
		
			[image: Cover of Wrath of the Cursed Witch by Rocio Carranza]
		
	
		

		
			[image: ]

			

			WRATH OF THE CURSED WITCH

		

	
		

		
			ALSO BY ROCIO CARRANZA

			NOVELS

			Blood of the Blackthorn

			Flame in the Silver Storm

			Wrath of the Cursed Witch

			NOVELLAS

			Beneath the Sacred Well

			COLLECTIONS

			My Dreams Come True 

			SHORT STORIES

			Lana Lang

			Miss Reliable

		

	
		
			[image: ]

		

		

		
			[image: ]

			QUEEN OF WANDS BOOKS

			since 2024 | Austin, Texas

			contact@queenofwandsbooks.com

			Wrath of the Cursed Witch is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

			Copyright © 2026 by Rocio Carranza

			All rights reserved. Published by Queen of Wands Books.

			No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

			Library of Congress Control Number: 2026902129

			eBook ISBN 979-8-9933391-4-6

			Paperback ISBN 979-8-9933391-5-3

			Hardcover ISBN 979-8-9933391-6-0

			www.rociocarranza.com

			Cover Art by Irina Koryakina 

			Cover Design & Map by Rocio Carranza

			Editing by Heather Hudec, Simply Spellbound Edits 

			Interior Formatting by Mariska Maas, Rubre Art

			Interior Illustrations by Giulia Martini, Irina Koryakina, Natalia Tyczyńska, Maria Erić, Karolina Wucke, Sam Gaitan, Wiktoria (@maniagania), and Zuzanna (@sno0zie)

			First edition March 2026

			Published in the United States

			9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1

		

	
		

		
			For those who don’t fit in the box they’ve been given.

			Break it and make something new and wonderful instead.

		

	
		

		
			CONTENT WARNINGS

		

		
			Wrath of the Cursed Witch is a dark fantasy novel and book three 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 day of the Enchantress’s Death

		

		
			There it was, that silence.

			It lingered like poetry, caressed him like the many lovers he was forbidden from lying with. 

			Borgias felt it within his bones, his soul. The people waited on bated breath for him to speak. It felt, he felt, powerful. He took it in from the top of the temple steps for a moment longer before releasing them all from the weight of their anticipation.

			“And I shall end this prayer with an important task for you all. Pray now, for His Majesty’s health and for the continued strength of our kingdom. By the will of the gods!”

			“The will of the gods!” they repeated.

			Borgias grinned, raising his hands in farewell as the crowd began to disperse.

			He made his way back into the Temple of the Five which was rather empty, hollow, save for a few apprentices working about and the royal elder waiting for him inside. Too soon he missed the admiring faces of the city folk. Here, he was naught but another body dressed in spiritual robes.

			“You did well, Borgias,” Elder Osvald praised him.

			The locking of the doors and windows sounded behind Borgias. The midday sun was trapped outside, leaving the inside of the temple shrouded in darkness penetrated only by faint candlelight.

			Elder Osvald gave him a faint, knowing smile. “One would think of you as the elder instead of me.”

			Elder Osvald looked every bit of his seventy-three years. Wrinkled, loose skin hung like his robes, patches of hair clung for life on the sides of his balding head, his brown eyes, pale and weary. All of it proof that time had not favored the kind-hearted.

			He took Borgias into a brief hug, gesturing him to the other side of the temple where the sculptures of the gods rested. Young apprentices in their taupe robes cleaned the statues, placing fresh flowers as an offering at each of their altars, a hope that their king may soon be restored to good health.

			“Perhaps, one day,” Borgias replied, his eyes unable to meet the lingering stares of the sculptures, “but my duty is to the gods.”

			Elder Osvald nodded agreeably, gesturing to the apprentices for privacy. The young men bowed and hurried away, one accidentally dropping a yellow rose on the marble floor. As their footsteps faded down the hall, the temple grew eerie.

			Borgias was unsettled with the silence as he bent to pick the stray flower up. In his haste, he accidentally pricked his finger on the stem. Borgias pulled back sharply. A bead of blood pooled in the center of his thumb.

			“Do be careful, Borgias.” Osvald traded his handkerchief for the rose, wiping it with his sleeve and placing it gently on the altar.

			Borgias cursed under his breath, wrapping the handkerchief around his finger. The bright red blood stained the white cloth, spreading quickly.

			Borgias swallowed, trying to ignore it as he turned to Osvald. “Did you bring me here to pray, Elder?”

			“No, not exactly,” Osvald said. “I simply wish to talk.”

			He led Borgias along the statues, pointing them out as they walked. “The Creator, The Sage, The Lover, The Warrior, what do they all have in common?”

			Borgias looked upon the four sculptures, all robed and carved intricately in gray. “They are gods?”

			Osvald nodded. “That they are, but what else?”

			Borgias tried to see the tethered thread between them but couldn’t think of one. They were gods, they ruled over all, they were four of the five living gods. He tried to hide his irritation beneath a mask of curiosity.

			Old men and their riddles.

			He gave a feeble, final guess. “They are not Death?”

			Osvald’s lips thinned. He gestured to the statues. “They have faces, Borgias. They are not covered beneath their robes. They are here to guide us, give us mortals faith, justice, truth, and strength.”

			Borgias nodded along with the old man, but he bit the inside of his cheek to temper his annoyance.

