. In the distance, heels clacked on the floor, like thunder signaling an
            oncoming storm. Everyone quit gossiping and focused on their work, concentrating like they had never concentrated before.
            All conversation ceased, and the kitchen went deathly quiet, except for the thwack-thwack-thwacks of knives cutting through food and the tick-tick-ticks of the timers counting down the minutes left on the baking pies.
         

         
         A forty-something woman appeared at the far end of the kitchen. She too wore a scarlet tunic, but hers featured Queen Cordelia’s
            rising-sun crest stitched in gold thread over her heart. Her tunic had also been tailored to fit her strong, slender form,
            along with her black leggings, and short black heels adorned her feet, instead of more sensible boots. Everything about her
            was sleek and sharp at the same time, from her smooth blond bun to her angular cheekbones to the point of her nose. She would
            have been quite beautiful, if not for the faint pucker of her lips, as though she were perpetually displeased by everyone
            around her.
         

         
         Maeven, the kitchen steward, surveyed the room, her gaze moving from one worker and cooking station to the next. After several
            seconds of silent scrutiny, she snapped her fingers at the three guards who were standing behind her, clutching wooden crates
            full of bottles. “Why are you just standing there? Put those down and go fetch the others from the wine cellar. I want the
            rest of the champagne for the luncheon brought up immediately.”
         

         
         The guards set the crates down and beat a hasty retreat.

         
         Maeven snapped her fingers at some of the teenage servers. “You three. Go help them.”

         
         She didn’t raise her smooth, silky voice, but the three servers still flinched and dashed away, almost tripping over their
            own feet in their hurry. Maeven had been running the kitchen for more than a year now, since the previous steward had retired,
            and the workers had quickly learned that hers was an iron fist on its best, gentlest day.
         

         
         “The Andvarian ambassador is an important dignitary, and I want everything to be perfect for the luncheon,” Maeven called
            out. “Understood?”
         

         
         The workers ducked their heads, avoiding her gaze. Maeven nodded, satisfied that she had cowed everyone into continued obedience.
            She looked around the kitchen again, and she noticed me standing with Isobel. Her gaze cut back to the crates of champagne,
            but she plastered a smile on her face and walked over to us.
         

         
         “Incoming.” Isobel stepped back, grabbed a wet dishrag, and started wiping flour off the table, leaving me to face the kitchen
            steward alone.
         

         
         “Coward,” I whispered.

         
         Isobel grinned and kept working.

         
         Maeven stopped in front of me. Up close, she was even more beautiful, especially her deep, dark, amethyst eyes. “Lady Everleigh.
            I didn’t realize that you were . . . visiting the kitchen.”
         

         
         Visiting? That was Maeven’s way of stating that this was her territory, not mine, and that while my presence was tolerated,
            it would never truly be welcomed. As if I needed another reminder of my lowly position.
         

         
         I pasted my usual bland, benign smile on my face, matching her supposed politeness. “Yes, I had to make the pies for the Andvarian
            ambassador. It’s tradition.”
         

         
         “Oh, yes, the pies.”

         
         Maeven’s gaze swept over me, and her lips puckered again. Not a speck of flour, sugar, or anything else marred her tunic,
            but the same could not be said for me. Sugar granules clung to my fingers like sticky sand, while flour stains streaked my
            clothes like stripes of chalky paint. Plus, several tendrils of my black hair had escaped from their braid and hung down the
            sides of my face. I blew one of the strands out of the way, but of course it dropped right back down again.
         

         
         Maeven’s face cleared, as though some other, far more pleasing thought had distracted her from my unkempt appearance. She
            waved her hand at the crates. “Can I interest you in some champagne? I would love to get a royal opinion on it. Besides, you’re
            always . . . tasting things for Isobel.”
         

         
         It might have sounded like an innocent request, but suspicion filled me. Maeven never asked me to taste test anything. Besides,
            what kind of lush did she think I was? It was barely ten o’clock. Even Cousin Horatio, the Blair family drunk, wouldn’t guzzle
            champagne at this hour. He’d wait until at least eleven.
         

         
         “You’re the expert. I’m sure that whatever champagne you’ve picked out will be fine. But thank you ever so much for the offer.”

         
         Disappointment flashed in her eyes, but she smiled at me again. Well, as much as she ever smiled at anyone. “I’ll be sure
            to save you a glass.”
         

         
         “That sounds lovely.”

         
         The guards and the servers returned with more crates. Maeven tipped her head to me, then stalked over to them, her heels stabbing
            into the floor. She grabbed one of the bottles and examined the label. She nodded in satisfaction, then barked out more orders.
         

         
         “What was that about?” I murmured to Isobel, who had finished wiping down the table.

         
         She eyed the other woman. “I don’t know, but I don’t like it. You should leave now, while she’s distracted.”

         
         “I can take care of myself, even against demanding kitchen stewards.”

         
         Instead of grinning at my joke, Isobel frowned. “There’s something not quite right about that woman. Maybe because she’s from
            Morta. I’ve never liked Mortans. Always invading, always trying to take more land that doesn’t belong to them.”
         

         
         “Just because she’s from another kingdom doesn’t automatically make her evil.”

         
         “No,” Isobel said. “But it doesn’t make her a friend either.”

         
         “Be careful with that sourpuss tone,” I teased. “You’re starting to sound like Alvis.”

         
         She snorted. “I’d have to say a lot worse for a lot longer to sound like Alvis.”

         
         “Yes, you would. But you know how grumpy he gets when I’m late. I’ll see you at the luncheon, okay? Save me a piece of pie.”

         
         “Of course. You earned it, Evie.”

