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nata in orbem lapideum atque umbrosum, 
rosis sanguineis in mari caeruleo obsessum.
 
 
***
 
Born to a world of stone and shadow, 
overrun by blood roses on a cerulean sea. 






Chapter I
Present Day
 
 
Screams in the dark.
Angelic laughter echoed across a stygian canvas, which not even imagination could overcome.
Blindly, Mara followed the sound, searching for the faintest hint of light. Another scream echoed, making her chest constrict, the masculine sound placing a deep fear in her heart.
She inched forward, heel clicks reverberating against stone walls with each step. Her leg brushed an unseen object.
“Mara!”
“Edward!” she answered his cry. “Where are you?”
“mea rosa.” His cry reached her, and with it came the first hint of light. A single, floating flame. She stilled, studying the slender blaze as it expanded, illuminating the space with a golden luster.
Mara stood in a room barren save for a single slab of black stone in its center. She crept toward the platform. 
“Mara.” This time his voice was lower, strained.
She took another step, struggling against fear.
Edward lay on the low stone slab, thick, silver shackles clasped around his wrists and ankles, limbs pulled taut to each side of his body. Bared to the waist, blood streaked his chest, his skin split in long, gory lines. 
She rushed forward, collapsing beside him. “Edward.” Her voice shook as her hands moved to his closest wrist. The bonds held tight, metal cuffs slicing raw skin.
“Where were you?” he asked on a rough breath. “Why did you not come for me?”
“Edward, I don’t—”
Her words were interrupted by the same laughter that encased her darkest memories. She turned in the direction of the sound, and watched as her aunt appeared from the other side of the room. 
Clarissa approached, a thin silk gown clinging to her as her heels struck the floor.
Mara wanted to shield Edward, but found herself frozen.
“Hmmm,” the queen mused, staring at the kneeling princess. “I see, my niece, you have been found, at last.”
“My queen,” Mara began, “it’s my fault, not his. Punish me.”
“I am,” the queen answered, as she leaned down and pressed her lips against Edward’s mangled chest. She raised her head and gave a twisted smile with blood-stained lips.
Mara’s blood ran cold. Air refused to enter her lungs as a heavy weight pressed on her chest.
Wrenching Mara forward, Clarissa pressed her cheek against her niece’s, smearing the thick, sticky substance onto her skin.
“No!” she begged, but there was no pity in the queen’s cruel eyes.
“Taste him,” the queen drew out the invitation, before pulling Mara into an unwanted kiss, pressing her lips against those of her niece, filling Mara’s mouth with the coppery taste of Edward’s blood.
“ignosce mihi, mea rosa,” came the faint whisper.
“I will punish you, my niece. But first…”
Silver glinted in the corner of Mara’s vision. 
Edward screamed.
 
****
 
Mara jerked from the bed, heart racing as she stared through the distant window. 
An array of pinks and oranges splashed the sky, announcing the sun’s steady climb to meet the sparse clouds above.
Just a dream, she thought, settling back to bed, where her husband of nearly half a millennium lay in dreamless slumber. Even after all this time, the sight brought a smile to her face. As her heart returned to a normal rhythm, she snuggled against him, the comfort of his presence chasing away the dream’s remnants. 
How many centuries had she awoken this way? Yet, she never tired of the peaceful day’s beginning.
She inhaled a breath of fresh ocean air, which seeped in from the partially-open window. Mara closed her eyes, Edward’s gentle breaths luring her back to sleep. And she remained that way until a young girl’s voice brought her back to consciousness. 
“Mama.”
Mara sat up, adjusting her thin blue gown. “Good morning, Aibhlinn.”
Despite her soft tone, Mara’s voice woke Edward. He rose to a seated position, as Aibhlinn climbed into Mara’s lap, and embraced them both.

The child looked up to meet her mother’s amethyst gaze with her father’s dark eyes. It had been a relief when their daughter was born lacking the traits of Mara’s hated rose bloodline. She was a beautiful child; the holder of both parents’ hearts. 
Joy was all Mara had known since the day Edward whisked her away from the courts, fulfilling his promise to forever banish the loneliness which plagued her childhood. 
The queen had attempted to force Edward to honor his vow to her, and abandon Mara. Instead, he had asked her to run away with him. 
Four hundred years they had remained hidden, spending their days in each other’s company. Mara never regretted their choice, and, holding her daughter, she was more thankful with each passing day. 
Mara and Edward listened as their daughter chattered happily about the day’s plans. 
“Mama,” Aibhlinn asked, after a rare pause for air, “should we wake up brother?”
Mara smiled, thinking of their second child, which they had been blessed with three years after the birth of their daughter. She glanced out the window to find the sun now filling a crystal blue sky, the heat of the spring morning diluting the various sunrise colors to a single shade of cerulean.
“Mama?”
“Of course,” she replied. “I’ll wake him.”
Moving Aibhlinn to the bed, Mara gave Edward a chaste kiss before leaving the room, listening to the prattle as Aibhlinn spoke with her father, her conversation followed by his laughter.
When she reached her son’s room, she was surprised to find he was not there.
“Michael,” she called to the child, who had been named after her late father, “where are you?”
No answer came. She walked down the hallway to the kitchen. A quick sweep showed the child was not there, so she continued into the quaint living room. 
Ajar, the wooden front door creaked on old hinges in the breeze. Concerned, she stepped out onto the rickety porch, descending irregular plank steps. 
“Michael?”
Laughter drew her attention and she followed the sound, the dirt path turning to sand. They had built their home on the sea’s edge. Mara loved the cool air, having spent centuries of romantic nights walking along the shoreline, hand-in-hand with Edward. Another laugh carried on the wind, drawing her closer to the sapphire waves, which lapped against the sand with a soft sound.
“Michael,” Mara called again, cupping her hands around her mouth to better project the sound.
Relief pushed back her apprehension as she caught sight of the child, splashing in the wave’s crests. He laughed again and she could not help but smile, in spite of the knowledge she would have to speak to him about the dangers of leaving the house without one of his parents. 
She watched him enjoy the beauty of the morning. He eventually turned and saw her, waving from a distance. Mara sat in the sand, allowing him to continue his play. 
The sun rose higher, partially blinding her with its brilliance, as her daughter joined them on the beach. 
Mara lay back, allowing the sunshine to warm her.
Several minutes later, Aibhlinn said, “Mama, look, Michael made a new friend.”
“What?” Mara sat up, squinting against the sunlight for a better view. Michael stood close enough to the water that white foam covered his feet. 
Beside him, a man. At first, Mara assumed Edward had walked past them unnoticed.
Closer inspection revealed the man, now bending to speak with her son, was not Edward.
Glancing around and seeing no one else, Mara turned toward Aibhlinn. “Go get your father.”
“But Mama—”
“Now! Go get him now.”
Aibhlinn rose and turned in the direction of the house.
Mara walked toward the strange man, who stood beside her child. When she had closed the distance to a few paces, she paused, her eyes glued to her child’s hand locked in the grip of the stranger. “Pardon me, my lord. Who are you, and why are you with my son?”
Neither stranger nor child turned at her question.
“My lord?”
When she was again ignored, Mara addressed her son. “Michael,” she instructed firmly, “come here.”
She held out her arms as the child turned to face her. “Michael, please come—” But her words failed as she stared into sea-blue eyes, streaked with white lines that moved in time with the ocean’s waves. Her breath caught at the sight, bringing Mara to her knees in the sand. 
Her son, but with another’s eyes, walked toward her, smiling. 
She stared, her mind struggling to piece together what she did not want to believe. He wrapped his tiny arms, sticky with sea spray and sand, around her neck.
“It’s okay, Mama,” spoke the fearless child. “He’s a friend.”
Michael pulled back and gave Mara another glimpse of those startling blue eyes. He flashed a toothy smile and skipped back to the man, who had never turned from the ocean’s waves. 
Michael took the stranger’s hand. “It’s okay,” her son repeated. “He’ll make the bad dream end.”
Fear gripped Mara with a living force as she realized the identity of the stranger. “No!” she screamed, struggling to stand as the man led her son into the ocean. Desperate, she rushed forward awkwardly on her hands and feet. Yet when she reached the firm, wet sand, someone grabbed her, preventing her from reaching her child. She struggled, only to have unseen assailant’s grip tighten. 
Michael and the man stepped further into the water.
“Let me go!” she shouted, increasing her efforts to escape the iron embrace. Mara screamed as she was driven back to her knees.
Before her eyes, the water reached Michael’s neck, the waves rising higher. At the last instant, the boy turned and waved in his mother’s direction, oblivious to his fate.
As Mara watched, Michael vanished into the sea.






Chapter II
Present Day
Dunnottar Castle
 
“Mara.” Edward’s deep voice reached her. “Mara, it’s only a dream. Just a bad dream—nothing more.”
“No!” Mara screamed, shrieking Michael’s name as salty tears touched her lips.
“A dream!” Edward’s deep tones were replaced by Garreth’s. “Mara, it’s a dream!”
Her eyes opened to find Garreth leaning over her, his hands digging into her arms, pressing her tight against the bed. 
“Mara!”
Her heart thundered so hard, her hands shook. Her voice came unsteady, broken by erratic breaths. “Gar…” She drew another unsteady breath. “Garreth.”
At the sound of his name, Garreth leaned back, easing his grip. “My lady.” Her cousin’s voice conveyed deep concern. “You were—”
“Dreaming,” Mara finished as she forced herself into a seated position, sliding her legs to the edge of the four-post bed, smoothing the thin black gown around her. It took a series of shallow breaths before she was able to calm herself enough to speak further. “I’m sorry, Garreth.”
“No.” Her cousin shook his head. “Don’t be.”
She drew another breath. “Thank you.”
Garreth reached forward and placed his hand near hers. She unclenched her fingers from where they were embedded in the sheets and allowed him to take her hand.
“Mara,” Garreth spoke softly, “do you want to tell me?”
Mara pressed her lips into a thin line.
“You called your father’s name. I’ve never heard you do that before.”
Mara pulled away, rising from the bed. She walked to a nearby chair and grabbed a thick black robe from where she had tossed it the night before. Snuggling into its warmth, Mara tied the wide sash, and tugged her hair from beneath the garment’s folds. 
She moved toward the balcony, opening the double glass doors. Ignoring the cold, she walked to the raised edge, staring into the night sky before gazing down at the rocky cliffs below. Dunnottar Castle had stood on Scotland’s coast since the early Middle Ages. Mara had fallen in love with the fortress the first time she had seen it. Centuries later, when Queen Victoria requested she stand honor guard over her coronation, Mara named the ancient keep as payment. 
The castle had been in ill-repair when she took possession. Mara spent years restoring the structure to its former glory, using it as a private escape. The location had been known by few, until now.
She watched the rough coastal waves of the North Sea crash against the sharp rocks below, the frigid coastline vastly different from the warm beaches that had lined the once-powerful Muir Court. This difference made the proximity to the ocean bearable, in spite of the fact the same blue water splashed against both shores.
A gust of salty wind blew her hair, stinging her dry eyes. 
“I don’t want a lecture,” she warned her cousin.
“I’m not here to lecture you, Mara. Not in centuries.”
She closed her eyes against the wind. “I don’t know what I’m doing,” she confessed. “Do you have any idea how many centuries it has been since I didn’t know what to do?” She brought her hand up and pressed the back against her forehead. 
“I accept my duty. I understand what is required. But Garreth…” She turned her head enough to meet her cousin’s eyes.
“You don’t have to, Mara.”
“Yes, I—”
“No,” he spoke firmly. “You don’t. You have served this guard for over a thousand years. You have fulfilled the vow you made, to see the princess avenged. You, Mara, do not have to do this anymore.”
“I must help this girl. The roses—”
“Have bloomed before your time, and will bloom after, Mara. You don’t have to be a part of this anymore. You can leave. Go to Edward. Live the life you’ve always wanted. You’re a hero, Mara. You will always be a hero. There is not a person alive who doesn’t believe you deserve your happily ever after. You both do.”
She gazed out and, in the thick fog, could again see the little girl with her father’s eyes. Yet, as the child materialized, so did the roses. They slid forth, ensnaring the girl, vines spreading to blanket the sand. To Mara’s further horror, the child’s eyes gleamed with silver cores as the vines drew closer.
Mara pulled herself back to reality. As long as the roses thirsted for her blood, the vision showed her dream was impossible. For the sake of a life she could only glimpse in the manifestation of her deepest desires, Mara had to save Sandra, no matter the cost. She blinked and again saw her daughter, surrounded by immortal roses.
“tu es regia puella sanguis maxime regii,” the voice whispered. The roses starve without their queen.
“Will you promise me something, Garreth?”
“Anything.”
“If you ever are fortunate enough to be blessed with a son, name him after my father.”
Garreth studied her, understanding dawning in a rush. “Oh,” he spoke softly. “You were dreaming.”
Mara nodded sadly, allowing her gaze to meet his. “He never left on the quest. He took me away.” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. As you said, a dream.” She paused. “Will you promise me, Garreth?”
He drew breath to argue, but something in her eyes, a profound sadness, stayed his protest. Instead, he nodded. “I would be honored, Mara, to name my child after my uncle and prince, should the gods see fit to bestow one upon me.”
“Thank you. He would have liked that.”
“Mara, this isn’t the end.”
A sad chuckle escaped her lips. “Always the optimist, my dear cousin. You and I both know that potential life vanished when he was ordered on the queen’s quest. When he was taken captive. When I failed him.”
“That life, perhaps,” Garreth answered. “Call me optimistic if you will, but you’re married now, your souls forever bonded, and one day, nothing in the realm of gods, nor men, will ever part you again.”
Mara turned back to the rocky cliffs. “In the realm beyond life on Earth, perhaps; surely the gods would not be cruel enough to separate us there. Though it’s the penance I most fear. To wander the blood-stained sands alone, forever seeking the part of my soul which lies with him.”
“Mara,” Garreth tried again, “you can’t think that way.”
“I would try to explain why I had to leave Edward behind, but there’s no need. You know why. For it’s the same reason you followed me, instead of remaining with him.”
“My lady—”
“Do you know what I most regret, Garreth?” She drew a slow breath before answering her own question. “Refusing Prince Nicholi’s offer of marriage.” 
She turned toward her cousin. The confession had left him speechless.
“If I had become his rose princess, Nicholi would not have needed Liza, leaving Edward a noble knight, not a shadow of the captain he once was. Two hundred years of devotion, and training, thrown to the wind, for a single kiss. How ridiculous, how naive, how…”
Garreth jerked her forward with such force she struggled to keep her balance. “Yes, Mara—one kiss. One single kiss the likes of which I would sell my soul for; have spent my entire life waiting for. Have measured every emotion, every sensation, I have ever had against… and found wanting. One kiss, Mara. A caress that showcased a love stronger, and deeper, than anything I have ever known, or imagined.” He spoke slowly. “One. Single. Kiss. That changed everything I knew about this unforgiving world.”
Tears stung Mara’s windblown cheeks as she recognized the mixture of strength and determination in Garreth’s eyes. 
“It hurts,” she whispered, but the wind carried her admission to him. “It hurts so much. Every day, for a thousand years. Pain, Garreth, is all I’ve ever known.”
“Yes,” Garreth acknowledged. “Yet, for such a kiss, a love, I would gladly suffer all you have been through.”
Mara inhaled sharply, tears warm against her cold cheeks. “And that’s the most tragic of all. I would put him through everything, all over again, because I am not strong enough to deny that kiss. Selfish. I will walk through the torment of Tartarus, clinging to the memory of that kiss. The touch of his hand. The adoration in his eyes.” She gasped for the breath required to continue. “Do you understand now, Garreth, why I cannot have my husband here? I would eagerly throw myself into the fires to save him, along with every other person whose life now rests in my hands.”
Silence fell thick between them. 
“I understand, Mara. I…”
“I have to do this. I must be strong, cousin. One last time.”
Garreth touched her face, collecting Mara’s tears on the tips of his fingers. “May I have a promise from you, as well?”
“And what is that?”
“Your word, my lady. Promise when this task is finished, you will disappear with him; leave and never return.”
She nodded, more tears warming Garreth’s cold fingers. “After this,” she confessed, “I’ll have no strength left to give.”
“Promise me.”
“If I survive, I will leave with him. I will go, and swear to you, Garreth…I will never look back.”






Chapter III
Lethia Castle
Present Day
 
“What do you mean she left without Edward?” Jake demanded of the young knight who had woken him. “She told me I had to stay, to be the captain if Edward did not return. She told me I had to stay so he could go!” 
Again. She had left him again. He could still remember the day Mara had sworn vows to the Black Rose. At last, a chance to escape the merciless power wielded by the Lorcan queen; a chance to show his loyalty to the warrior princess who’d fought so fiercely to protect her men. To serve by her side, free of the terror that always came with being called into the queen’s presence.
When Mara had formed the Rose, Jake had expected to follow. Yet, Mara had asked him to remain at the Lorcan Court. 
“I have taken Edward’s power base,” Mara had explained. “Every single sub-captain has joined the Rose. I cannot strip him of everyone.”
“But, Mara, I have always served you. You’re the one who trained me. I want to be by your side.”
Mara had smiled and, to his surprise, pulled him into a tight embrace, the sleeves of her black velvet gown soft against his hands. She had pressed her lips to his right cheek, then to his left, before stepping back. Her sad smile had remained in place. 
“Jake,” she had spoken softly, “I’m honored to have you by my side. I can think of few others whom I hold in as high regard, as both knight and friend.” She had drawn a breath. “It’s as a friend, not a captain, I ask this of you. Stay with Edward. I have taken so many from his side. You are someone I trust implicitly.”
“Mara, I—”
“I’m asking this as a favor, Jacob. One I shall not soon forget.” 
In as vulnerable a confession as Jake had ever heard from the royal captain, Mara had added, “I love him, Jake. I can’t take everyone from him, merely because he refused to come with me.”
“Do not fear, my lady,” Jake had found himself replying. “I will stay with Edward.”
“Thank you,” she had answered. “I will not forget this, and promise that one day, I’ll reward this show of faith.”
Now, centuries later, when Jake had again requested to leave with Mara, he had been rejected.
You’re ready to become a captain in your own right, she had told him. There is no one more deserving of the title than you.
“I was ready to fight by your side,” Jake said to no one. “Brendan was my friend too.” He spoke of Mara’s fallen second-in-command. Jake dressed in a pair of black jeans and matching long-sleeved shirt. Adding a heavy woolen cloak, he left the chamber to walk amid the vast grounds. Crisp early morning air bit at his ears, a light snow having fallen the previous afternoon. The sun had not risen high enough to warm the mountain breeze, filled with the sweet tang of roses, which climbed the castle wall, green vines overflowing with blood red blossoms.
The renewed rejection stung. He did not understand why Mara refused to allow him to accompany them. Was all her praise false? He had spent his entire life proving himself strong enough to fight by her side. Striving to be worthy.
Why did she not take me?

Lengthening his strides in frustration, he walked down the dirt path winding along the property’s perimeter. Surrounded by lush vines, Jake found it difficult to believe that less than a week ago, the castle walls had been barren, the roses’ magic dormant, sparse blooms only within the garden. He continued walking, hardly noticing the grandeur of the sun rising above icy mountain peaks. Eventually, the meandering trail led him to the garden, from where the roses had spread, the deep green a stark contrast to the light dusting of snow. 
He was surprised to find another standing in the garden, dressed in the traditional garb of the Black Rose Guard, a cloak also around her shoulders.
He stepped back, not wanting to disturb the thoughts of this fellow knight, when the figure turned, and Jake met a pair of liquid gold eyes framed by brunette tresses. 
“Lady Sarah,” Jake addressed her. “I did not mean to disturb.”
“Not at all,” she answered, motioning to the wall of roses. “I was merely admiring.”
Jake hesitated before speaking. “I’ll leave you to your contemplation, if you wish.”
Sarah did not answer, her gaze remaining on the thriving vines.
He turned to leave, the sound of snow crunching underfoot.
“Jake,” Sarah’s voice was soft, “don’t go.”
At the gentle tone, Jake turned back and moved to her side. They stood in companionable silence for a time, their breath misting the air.
“I wonder,” Sarah finally asked, “why does the snow not cover the blooms?”
Jake focused on the roses and noticed what he had previously missed. White blanketed the ground and green vines, but not the crimson blossoms. 
“I stood here for hours yesterday, watching the snow fall,” Sarah explained. “The flakes don’t cover the roses.” She scooped a small handful of snow, and reached gingerly to touch one of the red flowers. The icy ball shrunk and turned to water, running out of her tilted hand. “The snow melts, yet the petals are cold.”
Jake watched the transformation before reaching out his own hand. The petals were as cold as the frosty air. “It is believed the roses survive by drinking royal blood. Therefore, according to legend, the blood in the vines warms the petals, even if we cannot detect the warmth ourselves.”
He slid his hand along a nearby stem, unable to suppress a deep desire for the roses to react to his touch.
At their stillness, Jake pressed his thumb against a sharp thorn, piercing his digit. He watched as a drop of blood slipped from his finger to splash the vine below. 
“Perhaps,” Sarah’s voice pulled him from his thoughts, “the truth of the roses lies only with the gods.”
“And heirs of the immortal rose bloodline,” Jake said.
“Yes,” Sarah answered, sadness in her tone. “Let us not forget the heirs.” She turned to look at him, her golden Bròn Court eyes meeting his ordinary brown. “Though, I suppose it is only the
heir now.”
Jake nodded. “It would seem so,” he answered with a touch of resentment. “Tell me, Sarah, does she intend to be the last?”
“What do you mean?”
Regretting the question, Jake lowered his gaze. “Forgive me, I spoke out of turn.”
“No. What did you mean?”
“I shouldn’t have said—”
“Tell me.” She stepped closer, her golden eyes only slightly less unnerving than Mara’s silver. 
“Mara left this morning. Did you know?”
Sarah nodded.
“She didn’t take Edward.”
Sarah drew a deep breath. “I’m aware of that also.”
“Mara told me I was ready to be a captain. That I was Edward’s heir.” He struggled to collect his thoughts. “I wanted to go with her. Should have gone. I’m one of the best swords in the guard. She told me I had to stay, to lead the men who remained, in case Edward didn’t return. But she left Edward too, refusing to take either one of us with her.” He struggled between confusion and anger. “I want to serve her.”
“You have, Jake.” Her voice became bitter. “You stayed when she asked.”
“Sarah.” The pain in her eyes pulled at regret deep inside him. “I wanted to come with you.”
“But you—”
“I wanted to be with you, but she was my princess.”
“And in staying, you serve her. Don’t you see, Jake? You protected the man she loves. You perform a greater service to Mara than any member of her own guard could ever hope to do. She trusts you, Jake, with the person she values more than her own life. The person she loves most. There is no greater sign of respect—not from her.”
He paused, considering her perspective. “I still don’t understand. Why all of the pep talks? Why the ‘you’re ready to be captain’ speeches, if Edward was going to remain here?”
Sarah’s smile tightened as she straightened against the rose-covered backdrop. “I too had a speech from Mara, before she left. She spoke of what it means to be, not a sub-captain, but a true captain of a royal guard. She spoke of responsibility. The difference between loyalty to a leader, and the act of leadership.”
Jake tilted his head as he studied her. A tremor ran through her, so slight Jake would not have noticed, had he not been staring with such scrutiny. “What is it?”
A second tremor ran over her, this one more visible.
“Sarah?”
“I love being a member of this guard. This is the life I’ve always wanted. I love being a sub-captain. Training younger members of the guard, helping them.” She forced another pass of air through her lungs. “Jake, I can’t handle the responsibility, not yet, and Mara knew that. The idea of leading men, of being responsible for deaths; of having to make the hard, final choice.”
Jake studied her, Sarah’s cloak billowing in the cold wind as the snow resumed its fall, the crystals floating softly into the strands of her hair. “What are you saying, Sarah?”
She met his gaze head-on. “Don’t you see, Jake? Mara did not leave you the Ciar Court Guard. She left you the Black Rose Guard.”
The world stilled with this pronouncement. Even the flurry seemed to pause, the gravity of her pronouncement settling over the land, and the man she had addressed. 
Shock slammed into his chest.
Sarah withdrew her Arius blade and dropped to her knees before him.
“Captain Jacob, rosa nigra te in vita tueatur teque in morte ulciscatur.” 
May the Black Rose protect you in life. And avenge you in death.






Chapter IV
Dunnottar Castle
Present Day
 
Mara had always been a student of music. From the medieval chants of her childhood, to the instrumental dances of the Renaissance; from the jazz of the early 1900s, to the only celebrity she had ever stood guard for, Elvis, Mara knew all the tunes and rhythms. Though not blessed with what she believed to be a voice adequate for singing, she embraced the various melodies that had carried her through the best, and worst, times in her life.
Her earliest memory, in fact, included music. A dance with her father, in the hallways of a gala she had been too young to attend. He had carried her in his arms, swaying to the chorus, before placing her down to twirl her several times, bending to his knees so as not to tower over her. The private dance was one of her fondest memories, and among the few she had of the heroic prince she alone called Father.
Today, the music vibrated with a harsh bass, which filled the secluded chamber. Her Arius blade clutched tight, Mara drew the sword up and down in quick, precise strokes, readjusting herself to carrying the deadly weapon that had spent centuries locked away. A blade Mara had hoped to never again wield. 
The murder of her friend, and second-in-command, forced her to free the enchanted sword from its slumber. The beat of the music steadily increased, and Mara’s thrusts came faster, propelled by the tempo as she lost herself to the rhythm.
Her solitude was interrupted by Garreth’s voice. “Want a partner?”
Snapping her gaze toward her cousin, Mara swung her blade to the left, meeting his offer through action, as opposed to verbal consent. He jerked back several paces, stepping away from her blade before raising his own. Foolish, Mara cautioned herself, to spar with Arius blades. Yet, a more insistent part of her dismissed the warning. It had been so long since she had held the coveted blade. Far too long…
Garreth brought his sword to Mara’s left, ending her internal debate as she raised her weapon to meet his. Ancient metal clashed, the sound swallowed by thundering music. Thus engaged, the blade had a solid, comforting weight. Mara flashed a grateful smile in her cousin’s direction, thankful for his understanding of her desire to practice with this weapon, despite the dangerous premise.
She stepped back, allowing herself to slide into a familiar stance, wrapping both hands around the hilt. Garreth stepped forward, raising his sword high and bringing it down toward her, throwing his weight into the stroke. Mara met him head on, the two Arius weapons colliding. Both stepped back.
Mara lunged to Garreth’s left. His blade met hers. She twisted, turning fully around and bringing her blade to his right. He jerked back before the turn completed, causing her sword to sweep harmlessly through the air.
Garreth glided forward, moving his sword down. The tips of their blades clashed as each warrior fought for dominance. 
A heartbeat, then both stepped back. The music still pounded, yet the sound seemed distant, faded; the world narrowed until all attention focused solely on the thrusting blades.
Mara moved forward, swiping to Garreth’s right. He again parried, rendering the attack ineffective as sweat seeped through the back of Mara’s shirt. She swung right and he twisted away as the two continued their dance across the castle floor. Mara lifted her blade high, forcing Garreth to lean low, bringing his weapon up to meet hers. Mara jumped back, twisting left. Garreth stepped clear, but Mara followed him across the floor, swinging her blade again to Garreth’s right.
This time he met her movement. The blades touched before Mara twisted, using the force of their collision to turn her body in the opposite direction. She swung low, aiming toward Garreth’s legs. He leaned back, but not before Mara’s blade touched the material covering his legs. Had he been in fitted jeans, the blade would have pierced skin. However, in the loose black cloth, it cut only fabric.
Garreth took a step back, forcing a deep inhalation between otherwise labored breaths. “Thanks for stopping.”
Mara raised an eyebrow. “You believe I am that precise?”
He met her gaze without matching her teasing tone. “Yes, I do.”
Mara’s eyes shifted, not wanting to admit exactly how good she was. A killer. Captain Erik’s fulfilled prophecy echoed in her ears. Perhaps the best to ever live, yet a killer, just the same.
Lost in the past, she barely moved in time to avoid Garreth’s next attack. She adjusted her grip on the hilt, raising her arm to stop a second stroke. Around them she could again hear the music, its thunderous beat swallowing the cacophony of swords clashing.
Mara twisted left, to be met by Garreth’s blade. The two swords slid down the length of each other before both warriors stepped apart. Mara prepared to swing again, but a sharp pain ripped into her side. She resisted the urge to reach for the sting, but could not prevent her hand from slipping at the jarring twinge. Garreth’s blade roughly collided with hers, and she struggled to maintain her grip. 
He swung again, and this time she was slow to react. Concerned by Mara’s delayed reaction, Garreth stepped back, lowering his weapon.
At the respite, Mara fell to her knees, dropping her blade. It clanged to the marble floor as she moved a hand to her side. She leaned forward, head down, struggling to control ragged breaths.
Alarmed, Garreth knelt down and touched her shoulder, dropping his own blade in the process. “Mara?”
“I’m fine,” she spoke through shortened breaths, pressing her arm as tight to her side as she could.
“Lay down,” he advised. 
With a shaky breath, Mara complied, stretching her body across the rug. Garreth moved his hand to hers and applied pressure, allowing her to relax. Minutes passed before Mara drew a steady breath. “It hurts less now.”
Garreth drew back. Mara’s shirt had risen in the awkward position, revealing a long scar, which ran across her left side, marring the otherwise pristine skin. 
The sight made his breath catch, taking him back to the memory of standing on the far side of the beach, watching the two captains draw their ancient blades, horrified that a single stroke could claim the life of the other. He had wanted to stop them. To remind them that under all the pain and heartache, they were still the love of each other’s lives. 
Instead, he had stood at the edge of billowing sand, watching their blades rise and fall, in awe of their skill. A fight the likes of which had not been seen since the last time the queen herself wielded her lethal Arius blade.
“Sorry.” Mara’s apology brought him back to the present as she rose to a seated position. She moved cautiously, worried the pain might resurface. To her relief, it did not. 
Garreth stood, offering Mara his hand, which she grasped tightly, allowing her cousin to pull her to her feet. 
Unable to contain his concern, Garreth said, “I didn’t realize the injury still—”
“Rarely,” Mara dismissed.
He stared, not sure she could be believed.
“Honest.”
“Does Edward know?”
She avoided eye contact as she bent down to retrieve her blade. “He’s seen the scar.”
“But does he know?”
“Not unless you’ve told him.” Her voice became tinged with anger.
“Don’t you think he should?”
“Why?” Her anger increased. “So he can add it to the list of tragedies for which he blames himself? So he can torment himself with every swing of that blade?” She paused to sheath the sword into the scabbard lying behind her. “Of course I didn’t tell Edward. And no one else would dare.”
Garreth stared into her violet eyes, silver bleeding through the outer rings like molten ore. Reflected in their depths, he could again see the beach; remembered how his heart had lurched as he watched Edward’s thick, silver sword slice deeply into her side. 






Chapter V
Battle of the Muir Court
1400 AD
 
Stunned by Mara’s injury, Garreth shook himself, moving as quickly as he could across the sand. 
Before he reached her, Mara attacked, and after landing a series of quick blows upon Edward’s blade, she placed the tip of her sword at Edward’s throat.
Garreth yelled, but could not be heard over the rush of wind and crashing waves. 
Edward fell to his knees, causing Garreth’s steps to again still. More unheard words were spoken between them before Mara picked up his discarded blade, and turned in Garreth’s direction, blood staining the sand with each step. He watched her slow progress, still in shock from witnessing the fight.
Mara made it halfway across the beach before collapsing, blood seeping from her side.
Garreth rushed forward, his heart aching as he gathered her in his arms, realizing with a start the blade had sliced through the bones of her ribcage to damage the organs below. Her breathing was irregular, and blood continued to ooze from her side, leaving his hand wet and sticky as he examined her. She moaned in pain at his touch, suppressing a scream as he gathered her injured body to him. Focused on Mara, Garreth did not notice Mathew’s appearance beside him until the other man spoke.
“If Mara won’t kill him,” Mathew spoke of Edward, who still knelt in the sand on the opposite side of the beach, “I will.”
Garreth turned his head, watching as Mathew grasped Mara’s rose-encrusted blade, wrapping his hand tight around the jeweled hilt.
“No.” Even in her pain, she managed to make the single syllable a command. “Mathew, don’t.”
Jarred by her voice, Mathew reluctantly faced her. He did not speak, but lowered his gaze in a sign of acknowledgment before gathering the second blade, Edward’s, from where it had tumbled to the ground. Without another word, Garreth carried Mara down the beach, Mathew trailing behind them.
The Lorcan court healer, who had been brought along for the assault, offered scant hope. “The mark of an Arius blade is eternal. The sword has struck her lung. There is little I can do.”
At this, Mathew grabbed her arm, desperation interrupting reason as his fingers dug harshly into the thin woman. “What do you mean, there is ‘little you can do’? She’s the hero who avenged our princess!”
The woman jerked back, rubbing her arm where Mathew had gripped it. 
“I apologize, my lord.” Her voice shook. “I wish there were something I could do, but this wound makes her as fragile as any mortal.”
“Is she going to live?” Mathew demanded. His tone softened. “Tell me she’ll live.”
The healer gave a light touch to his arm. “I’m truly sorry, my lord. This woman is as much my princess as she is yours. But the injury…” She gazed down at Mara’s side. Wheezing filled the otherwise silent chamber. “I don’t know, my lord. The injury is severe and I…I just don’t know.”
On that grim pronouncement, she left the room, leaving the two men standing on either side of Mara. Lying on a Muir bed, her eyes were closed, having passed out while the wound was bound; a fact for which Garreth was grateful. Eventually, the men took seats on opposite sides of her, the hours ticking by as the last princess of the immortal rose bloodline struggled to draw her next breath.
Garreth would never be sure how much time had passed before the door opened and Anastasia glided into the room. One of the last court enchantresses, Anastasia was a high priestess, imbued with the powers of her goddess. She arrived in the traditional dress of the immortal temples, a full-length gown of crushed red velvet. 
A satin mask covered her face, obscuring all but her eyes. Her pupils were not round, but diamond-shaped with unnerving elongated, serpentine pupils.
“My lady.” Garreth rose out of respect for the enchanted priestess.
“Sub-Captain.” She nodded in his direction. “I have come to see to the princess’ injuries.”
Garreth moved back, allowing her access to the woman on the bed. 
Anastasia stepped forward, running her hand above Mara’s body, assessing her without physical touch. She reached down and tucked back a matted strand of Mara’s hair. Sweat covered her brow and fever flushed her cheeks.
“Is she—” Mathew couldn’t finish the question.
“Dying,” the enchantress answered.
“No.”
“Yes, my lords, I am sorry to say.”
“Can you save her?” Garreth asked. “Please, Ana, can you help her?”
The enchantress studied Mara’s still form before turning to meet Garreth’s pale eyes. “You are one of many who love her. Even as a priestess, the story of the princess, who became a knight, is one spoken with great reverence.” Anastasia moved her eyes back to Mara, raising a hand to touch her warm cheek. “She is my princess, as well.”
“Please, my lady, can you help her?”
“It would be kinder if I did not,” Anastasia answered. “She is broken in more than body. Her heart is shattered, and a piece of her soul is missing.” The enchantress again moved her hand over Mara, before pressing her fingers below the hollow of Mara’s throat. “She is also the last of the blood rose heirs.”
“She provided the roses a fountain of blood with the deaths of the Muir Court royals.”
“The immortal roses may be sated for now, but the sacrifice of the Muir Court blood will not sustain them forever. One day, many years from now, they will awaken. With only a single source to feed from, I fear…” The enchantress’ eyes closed, seeing something beyond the vision of either man. “It would be far kinder to let her pass into the next realm.”
Silence reigned. Garreth leaned forward to grasp Anastasia’s hand. She opened her eyes at the touch to find Garreth’s cheeks wet with tears.
Anastasia considered him empathetically. “Pain and loneliness is all she has ever known. Loss, fear, rejection by those who should have loved her most. Tell me, Garreth, would you condemn her to more of this existence? When she could go to the realm beyond, to the arms of her father, and of so many others who wait for her?”
Garreth drew a sharp breath, staring into the slanted eyes of the woman who spoke with the voice of the gods. “Is that all you see for her? Loneliness and pain?”
The enchantress closed her eyes and again ran her hand above where Mara lay, murmuring in a language so ancient not even Garreth knew what she spoke. She turned her head toward the vaulted ceiling, opening her eyes to reveal a glowing golden light within. 
“There is the chance for a sliver of happiness. For a heart to be mended. A soul to be united. Yet the path is faded, and even if she gathered the strength to persist, there exists another searing pain, which shall make the torment she has endured thus far seem tame. An agony so great, it is unclear if she will survive. For centuries, she will be forced to endure, broken and shattered.” Anastasia turned her glowing eyes back to Garreth. “It would be kinder to let her fade, than commit her to what fate yet has in store. Far kinder.”
Garreth stared down at his cousin, taking her hand in his own. You can go. The release thickened his tongue, but he could not bring himself to speak. Her wheezing grew harsh, as though with his mere thought, Mara attempted to release the hold on her life.
The enchantress knelt down beside the bed and pressed her palm against Mara’s cheek. “It won’t be long now.”
Mathew, who had listened to the exchange without comment, stepped around the bed to Anastasia. “What are you doing?”
“Easing her pain.”
“No!” He grabbed the enchantress, pulling her roughly away from Mara.
“Mathew,” Garreth intervened, “we have to let—”
“No!” His voice was sharp, angry. He fell to his knees, grabbing Mara’s hand in his own. “Mara!” he shouted his captain’s name. “Don’t do it, Mara. Do you hear me? Don’t you dare leave us!”
“Mathew…” Garreth attempted to reason, but his resolve waned.
“You can’t let her die. Not if we can save her. Would Mara stand aside if we were dying? No! She would do everything in her power to save us!” A hand touched his shoulder, but Mathew brushed it off. “I refuse to allow her to die.”
“My lord,” the enchantress said softly.
He twisted around, anger igniting his voice. “Can you save her, or not?”
The enchantress turned to Garreth. Mathew’s outburst had stolen his courage. Resigned, he echoed Mathew’s question, “Can you?”
“If it is the will of the gods.”
“Try…”
“My lord,” Anastasia cautioned, “it will not be viewed as a kindness.”
“No,” his voice was strained, “but I’m not selfless enough to let her go.”
The enchantress glanced at the broken expressions of both sub-captains and offered a dejected nod. “As you wish, my lords. But be warned: the years to come will be filled with nothing but agony; a guilt, which will haunt her beyond her immortal grave.”
Mathew looked at Mara. Blood seeped through the bandage and onto the bed. Her body gave an involuntary jerk, and as he watched, a line of blood slipped from the corner of her mouth, down her cheek. “Mara!” Mathew called, grabbing her hand. “Please,” he begged the enchantress, “if you’re going to do something, do it! Now!” 
He clung to his captain’s hand. “Mara, please, I don’t know what to do without you. I can’t. Please, Mara, stay with me. Fight.”
The enchantress walked to the opposite side of the dying girl and knelt down. “Chloris, goddess of the rose, hear our prayer. We beseech thee, in the name of the Black Rose and the Lorcan Court, as your humble servants, save the life of this girl, this princess, this captain, this immortal rose. Taketh her not from this world. Let your light heal her wounds, though ’tis not within your power to save her heart. Hail Chloris, we beseech thee, save our princess.”
Her serpentine pupils became more defined, transforming to green in the center of golden light. The brilliance spread, glowing not just from her eyes, but from her skin. The light expanded, surrounding her, creating a chilling sight; an angelic priestess with serpent eyes.
Anastasia reached forward and tore the bandage from Mara’s side, completely exposing the jagged wound. At the release of pressure, blood flowed like a pulsating geyser.
“What are you doing?” Mathew demanded. Yet when he attempted to move forward, he found himself unable to do so, held in place by unseen hands. 
“Chloris, here lies the last princess of the rose. We offer this sacrifice of royal blood, and beg: save your chosen heir.” The enchantress pulled a silver knife from her robes. She slid the edge of the blade against her palm, and moved her hand to Mara’s side, allowing her enchanted blood to blend with princess’. “We beseech thee, Chloris—save your chosen heir.”
As divine intermingled with royal blood, the golden light spilling over the walls was interrupted by an eruption of green vines. The thin, barbed, and barren stalks burst through stone as easily as water. They twisted up and down walls, transforming the room to an unkempt garden, before surging in all directions. Slithering around the two sub-captains, they reached the dying princess, climbing the bed to surround her still form.
“Wait!” Garreth called.
The objection came too late. The vines touched Mara’s arm, wrapping themselves around her, their thorns piercing skin.
Garreth struggled against the unseen force, attempting to reach her side. Yet, he could not move. Vines split the stone floor to separate him from the woman on the bed. “Wait! She doesn’t want this.” 
“Too late,” Anastasia replied, as a second set of vines slid around the enchantress, mirroring the first’s path along her arms, as they had Mara’s.
A moan escaped Mara’s lips as the vines reached her wrists, the new pain returning her to consciousness. “No.”
“Far too late.”
Simultaneously, sharp thorns pierced the center of both Mara’s wrists, drawing a scream. Beside her, the vines did the same to the priestess. 
“I bind you, Princess Mara Sethian, with blood. With enchantment.” She took the blade that she had cut her hand with and pressed it into Mara’s palm, spilling more blood for the thirsting vines. “With Arius steel, I bind you, princess of the immortal rose. In the name of Chloris, I bind you.” 
The barren vines split, roses violently bursting forth, in an array of purple and red blooms. “I bind you, princess of the rose. rosa immortalis. To this life, I bind thee, princess of the Blood Rose, captain of the Black. With steel. With blood. With pain. With agony. I bind thee to this life, Princess. From now until the goddess sees fit to release thee from this fragile form.” 
More roses spilled forth, the sickly-sweet aroma perfuming the chilled air. Golden light expanded further, and as the two sub-captains watched in their trapped stillness, the immortal roses transformed, from a mixture of violet and red, to a glistening metallic. Both men stared in awe, unable to take their eyes from the princess surrounded by gold, marking her unmistakable royal status. The roses changed again to red, as they had bloomed for Mara in her youth, before finally shading to black.
With the last vestige of color, Mara gave a sharp scream. She jerked up, thorns tearing her skin as she fought the roses’ hold. She pulled at the vines, but only succeeded in piercing her hands. Hysteria set in as she struggled.
Garreth reached forward, and to his relief, his arm moved, allowing him to help Mara in disentangling herself from the barbed vines.
“Get them off!” Mara half-sobbed, half-screamed. “Get them off me!”
As she shouted, Garreth struggled to assist her.
She pulled her legs to her chest, wrapping her arms around herself as she lowered her head to her knees and let out another shriek. “Why?” she screamed at the men on either side of her before raising enraged eyes to the enchantress. “Why didn’t you let me die? I wanted to die!”
“Yes,” the priestess answered, “but the goddess desired you live.”
“I am done serving gods and queens!”
“I am sorry, Your Highness.” Anastasia’s voice was as calm as Mara’s was irate. “The goddess has one last quest for you, though it will not become apparent for many centuries.”
In shaken breaths, Mara again lowered her head to her knees. “I wanted to die. I was almost…why did you do this to me? Why? Why…” Directing her question toward her cousin, “Why did you let her do it, Garreth? Why?”
“I…” His tone reflected his sorrow. “Mara, I couldn’t let you die. I couldn’t allow it now, any more than I could have when you were nineteen and he left. I’m sorry, Mara. I was too weak to let you go.”
“Not the roses. Please,” between broken sobs, “not the roses.”
“I’m sorry, Mara. There was no other way.”
Mara shook her head. “There’s always a price, Garreth. You know that more than anyone. And the cost of saving my miserable life will be greater than any we have seen before.” 
She looked up to meet his gaze. “What have you done, Garreth? What have you done?”
 