			What is the meaning of this nonsense?

			Osvald continued, walking to the last sculpture. He rested a hand on its altar. “Whereas Death is hidden, final. No mortal can escape it, nor can they predict their own demise. Death is cloaked in darkness where we are born and shall return to one day when it is ready to collect our souls.”

			Borgias stared at the foot of Death’s statue. It was nothing more than a large figure dressed in floor-length robes, the tip of its nose peeking from beneath the hood, a long-fingered hand reaching out from within as if holding the robes closed. It was the only statue of the five gods that did not bear a face, it was true.

			Ever since Borgias was a boy, the lesson had been imparted on him. Death was everywhere, coming for everyone.

			Borgias cleared his throat, blinking away from it. “Why am I here, Elder?”

			Osvald did not turn from the statue as he spoke, “I heard the most curious confession today.”

			“Oh?”

			“Yes, it was from a young boy who worked in the stables.”

			“A stable boy?”

			“Yes, a child.”

			Borgias let out a short laugh. “What could a stable boy say that bothers you, Elder? Did he steal the kitchen sweets?”

			Osvald’s returning smile did not reach his eyes. “These child servants. Children. They often see things not meant for their eyes, hear things that they do not understand.”

			Borgias fell silent.

			Osvald brushed a piece of dirt from the robe of Death’s statue as he continued. “We mere mortals are creatures of habit who tend to grow bored of the habits we create. It is in this boredom that we forge new ones, breaking the cycle only for a moment of pleasure.”

			“I see.”

			“That pleasure, that brief release, is the most dangerous time for any man. It makes us mad with desperation and hope, clinging to the promise of something new. And sometimes the promise of something . . . forbidden.”

			Borgias’ jaw tensed. “What could this child have said that is making you speak so—?”

			“Our king has been poisoned . . . by a witch.”

			Borgias stilled. “Who was the boy?”

			Osvald turned slowly to Borgias, his face grim. “You did not ask the right question, Borgias.”

			

			Borgias took a step forward. “You are not answering mine.”

			Osvald’s eyes darkened knowingly. “You forget yourself, Borgias. Tell me it is not true.”

			“Who is the boy?” Borgias grabbed the elder by his collar, forcing him off his feet.

			“He is a child!” Osvald choked. “We are men of the five, we are bound by—”

			“Damn you, tell me now!” Borgias shook the elder, losing his grip on sanity as he demanded again and again from the old man who the boy was. This filthy child would be the end of him, would uncover his darkest secret, his treason, would sentence him to death. 

			Death.

			He was desperate for an answer. A name, a simple name.

			But when he finally stopped shaking the elder, he took in Osvald’s pale face, his eyes staring at nothing, his body limp in Borgias’ hands. 

			He let him go, petrified. Osvald’s corpse hit the floor with a sickening thud. Borgias’s hands shook so violently the handkerchief wrapped around his thumb loosened and fell atop the dead man, the spot of blood on the white cloth marking its new flesh.

			Who was the spy?

			What did the boy see?

			He bent down to Osvald, tapping his face. “Elder? Elder, wake up. Wake up!”

			A name! I need a name!

			Borgias heard the footsteps behind him too late, an apprentice held a candle, his eyes widening as he beheld the scene before him. “Borgias, what happened!”

			Borgias lifted Osvald’s body onto his knee quickly, “Elder Osvald, he—he fainted as he was speaking! Get a healer, quick!”

			The apprentice trembled, but nodded, running back down the hall calling for someone to help. When he was far enough away, Borgias pushed the man off him, sickened and terrified.

			I will be killed.

			If the boy speaks, I will be killed.

			The prince will do it himself.

			As he breathed raggedly, his gaze trailed to the elder’s face.

			Osvald’s mouth was slightly agape, his dead eyes wide with fear stared behind Borgias.

			Borgias slowly followed his stare, turning and coming face-to-face with Death.

		

	
		

		
			PART 1

			THE SEEDS OF WAR

			The kingdom of Givensmir was shrouded in flame and smoke,

			bodies of witchcraft burnt to ash,

			covering the once lush land in gray depression,

			the new king unwilling to give another the chance at the power he had lost.

			War broke out like a plague throughout the continent,

			tears and bloodshed covered the footworn paths of the weary,

			and soon the world forgot of peace,

			as life tasted bitterly of misery.

			And throughout the mortal lands,

			talk of magic and sorcery soon became the truth among folklore,

			spoken upon the lips of those who marveled at what could be,

			but feared what it now symbolized.

			Death followed magic like a shadow that clung to a body beneath the sun,

			and the witches waited under the shade of the Blackthorn.

			While the mortals rejoiced, singing short-lived songs of victory.

			— RECOVERED DIARY ENTRY OF PRINCESS ADRIANA OF GIVENSMIR
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			EVE

		

		
			CHAPTER 1

		

		
			Sixteen Years Later

		

		
			Death.

			Eve could see it before her as the dragon roared into the snowy night, sending shards of ice toward her and Dakon. But it was no match to their flame; so welcome it was in the silver storm, she barely noticed how frigid the air had been. Dakon’s grip on her tightened as they beheld the creature emerging from its icy cave.

			“It was the honor of my life being your familiar, Eve,” Dakon breathed.