         
         I winked at her, then headed out of the kitchen. My winding path through the pages, servers, and cook masters took me close
            to where Maeven was examining those bottles. Our gazes met, and she tipped her head to me again. I returned the gesture, then
            walked past her.
         

         
         I reached the swinging doors that led out of the kitchen. I started to push through them, but something made me stop and glance
            back over my shoulder. Maeven was still watching me, her fingers curled around a champagne bottle. Her dark, painted nails
            were the same color as her eyes, and they looked like amethyst talons trying to punch through the green glass.
         

         
         Maeven smiled at me a final time, then turned and slid the bottle back into the crate with the others.

         
         Three smiles in one morning, none of which had even come close to reaching or warming her cold eyes. Isobel was right. Definitely
            not a friend.
         

         
         But that was nothing new at Seven Spire.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         My duties, royal and otherwise, weren’t finished for the day. So I left my unease about Maeven behind in the kitchen and wound
            through the spacious hallways that made up the first-floor common areas of Seven Spire.
         

         
         The palace was the crown jewel of Svalin, the capital city of the kingdom of Bellona. Seven Spire had originally been a mine,
            where workers had chiseled tearstone, fluorestone, and more out of the mountain. But thanks to Ophelia Ruby Winter Blair,
            a stone master who had been one of my ancestors, the mine had been turned into a marvel of marble, granite, and tearstone.
            Over the years, the palace had been enlarged and expanded until now it was practically a mountain and a city unto itself.
         

         
         Seven Spire reminded me of one of Isobel’s elaborate, tiered cakes. A wide, sturdy base, with stone stairs and metal lifts
            climbing up both the inside and the outside, like strings of icing and ribbons of hardened sugar. The palace spiraled up and
            into the side of the mountain, with balconies and terraces adorning each level, before tapering to a series of seven tall
            tearstone spires that seemed to pierce the sky itself. Hence the name Seven Spire.
         

         
         I stopped at one of the windows. Down below, the Summanus River glittered like a frothy carpet of sapphires and diamonds as
            it tumbled down from the surrounding Spire Mountains. Seven cobblestone bridges jutted out from the palace, spanned the river,
            and led into the city. Across the water, buildings of all shapes and sizes stretched out, most of them topped with smaller,
            metal versions of the palace’s spires. I loved the view at night, when the city lights reflected off the spires, making them
            gleam like gold, silver, and bronze toppers on yule trees.
         

         
         A white paddlewheel boat with the name Delta Queen painted on its side chugged along the river, slowly approaching an enormous, round, domed arena near the edge of the city.
            I squinted, but I couldn’t make out the symbols on the white flags flying on top of the dome’s spires that would tell me which
            gladiator troupe called that arena home.
         

         
         Gladiator troupes were all the rage in Andvari, Unger, Morta, and the other kingdoms. Ask anyone, and they would proudly tell
            you who their favorite gladiator was, which troupes they rooted for in the various leagues and championships, and which gladiators
            and troupes they utterly despised.
         

         
         But gladiator troupes had an especially frenzied popularity and special meaning here in Bellona. Once upon a time, Bryn Bellona
            Winter Blair had been a lowly gladiator who had risen through the ranks to unite the disparate regions into one kingdom, which
            had been named Bellona in her honor. Bryn had also driven back the Mortan invaders and had defeated the Mortan king in one-on-one
            combat in true gladiator style. She had been crowned the first queen of Bellona for her strength, bravery, and cunning, both
            in and out of the gladiator ring.
         

         
         The stories about Bryn were some of my favorites. When I was younger, I had tried to be as strong, brave, and fierce as she
            had been, although life at the palace had quickly turned me cold, bitter, and jaded instead.
         

         
         I had never been to one of the gladiator shows, but I had heard plenty about them. Part circus, part spectator sport, part
            combat. Most of the bouts were rather tame, with gladiators only drawing first blood or battling gargoyles, strixes, and other
            creatures. But every once in a while, a black-ring match would be announced, either between two rival troupes or sometimes
            even between two gladiators in the same troupe, much to the delight of the masses, who would pay through the nose to see the
            warriors battle to the death.
         

         
         The paddlewheel boat churned on past the domed arena and disappeared from sight, so I walked on.

         
         Sunlight streamed in through the windows and reflected off the gold, silver, and bronze threads that ran through the tapestries
            that covered the dark gray granite walls. The floor was made of the same stone, although it had been polished to a high, slick
            gloss. Wooden stands topped with glass cases lined the walls, each one boasting some historic statue, sword, or other treasure.
            The jewels on the artifacts burned as brightly as gargoyle eyes in the sunlight.
         

         
         But the most impressive things inside the palace were the columns.

         
         They used to be the supports for the old mining tunnels, although they had always seemed more like the bones of some great
            mythological creature to me. A few of the columns were slender enough for me to wrap my arms around, but most were massive
            monoliths that were larger than seven men standing shoulder to shoulder. Whether they were narrow or wide, short or tall,
            all the columns were covered with figures celebrating Bellona’s history.
         

         
         Gladiators clutching swords and shields. Spears that shot up from the floor or dropped down from the ceiling as though they
            were zooming toward targets. Stone gargoyles stretching their wings out wide and pointing the thick, curved horns on their
            heads at the strixes, enormous, hawklike birds with metallic feathers and razor-sharp beaks and talons. Caladriuses hovering
            above them all, their tiny, owlish bodies hiding their true power.
         

         
         All the columns were made of tearstone, which was unusual in that it could shift color, from a light, bright starry gray to
            a dark, deep midnight-blue, depending on the sunlight and other factors. The tearstone’s shifting color brought the gladiators
            and creatures to life, making it seem as though they were circling around the columns in a continuous battle for victory and
            supremacy. Similar columns also adorned the outside of the palace, supporting the structure.
         