 






Chapter VI
Dunnottar Castle
Present Day
 
The enchantress’ prediction had proven true. It would have been far kinder to have allowed Mara to pass into the realm beyond, rather than watch the loneliness she was destined to endure. Because of his role in the decision, it became too much for Garreth. Unable to watch her sorrow, like the coward he was, he had abandoned her, running back to the Ciar Guard and the life he had once known.
Above the emotional anguish of losing Edward’s heart, Mara carried guilt about the lives she had taken, and those she had lost during her quest for vengeance. There were physical pangs as well. The enchantress had saved her life, yes. However, the injury would never fully heal, leaving not only scars upon her once flawless skin, but also lingering damage beneath. 
Recovery was slow. It had taken years for Mara to condition her injured body to endure extended fights, or long-winded bouts. Garreth was filled with renewed regret, realizing even now, six hundred years later, the damage still plagued her. He wanted desperately to ask if, for this reason alone, another should lead the Arum fight, allowing Mara to enter later. Yet he knew such queries would be met with a greater resistance than the one he had partaken with his blade against hers.
Instead, he watched as Mara walked toward the door, her sword tucked safely back into its sheath at her side.
“Thank you for sparring with me,” she offered, bearing a smile tinged with exhaustion. “Don’t worry. It rarely happens—promise.”
“I’ll try not to,” he answered. She moved to leave the room when he called out her name.
She turned, walking back to where he stood, her frame stiff.
“Mara, I…” He shifted uncomfortably. “I wanted to ask you something.”
She sighed. “If you are going to use this ancient injury to try and talk me out—”
“No,” he said. “You would not allow it, even if I asked. I only wanted…” He drew another breath, staring into her eyes. “I wish to ask a question, my lady.”
“What would you like to know?”
“Do you regret it?”
“Regret what?”
“That day on the beach, when you and Edward fought. When you were struck…” His voice was soft, eyes downcast. “Do you regret us saving your life?”
Mara drew a deep breath at the unexpected question. “Are you asking, Garreth, if I wish you had allowed me to die?”
Her cousin shifted again and glanced up to meet her gaze. “Do you, Mara?”
The music still surrounded them, but the playlist had shifted to a softer tune. “I did wish it. For centuries,” she admitted quietly.
Garreth inhaled sharply, his eyes squeezing shut. 
“I do not blame you.” She touched his hand lightly, causing him to reopen his eyes. “My dear cousin, how often you forget who, and what, I am.” A sad smile graced her lips. 
“I am a blood rose heir. A captain of a royal guard, and as such, the carrier of an Arius blade. If I held the conviction to die, Garreth, I could have taken my own life. An option granted to me, by your own hand, when you placed the tainted blade into mine.” She shook her head. “The courage to die has always been within me, but deep down, some part of me chose to endure.”
“And now? Do you regret us saving you…now?”
Mara parted her lips to speak, then closed them, further considering the question. She fought tears as she spoke truth, “No, Garreth. I could never have stood aside and allowed you to die, if saving you was within my power. Nor could I expect you to do the same.” Her smile widened enough to finally reach her eyes, though still bittersweet. “You gave me a chance to return to the man I love. For that, Garreth, I thank you.”
“I have done you evil, Mara. We all have. And I cannot undo it.”
“We all do evil,” she replied, “especially when we try desperately to avoid doing so. Be at peace, Cousin. I bear you no ill will for anything which has transpired, nor any yet to come.”
After a long silence, Garreth offered, “I’m sorry I abandoned you, my lady.”
“And I’m sorry I left you no choice but to do so. I am not your little sister, no matter how often I desired to be. Nor a wayward child.”
“No, you’re—”
“The daughter of kings.”
He leaned forward, staring into her amethyst eyes, until all he could see was their silver cores. “And this fact, my lady,” he spoke with reverence, before placing a gentle kiss on her right cheek, “is something that no one can ever take from you. Not even the queen.” He pulled back and knelt to one knee. “I formally offer you my service, Princess Mara. Until the last sword falls.”
Mara drew a deep breath and placed her hand on Garreth’s bowed head. “So be it, Sub-Captain. Rise and take your place by my side. Second-in-command of this battle, until the last sword falls.”






Chapter VII
Arum Court
Present Day
 
“The question you should be asking, Princess, is who was your father?” 
cave rosam sanguineam, the silent voice whispered to her alone at the unexpected question. Beware the blood rose.
Sandra stared at her affianced in confusion, not only due to the unusual query, but also because he’d used a title she’d not yet claimed by marriage. “My…father?”
Prince Darek nodded. “Come now, Sandra. It must have occurred to you, at some point, to wonder about your paternal lineage.”
Strangely, Sandra realized, it had not. The fragmented memories, and Ciar captain’s questions, had been solely about her mother. Asking about the other half of her parentage had never come to her mind.
“Do you know who my father is?”
“Was,” Darek corrected. “I know who your father was.”
“You mean, he…”
“Slain,” Darek answered bluntly. “Six hundred years ago.”
“Six hundred…” Her confusion deepened. “But that was before I came to this court. Before the injuries. I don’t…” She shook her head. Had he been lying to her all this time? Had the king been—
As though reading her mind, Darek interrupted, “The fact my father encouraged our union was puzzling at best. Lovey as you are, you had no past. No pedigree. Not even the assurance that you were not married, with a husband who mourned your disappearance. I courted you only at his insistence, but drew the line at asking for your hand, opting for a princess from another court. Until…”
Silence fell as his eyes locked with hers. The utter lack of emotion with which her prince spoke of their intended nuptials made it hard to breathe; her heart crumbled within its ribbed cage. She drew a shallow breath, and forced an exhale, before she managed to ask, “Until…what?”
“Oh come now, Sandra,” the prince mocked, “you had to think it strange when the crown prince chose you to be his bride? The son of a king who had obsessed over the rose bloodline for hundreds of years. One who, himself, once asked for the hand of a blood rose heir.” 
cave rosam sanguineam, the voice whispered again.
“A blood rose heir?”
The prince offered a cruel smile. “My poor darling. My sweet innocent rose.”
“Are you saying,” she grappled with his revelation, “that I am a blood rose?”
Darek laughed. “You, the blood rose?” He laughed again, a condescending cackle. “There have been many members of the immortal rose bloodline, but only one blood rose.”
“I—”
“Only one for whom the roses turn red. The petals painted, they say, by the blood of those she has killed. More kills than any other member of the guard, in the history of the immortal courts—if legends are to be believed.”
“Who?”
He looked at her as if she were an ignorant child. “Why, the woman with whom you sought salvation.” His smile widened. “The woman who slew not only your father, but every member of your family. Your entire bloodline! The woman presumed to be the last remaining member of the immortal rose blood line—until now.”
“Mara?”
“Very good. Yes, Mara. The feared captain of the Black Rose Guard. Protector of the immortal realms. Slayer of kings. Who else would bear the title princess of the Blood Rose, than the eternally tormented Mara, trapped forever with her guilt and sorrow. Tragic face of the love story that could never be.” He shook his head. “Mara Clarissa Sethian, heir to the rose bloodline.”
“Why would she have killed my family? Who am I?”
Darek rose from his chair, grabbing Sandra’s wrist, and jerking her to her feet.
“Ow!”
The prince ignored her protest, twisting her arm as he hauled her across the floor. He pushed the bathroom door open with his shoulder and placed Sandra in front of the expansive silver mirror. Pulling her back to his chest, he pushed away the layers of ebony hair from her face. “Look!” he commanded.
Fearful at his rough behavior, she turned to face the mirror. Her expression showcased her confused terror. Lips drawn together, eyes wide as her tousled hair hung chaotically around her.
“Look!”
She stared harder, her vision clearing.
Her eyes sparkled with unshed tears, blue gems in the reflection. She stared in silence, and the prince’s grip lessened, allowing Sandra to shift her weight before stepping closer to the mirror.
More than cerulean, her eyes glowed as though filled with a light all their own. Streaks of white undulated over her irises.
“Like waves upon the sea,” the prince described. “They say, of the shimmering Muir court, you could watch the surf crash in their sea-blue eyes.” 






Chapter VIII
Lethia Castle
Present Day
 
“She’s gone,” Nolan told Edward. “Their plane left hours ago. Even if you could leave, you would never make it in time.”
Edward attempted to rise from the bed, but his unsteady legs refused to support him.
Nolan rushed across the room to help him back into bed. “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.”

To this day, Mara didn’t know words had been exchanged between the two men.
 
Lorcan Court
940s AD
 
After Liza’s death, it had taken months before Edward was composed enough to speak with Phillip on any issue, let alone one that had taken place years before, during his prolonged absence at the hands of the Bròn Court. 
Edward attended one of the mandatory meetings, where those who had been placed in charge of investigating the princess’ death 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.”
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?”
“It would seem many in the court, until recently, knew a great many things of which I was unaware.”
“What do you mean?”
“I am late learning of this, but it does not change the fact I require an explanation.”
Phillip turned to look more directly at Edward, confusion touching his light blue eyes. “For 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?”
“I was trying to save her life, as you would have wanted me to do.”
“By imprisoning her? Tying her down? Drugging her?”
“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 you were still alive. You were dead, Edward. And I, a poor substitute, 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, not for one second, you would have wanted me to!”
“What you did to her—”
“Was unforgivable,” Phillip answered for him. “I do not require you to tell me that I shall never be forgiven. I knew as much when I made the decision. What I did was wrong. You were alive. She was right. We could argue the issue forever, and I will always be in the wrong.” He shook his head. “But don’t you see, Edward? You were dead, and I wouldn’t…couldn’t…allow her to die with you. Even at the cost of her eternal hatred, or yours.” 
Edward stared at him. In a voice far calmer than it had been, he said, “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 to harm her again, you will contend with more than my fist.”
“I understand.”
“Do you?”
“Yes, Captain. And for what it is worth, Mara never listened to any command I issued after.”
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. The consequences were more awful 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 indignant anger fled, and what remained was raw pain, which radiated through his blue eyes. “I will spend eternity attempting to make amends for what I did to her. And yet, I fear nothing I do will be enough. This gravest of crimes committed against her will haunt me to an immortal grave.”






Chapter IX
Lethia Castle
Present Day
 
Jake stared at Sarah in disbelief. “What are you saying?”
Sarah gave a tight smile from where she knelt in the snow. “Mara named you her heir. A true captain—at last.”
“Why wouldn’t she offer it to you?” Sarah hesitated to answer, prompting Jake to continue, “Why are you doing this, Sarah? Command was your dream as well.”
“I am honored to be a member of this guard, and to have stood by the side of captains such as Mara and Edward. But, after watching Mara all these years…” Sarah shuddered in her gray cloak. “If I take that position, I fear what I will become. I wasn’t raised as you were, immortal from birth, with all the values that go with such responsibility. Loyalty, I understand. Even sacrifice. But the cost of a true captainship? I don’t want that, Jake. Besides, I wasn’t second-in-command. Brendan was the one trained to be a captain, not me.”
“You would make an amazing captain. I know—”
“How would you know?” she asked crossly. She turned from him, facing the garden wall.
The accusation stung. Jake paused, gathering his thoughts. “Sarah, I would have come with you, if I could have.”
“Yet you chose not to.”
“Sarah,” he tried again, “if I had come, I would have been named sub-captain, instead of you. I would now stand second-in-command of the Black Rose. Mara told me as much, despite my insistence the title go to you. You had earned it, my lady. I couldn’t take that from you.”
“Do you think I would have cared?”
“Can you honestly tell me it would not have mattered?”
“You didn’t give me a choice.”
Jake’s voice grew thick as he realized how deep her pain went. “I could not protect you, nor love you as you deserved, in the Lorcan Court. Watching Mara and Edward taught me that. If I had told you I was going to stay, you might have remained with me, condemned to an existence as a mere shadow behind those of higher birth. That’s not what I wanted for you, Sarah. Nor what you deserved. Mara would, at least, be fair in her rule.”
Sarah’s teeth dug into her lower lip as his justification washed over her. “I don’t like it, but I understand why you did it.”
“Then please explain why you are doing this now. Why surrender this chance to be captain of the Black Rose Guard?”
“I’ve been in a great number of battles, but have led none. Not by myself. In the few battles where the guard had to be split, or separated, Garreth or Brendan took command, never me. I’m not ready, my lord. And with Mara in the middle of this fight, my inexperience could prove fatal to everyone.”
Sarah drew a breath. “Captain and Princess Mara Sethian has asked you, Jacob, to become the captain of the Black Rose Guard. Are you going to refuse her?”
Jake stared at Sarah, seconds ticking by. His eyes slid past the still form of the woman he loved, to the blood-red roses standing strikingly against the snow. The royal symbol that plagued the lives of those he had sworn to serve. 
To follow Edward had been one thing. But to accept the mantle of Mara? To be entrusted with her legacy, her legend? He stared at the roses, watching the heavy snow fall, yet unable to cover the crimson petals.
“If I do this, will you stay with me, Sarah? Will you be my second, as I have been Edward’s? Keep this guard in safety should I fall?”
“Yes, my lord.”
“Then I accept.”
Still kneeling, Sarah held her Arius blade aloft, horizontal between her outstretched hands. “I will follow you, Captain, wherever you may lead, and swear to you my allegiance, my loyalty, and honor. From this breath, until my last.” 
She held his gaze. “Hail the captain of the Black Rose Guard.”
At her pronouncement, the roses abandoned the blood-red of their former captain, to again become the traditional color of the Black Rose Guard. 






Chapter X
Dunnottar Castle
Present Day
 
With the final meeting concluded, and strategy for attacking the Arum Court determined, all that remained was for Mara to decide she was ready.
Regald appeared beside her, leaning over the balcony to gaze at the rocky cliffs below. 
“Save the speech,” Mara told the Arum captain. “Garreth beat you to it.”
“He generally does.”
The cold Scottish wind howled across the sea, chilling Mara’s skin, bringing a rosy blush to her cheeks. She could smell the ocean’s salt. 
“This is not your fight, Mara. The girl is not your princess; this time, she’s mine.”
“Brendan was my captain. Mathew killed him.”
“Mathew was not there. You killed the one who took Brendan’s life.”
“You know better. Mathew ordered his men to invade the Black Rose, resulting in the death of one of my captains. Mathew is responsible for ordering the attack. He will pay for daring to challenge my guard.”
“We all loved Brendan.”
“But he wasn’t your responsibility. He was mine.”
“Mara, you haven’t taken the time to process. To grieve.”
“Brendan was my successor. He was supposed to become a captain when I died. This…” Her determination trailed to a defeated exhaustion. “This is not the way it should have been.”
“It’s always difficult to lose one under our watch. I’ve been a captain for centuries; it never gets easier. But I have learned it’s best to allow yourself to experience the losses, process them, before acting. Otherwise—”
“I can’t. Don’t you see, Regald? If I allow myself to feel this, I will be forced to feel everything. A thousand years of pain, of suffering, of death. I promise, if I survive, I will. I’ll fall into a million teardrops, and allow them to cleanse my tainted blood. But right now, I have to focus. You must save your princess, and I must…”
Regald allowed her peace in which to stare out over the turbulent sea. After several minutes, he spoke over the wind, “I imagine you on a sunlit beach. Somewhere warm, where the water glistens over white sand.”
“Sunlight never suited me, even in my youth.”
“A glistening palace of sparkling glass,” Regald continued, as though Mara had not spoken. “Dancing in a gown the color of spring.”
“In another life, perhaps,” Mara answered. “But not this one.” She turned and faced the man standing next to her. “I was born to a world of stone and shadow, overrun by roses.” 
Blood Rose, the tormenting voice whispered through the wind. Roses born in blood of the sea.
 






Chapter XI
Lorcan Court
Late 1300s AD
 
Edward awoke to a knock at the door. The fire had dimmed to embers.
“Forgive me, Captain,” a younger knight addressed him. “Her Majesty calls for you.”
Having worked half the night shift, Edward considered asking if the order had been specifically for him, but thought better of it. He moved to the closet and pulled on a black shirt, laced with silver thread, cinching it tight before grabbing his Arius blade. Tying the sword securely around his waist, Edward hurried down the stone passageways until he reached the gold-encrusted doors.
The men who stood on either side of the entryway nodded in Edward’s direction before opening the doors. “She’s expecting you, Captain.”
Edward entered the room, unease settling over him, as it did at every unexpected summons.
A fire flooded the room with flickering light. The queen stood before the flames, speaking with Jake. When he stepped across the thick black rugs covering the stone floor, both the queen and sub-captain turned at his approach.
“Edward,” the queen called, “how good of you to join us.”
“You summoned, Your Majesty?”
“I did.” Her gaze traced his tall form. 
He resisted the urge to shift under the scrutiny, waiting for her to speak.
“I am considering naming a new consort. Tell me, Edward, what do you think of claiming such a title?”
Caught off-guard, Edward stepped back before he was able to stop himself. “I don’t understand.”
“I am offering to make you my consort, Edward.”
His gaze went from the queen’s emerald eyes, to where Jake stood stock-still behind her. As he stared at his sub-captain, Jake mouthed a word, but in the dim light Edward could not make it out. 
“I asked you a question,” the queen snapped, drawing his gaze back to her. She stepped closer, moving her hand to his cheek, offering an unwanted caress.
“My queen, I—”
His careful protest was silenced as Clarissa placed a finger to his lips. Every muscle tensed. 
Clarissa leaned forward, pressing her lips to his. Her hand went to the back of his head, pulling him closer.
A loud creak filled the chamber as the stone door opened behind them, but Clarissa ignored it, pulling back to draw breath before kissing him a second time. 
Soft footsteps echoed across the stone and stopped abruptly, before reaching the carpet.
The queen pulled back and flashed her most charming smile as she gazed at the newcomer. “Ah, Captain. Right on schedule.”
Edward’s eyes returned to Jake’s, who again mouthed the single word. One Edward now realized could only be the name of one person.
“I assume the show was for me?” The feminine voice slid over him.
“Show?” the queen asked in a lovely tone.
“If we are playing games, Your Majesty, I will leave.”
Laughter emanated from the queen’s lips. 
“I’ll not watch this.”
Edward forced himself face her.
“Or anything else you might have planned,” Mara added.
“Oh come now, Mara.” She tsked her tongue. “Surely your skin has not become so thin.”
“You would know, Your Majesty. The layers have been peeled by your own hand.”
The queen stepped closer to her niece, who stood in a full-length blue gown of crushed velvet. “I can assure you, Niece. I have never personally cut your flawless skin. Though it could be arranged…”
Mara stared at her aunt with none of her childhood fear. “Under the oath of the Black Rose, my men and I are beyond your reach, as you well know. Now, are you going to drop the theatrics? Or should I be on my way?”
Taken aback, the queen studied Mara’s blank expression. “It would seem you are learning, fair niece. I no longer see the child who once cowered at my feet.”
“I had a good teacher.”
“In leadership?”
“In cruelty.”
“You say that as an insult. Yet here you stand, the captain of a guard in your own right, able to protect all your men, even from my clutches.” Clarissa turned, and gazed back to where Edward still stood. “Well—almost all.”
Mara turned to the door.
“Is that it, Mara? Will you leave him to my torment?”
“You are going to either way. I refuse to give you the pleasure of forcing me to watch. A refusal we both know will suppress your enjoyment of said torment.”
“I’ve offered to make him my consort.”
Mara stiffened, keeping her back to the others in the room. “You have never had a true consort, Your Majesty. Controlled escorts at best. Even my powerful uncle failed to bring you to heel. Once you had the child you desired, you disposed of him as easily as you do all those who cease to be useful.” She finally turned, catching Edward’s gaze for the first time since entering the room. “Edward knows this perfectly well.”
“You don’t believe my threat?”
“Of course I believe your threat. As you are aware, my queen, I am no fool.”
“No, you are not.”
“Neither are you, Queen Clarissa.”
The already tense air became suffocatingly thick. The queen narrowed her eyes. “Are you threatening me, Mara?”
“It’s ‘Captain’, Your Majesty. Are you telling me a threat is necessary?”
Silence fell as the two women stared, one at the other.
The queen momentarily surrendered. “Come to the table, Captain.”
Mara nodded and walked stiffly toward the table she’d indicated, which stood on the opposite side of the room. Clarissa motioned to the two confused men standing behind her. When they reached the table, each took a seat, Mara placing herself beside Jake, while Edward took a seat beside the queen.
Jake broke the silence, “Forgive me, Your Majesty, captains.” His gaze slid over each person at the table. “I am unsure of the reason for this summons.”
“I have news,” Mara answered. “It’s not good.”
Mara paused, waiting to see if the queen would intercede. When Clarissa remained silent, she drew a breath to continue. 
“As you are aware,” Mara began, keeping her voice in as neutral a tone as she could manage, “the purpose in forming the Black Rose Guard was to track the Lorcan Court princess’ killer. A task that, though thwarted at many turns, has never been abandoned.” She traced her gaze along those gathered before finally settling her silver cores on her aunt. “I have discovered the identity of the man who murdered Princess Liza.” 
Mara paused for breath. She had practiced saying the facts a hundred—a thousand—times on the ride from Lethia Castle to the grounds of the Lorcan Court. Yet, in spite of this, the revelation came less than steady. 
The queen turned to her captain. “I can tell by the look on your face, Edward, this news does not come as a surprise to you.” She leaned forward, close enough her breath warmed the side of Edward’s cheek. “Are you keeping secrets, Captain?”
“The secret was not mine to tell,” Edward said, staring intently at the table.
“And tell me, Edward, who is this man? Who killed my daughter, most beloved?”
“I didn’t tell him,” Mara deflected the queen’s attempts to bring Edward further discomfort. “I only said those responsible are dead men, whose hearts have yet to cease beating.”
“Ah.” The queen turned back to her niece. “And the name of this dead man?”
Mara’s resolve slipped, and she could not stop her gaze from drifting to Edward. Responding to her need, he raised his eyes, offering her the blank stare she needed to place over her own features. 
Finding her strength, Mara spoke the name whose utterance would change the very fabric of the immortal courts: “Crown Prince Nicholi of the Muir Court.”
 






Chapter XII
Dunnottar Castle
Present Day
 
Dear Elizabeth,
 
I must ask your pardon for the brief nature of this letter. I have a request, my lady. I hope, due to the friendship I once enjoyed with your great-great grandmother, Victoria, you will honor it. 
I ask, in all humility, the titles, patronage, and lands granted to me in both England and Scotland, by your patrilineal ancestor, now be passed down to the Lady Sarah, sub-captain of the Black Rose Guard, and lady of the Bròn Court. 
Respectfully, 
 
Mara Sethian
 
Captain of the Black Rose Guard
Princess of the Lorcan Court
 
Mara released her grip on the pen before turning back to one of the guardsmen who awaited her. “Take this letter to the Duke of Gloucester.” 
She rolled the scroll carefully. Taking a metal spoon, containing a crudely-square piece of wax, she moved it briskly over a lit candle. When the ebony resin softened, enough to ease the edges but not fully melt, Mara deposited the pliable dollop onto the scroll’s outer edge. She picked up a stamp, imprinted with a rose, and pressed it to the black wax.
Holding the missive steady until the seal hardened, she further instructed, “Tell the prince the message is from me, and must be given directly to his cousin. He will see it safely delivered.”
“Yes, my lady.” Richard nodded, not questioning his captain, instead carefully covering his disappointment that the command would remove him from the imminent battle.
After he left, Mara sighed in relief. At only one hundred years of age, Richard was the youngest of the Black Rose knights. As such, Mara did not want him near the fighting, and had searched for an excuse to keep him far from the battle to come.
Mara had met Elizabeth once, at the coronation of Elizabeth’s father, King George VI. Elizabeth had been a child, yet the meeting remained a fond memory, as was any chance to return to this land she loved. 
The Lorcan Court once existed as a vast empire. Now, the land stood abandoned like that of the Muir Court. Only a narrow region in a northwestern corner of England, where Queen Clarissa had once ruled, still belonged to the immortal courts. Off-limits to mortals, the land was be-spelled with ancient magics, which faded with each passing year.
Weakened, but to the best of Mara’s knowledge, the magic still held enough power to thwart would-be trespassers on the ancient land, the birthplace of the immortal roses. The roses that killed her mother. Plagued her dreams. Cursed every aspect of her life.
The priestess had told her, as a young woman, that royal children were often blessed by their touch. 
“Blessed?” Mara gave a bitter laugh. “Blessed.” 
A blessing to watch her mother driven mad by their whispers? To watch them devour Mellissa’s royal blood as she drew her last breath? To be left an orphan in the hands of her wicked aunt, who knew nothing of love, even for her own flesh and blood?
People spoke fondly of her mother. Of Mellissa’s sweet nature, her comforting presence, and soft-spoken nature. Yet Mara could recall little of her, mainly vague images leading up to that horrific night. Memories centered around a woman who seemed as meek as the queen was strong. Mara wished she could have known her parents better. To judge for herself which stories were true, and which were merely idealistic tales.
Unfortunately, overpowering any happy times, Mara remembered her mother’s death with perfect clarity. The purple roses, thrusting their thorns into her flesh as the ground turned red with royal blood. Roses the color they had once bloomed for Princess Liza. The color of the Lorcan Court, or so the stories said.
Yet for her, they had always transformed to crimson. Appropriate for a child born in blood, Mara assumed. For surely the night of her mother’s death had been her rebirth. The abrupt end of the child she had been; the princess she might have become.
The roses never turned red for any other. A sign, she would be told centuries later by a high priestess, her destiny was meant to diverge from the path of the Lorcan Court. Her fate sealed in the blood-stained roses.
 Her rose, so different from those that bloomed at the court she was destined to destroy. 
Roses on the sea’s edge, gleaming silver in the moonlight.






Chapter XIII
Lorcan Court
Late 1300s AD
 
The queen stared in disbelief. “Prince Nicholi? He wouldn’t dare!”
“I assure you, my lady, not only would he do so—he did.” She drew a deep breath. “The high priestess confirmed the act.” She struggled again to keep her emotions steady. “He killed her, Your Majesty.” Her eyes flew back to Edward, whose never-faltering gaze gave her strength. “Prince Nicholi killed Liza.”
“Why would he do—”
“I do not know,” Mara interrupted. “My best guess? He knew our court would never consent to making Liza his bride; it would have meant handing the power of the Lorcan Court to the Muir. So, instead, he killed our heir to show his strength and our weakness. But my theory could be incorrect.”
“The high priestess confirmed this?”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
“It cannot go unanswered.”
“It won’t.” Mara ripped her eyes from those of the man seated across the table. “It’s why I’m here.”
“And I thought you simply missed me, my niece.”
“Would you prefer me to lie, Aunt?”
A bitter smile slid along Clarissa’s lips. “I would not, Niece. Besides, you were always terrible at lying.”
“As with most qualities, Aunt Clarissa, I never developed your skill.”
“Careful, Mara. The Black Rose may protect you, but the same is not true for those you hold dear.”
Mara offered another sigh. “I’ve not the time, nor patience, for verbal sparring. Are you going to join me in this endeavor, to avenge the death of your daughter? Or shall I return to Lethia castle, and begin preparations on my own?”
The queen scoffed, “The Black Rose Guard versus the entire power of the Muir Court? Mara, you can’t be serious.”
“I am deadly serious. Either the prince shall pay with his life, or every last member of my guard will sacrifice theirs in order to claim his. The cost does not matter when measured against the successful elimination of this man who killed our princess.”
At the determination shining through her niece, the queen conceded, “She was my daughter. My heir. We shall join you in bringing her killer to justice.”
“Thank you.”
“But…” All eyes fell back to the queen. “You are aware, Mara, what being bound to the oath of the Black Rose means?”
Mara shifted uncomfortably. “I do.”
“Do you think they,” the queen motioned at Jake and Edward, “know as well?”
“Know what?” Jake asked.
Mara inhaled sharply before answering. “The vow of the Black Rose demands a payment of blood for the life being avenged.”
“Of course,” Jake answered. “The prince must pay.”
Mara shook her head. “Not only the prince’s blood, but also the life of everyone with whom he shares a blood tie.”
“You mean,” Jake struggled to follow, “the entire royal family?”
“She means,” the queen answered, “the entire Muir Court.”
“What?”
The queen nodded, a sharp glimmer never leaving her emerald gaze. “The royal family shares blood with the entire court. Any individual’s actions represent the court’s will. Therefore, if the prince commits an act, his entire court is considered responsible.” 
The queen paused, allowing her decree to settle. 
“Every man, woman, and child—the entire Muir Court—must die.”






Chapter XIV
Lorcan Castle
Late 1300s AD
 
Discussion ran late into the evening, the queen eventually calling in more upper-ranked guardsmen to join in the planning. The proposed battle would require months of careful plotting. All agreed the prince must pay for his crimes, and as those sworn to see vengeance carried out, the Black Rose Guard would ultimately be in charge.
When the meeting concluded, Mara left the room with Jake and Edward. They walked, without speaking, down a series of stone corridors before emerging into one of the rose gardens, shadowed by the fading light of a setting sun.
Uncertain, Jake glanced at both captains before settling his eyes on Mara. “Captain, this may…” He searched for the best way to phrase his invitation. “Lucas and I are on opposite schedules. If you, or any of your sub-captains, require a place to sleep, one of our rooms will be available. Mine during the day, his at night.”
“Thank you, Jake.”
He again gazed at the two captains. “I’m going to pretend I have something important to do.”
“I’ll find you tomorrow,” Mara assured him.
He nodded, leaving the two captains alone in the approaching twilight.
Mara stepped away from Edward, moving toward the pond in the garden’s center. She did not stop until she reached its edge. Stars dotted the sky, reflecting in the still surface. 
Edward followed, pausing a pace behind her. A light breeze ruffled through the vines, and blew a few strands of Mara’s ebony hair to the back of her velvet gown. “Mara.”
She reached for his hand, which he placed into hers, before stepping closer to wrap his arms around her. Mara leaned back, resting against him.
His mind drifted to the last time he had held her. She had arrived, unannounced, drenched from a raging storm. Mara had peeled off her wet clothes, falling into his embrace, claiming him with a need he had been unable to refuse, or deny. One night, followed by heartbreak when she left him with the simple promise: I will come for you, Edward. I will always come for you.
“You knew,” he lowered his head to whisper. “When you came here that night, you knew who had killed her.”
“I told you I did.”
“But you didn’t say it was the prince.”
“I couldn’t,” her explanation was soft. “Not without absolute proof.”
He leaned closer, his warm breath combating the cool breeze. “And you knew the Muir Court would have to be…”
“Destroyed.”
A tremor ran through her, and Edward tightened his embrace. “Gods, Mara.”
“I made a vow to the gods.”
“precor, mea rosa.”
His gentle tone proved her undoing. She turned, shifting in the circle of his arms. “I couldn’t tell you.”
“It’s all right,” he answered. “I understand.”
She rested her head against his chest. 
Keeping one arm around her, Edward ran his fingers through the strands of her hair.
The touch soothed her, chasing back her shattered thoughts as only he could.
He held her silently, watching the sky transform to a deep purple, before eclipsing to darkness. Only then did he move, and saw her exhaustion as they reentered the lit stone corridor. Without spoken agreement, he directed her toward his chambers.
Mara was startled to a dead stop when Edward’s door opened, and a slender brunette stepped out.
“Edward.” The informal address jarred Mara further. “I wondered if you’d return.” She smiled before shifting her attention to Mara. “Who’s your friend?”
Silence filled the stone corridor. 
“No one of importance,” came Mara’s stiff reply.
“Mara, wait.”
“Thank you for the escort, Captain.”
Mara rushed down the corridor toward Lucas’ room. She threw open the door, slamming it shut behind her. As Jake had assured, she was alone in the stone chamber. Mara paced the thick, red carpet before collapsing on the four-post bed.
Without a knock, the door opened, and Edward entered the room.
Mara refused to look up, her eyes squeezed tight in a fruitless effort to gain control of her turbulent emotions. “Go away.” What she had wanted to be a scream came out barely audible, her lungs incapable of drawing the required breath to shout.
“Mara,” his voice reached her, piercing through her suffocation. 
Air seeped into her lungs, and this time, through clenched teeth, she managed to yell, “Get out!”
“Mara, it’s not what you think.”
She stood from the bed, her hand clutching the wooden post. “Let me guess, it’s only sex?” She shook her head, her heart shattering under the weight of her agony. “The queen, that woman…” Her accusations were hateful. “Tell me, Edward, how many women have you been fucking while I’ve been hunting down the killer of the woman you claimed to have loved?” 
“I’m not fucking her!” His own anger rose.
“She came out of your room, Edward!”
He took a step toward her, but stayed far enough away he could not touch her. “Your guard arrived unexpectedly. Some of our guardsmen gave up their rooms. She ended up in mine while I was in the meeting.”
The explanation should have soothed her. Yet, the thought of another lying in the bed where she had spent so many nights praying for his return caused her stomach to churn. Unable to subdue her anger, she continued the hateful spat. “And the queen?”
At this question, his gaze moved to the floor, unable to meet her scrutiny. 
Anger fled, leaving only agony. “No.”
“She tried—”
“Edward…” His name escaped her lips, but the next words would not come. “Edward.”
“Mara, please listen.”
“I’m going to kill her.”
“I can’t let you.”
Tears sprang forth, anger flaring in her blood. “Why?” Mara stood and walked toward the door, but Edward grabbed her arm, forcing her in front of him. “Move!” she said, this time with more vigor. “Stop protecting her!” 
She swung her hand, but could not bring herself to form the fist required to use true force. Her open palm swatted his arm, but he did not lessen his grip. 
“Why?” she pleaded, tears blurring her vision. “Why are you protecting her?” 
“Do you think I want to?” he demanded in a rare confession. “Do you think I want to protect her? Any more than you desire to destroy an entire court!”
“Let me go!” She jerked hard to her left, attempting to free herself, violet eyes blazing. 
Edward grabbed her other arm, driving her back until her legs hit the edge of a wooden desk. She shouted, anger spewing when he unexpectedly released her arm, sliding his hand to her back. He pulled her forward, crushing her lips against his own in a searing kiss. 
She struggled, resisting the embrace, vision blurred by tears as she attempted in vain to remove herself from his grasp. He tightened his grip, continuing to mold his lips against hers.
When he drew back, his expression was wild, desperate need etched in fear. As lost as she had been, that night she had come through a raging storm. Edward had taken her into his arms, the rest of the world be damned.
“Please.” The plea was all Edward could manage: a deep, painful sound.
She hesitated but a single heartbeat before kissing him of her own accord. 
He did not pause for romance, but pulled at her gown, ripping the thick material with a punctuated sound, shredding the fabric with a force that stole her breath.
“Edward,” she began, but fell silent as he pushed her back onto the desk. His hand slid into the tattered remains of her skirt, and pushed between her legs, drawing a gasp from her lips. He ripped more of her garments, eliminating her skirt completely in a few efficient movements. He did not bother fully disrobing; a slight tussle of clothes alerting Mara to the fact his trousers now lay on the floor beside her ruined skirt.
She shifted herself to rise. 
“Stay.”
A command Mara obeyed, remaining still, her back pressed against the wooden surface, exposed legs hanging over the sides, splayed around Edward’s thighs.
“I don’t want to hurt you.”
“You won’t.”
His words came tight and low. “I don’t…want…” He took a sharp breath. “Not gentle. I don’t want to—”
“Then don’t be.” Her invitation was barely a whisper, but for Edward, it was more than enough. His hands splayed over her hips, and he pulled her forward, dragging her partially off the desk. 
She shuddered as he touched her entrance, jerking to a seated position.
He reached to tear the top of her gown, as he had the lower half, but she stopped him with a touch on his arm. 
He met her gaze, Mara’s eyes more silver than violet. 
“Say my name.” 
A brief flash of pain, remembering the night when the wrong name had escaped his lips.
Edward leaned closer, breaching her entrance. “Tight,” he spoke fiercely, his voice eclipsing her gasp at the intrusion. “So tight.” 
She was far from ready; yet she did not care, welcoming the invasive blend of pain and unquenched desire.
“My name.”
“Mara,” he said possessively, pushing forward, in short, painful thrusts. “Mara. Clarissa. Sethian.” 
He forced himself deeper with each word. She was dry and tight, her moans mixed with gasps of pain, but he could not bring himself to slow, nor pause. Her nails dug into his arm as he fully sheathed himself inside her.
Only then did he pause, gazing down at the woman lying beneath him. He drew a shuddering breath, resisting the urge to thrust with abandonment. Instead, he reached down, ripping at what was left of her gown, stripping it away. Her legs tightened around him, his movements causing soft moans to escape her lips as he fully exposed her rose-tipped breasts. His hands slid between them before cupping each, circling her nipples with his thumb. In sweet response to his attentions, her body adjusted to the intrusion, moistening to ease his placement in her tight sheath.
“mea rosa,” he said. “mea rosa immortalis.”
“mi amor.”
He pulled back, causing her to writhe, only to thrust deeply with a single, harsh motion. Watching her pained expression blend with pleasure, Edward drove into her in earnest, one hand on her breast while the other dug into her hip, keeping her steady as he claimed her, drawing soft moans from her lips. 
“Edward!”
Her breathy utterance broke what was left of his thinly-veiled control. He slammed into her, causing her to cry out. 
She tightened around him and he gasped, spilling himself inside her as he sat her up to meet her lips with a bruising kiss. “aspice me, Mara,” he whispered. “mi amor, mea regina, mea rosa.”
She trembled as he softened inside her. A dull ache plagued her left shoulder, where she had been repeatedly slammed against the desk, but she stared into his eyes, ignoring the discomfort. He eased back, but Mara tightened her legs around him, keeping him trapped within the confines of her body. He lowered his head, pressing his cheek to her chest.
“Edward,” she managed to ask on a soft breath, “are you okay, mi amor?”
“No,” he answered brokenly. 
Edward pulled back, his body leaving hers.
She slid from the desk, the remains of her tattered garments falling from her. Taking his hands without speaking, she led him to the bed, attempting to guide him beside her. Instead, he took a knee, his partially open shirt hanging loosely over his chest. 
“Edward?”
He placed his head on her outer thigh. A tremor ran down his spine. “Mara,” her name escaped, more sob than clear speech. “mea rosa.”
She reached for him, brushing the hair back from his face, to press her palm against his flushed cheek. “ita vero, mi amor. I’m here. tutus es.”
He spoke, but the sounds were inaudible, nothing more than a warm breath against her skin.
She ran her fingers lightly through his hair and down his back. “mi amor.”
“I was suffocating.” His admission was raw. “I couldn’t breathe. Now you’re here. You’re here, and I can breathe. Can feel. Can—” His shoulders shook, damp drops on her thigh betraying his tears. “My heart stopped beating when you left. But I didn’t know it; not until you walked back in. I…Mara. ignosce mihi, mea rosa, mi amor.”
“tibi adsum, mi amor. salvus es,” she soothed him. “te amo, Edward. te in aeternum amabo.”
“Mara,” he whispered her name.
The pieces of her heart shattered. “Come here.” Coaxing him from his kneeling position, Edward reluctantly allowed Mara to guide him onto the bed. She brushed the hair away from his face, and leveled his gaze to hers.
“Mara, I—”
“tu es cor meum, Edward,” she said, easing his pain with her touch. “I love you. Tell me what you need.”
He struggled to sort through the turmoil. “Control,” he finally managed to say. “I need to…”
“Lose control,” she finished his statement, leaning forward to kiss him, a firm touch that inflamed passion, driving back the pain. He pulled off his shirt, tossing it to the ground. 
Her eyes devoured him as she reached out, running the tips of her fingers down his flawless skin. 
How many cuts had his chest endured? How many beatings? Whips? Blades? All he had suffered, without a single mark to show. 
Mara traced her hand along his skin, slipping her fingers down his ribs and hip before moving her gaze back to his. The desire she saw stole her breath. 
He kissed her, shattering all semblance of thought. Together, they fell back into the furs, time slipping away as he touched her, drawing gasps, moans, and eventually, desperate pleas. Edward caressed every inch of her skin, suckling her breasts as he dipped a finger into her core. 
He found her dripping with desire. 
She attempted to reach for him, to take what she wanted, but he pushed her hands down, watching her eyes bleed to silver as she twisted under him. In one smooth stroke, he entered her, banishing all sense of separation. They became immersed in the heat, losing time and place, as the two lovers gave themselves to a passion long-denied. Edward peaked within her, the flooding warmth bringing her with him as she screamed his name.
When he finally collapsed, he slid into the thick pelts, pulling her against him. Mara kissed his chest repeatedly before pressing her cheek against it, savoring his warmth against the cool night air. He pulled up one of the furs, cloaking their bodies within.
“Mara—”
“Hold me, Edward. cor meum solum tibi est.”
“Yes,” he whispered, tightening his grip around her. “te teneam, mi amor, in aeternum.”






