
      
         [image: cover image]

      
   
      
         [image: title page]

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Dedication

         
         
            To my mom and my grandma—for your love, 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 books.
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Pretty, pretty princes,

            All in a row.

            Who will they marry?

            Where will they go?

             

            This girl, that girl,

            Maid, lady, queen.

            Who snares the princes’ hearts

            Remains to be seen.

            —Andvarian court song
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The First Assassination Attempt

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         The day of the first assassination attempt started out like any other.

         
         With me girding myself for battle.

         
         I perched stiffly in a chair in front of a vanity table that took up the corner of my bedroom. The long, rectangular table
            was made of the blackest ebony and adorned with all sorts of drawers and cubbyholes, along with crystal knobs that glinted
            at me like mocking eyes.
         

         
         The morning sun slipped past the white lace curtains and highlighted the tabletop, which featured carvings of gladiators clutching
            swords, daggers, and shields. I looked down at the figures, which were embossed with bits of metal, along with tiny jewels.
            They too seemed to stare up at and mock me, as if they knew that I shouldn’t be here.
         

         
         I leaned forward and traced my fingers over the carvings, wincing as the metal tips of the weapons and the sharp facets of
            the jeweled eyes dug into my skin. I wondered how many other women had sat here and done this same thing. Dozens, if not more.
            I also wondered if they’d all been as uncomfortable as I was.
         

         
         Probably not.

         
         After all, this table and the other fine furnishings had been their birthright, passed down from mother to daughter through
            the generations. The women who’d come before hadn’t stumbled into this position by accident like I had.
         

         
         Someone cleared her throat, and I resumed my previous stiff perch. Fingers fluttered around me, adjusting my sleeves, smoothing
            down my hair, and even slicking berry balm onto my lips. A minute later, the fingers retreated, and I raised my gaze to the
            domed mirror that rose up from the table like gladiator arenas did from the Svalin city landscape.
         

         
         More figures were carved into the wide band of wood that encased the mirror. Gargoyles with sapphire eyes and curved, silver
            horns that were pointed at the strixes, hawklike birds with feathers that glinted with a metallic, amethyst sheen. The creatures
            looked like they were about to leap out of the wood, take flight, and tear into one another, just like the gladiators on the
            tabletop did. A single pearl-white caladrius with dark blue tearstone eyes adorned the very top of the mirror, as though the
            tiny, owlish bird was peering down at all the other creatures below, including me.
         

         
         Someone cleared her throat again. I sighed and finally focused on my reflection.

         
         Black hair, gray-blue eyes, pale, tight face. I looked the same as always, except for one notable thing.

         
         The crown on my head.

         
         My gaze locked onto the thin silver band, which was surprisingly plain, except for the small midnight-blue pieces of tearstone
            that jutted up from the center. The seven tearstone shards fitted together to form a crown, as if the silver band itself wasn’t
            enough indication of who and what I was now.
         

         
         But it wasn’t the only crown of shards I was wearing.

         
         I reached over with my left hand and touched the bracelet that circled my right wrist. It was made of curls of silver that
            had been twisted together to resemble sharp thorns, all of which wrapped around and protected the crown in the middle of the
            design. The crown embedded in the bracelet was also made of seven tearstone shards, but it contained one thing that the actual
            crown on my head did not.
         

         
         Magic.

         
         Like other jewels, tearstone could absorb, store, and reflect back magic, but it also had the unique property of offering
            protection from magic—deflecting it like a gladiator’s shield would stop a sword in an arena fight. Each midnight-blue shard
            in my bracelet contained a cold, hard power that was similar to my own magical immunity. The cool touch of the jewelry comforted
            me, as did the magic flowing through it.
         

         
         I needed all the help I could get today.

         
         Someone cleared her throat for a third time, and I dropped my hand from my bracelet and focused on my reflection again.

         
         I slowly tilted my head to the side, and the silver crown swayed dangerously to the right. I straightened up and tilted my
            head to the other side, and it swayed in that direction.
         

         
         “I still feel like this stupid thing is going to fall off,” I muttered.

         
         “It will not fall off, my queen,” a low, soothing voice murmured. “We’ve put plenty of pins in your hair to make sure that doesn’t happen.”
         

         
         A woman moved forward and stood beside me. She was on the short side, and the top of her head wasn’t all that much higher
            than mine, even though I was seated. She was about my age—twenty-seven or so—and quite lovely, with blue eyes, rosy skin,
            and dark, honey-blond hair that was pulled back into a pretty fishtail braid that trailed over her shoulder. She had a thick,
            strong body, but her fingers were long and lean and freckled with small, white scars from all the pins and needles that had
            accidentally poked into her skin over the years.
         

         
         Lady Calandre had been Queen Cordelia’s personal thread master for the last few months of the queen’s life. And now, she was
            mine. As were her two teenage sisters, Camille and Cerana, who were hovering behind her.
         

         
         “Are you pleased with your appearance, my queen?” Calandre asked.

         
         I studied my blue tunic in the mirror. A crown of shards was stitched in silver thread over my heart, while still more silver
            thread scrolled across my neckline and flowed down my sleeves, as though I had wrapped myself in thorns. Standard black leggings
            and boots completed my outfit.
         

         
         “Of course. Your work is exquisite, as always.”

         
         Calandre nodded, and pride gleamed in her eyes at the compliment. She adjusted the long bell sleeves of her blue gown, even
            though they were already perfectly draped in place. They too were trimmed with silver thread, in keeping with the colors of
            the Winter line of the Blair royal family.
         

         
         My colors now.

         
         “I still wish that you had let me make you something grander,” Calandre murmured. “I could have easily done it with my magic.”

         
         She was a master, which meant that her magic let her work with a specific object or element to create amazing things. In Calandre’s
            case, she had complete control over thread, fabric, and the like. My nose twitched. I could smell her power on my tunic, a
            faint, vinegary odor that was the same as the dyes that she used to give her garments their glorious colors.
         

         
         Calandre had tried to get me to don a ball gown for today’s formal court session, since all the attending nobles would be
            decked out in their own finery, but I’d refused. I wasn’t the queen everyone had expected, and I certainly wasn’t the one
            they wanted, so draping myself in layers of silk and cascades of jewels seemed silly and pointless. Besides, you couldn’t
            fight very well in a ball gown. Although in that regard, it didn’t really matter what I wore, since every day at Seven Spire
            was a battle.
         

         
         “Forget the clothes,” another voice chimed in. “I still can’t believe that people sent you all this stuff.”
         

         
         I looked over at a tall woman with braided blond hair and beautiful bronze skin who was lounging on a blue velvet settee.
            She was wearing a forest-green tunic that brought out her golden amber eyes, along with the usual black leggings and boots.
            A large silver mace was lying next to her on the settee, with the spikes slowly stabbing the plump cushions to death.
         

         
         Paloma waved her hand at the low table in front of her. “C’mon. How much stuff does one queen need?”

         
         Every inch of the table was covered with baskets, bowls, and platters brimming with everything from fresh produce to smelly
            cheeses to bottles of champagne. Other tables throughout the room boasted similar items, as did the writing desk, the nightstand
            beside the four-poster bed, and the top of the armoire. Not to mention the cloaks, gloves, and other garments piled up in
            the corners or the paintings, statues, and other knickknacks propped up against the walls. I’d gotten so many welcome gifts
            that I’d resorted to perching them on the windowsills, just so I would be able to walk through my chambers.
         

