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~hic iacent animae cordium adhuc palpitantium 
in sanguine rosarum conditae.
 
***
 
~Here lie the souls of still beating hearts, 
lost in the blood of roses.






Chapter I
 
1900 AD
 
The roses were dead. 
Again, Mathew thought with an internal sigh. He anticipated they would be, yet had been unable to suppress the glimmer of irrational hope that this time they might just survive. The supply of seedlings exhausted, he would have to send men to gather more rosebushes before spring to replace the now dead vines. 
He had been transplanting rosebushes for over four hundred years, more than long enough to know the hopeless nature of his cause. The enchanted vines would not ever blossom on these grounds, which had never known a true heir to the rose bloodline. 
King Mathew reached forward, touching one of the black petals on the single rose that had managed to emerge. A pathetic, lopsided specimen, withered and shriveled on the brown vine. His last hope of these roses surviving.
Moving his hand down the dry stalk, he found one of the protruding thorns. He pressed his thumb against its sharp point, watching as the needle penetrated his flesh. Blood rushed to the surface of his pale skin. With a heavy heart, he watched as his blood covered the thorn and dripped down, splashing against withered leaves before falling to the garden soil. A futile offering, as ordinary blood would do nothing to disturb their decaying slumber.
“My king.” His silence was interrupted by a familiar voice, the captain of his personal guard. Regald was one of the few allowed to enter this hidden sanctuary just outside the king’s royal chambers. Attempting to cultivate the roses was an endeavor he preferred to remain between himself and those he trusted most; his continued failure a symbol, in his eyes, that the Arum Court was not as powerful as its rival. 
Mathew stepped to the circular table beside the stone door. He picked up a thin cloth from among the supplies and pressed it against his bleeding finger as he turned to face the captain. “Yes, Regald. What is it?”
“I’m sorry to disturb you, my king. You had asked to see Lady Josephine when she arrived.”
The king nodded. “Yes, she wanted...” He searched his memory, but came up blank. “I’m sorry, what did she need again?”
“Lady Josephine wishes to introduce you to the young woman who was found on the outskirts of our borders.” 
“A girl?” He struggled to remember, then it came. “The one you found?”
“Yes, my lord.”
“She was injured, was she not?”
Regald nodded. “The physical injuries are healed, of course, but...”
“She can’t remember anything,” the king finished for him.
“Correct.” Regald shook his head, rare frustration showing on his face. “She has been seen by several of our physicians. They are unable to determine a cause for her memory loss. Lady Josephine has been very kind, offering her a place to stay.”
A knowing smile crawled along Mathew’s lips. “I imagine she’s happy to be taking care of someone again. She’s been a mess since her youngest married into the Ciar Court.”
“That she has,” Regald agreed. “She wouldn’t be herself if she wasn’t making a fuss over one matter or another.”
Mathew laughed. “Very true.” He motioned toward the far door in an unspoken question. 
“They have been summoned to meet you in the throne room.”
Mathew nodded. “Anything else I should know?”
“This girl is quite a beauty,” Regald answered. “And very timid. Though with the loss of memory, that does not surprise me.”
Mathew motioned for the captain to follow him as he opened the far door that led from his private chambers to the throne room. “Does the lady have a name to speak of?”
“Sandra,” Regald replied.
“Sandra,” the king repeated. “Not a name with which I am familiar.”
“No, just...” Regald paused, allowing the two men who stood in front of the throne room doors to open them. Together they walked across the tiled floor to the thick, gray steps that led up to a silver-plated throne. 
The king did not immediately ascend, but turned to face Regald. “Go on,” he prompted.
“She seems young. There is no way to actually know a chronological age, but something about her...” Regald shook his head.
“Feeling protective?” Mathew inquired with a raised brow. 
Regald nodded. “You should have seen the cuts on her. Like she had been clawed by an animal. Scrapes as well. She can’t, or won’t say, what happened to her but—”
A knock interrupted the conversation. Both men turned to find a guardsman had entered the room, offering a bow before his king. “Your Majesty,” the guardsman said. “Lady Josephine is here, with a young woman.”
“Yes, send them in,” Mathew instructed. 
The door opened wider, allowing two women to enter. Both curtsied low in the presence of their sovereign. 
“Greetings, Lady Josephine,” Mathew addressed his distant cousin’s wife.
She straightened, flipping back an errant strand of blonde hair. “Greetings, my king,” she replied.
Mathew approached, touching her arm lightly as he leaned forward and kissed both of her cheeks. “I bid you welcome,” King Mathew gave the traditional greeting as Josephine stepped back, the petticoats of her green gown shuffling as she moved.
“My king, may I present to you, Sandra. She is the young woman who was found injured.”
“My lady.” Mathew moved forward, prompting the young woman to raise her head. “I would like to welcome—” His words faltered as he took full view of the young woman. “Mara?” he asked, the name slipping out before he could stop himself. 
Raven black hair that extended down the length of her back. Her cheeks, flushed. Ruby lips that required no paint to stand out against her fair skin. Attired in a black velvet gown, she even wore the same color as the eternally mourning captain. Yet, as Mathew’s gaze moved to her blue eyes, he realized this woman could not, in fact, be the one who so frequently haunted his dreams.
“I’m sorry,” Sandra answered, confused. “I don’t think I know that—”
“Forgive me, my lady. For a moment, I thought you were someone else.”
“Oh.” She spoke softly, the gentle tones sending a chill through Mathew. She even sounds like Mara.
“I understand, my lady, that you are in need of assistance. You are having difficulty, I’m told, recalling where you are from originally?”
Sandra shifted uncomfortably. “Yes.” She sounded miserable. “I don’t mean to cause—”
“Of course not,” the king rushed ahead of her words. “Please, my lady, believe me when I say you have nothing to fear. Consider yourself a guest of this court for as long as you wish, or until we can safely return you to your own court. I will send dispatches to the other courts in an effort to find clues as to your identity, and the unfortunate circumstances which brought you here.”
“Thank you,” Sandra mumbled, staring at the floor.
“Please, my lady,” the king tried again. Sandra slowly lifted her blue eyes to the king’s. “I do not know what ills have befallen you, but my knights will learn the identity of your attackers. Until that time, please rest assured you will be under the protection of the Arum Court. You will be safe here, I promise.”
Tension evaporated as she stared trustingly into Mathew’s pale eyes. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”
“Please, rise. There is no need to thank me. I am a ruler of this court. But I am trained as a knight of the immortal ranks. When I give my word, it is my bond. I assure you, my lady, you will be known to all as my personal guest.” He gave a reassuring smile, then turned to Lady Josephine, who had stood silently throughout their exchange. “Tell me, Lady Josephine, would you be opposed to continuing to care for this young woman, while we search to discover her identity and rightful home?”
Lady Josephine smiled, an expression that touched her entire face. “I would be delighted to, the poor child.”
“Good,” the king answered. “It is settled.”
Lady Josephine nodded. “We thank you for your time, Your Majesty.”
“My pleasure, Lady Josephine, Lady Sandra.”
Both women bowed before leaving the throne room, while Mathew turned to speak with his captain. “See that my promise is fulfilled. Send messengers to the other courts, asking if anyone has misplaced a young woman. Also, have my personal physician examine her. Perhaps he can find a cause where the others could not.”
“Yes, my king,” Regald replied. “Thank you for agreeing to help her.”
“Of course. I would not be much of a king had I refused aid.”
Regald offered a bow of his own and turned to leave the room. When he reached the door, he paused, turning back to where Mathew stood. “My king,” he said, “should I also...”
“Also what?” Mathew asked.
“Should I send someone to fetch roses from the Lorcan Court grounds? To try transplanting them again?”
Mathew sighed, shaking his head. “Let’s do so in the early spring, shall we? No point in making the journey during winter.”
“I will make a note of it then, for the warmer months.”
Mathew nodded walking toward the door. The two men parted ways, and as he reached his chambers, Mathew returned to the garden with a heavy heart. He opened the stone door, then froze. His eyes widened.
The garden of death and decay had been transformed into a sea of vibrant, green vines.






Chapter II
 
Present Day
 
Sandra was furious. Forced from Black Rose grounds, against her will, by King Mathew’s men, she now found herself in a black limousine, entering the gates of the Arum Court. The opulence of her transport offered no comfort, though. Her captors refused to answer questions as to why the Arum Guard had attacked the Black Rose, or about the status of her long-time protector, Captain Regald.
“Will you at least tell me if you’ve harmed him?” Sandra probed.
“No,” a guardsman answered. “He has chosen to stand with the Black Rose, betraying his king and court.”
“I don’t understand,” she said. “Why attack the Black Rose Guard? They are the peacekeepers between the courts. What in the name of the gods is going on?”
The stoic guard refused to answer her, as he had done for much of the long, private flight between the Rose and Arum castles. Sandra was relieved when they reached the castle doors. One of the guardsmen offered her a hand. She accepted reluctantly, allowing him to assist her from the car. Her heels tapped against the gray stone, which lined the castle entrance. “This way, my lady,” the man instructed, pressing Sandra’s hand against his arm as he escorted her toward the palace doors. “I have been instructed to take you directly to the king.”
Sandra said nothing, but allowed herself to be ushered through a set of stone doors, and then through a series of crimson hallways, before eventually reaching the imposing silver doors of the king’s throne room. “His Majesty is awaiting you, my lady.”
Sandra started toward the door when she paused, turning to fully face the knight for the first time since stepping off the plane. “What is your name?”
“Damian, my lady.”
“Damian,” Sandra repeated as though in thought. “Good to know.”
“My lady?” 
Her blue eyes flashed upon his brown. “I will be queen of this court one day, my lord. When I am, I shall be sure to remember your name.”
Damian shifted uncomfortably, moving his weight from one foot to the other. “My lady, you must understand...” 
“Yes,” she stated, before turning and entering the throne room without another word. 
In the vast chamber, a set of wide steps led to the throne where King Mathew waited. Ceiling-height glass windows filtered the sun behind him. Beside the throne, stood Prince Darek. 
Sandra walked across the white marble floor and took a knee before the throne of the Arum Court. “Your Majesty,” she offered the single address as her deep blue gown pooled around her. She lowered her head, allowing the tips of her black hair to touch the floor.
“Sandra!” Prince Darek addressed her, breaking royal protocol by speaking before the king.
“Your Highness.”
“You may rise, Lady Sandra,” Mathew invited, allowing her to stand from the cold floor.
“Your Majesty,” she said forcefully. “With all due respect, what is going on? I have been dragged here against my will, and forcefully separated from my promised escort, your own captain of the guard. I demand an explanation, and the unharmed return of my attendant.”
“Sandra,” Darek spoke from his father’s side. “What were you doing at the Black Rose?” He walked down the stairs. “What were you doing outside of the Arum Court?”
“I didn’t know I was a prisoner.”
“A prisoner?” Darek reached the bottom of the stairs. “What are you talking about? Of course you’re not a prisoner.”
“Yet, I cannot step outside these walls, even with an escort?”
“You’re the future princess—the future queen—of the Arum Court. You can’t just leave with a single guard, without telling anyone where you are going.”
Sandra shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. I want to know what is going on. Why did your men attack the Black Rose Guard? What happened? I don’t understand.” 
Darek froze at the direct question and turned back to where his father sat. 
Mathew shook his head, gathering his thoughts as he stared down upon the woman his son intended to marry. “This is not how I intended for you to find out, Lady Sandra. And I would never have purposefully put you in danger.”
“I don’t understand,” she protested again. “Why did you attack the Black Rose Guard?” 
Mathew drew a deep breath. “Because they have outlived their purpose.”
“Their purpose?”
“Yes. Mara refuses to see it—she will never see it. The purpose of the Black Rose Guard died six hundred years ago, with the fall of the Muir Court. It should have been disbanded then, but that would have forced Mara to move forward in her life. To choose a new guard, and give up the quest for vengeance. Something that Mara, to this day, is both unwilling and unable to do.” 
“So you’re what? Going to kill her?”
“I would rather not,” he replied. “I gave orders to spare her life, if possible. If not, then yes, Mara may have to die.”
“But why? You attacked the captain of the Ciar Court, and now the Black Rose. What are you planning?”
Mathew sighed. “I forget sometimes, Sandra, that you are new to all of this. Court politics are complicated, as is the anger, fear, and pain that comes with them. Tell me, how much have you learned of Mara and Edward? I cannot fathom you made it all the way to Lethia Castle without being told at least part of the story, and that of the madness of the Ciar Court Queen.”
“The madness?”
“Yes, the ‘madness.’ Though I have heard it referred to in far less polite terms over the centuries.”
Sandra parted her lips to speak, but paused to consider her words more carefully. “I have heard that she...well, that the queen has...”
“Oh just say it,” the king ordered. “That is...if you know.”
“She tortures her own men. And enjoys doing so.”
“Yes. Queen Clarissa is known to enjoy an occasional bloodbath. And once, many years ago, when she reigned as queen of the Lorcan Court—before it split into Ciar and Arum—not so occasional.”
“Edward, she...”
“Yes. Edward would be among the worst of all the atrocities she has committed. Yet, here we are, a thousand years later, and Queen Clarissa is protected by the very man who should be the one to kill her. To free the courts from her madness. Edward protects her and, as long as he does, Mara...”
“Protects her as well?” Sandra asked.
“Yes and no. Mara will never pick up a blade in direct defense of her aunt, but neither will she allow the Ciar Court to be openly attacked when she knows Edward’s life may be lost as a consequence. I had hoped, after all these years of estrangement, Mara might finally have gotten over this man who stands as an absolute impediment to my plans. Yet it would seem that this is not the case, as she made abundantly clear by entering our court and walking him through the front door.” 
“Wait.” She shook her head before returning her gaze to the king. “So this attack upon the Black Rose, it doesn’t really have anything to do with the Rose at all, does it?”
“Only in so far that I need the Rose out of the way if I am to successfully lead an attack against the Ciar. My men cannot be expected to take on both forces at once. I would prefer the Rose be kept in cages until this fight with the Ciar is over. If Mara’s life is the cost to finally dethrone the mad queen...then so be it.” 
“But the Black Rose Guard is a peacekeeper. You cannot honestly believe war is the true answer? It will cost countless lives, no matter the victor.”
“Yes,” Mathew answered. “I believe it is worth the cost. Mara would have killed Clarissa herself, after the fall of the Muir Court, if not for that ridiculous promise she made to not harm the queen so long as Edward stood between them. I offered to kill Clarissa, but Mara refused to allow it. She was my captain and, at that time, I was too honorable to disobey her.”
Sandra turned from the king to her fiancé. “You support this? Open war with another immortal court?”
“Of course,” the prince replied. “Queen Clarissa’s tyrannical, sadistic rule has gone on long enough. We have an opportunity to end her reign, and it should be taken.”
“You’re talking about war! Thousands of lives, for what? To dethrone one woman? One who has ruled for thousands of years?”
“Yes, it will cost lives,” Mathew answered for his son. “But in the end, it will save countless more from enduring new torments at her hand.”
“And at the end, you expect the surviving Ciar members to what? Follow you without question? Reunite under the Arum court?”
Darek answered, “They will be grateful to be free of Clarissa’s rule. They will be—”
“Grateful?” Sandra spoke in disbelief. “That you invaded their home? Killed their brothers, fathers, sons?” She shook her head several times. “What are you thinking? They are not going to be grateful. They are going to hate you. You will be a foreign invader and they will never follow you.”
“Ah.” Mathew drew Sandra’s attention back toward himself. “Will the Ciar Court follow a conqueror? That is, at last, the right question to ask. The answer is no, they will never consent. Attempting to seat myself upon the throne would never do.” The king rose to his feet. “Tell me, my dear lady, what if, instead of a conqueror, they were presented with a member of their own royal bloodline?”
“Their own bloodline?” 
“Yes.”
“I don’t understand. You think that Mara will take the throne?” 
“No. She most definitely will not.”
“Then whom do you plan to place upon the throne? Who would they possibly follow?” 
Mathew stared at her for a long time as a smile crept along his lips. “That, my dear, is why you are here.” 






Chapter III
 
Sandra stared at King Mathew in disbelief. “What are you talking about?”
“You know what I say is the truth.” The king descended the stairs until he joined her on the marble floor. Prince Darek took several steps back. 
King Mathew pulled a strand of Sandra’s hair to the left side of her face, tracing the tips of his fingers down the ebony locks. Sandra forced herself to remain still under the unwelcome touch. The king’s fingers moved to her chin and raised her gaze so he could stare directly into her blue eyes streaked with lines of white, reminiscent of foam along the edge of an ocean wave. “You look just like her, save for the eyes.”
“Like who?” she asked, her chin cupped firmly in the king’s hands. 
Not answering, he studied her for several moments, his eyes tracing the lines of her face. “You are beautiful, my lady. Hauntingly so.” 
“Please...” Her voice faltered, showing a hint of fear. “Your Majesty, I don’t understand.” 
“Don’t you?” Mathew stared at her wryly amused. "If only the Black Rose knew what they had in their possession. Trust me, my lady, Mara will not help you. If she knew...”
“Knew what?”
Mathew sighed. “I suppose it was only a matter of time before you found out. Though this was not the way I envisioned it happening.” He dropped his hand and turned. “It would seem your spells are slipping, enchantress.”
“Magic is tricky,” a high-pitched voice replied, causing Sandra to turn, searching for its source. A tall woman stood a few paces behind her, draped in a full-length gown of bright red. Jet-black hair, pulled tightly back, framed serpent eyes that slanted against her face. Thin slits watched where round pupils should have been, and Sandra had never seen anything so sinister. 
“Yes,” the enchantress hissed. “Magic is most difficult. Masking memory? Even more so. The spells were bound to fail, eventually.” She turned her unnatural eyes toward the king. “Placing her in the same room with the Ciar Captain did not help matters.”
“Yes,” the king agreed. “A mistake on my part.” 
The viperous woman stepped forward and gave a brief bow before her king. 
“I welcome you, Melinda.”
“My king,” she acknowledged, before turning her attention to the future princess. 
Increasingly uncomfortable, Sandra attempted to take a step back, but found herself unable to do so. A perverse smile twisted the woman’s ruby lips as she reached out a hand and pressed the tips of her fingers against the left side of Sandra’s face. 
“No.” Sandra uttered the single word as she was forced to stare directly into the woman’s evil eyes.
Initially, Melinda’s gaze emanated a soft light, gradually becoming a sinister glow, which grew brighter as the room dimmed. “Come my child,” the woman whispered, though her lips did not form the words. “I will remove your fears.” 
Sandra stood frozen. The room grew dark, tinting to a most unnatural green light.
“That’s it,” the woman praised. “Let go...forget. I will make the bad dream end.” 
“No,” Sandra managed to protest, even as she slipped into the spell’s embrace. 
“You will remember nothing.”
“Help me,” she cried, but the sneer upon the enchantress’ lips widened. Sandra’s eyes fluttered closed.
Without warning, the enchantress let out a loud cry. Sandra’s eyes flew open. She stumbled back, nearly falling as the spell broke, and the enchantress cried out again. Sandra blinked several times, rubbing at her eyes. The fog lifted.
The marble where Melinda stood had split open, broken by the emergence of thick, green vines. Shattering the marble, vines surrounded the enchantress, locking her tightly within their barbed embrace.
Mathew took a step forward. Vines emerged in a new fissure, bursting through the marble to surround those standing in the room. A barrier of twisting thorns separated Sandra from the others. Her heart pounded, fear clutching her. Had the vines truly rushed to her defense?
“What is this?” Prince Darek demanded. 
“rosae inmortales,” the enchantress replied. “They are protecting her.”
“It’s impossible. That’s only a myth.”
“No,” Melinda said shaprly, remaining as still as she could, embraced in thorns. “Not myth; old magic.”
“Old magic? What are you...” His voice faded, absorbed by the vines, which continued to gather.
The vines expanded, climbing the walls to touch the ceiling, until Sandra was completely surrounded and unable to see Mathew, or his enchantress. From within the deep green vegetation, a shadowy figure appeared. Startled, she stepped back, tripping over the vines, but managed to keep her footing.
The shadow took the shape of a featureless man who bowed before her. “My lady.” The voice resonated, deep and masculine.
Sandra drew a shaky breath and forced herself to take a step closer to the kneeling shadow. 
“roase immortales,” the shadow whispered. “sanguis rosarum.”
Confused, Sandra stared down at the man. In her peripheral vision, she saw a slender vine moving toward her. It slid along the ground and then rose up, pausing mere inches away.
“sanguis rosarum,” the shadowy figure said again.
“sanguis rosarum,” she repeated. “The blood of roses.”
The vine stood perfectly still, waiting. “The blood of roses,” Sandra wondered aloud, and then stretched out her hand, curious. Thus invited, the vine also moved, the slender tip gingerly reaching for her wrist. She paused, an involuntary tremor running through her. In response to her hesitation, the plant stopped, waiting for the offered sacrifice. 
“hic iacet sanguis rosarum,” the shadow whispered.
Emboldened, Sandra turned her arm, offering her wrist palm-up to the waiting vine. It slid forward, and curled lovingly around her wrist, before its barbed edge plunged into the layers of her skin. Sandra gasped as blood flowed down her arm, and the first pure white rose burst forth. Within heartbeats, countless more erupted from the vines, creating an elegant garden of snow-white roses.






Chapter IV
 
Present Day
 
Darkness.
Darkness was all Mara could see as the harsh, cruel laughter echoed down ancient halls. “Pick up the blade,” the same voice spoke, its cruel touch not to be denied. “Pick up the blade and run it deep into his smooth, perfect skin.”
“No,” Mara protested, unable to keep the quaver from her voice. “I won’t.”
A light appeared, lifting the pitch-black sheet surrounding her, revealing walls of dark stone. The illumination shifted, becoming a fire blazing against the far wall. A stone slab loomed in the room’s center, and before it, stood the queen. She wore a black gown of thin silk, which clung to her pale skin. Her deep green eyes glinted in the firelight, like raging emeralds. Glossy hair hung in loose waves down her back. When Mara had been young, she thought no woman on Earth could compare to the beauty of her royal aunt. Standing here, Mara saw traces of that cherished childhood perspective from a time before she understood beauty was merely a facade for the cruel and bitter soul encased within.
Clarissa’s lips split into the tight, harsh smile that caused Mara’s heart to skip, and motioned her to the center of the room. As Mara stepped forward, her heels echoed against the stone. “Come, my niece,” the queen whispered. “Closer.” Enchanted flames rose higher, illuminating the room still further. As she neared the stone slab, Mara realized it was covered with the thick, green vines of the immortal roses, which bloomed in deep blood red. “Closer,” the queen whispered again, stepping aside to let Mara walk past.
Mara’s heart beat impossibly harder in her chest as she approached the bed of roses. The ringing echo of her heels dimmed. She glanced down and realized she had stepped into a pool of blood.
A low, deep moan reached Mara’s ears. Her racing heart jerked her body with each beat. The expression of pain had come from a man. Dear gods no, she pleaded silently, even as her steps carried her to view what lay on the table. 
Her eyes confirmed what her aching heart already knew, when she found Edward cradled in a bed of roses, the vines outlining his still form in their barbed embrace. He moaned again, sounds of pain that tore at the very fabric of Mara’s soul.
“Edward.” She moved forward, tripping over the vines that bit at her pale skin.“Edward!” she called again.
“mea rosa.” He spoke her name in a tangled gasp as more vines slid around his form, causing more of his blood to spill.
Roses emerged from the vines as Edward’s blood quenched the thirsting plants. “No,” Mara called again. “Let him go!”
“Royal blood,” a sinister voice entered the room. “rosae sanguine regio uesci debent. regia puella sanguinis regii.” The roses feed on royal blood. Princess of the royal bloodline.
She turned, seeking her aunt, and instead found herself staring into the faceless form of the shadow of the roses. “te es sanguis rosae,” it whispered. You are the blood of roses.
“Why are you doing this?” Mara demanded. “He is not of royal blood!”
“The roses starve without their queen.”
Edward gave a sharp cry as more thorns pierced his battered flesh. Mara stared, helpless as he writhed. “Let him go,” she pleaded again. 
“Royal blood,” the shadow answered in return. “es sanguis rosarum immortalium.”
Mara knelt, cutting her legs on the vines. She traced her fingers along the side of Edward’s face.
“ignosce mihi, mea rosa.”
“Non, mi amor.” She leaned forward and kissed him, twisting both of her hands, baring her wrists in silent offering to the thirsting roses.
Greedy thorns came forth, burying themselves deep as they devoured the blood coursing through her veins. Determined, she deepened the kiss, keeping her lips pressed tightly to those of the man she loved as the vines slowly disentangled themselves from Edward, and descended upon her exposed flesh. Thorns cut her legs, her arms, her hands. She screamed into his mouth as they bit into the delicate skin of her neck. A burning sensation ignited as blood was pulled viciously from her veins. 
She jerked back from the kiss and opened her eyes. The dreams, kept at bay by the pure mountain breeze, now entered through the window, with the roses’ sweet aroma. The unwanted scent saturated the air as she stared at Edward beside her, grateful her tossing had not woken him. She stood from the bed, careful to not disturb him, and grabbed a thick, black robe before stepping outside.
Mara walked down the corridor to Brendan’s room, now occupied by her cousin, Garreth. He would not be there, she knew, having volunteered for an early morning shift alongside several members of the Black Rose Guard. It was imperative the Ciar and Black Rose guardsmen learned to work together. Garreth’s influence helped to smooth the transition.
She entered the empty room and walked briskly toward the stone balcony. Once, she’d considered making this room her own, but Brendan had been so fond of the balcony, she allowed him to have it. While his soul now dwelled in the realm of the honorable fallen, the room felt like his. It would get better in time, Mara hoped. Yet a part of her wondered if this room could ever truly belong to anyone other than the sub-captain, who had stood faithfully by her side for almost a thousand years before finally meeting his end at the hands of King Mathew’s men.
Seeking relief and comfort, she moved to the balcony, hoping the usually cold mountain wind would dilute the tormenting scent of roses. As she stepped outside, she froze. Where only yesterday the balcony had been austere gray stone, it was now covered with vines of roses, twining their way up the castle and twisting along the balcony’s edge.
 “No.” The word slipped from her lips. Roses, here? Crawling along the very walls of the castle. The old magic had reawakened, and with it, she feared, their insatiable thirst. She took a step forward, her eyes tracing their way along the vines’ path. “Not here,” she whispered. “Not now.” 
Mara stood perfectly still, and then heard the whisper. The deep voice that had mercilessly plagued her so long ago. “hic iacet sanguis rosarum.” The voice echoed across the aromatic wind. She forgot to breathe, her eyes closing as she attempted to shut out the cruel voice.
“They appeared last night.” Mara jumped at the sound of Nolan’s voice, turning in a tight circle, her hand automatically reaching for the Arius blade, which she had left in the room with Edward. “Forgive me, my lady. I did not mean to startle you.”
“It’s all right,” she replied. “I should have been paying more attention.”
“I had the night shift. Garreth said I could use this room. I...I hope that is...”
“It’s fine,” she answered. “I’ll leave.”
“No, please,” he countered. “You come to this balcony often.”
She turned back to the roses, now partially framing her view of the snow-tipped mountains. “I really should go.”
“The blooms are red,” Nolan observed. “Is that because these are your lands?”
“My lands?”
He paused. “I have been reading the collection you penned: ‘Historia Vltima Aulae Marinae.’”
“The final history of the sea court.” Mara smiled. “Your Latin is improving.”
“My parents insisted I learn,” he replied. “Though I have always been better at reading than speaking.”
“I am glad to hear of your parents’ insistence. So few of the younger generation learn the ancient languages, and even some who are older forget.”
“Latin is such a beautiful language.”
“Yes,” Mara replied. “My favorite of the languages I have learned. And I speak quite a few.”
Nolan took a step forward, shifting closer to where Mara stood. “May I ask you something, my lady?”
“Yes.”
“I would like to know, well...” His words trailed. “Forgive me, I do not want to overstep.”
Mara drew a deep breath, then instantly regretted doing so as the sweet scent assaulted her. “Is it about Liza?”
Nervous, he stared in every direction but hers.
“It must be about Liza. What do you want to know?”
“I’ve heard many pieces of the past. Some stories are consistent. Others are not. It’s not my affair, but watching you and Edward, seeing the two of you together, I...”
“You don’t understand how he could have fallen in love with Liza?” Nolan did not reply, which was answer enough. Mara motioned to two chairs inside the adjacent room. “Would you please bring those? This is a long story and I would prefer not to stand during its telling.”
 






Chapter V
 
Present Day
 
“As you are aware,” Mara began, “Edward was sent on a secret mission for Queen Clarissa in the year 900 AD. He completed the objective, but was taken captive by the Bròn court on his return journey.” Mara pressed back a strand of her hair, which had been blown free by the erratic mountain breeze. “Most assumed Edward had been killed during his quest. I alone refused to believe him dead. Dreams, visions...call it what you like. A part of me knew he was alive. But...” Even now, over a thousand years later, the confession still tasted bitter. “He was gone for twenty-five years, and held captive for twenty of them.”
“Yes,” Nolan replied softly. “You told me as much when we spoke previously.”
“Yes, but what I did not tell you, Nolan, was that during those years he was frequently tortured. Nor did I detail the vengeance I wrought upon those who had done him harm. Phillip and I led the men. We killed every single person who had touched him. Even some...one especially...who did not deserve...who...” Mara shook her head. “It does not matter now. What was done, was done, and I live every day with the consequences of my choices.”
“I still can’t believe they tortured him for so long.”
“Yes,” Mara answered. “For twenty years, and when not being abused, he was left to rot in that underground prison. By the time we found him, he was not the same. Neither of us, truly, was the same by that point. Both damaged. Him from years of captivity and pain. And I, through unwanted visions, watched helplessly while he endured.” Mara shook her head. “We saved him, and killed those who had wronged him, on the same night. When I first found him in the dungeons, I had been alone, the only member of the Lorcan Court among the Bròn. Most of those who assisted me with vengeance did so sight unseen. Edward was in no shape to receive visitors. However, Liza, the Crown Princess of the Lorcan Court...well...she was another matter.”






Chapter VI
 
925 AD
 
Mara woke Edward as gently as she could, placing a hand upon his shoulder as she knelt down. “Edward,” she spoke softly. He opened his eyes and, for a moment, they widened in confused fear. “It’s all right,” she soothed, taking his hand in her own. “I’m here, mi amor.”
“Mara. I...”
“I know.” She broke into a smile. “Listen, my love, I need to ask you something.”
He nodded, inviting her to continue.
“Everyone wants to see you, my lord. No doubt, you are aware of this. But there is one in particular whom I think...” She drew a deep breath, re-centering herself. “The princess is asking for you, Edward. I don’t know if you are up for seeing her, but...”
“Liza?”
“Yes. She would like to see you, if only briefly. I think, to confirm your safety for herself. Do you think you could sit up long enough to greet her?”
“I can,” he answered, rising from the bed. Mara reached forward, steadying him while he placed his back against the wall, which the bed had been pushed against.
“She knows you are injured, so there is no need to pretend otherwise.”
He parted his lips as though to argue, then squinted in pain and simply nodded. Mara stood and walked toward the door when Edward called, “Wait.”
Mara turned back toward him. “I can tell her no. That you are not ready. I assure you, she will respect your wishes on this matter—everyone will.”
“No, it’s not that.”
Mara searched his gaze. “She’s lovely, Edward. Gentle and kind, as sweet as the child you knew.” Mara drew a breath. “She has my mother’s eyes.”
“Your eyes?”
“Yes. My eyes.” Mara walked back toward the bed and stopped several paces in front of him. “She cried every night, for months when you left. It broke her heart almost as much as mine when you left. And...she never gave up on the hope that you would one day return. She...” Mara shook her head, a genuine smile crossing her features. “She asked about you all the time, Edward. Had me tell her stories about your great deeds. She’s lovely, Edward. So much more like my mother than her own. And, my love, she is asking for you.”
Edward drew a deep breath, then nodded. “I will see her.”
Mara gave a nod and walked toward the door where the princess waited.






Chapter VII
 
925 AD
 
Princess Liza paced outside Mara’s borrowed chambers in the Bròn Court. Before her stood Sub-Captain Davith, stubbornly refusing to allow her entrance, despite her royal rank. “Is it true?” Liza demanded. “Is Edward alive? Why won’t anyone allow me to see him?”
“My princess,” Davith began, attempting to decide if it was his place to inform her of what had transpired. He was saved when Mara appeared at the door.
“It’s all right,” Mara told him. “I can take it from here.”
Davith turned and offered a nod to his captain, then stepped aside, allowing Mara to take his place between Liza and the wooden door.
“Is he here? Is he alive? It is true?” The questions came out in an uncontrollable flurry.
“Yes,” Mara answered. “Yes, he is here. And he is alive.”
“Oh my gods!” Liza exclaimed, her hand pressing hard to her lips. “Oh my gods! Oh my gods!”
“Yes,” Mara interrupted her rambling.
“I want to see him. I need to...”
“Yes,” Mara answered again. “But, my princess, before you do that, I need you to draw a deep breath and listen to me.”
It was a struggle to follow Mara’s instructions. Her heart pounded so hard it threatened to burst, and her throat protested as she attempted to draw the deep breaths demanded of her. Edward’s alive, her mind repeated, over and over. He’s alive.
“Liza, I need you to look at me,” Mara further instructed. Liza moved her violet-silver eyes to her cousin’s matching ones. “Edward is alive, but he has been gravely injured and was confined in the dungeons for a very long time. He isn’t himself yet, Liza. I will let you see him, if you wish. But, I need you to understand he is hurt. You must go in with that knowledge.”
“Oh my gods,” Liza whispered again. “They hurt him all this time. You...you were right all along, weren’t you?”
Mara did not answer her question, instead moving a gentle hand to Liza’s shoulder. “I will allow you to see him, my princess, if you wish. But if he acts strangely, or requests you leave, then I must ask you to honor his wishes and to accept...to understand...it is not that he does not wish to see you, my lady. Only that he is hurt.”
Liza paused, taking the time required to fully digest Mara’s words before nodding. “I understand. I just...I need to see him. I need to know...to see...not that I don’t trust you, I do. I just...”
“It’s perfectly all right, Princess,” Mara replied. “Come.” Mara stepped back, pushing the door open. Liza paused at the threshold, as though fearful to cross it, then drew another deep breath and stepped into the room.
Eyes closed, Edward sat on the bed’s edge at the opposite side of the room. He had been given clothes borrowed from Phillip, the majority of his bandages covered by the black shirt and matching leather pants he now wore.
Liza froze a few steps inside the room, her eyes darting around until they came to focus on the figure before her. She then took several steps closer. At the sound, his dark eyes opened. “Mara?” he asked of the princess, who looked strikingly like her cousin. 
“No,” Mara corrected, moving from the now closed door to stand beside the princess. “Edward, this is—”
“Liza,” he said. “It must be Liza.” He smiled at the young girl who stood unmoving in the room’s center. “Tell me, my princess, have you learned how to keep the nightmares at bay?”
“Edward?” Liza made his name a question. “Edward, is it really you?”
Despite the pain of his injuries keeping him on the bed, he smiled broadly. “At your service, my lady.”
“Edward!” she cried, racing forward to throw herself into the arms of her long-lost protector. “Edward, you’re alive!” she exclaimed. “Thank the gods!” Her arms wrapped tightly around his neck and he was unable to suppress a hiss of pain as she pressed against his injuries. “Oh...” She pulled back. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to...”
“It’s all right, my princess,” he whispered.
“I just...I thought I would never see you again.”
“I am sorry to have made you worry so.”
“No.” She pulled back further, and in place of tears wore a dazzling smile. “You’re alive. I can’t believe it. I am so happy. I am...” She hugged him again, this time more carefully, and he returned the gesture. He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her close as she buried her face in the soft fabric of his shirt. “It will all be fine now. You’re back, and everything will be better. Everything...”
“I’ve missed you too,” he told her. His eyes moved to Mara’s, who watched from the side of the room. “You’re right. Everything will be fine.”
To which princess he was speaking, Mara would never know.






Chapter VIII
 
925 AD
 
Atop her mount, Mara scanned the area outside the royal grounds of the Lorcan Court. The tall forest trees thinned, before opening into a vast green field. The morning air was crisp, tinged with the sweet scent of wild flowers, which speckled the ground.
News of Edward’s deliverance had traveled ahead of his return. Hundreds of immortals had gathered to celebrate, and see with their own eyes that their lost hero had returned. To ensure his safety, Mara had moved Edward to the center of Princess Liza’s riding party, implementing the same rule for Edward which had always stood where the princess was concerned—no one gets close. Personally, Mara would have preferred the grounds be cleared as the riding party approached, but the queen had disregarded her wishes, insisting the court see for themselves their captain had returned. Clarissa’s party had ridden ahead of Liza’s, the queen wanting to personally prepare for the celebration of her captain’s safe return.
Mara stopped her men an hour outside the royal grounds and tended to Edward’s injuries, rebinding his left side as tight as she dared. “You’ll share the princess’ mount,” she said. “The crowds will want to see you smile and wave. I will get you out of there as soon as I can.”
“I can ride on my own.”
Mara suppressed a sigh. “I’m sure you can. But I would rather you travel with Princess Liza. The queen wants a show. Her captain riding in with her daughter will give the queen what she asks.” And give me one less thing to worry about.
“I don’t mind riding double with Edward.” Liza appeared beside them, a sweet smile upon her face. “That is, unless you don’t consider me a worthy escort.”
“On the contrary, my princess,” Edward said. “I would be honored.”
He shifted to climb to his feet. Mara reached down to assist him, but he refused her hand. “I’m fine,” he insisted.
Mara parted her lips to argue, when Liza did so for her. “She knows you can do it yourself,” Liza said, offering her own hand. “Surely you would not refuse the hands of both your princesses.” She gave a smile so genuine and sweet, it would have melted the heart of a far colder man. Edward returned the expression and dutifully placed one of his hands in each of theirs. Together, they pulled the captain to his feet. He then offered each an arm and walked between them to where the princess’ white stallion, Astrea, waited. 
Edward let go of the girls’ arms to mount while Mara knelt down, assisting the princess into the saddle, in front of Edward. Liza pressed her back against Edward’s chest while his arms came around her to manage the reins. 
Mara walked across the open field to speak with her sub-captain, who was in his normal dark attire, blade tucked securely against his side in a worn leather sheath.
“What is the protocol, Captain?” he deferred to Mara’s higher rank.
“Same as always,” she answered. “Have the men encircle Princess Liza. I will take the lead. No one gets close, I don’t care what title they hold. Our aim is to get them both through that crowd, back to the safety of the palace, as soon as possible.”
“Understood,” he answered. “It should go smoothly enough. They just want to see him.” She nodded but could not draw her gaze from his, prompting Davith to offer a comforting smile. “None of us will let anything happen to him, Mara. We will all be watching out for him.”
Mara nodded. “That is why, Davith, it is your job to watch the princess. I’m tired and distracted. Protect the princess today. Over anyone else, if needed.”
He nodded again. “As you command, my lady.”
“Thank you.” She turned from him and walked across the grounds to where her own gray stallion, Shadow, stood with his reins tied loosely around one of the perimeter trees. His ears flicked, no doubt alert to the tension in his rider, and anxious for the stables at home. She stroked his long neck, allowing herself to draw several slow breaths, enjoying the horse’s scent and his soft exhales against her face. After carefully adjusting the Arius blade around her waist, she climbed onto the leather saddle and gathered his reins. “All right, boy. Almost home.”
Seeing her on the horse, Davith mounted his own on the opposite side of the field and started shouting orders. Men took their positions around where Edward now rode with the princess. Mara moved Shadow to the front of the riding party and motioned them forward. No need to look back and confirm readiness, the thunder of pounding hooves announced their arrival at the Lorcan Court.
 






