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			For the dreamers whose hands are perpetually stained in ink and hearts are swelling with untapped potential.

			For the girls who continue speaking up when the world tries to silence them.

			And for Giovani and Alonso, my sun and moon.

			This may have been completed months ago if not for your love, attention, and occasional hijinks.

		

	
		

		
			CONTENT WARNINGS

		

		
			Blood of the Blackthorn is a dark fantasy novel and book one of The Eternal Curse series. This story contains content that might be troubling to some readers, including, but not limited to, depictions of and references to abuse, attempted sexual assault, blood, death, genocide, gore, manipulation, PTSD, strong use of language, and violence.
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			PROLOGUE

		

		
			The enchantress is dead.”

			The room quieted and stilled; the chanting now ceased. Malin took a deep breath before repeating his words, still not believing their conviction, cursing himself for not controlling his impulse to speak aloud. “The enchantress of Givensmir is dead.”

			The coven, who had only seconds before chanted as they hedged between the land and spirit realms searching for answers, stared in his direction. Grave faces met him, burning holes in his skull, but he kept his head down, grief seizing his heart.

			“Of this you are certain, Malin?”

			“Yes, My Queen.” He nodded, slowly. “Our goddess, Isila, has visited me. She has told me so herself.”

			A foreboding chill crept up his spine, for that was not all she told him, but he kept silent.

			“It is for the best,” the witch queen responded after a few moments. “We do not know what she intended to do with those mortals, as you have said so yourself.”

			Malin turned from her gaze, shamefully. 

			“Did Isila speak of anything else?”

			He held his tongue, not wishing to divulge any more information. 

			“No,” he breathed.

			“Look at me, Malin, and speak the truth.”

			He forced his eyes once more upon his queen, her long, black hair spindled down to her waist, her bright blue eyes, like the ice of her heart, bore into his. Malin opened his mouth, unsure of what he would say.

			Then, all at once, the rest of the coven began to speak, as the truth came to them.

			“Isila has warned of a half-witch headed our way,” one witch announced, the white of her eyes filling the dark room. “A half-witch of our dear enchantress. Her flesh and blood.”

			“Impossible,” said another.

			“Flesh of a mortal, blood of the sea, heart of a divine,” the witch with the white eyes replied.

			“Is she the one who was promised?” the queen asked. 

			“She crosses the Dallise Sea, shall I kill her?”

			Malin felt a cold chill. “No, let us meet the child, My Queen. Perhaps, she can be of some use to us.” 

			He bore his eyes into hers, pleading silently.

			She only raised her brow as another spoke.

			“Let us be rid of her, she doesn’t belong in this world.” 

			“My dear”—the witch queen grinned—“neither do we.”
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			EVE

		

		
			CHAPTER 1

		

		
			Fifteen Years Later

		

		
			Eve opened her eyes, no longer in the hazy nightmare that had gripped her forcefully only moments before. Her dream slowly escaped her as the seconds passed and her mind focused on her private bedchambers, a luxury afforded to members of the royal court within the fortified castle of Givensmir. Her silk sheets warmed her prickling skin, slight embers crackled weakly in the fireplace, and the books on her shelves collected dust as they had every morning of her life.

			She could hear the guards making their rounds out in the halls, their footsteps echoing along the dimly lit corridors and stone floors of the maiden’s keep—the northern section of the castle where the ladies rested their noble heads. There was no place safer, she reminded herself, than where she lay.

			Eve thought of the men at war, hundreds of miles away, and how they must be yearning for a warm bed and the comfort of security. Men at war and the women who waited here upon bated breath for them to return. She was no different, she thought, as her mind tried and failed to suppress memories of Prince Theo. He was not her betrothed, but . . .

			Yesterday was the first name day celebration of hers that he was not present at. Where she did not see his face nor hear his voice singing with the court as she bit into her sweet lemon cake. Over several months, a truth began to unfurl within her, the sickening possibility that she would not speak to him again. Not finish what they had started. 

			Word of possible victory passed as rumor, but nothing further had been heard in over a fortnight. It unsettled her, no matter how she tried to calm herself, assure herself that amongst the vanguard, the prince was well-suited for battle.

			Yet, it did not seem to steady her quickening pulse or the shallow breathing she tried to control. The darkness of the early morning lingered with her as she sat alone, contemplating a return to sleep or a commitment to begin her day. It was too early to seek out her friends at court, and through her balcony she could see the sun fighting for purchase with the night. They clashed together in an array of speckled pinks and dark-gray skies reflecting off the surface of the Dallise Sea toward the edge of nowhere.

			Nowhere, yes.

			That is what she had been dreaming of. A ship headed for nowhere, taking with it all who had gained passage. It came back to her slowly, as she sat hugging her knees close.

			Her older sister, Clarisa, gripping her hand as they ran through the forest, cutting their skin on the sharp bushes they barreled through. Her father’s voice as he called out to them, desperate and terrified. The clearing, leading out toward the rocky beach. A boat in shallow, but tempestuous waters, waiting to transport them to the ship just beyond the shore. And then Clarisa was gone to nowhere, and Eve was caught in her father’s grasp. She returned to the castle forever changed, the only child of a widower and the daughter of an executed traitor to the realm.