         
         Paloma grabbed a white card out of a basket on the table. “Who is Lady Diante, and why did she send you a basket of pears?”

         
         “Diante is an extremely wealthy noble who owns fruit orchards in one of the southern districts,” I said. “And it’s a Bellonan
            tradition to send the new queen a gift wishing her a long and prosperous reign.”
         

         
         Paloma snorted. “Funny tradition, sending a gift to someone you’re plotting against.”

         
         Calandre’s lips puckered, and her two sisters gasped. Calandre was a Bellonan courtier who was traditional and polite to a
            fault. She didn’t much care for Paloma’s bluntness, but she didn’t say anything. She might be a master, but Paloma was a much
            stronger morph.
         

         
         Calandre stared at the morph mark on Paloma’s neck. All morphs had some sort of tattoo-like mark on their bodies that indicated
            what creature they could shift into. Paloma’s mark was a fearsome ogre face with amber eyes, a lock of blond hair, and plenty
            of sharp teeth.
         

         
         The ogre must have sensed Calandre’s disapproving gaze, because its blinking, liquid eyes shifted in her direction. The ogre
            looked at her a moment, then opened its mouth wide in a silent laugh. Calandre’s lips puckered again, and she let out an indignant
            sniff, which made the ogre laugh even more.
         

         
         “Well, then, perhaps you should taste test the pears,” I sniped. “Just to make sure that Lady Diante isn’t trying to poison
            me.”
         

         
         “That’s an excellent idea,” Paloma drawled. “Especially since I know that mutt nose of yours would never be able to stand
            having poisoned fruit in here.”
         

         
         Calandre winced, and her two sisters gasped again at Paloma so casually calling me a mutt. The common, if somewhat condescending, term referred to those with relatively simple, straightforward powers like enhanced
            strength or speed, as well as people like me who seemed to have very little magic. But I didn’t mind. I had been called far
            worse things. Besides, Paloma was my best friend, and I found her honesty refreshing, especially after so many years of people
            smiling to my face, then spewing venom behind my back.
         

         
         Paloma plucked a pear from the basket and sank her teeth into it. She grinned, as did the ogre on her neck. “See? Not poisoned.”

         
         I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t help grinning back at her. “Well, eat fast. Because now that I’m properly attired, it’s time
            for our first battle of the day.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         I thanked Calandre and her sisters for their services. The thread master curtsied to me, gave Paloma another disapproving
            sniff, and left. While Paloma ate another pear, I cinched a black leather belt around my waist, then hooked a sword and a
            dagger to it.
         

         
         A queen shouldn’t have to carry weapons, at least not inside her own palace, but then again, I was no ordinary queen.

         
         And these were far from ordinary weapons.

         
         The sword and the dagger both gleamed a dull silver, and both of their hilts featured seven midnight-blue jewels that formed
            my crown-of-shards crest. But what made the weapons truly special was that they were made entirely of tearstone. The sword
            and the dagger were far lighter than normal blades, and they would also absorb and deflect magic, just like the blue tearstone
            shards in their hilts and in my bracelet would.
         

         
         A matching tearstone shield was propped up beside my bed, but I decided not to strap it to my forearm. Carrying a sword and
            a dagger was noteworthy enough, but taking the shield as well would make me seem weak, something that I could ill afford.
         

         
         I traced my fingers over the symbol in the sword’s hilt. Despite their dark blue hue, the tearstone shards glittered brightly.
            Over the past several months, the crown of shards had become my personal crest. At first, because it had kept showing up on
            objects that other people gave me, like my bracelet and weapons. But now, everyone associated the symbol with me, whether
            I liked it or not.
         

         
         Part of me hated the crown of shards and everything it stood for. The crest was yet another reminder that I was a pretender
            who had attained the throne only through a series of unexpected and extraordinary events.
         

         
         More often than not, the crown of shards reminded me of all the swords—all the enemies—that wanted to cut me down. And perhaps worst of all, the symbol was traditionally associated with only the strongest Winter
            queens, something that was particularly troubling since I still had no idea what being a Winter queen really meant, especially
            when it came to my magic.
         

         
         But in a strange way, the symbol comforted me as well. Other Blairs, other Winter queens, had survived life at Seven Spire.
            Perhaps I could too.
         

         
         Time to find out.

         
         Paloma finished her second pear. Then she got to her feet, grabbed her spiked mace, and hoisted it up onto her shoulder. The
            weapon made her look even more intimidating. “You ready for this?”
         

         
         I blew out a breath. “I suppose I have to be.”

         
         She shrugged. “It’s not too late. We could still sneak out of here, run off, and join a gladiator troupe.”

         
         I snorted. “Please. I wouldn’t get across the river before Serilda and Auster hunted me down and dragged me back.”

         
         Paloma grinned, as did the ogre on her neck. “Well, then, you should give Serilda, Auster, and everyone else what they’ve
            been waiting for.”
         

         
         I snorted again. “The only thing they’ve been waiting for is to see who makes the first move against me. But you’re right.
            I might as well get on with it.”
         

         
         I touched my sword and dagger again, letting the feel of the weapons steady me, then walked over to the double doors. Just
            like on the vanity table, gladiators and other figures were carved into the wood. I stared at them a moment, then let out
            a long, tense breath, schooled my face into a blank, pleasant mask, and opened the doors.
         

         
         As soon as I stepped into the hallway, the two guards posted by the doors snapped to attention. They were both wearing the
            standard uniform of a plain silver breastplate over a short-sleeved, dark blue tunic, and each one had a sword buckled to
            his belt.
         

         
         I smiled at them. “Alonzo, Bowen, you’re both looking well this morning.”

         
         The guards dipped their heads, but that was their only response. Several months ago, back when I’d just been Lady Everleigh,
            the guards would have talked, laughed, and joked with me. Now they stared at me with wariness in their eyes, wondering if
            I would do or say something to hurt them.
         

         
         I tried not to grimace at their watchful, distrustful silence and set off down the hallway. Paloma fell in step beside me,
            her mace still propped up on her shoulder. In addition to being my best friend, Paloma was also my personal guard, and the
            former gladiator took great pride in casually threatening anyone who came near me.
         

         
         The queen’s chambers were on the third floor, and we quickly wound our way downstairs to the first level.

         
         Seven Spire palace was the heart of Svalin, the capital city of Bellona, and just about everything in the wide hallways and
            spacious common areas was a tribute to the kingdom’s gladiator history and tradition, from the tapestries that covered the
            dark gray granite walls, to the statues tucked away in various nooks, to the display cases bristling with swords, spears,
            daggers, and shields that famous queens and gladiators had used long ago.
         

         
         But the most obvious signs of Bellona’s past were the columns that adorned practically every room and hallway. Seven Spire
            had once been a mine, and the columns were the supports for the old tunnels where my Blair ancestors had dug fluorestone and
            more out of the mountain. Over the years, the columns had been transformed into works of art, and they too were covered with
            gladiators, weapons, gargoyles, strixes, and caladriuses, just like the furnishings in the queen’s chambers.
         

         
         But what made the columns truly impressive was that they were all made of tearstone, which could change color, going from
            bright, starry gray to dark, deep midnight-blue, and back again, depending on the sunlight and other factors. The tearstone’s
            shifting hues brought the gladiators and creatures to life, making it seem as though they were circling around the columns
            and constantly battling one another.
         