			Eve’s lip quivered, holding back tears as the dragon loomed over them, so easy it would be for its sharp teeth or massive claws to crush them. Her heart thundered in her chest and ears so fiercely, even the flames that engulfed her and Dakon in a fiery embrace did little to quell her rising panic over what was to come.

			

			“There is no one I’d rather see the end with,” Eve managed between shaky breaths.

			The dragon took a step toward them, quaking the ground beneath them.

			“Ready?”

			“Yes.”

			The dragon roared again, snapping its jaws at them. Dakon shoved Eve aside just in time, thrusting a fiery fist at the creature’s snout. It screeched in pain, taking monstrous steps backward.

			Eve got to her feet, throwing fire at its body before it could recover. Dakon mirrored her, picking up stones and sticks from the snowy path, setting them ablaze and throwing them at the dragon.

			It continued screeching into the night, backing into the cave and shielding itself with its wings.

			“It’s weakened by fire,” Dakon shouted. “Keep going!”

			Their flame was the only light shining in the darkness of the icy woods, and Eve could barely make out the dragon as it disappeared into the dark cave.

			Then it was gone.

			“We should chase after it, make sure it doesn’t follow us,” Dakon managed between ragged breaths, he lifted another large stone, setting it on fire.

			“Hurry, then!” Eve gulped in the cold air. It stung her throat and the brisk wind dried her mouth.

			There isn’t much time.

			“We don’t know how deep the cave goes. We can’t lose it.”

			She set her fists to fire once more, racing toward the cave alongside Dakon when she heard a panicked shriek.

			“Stop! Stop, please!”

			She turned, but only Dakon stood behind her.

			“Did you hear—”

			“Please have mercy!”

			

			Eve turned to the voice, raising her hand like a torch to light the mouth of the cave.

			A naked man with burn marks on his jaw and ribs lay on the snowy ground just inside. His hair was a tinted silver hue smoke emanating from the strands as the wind blew out the embers, his skin was a deep umber brown beneath the frosted white scales that were shedding onto the ground before him.

			“Who are you?” Dakon asked, his eyes wide. “Where is the dragon?”

			The man cleared his throat, his arms raised defensively before him, “I—I am the dragon.”
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			Eve and Dakon sat inside the cave, warming themselves around the fire. Instinctively she reached to feel her necklace, a sun affixed to a golden chain she had yet to remove since that night she was arrested by Lord Wesley. But her neck felt bare. It was the last tie she had to her father who had gifted it to her as a child. Perhaps it was the last tie to her mortality.

			She thought of Izan, hoping against hope that the Strix had given him a swift death. She tried and failed to suppress the memories of their capture, how he fought to no avail against them. Her heart ached for him and even for Theo.

			I fell in love, and they fell to their deaths . . .

			She shook her head.

			Pazel lay just behind them, neither her nor Dakon willing to leave him outside. Eve snuck a glance at him, and for a moment believed he was simply sleeping until she caught sight of the dried blood on his chest. 

			The events of the night prior returned. The chanting, the spell that held them down, the blood, the fire, the grimoire, the knife in Pazel’s body. She trembled, too fearful to close her eyes and see it so vividly.

			The man who claimed to be the dragon entered from within the depths of the cave. He was wearing a cloak of fur hides, patched together in loose stitching. He carried a few more in his hands.

			Before Eve could ask, the man answered her unspoken question. “I found these left behind by those who’ve ventured this far.”

			“You mean, those you have killed?” Dakon quipped.

			The man shrugged. “A dragon has to eat.” He handed the cloaks to Eve and Dakon, and she wrapped herself quickly with it.

			Weak and tired, the fire within them slowly gave way and the cold returned once more, brisk and frigid. The tips of her fingers became numb, and soon her teeth chattered even though she was nearly touching the fire in front of her. She needed a distraction.

			“What is your name?” she asked as the man sat across from them, warming his hands.

			“Depends.”

			“Depends?”

			“I have gone by many. Dragon, Witch, Dragon Witch—”

			“But what do you want us to call you?”

			He smirked. “Call me Victor.”

			“Victor,” Eve tested it.

			“It’s been a long while since I’ve heard my name from another’s lips. Say it again.”

			Eve scoffed, scooting closer to Dakon.

			Victor laughed. “Come now, I’m only fooling. I’ve been bored and alone in this wretched place for a lifetime.”

			“How long exactly have you been here?” Dakon asked. “And how long have you been a—uh . . .”

			

			“A dragon?” Victor raised a brow. “It must be at least a few centuries now.”

			“A few centuries!” Eve remarked.

			“And probably centuries more if not for you two and your fire.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“You are looking at a cursed witch, my dear.” He made a gesture as if to bow while he sat. “Unless I come by fire or warmth, which is rare here, I am cursed to be in my dragon form. Take it from me, you two, never piss off a goddess.” He whistled, rolling his eyes.

			Eve stared, the man before did not appear much older than her. “When was the last time you were mortal?”

			“Never in this life,” he replied, “but I believe what you meant to ask is when is the last time I’ve been a man.”

			Eve nodded.

			“I cannot recall, truthfully. It is rare for anyone to venture in the Unclaimed Wastes and even rarer for them to have time to build a fire before I find them.”

			“Why not wait for them to do so?” Dakon asked.

			“A dragon has to eat,” he repeated.

			“Why shouldn’t we kill you now first?” Eve snapped.

