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			 PROLOGUE

			SEVENTEEN YEARS AGO

			After he read the message, Gaius crushed the parchment in his fist and fell to his knees. His mind was jumbled with thoughts and memories. So many choices. So many losses.

			So many regrets.

			He wasn’t sure how long it was before the echoing sound of footsteps drew him from his painful reverie. The small hand of his two-year-old son, Magnus, pressed against his arm. His wife, Althea, stood at the far end of the room, blocking the light from the window in his chambers.

			“Papa?”

			Gaius glanced, blurry-eyed, at Magnus. Instead of replying, he pulled the boy’s small body against him and tried to take comfort in his son’s embrace.

			“What was in that message that’s upset you?” Althea asked crisply, staring down her nose at him.

			His throat constricted, as if fighting to speak the truth of it. He finally pulled back from his son to glance up at her.

			“She’s dead,” he said, his words as dry and brittle as fallen leaves.

			“Who’s dead?”

			He didn’t want to answer questions. He didn’t want to talk to his wife today, especially not about this.

			“Papa?” Magnus said again, confused, and Gaius looked into his son’s bright eyes. “Why you so sad, Papa?”

			He placed his hands on the toddler’s cheeks. “It’s all right,” he assured the boy. “All is well, my son.”

			Althea’s jaw had tightened, and there was no kindness in her eyes. “Pull yourself together, Gaius, lest a servant happen to see you like this.”

			And what if they did? he thought. Althea was always so concerned about outward appearances and the opinions of others, no matter who they might be. His appreciation for her attention to detail and royal decorum often outweighed his overall apathy for the woman, but today it only made him hate her.

			“Take Magnus,” he said, rising to his feet and fixing the stoniest of looks upon his wife. “And send for my mother. I need to see her immediately.”

			She frowned. “But, Gaius—”

			“Now,” he snapped at her.

			With an impatient sigh, Althea took Magnus by his tiny hand and led him out of the room.

			Gaius began pacing his chamber, from the heavy oak door that had the Limerian credo of Strength, Faith, Wisdom carved deeply into its surface, to the windows overlooking the Silver Sea. He finally stopped, silently staring down at the cold waters that crashed into the icy cliffs far below the palace window.

			It wasn’t very long before the door creaked open behind him and he turned to face his mother. The pained expression he wore drew her brows together. Fine lines fanned out around her dark gray eyes.

			“My darling,” Selia Damora said. “What has happened?”

			He held the crumpled letter out to her. She closed the distance between them to take it from him and quickly scanned the short message.

			“I see,” she said grimly.

			“Burn it.”

			“Very well.” Using her fire magic, she set the letter aflame. He watched as the parchment fell in soft black ashes to the floor.

			“How can I help?” she asked, her voice calm and soothing.

			“You offered me something once . . . something powerful . . .” he said, clutching a handful of his shirt over his heart. “You said it could remove this cursed weakness from me once and for all. To help me forget . . . her.”

			Her solemn eyes met his. “She died bearing a daughter to another man—a man she chose long after you parted ways. I’m surprised you can’t put all this far behind you.”

			“Yet I can’t.” He wouldn’t beg. He wouldn’t shame himself that way before the strongest and most powerful woman he’d ever known. “Will you help me or won’t you? It’s a simple question, Mother.”

			Selia’s lips thinned. “No, it’s not simple at all. All magic comes with a price, especially magic as dark as this.”

			“I don’t care. Whatever the price, I’ll pay it. I want to be strong in the face of any challenge that lies before me. I want to be as strong as you’ve always believed I could be.”

			His mother was silent for a moment. She turned her gaze toward the windows. “You’re absolutely certain about this?” she asked.

			“Yes.” The word came out like the hiss of a snake.

			She nodded, then left the room to fetch him what he asked—no, begged—for. When she returned, she held the same vial of potion she’d offered him years ago—potion, she said, that would make him strong in both body and mind. It would take away his weaknesses. It would sharpen his focus and help him attain everything he’d ever wanted.

			Most importantly, this potion would also help him put his love for Elena Corso firmly where it belonged: in the past.

			Gaius took the container that Selia held out to him and stared at the blue glass vial. For such a small object, it felt incredibly weighty in his hand.

			“You need to be sure,” Selia told him gravely. “The effects of this potion will stay with you until the day of your death. Once you drink it, you will never feel the same as you do now—you will be irrevocably changed.”

			“Yes.” He nodded, his jaw tight. “Changed for the better.”

			He uncorked the vial, raised it to his lips, and, before he allowed himself any chance for doubt, drank the thick, warm liquid in one swallow.

			“The pain will last only a moment,” Selia said.

			His frown deepened. “Pain?”

			And then there it was—a sudden burning as if he’d swallowed molten lava. The dark magic coursed through him, burning everything weak and pathetic away. He heard himself scream from the sheer anguish of it as the glass vial fell from his grip and shattered on the stone floor.

			Gaius Damora tried to embrace each moment of agony as his lingering weaknesses burned away, his memories of Elena faded to mere embers, and the desire for ultimate power rose within him like a phoenix from the flames.

		

	
		
			 CHAPTER 1

			JONAS

			KRAESHIA

			Far across the sea in Mytica, there was a golden princess Jonas wanted to save.

			And a god of fire he needed to destroy.

			However, an obstacle now stood in Jonas’s path on the Kraeshian docks, eating into time he didn’t have to waste.

			“I thought you said his sister killed him,” Jonas said to Nic under his breath.

			“She did.” Nic’s voice came out as barely more than a rasp as he raked both his hands through his messy, bright red hair. “I saw it with my own eyes.”

			“Then how is this possible?”

			“I . . . I don’t know.”

			Prince Ashur Cortas drew to a stop only a few paces away. He eyed both Jonas and Nic through narrowed, silvery-blue eyes that stood out against his dark tan complexion like the glinting edge of a blade at dusk.