         
         I pulled my gaze away from the columns and focused on the people here. After all, they were the ones who could truly hurt
            me.
         

         
         Even though it was early on a Monday morning, people filled the hallways. Servants carrying trays of food and drinks. Palace
            stewards heading to their posts to oversee their workers. Guards making sure that everything proceeded in an orderly fashion.
         

         
         Everyone went about their business as usual—until they saw me.

         
         Then eyes widened, mouths gaped, and heads bobbed. Some people even dropped down into low, formal bows and curtsies, only
            rising to their feet after I’d moved past them. I gritted my teeth and returned the acknowledgments with polite smiles and
            nods, but the bowing and scraping were nothing compared to the whispers.
         

         
         “Why isn’t she wearing a gown?”

         
         “Doesn’t she know how important today is?”

         
         “She won’t last another month.”

         
         The whispers started the second I walked by, and the hushed comments chased me from one hallway to the next, like a tidal
            wave that was surging up and about to crash down on me. If only. Drowning would be a far more merciful death than what I’d
            gotten myself into here.
         

         
         From the rumors I’d heard, the servants and guards had started a pool, placing bets on how long my tenuous reign would last.
            I was wondering that myself. I’d been queen for only about three months, and I was already thoroughly sick of the politics,
            infighting, and backstabbing that were the palace’s equivalent of the gladiator fights that were so popular in Bellona.
         

         
         Even Paloma with her spiked mace and the glaring ogre face on her neck couldn’t quiet the chatter. I gritted my teeth again
            and hurried on, trying to ignore the whispers. Easier said than done.
         

         
         Paloma and I rounded a corner and stepped into a long hallway, which was empty, except for the usual guards stationed in the
            corners. I focused on the double doors that stretched from the floor all the way up to the ceiling at the far end. The doors
            were standing wide open, and I could see people moving around in the area beyond.
         

         
         The throne room.

         
         Even though I had been here countless times before, my stomach dropped, and my heart squeezed tight, but I kept trudging forward,
            one slow step at a time. There was no turning back, and there was no running away. Not from this.
         

         
         A lean, muscled, forty-something man wearing a red jacket over a white ruffled shirt was standing by the windows off to one
            side of the doors. The sun streaming inside made his black hair and eyes seem as glossy as ink against his golden skin, and
            it also highlighted the morph mark on his neck—a dragon’s face made of ruby-red scales.
         

         
         The man was giving his full and undivided attention to a silver platter filled with bite-size fruit cakes perched on the windowsill.
            He studied the cakes carefully, as if he were making a most important decision, then selected a raspberry one, popped it into
            his mouth, and sighed with happiness.
         

         
         He must have spotted Paloma and me out of the corner of his eye because he glanced in our direction. He quickly popped another
            cake into his mouth while we walked over to him.
         

         
         “Ah, there you are, Evie,” he said. “I was just enjoying some treats before the main event.”

         
         In addition to being a former queen’s guard and ringmaster, Cho Yamato also had a serious sweet tooth, as did his inner dragon,
            since its black eyes were still locked on the tray of cakes.
         

         
         “I’m glad to see that Theroux is making himself at home as the new kitchen steward,” I drawled. “And doing his best to ply
            you with desserts. Or did you steal those from some poor, unsuspecting servant?”
         

         
         Cho grinned at my teasing. “I stole them, of course. Theroux’s desserts aren’t nearly as good as yours, but some treats are
            better than no treats at all, right?” He didn’t wait for an answer before he downed a kiwi cake.
         

         
         Joking around with Cho loosened some of the tension in my chest. I might not like being queen, but at least I had friends
            like him and Paloma to help me with the dangerous undertaking.
         

         
         He finished his cake, then eyed me. “Are you ready for this?” he asked in a more serious voice.

         
         “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

         
         He gave me a sympathetic look, as did the dragon on his neck. “Well, then, let’s start the show.”

         
         Cho dusted the crumbs off his fingers and smoothed down his red jacket. Then he strode over to the open space between the
            doors.
         

         
         “Announcing Her Royal Majesty, Queen Everleigh Saffira Winter Blair!” Cho used his ringmaster’s voice to full effect, and
            the words boomed like thunder, drowning out the conversations in the throne room.
         

         
         He moved to the side, and everyone fell silent and peered at me. I gritted my teeth yet again, fixed a smile on my face, and
            stepped inside.
         

         
         The throne room was the largest one in Seven Spire. The first floor was an empty, cavernous space, except for the massive
            tearstone columns that stretched up to support the ceiling high, high above. Shorter, thinner columns also rose up to support
            the second-floor balcony that wrapped around three sides of the room.
         

         
         More gladiators, weapons, and creatures were carved into the columns, and the ceiling was one enormous battle scene made of
            gleaming stone, metal, and jewels. In the center of the ceiling, Bryn Bellona Winter Blair, my ancestor, was about to bring
            her sword down on top of the Mortan king, whom she had defeated in combat so long ago in order to create her kingdom.
         

         
         My kingdom now.

         
         As much as I would have liked to stare at the ceiling and pretend like everything else didn’t exist, I dropped my gaze and
            focused on what was in front of me.
         

         
         A wide blue carpet with silver scrollwork running along the edges led from the doors all the way across the room before stopping
            at the bottom of the raised stone dais at the far end. Bellonan lords, ladies, senators, guilders, and other wealthy, influential
            citizens lined both sides of the carpet.
         

         
         A brutal gauntlet if ever there was one.

         
         I squared my shoulders, lifted my chin, and strode forward, as though this had been my birthright all along, and not something
            that I had blundered into after the rest of the Blair royal family had been assassinated.
         

         
         People stepped up to both sides of the carpet, nodding, smiling, and calling out inane pleasantries. I returned the words
            and gestures in kind, not letting my worry or apprehension show. I might not know how to be queen, but I excelled at keeping
            my true feelings bottled up inside where no one could see them. Sometimes, I thought that was half the battle.
         

         
         Back behind the line of well-wishers, Paloma walked along, matching my pace. Her suspicious gaze scanned everyone, and she
            still had her mace on her shoulder. She was taking her duties as my personal guard seriously, even though I’d repeatedly told
            her that I wasn’t in any physical danger from the nobles.
         

         
         They would be quite happy to eviscerate me with their cruel words and sly schemes instead.

         
         Finally, I reached the steps that led up to the dais. Three people were standing off to the side.

         
         One was a forty-something woman and obviously a warrior, given the sword and the dagger holstered to her black leather belt.
            Her short blond hair was slicked back from her face, revealing the sunburst-shaped scar at the corner of one of her dark blue
            eyes. She was wearing a white tunic that featured a swan swimming on a pond, surrounded by flowers and vines, all done in
            black thread.
         

         
         Serilda Swanson, the leader of the Black Swan gladiator troupe and one of my senior advisors, executed the perfect Bellonan
            curtsy. I clenched my teeth a little tighter to hide another grimace. I would never get used to people curtsying to me, especially
            not someone as strong, lethal, and legendary as Serilda.
         

         
         The second person was also a woman, although she was older, somewhere in her sixties, with short red hair, golden amber eyes,
            and bronze skin. She was clad in a forest-green tunic and was leaning on a cane topped with a silver ogre head. The figure
            matched the morph mark on her neck.
         