         
         I had been only twelve when I’d first arrived here from my parents’ estate in the north, and I had been terrified of the flickering
            figures, despite the steady glow of the fluorestone lights embedded in the walls. I hadn’t realized back then that the columns
            were just columns—and that it was the people inside the palace who could truly hurt me.
         

         
         On a normal day, everyone would be out and about, conducting their business. Servants carrying food and drinks to meetings
            of palace stewards, guilders, and district senators tasked with running everything from Seven Spire to the city of Svalin
            to the rest of Bellona. Guards patrolling the hallways. And nobles, of course, lords and ladies with money, power, privilege,
            and access, trying to worm their way into better favor and broker better deals with whatever steward, guilder, senator, or
            royal they were targeting.
         

         
         But it was Saturday, which meant that the week’s work was done, and the only scheduled event was the luncheon. So the hallways
            were empty, except for a few guards and servants making their rounds, although the area would fill up later.
         

         
         I walked down several sets of stairs until I reached the bottom level of the palace, buried deep in the mountain’s bedrock.
            The dungeon, as Isobel called it. This deep underground, I was closer to the river than I was to the sky, and the air felt
            cool and misty. The fluorestones clustered in the ceiling corners created more shadows than they banished, but I didn’t mind
            the gloomy quiet, or the eerie echo of my boots on the flagstones. The chilly stillness was a welcome relief after the kitchen’s
            heat, commotion, and tension.
         

         
         I stopped in front of a door made of blue, black, and silver shards of stained glass that joined together like puzzle pieces
            to create a frosted forest. I admired the artistic scene, then banged my knuckles on the door, turned the knob, and stepped
            inside.
         

         
         The door opened up into a workshop that was shaped like an eight-pointed star. A table covered with metal cutters, pliers,
            and stacks of soft polishing cloths took up the center of the circular room, while short, narrow hallways led to eight little
            nooks of additional space. Unlike the dim hallway outside, several rows of fluorestones were embedded in the low ceiling,
            all of them blazing with light, as though someone had set miniature suns into the dark granite.
         

         
         The light flooded the entire workshop, including the eight nooks with their glass cases full of precious gems and metals tucked
            into the corners. Each case was sorted by color, from the first holding only the clearest, whitest diamonds and silver sheets
            to the last boasting midnight onyx stones and the blackest bars of coldiron. Pinks, yellows, reds, greens, purples, blues.
            Gems and metals in all those colors glittered and gleamed in the other cases, making it seem as though I had stepped inside
            a jeweled rainbow.
         

         
         An older man perched on a stool at the table, his head bowed, shining the fluorestone lamp clamped to his forehead onto his
            latest project. Wavy, salt-and-pepper hair puffed out all around the leather band that anchored the light to his head, and
            his skin was almost the same color as the slivers of polished onyx spread out on the white cloth by his elbow.
         

         
         The man didn’t raise his head or call out a greeting. Alvis wasn’t big on politeness or protocol. Instead, he peered down
            through the large, freestanding magnifying glass sitting on the table and used the tweezers in his hand to pluck one of the
            onyx shards off the cloth. Then he hunched forward and dropped the shard into the appropriate slot on the piece in front of
            him.
         

         
         Only when I heard the soft tink of the gem sliding into place did I move away from the door, walk over, and set the bag of plum tarts that Isobel had given
            me onto the table. Then I leaned over his shoulder and looked through the magnifying glass.
         

         
         A rose-shaped brooch glittering with pink-diamond petals, emerald leaves, and onyx thorns was anchored to a padded work tray.
            The magnifying glass let me see every exquisite detail in super sharp focus, from the heart-shaped diamonds to the needle-thin
            slivers of onyx to the delicate filigree that had been etched into the gold setting.
         

         
         “Nice design,” I murmured. “Although all those pink diamonds are a bit much. I would have used plain old rubies.”

         
         “And how many times have I told you that we’re not paid to think?” Alvis grumbled. “We’re paid to design what the client wants,
            right down to the garishly colored stones.”
         

         
         He picked up another onyx sliver and dropped it into the next open slot. He waited for the gem to tink into place, then reached out and waved his hand over the piece. The scent of magic surged over the brooch, and tiny gold
            prongs curled in to hold the onyx shards in place.
         

         
         Alvis was a metalstone master who’d been at Seven Spire for more than thirty years. Originally from Andvari, he’d decided
            long ago that he would much rather use his magic to shape the precious jewels and metal that his countrymen dug out of their
            mines than pry them out of the ground himself. So he’d left his homeland and had gotten an appointment at Seven Spire as the
            royal jeweler, making pieces for the nobles, senators, and anyone else who could afford them.
         

         
         I had met Alvis about a month after I’d come to the palace, after rigorous testing had determined that I was a mutt with only
            an enhanced sense of smell and no other magic. Of course, that wasn’t true, not at all, but my parents’ murders had taught
            me to keep my other power to myself, lest someone try to use it—and me—for their own ill ends.
         

         
         Since I was an orphan with no close family, money, or power, I had been required to learn a trade to help offset the cost
            of my royal education and upkeep. Hence my apprenticeship to Alvis. You didn’t need magic to polish jewels or twist metal,
            and Alvis was notorious for going through apprentices like ladies went through ball gowns. A few hours of wear and tear was
            all that it took to send boys and girls sobbing from his workshop, vowing never to return.
         