			It was all a memory she did not care to revisit, but one that in fifteen years never left her. How young they were when they were separated, constantly wondering if her sister was still alive. Eve hated to admit it, but she could scarcely remember what Clarisa looked like anymore. It was as if her face was obscured by the distance time kept between them, slipping from her consciousness in her waking hours.

			The king had sent many men in search of her, but none succeeded, and Eve could clearly remember her father telling her that Clarisa was presumed dead, just like her mother. Eve was no older than nine, sitting across from her father in his study, her small feet barely touching the floor. Even to this day the hate she had for the woman who gave her life, the enchantress, for everything she took from her, still made her face burn and hands shake in solitude.

			Eve took a deep breath, trying to control herself. She wished to be the child she once was, before everything, to have the simplicity of life thrust upon her once more. Before these memories plagued her mind and weighed on her soul.

			She was not sure how long she had been sitting on her bed going over such thoughts, but when she looked toward her balcony once more, the sun was high in the sky, having won its daily battle, and the water sparkled happily in response.

			Boooooong. Boooooong. Boooooong.

			The tower bells began to toll in the distance, jolting Eve from her contemplation. An icy chill gripped her heart as she leapt out of her bed and toward the balcony.

			The bells in Givensmir only rang for two reasons: life or death.
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			The market square was packed with people when the carriages dropped Eve and the rest of the royal court just outside the city gates. Their guards walked through the crowd, setting up a barricade for them to go to their designated viewing point, unharmed and unbothered by the city folk.

			The last of the summer sun cast long shadows in its morning light, covering Eve as she walked toward her standing area. However, the scorching of its relentless heat enticed beads of sweat that lingered at the base of her neck. She stood alongside her friend, Adriana, princess of Givensmir, as they watched men gather firewood and kindling, piling it all against the stake before them.

			“It is a bad omen, I fear,” Eve whispered to the princess, “to cast fire on a day the gods have already graced us with warmth.”

			“When was the last?”

			“Nearly a decade ago, in the city, at least.”

			“I had prayed that I would never have to witness one in my life.” 

			“Yet, here we are.”

			“Here we are.”

			They stood in silence, as the men completed their task, and Eve listened to the sound of raucous noise from a distance. It grew louder and louder as she realized the crowd of people began to jeer at and throw stones at a woman walking between the guards’ barricades. She was chained in irons to the backend of a horse, barely standing as it dragged her through the street.

			A few women of the court gasped, and Adriana brought her hands to her face, hiding the scene unfolding before her. Eve could not move, her eyes focused on the woman before them, now being tied to the stake. From where Eve stood, wounds and bruises lined the woman’s body, barely covered by a pale, blood stained, linen dress. Her hair was dirty and untamed, obscuring most of her face as she breathed heavily, gulping air into her lungs.

			“I can’t look, Eve,” the princess whispered. “I can’t.”

			“You must,” Eve replied, her eyes still fixed upon the woman. She was helpless, forlorn, powerless—not at all resembling the witches described to her.

			An elder of the cloth walked slowly up the steps toward the stake, his long, white robes draped over him with touches of gold lining and the symbol of their faith—grape vines carrying five grapes, representing each of their gods—affixed to his chest, and a large book in his hand. His pale face accentuated the greens of his eyes, and he trudged as any old man would until he was face-to-face with the woman. He studied her closely, before leaning over and whispering in her ear.

			The woman’s eyes sprouted open, and she tried to bite the elder, growling and screeching as he stepped back, a smirk on his face. One of the guards hit the woman with the back of his hand, and she moaned in pain. The crowd gasped and a few screamed in terror, but the elder raised his hands, silencing them.

			“Many of you may wonder why I have chosen white for this occasion. As you know, when death is the will of the gods, us elders dress in black. It is to mourn, to reflect on loss, no matter if it be a thief or a whore. However, white represents celebration, to begin anew, to cleanse ourselves of malintent.” 

			He watched the crowd as he spoke with a confidence that Eve felt inclined to agree with. Everything he said was reasonable. “Today, I wear white to celebrate the victory the gods have given us over evil. To celebrate our right to live freely without fear as the gods always intended.” The witch continued to growl and screech in the background, but he continued his speech, unbothered. A small part of Eve felt he may even have wanted her to act this way, but she quickly dismissed the idea.

			“No one in Serit, no one in our kingdom of Givensmir, should behold a power over us mere mortals besides the gods. This woman, this filth, has been found guilty of witchcraft, consorting with the fallen goddess to spread her evil ways into our city, and for that we shall see her burn as the gods have willed.”

			The elder turned back to the witch, who was filled with tears and rage trying to grapple with the tight chains that held her to the stake.

			“Do you have anything to confess? Any repentance that may bide you favor among the gods in their kingdom?”

			“Curse you three-fold, Elder!”

			“Ah, what a pity.” The elder shrugged.

			He began to turn, when the witch stilled suddenly, her head hanging awkwardly from her shoulders, and another, deeper voice seemed to speak from within her. 

			“You have not seen the last of me, Borgias.”

			Eve watched in horror as the elder paled, his mouth slack. “W-what did you say?”

			“I watch you while you are sleeping, dreaming of depravity, sinking into your cups and women.”