Chapter XV
Lorcan Court
Late 1300s AD
 
Mara awoke beside her love, surrounded by thick furs. Edward’s breathing was steady, tension fleeing as he had fallen asleep beside her. She was reluctant to leave the warm comfort, yet she had no choice. Moving slowly, so not to wake him, Mara extricated herself from the bed.
With her clothes now little more than tattered strips of cloth, she moved to the closet. Finding a black cloak, she pulled it around her frame, grabbing an old belt to cinch it around her waist. 
She glanced back to make sure Edward still slept as she crept from the room, closing the door behind her. Relieved to find the outer corridor empty, she walked to a room across the hall and entered, softly calling Jake’s name. 
Embers were all that remained of the fire, offering a slight scent of smoke. 
“Jake,” she said again, louder once the door closed. A lighter sleeper than his captain, Jake opened his eyes, struggling to a seated position.
“Mara?”
“I’m sorry to wake you.”
“It’s all right.” He stood, grateful he had only removed his shirt before climbing into bed. Noting Mara’s unusual attire, he walked to the fire and stirred the embers, adding fresh wood, which crackled until yellow flames appeared, taking the immediate chill off the air.
Light and heat addressed, he turned to his visitor. “I told you to come find me after, but I thought it would be…”
Mara drew a deep breath. If she did not speak the question she had come to ask, she might lose the courage to do so. “What has the queen done to Edward?”
Jake stiffened. “Mara—”
“I must know.”
“It’s not as bad as you fear.”
“Tell me.”
He looked at her directly, startled to find her eyes more silver than violet, glinting in the low light. 
“The queen tried to force him to... But he wouldn’t…couldn’t.”
“Couldn’t?”
“When the queen ordered him to her bed, I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. He fell apart, Mara. He couldn’t even bring himself to go in the room. Nightmares, flashbacks.”
Mara’s heart ached. 
“There was no way he could perform as she wished.”
“And the queen?”
“Became angry,” Jake answered. “She had him whipped. Tried again a few days later, but…”
“What?”
Jake shook his head. “I’m sorry, Mara. I sat with him after the injuries were dressed. He called your name.”
“When did this happen?”
“In the last two weeks. Now that you’re here, I would imagine—”
“She knew I was coming. What would be worse than arriving to find him in her bed? tormentum. For us both.”
Jake shifted uncomfortably. “The queen directed a different woman try, but the order was refused. The woman was beaten for said refusal, but never relented.”
“The slender brunette who came out of his room?”
“Oh gods!” Jake raised his hand and pressed it against his forehead. “I’m so sorry, Mara. I told her she could borrow his room for a few hours’ sleep, then relocate to mine for the duration of your visit. Normally his chamber is off-limits, but—”
“It’s fine, Jake,” Mara interjected. “Edward explained, in part.”
“I never would have—”
“Jake, calm down.”
He did as instructed with a rough laugh.
“You find something amusing?”
He nodded.
“What?”
“You learn the queen, your own aunt, is trying to force the man you love into her bed again. Another woman walked out of Edward’s room. You are commanding an army, to wipe out one of the most powerful courts in the immortal realms. And yet you are telling me to stay calm.” Another laugh escaped him. “Shouldn’t it be the other way around?”
Mara’s eyes filled with tears.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”
She trembled, prompting Jake to hesitantly open his arms. Mara stepped into them, allowing him to hold her as she cried. He gathered her to him, lifting her gently to the bed as she spent unwanted tears. 
Her shoulders shook as she suppressed the urge to scream. “Why won’t he let me protect him?”
“You know why,” Jake spoke gently, but his truthful understanding brought no comfort. “Edward believes it’s his job to protect you, not the other way around. He doesn’t know any other way. He’s the captain. A knight…”
Mara took several breaths before she was able to regain composure. She pulled back, using the cloak’s edge to wipe away the remaining tears. “I apologize. This behavior does not become me.”
“Do you think I haven’t cried at the queen’s cruelty? That there is anyone, who has fallen under her wrath, who has not?”
“She’s pulled too many tears from these eyes; far too many.”
Jake nodded sadly. “Edward doesn’t want you to save him, Mara. And until he does…”
“I don’t care what he wants! I’m a captain too. And more, I’m a princess, his princess. His lover. His soulmate.” She paused for breath. “He’s everything to me. He’s always been everything.” 
Her eyes trailed the room. “I swore a vow, Jake. I have a job to do. So does he, I understand, but…” She struggled to steady herself.
“Mara, after today, I don’t think she will try again. Not if you stay true to what you said, and refuse to give her the pleasure of having you watch her torments. The stronger you are, the safer he’ll be.”
“I hope you’re right.”
“Someone should have told you what was going on, but Edward, he—”
“Forbade it.”
Jake nodded.
“I will stay strong, but…” Mara took a deep breath. “I will not stand aside and allow her to harm Edward. Never again. Her title be damned.”
“I wouldn’t ask you to, Mara. No one who knows what happened that night will ever ask you to stand aside again.”
 






Chapter XVI
Lethia Castle
Present Day
 
Jake climbed the spiral steps leading to the upper levels of Lethia Castle. Sarah walked beside him as they headed to Mara’s room, which Edward now occupied. 
Jake’s mind spun, the weight of his inheritance crashing down, along with a deep-seated fear of proving unworthy of Mara’s faith. Being captain of the guard in this castle meant, for the first time in his thousand years of living, he was in command. A captain. The
captain. Of the Black Rose Guard.
He had spent the last half-hour transitioning between a sense of elation and terror. Now, as he reached Edward’s door, he wondered if he would have the strength required to refuse the demand he expected Edward would make upon him.
Three men stood guard at the door, and all appeared more nervous than him. As they spied Sarah, the men parted, allowing access to the room. 
Nervous, he reached for Sarah’s hand in a once-familiar gesture. She allowed the touch, squeezing lightly before stepping back as Jake opened the door.
Edward sat on the bed, the drugs having worn off hours before. He looked miserable, circles under reddened eyes. At their appearance, he rose to his feet. “Finally, someone who will listen to reason.”
Jake walked toward the captain he had idolized all his life. “I suggest you sit back down, Edward.”
Color drained from Edward’s face.
“She’s fine,” he said quickly, realizing how his direction could be interpreted. “At least, to the best of my knowledge. We have not heard from Mara, nor anyone who left with her.”
Edward let out a deep breath at the assurance. “We cannot possibly—”
“It’s not your call.”
“No.” He motioned to Sarah. “It’s hers, and I’m telling you, I am not about to allow my wife—”
“Actually, it’s mine.”
“What’s yours?”
“The decision.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Mara has named him captain of the Rose in her absence,” Sarah answered.
Edward straightened in surprise. “She what?”
“She named me her successor.”
Silence fell before Edward asked, “What are we still doing here?”
Jake drew a deep breath, praying for strength. “Hear me out, Edward.”
“I am hearing—”
“No, you’re not.”
Edward parted his lips to speak again, then closed them, waiting.
“I can imagine what you are thinking, and how you must feel.”
“No, you can’t.”
“I’ve been through every torment. Every horror. Ever peak and valley of your love story. I’ve seen it all. Been with you through every joy and agony. No, it didn’t happen to me, but I did see it.”
“What has that got to do with—”
“You’ve spent your entire life trying to prevent Mara from protecting you, and angry she has been forced to continually do so. That she had to save you from the Bròn Court was no doubt difficult for you to live with. But I am not, nor will I ever be, sorry she did.
“Edward, I speak to you not only as a friend, but also as someone who has been loyal to both you, and Mara, all my life. I swear to the gods, if you force her to save you now, I will think less of you. I will think you weak. I will think…”
“What are you talking about?” Anger edged his question.
“She can’t focus on her men, and the mission, if she is petrified of losing you. Your death is the only thing in this realm, or the next, that Mara is not strong enough to endure. Please, Edward, I am begging you as a friend, whose respect for Mara is as strong as your love for her has ever been. Do not go after her. Let her do this so she can come home, and vanish into the sunset with you, as she has always wanted.
“Do not follow her. Do not make her choose between winning this fight and your safety. She’ll choose you, Edward. No matter what the cost. She always has. Always will.”
“That’s not fair.”
Jake’s voice rose in volume. “She threatened Clarissa’s life for you! Knowing exactly what such a threat could have cost her.”
“Threatened the queen?” Edward asked. 
“The queen ‘mellowed’ is how Garreth once described it. Did you really think she woke up one day and decided, of her own accord, to no longer harm those at the highest level of the guard?”
Edward studied the other man, confusion showing plainly. “I don’t understand.”
“Mara told the queen that if she ever touched you again, she would kill her.”
 
 






Chapter XVII
Lorcan Court
Late 1300s AD
 
Edward still slept as Mara changed into her own attire, the darkness of her clothing broken only by the diamond-shaped rose on a thin silver chain.
Exiting the room, she moved easily along familiar corridors until she emerged into the garden. She drew a deep breath, the sweet scent of the roses stirring memories. 
The sound of laughter, as she had followed Liza through the garden. The taste of her first kiss. A hundred walks, hand-in-hand with him. Then Liza’s smaller hand in her own. The sweet pressure of those tiny fingers.
She paused, stepping closer to the vines. 
“Mara!”

She turned to see a four-year-old child in a powder-blue gown. Liza giggled, reaching for a cluster of roses she cupped in her little hands. The roses turned deep violet at her caress. 
Mara stepped forward, tears burning the corners of her eyes as she knelt in front of the girl.
“Touch the rose!” the child instructed.
Mara turned toward the rose-covered vines and caressed the same violet flowers Liza had transformed only seconds before. At her touch, the petals changed to a deep crimson. Liza squealed in delight before reaching out her hand and transforming the cluster back to violet. 
Mara stared at the long-lost color, her heart aching at the sound of her cousin’s angelic voice.
“The petals,” Liza called. “Touch the petals!”
Mara jerked at the sound, burning tears slipping from the corner of her eyes as she again touched the immortal rose. This time, it did not turn crimson, but a shade far brighter.
She caressed the petals, noticing brilliant red splattered the roses on lower vines. Blooms, not the violet of the Lorcan Court, but instead, Muir white, splashed with heavy drops of blood.
Mara yanked back her hand to find it covered with blood. 
She turned to see the princess lying on the grass behind her. Liza’s gown now dark red, blood having fully soaked through the material as vines crawled along her body. Trailing stalks were everywhere, twisting around her arms, across her legs, entwined in her hair; thorns tearing her flesh, spilling royal blood to quench their eternal thirst.
“No!” Mara screamed. As more encroached on Liza’s still form, Mara threw herself over the child. 
“tu es sanguis rosae,” the haunting voice whispered.
“Please,” Mara pleaded with the nameless shadow. “What do you want?”
From beneath her, Liza vanished, leaving Mara sprawled on the ground. Scrambling to her knees, she gazed up at the shadow. She wanted to look away, to search for the princess, yet found she could not, having no choice but to stare up into the phantom’s eyes.
“sanguis rosae,” the apparition spoke again. 
She wanted to run, to fight, but remained frozen on the grassy field. More vines lurched toward her, twining their way down her arms as they had previously clung to Liza. The thorns sank deep, drawing a scream from Mara, as the black roses ran red with her blood.
“You cannot escape your destiny, princess of the rose.”
“What destiny?”
A fresh vision; grass transforming to sand, coarse grains biting into her arms. She gazed across the white sand, the vines vanishing from her wrists as she stood in a white gown she had never worn.
Blinded by sunlight, she blinked to clear her vision.
Bodies lined the beach. Each one garbed in the attire of the Black Rose Guard.
She turned. More blood-spattered bodies lay scattered along the shore behind her. Each a man or woman whose life she had been entrusted with.
Horrified, she continued to scan the beach, the line of dead guardsmen expanding as far as she could see. “No!” she pleaded, but the word escaped a sob as the phantom rematerialized. “Are you saying we are going to die? Is that my destiny? To lead these valiant heroes to their death?” 
Lush green vines emerged from the nearest bodies, silver roses bursting forth as they crawled along the sand. Shaking, she watched their approach as the phantom spoke, “Blood must paint the silver roses, before they destroy you, as they did your princess.”
The vines again grasped her arm.
Mara screamed and found herself back in the garden, the vision receding, but not completely leaving, as Phillip called her name. 
“Mara!”
She pulled her knees to her chest, wrapping her arms around them as her heart thundered, creating a dull ache against her ribs. Stubbornly, she remained in this abject position until a second voice reached her, this one piercing through the shroud of panic.
“Mara,” Edward implored, as he knelt in the grass beside her. “precor, mi amor.”
Arms streaked with blood, Mara crawled to Edward, seeking the comfort only he could offer. She curled into him, placing her head on his shoulder, as she watched the roses return to the black they had been since the formation of the Rose. 
“I shouldn’t have come back,” she whispered.
“It’s okay,” he soothed. “I’m sorry for being so rough.”
“No. precor, mi amor. Don’t say that.” She failed to keep the fear from her voice, her entreaty a mere breath against his cheek. “sine te vivere non possum. te amo, Edward. I’m so tired of living without you.”
The disclosure broke his heart. “mi amor.” 
 “precor, Edward. I want to be with you.”
“I’m here,” he answered. “I’m here, mea rosa. You won’t be without me. promitto.” He kissed her, the press of his lips silencing her appeal. “te amo, Mara. te amo, mea rosa immortalis.”
She clung to him, staring at the lingering shadow of a child-like figure, twirling in a blood-stained gown. 






Chapter XVIII
Lethia Castle
Present Day
 
Edward was allowed from his room, to walk the palace grounds, only after swearing he would remain on the premises.
“You will not break your word once given,” Jake had said. “Be mad at me, if you wish. We both know Mara’s request is for the best.”
Edward met his assertion with the anger Jake had predicted. “She’s not as strong as you believe her to be. She never has been.”
He shook his head. “That’s why I am doing this! Why she gave orders for you to remain here. Because she is not strong enough to lead this battle, and risk losing you at the same time. She cannot do it. And for you to force her to is not only selfish, but dangerous.”
“I’m trying to help—”
“But don’t you see?” Jake argued. “By disregarding her express wishes, you’re doing the exact opposite.”
“He’s right,” Sarah agreed. “We love her too. Not the same as you, but as deeply. Mara asked you to stay, so she can do her job without distractions. When she returns, the two of you can finally be free.”
After several days, and more arguments, Edward had begrudgingly sworn, on his honor, that he would remain at Lethia Castle until the outcome of the battle had been determined. 
Resigned, he walked along a castle path, attempting to clear his head, snow crunching with each step. His breath misted the frosty air as he buttoned the heavy coat around his shoulders, gazing occasionally at the gray sky.
“Mara,” he asked in the solitude, “how did it go so wrong?” The question was rhetorical. He knew the answer. He had always known.
His fault. 
It had been since the day he left, sent by the queen to assassinate a man whom, deep down, he knew to be good. The lord Mara’s father had called friend, but Edward had been ordered to kill. 
“I should have refused the quest,” he confessed to no one. “I should have taken you away.”
The snowy path eventually led him into a garden of red roses, similar to the grounds of the old Lorcan Court. The garden where he had walked with Mara, the day he told her he was to leave on the cursed quest.
 
Lorcan Court
900 AD
 
“Wait for me,” he pleaded, confessing his love, though he knew such an admission would only serve to harm her.
“I love you, Edward,” she replied. “I will wait for you, mi amor. No matter how long it takes. All I ask is a single promise in return.”
“Name it,” he said, staring into her violet gaze.
“Come back,” she said simply. “Come back to me.”
He nodded, never removing his gaze from the woman standing before him. “promitto. rosa mea immortalis. tibi semper adveniam, mi amor. I will always come for you, Mara. Always.”
After sealing the mutual commitments with another tender kiss, she stood valiantly as she promised to wait, stating with absolute conviction that she would keep both their hearts safe while he was upon his journey. She pressed her cheek against his broad chest, tears soaking his shirt.
He held her, until the tears were spent.
When she pulled back, she forced a smile.
“No.” He shook his head, her feigned strength threatening to bring tears to his own eyes. “You don’t have to do that, mea rosa. me paenitet, mi amor. You don’t have to be strong.”
“Yes, I do,” she answered, the smile tightening. “You love me. How can I not be strong, when you love me?” 
Edward gazed down before returning her smile. “I do love you, Mara. I will love you until my heart stops beating.” 
“Kiss me again, mi amor. Walk with me, as though eternity were only the beginning.”
He complied, wrapping his arms around her. The kiss was deep and passionate, stealing the breath of the young woman he loved. “te amo,” he whispered, as he rose for air. “cor meum solum tipi est.”
Accompanied by a soft breeze, they walked through the garden, breathing in the sweet scent of the immortal roses for the rest of the afternoon, refusing to leave the comfort of each other’s company until after the colors of sunset had vanished from the darkening sky. 






Chapter XIX
Lorcan Court
900 AD
 
Edward had been away from court the past week, escorting the queen to visit a lord on the far end of the kingdom. He was grateful the queen’s previously established schedule prevented him from embarking on his quest for several months, and even more so that this time included Mara’s nineteenth birthday.
He woke Mara early, explaining he had planned something special. In the stables, he helped her saddle a particularly spirited mount, a chestnut mare Mara had named Isolde three years before. Helping her astride, he saddled his own black stallion, Forctis, and headed north. A beautiful morning, the spring air rich with the scents of fresh grass and budding wildflowers. They rode at a brisk pace along the forest’s edge, delighting as their mounts raced the birds above, who glided on warm thermals. 
Eventually, Edward slowed his mount, and motioned for Mara to do the same. “I want to show you a place I consider very special,” he told her, as they reached a wooden hut hidden among the trees. He dismounted to lead Forctis around the side, but Mara paused in front of the humble structure. 
“Where are we?”
“This is an old hunting lodge my grandfather had built centuries ago. It’s quaint, but has been maintained in decent condition over the years. I have many fond memories of visiting here as a child.”
“With your parents?”
“And sister.”
“Sister?” Mara’s head turned in surprise.
Edward nodded.
“Where—”
“She died.”
Mara’s gaze settled on Edward’s. A flash of pain slipped across his face. 
“I didn’t know.”
“It’s okay,” he answered. “It happened over a century ago.”
Mara directed Isolde closer to Edward, leaning down to place a hand on his arm. “I’m so sorry. Her loss must have been difficult.”
“Aibhlinn.” A bittersweet smile crawled along his lips. “A force of nature, my sister. Fearless and brave. You’d have liked her.”
“I wish I could have met her.”
“As do I.” He pulled back, seeming to shake himself from memories, and offered another smile, tension draining. Adjusting his grip on the reins, he moved Forctis toward the side of the wooden structure. “Follow me. It’s a short walk.”
Curious, she tapped her heels into Isolde’s sides. The mare followed Forctis down the dirt path, stepping easily over the occasional root. A few minutes later, they reached a clearing, the trees parting to reveal a pool at the bottom of a towering waterfall.
Riding to the water’s edge, Mara dismounted, holding Isolde’s reins lightly as she marveled at the sight. The water cascaded down a hill, dropping off a sheer cliff to eternally stir the basin below. Sunlight sparkled off the rippling pool of water.
Behind her, Edward secured Forctis’ reins around a nearby branch before doing the same with Isolde, and then moved to Mara’s side. 
Mara turned, the brilliance of her smile making the sun-lit water seem dull. “It’s beautiful!” she exclaimed, throwing her arms around his neck.
He returned the embrace, drawing her close. “Only because you’re here.”
She pulled back, a rarely seen look of youthful laughter brightening her normally morose face. Mara walked a few feet around the pool. 
He followed, her delight relaxing him for the first time since… He could not recall.
Bending down, she removed her shoes, and spun amongst scattered flowers gazing at the blue sky, as Edward also took his boots off. Feet now bare, she stepped into the pool, soaking the hem of her gown as she stared at the waterfall, which misted the air. 
Mara turned and kissed him. An expression of her love, and joy.
He kissed her back, but could not keep his thoughts from trailing down the path he would soon take; one which would lead him far from her gentle embrace.
Seeing his distraction, Mara shook her head. “Please, my love.” She cupped his face. “Just be with me. Here, now.”
Leaning down to kiss her again, he allowed the fresh breeze to carry away all thought except the pleasurable weight of her in his arms, the press of her lips against his, and the sparkle in her eyes as she looked at him. “mea rosa.”
“mi amor,” she replied, pulling him further into the water, until it reached her knees, saturating more of her gown, not to mention his pants. They spent hours walking through the wet grass, and splashing in the waterfall.
Later, Edward led Mara back to the cabin where he had played as a child. Unbeknownst to her, he had visited before his trip with the queen, cleaning the structure as much as he was able. Once inside, he set a match to the stack of kindling he’d previously prepared. 
Edward led her to one of two rocking chairs, and invited her to sit. Instead, she tossed the cushion onto the floor and knelt down directly in front of the fire, running her fingers through the tangled strands of her wet hair. Once she was settled, he produced an assortment of cheeses and meats, before taking a seat on the floor beside her.
They enjoyed lunch, Mara prattling on about a recent poem she had read from the height of the Roman Empire. “The poet’s name was Ovid. Did you know him?”
Edward shook his head. “Before my time. But you might ask Phillip; he had frequent interactions with the rulers of Rome.”
“Oh, that’s probably true. Phillip speaks often of a friend he had…Julius, I think his name was.”
“Ah yes, Julius and he fought many battles together. I have heard the stories as well.”
“Sounds like, at the height of the empire, Rome would have been a fantastic place to see.”
“I agree,” Edward said, relishing in her gentle tone. “It’s good to see you smile.”
“You make me happy.”
He caught her gaze and held it, a light blush coloring her cheeks. The moment deepened as the two stared at each other in the flickering firelight.
“Edward,” her voice was soft, “I want to ask you something, but I’m not sure how.”
“I love you,” he answered, guessing her question. “But, my lady, I do not want intimacy to be something you regret, nor something you agree to because I’m leaving.”
“How long have you loved me?”
Surprised by the question, he hesitated to answer.
“I ask because…” She paused, her blush deepening as she cast her eyes down. “I think I’ve loved you since the first time I saw you. When you told me the first rule of being a knight. Perhaps not the same way as I love you now, but…” She shifted in her seated position on the floor, and again met his gaze. 
“I’ve loved you for as long as I can remember, Edward. Imagined being in your arms since the night you saved my life, outside my parents’ tomb. You told me you loved me then. Did you mean it?”
“Yes,” he answered her directly, his mind flashing back. 
“He left her alone,” she had spoken of her mother’s suicide. “She knew she would never love again. No one—not even me. She was all alone.” 
“But you are not,” he had answered. “I love you, Mara. I love you, and you will never be alone.”
With the vivid memory, Edward experienced a sharp pang of guilt. He had promised her and yet, here he was…
“I’m sorry, Mara. me paenitet, mi amor. ignosce mihi, mea rosa.”
“I understand why you have to go,” she rushed to assure, “but what I want to know—”
“te amo. I loved you then. I love you now. I always will.”
The silver in her eyes glinted like stars in the night sky. He was drawn to that spark, radiating the inner strength of this woman. A woman of royal blood, whose face was now illuminated by flickering firelight. “My lady, do you wish for me to make love to you?”
She leaned forward, pushing her damp locks away from her face. Her breath warmed his cheek. “Do I need to tell you?”
“You must,” he answered. “You are a princess.”
Her eyes closed.
He touched her face, the tips of his fingers running lightly across her skin.
“Yes, Edward, I want you to make love to me. I want to spend every night lying in your arms, from now until the moment you leave. Not because of the quest. Or the admission of what we have both known since I was a child. But because I love you, Edward. te amo. I want to be with you, mi amor. From now until the end of our eternity. te amabo donec cor meum palpitare desiverit. te amo, Edward. Only you, my love.”
Edward pulled her to him, quelling the remainder of her confirmation. 
He did not hold back, pouring his soul through his lips and into hers. He was drowning; desire replaced the very air in his lungs, and he wondered if he would ever willingly draw breath again.
“te amo, mea rosa. mi amor. tu es cor meum et anima mea.”
I love you, my rose. My love. You are my heart and soul.
 






Chapter XX
Lorcan Court
900 AD
 
tibi semper adveniam, mi amor. iuro. 
I will always come for you, my love. I swear.
Edward took Mara in his arms, cherishing this most precious of gifts: the woman he loved. 
He removed her clothes, carefully draping them over the rocking chairs so they’d continue drying by the warm fire. She blushed as he removed the last layer, revealing her rose-tipped breasts.
“You’re lovely,” he whispered. “aspice me, mi amor.”
She complied, meeting his gaze, watching as he shed his clothes. With his shirt off, he moved to embrace her, but she shook her head. “I want to…” Her blush deepened. 
With a smile, he removed the remainder of his clothes, but she stared at the wooden floor. “aspice me, mi amor,” he spoke again, knowing what she desired, but shied from asking. 
Taking his invitation as permission, Mara glanced up, meeting his eyes before trailing her gaze down his body. He stood still, allowing her to see all of him before he knelt beside her.
She was breathtaking in the flickering light. Dark locks framed her face, the thick strands partially covering her breasts. Thighs toned from years of swordplay, yet smooth as he ran his hand over her flawless skin. He traced his way up her right side, moving to her collarbone, and trailing up her neck. When he reached her lips, Edward ran his finger across them, then kissed her. He intended to be slow, gentle, but lost control when his princess returned the kiss.
Time vanished as he moved his lips down her throat, her chest, and finally to the swell of her breasts. He explored every inch of her skin, drawing sharp gasps at each new caress. He suckled the tip of her right breast, drawing the first moan from her lips, while his hand moved to her left. She tasted of the rose oils in which she bathed, and the slightest hint of salt. 
He could have spent eternity simply running his lips over her skin, drawing forth her gentle gasps and whimpers. Pushing her to the edge, her breath coming faster with each new territory his touch awoke. 
But she called his name, a plea that broke through what remained of his resistance. He parted her legs, shifting between them as he leaned down to again claim her lips. Momentarily absent of conscious thought, Edward froze when he realized he pushed at her entrance.
He stared down at her illuminated form. Hair thrown back wildly, framing her face, with a few stray stands down her chest. Her cheeks were flushed, lips parted slightly. Her breasts swelled to perfect rose-tipped points, rising and falling with each shallow breath.
In the stillness, her eyes met his, glinting like pieces of gleaming silver, the surrounding violet cloaked by the dim light. 
“What’s wrong?” Mara asked softly.
“I want to remember this night,” he said, leaning down to steal another kiss, shifting his hips to better position himself against her. “A thousand years from now, when I look back through the trials of everything yet to come, I want to remember this. Every detail, every sound, every sensation, every touch. volo huius noctis meminisse multo postquam cor meum immortale palpitare desiverit. Even then, I want to remember.” 
Entranced, he gave himself up to a moment he knew would live through their immortality. 
“I love you, Mara Clarissa Sethian. cor meum tibi est.” 
He pushed forward slowly, watching her expression blend pleasure and pain, her eyes half-closing at the unfamiliar intrusion. She tensed as he pushed through her thin barrier, and he slowed his movements, though still driving steadily deeper. When finally sheathed within her, Edward paused, Mara’s body wrapped tightly around him. 
“te amo,” he uttered the phrase he had spoken to no other. “tu es cor meum et anima mea. mi amor. mea puella regia. mea rosa.” 
I love you.
You are my heart and soul. My love. My princess. My rose.
 
Lethia Castle 
Present Day
 
“mea rosa,” Edward spoke to the surrounding roses. “I wish I had taken you away.”
Away from the courts. Away from the queen. Away from the cursed lands that would forever control their lives. He should have abandoned the quest, taken her from everything and everyone. Protected her, as he had always sworn, yet perpetually failed to do. 
Unwelcome emotions threatened to overwhelm him as he stared at the stained roses.
“What do you want from her? quid vis?” he spoke to the formless shadow he had never seen. “te precor. Please, speak to me. Tell me what you want.”
To his surprise, an unexpected voice answered. 
“She cannot escape her destiny.” Phillip’s insight reached him through the bitter wind. “Any more than you can, or ever could.”
Jarred at hearing the dead knight’s voice, Edward turned, searching through the snow. He remained alone in the garden.
“illa est sanguis rosae,” the voice came again. “sanguis rosae.”
“She doesn’t want to be!”
“She was born to the blood of immortal roses. Nothing can change this—not even your love.”
Edward searched, but the speaker dwelled beyond his sight. “Help me.”
“You must be strong, Edward. She has denied her lineage for far too long. She must face this fear we have spent our lives protecting her from. No more running, no more shielding. She is the blood rose princess; a truth she must face, and the destiny fate requires.”
“Destiny?”
“Be strong for her, Edward. She will need you, before the end. Mara must
believe, no matter what cruelties lie ahead, your love shall remain.”
“I want to—”
“The time draws near, Edward, when your choice shall determine the path to come. Both yours, and hers.”
With that final warning, the voice vanished, leaving Edward alone in the snow-covered garden.






Chapter XXI
Present Day
 
Mara walked along 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-laden gusts 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 face her once sub-captain. “Will he be safe now, at last, from the curse of my royal blood? Safe from this eternal love, which brings nothing but pain?”
“I am sorry, my lady. That is a question I am not permitted to answer.”
At this she turned, anger flaring. “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. I cannot give you the comfort you seek.”
“I am not your rose.” Her fury came faster than she could control. “I was never your rose!” 
Phillip nodded in acknowledgment. “No, my lady. You never were.”
“Neither was she. My mother…she was never yours!”
“This does not change that I loved her. I love her still.”
“Help me,” Mara pleaded. “If you loved my mother, 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 advised, the advice 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 tinted with 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 Mara’s thin gown.
She jumped as something touched her arm, raising her hand in reflex. Lying against her pale skin was a blotch of red, the discarded petal of an unseen rose. She looked on in revulsion as a second appeared. Looking up, she found the pale blue sky 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 they bled into the ocean tide. 
She drew a breath, trying to calm the frantic beat of her heart, and caught the tangy scent of copper. The air now saturated with blood.
Waves crawled higher, licking the hem of her gown. She stepped back further, finally turning from the ocean, and found herself staring into a pair of sea-blue eyes. 
“Please,” the immortal child pleaded, “Mummy is really scared. Can you help me?”
Her heart sank as she stared into the trusting 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?”
“Yes, child,” she 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 as she spoke, “Yes, child, I am going to make the bad dream end.”
Her heart lurched. Yet, her hand remained 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. Her 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, her heart pounding.
The jet was a rare 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 Dunnottar 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 the 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 XXII
Lorcan Court
1400 AD
 
Mara had spent not months, but years plotting every detail of the attack to come, her men scouting each entrance to the court, while spies and visitors reported on the interior. Entering the grounds would be relatively easy. However, with guard houses on either side of the drawbridge, opening the gates to allow the bulk of the army inside would be a more daunting task.
A hand-picked group would enter ahead of the others, their singular goal to silently kill as many of the gate guardsmen as possible before the court was alerted to the attack. The plan was straightforward, Mara reasoning the less complicated the instructions, the easier they would be to carry out. She expected protest when she announced the life of the royal family was hers to take. To her surprise, none came, not even from her aunt.
The group in charge of planning the battle had dispersed from the conference room when Edward asked to speak with her alone. Nodding, Mara followed him through the underground caverns to his room on the far side of the grounds. He held the door open for her, allowing her to enter, then closed it to assure their privacy. 
“Mara,” he addressed her in a commanding tone, “am I to understand, you plan to lead the advance party entering the palace yourself?”
Mara nodded.
“You should not physically lead the attack.”
“Why not?”
“You’re the captain. It’s your job to stay with the majority of your men.”
“I am,” she responded. “I am going into the castle, with the majority of my men.”
“There is no reason for you to go—”
“It’s my job, Edward. I cannot ask my men to carry out this attack, if I am not willing to go myself.”
“Mara, you’re not being reasonable. If you are cut down scaling the wall, you’ll die before the battle even begins.”
“Edward,” she said in frustration, “I must go with the men who call me captain. You know this.”
His hard expression slipped, revealing his fear.
Her voice softened. “Edward.”
“Scaling those walls is the most dangerous part of this plan.”
She drew a deep breath, the action more difficult than she would have liked. “I have to go in with my men. There is no choice on this matter.”
“Then I’ll go with you.”
“You can’t.”
“Yes, I—”
“You are the queen’s captain. You must stay at her side. That’s your job. Initiating the attack is mine. You can’t go with me.”
“I won’t let you go in there alone.”
“I won’t be alone. I’ll be with my men: Phillip, Garreth, Mathew. We’re all going. Every one of us.”
“Except me.”
“That was your choice,” the accusation escaped before she could stop it.
“Mara.”
“You chose to stay with the queen.”
“I made a vow, Mara!”
“A vow!” Anger ignited. “What about your vows to me, Edward? To love me? To be with me forever.”
“I didn’t leave you, Mara.”
“You didn’t come with me, either.” Mara’s rage dimmed to pain. “You chose her.”
“Her?”
“My aunt. You chose to stay with my aunt. The quest, those twenty-five years, the last two hundred. You always choose her!”
“There was no other option! I had to obey the queen. I swore to—”
“You swore to love me!” she shouted. “You swore you’d never leave me. You swore I’d never be alone. You promised, you…” 
Tears fell from her eyes, breaking through Edward’s indignation.
He stepped forward, grasping Mara’s arms, dragging her toward him. She struggled half-heartedly before burying her face against his chest. “me paenitet, mea rosa.”
“You were supposed to love me.”
“I do,” he answered on a harsh breath. He pushed her back to stare into her eyes. “I love you. A part of me wishes I did not; it would be so much easier. But Mara...” He leaned down until his lips were a breath from hers.
 “te amo, mea rosa.” He kissed her, the act reinforcing his declaration of love. “te amo.
mea rosa immortalis.”
“te amo, Edward.” She searched his gaze, begging for understanding. “With all my heart, I do. But I must go with my men.”
“I’ll do it.”
She gave a confused shake of her head. “Do what?”
“Go with you.”
“You—”
“I’ll take the vow.”
She stared at him blankly. “What vow?”
“The vow.” 
“The vow? The…vow to…”
“The vow of the Rose.”
She tilted her head, trying to speak, but words refused to come. 
“I’ll take the vow, and go with you in the attack. We will lead the Black Rose together.”
She stared at him, her brain having difficulty processing his decision. “You’ll what?”
“I said, I’ll take the vow.”
Silence filled the room. Mara’s gaze drifted as her mind attempted to form a cohesive thought. He had offered to join the Rose. To stand by her side, through whatever was to come.
She drew breath to speak, then stopped. Behind him, a single vine slithered down the stone wall. She watched its progress, the branch touching the floor before expanding across the vertical surface. Her eyes returned to the center vine. Upon its branch, red roses burst forth. 
As she watched transfixed, a drop of vivid color fell to the stone floor. More drops joined the first. 
The roses were not red—but silver. Silver roses, sprayed with the royal blood of the princess they had slain.
“mors,” the shadow whispered, though its physical form remained hidden.
Edward spoke as well, but his words were distant, faded.
The faceless shadow materialized before the now-barbed wall. 
“What do you want?”
“moriturus est.”
Mara’s blood turned cold. “eum desere,” she pleaded. “Leave him alone.”
“The roses must be fed.”
Fear clenched her heart. “Then feed. From me, not him.”
The shadow leaned toward her, covered in the same blood seeping from the roses. The crimson liquid dripped from its hands. She tried to jerk back, but was frozen where she stood. “cur hoc facis?” she asked. “Why are you doing this?”
“You are a princess of the blood most royal. You cannot escape your fate.”
The phantom pressed blood-covered hands to the sides of her face. She squeezed her eyes shut as blood trickled down her cheeks with a sickeningly wet touch.
With her eyes closed, she stood on a beach, vines of roses running along the line between damp and dry sand. Hesitantly, she walked along the coast, the waves splashing the hem of an azure gown she had never worn, sleeves hanging from her arms. She walked beside the vines until they turned into the sea.
The water turned red. Silver roses floated upon the surface, their blood-soaked petals tainting the previously blue water. Instinctively, she reached for the blade at her side. Withdrawing the silver sword, she found it also covered in blood. In shock, she dropped the ancient weapon, suppressing the urge to scream.
Something touched her arm. She jerked, twisting with wild eyes to find silver rose petals raining from the sky.
They were everywhere, falling at an alarming rate, covering the sand with a silver sheen. Mara knelt and carefully grabbed the blade she had dropped, ignoring the bloodied edge in exchange for the comfort of its protective weight.
She peered through the raining petals as a figure approached from the far end of the beach. Tightening her grip on the hilt of the Arius blade, she watched as the figure came closer. Recognizing Edward, Mara lowered her blade and moved toward him, rushing through the uneven sand.
She saw the form behind Edward too late. Screamed Edward’s name, but he did not have time to so much as draw a breath before the sharp blade struck in the center of his back. He shrieked, twisting his body, but the powerful stroke continued, the sword emerging from his chest, ripping his heart and left lung to shreds.
Mara yelled in a panic, slipping into the sand, struggling to reach him as the blade twisted, shredding more of the vital organs inside Edward’s chest, before withdrawing in a motion as devastating as the initial thrust. He tried to scream, but his lungs could not gather the air required to do so.
Mara reached him, not caring about the man with the blade, only the one lying on the sand. “Edward,” she spoke in terror. Blood gushed from his chest, coloring the silver roses upon which he had fallen. “Oh gods, Edward.” His eyes wide, he could not speak, blood filling his lungs and chest as his life slid from him. “Edward, no. non, mi amor. non. minime, precor!”
She tore off the hem of her gown, pushing the material into the wound with trembling fingers, but it would do little good. The injury was massive. Edward’s body stilled. Tears blurred her vision, falling freely down her face.
Edward made a deep sound, managing a single phrase. “mea rosa,” he said, blood sliding from the corner of his mouth at the effort. “mea rosa.” 
She pulled him close, her body shaking, rocking back and forth as Edward drew his last breath. “non. non. non.”
Mara lay on the beach sobbing, not caring whether she lived or died, as the man who had slain her beloved stood over her.
“Dorian,” Garreth’s voice conveyed his horror, “what have you done?”
The killer’s answer was vicious. “No less than they did to my brother.”
“Your brother murdered an innocent girl!” Garreth countered. “Our actions were just.”
“My brother. My mother. My father. My sisters! My entire court!”
Mara remained numb, holding Edward’s body, the conversation floating around her as though from a great distance. The man Garreth had identified as Dorian did not move toward her, but instead approached Garreth. 
“Dorian, what are you—”
The question stopped as Dorian swung his blade, opening Garreth’s throat. A spray of arterial blood splattered the killer’s face as a fresh scream ripped from Mara’s throat. On her feet in an instant, blade in her hand, she forced her way between her dying cousin and his assassin. 
“Who are you?”
He ignored the question, swinging his Arius blade toward her. She brought her sword up to meet his downward stroke, struggling as he pushed with all his strength down upon her. She managed to jerk left, but lost her footing in the shifting sand under the petals. 
The attacker followed her across the silver beach, his own blade crashing down repeatedly. She jerked left, bringing the edge of her sword toward his ribs. He parried, knocking the blow aside with practiced ease.
Mara thrust low, swiping the blade toward her attacker’s legs. He managed to jump unsteadily in the sand, avoiding her sword. She followed him, prepared to strike to his left, but this time he attacked first, bringing his own sword toward her right. She turned, knocking aside the sharp edge. 
Both stilled, each drawing a single breath before Mara twisted, her sword thrusting straight, the sharp tip searching for the center of his chest.
He jerked back. The sand shifted. Mara struggled not to fall. 
Dorian brought his sword down on Mara’s weapon, close to the hilt. She fought to maintain her grip, but her efforts proved unsuccessful, as the heavy blade slipped from her grasp. 
He slammed into her, taking advantage of her off-balance posture, knocking her to the ground.
Mara attempted to rise, but he pressed his knee into the center of her back. She tried to wiggle her way free. His fist smashed against her skull.
Her vision exploded. Blood and sand filled her mouth as she lay pinned upon the beach. “Go ahead. Kill me!”
The attacker gave a harsh laugh and shook his head.
She searched her memories, attempting in vain to identify the man, yet could not recall having seen him before.
He gave another laugh at her obvious confusion. “I do not wish to kill you, Mara. You were, after all, kind enough to spare me, once upon a time. Now we share a similar anguish, losing everything and everyone we ever held dear. How appropriate we alone should survive. sanguinea et argentea rosa, tandem una. Silver and blood. The last heirs of the immortal roses.”
“The last heirs?” She shook her head as the pressure on her back eased enough for her to turn and look up at the man speaking. His skin was a tanned bronze; darker than her own. Eyes the sea-blue of the Muir Court, silver lines moving within, like waves rolling through the ocean his bloodline was named for.
“At last, my blood rose princess, we are equal in pain.”
She stared into his pitiless eyes and stretched out her arm, reaching for her sword. He was faster, bringing his blade down squarely in line with her chest. She screamed, anticipating pain. 
It did not come.
Mara opened her eyes, not remembering having closed them. The blue-eyed attacker had vanished. 
She drew a deep breath, her heart erratic as she searched for the strength to stand. Pushing herself from the sand, her gaze traveled down the beach. She was alone, except for the bodies of her fallen companions. Their killer had vanished. 
“sanguis regius,” the phantom’s deep voice reached her. “The roses feed on royal blood.” 
“What do you want?” Mara screamed.
“You are the heir to the royal bloodline.”
“What does that mean?” she demanded. “What, by all the gods?”
“This is a shadow,” the phantom answered. “A shadow of what may yet come, should you not fulfill your vows.”
“My vows? When have I not…”
“A challenge like this, you have never faced, princess of the blood rose. A choice, you must make. A destiny from which you can never escape.” 
“What destiny?”
The phantom materialized before her, as always taking a veiled, faceless form. It reached toward her, touching her cheek. The icy touch caused Mara to flinch, but she did not pull away. “Fulfill the vow of the Black Rose, Princess.” It leaned forward and kissed her brow, cold seeping into her skin.
When the phantom pulled back, Mara stared at the shadow where eyes should have been. “Is Edward going to die? Please, lord or god, please, I beg of you. Tell me.”
Silence filled the air as swirling sand bit lightly into Mara’s skin. The messenger grew lighter, diminishing before her. 
“satin ille passus est?” she demanded. “Has he not suffered enough?”
The phantom disappeared, despair increasing in her heart. 
In the barest of whispers, the shadow promised, “If he climbs the wall with the Black Rose, yes, Edward will die.”
“And if he does not?”
“Fulfill your vow, princess of the rose.”
“And he’ll live?” 
The phantom vanished entirely, leaving Mara to wake from where she had collapsed in Edward’s arms.
 