			The only sounds to be heard for a few long moments were the squawk of a nearby seabird as it plunged downward to catch a fish and the gentle, steady splash of the water against the waiting Limerian ship with its black and red sails.

			“Nicolo,” the raven-haired prince said with a nod. “I know you must be very confused to see me again.”

			“I . . . I . . . what . . . ?” was Nic’s only reply. The scattering of freckles over his nose and cheeks contrasted boldly with his blanched complexion. He drew in a shaky breath. “This is impossible.”

			Ashur raised a dark brow at the boy, hesitating only briefly before he spoke. “In my twenty-one years of life I’ve come to realize that very little in this world is impossible.”

			“I watched you die.” The last word sounded as if it had been dragged painfully from Nic’s throat. “What was that? Just another lie? Another scheme? Another plan that you didn’t feel the need to tell me about?”

			Jonas was surprised that Nic dared to speak to a member of royalty with such insolence. Not that Jonas himself had much respect for royals, but Nic had spent enough time in the Auranian palace, side by side with its princess, to know it wasn’t wise to be this openly rude.

			“It was no lie. What happened at the temple was not a scheme.” Ashur swept his gaze over the Limerian ship, which was ready for imminent departure from the Jewel of the Empire’s crowded, busy docks. “I’ll explain more once we’re at sea.”

			Jonas’s brows went up at the prince’s commanding and confident tone. “Once we’re at sea,” he repeated.

			“Yes. I’m coming with you.”

			“If that’s what you’re planning to do,” Jonas said, crossing his arms, “then you’ll explain more now.”

			Ashur eyed him. “Who are you?”

			Jonas eyed him back. “I’m the one who decides who gets on this ship—and who doesn’t.”

			“Do you know who I am?” Ashur asked.

			“Well aware. You’re the brother of Amara Cortas, who just recently seems to have made herself the bloodthirsty empress of most of the damn world. And according to Nic, you’re supposed to be dead.”

			A familiar form appeared behind Ashur, catching Jonas’s eye.

			Taran Ranus had left the docks only a few moments ago, so that he might quickly prepare for an unplanned journey to Mytica. But he was already back. As the rebel drew closer, he swiftly pulled out a sword from the sheath at his waist.

			“Well, well,” Taran said as he raised the tip of the sword to Ashur’s throat. “Prince Ashur. What a pleasant surprise to see that you’ve strolled into our midst this morning, just as my friends are working to topple your family’s reign.”

			“The general chaos around the Jewel did give that much away,” Ashur said, his tone and demeanor surprisingly serene.

			“Why have you come back? Why not stay abroad, chasing after meaningless treasure as everyone says you’re fond of doing?”

			Chasing after treasure? Jonas shared an anxious look with Nic. It seemed that very few were aware that the prince had been presumed dead.

			“The circumstances of my return are none of your business.”

			“Are you in Kraeshia because of . . .” Nic began, then hesitated. “Of . . . what happened to your family? You must know, don’t you?”

			“Yes, I know.” Ashur’s expression darkened. “But that’s not why I’m here.”

			Taran smirked. “As the true heir to the throne, perhaps you’ll make an excellent tool for negotiations with your grandmother now that your sister’s married the enemy and sailed away.”

			Ashur scoffed. “If that’s what you think, then you know nothing about her desire for power—or my sister’s. It’s easy to see that your rebels are vastly outnumbered. This current uprising will be as effective as the chirp of a baby bird in the shadow of a hungry wildcat. What you really need to do is get on this ship and leave while you still have the chance.”

			Taran’s smirk disappeared. His brown eyes flashed with outrage. “You don’t get to tell me what to do.”

			Jonas felt uneasy about Ashur’s attitude. He seemed to be taking the recent news of most of his family’s massacre in stride. He couldn’t tell if Ashur grieved their loss or celebrated it. Or did he feel nothing at all?

			“Lower your weapon, Taran,” Jonas growled, then hissed out a breath. “Why are you back so soon anyway? Didn’t you have belongings to gather?”

			Taran didn’t budge. He kept the sharp tip of his sword pressed to Ashur’s throat, his biceps flexing. “The roads are blocked. Granny Cortas has decided that all rebels are to be slain on sight. Since we blew up the city dungeon yesterday, there’s nowhere to put any prisoners.”

			“All the more reason for us to go now,” Nic urged.

			“I agree with Nicolo,” Ashur said.

			The angry squawk of a bird caught Jonas’s attention. He shielded his eyes from the sun and looked up at the golden hawk swooping above the ship.

			Olivia was getting impatient. That made two of them.

			He willed himself to remain calm. He couldn’t afford to make any rash decisions.

			Just then, an image of Lysandra slid into his mind, along with the sound of her laughter. “No rash decisions? Since when?” she would have said.

			Since you died and I couldn’t save you.

			Pushing his grief away, Jonas forced himself to focus on the prince.

			“If you want any chance to board this ship,” he said, “then explain how you’ve managed to rise from the dead only to walk right up to a group of rebels like you’ve only been out for a tankard of ale.”

			“Rise from the dead?” Taran repeated, his furious expression giving way to confusion.

			Ignoring Taran, Jonas searched for any sign of intimidation in the prince’s demeanor. A signal that he feared for his life, that he was desperate to escape his homeland. But only serenity filled his pale eyes.

			It was unsettling, really.

			“Have you ever heard of the legend of the phoenix?” Ashur asked smoothly.

			“Of course,” Nic replied. “It’s a mythical bird that rose from the ashes of the flames that originally killed it. It’s the symbol for Kraeshia, to show the empire’s strength and ability to defy death itself.”

			Ashur nodded. “Yes.”

			Jonas raised his eyebrows. “Really?” he said.

			Nic shrugged. “I took a class with Cleo on foreign myths once. I paid more attention than she did.” He flicked a wary look at Ashur. “What about this legend?”