         
         Alvis hadn’t liked having yet another apprentice foisted off on him, especially not a royal girl who kept having to leave
            to attend one silly function after another. He hadn’t said a single word to me during the first three months that I’d worked
            here. He’d just grunted and pointed at whatever gem, metal, or tool he wanted me to fetch. I had been so heartbroken over
            my parents’ deaths, and the cruel betrayal that had come next, that I hadn’t minded his grumpy demeanor. His silent brooding
            had matched my own dark mood perfectly.
         

         
         Still, being around all the glittering jewels and gleaming sheets of metal had helped pull me out of my heartbreak, and I’d
            grown curious enough to start playing around with the gems and settings, trying to shape them into something beautiful the
            way that Alvis always did. Of course, he had growled at me to stop, but I was as stubborn as he was, and I had worn him down,
            pestering him with questions and making a mess of things until he’d finally decided that he would be much better off to teach
            me everything he knew.
         

         
         I would never be a true master like Alvis, and my finished pieces were pale imitations of his, but I enjoyed the work. Picking
            out the right jewels and metal and then bending, twisting, and shaping them into something new soothed me. I felt like I was
            bringing a little bit of beauty into someone’s life, a small bauble that would remind them of a special time and bring them
            enjoyment for years to come. It gave me a sense of accomplishment and made me feel useful in a way that being the royal stand-in
            at all those boring recitals, luncheons, and teas did not.
         

         
         Plus, I enjoyed the money.

         
         I might have been the queen’s cousin, but I still had to pay for my modest room and board, and being the royal jeweler’s apprentice
            paid quite nicely. Plus, Alvis let me keep all the money I earned for any piece that I commissioned, made, and sold myself,
            minus supply costs. Thanks to Isobel’s influence and my own hard work, I had a good business going with the kitchen staff.
            Even some of the poorer, er, minor nobles had started to request pieces from me.
         

         
         Given my apprenticeship, I was well acquainted with frippery and frivolity, and I had seen more than one noble sent packing
            from the palace in disgrace after squandering his wealth. My finances were one of the few things that I could control, and
            I saved every penny I could, adding them to my accounts at the royal bank. My plan was to take all those pennies, return to
            my family’s estate, and restore it to its former glory, along with opening up my own small jewelry shop. I’d been saving for
            that goal for years, and I was almost ready to make it a reality.
         

         
         All I had to do was get the queen’s permission to leave, something that I had been trying to secure for the last three months.
            Even though I would turn twenty-eight later this year, she was still my official guardian. But of course the queen was busy,
            and I had yet to snag a spot on her schedule. Perhaps I could speak with her at the luncheon.
         

         
         I was hoping that Alvis and Isobel would come with me. Winterwind, my family’s estate, was only a few miles from Andvari and
            not that far from Unger. I wanted to take care of them like they had taken care of me, and it would be a fine place for them
            to live out their golden years. Besides, their constant sniping would help keep them both young and vigorous. It certainly
            had during the years they’d been at the palace.
         

         
         Alvis dropped the last few onyx slivers into place, then waved his hand over the brooch again. This time, the scent of his
            magic gusted through the workshop, much stronger than before, burning my nose with its sudden, sharp intensity.
         

         
         Most people—or at least their emotions—smelled like food. Peppery anger, vinegar tension, garlic guilt. But not Alvis. He
            smelled like metal, mixed with crushed stone and a strong tang of magic, as if he had worked with so much gold and silver
            that their essences had seeped into his skin.
         

         
         Alvis dropped his hand, and the scent of his magic vanished. I peered through the magnifying glass again. The final gold prongs
            curled into place, finishing the design, and the pink diamonds lit up one by one, each gem glowing much more brightly than
            it had before.
         

         
         Not only was Alvis a master who could bend and shape metal, but he could also infuse his magic into the stones. Most jewels
            could absorb magic, but they reflected it back in different ways, adding to and augmenting their wearers’ own power and abilities.
            Rubies radiated strength, emeralds increased speed, and the like.
         

         
         Pink diamonds reflected back beauty. The rose brooch was lovely on its own, but thanks to the magic now pulsing through the
            diamonds, it would make its wearer seem more beautiful as well. A subtle magic and a small glamour, but one that Alvis’s clients
            paid handsomely for.
         

         
         “Very nice,” I said when the diamonds had dimmed back to their normal color. “They soaked up quite a bit of your power. That
            glamour should last for more than a year, even if the client wears the brooch every day.”
         

         
         “You should know,” he replied. “You picked out those stones last week.”

         
         Most people scoffed at my mutt magic, but Alvis never had because it was quite helpful when picking out which gems to put
            in which pieces. Alvis might be a metalstone master, but all I had to do was sniff a tray of jewels, and my mutt magic told
            me which stones already had sparks of magic inside them, versus those that had little to no sparks. Jewels with more innate
            sparks had more potential and would absorb, store, and reflect back far more magic, letting Alvis craft more powerful pieces—and
            charge much higher prices for them.
         

         
         “And I did an excellent job, as always.”

         
         Alvis waved away my smug self-compliment, but the corners of his mouth lifted up into a tiny smile. Then he looked at me,
            and his face creased into its usual frown. “What have you been doing? Rolling around in flour?”
         

         
         I stared at the white stains that streaked my tunic. “Something like that.”

         
         “A page came down before you did. The queen wants an opal memory stone at today’s luncheon.” He shook his head. “I don’t know
            why she would want to record that pit of vipers.”
         

         
         “Those vipers are my cousins.”

         
         He snorted. “And they would bite, poison, and kill you if they could, all to curry more favor with Cordelia.”

         
         He wasn’t wrong. Life at the palace was always cutthroat, especially among the Blairs.