			“Because I like this better,” he raised his hands in front of his face, inspecting them. “You’d be surprised what you’d forget when trapped in scales and ice.”

			“That’s not very convincing,” Dakon mumbled.

			“Would you rather brave the snow outside?” He pointed toward the mouth of the cave. “Be my guest, though you can leave your friend behind, I’ll be hungry when this fire goes out.”

			Dakon stood, flames building at his fingertips. “Don’t you dare touch him.”

			Victor raised his hands. “I am doing you and him a favor. If he is left to the elements, even in a shallow grave, there are other creatures that will feast on him. And they take their time with their meals . . .”

			“Are there other dragons out here?” Eve stood next to Dakon, lowering his fists.

			“No, but there are other things that will haunt you til the ends of your days.” He warmed his hands by the fire. “We are among ancient magic here in the wastes. Ones that would wear your friend’s body like a second skin.”

			Eve shuddered.

			Dakon turned to her, his eyes full of fresh grief. “What do we do with Pazel?”

			She shook her head, placing a hand comfortingly on his cheek. “We cannot drag him along with us forever, but we will give him an honorable burial.”

			Victor scoffed. “I told you they will come for his body—”

			“We will burn him,” Eve interrupted, keeping Dakon’s gaze. “The creatures will not feast on ashes.”

			Dakon clenched his jaw, nodding.

			“Then it’s settled,” Victor clapped, standing. “A funeral, gods I haven’t been to one in ages.” He made to walk toward Pazel, but Dakon stopped him, pushing him back.

			“Stay away from him.”

			Victor stilled for a moment, before his face crumpled into a chuckle. “Ah, of course, where are my manners? You must make the preparations, yes?” He took a step back. “Now what gods are we praying to here? What is your stance on death? Or Death?”

			Eve narrowed her eyes on him. “Don’t believe yourself safe, Dragon, I can still burn you alongside him.”

			“Wouldn’t dream of it, my dear. Though you can’t be one to judge when you’re murdering friends.” He gestured to Pazel.

			“We didn’t kill him.” Dakon took a step toward him.

			“You’re right. None of my business.” Victor backed up a few paces further into the cave, his hands raised in mock defense.

			

			“We didn’t!” Eve called after him.

			“Of course not.” Victor turned, calling over his shoulder, “And I didn’t eat the mortals whose cloaks you’re wearing.”
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			MARC

		

		
			CHAPTER 2

		

		
			The throne room was bathed in blood, smeared across the floors so vividly Marc nearly forgot they were made of a white-gray stone before. He could feel his own, boiling beneath his flesh, even after he ordered his guards to execute whatever witch remained inside, save for Reyher and Talesa.

			Though, no amount of death seemed to temper the rage within him.

			“The ritual was incomplete, Your Majesty. But I have my witches . . . my other witches combing the streets looking for her. We will bring the fire witch and her familiar back to try again. It will work this time, I swear it.”

			Marc sat on his throne, looking down at the pitiful witch bowing before him. Reyher had sworn the ritual would work before and now here Marc was, sitting without magic, a grimoire, or Eve.

			Eve.

			Even the name in his mind brought a sour taste to his mouth, a venom he wanted to lash out and release. He would find Eve, and when he did, he would pin her to the ground with daggers if he had to to keep her in his sights.

			This was a mess, a fucking mess.

			“I’ve grown quite tired of your broken promises,” Marc replied.

			“We did not expect the witch to have the grimoire. She was supposed to be non-magic.”

			“Well, it looks like she has it, doesn’t she? Did you not listen when I told you she burned my father’s tower?”

			Reyher flinched. “I—I apologize to Your Majesty. But as I said before, we will find her. And we will succeed next time.”

			Marc was tired of his groveling. He tilted his head to his guards who began moving toward the oblivious Reyher. Another locked the throne room doors.

			Let it consume you . . .

			Marc stilled.

			He heard the voice echoing throughout the throne room and shifted his eyes.

			Marc saw no one speaking.

			He shook his head, certainly the chaos of the evening was getting to him. He focused again on the witch.

			“Remind me again, what kind of witch are you?”

			Reyher raised a brow. “I don’t understand—”

			Marc gave him a coy smile. “What kind of tricks can you do, hmm? Eve can manipulate fire, what makes you so special?”

			Reyher’s eyes began to glisten with tears ready to be shed. The groveling would increase tenfold very soon. The guards were only a few steps away from him now.

			“I can move things or keep them where they are, Your Majesty.”

			“And your co-conspirator?” He gestured to Talesa, the only other Strix kneeling beside him. She was an older woman with dark curls and pointed features.

			

			She swallowed and faced the ground, trembling.

			Let it consume you . . .

			Marc heard the voice again. It was as if someone was whispering in his ear now and the overwhelming sensation of ease came over him. The voice, how it coaxed him. Thoughts of power, the Blackthorn, glory, Eve clouded his mind.

			Eve.

			Let it consume you . . . 

			Marc could faintly hear Reyher speak. “Talesa can shapeshift, too, Your Majesty. I have told you this all before, we hide nothing from you.”

			Marc blinked, concentrating on Reyher’s words. “I—I was simply confirming,” he managed after a moment. He nearly forgot what he was doing in the throne room until the sight of blood reminded him once more. Suddenly, he felt quite parched . . .