			“There is also a legend of a mortal fated to one day do the same—return from death to unite the world. Grandmother always believed that my sister would be this phoenix. When Amara was a baby, she died for a brief moment but came back to life, thanks to a resurrection potion our mother gave her. When I recently learned of this, I had the same potion created for me. I’m not sure I truly believed it would work, but it did. And as I rose at dawn in the temple where I’d died the night before at my sister’s hand, I realized the truth.”

			“What truth?” Jonas demanded after Ashur fell silent.

			Ashur met his gaze. “That I am the phoenix. And it’s my destiny to save this world from its current fate, beginning with stopping my sister from her dark need to blindly follow in my father’s footsteps.”

			The prince fell silent again as his audience of three stared at him. Taran was the first to laugh.

			“Royals always think so damn highly of themselves,” he sneered. “Legends of heroes who defy certain death are as old as legends about the Watchers themselves.” Taran glanced at Jonas. “I’m going to cut off his head. If he gets up after that, consider me a believer.”

			Jonas didn’t think Taran was being serious, but he didn’t want to take any chances.

			“Lower your weapon,” Jonas growled. “I’m not going to tell you again.”

			Taran cocked his head. “I don’t take orders from you.”

			“Do you want passage on this ship? Then yes, you do take orders from me.”

			But still Taran didn’t budge, and his gaze grew only more challenging.

			“You giving Jonas a problem, Ranus?” Felix’s voice boomed out, just before he came to stand at Jonas’s side.

			Jonas was grateful that Felix Gaebras—with all his height and muscles—was on his side. A former member of the Clan of the Cobra, a group of assassins who worked for King Gaius, Felix’s ability to cast a deadly and intimidating shadow was no accident.

			But Taran was just as deadly and just as intimidating.

			“You want to know about my problems?” Taran finally lowered his blade to his side, then nodded at the resurrected royal. “This is Prince Ashur Cortas.”

			Felix peered skeptically at the prince with his good eye. After spending the last week imprisoned and being mercilessly tortured for poisoning the Kraeshian royal family—a crime Amara had blamed on him—it was his only eye; the other was covered by a black eye patch. “Aren’t you supposed to be dead?”

			“He is.” Nic had stayed very quiet, never taking his attention off of the prince, wearing an expression that was equal parts stunned and confused.

			“I’m not.” Ashur spoke patiently to Nic.

			“It could be a trick.” Nic’s brow furrowed in concentration as he studied the prince carefully. “Perhaps you’re a witch who possesses enough air magic to change your appearance.”

			Ashur raised a dark eyebrow, as if amused. “Hardly.”

			“Witches are female,” Taran reasoned.

			“Not always,” Ashur replied. “There have been a few notable exceptions over the centuries.”

			“Are you trying to help your case or not?” Jonas asked sharply.

			“He’s Amara’s brother,” Felix growled. “Let’s just go ahead and kill him and be done with it.”

			“Yes,” Taran seconded. “On that, we agree.”

			Ashur sighed, and for the first time, there was an edge of impatience in the sound. Despite any threats, he kept his attention firmly on Nic. “I understand your hesitation in believing me, Nicolo. It reminds me of your hesitation that night in the City of Gold, when you left the tavern . . . The Beast, I believe it was called. You were drunk, lost, and you looked at me in that alleyway as if I might kill you with the two blades I carried. But I didn’t, did I? Do you remember what I did instead?”

			Nic’s pale face flushed in an instant, and he cleared his throat. “It’s him,” he said quickly. “I don’t know how, but . . . it’s him. Let’s go.”

			Jonas studied Nic’s face, unsure whether to believe such a promise, even from someone he’d very recently begun to trust. His gut told him Nic wasn’t lying.

			And if Ashur wanted to bring a halt to his sister’s evil machinations, believing himself to be this legendary phoenix who’d risen from death, true or not, then he could possibly be an asset to their group.

			He wondered what Lys would have to say about this situation.

			No, he already knew. She very likely would have put an arrow through the prince the moment he’d appeared.

			The glint of Taran’s sword again caught his attention. “If you don’t lower that weapon, I’m going to have Felix chop off your arm.”

			Taran laughed, an unpleasant crack of a sound that cut through the cool morning air. “I’d like to see him try.”

			“Would you?” Felix asked. “My eyesight’s not as good as it was, but I think—actually, I know—I could do it real fast. It might not even hurt.” He chuckled darkly as he drew his sword. “No, what am I thinking? It’s going to hurt very badly. I’m no ally to any Cortas, but if Jonas wants the prince to keep breathing, he’s going to keep breathing. Got it?”

			The two young men glared at each other for several tense moments. Finally Taran sheathed his weapon.

			“Fine,” he said through clenched teeth. The tight smile on his face didn’t match the cold fury in his eyes.

			Without a word, he shoved past Felix and boarded the ship.

			“Thanks,” Jonas said to Felix under his breath.

			Felix watched Taran’s departure with a grim look. “You know he’s going to be a problem, right?

			“I do.”

			“Great.” Felix glanced at the Limerian ship. “By the way, have I mentioned that I get really seasick, especially with the thought of Amara’s undead brother on board? So if our new friend Taran tries to cut my throat while I’m vomiting off the side of the ship, you’re the one I blame.”

			“Understood.” Jonas eyed Nic and Ashur warily. “Very well, whatever fate awaits us on the other side, let’s set sail for Mytica. All of us.”

			“Thought you didn’t believe in fate?” Nic muttered as they made their way up the gangplank.

			“I don’t,” Jonas said.

			But, to be honest, only a small part of him believed that anymore.

		

	
		
			 CHAPTER 2

			MAGNUS

			LIMEROS

			The sun rose in the east while Magnus waited at the bottom of the steep cliff for his father to die. He watched tensely as the pool of blood around the king’s head grew, becoming a large crimson stain on the surface of the frozen lake.

			Magnus tried to summon something inside of him other than hatred for Gaius Damora. But he could not.

			His father had been a sadistic tyrant his entire life. He’d given away his kingdom to an enemy as if it were nothing more than a meaningless bauble. He had secretly ordered the murder of his own wife, Magnus’s mother, because she stood in the way of the power he craved. And, just before he fell from the cliff, the king had come within mere moments of ending the life of his son and heir.