         
         “Did the page say why Cordelia wanted the memory stone?”

         
         “No.” Alvis shrugged. “But it probably has something to do with the rumors that she’s planning to announce Vasilia’s engagement
            to the Andvarian prince.”
         

         
         My stomach twisted at the mention of the crown princess, but Alvis’s theory made sense. Rumors had been swirling for months
            that Queen Cordelia wanted to strengthen relations between Bellona and Andvari, and a royal marriage would be the best way
            to do that. Alvis wasn’t the first to speculate that the main reason for the Andvarians’ visit was to formally announce the
            engagement—something that Vasilia was vehemently opposed to. The crown princess thought that Bellona should negotiate with
            Morta, not help protect Andvari from the other larger kingdom. She’d proposed several new trade agreements with Morta, all
            of which the queen had vetoed, and relations between daughter and mother had been frosty for months.
         

         
         Alvis pointed at the table in the corner that I used. “I prepared the stone. I have work to do, so you might as well take
            it with you to the luncheon.”
         

         
         “You’re not coming? I thought Cordelia personally invited you.”

         
         He snorted again. “No, it was Vasilia, which means that she probably wants another jewel for her newest sword or dagger. Some
            little trinket to make her even more powerful than she already is. I’m staying here. If she wants her new bauble badly enough,
            she can come ask me for it herself.”
         

         
         My stomach twisted again, but I didn’t respond. Words wouldn’t change anything. Not when it came to my strained relationship
            with Vasilia—and how she had betrayed me.
         

         
         Alvis handed the rose brooch to me. “Here. Take this over to your table, and get it out of my way while I clean up.”

         
         My fingers curled around the brooch. Not only could I smell the magic clinging to the jewels, I could actually feel it, and the power burned like an ember in my palm. More importantly, I could feel my own cold, hard power rising up in response,
            wanting to snuff out all that hot, pulsing magic.
         

         
         Alvis watched me, his hazel eyes narrowing with interest. This was another one of his tests. I didn’t know why, but he was
            always searching for a sign, always looking for the smallest hint that I was more than what I appeared to be.
         

         
         Then again, he was the only one who even suspected that I was immune to magic.

         
         A magier’s lightning, a morph’s talons, a mutt’s speed, a metalstone master’s brooch. They could all hurt me, terribly so,
            but they didn’t do nearly the damage they were supposed to. And I could overcome them all, if I really wanted to, if I was
            truly desperate enough to unleash my own magic in response. Depending on who was inherently more powerful, either a magier
            would roast me alive with her lightning or my immunity would smother her power, throttling it into nothingness. Although,
            thankfully, I hadn’t had to use my immunity like that in years.
         

         
         Back when I was younger, before I’d learned how to control my immunity, all I had to do was touch a ring or a necklace, and
            I would extinguish all the magic inside the jewels. At first, Alvis hadn’t been able to figure out why it was happening, but
            he’d slowly grown suspicious, and he’d started giving me these little tests.
         

         
         I loved and respected Alvis, but I’d never told him about my power. I’d never told anyone about it, not even Isobel. The only person I’d ever even been tempted to tell was Vasilia, and thank the gods that I had
            kept my mouth shut.
         

         
         So as easy as it would have been for me to wrap my fingers around the brooch, unleash my power, and extinguish the magic in
            the pink diamonds, I pushed my immunity back down, walked over, and set the brooch on my table.
         

         
         Disappointment flashed in Alvis’s eyes, but he started getting things ready for his next design.

         
         I looked at the memory stone on my table. It was a smooth, flat opal roughly the size of my palm, resting on top of a black
            velvet bag. The gem reeked of magic, and sparks of blue, red, green, and purple shimmered through the milky surface, like
            fireworks exploding over and over again.
         

         
         Memory stones did exactly what their name implied—they captured and held memories. All I had to do was place the stone in
            a strategic position and tap on it three times, and it would record everything at the luncheon. People, conversations, even
            the decorations. Then, when the event was over, I would tap the stone three more times to stop its magic, and the queen would
            have a perfect recording of the day’s festivities, which she could view by tapping on the stone herself at any time.
         

         
         I dropped the opal into the black velvet bag and slid the whole thing into my pants pocket. Then I noticed a black velvet
            box tied with a blue ribbon sitting on the corner of my table. I picked up the box and shook it, but the velvet kept me from
            hearing what was inside.
         

         
         “What’s this? Another new piece for a client?”

         
         “Sort of.” Alvis fiddled with his tools. “It’s for you. Consider it an early birthday present.”

         
         “My birthday isn’t until the Winter Solstice. Besides, you don’t believe in birthday presents.”

         
         Alvis always said that a person’s birthday was just another day, although he always found an excuse to sneak me a treat on
            mine, whether it was a new set of metal cutters, some gems for my latest design, or a bag of chocolates that he claimed he
            didn’t want.
         

         
         “Well, I finished it early, so you’re getting it now. Don’t just look at it,” he grumbled. “Go on, open it.”

         
         I undid the ribbon, set it aside, and slowly cracked open the box, enjoying the surprise for as long as possible.

         
         A stunning bracelet lay inside the black velvet.

         
         The wide band was made of curls of silver that had been twisted together to resemble thorns, which wrapped around and protected
            the elegant crown in the center of the design. Instead of being a single gem, the crown was made of seven tearstone shards
            that had been fitted together, making it glitter far more than one gem ever could. The bracelet was exquisite, but what was
            even more impressive was all the magic that pulsed through it.
         

         
         Like other jewels, tearstone could absorb and reflect back magic, but it also had the unique property of offering protection
            from magic—deflecting it like a shield. Tearstone jewelry that reflected back magic was often light gray in color, while those
            pieces that deflected magic were often midnight-blue, like the ones in my bracelet.
         