Chapter IX
 
925 AD
 
After a short ride, the wrought iron gates of the Lorcan Court stood before them. Without direction, the entire party paused to gather before the gates. When everyone had assembled, Davith rode to Mara’s right side. Both turned on their mounts, surveying the crowd and their party, in an attempt to ensure no one had been left behind or moved out of formation. 
Once satisfied, Mara turned back to the closed gates and spoke the expected words. “Open in the name of her Royal Highness, Princess Liza Mellissa Sethian and the Captain of her Majesty’s Royal Guard, Edward Sethrick.”
A moment of stillness followed, then a loud creak shattered the air as the towering gates swung open, a voice from the opposite side calling, “Open in the name of Princess Liza!” 
The gates opened and Mara saw several additional members of the guard on the opposite side. Two of the riders moved forward. Mara recognized the first as Phillip, his short blond hair ruffled by the wind. Beside him—hard to miss with hair so blond it could be called silver—was Mathew, a younger up-and-coming member of the guard. When they reached her, both men pulled on their reins and paused in front of the princess’ captains. “There’s a substantial crowd gathered,” Phillip addressed them. “People have come from all corners of Lorcan lands, and other kingdoms as well. I thought perhaps some extra guardsmen...”
“Yes,” Mara answered. “It would be much appreciated, Sub-Captain.”
Phillip raised a hand, motioning the rest of the men forward. With practiced ease, they took their places around and behind the original party. Satisfied, Phillip took a position flanking Mara’s left side, across from Davith. Together, the three led the party toward the castle proper. 
The low thrum of voices overcame the clatter of shod hooves on dried mud. With a left turn, the crowd came into view. As Mara had feared, hundreds had come to see the return of their captain. Gathered on either side of the dirt path, they stood clustered, straining to see as the riding party made their way closer.
“Keep going,” Mara instructed. “I am going to drop back, beside the princess.” She did not wait for an answer, but turned and maneuvered through the cluster of guardsmen, moving Shadow directly to the left of Astrea. “There’s a crowd,” she cautioned.
“I doubt they’re dangerous,” Liza said.
“As do I, Princess,” Mara reassured her younger charge. “However, we must ensure all precautions are taken.”
Liza smiled. “Edward has been telling me about the time he saved the Dolor Court prince from an attack by the Muir.”
Mara’s turn to smile. “You’ve only heard that story a few hundred times.”
“But never from him!” She laughed, then rushed to make amends. “Not that you didn’t tell it wonderfully, Mara. You did, but...”
“It’s perfectly all right, Princess,” Mara said, as she scanned the crowd. “I’ve always preferred to hear stories directly from him as well.”
When they reached the line of onlookers, someone cried out, “It’s the captain! The captain has returned!” This pronouncement was followed by an uproar of screams and cheers. Mara’s hand slid down and she tightened her grip on the Arius blade’s hilt. The men standing along the path did their job, providing a wide margin between the incoming party and those gathered. To Mara’s relief, not a single person made it past the men, and among those few who tried in their excitement, none were injured.
Playing the part, Edward forced a smile and an occasional wave, allowing the princess to take the reins as he did so. Mara’s attention continually shifted between the men, the crowd, and the princess at her side. 
A startling realization dawned, which pulled at a deep-seated anger Mara had not even known existed. All of these people, smiling, waving, straining for a glimpse of the captain, each and every one of them had left this man for dead. Yet here they were, acting as though they were worthy of celebrating his return. Mara’s rage grew worse as they approached the palace, where the highest-ranking celebrants waited.
An immense open-air pavilion stood over one of the far gardens, with wide steps leading up to the white marble floor. At the top, stood a group of court lords. On a dark stone throne inlaid with strips of silver, sat Queen Clarissa, artfully posed in a black gown that blended seamlessly with her ebony hair. Her naked Arius blade was on display beside her, resting atop a crimson cushion, the perfect contrast for its shimmering gold hilt inlaid with crushed rubies. The blade itself, like all Arius swords, was silver, but the center of this blade had been lined with a mixture of scattered rubies and diamonds. It appeared to have been splashed with mica, which glistened in the brilliant midday sun.
As the riding party reached the stairs, the guards separated, allowing Mara, Edward, and Liza to ride to the front. A silence fell over those gathered as Davith dismounted and moved to assist the princess. Once she was on the marble steps, Edward also dismounted, followed by Mara. Liza slipped her arm under Edward’s, requesting he escort her up the pavilion steps. Mara watched them wearily as Davith stepped beside her and offered his arm. She accepted, and together they followed the higher-ranked couple.
The unnatural silence persisted as they ascended, only broken when Edward and Liza reached the top step. “All hail the princess and the Captain of the Royal Guard!” someone shouted. A roar broke out through the crowd surrounding the queen, which was echoed by those below.
 “All hail the princess and the Captain of the Royal Guard!” a different voice called, which became a chant as they walked toward the queen. Clarissa remained still, permitting the adulation to continue.
When they reached the throne, Edward and Liza both dropped to their knees, bowing their heads. Behind them, Mara and Davith followed suit.
After a few more rounds of chanting, the queen raised her hand, motioning the crowds to silence. “So,” she raised her voice, “it would seem that our long-lost captain has returned.”
Cheers and whistles filtered through, then faded back to silence.
“Tell me, daughter,” she addressed Liza, motioning for her to rise. “What do you think should be done, now that the captain has returned?”
“He should be rewarded,” Liza answered without hesitation.
“Ahh,” the queen said, rising from the throne to move across the floor. Lowering her voice, to only be heard by those closest to her, “Rewarded, is it?”
“Yes,” Liza answered, emphatic. “He is a hero of this court, and carried out his mission at a high personal cost. It is the least we should do.”
“Rewarded,” Clarissa said again, as though testing the weight of the word against her tongue. “For doing his job?”
The words confused Liza. “For enduring all of those years in captivity,” she replied. “For surviving. For keeping the secrets. For...”
“In other words,” the queen stated, “for doing his job.”
Her eyes then shifted, not to where Edward knelt, but to Mara. “Tell me, Niece. Do you agree with my daughter’s assessment? Should the captain be rewarded?”
A new layer of fear crept over Mara’s shoulders, her entire body tensing at the queen’s tone, one she knew far too well. “Your Majesty.” She chose her words carefully. “A reward is not for me to decide. That is a right reserved only for yourself, the queen.”
“Yes,” Clarissa drew out the word into a hiss. “Yet I have asked you, my niece. And I expect an answer.”
“Your Majesty,” Mara tried again. “I...I believe that...”
“Go on.”
“I would formally reinstate him, to his rightful position as Captain of the Royal Guard of the Lorcan Court. And I would thank him publicly for his service, to appease the crowds.”
“And as for his reward?”
Mara inhaled. “No true knight would dream of any reward, beyond being allowed to perform their duty to the best of their ability, for as long as they can. No more, no less.”
“Hmm.” The queen leaned closer to whisper in Mara’s ear. “It would seem my daughter still has much she could learn from you, my niece.”
“I would never presume to teach the heir to the throne anything, my queen. My only desire is to be at her service, whenever she has need.”
“A perfect answer, Mara.” She turned toward Edward. “You always give such perfect answers. Not unlike another knight I know.”
“A comparison I consider an honor, my queen.”
Clarissa turned back to Mara. “Unfortunately, the captain must receive a reward. The other nobles seem to agree with my daughter. It is always easier to deal with them if appeased, on occasion, and this should tide them over for quite some time.”
Mara restricted her breathing to sharp, regulated breaths. “As you see fit, my queen.”
“Rise, Mara,” the queen commanded. Mara moved, then froze again as the queen leaned forward. “It is a shame you are not my heir. You would make a much more suitable queen than my naive daughter.”
A chill slid down Mara’s spine. “I assure you, my queen, she will learn.”
“Some things cannot be learned, Mara. And I fear that, in the case of my daughter, cruelness will be a hard lesson.” 
Mara’s gaze slid to Liza’s smiling face, as she stared adoringly down at her long-lost hero. 
Following her gaze, the queen added, “Yes, I think it will be a harsh lesson indeed.”
“I would think, Your Majesty,” Mara answered softly, unable to take her eyes off her young cousin, “that cruelty would be a harsh lesson for anyone to learn.”
“Yes,” she answered, still whispering for Mara’s ears alone. “Yet you and I both know, harder for some than others.” This time Mara remained silent. The queen shook her head, then commanded the remainder of those kneeling to rise.
She walked back to her throne and raised her voice to be heard over the crowd. “Our captain has indeed returned to us and as such, shall be rewarded for the bravery and fortitude shown during his captivity within the walls of the Brón Court. Come forth, Edward, be recognized before your queen and the highest ranking members of the Lorcan ruling families.”
He took several steps forward while Mara moved to take his place beside the princess. “Kneel,” Clarissa instructed, grasping the golden hilt of her Arius blade and moving the sword toward him. “Edward Alexander Sethrick,” she stated. “I hereby reinstate you to your former rank, as Captain of the Royal Guard, and bestow the additional rank of High Lord of Phlegon.” Pronouncement made, the queen touched the flat edge of her blade to both of Edward’s shoulders. “Arise Lord and Captain Edward.”
Stiffly, he complied. The crowd burst into cheers, whistling and shouting as though the titles had been granted to them and not the man who had suffered for so long.
“And now what of you, my niece?”
“Me?” Mara answered, caught off guard. 
“Yes, you. You, who went so valiantly down into the dungeon to both save, and later avenge, our beloved captain?”
Mara shifted uncomfortably under the direct stare of her aunt’s green eyes. “I assure you, my queen, I merely did what my job...” and heart, she added silently, “required.”
“Would you not claim some reward?”
Your blessing to be with him forever weighed on the tip of her tongue. Yet there was something wrong, condescending about this particular line of questioning. A deep-seated fear danced along her skin, warning her of the danger in speaking her heart’s greatest desire. 
“As I stated previously, my queen, I did only what would be expected of any knight of my rank.”
The queen’s smile slipped. Not the answer she had been hoping to hear. She shrugged and said, “Come forth, Captain Mara, and be recognized.”
Heart pounding erratically, Mara stepped forward and knelt before her queen, as Edward had done moments before. “It gives me great pleasure,” she spoke to those surrounding her, “to formally recognize Mara Clarissa Sethian, daughter of my beloved sister and captain to my daughter’s Royal Guard, for her bravery, and ruthlessness, in both finding and avenging...” She paused on this word, allowing Mara’s mind to wander back down those damp dungeon steps. The screams of dying men echoing around her as she swung her Arius blade. The awful sound of breaking bones. The copper tang of blood that would forever stain those ancient walls. The noble Arron’s resigned expression. A life she did not want to take, but would not be permitted to spare.
I knew my fate the moment I learned his name, he had said. He made me want to be a better knight.
“Avenging,” the queen repeated, “our captain, most beloved. For these most heroic”—an odd way to speak of the massacre Mara had led—“of deeds, I bestow upon her the title Lady of Melaena. Arise, Mara, and be recognized.”
Mara arose to an additional round of cheers, chants, and whistling while coldness filled her soul. A title her aunt would now use at every opportunity. A name, to serve as a constant reminder of the bloodbath she had led, and the friend she had been forced to kill in the name of something she had never before believed in—vengeance.
People surged forward to congratulate the newly titled lord and lady. So many people, bodies touching her in their attempt to speak. 
She blinked and could see him. Arron, whom she had grown to like. Who had stood guard faithfully over the princess, with her. Who had done what he could to care for Edward, to give him comfort. His blood covered her hands as she sank her blade deep into his chest. The gasps of his final breaths filled her ears as his skewered heart struggled to beat, just one last time.
Her eyes flew open to find Phillip beside her. “I’m going to be sick.”
He nodded, understanding instantly, and called for the guards, who ascended the steps, pushing back the hands that attempted to reach for her. Mara and Edward were escorted in a tight circle of guardsmen down the steps, and into the inner garden sanctum, restricted to those of royal rank, their guards, and personal guests. Mara knelt in the grass, fighting the urge to vomit from the overwhelming tide of emotions.
His hand on her back, Edward’s steadying voice washed over her. “Mara.” 
She took several deep breaths, forcing vile liquid to stay within the confines of her stomach. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I just...there were so many...”
“What she did was cruel,” Edward said, recognizing her pain without the need for explanation. “I am the one who is sorry, my rose. What you were forced to do, to save me.” He wrapped his arms around her, and gently turned her so that she sat facing him, her head on his shoulder as he held her close. “What you were forced to do. Oh gods, Mara. No one should have to take an immortal life, especially not one as young as you. I cannot begin to—”
“I killed Arron,” she confessed in a broken voice. “I thanked him for saving your life. Then...I killed him. The queen...” Her body trembled in his arms. “No mercy, Edward. I killed him. I had to. He stood guard, night after night, while they hurt...while you were being...”
“I am here, mea rosa. I am here.”
“I missed you, Edward. I missed you so much I thought I would die. I missed you every moment.” She lost her battle with tears and dug her fingers into the cloth of his shirt.
“Oh, my love,” he answered. “I wanted to tell them. I wanted to...I swear.”
“I wish you had taken me with you. I wish you had...”
“No,” he answered. “Non, mi amor. You would have been dragged down into hell with me. And that, I could not have endured.”
But I was there, she wanted to scream. I saw what they did. I heard your cries. I watched them split your skin, helpless to stop them. 
She did not utter the words, refusing to burden him further. Instead, she lay in his arms, tears spilling from her violet eyes into the garden of immortal roses. 






Chapter X
 
Present Day
 
Nolan stared at Mara from his seated position on the balcony. “The queen,” he said, “she really is...I mean...”
“Ask your question.”
“No,” Nolan replied. “It would be out of line, drastically so.”
“Ask it anyway.” 
“The queen,” Nolan started again, “is she really as...”
“She’s a monster,” Mara said flatly. “A sadistic, cruel, psychotic monster. If that is what you are too afraid to ask.”
“How has she remained in power? Why wouldn’t someone have...”
“Do you honestly believe no one has attempted to dethrone my aunt?” Mara gave a harsh laugh. “Believe me, Nolan, many have tried. History is littered with those who have tried, though their names have been ripped from its pages. Never to be spoken again, on pain of death. The orders of my aunt, and sovereign queen.”
“So the guard has stopped them all?”
“Most,” Mara answered. “The lucky ones.”
“What do you mean?”
“Others were killed by the queen herself. The...not-so-lucky ones.” 
“The queen?”
“My aunt,” Mara revealed, “is as much an expert with the blade as I am. As queen, it was her prerogative to be trained. My grandfather, King Cathair, insisted she learn if she were to one day sit upon his throne.”
“Wait. The queen—the queen of the Ciar Court—is an expert swordsman?”
“An expert with blades of all forms,” Mara corrected. She closed her eyes and could see her aunt’s form, pale hand clutching the knife, its silver tip painted scarlet in blood. Cruel, harsh laughter rang in her ears. Mara shook her head, opening her eyes to clear the haunting memory. 
“Where were we?” she asked the younger knight.
“Edward had just returned back to the courts,” he answered. 
“Yes. Edward had returned. But in many ways, perhaps the most important ways, the nightmare of his captivity, and what it had done to him, was only beginning to surface.”
 
*
 
925 AD
 
The sharp, silver tip of the leather whip cracked with brutal force against Edward’s back. Thin streams of blood trickled from his torso, oozing down his legs, and dripping onto the stone beneath him. The smell of blood mixed with the foul sweat of his tormentors as the relentless pain continued.
“That’s twenty.” The gruff voice of his captor filled the cell as he dropped the whip, offering his victim a brief moment of respite as he moved to a wooden table and grabbed a goblet of water.
“Well, I’ll hand it to him,” a second man said, gesturing to where Edward stood. “He’s a tough bastard. I wonder if he can even feel the lashes anymore?”
From the door, a third man, this one carrying a jeweled sword identifying his higher status, stepped forward. He moved with an arrogant swagger to the center of the room where Edward hung, his arms high above him in thick, silver chains. “He feels them,” the sub-captain, Richard, replied as his cold eyes met Edward’s dark gaze. “But I think you are correct. It will not be the lash that will make him scream.”
The sub-captain pulled a slender bronze knife from his side. Without warning, he plunged it into Edward’s left shoulder. Edward cried out as the man pulled back the blade, turning it sideways, slicing a chunk of his flesh.
Edward groaned with each punishing cut. The chains, which had been painful before, turned to agony as his torn, throbbing arms were forced to sustain his weight in their suspended position. Richard offered a smile before plunging the short knife into Edward’s opposite shoulder, drawing another moan as he cut through more skin and muscle. 
Richard moved back toward the table where the other men stood. He took a noisy drink from one of the goblets, offering none to his tormented captive. Quenched, he took the blood-drenched knife and held it over a candle flame, carefully twisting the metal to heat it on both sides. The dull bronze transformed to a bright, cherry red, the heat radiating off in visible waves. Thus equipped, he walked back toward his captive.
A thin smile twisted Richard’s lips as he briefly held the knife in front of Edward before placing the flat side of the heated blade against the exposed flesh of his captive’s shoulder, drawing the first true scream from his parched lips.
“Edward!” Mara’s panicked voice woke him from the hated dream. “Edward, mi amor. Please wake up.” He jerked from the bed, his eyes instantly wide, and found himself across the room before he realized he had moved. He went to the far wall and placed his hand against it, leaning down to stare at the stone floor as he fought to slow the frantic beat of his heart.
Mara rose from the bed, her pale skin glowing against the darkness surrounding her. Under a cloak, her silk gown pooled around her ankles as she moved forward, breathing in the dank, stale air of the underground cavern.
“Edward?” Mara spoke softly.
He did not turn to face her.
“Edward,” she said again. “I am going to place my hand on your back.” Her fingers moved to touch the center of his broad shoulders. He remained still under her caress, but tensed as her hand traveled across his back. When she reached his right arm, Edward jerked, turning to press his back against the wall. He grabbed her wrists tight enough she gave a surprised yelp.
“Edward, please.”
He lessened his grip and she moved her palm to the side of his face. “ego adsum, mi amor. I am here. You are safe.”
Edward closed his eyes, focusing on the sound of her soothing voice.
“Everything is going to be all right, my love.”
“I...”
“A nightmare, nothing more.”
He shook his head, shame engulfing him. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Did I hurt you?” He moved his hands to her wrists, which were beginning to bruise.
“No,” she lied. “Edward, I want to help you. Please, mi amor. Speak to me.”
He searched her wide, violet eyes and his guilt deepened at their concern. “A dream,” he affirmed, unable to stand the thought of burdening her further. “A nightmare, as you said. Nothing more. I didn’t mean to upset you.”
“Forget upsetting me,” she answered. “I am fine, Edward. It is you I am worried about.” She moved her hands to both sides of his face, cradling it gently. “Your nightmares are getting worse. Will you not speak to me, mi amor? I want to know...” 
“You don’t,” he countered. “You don’t want to know.”
“Yes, I do.” She leaned closer, her hot breath warming his skin as she stared into his eyes. “haud solus es,” she said. “You do not have to go through this alone.”
He pulled away from her, pushing her aside as he walked back to the bed, but did not lie down. Instead, he turned to face her with an unexpected anger. “If you are offering your pity, you can save it.”
“Pity?”
“I don’t want it, Mara. Not from you.”
“Pity?” she asked again. “This is not pity, Edward. My gods...is that what you think?”
“What is it then? This sadness, this insistent—”
“I love you!” she shouted, her own anger rising to meet his as she moved briskly across the room to stand before him. “I love you, Edward. I was not the one in those dungeons, but...” She drew a ragged breath. “I lost everything when you walked out that door. You were everything! My heart, my love, my happiness, my soul, my very reason for breathing! And you were dead! For twenty-five years, you were dead. This isn’t pity! How dare you call my love so. I want to help you. I need you to tell me. To share...to...” Her respiration was shallow, each breath a struggle.
Edward reached forward and grabbed her arm, pulling her into an unexpected kiss. Not one of tenderness, or longing, but a punishing, insistent claim. She attempted to pull away, but he held her, gentling the contact, molding his lips to hers. She jerked back a second time, and broke away enough to speak. 
“No,” she said. “We need to talk. I need you to talk to me.”
“Please,” he answered, stepping forward to press her into a second demanding kiss, the very act becoming a desperate plea, pain and confusion transforming to need and searing desire. Mara’s need responded to his own, as the loneliness of twenty-five years washed over her. By the time he pulled back to draw breath, she’d drowned in the memory of hopelessness. “Mara...”
“Yes.”
The single word, enough. He pushed the cloak from her pale shoulders; it landed in a crumpled heap. Beneath, she wore a thin gown of black silk that laced up the front. Edward moved Mara’s nimble hands aside, choosing to not unlace the tightly threaded fabric. Instead, he ripped it open, splitting the gown in half, and roughly pulling it down her body to join the cloak below.
Naked, Mara’s breath caught as Edward’s eyes devoured every inch of her pale skin. He stepped closer, drawing her mouth against his own. Needing more, he slid his arms around her, pushing her exposed nipples against his chest. The scent of lavender filled his senses as he wrapped himself in her hair. A starving man at a banquet, his hands slid down her sides, touching the swell of her breasts before moving lower, to her ribs, and the expanse of her narrow hips. His lips sampled her neck, then kissed the side of her throat, before moving back to her lips. “mea rosa,” he whispered. “mea rosa immortalis.”
“Yes,” she managed to answer on a heated breath. “Your rose,” she whispered. “Forever yours, mi amor.”
He lifted her from the floor, carrying her in his arms before lowering her to the center of the expansive bed. Edward stared for several moments, taking in her feminine form, illuminated by flickering firelight. Hair cascading in loose waves over rose-tipped breasts. Silver-centered eyes glinting as though filled with a light all their own. Strong legs flexing with need in the mahogany pelts. 
“Edward.” Her voice was breathy with undeniable desire as his eyes moved over her.
“I don’t want to hurt you, Mara.”
Confusion blended with lust. “Hurt me? I don’t...”
“Twenty-five years, Mara. Everything is so...twenty-five years. I don’t know how much I can...how...”
“I love you.” The words came forcefully. Sure.
Sitting on the bed, he moved his hand to her lips, his touch silencing her words. He traced his fingers across her lips before moving slowly down her throat. Leaning over her, he followed the trail with his lips, kissing her face, her neck, the hollow of her throat. His hand slid between her breasts, and back to encircle the engorged flesh. When he finally touched her right nipple, her entire body tightened. 
“Edward,” she gasped his name.
He moved his lips to where his hands had been and her body jerked, her back arching from the bed at the touch she craved. Suckling gently, he pulled a series of gasps from his lover’s lips. Then he moved across her chest with soft kisses, repeating the act on her other breast, while his hands parted her smooth thighs.
“I love you, Mara,” he said. “I need you to know that. I love you. And that love—your love—saved my life.”
“te amo,” she replied. “te amo.”
Edward slid a finger inside her, causing Mara to cry out. He pulled back, and her arms reached for him when she heard the rustle of cloth as his clothes joined hers. She attempted to slide her arms around him, when he captured her wrists in his grasp, forcing them above her head.
Desire fled under a wave of panic. Terror grew as he slid his body over hers, pinning her further beneath unwanted memories. 
Don’t let him die! she had screamed, begging and pleading for his life, even as they tied her, pouring vile liquid down her throat. Condemning the man she loved to death.
“Wait.” The request soft, restricted by her attempts to fight through her fear. Not able to express herself in words, she attempted to pull her arms away, but his grip only tightened. Fear became a living, breathing creature stirring within her, overriding every thought. Memories consumed her as the man she loved restrained her against the bed.
 “Let me go!” A scream, prompting Edward to immediately release her.
She scrambled to a seated position, breathing unsteadily as he moved to the edge of the bed.
“Mara, what is it?”
She drew harsh, short breaths, as she fought against the rapid beat of her heart. Edward leaned toward her, touching her shoulder, which caused her to jump from the bed.
 “Don’t touch me!” she cried, against her will, grabbing her cloak from the floor and pulling it around her. 
“Mara, what’s wrong?” His turn to cautiously follow her across the room, though she managed to stop before she reached the far wall. When she’d remained perfectly still for several moments, Edward reached out and again, tentatively touched her shoulder. She bent at the waist, pressing her left arm against her stomach, and gave a harsh sob. “Mara,” he spoke softly, “what did I do?”
“Oh gods.” She shook her head vigorously.
“I shouldn’t have been so forceful. I—”
“It’s not your fault.” She fought to speak through the tears, unable to bring herself to face him. “It was me. My...”
Edward moved a second hand to her opposite shoulder and coaxed her to turn around.
“I don’t even know. I am...I...”
“What do you need, my lady?” His voice was so gentle.
“Hold me.”
He nodded, offering a slight smile. “I will hold you, Mara.” He led her to the side of the bed, tucking her under the thick pelts before moving beside her, pulling her nude form tightly against him, the furs protecting both from the cool night air. He lightly kissed her cheek, brushing her hair with his fingers as he soothed her, confused at what had caused her such panic. 
“te teneam, Mara, te in aeternum teneam,” he whispered. I will hold you forever.
 






Chapter XI
 
Present Day
 
Distant voices pierced the veil of darkness surrounding Sandra. She attempted to ignore them at first, but the shroud lifted, transforming the faded murmur to distinguishable words.
“We were not ready for this.” Mathew’s voice, the first she recognized.
“Can’t you just replace the spell?” Darek inquired.
“You understand nothing,” the enchantress’ voice hissed.
“What do you mean?” Darek asked.
“The roses came to her call,” the enchantress answered. “rosae immortales. You told me she was royalty, but failed to mention she was of the rose bloodline.”
“Does it matter which bloodline? One royal is as another.”
“You young fool.”
“How dare you speak to me in such a manner.”
“Enough!” the king interrupted, anger lacing his words. “There is no time for petty bickering.”
“You have a prince who understands nothing.”
“Then explain it to him.”
Still fighting her way through the darkness, Sandra found herself a captive audience, unable to do more than listen as her drained body lay beyond her control.
“Those of the rose bloodline, the rosa immortales, are true royals of the immortal courts. Those accepted by the gods, marked by the roses’ thirst of their sacred blood. You asked me to put a spell on a member of the immortal bloodline. Doing so could have damned us all and even now, we may yet face severe consequences!”
“I don’t understand,” the prince said. “What are immortal roses, and what the hell happened in that room?”
“They are the oldest of magics, the truest of all that we are. Some say that, should the roses perish, our people would cease to be born immortal. The roses are key to our eternal life.”
“Okay, fine,” the prince replied impatiently. “So she figured out that she is of this magical line. Can’t you just make her forget, as you have done before?”
The enchantress scoffed. “The roses feed from her veins. There is no spell that can hold her now. We must do the best we can with human science. But beware, no drug can hold a true immortal, at least, not for long.”
Now Sandra understood why she could not force her eyes open. She had been drugged, a poison that was, even now, dripping into her veins.
She’d drifted back to the edge of sleep when she heard someone shouting. “The roses!”
“They are tearing the tubes!”
A sharp pain bit into her left arm and then Sandra returned to a state of unconsciousness. 






Chapter XII
 
Present Day
 
Mara stood on the border of a faded rug before the men seated at a gray stone table. They’d gathered in one of the castle’s ancient ground floor chambers. The day cloudy and grim, Mara had lit a fire along the back wall, providing warmth to the typically cold room. She had lit extra candles to compensate for the lack of sun, which formed a consistent line down the length of the table. The guard members waited in silence for Mara to begin the meeting.
“I am grateful to see you all,” she began. “I called this meeting to discuss and, if needed, negotiate the establishment of a chain of command. As you can see,” she moved her hand in a wide, outward gesture, “there are more than a few captains and sub-captains gathered here.”
“Mara,” Edward said, from his seat directly to her right, “I am certain no one here would dream of contradicting your wishes.”
Mara turned back to address those gathered. “The battle we are planning will not be an easy one. King Mathew caught us ill-prepared for his attack upon the Black Rose Guard and he will be expecting some form of retaliation. There is no doubt in my mind that he would not have attempted this assault on my guard without being prepared to resist any response I may plan. So before I continue, I would like to give each of you, whose vows do not bind your fate to that of the Black Rose, the opportunity to seriously consider your participation. No ill will, nor lesser thought, shall befall any who wish to leave. You have my word as Captain of the Black Rose.” 
Her eyes scanned the faces, yet none rose from their chairs.
Mara nodded. “We are going to establish a workable chain of command.” She drew a deep breath. “As you are undoubtedly aware, my own second-in-command is no longer with us. For the purposes of this battle, I shall not appoint one from my own guard, but instead work within the established order of titles held by those in this room. Once decided, this chain of command will not be negotiable. I expect everyone to honor the authority of those above them, no matter from which court they hail. Is that understood?”
“Yes, Captain,” came the chorus of responses. 
“Okay, it looks like this then. I’m in command as Captain of the Rose. Captains Edward and Regald will be second and third, respectively. The three of us will plan the upcoming fight with the Arum Court. Assisting us will be Garreth, Sarah, and Aidan.” Here she paused, moving her gaze to meet the last man she had named. “For those unaware, congratulations are in order. Aidan, I am officially promoting you to the rank of sub-captain.”
“Me?” he stuttered.
“Unless it is a position you wish to have bestowed upon another?”
“No!” he said quickly. “I mean, I’m...I’m honored, Captain. I...I wasn’t expecting.”
Mara nodded. “You have earned the position, and I know it is one to which you shall bring great honor to yourself, this guard, and the memory of those who came before you.”
“Thank you, my lady. I will not disappoint you.”
She offered the faintest hint of a smile and turned back to the table. “All others will fall into line according to the rank you hold.”
“What about me?” Jake asked from his seat halfway down the table. “With all due respect, I am Edward’s second-in-command, not Garreth.”
“Yes,” Mara replied. “And I greatly appreciate your coming here. However, you will not be permitted to fight in this battle.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Jake,” Edward entered the conversation. “I am sending you back to the Ciar Court.”
Jake turned in his chair to fully face his captain. “What? You’re sending me away?”
“Yes.”
“Why? Brendan was as much my friend as yours—even more so. Why would you prevent me from helping to avenge his death?”
“Jake, listen...”
“And that girl. She was under my care at the Ciar Court. I offered to act as her escort. I deserve to help save her.”
Mara interrupted the debate, “Can we have the room please? We will call all of you back inside momentarily.”
Men stood and began to file out.
 “Regald, you stay as well,” Mara instructed. When the room cleared, Mara motioned for Jake to come closer to the front. “Please,” she invited, “join us here.”
Jake moved to the chair on Regald’s left. Once he was settled, Mara explained, “Jake, I know that Brendan was your friend. But you must understand that this is more complicated than it appears on the surface.”
“They killed him,” Jake said, his voice betraying the depth of his anger. “They killed him, and you won’t let me help.”
“It’s not that, Jake,” Mara soothed. “Please understand, you and Edward are not members of this guard. You’re Ciar.”
“So what? I’m supposed to not care because he went to work for someone else?”
“That is not it at all,” Mara answered with a sigh. “I know you two were friends for centuries, and you have kept in touch all your lives. Our decision has nothing to do with the strength of your lost rapport.”
“Then what does it have to do with?”
“The Ciar Queen must be protected. I cannot join the fight against the Arum Court without ensuring the queen is safe. Similarly, Edward won’t leave me to fight this one on my own.”
“Jake,” Edward interjected, “you are my second-in-command and my chosen successor. Should this battle go badly, you will be the next Captain of the Ciar Royal Guard.”
“Which is why,” Mara added, “you cannot fight in the battle. It is bad enough to have Edward do so. We can’t risk having you both present. Not only would it leave your guard leaderless, and your queen unprotected, it would look too much like war if the entire leadership joins this fight. Queen Clarissa would have no way of arguing, in any believable fashion, that she did not consent to the attack we are preparing. A full war would mean thousands of lives lost.”
“And you don’t think they’ll consider it war anyway, with Captain Edward by your side?”
“We have a love story that will defend his, as will be argued, rash decision,” Mara explained. “They will say he went to battle with an old flame, or whatever the modern term may be.”
“I’m sorry, Jake,” Edward said. “But this is the best way. You must return to the Ciar Court, and take your place as the acting Captain of the Royal Guard.”
“They’re right,” Regald added from beside Jake. “It would be the best way.”
Jake looked from his captain, to Mara, and then back to Edward. “I...I don’t want to be captain.” A touch of vulnerability filled his words. “You’ve been my captain all my life.”
“Yes, I have. And that is why I know that, should I not return from this battle, there are no better hands in which this guard could fall than yours. The men will look to you to lead them, and you shall do so with the skill and wisdom I have so come to admire over the centuries. You are ready to be captain, should the need arise, and I know, without a doubt, that you will make me proud.”
Jake stood and walked around to Edward, who moved to his feet as well. “You really think that I would be...”
“Without a doubt, my friend,” Edward answered. “You would be an amazing captain.”
“I appreciate that,” Jake answered, his voice returned to a more even tone. “But if you could try and make the promotion wait a few more centuries, I would be grateful.”
Edward nodded, raising his hand to lightly squeeze Jake’s shoulder. “I shall do my best.”
Jake nodded. “I suppose that is all I can ask.”
He turned to Mara and opened his arms. She smiled and stepped into them, allowing a brief embrace. “One way or another, it will all work out in the end,” she promised. “The gods know what is right. Trust in them, as we have always been bound to do.”
“I shall do as you ask, my lady. However, I have one request.”
“Name it,” Mara replied. “I shall do my utmost to fulfill any favor which lies in my power to grant.”
“Do you remember that ball, with the dignitaries of the Muir Court?”
A smile crept along Mara’s lips. “How could I forget?”
“Dancing is no different than the steps of a sword master,” she had told him. “They are intricately connected, the steps to the tempo of the music no different than those to the clash of the sword and the beat of your heart.” She took his hand in her own. “Follow my instructions,” she had said. “Lunge. Step back. Lunge, step back. Twist...”
“You taught me the steps of the dance, and through those steps, the ways of the blade as well.”
“Yes, I remember.”
“I want one last dance, my lady. If I may.”
Mara’s smile widened. “Okay,” she answered. “I think we could all do with some fun before this fight gets underway. I shall have the ballroom prepared.”
“Thank you.”
“My pleasure, Sub-Captain.” 






Chapter XIII
 
Present Day
 
King Mathew inhaled the sweet aroma, silvery-white immortal rose blossoms in a sea of green vines. Though normally a place of comfort, today he found the garden a reminder of how quickly his plans were falling apart. For nearly a century, he had kept Sandra hidden from those who would have exploited her lineage, maintaining secrecy so well, not even the young woman knew of her true power and birthright. 
He had not anticipated seeing Edward would trigger Sandra’s memories. How Sandra knew the famous captain was a mystery. His research indicated the two had never been in the same kingdom together, let alone met.
Another princess sacrificing herself for the famous captain. How he loathed the man who served eternally at Clarissa’s side. He’d tried, many times over the centuries, to find understanding in Mara’s insatiable love for the man who brought her nothing but pain. He had watched Mara suffer for centuries, pining for a man who could never love her the way she deserved. Edward’s heart had died when Liza drew her last breath.
Frustrated, the king reached out and caressed a nearby silky petal. Magnificent. I never thought I would live to see the day the roses again transformed for their chosen heir. A tempered joy. Because they bloomed not for him, nor his heirs, but rather for the woman he desperately wanted to have standing by Darek’s side. 
“My king.” His thoughts thus interrupted by a familiar voice, he turned to find Jayden, a sub-captain of his Royal Guard, kneeling. 
“Jayden,” Mathew addressed him. “I did not expect for you to return so soon.”
“Yes, my king.” Jayden’s posture bowed lower, touching the mulched ground.
Mathew drew a deep breath of perfumed air. “I assume this means your mission, to detain the Black Rose, was unsuccessful.”
Keeping his head down, Jayden confirmed the king’s statement. “Yes, my king. We detained the guard, initially. Mara threw down her blade and surrendered. But then...”
“Wait.” Confusion furrowed Mathew’s brow. “She surrendered?”
“Yes.” Jayden raised his eyes. “Nothing went according to plan.”
“What happened?”
“The initial invasion was successful. After that though, our strategy fell apart. There were people present who shouldn’t have been there and then—”
“Who shouldn’t have been there?”
“Nolan, primarily, in the Black Rose castle. At some point in the fight, Viktor threatened him, ordering Mara to drop her blade.”
Mathew shook his head. “Mara would never lay down her blade. Though it would pain her to let someone as young as Nolan die, she would nevertheless sacrifice him before surrendering.”
“Yes,” Jayden answered. “And that was Mara’s response...until the Ciar Captain asked her to comply.” 
“What? Edward was there?”
Jayden nodded. “He asked Mara to surrender, to save Nolan.”
“And she dropped her sword instantly.”
“Yes. We moved them to the dungeons. Viktor took the first shift while I attended to other matters. But...he couldn’t leave well-enough alone.” Jayden shook his head. “Viktor decided to take it upon himself, without my knowledge mind you, to use a knife on Edward while forcing Mara to watch.”
Mathew froze, a chill crawling along his spine. He knew well Mara’s view on torture. And of all the people, on Edward at that. “I gave no such orders.”
“I am aware, my king.”
“Where is Viktor? What happened?”
“They escaped,” Jayden answered. “Our men, and those of the Black Rose, battled. Viktor lost his life.”
Mathew’s eyes closed and a sigh escaped his lips. He had reprimanded Viktor, repeatedly, to respect each battle and opponent. How many times had he told him?
“As you are aware,” Jayden continued, “Regald was also there. We took his blade, which Viktor used during the fight, but he lost to Mara and...she killed him.” Jayden drew a breath. “Mara’s second-in-command was also killed. By Viktor.”
Mathew stared at Jayden in disbelief. “Wait, do you mean...Brendan?” His eyes closed. He had trained beside Brendan in his youth. They had risen through the ranks together, sharing a sub-captainship to Mara after the destruction of the Muir Court. A good friend. A better man than I. 
Mathew forced his eyes open and stared at Jayden, whose solemn expression spoke volumes. Mathew asked the question anyway, needing to hear the words spoken aloud. “Brendan is dead?”
“Yes, my king. Brendan is dead.”
Mathew took a step that transformed into a stumble, before sinking onto a nearby garden bench. “Brendan...”
“I am sorry, Your Majesty. I know you two were friends.”
“Yes,” Mathew answered in a soft voice. “We were.”
“He was the best man in your wedding, was he not?”
“Yes.” Mathew’s voice was thick with unrepressed sorrow. “We were good friends.”
Mathew raised his hand to his head and pressed his fingers against his temples. This wasn’t what I wanted. Not Brendan. 
Jayden remained silent, as the king slumped on the bench for several minutes, before clearing his throat. “I am sorry I failed you, my king.”
“No,” Mathew answered. “It’s not your fault. Going up against the Black Rose, even without Regald and Edward by Mara’s side, was a risky tactic. An unfortunate turn of events.”
Jayden bowed, silently.
“Relate this information to your men. Let them know to prepare. We may soon be facing Mara’s wrath, and everything must be ready. We can’t afford any more mistakes, especially if she has the two renowned captains by her side.”
“Yes, my king,” Jayden said, rising to leave. “One more thing, Your Majesty, if I may?”
Mathew nodded. “Go ahead.”
“I have it on good authority, from one of our spies, that both Mara and Edward now carry Arius blades.”
Silence filled the garden as Mathew absorbed this new information. After several moments of consideration, he finally nodded. “Thank you. Now go see to your men.”
“Yes, my king,” Jayden answered, then vanished behind the garden wall.
“She opened the chest.” Mathew spoke to the roses surrounding him. “She must indeed be angry.” Not that I blame her.
Recovering, he wiped at his eyes and inhaled deeply before rising from the bench. He allowed his gaze to wander over the unfamiliar white roses where there were previously dark blooms. Then, something caught his eye. 
In the center of a cluster, a lone red rose. A splash of blood among the garden of purity. He walked closer, his eyes transfixed upon the single shocking bloom. 
Mara is coming.






Chapter XIV
 
Present Day
 
Mara called the other men back into the room. Together, they outlined a plan to attack the Arum Court, and rescue Lady Sandra. They spoke for hours, each suggesting, and countering, various ideas on how to best enter the castle. A chief concern, the need for extreme caution. King Mathew would expect retaliation. Eventually, Mara grew exhausted and called the meeting to a halt, assuring everyone their concerns would be addressed the following morning.
Edward left to speak with Jake and a few others who would be returning to the Ciar Court, while Mara gave orders to have the grand ballroom cleared and prepared for one last gathering. She left for the sanctuary of the balcony adjacent to Brendan’s chambers. 
In the nearly eight hundred years Mara had been Captain of the Black Rose Guard, only once had the castle hosted such an event. For a young Queen Elizabeth I, who had traveled many months to plead for Mara’s help in overseeing the transition of her crown as her sister’s death approached. 
Now there was a woman worthy of the crown. None of this election nonsense, where one only rules on a four-year basis. But a queen worthy of the throne, chosen by the gods above to both lead her people, and serve the realm. She had felt a deep kinship with the young princess, persecuted by those who should have protected her. Elizabeth, much like Mara, had never been born to become a queen. Some days it was hard to believe that Elizabeth had been gone over four hundred years. Mara had presided over multiple events for the young queen, and received her first mortal title, Duchess of Montrose.
Mara walked out on the balcony to gaze at the mountains beyond. Icy peaks hidden behind full gray clouds, characteristic of the area surrounding Lethia Castle. She breathed deeply of the damp air, then tensed as the sweet scent of roses assaulted her. There were even more than the previous day; vines snaked along the balcony floor, creeping ever closer to the castle’s interior. A touch of fear crawled over her skin as she stared, blood roses lining the green vines that supported them. She forced herself to step further onto the balcony, her black heels clashing against the stone. “What do you want?” she asked the cold wind. “What could you possibly want?”
She stared, listening to the whistle of the tainted wind, but there was no answer to be had. “Show yourself,” she demanded. “What do you want?” 
“sanguis rosarum,” the familiar answer came, upon the edge of a warm breath against the back of Mara’s neck. “mea rosa immortalis.”
“Don’t call me that!” Mara struggled to overcome her fear, but was unable to bring herself to turn and face her tormentor. “I am not your rose.”
“sanguis regius,” the voice taunted, its warm breath causing Mara to shiver far more than the cold wind did.
“What of it?”
“rosae sanguine regio vescuntur.”
“I renounced my title,” Mara said. “I have not been a princess for a thousand years.”
“Titles. Formality. Golden crowns upon one’s brow. It matters not. You are the daughter of kings and the blood in your veins—sanguis regius—is royal still.”
“quid vis?” she asked. “What do you want? Why do you continue to torment me? cur me vexare perseveras? satin pass sum?”
She found the strength to turn, forcing her body in a half-circle, and stared at the shadow that had come to her so long ago, during those twenty-five years of torment. “Have I not suffered enough?” she asked again, this time staring into his featureless form.
“You are the daughter of Prince Michael and Princess Mellissa. The granddaughter of King Cathair.
You are a child of royalty, born to the destiny, whether you willed it or no.”
“I’ll ask you again. What do you want? What could you possibly want?”
“sanguis regius,” the shadow answered. “Yours—of blood most royal.”
A sound drew Mara’s attention back to the roses. They had crept across the stone while the shadow distracted her. “The roses starve without their queen,” the shadow hissed. “They can be sated no longer.”
“They have a queen,” she answered. “Clarissa sits upon the Ciar throne.”
“She is not a chosen heir. sanguis regius.” 
“No...” But it was too late; the roses slithered forth and lurched toward Mara, wrapping their vines around her arms even as she reached for her Arius blade. She cried out as they grabbed her, sharp thorns sinking into pale skin, they coiled around her arms to her shoulders. “No!” she screamed. “Don’t do this. te precor!”
“rosae sanguine regio vescuntur,” the shadow answered as Mara’s blood slid from her arm and into the green vines, causing more roses to spill forth, splitting violently from the center of the thick limbs. “rosae immortales. They must feed on royal blood.” 
“minime, precor!” In vain, Mara attempted to pull her arms away, but only succeeded in tearing her flesh on the deeply embedded thorns. Her blood flowed as the all-too-familiar fear clutched her. “te precor!”
“Mara,” her cousin’s voice called behind her. The roses released their grip, sliding back to the balcony’s edge. 
“sanguis regius,” the shadow whispered, faded, distant. “Princess of the rose bloodline.”
“I don’t want it!” she screamed, knowing her words would matter no more than they had centuries ago, but screaming them just the same. “I don’t want to be a princess! I don’t!”
“Mara,” her cousin said again, as he reached her side.
She whirled on him. “Let me guess, you didn’t see it?” Her voice was sharp. “No roses, no shadow, nothing! I’m losing my mind again, is that right?”
“Mara, I said no such—”
“Well, it doesn’t matter what you saw!” She was screaming, unable to slow the frantic beat of her heart, her arms stinging where the roses had taken their required sacrifice. “I am the captain of the most feared guard in history. I am in charge. No one can tell me that I am—”
“Mara, stop!” Garreth shouted back. “I saw the roses, Mara. For gods’ sake, I saw them!”
“And the shadow?” she challenged. “Did you see it as well?”
Garreth stared at her as silence fell over them. The color drained from his face. “The shadow?” he asked. “You mean, the shadow?”
“The shadow who tormented me,” Mara answered, her voice more calm than it had been moments before. “The shadow in the roses.”
“You haven’t seen the shadow since you saved Edward from the Bròn Court dungeons.”
Mara turned, raising her hands, then winced.
“Here, hold on,” Garreth said. “I’m going to get something to bind your injuries.” 
He stepped back into the room. Mara looked down to find a gory mess on the balcony floor. The dark red pool grew as blood continued to run from her damaged veins. The punctures were deep, but not wide. They would be healed within a day. She glanced out at the vines now lining the balcony, roses the color of Mara’s dripping blood.
Her cousin reemerged with several thick strips of white bandages, which he proceeded to wrap around both of Mara’s arms. The cloths transformed to a pale pink the moment they touched her skin, but failed to become the true red of the blood which colored them.
“Thank you,” Mara said.
“It’s okay,” Garreth answered, then cleared his throat. “You know we have to tell Edward what you saw.” He gestured to the balcony. “And about the roses.”
“No. This doesn’t concern him.”
“The roses have always concerned him,” Garreth argued. “The roses are bound to you, through blood, as surely as they are to him through your love.”
“But I don’t want them bound to him. They hurt him. Captivity and torture were not enough. No, they had to let him see what the queen did to you...to me. What she forced us to do to each other.”
“And made you watch what happened to him as well,” Garreth added.
“Helpless. We were helpless to stop it. To save each other. To... Helpless, but to watch the torment, over and over again.”
“Mara.” Garreth reached forward and gently took her hand in his. “I am afraid, my dear cousin, this is not a question of want or wish. Edward is bound to you through a love that is undeniable, unquestionable, and unrelenting. A love so potent, the immortal roses themselves rise to its power, its strength. This binding is not something you can escape, my lady. Nor something that can be changed by any force of will or desire. Edward is a part of this, whether you will it or not. Whether you allow it or not.”
Mara stared into Garreth’s pale green eyes. Her voice wavered. “But why, Garreth? Why must it be me? Us? I never asked for any of this. I never wanted my aunt’s crown. I never wanted any crown. All I wanted was to be safe with the man I love. I...” She hated how weak she sounded, how lost she felt. She hated that this old nightmare had reawakened. She thought she had escaped it. Thought, of this at least, she had finally been set free. And yet here, over a thousand years later, the roses awakened into their full power, fueled by the royal blood running through her veins. “This isn’t fair.”
“No,” Garreth answered softly. “It isn’t. If I could take this destiny from you, I would. If I could take your place, I would do so in a heartbeat, Mara. But...I can’t.”
Mara stared into her cousin’s eyes, so full of concern. “I know, but I wouldn’t let you.”
“You have to tell Edward.”
“No.”
“Mara.”
“No,” she insisted. “I will not burden him with this until I have no choice left.”
“That never works. You know it doesn’t. The only way the two of you work is by being honest with each other. You learned that long ago.”
“What if we keep him away? Maybe the roses will leave him alone if I just—”
“Mara,” Garreth interrupted, “you know that is not true. Remember the last time you tried to keep this from him, and him from you? You almost lost everything. You almost lost each other.”
“This is not the same.”
“Yes, Mara, it is.”
 