Chapter XXIII
Lethia Castle
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Edward walked down the path, as he had done every day since Mara had left. His thoughts were chaotic, torn between the desire to respect Mara’s wishes, and a desperate urge to stand by her side, no matter what.
When the Arum Court had attacked, Edward had been prepared to face the torture the invaders threatened. Neither he, nor Mara, were strangers to such horrors. Even as the blade pressed into his skin, he had not flinched; he had, after all, endured far worse.
But he had been completely unprepared for Mara’s screams, which reverberated through the stone cell. Her panic had awoken memories, of all the times she had been forced to be strong, because he had failed to be so. A thousand years of agony poured from her lips as she thrashed against the chair to which she’d been bound. A panic strong enough that even their tormentor had seen fit to release his prisoners’ bonds, leaving Edward in the cell to soothe her. The whimpers of his strong, brave princess tore at his heart. She had been reduced to a broken shadow of the woman he knew. 
He had gathered her into his arms.
She had struggled against him. “Please, Edward, don’t force me to watch her harm you! precor, mi amor! precor!” She had begged, pleaded, implored.
Her pain took him back to the night when he found the young princess screaming over her parents’ graves. 
“You left me!” she had cried. The same accusation she would later lay at his feet. He had left her. Like her mother. Gone to a place she could not follow.
But the deepest betrayal had been after his return. Mara, who had been his savior, became the breathing reminder of all he had been through in the Bròn Court dungeons. Mistaking Mara’s empathy for pity, every look, every glance, reminded him he was no longer the infallible hero who had sworn to protect her unto death.
Mara had found him broken, absent even the reason required to understand his love had come at last. He despised his weakness, and being unable to hide it from Mara was unbearable. He pushed her away, tainting her unconditional love with a sea of self-loathing.
Liza, with her carefree laugh, and joyful eyes, had never known the agony that plagued her cousin. She helped him discover hints of light within his damaged soul. Gentle, sweet Liza, who had the misfortune of being born heir to the darkest of thrones. Liza had looked at him without the grief that filled Mara’s eyes, nor the pity of so many others. For this, he had loved her; a love he would never be able to freely express.
Edward knew, deep down, the slivers of his heart remained intact by the sheer force of Mara’s will. Even separated by damning waves of pain that lay between them, he could never escape the love he bore for Mara. In his pain, he had allowed himself to harm her, betraying Mara by finding joy in the light of Liza’s gentle smile. A betrayal which had never been reciprocated.
He had betrayed Mara. She had never betrayed him. 
As Mara had lain shuddering in his arms during the Arum Court attack, Edward had watched helplessly. Her pain was revealed as she had crumbled. When was the last time he had seen her so? Had it been the day of Liza’s death?
No. He had been the one who had fallen apart the night Liza died. And Mara had held him together; held the entire guard together, every day until she had, with the end of her strength, stepped between his flesh and the blade of his queen. 
His mind traveled back further, finally reaching the catalyst he sought. The night he had agreed to embark on the queen’s quest, breaking the heart of a nineteen-year-old girl who attempted to be strong. 
“You’ll come back.”
He had whispered reassuring promises. Promises he’d been unable to keep. The pain of his absence transformed the young girl into a hardened captain.
Edward struggled with these thoughts daily, walking along the rose-covered path. Her breakdown made his heart ache, a reminder that beneath her fierce reputation was the young girl he had held beside her parents’ grave. The blushing young woman who had freely offered herself to him. The source of a love that had sustained him through a thousand years.
Now he struggled in her original position, forced to wait as she embarked upon a quest with little chance of success. 
As he rounded the corner, a voice called his name. He turned to see Nolan walking toward him from a side path on his right. He waved a hand in greeting, and waited for the younger man to approach.
“Am I disturbing you, my lord?”
“Not at all.”
“You walk these paths often, my lord. As I have been attempting to learn my way around the grounds, I was wondering if I might join you?”
“Certainly,” he answered, motioning down the path to where the trail he had been idly following split. “Though, as I have never been a member of the Black Rose, I cannot say these trails are ones with which I am intimately familiar.”
Nolan seemed to consider this, then smiled. “Perhaps, my lord, we could explore together?”
Edward nodded. “Lead the way.” Closing his coat against the chilly air, Edward walked beside Nolan.
“This path eventually reaches the rose garden.” Nolan indicated to the right. “Let’s take the other and see where it goes.”
The men took the left fork, disturbing an occasional pebble as they walked over the cold ground. They traveled for nearly a quarter-hour before rounding a bend, which exposed a spectacular mountain view. Icy tips met the first colors of sunset, making the snowy peaks appear in shades of pinks and purples. Both men paused in appreciation of the secluded beauty. 
Edward broke the silence. “Go ahead and ask.”
“Ask?”
Edward turned toward the younger man. “Whatever it is you came on this walk to know.”
Nolan took a breath. “She’s survived worse, right? I mean, she’s famous for battles such as these.”
Edward watched his warm breath mist the air as he returned his gaze to the horizon. “You are correct. She is….what is the term the young ones use…the ‘stuff of legends’?”
“I have heard that term, though some would say the same of you, Captain.”
“Hardly. Mara, perhaps, but certainly not me.” 
“The battle of the Muir Court is more an assortment of myth, rather than a cohesive tale.”
Edward gave a short chuckle. “You are aware, I presume, the Black Rose led the invasion of the Muir Court?”
Nolan nodded.
“I can rarely recall a time in my life when I knew as much fear as the day I realized Mara would be entering the castle without me.”
“Without you, my lord?”
“I have never been a member of the Black Rose Guard, but on the eve of the battle, I offered to take the required vows. Willing to do anything that would prevent Mara from scaling the walls of our enemy court without me. I am the queen’s captain, you see, and as such, required to remain by the sovereign’s side. The Black Rose would begin what would become the most famous battle in the history of the immortal courts.”
 






Chapter XXIV
Eve of the Muir Court Battle 
1400 AD
 
They argued every step of the journey to the Muir Court.
“You’ve begged me for decades—centuries—to join your guard. Now I’m willing, and you refuse to accept my vows?”
“You’re not making this choice for the right reasons,” she countered. “You’re only offering because you’re afraid.”
“Of course I’m afraid, Mara.”
She stared at him in surprise as he grabbed her arm and led her into the forest surrounding the field where their combined army had made camp. 
Once sufficiently shrouded, Edward said, “We are going to war, Mara. Against the only rival this court has ever encountered. I would be a fool to not be afraid. Can you honestly say you are not?”
Mara could not lie. “I am.”
“Why won’t you allow me to fight beside you?”
She wanted to tell him, Because I watched you and Garreth die. But if she uttered that revelation, the odds of Edward allowing her from his sight would become non-existent. I’m trying to protect you would be equally rejected by the proud captain. 
Mara recognized a part of Edward hated her for rescuing him, a reversal of the savior role he longed to fill. The act stood between them now, as it had for the past five hundred years. An inescapable truth, which Edward could not seem to overcome, in spite of the fact he desperately longed to.
To inform Edward the reason he could not accompany her was that she was saving him from the Muir Court, as she had once been forced to save him from the Bròn, was something his ego would not abide.
Mara dug deep and met his question in a manner that would appeal to what he valued more than pride—honor and duty. “Edward, we keep going over this, but I will say it again. You are the captain of the queen’s guard. You swore a sacred oath, to stand steadfast by your queen, during encounters exactly like these. What are oaths for, my captain, if not to hold us true when times are most difficult? Most frightening?”
“Mara, I—”
“This fight will be lethal. Not everyone will survive, and as to who shall, only the gods know. I can’t control the outcome, and neither can you. All I can do, is stay true to the oath I made upon the death of my princess, as you must stay true your own vows. You taught me duty and honor, and I am not about to abandon them now. We chose this path, both of us; I to the Rose, you to the Lorcan. It’s time we face our future, and pray to emerge soundly on the other side.”
He stared at her, eyes shining with pain and anger. There was no argument; her statements were true, the course they had chosen eternally varied, despite constant intermingling.
Edward leaned down to better meet her gaze, his apology laced with sadness. “me paenitet, mi amor. I should have chosen you.”
Her planned retort vanished at his confession. She swallowed, drawing and releasing a deep breath. “Non, mi amor. You couldn’t have chosen me. You warned me, the day I joined the royal guard, this life would never be our own.”
“te elegissem, Mara. I should have followed you.” He stared into her silver depths. “ignosce mihi, mea rosa.” 
“minime, precor,” she answered. “There is nothing to forgive. precor, mi amor.”
The sorrow in Edward’s expression threatened to shred the last of Mara’s resolve. Only the vision of his promised death prompted her to remain strong. “It is as Lord Ralis once said. amor, confector honoris.” 
Love, the death of honor.
The words, spoken just before Edward killed the man Mara’s father had called friend, struck him like a physical blow. His expression clouded, anger rising at Mara’s use of the unwanted memory. “cur hoc facis?” he demanded as he pulled away from her.
“Wait, Edward, please!” 
He paused at her plea and turned back.
She moved forward, leaves and grass crunching under her steps. “I’m sorry.”
“Answer the question, Mara.”
“I tried to reason with you by speaking of honor and duty. Now indulge me in the only argument I have remaining—love.” She drew a harsh breath. “I love you, Edward. You and no other. Right or wrong.”
“precor, mea rosa—”
“Let me finish. You promised to protect me, when I was a child. And as such, you resent that I saved you from the Bròn Court. But, Edward, I am not a child. I haven’t been for centuries. I’m a woman, and I love you. If you love me as well, you must accept there will be times when you do not get to be the protector.” She willed him to understand. “Sometimes, mi amor, we must protect each other, even when you don’t want me to. te semper protegam. Always, whether you will it, or no.”
“Mara, I—”
“Do you trust me, Edward?”
“What?”
“Do you trust me?” 
“Of course I do.”
“Trust me now. precor, mi amor. Trust me when I say you must stay with the queen, and I must go with the Rose. I will protect you, mi amor, even if you hate me for it.” 
“I don’t hate you, Mara.”
“A part of you does,” sorrow laced her tone, “but I don’t care. You’re here, alive. precor, mi amor.
mori malim quam sine te vivere,
Eduarde.”
“Mara, please don’t.”
“I mean every word. I would rather die than live without you. My heart would cease to beat.” Her voice was unsteady. “Edward, please. te precor. I am begging you.” She drew a breath that sounded more like a wheezing gasp. “If you believe I don’t want you by my side, you’re wrong. But if you are with me, this battle will be our doom. I am afraid, mi amor. Help me not to be.”
“How?”
“mihi fide, Edward. Trust me now.” 
“All right, Mara,” he answered her, defeated. She moved closer and he opened his arms, drawing her into a tight embrace. “I do trust you.”
“Promise, you shall do as I ask?”
“promitto.” Tremors ran up her spine, prompting Edward to pull her more securely against him. 
“Do you still love me, Edward? After…”
“te amo, rosa, mea rosa immortalis. cor meum solum tibi est. And when this is over, Mara, I will do anything you ask.”
“What if all I want is to wake up every morning in your arms?”
“If that is your wish, Mara, you shall have it.”
She pulled back and found herself facing an entity more terrifying than any she had faced before: the prospect of hope. “Would you truly leave the guard, Edward?”
Unwavering, he met royal violet eyes. “Yes, Mara, for you.”
Edward leaned down and kissed her, again whispering the promise of a future.
 






Chapter XXV
Eve of the Muir Court Battle
1400 AD
 
The army had stopped as close to the tree line as they could. However, with the castle itself located on a sandy beach, they were miles from their actual target. Camping any closer risked the element of surprise.
The four thousand gathered immortals represented not only warriors of the Rose and Lorcan courts, but also the Bròn, Dolor, and Cerulean; all three lesser courts who had sworn their loyalty to the Lorcan. Vague dispatches had been sent to each court, who had responded with the respective armies they’d been instructed to gather. In order to maintain secrecy, the true purpose of their venture had not been revealed.
In front of the legion, Mara had presumed she would stand beside the queen, as her aunt rallied the army. Instead, Clarissa had pulled her to the front of the watchful crowd, insisting this revelation be delivered not by herself, but instead by her respected niece, whose reputation proceeded her. “You’ve spilled enough blood for men such as these,” the queen had whispered with a flash of her cruel smile. “Convince them it is time to spill some of theirs.”
Accustomed to speaking to men, though admittedly not in so large a collection, Mara accepted the queen’s command, moving to the front of the crowd as they fell to silence.
“My name is Mara Sethian,” she stated as clearly as she could.
“Princess,” a voice called. 
“I was born a princess, this is true. However, it is not as a princess that I speak to you today.”
She gathered the air to continue. “I come instead, a mournful friend, devastated by the loss of the brave men and women who once stood by my side. A distraught captain, who watched those sworn to serve me honor their vow with a dying breath. A heartbroken girl, bereft at the loss of my beloved cousin, Princess Liza, whom I considered more akin to a young sister, so dear she was to my heart.”
Mara walked closer to the crowd, which parted, allowing her to center herself better among the listeners. “I come to you, my most honored and esteemed of lords and ladies, to implore you for understanding. To request your assistance in fulfilling a most sacred vow, which I am unable to fulfill on my own.” She turned to address different faces.
“You all know what happened to her, on a night not unlike this one. A group of assassins entered the Lorcan court, and in cold blood, murdered our beloved princess. The most gentle woman to ever grace our sacred halls. My cousin, your princess, whose body they mutilated before claiming the life that sustained her, and the heart of the Lorcan Court, to which you have, one and all, sworn to serve.”
Mara watched the men, surprise showing as she spoke of the night most would rather have forgotten. Anger from those who had been unable to. “The one responsible for this most heinous of crimes, the murderer—the butcher—of our beloved Liza, is his Royal Highness Prince Nicholi of the Muir Court!”
The crowd erupted. Shouts of disbelief combined with screams of anger, horror, and disgust. The cacophony went on for quite some time before Mara raised her arms and the crowd rippled again to silence.
“I wish I could have summoned you with different news. This information is horrifying, as are the necessary consequences to follow. I too have friends among the Muir Court guard.
“You don’t want to believe it; please trust me when I say, I did not wish to either. The truth has been confirmed by the highest and most sacred of all beings in the immortal courts—the high priestess herself. Also, as the captain of the Black Rose, and your crown princess, elevated to both titles by the stroke of Nicholi’s lethal Arius blade, I affirm the verdict of guilty based on knowledge I’ve obtained.
“I am a princess, and captain, though—not a queen. As such, I am not here to give you orders. Instead, I implore you, one and all, to assist me in avenging the death of not only our beloved princess, and my cousin, but to also extract retribution for the lives of those who died attempting to protect her. Men and women who were exemplary knights, trusted friends, caring sons and daughters, loving fathers, and honored members of the Lorcan Guard. Brave and loyal knights, who spent their lives protecting not only the royal family, but the entire court.”
She allowed her gaze to travel across the crowd, making eye-contact with as many as she could. “I ask, in all humility, will you stand with me now to procure justice for the fallen? Help restore the honor stolen when the Muir Court invaded our sacred grounds, and slew—in an act of unprovoked, cold-blooded murder—your princess, and the warriors brave enough to stand between their blades and her life?” 
Mara didn’t know what to expect. Demands of presentable proof? The crowd scattering, understandable fear driving them from joining her cause? Cries of outrage, that these men and woman should be expected to risk their lives to avenge a princess most had never glimpsed, let alone come to know? 
Instead, four Black Rose knights stepped forward and, before the silent crowd, dropped to their knees before her. They unsheathed their blades, placing the tip to the ground as their hands grasped the hilts.
Three more stepped forward, joining the kneeling men. The act stole the very breath from her chest.
Inspired, another row stepped forward and also knelt, triggering a chain reaction. Knight after knight fell to their knees, silently swearing fealty to the captain of the Rose, until only she, and the upper members of the Lorcan Guard, remained standing.
Mara exchanged a glance with Edward, at a loss for words. The weight of trust made it difficult to speak, to breathe. This demonstration was the same loyalty shown when she had come to her men, asking for help in avenging their fallen captain. They had agreed, one and all, no hesitation from a single guardsman. Yet, those men had been within a single unit, each answering to the same captain. Today they knelt before her, from different courts, the majority having never even seen her before. Their allegiance was overwhelming.
Edward stepped toward her, carefully shuffling through the kneeling men. When he reached her, Edward also withdrew his blade. This act was followed by the sound of sliding metal on her right. Mara turned to find both Garreth and Phillip standing behind her. On the opposite side, Mathew, Sarah, and Brendan. They stared at Edward, taking their cue from the captain.
“You don’t have—”
But her protest was cut off as Edward knelt down, followed by her own sub-captains. She trembled, the gravity of their actions creating a burden she was uncertain she would be able to bear, yet she had no choice.
No screams arose from those gathered. No cheers at the prospect of partaking in the upcoming battle. No chants of loyalty.
Merely a simple statement, made by the captain of the Lorcan Guard, to the captain of the Rose. “rosa nigra te in vita tueatur teque in morte ulciscatur. May the Black Rose protect you in life and avenge you in death.”
 






Chapter XXVI
Present Day
Lethia Castle
 
“The battle of the Muir Court was hardly a battle at all.
“A thousand things could have gone wrong. A single traitor would have changed the outcome. Someone quicker to recognize the threat Mara posed, walking calmly along the wall into the guard tower, waving her hand in greeting, before following the gesture of friendship with a swift thrust of her Arius blade.
“The battle was a blur, Nolan. I waited by my queen’s side, anxious to know the outcome, and wondering if I would ever again see my immortal rose while she still breathed. But much to our collective surprise, something strange happened.”
“What do you mean, my lord?”
“Normally in a battle such as the one planned, fires would be lit. Shouts and screams would be heard, echoing over the sound of clanging metal. People would quickly become alert, and in most castles, including the Muir, bells would clang in warning, awakening slumbering lords and ladies to warn them of the impending threat. Yet, as the second wave of our army approached from the south, using the last hour of darkness to cover our advance, we heard…nothing.”
“Nothing?”
“No bell was struck. No shouts awoke sleeping lords. As we drew closer, I became ever more certain Mara had been led into a trap. Killed before she, or her men, could utter so much as a scream.”
“But that was not the case,” a second voice entered their conversation.
Nolan turned to find Sarah a few paces away. He’d been so engrossed in Edward’s story, he had not heard her approach. “My lady.”
She acknowledged him with a nod. “Edward is correct. A great number of things could have gone wrong. Any one of them would have easily altered the outcome of the night’s events. Yet, none did. Whispers would speculate the gods themselves guarded our steps, angry at the loss of their chosen princess. Perhaps they were correct; I have never seen a battle so blessed for a particular side, nor am I likely to again.”
Nolan turned to better face Sarah. “You were already a member of the Black Rose at that time, weren’t you?”
“Yes,” Sarah answered. “The days leading up to the battle were a scattered haze. But the morning of the attack, I recall with crystal clarity, even after all these centuries.” 






Chapter XXVII
Battle of the Muir Court
1400 AD
 
Having spent months analyzing the comings and goings of the guard, they were well-prepared for reaching the top of the wall to dispatch the tower guards. However, the instructions Mara gave to her group were a surprise to all.
“Captain Erik initiated new trainees into the guard yesterday. As you move forward, act as if you belong.”
The knights surrounding her exchanged glances.
Sarah asked, “New trainees?”
Mara nodded, her face splattered with the blood of the man she had executed. “Every five years, on this date, for as long as Erik has been captain.”
She walked to the window, grabbing the inner folds of a drapery to clean up as much as she could, instructing Phillip to do the same. Between dark clothes, and the surrounding night, any residue was effectively covered. Mara ordered her men to move the two bodies to the far corner, shifting several chairs to help shield them, so not to raise alarm. 
In compact groups, she ordered the rest of the men to filter from the room. Thus they moved from one tower to the next, eliminating each of the guardsmen with the same ease as she and Phillip had done. Once the towers were secure, ladders were lowered, allowing the rest of the Black Rose Guard to enter the castle grounds a few members at a time.
Mara herself led a group down to the gatehouse. With Phillip by her side, Mara knocked on the wooden door, before proceeding to push it open.
Inside were two men, seated on either side of a rough oak table. “Hello,” one stated, as Mara and Phillip entered, “are you here to relieve us?”
“Yes.” Mara moved forward, her hand resting on the silver hilt of her still-sheathed blade. “We are, my lord.”
“I’ve not seen you before,” said the other. “Are you new recruits?”
Mara did not answer, but shifted her course to the second speaker. When she reached him, she withdrew her blade in a fluid motion, and thrust the sharp tip into the left side of the man’s neck. So quickly did the strike come, the man could not even offer the scream required to give warning, instead emanating only a rough gurgle. Beside him, his companion suffered the same fate, dying on the edge of Phillip’s Arius sword.
Once both men were dead, Mara stepped back to the door and motioned in approximately ten members of the Black Rose Guard. After moving the bodies out of the way, she positioned two of them by the crank used to open the drawbridge that marked the main entrance to the castle.
“Should we open the gates, my lady?”
“No,” Mara answered, again taking the room aback by the statement. “If the bridge opens unexpectedly, the Muir Court will know something is wrong. We want to avoid alerting them for as long as possible. Therefore, I am leaving ten of you in this room. Six to protect the door; the remaining four, when an alert is finally sounded, will open the gates, no matter what. Do you understand me?”
“Yes, Captain Mara.”
She turned and motioned specifically to Brendan. “I am leaving you in charge of this task. Succeed, and I will promote you to fourth-in-command of the Rose Guard.”
“Yes, my lady,” he answered. “I shall see the gates opened. No matter what.”
Mara motioned for the balance of the assault team to follow her, again filtering out in groups of three to avoid attracting attention. With unparalleled efficiency, guardsmen were lured around blind corners, or to empty doors. The Muir Court was totally unprepared.
One of many mysteries: where the Lorcan dwellings were an underground fortress, the Muir castle was a golden palace. An abundance of glass windows should have exposed the attack. Instead, the night betrayed those vengeance sought. 
Mara glided from one room to the next, silently killing many in their sleep.
The irony of murdering enemies in their beds, as Princess Liza had been killed, was not lost on the Black Rose warriors, who valued honor above all else. But however distasteful the comparison, her knights obeyed without question. 
Reaching the more-heavily guarded family chambers, Mara turned to the two men closest to her. “Tell Brendan to open the gates.”
As they moved quickly to obey her order, she shifted her gaze to the rest of the knights. “Draw your swords,” she instructed, though the order was pointless, naked blades already in the hands of every man and woman who had followed her through the slaughter. “The men in the next room stand between us and the man who killed Liza. No life is to be spared.”
With that command, Mara pushed open the door before her, which gave way to the sound of scraping stone. The men behind her rushed ahead, swords ready in their hands. 
Mara did not follow, prompting Phillip to pause. “My lady?”
“The men need you, or at least,” she motioned to his sword, “the blade you carry.”
“Where are you going, Mara?”
“To the guard chambers.”
He eyed her. “There are still men down there, Mara. If you enter those chambers in the center of this commotion, you may not survive.”
“Actually, it’s the commotion I’m counting on.”
“Mara, he’s the best sword in the Muir Court. Perhaps the best sword in any court.”
“Second best.” She offered a tight smile as the sound of clashing metal echoed from the rooms beyond.
“This is not a normal fight, Mara; this is bringing killers to justice. You do not have to offer him—”
“He’s the captain of the Muir Court Guard. He will face me with a sword in his hand. If situations were reversed, he would allow me to do the same.”
Phillip stepped closer, invading Mara’s personal space. She resisted the urge to step away. “Like he allowed Liza to die?”
The comparison stung, but Mara forced herself to meet his sea-blue eyes. “Erik had no choice but to accompany his prince.”
“He killed Davith, who was as skilled with a blade as you, and had much more experience. Erik’s was the only sword in the Muir Guard capable of besting him.”
“Which is the reason he is going to die by my blade.”
Screams of pain added to the clanging metal, prompting Mara to motion toward the room beyond. “They need you, Phillip. Should I fall, fulfill our vow, and see Prince Nicholi brought to justice.”
“Mara, if someone must fight Erik, let it be me.”
“No.” Mara shook her head. “Davith was my second, not yours. I owe him this much. The Lorcan army will assist you in killing whoever remains. I must find Erik, before someone else claims the life I have vowed to take with my own hands.”
Phillip wanted to argue, but there was no time. Instead, he watched her walk alone down the corridor before vanishing from sight.
 






Chapter XXVIII
Battle of the Muir Court
1400 AD
 
By the time Mara reached the guard quarters, chaos ruled the day. No one took notice as she made her way to Erik’s chambers, nor recognized her as the Lorcan princess, or Black Rose captain. Echoing voices and shouted commands redirected her to the dining room, where the esteemed captain was issuing orders while struggling to understand fractured reports of slain warriors and the appearance of knights none had ever seen before.
Erik did not see her immediately, concentrating on issuing instructions for the men to follow him to the royal chambers, to support his sub-captain guarding the king and queen. As he issued a last command, he surveyed the room for understanding, and his eyes swept the doorway where Mara stood. 
For a time, he looked down. 
Mara watched comprehension dawn as his movements stilled. 
He returned his gaze to Mara, who stood in black attire, her shirt uncomfortably sticky with the blood of the men she had killed. After a nod in her direction, he turned to his sub-captain. “Are my instructions understood?”
“Yes, my lord.”
Erik waved a dismissive hand, motioning his men from the room. “Proceed. You know your orders.”
Mara shifted left of the door, placing her back against the wall as the men filtered out.
The sub-captain lingered, waiting for Erik to follow.
 “I’ll be along in a while,” he informed.
The man’s gaze fell on Mara’s unfamiliar figure. “You heard your orders,” the sub-captain addressed whom he presumed to be a new recruit. “Do you have information to add?”
In tones absurdly calm for the massacre taking place around them, Erik made a formal introduction of the two knights. “Sebastian, may I introduce Princess Mara, captain of the Black Rose Guard. I assume she has come to make me aware she had an opportunity to slip into my chamber and slit my throat as I slept, but has instead chosen a more honorable path, as her father would have done, had he lived to see this battle.” Erik cleared his throat. “Am I assuming correctly, my lady?”
“Yes,” she answered, her voice tighter than the hand that rested on the hilt of her Arius blade.
It took a few seconds for Sebastian to process the information. He went for his blade, but the hesitation had cost him, allowing Mara to press hers against his throat.
“I wouldn’t,” Mara cautioned.
“She’s correct, Sebastian. I suggest you carry out your orders. The princess and I have some personal business to attend.”
“My lord,” the man answered, remaining still under the press of Mara’s blade, “she’s here to kill you.”
“Yes,” he answered, “but not without a blade in my hand.”
“I would never dream of it, Captain Erik. To defeat you by any other method would be an unworthy way to claim your life.”
“As it would be equally unworthy to claim yours, Captain Mara.”
“Erik!” Sebastian called, not understanding this exchange of respectful threats.
“Leave us, Sebastian. That’s an order.”
“The last he shall ever give,” Mara added. “I suggest you honor it.”
Mara allowed Sebastian to step back. 
He turned to Erik, who nodded toward the door.
Sebastian took a step toward the threshold, but instead of leaving, used the distance to draw his sword in defiance of his orders.
Mara was prepared. He began to turn, but before he completed the movement, Mara twisted, thrusting her Arius sword deep into Sebastian’s right side. The blade separated his ribs to pierce the lung beneath. He fell, his weapon clattering to the stone floor as Mara twisted the blade, further tearing the organ required to draw breath, before removing her sword.
She turned to Erik with cold eyes, his friend dying at her feet. “I did give him the opportunity to leave.”
He walked forward, and Mara stepped back, allowing the captain space to kneel beside his fallen knight. A single glance revealed the wound to be fatal. He looked up at Mara while reaching for his own Arius blade.
“Yours or mine.” She offered him a chance to not be forced to kill his friend.
He did not answer, instead giving Sebastian’s hand a gentle squeeze. “It has been my honor,” he said, before sliding the tip of his own weapon into his friend’s neck. He held Sebastian’s hand as the life slid from him. 
Erik stood and faced the princess, surveying a room crowded with tables, benches, and forgotten gear. “Shall we take a walk, my lady?”
Mara nodded, trailing a pace behind him as they moved down a series of deserted hallways, ignoring the screams of those dying above. They reached a doorway, and Erik stepped inside.
Mara looked in cautiously, searching the room to find the chamber barren. She moved to enter, when a voice called her name.
“Captain Mara! The royal—” Sarah’s update ceased as Mara held up a hand, ordering her to silence.
“I’m sorry, Sarah, but this is not a fight to which you can be privy.”
Unlike Phillip, Sarah offered no verbal objections, but merely stood mute, acknowledging the two higher-ranked warriors with a simple nod as Mara stepped inside and closed the door. 
 






Chapter XXIX
Battle of the Muir Court
1400 AD
 
Mara offered the briefest of bows before the captain of the Silver Rose Guard. A man who had inspired her as a young knight. And now, a man whose life she intended to take. 
Facing him, she struggled to keep her mind from slipping back to a night nearly two hundred years prior, when she had shared a dance with the rival captain.
“Honor,” she repeated the words Erik had then spoken to her, “is such a tricky thing. Makes it difficult to know what can and cannot be spoken, before it exists no more.”
Erik offered a sad smile. “Tell me, Lady Mara, is it still a hero you see?”
She stared into his sea blue eyes, silver lines shimmering in horizontal waves, like waves moving upon the ocean. “No, my lord.”
“What do you see?”
“A killer,” she answered. “Every time I look in the mirror.”
Erik nodded and continued the echo, “Perhaps one of the greatest to ever live—”
“But a killer, nonetheless. I want to hear you say the words you refused to speak when we last spoke. Tell me who killed our princess.”
“I assume, my lady, by your very presence, you already know the answer you seek.”
“I will have you say it, just the same.”
Silence followed.
“Why?” Mara demanded. “She was a child.”
“For the same reason, my lady, you stand here now. Fulfillment of a sacred vow and, above all, honor—at any cost.”
“tu morieris,” she warned. “And then I will kill you.”
“Do you remember what I asked you, when I predicted my death at your hands?”
She closed her eyes.
“I dread the day I see you across the field of battle. Yet, I know the day will come.” He stared into her violet eyes and, to her further surprise, leaned down and kissed her. “When that day comes, my lady, consider this kindness I have shown. Kill me quickly and I shall consider the debt repaid.”
“I remember, my lord, and am here to repay the requested debt.”
She offered a formal bow to the elder captain, and tightened both hands on the hilt of her Arius blade. In doing so, her finger touched the end of the roses etched into the enchanted metal. Across from her, the captain of the Muir Court raised his own sword, also of gleaming silver.
He returned her bow. “I am sure, my lady, a great many have told you of your resemblance to your mother. Yet seeing you now, holding the blade of kings, you are undeniably the child of your father, Prince Michael.”
She nodded, maintaining her firm grip on the blade. “I hope, my lord, I prove to be his child in skill as well. That this blade remains true in my royal hands, where it failed to do so in his.”
“I cannot give you this fight.”
“I don’t recall asking you to do so.”
“No, but I wish I could.”
“Should have considered that before you allowed your prince to slay my cousin.”
With that condemnation, Mara swung her heavy blade, the sound of clashing metal shattering whatever answer Erik might have formed. The two captains stared at each other over crossed blades. Mara’s heart increased its pace, but otherwise she remained calm; training replaced thought as she waited for the Muir captain to initiate the next stroke.
He obliged, stepping back to swing his Arius blade to her right side. Mara met the stroke, again causing the chamber to fill with the sound of their deadly duel. 
Mara pulled back. Adjusting her grip, she thrust her sword forward, directly to Erik’s broad chest. He jerked back, while moving his own blade in an upward motion, forcing Mara’s high. Missing her mark, Mara fought to maintain control, and she stepped back before lowering her blade and resuming a defensive position.
Erik lunged, swinging to her left with tremendous force. Mara jumped back. His blade swept the air harmlessly, though too close for comfort. In response to the danger, Mara’s consciousness sank deeper into her training. She pulled her sword closer, never removing her eyes from those of the man she sought to kill.
The captain again thrust toward Mara, this time to her right. She arched the path of her blade, meeting the intended thrust with her Arius sword. Initially she pushed hard, then relented, moving her blade down, toward Erik’s legs. He saw her movement, lowering his own blade to stop her intended attack.
Swiftly, Mara pulled back. This time she offered no pause, swinging her blade to Erik’s right side. He met her attack, thrusting his blade toward Mara’s chest. The blades pressed together and Erik pushed hard. Mara slid back several paces, but managed to resist being pushed to her knees under his strength.
Erik stopped pushing, but held his blade against Mara’s, waiting for her next move. She slid her blade down his, filling the air with the high-pitched sound of scraping metal. Mara pulled back, but before her arm had fully receded, she thrust high. Unprepared for the movement, Erik turned, but did not prevent the tip of Mara’s blade from penetrating his shoulder.
With a hiss, Erik drew back. The cut was deep. Though not debilitating, the injury would benefit the advancing princess.
Mara followed his retreat across the floor, her face showing nothing at the achievement of drawing first blood. Instead she remained numb, seven hundred years of training guiding the blade her fingers knew too well.
She thrust again, driving her sword to the right, putting her weight into the stroke in an attempt to overcome his defenses.
Erik jerked out of reach, causing Mara to miss. She rushed forward, swinging her weapon. Again, she met only air. She followed him across the barren chamber, her blade repeatedly unsuccessful at reaching its intended target as the two captains danced again, this time to a different choreography.
Winded from blood loss, Erik stopped retreating and met her blade with his own. The song of the ancient metal reverberated across the chambers.
Mara’s skin had become clammy from exertion. Her breaths more labored with each ferocious swing of the heavy Arius blade. All points of conversation were past, as the captains of the Black and Silver Rose circled each other, each intent on ending the life of the other.
Erik lunged, aiming his sword directly toward Mara’s chest. She side-stepped him, then whirled, bringing the edge of her blade to Erik’s back, slicing through the material to the skin beneath, but not deep enough to cause true damage.
“Second blood,” Mara stated, adjusting her grip as she prepared to again approach the other warrior.
She moved toward him in a smooth sequence, bringing her blade up and down. With the last step, she swung left. Erik parried, driving her back several paces before the blades separated, allowing her to push forward. She moved the blade to his left, then right, and back to the left, using the momentum of each strike to drive her into the next swing. Sweat forced her to wipe her brow between each series of attacks, to keep the salty fluid from disrupting her vision. 
Erik twisted and turned, only to be matched by Mara’s silver weapon. His shoulder ached from where the Lorcan blade had pierced it, causing his movements to be stiffer than he would have liked. A stiffness he feared would soon get the better of him.
The princess was relentless. Her blade again moved to his left side, her vicious persistence knowing no bounds. She swung low. He met the attack, and she drove the weapon up, the jerking motion causing a stabbing pain to run through his injured arm. 
Seeing his grimace, she pressed further, striking hard, causing another sharp pain. Leaning back, she thrust toward his chest. He met her blade, pushing downward. She jerked up. He attempted to follow, but was unable to raise his arm fast enough.
Mara’s blade sliced into his upper chest. The cut was deep, metal scraping against the bone breastplate. This time he was unable to suppress a roar of pain as the blade sliced him from sternum to shoulder. 
Erik’s sword fell from his fingers, allowing Mara’s to fully enter his side, tearing through his ribs and into his left lung. He broke his fall with his uninjured arm, before collapsing to the ground.
Mara stepped forward, kicking his Arius blade to the side, and stared down at the defeated captain. Drawing several labored breaths before speaking, Mara apologized, “I am sorry, Captain Erik. I wish there could have been another way.”
He looked up at her, meeting her violet-silver eyes with his own unnatural blue. “I always knew,” he managed to say, “my death waited in your hands.”
“The hands of a killer, not a hero.”
“No,” he answered. “Never a hero.” 
He drew a wheezing breath. “Liza didn’t… understand… about you and Edward.”
“What?”
“Your princess… she was sorry… she hurt you.”
“You can’t possibly know!” Her voice was sharp. “How dare you pretend to know anything she thought!” 
“My lady… there’s more—”
“Tell me who killed her!” she repeated her earlier demand. “Speak his name!”
The smell of blood strengthened through the chamber. Erik coughed, blood splattering his broken breaths.
“I want his name, Captain Erik.”
“Nicholi,” he affirmed what Mara knew. “Nicholi killed your Princess Liza.”
Mara’s eyes closed, more comforted in her course of action by the confession of this fallen, honorable man than in the assurances of the high priestess.
“Thank you,” she answered. “Now I shall fulfill the requested kindness, and consider my debt repaid.”
Mara stepped above him, aligning her blade with his chest. Meeting his blue eyes a final time, she was unable to keep the sorrow from her voice. “ignosce mihi, mi dux.” 
With that, she plunged her blade deep into his heart, ending his life in a single, fatal thrust.