         
         Lady Xenia, an Ungerian noble, tilted her head at me.

         
         The third person was a fifty-something, stern-looking man with short gray hair, dark bronze skin, brown eyes, and a lumpy,
            crooked nose that had obviously been broken many, many times. Like the other guards, he was wearing a short-sleeved blue tunic,
            but my gaze locked onto his silver breastplate, which featured a feathered texture and my crown of shards emblazoned over
            his heart. Even though he had been sporting the breastplate for weeks, I would never quite get used to seeing him wearing
            my crest instead of Queen Cordelia’s rising sun.
         

         
         Auster, the captain of the palace guards. My captain now.

         
         Captain Auster’s fingers flexed over the sword strapped to his belt, and he gave me a traditional Bellonan bow, holding it
            far longer than necessary, as if each extra second showed his devotion—and his determination not to let me be assassinated
            like Cordelia had been.
         

         
         Auster finally straightened. I gave him a genuine smile, and his stern features softened a bit, if not his readiness to grab
            his sword and defend me until his dying breath.
         

         
         Even though they weren’t standing anywhere close to the carpet, Serilda, Xenia, and Auster all stepped back, as if further
            clearing my path.
         

         
         I stared up at the queen’s throne sitting on top of the dais. The chair was crafted of jagged pieces of tearstone that had
            been dug out of Seven Spire and fitted together centuries ago. The throne gleamed with a soft, muted light, shifting from
            starry gray to midnight-blue and back again, just like the columns did. The changing colors represented the Summer and Winter
            lines of the Blair royal family, as well as the everlasting strength of the Bellonan people.
         

         
         I had seen the throne many, many times before, but now that it was mine, I found it far more intimidating, especially since
            the top featured the same crown-of-shards crest that adorned my tunic, bracelet, sword, and dagger. I had never paid any attention
            to that symbol before the royal massacre, but now, it was everywhere I went. Sometimes, I thought I would have been far happier
            if I had never seen it at all. I certainly would have been much safer.
         

         
         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.

         
         The words to the old Bellonan fairy-tale rhyme echoed in my mind, as though all the queens who had come before were whispering
            them to me over and over again. I listened to the phantom voices a moment longer, then exhaled, slowly climbed up the dais
            steps, turned around, and sat down on the throne.
         

         
         That was the signal everyone had been waiting for, and all the lords, ladies, senators, guilders, and others strode forward,
            stopping a few feet away from the bottom of the dais. They split into their usual cliques and began gossiping, while servants
            handed out sweet cakes, fresh fruits and cheeses, and glasses of blackberry sangria.
         

         
         I looked up at the second-floor balcony. More nobles milled around there, eating, drinking, talking, and watching me, although
            they were all poorer and thus far less important than the ones on the first floor.
         

         
         I started to drop my gaze when I noticed a man sitting by himself in the top corner of the balcony. He was wearing a long
            gray coat over a black tunic, and his dark brown hair gleamed under the lights, although a bit of stubble darkened his strong
            jaw. His handsome features were as blank as mine were, and I couldn’t tell what he was thinking, although his blue eyes burned
            into mine with fierce intensity.
         

         
         My nostrils flared. Even though he was as far away from me as possible, I could still pick out his scent—cold, clean vanilla
            with just a hint of spice—above all the others in the room. I drew in another breath, letting his scent sink deep down into
            my lungs, and trying to ignore the hot spark of desire it ignited inside me.
         

         
         Lucas Sullivan was the magier enforcer of the Black Swan troupe, a bastard prince of Andvari, and my . . . Well, I didn’t
            know exactly what he was to me. Much more than a friend, but not a lover, despite my pointed advances on that front. But I cared about him
            more than I wanted to contemplate, especially now, when I was facing another battle inside my own palace.
         

         
         So I dropped my gaze from his and studied the nobles again. Even though I had been queen for about three months, ever since
            I had killed Vasilia, the crown princess and my treacherous cousin, this was my first formal court session. Practically every
            noble from across the kingdom had journeyed here to discuss business and other matters, and it was important that things went
            well. I doubted they would, though. The nobles weren’t going to like some of the things I had to say.
         

         
         While the nobles chattered and downed their food and drinks, I discreetly drew in a breath, letting the air roll in over my
            tongue and tasting all the scents in it. The people’s floral perfumes and spicy colognes. The fruity tang of the sangria.
            The pungent aroma of the blue cheeses that the servants were slicing on the buffet tables along the walls.
         

         
         I opened my mouth to start the session when one final scent assaulted my senses—hot, jalapeño rage so strong that it made
            my nose burn with its sudden, sharp intensity.
         

         
         Most people scoffed at my mutt magic, but my enhanced sense of smell was quite useful in one regard—it let me sense people’s
            emotions, and very often their intentions. Garlic guilt, ashy heartbreak, minty regret. I could tell what someone was feeling—and
            often what they were plotting—just by tasting the scents that swirled around them.
         

         
         I’d had years to hone my mutt magic, so I knew that jalapeño rage meant only one thing.

         
         Someone here wanted to kill me.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         I glanced from one side of the throne room to the other and back again, searching for an immediate, obvious threat.

         
         Lightning sizzling in a magier’s palm. A morph shifting into their other, stronger form. A stone master cracking the ceiling
            above my head. A mutt yanking their sword free and speeding toward the dais.
         

         
         But I didn’t see anything like that. I didn’t see anything unusual, so I drew in another breath, tasting all the scents in
            the air again. The jalapeño rage was as strong as ever, although so many people were milling around that I couldn’t tell who
            it was coming from.
         

         
         I was going to find out, though.

         
         Determination filled me, along with more than a little cold rage. Too many people had already died, and I hadn’t survived
            the royal massacre just to be assassinated in my own throne room three months into my reign.
         

         
         I kept my pleasant smile fixed on my face, not giving any hint about the danger, and watched the nobles talk and eat. When
            their first wave of gossip and hunger had been satiated, I lifted my hand, calling for silence. Everyone on the first floor
            turned toward me, while the nobles on the balcony took their seats.
         

         
         “Welcome, my esteemed countrymen and -women,” I called out in a loud voice. “You honor me with your presence and most especially
            with your loyalty.”
         

         
         “As you honor us,” they said, echoing the traditional response with far less enthusiasm.

         
         Before I could begin the session, one of the nobles broke free of the crowd and strode forward, stopping at the bottom of
            the dais. Lord Fullman was a short man with thinning blond hair and a round belly that showed just how much he enjoyed his
            food and drink. As the owner of several fluorestone mines, he also controlled a lot of land, men, and money, and he was someone
            that I could ill afford to piss off.
         

         
         Fullman made a gallant bow, sweeping his hand out to the side, then straightened up. “My queen,” he crowed in a booming, confident
            voice. “Let me be the first to offer my formal congratulations on your reign.”
         

         
         “Thank you,” I replied, although I was inwardly bracing myself.

         
         Fullman had been at court for years, and he preferred to put his boot on people’s throats and grind them down until they did
            his bidding, the same way that his miners chipped fluorestone boulders into smaller, more manageable sizes.
         

         
         He smiled, although his expression took on a sharp edge. “Although I do have a question. What’s this nonsense I hear about
            you visiting Andvari?”
         