Chapter XV
 
930 AD
 
Mara stood against the far wall, watching Liza read through a stack of documents in preparation for upcoming dinners with the Muir Court. These meetings only took place once every seven years, alternating which royal entourage journeyed to the other’s castle. The queen had determined that Liza should take part in the official greeting ceremony and dinners. “You are, after all, going to rule the kingdom one day,” the queen had informed her daughter. “High time you started learning how.”
Liza had become a young woman of beauty and undeniable grace, shielded from her mother’s true nature through the painstaking efforts of her own and Edward’s guard. She stood laughing softly beside Davith as they recited names of royalty and high-ranking lords who would soon be arriving from the Muir Court. Her casual silver silk gown highlighted the matching centers of her violet eyes, and created the perfect contrast for her luscious locks of black hair, which fell down her back in soft waves.
“But Davith,” the young woman complained, “what does it matter if I memorize their names? I’ve never seen them before.”
“That is true,” Davith replied. “But once you do know their faces, you will be able to associate them with their proper rank and status.”
“But won’t I know that once I introduce myself?”
“Improper!” a third voice overrode those in the room. Madame Abagail, Liza’s long-time tutor in courtly manners, spoke from the opposite side of the room. “A princess never introduces herself! She enters the ball and is ‘properly’ presented by her escorts. In this case, that will be your mother, or those she chooses to appoint as worthy of such an honor.”
Liza sighed softly, then turned away from both mentors to face her captain. “Mara,” she pleaded with her eyes as much as her words, “can we please go into the garden? Surely I have gone over enough of these for one day. The names are starting to run together.”
Mara glanced at Davith, who nodded.
“Yes, Princess. You can stop for today.”
“But,” Abagail interrupted, “she is only on letter K.”
“Still,” Mara replied, “enough for today. We will escort her to the garden and you may resume her lessons tomorrow.”
Abagail gave an exasperated sigh, but she did not dare directly challenge Mara’s authority. Several other members of the guard stepped away from the walls and escorted the princess down the long stone hallway toward the garden above. They reached the entrance, but paused when a guard emerged from the far corner, calling Mara’s name. 
“Captain Mara!” He sounded out of breath.
Mara turned to face the tall newcomer, though not as towering as some of the men surrounding her. Silver-blond hair matched his pale gray eyes. His cheeks were flushed, and a thin line of sweat covered his brow as he fell to one knee before his captain. 
“Mathew, what is it?” Mara asked. 
“Forgive me, my lady, but I need for you to come with me at once.”
“Is the queen...”
“No, my lady. Nothing like that. There is no imminent danger. Only...” He looked at the gathered faces, unsure.
“I will come at once,” she replied, then turned to Davith. “Escort Liza to the garden. I will join you as soon as I can.”
“Of course, Captain.” He took her place in front of Liza as the group resumed moving.
Mara waited until they had completely exited the hallway before addressing Mathew, who still knelt upon the worn stone. “What is it, Mathew? What’s going on?”
“It’s the captain,” Mathew replied. “One moment, he was fine. The next...”
“Take me to him,” she ordered, as he rose to lead the way, walking briskly down the labyrinth of corridors that composed the Lorcan Court’s inner sanctum. They did not speak until they reached the hallway leading into the dining area.
“Second door to the left,” Mathew instructed, motioning Mara in front of him. “The cook dropped something and the next thing we knew...”
Mara rushed ahead of him and opened the specified door.
Several men were in the room, but Mara zeroed in on the far left corner. His attire blending with the floor, Garreth knelt on the dark stone. In front of him, Edward sat with his back pressed tightly against the wall, knees drawn up against his chest. His arms crossed around his knees and his face was pressed against them as his body rocked back and forth. Garreth did not turn at Mara’s entrance, nor as she walked across the floor to his side. Kneeling beside her cousin, she leaned forward, being careful not to touch Edward.
“Edward,” she spoke softly. “mi amor.”
He flinched at the sound of her voice. Without rising, she shifted her body to look at the gathered men. “Okay, everyone, clear the room. Garreth and I can take it from here.”
She watched several exchange glances. Moments of hesitation and uncertainty. “Everyone,” she tried again, recognizing several faces from the party who had traveled with her to avenge Edward. “I am grateful, to each and every one of you standing here. So is Edward. But I need you to clear the room. Garreth and I can help him, I promise. And it would break my heart to make your leaving an order.” Then she drew another breath and added, “Please.” 
The men exited the room without another word, but Mathew lingered. “Mathew,” she addressed the younger man, “I asked you not to force me to order you from the room.” 
“Then don’t,” he replied. “You might need someone else here, in case...”
Mara’s eyes closed tightly. “Back against the wall,” she instructed. “If you move, I will throw you physically from the room. Do you understand?”
He lowered his head. “Yes, Captain.”
Mara nodded and turned back to Edward without bothering to ensure her instructions were met. She spoke his name softly. He refused to look at her. “Edward,” she said again, maintaining a soft tone, barely above a whisper. “mi amor.”
Then in a meek voice that shattered the already broken pieces of Mara’s heart he said, “Why are you doing this? Tormenting me? I can’t bear it!”
“Edward.” His name was tight in her throat and she had to draw a breath to be heard. “Edward, it’s Mara. It’s Mara, and you’re safe. You’re safe in the Lorcan Court.” She reached her hand forward and lightly touched his shoulder. 
He visibly flinched, pushing his back further against the stone wall. “minime, precor. Do not haunt me here. Please, mea rosa. noli me hic agitare.”
Overwhelmed, Mara pressed her hand against her lips, a tremor running through her as she fought to maintain her composure. “aspice me, mi amor,” she finally managed to ask. “Please look at me, my love. te deprecor. aspice me.” He did as she asked, raising his head to look into her teary-eyed gaze. “Edward,” she spoke softly. “Everything is all right. You’re home. iuro. You’re safe. tutus es: hoc promitto. ”
“Mara?” He sounded confused, unsure.
“mi amor. ”
Mara moved beside him, pressing her back against the wall before turning sideways. “I’m going to touch your shoulder.” She gave warning so not to spook him. This time, as her hand touched the cloth covering his shoulder, he remained still. Then he turned his body toward hers.
“Mara?”
“Yes, my love.”
“Mara, I don’t...I’m not sure where...”
“It’s okay,” she whispered. “I’m here and you are safe.”
He stared more directly into the silver cores of her eyes and nodded, but his body trembled as he did so.
“Come here.” She pulled him down until he lay curled on the cold floor, his head cradled in her lap. Running her fingers through the strands of his hair, she whispered to him as he had once done for her. “ignosce mihi, mi amor. tutus es. hic sum, hic semper ero. te numquam relinquam. hoc tibi promitto, mi amor: tu numquam solus eris.”
Forgive me, my love. You are safe. I am here, I will always be here. I will never leave you. I promise, my love. You will never be alone.
 






Chapter XVI
 
930 AD
 
It took them the better part of an hour to coax Edward back to his room. Mara lay down beside him for several hours. When she attempted to rise, Edward had grabbed her hand, openly pleading with her not to leave.
 “I won’t,” she promised, moving to the edge of the bed, keeping her hand in his. When Edward’s breathing steadied to the gentle rhythm of sleep, she turned to Garreth, seated in a wooden chair across from her. “What happened?”
“One of the men dropped a platter in the dining hall. Made a very loud crash. The next thing any of us knew, Edward was as you found him. I sent for you immediately.”
Mara drew a slow breath and shook her head. “I...I don’t know what to do. I thought he was getting better, but...”
“Only time,” Garreth answered. “Time and patience.”
“I am trying, but a part of me is afraid I am too damaged to help him. That is between the two of us...” Her eyes followed the steady rise and fall of Edward’s chest.
“Have you told him, Mara? That you know what he went through? That you saw...”
“Tell him?” She shook her head, easing herself carefully from the bed. She walked toward the door and motioned Garreth to follow her. Several steps down the hallway to ensured they would be out of earshot, should Edward wake. 
She turned back to her cousin. “How could I possibly tell him, Garreth?”
“Don’t you think he deserves to know? To understand you simply did not miss him, but were in fact, truly scared by the visions?”
“Edward is unwell.” Mara whispered harshly. “He’s barely holding on. You want me to add to his list of worries? That I saw what happened to...that I saw...”
“Yes, Edward is hurt,” Garreth replied. “But Mara, so are you.”
“I am not the one who endured that dungeon.”
“Yes, Mara, you did.”
Anger filled her eyes, narrowing them to the point they appeared more silver than violet. “My blood does not stain the walls of that cell. My screams do not echo down its halls.”
“But they do echo in these halls,” Garreth argued. “You were as much a prisoner as Edward. I know how badly you want to tell him and, please believe me, Mara, he would want to know.” Garreth shook his head and then returned his pale eyes to Mara’s. “I would want to know if the woman I loved was hurting as badly as you are. You need to tell him, Mara.”
“For what purpose? To add another burden? Give him another reason to—”
“So that you can heal,” Garreth interrupted. “So that you can both discuss what happened, and find the path back from your pain, together.”
“He won’t see it that way!” Mara’s voice raised despite her intentions to be quiet. “Don’t you see, Garreth? He will view my pain as another failure. Something else he was unable to prevent; another way in which he failed to protect me, when what happened was no fault of his own. Don’t you see?” Mara shook her head. “It would only hurt him, Garreth, and that I will not do.”
“Mara, if you would listen—”
“And besides.” Mara’s gaze met her cousin’s more directly. “Have you considered what would happen if I did tell Edward? If I told him I attempted to go find him. That Phillip not only prevented me from doing so, he...he...” 
Her eyes closed tightly as she remembered the older woman pressing the cold goblet against her unwilling lips. Could taste the vile liquid sliding over her tongue as strong hands forced her to the bed. Burning as the potion moved down her parched throat. The press of a hand, tightly against her lips, preventing her from expelling the concoction. And worse—the crushing knowledge that the chances of finding her lost love diminished with each choking swallow.
“Mara,” he spoke gently, then reached out and placed his hand on her shoulder. 
She flinched, jerking back several paces before catching herself.
Garreth held up his hands, palms open in a non-threatening gesture.
“I’m sorry,” Mara said.
“It’s all right,” he answered. When her posture relaxed, he asked, “Is it the same with Edward?”
Her eyes transformed back to violet as anger turned to pain. “That’s not your—”
“He can’t touch you, can he?”
Mara’s silence was all the answer he required.
“By the gods, Mara.” He exhaled loudly, in an air of defeat. “I...” His eyes lowered to the ground as his own emotions bore down upon him. “Mara, I am...I...”
“He grabbed my wrists.” The private confession falling from her lips against her will. “He grabbed...and I...” She shook her head, forcing her words to cease.
“Mara, I am so sorry. Dear gods, I am so—”
“You didn’t do it,” she answered, but could not conceal a taste of bitterness. “You were not the one.”
“Mara, he thought he was doing what was...he was trying to save...”
“Phillip condemned me to hell.” Her anger flashed. “But what he did to Edward was worse. He left him there. The roses were trying to help...trying to show...” She forced a breath deep into her lungs. “It doesn’t matter. It’s done. It’s over.”
“You don’t look like it’s over. For either of you.”
“What do you want from me? Do you honestly want me to tell Edward that his second-in-command tied up, and drugged, the woman he loved every day for months? That he kept me locked me away? Watched me beg, scream, plead, and did it anyway?” She took a step closer to Garreth. “Tell me, dear cousin, what will Edward do, when I tell him of Phillip’s actions as I begged for his life? That he kept me helpless, until I was so mentally broken I could not function beyond the realm of these walls? So broken that not even he, the man whom I love, can touch me? We are immortal. Our bodies will never bear the mark of the chains that held us. Yet I stand here, scarred, just the same.”
She waited for an answer. None came.
“I have never seen Edward kill one of his own men, Garreth. Have you?”
“You can’t possibly think...”
“Would you bet his life on it?” she inquired. “His immortal life?” He stared at her in silence for a long time, then finally lowered his eyes. “We are not telling Edward, not anything. Do you understand?”
He offered a nod.
Mara raised her hands to her face. Her fingers curled into fists, which she pressed to her forehead.  A violent tremor raced through her body. Panic set in. She couldn’t breathe.
“Mara?”
“I just need a...” 
The hall spun as ropes tightened upon her wrists. moriturus est! She had screamed, over and over again. He is going to die. But her pleas were to no avail. They had kept her there, trapped in a misery she had no choice but to endure. She could smell the vile liquid, the putrid scent of decaying meat tinged with the sweet smell of ominous roses.
“Mara,” the masculine voice said again, only this time it was Edward, not Garreth, who spoke her name. She forced herself to lower her hands enough to look up into his dark eyes, then threw herself into his arms like the frightened child she had never been. “Mara,” he spoke again, instant concern filtering through his words.
“Hold me,” she pleaded, her tears soaking his shirt. “Don’t let them take me from you. Please, don’t let them.”
“Mara?”
“Don’t leave me. ne me reliqueris. promisisti te numquam me relicturum esse. You promised you would never leave me.”
Garreth intervened, “She has not...” He paused and reconsidered his words. “Neither of you,” he corrected, “have had an easy time.”
“Oh gods,” Edward whispered, wrapping his arms around the crying girl. “Mara, I am so sorry. I am not sure what came over me back there. I never meant to scare you.” He ran his hands down her back, his fingers sliding through the strands of her long black hair. “Shh,” he whispered. “me paenitet, mi amor. salva es, mea rosa. I promise, you are safe.”
“I’m sorry,” she answered between sobs. “I’m sorry. I tried to save you. I tried...”
“You did save me, Mara.” He pulled her closer. “Do you hear me, my love? You did save me. nusquam eo. Please, tell me what...I didn’t mean to scare you.”
“Hold me. Hold me.”
He leaned down and gathered her into his arms, carrying her back into his chambers, where he lay down. Tucking in next to her, he allowed her to lay her head on his shoulder as she pressed her body against his.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered, repeatedly. “ignosce mihi.” 
“There is nothing to forgive. nihil ignoscendum est. salva es, mea rosa. My love, my princess, my rose.”






Chapter XVII
 
Present Day
 
Sandra awoke alone in her chambers, eyes heavy from her drug-induced sleep. She rolled to her side, allowing her eyes to trail around the room. A vast space, with a fire along the wall opposite the door, and clean but stained blue rugs covering the aged stone floor. The bed had been made with familiar blue satin sheets. After a deep breath to clear the mental fog, she pushed back the covers and placed her hand against the wall to assist her in rising. A relief to see she still wore the same gown as when she had arrived at the court. Was that only yesterday?
Her wrist had been bandaged where the thorns pierced her skin. However, the small movement illustrated she had a terrible headache. Though tempted to lie back to the blissfulness of sleep, she resisted and attempted to stand. Her efforts proved futile, as she stood only to find the room spinning. Falling back to the sheets, she drew several deep breaths, clearing her head as best she could before forcing herself to stand again. This time she managed to keep her upright position with the wall’s assistance. 
She struggled to the far door and, unsurprisingly, found it locked. Unsteadily, she walked back toward the left side of the room, managing to work her way into the washroom, where she turned on the shower. Once the water temperature rose, she turned the dial back to lukewarm, not wanting heat to further agitate the pounding in her head. Shedding her clothes, she reached for the bandage and unwrapped her wrist. Her skin was caked with dried blood, but where before a gaping wound had been, now there was only a faint pink shadow.
Sandra stepped into the shower’s stream, washing away the blood the roses had failed to consume. She leaned against the wall, allowing the water to soothe her as her mind wandered. Her last clear memory was of the roses grasping her wrist. After that, everything became vague. She could not recall how she had been extracted from the haven the roses created for her, nor could she remember being taken from the throne room back to her chambers. She stood under the water for several minutes, attempting to remember the missing details. A hint of voices, a woman with serpent eyes, a faceless shadow.
Sandra shook her head and turned off the water, stepping from the marble shower carefully so not to slip. The water had helped, but her limbs still felt sluggish as she made her way to the closet and dressed in a long-sleeved white shirt and a pair of comfortable jeans. After towel-drying her hair, she grabbed a brush and walked back toward her bedroom, catching sight of herself in the mirror. Her eyes, always a beautiful blue, now glowed a brilliant cobalt, radiating in the silver reflection. She moved her hand to the surface, her fingers smudging the glass as she stared. Then, as she watched, something moved inside her eye.
She jumped. A yelp escaped her lips and she turned from the mirror, her heart racing, adrenaline further weakening the effects of the remaining drugs in her system. She turned to face the mirror once more, leaning closer. Again, thin, white streaks moved across her iris, like living things. Up and down, white waves upon an azure sea.
Fear clutched her as the lines moved across and down.
A child of the land and sea. The whisper of a lost memory spoke. You must never forget what, and who, you are.
“What have they done to me?” Sandra asked, but the answer remained trapped within the confines of the silent chamber. She walked back to the bedroom and took a seat on one of the plush chairs before the fire. Staring into the flames, her mother’s voice came again from the recesses of her mind.
There was once a knight, with obsidian eyes. A hero. He will protect you from all harm.
A knight? Surely she must have meant Edward. But did that mean her mother had known him? Or had she simply told the story of a famous captain to quell the nightmares of a frightened child?
An onslaught of confusion and fear overwhelmed her. Tears stung, threatening to fall from eyes she no longer recognized. “Who am I?” she wondered aloud as she stared into the swaying flames. 
No answer came.
 






Chapter XVIII
 
Present Day
 
Mara awoke as the first rays of sunlight filtered through the window. Tucked against Edward’s side, one of his arms was thrown over her protectively as strands of her black hair covered his pale chest. She pushed herself closer against him, his chest rising and falling in the steady rhythm of sleep. A part of her still struggled to believe the man lying next to her was more than the deep desires of a torturous dream. How many nights, years, centuries had she awoken longing to be in his arms? How many times had she opened her stinging eyes to the knowledge she would never be with him again? Yet here he was, real and sprawled beside her.
She raised herself on her elbow and stared down at the strong lines of his face, unable to resist stealing a kiss. Softly at first, and then she pressed more firmly, desperate with need. The kiss deepened as his eyes opened. He kissed her back, but remained otherwise motionless, allowing her complete control. She finally pulled back, a smile lighting her face. “Good morning.”
“It would seem so,” he replied, returning her smile.
“I’m sorry to wake you, but I couldn’t help myself.”
He reached a hand toward her and pulled her down for another kiss. “Don’t ever apologize for waking me,” he said huskily. “You’re in my arms. I don’t ever want to sleep again.”
“I don’t either.” She lay back down, placing her head on his shoulder, and he moved his arm around her. “I...”
“I know,” he spoke softly.
“Do you? I still wake up and fear...”
“This is only a dream?” he finished. “I fear that as well.”
“Edward, I...” She turned on her side to better face him. “I’ve lived without you for six hundred years. Six hundred years of...” She struggled to utter the words. “I don’t know if I can do it again.”
“I understand.”
“I don’t know that you do. I survived without you, Edward. But now you are here and I...I cannot do it again. noli me petere ut tecum vivam. hoc possum non amplius. I mean it. I would rather die.”
“Mara, precor, mea rosa.”
“Edward,
please, do not give me this moment and then expect me to endure without you again.”
“I won’t. I swear, Mara. I promise you, I won’t.”
She attempted silence, but the words tumbled from her lips before she could stop them. “I have heard that promise before.”
His gaze fell. You will never be alone. The broken vow echoed through his mind.
“I’m sorry. Edward, please, I didn’t mean it.”
“Yes, you did,” he answered, returning his eyes to hers. “And it’s true. I have broken that oath. Time and time again.”
“It wasn’t your fault,” she protested. “You were taken prisoner. Tortured and hurt. We both were.”
“Yes, but you saved me from that captivity, Mara. You kept every promise I had asked. And even then...I could not keep the only one you ever asked of me.”
Mara placed her hand on his chest. “Please, Edward...don’t.” But she could not prevent her mind from wandering.
 
*
930s AD
 
The queen planned a banquet, followed by a royal ball. A grand event, meant to entertain the high nobles of both her own and other courts. Made even more grand, because the crown prince of the Muir Court, Nicholi, would be in attendance. The rumor was that he, along with an onslaught of other nobles, attended for a formal introduction to Princess Liza.
Her daughter and heir no longer a child, the queen made plans to find a beneficial marriage,  the most advantageous union being with the prince of the Muir Court. Though, as neither Queen Clarissa nor Mara’s mother, Princess Mellissa, had married outside of the Lorcan Court, Mara was unsure if her aunt truly intended for Liza to wed the prince. To do so would mean effectively granting a great deal of power to the Muir Court.
Still, Prince Nicholi would be invited to attend, and expected to accept such an invitation. While possible a match could be made between the courts, it was equally possible the queen was testing the waters, showing off her lovely daughter.
For her part, Liza had never been the primary focus of one of the queen’s events. As such, she was on edge, far more than the knights surrounding her. 
Liza reviewed the itinerary. “So I will walk in with my mother and we will...sit on the throne to address the...or do we dance and then lead the...” She shook her head in frustration.
Mara flashed a reassuring smile. “You walk into the room with your mother. The crowd will part so that the two of you can walk to the thrones. Your mother will give a short speech. Everyone will cheer. The music will begin, and you will have your first dance, which will be claimed by Prince Nicholi. After which you will be free to dance with whomever you choose. And don’t worry,” she assured the princess, “Davith and I will be by your side through the procession. Davith can act as an escort, if you wish. You may hold his arm the entire time.”
“I’m afraid I’m going to ruin this. I’m so nervous in public.”
“Your mother will do all the speaking, my lady. Just follow her lead.”
Liza gave a frustrated sigh. “I wish she weren’t doing all of this.”
“You are a princess of the Lorcan Court. Public appearances and hosting festivities go with the territory.”
“But you’re a princess too,” Liza said grumpily. “You don’t have to do all of this.” 
“I am your captain, and therefore must appear by your side.”
“Yes, but all the dancing, the bows, and the speeches. Greeting strange lords from far off lands. You don’t have to do any of that.”
“You’d be surprised,” Mara answered. “A lot of my job entails negotiating your safety with members of other guards. There are plenty of court formalities involved in such discussions.”
Liza turned her violet eyes upon her cousin’s. “Mara, may I ask you something?”
“Of course, Your Highness.”
“Do you ever regret giving up your title to join the guard?”
Startled by the question, Mara paused before she spoke, considering her answer. “I was only nineteen when I decided to join the guard. In retrospect, too young to truly know what I was giving up.”
“So you regret it then?”
Mara paused in further consideration. “No, my lady, I don’t. Raised by the guard after my parents died, I never knew another life, despite my royal birth. I wasn’t like you, either.” 
“What do you mean?”
“I was never born to be an heir. My power would have been limited to a slight influence, and then tied to whomever I married. You, on the other hand, will be the next queen in your own right. You will have the power to change lives, my lady. To be a true queen. A position that I was never born to.”
Liza gave a nod, then asked, “Do you think I’ll make a good queen?”
“Yes,” Mara answered, without hesitation. “You will be an amazing queen, Your Highness. Our court will flourish under the guidance of a ruler such as you.”
“And this prince who is coming...”
“He matters not. You, and you alone, have the power to command the Lorcan Court. Even were your king royalty of another court, he could no more command this court, than you could command his.”
Liza’s gaze dropped to the floor, and her weight shifted from one foot back to the other. Mara patiently waited for the eventual question.
“Do you think that my mother really intends to marry me off at this event?”
Mara stared at the woman who, though only a few years younger by immortal standards, seemed naught more than a frightened child. “I cannot say with certainty, my lady. But...I doubt it. You are young and there are many options for your hand. I have trouble believing the queen is prepared to hand you off so quickly. I instead think that this is the first of many events you’ll attend over the centuries.”
“Okay,” Liza replied. Her voice was soft, filled with a fear that pulled at the strings of Mara’s heart.
Mara placed her hand on the younger woman’s shoulder, who stepped into her arms. Giving the girl a light embrace, she assured, “It’s all right, my princess. You really shouldn’t be scared. This is a ball in your honor. It should be exciting—the gowns, the music, the grand feast, the dancing—you will enjoy the experience, if you will simply allow yourself to do so.”
Liza pulled back and, comforted by Mara’s words, offered a smile. “You’re right.” She brushed her hair back from the side of her face. “I am being quite silly. It will be a wonderful event.”
“Yes.” Mara forced herself to return her cousin’s smile. “Now the real question, my lady, is perhaps the most important one. What color are you going to wear?”
Liza tilted her head in thought. “Hmm,” she mused, her smile brightening. “Do you think the dress makers could create a gown to match my eyes?”
“For you, Princess, I’m sure it can be done.”






Chapter XIX
 
930s AD
 
Mara stood on the right side of Princess Liza as the queen gave a welcoming speech to those who had gathered for the grand ball. Nobles had come from all corners of the realm, both Lorcan and courts afar, to pay their respects to the queen and crown princess. Princess Liza presented a vision of loveliness in a full-length gown of crushed velvet, dyed to a perfect match for her eyes. The gown’s bodice had been accented with silver strands, which joined to form a thick, braided rope encircling her waist and tied in the back. A silver crown graced her brow, contrasting against her glossy black hair. A silver necklace, upon which hung a rose-shaped diamond, was above her bodice line. Light from the fires burning in each corner of the room reflected in matching earrings.
Liza sat stiffly beside her mother, in a chair slightly lower than the queen’s, the tight corset permitting less movement than she was accustomed to. Mara stood a single step behind them on the raised stage, between Liza and the queen’s matching thrones. More sedately attired, Mara wore a black velvet gown. Whereas Liza’s dress had long sleeves, which covered her hands, Mara’s sleeves cinched tightly at her wrists, so that no loose material would inhibit her ability to grasp the blade buckled around her waist, the Arius blade’s leather sheath and silver handle clearly visible to those gathered. The only accessory Mara wore was a golden necklace, with a single diamond that Edward had given her the day she had been initiated into the Royal Guard.
To her left stood Davith, her second-in-command, his red shirt visible beneath a long black mantle, which he wore as a ceremonial standard of his station. The cloak was clasped by a single red jewel, easily cast aside should the need for mobility arise. To her right, behind the queen’s throne, stood Edward and Phillip wearing the same ceremonial clothing as Davith. 
“Again,” the queen said, reaching the end of her speech, “I welcome you all to the Lorcan Court. Let the ball commence!”
Loud applause followed the queen’s declaration and moments later, a choir of deep voices echoed through the stone chamber, accompanied by a collection of instruments, the most prominent a lyre and flute. 
As Mara had predicted, Prince Nicholi approached the steps first, offering a low bow to the two seated royals. 
“I bid thee welcome, prince of the Muir Court,” Queen Clarissa addressed him.
“And I thank you for your hospitality, Your Majesty.” He straightened from the bow. “Might I request your permission to ask for your lovely daughter’s company for the first dance?”
“Of course, Your Highness,” Clarissa answered. “She would be delighted.” She motioned to Liza. “Go on, my dear.”
Liza rose from her seat, but hesitated when she reached the stone steps, wary of falling in her long gown. In an instant, Edward stepped forward from behind the queen’s throne, offering his arm. She accepted, allowing him to walk her down the steps, where he gave her hand to the Muir Court Prince. In greeting, he placed a light kiss on the back of her hand before leading her onto the dance floor.
Liza was soon joined by additional ladies, who formed a circle in the center of the space. A few paces behind them, joining the prince, a group of men formed an outer circle around the women. As the music began, the dancers joined hands to move in a circle, skipping in time to the music’s beat. A chorus of deep voices rose as an all-male choir added to the instruments.
The girls dropped hands and skipped their way back several steps as the men broke their circle and moved forward, stepping between the women to take their place as the inner circle. The women circled the men, several times, before each of the men turned and claimed their partners. Liza locked a single finger with Nicholi’s and proceeded to twirl, the beat of the music increasing as the individual pairs circled each other. They rotated three times, then dropped their hands, and moved back into their respective circles, the men again surrounding the ladies. This pattern repeated several times before the beat slowed and then stopped altogether. Each of the dancers turned and bowed to their partners before the next song began.
Liza also danced the next three songs with the prince, before being handed off to a tall man with shoulder-length hair and dark green eyes. A high-ranking lord of the Lorcan Court, she remembered, but Liza could not recall his name. “Lord Yerish,” he politely informed her. “But you may call me Duncan, Your Highness.”
She danced with him, looking forward to a break, but soon found the night was only beginning. As she finished with one partner, she was passed immediately to another. Caught up in a train of endless faces, each lord describing his wealth, lands, titles, great feats...so many the statuses and stories became a mixed blur. She struggled to separate one lord from another. All, it would seem, vied for her affection, hoping to gain her hand.
Meanwhile, Mara had moved from her place near the thrones to stand on the side of the dance floor, keeping herself as close to the princess as possible, without interfering.
A voice interrupted her concentration. “May I have this dance, my lady?”
Startled at being addressed directly, Mara turned. She was further surprised when she realized she was being addressed by the prince of the Muir Court. 
“Forgive me,” she began, uncertain of how to respond. “I am not...”
“I would introduce myself but, at an event such as this, I assume that is not necessary.”
“Of course, Prince Nicholi,” Mara answered. “But I am not here as a guest. I am on duty.”
“Surely the queen would not mind if you paused for a single dance?”
“I am—”
“She would be delighted,” a cold voice slid over Mara’s skin. The queen had descended the steps and now stood behind her. “Go on, Niece. You would not want to dishonor the court by refusing.”
With increasing dread, Mara resisted the urge to glance at Edward, who stood a few paces behind the queen. She instead forced a smile and turned back to the prince. “Of course, Your Highness. As you ask and my queen commands.”
Nicholi bowed and took her arm, leading her towards the dance floor. The music slowed as they arrived. The prince bowed to Mara, as did the other men on the floor. Then they began the steps the queen had forced Mara to learn as a child.
When was the last time I danced? She struggled to recall. Had it been with Garreth...Edward? The memory her mind always returned to was neither of these men, but instead twirling around the floor clutching tightly to her father’s hand. Too young to attend the ball, she had been deeply saddened at not being permitted to accompany her parents to the grand gala. Much to her childish delight, during the festivities, her father had come back. Taking her small hand in his large one, he had walked her down the long corridors of the underground castle. Once close enough to hear the music, he had twirled her around the empty hallway, a private dance that even now, seemed more real than most of the forty years that had passed since his death.
When they reached a portion of the choreography where they walked with the palms of their hands pressed together, he spoke, “So, Princess, are you enjoying the ball?”
“I am not a princess, Your Highness,” she replied, staring into his deep blue eyes, nearly sapphire and streaked with white lines which seemed to move, enchanted, like waves upon the sea.
“Oh?” he asked. “Was your mother not Princess Mellissa, sister to the queen of the Lorcan Court?”
“She was,” Mara answered, turning into the dance’s next step. “But princess is a title I no longer hold. I am a captain of the Royal Guard.”
“Yes, this I know. And I suppose, in a way, your choice makes sense, for a princess not born an heir.”
“I am glad you see it that way,” Mara answered, circling around him, then waiting for him to do the same to her.
“But tell me, my lady, would you have done so had a throne been waiting for you?”
Mara missed a step, stumbling at the unexpected question. Nicholi caught her, grabbing her arms until she was again steady on her feet. He used the moment to lean in closer. “Tell me, Lady Mara, would you consider giving up your captainship, for a throne?”
“What?” Mara pulled back in alarm. “Liza is the princess here. What are you...”
“Yes,” the prince answered, leaning closer, his lips almost touching her ear to ensure none other would hear his words. “And for that reason, the odds of the queen allowing Liza to marry the future king of another court are slim. Such a union would allow the Lorcan Court to fall within the power of the Muir. Something Queen Clarissa has spent her life preventing.” Relaxing his hold, he spun Mara around several times and then pulled her back. “But you, my lady, could be a queen—to my king.”
The song ended and Mara stepped back, too stunned to keep the surprise from her face. Had he just offered to make her the next queen of the Muir Court?
Reading her disbelief, the prince offered a low bow. “I assure you, Princess Mara, this is a genuine offer. I ask you to consider it carefully.” Then he straightened and said, “Thank you for the dance,” before stepping away.
Queen of the Muir Court? She wondered in silent disbelief, walking ungracefully from the floor. He did not come for Liza, but for me.
As her eyes swept the room, her surprise shifted to dread. Her aunt was watching, speculative emerald eyes following her every step. Her unease grew as the queen glided across the room toward her.
Arriving at her side, Clarissa did not bother with pretense. “So my niece, I think we have found your match.”
“My lady?”
“I am not offering you the hand of some random suitor, Mara, but that of the crown prince of the Muir Court. A suitor with not merely a title, but also a crown and kingdom over which you shall reside. A queen, Mara, equal in rank to myself. With an added boon...” She paused, allowing her words to wash over the younger woman. “I shall allow you to take any member of this guard to be your captain...save one.” Mara tried to speak, but the queen raced ahead. “It would not do, to have him near you, Mara. Not a man you have loved, as you will be married to another.”
“My queen, I...”
“Do not answer now, for I know what your answer will be if you do. Consider the offer. I expect that, in time, you shall come to the correct decision.” She smiled, but even that gesture was cruel. “My daughter, queen of one court. My niece, queen of another. Such an act would solidify the Lorcan Court’s power for a thousand years to come.”
“Why are you doing this?” Mara finally asked, keeping her voice as low as she could while still being heard over the music. “You know what I have been through. What he was put through. What we both...”
“Being a ruler means placing the welfare of the kingdom above one’s personal feelings, Lady Malaena.”
Her breath caught, but otherwise she ignored the expected barb. “I am not a ruler,” she told her aunt. “I never asked to be. Never trained to be. I gave up all claim to such a position.”
“You were born a ruler, Mara. It is in your blood. Your heritage. There is no escape, no matter how long or fast you run. You cannot escape your destiny any more than Liza can. Now, I am telling you, to refuse this offer, Mara, an opportunity to become a queen in your own right, would be a grave mistake. Consider my words carefully, Princess.”
Clarissa turned and walked away, greeting a group standing a few paces to her right.
Upset, Mara turned back to the floor and attempted to regain her composure, her hand going to the hilt of her silver blade in a familiar and comforting gesture. Her eyes sought Liza, and she was surprised to find her dancing, not with one of the many lords who had come to seek her hand, but with Edward. He circled her around the dance floor, pressing his palm firmly against hers, before stepping back to join an outer circle of men as the women stepped forward. Moving closer to the floor, Mara caught a glimpse of Liza’s face. She smiled, for the first time that night.
Mara watched as they moved across the floor, the reality of what she had been offered swirling in her mind. At the end of their second dance, Edward searched the crowd. Mara instinctively knew he was searching for her. Lost in plaguing questions, she took several steps to her left, hiding behind a group of men who laughed as they spoke pleasantries of the court. 
She made her way to a side room and moved to close the door, when she heard someone’s voice call her name. “I need a moment,” she called back, closing the door behind her. However, no sooner had the threshold closed, when it opened again, with Phillip stepping inside.
“I said I need a—” Her voice was breathy, panic beginning to set in. “A moment,” she managed to say. “I need a moment.”
“Mara, what is it? You ran in here like something was chasing you.”
“I just need...” She walked across the room, not realizing how far she had traveled until she reached the far wall. The air was tight in her throat. She couldn’t breathe. A queen. The word kept running through her mind. A queen. The one title she had never desired.
“Mara, what is it?”
She pressed her palms against the cold stone. Not enough relief, she balled her left hand into a fist and hit the wall. It stung, but not sufficiently to clear her head. She hit the stone surface a second time.
Phillip moved, pulling her from the wall, forcing her to face him. “Mara, what in the name of the gods is going on?”
Anger rose through her. “I don’t want you here!” she screamed in his face. “Not you!”
Phillip released her and took several steps back. “Fine,” he said. “I shall return to the queen and send Edward in my stead.” His voice firm and unreadable as he walked toward the door.
“He asked me to be his bride,” Mara blurted out.
Phillip turned back to her. “What?”
Mara nodded. “His bride.”
“Edward? I would say it’s about time, but judging by your expression it must—” He paused, grasping for an explanation that would give context to Mara’s anger. Then it dawned. “It wasn’t Edward who asked.”
Mara drew her lips together in a tight line and shook her head.
“Then who...” He studied her expression. “The prince?” 
Mara flinched, which was answer enough. 
“The crown prince of the Muir Court...asked you to be his queen?” Mara nodded, tears brimming as Phillip continued, “And our queen expects you to accept the offer.”
“Her daughter on one throne. Her niece on the other. Unification of the courts. You know all the arguments.”
Phillip nodded. “Everything to gain for the court. Yet, everything you have spent your life avoiding.”
“I gave up my title.” She repeated to Phillip the same arguments she had presented to her aunt. “I don’t want to be on the throne—any throne. I have been through... All I want...I want...”
“Edward,” Phillip said what she could not.
All I want is to have him back in my arms. The words of another princess echoed through Phillip’s mind. 
I’m sorry, Princess Mellissa, he had been forced to tell the woman whom he loved from afar. I would move heaven and Earth if I could. But even that would not return him to you.
Phillip shook his head, caught off guard by the vivid memory of Mara’s mother. “Mara,” he addressed her, “there are many reasons for you to consider accepting the proposal. Were you any other princess, I would advise you to do so. But...”
I can’t live without him, Mellissa had said. I won’t.
Don’t speak so, he had begged her. Promise me you will abandon these thoughts.
Mellissa had not answered, but offered a broken smile followed by a soft kiss on his cheek. Forgive me, Phillip, she had said. I do not mean to frighten you. I only miss him.
Two weeks later, Mellissa had taken her dead husband’s Arius blade and driven it through her chest, ending the ache in her heart forevermore. Leaving Phillip to the eternal guilt of knowing how desperate Mellissa had been, and the knowledge he had done nothing to prevent her from committing the suicide that broke his heart, and left her young daughter an orphan.
These two women, so remarkably alike. So determined in spirit. Steadfast in love. What would happen, should Mara be trapped in a loveless marriage? Away from the man who, for reasons beyond Phillip’s understanding, had worked his way into her heart and soul. Phillip looked to Mara, her eyes the same silver and violet as her mother’s, filled with the same pain.
“Don’t do it,” he told her. “Don’t marry him, Mara. Your place is here, with Edward. Don’t let anyone...not even the queen...convince you otherwise. What you have with Edward is the most real love I have seen since that of your parents. Refuse the prince’s offer, Mara.”
Tears slipped from Mara’s eyes. She threw her arms around him, accepting Phillip’s comfort for the first time since he had prevented her from searching for Edward all those years ago. He held her as she struggled to contain her emotion. 
“She will hurt you,” Mara expressed her fears. “She will hurt you all for my refusal.”
“A sacrifice I am willing to make,” Phillip answered. “A sacrifice we are all willing to make, to keep you safe. The very men who risked their lives to save Edward, would do the same for the captain who led them. Let the queen rage, Mara. We can handle it, I promise. Far more than this guard could stand the loss of you.” 
“Thank you,” she mumbled. “Thank you.”
It took several minutes before the tears ceased. When they did, she requested, “Can you ask the prince to see me here?”
“Yes,” Phillip answered before leaving the room. Mara wiped her face and freshened up, hoping that in the dim light it would be less obvious she had fallen to tears. By the time Prince Nicholi arrived, she had fully collected herself and was ready to receive him.
“Your Highness,” Mara addressed him with his proper title.
“Your Highness,” he returned.
Mara shook her head. “I’m afraid, Your Highness, that captain will suffice.”
Nicholi stared at Mara for several moments before speaking. “So, I am to assume then, you are refusing to grant my proposal even the most basic courtesy of a night’s consideration?”
“I am afraid, my lord, that it would be wrong to do so, as I shall be no more willing to accept your offer, generous though it is, in the light of the sun any more than I am inclined to accept it now.”
“You do understand what it is you are rejecting? I am not some mere suitor to be spurned. I am the crown prince of the Muir Court, and I am offering to make you its queen.”
“And for that offer,” Mara replied, head bowed, “I am flattered beyond words and grateful for the consideration. But, I am sorry, Your Highness, I cannot consent to be your bride.”
“The queen assured me your answer would be quite different.”
Mara shifted uncomfortably. “I cannot speak for the queen, Your Highness. Any more than the queen can speak to the confines of my heart.”
“Your heart?” the prince repeated her words. “Ahh, so that is what this is about?”
“Your Highness?”
“Love,” he clarified. “You speak of love.” The prince cleared his throat. “Allow me to ease your fears, my lady. While I cannot profess to love you now, as we would both know it to be a lie, I can promise I shall love you in time, and do all in my power to see that you come to love me as well. I promise you my fidelity in all things, and swear to take neither concubine nor mistress, but commit to you. Body, soul, and, in time, my heart as well, to you and you alone.”
Stunned by the unexpected speech, Mara took a step closer to the prince. “Why would you make such a promise?”
“Because it is the only way to win your hand. And...” He knelt to one knee and took her hand inside his own. “I am not looking for merely a bride, my lady. I need a queen. One who can help me rule over the court. One who knows the meaning of duty and honor. You are not a dainty princess, but instead a captain of the Royal Guard. You are the one I have been seeking.”
Moved by his words, but not enough to change her mind, she experienced a tinge of regret as she stared at the prince. “Forgive me, Your Highness. I am touched and honored. Yours is a proposal of which many would dream. But I am not one of them. My answer remains the same. I cannot consent to be your bride.”
Nicholi stood, scowling. “You are making a grave mistake, Princess Mara.” He leaned forward, using his height to crowd her in his shadow. “Do you honestly think the queen will allow you to marry your precious captain?”
Mara’s eyes widened, but the prince continued before she could answer.
“It’s no secret, Mara. Your infatuation with him is known all the way back to the Muir Court. Tell me, Princess, do you honestly believe the queen will ever allow the two of you to be together? Do you think it matters that you forfeited you title? Royalty is in your blood, Mara. In the very fabric of your existence. There is no escape. She will only consent to you marrying one who carries the same god-like blood in their veins.”
“God-like...what?” Mara shook her head. “I don’t understand.”
“Come now, Princess. Don’t play coy with me. We both know the roses have tasted your blood. How else can you explain finding the captain after all those years?”
“The roses...you know of the roses?”
The prince scoffed. “Surely you didn’t think you were the only one they have ever fed from? Your own mother once fed them, as did my parents in their youth.”
Mara stared at the prince, transfixed by this information. “And you?” she asked. “Do the roses drink from you?”
“I am the crown prince of the Muir Court. Of course they do. It is only your queen whom they reject. Another sign she should be removed from the throne. You would like that, wouldn’t you? Finally making her pay for all she has put you through?”
“How do you know all this?” Mara asked. “How do you know...”
“That your sovereign has an affinity for torturing her own guardsmen? You cannot be so ignorant as to believe such knowledge is a secret.” 
Anger swirled through Mara, combined with a deep sense of shame that this was how the Muir Court viewed the ruling family of the court her parents had loved. Of the queen she had given her sacred vow to protect.
“Ahh,” the prince said, reading her features. “We have stumbled upon a point of agreement. How she treats the guard disturbs you. How could it not? Marry me, Princess. I will take you away from here.”
Mara shook her head. “And what of these men I care for. Leave them to their fate? Here, to face the wrath of their queen?”
“Marry me,” the prince insisted. “Combine our bloodlines.”
“Our bloodlines?” She was confused. “I don’t...”
“I will speak plainly, and then, never again. Our children would have a claim to both of the royal rose bloodlines, Mara. Children we would raise to be the kind of rulers you desire. With a claim legitimate enough to challenge your queen’s rule.”
“To challenge?” Mara shook her head. “What? No. You’re talking about...” Treason, came the word. Overthrowing the queen. Putting a Muir Court ruler on Liza’s throne. “There is an heir to this court,” Mara spoke aloud. “Princess Liza is heir to her mother’s throne.”
“An innocent, weak girl,” the prince answered. “This court will eat her alive. A child like that will never survive the politics.”
“Are you threatening our princess?” Mara challenged, her hand sliding down her waist to the handle of her Arius blade.
“No,” the prince was quick to answer. “There is no need to threaten her. Your own court will do that, as soon as she becomes queen.”
Mara stared at him. Did he honestly think she would agree to plot against her queen and aunt? Against her princess and cousin, whose life she had been charged by sacred oath to protect?
“Your Highness,” she said, “if you believe I would ever betray the princess, then you will find you are sorely mistaken. If Liza is, as you believe, too innocent to rule without challenge, then know it will be my sword that will lie between her and those who would seek to cause harm, either to her person or rule.”
The prince stared at her, a look of disbelief on his face. “Are you truly refusing to become my queen? A chance to rule in your own right?”
Mara’s hand tightened on the Arius blade at her side. “I am.”
“For a mere guardsman?”
“For myself. And for the court I was both born to, and am sworn to serve, for the remainder of my immortal life.” 
Anger shimmered through the prince’s sea blue eyes. “Mark this day, Princess. The queen will never consent to a match with your precious captain. One day, when her viciousness pushes you to the breaking point, you will consent to a far more horrifying outcome than the one you were offered on this day.”
He moved to the stone door. It opened with a loud creak before he turned back to face Mara, who stood perfectly still on the opposite side of the room. “Trust me, Princess. You will come to regret this. More than you can possibly imagine.”
With the slamming of the door, he left Mara alone in the darkened room.