Chapter XXX
Lethia Castle
Present Day
 
“The slaughter of the Muir Court was monstrous, but for those who had sworn fealty to the Black Rose, far more so. Mara’s men had won the battle before I entered the palace grounds, leaving only random strays for the remaining forces. To see the aftermath was difficult enough. But, for most of us, we could only imagine the horror that had transpired before our arrival.”
Edward drew a breath to continue. He stood alone with the younger man, Sarah having been called away by a Black Rose guardsman unfamiliar to the Ciar captain. 
“I wish I could tell you, Nolan, that I was able to wrap my mind around what had happened. That I had been compassionate enough to empathize with how Mara had been pushed beyond even her breaking point. But the aftermath…” Edward kept his gaze steadily upon the horizon, the sun now vanishing behind the mountains. “I wish…”
“But you couldn’t,” Nolan finished for him.
“No. When I learned she had killed the young prince, I couldn’t accept it. Couldn’t comprehend how this woman I had loved, trained, molded would be capable of such a brutal act. Only later did I realize that I clung to her ruthlessness with such anger, because I was disgusted with myself.”
“Disgusted?”
“Mara should not have been forced to kill all those men on her own. But I was not strong enough to lead the men for her. Not strong enough, Nolan, to avenge the princess.” He shuddered in the cold memories before turning to face Nolan. “If I had remained true to Mara, if I had loved her as I had sworn to, she would not have been alone, captain to a guard she never wanted. Enslaved to an inescapable vow. If I had given her what she asked, to love her and no other.”
“My lord, if I may…”
“Ask what you will.”
“It does not sound to me that you ever stopped loving Mara.”
“I’ve always loved her. I simply…”
“No longer knew how to be with her?”
Edward nodded. “I love Mara. She is my soul. I wanted to love her the way she deserved. After those years in the Bròn Court dungeon, I didn’t know how. She was a princess, who deserved a worthy hero, not the shattered, broken form I had become. Every sympathetic look and touch, made with the aim of giving comfort, caused me to loathe myself. I was meant to be her protector; she was never supposed to be mine.”
“And you hated her for it?”
Edward shook his head. “I hated myself. I hated that she protected me, and even more so, that I allowed her to.” His disclosure was strained. “Her touch brought such relief, the mere press of her hand upon my own. Yet, I despised it, because my response meant I was weak. Instead of thanking her, I recoiled, rejecting the very comfort I so desperately desired.”
Nolan shifted uncomfortably, avoiding Edward’s gaze. “What of Liza?”
“Liza looked at me the way Mara once had, before she found me broken. Liza had been sheltered, and didn’t understand I was not the same. Or perhaps, more than that, she never really knew me. She was only four when I left. Based on stories Mara had told her, I was more a dream than something real; when she looked at me, Liza saw the hero of her bedtime tales. An image Mara had portrayed; not the actual man beneath.
 “To allow Liza to look at me that way was selfish. I was wrong to both of them. My trespasses, my self-centered pity, broke the spirit of the woman I had once sworn to love for eternity. I…”
Edward’s words trailed, leaving the two men in a strained silence as the first, brightest stars appeared.
After a time, Nolan spoke, “I think she’s loved you always. And I think, for whatever has happened, she forgave you.”
“Which only makes my guilt worse,” Edward replied. “Our love is an endless cycle, constantly harming each other, and being forced to watch helplessly as we are harmed by others. Now here we are again, in another turn of the endless circle.”
Catching himself, Edward raised his gaze. “Forgive me, Nolan. My confession seems to have run away with me.”
“Not at all, my lord.”
“I am uncertain what lesson this story has conveyed. Perhaps, none at all. Yet I believe, as Mara expressed, someone should remember.”
Nolan took a step closer to Edward. He tentatively placed an arm around the older man’s shoulders, wondering if the captain would reject the offered comfort. When he did not, Nolan gave a light squeeze. “I’m honored you have chosen to share these experiences with me, my lord. I will remember what you have been through, and hope to one day become as brave, and honorable, as you and Mara.” He hesitated. “I wish I were a better knight.”
Edward offered a smile. He raised his hand and touched Nolan’s arm. “You are a fine knight, my friend.”
Nolan returned the smile, a bittersweet expression. He glanced at the ground before looking back up.
“What is it?”
“I am sorry, Captain. I wish I were as fine a knight as you, but…” He held Edward’s gaze as the hand on his shoulder slid forward, puncturing the needle deep into the side of his neck.
Edward instinctively jerked left, but only made it a few steps before the world spun. He struggled, demanding to know what the hell was going on, when unseen arms grabbed him. He twisted, attempting to face his captor, but his vision blurred. Another set of hands pressed into his arms, pushing him toward the ground. His limbs grew heavy. 
“I’m sorry,” Nolan’s apology reached from a distance. “I had no choice.”






Chapter XXXI
Battle of the Muir Court
1400 AD
 
The instant the drawbridge lowered, Edward raced into the courtyard. To the astonishment of all, the battle was practically over. The knights guarding the outer walls lay dead, or dying. 
“There are a few who still require the stroke of death,” one man suggested, motioning to the Arius blades bore by Edward and Queen Clarissa.
Edward ignored him, racing toward the palace steps, past a string of bodies. When he finally found someone wearing Black Rose markings, he asked, “Where is she?”
The man did not ask whom he meant. “I don’t know, my lord.”
“She went toward the royal apartments,” Brendan’s voice called. “Left me in charge of opening the gates.”
Edward did not take the time required to answer, but headed into the palace. Having escorted the queen through these halls once every fourteen years for over seven centuries, Edward knew the way as well as he knew the path to the queen’s own throne room.
He flew up the stairs, ignoring the calls of several men along the way. When he reached the doors to the royal chambers, he found them ajar and splattered with blood. His heart raced as he entered the room to the sight of more bodies. The coppery scent of blood mixed with the ocean breeze, which chilled the room from several open windows.
His eyes zeroed in on Phillip, who stood talking to several men, gathered around a door on the opposite side of the room. Phillip noticed his approach, and moved to meet Edward halfway. 
“Where is she?” Edward demanded.
Phillip held up a hand. “Listen, Edward, I—”
“Where’s Mara?”
Phillip tried to find a gentle explanation, but failed. “She went in search of Erik.”
“What?” 
Unable to maintain Edward’s gaze, he cast his eyes to the ground. “I told her she didn’t have to. This is an execution, not an honor fight. But, well…” He looked up at his captain. “Mara is her father’s daughter.”
Edward’s already pounding heart beat faster, fear clutching him. “He’ll kill her!” 
“That I do not know, but either way, you’re too late. Only the gods can help her.”
Edward’s fist flew out so fast, he did not remember curling his fingers. The punch landed on the side of Phillip’s face hard, anger radiating through the strike.
Phillip did not return the blow. “I’ll let that one pass, but not the next.”
“You let her go! You…”
“She is my captain and princess, who gave a command. I obeyed, securing this room, while she left to face the Muir Court captain, her right as Liza’s sworn avenger.”
Edward fled the way he had come, plunging down the steps as he raced toward the guards’ chambers. He had never known a fear so raw. The idea that he had sat outside the walls in safety, while Mara challenged the greatest swordsman Edward had ever seen, the captain of the Muir Court Royal Guard, appalled him. With every step, his fear grew worse, flashes of Mara’s mutilated body, slain by Erik’s Arius blade. Another princess killed by their rival court.
He reached the open wooden door marking the entrance to the guards’ chambers. Without care, Edward rushed forward, his own blade in his hand, the familiar weight helping to ground him, though barely. He turned down one empty hallway after another, before twisting to the right, and nearly colliding with Sarah.
“Mara, is she?”
Sarah motioned to a threshold on her left. He threw open the door, and the world slowed as he saw Mara kneeling in a pool of blood, her sword protruding from Erik’s chest. He froze in the entryway, watching. 
“Hail Eleos,” he heard her whisper, “show him the mercy I was forbidden from granting. Please, Eleos, I beg of you, have mercy upon this fallen rose.”
Edward approached Mara, his boots landing heavily against the floor so as not to startle her. She did not turn, instead continuing her prayer for the fallen captain, until he reached her and placed a hand on her shoulder.
“I couldn’t let him die like the others,” she said. “He deserved better.”
Edward did not answer, merely squeezed her shoulder, offering silent comfort.
Mara leaned forward and kissed Erik’s still-warm cheek, before closing his sea-blue eyes. 
She stood, her clothes dipped in his blood, and stepped back, exiting the crimson pool as Edward moved alongside her.
No sooner did they step away then roses appeared in the room’s corners, vines emerging through wood and stone alike. They slithered down the walls, swaying across the floor to reach the body of the fallen captain. Circling his still form, vines slipped through the blood before reaching Erik’s body, thorns piercing his skin to devour his lingering fluids.
“Did you know he was royalty?” Mara asked in a numb voice. “The king’s youngest brother.”
Edward watched as the vines spiraled around the fallen captain.
Roses burst forth. In sunlight, they would have been white, but cast in the dim room, they appeared silver. Silver roses upon blood-drenched vines.
Mara left the room, leaving him staring in wonder for a time, until Erik’s body completely vanished under the vines. Only then did he ascend to the upper levels of the palace. As he reached the top floor, he paused to speak with the queen, informing her of Erik’s death. 
Edward issued a few directives to the men before making his way to the royal chambers, where the leadership of the Black Rose had gathered.
He entered to find Mara standing before Prince Nicholi. 
“Yes,” Nicholi confessed, “I killed Princess Liza. I cut her, one piece at a time. She called for you, Mara,” the prince taunted. “Screamed your name as we sliced her skin to long, bloody ribbons.” He looked to Edward, nodding toward him. “Tell me, Mara, did you stand guard while he fucked her?”
Mara brought her sword down on Nicholi’s neck, leaving his head attached by only a fragile strand of skin. Blood spurted, sloshing over those who stood within its reach. Her blade came down a second time, third, fourth…Edward lost count. Mara’s rage knew no bounds as she desecrated the body of the fallen prince.






Chapter XXXII
Present Day
 
Edward raced forward, grabbing Mara’s arm, pulling her from the body. She turned, lost in her rage, catching him off-guard as her blade raced toward him. He jerked back, managing to narrowly miss the touch of its sharp edge. 
“This is your fault, Edward!” Mara’s voice was venomous as she swung her blade again. He brought up his own, meeting her attack more out of training than intent. “You are responsible, Captain!” she screamed, swinging her blade toward his right as his mind reeled to comprehend. “I did this for you! Every life taken, every vow broken, every horror all for you!”
She lunged, thrusting her blade to his chest with all her strength. He brought his own sword to bear, crossing it with hers in a thunderous clash of striking metal.
“You did this to us! To your men, my men, the men of the Muir Court. All dead—because of you!” Mara stepped back and swung left.
He moved to block, but was too slow. A sharp pain stole his breath as Mara’s blade bit deep into his side. He fell to what should have been hardwood, but was instead white sand.
Edward drew a deep breath, expecting excruciating pain, but instead found the act painless. He touched his side, and discovered there to be no injury where the blade had pierced. Confused, he stood, dusting the sand from his hands as he reached for the dropped sword beside him.
Scanning the beach, he found Mara also sprawled in the sand. Disoriented, he stumbled toward her, to find blood gushing from her side, dyeing the white sand red. “Mara!”
He neared her side, but when he attempted to reach her, a sea of thick green vines appeared, rising from the stained sand to surround her fallen form. They separated the lovers by rising into a thicket, which encased the fallen princess. 
The vines lurched forward, embracing her wounded form, as they had done Erik’s body, thick thorns tearing through her skin as she screamed his name. 
“Edward! adiuva me!” The vines tightened in response to her cry, drawing a harsh scream. “precor, mi amor!”
He raised his Arius blade and sliced through the menacing hedge. Defending themselves, they crawled around his arms, tearing his skin, as he fought to reach her side.

When he finally reached her, his own blood dripping from the vines’ attack, he pressed his hand to her cheek, prompting her to open her tightly closed eyes. “aspice me, mi amor, nil aliud.”
She looked at him, and as she did, roses emerged from the vines. Not the black they had been for centuries, nor the red they had once transformed to at Mara’s touch, but instead, to the silvery-white of the Muir Court, leaving Mara lying in a sea of silver roses.
Edward used his blade to cut the vines, drawing gasps of pain from her lips as the thorns shifted in her skin at the jarring motion. When he had her upper body free, he attempted to move her into his arms.
She whimpered, her back bowing in agony. “Please stop. It hurts. precor, mi amor.”
He froze, unsure what to do. He searched her gaze for answers, but she stared past him.
 “cur hoc facis?” she whispered.
Edward turned, his gaze following Mara’s. There, hovering beside them, was the faceless shadow of the rose. Fresh fear gripped as Edward pulled her against his chest. “cur hoc ei facis?” Edward’s question echoed Mara’s. When the shadow did not speak, he asked again, this time with more anger. “Why are you doing this to her?”
“rosae sanguine regio vescuntur,” the shadow answered. “Always on royal blood.” 
“She doesn’t want this anymore! She never wanted it!” he shouted, as more vines appeared from beneath the sand, gliding through the blood-stained grains. “Let her go!”
“Edward,” she whispered, drawing his gaze back to hers.
He moved her arm, pressing her hand against his cheek, wincing as one of the broken vines fell from where it had been imbedded in her skin.
“Don’t go, Edward. noli abire, precor.”
The phantom glided closer, shimmering as the roses climbed, the resulting thorn-covered wall so thick it eclipsed the light of the setting sun.
“illa adeo nequit fatum suum vitare quam tu,” the shadow spoke in a deep voice. “She cannot escape her destiny, any more than you can escape yours, captain of the Royal Rose.” 
“What do you want?” Edward demanded.
“To warn you,” the shadow answered. Vines slithered in on all sides now.
“To warn me?” Edward questioned. “Of what?”
“The silver rose,” came the answer, adding to Edward’s frustration.
“I don’t understand! The silver rose bloodline is no more!”
A vine crept around Mara’s wrist. Edward jerked it away with his bare hand, ignoring the sharp sting of puncturing thorns.
“Edward,” Mara whispered, as the light around them dimmed. She managed to raise a hand to the back of his neck and, with gentle pressure, guided him down into an unexpected kiss. As his lips touched hers, the world stilled, pain and fear pushed back by the tender caress of her lips against his own.
The roses lurched, grabbing his wrists to rupture the skin. She swallowed his scream as the vines descended again upon her. They drank deep, color cascading along the silver petals, transforming the Muir Court white to the brilliant red of the blood rose princess.
Edward pulled back enough to scream Mara’s name.
The phantom’s voice echoed in the enveloping darkness, “cave rosam argenteam.”
Beware the Silver Rose.






Chapter XXXIII
Arum Court Dungeons
Present Day
 
Edward opened his eyes, finding himself alone in an unfamiliar room, his head throbbing in the aftermath of the drugs forced into his system. 
“Mara!” he called again, searching the barren room, with only a stained cot in the corner. 
“Beware the Silver Rose,”
the voice had said, referring to the bloodline of the Muir Court. He did not understand the warning. That lineage had been extinguished. Eradicated by the swipe of Mara’s lethal Arius blade.
Yet the imagery had been clear, the white roses draining her blood, even as he clung to her slackening hand. He looked again around the room, his mind attempting to recall what had taken place.
Did Nolan drug me? His mind wanted to reject the very notion that, with a sinking feeling, he knew to be true.
“I’m sorry,” the young man had said. “I had no choice.”
Betrayal left a bitter tang in Edward’s soul as he considered all the truths they had conveyed to the young man. Mara seemed to trust him implicitly. The young knight’s own guard had threatened to end his life, had Mara refused to surrender.
Had it all been a ruse? The threat a clever way to wipe any doubt from Mara’s mind about trusting the younger man?
Confused, and with a pounding headache, Edward moved to the cot. There he found a glass of water, and a ham sandwich on the ground. He briefly considered refusing the food, wondering if there were more drugs within. Yet, he was ravaged by an instant thirst and decided that if they wanted him drugged, his captors would likely find a way to sedate him, whether he refused the offered sustenance or not. Sitting on the cot, Edward picked up the glass and took a sip before starting on the sandwich. The food was bland, a few pieces of meat, atop a slice of cheese, between bread, a touch of mustard on the top. 
He ate slowly, hoping to avoid any lingering effects of the unknown drug. When he finished, he surveyed the room. The stone walls stank with the scent of mildew from the damp air. A single door in the corner.
Edward walked to the door, unsurprised to find it securely locked. It would not be one easily opened, nor one he was capable of forcing. With no other options, he went back to the bed, his head still pounding, and lay down, pulling a tattered blanket to his shoulders.
Closing his eyes helped with the headache, but the memories remained.
 






Chapter XXXIV
Battle of the Muir Court
1400 AD 
 
In reality, Garreth, not Edward, stepped forward, pulling Mara away from the desecrated body of the slain prince. Composure restored, she ordered the deaths of the remaining royals. 
“Burn it,” she said after the last screams faded. “Burn it all.” 
Edward went into shock, aimlessly walking the halls, watching as preparations were made to carry out Mara’s final orders. 
Phillip insisted the bodies of the royals be taken to the rose garden for their required cremation. “No matter their offenses, these men and women were royal members of the rose bloodline. They have paid for their crimes with their life. Now they must be laid to rest as tradition requires, lest the gods be angered by this victory.”
“I agree,” Mathew stated. “I’ll help carry the bodies.” He glanced at the mutilated corpse that had once held the spirit of Prince Nicholi. “Or at least, what’s left of them.”
“I will help as well,” Jake added.
“Very well. I’ll leave you to the task.” Phillip motioned to Edward. “We should report these events to the queen.”
Edward nodded, walking with Phillip to where Clarissa was issuing orders, having her men ensure the castle held no survivors, and securing priceless treasures from the wealthy Muir castle.
“Forgive me, Your Majesty,” Phillip addressed Clarissa. “The majority of the treasure will be claimed by the Black Rose Guard.”
Clarissa turned to the sub-captain with a dangerous gleam. “The Black Rose Guard achieved their purpose today, have they not? And as such, the knights will enfold themselves back into their respective courts. As queen of the court into which Mara will return to service, the spoils of this battle shall assuredly go to the Lorcan Court.”
Phillip considered arguing, but decided against it. Instead, he searched for the Black Rose captain, seeking any last orders she might have before the burning commenced.
Edward assisted the men, helping several of their injured from the upper levels, ensuring they left behind none of their own. As he wrapped up his search of the topmost floor, he entered a room situated far from the royal chambers. Glancing around, he was surprised to find toys, and a bed much smaller than the others. Along the wall, a portrait with paint fresh enough it had not even begun to fade.
Wearing the royal blue of the Muir Court, the family stared, their enchanted eyes portrayed to perfection within the golden frame. Edward gazed at each, their formal regalia so different from the clothes in which they had died, pulled from their beds by the early morning light. 
Unsure why this portrait called to him, his eyes trailed down, and he realized what had taken time for his conscious mind to comprehend. Clutching the queen’s hand, painted in exquisite detail, was a young boy, a toddler really, perhaps three years of age. Edward leaned down to read the golden plaque on the bottom of the frame, searching for a date. 
Muir Court Royal family 1399 AD - First Portrait of His Royal Highness Prince Dorian, Born 1396 AD. 
“Four years old,” Edward spoke aloud. “The court has a prince who is only four.”
A soft sound drew his attention. Tightening the grip on his sword, he turned and stepped toward the muffled noise, stopping a safe distance from the bed before leaning down to look beneath.
Below he found a young woman, her entire body trembling. She squealed when they made eye contact. Edward’s heart twisted to see such fear in her eyes.
“You may as well come out.”
The girl slid forward, shaking as she rose to unsteady feet.
“Are you afraid, child?”
She nodded at the unnecessary inquiry.
“Answer my questions, and be honest in your responses. Do you understand?”
“Please, my lord,” she begged on a shaky breath, “don’t hurt me.”
“What is this room?”
“’Tis the nursery.”
Edward turned back to the portrait, pointing toward the image of the young boy. “The prince’s nursery?”
“Yes, my lord. I help my mother take care of Prince Dorian.”
“Dorian.” A sickening knot spread inside him at the realization. There was another prince of the Lorcan Court. A wholly innocent one.
“And where is the prince now?”
“Ma took him down to the beach when she heard screams. She told me to hide here.”
Edward looked at her, knowing what was expected. What members of the Black Rose had been forced to do, repeatedly, to fulfill their oath. 
But he had not taken the same vows, and looking into the girl’s terrified eyes, knew he could not do what was expected. “Stay hidden,” he instructed. “I’m going to report this wing is clear. Give me a few minutes to do so, then take the back stairs, or any less-used exit you know of. Don’t use the main hallway, or the one on the right side of the castle; you’ll be seen if you do. When you get out, run. Don’t look back.”
“Can’t I wait for—”
“The palace will be burned. You cannot stay.”
Her shaking increased, but she managed to nod, as Edward moved toward the door. After a quick descent, he informed the men coordinating on the ground floor that he had cleared that particular side of the castle. 
Having done what he could for the frightened girl, Edward raced toward the beach to search for the child. 
Instead, he found Mara, kneeling at the ocean’s edge, soft waves washing the blood from her silver blade.
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“There is no child, Edward.” The words that had begun the fight from which neither would escape unscathed.
The statement echoed as Edward opened his eyes, still entrapped in the barren cell. His headache had lessened, from near agony to a dull throb. He pulled himself to a seated position on the cot.
He must have slept well. His dishes had been removed and fresh water left. Edward drank half the glass in a single gulp, before pausing to conserve the remainder.
After he quenched his thirst, he noticed another item had been placed in the room. A rolled-up piece of parchment, tied with a black ribbon. 
He reached for the scroll. To his surprise, it bore the broken seal of the Black Rose.
The paper had yellowed with age. The seal itself was flaked around the edges, the impression of the rose barely legible.
Confused, he slid off the brittle ribbon. The handwriting was undeniably Mara’s. 
 
****
March 24th, 1603 AD
Richmond Palace, England 
mi carissime Eduarde,
 
haec epistola nimis sero aduenit. verum tibi dixissem. his lectis, fortasse mihi ignoscere possis.
mihi, antequam Aulam Muiranam impugnavimus, visum accidit. fuit mortis, non solum meae sed etiam tuae, et sanguinis Garrethi harenam albam tingentis. omnes mihi carissimi ab homine ex illo puero aliquando adulto occisi sunt. hoc non est coniectura nec metus, mi amor, sed promissum. hoc visum a rosis quae sanguine regio et mei et pueri vescuntur datum est.
hoc valde me paenitet, Eduarde. hoc facere nolui. numquam fortasse facultatem in corde tuo mihi ignoscendi invenies. scito tamen, precor, me ferrum contra puerum meum invite attulisse. id attuli ut nos omnes protegerem ab homine qui ille futurus fuit: princeps ultor, nobis iustitiam allaturus, quam magis magisque, ut metuo, recte mereor.
cor meum fregit, medullas animae meae laceravit, partes relictas cordis discussit. oculi tui concussi me omnem per spiritum viventem agitant.
amica quaedam hodie de orbe in regnum ulterius erepta est, amica mea cara, Bessa. satis sciebam non fieri devincta cuidam tam cito moriturae. aliquo tamen modo per omnia praesidia mea perfregit, mulier gratiosa, quam admirari debeo. cum mortalis fuerit. hic dolor inevitabilis fuit, sed iactura Bessae, amicae carae meae, me lacrimis inexpectatis affecit.
ego hoc in dolore, Eduarde, solatium bracchiorum tuorum quam valdissime desidero.
te rogo, te precor, mi amor, mihi ignosce. si hoc nequis facere, precor ut te aspiciam, si modo brevissime.
mortua intus sum, torpens, fracta. solum liberari cupio, sed hanc libertatem extra bracchia tua numquam inveniam.
tu promisisti te, Eduarde, semper me appetiturum esse. te precor, nunc me appete.
 
sempiterne tua,
 
Mara Clarissa Sethian
Dux rosae nigrae
 
****
 
March 24th, 1603 AD
Richmond Palace, England
My Dearest Edward,
 
This letter comes far too late; I should have told you the truth. After reading this, you may still be unable to forgive me.
I had a vision before we attacked the Muir Court. A vision of death. Not simply mine, but yours and Garreth’s blood staining the white sand. Everyone I held most dear, killed by the man that child would one day become. Not a guess, or fear, mi amor, but a promise. A vision granted and assured by the roses who feed upon royal blood—both mine, and the child’s.
I am so sorry, Edward. I did not want to do it. You may never find it in your heart to forgive me, but please know I did not raise my blade against a child, Edward. I raised it to protect us all from the man he would become. The avenging prince, bringing upon us a justice which, more and more, I fear I rightly deserve.
It broke my heart; tore at the very fabric of my soul, shattering the remaining pieces of my heart. The shock in your eyes haunts me with every waking breath.
A friend was this day taken from our world, and into the realm beyond. My dear friend, Bess. I knew better than to become attached to one whose life will pass so quickly, yet somehow, she managed to break through my every defense. A woman of grace, and one whom I could not help but admire. She was mortal, thus this pain was inevitable, yet the loss of my dear friend Bess sent me to unexpected tears.
In this sorrow, Edward, I yearn for the comfort of your arms more fiercely than ever.
I ask, beg of you, my love, please forgive me. And if you cannot bring yourself to do so, I beg leave to see you, if only for a moment.
I’m dead inside, numb and broken. All I wish for is release, but that is a peace I will never find outside of your arms.
You promised to always come for me, Edward. I beg of you—come for me now.
 
Eternally Yours,
 
Mara Clarissa Sethian
Captain of the Black Rose
 
April 1603 AD
England
 
Among those gathered at the death of England’s beloved monarch was Queen Clarissa, who came to pay her respects to the departed, while granting her blessing to Elizabeth’s successor, King James I.
Queen Clarissa was not permitted to attend the actual funeral personally, tradition dictating a reigning monarch not be associated with death, so she sent her cousin, Lord Saris, in her stead.
Ordered to accompany him to provide a royal honor guard, Edward traveled with Saris to White Hall. There, they joined a group of high-ranking nobles of the mortal realm to form the funeral march for the late queen. 
The procession was led by four horses, controlled by Elizabeth’s Master of Horse, pulling a lead coffin draped in purple velvet. Atop the casket was an effigy of the queen, wearing state robes, a crown on her head, and a scepter in hand. On either side, the wagon was flanked by two figures clad in black. 
Somber mourners followed, composed of those from the highest to lowest of ranks, while the streets were lined with citizens who had come to pay their respects as the late queen was escorted to her final resting place in Westminster Abbey.
When they reached the gothic structure’s entrance, the shrouded figures joined a group of knights, who lifted the heavy coffin and moved it to the front of the church. Edward stayed back, allowing the queen’s cousin to move to the line as the queen’s chosen representative, though still keeping a watchful eye.
He personally had the pleasure of meeting the human ruler only once, at her coronation. He remembered the exchange fondly. Intelligent and sharp-witted, she had led her people with a rare grace. By reputation, he knew Elizabeth had been an open-minded and fearless woman, who faced threats to her reign with cunning and unfailing courage.
From this stoic perspective, he observed the proceedings, various nobles paying their respects as prayers were offered to England’s Virgin Queen. 
Lord Saris approached the coffin, exchanging polite conversation with those standing closest. Saris fully turned to one of the veiled figures, now standing on the casket’s left side, and to Edward’s surprise, offered a formal bow.
Curious, he stepped forward when the individual’s veil was lifted. 
Mara.
Two hundred years without gazing into those silver-violet eyes. Two hundred years without hearing her voice. Two hundred years, and now here she was, standing honor guard to the fallen mortal queen.
He watched, hardly breathing, as Lord Saris took Mara’s hand in greeting before turning away to allow the next in line to approach. With his departure, Mara lowered her veil.
Edward stood still, images of their fight flashing through his mind. 
The clash of their Arius blades echoing down the beach. The anger expelled with each powerful swing. The shock as his blade slid deep into his lover’s side. The wheezing, her damaged lung unable to draw the breath required for complex speech.
Two hundred years.
Watching his love from the back of the vast church, he physically jumped when Saris approached on his left.
“Edward,” Saris addressed him, “everything seems to have gone smoothly.”
“Yes, my lord.”
“Did you know the queen’s niece was going to be here?”
“No, my lord, I did not.”
“I’d heard they were friends, though I was unaware of how close. Apparently, Elizabeth had asked Mara to personally stand as honor guard, thus no one from the Lorcan Court was requested.”
Having no insight to offer, and still reeling from shock, Edward didn’t respond.
Saris shook his head. “I have been informed the queen has requested my presence at her meeting with King James.”
Edward nodded. “I shall escort you, my lord.”
“My men will be more than sufficient; we are only walking a single building down. You may stay, if you wish, to speak with Mara.”
“I…”
“Return to my service when you’re ready.” Saris offered a smile.
Thus Edward remained by the wall, unable to bring himself to approach her, nor to leave the assembly.
After several hours, the room cleared to only a handful of mourners. As people had departed, Edward moved farther to the side, uncertain how his presence would impact the grieving captain. 
Mara lifted her veil and turned to the coffin. Removing a single black glove, she reached out, placing her palm on the effigy of the woman beside her.
“Bess.” Mara’s voice, though soft, echoed through the chamber as she knelt down to one knee, lowering her head. “I’m sorry I couldn’t save you.”
The tears in Mara’s voice pulled at Edward’s heart, and he found himself taking a step toward her. 
“Dear gods of old, hear my prayer. Bless this woman, taken so young by cruel mortality. Bless her in the realm beyond where we, one and all, are immortal. Know she was as fearless as any knight, and the most noble of rulers over these mortal realms. I, a Lorcan princess, beseech you to protect this soul, as you would my own.”
Mara’s voice broke, and her shoulders shook with silent tears. 
Moved by her pain, Edward stepped entirely from the shadows, but retreated when another appeared at her side.
Also garbed in black, the silver-haired knight placed his hand on her shoulder.
“I’m sorry, my lady,” Mathew’s voice soothed. “She meant a great deal to you, and you to her.”
Mara reached up and placed her hand on Mathew’s, accepting the offered comfort. 
“I knew better than to befriend a mortal,” Mara answered, her voice holding a resigned bitterness. “Yet when she asked for my aid, I could not refuse. Fearless like me, I could not help but be drawn to her. I knew better, Mathew, but…”
“Your friendship blessed the both of you.”
Mara nodded, her tears fading to soft sorrow. “She was a far better monarch than any I have ever been privileged to serve.”
Mathew stepped closer, placing his second hand on Mara’s other shoulder, offering further comfort, which Mara accepted, allowing his touch to center her.
As quietly as possible, Edward moved back toward the door, thankful neither Mara nor Mathew turned in his direction. When he reached the exit, he turned back in time to see Mathew assist Mara to her feet. She leaned down and kissed the scepter in the hands of the effigy. “Sleep well, my friend.” 
Her pain pulled again at his soul, yet…
He closed his eyes and found himself back on the beach, Mara’s royal blood dripping due to a strike from his lethal Arius blade. 
I am not worthy of comforting her.
Not anymore.






 
Chapter XXXVI
Arum Court Dungeon
Present Day
 
Edward placed the parchment on the cot, his eyes returning to the top of the document, the date as startling as the letter’s content. 1603. He read the missive again, his mind processing the contents.
Had Mathew kept the letter all this time? 
One of several jarring revelations. According to Mara’s explanation, the phantom had not merely whispered of possibilities, but had shown her what would become of her loved ones if the child lived. It was an unfathomable choice, accepting the judgement placed on her by others, who failed to understand why she had sacrificed her humanity.
“Mara,” her name fell from his lips to bounce around the otherwise silent cell, reverberating with his guilt. “mi amor.” 
Terrible enough she had been bound to an oath she never wanted to take. But then to have been forced to lead the slaughter. To kill a man for whom she held the utmost admiration. To lose Phillip, the man who, despite everything he had put her through, remained the closest figure Mara had to a father.
 To understand that if she did not bring down her blade upon a hapless child, her weakness would be their death. But to save them meant condemnation from the man she loved. 
She had done all of this, when he could not so much as bring himself to kill the teenage girl cowering under the bed. One he later learned, despite his efforts, had been killed during her escape.
“Found her trying to sneak out on the far side of the castle,” he had overheard one of the men from the Brón Court explain. “’Tis a shame our orders are to kill on sight. She was quite pretty. Could have had some fun…”
Edward had turned away, not wanting to know what else might have befallen the girl. Rape was not condoned in the Lorcan Guard, not even if said conquest could be considered a spoil of war. Edward was very firm on this, and his men accepted they were, one and all, held to the same high standard required by their captain.
Such could not be said of the men from other courts. Edward found a strange comfort in the fact that his orders had, at least, spared the girl additional pain.
As for himself, Edward resisted the urge to submit to panic as he stared at the barren cell, attempting to set aside the twenty-five years he had been locked in another desolate prison.
“Why am I here?” he demanded of the stone walls. “What do you want?”
To his surprise, the door opened at his question. Six men filed into the room, dressed in the red shirts of the Arum Court. Naked swords were held in each of their hands as they approached. Edward contemplated resisting, but dismissed the thought, deciding to conserve his strength for a more opportune time.
“Hands behind you,” ordered a dark-haired knight Edward did not recognize.
He complied, waiting while two of the men cautiously approached. They each grabbed his arms and twisted, propelling him to the opposite side of the room. Two more stepped forward, securing a pair of thick, silver shackles around his wrists before hauling them over his head, fastening an attached chain to a hook in the ceiling.
The position pulled his body taut as they sliced through his shirt to bare his chest. Edward’s heart beat faster, and fear raised a bitter bile in his throat. A pair of shackles were added to his ankles, then tethered to further immobilize him.
Once he’d been secured, one of the men stepped out, returning with someone he did recognize.
“Mathew?” Edward asked in surprise. “What is the meaning—”
“Silence, Captain,” the Arum Court king interrupted. “For once, I shall be the one speaking.”
“What is the meaning of this?”
“I pondered offering you better accommodations. However, taking into account the considerable time you’ve spent in places such as this, I thought you’d be more at home down here.”
“You’re a bastard.”
“Actually, I can assure you, I am quite legitimate. Though I fear my youngest son, Nolan, cannot say the same.”
“Nolan?”
“Yes, my son by the concubine I took after the death of my wife. Or was it before?” He offered a wicked smile. “Ah yes, before.”
“Your wife?” Edward asked in confusion. 
Edward had only met the late Arum Court queen a handful of times. From what he could recall, she had seemed a timid woman, rarely speaking on any matter of importance. More of an adornment for the king’s arm than a ruler.
The queen had died in a fire while on holiday in the countryside. Immortals were capable of recovering from almost any injury, including severe burns. However, complete incineration tended to infect even their immortal bloodlines with a cold dose of mortality. Garreth’s mother had died in a similar manner, trapped in an inferno from which there had been no escape.
“Did you know,” Mathew’s voice pulled Edward back, “my mouse of a wife demanded I end the affair when she discovered there was to be a child? After spending over four hundred years with her conceiving but a single heir?” He gave a crude laugh. “Like I would tolerate demands from the likes of her! A woman forced on me by court nobles, who couldn’t do the single job for which she was required?”
Edward gave a quick shake of his head, looking incredulously at the Arum king. “Are you saying…you killed her? Your wife?”
“You mean the slip of a girl the council decided should bear my heir? Yes, I saw to it she did not survive the journey. She was beginning to think she deserved a say in running the kingdom, demanding a seat at the table, so to say. But insisting I deny a place at court to the woman carrying my second son, and banish them both… The queen had to be disposed of if my plans were to proceed to fruition.”
“Nolan is your child,” Edward stated, a part of him needing to hear the information spoken aloud in order to process it.
“Yes, and yet, do you know what the ungrateful bastard said when I ordered him to assist in having you brought to the palace? He told me, ‘No.’ Can you believe it?”
“He what?”
“Damnedest thing, refusing the order of his father and king.” Mathew shook his head. “I had to threaten the life of his elder half-sisters to force his hand. Had the men rough one of them up to show how serious I was.” 
Mathew leaned closer, his breath warming Edward’s right cheek. “What is it about the two of you? Commanding such unquestioning loyalty without so much as trying? Do tell, Edward; I would love to know.”
“Not being a psychopath is a good start.”
Mathew let out a gruff laugh, but the amusement did not reach his eyes. “Indeed,” he drew out the word. “Well, Edward, perhaps we should explore exactly how much of a ‘psychopath’ I can be.”
Edward refused to flinch at the implied threat, yet he could not prevent his heart from shuddering deep in his chest.
“So brave, even when faced with the tortures you fear most. Or,” his lips curved, “have you come to find pleasure in such torments? It would be understandable.” 
Mathew placed a hand on Edward’s upper chest and ran the tips of his fingers down his body. “Considering how many times you have faced them…” His fingers trailed lower, causing Edward’s stomach to churn. “Surely you find at least some level of enjoyment?”
Edward jerked in the chains.
Mathew laughed, stepping away from the strung man. “I’d enjoy finding out for myself. Wouldn’t that be the ultimate revenge?”
“You will pay!”
“Perhaps,” Mathew answered. “Though the memory would haunt you, long after the payment was made.” 
Edward looked at the king, recognizing a madness he had seen in the eyes of only one other—Queen Clarissa. Genuine fear creeped into his veins, spreading with each pump of his heart. Then, as abruptly as it had appeared, the gleam in the king’s eyes vanished.
“As much fun as I might have personally torturing you, beyond even Mara’s ability to repair, today is not the day for it. You must forgive my petty torments, though after all you have put our fair captain through, you must agree you more than deserve them.”
“What do you want, Mathew?”
In response, Mathew walked toward the bed, reaching for the discarded parchment. His eyes scanned the paper, pausing near the end to read the last lines aloud. 
“You promised to always come for me, Edward. I beg of you—come for me now.”
He lowered the scroll, returning his gaze to Edward’s. “Tell me, Captain, did you enjoy learning the truth? About why she killed the young prince? 
“Oh, she publicly claimed the act was for Liza. To avenge the memory of the cousin she had lost. That killing him was her sacred duty.” 
Mathew drew a step closer. “But, as with the majority of the more horrendous acts Mara has been forced to commit, she did it for you. Saving the life of the man she loved, from the boy who would grow up to be your killer, at the cost of her very soul.”
“I don’t understand, Mathew. That letter—I’ve never seen it.”
“Of course you’ve never seen it! Why would I allow you back into her life, after what you did to her? You tried to kill her, Edward, and almost succeeded! Slicing her lungs with your Arius blade, to a degree she still finds her herself short-winded and driven to the ground in sharp spurts of pain. Why would I let you anywhere near her, after what you did?”
Mathew’s voice grew tight. “I had planned to make her my queen. Asked her to be my bride. Yet even after all you had done, the agony she had endured caused solely by you, she refused to relinquish you from the confines of her heart.
“I waited, hoping she would come to her senses. Help me build the Arum Court the way she had always dreamed. Yet, you remained a plague upon her soul. I considered taking your life, but your death would only lead to Mara taking her own.”
“So in other words,” Edward stated, “if you could not have her, no one could.”
“There you are wrong, Edward. Anyone could have claimed her hand, with my blessing, except you!”
“You had no right to keep that letter.”
“Why? Because you would have come to her? Allowed her to fall apart in your arms, only to abandon her with the morning light? Don’t bother to deny it, Edward. You’ve repeated the same painful patterns for millennia, always taking the honorable path, no matter what devastation such honor left in its wake.”
Mathew motioned to one of the guardsmen standing behind Edward. Without warning, the man stepped forward and pushed a crude rag tightly to Edward’s lips. He attempted to resist, but a second man grasped his jaw, pressing hard to force Edward’s mouth open enough to stuff the foul-tasting cloth between his teeth.
“I’d like to say I hate to do this, Captain, but lies do not become kings.” He met Edward’s enraged eyes, a mad glint returning to his own. “We could do this without, but the image will be far more effective with a bit of blood.”
He turned to the guardsmen. “Remember, gentlemen, no permanent damage. We wouldn’t want him unable to greet our visiting princess.”
A man approached Edward, while two others stepped forward and grabbed him from behind. The man facing him brandished a silver dagger, with a sapphire embedded on either side of the hilt.
The glinting stone drew his gaze, trapping his breath within his throat. Gods no!
“Recognize the weapon?” Mathew asked. “You should. It tore into your skin every night during your Bròn captivity. As did this one.” Mathew reached into the pocket of his inner robe and withdrew a second blade, this one with a golden hilt, sporting a ruby on either side, with a black stone in its center. “What was it Mara described, the night she told me the story of your torture, begging me to understand what you had been through? How did it begin?”
He feigned searching for the answer. “Oh yes, I remember. Thirty shallow cuts, with the knife of sapphire, each counted with cruel, deliberate motions.”
Helpless to resist, Edward watched as the man pressed the blade into his skin. These cuts were shallow, a foreshadow of what was to come. The stinging sensation grew worse with each downward stroke, the man loudly counting each incision as he worked the blade across Edward’s chest, running the knife from collar to stomach.
Memories poured through Edward with frightening alarm, placing him back in the cell he had never expected to survive. The duplication of those twenty-five years of torture, in the exact manner, amplified his fear to excruciating proportions. When the knife finished its thirtieth stroke, the wielder calmly stepped back, awaiting the king’s next order.
Mathew did not speak, but instead stepped forward himself, brandishing the golden-hilted dagger. Expertly, the king slipped the blade into Edward’s shoulder, drawing a low hiss from behind the gag. Mathew twisted the blade back and forth, displaying great satisfaction with each cruel rotation. 
“It took time to track down the exact blades from the Bròn Court,” Mathew stated. “The odds of finding them were, of course, slim to begin with. Yet, would you believe it, they were actually in the keeping of Lady Rachel’s daughter. It seems her mother never forgave Mara for the death of her cousin, Arron, and was all too happy to part with the weapons once learning they would be used to cause her pain.” 
Casually, Mathew cut wider through the skin of Edward’s shoulder, blood seeping from the wound as he peeled back the layers of flesh. Skin tumbled to the ground, and the stinging throb became sharp, burning pain. Mathew leaned forward and blew across the filleted skin, the touch of his breath creating further agony.
But the pain in his shoulder and chest was nothing compared to his mental agony. His mind tumbled further and further into the past, as Mathew carried out his torture in the exact manner as had been done all those centuries ago. The blade dug deeper, drawing an unwanted moan.
“Tell me, Edward, does it hurt?”
When he didn’t respond, Mathew cut deeper, slicing through the muscle to press the knife’s tip lightly against bone. “Ah, there it is.” The king moved the dagger a mere fraction, sharp metal scraping minuscule shavings of bone. 
Edward broke, letting out a muffled shriek behind the gag, as Mathew’s pale blue eyes transformed to the golden pools of his long-dead tormentor. 
He screamed again, only this time, the sound had nothing to do with the knife.