			He stood and Reyher flinched, squeezing his eyes tight as if readying himself for Marc to make contact. Yet, to the witch’s surprise, the guards snapped shackles on him.

			Let it consume you . . .

			Reyher tried to fight, but it appeared his magic was gone. He was nothing more than an old man now, and his feeble attempts to escape against four of the king’s guards were fruitless. One of them hit Reyher in the back, forcing him down on his knees once more as Marc approached him.

			He could have sworn that he could hear Reyher’s heart beating from where he walked, feel the fear emanating within him, feeding his now insatiable hunger.

			Marc bent down and grinned, flicking his finger against Reyher’s shackle. “Iron makes you mortal, isn’t that right?”

			Reyher didn’t respond, refusing to look into his eyes as he panted against the hard stone steps, his face bloodied and bruised from the impact.

			

			Let it consume you . . .

			That voice. It made Marc feel powerful, invincible, immortal. He grabbed a fistful of Reyher’s hair, forcing him to meet his gaze.

			Reyher’s eyes bulged, his mouth trembling as he spoke. “I-it can’t be.”

			Let us consume him . . .

			Marc felt a delicious thrill run through him, the throne room darkening as if shadows fell like blankets over the space, his thirst painful, his hunger desperate. He couldn’t stop himself, and he didn’t want to.

			This voice, this power, promised him everything and more.

			More, more, more.

			Talesa screamed, trying to escape, but the guards caught her, shackling her as she tried to shapeshift into a bird. She fell on the bloodied floor, shifting back into her mortal form as the shackles and guards held her down.

			Consume him . . .

			Marc gripped him tighter, bringing the old man closer as Reyher’s face twisted in horror. He was stunned into silence, unable to scream or beg for help as Marc unleashed the thing from within him.
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			Marc sat in his bathing chamber, resting his back between Jayne’s thighs as she ran her fingers through his hair. He did not pay attention to her as she bathed him, her hands making their way down his chest in gentle motions, nor did he comment on anything she said. He could only think about the voice, wishing it would return, to give him what it promised. Instead, much to his frustration, Jayne prattled on about the court and the destruction of the dungeons.

			It irked him to hear her voice, irked him to listen to her speak at all. He thought about how it would feel to watch her be consumed by the thing instead. He willed it to return, wanting to feel that power once more, wanting the fear in Reyher’s eyes reflected in Jayne’s.

			“. . . I suppose I shall have to request a new funeral dress. Such a shame Adriana perished in the dungeons. Just this morning, Gabrielle demanded to know where the princess was, but I told her that you had sent her on an errand to Mytar.” Jayne giggled. “I can imagine the look on her face when she discovers the truth. I swear I don’t know who was more insufferable, Adriana or her.”

			Marc couldn’t hear anything but Jayne’s high pitch anymore.

			What in five hells did I ever see in her before?

			He twisted to face her. “Who?”

			“Your sister, Your Majesty?” She smiled.

			“No,” Marc grabbed Jayne’s wrist. Her smile quickly fell. “The other one.”

			Jayne froze. “Gabrielle?”

			“Interesting.” He tightened his grip on her wrist, and she let out a small squeak.

			Jayne’s wet hair spilled over her bare shoulders. Her freckled face and murky green eyes reflected his wicked face back. He noticed his eyes appeared darker than his normal hazel hue . . .

			“What do you call a woman married to the king?” He smiled slowly.

			Jayne’s eyes watered, her lips quivering.

			“I said—” He squeezed tighter.

			“A queen, Your Majesty,” she cried out, trying to pull herself from his grip. 

			Marc nodded, fixing his gaze to hers. “And what do you call a wench who sleeps with the king?”

			“A—A royal mistress,” she said quickly, tears rolling down her cheeks.

			Marc brought his face close to hers, drawing in the same breath as Jayne, who for the first time actually had the common sense to look terrified. “And you have not been appointed as either. Be sure to remember that when you even think of speaking to me without permission.”

			A shamed flush rose on her cheeks. “I—I . . . of course, Your Majesty. I only wish to serve you.”

			Marc saw, disappointed, that his eyes were hazel once more in the reflection of hers. He let go of Jayne’s wrist. “That’s better.”

			Jayne’s cheeks began to redden, her eyes still watering, but all Marc could feel was annoyance. “If you are going to cry, leave and I will call another to finish what you’ve started.”

			Jayne quickly sucked in a breath and wiped her eyes. “No, no need, Your Majesty.” She picked up a small wet cloth and positioned herself for Marc to lay his head on her bare lap again as she continued her task. He didn’t bother looking at her, closing his eyes to try and hear out for the voice as she ran the cloth along his body. After a few moments, she stilled.

			“What is it?” Marc said, not bothering to open his eyes. “Why have you stopped?”

			Jayne cleared her throat. “There is a large scratch along the back of your neck, Your Majesty. Th-there’s quite a bit of blood. Would you like me to get a healer?”

			Let it consume you . . .

			Marc smiled, his eyes still closed as he relaxed. “No need, it’s not my blood.”
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			ADRIANA

		

		
			CHAPTER 3

		

		
			The red rays of dawn perched along the Temple of the Five, the gold details of the structure shining across the city as if the day held promise instead of torment. Adriana peeked at it as Callum pulled her hand gently, but firmly, from the shadowed alley they had been instructed to hide in.