Chapter XX
 
930s AD
 
Liza was about to collapse on the dance floor when she found herself palm-to-palm with Edward. “I thought you might desire a friendly face,” he told her.
She beamed part happiness and part relief at seeing the captain. “I didn’t know you danced.”
“It is not the skill I am best known for,” he answered. “However, I know the steps...to this particular sequence at least.” He raised his hand and spun her in a tight circle before moving her along, following the couple next to them in a clockwise pattern. A laugh escaped Liza’s lips as the music picked up in tempo and Edward led her around the floor. Exhaustion momentarily pushed back by the joy of finally dancing with someone who was not another faceless stranger.
At the end of the second song, Edward offered a brief bow. “Shall I hand you to the next in line?”
“No,” she said, leaning forward. “Wait, can you...please...”
“What is it, my lady?”
“Can you take me out of here?” she asked. “Only for a moment. I’m feeling...”
“Yes, of course.” He glanced around for Mara, but did not see her in the crowd. Instead, he found Garreth, standing a few paces to his left on the edge of the dance floor. “Would you come with me? I am going to briefly escort the princess from the floor.”
“Of course,” Garreth answered, moving to the opposite side of his half-sister as Edward took her arm to lead her from the room. 
The moment they emerged into the cool hallway, Liza took an instant breath of relief. “Thank you.”
“Let’s take you to one of the side rooms,” Edward suggested. “We can have refreshments brought in and allow you to catch your breath. Perhaps slip off your dancing shoes.”
“That would be wonderful,” Liza replied.
Edward nodded, leading her two doors down, into a room furnished with several chairs before a fireplace. “The fires were lit in these rooms in case any guests wished to step away from the crowd,” Garreth explained.
“Can you have someone bring the princess some water?”
“Of course,” Garreth replied. “I will be back momentarily.”
Garreth ducked out of the room, calling to several servants standing in the corridor, who rushed to do his bidding. Voices were heard from the hallway as Liza moved forward and took a seat by the fire.
“I was just feeling...” Liza eased into the chaise lounge, turning to put her feet up.
“No need to explain, my lady.”
“There were so many people.”
Garreth reemerged with a goblet of water, and handed it to Liza. She accepted graciously, attempting to relax as much as possible within the tight confines of her corset. She leaned into the dark cushions covering the chair and drew several deep breaths. As the swirl in her mind settled, she found herself staring up at her mother’s captain. “Edward,” she began, “can I... May I ask you something?”
“Of course, my lady.”
She turned back to where Garreth stood. “Would you give us a moment?”
Surprised, but not so much he would deny her request, Garreth said, “Of course. If you need me, I will be right outside the door.” He offered a bow, then left the room, pulling the door closed behind him.
Edward knelt to one knee. “How may I be of service, Princess?”
Her gaze was on the floor, but she drew a breath and forced herself to look up. Meeting his dark eyes, she found her voice soft and unsure. “All those men, do they really believe that I might...choose them?” 
“My princess, you must understand that your position—the one you now bear, and the one you shall one day possess—makes you the most eligible woman in the land.”
“But I don’t even know them,” she protested. “Why would I choose one of them when I don’t know them?”
Edward searched the depths of her violet and silver eyes. His heart broke at her confusion as he attempted to gently inform this sweet girl, who looked at him with such fear, that she would have no say in who her husband would be.
“I don’t understand. Why...would my mother force to me to...” She shook her head. “And that prince. I’ve never even been to the Muir Court. This is my home. I don’t want to leave. I...”
“I wish I had the words to comfort you,” Edward spoke softly. “But I don’t think the queen intends to send you away to the Muir Court. Joining the lands is not what she desires. He is here as a formality, my lady. A courtesy, if you will. I wish I could assure you of such, but my beliefs are the best I can offer.”
Tears blurred Liza’s vision. She slipped off the chair to the floor and threw her arms around Edward’s neck. 
He returned the embrace, holding her close as she struggled to regain her composure. “It’s all right,” he soothed. “Everything will be all right. I promise.” 
Yet even as the words faded, he wondered if this was a promise he would be able to keep.
 
 






Chapter XXI
 
Present Day
 
“So,” the enchantress’ high-pitched voice startled Sandra from her thoughts, “it is true.”
Having not heard Melinda’s entrance, Sandra sprang from the chair in alarm. The woman wore the same full-length, encompassing red robe she had worn during Sandra’s previous encounter. A matching hood came over her head, and a black cloth covered most of her face, allowing only her slit, serpent-like eyes to be seen. 
Sandra took several steps back, placing distance between herself and the intruder. “Stay away!”
“I will not touch you,” Melinda hissed. “It fact, it may not be possible for me to do so, even if I wished it.”
“What do you mean?” Sandra demanded. “And my eyes—what did you do to me?”
“I assure you, Your Highness, I did nothing to cause this change. There is no spell powerful enough to cause the glow of your Mediterranean eyes.”
“No spell?” Sandra shook her head. “I don’t understand. What is happening to me?”
“I am not the first to enchant you, Princess. And I never would have risked doing so, had I known. The king was wise to keep the truth from me. To mix the magic of your blood with mortal spells...” The enchantress clicked her tongue. “’Tis a dangerous combination. The one who originally bespelled you must have been powerful, Your Highness, to mask the truth from all...including me.”
“Magic in my blood? I don’t understand. And why are you calling me ‘Your Highness?’ I am not yet a royal.”
The enchantress moved forward without the accompaniment of footsteps. Sandra fought the urge to flinch and reluctantly allowed the woman to step closer—so close her slit-eyes filled the width of Sandra’s vision. “I believe, my lady, you will find that you are. More so even than the prince to whom you are affianced.” Melinda reached a hand toward the side of Sandra’s face. 
Sandra took a step back in fear. “Don’t touch me!”
A loud crash of falling stones startled both women. Thick, green vines emerged from the ceiling. They spiraled across the fireplace mantel, their enchanted thorns piercing the stone walls. They slithered low, touching the floor, white roses blossoming from the barbed vines.
“What is this?” Sandra asked.
“Old magic,” the enchantress replied. “The most ancient and powerful to grace the immortal courts.” She turned her serpent’s eyes back to Sandra. “Beware calling the roses, Princess. They protect you now, but their protection always comes at a price. And one day you shall find, as have all those who’ve come before you, the final cost will be more than you can bear.”
As abruptly as she had appeared, the enchantress vanished, leaving Sandra standing alone in the encroaching darkness.






Chapter XXII
 
Present Day
 
Mara walked along the outer perimeter of Lethia Castle. The historic home of those sworn to the Black Rose, it had been a place to gather for impending battles far longer than Mara had been alive and, she suspected, would continue to be long after. The power of this land was not to be denied, the castle a masterpiece of precision-cut black stones rising up against the backdrop of Eastern Europe’s majestic snow-tipped mountains.
To Mara, these stones had always been a source of strength. A place of isolation, where her fears could be pushed back by cold mountain winds; her doubts hidden in the constant gray sky. The barrenness of the land, depressing to most, was a comfort to the captain who disdained the immortal roses.
Now the comfort was gone. Blood roses emerged from the ground to climb the castle walls, transforming the stone into a living entity. The bloom’s sweet scent was inescapable, saturating the cold air, each breath a new trigger for memories Mara did not want to recall. Yet that was not the worst of it. Beneath the sweet perfume, a copper tinge. The metallic taste teased Mara’s tongue. Undeniable proof the roses were stained with her royal blood.
Mara shivered in the light rain, her long, black coat closed against the chill with a sequence of silver buttons. Over the past few days, she had attempted to be happy—to simply be with the man she loved, despite planning a battle she was uncertain to return from. Foiling her forced brightness, the ominous presence refused to leave. A shadow always just out of reach. She had woken from unquiet dreams, stepping outside in an attempt to clear her head. 
The rain a constant drizzle, she ignored the discomfort and walked down a dirt trail, away from the castle, desperate to escape the plaguing scent. 
“I wish I knew what you wanted,” she spoke to the rain. “I wish we had suffered enough.”
She feared the battle to come. There was no element of surprise. Mathew had to know the death of the Black Rose sub-captain could not go unanswered. She wondered what the Arum king had thought when he heard of Brendan’s death. Would he regret the loss of a man he had once called friend? Or was the good man Mathew had once been now too far gone? Did he care that his actions had cost a member of the immortal guard their life?
“Killed by an Arius blade,” Mara mused, unable to keep the pain from her voice. “One of the blades I, personally, bestowed upon the guard whom I now find to be my enemy.”
Arius blades were a rarity among the courts. So rare, in fact, each one could be named and accounted for. At one time, they had all been controlled by the Lorcan and Muir Courts. Those owned by the Muir had fallen under the Black Rose Guard’s control. Mara thought she had been cautious when assigning the blades, trusting in Mathew’s friendship and wisdom when he asked, as the new king of the Arum Court, to take several of the ancient swords with him. “We cannot allow Queen Clarissa to own all the swords and be left with no way to protect ourselves, or this newly formed court, from her threat,” he had reasoned with her. “Please, my lady, allow me, for defensive purposes only, to take those Arius blades that once belonged to the Muir.”
Mara had consented knowing that what the king said was true. If the Arum Court possessed none of the enchanted weapons, they would never be considered a true equal to the Ciar. Now, Mara found herself fearing those very blades. One, she knew, held by the king himself. A sword that had once belonged to the king of the Muir Court. She had bestowed that blade upon Mathew personally, a token of her faith as he ascended a new throne. His son, Prince Darek and his sub-captain, Jayden, also carried blades, which had been passed down from the Muir Court. Swords once belonging to a prince and sub-captain, both of whom had lost their lives to Phillip’s Arius blade.
The last two swords the Muir Court possessed had belonged to Prince Nicholi and the Captain of the Muir Court Guard, Eric. Mara had killed them both. One life as much pleasure to end as the latter was sorrow. 
Nicholi’s sword, the one which claimed the life of Princess Liza, also now had the distinction of being the same to claim the life of Mara’s second-in-command. The blade, given to Captain Regald when he became the captain of King Mathew’s guard, had been captured in the surprise attack on the Black Rose Guard. In the hands of Viktor, the stolen blade had taken Brendan’s life. However, in that same fight, Mara had managed to reclaim the sword, and in her skilled hands, it had taken Viktor’s life in recompense for Brendan’s.
The last blade had belonged to Captain Eric, who had been a legend among the royal courts. A brave and kind man, beloved by all. A reputation rivaled by few and matched by only one—Mara’s father, Prince Michael. The two men had known each other, and fought centuries of war together, some opposing, a few side-by-side. Of all the men who had come to pay their respects at her father’s passing, Eric had been the only one her mother responded to. She had thanked the lord, as he passed by to offer his condolences, before he kneeled down to speak to her child.
“Your father was a great man,” he had told the tiny girl as she clutched Garreth’s hand. “He died as he lived, with courage and great honor. One day, you will be old enough to understand.”
“He’s gone,” Mara had replied. “He’s not coming home.”
“No, my princess. And for that, I am very sorry.”
Centuries later, after the death of Princess Liza, Eric predicted his death at Mara’s hand. “Kill me swiftly,” he had asked, “and I shall consider the debt repaid.” A cryptic warning which, decades later, would lead Mara to Liza’s killer. When his prediction came to pass, Mara had gifted his blade to her cousin, Garreth. 
“An honorable man carried this sword,” she had told her reluctant cousin. “It should be bestowed upon the same.”
“Give it to one of your sub-captains,” he had said. “Or to one of—”
“Garreth, you were as much a part of that battle as I. Pray to the gods above and below, the need to wield this blade shall never come again. But if it does, I know it should be wielded by you. Eric would have wanted it that way.”
“Mara, please. Those blades...they are too much. Too much responsibility. Too much pain. Too much...I am not a captain. Nor am I a royal. Surely those blades belong to only those who are.”
“But don’t you see?” Mara had replied. “That is why it must go to you. The one person on this Earth who would dread to have it.”
Ultimately, Garreth had relented, taking the ancient blade from the halls of the Black Rose Guard to the hidden chambers of the Ciar Court. Mara had never seen her cousin actually carrying the deadly sword. At least...until now.
The rain had stopped. Mara walked down the muddy path, a sense of relief easing her steps as the smell of roses lightened, partially clearing her head. 
As she turned the corner, intending to meander along a mountain spring, she found herself before the faceless form of the shadow of the rose.
 






Chapter XXIII
 
Present Day
 
Mara’s heart skipped several beats as fear gripped her. After all these years, the shadow had returned. 
“What do you want?” she asked, but her voice quavered.
The shadow stood still, shimmering on the edge of light and darkness. “Help me.” The familiar words slid over Mara with the touch of a cold wind, causing her to shiver.
“How?” Her tongue was thick with fear.
“The roses starve without their queen.”
“I am no queen.”
“Royal blood, princess of the rose.”
She swallowed hard and found her voice, allowing anger to fuel her courage. “I am not a queen,” she said again. “I don’t want to be. I never asked to be.”
“You were born a queen. The rightful queen.”
“Last time you appeared, Edward spent twenty-five years in captivity.”
“The roses...”
“Twenty-five fucking years!” The flames of her anger spread. “Two decades! In that hell.”
“The roses must be fed upon the blood of—”
“I don’t care!” she screamed. “Do you hear me? I do not want to be your princess, your fountain of blood, or your queen. Stay away from me!”
The shadow continued to shimmer before her, and as it did so, green vines emerged from the ground. Mara took several steps back, but it was too late. The roses appeared behind her. She tripped, falling hard on her side. Vines lurched forward as she attempted to rise, grabbing her arms as they sank their thorns deep into her skin.
She cried out in pain, fear returning. “No,” she pleaded. “Don’t do this.” She struggled against the vine’s painful grip.
“A choice, Princess. Make your choice.”
“I don’t...” The dream came back to her. Edward lying on the bed of roses, his blood running down the sides of the stone slab, which had been meant for her.
She stopped struggling, allowing the roses to consume her blood. They drank deeply, her torn skin throbbing where the thorns had latched. “Why are you doing this?” she asked again, fear and pain causing tears to fall.
“A price, Princess. We saved him once. To do so again requires a price.”
More of her blood was drawn into the plants, the invigorated vines spreading across the ground, sprouting roses, which transformed from buds to full blooms before her eyes. “Then take it,” she answered. “Take it, please,” she pleaded. “Don’t hurt him.”
Her eyes closed and Mara found herself standing on a beach, long ago, in a deep blue gown she had never worn. She knelt in the sand, the waves touched the shore only a pace before her. She inhaled, and could taste salt on the ocean breeze nipping at her dress.
“My lady,” Phillip’s voice washed over her. “My lovely captain.”
She turned to face him, but paused at the sight of her Arius blade, lying beside her. The familiar rose-etched silver, lined with royal blood.
“Is this my punishment?” she asked the man who had once stood as her advisor in all things. “For the sins committed upon the sea’s edge?”
“Do you believe that?” Phillip asked. Dressed in black, his own sword tucked against his side, Phillip stared down at her, his pale blue eyes gazing into the depths of her violet ones. 
Fresh tears fell. “Brendan died.”
“I know.”
“I’m so sorry.” She turned away, unable to maintain his gaze as she spoke. “It was my fault.”
Phillip took a step forward and knelt beside her. The waves roared across the beach as the wind pushed salt and sand against the surface of Mara’s smooth skin, the sun forever setting against the ocean’s blue waves. 
“If I had not...it was my fault.”
“No,” he spoke gently. “You know that is not true.”
“He was your chosen heir. My heir. And I let him die. A thousand years of service perished, to save someone I barely know.”
“You stopped to save a life,” Phillip said. “There is no shame in that, my lady. You had no way of knowing what would happen.”
“It should have been me.”
The wind persisted, the sand dancing across her skin in the momentary silence. “You who died?” Phillip asked. “Or who should have been taken into those dungeons?”
The words stung more than the billowing sand. “Both,” the answer came unbidden from her lips. “Brendan. Edward. My father. Liza. That little...” She could not bring herself to say it. “How many more must suffer—must die, for the curse that lies within my blood?”
“I wish I could help you, my lady.”
“If I stay, if I just stay here...will it finally be over? Will he...will they...finally be safe?” She turned fully, looking at her mentor with pleading eyes.
His answer showed plainly and her strength crumbled. “I am so sorry, my lady. The answer remains the same. If you stay here, he will die.”
“I’m scared. Afraid of this battle. But, I’m even more scared of—”
“The roses,” Phillip finished for her. “You always have been.”
“You sound like Garreth.”
“Yes.” Phillip nodded. “And Garreth is right. There is a great power to be gained, my lady. An incredible power, if you would only let yourself accept it. You are afraid, I understand. But you cannot escape what you are, Mara. What you were born to be. You are princess of the Lorcan Royal Court’s rose bloodline. If you were to stay here on this beach forever, you would still be that princess.”
“I don’t understand, Phillip. Please, dear gods, help me understand.”
“I cannot give you the answers, my lady. This is something you must learn on your own.”
“Please, Phillip, help me.”
“I’m so sorry, my lady. I cannot.”
“Then why are you here?”
“To say that you are not alone.” His form faded. “You never have been.”
“Phillip, please, don’t go.”
Her pleas were to no avail, and moments later, he completely vanished, leaving her alone on the beach where the souls of the immortal fallen would forever dwell.
“Mara,” a voice called her name as she stared out at the beach. “Mara!” She opened her eyes to the sound of Edward’s plea. “Wake up, my rose.”
He knelt over her, surrounded by a garden of roses that had not been there when she began her walk up the path. “I saw the roses appear, at the beginning of the trail,” Edward said. “What happened?”
“The roses...” She lay on the ground, her head cradled against his stomach as he sat in the grass beside her.
“Mara, please. You kept the truth from me once before. You do not have to go through this alone—not this time.”
Mara drew herself up enough to move her head to his shoulder. “I hate this. I’m so tired, Edward.” She took a great gulp of air, which escaped as a deep, harsh sob. She pressed her face harder into the side of his neck, a second gasp becoming a scream. Edward wrapped his arms around her, pulling her into a tight embrace as she screamed again before falling into inconsolable sobs. “I don’t...I’m tired,” she managed to say through her tears. “I don’t want to do this. I don’t want...I...”
“mea rosa,” he spoke softly. “mi amor. I am so sorry. mea rosa immortalis,” he whispered, soothing her until her tears were spent.
He gathered her in his arms and carried her back along the trail until they reached the castle entrance, where he proceeded to carry her up the curved staircase. When they reached her chambers, he put her back on her feet. “You probably don’t want to lie down in this state.”
“What?” She sounded confused, then glanced down. Her clothes were covered in dirt from where she had fallen in the mud. Dried blood splattered her arms, which started to hurt as she stared down, as though seeing the cuts made them real. “Oh,” she said. “I didn’t...”
“It’s okay, mea rosa,” he said, moving her toward the washroom. Mara turned to look in a silver mirror mounted above the deep sink. A leaf was tangled in the stands of her dark hair. Her cheeks were smudged with dirt and dried blood. She looked as she felt, exhausted, drained. Yet as she stared, something caught her attention. 
Above the dark circles beneath, her violet eyes had transformed to a glowing, seamless silver. A color they had not been since the night the queen tortured the man she loved.






Chapter XXIV
 
Present Day
 
Mara knocked, three brisk raps.
“Hi,” Nolan greeted as he pulled the door open. “Is everything all right?”
“Yes,” she assured him. “May I please come in?”
“Of course.” He held the door open for her.
“Let’s go out onto the balcony,” she said, crossing the room to the glass slider.
He closed the door and followed her, watching as she stepped to the balcony’s edge where roses lined the stones. She looked carefully for a place to lean against while avoiding the long thorns. “Is something wrong, my lady?”
Abandoning her search, Mara turned back to face him. “I have something to tell you, Nolan Mochàn.”
“Uh oh. Full name means it can’t be good.”
“I’m sorry, Nolan. You will not be joining us—not this time.”
Nolan’s face fell. 
“My decision is not negotiable,” Mara interrupted whatever words he planned to speak. “And before you launch into a plethora of untruths, it is not because I doubt your heart, loyalty, or courage in any way.”
“I am not a kid. A sub-captain of the Arum Court Royal Guard, I earned my position.”
“And I am perfectly aware you merit the honor of the title you carry.”
“Then what is your objection? Is it because of what happened when they attacked? I wasn’t the only one who ended up with a blade at their throat. Even Edward lost his.”
“Yes,” Mara answered. “He did. Which is exactly why I cannot allow you to accompany us.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Nolan, you are young. That is not an argument, simply a fact. You have great skill, and even greater potential. One day, you could hold the type of reputation of those leading this fight. One of the best. A true captain in a Royal Guard. But you are not—not yet. Your skill with a blade is undeniable, as is the proficiency you still need to acquire. I am not leaving you here as a punishment, but rather as an opportunity. You want to prove yourself worthy of the Black Rose Guard ranks? Then stay here.”
“But all the guard is—”
“Not true. It is customary for this castle to always be protected. A tradition among the most ancient and sacred we bear as members of the Rose. Therefore, I will leave my sub-captain, Sarah, in charge of the castle, along with other hand-selected members. Sarah has been my long-time third, and as Brendan is no longer...since his—” She stuttered over the word death. “She will be promoted to second-in-command. Sarah trained under both Edward and myself and is among the best I have ever had the privilege to train.”
“I want to help.”
“Please believe me, I appreciate how difficult it is to stay behind, but in doing so, you will be helping. By learning from Sarah, our protégée, you will learn the ways of knighthood. Work to understand the deeper meaning of the Black Rose vows you are asking to take. Let her guide you through the process and ultimately, give you the information and experience you need to become a full member of this guard. Become part of the legacy that we work every day to honor and uphold.”
“But this battle, it might be—”
“Trust me, Nolan. As one who has been a member of the guard a millennia more than you have been alive, there is always another battle to fight. Always. The trick of surviving is to know which wars are for you, and which are better left to another. This is my battle—a battle for the rose of old. Not the new. The next one will be yours.”
Nolan moved his eyes to the ground, to hide his swirl of emotions, but was unable to prevent himself from asking, “What if...what if you don’t...”
“Come back?” Mara finished for him.
He nodded, pressing his chin to his chest, refusing to look up. 
Mara gave a soft sigh. “Then one day, many years from now, I expect you shall be standing by Sarah’s side, on the eve of a great battle, repeating these words to a young knight who dreams of joining the Black Rose Guard. You will tell them that you know what is best, because you have earned the right to know and repeat the words the great Captain Mara Sethian once spoke to you. They will stare in awe that you knew her, and even more that she took the time to teach you. To pass the wisdom once bestowed upon her.”
Nolan raised his eyes to meet hers. “Is that something Edward taught you? How to choose your battles?”
“No,” Mara answered, an upward curve forming at the corner of her lips. “Though he perhaps helped me to learn the meaning.”
“Who...”
“My father. One of the few things he taught me, though I did not understand the meaning of his words until long after he was gone.”
“I’ve never heard you speak of your father before. Edward, Phillip, Garreth, even your mother, on occasion. But never him.”
Mara’s lips drew together in a tight line. “I’m not sure if what I remember is real, or just the childish fantasy of a girl who’s had to face eternity without him.”
“He would be proud to have a daughter like you.”
“You think so?”
“Don’t you?”
“Sometimes,” she answered hesitantly. “And other times I think...”
Hero. White knight. The pride of the Royal Guard. The best among the knights. Winner of the princess’ heart. A prince whom men would follow to the very gates of Tartarus. The list went on. Not one person had a bad word to say about her father. A reputation Mara had spent her immortality attempting to follow, to no avail. Her father and Edward were cut from the same cloth. White knights, who placed morality above even the most sacred of oaths. Her father would never have raised his blade—now her blade—against a defenseless...
“I will make the bad dream end,” she had whispered to the trusting child. “All you have to do is close your eyes.” Blue-blue eyes, lined with white, like waves rolling upon an ocean tide. Incredible eyes held only by the most royal of those from the court of the sea. The eyes of a Muir Court Prince. “Yes, child, I will make the bad dream end...”
Mara shook herself, leaving the memory behind, and forcing her mind back into the room with Nolan. She took several steps to where he stood and placed a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry, Nolan. This isn’t your fight. If you want to help, don’t force me to worry about you in this battle. I will not concentrate the way I must, and that could cost us dearly. Stay here with Sub-Captain Sarah. Learn from her all that you can. She will guide you in our ways.”
“I just...feel like I have so much to learn from you. About...well, about everything.”
“I regret I might not be the one to teach you all you desire to know, to learn. Because of this, I will finish my story, though by the end, you may wish I had remained silent upon the subject.”
“You mean, what happened with Liza?”
Mara nodded. “Allow me to be very clear on this, Nolan. Once this tale is told, it cannot be untold. It will haunt you, Nolan, every day for the rest of your immortal life.” She paused, allowing her words to fade. “Are you certain you want to know?”
“Yes,” Nolan answered. “Please, my lady, tell me what happened.”
“After Edward’s captivity, neither of us was the same,” she told the younger knight. “We were scarred from what had happened. Him from the imprisonment, me from being unable to save him. Edward did not want to speak of what had transpired, though he needed to. He did not want to burden me, and mistook my desperate pleas for him to open up as pity. I, similarly, needed to talk to him, to confess what I had seen.” Mara shook her head. “We are too alike, Edward and I. Two halves of the same coin in so many ways. Stubborn, proud, and...”
“And what, my lady?”
Mara turned away, but forced herself to answer his question. “Edward mistook my need to speak on his captivity as pity. And pity...he would not abide. Combine that with my inability to be touched, and well...our reunion was doomed before it ever began.” 
Mara drew a slow breath, her hands curling into tight balls. “Liza was different. Innocent and sheltered. She had no idea of what Edward had been through, and he didn’t want to tell her.” Mara found herself struggling to speak, despite the millennia that stood between her and the events of which she spoke. “She was sunshine to my darkness. Happy to have him home, without the taint of having failed him. And he, Captain of the Royal Guard, was the protector of her dreams. Stories I had strengthened by telling them over and over again during her childhood.” 
Mara shook her head. “Looking back, I was foolish to have been surprised at what was so easily seen. She made him smile, made him laugh. Made his days brighter.”
“And you...”
“I was a reminder of all he had been through. Edward a reminder of how I had failed him. For twenty-five years.”
“You learned that he loved her...” 
Mara tried to answer, but could not find her voice, so she simply nodded. 
“...in the garden of immortal roses?”
Mara nodded again. “Yes, in the garden of those cursed roses. Destined to plague every moment of my eternal life.”
 
*
935 AD
 
“Liza is so gentle and kind; youthful and innocent. I could not imagine trying to change that about her. It would be...tragic. She is everything you and I are not.” His smile widened. “It is one of the reasons I love her.”
“Love her?” Mara asked. “What do you mean?” She expected him to laugh, to say he meant the words in a platonic way. One glance at his uncomfortable face was all it took to reveal the truth. To rip the heart from her chest, creating a tear that would never heal. “You’re in love...with Liza.”
Her pain transformed to rage faster than she could draw the breath to express it. She had waited for him. For years—for decades! “I did everything you ever asked!” she screamed at him. “A princess, I gave up everything, everything to be with you. You said you loved me! You asked—no—begged me to wait.” Her words were laced with a bitter laugh. “Twenty-five fucking years!”
He rushed forward, a futile attempt to deny what she knew to be true. To explain, to plead, but she refused him. Fighting his touch as the last of her hard-won control dissolved into a sea of pain, which knew no bounds.
“Mara, please.” He tried desperately to push his words through her pain. “I do love you. It’s not what you—”
“I don’t believe you.” The words could never be unspoken.
 
*
 
Present Day
 
“A half-truth,” Mara admitted to Nolan. “Some part of me, even in that moment, knew he loved me still. But now, his was a love shared with the princess he could never have.”
“It must have been...difficult.”
“Like a knife in my chest,” Mara answered bitterly.
“What happened?”
“For my part, I was trapped. Unable to leave the side of the woman he loved. Unable to avoid the captain I’d sworn to serve. Torture to watch them speak, and share easy laughter. She was infatuated, and he was unable to hide what he felt. At least, not from me.” She shook her head. “Perhaps if I had known she would die so young, that her fate would be tragic, the period might have been less hurtful. But I did not, and so during those years, all I could see was pain. The pain of having waited only to be—”
“But she did die. At the hands of the Muir Court.”
“Yes,” Mara answered. “However, it started before that.”
“When Edward was...tortured?”
Mara nodded. “Edward knew better than to speak to the queen of his feelings. And he was too honorable to act upon them in secret. Partially because of his vows as a knight, but also, to admit he loved her would break the vow he had once given to me—that his heart was mine, and mine alone.”
“And Liza, what of her?”
“Liza?”
“Yes, you speak of your broken heart, and of Edward’s guilt, but...what of Liza? Was she blameless?”
“Blameless?” Mara considered the word. “Yes, as those who die young so often are.”
“I don’t think the situation was your fault, my lady. I heard what the queen did to Edward. She tortured him. You were trying to care for the man you love. How can anyone blame you for that?”
“You are so young. Not unlike Liza was.”
“I don’t...”
“Protecting her was my job, Nolan.”
“You had eight knights die protecting her.”
“Yes, eight died, but don’t you see?” She shook her head. “It should have been nine.”
“It wasn’t your fault.”
“Because Liza loved him, he was tortured. For a love that never should have developed. For his heart, which was mine to keep, and I failed to do so. And because she was so sheltered, so terribly protected, she did not understand the consequences. The horrific repercussions, which would be dealt out by the woman she called Mother.” Mara drew a deep breath. “Don’t you see, Nolan? The queen found out.”
“Found out?”
“That he loved her! And worse, that she loved him. It did not matter that they had never consummated their shared emotions. That he would never take the princess to his bed. That he loved her honorably. Chivalrous codes implemented to protect brave knights of the realm. None of it mattered! The love in their hearts, chaste though it remained, for Queen Clarissa, was enough to condemn us all.”






Chapter XXV
 
938 AD
 
A single glance was all it took to reveal something was terribly wrong. Summoned to her aunt’s chambers in the dead of night, Mara had rushed down the dark underground corridors to answer the command, praying everything was all right. As she entered the room, she found several men in a semi-circle, Edward standing at their center. Davith turned at her entrance. The raw fear covering his face caused Mara to momentarily forget to draw breath.
Her eyes scanned the men, all garbed in identical dark attire, long-sleeved black shirts laced with matching thread, customary wear for members of the Royal Guard. Normally, at a gathering, there would be soft whispers among the men, those closest to the queen discussing the matter at hand. Instead, they stood mute, the room filled with a thick shroud of silence. 
Mara walked forward, wincing as her heel strikes disrupted the unnatural quiet. When she reached the men, one took a step to his left, opening a space beside Edward. Mara walked through, taking a single step in front of the men. She knelt to one knee before addressing her aunt. 
“My queen,” Mara spoke. “You summoned?”
“Ah, my niece, the Lady of Melaena,” the queen addressed her by the hated titled, “it would seem, is here at last. Perhaps she can clarify a few things I find most...disturbing.”
“Disturbing? What has happened, my queen?”
“Certain facts have been bought to my attention,” the queen continued, motioning for Mara to rise. She did as commanded, moving into the arc of men to stand by Edward’s side. Her aunt’s tone was one she knew well—one that held promise of blood and pain.
“What troubles you, Your Majesty?” Mara kept her voice as neutral as possible.
“I shall inform you, my niece, after you provide an answer to this question.”
“A question?”
“Yes. A simple question that should require a simple answer.” Her inflection became sharper with every word. “A question, my dear, lovely niece.”
Mara’s mouth went dry as she awaited the queen’s next words.
“Who is the man standing to your right?”
“What?”
“To your right, Mara.” She motioned to Edward. “Who is he?”
Confused, Mara fought to keep a flat expression. “He is your captain of the guard.”
“And to you, specifically, Mara?”
“He is...my captain as well.”
“So politically correct. Your perfected caution never fails to agitate.”
“Not intentionally so, my queen. I was merely attempting to answer your question to the best of my ability.”
“Then quit playing games.”
“I was not—”
“Who is he, to you, Mara Clarissa Sethian?”
Mara shook her head. “I don’t understand. What is going on?”
“Do you still love him?”
“What?”
“I do not like repeating myself, Niece. Nor do I care for cryptic answers to direct questions. Now, answer, before you exhaust what little patience I have left on this night.” The queen stepped closer bearing her emerald gaze down on her niece. “Do you love him still? As you did during his long years of absence?”
“No,” Mara answered, causing the queen to step back, a smile creeping along her face. It faltered when Mara added, “I love him more.” The words hurt to speak, yet their truth was undeniable.
“And my daughter?” she asked, her cold tone becoming gradually inflamed with anger. “What is he...to my daughter?”
Mara fought to keep breathing, as she realized what, exactly, the queen was asking. “My queen...”
“I know who I am,” her aunt lashed out. “What I do not know is the answer to my very simple question.”
Mara nodded. “Edward is her hero, as he is to the majority of your guardsmen and this court. Someone the princess views as the epitome of all that a knight should be.”
“Is that so?” She drew out the words as she switched her gaze from Mara, to the man standing beside her. “Is that it, Edward? Are you the perfect example of knighthood?”
“No, my queen,” Edward answered. “Perfection is a goal I strive for, but never expect to achieve.”
“The perfect knight,” Clarissa ruminated, turning back to Mara.
“My queen,” Mara interrupted her aunt’s thoughts. “The men in this room...” She gave a wide gesture, indicating those around her. “Edward is their hero.” 
The queen settled her gaze upon her niece. “And?”
“They risked their lives to save their captain. Please, my queen, my aunt, I beg of you, send them away. They do not need to be present for this private conversation.”
Tension filled the room. Mara shivered in relief as the queen nodded in consent. “Very well.”
Mara took a step forward, turning to face the men, careful to avoid eye contact with Edward. “You heard your queen,” Mara stated. “If you call me captain, leave this room immediately.”
Most of the men turned, grateful for the escape, but Davith refused. “I would prefer to stay.”
“Come with me,” Mara instructed, motioning him toward the door where the other men were exiting. She stepped outside, Davith reluctantly following.
“Mara,” he began, “you don’t have to do this alone.”
“But I am choosing to, nevertheless.”
“Mara, please, I am two thousand years your elder. Allow me to help you.”
“If you want to help, then I need you outside of the queen’s chambers. Even if Liza is called in, remain outside. When the night is over, she will require a competent captain, and I fear I may not have the capacity to be what she needs. Protect her, Davith.” Mara fought for breath. “I cannot protect them both.”
Mara feared he would argue further. Instead, he nodded in resignation. “I shall do as you ask, Captain.”
“Thank you,” she said.
“Yes, my lady.” 
Mara gave the slightest of bows before turning, with a heavy heart, to reenter the queen’s royal chambers. 






 
Chapter XXVI
 
938 AD
 
Edward and the queen waited in silence. Every step Mara took echoed across the vast chamber. Shadows from the ever-present fire danced over the walls and floor, twining their way across those who stood within. When she reached the center of the room, she stood at her captain’s side. The tension grew unbearable.
“My queen,” Mara broke the silence.
“My daughter,” Clarissa said, “was speaking with me. Her words were most distressful.”
Mara expelled the air from her lungs. “How so, my queen?”
“She claims to be in love...with the, how did you refer to him? Oh yes—the epitome of the perfect knight.”
Mara’s mind raced for words to appease the queen. “Who isn’t, Your Majesty? He is one of this court’s great heroes. I’m sure many have feelings of adulation, however misguided they may be, for one such as him.”
“And yet, I hear undeniable fear in your voice.”
“Only in that this situation has come to be so badly misunderstood. Edward is my lover, remember? I paid twenty-five years, of both our lives, for the right to call him so.”
“Yes.” The word came out as a hiss, a tone Mara had come to know well over the long years.
“My queen,” she spoke cautiously, “do not concern yourself with nothing more than a crush. Your daughter is not the first to be infatuated with the famous captain.”
“By the gods,” Clarissa said in disbelief. “What, exactly, does this man have to do before you realize he is incapable of loving you the way you deserve? Into how many pieces must your heart be carved, before it is broken enough to be free of this unrelenting...” Clarissa shook her head. “You’re a terrible liar, Mara. I have taken such pains to drive the very notion of love from you. How have I failed, so spectacularly, in this endeavor? I do not understand you at all, my dear niece. This man breaks your heart, declares his love for another, and yet you stand here, pleading for him as only a lover should.”
“You are mistaken,” she lied. “He loves me, and what is more, I do not have to be this man’s lover to plead for patience and reason. He is my captain. He is a leader. A hero.” She forced herself to pause, fighting fear and anger. “Edward is the captain of your Royal Guard. He endured twenty-five years of torture, for your honor! And this young woman you speak of, with an infatuation, is your own daughter. How can you even begin to think of harming either of them?”
“My daughter, my captain,” Clarissa replied. “But what about you, Mara? Why are you so desperate to keep him from my hands?”
Is she mad? “It is my job to protect your daughter from all harm. This, my queen, harming her hero, will cut her more than any attack my sword will ever defend her from.”
“Yet again, Mara, you have not answered my question.”
“Edward has saved my life more times than I can count, Your Majesty.”
“True as those words may be, they are not the reason. Speak the truth, Mara.”
“I love him,” she answered. “Is that not reason enough?”
“Unbelievable!” the queen exclaimed. She walked across the room, toward where the two captains stood, eyeing one and then the other. “Are you such a fool, Mara? Enough to sacrifice everything this lie will cost you?”
“It is not a lie. I love him. Not even you can deny that truth.”
The queen stared at her niece in silent challenge, but Mara met her gaze head-on. Then the queen turned, pressing her hand to Edward’s chest, increasing the pressure until she found the beat of his heart against her palm. “Tell me, Mara, if I were to dig deep enough, would I find your heart buried inside his chest?” The queen’s hand slid down, gliding over the thick material of his shirt until she reached his belt. She moved her hand to his right, until it came to rest on the hilt of Edward’s Arius blade. Stoic, or possibly resigned, Edward didn’t move a muscle. “Shall we find out?”
Edward parted his lips to speak, but the queen silenced him with a glance.
Mara stared at the queen’s long fingers, menacing upon the deadly blade. Her mouth went dry as her mind trailed to the last time her aunt had made such a threat, against Garreth the day Mara had refused to torture him when the queen commanded. It had taken the plunging of a less-lethal blade deep into her own chest, to convince the queen not to harm Mara’s beloved cousin. The queen’s threatening gesture filled Mara with fear she was unable to mask. 
“No.” The word fell from her lips against her will, her eyes fixed on her aunt’s hand, resisting the urge to push her away. “Don’t do this.”
“Tell him, oh niece of mine. Tell him what you saw.”
Mara instantly knew what the queen referred to. “Please, Aunt Clarissa.” She hated herself for begging. “He has been through enough.”
“A command, not a request.” She curled her fingers around the hilt of the blade sheathed at Edward’s side.
The room grew warmer as the queen’s hand framed a wordless threat against the man she loved. “Why are you doing this?” Mara asked. “Why are you threatening to harm the man who has sworn his life to protect you?”
“You seem to be unaware to whom you speak.”
“No, Your Majesty,” Mara answered, fighting to speak her words with even tones as she fell to her knees beside her aunt. “I know exactly to whom I am speaking. To my queen and sovereign. And I am begging you, as a loyal subject, a member of your guard, and as your royal niece, have mercy upon this man, the most loyal of all your knights, and the daughter who is your child and heir.”
“If you beg my favor,” the queen replied, “then tell him the truth. Tell him what you saw. What it was like, to watch his agony night after never-ending night. To hear his screams in the darkened room, knowing you were helpless to stop them as they tortured him again and again.”
“Please...”
“What is she talking about?” Edward asked.
Mara stared intently at the floor.
“Mara?”
“As I suspected,” the queen said. “She has not told you what they did to her. What she saw. What was it, Edward, that you thought you detected in her eyes? Pity? Sorrow? Yes, I could see how you would interpret her expression that way, and reject her for it. Instead, it was pain—her pain—you saw shining through those violet eyes.”
Edward’s voice seeped through the room as he spoke her name again. 
Mara looked up at him, tears glistening in her eyes at this forced confession. “I knew what was happening to you.” Her words were saturated with pain. “I saw them drag you into the center of the room. I know they loved to use the whip. The one with the scar on his left eye—the whip was his favorite.”
“The one with the...”
“Another, with hair the color of a red rose,” she continued, “preferred the knife with sapphires. He must have been of higher birth to own such a weapon.” In her mind’s eye, she could see the blade drawn down his chest. “He never cut deeply, only shallow, counting all the while. Thirty strokes of the knife—never more, never less.”
“How do you know this? How could you possibly...”
“The lord’s son, Arron’s brother, was the worst. He liked to fillet skin, especially favoring the shoulder. Skilled with a blade, he would peel the skin back first, before moving deeper through muscle to bone. Fresh blood would fall to the stained floor. The coppery smell of blood, of decay, and of rotting flesh perfumed the air. You would endure the first stroke of his knife. Even manage to suppress a scream as the skin was pulled back. But...” 
She shuddered, her entire body jerking. She stared at Edward, but could only see the scene, a vision so vivid she struggled not to gag. “There was a gold hilt on his knife, with a ruby on either side, and a black stone in its center. You would...would resist. Until that golden blade touched the bone of your skinned shoulder. Then, you would scream.” 
“I...” She forced her eyes open. “I heard your screams as they stripped the flesh from your shoulders, before working their way down your arms. I watched everything, I saw...I heard the sounds of your flesh being torn. I would call your name, beg them to stop, but...” 
Edward shook his head in disbelief. “How? I don’t...”
“The roses,” she answered. “They were saturated in your blood, Edward. The roses...painted scarlet with your blood.”
Edward’s face slackened, his expression a mixture of confusion and horror. Mara forgot herself, scrambling forward on her knees to where he stood, grabbing his hands. “I tried to come. Dear gods, I tried but I...I couldn’t. I am so sorry, mi amor.”
“Tell him why you didn’t come, Mara.”
“They didn’t know,” she replied, her eyes wide with a pain she could not hide. “They couldn’t have known. Even you, my queen, refused to believe me.”
“Tell him what they did to you, Mara. Why you have begged his understanding while he pushed you ever further away.”
She refused, but Edward moved closer. Staring into his dark eyes, the words she had fought so hard to suppress tumbled from her lips. “I tried to leave. To find you. But they didn’t believe me. I begged and pleaded. Told them you were going to die. But...they wouldn’t let me go.”
Behind her the queen spoke, “You are trying my patience, Mara.”
“They locked me in our chambers,” she finally confessed. “Tied my wrists, sedated me with poisons. They kept me in that state for...months. By the time I resumed my duties, I wasn’t...” Staring into his eyes, the truth poured out. “I was a shadow, Edward. A shell of what I had been. Of the woman you loved, and had trusted with the care of the princess. I tried to leave because I knew, I knew you were alive, and they were hurting you. I’m... I can’t even begin to tell you how sorry I am. I knew—” A betraying sob escaped her lips, despite her best effort to prevent it from doing so. “Edward, I’m so sorry. I tried. I swear to the gods, mi amor, I tried. I tried. I—”
Her words were cut off as Edward knelt and drew Mara into his arms. “Why didn’t you tell me? Dear gods, why?” Edward pulled her more securely against him as she trembled.
Between heart-wrenching sobs she explained, “I couldn’t hurt you any more.”
“Well, isn’t this sweet?” the queen said. “The truth, at long last, known. Mara desperately in need of your love and understanding. Instead, you mistake that need for pity. How...tragic.”
Mara drew a shaky breath before turning back to the queen. “I did as you asked. I’ve told him. Now please, my queen, let us go. No transgression has occurred.”
Another long pause before the queen responded. “Both of my princesses in love with the same man.” She clicked her tongue. “What to do?”
“Liza has nothing to do with this, Your Majesty. Your daughter has an infatuation. Nothing more. Edward’s heart belongs with me, as it always has. Nothing has happened here, except the tragic misunderstanding between us, which, thanks to you, my queen, we have now corrected.”
“Yet it must be understood, by my daughter, that this man is off-limits. How do you suppose to best do this, Mara?”
Mara stood and Edward rose with her. “We will explain that Edward does not love her,” she spoke the confident lie. “That he belongs to me alone.”
The queen paused, considering Mara’s words, then all hearts sank as she shook her head. “No, it is not enough. Something more drastic must be done and, my dear niece, your words betray you. You have forgotten your place.”
“My place?”
“Yes, your place.”
Fresh fear settled in Mara’s chest with an icy touch.
“He is my captain,” the queen clarified. “Edward belongs to me, Mara. Only me.”
Mara took a short breath, which escaped in a plea, “Your Majesty, please...don’t.”
Clarissa turned to Edward. “I offered you my bed once. The heart of your queen for that of your princess; you refused. Tell me, Edward, do you still, after all that has passed, believe your heart lies beyond my reach?”
Edward paused, then answered with a single word, “Yes.”
“I wonder...” The queen stepped forward, walking past Mara to lay her palm flat against the dark material of Edward’s shirt again. “Tell me, do you think I could prove you wrong?”
Edward did not answer, completely motionless under her touch.
“I will leave your heart with the princesses then, and settle for your body instead.”
Confused, Mara said, “I’m sorry, Your Majesty, I don’t understand.”
“If I cannot have his heart, then his body will suffice.”
Mara turned and looked at Edward. As their eyes met, the full meaning of her words hit in a moment of sheer horror.
“You will come to my bed,” the queen stated, “and my daughter will watch you do so.”
 