			Magnus jumped when Cleo’s hand brushed against his.

			“We can’t stay here,” she said quietly. “It won’t be long until we’re discovered.”

			“I know.” Magnus glanced at the four Limerian guards who stood nearby, awaiting orders. He wished he knew exactly what to tell them.

			“If we hurry, we can make it to the docks of Ravencrest by sunset. We’ll be in Auranos within a week. There we can find help from rebels who won’t sit back and let Amara take everything away from us.”

			“Does that make me a rebel now too?” he asked, almost able to find the humor in such a statement.

			“I think you’ve been a rebel longer than you’d care to admit. But yes. We can be rebels together.”

			Something stirred deep inside of him at her words, a kind of warmth that he’d repressed for far too long.

			The king—with help from Magnus—had destroyed Cleo’s entire life, yet she still stood by his side. Fearless. Brave.

			Hopeful.

			He kept thinking that this was only a fevered dream, that this perfect version of the princess might fade as the sun rose higher in the sky. But as the day grew light, she still stood by his side. She wasn’t a dream.

			Magnus raised his gaze to hers. Yesterday had been a blur of desperation and fear. It had been the absolute worst day of his life, which had been turned utterly inside out the moment he’d finally found her in the woods, alive and fighting with all her strength to survive.

			He’d confessed his love for her in a pathetic heap of messy words, and she hadn’t turned away from him, disgusted. This beautiful golden princess who had lost so much . . . she’d said she loved him too.

			It still didn’t seem possible.

			“Magnus?” Cleo gently prompted when he didn’t respond immediately. “What do you say? Shall we make our way to Ravencrest?”

			He was about to answer, when the king drew in a hoarse, rattling breath.

			“Magnusssss . . .”

			His gaze shot to his father’s face. The king’s eyes were open now, and he raised his arm a few inches, as if reaching for his son.

			Impossible. Magnus forced himself not to stagger back from the man in shock.

			“You should be dead by now,” Magnus managed, his throat painfully tight.

			The king made a strange, coughing sound then, and if Magnus didn’t know better, he’d swear it sounded like a laugh.

			“Not . . . that simple . . . I’m afraid,” the king sputtered.

			Magnus could see Cleo’s eyes blazing with hatred as she looked down at the man. “Why did you say my mother’s name?”

			The king glanced up at her, his gaze narrowed. He licked his dry lips but didn’t reply.

			Magnus looked at Cleo with surprise. The king had spoken the name Elena in what had seemed like his dying gasps. Had he really meant Queen Elena Bellos?

			“Answer me,” she demanded. “Why did you speak her name when you looked at me? You said you were sorry. Sorry for what? What did you do to her that you would need to be sorry for?”

			“Oh . . . dear princess . . . if only you knew.” The king’s words were less like dying gasps this time and more like the sluggish statement of someone who had just awoken from a deep slumber.

			The guards had drawn closer to them at the sound of the king’s voice.

			Enzo gasped as King Gaius pressed his hands against the blood-spattered snow and raised his head from the icy ground. “What dark magic is this?” The guard’s wide eyes glanced over to Magnus, and he immediately bowed his head. “Apologies, your highness.”

			“None required. It’s an excellent question.” Uneasily, Magnus drew his sword and held it as steadily as he could to the king’s chest. “You should be broken beyond repair, like a bird that flew into a window. What dark magic is this, Father? And is it strong enough to save you from a sharp steel point?”

			The king glanced at him with a thin-lipped smirk. “You’d so easily wish to finish a man who’s grasping at the smallest edge of life?”

			“If that man is you, then yes,” Magnus hissed.

			His father was helpless, weak, bruised, and bloody. It would be the easiest kill Magnus had ever made. And well deserved. So very well deserved.

			One jab, one small gesture, could end this. Why, then, did his sword arm feel trapped in stone, unable to move?

			“The earth Kindred . . .” Cleo whispered, touching the pocket of her cloak where she’d put the crystal orb. “It’s healed him. Is that what this is?”

			“I don’t know,” Magnus admitted.

			“I don’t think the Kindred’s magic has anything to do with this.” The king now sat upright, his legs stretched out before him. He looked down at his hands, scraped and bleeding from holding on to the edge of the cliff. Gaius took out a pair of black gloves from inside his torn cloak. He slid them on, grimacing from the effort. “As I fell, I felt the darklands reaching for me, ready to claim another demon for their ranks. When I hit the ground, I felt my bones shatter. You’re right: I should be dead.”

			“And yet, you’re sitting and speaking,” Cleo said, her words clipped.

			“I am.” He peered up at her. “It must be taking quite a lot of restraint from you right now, princess, not to beg my son to end my life.”

			Her eyes narrowed. “If I didn’t think your guards would kill him a moment later, I would.”

			Magnus looked toward the silent guards now flanking them. Each one had their sword in hand, their expressions tense.

			“Point well made.” The king took a deep, steady breath. “Guards, hear me. You will obey all commands of Magnus Damora from this moment forward. He will not be held responsible for anything that has, or will, happen to me.”

			The guards glanced at each other with strained and uncertain expressions before Enzo nodded. “Very well, your highness,” he said.

			“What deception is this?” Cleo spat out. “Do you think we’ll believe anything you say?”

			The king smiled. “We. How very sweet it is that you two have traversed this dangerous maze together and come out on the other side holding hands. How long have you two been working together against me? I’d no idea I had been so blind.”

			Magnus ignored the king’s attempt to throw him off course. “If this isn’t Kindred magic, what is it?”

			With total disregard for the sword Magnus held, the king slowly and shakily pushed himself up to his feet. “Melenia told me that I was destined for immortality, that I would be a god.” He let out a small, bitter laugh. “For a time, I actually believed her.”

			“Answer my damn question,” Magnus snarled again. He jabbed the blade forward, leaving a shallow scratch on the king’s throat.