         
         Annoyance shot through me at Fullman speaking to me as if I were a child rather than his queen, but I kept my face fixed in
            its pleasant mask. Losing my temper and sniping back at him wouldn’t help matters, although I couldn’t help but sigh on the
            inside. I hadn’t thought word would spread so quickly about my upcoming trip, but I should have known better. All it took
            was the softest whisper, and within hours, everyone at court knew about my plans.
         

         
         Surprised murmurs rippled through the crowd. Not everyone had heard about my upcoming trip, and Fullman smirked at his friends
            and enemies alike, proud that he had broken the news.
         

         
         “Yes,” I called out. “King Heinrich has invited me to Glitnir for several days of hospitality and trade talks.”

         
         “And why should you journey so far?” Fullman asked, a sneer creeping into his voice. “Especially so early in your reign? We
            wouldn’t want you to be seen as bowing down to the Andvarians. That wouldn’t be good for Bellona. Outside influences never
            are.”
         

         
         He pointedly looked up at Sullivan, who was still sitting in the top corner of the second-floor balcony. Sullivan stared back
            at the noble. To anyone else, the magier would seem perfectly calm, but I could smell his peppery anger all the way down here
            on the dais. It was almost as strong as the jalapeño rage of whomever wanted to kill me.
         

         
         Sullivan was the bastard son of the Andvarian king, something that no one at this court—or any other—would ever let him forget.
            From the rumors I’d heard, everyone was gossiping and speculating about why Sullivan was here and especially what his relationship
            to me really was.
         

         
         Most people thought that he was my lover, even though we rarely touched in public and had never so much as kissed in private.
            But I was a queen, and he was a handsome prince who had spent the last few months in my court, so of course there would be
            rumors about us, even if we did nothing to encourage them.
         

         
         For once, I wished the gossip were true. At least that way I would have gotten a little bit of pleasure out of the situation.
            My gaze traced over Sullivan’s broad, muscled shoulders. Quite a lot of pleasure.
         

         
         So far, I’d managed to ignore the whispers and innuendos, but no longer. I didn’t know what Sullivan was to me, but at the
            very least, he was my friend, and I wasn’t going to let some pompous lord look down his nose at him just because Sullivan
            was a bastard.
         

         
         “I’m visiting Andvari because it wouldn’t be proper to ask King Heinrich to come to Seven Spire,” I said, a hard tone seeping
            into my voice, “considering the fact that his son, Prince Frederich, was murdered here, along with Ambassador Hans and several
            other Andvarians. Or have you forgotten about that?”
         

         
         Fullman swung back around to me, surprise flickering in his pale blue eyes. He hadn’t expected me to push back so forcefully.
            His lips puckered, and I could almost see the wheels spinning in his mind as he rethought his strategy to get whatever it
            was he really wanted.
         

         
         “Of course not. That terrible tragedy will never, ever be forgotten.” He drew in a breath to deliver the but I knew was coming next. “But traveling to Andvari sends the wrong message. That Bellona can’t stand on her own. That she
            can’t take care of herself.”
         

         
         He phrased it in terms of the kingdom, but everyone knew that he really meant me. Agreeing whispers surged through the crowd, although no one stepped forward to join forces with Fullman against me. They
            were waiting to see how this game would play out.
         

         
         “Other, more important matters need your attention,” Fullman said, another sneer creeping into his voice. “I’m sure there
            are plenty of things at the palace to keep you busy.”
         

         
         I had been busy ever since I’d become queen. Most of my time had been spent weeding the turncoat guards out of Seven Spire and undoing the
            many cruel policies that Vasilia had enacted while on the throne. I’d barely had a minute to myself, which was why this formal
            court session was happening today, three long months into my reign, instead of three days after I’d taken the crown, as was
            tradition.
         

         
         And now, here it was. The moment I had been dreading ever since I’d first sat down on the queen’s throne the night that I’d
            killed Vasilia. The first true challenge to my rule, less than ten minutes into the court session. I had to give Fullman credit
            for his restraint. I’d expected him to attack me at the five-minute mark, at the very latest.
         

         
         On the surface, it seemed like a perfectly reasonable request. But if I gave in to Fullman now, and especially if I stayed
            at Seven Spire, then everyone would see me as weak. Even more troublesome, I would be seen as ceding to the wishes of a lord—one
            who was wealthy and powerful enough to raise his own army to try to take the throne from me.
         

         
         I couldn’t afford to do that, but I also wasn’t going to bow down to him or anyone else. I had done that for all the years
            I’d been the royal stand-in, the royal puppet, when I’d had to smile and nod and hold my tongue no matter how badly someone
            used, abused, insulted, or mistreated me. I was never doing that again.
         

         
         Never.

         
         Besides, I had other reasons for going to Andvari, reasons that were just as important to my survival as this verbal sparring
            match.
         

         
         So I lifted my chin and stared down my nose at Fullman. Easy enough to do, since I was sitting on the throne a good six feet
            above his balding head.
         

         
         “And I can’t think of anything more important than repairing relations with Andvari and brokering a new peace treaty between
            our kingdoms,” I said. “Especially given the recent actions of the Mortan king against Bellona, against my family. The Andvarians weren’t the only ones who died. Or perhaps you’ve forgotten about the assassinations of Queen Cordelia, Princess
            Madelena, and several noble members of this court, some of whom were purported to be your friends?”
         

         
         My voice was pleasant, but my words were anything but. More murmurs surged through the crowd, this time agreeing with me,
            and even Fullman had the decency to wince.
         

         
         Serilda, Xenia, and Auster all nodded their approval. Behind the nobles, Paloma was grinning, as was Cho, who was standing
            beside her and nibbling on another tray of cakes. I didn’t look up at Sullivan.
         

         
         But Fullman recovered quickly. He wasn’t giving up his agenda without a fight. “Well, if you are so determined to travel to
            Andvari, then let me assist you.”
         

         
         I arched an eyebrow. “And how do you propose to do that?”

         
         A wide, satisfied smirk stretched across his face, and the scent of sour, sweaty eagerness surged off his body. I’d made a
            mistake asking him such an open-ended question, and I’d just walked straight into whatever trap he truly had in mind.
         

         
         “The ranks of your personal servants are a bit thin and are comprised of people with limited resources and shockingly small
            amounts of magic.” He glanced over at Serilda, Xenia, and Auster, then pointedly looked up at the balcony again. This time,
            Fullman fixed his harsh, accusing gaze on Calandre.
         

         
         The thread master stiffened in her seat, and her fingers fisted in her blue skirt. Calandre might have worked for Queen Cordelia,
            but she didn’t have nearly as much money, power, and influence as other thread masters, and Vasilia had tossed her aside for
            one of Fullman’s richer, stronger cousins. At Seven Spire, being poor and weak in your magic was even worse than being a bastard.
         

         
         Fullman sneered at Calandre a moment longer, then faced me again. “I would be happy to give you some of my servants to help
            fill your staff.”
         

         
         I barely managed to hold back a derisive snort. Servants? More like spies. Oh, Fullman’s people might cook my food and wash my clothes, but they would also report my every move back to him.
         

         
         “How generous,” I murmured. “I’m quite happy with my current staff, but I’ll take your offer under advisement.”

         
         His lips puckered again at my deflection, but his sour expression quickly melted into another smug smirk.

         
         “Actually, that’s only part of my offer.” He paused for dramatic effect. “I think the best way to protect both you and Bellona
            is for my eldest son, Tolliver, to be your official consort.”
         