Chapter XXXVII
Present Day
 
Mara’s heart skipped a beat as she listened to Jake’s voice on the other end of the line. 
“I’m sorry, Mara. He’s gone. They both are. A cluster of footprints suggest they were taken from a path along the north mountain’s edge. We also found a discarded needle, which may explain the lack of shouts for assistance. I…” She heard him draw an audible breath, his voice dripped with sorrow. “I’m sorry, my lady. He gave his word he’d not leave, so he must have been taken forcefully.”
“Thank you for telling me, Jake.” Her tone was dry, conveying everything yet nothing.
“Mara, you don’t have to do this alone.” Jake presented his idea in a rush, fearful of her cutting the line before he could finish. “While you hate your aunt, with good reason, Edward is her captain. If I tell her what has transpired, the entire Ciar Court will be at your disposal. I may even be able to negotiate their return with the mere threat of the combined force.”
“Jake, this is not about the courts. It’s about Mathew and me. I’ll take it from here.”
“Mara, please!”
“Take care of my men, Jacob.” With that direction, Mara ended the call. 
She threw her phone hard against the wall, watching the delicate device break into multiple pieces from the impact.
The clatter drew Garreth into the room, hand on the hilt of his Arius blade, the same one once carried by the captain of the Muir Court Royal Guard. His eyes scanned the room before he moved to Mara. “Are you all right?”
“No,” she answered. “Just…no!”
Seated before a table covered by a green cloth, Mara balled her hands to fists, digging her fingers into the material. In a fit of uncontrolled emotion, she jerked the fabric from the table, causing the glassware upon it to shatter across the floor.
Grateful for thick boots, Garreth crunched through the shards to reach Mara’s side in the center of the dining room. 
They had been at this cabin, on the outskirts of the Arum Court, for a week, hiding in plain sight as they determined the best way to attack. More difficult than most encounters, for surely Mathew anticipated Mara would come for him, retaliation for the stolen life of Mara’s second-in-command. The only surprise the Black Rose possessed was the size of their force, and knowledge of the exact moment they would strike.
Based on Mara’s frustration, Garreth assumed this may no longer be the case.
“What’s happened, my lady?”
“Mathew,” Mara said tersely. “He has them.”
“He…” Mara’s show of grief clicked into place. “Mathew has Edward?”
“And Nolan.”
Garreth drew a deep breath.
“You were right.” Mara’s voice flared with anger and sorrow. “I never should have let him out of my sight.” She drew a ragged breath. “Once again, in our twisted eternity, I wanted to protect him. Keep him safe. I…” She slammed her hand down on the bare wood table, causing it to shake from the impact, then brought her stinging palm to her lips, pressing hard.
“Gods, Mara, I’m sorry.”
“My fault. How could I have been so idiotically naïve, after all we’ve been through.”
“We will save him. We will save them both, and Lady Sandra as well.”
“No,” Mara answered, her voice firm. “Not we.” She took a deep breath and exhaled between pursed lips. “Get Regald and the other sub-captains in here. It’s time to end this, one way or another.”
Resolved, she moved to the far side of the modest kitchen to avoid the shattered glass, offering a brief apology.
“It’s all right,” Garreth replied. “Why don’t we relocate to the front room. I’ll clean this mess up later.”
Once the requested commanders had assembled in the living space, Mara cleared her throat. “Gentlemen, this is our new plan.”
She did not wait for suggestions, nor did she ask for feedback. Instead, Mara took command, outlining exactly what would transpire in the struggle to come. 
When she finished, an outcry arose, half-a-dozen voices offering objections, but she raised her hand, motioning all to silence. “I understand this is not what everyone expected to hear. I also understand why some of you are disappointed, or anxious about this strategy. However, I am your captain, and you have your orders.” 
 






 
 
Chapter XXXVIII
Lethia Castle 
Present Day
 
Jake put down the phone with a heavy heart. His first responsibility as a true captain, a simple, “Don’t let Edward out of the castle,” and he’d spectacularly failed. 
He sat at the desk once used by Brendan, feeling unnatural in the chair occupied by the ghosts of lost friends. Placing his face upon the desk, he hoped shutting his eyes would ease the dull thud pressing against his left temple. He did not glance up as he heard the door open, nor when it closed and a pair of boots thudded across the floor.
A hand touched his shoulder, followed by Sarah’s feminine voice. “Edward’s actions were his own, not yours. The castle had been attacked once. We all understood another assault was possible.”
Jake raised his head from the desk to look up into her liquid gold eyes.
“I knew better.”
“So did he,” she insisted. “This is not your fault.”
He leaned back, gazing past her to the ceiling. “I wish Brendan were here. Or Phillip. They would know what ought to be done.”
“On most issues, you are correct, but where Mara and Edward are considered, no one has ever known what to do. Not even them.” She touched his cheek, coaxing his gaze back to her own before sliding her hand to the silver locket Edward had given her as a child. “Only they can save themselves. This has always been the case. No one can help them, save them, or protect them. If your suspicions are correct, which they probably are, at least they will be together at the end of this battle, whatever that end may hold.”
Jake’s lips tightened to a thin line.
“Jake, please, I didn’t mean—”
“I’m sorry, Sarah. Actually, sorry isn’t enough, doesn’t begin to cover my regret.”
Her gaze slipped from his, cheeks flushing. “You have nothing to apologize for.”
“Go to the Black Rose,” he had told his golden-eyed love, centuries ago. “I’ll be right behind you.”
Trusting him, she’d left, riding beside Phillip with a gentle wave in his direction. After a couple of days to say goodbyes to his family, he planned to join her, riding with Mara to the Black Rose Guard.
While packing his leather satchel with required essentials, Mara had entered the room, and made the dreaded request. “I need you to stay, Jacob. I cannot strip Edward of everyone, and I want someone I trust to remain here. I’m asking you, Jacob, a request that will not soon be forgotten.”
He had agreed, breaking Sarah’s heart in the process. And his own.
Now here he was, a thousand years later, and he again faced disappointing the only woman who had ever truly held his heart.
Sure, he had taken lovers on occasion. But when alone in contemplation, his heart had always turned to Sarah. The girl he had fallen for the first time he had seen her, tainted blood be damned.
Accepting her gentle comfort, the past returned, flooding his senses, returning him to the first moment he had seen her, kissed her, loved her.
“I should have refused Mara.” He lifted his chin, the directness of his gaze emphasizing his sincerity. “I should have followed you, no matter what.”
“No, Jake.” Sarah shook her head. “Your captain and princess asked you to stay. You’re a knight. You had to honor her request.”
“I’ve spent centuries dreaming of being given my own command. I never paused to consider the weight of being the one in charge, lacking the guidance of those I have always followed.”
He pushed his chair back from the desk and pulled her toward him. She allowed it, moving closer before sitting sideways across his legs.
She caressed his face, a light touch.
He pushed his cheek against her hand, sinking into the offered comfort. “Sarah.”
In response, she held him close, running her fingers lightly across his upper back. Time stood still, centuries of separation vanishing. She eased back and moved to her knees in front of him. “Jake, I want to tell you something.”
He did not speak, merely nodded for her to continue.
“I’m not Mara. You’re not Edward. I see a future where we, you and I, could be like them. But that’s not what I want.” She shook her head. “I would not wish for their story, not for all the world. We have an opportunity, for the first time in our lives, to create our own story. One where we use what we have learned from theirs, and make different choices.
“You’re a knight, and your princess asked you to watch Edward in her absence. But now, Mara will look after Edward.”
She shook her head before continuing.
“Don’t you see, Jake? You’ve been charged with watching him for so long, it feels strange not to. I understand. But he’s in Mara’s hands now. You can lay down the responsibility.”
Jake drew a shaky breath. “Being by his side is my job.”
“Not anymore.”
“I wanted to come with you, here, to the Black Rose.”
“You are here,” she answered, a soft smile forming in the curve of her lips. “It merely took a bit longer than planned.”
He leaned forward, falling deeper into her golden pools. She rose higher on her knees, her hand returning to his cheek. She smelled of lavender soap, the sweet scent drawing him closer, until their lips touched in a soft, lingering kiss.
Sarah pulled back enough to speak. “I don’t want the captains’ tortured love story, Jake. I don’t want a lifetime of broken promises and unspoken truths.” She held his gaze. “I love you, Jake. And I want…no, I need to know, do you love me as well?”
“Always have.” He leaned down and kissed her again, this time more firmly than before, using the gesture to underscore his statement.
The kiss left her breathless.
“I do love you, Sarah,” he reaffirmed. “And when this is over, no matter what the outcome, I’ll swear said love before the gods.” He met her gaze. “That is, if you’ll have me, my lady?”
She smiled, and this time her expression lit every feature. “Gladly, my lord.”
Sarah drew a deep breath as the momentary smile faded. “Tell me, Captain, what are we to do about Edward and Nolan?”
“Mara said to leave it to her,” he replied, “and as I am unaware as to the specific details of her plan, I fear any action we may take might only serve to disrupt those plans. I would never forgive myself if I attempted to assist her, only to have said assistance conflict with her strategy.”
Sarah nodded. “So we sit and wait.”
“I’m afraid so. Though if it is any comfort, those who threaten the life of Mara’s beloved rarely find themselves long for this world.”
“Except the queen,” Sarah countered with abrupt bitterness.
“Actually, that’s not entirely true.”
 






Chapter XXXIX
Lorcan Court
1400 AD
 
It had been two months since the battle of the Muir Court. Despite the magic that saved her from death, Mara remained in a long, exhausting rehabilitation. Though she would live, the lung pierced by Edward’s Arius blade would never completely heal. Unaware of the permanence of the injury, her men had begged Mara to refuse the queen’s summons until she’d healed, but Mara knew if she did not answer, Clarissa would come to her own conclusions for the delay.
Well enough to mask the majority of her pain, Mara dressed in a black shirt and matching trousers, traditional garb of the Black Rose. The top laced up the front with thread that blended into the material. Finally, she pulled her hair back with a silver band, wanting to appear as professional as possible before facing her aunt. 
She walked down a stairwell until she reached the door to the queen’s chambers. When the threshold opened, she was relieved to find Jake, not Edward, serving as the queen’s honor guard.
Seated in a plush chair before the fire, Clarissa did not rise to greet her niece, but indicated the chair beside her. Taking the motion as an invitation, Mara seated herself, grateful the fire’s shadows hid her grimace of pain. 
In a casual, full-length red velvet gown, the queen sat silently for a time, watching her niece with a scrutinizing gaze. She finally spoke, “It would seem, my niece, that congratulations are in order.”
“I would rather they not be,” she answered honestly. “I did my duty; no more, no less.”
“And yet, within that duty, you have destroyed the greatest threat and rival to the court into which you were born.”
Mara drew a slow breath. “I did only what was required.”
“Really? You are asking me to believe you took no pleasure in killing the man who took our precious Liza from us? No satisfaction in his blood splattering the walls? No gratification in avenging Liza, at last?”
Mara resisted the urge to react, a tightness forming in her neck as she struggled to remain perfectly still. 
“Did it not please you, Niece, to finally bring her killers to justice?”
“I am grateful,” Mara replied, “to know they shall never again be able to harm anyone the way they did our lost princess.”
“Hmm…” the queen mused. “So proper, Mara, even in the privacy of these chambers. A perfect princess.”
“Captain,” Mara corrected. “A perfect captain.”
The queen stood from the chair and approached her niece. Mara moved to stand as well.
“Stay seated, Niece.”
The position allowed the queen to tower above the younger woman, her emerald eyes tracing down Mara’s body. Clarissa reached one hand to the back of Mara’s chair and trailed the fingers of her other along the side of Mara’s neck.
Resisting the urge to shudder, Mara didn’t flinch as the queen’s cold hands moved to the nape of her neck, untying the silver ribbon around her hair.
The dark locks fell free. The queen ran her hand through the strands, pulling several clumps to the front, framing Mara’s face with the ebony tresses, feminizing her appearance. The queen closed her fist in the black strands. She jerked, forcing Mara’s head back to fully meet her gaze.
A familiar fear crept along Mara’s skin, sinking into her veins, as she stared at the cruelest woman she had ever known; the source of many nightmares.
The queen leaned closer, her warm breath brushing Mara’s lips. “Tell me, Niece, did you enjoy it? Slaying the man who killed your princess? Slashing your Arius blade down, over and over again, spewing his blood? Did you enjoy, Niece, knowing when your blade stilled, he would be no more?” She exhaled, the sound a hiss as she again yanked painfully on Mara’s hair. “Did you enjoy killing him, Mara? The crown prince of the Muir Court.”
“Yes,” came the unwanted answer.
“Yes,” the queen drew out the word, serpentine in the singular syllable. She leaned that last breath, pressing her sinister lips against Mara’s own. 
Mara’s heart lurched to a stop. She shivered at the undesired touch, her mind reeling, unable to form the response that, with a threat from any other, would have come naturally. 
The queen pulled back, her eyes glinting like green flames in flickering shadow. She ran a sharp, red nail down Mara’s cheek to trace the lines of the lips she had kissed. A smile twisted and curved her royal lips as she whispered, “You, Mara, are truly my heir.”
A shiver raced down Mara’s spine, causing her entire body to shudder.
“Now, I will tell you the final piece of the puzzle. The last thing you must do to be a worthy successor to the Lorcan throne.”
“No.” Her denial came as a whisper, forcing Mara to draw a sharp breath to speak again. “I don’t want your throne.”
“Yet, it is yours.” The queen kept her voice harsh and low, each sound drawn out. 
As the queen’s finger parted her lips, Mara was drawn back to the memory of Edward’s torture. “Taste him,” the queen had commanded, slipping a blood-covered finger to the tip of Mara’s tongue, saturating her mouth with the thick, coppery liquid.
Mara raised her hand, pushing the queen’s away. She swung her legs left, struggling to distance herself from her sadistic aunt. Her stomach churned, the vivid memory of Edward’s blood sliding down her throat enough to make her physically ill.
“No.” The rejection came with more force, yet still on trembling breaths.
The queen’s smile widened. “Ah, but Mara, the secret is so simple. No matter what you may wish, you and I are so alike in all ways…except one.”
The queen stepped toward her and Mara had to resist the urge to back away.
“I do not regret the blood I have spilled. Release your guilt, Mara, and you, the child of my bloodline most royal, shall become the successor and heir my daughter never was.”
Mara stared at her aunt in pained disbelief. Clarissa made it sound so matter-of-fact. Simply choose to no longer carry the burden, the torment, of her failures. Let go of all the past mistakes. Move forward, free of the regret for lives she had both been unable to save, and required to take.
“You could teach me this?” Mara asked softly. “How to live without the agony of guilt?”
“I can,” the queen replied. “At last, you will be ready to lead this court, as I have done for the last two thousand years.”
Temptation pulled deep inside Mara’s chest. Could I banish the pain so easily? 
Mara wanted to believe it. Wanted…
She took a step toward her aunt, but was met with a sharp pain in her side. Reducing the threatening cry to a mere breath, Mara paused and closed her eyes. 
Her mind flooded. Edward’s screams filling the room as the queen’s blade plunged into his left side. The long-faded scent of blood as cries rose, which only Mara could hear. “Taste him.”
“Come to me, my child. I will teach you how to become a queen.”
Mara opened her eyes. “Are you telling me, my queen, you truly have no regrets?” Finding unexpected strength, Mara’s voice steadied.“None?” she challenged. “Not even the loss of my mother?”
“Your mother,” the queen answered, “made her own choice.”
“And that somehow makes it okay? What she did? What about Edward? Twenty-five years in a dungeon for daring to love a parentless child?”
“I did not care that he loved the child, Mara. Only the woman.”
Anger ignited Mara’s voice. “How about your daughter? You tortured the man she loved in front of her! A man who had never been anything but honorable in his actions. And yet, you have no regrets?”
“Edward knew the consequences. You were a princess—you both were—and he was a knight. Such an act is forbidden. You were a child. He was not.”
“You tortured him in front of us!” Her voice transformed to screams, fueled by rage. “He loved us! Nothing more, and you—”
“You are a princess of the royal rose bloodline!” The queen’s anger matched hers, but where Mara’s was one of liquid fire, the queen’s tones held shards of ice. “Not only a princess, but a chosen heir. You do not get to love! It is not permitted. Your mother was also a chosen heir, who loved deeply, and look what happened. She was driven to her death at his loss. Not even you were enough. The child she had longed for! Love only leads to death, Mara. I would think, by now, you would know this.”
“I know nothing except I have a spiteful aunt, who made what little I had of a childhood living hell, before placing a knife to the only person who ever dared to love me.”
“Edward.” The queen spoke the name as a sigh. “Always, this comes back to Edward.”
The queen’s gaze shifted to where Jake stood silently in the corner of the room. So caught up in their exchange, Mara had completely forgotten his presence.
“Jake,” the queen addressed the room’s only additional occupant, “be a dear and fetch the captain for me.”
“Don’t.” Mara’s face had gone pale, but the counter-order came firm, low, and without question.
Jake froze mid-step, caught between his queen and the royal captain of the Black Rose.
Mara’s order may have been for Jake, but her eyes remained solely on the queen. Green flames met sparks of silver as the two women kept their gazes locked in what became a battle of wills.
“Jacob,” the queen said, “get the captain.”
“He will not.”
“Are you challenging me, Mara? Need I remind you I’m your queen?”
“No.”
“The Black Rose oath is over. You will rejoin my guard, as will all those who have sworn to follow you.”
“Not until every last member of the Muir Court is dead. There may yet be some who remain.”
“And you intend to do what, Mara? Hunt them down?”
“Every. Last. One.”
The queen drew a deep breath. “And you still believe you are not the child of my blood?”
“On the contrary, Your Majesty. I know I am a child of your blood, which is why I am certain, beyond any realm of doubt, Edward is not coming into this room.”
“That,” the queen took a step forward, her heels shattering the still air, “is a threat.”
“Consider it what you will, Your Majesty.”
The queen reached down and, to Mara’s surprise, withdrew her Arius blade. The sword of queens was rarely carried by Mara’s aunt. In fact, Mara could recall only a handful of times she had seen Clarissa raise the lethal weapon.
Crafted in the same shimmering silver as all of the enchanted swords, the queen’s blade was distinguished by a princess-cut amethyst, outlined in black diamonds, in the center of its hilt. More diamonds, alternating between black and white, ran along the hilt’s sides, ending in two additional amethysts, emphasizing the amaranthine roses, which traditionally bloomed for the royals of the Lorcan Court.
 






Chapter XL
Lorcan Castle
892 AD
 
Barely eleven, Mara witnessed her aunt wield the sacred blade for the first time in her life. A high-ranking member of the Lorcan Court, Lord Thersites, had directly challenged for the right to rule. Garreth had argued Mara was too young to attend the duel. However, the queen had insisted the young princess be forced to witness; it was one of the few times in Mara’s childhood the queen had ever cared what happened to her sister’s daughter.
Having difficulty seeing over the crowded room of gathered nobles, Edward maneuvered toward the front, placing Mara before him as he took her hand in his. 
“Normally these fights would be held until first or third blood,” the captain informed the princess.
“Third blood?”
“A third cut. The first person to cut the other three times would be declared the victor.”
“Oh.”
“However, this is a different kind of battle. This man has challenged your aunt to a death match, a battle with Arius blades.”
“Like Father used to carry?”
Edward nodded, squeezing her hand at Mara’s mention of her father. He spoke softly, into her ear, “I’m not permitted to remove you from the room. But, if at any point you become frightened, you can tell me.”
“Is it not shameful?” she asked in confusion. “To be afraid?”
Edward knelt down, bringing himself more eye-level with his young charge. “No, my lady, there is no shame in fear.”
“But I want to be like you, and Garreth. A brave knight. Not a damsel princess.”
A gentle smile curved Edward’s lips. “You will never be some helpless maid, Your Highness. You are the child of a heroic line.” 
He pulled her close, wrapping his strong arms around her. “Even knights can be afraid, my lady.”
Her eyes widened at his admission, her mouth agape. “I didn’t think knights were afraid of anything!”
“We can be, as long as fear does not impede our ability to do what is right.”
Mara tilted her head, processing this revelation. “You mean, to serve the realm?” she asked with a smile.
“And always…”
“Keep your word,” she finished for him.
“Everyone is afraid at some point, my lady. It’s how we act when we’re scared that matters.” He stood, the quieting crowd alerting him to the fact the queen and Lord Thersites had made their way into the room.
“If you do become scared, please tell me, my lady. Another job of knights is to help each other. I am here for you, if you need me.”
“Okay,” she answered. “And if you get scared, tell me,” she spoke in innocence. “I’ll help you too.”
An unexpected laugh escaped the captain’s lips. “You know, my lady, I think I am nervous. Would you mind holding my hand?”
Mara nodded, happily slipping her hand again into Edward’s, interlacing her smooth fingers with the perpetually calloused ones of the Lorcan captain. 
Before them stood her aunt, Queen Clarissa, who had forgone her usual gown for clothes similar to those worn by the men who served her, a black shirt tucked into a pair of dark trousers. Across from her stood the man Mara presumed to be Lord Thersites. Tall, and broad across the shoulders, he outweighed the queen by at least seventy pounds.
Mara pulled on Edward’s hand, prompting him to bend down again. “Is he going to hurt my aunt, like the bad man hurt my father?” Her young voice pulled at Edward’s heart. “I don’t want him to hurt my aunt.”
“My lady,” Edward said, hoping to explain to the young girl, without lessening the status of her heroic father, “you know how skilled your father was with a sword, right?”
Mara nodded, her hand tightening on his own.
“Your father was a prince, so he was one of the best. But your aunt,” he forced a reassuring smile, “she’s the queen. It means she’s the best. Lord Thersites will regret challenging her.”
Mara looked up at him, unsure. At his confident smile, she turned back to watch as her royal aunt withdrew the amethyst-encrusted blade. 
“Your aunt carries the queen’s sword,” Edward informed her in a hushed whisper. “An ancient weapon of great power.”
“And her consort carries the king’s?”
“No, my princess, your father did. And one day, so shall you.”
Mara did not reply, her attention focused on Clarissa, who gripped the blade with the confidence of any knight.
“Your aunt was taught to use a sword by your grandfather, the late king. He was a famous sword master, and trained many members of the guard, including your father, who taught me.”
“I have a teacher, but I don’t think my father trained him.”
“No,” Edward answered, “he did not.”
Drawing her eyes from the queen, Mara glanced up at the captain, craning her neck. “Will you teach me? If Father taught you, and you teach me, then…” she drew out the sentence in a child-like way, “it would be like father taught me too.”
“My lady, I—”
“Father promised to teach me, but…” Her smiled vanished, and she returned her gaze to the impending fight without finishing the statement. 
But he never came home.

The unspoken outcome caused Edward to glance at the queen. How he wished he could tell the young girl the truth of her aunt’s cold heart. How the man Clarissa faced had been wronged, time and time again, by the increasingly wicked queen Edward was sworn to serve. How if the queen were to fall, the entire court would be in far better hands and he, a noble knight, would be able to offer Mara the childhood her aunt would never permit. If the queen were to lose…yet, she would not.
A more preeminent sword master did not exist than the queen who had defended her right to rule at every turn and challenge. A warrior princess, crowned the court’s sovereign after the unexpected death of her soft-hearted brother. He watched as the lord and queen exchanged a few private words. 
The duel commenced with the queen near the center of the cleared floor, waiting. 
Thersites took the bait, moving toward her. He raised his blade and plunged it down. The queen raised her own weapon, as though to block, but instead pulled her arm back, causing Thersites to stumble forward. Clarissa swiped sideways with Thersites in mid-motion, the blade slicing horizontally into his left arm. It seemed to Mara that the blade could have gone deeper.
The queen resumed a defensive stance, keeping her sword close, her feet separated to evenly distribute her weight. Again Thersites attacked, this time swinging toward Clarissa’s left. She met his Arius blade with her own, and the sound of clashing metal filled the room, ringing in Mara’s ears as the blades moved up, each pushing against the other.
The queen pulled back, detaching her weapon from her opponent’s, then twisted around. She brought her sword toward Thersites’ left side, forcing him to turn, stopping the blade with only inches to spare. Clarissa twisted again, aiming to the lord’s right, using the power of her first stroke for propulsion. 
Thersites moved to block his other side, but the queen changed direction, and thrust her blade directly into the lord’s upper stomach.
He howled, the sound causing Mara to jump, her hand spasming in Edward’s. He leaned down and gathered the princess into his arms, turning sideways so she could continue to witness the duel, as per the queen’s command.
Thersites lay sprawled on the ground, the queen standing over him, her Arius blade protruding from his stomach. The queen leaned down, twisting the weapon, causing the fallen lord to cry out from the pain. She leaned further, her face drawing close to his own when, in a last effort, he swung the blade his hand had been loosely holding, attempting to bring the sharp edge against the queen’s exposed throat.
Clarissa grabbed his arm before the sword could reach her, forcing it down, as her fingers dug deep into the cut she had placed there. He cried out again as her nails forced their way between the folds of open flesh. And finally, a sound between a groan and a sharp scream as Clarissa wrested the sword from his unsteady fingers.
She tossed the blade aside, causing the weapon to clatter against stone.
The queen clasped both hands on her hilt and, with brute force, pulled the sword right, causing it to slice through more of the lord’s open stomach. He screamed, a sound that spoke volumes of his agony.
“Is that all, Lord Thersites?”
The queen’s voice was cold, frightening Mara further, causing her to wrap her arms more tightly around her protector.
“That was not even a fight, my lord. How did you possibly hope to challenge me for the throne?” She laughed, a high-pitched sound.
In too much pain to form coherent language, the lord did not answer, but merely lay beneath her, praying for death to come swiftly.
It did not. 
The queen jerked the blade left, further opening his body, before slicing into the bottom portion of his breast plate. Once she deemed the cut wide enough, Clarissa withdrew her blade from his body and knelt.
Mara watched in fascinated horror as the queen plunged her bare hands into the dying man’s body. When they withdrew, she clutched his intestines. The queen jerked up, pulling a fresh scream from her victim, blood and darker liquids covering her hands, seeping into the fabric of her shirt.
Clarissa dropped the organs on the floor and dipped her hands back into Thersites’ bloody body cavity. She smeared the gore over her face with relish, before standing, and reaching for her blade.
“Pathetic.” The last word the lord would hear, before the sword came down upon his neck, ending his suffering with a lethal stroke.
Enfolded in Edward’s arms, Mara buried her face against his chest as he attempted, in vain, to comfort the terrified girl.






Chapter XLI
Lorcan Castle
1400 AD
 
That had been one of only two occasions where Mara had witnessed someone directly challenge her aunt. Now, as she stood watching Clarissa wield the enchanted blade, she could not prevent her mind from wandering back to the disabling fear she had known watching her aunt bask in Thersites’ agony.
Mara drew a slow breath, weaving through the anxiety threatening to overcome her.
“I ask you again, Mara. Are you challenging me?”
“I don’t want your throne,” Mara finally replied. “But if you ever touch Edward again, I will take it from you.”
“Hmmm…” the queen mused, keeping those manic eyes upon her niece. “It would seem someone has found their backbone. All it took was the slaughter of an entire court.”
“A court slaughtered by the Black Rose Guard.”
Without warning, the queen stepped forward, her naked blade sweeping toward Mara’s right. 
Instinctually, Mara withdrew her weapon, and the two Arius blades collided. It happened so fast, she did not even realize she had drawn it.
The queen’s next challenge came with scorching heat. “Do you think you could do it, Mara? Kill me, the same queen who has defeated all threats for a thousand years?”
The queen’s blade left her own. Clarissa twisted, her sword sailing toward Mara’s left faster than the eye could follow.
But not fast enough. Injured as she was, Mara met the stroke head-on, twisting her own blade to allow the sharp edge to collide with her aunt’s, firelight flooding the room with specks of color as it bounced off the ruby and amethyst hilts of the two blades. The queen raised her weapon high and struck again, this time bringing her sword down in a fierce, direct attack. Mara parried with ease, grateful for the temporary adrenaline which kept the pain in her side at bay.
This time, the queen retreated several steps, lowering the blade to her side. “Do you truly wish to do this, Mara? Most agree I am greatest sword master to ever live.”
Mara’s heart pounded. “They said the same about Captain Erik.” She drew another breath, steadying her voice. “I drove a sword through his chest.”
At this disclosure, the queen paused, considering. “Are you wanting to know which of us is better?”
“No,” came the terse answer. “I don’t. My mother loved you, though as to why, I cannot fathom. I’m sick and tired of the bloodshed, Your Majesty. I desire only to return to Lethia Castle, and lead the Black Rose as keepers of the peace. Try to find a better way. But…” She inhaled deeply, her next promise firm, unwavering. “If you harm anyone I love again… If I hear so much as a whisper that you, or anyone by your order, is torturing them, I will come back and finish this.”
The queen studied the younger woman, uncertain how to respond. In a reserved voice, she finally asked, “Do you honestly believe you can defeat me, Mara?”
“I am willing to die to find out.” Her tone was even, the nonchalance a chilling contrast with the weight of the statement. “Are you?”
Silence followed.
“Never touch him again. If you do, one of us is going to die.”
With that ominous warning, Mara walked from the queen’s chambers for the final time, removing herself, and the knights she protected, from Clarissa’s control.
That was the last time she laid eyes on her royal aunt. 






 
Chapter XLII
Arum Court
Present Day
 
 
Mara, Garreth, and Regald walked alone to the Arum Court gates. Three men stood watch, each dressed in bright red shirts. The men appeared tense, uneasy, their hands moving to the hilts of their swords, though they did not unsheathe the blades.
One took a step toward them. “Captain?” 
“Yes,” Regald replied.
Unaware of the captain’s betrayal of Mathew, the guard relaxed, moving his hand away from his sword. “Forgive me, Captain.” He glanced at Mara and Garreth. “What are you doing out here?”
“I was sent to meet our guests.” Regald motioned to his companions, offering quick introductions. “I have business with Garreth, to which I must attend. Captain Mara, on the other hand, wishes to speak with the king. Please escort her.”
“Of course, Captain. Right away.”
The gates opened, and the group entered the grounds together, walking in silence until they reached a cross-paths that would serve to separate them.
“If you would accompany me this way, Captain Mara?”
She moved to follow the younger guardsman, but Garreth grabbed her wrist. She stopped, allowing him to pull her several paces away, as Regald engaged in discourse with the other man to cover their conversation.
“Mara,” Garreth said, when they were far enough not to be overheard, “I can’t do this.”
“You don’t have a choice.”
The fear in his eyes softened her words. “Garreth, everything will be all right.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I do.” She reached a hand forward and lightly caressed the side of his face. “I’ll be with him, from this breath to my last. Please, Garreth, try to understand. I don’t have the strength to be without him—not anymore. I can’t.”
“Mara, please.”
“I love you, Garreth. I always will. But I must go now. I need to be with my husband, in whatever manner that may take.”
He leaned down and softly kissed her cheek. “Promise me something, Mara.”
“Name it,” she squeezed out around a lump in her throat.
“If you survive this, Mara, run away with him. Disappear and never look back.”
She hugged him, wrapping her arms around his neck. “Thank you, Garreth. For everything you’ve done, and everything you’ll never know you’ve done.”
He hugged her back, then stepped from her embrace with a heavy heart. Brushing a lock of hair back from her cheek, he instructed, “Go, Mara. Save him, and go.”
“Thank you,” she answered, as she turned back to face the young escort. “Take me to the king.”
 






Chapter XLIII
Arum Palace
Present Day
 
Mara walked beside the young guard through the palace doors, into the chambers beyond. As she glided along halls, she hardly noticed the exuberant display of wealth, in priceless paintings and sculptures, concentrating solely on what was to come.
She did not notice the knight had paused until she was several paces ahead. Apprehensive, she turned back, her hand tightening on her sword’s silver hilt. “Why are we stopping?”
The guard gazed down and, to Mara’s surprise, blushed. “My lady, this is inappropriate, but…” He looked up at her, failing to notice she’d lifted her blade slightly from its sheath.
Uncertain what to expect, Mara steeled herself for a fight. Yet what the younger guard said was the last thing she would have expected.
“My lady, I’m a big fan.”
Mara froze, her blade settling back into the leather case. “What?”
“I’m a fan,” he repeated with an embarrassed fidget. “I hoped I could get a photo with you, my lady? I’d greatly treasure it.”
Mara laughed. All the horrible things she had imagined, and this child asked for a selfie.
His face fell, his cheeks transforming to crimson. “I’m sorry,” he mumbled, eyes downcast. “I should not have—”
“No, it’s all right,” she answered. She shook her head and laughed again, flashing a smile at the younger man. “I would be delighted.” 
“Really?”
“Absolutely.”
Mara moved beside her escort as he held out a phone and turned the camera, pressing the button several times as they smiled. 
When they pulled back, the younger man glanced quickly at the photos. “Thank you, my lady. These are wonderful!”
“Of course. I apologize for laughing. Sometimes I forget I am…”
“A hero,” he supplied. “Most heroes do, or so I’m told.”
She contemplated correcting his assumption as they continued toward the king’s chamber, but decided otherwise. The true nature of her visit would become clear soon enough. Better to let the boy keep his illusions for now. 
Finally, they reached the golden doors marking the entrance to the king’s private section of the palace. Before them stood four members of the royal guard, speaking quietly amongst themselves.
When Mara and her escort neared the door, one of the men stepped forward, motioning the others to silence with a wave of a bronzed hand. They obeyed, each straightening to attention before the door.
Mara stepped closer, meeting the brown eyes of the man in charge. “Hello, Jayden.”
“Captain Mara.”
“I believe the king is expecting me?”
He eyed her carefully. “In a manner of speaking.” 
“I suggest you announce my arrival.”
His eyes glided down to where her hand rested. “I’m afraid, my lady—”
“As you should be,” she cut him off. “Tell King Mathew I carry the sword of my father and grandfather. I refuse to enter his chambers unarmed.”
Uncomfortable, Jayden decided to place the issue in the hands of his king, and went to announce her arrival.
Minutes later he reemerged, motioning for Mara to follow him. Together, they entered the gold doors, and walked down a narrow hallway.
“You should not have come, my lady.”
“I had no choice.”
“You won’t like what he has done.” 
The plain statement renewed her fear, but she pushed past it. “I imagine I won’t.”
They eventually reached a thick wooden door, interlaced with silver spirals.
“He’s waiting for you inside.” Jayden stepped aside, allowing Mara to move in front of him. 
She did so, reaching for the silver handle, when Jayden’s hand fell on top of hers. She looked up, meeting his brown eyes in question. 
“Don’t believe all you see,” he whispered hurriedly, before walking back down the corridor. 
Mara pushed down on the handle, which released the latch with a soft click.
The door creaked open, and Mara found herself in a barren stone chamber. A gust of cold, dank air touched her skin, sinking easily through the thin fabric of her shirt. Resisting the urge to shudder, she stepped through the small room into the next chamber, finding those stone walls lined dimly by firelight.
She moved cautiously, as her heels striking stone revealed her presence to those within. Yet she saw no one.
Treading carefully along the stone chamber, she came to another door. As it opened, she saw the man within. In thick, heavy shackles, he hung from the stone ceiling. Bared to the waist, his chest was a raw mess of long, bloody streaks. Chunks were missing from his left arm, and the bone of his shoulder had been exposed. 
“Sanctioned interrogation,” the gruff voice of a man long-dead reached her.
She stepped closer, her hands shaking. His shoulder had been cut so precisely, layers of thinly dissected skin soaked in the congealed blood beneath him. She drew a breath to calm her racing heart, and instantly regretted the choice, assaulted by the scent of rotting flesh and blood.
How many times had this memory plagued her darkest nights? Finding him here, tortured repeatedly, broken by the brutality of the Bròn Court Guard.
“Edward,” she attempted to speak his name, but it came so soft as to be barely audible. “Edward,” she said again, louder, fear lacing with abject horror. 
“non. mea rosa immortalis. ne me hic agitaveris,” he echoed the chilling refrain of her nightmares.
Her stomach churned as she attempted to step closer, but realized she could not move.
A man appeared. Tall, dressed in black from head to toe. He walked in her direction until he stood mere inches from her. She gazed up into his tanned features and her heart jumped as a pair of liquid gold eyes stared back. 
Richard? No, it can’t be, her mind attempted to reason. I killed him.
Yet there he stood, the sub-captain of the Bròn Court prison, as real as he had been the first time she had seen him. 
Mara attempted to reach Edward, but remained frozen, unable to move as she watched the architect of so many nightmares.
“I killed you,” she insisted, this time aloud.
Richard did not respond, but instead opened his hand flat before Mara. Lying in his palm was the sapphire-encrusted knife he had used to slice through Edward’s skin, night after night. The blade was covered in blood.
“minime, precor. mea rosa.” Edward’s begging reached her, but faintly, delivered in a wheezed breath.
“Edward!” she called as an icy hand latched onto the back of her neck. Mara struggled, but the grip tightened. Fingers slid through the strands of her hair, compelling her to face the dead lord as a second set of arms grasped her own, forcing them behind her. 
Richard moved the blood-soaked knife toward Mara as she stood helpless in the iron grip of her captor. He pressed the flat side of the cool metal against Mara’s lips, smearing them with blood before withdrawing the blade. 
A sharp pain shot through her jaw as fingers pressed harshly into her cheek. With a bit of manipulation, her mouth was forced open. 
Richard took a finger and ran it along her lips before forcing it into Mara’s open mouth, smearing the thick, coppery liquid over her teeth, and down the center of her tongue.
She struggled, shrieking noises escaping her lips from her immobile position. 
“mea rosa immortalis,” a whisper echoed in the room.
She attempted to wrench her head down, but the hand pressing against her jaw moved to cover her lips, preventing her from expelling the vile liquid. Blood saturated her mouth, mixing with saliva. A hand yanked on her hair, forcing her head up, allowing the bitter sludge to slide further down her throat. 
Richard’s lips parted. From them came not the deep voice of Edward’s tormentor, but the honeyed tones of another.
“Taste him.”
More hands grabbed her, fingers digging into her arms, legs, along her ribs, and into her hips. They drove Mara to her knees. Against her will, she swallowed, and with the act, the hands fell away with such speed, she fell hard to the floor.
Rising to her knees, Mara opened her mouth, hacking coughs shaking her frame. She drew a deep breath, fighting the urge to gag, but this time the scent of blood was tinged with the sweet tang of roses.
rosae immortales. 
A finger touched her cheek. She flinched.
“non. minime, precor.”
Her eyes squeezed together as her mind attempted to sort terror from reality.
The finger trailed down, reaching her chin before forcing her to raise her eyes. Against her will, she opened them. 
Before her, stood the shadow. 
She shuddered. The hands of the phantom were cold, as its fingers curled and trailed the length of her cheek to her throat. Reflexively, she swallowed again, renewing the taste of Edward’s blood. Resisting the impulse to fight, she held the strange gaze of the loosely-formed phantom.
“sanguis rosae,” the shadow spoke without voice. Blood of the Rose.
A sharp scream filled the air. Mara’s eyes snapped to Edward. 
He lay on a slab of stone, a slender knife protruding from his left side. 
Haunting laughter filled the room. 
Mara wanted to run to him, but was glued to the floor, held by shackles she could not see. 
Edward’s panting mixed with the laughter to horrifying effect.
“sanguis regius,” the shadow spoke again. Royal blood. 
“Why are you doing this?”
“Not I.”
“adiuva me!”
“Only you can help him, Princess.”
Another scream pierced the air. 
“Edward!” Mara shrieked, struggling to reach his side, twisting against shackles she could not see.
“A captain cannot save him, my lady. But you are not a captain, are you? tu es sanguis rosae.”
“precor.” She twisted in vain. “Don’t do this.”
“You are the heir to the royal bloodline, Princess. rosae sanguine regio vescuntur.”
“The roses feed on royal blood,” Mara repeated the shadow’s words. “precor—”
A feminine voice reached her with a cold touch. “Are you watching, Niece? With your pretty, pretty eyes.”
Her eyes searched the dimly lit room to find the image of her aunt standing above where Edward lay. Clarissa wrapped her hand around the hilt of the blade imbedded in Edward’s side. She jerked it down, slicing through Edward’s ribs with brute strength.
His deep grunt of pain broke through her trance. With her right hand, she reached for her left arm, raking her nails as deep as she could. After several scratches, blood welled to the surface. She turned her arm, allowing the first red droplets to splash against the floor.
The perfume grew stronger, a mixture of sweet roses with the copper of blood. 
Pressure from her invisible bonds vanished, allowing Mara to rush forward. Her aunt’s form also disappeared, though the laughter increased in volume as Mara reached Edward’s side.
She skidded to her knees, and wrapped her left hand around the sharp edge of the knife. It hurt, a stinging pain that drew a hiss as it split her skin. Her blood ran down the metal, blending with Edward’s.
The laughter faded, but did not vanish. Hands grabbed her, attempting to pull her away from her injured love. 
“No!” she screamed, to no avail. They forced her back as she clutched the knife, which was painfully yanked from Edward’s side as she was dragged away. 
Mara jerked left, managing to free her arms.
“tu es sanguis rosae,” the shadow’s voice interrupted her rising panic. You are the blood of the rose.
Mara looked not at the shadow, but at Edward’s pained expression. Meeting his eyes, she spoke the dreaded plea, “adiuva me!” 
In desperation, she slid the knife’s sharp edge down her left arm, over where she’d scratched earlier. The blade cut deep, spilling her blood across the floor in a warm gush.
Tears stung her eyes, more from the plea she had been reduced to making, than the sting of her self-inflicted injury. “adiuva me,” she asked again, forcing herself to plead with the roses. “Help me!”
Roses spilled into the room, their power filling the air in the same way ozone does before a long-awaited rain. They climbed down the walls and rose from the ground, splitting the floor as vines emerged to drink the blood she had freely given. They paused, waiting as Mara swallowed fear and held her arms out, offering herself to the encroaching thorns. At the invitation, vines circled her wrists, the petals from gushing roses lapping at the blood that colored them.
Another scream filled the air, this one high-pitched, piercing. Mara closed her eyes, bringing her hands up to her ears in a futile attempt to block the sound as the roses answered her plea, breaking through the enchantment that held her captive.
When the screech faded, Mara opened her eyes to find she was no longer in the cell, but instead, standing in King Mathew’s throne room. 
She gazed around the space in confusion, desperately searching for her love. He was not there.
Instead, a woman stood to the side. Draped in deep red, the robes of the high priestesshood covered the woman completely, obscuring even her face, with the exception of her eyes. Meeting the gaze of her tormenter, Mara’s breath caught. 
The eyes were slanted. More those of a serpent than a woman. Twisted eyes, which glowed green in the dim light. Unnatural pupils floated in their center. 
Eyes Mara had seen only once in her immortal lifetime.