Chapter XXVII
 
938 AD
 
Mara spoke first. “You can’t.”
The queen gave a sickeningly angelic laugh. “You will see, my niece, that I can.”
“I swear, this will be explained to your daughter. She will know that Edward is absolutely off-limits. I apologize profusely for not making it clear before, but I swear to you, there is no need for this.”
“Need?” the queen drew out the word. “Perhaps not. However, I desire it. Therefore, it shall be.”
Mara moved forward, placing herself physically between the queen and her love. “You cannot do this.” She fought for composure. “Haven’t we endured enough? An impossible quest, and twenty years of torture. Is that not enough?”
“I am not going to harm him, Mara.”
“Yes, you are,” she answered tersely. “And to pretend otherwise is beneath you.”
“I am your queen.”
“Then be the queen,” Mara replied. “Protect the man who has always protected you. Don’t do this.” Mara shook her head. “Can’t you see that he’s been through enough? Can’t you see the damage that has already been inflicted? Can’t you see...” She felt lightheaded, and her feet became unsteady as she realized she had forgotten to breathe. “Please, my queen. I am your family, your blood. Don’t do this.” Her body shook. “It’s wrong. He doesn’t deserve—”
“I’ll decide what he does, and does not, deserve.”
“Then don’t do this. I’m your niece. He’s the man I love. I am beg—” Her eyes closed and she could imagine him there, lying on top of her aunt’s nude form, a blending of pale, immortal flesh. She shuddered in revulsion. “I love him. I love him more than my own life.” She searched the cruelest eyes she had ever known for a mercy that she knew, deep down, would never be found. “I’m begging you, my queen. Do not force him to do this. I’m your niece. It’s wrong. te obsecro, regina mea. noli eum laedere. te obscecro, ut fratris filia, eum exsolve.”
The queen stared at her without a hint of sympathy.
Her apathy was more than Mara could take. Pleas turned to screams as she stared into pitiless eyes. “How can you be so cruel?” she demanded. “So heartless? What have I ever done to make you hate me so?”
“I am teaching my daughter a lesson, and it is my right to take any member of my guard to my bed, if I so choose.”
“You’re lying!” Mara answered. “This has nothing to do with your daughter. It never has. You are doing this because I love him. It has always been because I love him!”
“Watch your tone, Mara.”
“You sent him to his death!”
Mara took a step forward when Edward intervened, grabbing her arms, forcing her back to his chest. “Mara, be still,” he whispered. “Be still.”
She resisted, but he tightened his hands and forced her close. “Why?” she demanded, never taking her eyes off the queen’s. “Why are you doing this?”
The queen stared at her niece as she struggled against Edward’s hold. “How easily you expose your heart, Mara. It is your one weakness. Your only flaw.”
“Then hurt me, if you must. Not him. He doesn’t deserve it. You know he doesn’t.”
“Perhaps not, yet this does not change the fact that he is your weakness, Mara. The only way to harm you, is through him. No blade could begin to cut so deep.”
“No!” Mara screamed, jerking forward so hard that Edward almost lost his grip on her arms. “No, you can’t. Don’t do this!” Her words mixed with sobs. “te deprecor. I beg of you! te obsecro, regina mea. noli hoc facere. quo usque hoc patimur?”
Edward tightened his grip on the hysterical girl, forcing her to the cold floor, sliding to his knees to maintain his hold on her. “Be still,” he pleaded. “te obsecro, mi amor, quiesce.” 
“non, minime, precor.” She struggled to breathe, pain wracking her body with each fractured breath. 
Unmoved by Mara’s distress, the queen walked across the room. Opening the stone doors, she called to the waiting men. “Fetch my daughter,” she instructed coldly. “Then see to it that Edward is escorted to my private chambers.” She paused to glance back at Mara. “You may come too, my niece, should you so desire.” She laughed at her words and left the room, leaving Mara on the floor with her arms wrapped around her knees. 
Mara bent at the waist, fighting the urge to vomit, the knowledge she was utterly helpless overwhelming her. Edward’s hand pressed against her back as she fought for every heaving breath, swallowing the vile frustration, which threatened to spew forth. 
Edward attempted to turn her toward him. She resisted, but was inexorably drawn into his embrace. She buried her face against his shoulder and gave a single, muffled scream. Mara collapsed against him, her heart shattering to a thousand glistening tears, which soaked into the dark cloth covering his chest.
“I’m here,” he whispered. “I’m here, Mara. adsum, mea rosa, mi amor. ego adsum, mea rosa immortalis, mi amor.” 
“Help me.”
“me paenitet, mi amor. I am sorry, my love.”
“I can’t Edward. I can’t...please. adiuva me.”
“Mara, I...”
“Have we not suffered enough?”
“precor, mi amor.” 
“She hurt them,” Mara said. “Don’t you see? She hurt them to hurt me. Garreth, Phillip, Davith. She made me...she forced me to hurt them. I begged. I pleaded. And now she is going to...”
“Mara,” he spoke gently. “Oh my poor, sweet Mara. mea rosa. I...”
“Why is she doing this? What did I do to make her hate me? I don’t understand!” 
“Mara,” he tried to soothe her, his voice taking on a more commanding tone. “You cannot blame yourself. Do you hear me? The queen has been this way since long before you were born. A long, long time before, Mara. This is not your fault. It’s mine, because I could not see. Could not understand...oh gods, Mara, I am so sorry. This is my fault, not yours. Do you hear me? Not yours.”
“I don’t want to do this,” she sobbed. “Oh gods, Edward, I don’t. I—” She looked at him in defeat. “How do I endure this? How do we endure...the queen is going to... She’s...” Mara could not bring herself to speak the words.
Edward pulled her tighter, allowing the younger woman to spill her tears until only hollow confusion lay in their wake. Then he gave the only answer he could. “By being strong.”
“I’m tired of being strong,” came Mara’s immediate response. “I am so tired, Edward. me taedet valere. We have the entire world knocking at our door. Enemies of this court in abundance. Why do I have to be strong against the queen as well? Why do I have to stand here and hold everyone together, against the very woman who should be protecting us from such things? We are sworn to protect her, it is true. But that kind of loyalty deserves respect.” Mara shook her head, struggling for the words. “She should be protecting us. Yet she brings only torment and pain. Why, Edward? My love, my captain, who pulled me into this life I now serve. Why must I fear the woman I am sworn to protect?”
“I don’t have any answers, Mara. I thought that, with you, it would be different. That for the daughter of the sister she loved, she would find kindness and compassion, which might extend to those around you as well. Instead, it has been the opposite. You are right. I did lead you onto this path. Encouraged you. Allowed it. For that, I can only beg your forgiveness. I made you a member of this guard. I asked you to wait. There is nothing, Mara, nothing I have done right where you are concerned.”
Mara shook her head, the motion bringing his words to a pause. “She sent you away—to die—because I dared to love you. That is my fault.”
He moved his hand and slid his fingers down her cheek. She shuddered at the touch. Then Edward kissed her. She tried to draw back, but he slid his hand around, digging his fingers into her dark hair, forcing her closer. He pulled away, granting her a single breath, before kissing her again. This time, she sank into the kiss, his demanding touch pushing back her fear.
When he finally let her go, she stared at him with wide eyes.
“mi amor.” His words cut through her fear. “You have always been so strong. I know it’s not fair, and I know it’s not right, but I need you to keep being strong for a little longer. fortis esto, mi amor.”
Her heart broke. “Why? Why must I be brave? Why must I be strong?”
“Because you made a promise, Mara. A promise to protect the princess, and serve the realm.”
The princess? Oh yes. She had promised. Only... “I can’t protect the princess,” she answered. “I can no more protect her than I can protect you.” She shook her head, thoughts of Liza flooding her mind. The young girl knew nothing of her mother’s cruelty. The child-like princess, so carefully protected from the darkness of this world. Mara was overcome with a crushing wave of defeat.
 “Liza won’t understand,” she said in horror. “She’s never seen this before—any of it. She knows nothing of the evil surrounding her. Of what her mother is.” Mara searched his gaze, desperate for answers that were not there. “She is so innocent, she’ll never survive this, at least, not that part of her. The one we both cling to with such desperation.”
Mara found herself looking to Edward, not as her lover, but as the captain who had guided her through her initiation into the guard. “I swore to protect Liza. But...how do I keep that promise, against her own mother? The queen of this court?” 
“You mitigate the damage as much as possible. Do whatever is within your power to help her. That, Mara, is how you honor your vows. You must be brave, be strong—for her.”
“For her,” Mara repeated. “For her.”
“Yes, my rose.”
Mara stared at him through several breaths, forcing herself to reconcile his words to the tattered pieces of her heart. The words, I can’t weighed on her tongue. Yet she found herself saying something else entirely. “Okay, Captain, I’ll be strong. Only, I need something from you. I need you to...” Her words faltered.
“Anything,” Edward answered her. “Anything.”
“Please, my love, my captain, my...Edward.” He waited patiently for her to speak. “I will be brave. I will do my job. Only, Edward, please, do not give her a reason to spill your blood.”
“Mara...”
“She threatened Garreth with an Arius blade, Edward.” Mara met his gaze directly, emphasizing the words to the best of her ability. He looked shocked, disbelieving. “When she reached for your blade, it was all I could think of.”
“You put the blade through your chest to save him, didn’t you?”
Refusing to reflect on her desperate act, Mara continued with her plea, “If you have ever loved me, do as she commands. I cannot bear to watch her torture you. I cannot, Edward. Please, my love, do not force me to witness such a sight. I did so every night for decades. Promise me, Edward. te deprecor, mi amor.” 
She leaned forward and kissed him, a demanding gesture to convey her conviction. “I love you, Edward. No matter what has or will happen. No matter what she does. My love is the one thing not even the queen can take from you. cor meum es.
tu es cor meum et anima mea, una et sola mihi causa vivendi. tu es salus mea.”
At her words, Edward tightened his grip around her shoulders. His entire body shook, soundless sorrow rattling his strong form. “Mara,” he breathed. “ignosce mihi, mea rosa, mi amor. Forgive me, my rose. Please forgive me.”
The sound of a clearing throat alerted the pair they were no longer alone. “I’m sorry,” Davith said. “Edward, the queen has called for you.”
Mara ignored him, continuing to lean in the arms of her love. “Promise me,” she insisted. “I can only get through this if you promise me. Please, I can’t watch her torture you. Don’t make me.” 
“promitto,” he answered her. “I promise.”
Mara nodded, the words allowing her to draw an almost-steady breath. She turned to face her second-in-command. “Davith, tell me what is going on outside of the room. What did the queen...”
“The queen has ordered several guardsmen to her bedchambers, and commanded Edward attend her there, immediately. She has also summoned Princess Liza. Only I am not sure what...” His gaze flickered between the two captains. “I don’t fully understand what is happening, my captains,” he addressed them both. “But, the men know what you have both been through. Any harm, ordered to either of you, would be met with ill—”
“I will take care of the guardsmen,” Mara answered, with more conviction than she felt. 
“Mara,” Edward began.
She turned toward him and pressed her hand against his cheek. “You asked me to be strong,” she reminded. “So let me do as you ask. I will quiet the men, and do everything in my power to protect the princess.”
Edward nodded, pushing past his own fear to match her feigned bravery. “ignosce mihi, mea rosa. ignosce mihi.” 
“I already did,” she answered. “sine te vivere non possum, mi amor.” 
Mara turned her attention back to Davith. “I need...”
“Anything,” Davith said. 
“Garreth. I need you to find Garreth.”
“He was walking the far grounds.”
“Go now. Tell him to come to the queen’s chambers. Say it’s urgent and that I need him...now!”
“Yes, Captain,” Davith replied, giving a brief bow before turning from the room in a hurry.
“I’ll go first,” Mara said. “I’m sorry, Edward. I am—”
“Not your fault, mea rosa,” he answered. “Mine, and mine alone.”
“I know you love her,” Mara stated. “But you...you are the possessor of my soul.”
Edward parted his lips to speak, but Mara shook her head. “If you speak, I will go into that room and put a stop to what is about to happen—and I would pay for such an act with both my life, and the very honor you drove into my soul. Speak so much as a fond word, Edward, and I will let those men, loyal to a fault, slay the queen as they have long desired.”
She stared into his dark eyes, uncertain. It would be so easy. Forgivable, even. The queen murdered by the very guards she took such pleasure in tormenting. Those guilty would pay with their lives, yes. But Liza would be safe, and become the rightful queen, with the noble Edward by her side. It would be so easy...
Edward remained silent. Mara straightened her inward-curved shoulders and turned, walking into the room beyond to quell her men’s anger, and allow her aunt to direct yet another heart-wrenching torment upon the man she loved.
 






Chapter XXVIII
 
Present Day
 
Nolan gaped at Mara in disbelief. “She forced him...to her bed?”
Mara gave him a blank stare.
“With you and Liza forced to watch?” He shook his head. “Wait. She slept with him, and then tortured him? I thought it was just the torture.”
“The queen, she...” Mara’s gaze lowered to the floor.
Silent screams of a mangled heart echoed through Mara’s mind. Liza’s desperate pleas, speaking the words she could not. The queen’s harsh laughter as she explained to her daughter what was about to happen. The nauseating scent of blood permeating the air of the cold, underground chamber.
“My lady?” Nolan’s tone alerted Mara to the fact he had been speaking for some time.
She turned away, desperate for relief from her memories, only to find herself staring at the blood-tinged roses lining the balcony. “I am not sure how to explain the rest of that night,” Mara finally managed to say. “I have never...”
“Never told anyone before?” Nolan finished her words.
“Once,” she answered. “Only once.”
“My lady, if you cannot or would rather not, I understand. You’ve revealed enough.”
Mara stared at the roses. “If Edward and I die,” she forced herself to speak plainly, “then the only one who will remember what happened in that room will be the queen herself. Someone needs to know what she did, and what she is capable of.” She turned to face the younger guardsman. “If you want me to stop, say so now.”
“No, my lady. I wish to know all that happened. To know whatever knowledge you may choose to bestow.”
Mara drew a deep breath. “I am reputed to be a cold, hard captain, completely lacking in softness. What happened in those days, between myself, Edward, the queen, and Liza, leading up to the night she died, I do not speak of. They say time heals all wounds, and for some that is true. But for me...we are timeless, Nolan. And our memories, equally so.”
“I...”
“You are too young to comprehend,” Mara rushed ahead. “The true curse of our longevity is all the atrocities, committed by and to each other, shall remain etched in memory for the rest of your immortal life.”
 
*
938 AD
 
Mara stepped to the door where a group of men had gathered, all of them alerted to the fact the man whose life they had risked their own to save had fallen to the ill will of the queen. Tension filled the air. 
“Please, my lady.” Jacob, a sub-captain, was the first to speak. “Ask the queen not to harm him.”
“What have you been told?” Mara questioned.
“That the queen is angry with you and Edward.”
“And?”
“I have been a member of this guard long enough to know that when she is angry, people are punished when they should not be.”
“Jake...”
“I don’t care what she thinks you have done. Neither of you deserves to die by her hand...or each other’s.”
Die? Mara realized she could easily dismiss part of the fear. “Jake,” she spoke softly, “were you in the room when the queen threatened Garreth with an Arius blade?”
“Yes,” he answered without hesitation.
“Are you afraid the queen will make the same threat against myself or your captain?” He did not reply, which was answer enough. “That will not happen. You have my word.”
“But what if—”
“My word, Jacob. As a blood princess of the Lorcan Court, and a captain of the Royal Guard, no Arius blade will be used in that room.” She met the eyes of each of the men surrounding her. “All of you need to disburse.”
“What is going on?” another member asked.
“Why will no one tell us what is happening?”
“What is—”
“Silence,” Mara spoke sharply. “This matter is personal, between only those whom the queen has commanded enter her bedchambers. I am a captain of this guard. When I give my word, I expect no one to question it. That goes for everyone here, and those who are not. I am speaking not only as a captain myself, but for Captain Edward as well.” She drew a breath. “I don’t know who told you something was going on here, but allow me to assure you it is, and will remain, under control.”
“Please, Mara,” Jake spoke again. “Let us speak with the queen. Surely if the guard asks?”
“Your intervention will make things worse. I need you all to return to your posts. If you do not, you will be punished, by me. I am giving you, each and every man here, a direct order, which I expect to be obeyed. Do you understand?”
“Mara, please—” Jake tried again.
“It’s Captain Mara,” she replied, cutting him off. “And in the name of Captain Edward, I am ordering you to leave these chambers, unless the queen has specifically ordered otherwise.”
For a moment, Mara wondered if her instructions would be enough. Slowly, the crowd scattered to the rhythm of heavy footsteps. 
“Jake,” she called, prompting him to pause and turn back toward her. She waited until the hallway was clear before walking to his side. “I cannot tell you what is going on. Partially because I do not know everything myself, and partially because the queen has not granted you the privilege, nor status, to be told. But, if you would like to help, go to Edward’s chambers. Remain there.”
“What happened?” Jake asked. “The guard who alerted us provided no details, but was white as a sheet, demanding that anyone who loved their captain come here at once.”
“Go to Edward’s chambers,” Mara encouraged again. “You may yet be needed this night. And if you are, that is where you will be able to do the most good.”
Jake nodded.
“Also, I sent Davith on an errand. When he returns, please assign him to Liza’s door. I will need him there tonight as much as I’ll need those I can trust at Edward’s.”
“Yes, Captain.” He offered a bow and turned to do as ordered. When he was out of sight, Mara raised her hands and pressed her palms against her forehead, bending down as she sucked in a painful breath. 
“Okay,” she whispered. “You’re okay.” Yet her panic rose, replacing the momentary calm that acting the part of a captain demanded. Her breath became ragged in spite of her efforts to gain control, coming in short, constricted gasps. 
“Help me,” she spoke to the gods above.
The gods remained silent.






Chapter XXIX
 
938 AD
 
Mara remained standing outside of her aunt’s royal chambers, struggling for composure, when Edward appeared at her side.
 “mea rosa,” he spoke softly. Her hands fell, revealing the wet lines of her tear-streaked face. “mi amor.”
“I’m sorry,” she said, wiping her face with the back of her sleeve.
“Don’t go in there. This is, for once, about teaching Liza a lesson. I know what you said, but please, my love—te precor. You don’t have to do this.”
“No,” she answered, his words causing her tears to finally cease. She straightened, stress keeping her shoulders pulled tight, her back stiff. “We face this together, as we always have.”
Edward eyed her for a moment, then stepped forward in resignation. He offered her his arm, which she took, as he guided her into the room.
The bedchamber was dark. Several guardsmen stood rigidly, awaiting the queen’s command. Clarissa stood in the center, draped in black silk. The sheer gown clung to her every curve, and featured a low scoop neck, which showed the top of her breasts. A collection of layered diamond necklaces, each slightly longer than the one before, covered her chest in sparkling jewels. Her hair had been brushed, dark curls now flowing down her back.
Mara and Edward chanced a single glance at each other. Mara slid her hand into Edward’s, clasping it firmly. Both captains dropped to their knees.
The queen walked toward them. “Such a pretty pair,” she spoke softly. “So beautiful, so strong, so powerful.” Both captains stared at the ground as Mara felt Edward’s grip tighten when the queen stopped walking. “’Tis a shame,” she said, lowering her voice as she leaned close enough to speak to the pair alone. “That you were not born my daughter, instead of my niece. What a queen you would have made, with none other than the royal captain by your side.” She shook her head.
“I have never, nor shall ever, desire your throne, my queen.”
“Yes, so you continually claim. But I wonder, Mara, do you think you would have made a good queen, had you been born the heir?”
“I believe, Your Majesty, I would have struggled to escape your shadow.”
“Cryptic, cautious. So many ways in which your words could be construed.” The queen reached down and cupped Mara’s chin, forcing her to raise her eyes. “Are you going to beg, Mara? Beg for this man you love in spite of what he has done to you?”
“Would it make a difference?” Mara asked, her words dangerously bold. The queen studied her features without offering an answer. “No, my queen. I am done begging for kindness, for mercy, where there is none to be found.”
“Mara,” Edward warned.
“Are you aware of what this will do to your daughter? You will shred her heart to so many pieces, no one will ever be able to paste it back together. A part of her soul will die tonight, at her own mother’s hand.”
“Liza’s heart?” the queen questioned. “Liza’s soul...” Clarissa drew a breath and leaned forward, shocking Mara as she pressed her lips to those of her niece. Mara’s entire body stiffened. The frantic beat of her heart slowed. Mara remained perfectly still, every thought frozen in a single moment of confused fear. The queen pulled back, staring down into the silver centers of her niece’s violet eyes. “Liza’s heart, Mara? Or yours?”
Mara fought against her tears. “I will not beg for the love of a woman who has none to give.”
“Love?” the queen questioned. “Is it love you seek, Mara?”
“Once,” she answered. “Once more than anything in this world.” 
The queen’s eyes widened, her head tilting in disbelief. 
“How can you be surprised?” Mara’s voice came angrier than intended. “My parents died when I was a child. You are the only mother figure I have ever known. Someone my mother loved, named me after. Someone this entire court looked to for guidance, for protection, for...” Mara shook her head. “How can you possibly be surprised I desired your love?”
Clarissa appeared taken aback. She reached forward, her fingertips brushing against the black strands of Mara’s hair, pushing them tenderly from her pale cheek. “Mellissa?” She spoke her dead sister’s name. “Mellissa, is it really you?” Mara trembled under the touch. “I am so sorry, Mellissa. I thought...I...”
“You don’t have to do this,” Mara said. Her voice revealing her fear. “Please, my queen, you have the power to stop this.”
“Don’t you see, Mellissa? They must learn. They must learn what love cost you...cost you both.”
Both? Mara was confused. Did she mean her father? He had died in a duel. What did love have to do with—
“They must understand that love is folly. Love causes only pain. Love—”
“You cannot teach them that,” Mara answered. “That is something they must learn on their own. Please, my lady...stop this.”
The queen’s hand continued to stroke the side of Mara’s face, transfixed in the vision of her sister. “ignosce mihi, Mellissa,” the queen whispered. “This must be done.”
Mara’s heart sank. She pulled back from her aunt’s touch, the action breaking the spell. 
The queen’s glazed eyes cleared and she realized, with a start, it was Mara, not Mellissa, into whose violet eyes she had fallen. Clarissa took a step to her left, where Edward knelt.
She placed her hand on his cheek and leaned down. “From her lips to yours,” the queen said cruelly before she kissed him as she had Mara, moments before.
Edward remained perfectly still under her attentions. “Hmm,” Clarissa mused. “A touch cold for my taste. But don’t worry, we have all night to get it right.”
“My queen,” Mara spoke, “if you want to punish us, that is your right. But do not make your daughter, she—”
“Mother,” Liza’s voice announced her presence. “You requested I attend your chambers?” All three turned towards the chamber door. “Mara,” Liza said, surprised. Then her face lit up with a brilliant smile, sealing their fate. “Edward!”
Any hope for reprieve died with Liza’s condemning enthusiasm as she walked toward them.
“Ah, Liza. Come here, my daughter.” Liza complied, closing the distance between herself and where the queen stood before Mara and Edward. “There is a matter of great importance of which I must speak with you.”
“Of course,” Liza replied, ignorant of the danger.
“Tell me, my child, I have heard that you,” she offered a faux smile, motioning to Edward, “may have some...feelings...toward our heroic captain? So much so that you might be willing to consider him a suitor for your hand?”
“My hand?”
“Yes, daughter. You have rejected several high lords, and even a few fellow royals. Tell me, my child, how would you feel about a union with the Captain of the Royal Guard?”
Mara’s fear surged. Yet she stood powerless as Liza gave the crushing answer. 
Liza turned shyly to Edward, unable to see the chill running through his schooled features. “I would love nothing more. If that is what Edward wants. I mean, when we last spoke he...”
“He what, my child?”
Liza turned back to her mother in confusion. “He said it could never be.”
“Oh, did he?”
Liza nodded. “He loved me, but, it could never be.”
“Loved you?”
“Yes.”
“And do you love him, my daughter?”
She turned back and offered a soft smile. “Very much.”
Clarissa sighed. “It’s as I feared. Some lessons lie beyond the realm of offering caution, and instead must be learned.”
Liza turned to her mother. “What?”
“My dear, sweet child, please tell me I have not raised you in such ignorance, that you would hope to be matched for love?”
“I’m confused.”
“Do not tell me that my own daughter, the crown princess of the Lorcan Court, believes she would ever be allowed to wed a guardsman, no matter how high a position he held.”
“Why would you ask me if—”
“To be certain you were in love with my captain, and he with you.”
“Mother, I...”
“It is forbidden,” Clarissa said, in a voice layered with ice. “Something both of you well know.” Her gaze moved to Edward’s tall form. “Especially you.”
“My queen,” Edward’s deep voice entered the conversation. “Please, Your Majesty, if I could explain...”
“You may not,” Clarissa answered. She shook her head, taking several steps back. “I see now the folly of my ways, allowing you to run amok with these ideas of autonomy and love. It is time you, all of you, learn that within the lands of this court, everything belongs to me and me alone. Your lives, your hearts, and yes, even the physical forms in which they reside, lie utterly within my power and command.”
Mara trembled as she knelt by Edward’s side. She shifted, attempting in vain to gain some form of control over the incessant fear.
“My daughter and niece,” the queen said, “fallen for the same man. What is it with you, Edward? How is it that you so flawlessly capture the heart of every princess you encounter?”
“My queen, I—”
“Is it your honor? Your perfect, flawless code, which transforms you into a shining example of knighthood? Your pain? Your need to protect the young? What is it, Edward?” She tsked her tongue. “I said once, long ago, you were the perfect knight. Yet, it would seem I was mistaken. You are a knight with a fatal flaw, which to have—it would seem—is a requirement of ideal knighthood.” She paused, allowing her words to settle before continuing, speaking directly to Edward. “You and Mara are so alike. Her beliefs, her honor, her romantic idealism...” Clarissa shook her head. “There can be no doubt that everything she values, you instilled within her.”
“On the contrary, my lady. I taught her a code. She taught me the meaning of honoring it.”
The queen stepped back to view both captains. “You were so close, Edward. So close to having a princess of this court. How easily you have thrown away what you both fought so valiantly to gain.”
She focused on her niece. “Tell me, Mara, are you certain you do not wish to beg?”
“I will not.”
Clarissa shifted her attention back to Edward. “Come forward, Captain.”
Edward’s hand tightened on Mara’s. He did not move.
“Guards,” the queen called, “move him to the bed.”
Several men stepped forward from the back of the room.
Mara stopped them with a single word. “No.” She forced air into her lungs, then turned to Edward’s dark eyes and spoke words that ripped her soul. “You are the captain of this guard, Edward.” She bit her lip, hard enough to draw blood, but forced her voice steady. “Obey the queen.” 
Surprise and fear flicked through his eyes at her harsh words. Without relinquishing her hold on his hand, Mara stood and walked forward. He reluctantly followed, moving toward the bed.
“What’s going on?” Liza asked.
“Silence,” the queen commanded. “Guards, secure the princess.”
Two guards moved up to Liza, grabbing her arms. “Mother, what are you doing?” she demanded. “What are you—”
The queen stepped forward and slapped Liza hard across the face. “I am tired of being questioned by members of my own bloodline. This infatuation stops tonight.” She addressed the guards. “If she speaks again, hit her.”
“My queen,” the guard to the left said.
“That’s an order,” the queen said flatly.
She turned back to where Mara and Edward now stood. “Strip his shirt,” she commanded. “Do it now.”
It took every ounce of strength Mara possessed, but she reached up and unlaced the top of Edward’s black, long-sleeved shirt, nimbly untying the silver thread. She pushed the shirt from his broad shoulders, exposing his chest to the view of all those standing in the queen’s dark chambers. 
“What are you doing?” Liza asked, her voice laced with fear. “What are you—”
The guard standing behind Liza hit her hard, on the back of her head. Tears sprang to her eyes and she cried out in pain.
“Liza!” Edward called, without thinking.
Mara leaned forward and pressed her cheek against his neck. “Don’t say another word,” she whispered. Edward stilled, but could not remove his eyes from the young princess. “Fighting will not help her.” 
Two men stepped forward, and each reached for one of Edward’s arms, while two more moved beside him. “I’m sorry, Captain,” the one closest said.
“This isn’t necessary.” Anger entered Mara’s voice as she began to lose her hard fought control.
The men locked Edward’s arms behind him as Mara was moved to the side, forced to look on helplessly. 
“Please,” Edward pleaded, “let your daughter go. She is innocent.”
“I don’t think so,” the queen sang. “She will watch in silence.” Clarissa picked up a thin knife and walked toward Edward. 
At the sight of the knife, Mara moved, placing herself between the man she loved and the woman she had sworn to obey unto death. 
Clarissa paused.
“You said you wouldn’t hurt him,” Mara challenged.
“Just a scratch,” the queen replied coldly. “To show that challenging my orders is not to be tolerated.”
“Please,” the words slipped out before Mara could stop them, “precor, mea regina, noli hoc facere.” 
“You have tried my patience, Mara. Now move.”
“No.”
“Mara,” Edward’s voice jarred her. She turned toward him. “It’s all right.” 
“No.”
“Mara, please step aside. It will be okay.”
Mara shook her head, all determination and resolve slipping from her grasp. “No. Edward, no.”
“te deprecor,” he pleaded. “I am begging you, mi amor. Do as she asks.”
Mara’s body shook as the full realization of Edward’s words washed over her. He was asking her to move. To leave him to the queen’s torment.
“You promised, Mara.”
Promised? Oh yes, to protect the princess above all others. Even this man she loved. Her lips trembled and she closed her eyes before finding the strength to step aside.
The queen moved forward and, without hesitation, slipped the metal expertly between the layers of skin on Edward’s left shoulder. He cried out, a sickening sound between a sharp hiss and a deep moan that tore at the fabric of Mara’s heart.
Liza screamed for him. The queen turned, her beauty that of a sadistic angel, and gave a raised eyebrow. The man standing behind Liza hit her with such force she fell to the floor, crashing against the cold stone.
Mara rushed forward, scrambling toward the princess, skidding to her knees where she had fallen.
“If you hit her again, it will be the last thing you ever do,” Mara threatened, gathering Liza into her arms.
Caught between the threat of the royal captain and his queen, the man took several steps back.
“She did nothing wrong,” Edward said again.
“I wish I could believe that,” came the queen’s soft, feminine reply. “But it would simply not be true.”
Mara managed to maneuver Liza to her feet, but had to support the princess, who was unsteady from the force of the blows.
“Mother, please,” Liza called, her words slipping between tears. “He is the most loyal of all your knights! The captain of your guard. Please, do not do this.”
Clarissa walked toward Liza, who was being held upright by Mara. When she reached them, the queen leaned forward to whisper, “The most loyal of knights, you say? Well then, we must reward him for his loyalty, mustn’t we?”
She turned and nodded toward the guards, who proceeded to remove the rest of Edward’s clothing. “What do you say to...an experience he will never forget?” Her voice put a fresh chill in Mara’s blood. The men pushed Edward toward the bed. He struggled, until the queen moved her silver blade to Liza’s throat. “You will cooperate,” she commanded, “or else.” 
Mara looked at Edward, begging without words. fortis esto. me paenitet, mi amor. Edward lay down on the dark pelts covering the bed in the center of the room. 
Clarissa went to him, taking a seated position on the edge of the bed. She moved her hand to the side of his face, tracing a single finger across his lips, along his throat, and down the center of his chest. “Fight me,” the queen cooed, “and I will personally slice your princesses to bits.”
She leaned down and pressed her lips to his.
 






Chapter XXX
 
Present Day
 
A cold wind blew the dampness from Mara’s cheeks. Nolan sat silently across from her, watching tears fall. “It would have been awful, even if it had not devolved further. Horrific, even without the bloodshed. Standing there, watching him forced to...to...while the queen, my aunt...my...”
Her words ceased as her voice was drowned by tears. Nolan wanted to offer comfort, but knew such a gesture would be spurned by the proud woman before him.
“Mara,” Edward’s strong voice interrupted Nolan’s thoughts. 
Unaware of his presence on the balcony until that moment, Mara stood from the chair. She turned from him, ashamed of her weakness. 
“mea rosa,” he whispered. “mea rosa immortalis.” He reached for her arm and coaxed her to face him, her tears building as she stood trapped in a sea of unwanted memories. “Mara, I...”
She threw herself into his arms. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, for events so long ago.
“Not your fault, mi amor. Not your fault.”
Nolan shifted uncomfortably, feeling like an intruder on the visible pain of a woman who did not cry. Yet he was equally unable to look away.
Edward ran his hand gently through the long strands Mara’s dark hair. He felt as helpless as he had been that night. A thousand years had passed, but the pain still spilled from Mara like the blood of an open wound. How I have wronged you. He tightened his grip around her shaking form, holding her close until her tears slowed, and eventually ceased.
She turned back to Nolan, wiping the corner of her eyes on her sleeve. “I apologize, Nolan.”
“No,” he answered. “Please, my lady. There is no need.”
Mara offered a nod. “Yet I do so, just the same.”
“My lady, it is I who should apologize. I pushed you to tell the story. I should never have done so.”
“Someone needed to know,” Mara repeated.
“Yes,” Edward agreed from his place beside her.
“So, she...I mean, the queen, forced Edward to sleep with her?” Nolan avoided making eye contact with Edward.
“It was not that easy,” Mara said. “Nothing ever was.”
*
 
938 AD
 
Mara looked on in horror as Edward lay nude across the bed, the queen running her hands along his exposed skin, her lips trailing the line down his chest her hands had traveled only moments before. Liza cried continuously as Mara held the injured princess. 
“Please don’t do this,” Liza whimpered, but her words were of no concern to the queen.
“Be still,” Mara instructed, numb, as though the horror playing out before her was far away. She wanted to run, to leave, to cry, to scream. But she could do nothing except watch the queen torment those Mara loved most.
“Please, Mara,” the princess whispered brokenly, “don’t let her do this.”
“Be still,” Mara said again. “If you want to help him, be still.”
The queen stood and removed the layers of black silk from her body, revealing perfect skin as pale as that of the man lying on the bed. Undeniably beautiful, slender shoulders, pear-shaped breasts, and emerald-green eyes that sparkled with a twisted desire. Nude, the queen glided down, lifting Edward’s hand to her lips, suckling each of his fingers in slow succession.
Mara’s stomach churned. It took all of her strength not to turn away. Beside her, one of the men stepped forward. She jerked her head around, recognizing the knight as Kaleb, who had joined the guard a few years before her, but lacked her royal title for advancement. 
He took another step.
“Stop,” Mara ordered.
He froze, but kept his eyes on the queen’s nude form. 
“Kaleb,” Mara commanded, “look at me.” 
He turned, anger radiating through his pale eyes. “This isn’t right.”
“She’s the queen, Kaleb. We have no choice.”
He leaned forward, so close that his breath warmed her cheek. “You cannot expect me to stand here and watch this happen. He’s the man you love, for gods’ sake!”
Mara pulled back enough to stare into his enraged eyes.
“Kaleb, if you take another step toward the queen, you will find yourself at the wrong end of my Arius blade.”
He stepped back, the threat transforming his anger to confusion and, as Mara offered a cold stare, defeat. 
“Do you wish to be of service?”
Kaleb stood still for several moments before nodding curtly.
“Then hold the princess.”
Kaleb moved forward, taking Liza into his arms. She clung to him as she continued to cry. 
Mara returned her attention to the queen. 
Clarissa, who had paused during the exchange, gave a twisted smile. Holding Mara’s violet gaze, the queen pressed Edward’s hand against her breast, never breaking eye contact as his fingers closed gently upon the queen’s rose-tipped flesh.
 “Close your eyes, Liza,” Mara told the younger woman. “What your mother is doing is meant for me.”
Time slowed as the queen coaxed Edward with touch and caress. She ran her lips from his throat down his chest, as her hands traveled across the expanse of his hips. Frustrated by his lack of response, her icy tone asked, “What is it, my dear captain? Am I not helpless enough for your taste? Not an innocent young maiden? Is that what you require to ignite your passion?” The queen stood and reached for the knife, which had been discarded on a nearby table, the slender blade still red with Edward’s blood.
“ignosce mihi.” Meant for Mara alone, the plea fell upon the air, Edward’s voice breaking through Mara’s carefully won resolve. He was begging her forgiveness. Begging...
“Damn it, Edward.” Mara rushed forward. Disregarding all thought to her well-being, or even the reaction of the queen, Mara fell to her knees beside her only love and kissed him, wrapping her fingers into the long strands of his dark hair, deepening the harsh, bruising kiss.
She pulled back. There was nothing gentle in her eyes, glinting in the darkness more silver than violet, emotions highlighting their unnatural cores. “Damn you, Edward,” she said again.
The queen paused, curious to see how the scene would play out. 
“Damn you!” Mara said, before kissing him a second time, running her hands along his side, her fingers working their way down his body until she reached his outer thigh. She pressed her sharp nails into his skin, pushing with all her strength, until he gave a gasp of pain. She swallowed his cry. Her hand moved sideways, wrapping partially around his upper leg before running a single finger up the inside of his thigh. 
She climbed onto the bed, parting his legs enough to wedge herself between them. Leaning forward, she kissed her way down his thighs, drawing another gasp, pausing just below the hard flesh that now begged to be touched.
Mara did not give in to his need, instead leaning over his body, she licked her way up his stomach and chest. Edward groaned as she neared his throat, his hips flexing. Determined, she sucked hard on the side of his neck, refusing to think about what she was actually doing, or that an entire room of guardsmen watched as she pleasured their captain. Using teeth, she nipped at the skin of his neck before moving to claim his lips yet again, this time plunging her tongue inside his mouth. 
When the kiss broke, she traced her lips along his cheek, heating his flushed skin further with her scorching breath. “Edward,” she whispered, “close your eyes, mi amor.”
She pulled back, their privacy momentarily protected by the cascade of her raven hair. “Mara,” he whispered as he stared into those strange silver eyes, the violet all but gone, a mark of royalty normally hidden in the reluctant princess. “Mara.”
“Close your eyes.” 
From the corner of his vision, he saw a string of roses cascading down, spreading over the walls to fill the barren chamber. There was something to this moment, a power that he had never felt before radiating from Mara as the roses came to her call. Her will forced his eyes closed, compelling him to follow the command given by the princess of the immortal roses. 
How did I not know? Mara was the princess chosen by the roses that held the very fabric of their immortal lives. The last of the “true magic,” which had once stood in abundance throughout the court, now faded with each passing year. How could I not have seen? And she had chosen him, risking her life for his, again. At the mercy of a queen, who should by all rights be bowing to her.
Mara kissed her way along his other cheek, pausing again to devour his lips. “My love,” she whispered. “mi amor.”
“ignosce mihi.”
“mi amor. Listen to my voice.” Her kisses continued over his face as her hands reached down and again slid along his inner thigh, drawing a low hiss. “te amo. te in aeternum amabo.” Her kisses continued as he felt Mara shift her weight momentarily before settling down upon him and guiding his hand to her naked breast.
Without opening his eyes, he felt his way across her exposed skin, familiarizing himself through touch with what she denied him through sight. He carefully grasped her breast, drawing a moan of appreciation. His second hand reached upward, grasping her other breast. He touched them gently and then more possessively, softly twisting her nipples between his fingers and tightening his grip upon the pillowy flesh, eliciting a sharp gasp from his lover’s lips.
“Edward,” Mara said, only this time her voice betrayed her. “precor, mi amor.” The sharp command was gone, replaced by words that spoke of a deep-seated desperation. Forgive me, he heard her say, though words had not been spoken. 
A thousand memories, not his own, in rapid flashes. He should not have been able to follow the images. The whip coming down upon his flesh as Mara stood helpless. The knife slicing down his chest. 
“He is going to die! Please don’t let him die!” she had screamed, begging, pleading for his life, even as they bound her wrists. “moriturus est! eum necant! I am begging you! te deprecor!”
His ears rang with her screams. He could taste the vile drugs forced down her throat and still, she screamed for his life, flashes of his torment plaguing her dreams. 
She had known all along, the questions a pretense, attempting to show him she was strong enough to hear his tale, while in reality, she was begging to fall apart. To confess she had been there, beside him, as surely as she was with him now—her soul screaming as the queen of the Lorcan Court prepared to take him deep inside her.
His eyes flew open. Mara’s control shattered by overwhelming pain, the silver of her eyes chased back by their violet rims as behind her, the roses receded. I’m sorry, Mara’s soul called to his. She will hurt you. Edward, please, mi amor. Don’t force me to watch her harm you.