         
         Loud gasps surged through the crowd, followed by furious whispers, and several nobles shot Fullman dirty looks, obviously
            wishing they had been as quick-thinking, brazen, and devious enough to offer up their own sons to wed and bed me.
         

         
         I silently cursed my own foolishness. I still wasn’t used to being the center of attention, much less the target of everyone’s
            schemes, and I had miscalculated how aggressive Fullman would be. And now I had to deal with his ridiculous proposal, along
            with the fallout from it. With a few simple words, the pompous lord had just launched a dozen new plots against me. Now, every
            single noble would start calculating how they—or one of their relatives—could win my hand in marriage.
         

         
         Fullman snapped his fingers, and a taller, thinner version of himself stepped out of the crowd. Tolliver tried to smile at
            me, but it came off as more of a leer, and his gaze was firmly fixed on my crown rather than on my face.
         

         
         Several of the nobles frowned at Fullman, but no one objected to his proposal, given how rich and powerful he was and how
            easily he could turn his wrath on them. Even the nobles who were Fullman’s equals in power, land, men, and money kept quiet.
            They probably wanted to see what I would say to his offer before they made their own gambits.
         

         
         I gritted my teeth and tamped down my anger. I hadn’t thought that things would deteriorate so quickly, but I should have
            known better. To everyone here, I was still just Everleigh, an orphan girl with no real magic, money, or power who had been
            a distant seventeenth in line for the throne. Despite the fact that I had survived the royal massacre and had killed Vasilia
            in front of them, the nobles still thought that I was weak. At Seven Spire, weakness bred treachery, and treachery bred death.
         

         
         The only good thing about Fullman’s preposterous proposal was that it told me that he wasn’t the one who wanted me dead right
            here and now. No, he wanted me to marry his son and get his hands on the throne that way. And then he would probably have
            me assassinated.
         

         
         Auster glared at Fullman, and the captain’s hand curled around his sword, as though he wanted to cut down the smug lord. I
            knew the feeling.
         

         
         Serilda and Xenia were still standing next to Auster, and they both looked at me, wondering how I would handle this. Out of
            all the scenarios we had prepared for, this wasn’t one of them. I’d thought the nobles would wait at least another month before
            trying to secure my hand in marriage, but I should have known better about that too. These were turbulent times in Bellona,
            and everyone was scrambling to cement what wealth, magic, and power they already had, as well as claw for even more.
         

         
         Fullman used my silence as an opportunity to keep talking. “It would be far better for you to marry a Bellonan, rather than
            an outsider. After all, Princess Vasilia consorted with Nox, that wretched Mortan lord, and look how badly he led her astray.”
         

         
         Loud, mocking laughter erupted out of my lips. “Oh, please. No one ever led Vasilia astray. She decided to murder her mother all on her own. Nox and the Mortans were just a means to an end for her.”
         

         
         Fullman winced for a second time, and he actually waited a few moments before trying again. “Yes, well, my point remains the
            same. We wouldn’t want any outsiders to unduly influence our court.”
         

         
         Once again, he pointedly looked up at Sullivan. It seemed as though Fullman had heard the rumors that Sullivan and I were . . .
            whatever we were, and he wanted to cut off the other man from the throne. I could have told him that Sullivan had no interest
            in being my consort, but Fullman wouldn’t have believed me. To him, money and power were the most important things, instead
            of the principles that Sullivan believed in, principles that I found both admirable and frustrating.
         

         
         The other nobles also stared at Sullivan. Once again, I could smell his peppery anger, but his face remained a perfect, blank
            mask. Sullivan understood how these courtly games worked, and he knew that you never let anyone see how much they hurt you.
         

         
         Fullman jabbed his elbow into Tolliver’s side, forcing the younger man to smile at me again. Tolliver even batted his eyelashes,
            as though the mere sight of his supposed adoring gaze would be enough to make me swoon, stumble down off the dais, and throw
            myself into his thin arms.
         

         
         Fullman must have sensed my disgust because he elbowed Tolliver again, and the younger man stopped his ridiculous attempt
            at flirting. They both stared at me, clearly expecting an answer, as did everyone else. The other nobles, my friends, the
            guards. Even the servants stopped passing out food and drinks to see how I would handle this.
         

         
         “You’re moving rather quickly, Fullman,” I drawled. “I’ve only been on the throne three months, and you’re already planning
            my wedding. Tell me, do you have my children’s names picked out as well?”
         

         
         Loud, mocking snickers rang out at my scornful words. I could trade barbs with the best of the nobles, something that everyone
            was going to realize soon enough.
         

         
         An angry flush stained Fullman’s cheeks, but he wet his lips and kept going. “Of course not. But Tolliver has long admired
            you. The two of you grew up together. Don’t you remember?”
         

         
         “Oh, yes, I remember Tolliver,” I said, my voice sharpening. “I remember how I once asked him to dance at a royal ball in
            this very room. I also remember how he laughed and told me that he would rather dance with a gargoyle than ever put his arms
            around me. I believe that was when we were sixteen, maybe seventeen. I’m not sure of the exact date. The parties and insults
            tend to blur together as the years pass.”
         

         
         Fullman’s eyes widened, while Tolliver’s face turned an interesting shade of purple. This time, shocked gasps rang out instead
            of mocking laughter. The nobles hadn’t thought that I would be so bold as to insult someone as powerful as Fullman. They didn’t
            realize that I was just getting started.
         

         
         I glanced at my friends. Auster was grinning, as were Paloma and Cho. Serilda nodded her approval, while Xenia gave me a sly
            wink, as did the ogre on her neck. I still didn’t look at Sullivan, though. I didn’t want to add to the rumors about us.
         

         
         So far, Fullman had been doing all the talking, plotting, and manipulating. It wasn’t enough for me to merely block his attacks.
            I needed to show the nobles that I was a force to be reckoned with, just like Cordelia and Vasilia had been.
         

         
         I might secretly think that I was a fraud, a pretend Winter queen, but I could never let anyone see my insecurity. I had tried
            to be nice, polite, and reasonable with Fullman, but no more. Fighting back was the only way I was going to survive for any
            length of time.
         

         
         So I stood up, walked down the dais, and stopped at the bottom of the steps. The nobles retreated a few feet, and I paced
            back and forth in front of them, choosing my next target carefully. I also scanned the crowd again, searching for the source
            of that jalapeño rage, but I still couldn’t pinpoint it to figure out who wanted me dead.
         

         
         “Although I suppose that Lord Fullman has a point. I should pick out someone to marry. After all, it’s not like any of you
            would say no, is it?”
         

         
         No one responded, and not so much as a whisper broke the tense, heavy silence.

         
         Finally, I stopped in front of Lady Diante, who had sent me that basket of pears. Diante was in her seventies, with golden
            eyes, ebony skin, and short, iron-gray hair that was twisted into tight curls. She was one of the most powerful nobles and
            Fullman’s equal in terms of land, men, and money. Even better, she and Fullman were bitter rivals.
         

         
         “What about you, Diante?” I asked. “Which one of your grandsons would make a good consort?”

         
         Her eyes narrowed. She didn’t know what I was doing, but she wasn’t going to pass up this opportunity. “I have several grandsons
            who would suit you quite nicely, my queen,” she said in a deep, throaty voice. “Pick out any one you like.”
         