			Emilio was speaking to someone in an adjoining tavern, and he must have given them the signal to come inside, but she could barely think, barely speak anymore. Her eyes fixed on the glinting gold and the statues of the gods in the distance, wondering if they were even real.

			A thought that made the goosebumps on her flesh rise, but one that she couldn’t force herself to ignore. Not anymore.

			She could feel the tension in the air, or perhaps it was her nerves. People were waking, walking outside their battered homes with their heads hung low, their eyes downcast, their bodies drifting through the streets to tend to their business like spirits.

			

			She wondered if she looked the same.

			Adriana, Callum, and Emilio had traveled through the night, painstakingly slow through the dense, dark forest that surrounded the castle. The sounds of the hounds growing closer and farther and closer again felt like a knife to her sanity all the while. They were forced to hide behind trees, brush, in holes meant for large beasts, praying that they wouldn’t return while they waited for the hunting party to move far enough away so they could run again.

			Her heart pounded as her imagination fervently crafted the most macabre consequences she and her friends would face should Marc get his hands on them before they could escape the capital. Her hand shook in Callum’s, tears pricking in her eyes—would he kill them quickly or slowly?

			How slowly?

			She naively believed that making it to Catalina’s Port would give her a sense of relief, but as they entered the port city, guards combed through the paths on horseback and foot. Alleys were the only source of concealment, and now as the sunlight was gracing itself time was running out.

			“Adriana, we must go now before anyone notices us.” Callum gave her hand a gentle squeeze and without another word, pulled her toward the tavern. They dashed inside and Emilio shut and locked the door, peeking out from the window before closing the shutters.

			“No one saw you?”

			“No one, I waited until it was clear.” Callum nodded, releasing Adriana’s hand.

			“Good.” Emilio let out a shaky breath as he took Callum into an embrace, softly placing his lips on his. “Come with me.”

			He led them across the empty tavern into a back area with a private room. There was a large table and chairs, the curtains were drawn, and the candles were being lit by a young woman. She turned to them as they entered, and Adriana met the bluest eyes she had ever seen.

			Emilio closed the door behind them and gestured them all to sit.

			“Thank you again for taking us in. I know how much this puts you at risk, and we do not take it lightly,” Emilio said to the woman.

			She nodded, pushing her blonde hair behind her and wiping her fingers on her apron. She was clearly someone who worked at the tavern, with hands that had seen labor and eyes that reflected late nights and troubled patrons.

			“I owe you my life, Emilio,” she said.

			She and Emilio exchanged a knowing gaze before he turned to Adriana and Callum. “Forgive me, this is Clara. She is a barmaid here at the tavern and has been quite helpful to Teros and the growing rebellion.”

			“How is that possible?” Adriana asked. The woman before her was nearly her age, young and innocent enough.

			“Drunken words are spoken secrets here, Princess,” Clara responded. “A man with too many tends to tell the pretty barmaid quite a bit.”

			Adriana bit her lip, silenced.

			“What is our next move?” Callum asked. “Can you help us get to Teros?”

			Clara folded her arms, assessing them. After a long moment she asked, “Are you aware of what is going on in the city?”

			Neither of the trio spoke, and Clara continued. “There have been daily witch burnings in the square, curfews, disappearances, and bannings on shipments from other ports. One cannot simply go out to sea anymore without the required permission from the city official.”

			Emilio’s eyes widened. “What are you saying?”

			“I mean that escaping is not going to be simple. Even the pirates have been avoiding Catalina’s Port as the royal navy combs the waters as far as the eye can see. You are going to have to stowaway on a vessel.”

			“A vessel of the king’s fleet, you mean.” 

			“Yes.”

			Adriana’s heart sank. While she knew Marc’s last voyage to the Blackthorn left their fleet nearly decimated, in the time since he had grown it to nearly twice the size at the detriment of the laborers. If pirates were avoiding this port, the sheer force of Givensmir’s navy must be remarkable.

			“Now, how in the five hells are we going to do that?” Callum shook his head.

			“Well, it is easy for you two.” Clara gestured to the two men, then pointed at Adriana. “For you, not so much.”

			Adriana paled. “I don’t want to stay here. I—I can’t be alone,” she said, her voice shaking as she nearly spat the last words. “There is no one left here to help me.”

			“Agreed,” Callum replied, taking Adriana’s hand in his. “We need to go together, not separate.”

			“Unless you can fool a ship of men into believing you are one of them,” Clara looked Adriana up and down, raising a brow. “Not likely—then you have only two options.”

			“Which are?”

			“Go aboard as a mistress to the ship’s captain or stay here and see if you can stowaway on a merchant’s cart. Though, most are headed south to Zafira with blockades for inspection. I imagine a merchant would charge a high price to risk taking you on . . . and it looks like you are short of coins at the moment.”

			Adriana swallowed.

			“She will not sell herself—” Callum began, standing.

			“Look around, sir. We are all giving up something for safety, and even that is not enough. The truth stands. Your princess has one of the most recognizable faces in Givensmir. You either make her unrecognizable or pay a high price to make sure others pretend she is.”

			

			Emilio placed a hand on Callum’s arm coaxing him back to his seat, “I want us all to be safe, and we will be. But we have to think clearly.” He turned to Adriana. “What do you wish to do? We do not have much time before the guard triples and begin breaking down doors looking for us.”