Chapter XLIV
Arum Palace
Present Day
 
Garreth followed Regald down a series of stone hallways. Surprised that the men at the gate were unaware of Regald’s treachery, the two had decided to enter the castle casually, hoping to avoid as much conflict as possible. Together, they nonchalantly walked past multiple members of the guard, a few who called out in greeting, and a few more he spoke with briefly, before moving closer to their goal.
When they reached the doors they sought, they found three guardsmen standing before it, each with their blades strapped tightly to their sides. They stood perfectly still, no hint of chatter. From the tension and straight posture, Regald realized these men, unlike the others, knew exactly on whose side he had chosen to stand.
Taking his cue from Regald, Garreth remained silent, keeping pace with the Arum captain as he approached the heavily guarded door.
“Captain,” the man on the left spoke.
“Damon,” Regald replied. “I don’t suppose you’d step aside?”
The blond shook his head. “We can’t, Captain. Though I would be happy to escort you to the king, and you could make your request of him.”
“What did Jayden tell you?”
“Enough to know you should not be anywhere near this door.”
“I must insist you allow us to enter.” 
The guards withdrew their blades.
 “I can’t do that, Captain,” Damon replied evenly.
Regald eyed them, reluctant to draw his blade against his own men. “We’re here on the authority of the captain of the Black Rose Guard. More is going on than you know. Do you truly wish to refuse her on this?”
“I obey the king alone.”
Without warning, Damon jumped forward, thrusting his blade toward the captain. Unprepared, Regald scrambled for his own sword, but knew he would be unable to avoid the blow.
The blade raced toward him, and Regald squeezed his eyes shut as his body anticipated the strike. Yet it never came. He opened his eyes, his ears ringing with the sound of striking metal, to find Damon’s sword crossed with Garreth’s Arius blade.
Regald stepped back, clearing his own blade of its scabbard. He silently cursed his hesitation, before shifting to stand beside Garreth.
Damon had stepped back, eyeing Garreth warily as he gripped the hilt of his blade. 
“I don’t want to harm any of you,” Regald stated. “And you’re outmatched. These blades are Arius. Yours are not. Please, I am asking you as your captain, and in the name of the Black Rose, step aside.”
Instead, Damon stepped forward, swinging his blade again. This time Regald met the challenge directly, as Garreth raised his own weapon to meet the downward stroke of a second man.
Regald’s sword met Damon’s. They circled each other as best they could in the narrow confines of the corridor. Damon stepped back and swung toward Regald’s left. Regald met the attack, his blade clashing with the other guardsman’s in an easy deflection.
Damon swung right, but was again met by Regald’s blade. He aimed low, to which Regald stepped back, causing Damon to miss, his sword sweeping the air in front of Regald’s lower stomach. Regald took advantage of the wasted stroke, swinging down. Damon attempted to draw back his arm, but was not fast enough. The Arius blade sank deep into his bicep, and Damon cried out at the contact.
Focused on his fight, Regald had not noticed Garreth had his own match well in hand. One of the guards lay unconscious at Garreth’s feet, while the other held a blade in front of him. Garreth stood calm, waiting for his opponent’s next attack, allowing Regald to return his attention to Damon.
Blood ran down his tan arm. The sword was still in Damon’s hand, but the strain of holding the heavy weapon with the injury showed on the young man’s face. Regald thrust his blade down, putting all of his weight on clashing his sword against Damon’s. As he’d hoped, the sword slipped from Damon’s unsteady fingers to clatter against the ground.
“Yield, Damon.”
The other man glared at him, but his voice could not completely mask the pain. “How could you do this? You, who taught me the very definition of loyalty and honor?”
Regald looked at him sadly. “I’m afraid I don’t have the time to explain, nor do I believe you would understand if I tried.” He motioned to Damon’s arm. “You’ll want to bind that wound. The mark of an Arius blade won’t heal on its own.”
“You’re not worthy of carrying that blade, Captain.”
“Mara gave me this sword,” Regald replied. “It would be unworthy to betray her with the very blade she saw fit to bestow.”
Beside them, Garreth had disarmed his own opponent, and proceeded to hit him hard on the side of his head with his hilt. The man crumpled, crashing to the floor before Garreth turned to glance at Regald.
“He’ll have a headache,” he told the Arum Captain. “But better a headache than being struck by an Arius.”
Regald nodded, grateful Garreth had seen fit to spare the lives of his men. He leaned down and, after tearing a strip of cloth from the sleeve of his relatively clean shirt, proceeded to wrap the material around Damon’s arm, pulling it tight.
Once bandaged, he took the hilt of his sword and brought it down hard on the side of Damon’s head, knocking him out cold as well.
“We need to hurry,” Garreth said. “I’m surprised the fight was not overheard.”
“As am I,” Regald agreed. “Though if the men are aware Mara is in the palace, they may have been pulled from this section.”
“Let’s hurry, nonetheless.”
Regald nodded, pushing himself back to a standing position, keeping his blade drawn as he swung open the wooden door. 
Garreth followed him into the chambers beyond.
 






 
Chapter XLV
Arum Palace
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Jayden’s warning became crystal clear as Mara addressed the heavily-robed woman. “Enchantress.”
“Princess,” the woman hissed.
Mara’s eyes swept the room to confirm they were alone in the massive chamber. Edward’s dialog had been drawn from her memory.
“You have broken my spell.” The enchantress took a step toward her.
“Don’t come any closer.” Mara raised her Arius blade.
The roses had risen from the floor and spread along either side of the princess, but she did not remove her eyes from the other woman. Blood trickled down her arm, dripping onto the vines, as she steadily held her blade. 
“rosae immortales,” the enchantress said. “sanguis rosae.”
Accepting the loathed truth, Mara answered, “You wear priestess robes. You know better than to bespell a princess of the rose.”
“A princess of the rose. tu es regia puella sanguis maxime regii. Many titles I have heard you embrace, my lady, yet princess of the rose bloodline has never been one. Though it would seem you are correct, the roses have come to your call.”
Mara’s features tightened. Any answer she may have formed vanished as a side door to the throne room opened with a loud creak, drawing her attention. 
Mathew, garbed in a silver shirt that matched his hair, entered the room, followed by six knights dressed in the traditional red shirts of the Arum Court Guard. 
Between them, stood Edward. 
Chest exposed, his sides were marred by deep purple bruises. His arms were bound, and his face was partially covered by matted hair, but not enough to hide the dark circle around his left eye.
Amid all those injuries, his left shoulder captured her attention. Sliced open and bloody, his chest and the arm below had been completely stripped of skin. The damage matched wounds inflicted in the bowels of the Bròn Court; the sight was sickening.
“Edward.” His name fell from her lips against her will. In response, his head snapped in her direction, but he gave no reply. Mara realized a rough rag had been tied against his lips.
“Look familiar, Mara?” the king inquired. “Déjà vu?” 
Her eyes reluctantly left Edward. Mathew held a slender knife, the blade stained with blood. A blue sapphire, embedded in the hilt, winked in the daylight. Memories became more vivid as she studied the knife. 
“A gift,” the king informed her, “from a lady of the Bròn Court.”
She met the king’s eyes. “Mathew…” Her world spun, her mind attempting to reject the scene. “Mathew,” she tried again, “I don’t…”
She turned back to Edward’s tattered body. Raw fear filled his eyes; a look she’d seen far too many times.
Mara’s hand tightened on her sword. “You’re sick! This is…” She drew a ragged breath. “How could you do this?” Her heart pounded as she struggled to make sense of the madness.
She moved toward Edward, but the man on his right aligned the edge of a silver sword with her love’s throat. 
Mara did not need to be told the guard held Mathew’s Arius blade.
She turned back to face the king. “If they kill him, Mathew, you will die.”
A clatter drew all eyes to the left. Roses slithered from the walls, crawling closer to the center of the room. A few paces from where the Arum men stood with their captive, the roses paused, as though waiting to see how the scene would play out.
“Come now, Mara.” The king’s confident boast filled the room. “You and I both know you will do nothing against us, as long as Edward’s life is on the line. It’s the reason you left him behind to begin with.”
“You’re wrong. I would rather see us both dead than tortured.”
Mathew considered her threat and waved a hand. The men stepped back, clearing a path to where Edward was being held behind the Arius blade. 
“Fine, Mara. You want to die with him? No one shall stop you.” He turned to the man holding the sword. “Remove the gag.”
The guard pulled the rag down from Edward’s lips, freeing him to speak.
“Mara?” The name came confused, lost. “Where are we?” His glassy eyes followed the walls. “I thought you wouldn’t find…” His voice grew soft, fear overpowering logic. “Mara? How did we get here? Why?” He shook his head. “Why are we in the dungeon?” 
The question broke Mara’s heart. “What the fuck are you doing to him?” she demanded of the sorceress. 
Something touched Mara’s arm. She jumped. Glancing down, she saw a slender vine had approached her. As she watched, the green stem encircled her wrist. Mara resisted the urge to pull away, hissing as the thorns pierced her skin. After drawing from her veins, more roses bloomed, each painted in the color of her royal blood. Their scent grew stronger, and as they flourished, Edward’s eyes cleared.
“Mara?”
Yanking her wrist from the vine’s delicate grasp, she rushed forward.
The man wielding the king’s Arius blade stiffened, raising his elbow.
“If you know what is good for you, you will order your men to step aside.”
“Let her through,” the king commanded.
The guard holding Edward moved back, clearing the last obstacle in Mara’s path. Yet as she reached him, Edward cowered. “No.” He shook his head. “precor, mi amor. ne me hic agitaveris.” 
Please, my love. Do not haunt me here.
The echo of a plea spoken when she had found him in the Bròn Court dungeon brought tears to her eyes.
“aspice me, Edward. Please look me at me, mi amor.”
The pain of his injuries reflected in Mara’s silver eyes. “precor,” he pleaded. “I don’t want to do it again, Mara. Don’t make me.”
“I won’t,” she answered with a heavy heart. “ignosce mihi, mi amor. cor meum tibi est. Always and forever.”
“mea rosa,” came his broken reply.
She closed the final step, and he sagged against her. She had spent years, centuries, trying desperately to guide him from this depression. The weight of Mathew’s actions was unbearable.
“I’m sorry, mi amor. Gods.” She drew a harsh breath, and moved to her knees, guiding Edward to the floor. Once he was settled, Mara placed both her palms against the cold marble. Her stomach churned as the inescapable past crashed down. 
She drew several wheezing breaths before finding the strength to turn, while still kneeling protectively over Edward, and face the king. “Why are you doing this? You were my sub-captain. My confidant. My friend! Why are you doing this?”
“I am not the one who changed, Mara.” Mathew spoke in calm tones that threatened her sensibilities. “I am not the one who stopped before our duty was fulfilled—that particular honor lies with you.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Avenging the princess.”
“We did avenge her, Mathew. Six hundred years ago.”
“No, we did not. You know we did not. Yet here you are, protecting the very man, the only man, who has prevented you from fulfilling your vow. You, the most honorable of all.”
“Mathew,” her anger was replaced by pain, “I don’t understand.” 
“I asked you to come with me,” he replied. “I asked you to keep the court, and those within it, safe.” His eyes slid across her kneeling form: the dark hair, flawless skin—those violet-silver eyes. 
“Five hundred years.” His voice took on a haunted tone. “Still so lovely.”
“Mathew, please don’t do this.”
“It’s not too late, Mara. We can still fulfill our vow; yours, Phillip’s, Brendan’s, and mine. We can protect the men, and fulfill our vows.”
“I don’t understand.”
“The queen. We can put an end to her reign.” 
His eyes moved to Edward. 
“All you have to do is allow me to kill the man who would protect her. Then our vow can finally be fulfilled.”
“Mathew, this is madness.” Her eyes moved to where Edward lay beside her. “If you harm him, I will burn this entire court to the ground. Why are you doing this? You and I both know the Muir Court was responsible for Liza’s death. Not the queen.”
A look crossed Mathew’s features that she could not place; an expression somewhere between disgust and twisted pleasure.
His next question came chilling and slow. “Tell me, Mara, would you like to know what they did to her, before she died? Should I tell you how they abused innocent Liza, the princess you were sworn to protect from all harm?”
“I know what they did, Mathew. I saw it.”
“No.” The king’s smile grew more twisted. “You did not.”
Mara stared at him uncomprehendingly.
“Liza did not die that night.”
Dread clutched her, crawling along Mara’s spine, a numbness carried further by each beat of her heart. Carefully, she asked, “What do you mean?”
Mathew knelt beside Mara, lowering himself to her eye level. “You saw a body, but not Liza’s.” 
He paused, allowing his revelation sink in. 
“Liza lived, Mara. Lived as a captive of the Muir Court, for years before she died. Do you know what they did to her, Mara? Your precious, innocent princess. The sparkling jewel of the Lorcan Court. Shall I tell you how they defiled her? Tortured her? Flayed the skin from her bones, yet she refused to consent to the marriage that would have placed us all at their mercy. How she called your name as they beat her? As they ravaged her body, and destroyed her mind. How she called for you—for you both.” His head turned to Edward.
“You’re lying!” Mara’s accusation was venomous. “How dare you? How could you tell such lies? Mathew, what the hell is wrong with you?”
“Oh, no,” Mathew continued, ignoring her protests, “Liza did not die that night. But by the time they were done, death appeared a welcome relief.”
“You’re lying,” Mara said again, but this time with far less confidence. Her voice went from a scream to a whisper. “You’re lying.”
“Now, Mara,” the king replied, “I have been many things, but never a liar.”
Mara stared at him, but the denial would not come. 
“You could never figure it out, could you? How they got into the palace. How they killed all those men. Those highly-trained, expertly-skilled knights of the Lorcan Court. How did those men enter the palace, Mara? Come now, you’ve had seven hundred years to figure it out. Tell me. Edward’s life is on the line.”
Mara could not force enough air into her lungs to answer as she stared into Mathew’s light blue eyes. “I—”
“Because the queen walked the Muir Court through the front door!” He paused, allowing the image to wash over her. “Had her men—your men—kneel before her and allowed the Muir to slaughter them. Davith alone reacted fast enough to pull his blade, yet even he died before being able to offer so much as a shout of warning. Clarissa handed them her own daughter, as punishment for her daring to love someone not of royal blood.”
“No, she wouldn’t. She would never—”
“Never what, Mara? Send those who served her to their death? Sacrifice one of her own bloodline for daring to taint it? Torture those she should have protected?” Mathew’s gaze trailed to Edward. “Raped the love of your life, while you were forced to watch, before she tore the skin and muscle from his bones in front of you, because even the act of taking him deep inside of her was not enough to destroy your love for him.” He glanced back to Mara. “Tell me, Captain, what exactly would the queen never do?”
“Liza wouldn’t have refused a royal marriage.”
“The same was said of you once, yet look how you’ve rebelled against her, many times over.”
“No.” The protest came out a whisper. “Liza would never have defied the queen, her mother. Not after what she saw.”
“My dear Mara, it would seem your cousin was far more like you than you knew. She did refuse the queen, and threatened to join the guard at your side.”
“No,” Mara insisted. “She wouldn’t.”
“I assure you, she did.”
“I don’t believe you.”
He reached a hand forward and raised her chin, centering her gaze. 
“Yes, Mara, you do.”
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Mara stared at Mathew in disbelief. She closed her eyes and could see the macabre scene again, the image as immortal as the blood running through her veins. 
Entering the room. The coppery scent of blood. The bodies of dead heroes lining the ancient stone corridor. Davith’s body lying across the floor, blade clutched in his hand, defending the princess with his last breath. Her long hair lying in wet clumps of blood, clothes cut to pieces by the blades that had killed her. And her face, utterly mutilated. 
Two vacant gaps where her once violet eyes had dazzled with the life she no longer possessed. How she’d collapsed into Garreth’s arms, unable to look at the ruined child she had failed to protect. 
Liza’s face. Her eyes. Two blood, puss-filled gaps where her eyes should have been. 
“Her eyes,” Mara whispered, stomach churning. Her eyes. 
“Yes,” Mathew answered. “Your rare Lorcan Court eyes. Desired by many, replicated by only a single bloodline.”
“They took her eyes.”
Mathew’s voice grew softer with each confirmation. “Yes.”
The world spun as she remembered the Muir Court captain’s dying words. Liza didn’t understand about you and Edward. She was sorry she’d hurt you.
How dare you presume to know anything she thought! Mara had screamed in answer. Now the confession came crashing down with a horrifying ring of truth. 
Mara’s breath caught. Her lips parted. Her stomach tightened. Her voice came on a fractured breath that Mathew, as close as he was, struggled to hear. “Oh. Gods.” 
Mathew was lying, he had to be lying. Yet…he wasn’t. 
The king merely stared. There was no comfort to offer. 
Mara twisted as she forced down a painful gasp of the air her lungs screamed for. Her protest came louder, absent all emotions save for one—pain. “It’s not true. She wouldn’t. She couldn’t! She…” A sob escaped her lips. She moved her hands to her arms, and raked her nails down her skin, further opening the scratches. 
The Muir Court had taken her. Had held her. They had not simply killed her, but raped her. Tortured her. 
A thousand horrors, imagined scenes combined with ancient memories, and nightmares slid together. Bile rose in Mara’s throat as she finally understood. 
Liza had refused the queen. Made the same threats Mara had once followed through on. Liza’s death was truly her fault. If Mara had obeyed, Clarissa would have had no reason to doubt Liza would as well. Mara’s defiance had condemned her cousin. To death. 
“Mara.” She heard Edward’s voice from a distance. 
How long had he been calling? She didn’t know. She could feel nothing but anguish as she struggled to force the acid back down into her stomach. 
Her princess, hands chained above her. The whip cracking down against the tender skin of her back, blood pouring down her legs.

No wait. 
She shook her head. That had been Edward, not Liza.
“Mara!” Edward called again.
His shout was followed by a grunt of pain. The sound drew her gaze, to see one of his captors had moved forward, slamming a fist across the left side of his face. Two more men pulled Edward to his feet, before muffling his cries with the crude cloth around his neck.
Mara watched in silence, kneeling on the cold stone, unable to move, to speak, to react.
Mathew revealed more of the horrible truth, “Clarissa knew, if she attempted to force Liza to marry the prince, you would protect her. Saw the devotion in your eyes, even as she slid her blade deep into Edward’s chest. You would never again allow her to harm those you loved.” He paused, unsure if his exacting truth reached her. 
“Faced with your tenacity, the queen decided to have Liza taken from the castle by force. Later, the brave Muir Court prince would announce she was alive, and in appreciation, Liza had married her savior.”
“The body?”
“A way to give Nicholi time to break her,” Mathew answered. “If you suspected Liza lived, you’d have stopped at nothing to find her.
“Something went wrong, Mara, terribly wrong.” He moved, stepping into Mara’s line of sight, as she kept her eyes on Edward. “Liza never surrendered. Your innocent cousin, your protected rose, proved to be as stubborn and brave as any member of your bloodline.” He shook his head. “She never gave in, Mara, and they killed her for it.”
Mara caught Edward’s gaze. His eyes shone with a horror that matched her own. A pain, which Mara now knew, neither of them would escape. A quest for vengeance she thought had ended…was about to begin anew.
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Cautiously, Regald and Garreth entered the chamber. Inside, they found an immense bedroom, lit primarily by a bright fire along the far wall. The two captains visually swept the room, taking note of the empty four-post bed to their right beside a closed closet door, and the door to presumably the washroom.
Garreth immediately walked toward both doors, opening them to ensure they were alone. In the wardrobe, he pressed his arm against the hanging clothes in search of anyone who may have been lurking behind them. Finding the spaces empty, he closed both doors so he would be aware if anyone attempted to open them from the other side. Lastly, he checked the bed, to make sure no one lurked beneath.
While Garreth secured the right side of the room, Regald walked toward the opposite, where two plush chairs stood before the fire. The woman seated there did not glance up at his approach, nor show any interest in the racket Garreth made. Instead, she stared intently at the leather-bound book in her hands. He stepped forward, but was startled by movement in the dim light. 
Easing further into the firelight, his naked Arius blade in his hand, he spotted the shadow’s source. With a rustle, thick, thorn-covered vines rose before him, bursting through the floor. 
Flames flickered through the chamber, highlighting the walls, where vines cascaded down, transforming the room into a sea of roses.
What? His mind reeled. He had never seen the roses respond like this to anyone, save for the princesses of the Lorcan Court. 
He attempted to step over a vine, but it expanded, branches intertwining to form a waist-high wall between himself, and the woman seated before the flames.
Her voice rang cold. “I don’t want to hear anymore, Darek. Leave me alone!”
“Sandra,” Regald answered.
At the sound of his familiar voice, Sandra turned to gaze through the twisting vines. “Regald?”
“Yes, my lady.”
Sandra stood, the vines receding at her movement, separating to form an open path between the captain and future princess. Regald stepped through the opening, to where she stood, noting how the layers of her deep blue gown hung loosely around her thin frame.
When he reached her, Sandra threw herself into his arms. “Regald!” she exclaimed. “I worried something terrible had happened to you.”
“I’m fine, my lady,” he answered, relief pouring through him as he returned her warm embrace. “I’m sorry I scared you.”
“Regald,” tears laced her words, “I was so frightened.”
The tone pulled at his heart as Regald pulled her close. “It’s all right, my lady.”
“I don’t understand what’s going on,” Sandra confessed. “Everything feels wrong.”
“I’m here now,” he comforted her. “I won’t allow anyone to harm you.”
“A spell.”
“What?”
“My memories,” she clarified. “Not an accident. A spell. The king’s enchantress.”
He wanted to see her eyes, but a sharp tremor prompted Regald to keep Sandra in the circle of his arms. “What do you mean, my lady?”
“She tried to erase my memories. Had done so before, she said. But when she tried this time…they appeared.”
“They?” he questioned. “The roses?”
“Yes,” she spoke on a trembling breath. “They kept the sorceress from touching me, but I don’t understand why.” She shook her head. “I’m having dreams, even when I’m awake. I see things. Things about Liza or…maybe Mara? They look so much alike. Is one of them my mother?”
“No,” Regald answered. “That’s not possible. Mara said you were not her child and Liza, well, she died very young.”
“Regald!” Garreth called urgently, prompting the captain to turn toward the other man. “Look.”
Regald followed Garreth’s gaze and finally saw what his concern for Sandra had caused him to miss. He released her from his arms and watched as the firelight danced upon the entangled vines. “Silver,” he said, gazing at the blooming roses. 
No…white. White roses that appeared silver in the flickering shadows. The way they had once bloomed years ago, in twilight against the Muir Court sands.
He turned back to find Garreth, normally a calm man, also appeared shocked; his lips were partially open, green eyes wide as he stared at the girl they had been sent to save from the clutches of the Arum king.
“Garreth, I don’t understand. The silver roses vanished with the destruction of the Muir Court. They should only bloom for—”
“A Muir Court princess,” Garreth’s voice held a hushed air of reverence. “A child with eyes of the sea.”
A chill crawled along Regald’s spine as Garreth stared at Sandra. A twinge plagued his chest as he stepped forward to confirm what Garreth had observed.
He reached a hand to Sandra’s cheek, tenderly pushing back a lock of her ebony hair before meeting her gaze. Her eyes shimmered blue, streaked with lines of white, like waves crashing upon a forgotten ocean. 
Eyes that marked her as unmistakably a princess of the Muir Court. 






 
Chapter XLVIII
Arum Palace
Present Day
 
The guards began to drag Edward from the room. 
In a panic, Mara rushed forward, sidestepping the guard in front to throw her arms around him, pressing her cheek against his uninjured shoulder. 
Two of the men grabbed Mara, pulling her back. She struggled, prompting a third to step forward to help control her. 
“No!” Mara screamed as the men forced Edward closer to the door. “Mathew!” 
“Stop.” The king’s voice rose above the commotion, answering her plea. “Let her go.”
The tight pressure on Mara’s arms vanished at his command. Across from her, the men holding Edward pushed him to his knees. 
Mara did not walk to him, but instead, to Mathew. 
Looking up into his gray eyes, so ordinary compared to her silver cores, she did not attempt to hide her pain, too exhausted to maintain the mask that had all but become second nature. 
Mathew’s eyes were familiar. Eyes she had stared into for centuries. That had protected her through countless battles. A thousand painful memories. That had twinkled with laughter in rare moments of joy.
The same memories filtered through Mathew’s mind as he gazed into the violet-silver eyes that haunted so many of his nights. Her pain pulled at him in a way none other ever had. Filled with the same sadness he had once pleaded to banish.
Yet, she had said no. No to his kingdom. No to his crown. No to his heart. 
Now, here she was, standing so close he could smell the lavender in her hair, speaking his name in a way that threatened to destroy all of his hard-fought plans. 
“Mathew, don’t.”
“Mara.” Unable to resist, he cupped the left side of her face in his palm.
Her eyes closed at his touch. “Mathew, I am begging you—”
He kissed her, stealing her request with a gentle press of his lips. She neither responded to the touch, nor pulled away. Instead she remained perfectly still, allowing him to have his desire before he drew back. 
Met again with her violet yes, he saw no anger. Only exhaustion and pain. A pain that broke the spell.
Mathew drew a breath and addressed his men. “Step away.”
“What?” came the unthoughtful response from one who stood behind Edward’s kneeling form. “Forgive me, Your Majesty, but I don’t imagine that to be a very good idea.”
“Do it, Cassius. It’s an order.”
Without further protest, the men obeyed, moving several feet back, allowing Mara to cross the room. When she reached Edward, she dropped to her knees beside him, a slight sting as she hit the marble floor. 
Without removing his gag, Mara reached out and pressed her palm against Edward’s flushed cheek. “aspice me, mi amor.” Her tone was soft. “It seems the purpose of my life is to put yours in danger. You, always paying the price for both of us.” 
Edward shook his head.
Mara placed a finger to his gagged lips before forcing herself to glance back at Mathew. “What do you want?” 
“His life would be the easiest to take.”
Mara drew a sharp breath, too exhausted to hide any thought or emotion.
“However, we both know what such an act would cost you, Mara. So instead, I will settle for your honor.”
“My honor?”
“Break your vow, Mara. Kill the queen. Clarissa’s life, for his.”
Mara’s eyes closed as she heard the ancient echo of her aunt’s voice. “You show your heart too easily,” Clarissa had said. “It is your only weakness. Your only flaw.”
Instead of answering, she turned back to face Edward. 
“I don’t know what to do,” she spoke on a trembling breath. “I don’t know what to believe. I don’t…Edward, help me. adiuva me, mi amor.” She shook her head. “I promised I would not kill her, as long as you stood between us. I promised, and would rather die here, with you, than break…” She pulled the gag back from his lips, tucking the rag under his chin as if it were a treasured blanket. “adiuva me.”
Edward licked his dry lips. He looked at her and spoke guidance that broke every semblance of duty. “If the queen killed Liza,” he spoke slowly, “if she committed her own daughter to rape and torture, she does not deserve to live.”
Mara stared into his black eyes. “Edward…”
“If Clarissa was responsible for the death of Liza. Of Davith. Of every man who stood between the attackers and our princess...” He drew a sharp breath. “She deserves to die.” There was no pain in his voice. No hesitation. Only truth. 
Mara drew a deep breath before answering. In a firm voice, she declared, “If Clarissa sentenced Liza to torture. To defilement. To death. I will kill her.” 
She tore her gaze back to the Arum Court king. 
“And if Clarissa did not,” she leveled her gaze at Mathew, “I will rip out the heart of the man who dared to claim such lies.” The promise hung in the air, tension building as several members of the Arum Royal Guard reached for their blades. 
“Calm,” the king ordered. “Sheathe your swords.”
“Mara.” Edward’s plea drew her attention back to where he knelt. “You won’t make it. She’ll kill you.”
“I don’t have a choice,” she answered. “I am not asking for your blessing, mi amor. But I need to know that if I do this, if I kill her and survive, you won’t leave. That you won’t…Edward.”
“I release you from your oath. Do as you must, Mara. But please, mea rosa, mi amor, I beg of you, don’t leave without—”
“I won’t,” she assured, before kissing him, the touch an unspoken promise. Fighting tears, she pulled up the gag, replacing it gently to its former position against his lips. “I’ll see you before I leave this court.” 
Two men stepped forward, assisting Edward from his kneeling position, and escorted him from the room. Edward walked with them until he reached the entrance to the stone corridor, where he jerked hard, back toward Mara. He called her name through the gag. 
“It’s all right, mi amor,” she lied, holding his gaze. “I will come for you, Edward. te semper petam, mi amor. I swear. I will see you before I leave this court.” 
Edward closed his eyes at this promise, before allowing the guardsmen to take him from the throne room.
As he disappeared around a corner, Mara could not help adding, “With my dying breath.” 
She gathered her emotions. Twisting herself, she slowly faced the king, the mere act of turning from the direction Edward had been led painful, and tormenting. 
“If you harm him further, Mathew, I will kill you, along with every man, woman, and child of this court.” 
“Yes,” the king answered, “you would. But first, give me your word, Mara. You will kill Clarissa, the same queen you swore you would never raise your blade against.”
Mara parted her lips to speak, but no sound came. 
“Edward’s life, for your honor.”
Mara drew another breath, and this time, found her voice. “If Queen Clarissa gave her daughter, my princess, over to rape and torment, there is no vow, nor promise, which can save her. If she did as you allege, she will die. And if she did not—you will. This I swear, to the gods above and below.”
She drew another breath. “But, if I do this, you will not touch the man I love.”
“Agreed.” Mathew bowed his head in promise.
The door to the chambers opened again, and a panting guardsman Mara did not recognize burst through the door.
“Your Majesty!” the guard exclaimed, bending to a knee before his king.
“What is it?” Mathew asked in alarm, tension again rising among the remaining guardsmen around him.
“I’m sorry, Your Majesty, I have news.”
“Out with it!”
“It’s Lady Sandra, my king.”
“What about her?”
“Two men entered the palace, and took her.”
“From the palace?”
“Yes, Your Majesty. I have no idea how they came in. The men standing guard in front of her door were found unconscious. One of them has a deep cut to the arm from what we suspect was an Arius blade. Another, who has since came to consciousness, says the intruders were Captain Regald, and another.”
Mathew raised a hand, bringing the man to silence as he turned to Mara. “What have you done with the girl?”
She kept her expression unreadable.
“Mara, what did you—”
“She’s safe,” Mara answered tersely. “And as long as she’s with Regald, she’ll remain that way.”
He took a step forward, glowering.
Mara watched, unafraid. “What’s it to be, Mathew? Go after the girl, or stay and plot the demise of my beloved aunt?”
“Tell the men to search the grounds, and the outlying area,” the king commanded the messenger.
“I wouldn’t if I were you,” came Mara’s reply, her voice gradually returning to the cold tone in which she was accustomed to speaking, knowledge of Regald and Garreth’s successful extraction helping to steady her. “The Black Rose Guard stands between your men and the girl. Along with multiple Arius blades.”
“You will give her back.” Anger laced the king’s demand as he realized Mara coming alone had been a distraction, granting Regald the time he needed to save the girl. One not unlike the young princess she had failed to save centuries ago.
What a story his wayward captain must have told. No doubt describing Sandra in ways that reminded Mara of her lost cousin. Must have been good, to get the captain of the Black Rose to trade vengeance for the life an unknown girl.
If Mara knew the truth…
“Well,” she interrupted his thoughts, “what’s it to be, Mathew?”
He met her gaze, staring into the silver-violet eyes of the last Lorcan Court princess. “Very well, Mara. We shall discuss the girl at a later time. Now…how do you propose we kill the queen?”






Chapter XLIX
Dunnottar Castle
Present Day
 
Garreth, Regald, and Sandra had made it all the way to the Arum Court gates before being challenged in their attempts to remove her from the grounds. For an instant, it had looked as if they would be overwhelmed by red-shirted guards, who poured forth to stop them from escaping. 
Out of the trees, additional members of the Black Rose Guard had appeared to assist them.
“Mara decreed we could not enter the palace,” one of the men had defended. “Technically, we didn’t.”
“We are grateful for your initiative,” Regald had told the younger lord. “I fear we would not have escaped otherwise.”
Neither man had spoken of their discovery as they ushered the princess to the private airport where the Black Rose jet waited, with orders to escort them wherever they wished. Leaving Mara to her chosen fate, Garreth decided to take the young girl back to the castle Mara so loved.
Now, for the first time since fighting his way from the palace, Garreth allowed his mind to grapple with the revelation of Sandra’s paternity.
“A Muir Court princess,” he spoke the revelation aloud in the privacy of his room.
He sat in silence for a time, until the door to his chamber opened.
Regald entered without invitation. “Garreth, did you know?”
“No, I swear. How is this possible? How did another royal of the Muir Court survive?”
“I have no idea. But, you can’t—”
“She’s a Muir Court princess, Regald. You know what that means.”
“She had nothing to do with it!”
Doesn’t matter. Garreth kept his opinion silent, yet his eyes must have conveyed his thoughts anyway.
“I promised to protect her. She’s innocent. You should have seen her when I found her, she was a mess. Her skin torn and sliced, as though cut by some animal.”
“Animal?” Garreth questioned. “Or someone who fell into the vines of the immortal roses?”
Garreth’s green eyes met Regald’s pale blue with compassion. “I’m sorry, Regald. I would have to be blind to not see you love her.”
Regald’s eyes closed against his will, attempting in vain to rein in his shifting emotions. “Please, Garreth.”
He sighed. “I don’t have what it takes to kill a girl who came to us for help. Never have, oath be damned. But, should Mara emerge from this, I cannot say the same about her.”
Both men found their minds trailing back to the Muir Court attack. To the young princess, whose throat was slit, punishment for her brother’s refusal to admit to the murder of Princess Liza.
“Do you confess to the murder of our princess?” Mara demanded.
“I’ll say again, Mara,” Prince Nicholi replied. “You’re insane.”
At those words, Mara stepped forward, grabbing the arm of Nicholi’s middle sister, Princess Cordelia. She was a slender woman, with white-blond hair that was a trait typical of women in the Muir Court Royal family.
Mara forced Cordelia against her, aligning her Arius blade with the princess’ throat.
“Confess your sins, Nicholi. Confess to the murder of our princess.”
He did not, prompting Mara to stare directly into his sea-blue eyes as she sliced her Arius blade across his sister’s throat, covering her hand in a gush of royal blood. The room fell to a shocked silence, before the girl’s mother let out an ear-splitting scream.
Unmoved by the distraught mother, Mara tossed Cordelia’s body aside, before reaching for the next member of the royal family.
When the massacre was over, Garreth, Regald, Sarah, Jake, and Mathew had been charged with taking the royal family bodies down to the rose garden for cremation.
The knights carried out the harrowing task, moving the dead weight of the immortal royals down the winding stairs to emerge from the palace. Every few steps, the screams of the dying court would echo, as the last of those injured were found, and put to final rest on the end of the Lorcan Court’s Arius blades.
To be honest, Garreth did not actually recall the walk, from the palace to the garden. More so, he remembered the screams, and the scent of dying flesh soaked in freshly spilt blood. 
But what took place once they reached the garden was something that would haunt him forever.






Chapter L
Battle of the Muir Court
1400 AD
 
Garreth laid the body of the Muir Court princess in the center of the garden with a heavy heart. He had met the young beauty on several occasions, and recalled her to be a kind woman, often tending to the children of the court. She had a lovely smile, accompanied by a soft laugh. 
Now he would never hear her laughter again.
He arranged her on the grass with great reverence, placing her beside her dead brother in the garden of immortal roses. Ignoring the fact that Nicholi’s head had been placed at an odd angle, being no longer attached to the torso, he ensured Cordelia’s body was modestly covered, using the sash from her robe to cover the gruesome cut across her throat.
Unlike the eternally black blossoms, which now bloomed in the gardens of the Lorcan Court, the roses here were silvery-white, the color they were said to turn for every member of the Muir Court, as those of the Lorcan had once transformed to amethyst. Strange, because from the night Mara had taken the vows to the Black Rose Guard, every rose in the other courts had turned black, except for those that bloomed in the Muir Court gardens. 
He stood back, watching as Mathew placed Cordelia’s sister beside her, followed by the bodies of the king and queen. Once the entirety of the royal family had been laid side by side, Garreth walked to the garden wall, and plucked several buds from the green vines. 
He placed a single rose on the chest of each fallen royal, carrying out the time-honored tradition, even for this fallen court.
They all stood there, each glancing awkwardly at the other, until Brendan appeared at the entrance holding a torch, yellow flames burning bright. In his other hand, a bucket of oil to help the makeshift pyre burn and spread.
Brendan approached, but paused when he reached them, uncertain of how to proceed.
Mathew stepped forward. Removing his outer cloak, the Black Rose sub-captain spread it carefully on the ground, before sloshing the oil over the weather-worn fabric, soaking it in the flammable substance. He then placed the cloak over the bodies, stretching the corners as far as they would reach.
Once the combustible was in place, Mathew took the torch from Brendan’s hands. He leaned down, and pressed the flame to the saturated cloth. As they watched, fire leapt from the torch onto the material, hungry tongues of destruction eager to explore. 
Mathew stepped back, watching the fire skip along the cloth and move from one body to the next before blending to a fiery inferno.
Smoke filled the air, stinging the eyes of those who watched, while the heat warmed their skin. 
A rustling sound pulled everyone’s attention to the garden walls.
The vines moved, weaving like slithering snakes.
More vines emerged from the white sand to surround the funeral fire. Garreth’s heart raced, fearing they would now face the vengeance of the roses that Mara had always spoken of in fearful tones. The vines did turn, not to the gathered warriors, but to the flames. 
Vines surged into the blaze, coiling around the bodies within the golden light. Thick thorns tore into dead flesh, spilling royal blood upon the ground which flowed as though it were still fresh from their no-longer beating hearts. The roses greedily forced every last crimson drop from the dead’s hardening veins.
Sarah let out a shriek at the sheer brutality. Jake grabbed her, allowing her to cringe against his chest while his arms embraced her protectively.
With growing interest, Garreth watched the carnage, more roses bursting forth along the savage vines and bathed in golden firelight. The vines lifted, twisting and twining amongst themselves as the roses turned from white-silver to red. The same brilliant color they had once transformed to for Mara.
Garreth’s gaze followed the wall as each rose bled to Mara’s color, beginning at the center of the bud, and spreading to the outer petals. “They’re changing their allegiance.” He did not fully comprehend what he was seeing until he uttered the facts. “The roses honor their new queen.”
“Mara?” Jake asked. “Mara is their—”
Garreth shook his head, refusing to believe what was happening before his very eyes.
“I never knew.” Mathew looked as bewildered as he sounded. “Mara had said the roses were magical. That they were linked to her blood, and fed from—I never believed it.”
“Do we tell her?” Jake asked. “That she is the rightful queen?”
“No,” Garreth answered, unable to remove his eyes from the bleeding vines. He stared into the billowing smoke and, for a single instant, could swear he saw someone staring back. 
“Mara does not want to be a queen,” Garreth spoke boldly. “The bloodshed ends here.”
Eyes seemed to glare, shining like a speck that others mistook for drifting ash. The flames rose, changing from gold to silver, casting a metallic light on the garden as the blooms changed again, from red to black.
Fire leapt from the garden’s center to the walls, fueled by an unseen power, one that fundamentally changed all who watched the conflagration of the immortal roses. 
 