			Gaius flinched, his expression darkening in an instant. “There’s only one person responsible for the magic that helped me survive today. Your grandmother.”

			Magnus didn’t believe him. “What common witch could possess magic as strong as this?”

			“There was never anything common about Selia Damora.”

			“You expect us to believe anything you say?” Cleo snapped.

			The king looked at the girl without a lick of kindness in his eyes. “No. I wouldn’t expect a child to understand the complexities of life and death.”

			“Wouldn’t you?” Her fists were clenched at her sides. “If I had a sword in my grasp right now, I’d end you myself.”

			The king laughed. “You could certainly try.”

			“You look like you’re already dead.” Magnus realized the truth of his words as he spoke them, his father’s pale appearance no healthier than a corpse—his skin slack and bearing a grayish tinge, his bruises mottled browns and purples, his blood so dark it appeared black. “Perhaps Grandmother’s healing magic wasn’t as strong as you’d like to believe.”

			“This isn’t healing magic.” His brow glistened with perspiration despite the frigid morning air. “This has only prolonged the inevitable.”

			Magnus frowned. “Explain.”

			“When what little magic remaining within me fades, I will die.”

			His father’s bluntly delivered statement only filled him with more confusion.

			“He’s lying,” Cleo said through clenched teeth. “Don’t let him manipulate you. If this isn’t earth magic, then it’s blood magic that keeps his black heart beating.”

			Magnus glanced at the guards, taking in their troubled gazes and furrowed brows before returning his attention to his father. “If this is true, how long do you have?”

			“I don’t know.” He inhaled, and Magnus heard the hard edge of pain in his breath once again. “Hopefully long enough to fix some of the mistakes I’ve made. The most recent ones, anyway.”

			Magnus turned his face away, disgusted. “Unfortunately, we don’t have enough time to go over a list as endless as that.”

			“You’re right.” Gaius gazed at Magnus, past the sword. “Perhaps I can fix only one, then. In order to defeat Amara and reclaim Mytica, we will need to unlock the full power of the Kindred.”

			“For this, we need Lucia’s blood and the blood of an immortal.”

			“Yes.”

			“I have no idea where to find her.”

			Disappointment crossed the king’s pale expression. “I must go to see my mother immediately. She’ll use her magic to find Lucia. I would trust no other witch with this task.”

			“Go to her? How?” Magnus frowned. “Grandmother has been dead for more than twelve years.”

			“No, she’s very much alive.”

			He stared at the king in shock. Magnus’s memories of his grandmother were sparse, foggy glimpses of his childhood and a woman with black hair and a cool gaze. A woman who had passed away shortly after his grandfather’s death.

			“He’s trying to confuse you.” Cleo took Magnus’s hand in her own, drawing him away from his father and out of earshot from both him and the guards. “We need to go to Auranos. There’s help there. Help we can trust, without question or doubt. Those loyal to my father’s name will not hold the king’s crimes against you, I promise.”

			He shook his head. “This is not a war that a few rebels can win. Amara’s become too powerful, she’s gained too much with barely any effort. We need to find Lucia.”

			“And if we’re successful in finding her? What then? She hates us.”

			“She’s confused,” Magnus said, an image of his younger sister appearing in his mind. “Grieving. She feels betrayed and lied to. If she knew that her home was in trouble, she would help us.”

			“Are you sure about that?”

			If Magnus were honest with himself, he’d have to admit he wasn’t sure about anything anymore.

			“You must go to Auranos without me,” he spat out the words, as distasteful as they were necessary. “I can’t leave yet. I need to see this through to the end.”

			She nodded. “That sounds like a good plan.”

			His heart twisted into a vicious knot. “I’m glad you agree.”

			“You are, are you?” Cleo’s cerulean eyes flashed with cold fire, and Magnus almost started at her harsh words. “You think that after all of this . . . ?” She threw her hands up in the air in lieu of finishing her sentence. “You are completely impossible, do you know that? I’m not leaving here without you, you idiot—”

			His brows shot up. “Idiot?”

			“—and that’s the end of this discussion. Got it?”

			He stared at her, once again stunned by this girl and everything she said. “Cleo—”

			“No, no more arguments,” she cut him off harshly. “Now, if you’ll excuse me for a moment, I need to clear my head. Away from him.” She tossed the last word at the king and, with a glare, marched away, her arms crossed tightly over her chest.

			“I see such passion between you now,” the king said as he drew closer to his son, his lips twisting with distaste. “How terribly sweet.”

			“Shut your mouth,” Magnus growled.

			The king kept his gaze on the princess as she paced angrily nearby. Then he turned toward the guards. “I need to speak to my son in private. Give us space.”

			All four guards immediately did as requested and moved away from Magnus and his father.

			“Privacy?” Magnus scoffed. “I don’t think anything you have to say to me anymore warrants that.”

			“No? Not even if it’s about your golden princess?”

			Magnus’s hand was on the hilt of his sword in an instant, fury rising within him. “If you dare threaten her life again—”

			“A warning, not a threat.” His father regarded his outrage with only weary patience. “The girl is cursed.”

			Magnus was sure he hadn’t heard him correctly. “Cursed?”

			“Many years ago, her father was involved with a powerful witch—a witch who didn’t take the news of his marriage to Elena Corso well, so she cursed Elena and any future offspring that they would die in childbirth. Elena nearly died giving her firstborn life.”

			“But she didn’t.”

			“No, she died with her second.”

			Of course Magnus had heard about the former queen of Auranos’s tragic fate and had seen the portraits of Cleo’s beautiful mother in the hallways of the golden palace. But this couldn’t possibly be true.

			“It’s said she suffered greatly before she finally passed.” The king’s voice had become not much more than a rasp. “But she was strong enough to see her newborn daughter’s face—and to name her after a wretched, hedonistic goddess—before death finally claimed her. And now this witch’s curse has surely been passed to that daughter.”

			Magnus regarded his father with utter disbelief. “You’re lying.”

			The king sent a fierce frown at Magnus. “Why would I lie?”