         
         Each shard in the crown was filled with a cold, hard power that was similar to my own immunity. I didn’t know why Alvis had
            made the bracelet, since I didn’t have anything to fear at the palace—at least, not when it came to physical danger—but I
            was touched by the gesture.
         

         
         “It’s beautiful,” I whispered. “It must have taken you months to make this.”

         
         Alvis shrugged, but his lips twitched up again, as though he was holding back another smile. “Well, don’t just look at it.
            Put it on.”
         

         
         I slid the bracelet onto my wrist and snapped the clasp. It fit perfectly, and the tearstone shards glittered a deep, vibrant
            blue.
         

         
         “I know that shards are one of your signature designs, but why a crown made of them?” I asked, running my finger over the
            jewels. “I’ve never seen you make that before.”
         

         
         Alvis shrugged. “I’ve made a crown of shards before, although not for a long time. I only use it for special pieces.”

         
         I glanced at him, sensing there was something he wasn’t telling me, but he fiddled with his tools again, and the stubborn
            set of his mouth told me that he wouldn’t reveal anything else. Still, love and gratitude flowed through me, and I walked
            over and wrapped him up in a tight hug. If I’d had the strength, I would have lifted him off his feet and spun him around,
            but he was far too short and stocky for me to do that.
         

         
         “Thank you!” I hugged him even tighter. “Thank you so much!”

         
         Alvis awkwardly patted me on the back. “All right,” he grumbled. “I have work to do, and you have a luncheon to attend, remember?”

         
         I hugged him again, then drew back. Alvis stared at me, that small half smile still on his lips. I leaned forward and kissed
            him on the cheek.
         

         
         “Bah!” He waved his hand. “That’s quite enough of that.”

         
         “I know. You don’t believe in affection either.” I grinned. “I guess that it’s lucky for both of us that I do.”

         
         I leaned forward and kissed his other cheek.

         
         “Bah!” Alvis waved his hand at me again, but his lips were slowly creeping up. If he wasn’t careful, he was going to break
            out into a bona fide smile.
         

         
         I grinned even wider at him, and he actually did smile at me. Then his hazel gaze dropped to the bracelet, and his smile vanished,
            as though something about the piece bothered him, even though he was the one who’d made it.
         

         
         “Is something wrong? Did you not want me to wear the bracelet? It doesn’t exactly go with my kitchen tunic,” I joked.

         
         He shook his head. “Don’t be silly. Of course I want you to wear it.”

         
         “But?”

         
         He hesitated. “Just . . . be careful.”

         
         “Of what?”

         
         “I don’t know, exactly. It just seems like there are a lot of new people around the palace lately. You know how I feel about
            new people.”
         

         
         “You don’t like them.”

         
         Alvis nodded. “You can’t trust new people.”

         
         I could have pointed out that he didn’t like anyone, not even me most days, and that just because he didn’t know someone didn’t
            mean that they were up to something sinister, but I held my tongue. He’d given me such a lovely gift, and I didn’t want to
            ruin the moment. Besides, he was right. I had a luncheon to attend and my freedom and future to secure.
         

         
         “Go on,” he said. “Before I change my mind and make you stay here and work.”

         
         I raised my hand and snapped off a salute. “Yes, sir.”

         
         Alvis gave me a chiding look, but his lips were twitching as though he was trying to hide another smile. Laughing, I gave
            him another salute, then left the workshop.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         I trudged up to the first floor, which was much busier than before. Maeven must have lit a fire under the kitchen staff, because
            servants hustled to and fro, carrying everything from table linens to platters of cheeses to baskets of fresh fruit. The steady
            thud-thud-thud-thud of their footsteps was like a low, rolling drumbeat, accentuated by the clatter of dishes rattling together.
         

         
         I eyed a couple of servants carrying crates full of bottles. How much champagne did Maeven think would be consumed at the
            luncheon? Perhaps she was just being cautious in having so much of it on hand. If Cordelia was going to announce Vasilia’s
            engagement, then there would be several toasts wishing the couple well, congratulating each kingdom on a shrewd new alliance,
            and so on. Either way, I hugged the wall, steering clear of the scurrying servants.
         

         
         But that put me in the path of other people—the palace guards.

         
         Normally, a guard was stationed at either end of the common areas, with a few more roaming from one section of the palace
            to the next. Just to make sure that the political disagreements, drunken lords, and feuding ladies didn’t get out of hand.
            But even those things were few and far between and almost always quickly resolved.
         

         
         But today, guards were stationed every few feet. One, two, three . . . I counted more than a dozen in this hallway alone.
            Captain Auster must have brought in extra security for the luncheon. An ordinary enough occurrence, given the Andvarian dignitaries’
            importance, and one that wouldn’t normally bother me. But I had been at the palace for a long time, and I knew every single
            one of the guards, along with their routes and duties.
         

         
         I didn’t recognize any of these people.

         
         All the guards were wearing the standard uniform of a plain gold breastplate over a short-sleeve red tunic with black leggings
            and boots, and each one had a sword buckled to their black belt. Nothing unusual there. But the more I studied the guards,
            the more I noticed something very unusual about them.
         

         
         They all reeked of magic.

         
         A servant carrying a tray of champagne flutes hurried by, pushing me closer to two guards who were standing along the wall.
            I drew in a deep breath, tasting the scents in the air. Dozens of perfumes and colognes clashed together, their floral and
            spicy notes fighting for dominance, along with an undercurrent of sour, nervous sweat.
         