			Eve held her hand to her lips, stifling a gasp, as she watched the elder take several steps back, nearly falling from the platform.

			“She lies!”

			The witch raised her head, a crooked smile on her face. “Am I?”

			Borgias stared incredulously at the witch, before running down the steps, yelling at the guards. “Burn her, burn her, I say!”

			The crowd became feral, throwing things at the witch, who began to laugh. A few men surrounded the stake with their lit torches, throwing it into the kindling and backing away in fear. Fire engulfed her, but she continued her laughter.

			“By the will of the gods!” Borgias bellowed into the crowd, raising his fist in the air.

			“By the will of the gods!” they repeated.

			Adriana grabbed Eve’s arm burying her face into it, but Eve could not look away. Screams and genuine terror rattled her ears, filled her mind, and sent her heart into hiding. And for just a moment—only a moment—she thanked the gods that her mother had died quick by a knife and not as a slow spectacle.

			The fire took its time feasting on the body before it became clumps of ash in the earth and smoke in the wind. 

			And then the witch was no more.
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			EVE

		

		
			CHAPTER 2

		

		
			Weeks Later

		

		
			My lords and ladies”—King Eryck raised his cup, standing behind the royal table of the great hall—“we welcome back our men from war. Amongst them sit the greatest of our kingdoms—champions, warriors, knights—who all brought Givensmir our long-awaited victory. Larrea was no match for our forces, their civil war done in haste and foolishness, and now we cheer for the reunification of our kingdoms, our gods-given right to prosperity!”

			“Here, here,” the room chanted.

			Eve looked about the hall, watching as each of the nobles, herself included, stood cup in hand from behind their large tables hanging on to every word the king spoke. All wondering if the time of war was truly over, no more enemies left to fight, no more inhabitable lands left to conquer here.

			

			“We could not have done it without our men in the east, the Mytar lords who will be joining us in a few days, and to whom we extend our gratitude. It is for their courage and unwavering support that I look forward to the alliance of our houses soon. As many of you know, my son, Theo, and Lady Felicity are soon to be wed. A golden prince and his lady of the mountain, fierce and strong will the two of them be.”

			Eve’s eyes lingered toward Theo, sitting a few seats from the king and watched as he shifted uncomfortably. He avoided returning Eve’s gaze, much to her disappointment.

			“Now eat and rejoice in our success!”

			The room cheered and began to feast. Eve picked at her food, pretending to listen intently to the lords and ladies seated at her table, smiling on cue, laughing at their horrid jokes. She wished she could be seated among her confidants at the royal table, Adriana and Theo, or even her good friend, Lord Callum, three tables to her right.

			She glanced their way occasionally and felt solidarity in seeing them pained or bored by their respective company. Her uncle and royal accountant, Lord Agustin, sat across from her, deep in his wine cup between rather innocuous remarks about the state of political affairs to anyone who would listen.

			“Givensmir may now rest easy that this war has settled. The hard times are over, that is to be sure.”

			“There will always be hard times, Lord Agustin. We are but men, after all.” Lord Wesley, the king’s informant, chuckled as he tapped his cup for a refill. A servant girl rushed to him, filling it carefully and nervously. Eve watched as Lord Wesley leered at the girl, arrogantly. His light blond, straight hair nearly touched his shoulders, and his face was full of crevices; he held secrets in his eyes and smile. He was nearing fifty, Eve knew, and after decades of service to the crown showed no sign of relenting his position to anyone. She was certain he was grabbing onto any bit of power by the reins until it took him to certain death. Even if that meant intimidating poor servants. The girl squirmed and made herself scarce once the cup was filled.

			“Ah, that is true, but I only hope that we do not see one again in my lifetime.” Her uncle chugged the last of his wine, bits of it dribbling down his bearded chin. Eve wished he would have some modicum of table manners or at least be presentable in company.

			“It is in the nature of men to quarrel, is it not, Uncle?” Eve chimed in, smiling politely. “We may see such tidings of battle again sooner than we may hope. I wonder what that will look like to the royal purse.”

			Her uncle rolled his eyes. “My dear, I feel that this conversation may be far beyond your comprehension. A woman cannot discuss the nature of money and men, because she is not”—he hiccupped—“a man!”

			The people at the table laughed, all except for Lord Wesley, who narrowed his eyes at her. “It is true that us men can be quarrelsome. Yet, I wonder why women would bother to deal with us at all if we were so awful. It would seem foolish.”

			Eve smirked, feeling a bit venomous, partially due to the wine, but mostly due to Prince Theo’s lack of attention toward her—he still had yet to so much as glance at her since he arrived. “I wonder more how men would deal without us women, Lord Wesley. That is the true riddle.”

			The table fell silent, and Eve felt herself slipping away, wishing that she could light it on fire and go back to the comfort of her chambers. It dragged on, save for the noise of the rest of the hall filling in the tension. 

			She stared him down for a moment longer than necessary, before giggling with mock timidity. 

			“Oh, Lord Wesley, forgive me. I did not mean to make the conversation so dull. Of course, I know not of men and their natures.”

			

			That seemed to please her group, as they began starting up conversations amongst themselves once more.