			“Why would you lie?” he repeated, a dry laugh rising in his throat. “Oh, I don’t know. Perhaps because you wish to manipulate me at every turn for your own amusement?”

			“If that’s what you think . . .” The king flicked his wrist toward Cleo, who was speaking with Enzo now and sending impatient looks toward Magnus and his father. The hem of the scarlet gown she wore peeked out from beneath the dark green fabric of the cloak she’d stolen the night before from a Kraeshian guard. “Get her pregnant and you’ll witness her die in anguish, lying in a deep pool of her own blood as she brings your spawn into this world.”

			Magnus had all but stopped breathing. What his father claimed couldn’t possibly be true.

			But if it was . . .

			Cleo began to close the distance between them, her hood down, her long blond hair fanned over her shoulders.

			“Witches casts curses,” Gaius said to Magnus quietly. “Witches are also known to break curses. All the more reason for you to come with me to see your grandmother.”

			“You tried to kill me and the princess.”

			“Yes, I did. So the decision of how you’ll proceed lies with you now.”

			Cleo reached Magnus’s side with Enzo behind her, and she frowned as she looked between father and son. “What is it? Not more plans for me to hide myself away in Auranos, I hope.”

			The horrific image of Cleo lying dead on bloody sheets was now locked in Magnus’s mind, her eyes glazed and lifeless while nearby a baby with cerulean eyes cried endlessly for its mother.

			“No, princess,” Magnus managed. “You made your thoughts on that quite clear, even if I strongly disagree. I wish to be reacquainted with my grandmother after all these years. She will use her magic to help us find Lucia, who will help us reclaim Mytica. Agreed?”

			Cleo didn’t answer for a moment, her brow furrowed in thought. “Yes, I suppose it makes a sickening kind of sense to seek help from another Damora.” She blinked. “Magnus, you’ve become very pale. Are you all right?”

			“Fine,” he said tightly. “We leave now.”

			“Amara will wonder where I’ve disappeared to without word,” the king said. “That could cause problems.”

			Magnus sighed. “Very well. Go and make your excuses for leaving your bride’s side. However, if you try to cross me, Father, I assure you that your death will come far sooner than you anticipate.”

		

	
		
			 CHAPTER 3

			AMARA

			LIMEROS

			Empress Amara Cortas sat upon a carved, gilded chair in the villa’s smaller than adequate main hall. It was a temporary throne, but it did nicely to prop her up so she could easily look down upon the two very different men who kneeled before her.

			Carlos was the captain of the Kraeshian guard, a man with bronzed skin and black hair, his shoulders impossibly broad. He had more than enough muscles to fully fill out his dark green Kraeshian uniform, its golden clasps, which attached the black cape, glittering in the candlelight.

			Lord Kurtis Cirillo was younger, thinner, more sallow in appearance, with dark hair and olive green eyes. While Amara would prefer a larger castle to spend her current days, this villa was the finest home for miles around, and it belonged to Kurtis’s father, Lord Gareth.

			“Rise,” she commanded, and they obeyed.

			Both men waited for her response to the updated news of yesterday’s siege and capture of the Limerian palace.

			As Amara composed her thoughts, she winced from the large and rather painful lump on the back of her head she’d acquired last night. The sack of icicles that she held to the injury had started to melt.

			“Of the dozen casualties,” she finally said, “was there anyone of importance?” For this, she turned to Kurtis, who would know nobles from lessers much better than her guard.

			“No, your grace,” Kurtis replied quickly. “Mostly Limerian soldiers and guards, a few servants. Only those who attempted to stand against you.”

			“Good.” Twelve wasn’t an unacceptable number to perish considering how many people had allegedly been at the palace to witness Princess Cleiona’s speech at the time of the siege. From Carlos’s report, three thousand citizens from nearby villages had made the journey to hear that hateful girl spread more of her lies.

			She scanned the red and black banners lining the stone walls bearing the Cirillo family crest: three snakes entwined. For a kingdom of ice and snow that supported very little wildlife that Amara had noticed, Limerians did seem to value images of serpents.

			“Your grace . . .” Kurtis’s reedy voice chirped.

			“Yes, Lord Kurtis?”

			The young man’s face was pained, his mouth set in a grimace that had become familiar to her in her short time in Mytica. She wondered whether this was a permanent look for the kingsliege or whether it was due to the unfortunate injury he sustained just before she met him. There were fresh bandages on the bloody stump at his wrist where his right hand used to be. “I hesitate to broach a subject that Carlos believes we mustn’t bother you with.”

			“Oh?” She glanced with surprise at her guard, who looked at Kurtis with naked hatred in his steely gaze. “What is it?”

			“I’ve heard concerning talk amongst your soldiers about your reign—”

			“My lord,” Carlos bit out, “if there is a problem with the men I command, I will come to the empress myself. This matter does not need the opinion of a Limerian.”

			Kurtis scoffed, as if insulted by Carlos’s bluntness. “Does the empress not deserve to know that her own soldiers speak of abandoning their posts rather than be ruled by”—he hesitated, but only for a moment—“a woman?”

			Amara willed herself to be calm as she handed the melting ice to a nearby maid. “Carlos, is this true?”

			The guard looked ready to spit molten glass. “It is, your grace.”

			“Yet you don’t feel this is a concern?”

			“Talk is talk. None have taken any action as yet to leave this mission to return to Kraeshia. And if they do, they will be severely punished.”

			She studied the man’s face, a man who had been loyal to her father not so very long ago. “How do you feel about having me as the first female ruler of Kraeshia? Will you continue to take my orders without wishing to abandon your post?”

			He straightened those massive shoulders. “I am loyal to Kraeshia, your grace, therefore I am loyal to whoever is on the throne. I assure you, I have control over my men.”

			“Yes, but the question is, do I?” It was the reason she hadn’t celebrated her victory of becoming empress quite yet. Her control felt delicate, like ice newly formed over a lake. There was no way to know for certain if it would shatter the moment it was met with pressure.