He looked not at the queen above him, her breasts tight and darkened from where his hands had caressed, but at Mara. Pain radiated from her, as though it were a heat he could feel against his soul.
Every night she had watched him being tortured—every single night, and no one believed her. The truth took his breath away. The knowledge his torture had fallen not only upon himself, but on the very woman he had endured such agony to protect.
Clarissa’s depraved expression basked as she moved to better position herself against him. This is what she wanted. To force him to take her willingly. Not to teach her daughter a lesson, but instead to break what was left of Mara’s fragile strength before she could understand what power was truly hers to command.
Mara knelt beside Edward, her body rocking back and forth. The silver had completely ebbed and the roses were almost gone. Don’t force me to watch her hurt you.
His heart breaking under the weight of her pain, he forced himself to turn his attention back to the woman sitting astride him. “What’s it to be, Captain?” the queen asked in a voice of angelic cruelty. He placed his hand back on the queen’s breast, closing his eyes.
“He’s going to die!” Mara’s memories again poured through him. “Dear gods, don’t let him die! I’ll do anything, anything—let me save him!”
Jarred by her memories, Edward reached to push the queen away when Mara grabbed his arm. All three froze.
Mara leaned down to whisper, “Now you know.”
“Mara.”
“te amo,” she said. “And may the gods damn me for it.”
He freed his hand and wrapped his fingers into her hair, jerking her back so his eyes could trace down the line of her neck. “Damn us both,” he said, drawing her to him. He held her there, forcing her lips against his own as he thrust his hips. Mara swallowed the sound of his unwanted gasp as he forced himself inside his tormenter.
The queen moaned. Edward drove himself deeper, pulling a gasp from Clarissa’s lips even as he continued to steal the breath of the woman kneeling by his side. Panting, Edward drew back. “ignosce mihi, mea rosa immortalis.”
No sooner had the words left his lips than the queen pulled back, jerking her body away from the man lying beneath her. The room filled with the heat of her scorching anger. 
“How dare you!” the queen screamed. “How dare you ask my daughter’s forgiveness!”
“Your daughter?” Mara asked in confusion.
“mea rosa immortalis,” the queen repeated Edward’s words. “The heir to the rose bloodline.”
Unprepared, Mara did not have time to draw the breath required to correct the queen’s ill-founded assumption before her aunt reached beside the bed. Mara recognized the knife only a split-second before it came down. 
“No!” Mara reached toward the queen. Her left hand was sliced open before the weapon continued into Edward’s side, splashing Mara’s face with a spurt of wet, sticky blood.
Behind her, the last of the roses vanished.






Chapter XXXI
 
Present Day
 
“After that moment, no words were capable of piercing the queen’s rage. She was possessed, a monster. Plunging the knife, over and over again.”
“It was not your fault, mea rosa,” Edward said. “You couldn’t have stopped her.”
“But I could have. I should have. I sat there for minutes, hours...” 
Mara closed her eyes against a fresh wave of tears. She could see the knife, cutting through Edward’s left side. The echoes of his moans turned to full-fledged screams as the blade sawed through bone. Not a powerful weapon, the queen had placed a great deal of effort into the brutal violence. Blood ran off the side of the bed and stone base, oozing toward Mara’s kneeling form. Blood, so much blood. 
“Please stop,” Mara pleaded, in spite of her resolve not to. At her words, the queen looked at her niece. With a calculating gaze, she applied her knife to Edward’s left shoulder. Expertly, the queen peeled back the layers of his skin. 
“Don’t.” The word slipped out against Mara’s will.
 Clarissa laughed. A sweet sound, like the chime of angelic bells. A music so pure it should have been reserved for the gods alone. And a taunt that would haunt Mara, in the deepest recess of her memory, for the rest of her immortal life. 
“The queen,” Mara spoke aloud, “peeled the skin from him, one strip at a time. She...” The laughter rose in volume, accentuated by another sharp scream.
Edward touched Mara’s shoulder, drawing her back to the present. 
“When Garreth arrived, I ordered him to get Liza out of the room, no matter what the cost. The queen had me kneel in a pool of Edward’s blood, silently, as she plunged her blade into him, over and over and over and...I begged and pleaded, cried and screamed. Threw myself at my aunt’s mercy, and called upon my mother’s name.”
The blade sliced up and down Edward’s body, a series of alternating shallow and deep strokes as Mara prayed aloud. “In the name of Eleos, mercy!” Her volume increased as she spoke. “Hail Eleos, Goddess of Mercy. In the name of Eleos, mercy!”
The queen paused and turned her eyes upon Mara.
“Please, my queen, I implore you. I beg of you...stop this! Can’t you see you’re killing him?” Desperation filtered through her voice, which manifested in an uncontrollable sob. “Please,” she begged, seeing the line and crossing it anyway. “Aunt Clarissa, for the love you bore my mother, Mellissa, your sister, I beg of you, stop this madness!”
Clarissa rose and stared down at Mara, kneeling in a pool of Edward’s blood. She took the blade in her hand and, never removing her gaze from Mara’s, plunged the point of the crimson dagger again into Edward’s left side.
“No!” Mara’s shout eclipsed Edward’s own cry of pain. Her voice reverberated throughout the room before fading to a profound silence, shattered only by Edward’s shallow gasps.
The queen stood from the bed, Edward’s life force cascading down her body. Dressed in nothing more than blood, she walked across the room, leaving a trail of macabre footprints behind her. “He’s all yours, Niece.”
“Only then did she stop, as I pleaded in the name of her sister. The only person she had ever loved.” The words sounded bitter, even now. “It was horrific, Nolan. And the scars her rage left never healed, they were simply covered with thin, partially formed scabs, which can be ripped with the slightest touch of memory.”
“How little time has healed your pain,” Edward spoke softly. “I am sorry, mi amor. I am not worthy of the love you have given me.”
“Yet you have it, nevertheless,” Mara answered. “You always have.”
Edward brushed a strand of raven hair back from the side of Mara’s face, then pressed his palm against her damp, warm cheek. “I thought you’d buried the worst of your pain after avenging the princess. That here, far from those ancient grounds and tormenting memories, time and distance would ease your hurt.”
Mara’s eyes half-closed and Edward saw agony so deep and raw it stole his breath. She had never healed from that night, and the knowledge of her suffering filled him with newfound regret. 
“I have wronged you,” he said. “I have wronged you for so long.”
“Don’t,” she whispered, her eyes fully closing as his hand slid down the side of her face. “Edward, I don’t want to do this anymore. I don’t want to regret what happened, or dream of what should have happened and did not. I don’t want to be defined by her hatred anymore. Please, mi amor.”
“What can I do, Mara?”
“Help me, to do what I must. And forgive me, should there be need of such forgiveness.”
“You have it,” he answered, then leaned forward and kissed her before adding, “but there is nothing to forgive, Mara. Nothing.”
Mara nodded, turning back to where Nolan sat, uncomfortably, on the wooden chair. 
“Do you understand now, Nolan? The price of this guardship you seek? What it has cost so many...what it has taken from us?”
Nolan considered the question. “I am not sure if I will ever fully understand. I doubt anyone could, who was not there to experience it. I can only imagine what it must have been like to have witnessed such...” He searched for the word. “Horrific, tragic acts. But, I do now have a better knowledge and appreciation of this life. I thank you for entrusting me with this most haunting of stories.”
Mara nodded. “I ask you again, Nolan Mochàn, born of the Arum Court and sub-captain of the Arum Royal Guard, do you still wish to take the vow of the Black Rose Guard?”
The three stared at each other for several long moments before Nolan rose from the chair and knelt before the two captains. “Yes,” he said. “You told a story of sorrow and horror, but embedded within, you also spoke of honor, of devotion, and of love. Of a journey that has, at long last, brought you here, standing side by side.”
Mara took a slow breath and eyed the younger man at her feet. “Allow me to impart upon you one final caution, Nolan. That night you came to me, in the halls of the Ciar Court, I had been drinking heavily, not something I normally do. However, the words I said were as true then as now, here, in these hallowed halls of the Black Rose Guard. I tell them to you, again, as they were once told to me.”
“By your father?” Nolan asked.
“No. His name was Eric.”
“The Muir Captain?”
Mara nodded. “I was only a few years older than you are now when the Captain of the Muir Court Guard asked me to dance. Later that night, in a darkened room, Eric asked me what I saw in him. I answered as you once described me, Nolan. That he was a hero, a protector of the people, a living, breathing legend. At my naive words, Eric shook his head and said he was not a hero, but instead a killer, and one of the best there had ever been. He told me if I lived long enough, I would become one too.” 
Mara held Nolan’s gaze. “Two hundred years later, I drove a sword through his chest. He fell to the ground, and told me I was, at long last, a killer just like him. Then I held his hand as he drew the last breath he would ever take.
“I am not telling you this to discourage you, Nolan. Nor to frighten you. Only as a simple truth. I am a killer. A taker of immortal lives. And if you join the Black Rose Guard, Nolan, one day, you will be too.”
“I understand,” Nolan said, a piece of Mara’s heart breaking as he did so. “Sometimes, becoming a killer is required, in order to protect those you love and to guard the realm you have sworn to defend. I can accept those consequences, my lady, far more than what would happen were I to sit back and watch others perish in my place.”
Mara stared down for a long time, neither Nolan nor Edward daring to interrupt her thoughts, before she gave a single nod. “Then you shall stay here, at this castle,” she answered. “To be trained in the ways, and ancient traditions, of this most sacred of all royal guards.”
“Thank you, my lady. I just...I only...”
“Yes?”
“Please, my lady,” Nolan struggled with the words, “try to come back.”
She motioned for him to stand and offered the softest of smiles. “I shall do my best. I can promise no more, no less.” She leaned forward and kissed his cheek. “I bid thee adieu, Nolan of the Black Rose.”






Chapter XXXII
 
Present Day
 
Sandra walked through a garden of snow-white roses.
The thick, green vines climbed up the walls. No vegetation could hope to survive in this coarse, arid sand. Yet, the immortal roses thrived, their sweet scent perfuming the air. The garden welcomed her to an endless maze as she glided around one corner after another, searching for what, she was uncertain. She came to the end of a corridor and was presented with two paths. To her left, the roses remained the same pristine white, which lined the previous walkway. To her right, roses in a deep, royal purple, bolder than the black they had been for so long.
Sandra stood at the crossroad, staring at the changed roses in wonder, considering which path to choose. Laughter interrupted her thoughts, sweet joy, drawing Sandra’s attention down the path of purple blooms. At the end, a child stood, tangled hair hanging loosely down her back. The girl wore a simple, but pretty, long-sleeved gown the same shade as a bright summer sky. Moving toward the rose vines, the child reached out a small, grubby hand and pressed her finger against one of the roses. At her touch, the purple tone shimmered, like a glint of sunlight on a calm lake. Beginning at the outermost edge of the petals, spreading toward the center, the purple faded to the same white as those lining the opposite path. The child giggled and called to someone. “Touch the petal,” she appealed.
An adult woman materialized, stepping from behind the wall of shrubbery, to reach the child’s side. “Please,” the girl pleaded, “touch the petals!”
The woman turned toward Sandra and smiled before turning back to the child and placing her hand upon the immortal rose. At her touch, the white transformed back to the deep purple of the surrounding blooms.
The child laughed again, a gleeful sound, and then turned to Sandra. “Touch the roses,” she called to her, from across the garden path. “It’s okay, touch them!”
Surprised at being addressed, Sandra stepped closer and tentatively reached out her hand. When her fingers extended, a chill crawled over her skin, and she pulled back, afraid.
Instantly, the girl was beside her, as though she had crossed the distance in a single step. “It’s okay. Most aren’t allowed to touch them, but Mommy says we can. We’re special. Go on, touch the petals.”
Sandra reached forward, but again froze before touching the enchanted roses.
 “It’s okay,” the child encouraged. Sandra knelt, placing herself level with the young girl, and stared into a pair of glowing blue eyes. White lines moved up and down through her irises, as though waves were falling upon a blue sea within. 
“Your eyes...” Sandra said in a haunted tone.
“We all have them,” the child answered, again followed by sweet laughter. “Except for Mommy.”
Sandra turned back to the roses, which seemed to shiver as her gaze traced the line of their green vines. “It’s okay,” the child promised, taking Sandra’s hand in her smaller one. “He will always protect you.”
“He?”
“The hero with eyes of night,” the child spoke softly, as she guided Sandra’s fingers to the petal’s edge. “He will protect us, always.”
The rose shivered at her touch, streaks of white encircling the palm-sized bloom before it fully transformed from violet to white. As Sandra watched, without her touch, the rose beside it followed suit, both transforming to a perfect, breathtaking white. Sandra stood and took a step away from the garden wall as the transformation spread, the magic traveling across the spiral of vines. She watched in amazement as the roses on the right side turned as white as those on the left.
The young girl squealed in delight at the garden’s transformation. “It’s so pretty! Look Mama, she changed all the roses.” Then the girl spied where the transformation had ceased, directly in front of the mysterious woman. “Almost all,” the child amended.
Light blue dress swinging, the girl skipped down the path, prompting Sandra to follow her. “Wait,” Sandra called.
She did not stop, but continued to move down the sandy path, laughing joyously. “Silver roses,” the child sang. “Silver roses of the sea.”
“Silver?”
Sandra glanced again at the roses and acknowledged the child might see them as silver against the gray sky and barren shrubs, around which the vines were securely wrapped. As they moved, the silvery tint became more apparent. Along the way, the roses transformed to half-silver, half-violet as Sandra’s magic collided with the woman who awaited them at the path’s end. When Sandra reached these bicolored roses, she found herself unable to move forward.
“I am sorry,” the woman spoke, the child beside her now, fidgeting absently in the way the very young do when trying to hold still. “You cannot cross the threshold of the purple rose. Nor I the silver.”
“Why?”
The woman stepped forward, black hair hanging loosely in soft waves, identical if somewhat tidier than that of her daughter’s. She looked about twenty-five, but if immortal that meant nothing. A dark wool cloak wrapped around her shoulders and was closed with a thick piece of silver rope, cinched around her slender waist. She took another step closer and Sandra’s breath caught. The woman’s eyes were violet, a glint of silver in their cores. The eyes from her vision. The eyes of her dreams. And as they’d always appeared to her, hauntingly sad.
“I am sorry, child,” the woman spoke.
“Mother?” Sandra whispered.
“The knight shall protect you. The knight with dark eyes.”
“Please,” Sandra pleaded, “I don’t understand. I don’t even know who I am.”
“The roses, of the ancient blood, which flows through your veins.”
“Of my blood?”
“The roses only feed on one source,” the woman answered. “sanguis regis.” A shiver raced up Sandra’s spine. The air grew cold as a harsh gust of wind blew across her skin. Royal blood. 
“Will you help me?”
“The roses,” the woman replied, “the roses are the key.”
“To what?” Frustration bled into her voice.
“You are a child of the rose,” the woman answered, but her words grew faint behind the wind’s intensity. Vines surrounding them went from a gentle sway, to lifting so high Sandra was sure they would blow off the brown wall. Then the vines did move, but not upward with the wind. Instead, they bolted across the garden on either side of Sandra, the tips grabbing her arms, holding both of her wrists and immobilizing her between the garden walls. Another vine reached forward, the thorns digging deep into Sandra’s wrists, drawing a sharp cry of pain.
The wind roared across the land, swirling sand, forcing Sandra to close her eyes against the sting. “Beware,” the voice spoke, “cave rosam sanguineam.” 
Beware the blood rose.
Sandra awoke with a start. She jerked from the bed, fighting vines, which turned out to be the sheets. Tumbling to the floor, she landed with a stinging thud. Free of the tangled bedding, Sandra rubbed at her eyes as she fought to calm herself from the nightmare. Yet as she opened her eyes, she found herself filled with a new layer of fear. The walls of her chambers were completely covered with rose vines, and an abundance of white roses. Explaining the source of her dream, the air was thick with their honeyed aroma.
“May I be of assistance?” A deep voice drew her attention to the opposite wall, where King Mathew stood. Sandra stared silently as the king walked across the room and extended his hand. It took several beats of her heart before Sandra found the courage to accept his unspoken offer, allowing the king to pull her to her feet.
“What are you doing here, Your Majesty?”
“You were having a nightmare, my lady. Most do, when the roses are near.”
“I don’t understand.” 
“When told the roses had emerged in your chambers, I was compelled to see them.” He stepped back from Sandra and walked toward the far wall, pausing near a gathering of branches. “The roses flourish on the blood of their chosen heirs,” the king spoke as though haunted. “It has been centuries since they have thrived so.”
“Forgive me, Your Majesty, I don’t understand.”
“Ah...but you are beginning to. The roses have fed, and with them come the shadows of dreams long ago.”
“My lord?”
“The visions, my lady. The roses have come, and with them, the visions. They show what must be shown. Oh to be one of the few chosen, to be touched by the shadow of the immortal roses.” He stared at the white blooms. “It is the envy of kings...and the curse of those who have come before.”
“Curse? Shadows?”
“The shadow you saw, as the roses came to your defense. The shadow who, even now, lurks within these chambers, feeding the vines with the blood coursing through your veins. Long have they starved. One heir dead and another rejecting all that she was destined to be. What is it like, child, to be chosen by the most sacred rosae immmortalis?”
Sandra walked to the king’s side, staring cautiously to his left. “Please, Your Majesty, will you tell me what is going on. What are these...roses? Why are they here?”
“The first time I saw the roses, I was but a boy. I thought they were the most beautiful things I had ever laid eyes upon. Radiant, their color so bright they made the sky above look pale.” His words trailed for a breath, but Sandra remained silent allowing him to continue. “Some people speak of the sea with reverence. To them, it is not simply water and sand, but an enchantment brought to life. Where a piece of their soul shall dwell, from that moment forward. Some speak of the mountains or sky in a similar manner. Something powerful, majestic, a sight they could stare at for all eternity.” He turned and faced the young woman, staring into her
ocean-blue eyes. “For me, that view has always been the immortal roses.”
“I dreamed of them,” Sandra spoke softly. “A garden of roses, only they were...”
“They were on the sea,” the king supplied. “Immortal roses on the edge of the sea.”
“Covered in sand,” Sandra added. She tilted her head in confusion. “How do you know that?”
“Because the dream is about you, Sandra. An immortal child, born of roses...and the sea.”
“I...I don’t understand.”
“You will, Princess. You will.”
Without another word, he turned and left the room.
 






Chapter XXXIII
 
Present Day
 
“Your royal blood will save your life.” The queen’s sickeningly angelic voice spoke through the dark. “But it will not save you from the punishment you have earned by daring to raise your blade against the queen.” 
“Give me your hands, Mara,” Garreth had said as he laid her on the cold, stone slab. “Hold onto me, Mara. Break my hand if you have to.” 
Then the whip came down. 
She had lost count of how many times it had lashed against her. The flesh of her back had been flayed into raw, bloodied strips, every stoke now falling directly onto exposed muscles.
“How many more?” a voice asked, though her hearing was dim. “Garreth, how many?”
“Until she stops screaming,” came the agonized reply.
When the whip landed again, Mara screamed. She screamed for mercy; for help; for pity; for Edward; for her mother. She offered anything—everything—if only they would stop. And yet the whip continued to rain down upon her. Her voice grew hoarse, then dimmed from screams to mere whimpers. “No more.” She tried to speak the plea through parched and ragged lips. “Please, no more.”
As her mind slipped, her words fell to silence, and even the pain quieted. Her grip on Garreth’s hand lessened as she lost the strength to do anything other than stare through blurred vision as her blood spread across the room. 
“I’m going to get Edward,” Phillip said, his voice distant, faded.
“No,” Garreth replied. “Mara made me swear, no matter what.”
Moments later, the whip came down again, driving Mara to further agony. Let me die, she had begged, in too much pain to speak the words aloud. The blood reached the rose, but instead of red, the petals turned black. “Black Rose?” She spoke the words which would seal her fate.
The whip came down again. Mara let out an ear-splitting scream. Then suddenly, she found herself lying on that long abandoned beach.
It took several minutes before her breathing calmed enough that she was able to pull herself from the coarse sand. The pain had vanished immediately upon her arrival. She now stood, fully dressed, on the beach where the sun would forever set in the deepest recess of her memory. 
She turned and her heart sank, willing to give anything, even returning to the queen’s dark chambers, to not see the scene which awaited her.
The boy, a small child in short pants and a stained shirt, stood before her, his expression so utterly trusting it tore at the fabric of her heart and the strands of her soul. “Not this,” she whispered. And yet he came toward her nevertheless, the boy with stunning blue eyes that marked him, unmistakably, as the last prince of the Muir Court.
“Can you help me? I’m afraid.” 
Mara stared down into his sea-blue eyes. “This, my prince,” she replied even as her heart broke, “is a bad dream, that’s all.” She fought to maintain her smile. “Just a bad dream, and dreams are nothing to be afraid of.”
He looked at her quizzically before returning her smile. “Can I wake up now?” 
Mara’s heart lurched as she stared into his trusting blue eyes, his fate sealed by the streaks of white moving within them. “Yes, my child, I am going to make the bad dream end. All you have to do is close your eyes.”
The boy gave a hopeful, sweet smile as he closed, what Mara knew would be, the last eyes to ever hold the sea. Her hand slid down to grasp the hilt of her lethal Arius blade— 
Mara awoke in a cold sweat, jarred from the memory she could never escape. She drew her knees up to her chest, grateful Edward had risen early and was not beside her. She wrapped her arms around her legs and fought to breathe. “Dorian,” she spoke the name as forbidden as Liza’s. A child, barely four years old, whose Muir Court eyes would haunt her until her dying breath. “Gods.” She spoke softly at first, and then in more of a muffled scream, “Gods dammit!”
“Mara?” She jerked up, fearful of Edward’s dark eyes, but found herself facing Garreth instead. “Mara, what is it?”
She pulled tighter on her legs, her body shaking from the physical exertion of maintaining the hold. Her voice rose with an anger she normally kept under tight control. “Why did you do it?” she asked her cousin. “Why did you let me do this?”
“What?” He was taken aback. “I don’t understand. What happened?” 
“This guard, this position, this life of pain and bloodshed. My parents were dead, Garreth! You were the only family I knew. Why, why didn’t you take me away from her? Away from this. Give me a life where I wouldn’t have...couldn’t have...” Her body shook but her voice maintained its sharp anger. “You were my cousin. How could you let me take this vow? How could you...”
“Mara, please, what has upset you?”
“Stripped on a table, I was hurt and trapped while Phillip whipped me over and over again. You decided the Black Rose should be formed. That my entire life should be turned upside down. You leveraged that moment of sheer helplessness to convince me I should leave all I had ever known. How could you, Garreth? How could you?”
Garreth crossed the room and stared down at Mara, all trace of her strong demeanor gone under a fear rarely seen in the famous captain. “You were dreaming, my lady.”
“No.” Mara shook her head, but her anger ebbed. “Never dreams.”
“Mara,” he spoke as gently as he could, “I wish I knew what to say. I wish I could ease your pain. Undo what I have done. Please, my lady, tell me what I can do to help you.”
“Why? Why did you let me take that cursed vow? Let me...no, beg me to form this guard of vengeance?”
“You were in so much pain, I didn’t know what else to do. It was all I could think of.”
Mara shook her head, her arms still wrapped around her knees. “You had no right to ask me in that moment. I never would have made this choice. I never would have left him.” She shook her head, her eyes squeezed tight. “You had no right.”
“Mara, you raised your blade to the queen. To save not just Edward, but all of us. All of us who had ever been forced to stand aside and witness her horrors. You saved our captain and to watch you punished for it so harshly, so brutally. I couldn’t stand to watch you in such pain. Please, Mara. You must understand I did what I thought was...”
“You made me a monster! A monster he could never love.” Her shoulders shook.
A killer, the words of the lost Muir Court Captain echoed through her mind. A killer, nothing more.
“I am sorry, Mara. If you had to watch someone you loved go through that much pain, the night the queen ordered you tortured, you would understand why I did it. You were delirious, Mara. You begged for mercy. For death. Offered anything, anything if it would only end the pain. You called for Edward, the gods, your mother, your father...even the queen. You would have done anything in that moment, including giving the queen what she desired most.” Garreth shook his head. “Mara, you said you’d marry the Muir Court prince.”
Mara finally raised her gaze. “You’re lying.”
Garreth met her violet eyes. “I assure you, my lady, I am not. She had broken you, Mara. I did the only thing I could think of, and said that you had taken the vow of the Black Rose. It hurt you, but convincing you to take those vows...” Sorrow filled his voice. “I didn’t know what else to do, Mara. I am so sorry.”
“I didn’t want to take those vows! I didn’t want to be captain of this bloodshed. I didn’t...that child. That beach. But...I took a vow. I was the captain. I had no...I couldn’t...”
“Mara,” the deep voice cut through her pain.
“Edward,” she said, turning her head to the doorway where he stood. “How long have you...”
“Long enough,” he answered, crossing the room in a few quick strides to pull her into his arms. She cried, heavy tears falling as her sobs rose to expel her residual anger.
“I didn’t...I couldn’t...I’m so sorry. Oh gods, Edward!”
“It wasn’t your fault,” he soothed her. “Yet again, I wasn’t there when you needed me. If I had been, perhaps that night would have turned out differently. It doesn’t matter, my love. Nothing matters except that my heart belongs to you, and you alone.”
“I left you. I hurt you.”
“Non, mi amor. I let you go. Something I had sworn never to do. I should have gone with you, stayed forever by your side. And thus it is I, not you, who should be begging forgiveness.”
Mara turned her head, moving her neck in a wide circle as she struggled for some semblance of composure. “I’m tired, Edward. I am so tired. I want to forget. Need to forget. I need to...” She pressed her cheek against his chest. “I’ll never be free.”
“me paenitet, mea rosa, mi amor. So sorry for all that has passed, but please, believe me when I say, it is almost over. We will save the girl, together. Secure this land one last time. Then, I swear, I will take you away from here. We can disappear, vanish, as you’ve always wished.”
“You would do that?”
“For you, mi amor. For you and no other.”
She leaned against her love, spilling her tears onto the dark cloth of his shirt, when something caught her attention. Standing behind him, a shiver in the dim light, was the shadow of her nightmares. The maleficent presence stood before the window where a glimmer of light peeked through the clouds beyond. Its obscure shape glided forward without a sound.
What do you want? she asked without speaking, knowing it would hear her question. The shadow did not deign to answer, but remained wavering in the light as it drew closer to where Edward held her. Tell me, she demanded, anger slowing her tears.
Beware your desires, princess of the rose, the shadow warned. You are of the royal bloodline and as such, may be given exactly what you desire, to the eternal sorrow of all you have ever loved.
887 AD
 
Mara found herself in yet another chamber. This time a vast room for those born of the highest royal ranks. Twin fires burned on opposite sides of the room to provide extra warmth. Thick red rugs covered the floor. Long satin curtains hung over a window, covered with a visible layer of dust from being closed for so long.
She sat before a silver mirror in her mother’s chamber, staring at her reflection. Not yet the Captain of the Rose, but the child she had once been. She stared at her young face and wide eyes, more silver than violet.
Turning, she faced the center of the room. A bed stood with tall wooden spirals at each corner, carved with strands of roses which circled the length of the wooden posts. Purple silk was draped around the perimeter of the bed, but pulled back on one side with strips of silver ribbon, allowing Mara to see between them. She stepped forward, her footfalls silenced by the thick, crushed velvet that lined her path to the parted curtains.
The air, normally stale from her mother’s refusal to open the window, was perfumed with a sweet, honeyed aroma. Mara stepped closer. Her mother lay on the bed, raven hair framing her face to glide down her chest in soft waves. Her gown was also black, the color she had worn since the day Mara’s father had been laid to rest.
When Mara reached the bed, she knelt to the floor. “Mama?”
Her mother looked down, eyes filled with a sadness she would never overcome. “My sweet Mara,” her mother spoke softly, voice as gentle as her sister’s was cruel. “My sweet, sweet girl.”
“What is it, Mommy?”
“I wanted to see you. Just once more.” A smile crept along her mother’s lips as she stared at her young daughter. “You are so innocent. It is cruel to leave you this way, I know. And you are too young to understand. But one day, my child, I promise you shall.” She reached forward and caressed the side of Mara’s face. Her hand was wet. 
Mara raised her hand and touched the spot where her mother’s fingers had pressed against her cheek. When she pulled her hand back, red liquid covered her palm. Alarmed, Mara rose higher on her knees to gain a better view. A red stain spread from her mother’s chest, running over the bed. Her hand was also covered in blood, gripping her father’s Arius blade tightly. Mara’s eyes grew wide and she called for help, but her voice was small.
“Your eyes, my child,” her mother said, voice dimming with each word. “They may be the color of mine, but...they have your father’s strength.”
Her hand fell to her side and her breath turned to a harsh wheeze. “Forgive me, Mara. The roses have answered my call at last.”
No sooner had the words fled her lips, than the vines appeared. They rose from the floor to surround the bed, outlining the form of the dying princess. Thorns pierced her flesh, drinking deeply of the royal blood. They wrapped themselves around the bed posts, the rose-etched wood replaced by living vines of immortal roses. Soon, they filled the room, sliding around the bed and across the floor, splitting where Mara knelt, before closing again behind her. Immortal roses crawled up the stone walls of the room and covered the floor, transforming the space into a living chamber of vines and blood.
Roses burst forth as they feasted upon the fountain of royal blood. Countless deep purple buds transformed to full, open blooms before Mara’s eyes. And still, they drank, tearing open Mellissa’s dying flesh. Mara sat frozen upon the floor, a numbness falling over her that barely allowed the drawing of breath, let alone the air required to scream for the help her mother desperately needed.
“I’m ready.” Her mother’s final whisper would haunt the remainder of Mara’s immortal life. Then her mother, the princess and heir to the Lorcan Court, expelled her last breath, leaving her daughter shivering in a pool of royal blood. 
Mara had no idea how long she sat there, it could have been minutes, hours, days. She may have died there as well. Yet, upon what she would later learn was the third day, the room’s silence was disrupted by a series of booted footsteps, which crunched the vines covering the ground.
“By the gods,” she heard a voice echo across the chamber. A deep voice. One which had always served as a source of strength and comfort. The one that had coaxed her through her father’s funeral, and the many painful nights that followed.
Mara turned toward that voice, when the vines rose and expanded. She scrambled back and cut herself on a series of slender thorns. With the first drop of her blood, the roses shivered.
“Mara,” Edward called to the young princess, prompting her to turn further. But the vines grew higher, creating a barrier between Mara and her would-be protector.
“Edward.” She broke the spell of silence that had lay over the room since her mother died, calling out as her fear expanded to terror. She struggled to her feet again, slicing her hand on a thorn as the roses encroached. Her blood fell, mingling with that of her mother’s, the purple roses surrounding her transforming to dark red.
“Edward!” This time she made the word a scream, pleading for him to help her, to save her. The roses came closer, surrounding her, so thick she could see nothing but their vines. “adiuva me,” she pleaded. “Help me.”
The roses paused. A single vine rose before her, moving forward to touch her wrist. She jerked her hand back in fear, crossing her arms over her chest, keeping them as close to her body as possible.
The blood of roses, a voice whispered in the darkness. The blood of roses.
They reached for her again, Mara’s entire body shaking as they did so.
Abruptly, the vine fell to the ground, cut by the sharp edge of Edward’s silver blade. 
Had it been a regular sword, the weapon never would have pierced the enchanted vines. However, the Arius blade sliced through the thick stems with ease, clearing a path between the captain and the young girl whose life would, from that moment, be bound eternally to his.
As Edward reached Mara’s side, a protruding thorn pierced his skin, causing droplets of his blood to mix with hers upon the vines. 
The captain gathered the princess into his arms and lifted her from the floor. The roses disappeared.






Chapter XXXIV
 
Present Day
 
In a scene not unlike many from her youth, Mara lay on the bed, her cheek against Edward’s chest. Garreth sat in a nearby chair. Both spoke in soft, even tones so not to wake the sleeping girl. “Was she right?” Edward asked the older knight. “Did we protect her too much...or too little?”
“We did what we could, within the rules of the world into which she was born.”
“Perhaps you did so, but I...”
“You cannot blame yourself, Edward. She was born of royal blood. There was nothing we could do to change that.” Garreth sighed. “I wonder if the true sin was attempting to convince ourselves otherwise. Giving up her title protected her in name only. It did not change the blood that runs through her veins.”
“The blood the roses crave.”
Garreth nodded. “A truth from which no vow can protect her.”
“I thought if she made her own choices, if she rejected the crown... If she...but it was all folly.”
“You did what you had to. What was required to protect her life.”
Edward held the girl in his arms while his mind wandered down a deserted path under a gray sky. The young girl knelt before her parent’s desolate grave.
“Why?” Mara had asked. “Why did you leave me all alone, Mommy?”
After a time, Mara answered her own question. “She knew she would never love again. No one—not even me.” 
The fear in her eyes, the absolute desperation, wrung words from his lips that no knight was permitted to utter to a princess of the royal bloodline. “I love you, Mara,” he had said. “I love you and you will never be alone.” Edward had spoken the words with a silent promise to forever banish the loneliness that had claimed the life of her mother. Yet, this was a promise he had broken, time and time again. A guilt he would never be able to escape—how he had wronged her.
He had never meant to love Liza. Any more than he had meant for those feelings to be exposed to the woman who loved him.
“I did everything you ever asked,” she had screamed among the garden of roses. “I was a princess. I gave up everything, everything to be with you. You said you loved me! You asked—no—begged me to wait.” Her screams had been laced with a bitter laughter born of anger and disbelief. “For twenty-five fucking years!”
He had never seen so much anger, let alone from the woman who had saved his life night after never-ending night. “Damn you!” she had screamed. “You swore to love me! You promised.” Her words fell to sobs, her anguish ripping his heart to finer pieces than her anger ever could. “You promised, you promised, you promised.”
He’d wanted to soothe her, to tell her it wasn’t true, but the truth was stronger than any lie and once exposed, could not be hidden. He had found himself standing helpless in the immortal garden as others came to comfort her, his words harming her more than any blade could ever hope to do.
He had stumbled from the garden back to his chambers, with no memory of how, numb to all as his tears fell. What have I done? he asked over and over again, vowing to do anything within his power to make it right.
Yet, no sooner did he shatter the heart of the woman he had sworn to cherish eternally, than the queen of the Lorcan Court learned of her daughter’s love for him, leading to the horrors which followed, and the death of the young girl whom he, in spite of everything, had come to love.
 
*
 
930s AD
 
Waking to a beautiful spring morning, Liza desired nothing more than to enjoy the sunshine, which had been sparse over the past few weeks. It had broken her heart when she learned that Davith, who usually watched over her during daylight hours, had been called away, leaving an uncomfortable third-in-command to wonder if she should be allowed outside of the inner grounds without one of the two captains present. 
Luck had turned when Edward walked by the door and overheard the young woman’s pleas. Having finished a weekly report earlier than planned, the queen’s captain had volunteered to serve as her guard for the afternoon, allowing her to take a horse out of the stable and ride through the valley to the nearby forest. Though three other members of the guard rode with them, they stayed in front and behind the princess, creating an illusion that the ride was with Edward alone.
Knowing she had no hope of her slender mare overtaking the captain’s dark stallion, Liza nevertheless pushed the horse to a faster pace, drawing a laugh from the normally stoic man as they raced along the forest’s edge.
They rode for several miles, basking in the early afternoon sun, before Edward waved his hand, motioning for them to stop beside a grassy field. “I think the horses could use some rest,” Edward suggested. “We’ve been pushing them for quite a while.”
He dismounted before pulling his silver Arius blade from the saddle and securing it around his waist. He moved to assist the princess from her own horse, confident in the knowledge the guard members would keep a careful watch upon the field’s outer edge.
In a gown of deep green, Liza smiled as the captain helped her dismount, enjoying the sensation of his strong arms wrapping protectively around her as she steadied herself against him. Releasing her, he tethered the reins of both horses to a tree before pulling a thick blanket from the bag behind his saddle. “I thought you could sit in the shade, Princess.” He reached deeper into the bag and produced a leather flask. “I brought water as well.”
“Thank you,” Liza said as she moved to the blanket, smoothing her skirt around her legs, the material billowing in the light wind. “Won’t you sit with me?”
“I am on duty, my lady.”
“We are miles from nowhere. You must be exhausted as well.”
“It is not—”
“What if I made it a command?” Liza challenged. “I am, after all, your princess.”
Edward eyed her. 
Her gaze dropped to the ground, cheeks blushing deeply. “Forgive me,” she said. “I would never dream of...”
Edward sat down on the blanket and touched her hand. “My lady, please, I would be happy to sit with you.”
Liza looked up tentatively, prompting Edward to offer a reassuring smile which, a few moments later, she returned with one of her own.
“My lady, though you meant it in jest, your assertion is true. As a princess of this court, you can and must be able to give commands—even to me.”
“But I didn’t want...”
“Except in moments where your safety is directly in question, my lady, you have the power to command me in all things.”
“But I don’t want to command you to sit with me. Please, don’t do so because of what I said.”
“I’m not,” he rushed to assure her. “There is nothing I would rather do, my lady, than sit with you and enjoy this beautiful day.”
His words brought a smile to Liza’s face. “It is beautiful, is it not?”
“Not half as lovely as you, my lady.” The words had escaped Edward’s lips before he could stop them, causing Liza to blush anew and turn her eyes shyly toward the horizon. Yet it was true, how beautiful she was. How innocent of the horrors, the sorrow, and far worse, the pity, which filled Mara’s eyes every time he saw her.
“Won’t you please speak to me,” Mara would plead the repetitive question until it became an unwanted chant within his mind.
“You don’t want to know,” he would tell her, a claim to which she would instantly object.
“Yes, I do. Please, why won’t you let me help you? Please, Edward, my love...let me in.”
His refusal hurt her, he knew. But he could no more bring himself to tell Mara the full extent of his torments, than he could stand the sympathy in her violet eyes. The sympathy which, even now, created a barrier that neither of them could overcome.
Days like this, sitting here with the one person in the entire court who did not look on him differently because of his years of captivity, were few and far in between. He enjoyed the drone of Liza’s chatter, the joy of her beautiful view on the world surrounding them. She made him feel like he had long ago, before the quest that had stolen a part of him he was unsure he would ever recover. 
They stayed there until early evening, Edward having thought enough ahead to have brought some fresh fruit to sustain them. They packed their flasks and blanket back into his saddle and journeyed home, reentering the palace grounds as the immaculate sky changed colors.
Edward was helping the princess down from her horse when Mara appeared at the entrance to the royal stables. She waited patiently as Liza gathered her things and was escorted back to her underground chambers by members of her own guard. “Thank you for the ride, Captain.” The princess smiled warmly. “I enjoyed it.”
“You are quite welcome, Your Highness,” Edward replied, giving the briefest of bows before Liza turned and left. 
Mara waited until she had completely departed before speaking. “You went riding with Liza?”
“Her guard was uncomfortable allowing her to leave the inner grounds without Davith or yourself, so I volunteered.” Mara nodded, but it was a slow movement, prompting Edward to ask, “What is it?”
Mara’s face fell. “Nothing.”
Edward studied her intently, but she turned from his view, walking back toward the stable entrance. Then it dawned. 
“Oh gods,” Edward said, raising his hand in an empty gesture before rushing forward to grab her arm. “Mara, I am so sorry. We were supposed to have dinner in the garden, weren’t we?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“Yes, it does. I can at least walk you down to the—”
“I’ve already been.”
“Alone?”
“I’ve gone alone for twenty-five years,” she said sharply. “Why should this night be any different?” She jerked her arm from Edward’s hand and walked away. 
The anniversary of her mother’s death. Mara had made a point, in her youth, to walk down to her parent’s grave on this day. Since she was fourteen, and Edward had pulled her from that very tomb vowing his love, he had attempted to make the date a special one for her, compelling her to focus on life, instead of dwelling on what might have been. It was, for lack of a better description, their version of an anniversary. A marking of the day Mara had chosen to move forward and overcome the past that haunted her.
He turned back to attend his horse with a heavy heart, when Garreth stepped from around the corner.
“She’s lying,” the older knight informed him.
“What?”
“She hasn’t been to their grave in years. Not since you left. She couldn’t bring herself to do so without you.”
“Then she...”
“Still mourns them. She waited for you, hoping...”
“Then why did she not say so?”
“You were happy when you returned. She did not want to ruin that.”
“I’m sorry. It was a beautiful day and I lost track of time. I had thought I would be back in plenty of time.” Edward shook his head. “I didn’t mean to upset her.”
“Mara will endure. She always does.”
Garreth had been right. It was another in a long string of promises that Edward would break before ultimately shattering her heart.
 