			“Very good, very good, Eve,” her uncle said drunkenly. “It is a sign of good manners to know one’s place in the order of things.”

			Eve nodded rather sharply but kept her pleasantries about her.

			“Your father should be here before the next moon. Are you excited to see my brother? How long has it been? Two, three years?”

			“Five years, Uncle.”

			“Ah, yes. Where has the time gone?” He raised his cup, waited as the servant girl filled it, took a sip, and continued, “You know, Lord Wesley, it has been my life’s privilege in raising my niece while she’s been a ward of the court. Great honor, indeed. The fine woman she has grown into. These three years—”

			“Five,” Eve interjected.

			“—five years have had their struggles, but I have always considered her the daughter I never had.”

			Eve took a deep sigh, knowing this to be a glorious stretch of the truth. She had been a member of the court since she was born, only a ward when her father left back to Rubianes Keep to prepare and accompany his men for war. Her uncle, broken by a jousting injury, was kept at court to sit in at the royal council in her father’s stead. They barely spoke more than a few words every other day, her opting instead to converse with the fourth of his five sons, her cousin, Pedro. She idly wondered how he was doing in the healer’s chambers since his return earlier that day and made a promise to herself to visit him later.

			“You have done well, Lord Agustin,” Wesley replied, a sly smile creeping on his face. “Now is the precarious time to find her a match, is it not? The final duty owed to her as her caretaker.”

			Eve choked on the wine she was sipping, coughing violently into a handkerchief passed to her by someone at the table. A match made by her uncle would be absolutely unthinkable; she could only imagine the choices presented to her and the daft decisions he would make. The gods would have to drag her down the altar to make any such notion a possibility.

			“Are you all right, Lady Eve?” Lord Wesley asked, amused.

			“Y-yes”—she cleared her throat—“yes. I seem to have drunk too quickly.”

			“We were just discussing your future, your duty to your house and father.”

			“My father has a son now, thank you. There is no rush on any decision as my father will have the final say on any future prospects, I’m sure.”

			“Your brother is only a boy. It would be good of you to remember that your father may seek your uncle’s advice. After all, he has been your father figure these past five years.”

			The thought made Eve’s skin crawl. “I’m sure he shall.”

			“My niece will make for a fine companion to any lucky suitor. She is accomplished in song, dance, and horseback riding. What more could any lord wish for?”

			“Being a lady to one of the five great houses has its benefits, as well.” Wesley smirked.

			Eve, wishing this conversation would end, drank a large swig of her wine.

			“I’m sure it does.”

			“Are there any other gifts you may have that a suitor would be intrigued to know about?”

			Eve nearly dropped her cup, fingers fumbling with the stem before placing it carefully on the table. She knew exactly what he meant, and how much insidious questions like this irked her. She glared at Wesley. “No, I do not.”

			“Well, of course you do—of course she does.” Her uncle chuckled between hiccups. “She can paint and sew. I’m sure you made that dress herself, didn’t you? It is quite lovely with the golds and blacks; colors of our strong kingdom.”

			Eve now wished that her uncle would have been the one to choke on his wine.

			“I did, Uncle, thank you,” she said, trying and failing to maintain an agreeable tone.

			The sound of gentle, but loud chimes filled the hall, signaling the end of the feast.

			“Well, I must retire for the night,” her uncle stammered, hiccupping once more. “Until next time, Lord Wesley. Niece.”

			Eve watched as he stumbled his way into the crowd that had begun to leave through the main double doors. The fool, she thought, what a fool my uncle is.

			“What luck,” she heard Wesley say. Eve turned back to him, noticing the rest of their table was empty save for the two of them. “What luck for you to not have acquired your mother’s gifts. It would make it far easier to distrust you.”

			Eve stared at him, stunned and unable to think of a reply. It had been years since anyone had the audacity to speak so boldly about what he was implying.

			He moved toward her, bending to her ear as she sat frozen in place. “I would hate to ever have to see your lovely dress burn like the witch did yesterday. Not after all your hard work.”

			He traced a finger down the black silk on her sleeve, before leaving into the last of the crowd.

			Eve shuddered, wishing she had kept her mouth shut during dinner. Now, she knew, for whatever reason he may yet reveal, she had his attention. She took a calming breath before standing and forcing a pleasant expression on her face as her friends, Callum and Adriana, approached her.
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			Eve closed the door to her chambers behind her, resting her back along the wooden door. It was unlike her to lose her senses, but more unlike her to let Wesley get under her skin. As the king’s informant, any notice by him, good or bad, would invite unwanted scrutiny. Eve did not seek any more attention than she already had; she worked hard to gain a reputation for her beauty, passion, and vivaciousness. That was all she needed.

			She made her way to the vanity, removing the pins from her hair and letting her long, brown strands flow down her face. The only solace from her conversation with Wesley was the distraction he provided her from Theo’s betrothal. Eve stared at her reflection in the mirror, wondering what Felicity looked like, and what Theo thought of the arrangement.

			In truth, it was foolish of her to think that she would have a chance at marriage with him. She was the daughter of a traitor, a ward only by the graciousness of the king, retaining all her titles as a show of his mercy to her father. A mercy bestowed upon him after he informed Wesley of the enchantress’s treason, enough for the king to kill her before she did any more damage to the royal line.