         
         I expected the perfumes and colognes, given all the people who moved through Seven Spire on a daily basis, but the sweat was
            a surprise. Usually, that scent permeated the palace only when there were deals to be made, fortunes to be won and lost, and
            enemies to be struck down.
         

         
         I drew in another breath, my nose twitching as I sorted through all the scents. The harsh, metallic tang of magic swirled
            through the hallway again, emanating from the two guards.
         

         
         I stared at the men, but I didn’t see any morph marks on their necks, and no lightning or fire sparked on their fingertips
            to indicate that they had any magier power. And they obviously weren’t masters, since they weren’t working with or wielding
            some specific element. They could be mutts like me, but mutts usually smelled of magic only when they were actively using
            their power, and all these two were doing was standing against the wall.
         

         
         Sure, their posture was stiffer than normal, and sweat glistened on their foreheads, despite the cool air. But they were so
            tense and nervous that they were literally sweating magic out of their pores. What were they so concerned about?
         

         
         The two guards realized that I was staring and tipped their heads to me. The polite nods increased my worry. I was still wearing
            a kitchen tunic, so I should have been invisible to them. Captain Auster didn’t pay his men to be polite to servants. So why
            acknowledge my presence at all?
         

         
         I opened my mouth to ask their names, but a group of servants rushing up behind me forced me to walk past the guards or risk
            getting trampled. It wasn’t until I reached the far end of the hallway that I was able to step out of the servants’ way, stop,
            and look back.
         

         
         A third man had joined the other two—Nox, the personal guard to Princess Vasilia.

         
         Unlike the other guards in their red tunics, Nox wore one that was a bright, vivid fuchsia and trimmed with gold thread, in
            keeping with Vasilia’s colors, although he never bothered with a breastplate or any other armor. He was quite handsome, tall
            and muscled with broad shoulders, golden hair, purplish eyes, and tan skin, and more than one servant snuck an admiring glance
            at him.
         

         
         Nox had come to Seven Spire about nine months ago with a group of visiting Mortan nobles. Vasilia had taken an immediate shine
            to him and had convinced him to stay on as her own personal guard, despite the fact that he was a minor royal in his own right.
            Ever since then, rumors had flown fast and furious that the two of them were sleeping together, despite Nox’s flirting with
            every woman he encountered, even me, on occasion.
         

         
         Sex was just as much a weapon at the palace as swords were in the gladiator ring. For some, it was their preferred weapon,
            wielded with cold cunning. More than one fresh-faced ingénue, male and female alike, had come to the palace only to leave
            a few weeks later in poverty, disgrace, tears, and heartbreak after being fucked over—literally and physically—by some more
            experienced lord or lady.
         

         
         I didn’t like Nox. Not because he was Mortan, as Isobel would have insisted, but because he knew exactly how handsome he was
            and used it to his advantage. He was always dazzling the servants with sly smiles and pretty words to get what he wanted,
            whether it was the best cuts of meat at dinner, a bottle of expensive wine from the cellar, or fine silk sheets for his bed.
            But his smile was always just a little too bright, and his laughter was always just a little too hearty to be genuine. He
            reminded me of a coral viper lying in the grass, waiting to strike the unsuspecting soul who was unlucky enough to step on
            him.
         

         
         He was a perfect match for Vasilia that way.

         
         Nox spoke to the guards, who nodded back to him, as well as to the servants who hurried by. Perhaps Captain Auster hadn’t
            rounded these guards into shape yet, and they didn’t realize that they should be watching people, instead of greeting them.
         

         
         Either way, I couldn’t do anything about Nox or the guards, so I pushed my unease aside, left the hallway, and headed up to
            my chambers on the seventh floor.
         

         
         Contrary to popular belief, a person’s living on a higher floor had absolutely nothing to do with their position, wealth,
            title, or magic. It just meant that I had to climb more than a dozen sets of bloody stairs every time I wanted to go to my
            room. Oh, I could have taken one of the metal lifts, but they were always far too slow and crowded.
         

         
         Fifteen minutes later, I reached a door tucked into the back corner of that level. Much like Alvis’s dungeon workshop, this
            area was deserted, and not a whisper of sound broke the silence. No one ever came up to this hidden nook unless they were
            looking for me, but even that was a rare occurrence. Usually Captain Auster was the one who came calling, to sternly remind
            me of my royal duty on the rare occasion when I skipped some tedious tea.
         

         
         Since no one ever came up here, I never bothered to lock the door, so I opened it and stepped inside. Unlike the other members
            of the royal family with their spacious apartments on the lower levels, my quarters were shockingly small. An old, creaky
            table with a couple of mismatched chairs stood in the front of the room, with my bed pushed up against the back wall. In the
            corner, a wooden armoire loomed over the vanity table sitting next to it. A door set into the opposite wall opened up into
            a bathroom that was barely big enough for the white porcelain tub, toilet, and sink inside.
         

         
         Since I didn’t get any visitors, I didn’t bother to keep my room clean. Childish, I know, but it was the only bit of rebellion
            that I could consistently get away with. Piles of books were stacked up on one of the chairs, the different colors, shapes,
            and sizes almost making it look like a person was sitting there. More books covered the table itself, along with gems, bits
            of metal, and tweezers. A magnifying glass like the one in Alvis’s workshop stood on one side of the table, while a fluorestone
            headlamp was hooked over the back of one of the knobs on the empty chair.
         

         
         Still more books were stacked up three and four dozen high on the floor, and I wound my way through the paper maze. Most of
            the volumes were research for one function or another, and colored ribbons stuck out of the pages, marking the passages that
            were the most pertinent. I might despise being the royal stand-in, but I prided myself on always being prepared and always
            doing a good job. That meant learning everything I could about the people, politics, and objects at every tea, recital, and
            art exhibit that I attended.
         