			All the more reason why she needed the magic released from her water Kindred. The small aquamarine orb hidden in the pocket of one of her gowns in the wardrobe was useless to her now. She had to figure out how to unleash the powerful magic inside.

			“Your grace,” Kurtis said, and she couldn’t help but notice that his expression had lightened some since delivering the news Carlos had wanted concealed from her. “I have also heard them speak of Prince Ashur’s eventual return from his travels.”

			“Oh? And what of it?” Pain flared from her head wound, radiating in waves. She would like to lie down for the day, to rest and heal, but an empress couldn’t afford to indulge in even the slightest bit of weakness.

			“As your older brother, they feel that he will reign as emperor. They believe that your position is a temporary one only. And they feel, once news of your family’s deaths reach him wherever he currently is, that he will return without hesitation.”

			Amara took a deep breath and counted, slowly, to ten in her head.

			Then she counted to twenty before pushing a small smile on her face.

			“Is this also true?” she asked Carlos as sweetly as she could.

			The guard’s face seemingly had turned to stone. “It is, your grace.”

			“Truthfully, I hope they’re right,” she said. “Ashur certainly is the first in line to the throne before me, so of course I will relinquish my title the moment he appears. We can mourn our lost family together.”

			“Your grace,” Carlos said, bowing deeply, his brows drawn together. “Your grief is shared by us all. Your father, your brothers, they were all great men.”

			“Indeed they were.”

			But even great men could be felled by poison.

			Amara had been trying very hard not to feel like a venomous scorpion who lured unsuspecting victims into her lair. She knew she wasn’t the villain in the story of her life. She was the heroine. A queen. An empress.

			But without the respect of the soldiers she needed to expand her kingdom, she had nothing. Carlos might not believe a few dissenting whispers were important, but soon they could become the voice of a full rebellion.

			For now, despite her title, she had to tread carefully until she had the magic she required to hold on to her newfound power.

			One day very soon, Amara Cortas would not answer to any man, not ever again. They would answer to her.

			And if they were counting on her brother’s return to chase the girl from the throne she had taken with strength and sacrifice, then they would be sorely disappointed.

			After all, one of those sacrifices had been Ashur himself.

			“I am grateful that you chose to tell me this,” she addressed Kurtis again. “And if my brother does arrive, please know that I will welcome him with open arms.” When Kurtis bowed, she shifted her disappointed gaze to the guard who would keep the talk of treason a secret from her. “Carlos, what is the status on the search for Princess Cleiona?”

			“A dozen men, including the king, are still out searching for her, your grace.”

			Less than a year ago, before she was taken in by the conquering royal family and married to Magnus, Cleo had been a spoiled princess who had lived a pampered Auranian life. Amara knew what a demanding and difficult girl she really was, despite the sunny and golden demeanor she might have presented socially.

			Last night, Amara had made the mistake of underestimating Cleo and offering her her friendship. She’d quickly come to regret it.

			The princess’s drive for survival nearly equaled her own.

			“Make it two dozen guards,” she instructed Carlos. “She couldn’t have gotten far.”

			Carlos bowed. “At your command, your highness.”

			“Actually, I’m sure the princess has frozen and is now three feet under the fallen snow.” King Gaius’s voice stole Amara’s attention from her guard. She looked up to see that the man had entered the hall and was slowly moving toward her, flanked by two of his guards.

			Kurtis and Carlos immediately bowed before the king.

			Amara swept her gaze over Gaius and her eyes widened with shock. His face was bruised, all banged up with cuts and scratches. There was a sickly grayish pallor to his complexion. His neck was smeared with blood, which was caked in the creases of his hands and underneath his fingernails.

			“Carlos, fetch a medic immediately!” she commanded as she rose from her throne to meet the king halfway across the large room.

			“No,” Gaius said, raising his hand. “That won’t be necessary.”

			Only last night when he’d left to search for the princess, he’d been a handsome man with dark hair and deep, if often cruel, dark brown eyes, tall and strong, but now he looked as if he had crawled up out of his own grave.

			Amara gave Carlos a nod to do what she asked anyway, and the guard immediately left the hall. “What happened to you?” she asked, injecting concern rather than simply shock into her tone.

			The king rubbed his shoulder, his face a mask of pain. “I took a rather nasty fall while searching for the princess.” His expression tightened. “But I’m fine.”

			A lie if ever she’d heard one.

			Gaius swept his gaze over the kingsliege, lingering on his injury. “Good goddess, boy. What happened to you?”

			Kurtis glanced at his bandaged stump, his face reddening and his cheek twitching. “When I attempted to escort your son’s wife out of the palace yesterday, he attempted to stop me.”

			“He cut off your hand.”

			“He did,” Kurtis admitted. “And I feel it’s a crime that deserves punishment. After all, I only acted on your command.”

			“I must sit.” Gaius gestured for one of his red-uniformed guards to bring him a chair, and he all but collapsed into it. Amara watched him with growing alarm. This was not a man who normally showed any kind of weakness at all. This was the result of a fall, he said?

			If he was close to death for whatever reason, she needed him to tell her how to unlock the Kindred’s magic before it was too late.

			“Yes,” Gaius continued, his voice barely more audible than a gasp. “Magnus has certainly made some questionable decisions recently.”

			Amara tried again. “Gaius, I insist you see a medic.”

			“And I insist that I’m fine. On to other, more interesting topics, I’ve brought you a gift.” He gesturing at one of his guards. “Enzo, bring in the girl.”

			The guard left the hall and returned a few moments later with a pretty young woman with short, dark hair.

			“This,” the king swept his gaze over the girl, “is Nerissa Florens.”

			Amara raised a brow, managing to find a trace of humor in the unexpected introduction. “I’ve never received a girl as a gift before.”

			“You need an attendant. Nerissa tended to Princess Cleiona and, I’ve heard, is greatly skilled at her job.”

			Instead of feelings of peevishness provoked by being presented with a nobody, Amara found her interest piqued. “I assume this means you’re loyal to the princess.”