			Another reason, of many, that Eve despised her. All her mother had taken from her then, and still years later, the rippling effects of her perniciousness was felt by Eve.

			She ripped the last pin from her hair, slamming it down on the vanity, and squeezing her eyes shut, trying to think of anything else. She breathed deeply, once, twice, and once more.

			Control yourself, Eve. You cannot change the past.

			She repeated this to herself a few more times. Then, she looked up into her reflection once more; except now, there was something in it she did not notice before. Red eyes where her brown ones had been.

			Eve gasped, standing quickly. But when she blinked, they were brown once more.

			

			It was only the wine, she told herself, the stress, and the damn wine.

			She turned away from the mirror, and toward her bed, startled to see something there, something she had never seen before.

			A book, large and old, with dust coating the binding and cover.

			She approached it curiously. It bore no name, but on its cover was an owl beneath three stars and unlike anything she had seen before. She looked around the room, but there was no sign of how it ended up there, nor who had left it.

			How did I miss this?

			She considered asking one of the guards if someone entered her chambers while she was at the feast but thought the better of it as she opened the book and read the first page.

			Blood of the Blackthorn

			Soul of Isila

			A Compendium of Witchcraft & Magic

			Eve closed it immediately, her heart racing, her blood pumping, thrumming loudly in her ears.

			This cannot be, she thought, it cannot be real.

			She grabbed the book with both hands and ran to the balcony, checking quickly to make sure no one was watching, and threw it off. She watched as it fell into the dark depths of the sea below, splashing loudly before it disappeared. She closed her eyes, praying to the gods for their protection. Then she turned back into her room, and her blood turned to ice.

			The book was back on her bed, dry as if it had never touched the water. Fear gripped her heart, but her damned curiosity gained the better of her. As if in a trance, she reached out and touched the book, opening the cover to the first page, her fingers shaking as she touched the parchment.

			Eve read the first page once more, her heart thundering in her chest as she realized what she was beholding. This was a grimoire, a magic book, one of witchcraft that would damn her to death if she was caught with it. In her rising panic, the book slipped from her hands, and she cut her finger on the edge of the page. She flinched as a few drops fell onto the parchment. The red intermingled with the orange-brown colored ink of the page, making a swirl of dark reds and browns before it disappeared. She raised her finger in horror, the cut was deeper than it should have been. She stood, backing away from the book, a scream rising in her throat but unable to be released. The room was too cold and too warm all at once, the darkness rising and the candles lit around her burned to the wick. Branches, long, dark, and spindled, sprouted from the open pages toward her. They consumed her vision and wrapped itself around her body, pricking her skin and drawing blood. She could hear voices, chanting louder and louder in a language that was foreign to her, until she could not even hear herself think.

			Then it all went black.
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			THEO

		

		
			CHAPTER 3

		

		
			Theo was the last to leave the great hall, watching as Eve left with his sister and Lord Callum. There was an ache in his chest as he watched her smile at them, a smile he wished he could be on the receiving end of. Then, the hall was empty save for his personal guards standing at the other end of the large room. 

			He sighed, standing from his table as the servants now entered, cleaning the mess of the feast. Some, he noticed, picked at the food as they worked, but he pretended not to see them as he walked briskly out.

			He could hear the footsteps of the guards behind him as he headed toward his tower on the eastern side of the castle. His chambers faced the massive expanse of the city below that had grown too fast over the last few years; it now resembled a maze full of people, young and old, rich and poor—a constant reminder of his duty as the second heir to maintain order and support his older brother, Eryce, in his future rule. Tonight, however, he did not want to think of his duty to the kingdom, his brother, his father, or anyone.

			He continued down the large, dark hall, lit dimly by torches that hung stoically along the walls, and ventured past his tower door.

			“Your Highness, are you not going to your chambers?” one of his guards asked.

			“No,” he responded, “I think I will take a short walk through the gardens; you are dismissed for the night.”

			The two guards looked at each other, but bowed nonetheless.

			“I will see to it that David takes the evening shift at the base of your chambers, Your Highness. Have a good evening.”

			Theo nodded, and continued his trek, there was somewhere he felt he needed to be.

			Fifteen Years Ago

			Theo ran into the new, small maze of the castle gardens, his heart beating thunderously within his chest as he chased after Eve. He turned left, then right, then left again—or so he believed; it all became a blur as his feet quickened the pace and his breathing became labored with the effort. The wind whipped wildly at his face, and he felt as wild and free as nature itself. Soon he found himself in the middle, watching as Eve approached the large fountain in the center. It spouted water from the top and into the pool at the bottom. Theo slowed to a walk as he beheld it; this was not something that either of them had seen before.

			

			Its architecture was stunning as the sun reached its peak, brightening the light gray stone. The fountain was ornately carved, displaying the top halves of horses protruding from all sides, almost as if they were emerging from the water. Further up, there was a half-dressed woman carved into the stone, lifting a basin from which the water spouted out of.

			Theo approached the fountain with wonder, all eleven years of him delighted at the sight of something new and beautiful. His heart was pounding now for a different reason, their running away now forgotten. As they walked along the pebbled stones, the ground crunching beneath their small feet, Theo could have sworn that the woman turned to face them, ever so slightly. But when he looked once more, she was still and stoic in the daylight.