         
         I sat down at the vanity table, sliding aside the newest stack of books that I’d borrowed from the palace library. A wooden
            music box shaped like an ogre’s face perched on the top volume, although I could still read the book’s title that glimmered
            in silver foil—Step by Step: Traditional Dances of Unger.
         

         
         In addition to making pies for the Andvarian ambassador, I was also scheduled to perform the Tanzen Freund, a dance of friendship,
            for the Ungerian ambassador when she visited next week. The dance was far more complicated than the pies, and far more important,
            since relations between Bellona and Unger had been strained for years.
         

         
         I had planned to spend a rare lazy morning in bed, listening to the music box, reading through the book, and reviewing the
            dance’s intricate steps. At least, until Isobel had knocked on my door and told me about my new, last-minute, pie-making duties.
         

         
         Once the music box and the books were out of the way, I studied my reflection in the mirror. Alvis was right. I looked like
            I’d been rolling around in flour. White stains covered my tunic and streaked across my cheeks like makeup that I’d forgotten
            to blend in. No wonder the strange guards had nodded at me. They’d probably felt sorry for me, the clueless servant wandering
            around with flour all over her face.
         

         
         I sighed and dropped my gaze from the mirror to a silver framed portrait propped up on the corner of the table. The painting
            showed a beautiful woman with black hair sitting next to a handsome man with wavy dark brown hair. My mother, Leighton Larimar
            Winter Blair, and my father, Jarl Sancus.
         

         
         The two of them had been sitting in front of the fireplace in our home. I had ducked behind the paint master and had made
            silly faces, trying to get them to laugh and break their poses. I could still see that silent laughter shining in their eyes
            and in the faint lift of their lips. The portrait had been painted a few weeks before their murders, and it was one of the
            few reminders I had of them.
         

         
         My heart squeezed tight, but I stared at the portrait, studying my parents’ faces, even though I’d long ago committed them
            to memory. Everyone told me that I looked just like my mother, since I had her black hair and gray-blue eyes.
         

         
         All the Blairs had gray-blue eyes. Tearstone eyes, some people called them, named after all the tearstone that the Blairs
            had mined out of Seven Spire and the surrounding mountains. Some stories said that the royal family had dug so much tearstone
            out of the ground that it had turned our eyes the same shifting gray-blue color as the stone.
         

         
         My eyes and features weren’t nearly as pretty as my mother’s had been. Still, I tried to look as much like her as possible,
            even braiding my long hair in the same elaborate style as in her portrait.
         

         
         A series of bells rang out, warning everyone that there was only an hour left until the noon luncheon. I couldn’t go to the
            event covered in flour. Queen Cordelia paid little attention to me, but even she would notice that.
         

         
         My parents’ portrait was a bit crooked, so I straightened the frame, lining it up with the edge of the table.

         
         “There you go,” I whispered.

         
         It almost seemed as though their eyes brightened and their smiles widened, although it was just wishful thinking on my part.
            I wasn’t a time magier, so I never got glimpses of the past or had visions of the future.
         

         
         I stared at my parents’ faces for a few seconds longer, then got to my feet to get ready for the luncheon. The ache in my
            heart lingered, though, the way it always did.
         

         
         The way it always would.

         
         *  *  *

         I went into the bathroom and washed the flour off my face, then stripped off my dirty clothes and replaced them with black
            boots and leggings and a long-sleeve midnight-blue tunic trimmed with silver thread—the colors for the Winter line of the
            Blair family. I also grabbed the black velvet pouch with Alvis’s memory stone and slid it into my pocket.
         

         
         I checked my reflection in the bathroom mirror. More tendrils of my black hair had escaped their braid and curled up like
            tiny gargoyle horns all over my head, so I wet my hair and smoothed them down. I also dabbed some berry balm onto my lips,
            but I didn’t bother with any more makeup. Most of my cousins were quite pretty, with servants and thread masters to help them
            make the most of their good looks. I could never compete with them, especially not with Vasilia and Madelena, the two princesses,
            so I didn’t even try anymore.
         

         
         I started to leave the bathroom when my gaze fell on the bracelet lying on the sink. I hesitated, wondering if I should wear
            it to the luncheon. It was a simple, elegant piece, compared to my cousins’ ropes of pearls and cascades of diamonds, but
            I’d learned long ago that someone was always ready, willing, and eager to take away what little that I had. Not because they
            needed or wanted it, but just because they could, just because that sort of pettiness amused them.
         

         
         But it had been such a lovely, thoughtful gift, and I didn’t want to abandon it less than an hour after Alvis had given it
            to me. A compromise then. I slid the bracelet onto my wrist, but I pulled my sleeve down so that the fabric covered the band.
         

         
         Once that was done, I left my room and walked back downstairs. By the time I reached the first floor, the hallways were empty,
            even of guards. Everyone must have already gone to the luncheon, which was being held on the royal lawn. I stepped into the
            hallway that would take me to the lawn when a snide voice called out behind me.
         

         
         “Everleigh, a word, please.”

         
         I sighed. And the day had been going so well.

         
         I plastered a smile on my face and turned around. A man strode toward me, his boots banging out a constant, annoying beat.
            Instead of the usual scarlet, his long-sleeve tunic was black, although it was adorned with several rows of gold thread, as
            were his black leggings. His black hair and mustache were brushed and curled just so, and his black boots were as polished
            and glossy as mirrors.
         

         
         Felton, the queen’s personal secretary, stopped in front of me and straightened up to his full height, which
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