*
 
Present Day
 
“How I wronged you,” he spoke to the sleeping girl in his arms and then looked at Garreth. “Did you know how hurt she was, even after all these centuries?”
Garreth shook his head. “Mara never allows anyone in, never lowers the perfected mask. Except, of course...”
“With me,” Edward finished for him.
“Yes. And she has been apart from you for a very long time.”
“I...I don’t know how. I don’t know what to do to fix us.”
“Until this is finished, there is nothing to be done. Except to stand back and allow her to do what she must. She, well...”
“What?”
Garreth considered his words. “The last time Mara led us into battle, she had a job to do. The task was harsh, brutal, but she did her duty. Something neither you nor I would have been able to bring ourselves to do. You found her heartless, and by doing so, took the most horrific act she has ever been forced to commit, and added the extra cost of your heart. These nightmares, these refreshed memories, I wonder if they have less to do with your reappearance in her life, and more to do with the knowledge that the last time she led a battle such as this, it cost her everything—it cost her you.”
“He was a child, Mara!” Edward had screamed at the ocean’s edge six hundred years ago, his heart rejecting the notion the woman who had once possessed his soul was capable of killing one so young.
“No,” she had answered. “He was a prince. A young prince, who would become a man. A man who would remember this day until the rest of the world had forgotten. Don’t you see?” She’d drawn a deep breath. “He would remember this day and then, many years from now, seek his vengeance upon those who destroyed everything and everyone he had ever held dear.
“I am not the one who vowed to love one woman, and gave his heart to another! The one woman, the only woman in the entire kingdom, he could not have. You lost your head, Captain, and we have all paid the price with every life lost since that night!”
“You cannot begin to understand, to imagine,” he’d tried to argue. “You cannot...”
“I did this for you!” she had screamed. “All of this, every life I have taken, every vow broken, every horror endured. All for you!”
The words were inescapable, damning, and Edward’s sword had been in his hand before reason had time to dawn. Mara had met his challenge with her own. 
In his heart, Edward knew that Mara had to end the prince’s life. Yet it was also an act he was never able to accept...nor forgive. And his horror, which he could not hide, had finally broken the woman he loved, leading to the fight that haunted him above all others. 
A single moment was all it took. A flurry of motion. Then, before he understood, the tip of his deadly blade had found its way deep into Mara’s left side. An act that would condemn her to the very life of solitude from which he had once vowed to save her.
The memory, even now, placed a chill deep into Edward’s chest. The stroke that almost claimed the life of the woman he loved. The stroke from which she still bore scars, the mark of the eternal Arius blade. He had never meant to harm her. And yet, harming her seemed to be the one fate he was never able to escape.
With a terrible sense of foreboding, he turned his attention back to where Garreth sat. “We have to do this, don’t we?”
Garreth nodded. “For better or worse, she is the captain of the most ancient and powerful guard in the entirety of the immortal courts. A pure-blooded royal princess. A master of the blade. A champion to those who have fallen, and for those who have yet to come. She is, as her aunt once described you both, a perfect knight. Mara has surpassed us all. We stood by, allowing her to do so because if we did not, we would be forced to commit the acts she gladly protected us from. It was folly on our part, allowing her to sacrifice herself for us, time and time again. Selfish. Wrong. 
“Yet, we allowed it. And now, we must live with the consequences of our choices. She is the Captain of the Black Rose Guard, and is sworn to see this through to the end, no matter how much we wish it could be otherwise.”
Edward turned back to the sleeping girl in his arms. “I can’t lose her, Garreth. I’ve done so too many times. I don’t think I could live through it...not again.”
“You won’t,” Garreth answered. “You won’t.” 






Chapter XXXV
 
Present Day
 
Lethia Castle’s ballroom had not been used in centuries. Members of the guard had volunteered to clean, dust, polish, and air out the east wing space for the grand dance. A mixture of so many guards was scarcely seen. Always working to watch over their charges on such occasions, guardsmen were rarely given the opportunity to partake in court events, and even less in the grand balls.
A rare sight indeed, guardsmen discarding their traditional austere attire to don tuxes, suits, and tunics from a plethora of times past. Many had saved at least one such relic of their life before joining the Black Rose, and those who had not attempted to borrow from those who had. To Mara’s surprise, she emerged from her room to find Edward had managed to procure a costume for the evening. He stood in the doorway to her room, garbed in a long-sleeved deep green shirt, which laced up the front with thick strands of golden thread. 
Mara herself had selected a formal black gown, though hers laced up both the front and back. “I don’t own anything colorful,” she said, eyeing the beautiful green he wore.
“Ebony becomes you,” he answered with a smile. From its tightly corseted top, the strapless gown cascaded down her body in soft layers. Her hair had been curled and tumbled freely down her back. A touch of rouge on her cheeks and a faint lip gloss were all the cosmetics she required, her cheeks naturally rosy and lips red on their own, a gift of her immortal beauty. “You’re lovely.”
“Liar.” She laughed, but her breath caught as he moved toward her.
He cupped his hand to the side of her face. “I am many things,” Edward replied, leaning close enough his warm breath caressed her skin, “but a liar isn’t one.” He pulled her into a deep kiss, stealing the intended response from her lips. When she pulled back, he stared into the silver cores of her eyes. “The most beautiful creature I have ever seen.”
She wanted to melt in her high heels. “Keep looking at me like that and we won’t make it to the ballroom.”
“No objections here.”
Mara laughed. “Come now, you know we have to go.”
“Fashionably late?” He brushed back her hair, tucking an errant strand behind her ear, allowing his fingers to trail from the side of her neck down her arm. When he reached her hand, he wrapped it in his gentle grasp. “Mara.” She moved her free hand to the side of his face, pressing her palm against his cheek. “Mara.”
“te amo,” she whispered.
“Will you go to the dance with me, my lady?”
“Yes, my lord. I would love nothing more.”
Edward smiled, a gesture which touched the very fabric of Mara’s soul, and then formally offered his arm. She took it, smiling in return, and let him lead her to the spiral staircase. Thick red carpets were draped over the steps. She gathered her gown in her right hand, while keeping her left firmly on Edward’s arm. They reached the bottom of the steps and Mara paused, releasing the dress for her entrance into the ballroom.
Many of the guardsmen were already inside. Some were talking amongst themselves along the walls. Others gathered around a buffet table in the far corner. A few were on the wooden dance floor, swaying to the music that came from a set of speakers connected to an iPod. Mara glanced at the stereo system, appearing out of place in the otherwise ancient castle.
“You look stunning.” A voice drew Mara’s attention to her right, where Jake and Garreth approached.
“So does Mara,” Garreth added with a teasing grin in Jake’s direction. Jake moved his hand toward Garreth’s side, but he jumped out of reach as Mara chuckled.
“Okay, children,” she chastised. “Besides,” she slid her hand down to grasp Edward’s, “he does look stunning.”
“Nothing compared to you,” Edward replied.
“My gods,” Jake stage-whispered to Garreth. “Do you think they will be like this all night? Where’re the fierce captains?”
“Seriously,” Garreth replied, fighting a smile and failing.
“Jealous?” Edward taunted.
“Completely,” Jake replied, then took a step closer to the two captains. “Since I was promised a dance, does that mean I get to claim the first one? Or do I have to wait my turn?”
Mara looked to Edward. With an affectionate wink, he kissed the back of her hand before giving her arm to Jake. “Be my guest, as long as the lady consents.”
“How about it, Lady Mara?” Jake made the formal request. “May I have this dance?”
“It would be my pleasure.” Mara smiled and allowed him to lead her onto the dance floor, different than those from long ago. The music had new instruments, faster, the beat steadier. Yet Mara was a continuous and diverse fan of music, following it through the various developments over the centuries.
Gentle soft rock notes filled the expansive ballroom. She allowed Jake to pull her into his arms, one hand carefully on her waist and the other upon her shoulder, as they began to sway across the floor. They danced in silence for a long time, Jake occasionally twirling Mara in time with the music.
“Thank you for this,” he finally spoke. “It’s been a long time.”
“Yes.” Mara smiled as they both stepped in unison, and he spun her again, before drawing her back close. The music changed, to the traditional and lively tempo of a waltz. Without missing a step, he led her across the dance floor. “You have gotten much better.”
“I had an excellent teacher,” Jake said, recalling fondly the many hours Mara had spent coaching him. It’s no different than the dance of swords, she had told him. The steps are the same, only it’s better, because there’s no bloodshed.

“I’ve missed you, Mara,” Jake said. “Edward wasn’t the only one you cut out of your life.”
“I know. And I’m sorry.” 
“Don’t apologize; I understand why you did it. How painful it was for you. For him.”
“Yes, it would seem that we have missed so much.” Pain gathered in her words. “I—”
“Hey, it’s all right. I did not mean to make you sad. Only to say that I missed you, and I am so grateful for this chance to see you now.”
“As am I.” Disregarding the requisite choreography, she stepped closer and wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing her cheek against his chest. “I want you to know,” she spoke softly, “you are always welcome in the Black Rose. No matter what happens in this battle.”
Jake’s arms tightened around her, pulling her from the dance floor into a tight embrace. “Please reconsider,” he begged. “Let me go with you. Or better yet, send me instead of you. You and Edward...Mara, you have both done your part. Go away with him instead, please. Let someone else pick up this burden. You don’t have to. I—”
“Thank you, Jake.” She returned his tight embrace. “But this is what must be done. I must go, and you must stay. The guards must always have a captain, and you are ready to take on that role.”
“Thank you. From you, that means more than it ever could from another.”
Mara pulled back enough to see his eyes. “You will do wonderfully, Jake.”
He stared at her intently. “Do you remember when you left? I wanted to follow you. I wanted...”
“I know,” Mara answered, recalling his plea the day she left. “But I needed you to stay with him. I knew that I could trust you to do so and I was right. Look at far you have come. There is no one more worthy to be his heir.”
“Thank you,” he said again. “But, please...if you can help it, come back anyway?”
She offered a bittersweet smile. “I shall do my best.”
Not trusting his voice, he silently escorted Mara back to Edward’s waiting arms.
“My turn,” Edward said with a smile, twirling her, causing a laugh to escape her lips. “Dance with me, my love?”
“Absolutely.”
Together they waltzed across the floor, switching partners only on rare occasion, until long into the night. By twilight, only a few remained. Mara still danced, swaying in Edward’s arms. She did not see when or how the room cleared, only that they were now alone in the vast chamber. 
As they swayed, Edward said, “I love you, Mara.”
“And I you.”
He spun her again, her gown swirling around her, transforming the turn into an elegant spiral. He pulled her close, mesmerized by the silver core of her violet eyes. When he leaned forward, her eyes closed for the expected kiss. Instead, he spun her around. She laughed, a joyous sound, as he moved her across the entire length of the expansive floor. 
The music was foreign, strange, yet they knew every step, gliding back in perfect unison, twisting and turning to the familiar rhythm that no music could dictate. Then the last note rang through the room, Edward was again staring into the silver centers of Mara’s eyes.
Sparkling joy filled her expression. Her full, ruby lips a compliment to flushed cheeks, accentuated by the exertion of the dance. Mara was not simply beautiful, she was radiant. Momentary happiness adding life to her immortal features. 
She tilted her head as his eyes studied her in silence. “What is it?”
“I’ve been such a fool,” he answered, fully entranced.
“Edward, I—”
Her words were silenced as he leaned forward, kissing her as though he could force his soul from his lips and pour it into her. He pulled back moments later, but hardly allowed her to draw a full breath before he kissed her again, wrapping her into his strong arms, lifting her without ever breaking the kiss, as notes of a powerful ballad filled the room. He swung her in a circle, maintaining the kiss. When he finally let her feet touch the ground, her smile widened, making her even more beautiful as she struggled to regain her breath, her cheeks flushed from the passionate embrace. 
“I’ve been such a fool.”
Her smile dimmed. “I don’t...”
He took a step closer, grasping her small hands in his own. “You’re here. You’ve always been here. And I couldn’t see it. How much I needed you. How much I...” His words came in quick, short breaths. “I love you. I have always loved you, mea rosa. And I have been such a fool.”
“Edward, it doesn’t matter. Don’t you see? You’re here.” She took a step closer. “You are here, mi amor. That is all that matters. Nothing else.”
“Marry me.”
Mara’s lips parted involuntarily. “What?”
“Marry me.” The words were crisp, clear, his dark eyes staring into hers, unwavering. “I am late in asking. Gods know I am late, but I am in love with you, Mara Clarissa Sethian. I have always loved you—from your first to my dying breath.”
Yes sat upon the tip of her tongue, beside a thousand other responses that would bind her eternally to the man she loved. Instead, what she was forced to speak crushed her soul. “Edward, my love—my one and only love—you don’t know what you are asking. You are the Captain of the Royal Guard to the queen of the Ciar Court. And I am Captain of the Black Rose Guard. What you are asking is an impossibility.” She shook her head. “These past few days, you being here, it hasn’t changed anything.”
“Mara, please, I have made so many mistakes, more than there are stars above. But being away from you, even for a moment, is one I will never make again.”
“You aren’t thinking clearly. Nothing we do will ever undo what I have done. There is blood on my hands that can never be removed, not even by you.”
“I don’t care, Mara. I know what you have done, and I understand why you did it.”
“But Edward—”
“I don’t care,” he said again, this time with such force it sent a shiver racing down Mara’s spine. He reached for her, threading his fingers through the strands of her dark hair, forcefully guiding her lips back to his own. He kissed her once, twice, thrice? She lost count, falling into the heat of his passion. 
“I love you,” he whispered between each kiss. His hand opened the laces of her gown, and it dropped to the floor moments later, along with her corset. She reached forward, pulling his green shirt up to throw it beside her own clothes, the alluring music further driving their desire.
He lifted her as she wrapped her arms around him, carrying her to the side of the room, until her back touched the wall. The last layers of cloth cast aside, “Marry me,” he said again, pinning her securely against the wall. 
Mara gasped as his warm, hard flesh touched the entrance to her body. He paused, leaving her thirsting in need, a thirst only he could quench. “Please, Edward.”
He held her, trapping her exposed flesh against him, yet refusing to enter her body. “Mara,” he said, his eyes pulling her inexorably into their dark depths. “tu es cor meum. tu es salus mea. te amo. I love you, my rose.” He pushed forward, allowing his tip to slide inside with agonizing control before he again froze. “Be my immortal bride.”
“Yes,” fell from her lips, and before reason could deter her, Edward pressed forward, filling her with a single, deep thrust that drew a moan from her lips, her nails digging into her lover’s back as she struggled to remain balanced between the wall and his body. She wrapped her legs around him, his strength holding her still as he pulled back, only to push into her with abandonment.
“mea rosa, mi amor. My bride. My love.” He accompanied each word with a powerful thrust, drawing a mixture of moans and gasps from his lover with each trembling breath.
“Yes,” she managed. “Yours.” Her body verged on a scream as he pushed her toward the line between pleasure and pain. “Forever.”
Never breaking their physical connection, he lowered her to the floor, depositing her onto the pile of discarded clothes, and began to thrust with rigorous intensity. Pleasure built within her until she reached a breaking point, her body tightening around the man determined to possess her, until he too gasped, following her into the highest realm of passion.
He fell on top of her, trying to remember how to breathe, his body softening, though still held within her warm depths.
“I love you, Edward,” Mara spoke through shaky breaths. “Yes, I will be your bride.”
“Now,” he answered, as out of breath as she.
“Now?” Mara laughed, drawing another gasp from her lover, still buried inside of her. “Just like that?” She laughed again. “I think we might give some poor priestess a heart attack.”
“Rhea is here. She was ordained by the high priestess of the Ciar Court.”
“Rhea? You mean...you mean the girl you trained before she decided to leave the guard?”
Edward nodded against her shoulder.
“That is wonderful!” 
“Let her perform a binding ceremony, Mara. Right now.”
“But we—”
“I don’t want to waste another minute, mea rosa. Twelve hundred years. Please.”
“Edward,” she shook her head, “I need you to get off me. I can’t think with you—”
He kissed her mid-sentence, his lips stealing all trace of thought, reason, protest. She abandoned them all, surrendering herself to the touch, the kiss, the embrace of the man who had always possessed her soul. “Call Rhea,” she managed to say.
No sooner had the words left her lips, and Edward rose to hastily dress, leaving Mara with a dull ache of emptiness. She lay still, having to remind her body it was capable of moving on its own, before she also rose. She dressed enough to walk to her room, where she entered the shower, stepping into a steaming waterfall. 
She washed thoroughly, cleansing the evidence of their excursions from her body before stepping from the shower to wrap herself in a soft black towel. When she emerged, Edward was nowhere to be seen, but upon the bed was a deep violet floor-length gown. 
Upon it, a note, written in Edward’s elegant handwriting. “In case you said yes.”
She traced her fingers over the front of the silk gown, the material scattered with sequins, which formed a string of roses upon a single vine. “It’s beautiful,” she whispered as the door to her room opened and Rhea entered. 
“Stunning, isn’t it?” the younger woman asked, tossing the long strands of her auburn hair over her shoulder as she approached. “He was hoping you would say yes.”
“This is...”
“Yes, but so what?” Rhea spoke to her unfinished thought. “Don’t think, my lady. Please don’t think.” Rhea motioned toward the gown. “What do you say we get you dressed?”
Mara nodded her consent, and a few minutes later the corset had been fully laced by Rhea’s nimble fingers. A set of petticoats highlighted her hourglass figure. Ringlets, looser now than they were before the ball, lay down her back and framed her face. The gown had a v-neckline, which plunged to the center of her breasts, and her neck was encircled by the ever-present golden chain, its white rose-shaped diamond resting against Mara’s exposed throat.
“Lovely.” Mara jumped as she turned to find her cousin standing behind her.
“Thank you.”
“Your father would approve. I wish he could be here to see this.”
“As do I,” Mara replied, her voice softening at the mention of the fallen prince. “You know this is crazy. We are breaking every rule. We are—”
Garreth stepped close enough to place a finger against her lips, silencing Mara. “Yours is the truest love I have ever known. The two of you deserve this—a touch of happiness in this otherwise cold world—more than anyone. Now, please, Mara, take my arm and let me lead you to the man you love.”
Mara stepped forward and slipped her arm through Garreth’s. 






Chapter XXXVI
 
Present Day
 
Garreth led Mara through the stone corridor and down the right side of the curved staircase, which opened into the grand entrance of the ancient keep. As they reached the bottom of the steps, Edward was nowhere to be seen. “Where are we going?” she asked. One glance at Garreth was enough to not only answer her question, but to bring Mara back to startling reality. “No,” she said, pulling away from her cousin.
“Mara, listen...”
“There is no way, in this world or the next, that I am going to get married in the garden.”
“Mara, I know how they make you feel.”
“Like hell you do!”
“You are a princess of the royal rose bloodline, Mara. tu es filia regum, regia filia sanguinis rosei. You have no choice.”
“No! Liza was the princess of the immortal roses. I was never born to be an heir.”
“Actually, Mara, you were. Arriving before Liza, you were born an heir, and when your mother died, you were the heir. Why do you suppose the queen was so eager to be rid of you, the moment she had a child of her own? Liza dethroned you, Mara. You—the chosen heir of the immortal roses. They even transformed to a color never seen before. For you, Mara—you, the blood rose.”
Mara grasped her arms. “Dear gods, are we back to this? How many times do I have to say ‘I do not want to be queen,’ before you will believe me? How many times, Garreth?”
“Mara, you could save them. Them, me, all of us! You are the heir to the Lorcan court—both Ciar and Arum—you could make them one again. Heal the courts.”
“If you want someone to combine the courts, then do it yourself. Kill the queen, Garreth. Then take the throne.”
“I am not a chosen heir,” he answered. “I don’t understand it, Mara. You have spent your entire life running from who you were meant to be. Why?”
“How dare you! I have never run from anything in my life. I became the Captain of the fucking Black Rose Guard—for you! Gave up my last hope of ever being happy with the man I love, to protect you and those who followed you. Traded everything for the safety of these men.”
“I never said you ran from a fight, Mara. I said you ran from who you are, and who you were meant to be. You ran from your title, your birthright, perhaps even your destiny.”
“And who made me?” she demanded. “Who stood in the center of the queen’s chambers and told me that he would rather have me ram a sword into his side, than see me submit to the queen’s demands? Who said that he would rather endure torment than see me become a princess of the Muir Court?”
“You were never destined to be a princess of the Muir Court, Mara. You are a princess of the Lorcan!” He took several steps back, holding his hands with his palms turned toward her.
“That’s enough.” Edward’s voice cut through their argument, filling the vast stone chamber. “She can only focus on one fight at a time, Garreth. Today is not the right time for this one. Today, she needs you, her cousin. Not your counsel.”
Garreth turned to face his captain, exhaling slowly. “Forgive me, my lord.”
“No need,” Edward answered with a smile, before turning his attention back to Mara and approaching her. 
“Do you agree with him?” Mara demanded. “That I should take the throne? Be the queen? If you are thinking—”
“What I am thinking,” Edward interrupted, as he arrived close enough to take her hand, “is that you have never looked more beautiful.” The words stilled Mara’s protests. “Mea rosa, mi amor,” Edward spoke softly. “My beautiful rose.”
“I’m afraid, Edward,” she confessed. “I’m afraid of the roses. With them, I have known nothing but fear and pain. I thought they were finally gone, done with me. But now...now...” She choked down inescapable fear. “I don’t want to be their chosen one. I don’t want the crown. I—”
“Shh,” Edward whispered, moving to one knee and taking both of Mara’s hands inside his own. “My love, mea rosa immortalis. I am not asking you to be queen. Only my bride. Please, Mara. I will love you. I will stand beside you for the rest of our immortal lives. My love, my rose. My immortal rose. Come with me now. I will protect you. I will love you. I will make you my bride. Please, Mara, trust me now.”
He stood as she stared into his dark eyes, the rest of the world fading away.
“I don’t want the throne. I only want you.”
“I know, mea rosa. I know.”
She stepped left and grasped his arm in hers. “Take me to the garden, Edward. Make me your bride.” Then she forced a smile. “It only took you a millennia to ask.”
Edward answered her with a gentle laugh. “Then let’s not waste a single moment.” He turned and led her from the vaulted entryway, out of the darkened castle, where she was greeted by brilliant morning sunlight and an elusive blue sky.
Together, they walked down the well-worn dirt path, now completely lined with blood roses, which perfumed the air with their sweet fragrance. Mara paused at the scent, but then continued after Edward flashed her another encouraging smile.
 “It’s all right, mi amor. hic sum.”
She nodded, forcing herself to breathe through the unsettling scent. They continued down the path, without hesitation, until she reached the main garden, where the previously black roses had been universally replaced by those the color of blood.
An instant warning whispered through her, but Mara forced herself to ignore it, moving to stand by Edward’s side as they reached the center of the garden, where Rhea stood. Dressed in a velvet gown of deep burgundy, its hem was dark with dampness from resting upon the dewy grass, Rhea looked almost as beautiful as the bride. More importantly, her smile was wide, causing Mara to grin in return.
A select few stood nearby, the required witnesses for such an occasion. This group included Mara’s cousin, Garreth; Captain Regald of the Arum Guard; Sarah, Mara’s friend and a sub-captain of the Black Rose; and Jake, Edward’s second-in-command. These four created half of a circle, watching quietly as they waited for the ancient ceremony to commence.
Rhea, the ordained priestess, spoke first. “Normally,” she began, “this would be a more involved ceremony. However, at the request of Lord Edward, this service will be brief. There is no one gathered who is unfamiliar with the love story between the two standing before us, and nothing brings me more joy than to be officiating this union.” She turned in the tall grass, her robe twisting as the velvet held onto the damp blades, to speak to Edward directly. “My lord and captain, would you like to address your lady?”
“Yes,” Edward replied, never removing his eyes from Mara’s as he clasped her hands. “Mara,” he said solemnly, his words carried in the light breeze, rustling the leaves surrounding them. “My love. I once promised that if you stayed by my side, you would never be alone. I swore that if you promised me your heart, I would give you mine in return. Of all the promises, the vows, I have made in my life, none have I ever broken as blatantly, as often, or as painfully as those vows I made to you. I will never be able to undo the harm I have caused you, but mi amor, mea rosa, my Mara, I desire nothing more than to spend the rest of my immortal life showing you these are vows that I shall never again break. I swear this, upon the love I bear for you, before these witnesses, and the gods of old.” His words paused as he reached to touch a tear sliding from Mara’s violet eyes. “te amo, rosa, mea rosa immortalis. tu es cor meum. tu ea salus mea. sine te vivere non possum. te in aeternum amabo. Until the end of time.” 
“Edward.” His name a plea as more tears fell. “This is not right. Our love has never been right. Everything should have been different. This should not be happening, we both know it. But, Edward...I love you. I loved you as a child. I loved you when she sent you away. I loved you on the beach, and when the queen...” She shook her head, her words carrying her heart. “You are not the love of my life, Edward. You are the love of my immortal soul, and will continue to be so long after I leave this fragile form. This I swear to you, Edward Alexander, in front of these witnesses, and the gods of old.”
Edward kissed her then, stealing her breath in a moment of unconditional yearning. The priestess cleared her throat, breaking the embrace. “Having spoken these vows of love and devotion, I shall now bind your hands, as is ancient tradition, a symbol of your choice to join your hearts, from now until the end of your immortal lives.” Rhea took Mara’s hand and placed it over Edward’s, but as she prepared to wrap their hands with a length of red silk, the roses moved. Slowly at first, and then they rushed forward, racing across the garden to where the princess stood.
Mara jerked back, but Edward grabbed her, preventing her from running. “Let me go,” she hissed, gripped by the familiar fear.
“Mara,” he said, pulling her closer. “Put your arms around me.” She hesitated, then did as he asked. The roses continued to slide forward, rustling leaves in the displaced grass.
“Edward, I don’t—”
“ego adsum, mi amor, mea rosa immortalis,” he whispered.
Fear consumed her, reverting her to the child who had clung to her mother’s lifeless hand as roses gathered to feast upon her dying body. And to that nineteen-year-old girl, forced to watch the man she loved brutally beaten, over and over again.
“Mara,” Edward’s voice cut through her panic. “aspice me, Mara. Please, my love, look at me. ego adsum, mi amor, mea regina, mea rosa. te protegam.”
She forced herself to lean back enough to see his eyes.
He took her arm, twisting it palm-side up, and pressed her wrist against the back of his, leaving the underside of both arms exposed.
“Rhea,” Edward called to the priestess, “finish the binding ceremony.”
“But, my lord—”
“Do it,” he commanded.
Rhea spoke in rapid Latin, words of commitment, devotion, and love—a mere echo of the vows sworn only moments before. As she spoke, the roses moved closer, twining their way up to Mara and Edward’s hands. The vines were smooth as they touched the thin, delicate skin of the offered wrists.
“A vow to bind forevermore,” Rhea’s voice droned on. “Through all the days, unto the end of time.” She paused, directly addressing the two who stood before her. “Do you accept these vows, to be bound together, from this moment until your last?”
“Yes,” Edward answered. “I so vow.”
Mara’s body trembled, the vines now completely encircling both their wrists, but she took a deep breath and echoed the words of the man she loved. “I so vow,” she answered. “To the end of time.”
“Then,” Rhea continued, “by the power vested in me, as a priestess to the gods of old, and by the vows of devotion that you have both, upon this day, declared for and to each other, I declare you, Princess Mara of the Lorcan Court, and you, Lord Edward of the Lorcan and Ciar Court, bound for the remainder of your immortal lives.” She turned to those selected few who had been permitted to attend the ceremony. “All hail the princess and prince of the Lorcan and Ciar Courts!”
With those words, the roses tightened upon the lover’s hands, slender thorns emerging from the previously smooth vines to pierce their wrists, sinking into the exposed veins. Mara’s royal blood covered Edward’s arm, before mixing with his to drip to the ground. The blended life force splashed onto the green grass and, where it fell, a new rose vine appeared.
The dark green plant grew quickly, stopping just below their tied wrists, the blood now falling directly onto it as the vine drank deeply of the offered sacrifice.
“fortis esto,” Edward whispered.
In a rush of vibrant color, the new rosebush bloomed with full, open roses. Only instead of the black they had been for centuries, or the scarlet they had once been for Mara, these roses were a deep, royal purple. 
Mara stared, unable to mask her surprise as she remained imprisoned within the rose’s painful embrace. “What? They...they turned that color for my mother.”
“Yes,” Garreth’s voice came from across the garden. “Another true heir to the Lorcan Court.”
More blood spilled. Mara swayed, prompting Edward to pull her against him, wrapping his free arm tightly around her.
“hic sum,” he spoke softly, pressing his lips against her forehead. “I’ve got you.” Then he dipped his head enough to kiss her, pouring his love through her body, and to the roses that clung to them. “te amo, Mara.” He kissed her a second time and then, the roses withdrew.
“See, my love, everything will be fine. I promise. iuro. te in aeternum amabo. I will never leave you again.”
She leaned forward and kissed him, pouring more pieces of herself into the man who had always been the possessor of her soul. “te amo, Edward. mi amor. My love. My one and only love.”
Edward gathered his bride into his arms and carried her from the garden, a trail of immortal roses following the drops of blood still dripping from Mara’s wrist. 
 






Chapter XXXVII
 
Sandra dreamed of a past not her own as she walked along the shimmering beach, her white gown brushing along pristine sand. She could taste the salt dancing along her tongue as the cool ocean breeze played with the strands of her hair. She did not know how long she’d stood there, listening to the waves as they crashed upon the shore, deep blue giving way to white foam. Streaks of pink and orange lined the sky surrounding a few sparse clouds as she looked to the horizon, her eyes squinting in the fading sunlight.
A gentle brush against her arm caused her to turn. Catching the white object as it drifted down, she delighted in its soft touch. The delicate petal of a white rose. As she examined it, another petal fell. Then another, until the sky rained roses, scattering them along the beach in the strong ocean winds.
“The roses anoint their chosen heir,” a deep voice stated, startling her. “As they once did for another, long ago.”
She turned and found herself standing next to a tall man with short blond hair, dressed in a black shirt tied with thick, silver thread. “My lady,” he said. “One I never thought to behold.”
“Do I know you?”
“No, my lady. I desired to see you, just once, with my own eyes.”
“Who are you?”
“My name is Phillip, Your Highness. I was once a sub-captain of the Black Rose Guard.”
“Can you help me?”
“I wish I could, my lady. But the answers you seek are right before your eyes.”
“The roses,” Sandra said softly. “They are special, aren’t they?”
The tall man nodded. “Yes, the most ancient and powerful of all magics, who feed from but a single source.”
“Royal blood,” she said. “It’s my blood, isn’t it?”
“Yes, my lady. The most sacred and rarest of all.”
“But that would mean I would have to be...” Her words fell to silence as the water surged upon the beach, covering her feet and soaking the hem of her gown. She took a step back, but the waves pitched higher, following her as she moved up the beach’s slope. The sky had darkened to an angry gray, the sun vanishing behind the now heavy, dark clouds. The roses still fell from the sky, but had transformed from white to the color of blood. 
Then the same voice, from the shadows, whispered across the beach. “Beware, Princess. cave rosam sanguineam.” 
Beware the blood rose.






Chapter XXXVIII
 
Present Day
 
Restless, Mara walked down the stone hallway when a noise, faint and indistinguishable, made her pause. She listened, then heard the sound again. Following the noise, she walked down a side-corridor, quickening her pace. The sound was something between a scream and a cry. Resisting the urge to run, she walked briskly to the source.
The sound originated from behind a stone door to her left. As she reached for the handle, a figure appeared, startling Mara. Without thinking, she drew her sword, moving into a familiar stance, her fingers wrapped around the Arius’ hilt.
“Wait!” the figure said, from several steps away.
“Who are you?” she demanded.
“Cassius, my lady,” the man replied, his face covered by flickering shadows of torchlight. “I heard the cries—”
“What is going on?”
The man raised both hands, spreading his fingers to show he had no intention to harm. “Please, my lady.”
Another sound came from the room, this time a low moan.
“Answer the question.”
“He gets nightmares,” the man explained, pointing a finger at the door. “I intended to wake him.”
Mara shifted uneasily. She lowered her Arius blade, but left it unsheathed. “Go back to your post,” she commanded. “I will rouse him.”
The man nodded and walked back down the hallway. Mara waited until he had disappeared around the corner before opening the door. She scanned the barren room and saw the lone figure lying on the bed. Stepping inside, she closed the door before returning her blade to the scabbard on her left hip.
In the throes of an unwanted dream, the figure moaned, then whispered, “Please...” She stepped forward, recognizing the figure as Jake, twisted in a chaotic array of thick blankets with his hair plastered against his cheeks. 
Mara reached out and lightly touched his shoulder. “Jake,” she spoke softly, running her hand up and down his arm. “Jake, wake up. It’s all right.” She shook him as she spoke louder. “Jake, it’s all right.”
His eyes opened and he fought against the covers, turning urgently. At the sight of her, Jake jumped halfway across the bed, drawing his arms up into a defensive posture. “No!” he exclaimed. “He didn’t mean to!”
Her heart breaking at his fear, she spoke his name again, hoping her voice would cut through his panic. “Jake, it’s Mara.”
He climbed to the opposite side of the bed and sat up as he continued to disentangle himself from the bedding.
“Jake, it’s all right.”
She watched his shoulders rise and fall as he drew a series of deep breaths, fighting unwanted memories to regain control. Finally, he managed to speak. “Mara.”
“Yes.”
He turned to face her, twisting to view her violet eyes, their silver cores glinting in the dim light. “I’m sorry. I thought you were someone else.”
“Don’t apologize,” she said. “Not to me.”
“I...”
“Are you all right?”
“It was just a dream.”
Mara nodded. “I get them too.” 
She waited, not wanting to pressure him to speak. When he remained silent, she stood from the bed and walked back toward the door.
As she reached for the silver handle, he spoke. “My dream was of Brendan. Of that day, when you saved him from being tortured by the queen.”
Mara froze. She turned back toward him stiffly and leaned against the stone wall. 
“I was there,” Jake revealed. “One of the cowards in the back of the room. I failed to speak out as the queen’s orders were handed down. Then you were there. You took his place. You, and Phillip, and Garreth...you...”
She remembered that night all too well. The fear in the eyes of the young guardsman as he was strapped securely to the stone slab. The trembling hand of the one who held the whip, wishing to the gods he’d not be forced to harm his friend. So young, they had been. So new to the queen’s madness.
 
1100 AD
 
Mara’s eyes trailed over Brendan’s still form as she stepped around the room to view his face, which was turned to the left.
He seemed young in comparison to those of the higher guard. His expression showed a mixture of fear and confusion; the eyes of one unaccustomed to seeing the more horrific parts of life. Mara turned to Jon, who clutched a whip. As scared as the man on the table, his hands shook visibly. A favorite punishment of Clarissa’s, and one Mara knew intimately, the queen had ordered him to hurt another.
At the sound of the sharp metal sliding along the floor, Mara spoke the only words she could think of. “I demand the Right of Substitution.”
Jarred by her words, Jon turned to her. “My lady,” he said, “I can’t harm you. Everyone respects what you are trying to do for the guard, and what you have done for the men. You’ve been leading...I mean, helping the captain to lead...I mean...” He drew a sharp breath. “Please, my lady, do not ask me to spill your blood.”
She looked across the room at Garreth.
“No,” the older man cautioned. 
Mara continued to stare, the weight of her gaze fully settling upon her cousin. 
“No.”
“Don’t allow these young ones to be punished as we were.” She offered a tight smile that did not reach her eyes. “Look at what it did to us.”
Garreth dropped his gaze before walking across the floor and placing his hand on Jon’s arm. “I will take it from here,” he said in resignation. 
Mara released Brendan from his bonds. “It’s okay.”
Brendan looked at Mara with unmasked eyes. “I don’t understand what I did wrong. I never meant to upset the queen. I was only trying to—”
“I know,” she said. “Everything is going to be okay.”
Mara motioned him away before facing the stone slab. She drew a deep breath and turned back to Garreth, the whip now clutched tightly in his hand. A long, menacing tool, hosting three thick strips of leather, each tipped with thin pieces of jagged silver which would tear into Mara’s delicate skin.
He placed his hand upon her right cheek, then trailed his fingers to her shoulder. “Mara, you don’t have to do this.”
A shiver passed over her as she met her cousin’s gaze. “Do it quickly. I will try to stay quiet.”
Sadness filled his gentle eyes. “You will scream, my lady.” He shook his head. “You will scream.”
Mara’s teeth sank into her bottom lip to prevent it from trembling. She removed her outer jacket with unsteady hands, along with the golden chain from around her neck. Handing both to Garreth, he placed them against the far wall. Mara settled her body across the stone. Determination eliminating the need for restraints, she gripped the cold outer edges of the platform.
Garreth drew a deep breath. The sound of metal striking stone filled the room as he flicked his wrist, testing his grip. A long silence filled the room before Garreth said, “Forgive me.”
Moments later, the triple-pronged whip buried itself into the flesh of Mara’s back.
 
*
 
Present Day
 
“I was there,” Jake said. “I had been ordered to escort them to the chambers and ensure the queen’s sentence was carried out. I watched in reverence as you took his place. It should have been me. I should have been the one to step up. Any of higher rank could have done so. But I...” He shook his head. “I was afraid.”
“There is no shame in fear.”
“Five men of higher rank were present in that room. Not one of us brave enough to take his place.”
“Jake.” Mara glided forward. “Anyone would have been afraid to take so harsh a punishment.”
“Not you.”
Mara sat beside him on the bed. “I was afraid, Jake. So was Garreth. No one thinks less of you for not stepping up that day.”
“But I held the higher rank. How can you and Edward want me to be your successor, when I could not bring myself to help him as you did?”
“Jake,” Mara spoke softly, “look at me.”
He slowly turned to her, tears visible in his eyes even by firelight.
“Centuries ago, you stood by and watched something horrific. You did nothing to stop it. But after that moment, you would never allow something like that to happen again.”
As she continued to speak, her thoughts slipped to Edward. How she’d stood aside, watching the queen rape and torture the man she loved. The queen’s feminine form saturated in his crimson blood. I did nothing, she had told Edward centuries later, nothing!
Her inaction, unforgivable. The damage, haunting. The price, eternity.
“I once allowed Edward to be tortured. Allowed the queen to...” Mara drew a sharp breath. “Centuries later, the queen threatened Edward with the same torments he had previously endured. Only this time, I refused to step aside.”
 
1200 AD
 
“Hand me your blade,” the queen ordered, causing Mara’s heart to fill with dread. The captain obeyed, handing her his Arius sword hilt-first.
“A magnificent weapon. To think, with a single stroke, you would forever bear its mark.” Clarissa shook her head, then tossed the blade aside. It struck the floor with a loud clatter. “Perhaps something less lethal.” She produced a smaller, thin blade.
“My queen,” Mara interjected, walking quickly across the floor. “There is no need for this.”
“I think there is,” the queen answered. “The captain is in need of a lesson.”
“Please, Your Majesty.” Mara paused a single pace from her.
The queen did not reply, but raised the blade and sliced through the dark fabric of Edward’s shirt, revealing the smooth lines of his chest.
Mara’s breathing quickened. “My queen,” she tried again, “don’t.” 
From across the room, Phillip moved toward them, but froze as Mara placed herself between the queen and her captain.
“Mara.” Edward tried to move her. She refused, standing her ground as she brushed his hands from her shoulders.
“You give away your weakness far too easily,” the queen hissed.
“That may be,” Mara replied as she fell to her knees, staring up into the queen’s emerald eyes. “Aunt Clarissa, please.”
The queen glowered back. “That is not going to work, my child. Not this time.” The queen moved her thin blade toward Edward’s left side. It flew forward but instead of flesh, met the cold steel of Mara’s Arius blade.
 
*
 
Present Day
 
“I could not allow the queen to torture him again,” Mara explained. “Running a guard is not so much a question of right and wrong, or always being brave. It is instead, a personal journey of learning what you can live with, and a willingness to risk everything as you approach those limits.
“The day Edward was tortured, I was not brave enough to stop the queen, as you were once not brave enough to help Brendan. Learn these lessons, Jake, and you will become a true captain, worthy of those who came before.” Mara leaned forward and kissed Jake’s right cheek, prolonging the touch.
“That feels like goodbye.”
Mara offered a sad smile.
“I should have followed you to the Rose,” Jake said. “I should have come with Brendan and Phillip. From the moment you saved Brendan, I knew you were the captain I should follow.”
“No,” Mara answered. “Edward needed you. You’ve come so far, Jake. You are his successor in every way.”
With a slight tremor in his voice, Jake said, “Please, Mara...don’t say goodbye.”
She kissed him, stilling his words. “Thank you, Jake, for standing by Edward’s side with such honor.”
“Mara.”
“I’ll stay with you,” she said softly.
He did not speak, but merely nodded. 
Mara sat on the edge of the bed for a long time, listening to the silence surrounding her, until Jake’s breathing reached the steady rhythm of sleep. She stood from the bed and walked to the door.
“Goodnight, Jacob,” she whispered. “Farewell.” 






Chapter XXXIX
 
Present Day
 
Prince Darek entered Sandra’s room to find her seated quietly in a chair before the fire. Thick rose vines lined the walls around and above the crackling flames. No additional lights prevented the waving orange glow from casting shadows along the walls, leaving Sandra in patches of illumination. He walked across the room, but when Sandra did not respond to his presence, he quietly took a seat in a plush chair beside her. It took him a few moments to find the nerve to clear his throat.
“Sandra,” he began.
“Did you know?” She refused to remove her eyes from the charring wood.
“Know?”
“Yes. Did you know, and hide it from me?”
“Know what, Sandra?”
The question angered her. “Did you lie to me all this time, Darek? The long walks, the trips to see the world, the talks, and romantic nights under the stars. Was it all...” She struggled with the words. “Was it all a lie? A ploy to gain a bride of—” Her world spun, the full truth lying just beyond her reach. “Did you love me at all?”
“Of course I—”
“Don’t lie now. I am your fiancé. If nothing else, I deserve the truth.”
Uneasy, Darek cast his eyes away, staring into the flames. Then he sighed. “I knew there was more than met the eye,” he answered, “when my father encouraged me to become acquainted with a nameless girl. No wealth, no family, no memories of your past from which to possibly claim either. I didn’t even know what court you were from. But my father was insistent, convinced that I should, at least, consider you. I consented but, if you must know, did so reluctantly.” He shifted in his seat. “As we got to know one another, I found you to be both beautiful and intelligent. There was something to which I was inexorably drawn.”
The wood continued to crackle under the flame’s intense heat. The prince stood, moving closer to the fire. “When my father suggested I make you my bride, a princess and queen, I demanded to know why. It made no sense. My father had married a daughter of one of the most powerful members of his court, a distant cousin Queen Clarissa. To suggest...” He shook his head. “You must understand, no matter my developing feelings, you were not an ideal candidate for marriage. After months of demanding an explanation, my father confessed.”
Sandra stood, rising from the chair to pull herself closer to eye level with Prince Darek. “Confessed what?”
“That you are what you now know yourself to be.”
“I want you to say the words. I need someone to say what I am. Who...”
“My lady, I am royal only by a single generation. My father, chosen to be king by popular demand. Little more than the temporarily elected officials of this modern world. However, you, my sweet, are the daughter of kings.”
“Of kings?”
“There are myths of roses who feed upon those born to the royal bloodlines of ancient courts. I never believed them. Yet, here you are, and what I have seen is undeniable. Like some fairytale brought to life.”
“I still don’t understand. What does it mean, that they are feeding from me? Who am I?” She shook her head. “Who is the woman I see in my visions—is she my mother?”
“Not your mother,” the prince answered. “That is not the right question.”
“What is then?”
The prince leaned closer. “The question you should be asking, Princess: who was your father?”
She stared at him, confusion whirling at the unexpected subject. 
cave rosam sanguineam, the silent voice whispered across the darkened chamber. 
Beware, Princess. Beware the blood rose. 
 