			Eve placed her hand on the cool stone, feeling its smooth texture, and seemed to admire the water that appeared ever so inviting. Before Theo could think to speak, she lifted herself onto the edge of the fountain and jumped in excitedly, splashing about until she turned to meet his eyes.

			“What are you staring at, Theo?”

			“I-I have never seen a fountain like this one,” he replied, trying and failing to appear disinterested in her.

			“Yes”—she splashed water over the edge—“join me!”

			“Oh”—his eyes trailed the ground, stepping back to avoid the splash— “I’m not sure, Eve. Father says I can’t make any more messes.”

			“Messes? This is water, no harm ever came from water.”

			Before the prince could respond, another far harsher voice called out, “Prince Theo, Lady Eve! Come out and reveal yourselves, this instant!”

			It was their governess, a fierce woman from whom they had both been running away. Their studies were a bore, and the outdoors far too inviting to pass in stuffy rooms, so the prince and Eve scrambled away at first chance, running into the maze as they—well, Eve—had planned earlier that day.

			Theo’s eyes widened and in a split second decided to run toward Eve, jumping into the fountain beside her. He barely peeked his head from over the edge to confirm it was the governess. She was a rigid woman with a scowl on her face that scared him; there was no way he could see himself facing her now. Part of him wished he was the heir and not the second born, then he would have the power to talk back without much retort, not that Eryce did anyway.

			They both watched as the governess completely disregarded the new addition to the maze and stalked past angrily, waiting silently under bated breath to make sure she didn’t make a reappearance.

			“We should run somewhere else before she thinks to look in here,” Eve whispered, her eyes scanning the space of the maze around them.

			“Good idea,” Theo whispered back. They both lifted themselves out of the fountain and stayed still, their ears perked for any sudden sounds. They were drenched and puddles began to pool at their feet.

			“Let’s go,” Eve mouthed, and before Theo could respond, she took off in a sprint. Her shoes made squishing, crunching noises over the pebbled ground. It surely had to have caught the attention of the governess, if she was still in the maze looking for them.

			Theo gave chase, not thinking to ask questions, but to run without rhyme or reason, placing his full trust in his dear friend.

			“Your Highness! Lady Eve! Your fathers will be hearing of this!”

			Theo could hear the governess’s voice becoming a distant yell and knew that she would not dare to disgrace herself by running after children in her skirts. This was the only thing that eased his mind, for he knew that when he returned to the castle, it would not be a pleasant welcome.

			Eve led them down the weathered steps and toward the second gardens further from the castle itself, more unkempt than the ones they came from. She pushed through the thicket, moving so fast that some of the branches whipped back and hit Theo in the face.

			“Ow, Eve,” he snapped after the fifth time.

			“Sorry.” She turned and smiled, grabbing his hand and pulling him through more carefully.

			They finally reached a small clearing where a pond rested, with moss and lily pads floating on top. The sun barely broke through the trees, casting a soft light onto the thick grass around them. Weeds and various flowers surrounded them, providing some color to the overall green scene. It was their hiding spot, where the greenery grew like a wild forest, but unbeknownst to them, their mothers could see them clearly from one of the northern towers.

			The two sat in the grass in relative silence, occasionally casting stones into the water.

			“I hate our governess,” Eve announced suddenly. “I wish I could do other things besides sit down and listen to her lectures.”

			Theo nodded in agreement. “I wish I could tell her to listen to herself, but she would fall asleep, she’s so boring.”

			“Then we would be able to escape, but even easier, because she’d be sleeping.” Eve giggled.

			“Yes, and then we could spend all day just doing whatever we wanted; like run or play swords.” His excitement faltered suddenly. “I need to learn how to fight soon, Father says.”

			“For what?” Eve asked, her eyes downcast as she scoured for another rock.

			“So that I could lead men and do well in combat,” Theo said, bravado thick in his voice. In truth, he was not sure what any of what he said meant, only that it was repeated to him by his father often.

			“Why would Givensmir be fighting?” Eve looked at him curiously, her brown eyes bore into his hazel ones.

			He noted her tan skin and dark long hair, fashioned halfway up as most young girls of the court were. He had known Eve for nearly his entire life since his grandfather, the king, had married her mother off to his close friend and political aide, Marcelo, Lord of Rubianes Keep. They had remained at the court ever since. To him, and most everyone else, Eve looked very much like her mother.

			“I don’t know.” He shrugged and tossed a small pebble into the pond. “My mother says I’ll have to learn how to be a lady soon.” Eve tried and failed to juggle a couple of pebbles as she said this. 

			“Are you not going to be an enchantress like her?”

			“No.” She took a deep breath. “Clarisa has her magic, it would most likely be her.”

			Theo considered this, tossing grass in front of him when pebbles could not be found. They didn’t go far, the wind now a feeble breeze in the hot, summer day, and he huffed. At eleven, Theo was not particularly knowledgeable about the inner workings of magic, only that he had ever been raised around two half-witches who seemed completely normal to him. Clarisa’s magic was coveted by the enchantress and the king, something about fostering a new enchantress to take after mother, or at least that is what he had heard his father say once. 