			Adriana’s lips quivered, and she bit them as she considered her bleak options. For all three of them to brave the Winding Roads together would be a sure death sentence. Yet, to separate . . . she couldn’t force herself to think about what would happen now that she was without the protection of the kingdom. The memories of the crowd chasing her through the city streets sent a chill down her spine.

			And there is no Dakon to save me now . . .

			She looked up at Clara. “Do we know which captain is looking for a mistress?”

			“Adriana!” Callum stood, incredulous.

			“I am trying to live, Callum! I don’t want to be alone with a strange man headed to Zafira. The roads are already dangerous as is, and Emilio is right, we are running out of time.” She pointed at Clara. “Can you tell me who it is, and how soon they are planning to leave for Teros?”

			Clara’s mouth raised into a sly smile. “A dead man.”

			Adriana must have heard her incorrectly. “A—a what?”

			“You heard me, Princess. A dead man.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			Clara leaned closer to Adriana. “As part of His Majesty’s growing forces, Lord Matias, the commander of ships, has recruited men from across Givensmir to fill vacant posts. One is a Ser Fraunces from Larrea set to take the post of captain for a vessel headed to Teros in two days’ time. However, he has neglected his duties—and has yet to check in with the port official. He has instead frequented the brothels and this very tavern nearly every night since his arrival. His sailors know nothing of him but his name.”

			

			“You think one of us can impersonate him?” Emilio asked, arms crossed as he leaned back against his chair, thoughtfully.

			Callum shook his head. “I think the real question is can we not tie him up and take his post before he can stop us? Does he need to die?”

			Adriana knew the answer to this and suspected Callum did too. She stood from her chair and paced in front of the curtained window, trying to think through the weariness of her mind. Even in all the chaos of the last few days, if she closed her eyes for even a moment, she would succumb to sleep. She urged herself to keep them open, to focus on something other than the difficult decision she would have to make.

			Callum, Emilio, and Clara continued speaking on the matter, but Adriana couldn’t force herself to engage, her spirit heavier than ever. Instead, she peeked from behind the curtains and saw the temple like a beacon in the distance through the window. And like before, the sight did not bring her comfort, only dread building inside of her as it grappled its way through her insides.

			Today an innocent woman would die, another would be imprisoned, and another would be ripped from her life because her brother and all the men feral for control decided so, using their gods as reasons to force their will upon them all. And even so, the Temple of the Five stood proud, as if it blessed them all with Death’s kiss. It was easier for Adriana to pretend the gods didn’t exist, than to believe they stood idly by as their people were killed for the vanity and glory of mortal men.

			She grew angrier the longer she stared at it. Her breathing heavy, her heart pounding, her skin hot. Part of her wished that staring at it alone would make it crumble to little pieces on the ground, every statue and gold detail torn apart and carried off in the wind.

			She pulled herself away from the curtain, turning to the three who were now in a heated discussion about Adriana’s safety. She scoffed, unable to hide her irritation and pounded her fist on the table, getting their attention.

			They stared at her as if she had appeared from thin air, as if they were looking at someone completely unexpected—a woman on the verge of madness and not the pious, precious princess.

			She didn’t give herself a moment to think before the words came from her lips. “I don’t want anyone to make decisions on my behalf, not anymore. Not ever.”

			“Then what do you want, Princess?” Clara asked, narrowing her eyes.

			Adriana met her gaze. “I want to leave and come back with a force so powerful my brother will be on his knees begging me, and only me, for mercy.” Her voice shook with rage as she spoke, and no one dared to interrupt her. “I want to be free from his shackles, from his nightmare of a reign he has inflicted upon my people. Of every woman—” She choked back an angry sob, for the woman killed for running from the guard, for Gabrielle surely enduring the wrath of her brother, for everyone who had fallen because of him, and for Dakon who left her helpless and alone . . .

			Clara took a ginger step to Adriana and slowly pulled a small knife from her apron. She held it out to her. “This is the price of your freedom, Princess.”

			Adriana took it in her hands, the cool steel like ice on her palm. She could see her reflection in it, but it didn’t quite look like her anymore.
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			AMARIN

		

		
			CHAPTER 4

		

		
			“Oh, Amarin? Oh, Amarin, I’ve been looking for you . . .”

			Amarin’s eyes shot open to his dark captain’s quarters. He could faintly see the fog from outside his porthole, the bit of moonlight trying to peek from behind it. His heart raced as he sat up quickly, retrieving the knife he kept under his pillow.

			It had been days since his men landed at the Crooked Port, days since he last saw Eve and the rest of her group. They had exhausted their search of the village, the surrounding jungles, and even resorted to searching the waters.

			But hearing Cassandra’s voice now, he knew. Somewhere in the depths of the soul he lacked, he knew . . .

			His eyes searched around; his cabin was quiet, too quiet. And he felt her before he saw her, that familiar chill in his bones, the sensation of being watched and always two steps behind.

			“Amarin.”

			He blinked and beheld the sea witch lying next to him. Amarin jumped, startled from the bed. Cassandra laughed wickedly, getting to her feet and walking around him before he had a chance to put a sizable distance between them. He shivered as she ran her fingers along his beard, his shoulders, down his chest. He pushed her hand away as she tried to press further down. Amarin tried to compose himself, to pretend as if he had some semblance of bravado in her presence.