			“On the contrary, your highness,” Nerissa replied, her voice strong. “I am loyal only to my king.”

			Amara narrowed her gaze at the girl and took her in, top to bottom. Short hair wasn’t a common style, not in Kraeshia or Mytica. It spoke of someone who didn’t have time for vanity. Yet Nerissa was quite attractive. She had a graceful nose, widely set eyes, and a flush to her tanned cheeks. She stood proudly, far more proudly than any servant Amara had witnessed before.

			Amara finally nodded. “Very well, Nerissa, I do find myself in need of a skilled attendant. However, if you say you’re loyal only to the king, I will need to ask him to transfer that loyalty to me now. Gaius?”

			“Yes, of course,” the king replied without hesitation. “Nerissa, Amara is your only concern now. Watch over her and attend to her every need.”

			Nerissa bowed her head. “Yes, your highness.”

			Amara continued to assess the girl. She couldn’t be much older than her own nineteen years. “You don’t seem afraid of me.”

			“Should I be, your highness?”

			“The palace where you earned your living was taken by a foreign army, its prince and princess deposed. And here you stand before the conqueror. Yes, I think you should show some fear.”

			“I learned a long time ago, your grace, that no matter what I might be feeling on the inside, I should show only strength on the outside. Apologies if that philosophy is not acceptable to you.”

			Amara studied the girl a few moments longer, thinking that they had this much in common. “It’s fine, Nerissa. I look forward to learning more about your time with the princess.”

			“Yes, your grace.”

			“Good,” the king said. “Now that that’s taken care of, Lord Kurtis . . .”

			“Yes, your majesty?” Kurtis straightened his back like a soldier coming to attention.

			“While I’m gone, I’d like you to make the arrangements to relocate the empress to the Limerian palace. Your father’s villa may become a bit cramped, and of course it lacks the level of accommodation that my wife deserves. When I return, I will expect to find you there.”

			Kurtis bowed. “I will do exactly as you say, your majesty.”

			Amara watched the king with growing confusion. “Where are you going?”

			Gaius grunted as he pushed himself out of the chair, struggling to his feet like a man twice his age. “I need to lead the search for my son.”

			“On the contrary,” she said. “What you need is bed rest and time to heal from your fall.”

			“Again,” he said tightly, “I find myself in disagreement with my new wife.”

			She kept the smile on her face.

			“May I speak to you? Privately?” Amara asked as sweetly as possible.

			“Of course,” he said, nodding to a nearby guard, who quickly swung the door open and ushered everyone out. As the room cleared, Amara closed her eyes and took several deep breaths in an attempt to force herself to handle this conversation delicately.

			“If you insist on going on this quest,” she said, “I think you should leave the air Kindred with me for safekeeping.”

			Perhaps delicately was slightly beyond her particular skills.

			But Gaius was unfazed. “I don’t think so,” he replied simply.

			Amara’s gut tightened. “Why not?”

			He raised a dark eyebrow. “Oh, please. I admit I may not be completely myself at the moment, but I’m no fool.”

			So it would seem. “You don’t trust me.”

			“No, not at all, actually.”

			Amara reined in her frustration. The king had no idea that she also possessed a piece of the Kindred and she had no intention of telling him. “I will earn your trust.”

			“And I will earn yours. Someday.”

			She closed the small distance between them and took his hands in hers, noticing his grimace of pain as she did so. “We can begin today. Share with me the secret of unlocking its magic. The answer is here, I know that. Here in Mytica.”

			“That much I haven’t tried to hide.”

			She had been thinking nonstop about this during their journey here across the Silver Sea. So much time to think, to worry, to plan. “I can only assume that your daughter is an integral part of this, just as she was integral to finding the crystals in the first place.”

			His expression closed up. “Is that what you think?”

			“Yes.” She would not fear this man and his reputation for violence when crossed. She was the only one to be feared in this room, in this kingdom, and one day in this entire world. “Perhaps it’s Lucia, not Magnus, that you seek on this ill-timed journey.”

			“My daughter eloped with her tutor and could be anywhere.”

			“I’m right, aren’t I?” A smile spread across her features. “Lucia is the key to everything. Her prophecy expands far broader than I already thought. Don’t look so grim, Gaius. I told you that you could trust me, and you can. I’ll prove it. We will find her together.”

			“I do want to find her, but I assure you, she is not the missing piece of this puzzle you seek.”

			She wouldn’t receive a confirmation from him about this. Not today, perhaps not ever. She forced herself to smile sweetly and nod. “Very well. I will be patient then and focus on moving to the palace while you’re gone.”

			Gaius studied her closely, looking into her eyes so intensely that Amara couldn’t be sure if he was trying to memorize her face or read her thoughts. She held her breath as she waited for him to speak.

			“I’ll return as soon as I can.” He drew her closer and kissed her cheek. She forced herself not to recoil from the oddly unmistakable scent of death upon him.

			He held her gaze for a moment longer, then turned and left the room without another word.

			She took a seat upon her throne, waiting until Carlos returned with the medic. Amara dismissed the woman and summoned Carlos before her.

			The guard kneeled at her feet, his attention on the floor. “Your grace, I see now that I should have told you what Lord Kurtis did. I assure you that all is well, and I don’t believe there is any reason for you to worry.”

			“Rise.” When he did as she commanded, she didn’t bother to smile. Smiles were exhausting when not genuine. “You will tell me everything from now on, no matter how seemingly unimportant. If such a transgression happens again . . .” The words I will have you flayed were ready on her lips, but she chose not to speak them aloud. “. . . I will be very angry.”

			“Yes, your grace.” He blinked. “Was that all?”

			“No.” With annoyance, she rubbed the lump on the back of her head, wondering how long it would take before it healed. “The king will be leaving soon to search for his son. I want you to send two or three of our best men after him.”

			“To assist?”

			“No.” This earned a genuine smile. “To catch my new husband in a lie.”
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