			Stories of the Blackthorn began to fill his head, of the witch kingdom that lay beyond the Dallise Sea, hundreds of miles away full of black magic and evil, harming any mortal who dared to pass through. He could still hear his former governess’s voice, grave and deep, if you don’t behave yourself, Your Highness, they will come and snatch you away as you sleep. They prey on naughty children. It took Theo nearly a week to be calmed down enough to sleep through the night without nightmares, and after she admitted to telling him the story to his mother, she was never seen by him again.

			He wondered if all talk of magic—the enchantress, Clarisa—was a big trick and if magic even existed at all, if no one had actually shown him. He considered voicing this to Eve but thought better of it.

			“Well, it means you get to spend more time outside of that stuffy castle. Can you imagine if you had magic, having to be holed up practicing all day, with my grandfather present, no less?”

			“That is true, I suppose.” 

			“Does it make you sad?” 

			“Sometimes.”

			“What does your father say about it?” 

			“Not much.”

			They sat quietly once more, appreciating their borrowed time; one of their servants was sure to come and fetch them from their not-so-hidden hiding spot. The wind blew the grass softly and it tickled Theo’s hands as he ran his fingers through it.

			He was not sure what Eve’s place was at this castle; not sure what being a lady really meant outside of staying up late, drinking wine, and dressing in better fitting gowns. While none of that seemed particularly boring—admittedly, Eve talked of her excitement to one day enjoy those splendors—he never saw any of the ladies look completely happy. They talked all day long about things that went over his head, except when they were about people he knew.

			He thought of Clarisa, older than Eve by three years, and how her life already seemed to be mapped out for her, a course, a purpose, all of which Eve herself seemed to lack.

			Eve was simply a mortal, and despite the disappointment of everyone else, he did not wish for her to be anything more. He watched as Eve successfully skipped a rock twice in the water and admired how she laughed and hugged him. Her bright smile and brown eyes the color of flying sparrows in the summer sun and warm hearths in the winter.

			[image: ]

			

			Now, years later, Theo was back in that spot alone under the moonlit sky, listening as the last of the summer mayflies buzzed around him. He reached down and picked up a pebble, looking out toward the pond, trying to remember the last time he had come out here. 

			It had been the night before he left to war.

			The night they swore to never speak of again.

			A night before the harsh expectations of his position had taken control of his life. Now he was a seasoned warrior, fighting in battles of his father’s making, and set to marry a woman he neither knew, nor cared to.

			Theo idly wondered if Eve ever brought anyone else here and was ashamed to admit the thought made him jealous. It was ludicrous to think that he could maintain some sort of connection to her now; it would only cause scandal and heartache for them both.

			Frustrated, he tried to skip the pebble into the water, putting more force than necessary on the spin and watched as it plopped straight down instead.

			Eve would have made it skip. She could do anything.

			No sooner had the thought entered his head, than Theo realized what he hadn’t all those years ago. That to him, simply being next to Eve was all that magic he could ever wish for.
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			EVE

		

		
			CHAPTER 4

		

		
			Eve gasped, lurching into a sitting position on her bed, cool sweat clinging to her skin. She looked about her chambers frantically as her breath shuddered. The morning light peered invitingly from her balcony, and all appeared normal—the dust on her shelves, the weak embers in the fireplace, and the book.

			The grimoire.

			She leapt from her bed, tossing the covers without restraint, but there was no book to be seen. Eve tried to remember the events from the night before, the Blood of the Blackthorn, tossing it over the edge, cutting her finger. She closed her eyes tight, too scared to check, but after counting to three, turned her hand over to face her.

			There was no cut on her index finger.

			She breathed a shaky sigh of relief, it was just a dream, a nightmare. “It has been fifteen years, Eve,” she whispered to herself. “You cannot go back there. You will not go back there.”

			She repeated this to herself as her handmaids arrived to dress her and braid her hair. Eve kept her focus in the mirror to confirm her brown eyes were all that stared back.

			It was.

			She tried to distract herself, between the idle talk provided by the handmaids, but the only thing besides her dream that entered her mind was a certain prince that owed her an explanation for his avoidance.

			[image: ]

			“Tell me, honestly, do you think you’ll love her?” Eve asked, staring at the bright blue sky above her. Her head rested on a bed of grass beneath her, her corset tight against her ribs as she tried to keep track of her breathing. She hoped she sounded far more casual than she felt.

			“Why? Are you jealous?” Theo replied, sitting next to her, throwing small stones into the pond before them. He looked far older than she remembered after all this time—his face held a faint stubble, his soft curls long and resting against his face. Eve nearly forgot what she asked as she appreciated the man Theo had grown into.

			They had been relaxing in their hiding spot for the first time since he left for Larrea. The one night he had yet to even mention. She breathed a bit shaky. The fresh autumn flowers peeking through the summer trees cast pastel-like colors in Eve’s vision. The birds chirped happily, antithetical to her feelings. But even so, she sat up, shoving him playfully.

			“No, I’m simply . . . curious, is all.”

			“Did you kidnap me from the castle to ask childish questions?”