         
         She waved her hand, and three men scurried forward to stand beside her, all with the same golden eyes and sharp cheekbones
            that she had. I looked at each one of them, as though I was considering picking out a husband as casually as Paloma had plucked
            a pear out of that fruit basket.
         

         
         “Funny you should say that. Because I remember a time several years ago when Queen Cordelia suggested matching me to one of
            your grandsons. What was it you said to her?”
         

         
         Diante frowned, and her eyes narrowed again, as if she was trying to recall that particular insult and how much it was going
            to damage her now.
         

         
         I tapped my fingers on my lips, as though I was searching for the answer, then snapped them together. “Oh, yes! You laughed
            and said that you would never marry any of your grandsons to me, a lowly mutt. And then you added that any baby I had wouldn’t
            have enough magic to make it worth the milk it took to feed the child.”
         

         
         More shocked gasps rang out. Diante grimaced and opened her mouth, probably to apologize, but I stared her down, and she had
            the common sense to keep quiet.
         

         
         When I was sure that she was going to hold her tongue, I stared out at the nobles in front of me, as well as those up on the
            balcony, who were leaning forward in their seats, totally invested in the drama.
         

         
         “Let me be clear,” I said, my voice booming out almost as loudly as Cho’s had. “I will choose a consort when I am ready, and not one moment before. And if you think to sway me with gifts or pretty words, remember this: I didn’t just
            stumble into Seven Spire the night I killed Vasilia. I was here for fifteen long years before that, so I know every single
            one of you. I know your strengths, your weaknesses, and especially the petty little schemes you like to inflict on one another.”
         

         
         The nobles shifted on their feet and in their seats. They hadn’t expected me to be so blunt, but I didn’t care about bruising
            their egos. Not anymore. I was already sick and tired of their fucking games, and if I didn’t take control of the court—of
            them—right now, then I never would.
         

         
         “I remember every single insult any of you ever hurled my way, from the time when I was a child right up until the royal massacre.
            I haven’t forgotten your cruelties, and I’m certainly not going to reward you for them now.”
         

         
         “Then what are you going to do?” Diante asked, although her voice was low, and I almost thought I saw a bit of grudging respect
            glinting in her eyes.
         

         
         “There is an old saying, one that we are all quite proud of: Bellonans are very good at playing the long game.”

         
         Everyone nodded, and several folks stood up taller with pride. Bellonans were good at playing the long game, at being patient
            and lying in wait for their enemies to make a mistake so they could move in and finally, fully decimate them. No one played
            that game better than the Seven Spire nobles, and they’d taught me how to play it too.
         

         
         “For years, you’ve all been playing a long game, trying to curry favor with Cordelia, Vasilia, and even Madelena. Well, I’m
            here to tell you that you’ve all lost.”
         

         
         A collective sound of uneasy agreement rippled through the room.

         
         “Cordelia is dead, Vasilia is dead, and whatever deals they struck with you are dead as well.” I looked from one noble to
            another. “I am queen now, and I will not be bullied, cowed, or otherwise intimidated or insulted by any of you.”
         

         
         “So what will you do?” Fullman asked, a sneer still in his voice.
         

         
         I stared him down. “I will be fair, and I will be just, and I will do what is best for Bellona. To make us strong and ready
            against the growing threat of the Mortans and anyone else who is stupid enough to fuck with us. And if any of you have a problem
            with that, then you can leave Seven Spire right now and never come back.”
         

         
         I phrased it in terms of the kingdom, but everyone knew that I really meant me.
         

         
         Once again, silence descended over the room, and no one moved or spoke. The harsh echoes of my words were still reverberating
            through the air, but cold calculation was already seeping back into the nobles’ faces as they thought about the best strategy
            to get what they wanted. Bellonans recovered very quickly that way.
         

         
         I had been brutally honest, but I also had to be reasonable. I had to give the nobles something, some excuse to at least pretend to go along with me today, or I wouldn’t have a throne to come back to after my trip to Andvari.
            I glanced over at Serilda and Xenia, who both nodded. We’d discussed this at length.
         

         
         So I tipped my head to Fullman and Diante. “But you’re both right about one thing. I need help to make Bellona strong again.
            And that’s why we are here today. So I can make sure that your concerns are being addressed, and we can all work together
            to do what is best for Bellona and guide our people and our kingdom to even greater prosperity.”
         

         
         I looked over at a tall man with short, curly black hair, dark brown eyes, and ebony skin who was standing next to the buffet
            tables. He was wearing a long-sleeved blue tunic like the other workers, but the crown-of-shards crest stitched in silver
            thread over his heart marked him as the kitchen steward. Theroux, another member of the Black Swan troupe.
         

         
         “But no law says that we have to do what’s best for our kingdom on empty stomachs,” I said.

         
         A few people laughed politely at my attempted joke, which was more than I expected, given how I’d lashed out at them. A small
            victory, but I’d take what I could get.
         

         
         I gestured at the kitchen steward. “Theroux and his staff have prepared some delicious refreshments. So please, enjoy their
            hard work while I meet with everyone.”
         

         
         I nodded at Theroux, who whispered to the servants around him. They grabbed their trays of food and drinks and started circulating
            through the crowd again.
         

         
         I did the same, moving from one noble to the next, and making inane chitchat just as I had done at hundreds of other events.
            Only this time, people moved toward instead of away from me, which was a bit overwhelming and claustrophobic, but I gritted
            my teeth and carried on.
         

         
         Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Paloma frowning at me. We had agreed that I would talk with the nobles, but she’d expected
            me to do it sitting on the dais, not down in the crowd. But there were too many people and too many scents, and I couldn’t
            tell where the jalapeño rage was coming from unless I mingled with everyone.
         

         
         If I did only one thing right today, then I was going to find the person who wanted me dead.

         
         An hour later, I had made one lap around the room and had spoken to the most important nobles, although I still wasn’t any
            closer to identifying who wanted to murder me.
         

         
         But most of the nobles had been appeased, and I was about to head up to the second-floor balcony to see if my would-be killer
            might be lurking there when Diante plucked a glass of sangria off a servant’s tray. She held the glass up high, and everyone
            quieted and faced her.
         

         
         “It’s long past time we toasted to Queen Everleigh’s reign,” Diante called out. “Shall we?”

         
         I looked at Diante, who gave me a bland smile in return. She hadn’t forgotten how I’d humiliated her, and she was making it
            clear that she was still in the game. The other nobles followed her example, even Fullman, and soon everyone was holding a
            glass of sangria.
         

         
         A young, pretty blond servant hurried over to me. Unlike the plain crystal glasses that everyone else was drinking out of,
            a silver goblet inlaid with dark amethysts perched on her tray.
         

         
         “Here you go, Your Majesty,” the woman said in a high, singsong voice. She must have had to fetch the goblet from wherever
            it was stored because she was a bit out of breath.
         

         
         I smiled. “Thank you.”

         
         She smiled back and dipped into an awkward curtsy. She must be new. Or perhaps she was nervous at serving the queen. Part
            of me still couldn’t believe that I was actually that person now.
         

         
         The young woman straightened up, smiled again, and held out the tray. Everyone stared at me, wanting me to grab the goblet
            so they could get on with the act of toasting and supposedly celebrating my reign. I held back a sigh. Perhaps the blackberry
            sangria would at least make the rest of the court session bearable.
         