			“What do you want, Cassandra?” He gripped the knife tighter in his hand.

			She brushed her long, dark strand of hair behind her shoulder. “You, always, my handsome pirate.” Cassandra reached out to touch him again, and he took a step back.

			“Where is Eve? Where is Dakon, Pazel, Izan?”

			Cassandra scoffed. “How should I know.”

			Amarin’s nostrils flared. “No, more lies. You tried to kill us.”

			“I did no such thing.” She lay back on the bed, giving him a wink.

			“The sea is yours. The sirens belong to you,” Amarin pressed. “I know you were behind this.”

			Cassandra grinned. “My dear, you know what happens when these sirens grow hungry. Your ship happened upon their territory. What am I to do about it?”

			“Bullshit, you sent them after us.”

			“Now, why would I do that?” She bit her lip, beckoning him with a finger.

			“No.” He shook his head, taking another step back. “Tell me where they are.”

			She sighed dramatically. “Always business with you, Captain.”

			“It keeps these visits short,” he spat.

			Cassandra lifted her lips, revealing an enchanting smile. “Then I won’t waste your time.” She pushed herself up, brushing past him to his desk. Maps and papers were littered about it. She shoved it all aside, letting it clatter to the floor as she procured a leather pouch from thin air. With a simple flick of her fingers, the candles of the quarters lit, revealing the mess pooled around the ends of her blue silk dress.

			Amarin didn’t have a chance to chastise her before she spoke. “So it seems your crew is four short this evening.” She smirked as she placed the pouch on the desk, not bothering to meet his eyes.

			Amarin’s heart stopped. “So, you do know.”

			Please, be alive.

			“I suppose that makes life easier for you, Captain,” Cassandra said, grinning. “Four less to worry about, and now you don’t have to face the witch kingdom . . . you can thank me now.”

			“Th-Thank you?!” Amarin pulled the knife out toward her. “Tell me this is a cruel joke, Cassandra!”

			She raised a brow, amused. “Is that not what you wanted?” She walked toward him, her silver eyes shining mischievously. Amarin felt sick as he kept the blade raised, but she didn’t flinch, didn’t stop moving toward him.

			“Tsk, tsk, Captain. I’m rather disappointed in you.”

			Amarin had half a mind to try and stab her, death be damned, and as his grip tightened around the blade, he felt he may actually go through with it. “Where are they?!”

			Cassandra’s eyes lit up, the silver hues catching the candlelight, a flicker of something dark and demented within them. Amarin’s flesh crawled, but still he did not lower his blade. Cassandra placed her hand on his knife. “Do it, Captain. Perhaps it will make you feel better.”

			She held his gaze as the tension thickened, Amarin could feel himself choking on it. His jaw tightened, his arms shaking.

			“I said, ‘do it.’ ”

			He imagined what it would be like to stab her in the heart, to pierce her skin and take all the years of heartbreak and rage out on her. He was not above murder, and hers would certainly be most appeasing. Captain Amarin had taken lives, more than he could ever hope to remember. The faces of his foes and those at the bidding of Cassandra he couldn’t recall anymore. For decades, his life had been bound to hers, his soul hers to command.

			Cassandra pushed his blade hand toward her chest, the tip of the knife settling there. “I know what you want, Amarin. I know how much you ache to see what lies beneath.”

			Amarin’s eyes watered. His heart thundered furiously, beating loudly in his ears, the echo of a man who wanted death be it hers or his. But her words, four short, he couldn’t risk not knowing what happened to them, to her.

			Guilt consumed his anger, smothering it with shame.

			Lucia’s daughter.

			I have failed her again . . .

			Before he could think to shove the blade further, he let it go. The knife clattered to the floor with a loud thump, the weight of his burdens heavier than ever. He let out a frustrated grunt as he breathed raggedly, warring with himself to remain calm.

			“Where are they?” he demanded.

			Cassandra grinned. “You mean, where is she?”

			“Damn you, where?!” Amarin could barely control himself, he was losing time. He shoved his face in Cassandra’s, a rare startled expression came over her before she hid it beneath her usual malice.

			He needed Eve to be alive, please gods let her be alive.

			“She was on a ship to the kingdom who sought them.” Cassandra smirked.

			“The Blackthorn?”

			“No, my dear.” She blew him a kiss, and he fell backwards as if hands had shoved him away from her. “To Givensmir.”

			Givensmir?

			He could feel the heat on his skin, the rage. No, that was too simple a word for what came over Amarin. He was nearly blinded with it, his vision clouded with tempestuous anger.

			“To the fucking mad king?! He will have her killed!”

			“Calm yourself, Amarin.” Cassandra sighed. “She escaped.”

			Amarin could strangle her; he breathed deeply to keep himself from acting on it and uttered the only thing he could manage. “Why?”

			“For power.”

			“P-power?! You have it all.” He gestured to the sea that lingered outside of the foggy window. “Why do you need any more?”

			She scoffed, pushing him back. “Simple mortal.”

			Amarin fell to his knees, trying his best to bury his fury, knowing with each second that passed it was becoming more uncontrollable. It was futile. “Take it, take my body, my heart, my air. Anything else you fucking want, just bring her back to me.”

			Cassandra didn’t bother looking at him, untying the pouch on the desk as she spoke. “My, my. I feel like we had this discussion over thirty years ago, haven
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