			She knew he was right, but her pride wouldn’t allow her to admit it. He always left whatever occupied him at the sound of her voice, her beckoning call a lure that ensnared him. Today was the first day since his return where he could simply exist outside of the tedious meetings of the Gold Council, and she took full advantage.

			“I don’t think it is childish.”

			Theo smiled slightly, his jaw tight. “I don’t think my father had love in mind when he arranged it.”

			Eve said nothing, unsure of what her intentions were with beginning a conversation like this. It was a foolhardy move, one that only she would suffer the consequences of in the depths of her emotional turmoil.

			“And what about you? Lord Callum seems to have taken an interest in you since I left.”

			Lord Callum, firstborn son to the Lord of Teros, was a kind soul even when Eve was far more preoccupied with other matters during Theo’s absence, such as wishing he would make it back in one piece, alive. Even so, she knew better than to believe that Lord Callum would ever be interested in her or any other woman for that matter. Was it so wrong to have a confidant of the opposite sex?

			“He is nice, I suppose.” 

			“I heard rumors.”

			“Pray, tell me.” She scoffed, but avoided his gaze, her cheeks burning. She knew exactly what these rumors were.

			“That you may be Lady of Teros soon.”

			“That’s ridiculous.”

			“I hear he fancies his mares more than women.” 

			“I suspect you’re jealous.”

			“Jealous of his mares, perhaps, they cost quite a bit.” 

			“I meant the rumors of his proposal.”

			“Depends, is it true?”

			“I don’t know, why don’t I ask him?” She felt a tinge of anger that flared unexpectedly, surprising her.

			

			Theo narrowed his eyes. “Maybe you should.”

			They stared at each other a while, Eve unsure of how to proceed. They had been in this same position before, the memory heating her skin as his hazel eyes burned into her brown ones. She felt a longing to close the distance, to ease the tension with what she wanted more than anything. He seemed to feel it, too, slowly moving closer.

			“I do not care for him that way,” she whispered as they breathed in the same air.

			Eve’s heart skipped beats as she could feel the touch of his lips on hers. He smelled of the seasons they had lost to war—fresh grass and summer rain that quenched the grounds they laid on once. Perhaps, that was just her wistfulness or maybe it could just be . . .

			She no sooner closed her eyes then images of the grimoire flashed in her mind. The cut on her hand, blood dripping onto the weathered parchment, the sharp branches, fading to black. It removed her from the present and brought back that feeling of dread and terror.

			She moved back suddenly, gasping and blinking a few times as she beheld Theo’s confused face.

			He shook his head but moved back slowly. “I thought so, too.”

			She blinked a few threatening tears away, angry at herself for letting a childish nightmare ruin this moment. “It’s not like that. I was more worried about whether you would return, than caring for the men at court.”

			It was partially true. She had made herself scarce during the past year, depression seizing her soul. The first time she emerged willingly from her chambers was when Callum invited her for a walk along the castle grounds, the start of a friendship that she began to look forward to. She kept the last part to herself.

			Theo adjusted his posture, his shoulders now facing the pond. “I thought about you while I was gone. War is unlike anything I was told as a child. There were no heroes, no sense of victory when all had fallen around us.”

			“I’m sorry,” was all Eve could manage.

			“The only one who should be sorry is my father. King Fidel was only a boy.”

			She did not want to hear anymore, did not want to be reminded of what happened. Givensmir’s years-long war with Larrea ended with two dead kings, the latter being a child of only thirteen. King Eryck now had his lands, but everyone wondered if that would be enough to satiate him.

			“Do you believe your marriage will put an end to it all?”

			Theo considered this, biting his lip and shaking his head. “We can only hope. But with my father, you never truly know. How many lands must we conquer before he will be satisfied?”

			Eve wasn’t sure.

			“I never want to see you leave these gates again, not like that. Not to go somewhere you may not return from.”

			The words were out of her mouth before she could stop herself, and realizing she was treading uncharted territory, quickly added, “You are my greatest friend, Theo.”

			Theo lifted his eyes to hers, softening, taking in everything she said. “I will try.”

			They sat in familiar silence, the bright blue sky turning into a soft pink as the sun began to sink behind a few of the clouds and into the earth.

			“How much time do you have?” Eve asked.

			“Not enough.”

			“It will never be enough, will it?”

			“No,” Theo sighed, then chuckled to himself. “What is it?”

			“I only thought, ‘what if you had magic—’” 

			“Then your father would have sent me to burn.” 

			“I didn’t mean it like that.”

			

			“Magic is dangerous.”

			“Your mother—” Theo began.

			“My mother became so consumed with her power that she killed your grandfather. No good can come from it.”

			“Eve,” Theo began, “you would tell me if you—if there was a chance that you had—”

			Eve interrupted him, “Magic is murder, I’m glad that I never inherited it. My mortality is the only reason I am here, alive.”

			Her hands felt hot, her breathing quickened, and she stood trying to calm herself.

			“Wait, I’m sorry, Eve, don’t go,” Theo stood, gently holding her arm.

			His eyes bore into hers, pleading.

			His touch, his eyes, it was too much.

			“I-I believe I have kept you away for too long.”

			“Since when have you cared about rules, Eve?”

			“Since you became betrothed,” she couldn’t look at him as she
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