         
         I had just touched the goblet when the scent of jalapeño rage filled my nose again.

         
         To hide my surprise, I curled my fingers around the silver stem and pretended to admire the jeweled goblet. I’d lost the scent
            among all the perfumes and colognes, and I’d almost given up hope of finding it again.
         

         
         My nostrils flared, and I drew in a breath, letting the air roll in over my tongue and tasting all the scents in it. And I
            finally realized that the jalapeño rage wasn’t emanating from one of the nobles—it was coming from the servant standing next
            to me.
         

         
         I studied her. Blond hair, pretty face, polite smile, blue tunic. She was dressed and acting like the other servants, but
            two things set her apart. One was the jalapeño rage blasting off her in hot, caustic waves. The second was her eyes, which
            were a deep, dark purple, like the amethysts in the goblet. I knew another person with eyes like that, and she had tried to
            kill me more than once.
         

         
         Maeven, the bastard sister to the Mortan king.

         
         Maeven had worked as the kitchen steward at Seven Spire for months, all so she could eventually poison and assassinate Queen
            Cordelia and the rest of the Blair royal family. And now here was another woman with amethyst eyes offering me a drink, just
            like Maeven had once upon a time.
         

         
         This couldn’t be a coincidence.

         
         I wondered if this girl had worked for Maeven in the kitchen all along and had stayed behind after Maeven and Nox had fled
            from Seven Spire. I also wondered if she was one of the Mortan royal bastards, consigned to a life of carrying out assassinations
            and other foul deeds for her legitimate relatives. Either way, she wasn’t getting away with it.
         

         
         No one was murdering me today, especially not in my own fucking throne room.

         
         Diante must have gotten tired of holding up her glass because she cleared her throat, obviously wanting me to get on with
            things. I wondered if she knew about the plot to kill me, but there was no time to find out. Not if I wanted to turn the tables
            on my would-be assassin.
         

         
         So I plucked the goblet off the tray. But instead of raising it high, I signaled for another servant and grabbed a regular
            glass of sangria off his tray. The blond woman frowned and retreated a few steps, but I wasn’t going to let her slip away
            so easily.
         

         
         I turned toward her. “Tell me, girl, what’s your name?”

         
         She wet her lips. “Libby, Your Majesty.”

         
         “Well, Libby, it seems silly for me to drink from such a fine goblet when everyone else is using regular glasses. Although
            I do hate to let good sangria go to waste. Why don’t you take the goblet? After all, you were the one who so thoughtfully
            fetched it.”
         

         
         Before she could protest, I shoved the goblet into her hand.

         
         By this point, Paloma, Cho, Serilda, Xenia, and Auster had realized that something was wrong, and they were discreetly worming
            their way through the crowd toward me. On the second-floor balcony, Sullivan was doing the same.
         

         
         Libby, if that was even her real name, might have been surprised by my handing her the goblet, but she sidled forward and
            offered it to me again.
         

         
         “Oh, no! I couldn’t possibly drink out of the queen’s goblet!” she said in that high, breathy, innocent voice.

         
         I curled my fingers even tighter around the plain glass still in my hand. “Funny. I’ve been at court for years, and I don’t
            remember there ever being a special goblet for the queen. It must be a new tradition. Perhaps Vasilia started it.”
         

         
         Libby blinked, not sure what to say.

         
         I shrugged. “Anyway, I’m giving it to you as a reward for your excellent service. So go on. Drink up.”

         
         I lifted my glass, as did everyone else, although Diante, Fullman, and the other nobles were frowning, wondering why I was
            paying so much attention to a servant.
         

         
         Libby clutched the goblet, but she didn’t drink the contents. And I knew that she wouldn’t, especially since I could now smell
            the soft, floral poison in the goblet, only partially masked by the fruity sangria.
         

         
         I lifted my own glass even higher. Everyone around me did the same, except for Libby.

         
         “What’s wrong, Libby? Is the sangria not to your liking?” I arched my eyebrow. “Or perhaps you simply don’t want to drink
            the poison you slipped into the goblet?”
         

         
         Shocked gasps rippled through the crowd. Somewhere behind me, Auster let out a vicious curse, but I didn’t need him to protect
            me.
         

         
         Surprise flashed in Libby’s eyes, but she didn’t bother denying it. Her lips twisted into an evil sneer, and she tossed her
            serving tray onto the floor. The tray clattered across the stone, making several nobles gasp again and back away, which created
            an open ring of space around the two of us.
         

         
         Libby hadn’t killed me with her poison, but she wasn’t giving up. She lifted her hand, and purple lightning exploded on her
            fingertips.
         

         
         “Die, you Bellonan bitch!” she snarled.

         
         Then she reared back her hand and threw her magic at me.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Well, Libby tried to throw her magic at me, but I was quicker, and I hurled my glass at her.

         
         My aim was true, and I beaned her in the nose. The glass didn’t break, but the sangria splattered against her face like blackberry
            rain.
         

         
         Libby yelped in surprise and staggered back. She lost her grip on her magic, and her lightning dissolved in a shower of purple
            sparks. She also lost her grip on the silver goblet, which clattered to the floor. The sangria spilled out and started smoking
            on the blue carpet.
         

         
         People screamed and scrambled back. Paloma, Cho, Serilda, and Xenia had been hurrying toward me, but the stampeding nobles
            pushed them back.
         

         
         “Guards!” Captain Auster yelled above the commotion. “Protect the queen! Protect the queen!”

         
         The last time I’d heard him scream those words had been during the royal massacre, and hearing them again took me back to
            that awful day. The throne room, the nobles, even Libby standing in front of me. In an instant, they all vanished, replaced
            by overturned tables, splintered chairs, and bodies littering the grass like bloody, broken dolls.
         

         
         So much blood. So many bodies.

         
         “Guards!” Auster yelled again. “Protect the queen! Protect Everleigh!”

         
         The sound of my name broke the spell, and I snapped back to the here and now. Determination surged through me. I had survived
            that assassination attempt. I would survive this one too.
         

         
         I yanked my sword free of its scabbard. The tearstone blade felt as light as a swan feather in my hand, but the slight weight
            steadied me. I had killed Vasilia with this sword, and I would do the same to this new enemy.
         

         
         Libby swiped the sangria out of her eyes and lifted her hand again. More purple lightning exploded on her fingertips, and
            I could smell the hot, caustic stench of it even above the fruity tang of the sangria. She wasn’t as strong as Maeven, but
            she was still a powerful magier.
         

         
         “Maeven sends her regards!” Libby hissed.

         
         Then she reared back and threw her magic at me.

         
         I lifted my sword so that I was holding it upright, with the blade in front of my body, as though I were trying to use the
            weapon to protect myself from her power. In a way, that was exactly what I was doing, since the tearstone sword was designed
            to deflect magic.
         

         
         But the sword’s ability to deflect magic was nothing compared to mine.
         

         
         Magiers, morphs, and masters might look down their noses at mutts, but us mutts had all sorts of skills—strength, speed, enhanced
            senses. But I had a far more unusual and valuable skill than most.
         

         
         I was immune to magic.

         
         I felt the burning, sizzling power of Libby’s lightning the second it popped into her hand. A cold, hard power rose up inside
            me in response, eager to lash out and completely throttle her hot, crackling magic.
         

         
         So I let it.
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