Chapter XL
 
Present Day
 
As the first rays of light streamed through the room’s single window, Mara lay quietly enfolded in Edward’s arms. The first to wake, she stayed perfectly still, matching her breath to the rise and fall of his chest. She lay there a long time before forcing herself to rise in hopes of not disturbing his dreams. When he did not wake, she reached to her nightstand. Slipping her hand inside the drawer, she withdrew a cylindrical object and turned back to look down at the man she loved. Only partially covered, the pale skin of his chest stood out against the black satin sheets,  his dark hair tousled around him. One bare leg stretched near the side of the bed. 
Mara moved her hand toward him before forcing herself to stop, pressing the back of her empty hand against her lips. She drew a harsh breath and momentarily closed her eyes. Then she shook herself and removed the cap on the cylinder, revealing the slender needle within. “ignosce mihi, mi amor,” she whispered before pricking his arm.
Edward opened his eyes groggily. Mara pulled back, concealing the empty vial. “Good morning,” she cooed. 
Edward adjusted his head against the pillows. She smiled as she leaned down and pressed her lips to his, using the distraction to toss the tiny vial back into the drawer. Now empty, she moved her hand to softly caress the side of his face, deepening the kiss. When she finally pulled back, Edward was breathless.
He raised his hand, tracing his fingertips along the side of her face, pushing her dark hair back behind her ears. “Will there ever be a day I wake without the fear that I am still dreaming?”
Mara slid down and pressed her cheek against his smooth chest, allowing him to enfold her in his arms. She lay there, silently counting the minutes as she resisted the overwhelming urge to change her mind. “ego adusm, mi amor,” she whispered. “Here and in your arms.”
He ran his hand gently through her hair for what seemed a long time, though it was not. Then he grew still, and Mara knew her betrayal was complete. 
“My love,” she said from her place in his frozen embrace, “I want you to know that you were right, about what you said in the dungeons when Mathew’s men attacked. That I was not the Captain of the Rose in that moment. You were right—I wasn’t.” She turned to let him see the tears gathering in her violet eyes. “I surrendered my blade, surrounded by our guard, at your bequest. Something the Captain of the Black Rose should never have done, and it cost me the life of my second-in-command.”
“No,” he managed to whisper. He attempted to shake his head, but even that movement was denied him.
“You were right, Edward,” Mara continued. “I am not a captain when I am with you. I am not a knight, or a leader. I am merely a girl. That same sad, scared girl who clung to your hand as a child. The nineteen-year-old who watched you ride away, terrified that you would never return.” Her breath trembled. “The queen once told me that I show my heart far too easily, and she was right as well. You, Edward, are my heart and you have paid for my sins for far too long. There is nothing I would not give—my sword, my life, and I fear, the life of those whom I have sworn to protect—to spare you pain.
“Mathew knows this more than anyone. He knows the depths of my love for you. That is why I cannot do this with you beside me. Because I won’t care, Edward. I won’t care about my men, my vows, my honor, and that, mi amor, will cost us both our lives. Something I simply cannot allow.”
A sob escaped her lips and she forced herself to kneel over the frozen form of the man she loved. She kissed him, unable to resist offering this one last touch. “I’m sorry, Edward. I...” Her body drew a series of shattered breaths. “I don’t expect you to forgive me. This is unforgivable. I know.”
Edward’s lips moved, but emitted no words. “The pufferfish toxin will wear off in a few hours,” she told him. “te amo.” Her tears subsided, allowing her next words to come more steadily. “You are my heart, my soul, my life. tu es cor meum. tu es salus mea. me paenitet, mi amor. I will no longer see you punished for my sins.”
“Mara...” The single word was whispered as Edward struggled to speak against the paralytic coursing through his body. 
“I know,” she answered, again offering a kiss, her tears completely gone. “tu non es amor vitae meae, Edward. I would ask you to forgive me for what I must now do. Though we both know you shall not. est nulla venia.” 
“Ma...ra...rose.”
“I will always come for you, my love. In this life or the next.”
She stood and forced herself to pull on a pair of black slacks and a matching shirt, with a silver rose embroidered into the breast. 
Her heart was heavy as she walked toward the door, but instead of an empty threshold, she found herself staring into Garreth’s pale eyes.
“What are you doing, Mara?”
“What I must.”
“You never forgave Phillip, when this was done to you.”
“I am not expecting forgiveness. He cannot be with me. I would trade the lives of every single man in this castle to keep him safe. His being with me puts this mission in jeopardy. And that, I cannot do.”
“Mara, please, you don’t have to do this alone.”
“non veniam peto—I am not asking for forgiveness, Garreth. peccta mea sunt ultra veniam. Add this selfishness to the long list of unforgivable acts we have committed, one against the other.”
“Do you honestly think anyone will force him to stay here? He’s a captain, a hero.”
Mara stared at her cousin, considering his pained expression before she answered. “Tell me, Garreth, do you know what the difference is, between Edward and myself?” 
She allowed a moment of silence, staring directly into his pale eyes. 
“When I give a command, Garreth, it is obeyed.”
With those words, she stepped to the side of the room and grabbed her Arius blade, securing it around her waist before she headed to the door. When she reached the hallway, she turned back to face her cousin, who now stood between his two captains. “Stay with him or come with me. The choice, I leave to you.” Then she walked away.
 






Chapter XLI
 
1600 AD
 
Leaving the Black Rose Guard had been the most difficult decision of Garreth’s immortal life. From the moment Edward had delivered her into his arms, the day her mother had died, he had always stood by his cousin’s side. He had cared for her as a child, and taken pride in her accomplishments, in place of the parents she would never truly know. He had helped train her for the royal guard. She, far more than Liza, had been the younger sister he had been charged to protect, befriend, and watch over, during times of both light and darkness. 
After nearly eight hundred years of standing by her side, Garreth prepared to leave Mara for the first time in her immortal life. He sat on the edge of his bed, which stood in the center of his room at Lethia Castle, his packed trunks sitting neatly on the stone floor beside him.
They had fought, again. And his words had hit their mark, soundly. Not a new argument, Liza had been avenged long ago. The battle was over. They needed to return to their lives.
Yet Mara refused to hear it. “We cannot return to the queen,” she had argued. “What if there is someone we haven’t found? Someone we missed that day? The guard of the Black Rose must stand ready for the next threat.”
“Next threat?” he asked in disbelief. “Mara, there is no one left to reap vengeance upon. The Muir Court is gone. They are all dead! Not even the children escaped your wrath.” The words were out of his mouth before he could stop them, and had the effect his anger had intended.
Mara froze, pain flashing through her eyes as the words struck her. She turned and raced toward the door when he jumped forward and grabbed her arm. 
“Mara, I’m sorry. Dear gods, I am sorry. I didn’t mean...”
“Yes you did.” 
“Mara, please.”
“You want to go?” Her pain turned to rage in an instant. “Then go!”
“Mara...”
“Fucking go! Go back to the queen who tormented us, night after never-ending night! Go back to your precious queen. Get the hell out of my guard!”
“Mara, please,” he tried again, attempting to pull her closer.
“Don’t touch me! Don’t you fucking touch me!”
The familiar words, from long ago, were enough to jar him. Garreth let go of Mara’s arm and allowed her to flee the room. He had packed in haste, but once his bags had been gathered, he found himself sitting numbly, unable to neither leave, nor stay.
He had no idea how long he had been sitting there, when Mara reentered the room. He braced himself for another argument as she walked stiffly forward and eventually took a seat on the mattress beside him. Instead of words though, she reached up and smoothed back a few stray locks of her dark hair, then turned and, to his surprise, buried her face against his chest with audible tears.
Jarred further by this unexpected show of vulnerability, it took several moments before Garreth managed to wrap his arms around her. “Hey,” he spoke softly, every ounce of his former anger washed away by her pain. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I am so sorry, Mara. I didn’t mean it. I swear, I didn’t.”
Her response came, the last thing he expected. “I miss him, Garreth.” She pulled back. “I miss him.”
Her body shook with sorrow, whimpers escaping against her will as her shoulders moved up and down to the unsteady rhythm of her fractured breaths. “Gods dammit!” she exclaimed.
“I know you do,” Garreth answered, pulling her back toward him. 
She gave no resistance, burying her head against his chest before moving her arms around him in an awkward embrace. His hands came around the back of her head, his fingers running through the strands of her hair as he attempted to comfort her. “I’m sorry,” he spoke quietly. “Mara, listen. You must listen. He will forgive you. You know he will.” Garreth repositioned her so that Mara could better lean into him. “All you have to do is ask.”
Mara gave another soft sob, and her body shuddered harder than before. “You don’t...understand.”
“Yes, I do.”
“No. Don’t you see, Garreth? It is not his forgiveness I need.”
“Then you’re right. I don’t understand.”
“The only one who can forgive me, is myself. And that is something I cannot—will not—do. I shall carry this sin to my immortal grave, where it rightfully belongs.”
“Mara, you can’t speak like this.” Garreth shook his head, tightening his grip around her. “How am I supposed to leave when you speak so? How am I...Mara.”
“You once gave me a choice, the day you placed my father’s Arius blade in my young hands. Do you remember, Garreth? What you said? That with his blade, you were giving me a choice. A choice to live, or to die. One that no one—not Phillip, not Edward, not the queen...not even you—could take away from me.”
“Yes. I remember.”
Mara nodded as her tears fell, unchecked. “Nothing has changed. The choice is still mine, Garreth. Mine, and mine alone.”






Chapter XLII
 
1600 AD
 
A few weeks later, Garreth arrived at the gates of the Ciar Court. New quarters for the Royal Guard had been set in the side of a massive mountain. No sooner had he been granted entrance to the inner-mountain chambers, than Jake appeared to greet him.
“Garreth,” he said, surprised, “I had not expected you.” He offered a firm handshake to the older captain. “What’s it been...two hundred years?”
“Give or take.”
Jake nodded and then eyed him warily. “The sub-captain of the Black Rose, here unannounced. Should I be worried?”
“No. I am not here in my capacity as captain.”
The uncertainty in Jake’s face did not lessen. “Then should I be even more worried?”
“I did not mean to cause alarm,” Garreth assured. “I should have written to say I was coming. I would like to speak with Edward.” 
“Sure. We can drop your bags off on the way. We have a spare chamber you can use.”
“Thanks.” Garreth followed Jake down a series of unfamiliar hallways, before emerging into a room that held only bare essentials. After dropping off the bags, Jake led Garreth down a series of twists and turns, until they reached a high stone door. 
Jake knocked. A familiar voice called from the other side, “Come in.”
Jake opened the door and took a single step inside. “Forgive my intrusion, Captain, but we have an unexpected visitor. Sub-Captain Garreth of the Black Rose Guard is here, and requesting to see you.” Announcement made, the younger man moved aside, allowing Garreth to enter the room.
“Garreth?” Edward said in shock, the book in his hand falling against the desk with a hard thud as he rose from his chair. “This is not a scheduled visit.” He took a few steps forward, confusion crossing his face as he turned his jet-black eyes to Garreth’s pale green. “What has happened? Is Ma—” He stopped short of speaking her name. “What happened?”
Garreth studied him, watching the color drain from the normally stoic captain’s face while he imagined the worst reasons for Garreth’s unexpected appearance. “Mara is fine,” Garreth answered the question Edward had refused to complete. “I promise.” 
For a moment, Edward remained still, as though the information was having difficulty processing through the fear that showed plainly on his face. Then he nodded. “Okay,” he breathed. “Forgive me, I—” 
“It’s all right. I am actually here to speak with you on a personal matter, but not one concerning Mara.”
“And that’s my cue to leave,” Jake said. He turned to Garreth. “Come find me when you’re done here? I’d love to catch up.”
“Absolutely,” Garreth replied, offering a brief smile as Jake left the room.
Garreth turned back to Edward, who carried tension as the two men found themselves alone. “Really,” Garreth rushed ahead of the question that would not come, “she is alive and unharmed, I promise.”
“All right. Then what does bring you here?”
“I...” Garreth was forced to draw a breath, the words a desperate struggle. “I would like to request permission to come home.”
“Come home?”
“Yes. I was a member of this guard long before the Black Rose. I would like to return to the Ciar Court Guard.”
“What? Why this...what has happened?”
Garreth sighed. “I’ve wanted this since the battle of the Muir Court. I thought that, once the Muir were defeated, Mara would disband the Rose Guard and we would all return home. I see now that this will never happen. But it took a long time to come to terms with the fact that she won’t. I am tired of pretending this quest for vengeance has not been fulfilled. With all due respect, to both Mara and my fellow members of the Rose, I would like to come home.”
“You’re leaving the Black Rose?” 
Garreth shifted uncomfortably. “Not a decision I came to lightly.”
“And Mara was okay with this?”
“She understood my choice, and knew you would as well.”
Silence fell between them as Edward took in Garreth’s words. “You’re leaving her.”
Garreth struggled to hold Edward’s gaze in the directness of his words. “I love her. I’ve loved her since the day she was born. But I...I can’t keep watching her self-destruct. Can’t watch this never-ending pain consume her. I just...can’t.”
After a long silence, Edward asked, “How is she?”
“You don’t want to—”
“Yes, I do.” 
“She’s hurting,” he answered truthfully. “She is hurting. Though judging by your expression, I don’t think she is the only one.” Edward pulled his eyes from Garreth’s stare to look at the floor. “She’ll come back, for you and you alone, if you would but ask it of her.”
“After what she did? And what I did to her?” Edward shook his head. “She did the right thing, by the rules of the guard, and the courts, and even sacred honor, but...I...”
“I love you,” she had said on the blood-drenched beach. “You are my soul.”
“Don’t leave me,” he’d pleaded.
“I am sorry, mi amor. But I have to go now. I have to go.” 
He had remained kneeling as she walked down the beach, as far as she could before collapsing to the sand, her strength stolen by the stroke of Edward’s Arius blade deep into her side. 
That had been the last time he had laid eyes upon her.
“I can’t do that, Garreth.” Edward withdrew from the memory. “You know I cannot.”
Garreth shook his head. “You are both so stubborn,” he said with a touch of anger. “She needs you now, as much as she ever did. And I think, I truly believe, you need her as well.”
“You killed the child,” Edward had said, an accusation she refused to deny. “He was a child.” 
“No, he was a prince!” Mara had screamed back, her voice carrying over the ocean wind. “A prince who would become a man. A man who would remember this day until the rest of the world has long forgotten. And then, many years from now, he would seek his vengeance upon those who destroyed everything and everyone he had ever held dear.”
“He was a child,” Edward had said again.
“So was I,” she had yelled. “And yet look at what my vengeance has brought them, this court of the sea who killed our sweet, sweet Liza.”
“Edward,” Garreth spoke quietly, interrupting his thoughts. “Could you find it in your heart to forgive her?”
The question drew Edward out of his trance. “I do forgive her, Garreth. I forgave her a long time ago. But I can’t...” He searched for the words. “I can’t be with her, Garreth. All I ever do is harm her. I’ve hurt Mara, over and over again. All of her life, pain is all she has known from me. Broken promises. Broken vows. A heart betrayed. I cannot have her here, no matter how much I want her...will always want her.”
“Is this really still about that child, after all these years?”
Edward did not respond, refusing to look up.
Garreth sighed. “Let me ask you one last question, Edward. Is it the fact she killed the child that haunts you so? Or, the far more chilling truth. That by our most sacred laws and traditions, she did the right thing, and you are grateful she was willing to do what neither of us could?”
A question that would haunt both men, the rest of their immortal lives.






 
Chapter XLIII
 
Present Day
 
 
carissime Eduarde,
quod nunc facio ultra veniam est. hoc ad me defendendum dico, amoris actum esse quod nunc faciam. velim hoc secus esse posse. velim me natum in vitam aliam esse status inferioris, in quo duo possimus laeti esse, in quo sim tibi sisque mihi. hoc est somnium, mi amor; hoc nunc scio. sed quam pulchrum somnium fuit! velim me fatum tuum mutare posse; sed hoc est nil nisi sidera supera mutare.
hoc quod debeo facio, ut honores ac vota sacerrima expleam, quae olim mihi tam profunde instillavisti ut numquam amoventur. regula prima equitum: venerare regnum et semper verbum serva. propter hoc nec aliquid aliud te relinquo, mi carissime, mi unice.
tibi semper veniam, Eduarde, hac in vita vel proxima.
tua in aeternum,
Regia puella Mara Clarissa Sethian
 
*
 
My Dearest Edward,
 
What I do now lies beyond the realm of forgiveness. My only defense is to say that what I do is an act of love. I wish this did not have to be. I wish I had been born to a different life, one of lower station where two people could be happy. Where I could be yours, and you mine. A dream, my love. I know this now. But what a lovely dream it was. I wish that I could change our fate, but I might as well ask to change the stars above.
I do what I must. To fulfill the most sacred of honors and vows, which you once instilled within me so deeply, it can never be removed. The first rule of being a knight: Honor the realm and always keep your word. It is for this, and no less, which I leave you now, my dearest, my only love. 
I will always come for you, Edward. In this life, or the next.
 
Eternally Yours, 
Princess Mara Clarissa Sethian
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*
 
Chapter I
 
Mara walked along the sands of the immortal shore, the white crests of waves crashing against pristine sand. The water was a deep Mediterranean blue that sparkled in the setting sun’s fiery light. Sand swirled around her, lightly stinging her hands and face. The scent of water and seaweed mixed with the taste of salt, which lined her lips as she stood in the cool breath of the ocean’s wind.
She stared at the horizon, squinting against the light, and marveled at the beauty of the land, seeped in blood. 
“My lady,” Phillip’s deep voice interrupted her serenity. 
“I left him, again.” Mara spoke, but did not turn to face her once sub-captain. “Will he be safe now, at last, from the curse that resides within my royal blood? Safe from this eternal love, which brings nothing but pain?” Her words swirled in the wind.
“I am sorry, my lady. That is a question I am not permitted to answer.”
At this she turned, anger flaring in her words. “I don’t give a damn what is permitted. I want to know...will he finally be safe? Will he...will he...”
“I wish I could answer you, Mara. I am so sorry, my sweet rose, that I cannot give you what you seek.”
“I am not your rose.” Her words came faster than she could control. “I was never your rose!” 
Phillip nodded in acknowledgment. “Yes, my lady. You never were.”
“Neither was she. My mother...she was never yours!”
“This does not change the fact, my lady, that I loved her. Until I drew my last breath.”
“Then help me,” Mara pleaded. “If you loved my mother, then help me. Please, Phillip, do not let my mother’s fate befall this man I love. To be left, abandoned to a loneliness without end. Haven’t we...haven’t...” A gasp escaped her lips, too close to a sob for comfort. “Haven’t we suffered enough?”
“My beautiful Mara,” he spoke softly. “My beautiful child. My brave princess.”
“I don’t—”
“Tell him the truth,” Phillip said, the words startling, bringing both to silence as Mara’s anger turned to fear.
“No,” she said. “No, I can’t. I can’t...” She turned away from him, and to her horror, found the white foam upon the ocean’s waves was now scarlet, the blue water tipped with the blood of the immortal fallen. The waves rose higher, pushing water further up the beach as Mara rushed back, attempting to escape their blood-drenched touch. The wind transformed from cool to bitterly cold, biting through the thin layer of Mara’s pale gown.
She jumped as something touched her arm, raising her hand in reflex. Lying against her pale skin was a blotch of red, the petal of an unseen rose. She looked on in horror as a second petal appeared. Turning to the sky, the pale blue had been replaced by a deep red, raining with blood red rose petals.
Her eyes swept the beach to find the petals everywhere, even floating on the water, creating ghastly crimson streaks, as though the ocean bled. She drew a breath, trying to calm the frantic beat of her heart, and caught the tangy scent of copper. The air had become saturated with blood.
Waves crawled higher, licking the hem of her gown. She stepped back further, finally turning from the waves, and found herself staring into a pair of sea-blue eyes. 
“Please,” the immortal child pleaded, “Mommy is really scared. Can you help me?”
Her heart sank as she stared into the trusting blue eyes of the last Muir Court prince. 
“There is no child,” she had told Edward. 
No child with eyes of the sea. 
“Can you help me?” he had pleaded.
“Yes, child,” she had answered. “This, my prince, is a bad dream, that is all, and dreams are nothing to be afraid of.”
He looked at her quizzically before returning her smile. “Can I wake up now?”
Mara’s heart broke even as she spoke the words. “Yes, child, I am going to make the bad dream end.”
Her heart lurched. Yet, her hand was steady as she reached for the unforgiving blade. It slid silently from its leather sheath, the enchanted silver never betraying its deadly purpose. The boy’s eyes remained closed as she raised the Arius sword high for a downward stroke, her body moving into the familiar gesture, even as her mind recoiled
from this most heinous of acts. The blade came down with a clash, the sound of striking metal ringing down the beach on the ocean wind.
**
“No!” Mara screamed as she awoke from the memory, her heart pounding.
The jet was a luxury she had not refused when Brendan suggested purchasing it for the guard. One for which she was now grateful, as she privately moved her men from the confines of Lethia Castle to the outskirts of the Arum Court. From the comfort of her plane’s bedroom suite, she trusted her men to find a discreet location to land. While she hoped to avoid the Arum king’s notice, Mara was certain he fully expected some form of retaliation for the attack his men had commissioned upon the Black Rose Guard.
She was even more grateful to have awoken in privacy as she prepared to lead her men into what may be her greatest challenge, and one from which they may never return. The threat of the Arius blades held by the Arum Guard loomed over her. The weight of the men’s lives lay heavy on her shoulders.
Yet it was not this coming battle, but the memory of another, which plagued her dreams. The slaughter carried out on that beach long ago. The child who carried the ocean’s waves within his trusting blue gaze. And Phillip, the lost captain, who would never again stand by her side.






Chapter II
 
“She’s gone,” Nolan told Edward. “Their plane left hours ago. Even if you could leave, you would arrive too late.”
Edward rose from the bed and tried to walk across the room, but his unsteady legs refused to support him.
“Slow down.” Nolan rushed across the room to help him back to bed. Edward’s head spun from the movement, he had no choice but to accept Nolan’s assistance. “What she injected you with is one of the strongest drugs we have. I think it’s called—”
“It’s what Phillip used on her, once upon a time.”
 
*
 
940s AD
 
It had taken months after Liza’s death before Edward was composed enough to speak with his second-in-command on any issue, let alone one that had taken place years before, during his prolonged absence at the hands of the Bròn Court. To this day, Mara never knew that words had been exchanged between the two men.
Edward sat at one of the mandatory meetings, where those who had been placed in charge of investigating the princess’ death had arrived, yet again, with no news to report.
 “I am so sorry, captains,” the lead scout addressed the guard leadership. “We have no idea how those men entered the palace, escaped, or killed the jewel of our court.”
As they left the room, Edward asked to speak privately with his sub-captain. “What is it, Edward?” Phillip asked once the room had cleared. “Do you know more than the men are saying?”
“No. Yet it would seem that all in the court, until recently, knew of a great many things of which I was unaware.”
“What do you mean?”
“I am late learning of this, but that does not change the fact I expect an explanation.”
Phillip turned to look more directly at Edward, confusion touching his light blue eyes. “An answer to what, exactly?”
“Did you drug Mara?”
The room fell to a silence so profound, not even the drawing of a breath could be heard. “So…she told you, at last.”
“What were you thinking, doing that to her?”
“That I was saving her life, as you would have wanted me to do.”
“By drugging her? Tying her down? Making her a prisoner in her own chambers?”
“You weren’t there,” Phillip defended his decision. “She needed you so desperately, she was willing to go blindly into kingdoms unknown. She had no plan, no clue, and I’m sorry Edward, I truly am, but…you were dead!” Phillip drew several rough breaths, fighting through his anger. “You were gone. There was no reason, not even a hint of one, to believe for a single moment that you were still alive. You were dead, Edward. And I, poor substitute that I was, refused to stand aside and let Mara, a princess and captain of this court…Mellissa…I mean, princess…her daughter…die. I could not do it, and you can’t pretend for one second that you would have wanted me to!”
“What you did to her—”
“Was unforgivable,” Phillip answered for him. “Trust me, I do not require you to tell me that I shall never be forgiven. I knew it was such when I made my choice. It was wrong—dear gods, I know it was wrong. You were alive, and she was right. We could argue that issue forever, and I will always be wrong.” He shook his head, pressing his lips together tightly. “But don’t you see, Edward? You were dead and I wouldn’t…couldn’t…allow her to die with you. Even if the price was her eternal hatred, or that of you both.” 
Edward stared at him, and then in a voice much calmer than it had been moments before he said, “I feel like I should—”
“Garreth beat you to it. He hit me so hard I can feel the sting just thinking about it.”
Edward nodded. “If you ever do anything like that again, it will be more than my fist you will contend with.”
“I understand.”
“Do you?”
“Yes, Captain. And for what it is worth, Mara never listened to any command I issued after.”
“What do you mean?”
Phillip shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “I hurt her, Edward. I hurt her deeply. She…wasn’t the same after. No longer the girl whom we knew and loved. It was awful. More so even than the thought of laying her body to rest, had she died. I would rather damn myself to the deepest reaches of the underworld, than see Mara like that again. I broke her, Edward…I…” His anger fled and what remained was raw pain, which radiated through his pale blue eyes. “I will spend eternity attempting to make amends for what I did to her. And yet, I know…I fear, it will never be enough. That this gravest of crimes committed against her, will haunt me to an immortal grave.”
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Chapter I
 
Present Day
 
Eight hundred years, Sarah thought as she stared at vines of red roses. It had been eight hundred years since the roses had bloomed in such vivid color, like drops of blood against the fresh layer of snow. Her breath misted the cold garden air, the soft fog dissipating as it drifted upward on a gentle breeze. A late snow, though at Lethia Castle, hidden in the mountains of Eastern Europe, hardly unheard of. Normally, the persistent white powder would blanket the flora, hiding tender buds until the snow melted. Only then would roses struggle to bloom and thrive from the once-frozen vines. 
This time was different. Tiny flakes dropped from the gray sky, to swirl lazily around the roses, landing in a final, determined rush on the green vines and leaves. When the frozen crystals touched red petals, the snow turned back to water. Glistening drops slid down fragile petals before dropping to rejoin their brethren in the growing sheet of ice under the plant.
Sarah leaned forward and lightly traced her finger against the blood rose. Cold to the touch, she could determine no reason for why the snow melted. 
I wonder if the warmth is only something those of the royal bloodline can feel, she wondered as another snowflake melted on the open bloom of a formerly black rose. 
Driven by compulsion, Sarah moved her hand, brushing accumulated snow from the slender vine until she came to the first thorn. She pushed her thumb against the protruding needle, piercing her skin to draw blood. Watching, she held her breath as the blood dripped from her finger, splashing against a petal before falling to the ground. She raised her hand, comparing the color of her pooling blood to that of the roses. A perfect match.
How many times had she dreamt of these enchanted vines as a child? Tracing her fingers against the roses engraved on the silver locket that had been left in her keeping, she marveled at the sight before her. The etchings, for all their beauty and enduring strength, were a pale shadow when compared to the awe she experienced every time she came inside these ancient walls to stand amid the garden of immortal roses.
 






Chapter II
 
925 AD
 
Sarah worked in the stables, late one early autumn afternoon. Leaves—red, orange, and a few stubbornly green—swirled in the gust of a chilly wind before scattering to cover the dying grass in lumpy piles. Tearing her gaze from the weathered windowsill, she took a deep breath laden with the honest scents of straw and manure. At twenty-six, the chores were second nature, as she moved through the endless cycle of cooking, cleaning, and preparing rooms for the guests who came through her mother’s inn.
She’d mucked out the last stall when she heard her mother’s voice. “Sarah, when you’re finished, come inside. I need to talk to you.”
A few minutes later, after laying down some fresh hay, Sarah moved to where she had tethered the aging horse, on the side of the barn. “Hey, boy.” She spoke softly as she stroked his dark mane. “I know you’re tired of being cooped up. I promise, I’ll take you out into the field as soon as I see what Momma wants.” Patting his neck gently, she led him into the clean stall. Closing the horse inside, she walked toward the tired inn, ascending splintered steps before opening the wooden door with a loud creak.
When she entered the main room, she found her mother speaking with two men, garbed in the Bròn Court’s golden brown robes.
 “Sarah,” her mother called, with an odd mixture of relief and nervousness, motioning her to take a seat in an empty chair. “These men are members of the Bròn Court Royal Guard. They are escorting the queen of another court, the...”
“Lorcan,” the dark-haired man on her mother’s right supplied. “One of the two high courts in the immortal lands.”
“Yes,” her mother answered. “The queen of the Lorcan Court is traveling to the Bròn Court, along with her daughter and entourage. These men wish to lodge the queen and princess, along with several members of their guard, here for the night.”
“A queen?” Sarah spoke without thinking. “Surely there is somewhere nicer. This is just a simple inn...”
“It will only be for a single night,” the guardsman assured. “They are determined to reach the Bròn Court Palace as quickly as possible. These accommodations will be adequate.”
“Sarah, I told them we would be honored to host the royal party,” her mother said in mild reproach. “Attend to each of the rooms and ensure they are as clean as can be. Air out the blankets, add straw to the mattresses, if needed, and anything else that is required.”
Sarah nodded. “I will do so now.”
“Thank you,” her mother said, offering a smile to the two men. “We will do all we can to make their stay as pleasant as possible.”
The older man nodded. “I appreciate that. However, beyond your thoughtful preparations, I also need to go over a few protocols with you both. The queen is not to be directly addressed, by either of you, unless she speaks first. Neither is the princess. Should you wish to speak to either of them, you must go through the captains. For the queen, your resource will be Captain Phillip. For the princess, Captain Mara. You will be introduced to both when the party arrives. Presuming everything goes well, there will be a few extra silver pieces for your trouble when they depart.”
“That is most generous, my lord. And much appreciated. Fall and winter are slow seasons for travelers.”
Sarah nodded before rising and leaving to prepare the rooms for the royal party’s arrival. It took the rest of the afternoon, but eventually they were ready to receive their guests. 
“Thank you,” her mother praised when the last room was ready. “I appreciate the extra help today.”
“It’s fine,” Sarah said with a smile. “This is my inn as well, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” her mother answered. “Now, why don’t you go see if you can find something less dusty?” She pointed to Sarah’s faded green gown, which was now scattered with bits of dirt and straw. “We ought to be presentable for the queen.”
“Yes, Momma,” Sarah replied, turning toward her room. She closed the door and removed her tattered gown, hanging it on one of the hooks lining an empty wall. After a deep stretch, she walked over to the old wooden chest sitting in the corner and gingerly lifted the lid. From within, she removed a faded, multi-colored patchwork dress. Its hem had been frayed, and stained with ground-in dirt, but thanks to a floral sachet, it smelled better than the one she had been wearing in the stables. She shuffled into the dress, pulling it over her head before tugging the front cord snug around her modest bust. Thus attired—if not suitably, in the best she had available—Sarah reached into the bottom of the chest and pulled out a silver locket strung through a golden chain, and tucked it beneath her gown. She never wore the treasure while working in the stables, for fear of losing it and dishonoring the man who’d given the necklace to her.
While Sarah battled a mixture of exhaustion and excitement, a clatter of hooves announced the royals’ arrival. Normally Sarah would be the one to bed down the horses. However on this occasion, several lower-ranking members of the riding party had volunteered, leaving Sarah to serve food and drink.
She’d never met a royal. Even with their hair wind-blown from the long ride, those who appeared at the entrance were nothing short of what Sarah had always imagined. The queen, a tall and slender woman with jet-black hair cascading down her back, wore a thin, golden crown with a few sparsely placed red stones. Her gown was crushed velvet, black trimmed with golden thread. Several red jewels hung around her neck, glistening in the hearth’s light. Her daughter was equally beautiful, wearing a gown of royal blue embroidered with silver. She had the same dark hair as her mother.
Yet, it was those surrounding the royals to whom Sarah’s eyes were drawn. Garbed in matching shirts of black, fresh gray cloaks tied around their shoulders, the members of the royal guard stood with perfect posture beside the royals, hands resting upon the gold and silver hilts of their blades. Among those closest to the queen, stood a blond-haired man, introduced to Sarah and her mother as Captain Phillip. A woman named Mara was introduced as captain of the guard to Princess Liza.
To hide her surprise, Sarah offered a low bow before the royals, who spoke briefly to Sarah’s mother before the party spread out among the tables. Introductions complete, she busied herself filling goblets with water, refreshing those who had come from a long day’s ride. She focused on the floor for the most part, dodging muddy boots and sword points, stealing only quick glances at the knights as she served them, not wanting anyone to think she was being rude, or staring.
But when she reached the woman who had been introduced as Captain Mara, she could not resist raising her gaze for a closer look. When she did, her breath caught. Silver eyes, rimmed with violet. Eyes no mortal could ever hope to have. Stunning eyes. 
Eyes she had seen before.
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Chapter One: Daniel
 
I held the thick envelope in trembling hands, desperate to know the information it held, but terrified of it at the same time. My entire future could be printed on those pages, but I couldn't bring myself to tear open the flap. I slowly sat down on a stool next to the chipped kitchen counter, afraid that if I didn't, my knees might buckle. My mother wasn't home yet, thankfully. I didn't know exactly how she'd react when she saw the packet with its stark black Guardian emblem, but I knew for certain she wouldn't be happy.
“This is what you've been waiting for, what you've been working for,” I whispered, trying to psych myself up. I needed to sit down and read before Mom and my sister came back from the store.
“How is it possible you can take on a guy twice your size in the training room without flinching, but a stupid envelope has you completely freaking out?” my sister drawled, her voice dripping with sarcasm.
I jumped about a foot, trying to shield the envelope from Kaitlyn's view, even though she obviously knew I had it. “When did you sneak in?” I demanded. I thought I'd have a little time to adjust to the idea before I had to defend my decision to the family.
“I've been here for almost half an hour and I didn't sneak anywhere. You were too zoned out to notice. You going to open it, or do you want me to?” she asked, rolling her eyes. 
Kaitlyn was fifteen going on thirty, and convinced that while I might be her older brother, she knew more than I ever would. The scariest part? I was starting to agree with her. I kept the envelope clasped against my chest, away from her grasping fingers.
“I'll open it when I'm ready,” I protested. “Preferably in private! How soon is Mom coming home?”
Kaitlyn glanced at the clock on the microwave, then out the little window overlooking the parking area we shared with the neighbors. “I'd say in about two minutes, since she's parking the car right now.”
I stumbled back, practically toppling the stool over as I headed toward my bedroom and solitude.
“Daniel!” Kaitlyn called after me, making me pause in the hallway. “Is it about Dad?” she asked hopefully.
Inwardly, I swore at myself for letting Kaitlyn get her hopes up, even for a few minutes. I tried to keep my voice casual when I called back, “No, kiddo. This is about me. It's only my next assignment.” I ducked into my room before she could ask any more questions. Kaitlyn was far too perceptive.
I flopped onto my bed, careful not to bend the thick envelope, and listened to my mom and sister putting groceries away in the kitchen. My mother has dreaded the day this envelope would arrive. She knew it inevitably would, but I doubt she had any idea it would come this soon. The Guardians were stretched extremely thin. Under normal circumstances, they would never have considered promoting me to a Watcher at twenty-one. Even now, if I was anyone else it probably wouldn't have happened. But, I have a legacy to fill. I'm a Lyoncourt, and the Lyoncourt men have been Guardians since the Brotherhood was formed over a thousand years ago. My mother's family is much the same. Since the 1400s, at least one Dominico male in each generation has been a Guardian. As the only son, I didn't have much choice. I was born a Guardian, but it still took an intense amount of work to prove it to the rest of the brotherhood. 
Now, I was finally going to be a Watcher. Eighteen years of training and it was finally time. If I could only bring myself to open the damn envelope and find out which Talent I would be spending the rest of my life protecting. I paused, listening for footsteps in the hall, and decided that I had to take the plunge.
“Please, please, please…be a man. Please let it be a man,” I whispered to myself as I cracked the seal on the envelope. Don't get the wrong idea. I don't have a thing for other guys. No, it’s because I know that someday I'd like to get married, have a family, and actually be in love with my wife. I don't want to be like my father. I don't want to be so desperately in love with my Talent that I'm gone for weeks at a time without bothering to call. I don't want to miss birthdays, Christmases, and anniversaries because there's someone else who is always more important than my family. I know I'm going to have to give up a lot to protect my Talent, but I don't want it to be my heart. I've watched my mother cry too many times to ever be able to do that to another woman, and I saw my father sink into the bottom of a whiskey bottle when his Talent chose to leave him. After that, he vanished completely.
“I won't ever be him. Never,” I whispered with as much conviction as I could muster. Then, I slipped the file out of the envelope with my eyes squeezed shut. I slowly opened them and saw her face for the first time.
“Oh God. No. Oh no.” I dropped my head on the plaid comforter, willing away the image burned into my brain. Wavy strawberry blonde hair and big green eyes would haunt my dreams tonight. It was a curse, being placed with a Talent who looked like her. I already knew I would give up my life for this girl. I would protect her with everything I had. Maybe it was genetic, or maybe it was my training. But, I'd have to guard my heart from her at the same time. If I fell for her, I'd never recover. Any woman I met for the rest of my life, I'd compare to her. Whether I wanted it or not, she would be my most important relationship. I could only hope she would end up being worthy of the sacrifices I would inevitably have to make.
I took a few minutes to mourn the family I'd probably never have, not if I couldn't really belong to them. Then I quietly packed the whole idea away in a corner of my mind marked “To be forgotten” and started reading the rest of the file. If I was going to keep her safe, I had to know everything there was to know about her. I started pulling apart the packet, immersing myself in the information so I wouldn't have to keep thinking.
The Guardians rated Anna Saint-James as a moderate level Talent. She had a stable family, but was adopted. For some reason the file didn't contain much information about her biological family, not even a mention of her lineage. Normally, a Talent would be categorized with the name of the Muse he or she was descended from. Anna's file only said there were “irregularities” in the record. I had no idea what “irregularities” were involved, because for some reason, all of the documents about her parents were absent from my file.
Her current Watcher, Henry, had been a temporary placement for a little over a year. His Talent had ascended, but he wasn't quite ready to retire. So they decided Anna, a young girl of rather modest Influence, would be easy for him to supervise.
Henry's last Talent was famous. A brilliant actress, she had the ability to suspend an audience's disbelief, to make them feel as though every role she played was absolute truth. She made millions for Hollywood, and traveled all over the world. Henry acted as her chauffeur and bodyguard. She stayed mortal for much longer than most Talents, and didn't have to make the choice until she was 44 years old. The tabloids speculated that she died of a drug overdose or of a broken heart after her latest love interest had left her for his newest co-star, but Henry and the Guardians knew the truth.
You see, the price of being a Talent is that one day they must make a choice; remain in the mortal world and lose the abilities that have defined their existence, or ascend to the Realm of Influence. I have no idea what happens then, it's never been shared with us. We are the ones left behind, because in the entire history of the Guardians, a Talent has never chosen to remain mortal.
Now that Anna was leaving home and starting to travel, even getting involved with a television production, it all just hit too close to Henry's past for him to continue. He'd asked for a replacement, and I was the one who'd eventually won the honor. There was a pretty fierce competition between four of us to be the next Watcher. We didn't know then who the Talent would be or when the spot would open up, but we'd fought for it anyway. Now here I was.
I'd have to join Henry on location. Then I would shadow Anna with him for a few weeks. I'd learn what I could from him regarding possible threats, and then take over. I'd be her Watcher, her primary protector, for the rest of her natural life—or mine.
My bedroom door crashed open, ripping me from my obsessive studying. My mom stood in the doorway, eyes wide and wild. Kaitlyn must have tipped her off after all. She stared at the papers spread around me with a look of disgust, before snatching up one of the glossy photos.
“What the hell is this?” she snarled. “Tell me that you aren't throwing your life away on one of those...those...spoiled, pretentious pushers!”
“Mom,” I protested, trying to think of a way to calm her down. Her father had been a Watcher, my Dad had been a Watcher and she was tired of playing second fiddle to the Talents. I understood her frustration and I could sympathize. I'd had a father who'd missed out on most of my childhood, too. “I have a responsibility to the Brotherhood. I'm not going to back out of being a Watcher after I've worked for so long to get here. You can't expect me to do that, not when you know what it means for me.”
“I know exactly what this means for you, Daniel. Don't think that just because I'm not a Guardian myself that I don't know all the dirty secrets. You think that you're going to be the one Watcher who doesn't lose himself? You think you're even going to try?” she huffed, waving the picture in the air. “She's a Talent, Daniel. She doesn't just think she's better than you, she knows it. She can have anything and anyone she wants. She'll play with you, just for the fun of it and not care when it eats you up inside. Talents are manipulators. That's what they're born to do.”
I couldn't argue with her. She was right. I'd never met Anna Saint-James, but there was no reason to believe that she wasn't exactly like my mother predicted. I'd met eighteen of the twenty-four known Talents and they all fit the profile.  Plus, every Watcher I knew had the same problems. For one, no one can spend a substantial amount of time in contact with a Talent without falling deeply, irrevocably in love with them. It's not necessarily romantic love, but the type of love that allows you to put that person before yourself, your family, your friends, before anything else in the world. The second problem was really the biggest; the Talents did not in any way return their Watchers' devotion. They grow up knowing that they are destined for great things and Guardians are simply bodyguards or babysitters.
“I know it's a thankless job, Mom. I know. But I also know how dangerous it would be for the Talents to be out there without us. You know what can happen when they aren't properly guided. Wars, genocide, horrible things happen.”
Mom just stood, shaking her head, her arms clenched tightly across her chest. She looked so tired and so scared. I'd never seen her look so completely defeated by life before. I cautiously stepped over to her and wrapped my arms around her, pulling her into a hug.
“I'm not going to lose myself, Mom, and I'm not going to forget about you or Kaitlyn. I'll be careful. I will.” I kept reassuring her until I felt her stiff shoulders relax. She finally pulled away and left the room, sniffling, without uttering another word.
I sat back down on my bed, staring vacantly at the pictures of Anna. Kaitlyn slipped in, gently shutting the door behind her. She sat down on the bed next to me, looking over the photos and information reports. “So, you're really going to do it. You're going to leave and be a Watcher?” she asked softly.
“Yeah, Kaitlyn. I am. But I'll still come see you, and you can visit me. I travel so much as it is, this won't be a huge change.”
“Yes it will,” Kaitlyn argued. “This one is forever. Well, as close as they get to forever anyway.”
My family seemed determined to point out all the worst parts of this commitment. It wasn't like there was a thing that I could do about it. The stronger the Talent, the sooner they seemed to ascend. Anna only seemed to have a little Influence, so maybe I wouldn't have to deal with that for a very long time. Maybe I wouldn't be all that affected by her either.
“We've both grown up around Talents. It's not like this is my first assignment. I know what to expect, and I know to keep my guard up. Mom's overreacting because of Dad. I'm not like Dad,” I said belligerently.
“I know, Daniel,” Kaitlyn answered calmly. “She's pretty,” she commented, changing the subject as she slid the photos around on my bedspread. Kat picked up a piece of paper from the stack. I knew that I shouldn't let her read any of Anna's information, but I couldn't bring myself to take it away from her either. I didn't want to exclude her from this.
Kaitlyn's big brown eyes met mine after she'd spent a few minutes looking over the documents. “You know, there's a chance she might be different. She's not an underwear model or one of the sickening pop star types. She seems pretty normal, on paper anyway. Please don't go into this planning to be miserable. At least give her a chance. Even if she acts like a spoiled brat, you might be able to work with her and convince her to use some of her Influence in a good way.”
My sister, the optimist. That was new. I appreciated it though. I really needed something positive right now.
“We'll see, Kat. I have to leave to meet Henry tomorrow. It's all the way in Indiana, but I'll have my cellphone and I'll keep in touch. Just try to keep Mom from worrying too much for me, please?”
“Right. Would you like me to cure cancer and end world hunger while I'm at it?” she smirked. “I'll talk to her. I can't make any promises though. You know how she feels about the Talents. She's probably convinced that we'll never see you again.”
“You'll see me again,” I promised, tousling her hair and poking her in the ribs as she ducked back out the door. I should have known that Kat would understand. She'd be a Guardian herself if they allowed women to join. I was secretly glad that we didn't, because I suspected Mom would snap if she thought she might lose Kaitlyn, too.
I reshuffled my papers and returned to learning more about Anna.
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