Chapter LI
Arum Court Dungeons
Present Day
 
Edward was taken to a different cell in the bowels of the Arum Court castle dungeon. His stomach turned at Mathew’s allegations. Could any of it be true? The thought was beyond horrendous. Beyond sickening. Beyond—
His thoughts were interrupted when the cell door opened and Mara entered the room. She was dressed in her normal attire, all black with the exception of the single silver rose upon her breast. Only now, as she walked toward him, there was a second deviation to her silver attire—the simple gold ring she wore upon a silver chain, given to her when Mara had married him in the garden of immortal roses. 
As she approached, the thick stone door was closed behind her by one of the Arum Court guardsmen. 
“Edward,” she spoke softly, yet her voice was firm and steady, “I need to tell you—” 
“No. Whatever you have to say can wait for your return.”
“Edward—”
“You are coming back.” He moved his arms to hers, grabbing her firmly. “Do you hear me, Mara? I don’t want to hear—”
“Edward,” she interrupted again, her voice a thousand times more calm than she had imagined it would be, “this isn’t a goodbye. It’s a confession.”
He met her gaze directly. “Is there a difference?” 
She drew a sharp breath into her lungs. “My arm was steady,” she said. “Edward, my arm was…steady.”
“What?”
She moved her gaze to where her fingers touched Edward’s arm. “My hand was steady, Edward.” 
I am going to make the bad dream end, she had promised. The glint of the falling sun on the edge of her silver Arius blade. The salt upon her tongue, the whistle of the cold wind. Waves crashing. The sand shifting beneath her feet. The clang of striking metal…
“When I saw the child, the prince…” Her admission came slow. “A child with eyes of the sea, my heart sank. Shattered like a thousand shards of glass, tearing their way through my soul.”
“Mara, you don’t have…” He wanted to tell her she didn’t have to explain, but her expression stilled his protest.
“It didn’t matter, Edward. Don’t you see? It didn’t matter what I felt, or what I thought. All that mattered was…” Her gaze circled the room, searching for salvation that did not exist.
She pulled her arms from his grip and raised her hands, curling her fingers against her palms. “My hands did not shake when they reached for my Arius blade. Nor when they closed tightly upon its hilt.” She drew the air required to continue. “The blade was steady when withdrawn from its protective sheath.
“Don’t you see, Edward? My heart and soul shattered, but my hand was steady when I raised the weapon, and looked down on the last prince of the Muir Court.”
Her lips pressed together as she drew another breath. “Not until the sword started its descent, Edward. Only when that lethal blade sailed down with such deadly purpose…”
Edward tilted his head to the side, staring at her with confusion. “What are you saying?”
Mara turned from him, facing the bars of his narrow cell window, and saw the white sand of that now-abandoned beach. The child with Muir Court eyes.
“Only as the blade descended, did my hand begin to shake.”
 






Chapter LII
Muir Court Beach
1400 AD
 
Mara walked along the white sand, waves crashing softly. The water was the deepest blue she had ever seen. The sky was clear, with not a single cloud. She inhaled deeply, tasting salt on the tip of her tongue. The soft ocean wind blew her hair behind her, each gust a gentle tug. Mara knelt, running her hand through the warm sand. She looked up, gazing out to the endless blue sea capped with white waves.
“Hello,” whispered a young voice. She turned to face the boy who had walked up beside her. With bronze skin, kissed lightly by the sun, his short blond hair ruffled in the wind. He wore a pair of leather pants, and a white shirt closed with sapphire buttons.
Her gaze traveled up to view the boy’s young face, and she encountered a pair of blue eyes; eyes the color of the sea, with a touch of white running through them, as if ocean waves moved within his azure gaze.
“How old are you, child?”
The boy held up four tanned fingers.
“What are you doing here on the beach?”
“My nanny told me to come here and wait for Mummy.”
Mara forced a soft smile upon her full lips. “Who is your mother?” she asked, knowing the answer.
“Sophia. Please, can you help me? Mummy is really scared. She told my nanny to send me here.” Tears ran freely down the child’s rosy cheeks.
Mara held out her arms to the young boy, who trustingly came into her embrace. “What is your name?”
“Dorian,” the child answered quietly.
“Well, Prince Dorian, there is nothing to be scared of anymore. I will take you to your mother.”
“You can?”
She pulled back slightly. “Yes, child. In fact, I have a secret to tell you. Do you think you can keep a secret?”
The child stopped crying and nodded.
“This, my prince, is just 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. “Yes, child. I am going to make the bad dream end. All you have to do is close your eyes. Do you think you can do that for me, little prince?”
The young boy nodded happily as he closed, what Mara knew, would be the last eyes to ever hold the sea. She reached for her Arius blade, clasping the silver hilt with a steady hand. The sword slid from its leather sheath in silence, the enchanted metal never betraying its deadly purpose.
The boy’s eyes didn’t open as she raised the sharp blade high for a downward stroke, her body easily moving into the familiar pose, even as her mind and soul recoiled from this most heinous of sins. She drew a breath, staring at the child as her blade descended.
Her eyes closed, not wanting to watch the lethal weapon claim yet another life. Especially not that of a sweet, innocent child as this one was. The clash of striking metal rang through the air, racing down the powerful ocean winds. 
The Arius blade flew out of her hand, and she took several steps back, the white sand shifting beneath her feet. In shock, she turned her head and stared into Phillip’s eyes.
Further startled by the identity of the boy’s rescuer, Mara retrieved her blade. “What?” she asked, amid her growing confusion. “Phillip?”
With a gentle smile, he maintained his grip on his sword, which he held between Mara and the boy. “My prince,” he addressed the child, “this woman is right. This is a bad dream, and it will end soon.” He turned his head enough to look down at the boy and offered a broad grin.
Apprehensive, the child took a step back, but did not understand the danger enough to run from his would-be killer.
“Phillip, what are you doing?” Mara demanded. 
“Saving you.”
“Saving me?” Her confusion mixed with anger. “Saving me?”
“Yes…”
The boy stared from Mara to Phillip, then deciding, ran past him to Mara. He wrapped his small arms around her waist, pressing his face against her side. “Please,” he cried softly, “I want to wake up now. I’m scared.” Tears filled his voice, further breaking the already-shattered pieces of Mara’s heart. “I want my mummy.”
It took several breaths before Mara could answer, placing one arm on the boy’s shoulder, while maintaining a fierce grip on her blade with the other. “I know,” she spoke softly. “I know, my prince. This dream will be over soon.”
She returned her gaze to her second-in-command. “Walk away, Phillip. Leave now, and allow me to finally finish what was begun the night she died.”
“I can’t do that, Mara.”
“I wasn’t asking,” she replied. “It’s an order.”
“One I cannot obey.”
More anger rose, adding to her torment. “Don’t you realize this is hard enough without fighting you as well? I am sworn to this fate. You know that, better than anyone.”
“Not you, Mara. The Black Rose.”
Mara shook her head. “I don’t understand.”
“The Rose, Mara. A collection of warriors, all sworn to a united purpose.”
She tried to process his words and failed, the sobs of the child clinging to her leg preventing her from thinking clearly. “You’re speaking in riddles.” 
Phillip nodded. “Give me the child, Mara.”
“Give you the…” Meaning dawned, prompting Mara to shake her head. “No,” she said. “No.”
“Better I than you.”
“No,” she said again, pulling the child closer.
“Please, my lady, allow me to fulfill this last mission. To finish—”
“It’s my job. I am the captain of the Black Rose Guard. The captain who failed…who let her die.” She shook her head. “It’s my job.”
“It is our job,” Phillip countered. “Our job, Mara. We both failed Liza, it is true. But I, my lady, have failed at so much more than you.”
“What are you talking about? I don’t understand.”
“I failed your mother,” Phillip confessed. “I failed her when I did not protect your father from that duel. I failed her again when she spoke of her sadness. I glimpsed her desperation, the void in her eyes.”
“I can’t live without him,” Mellissa had said. “I won’t.”
He had known, deep down, she meant it. Yet his heart had refused to believe. 
He had left her to her chosen solitude. Two weeks later, Mellissa had taken her lost love’s Arius blade and driven it through her chest, leaving her young daughter kneeling in a pool of royal blood.
“I failed your mother, when she told me she wanted to die and I did nothing. I failed you, when I refused to believe Edward was still alive.”
“Phillip, that was a long time ago…”
“I hurt you,” he said. “No matter my good intentions, the act was a crime, a sin committed against both my regal princess, and the captain I had sworn to serve. I left Edward to die, to rot in the power of our enemy, and refused to believe you—my friend, my fellow captain, my princess, and the daughter I cherished as my own, though I know you are not. I wronged you, Princess Mara. Now I have a chance to make amends.”
“I forgave you.”
“Do not lie, my lady, it does not become you. You meant what you said, the day I prevented you from saving him. Do you remember, Mara?”
di tibi ignoscant quod ego numquam ignoscam, the angry curse echoed across the cold wind. May the gods forgive you, because I never will. 
“Phillip…”
“Give me the child, Mara.”
“I can’t let you…”
“He’ll never forgive you,” Phillip said. “If you do this, Edward will never forgive you. You know it to be true.”
Her breath caught at the truth, her heart pounding as she stared. “Doesn’t change the fact that this is my job, Phillip. My responsibility.”
“Again, you are wrong, Mara. It is your guard’s responsibility. I took the same vow as you. Now, please, my lady, my captain, allow me this opportunity to both fulfill my duty to this guard, and the promise I made to your mother—to watch over you until my dying breath.”
“I made a vow.” But this time her declaration came softer, less confident. “A vow to the gods above and below. A vow to the roses. A vow…”
Phillip set his sword firmly point down in the sand, and stepped forward, touching Mara’s right shoulder. Her hand still clutched her Arius blade tightly. “Take a breath, my lady.” 
He squeezed her shoulder and she fell to her knees, wrapping one arm more fully around the boy. Phillip followed her to the white sand, holding her as she held the child. 
“Phillip, I…”
“This is my gift to you, Mara.”
“It’s my vow!”
“Yes, and one I have no doubt you are capable of fulfilling. But if you do, Mara, it will cost you his love—once and for all. So I offer you this gift, my lady…my princess. Allow me to fulfill this last quest, and in doing so, give you back the love of the man you cannot live without.”
Tears filled her eyes. “This is wrong, Phillip. Why…this is…”
“Shh,” he shushed her. “It’s all right, my princess. Everything will be all right.”
“The child must…he must…”
“Yes,” Phillip answered. “Yes, he must.”
She trembled as he leaned forward and kissed her brow. “I hope, Princess Mara, with this final act, you can forgive me for the sins committed against you, and the captain we serve.” 
He pulled back, prying the child from Mara’s tight embrace, and into his own. Reaching for his discarded sword, he laid it at Mara’s feet, and stood, gathering the boy into his arms.
“It’s all right,” he offered the same lie to the child he had given to Mara. “No need for tears,” he told the young prince. “Would you like me to take you to your mother?”
“Mummy?” the child asked, sniffling.
Phillip offered a smile. “Yes, my prince, I will take you to your mother. Would you like that?”
The child nodded.
Maintaining his deceptive smile, Phillip instructed, “Put your arms around my neck, and I will take you to her.” The boy obeyed. 
Phillip returned his gaze to Mara’s. “It has been a pleasure, my captain and princess. The greatest of all honors, to protect you as a child, to watch you become the fierce woman you are, and to serve with you in this most royal and ancient of guards.”
“Phillip, what are you saying?”
He held her gaze. “My lady, I have seen the rise of empires, and their fall. Entire worlds have been created, and destroyed, with the turning of each era. I have served proudly in this guard, observing both the destructive power, and the beauty, of all life has to offer. I have fought bravely, and loved fiercely. I have laughed and cried at the sheer wonder of this blessedly long life.
“But there comes a time for us all, Mara, even those of us who are immortal. For me, that time is now. I have seen my last battle. My last era. This new one that we have created with the fall of this immortal court, is yours, my lady. A path I helped forge for those who remain, and those yet to come. It will be a dark trial, but one you shall endure bravely, as you always have.”
“Phillip, don’t do this. I can’t—” 
“I’m tired, Mara. I’ve been tired for centuries. This body may be immortal, but the soul within is not.”
“Phillip…”
“Can you imagine enduring eternity without Edward?” he asked. “Imagine living every single day, for the rest of your immortal life, knowing you will never see him again.”
Mara had difficultly drawing breath, and fought to pull the salty air into her lungs.
“Can you, Mara?”
“No,” she answered. “No.”
“Then you understand what it has been like for me, every day since your mother died. She did not love me as I loved her, yet I loved her all the same. I loved her enough for both of us. I am tired, Mara. Ready for, as you said so sweetly, this bad dream to end.”
“Phillip, I…” Tears she had not realized were falling wet Mara’s cheeks. “I can’t do this without you.”
“You can.” He offered another smile and, holding the child in one arm, he moved the other hand to Mara’s cheek, wiping her tears. “You’ve never needed me, Mara. Only him. And with this act, I hope to ensure you will have him, until the end of time.”
“Phillip…” Her voice was frail.
“You are neither my rose, nor my daughter, but I have loved you as both.” He brought her hand to his lips, offering a soft kiss. “Goodbye, Princess. It has been an honor.”
He turned and, with the child’s arms still wrapped securely around his neck, stepped past Mara toward the sea. Her entire body trembled as she turned to watch him move deeper into the gentle waves. “Come, child,” his words carried to her ears on the ocean wind, “let us end this dream together.”
“I’m frightened,” the boy replied.
“Yes, but soon there will not be anything to be scared of, ever again.” He waded into the blue water, sinking more with every step.
Mara rushed to the surf’s edge. “Phillip,” first a whisper, then, “Phillip!” 
Covered above the waist, currents pulling and pushing with every step, he turned back and offered a single wave before diving under the water.
“Phillip, no!” she screamed, scrambling forward on her knees until she touched the foaming waves. 
Beyond distraught, she moved to dive after him, when a voice broke through her panic. “mea rosa,” it whispered. The voice was deep and strong. A voice which now lived only in memories so vague they might have been naught but a dream. “mea rosa,” the endearment again came to her.
“Father?” She turned to her left, a faint shape appearing in her blurred vision. He stood before her, an apparition hovering above the white sand. Darker than hers, the same caring eyes that had once watched over her every night as she closed her violet ones. “Father?” she asked again.
In a gray cloak, he reached a hand forward and touched the side of her face, caressing the same cheek Phillip had. “They are with us, my child. And now is not your time.”
“I need him. I don’t…please.”
“He will always be here, upon these glittering sands, whenever you have need.”
“Help me. Please, Father.”
He offered a sad smile. “I will always be with you, mea rosa. I never left.” 
Prince Michael leaned forward and kissed Mara’s trembling cheek.
She blinked, and he was gone, leaving her alone upon the white sand, where the sun would forever set. 






Chapter LIII
Arum Court Dungeons
Present Day
 
Mara stared through the bars of the ancient cell, where the light of the sun had never reached. Her voice was hollow as her confession drew to a close, the torches lining the outer walls doing nothing to fight off the cold touch of the dungeon’s stale air. 
“His body was never found. Nor that of the child he…” She struggled over a breath, tears brimming in the corners of her eyes but not falling. “I will never know how long I sat on the beach.” 
She turned stiffly back to Edward, but kept her gaze on the floor. “He disappeared, and the next thing I knew, you were there.”
Her confession finally arrived at painful silence, and she waited for his reaction.

“Mara,” his voice was firm, strangled with anger.
She took a trembling breath, but did not raise her eyes.
“Mara,” he again spoke her name, harshly this time, causing her entire body to flinch. “You said you killed the child.”
Mara drew a deep breath and replied, “No.”
“You said you killed the prince of the Muir Court. Killing him was your job. Your—”
“I said there was no child. And there wasn’t, not by the time you arrived.” She raised her head, her eyes more silver than violet in the dim light. “I said there was no child, Edward. I never said I killed him.”
“You never…” Edward’s features tightened, his mouth parted to draw an unsteady breath. “You never said you killed…” He stepped forward and stumbled, prompting Mara to grasp his arm to steady him. “You let me believe... You let me think…for all this time. You didn’t kill…” He shook his head, and jerked away from her, moving his hand to his chest.
“Breathe, Edward.”
His shoulders shook. She didn’t kill the child, the repetitious realization was the only thought capable of penetrating his mind. She didn’t kill the child. She didn’t kill…
He looked up, meeting the silver depths of her eyes, and in an instant, anger overtook him. “How could you?” he demanded. “Six hundred years, Mara. I blamed you, every day for six hundred years! How could you?”
“Edward, listen—”
“No!” He moved farther back, against the far wall of the cell. “You lied to me! For six hundred years! You let me blame you…you let me…”
“Edward, please.”
“Why?” He stepped back toward her, grabbing her arms and pulling her forward hard enough a gasp of pain escaped her lips. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Because you saw me as a monster!” Mara found her voice in a flurry of anger as her deeply buried pain rose to the surface, spilling over her like a searing flame. “And I was.”
“You let me believe you killed the child. A four-year-old child.”
“You looked at me like I was something monstrous. And you were right. I was a monster, Edward!” She forced more air into her lungs, attempting desperately to lower her volume. “I still am.”
“Mara, no. You’re not.”
“Yes!” she hissed. “A monster who murders the child who runs to them for help. A monster who destroyed an entire court in recompense for the death of a single girl. A monster, capable of committing the most heinous of sins. A monster, whose soul burns in the fires of eternity while her body still breathes. I am a monster, Edward. And that day, you saw me for what I am.”
“You didn’t kill the child, Mara.”
“But I would have!” her voice returned to a scream, the assertion yelled through shallow breaths.
“No, you couldn’t…”
“Yes, I could. I could have. And if Phillip had not interceded, Edward, I would have done so. Don’t you see?” 
Her voice calmed, her tone lower and softer than before, as the brimming tears receded without falling. “My hand, Edward. My hand did not tremble as I gripped the Arius blade. Not when I raised it. Nor when it came down to clash against Phillip’s.
“You, Edward—my captain, my love, my soul—looked at me and saw a monster, capable of taking the life of an innocent child in cold blood. And, Edward, I was. I am. Once you saw that defect, it no longer mattered if I had killed the prince or not. Only that I was capable of doing so, and allowed Phillip to do it anyway. I lost everything on that beach, my love—you, him, and my honor, for allowing him to fulfill the vow in my stead. Everything, lost.” 
She shook her head, Edward’s fingers digging into her arms. “A part of me wishes you had killed me.”
“No. Mara, don’t say that.”
“It’s true. I am the monster of this tale—you, its hero. And monsters must be slain…even me.”
“Don’t.” He made the reprimand solid and fierce, pauses and shallow breaths between each word. “Do. Not. Say. Such. Things.”
“Edward, please.” Her tears returned, and this time she was incapable of keeping them at bay. “I couldn’t go…” She fought for breath. “I couldn’t die without telling you the truth.”
“I love you.” His declaration caught her off guard. “Do you hear me? I love you, Mara. You are not a monster for doing what duty and honor required. You are not a monster for honoring your vows. You are not a monster for being capable of finishing what I could not. You—”
“But I am, Edward.”
“No,” he insisted. “You’re the woman I love. The woman for whom I would gladly lay down my life. The woman I cannot imagine living without.”
He pulled her forward and kissed her, raising his right hand from her arm to intertwine in the locks of her dark hair, forcing her against him for a demanding kiss. He pulled back to stare into her eyes, so close his breath washed against her skin. “You are not a monster, Mara. You did your duty, as have others who carried titles such as ours. Princess and captain—required to obey without question. Always in charge, yet powerless to resist what fate and destiny demand.”
Her tears fell faster. “I wanted to tell you. Dear gods, I wanted to. But when you looked at me, and I knew I was exactly the monster you saw, I couldn’t…Oh gods, Edward.”
“You have suffered greatly, and I selfishly allowed you to do so alone.” He pulled her into his arms.
Beyond words, she buried her face against his chest, allowing her tears to soak the cloth of his shirt.
“I am sorry, mea rosa. I am so sorry. I left you to suffer. I did not see. I couldn’t…” 
He clutched her tighter. “I should have come to you, when I learned of Phillip’s death. I realized then what losing him must have done to you, and now understanding how he died…gods, forgive me.” 
She allowed him to hold her as she cried, surrendering the last of her strength to the warm embrace of the man she had loved all her life. He eventually gathered her into his strong arms, and carried her over to the cot, holding her close in his lap until her tears were spent.
“I let Phillip die,” she mumbled through a sniffle.
“No,” he whispered. “No, mi amor. That was his choice. Nothing you did could have prevented it. Nothing.”
“He was the closest man to a father I ever knew. Sometimes, I still look for him in a crowded room. To hear advice…”
“I know, mea rosa. I do as well.”
“Hold me.”
His heart lurched at the request, yet his arms slipped around her. The cot was not really large enough for two, but he made do, securing her partially on top of him as her sobs changed to steady breaths, and finally, the gentle rhythm of sleep. Several breaths later, he followed her. 






Chapter LIV
Arum Court Dungeons
Present Day 
 
Mara was gone. 
Alarmed, Edward pulled himself from the cot and searched the cell, but she was nowhere to be seen. Instead, he found a plain white envelope, with his name written clearly across the front, in Mara’s elegant handwriting.
With a sinking heart, he slid his finger along the seal. 
 
mi carissime amor,
 
hoc doleo quod te alia acerba veritate iterum oneravi. non in hac sorte infausta progredi possum, nisi tibi dixi res mortis Philippi et iuvenis principis. diversam fabulam tibi, mi amor, dixisse velim. at hoc mendacium fuisset, et inter nos, si nihil aliud, hanc vitam in veritate, quamvis auditu difficili, finire volui. 
velim te scire omnia in corde meo. hoc tamen capiat aeternitatem, qua me egere video. o utinam haec vita secus accidisset! vixissem et mortua essem in amore tuo praetexta! cottidie in aeternum inter bracchia tua experrecta esset! risum tuum audivissem! tactum labrorum tui me iuxta amplectentis in meis sentivissem!
o utinam liberos tibi optatos dedissem! eos in gratia atque honore crescere vidissem! illi nos superbia affecissent! nos senuissemus in vitis usitatis et in voluptatibus simplicissimis, nihil invicem indigentes. o utinam! o utinam!
sors tamen, miserabile dictu, declarat hoc nec esse nec futurum fuisse. at nunc te relinquo ut hoc officio antiquissimo, mihi per fatum imposito, honori necessario, fungar. hoc me adeo paenitet, mi amor.
scito cor meum animamque meam in aeternum tibi, mi amor unice usque ad temporis finem, accubitura esse,
semper tibi appetam in hac vita aut proxima.
omni amore meo
coniunx tua
filia regia Mara Clarissa Sethian Conner
 
****
 
My Dearest Love,
 
I am sorry to have burdened you with yet another harsh truth. I could not move forward, within this tainted destiny, without telling you the facts of Phillip’s death…and that of the young prince. I wish I could have told you a different tale, my love. Yet it would have been a lie to do so, and between us, if nothing else, I wanted to end this life in truth, no matter how difficult to hear.
I want you to know all that is in my heart. But that would take an eternity, which I now find I do not have to give. I wish this life could have been different. I wish I could have lived, and died, cloaked in your love. That I could have spent every day of forever waking up in your arms. Listening to your laughter. Knowing the texture of your lips against mine as your arms held me tight.
I wish I could have given you the children you desired. And watched them grow in grace and honor. To have them become people of whom we would both have been proud. I wish we could have grown old, in ordinary lives, enjoying the simplest of pleasures, and wanting for nothing more than each other. I wish, I wish, I wish…
Sadly, destiny dictates it is not, nor was it ever meant, to be. Instead, I leave you now, to fulfill this most ancient of duties, which fate has placed before me, and honor requires. I am so sorry, my love. 
Know that my heart and soul shall lie forever with you. My one and only love, until the end of time.
I will always come for you. In this life, or the next.
 
All My Love,
Your Wife
Princess Mara Clarissa Sethian Conner
 






Chapter LV
Present Day
Dunnottar Castle
 
Regald walked toward the balcony where Sandra stood gazing out at the sea under a gray sky. Scottish ocean salt tickled his tongue, while a cold wind perfumed the air with the sweet scent of roses. He stepped to her side, but she did not face him. 
He placed his hand on the balcony’s rough edge, careful to avoid the protruding thorns from green vines spilling over the ancient stone. The immortal roses thrived, and had turned from red to silver upon Sandra’s arrival.
“My lady,” he addressed her softly.
Her warm breath misted the air before she turned. “Regald, I’m sorry.”
“For what, my lady?”
She met his eyes with her own, infused with the ocean’s silver waves. “You betrayed your king.”
Regald shook his head. “No, my lady. My king betrayed me, and the vows he once fought to uphold.”
“But you forsook your vows because of me.”
“I did what honor required.”
“I don’t—”
“My lady,” his interruption was soft, yet firm, “I cannot claim my vow to obey the king meant nothing, nor could any knight. But you must understand, the foundation of knighthood is built on the ideals of chivalry, and serving the realm; principles Mathew betrayed in his treatment of you, Captain Edward, and Captain Mara.”
Sandra drew a breath. “Regald, I must know...”
“My lady?”
“Why doesn’t anyone want to tell me the truth?”
“My lady—”
“Who am I?”
Regald paused. “I’m not certain you want my answer.”
“I want the truth, whatever it may be.”
He met her gaze, and considered his options, before forming a slow answer. “You have likely surmised by now that you are of the royal rose bloodline.”
“Mathew said I was a princess.”
“More specifically, a princess of the Muir Court, which once ranked among the high courts of the immortal realm.”
“How do you know this?”
“Your eyes,” he answered, “and the silver roses following your every step.”
Quieting painful memories, Regald carefully traced the vine closest to him, avoiding the thorns. “Each royal bloodline has a distinctive shade of rose. Purple, for those born of the Lorcan Court. They bloomed so for Mara’s mother, Princess Mellissa, and for the queen’s daughter, Princess Liza.
“For Mara, they originally bloomed deep crimson, the color of blood, though as to why, no one is certain. Since her vow, to avenge Liza’s death, her roses have been black.
“Muir Court roses were white, but on the beach under the moon’s glow, they appeared more silver, shimmering with an enchanted light. We’ve not seen roses that shade in a very long time.”
“Prince Darek,” Sandra responded, “said they were killed. Slaughtered by…”
“Mara,” Regald finished for her. “It’s true. The Muir Court was destroyed by the Black Rose Guard, and those sworn to its oath, including me.”
“Why?”
“Because the Muir prince killed our princess. A death that shattered the hearts of both our captains.”
“And—”
“That same heritage runs through your veins.” 
She looked at him with wide, fearful eyes, asking in a voice barely above a whisper, “Do those vows require you to kill me? Even after all this time?”
Regald flinched. “No one shall harm you, my lady. Not while I draw breath.” He stepped forward. When she did not pull away, he coaxed her into a warm embrace. “My lady—”
“Sandra,” she corrected, her strained voice tugging deep in his chest.
He pulled back enough to gaze down into her sea-blue eyes, etched with silver waves. “Every princess requires an honor guard, Sandra. I am yours. I have been from the moment I first saw you, wandering the kingdom’s outskirts. You, Princess, have my loyalty, my sword, and my heart. As long as it beats, you shall be safe.”
His heart? Sandra glanced up in wonder. All the years of acting the perfect knight, and now…
Pressing her cheek against the cloth covering his chest, she confessed, “I was afraid.”
“Understandable. You were taken back to the palace by force, and told what you thought to be true was an elaborate lie.”
“No. More so, I was afraid you had been harmed. Afraid you wouldn’t come for me, and they would…”
“Of course I came for you,” he echoed the words of another. “I will always come for you, Sandra.”
At the promise, she moved back to meet his eyes. “I don’t know what I would do if…”
The wind howled, causing Sandra to shiver. This was the man who had found her, lost and alone, fearful of scattered memories. The man who had offered her shelter from her deepest fears, and had become her protector, at the expense of all he held dear.
“Don’t blame yourself,” he admonished, following her thoughts.
“You’ve lost everything, and it’s my fault.”
Regald shook his head. “Not everything.” He reached a hand up and pushed back a strand of hair as the sea’s waves crashed through her sapphire eyes.
Instinctively, she leaned closer, until her breath warmed his cheek. “I was so thankful, Regald, when I turned and found you in my chambers. I don’t know how to—” 
He silenced her with a kiss. 
She stiffened in surprise, but quickly relaxed into the embrace.
Pulling back enough to speak, her knight said, “I pledge you my heart, my lady. And my loyalty.”
 She leaned forward, answering his oath with a kiss of her own, causing both to become lost in the tender moment, until Regald jerked back with a hiss.
Confused by his pained expression, Sandra glanced down and realized a slender vine had crept, unnoticed, to twine its way around Regald’s right leg. Through his pants, thorns had pierced his skin, causing dark spots of blood to stain his trousers.
Regald jerked his back, untangling himself from the thirsting vine. Once freed, he moved away from the balcony’s edge, pulling Sandra with him.
From the doorway, both turned to find the terrace’s outer edge covered with immortal roses. Not only the silver-white flowers that betrayed Sandra’s bloodline, but amid them gold blossoms glowed warmly in the murky afternoon light.
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Princess of the Rose – A Preview
 
 
The Muir Court
 
“Silver roses,” a child’s voice sang again, carried by salty winds. “Silver roses of the sea.” The song fell to gleeful giggles as the child skipped along the garden’s center, fingertips running across petals of prominent roses, avoiding protruding thorns with ease. When the child reached the wall’s end, she laughed, waving an arm in a wide, sweeping gesture. “Touch the petals! precor!”
Unable to refuse the insistent plea, the woman to whom she called extended a hand toward the green thicket of unnatural vines coiled around ivory walls, thriving above white sand where no vegetation should exist. At her touch, the silver darkened, as if ink now drizzled over the flowers, cascading toward the center of partially opened blooms, turning the silver roses to violet.
The child squealed in delight, observing the deep purple leap from petal to petal, transforming the blooms across the garden wall.
When the violet ink reached her, the girl held out a hand and raced back down the wall, reversing the transformation, changing the roses back to an iridescent silvery-white.
Walking the garden’s path, the woman’s careful steps contrasted with the carefree movements of her young companion. Her feet sank into the uneven terrain while she struggled over coarse sand. 
Once, the ocean had been a thing of beauty. Now, it held only pain.
Nevertheless, she walked steadily toward the crashing waves, moving beyond the garden across the expansive beach.
When she reached the water’s edge, she paused, standing close enough for the tide’s froth to lick the fringes of her azure gown, billowing in the cold wind.
She drew breath of salty air, but it came to her lungs unsteady, broken. 
Her mind wandered to the night it had all began. The agony endured not only by herself, but by those she had loved.
As the waves rolled in and out, silver crests upon the blue water, she welcomed the sting of swirling sand as it whistled around her.
“My lady,” a deep, gentle voice disrupted her solitude. 
She closed her eyes at the sound. “You came.”
“Yes, my lady.” His voice conveyed a deep-seated pain. “me paenitet, regina mulier mea.”
“You’re here.”
His hand touched her shoulder. “Yes, mi amor.”
“You shouldn’t have come.”
“I know.”
At her trembling, the knight moved closer, allowing her to settle against his chest, in spite of the act’s forbidden nature. 
She took a breath and reached for his hand, keeping her eyes on the cerulean waves. 
“precor. Please, my lady, hold on for me.”
“Why?”
Jarred by the question’s hopeless tone, he leaned down, inhaling the scent of lavender used to rinse her ebony hair. “My lady—“
“Don’t ask it of me.” She shook her head, exhausted. “Please don’t.” Turning in her knight’s arms, she pressed her cheek to the soft cloth covering his chest, allowing him to completely enfold her. 
He ran a hand through the soft locks of her hair, down her back. “My lady, I—” The words he longed for did not easily come. “Please, my lady.”
“You don’t know—”
“I do.”
“No.” She pressed firmly against him. “Every night. Do you know what that’s like? To lie there every night?” Her words gave way to sobs, strength vanishing.
Her lack of strength destroyed his remaining resolve. “I’m sorry, my lady.” Her pain sliced through him sharper than even the Arius blade strapped to his side.
“You must go,” she whispered. “If they find you—“
“I don’t give a damn,” he answered. “I’m not going anywhere.”
The words caused her tears to spill faster.
“Forgive me,” he said tersely. “Please, mi amor, forgive me.”
ignosce mihi. The haunting words arose from inescapable memory.
 “I did this, my lord, not you. I didn’t know what love was, nor the depth of pain it so often carries. I was too naive to see the truth, and destroyed the lives of those sworn to protect me.”
“Not true, mi amor.”
“I dreamed of what happened. What she did. How she laughed while ripping flesh from bone. Screams echoing down the stone halls.”
“What happened was not your fault, my lady.”
“I didn’t understand how she could love him with such cold indifference. I didn’t comprehend the pain. The agony she endured. Until now.” 
She gazed up, the knight’s Muir Court eyes a perfect reflection of the foaming sea.
He spoke the only words he could. “Please, my love, hold on.” 
She drew a trembling breath, and exhaled before again pressing her cheek to his chest, allowing his strong arms to envelop her. “You’re here,” she whispered.
“Yes, Liza. adsum, mi amor.”
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1
We Are Family
 
The man hanging from his bound ankles over the cliff’s edge hadn’t been forthcoming with answers thus far.
I’ve always been a try again sort of girl when not first succeeding, so I decided to provide him with another opportunity. “I saw the tire tracks leading from the cave. Just tell me where Martin is taking my knife.”
Sweat soaked my forehead, neck, and down my back, both from the early morning Arizona sun and the effort of keeping my quarry suspended over the bluff. My muscles burned but I maintained my hold on the rope coiled around my hands. He was maybe two hundred pounds and I wouldn’t’ve been able to hold him without the rope wound over a large boulder behind me. Even with it braced, I was tiring.
If I was a six on the sweaty scale of one to ten, he was approaching eleven; moisture poured over his beet red face and soaked his dark hair. He twisted his head, grunting with the effort. Hard eyes glared up at me but he said nothing.
Sometimes a simple cock of one’s brow while threatening a hired gun is enough to shake his tongue loose, but I wore dark sunglasses and figured he couldn’t see my practiced I-will-let-you-die detachedness.
I sighed and made a show of uncoiling the rope from my hands. His eyes tracked the movement until I had the rope gripped tightly but not securely.
I paused. Waited.
Then I loosened my grip and let it slide.
He slipped an inch. Just an inch. When you’re dangling by your ankles over a sixty-foot drop to dirt and rocks, however, an inch feels like quite a lot more.
I held tight again, bracing my feet in the dirt and leaning back; the rope went taut in my gloved hands and he jerked to a halt. He didn’t shout, no, but let out a panicked yelp in a higher register.
Before I could prompt him again, the small cell phone in the padded pocket on my belt chirped a familiar tune—the theme from The Last Unicorn.
I sighed. “I can’t hold you forever and I really should take that call.”
“They’ve got a helicopter!” he sputtered, his mouth tight as if he hated himself for giving in. “Thirty miles west. Probably reached it already.”
Hmm. Knowing my target, I strongly suspected I drove faster.
“Now let me up!”
I stepped closer to the edge and nudged the four feet of pooled rope over. It tumbled and rolled down his body. “How’s your upper body strength?”
He snatched the rope and frowned. “Huh?”
I let go.
The mercenary yelped again and the rope skidded, spitting up sand, but he didn’t go plummeting to his doom so he must have held on. The boulder it was wrapped around would hold, but it was up to him to get his ass up. I am, of course, not a coldblooded murderer, but I also didn’t fancy being followed. He’d be tired by the time he pulled himself up. Too tired to pursue.
Still, I rushed for my cherry red Jeep waiting near the sand-dusted road, skipped the door, and hauled myself up through the open back and climbed into the driver’s seat. My keys waited in the ignition; I gave them a twist, popped on my seatbelt, shifted into gear, and spun around to drive west.
Heat rose in waves from the dirt and barren land stretched on for miles in either direction. I didn’t know precisely where my target went, but I’d probably see the helicopter rise in the bright blue sky if I neared it and they took off. I stomped down on the accelerator and flexed my hands on the steering wheel, wishing I could teleport or something.
I hadn’t forgotten the call. Phone synched to the rental, I dialed up home.
“Hi, Mommy,” said the little voice after one ring.
I smiled absently. “Hey, buttercup. Shouldn’t you be in school?”
“Pru slept in. The school called.”
I go away for one day and everything falls apart. “I’ll talk to the school when I get home. She’s okay?”
“Yeah, just tired. And she let me make my lunch.”
Oh dear. “And did she also let you clean up after making your lunch?”
Emaleth sighed. “Mom.”
I was going to come home to peanut butter on the ceiling, I knew it. “There are few things as dangerous as you preparing your own meal.” The Jeep hit a bump, jostling me around on the rocky terrain. Well ahead in the distance, light glinted off something shiny—vehicles, one of them containing the artifact I’d come to retrieve, if I was in luck. Luck obviously hadn’t been with me that morning since they’d reached it first, but I would put up a fight. As always.
“What time are you coming home?”
I slid a USP Match from the holster on my left as I pushed the pedal to the floor. The ground was rough, Jeep’s tires spitting stones and dirt, and wind rushed through the topless vehicle, so I raised my voice to answer her. “Not sure yet, sweetheart. I have a few more things to take care of.”
There was little I could hear over the noise around my vehicle but the pouting silence of a child is unmistakable. “You’re supposed to meet Miss Jennings today.”
Right. My daughter’s troll of a teacher who hated me. I greatly disliked the requisite parent-teacher meetings just after school started, since they involved dealing with people I wasn’t allowed to dangle over cliffs to make my point. “I will. That’s not until tonight and my flight is only four hours. I’ll be there.”
Muffled talking sounded in the background that I was unable to pick up. My gaze narrowed on the vehicles ahead. The wide, flat black Hummer had to be Martin’s. The SUV more than likely housed some of his hired “help” who would be armed and see my Jeep coming.
I dropped the gun in my lap and powered down the window beside me. At least I was as adept shooting left-handed, although driving at the same time would cause...issues. More wind tore through, tossing my long braid of dark hair back over the seat. I went to great lengths to braid it tight so it stayed in place, but pieces fell and whipped against my face and sunglasses.
“Pru says the meeting is at 6:45,” Emaleth informed me. “You should be there early.”
I was in a different time zone and couldn’t do the math at the moment, but didn’t see how that would be a problem. “I haven’t forgotten. It’s written down in my day planner.”
“You don’t have a day planner.”
“If I’m going to be late, I’ll meet you and Prudence there, okay?”
“Don’t be late,” she warned in a tone that sounded more adult than six-year-old.
The side window of the SUV rolled down and a moment later I caught sight of an elbow, a hand, and what appeared to be an AR-15.
Wonderful.
“I won’t be late,” I promised as I raised my gun and stuck my arm out the window, prepared to return fire. “But I’m going to have to go now because I’m in traffic and about to say some nasty things you shouldn’t hear.”
Another woeful sigh. “You shouldn’t say bad words, Mommy.”
“No, darling, you shouldn’t say bad words.” Nor should you chase down vehicles aiming automatic weapons at you. I’d save that lesson for when she was older, though. “I have to go but I’ll see you tonight.”
“Are you bringing me back a present?”
The guy aiming the gun out the window was shouting something at me—presumably regarding slowing down or ceasing my pursuit. As if I either heard or cared. “If you clean up the kitchen, I might bring you something.”
“’Kay. Love you, Mommy.”
“Love you too, Em.” I disconnected the call just as bullets tore through my windshield.
Motherfucker. I ducked, keeping my right hand on the wheel, and fired randomly until the other shots ceased. The glass cracked but didn’t shatter, just impossible to see through. I figured at least Martin would have them shoot out my tires, not attempt to shoot out my face.
I’d have to be a bit more aggressive.
I twisted the volume knob on my dashboard so it blared high energy pop rock. Vocals cut over the wind, bass thrummed loudly to drown out all distractions so a backup plan could form. I tend to playlist my aggression; it helps.
I dropped the gun in my lap, grabbed the wheel with one hand and the stick with the other, and swung the Jeep off the road. The rough terrain knocked me around even in four wheel drive, jostling the weapon on my lap. In the rearview mirror, a cloud of dust puffed, covering the sky and anything I left behind me. Ahead, nothing but empty desert, some mountains, and a whole lot of rocks—no vehicles but the ones I pursued, and the road was pretty straight, too. Perfect. The Jeep held at one-twenty clicks as I sped past my target. Damned if I could guess what they were likely talking about in there, besides the fact that maybe I’d lost my fucking mind.
Pretty sure they won’t be expecting this.
I went left and swung the Jeep in an arc, steering it back onto the road at a sharp angle. The seatbelt cut across me painfully as I jerked against it but there was no chance to think, to catch my breath; I kept my foot on the pedal as I switched into reverse.
The wide, intimidating Hummer blew through the cloud of dust, slowing almost imperceptibly as they realized what I was doing.
I grinned and unlatched my seatbelt.
Foot on the gas, right hand on the steering wheel and left on the gun, I rose in my seat so I could see past the cracked glass, over the top of the Jeep, and fired at the Hummer.
Wind whipped my braid around wildly, the Jeep careened. I wore fingerless gloves with good grips on them any time I was out the field and I kept the wheel clutched tight, easing it back and forth as needed. My focus was on the tires—with me moving, the Hummer moving, and the wind blasting, I was doubtful I’d hit, but damn if I wouldn’t try.
The gun popped holes in the Hummer’s grille; I hit the end of the mag, last casing flinging out and disappearing onto the road, just as the SUV sped up with the same jackass hanging out the window, firing at me again.
I dropped down, cast the gun into the passenger seat, and changed hands: left on the steering wheel, right withdrawing my second gun. It was seconds before the rifle was out—intimidating, yes, but impractical—and the guy slipped back in to reload.
Once more I rose, wind tearing and roaring around me as my vehicle flew backwards on the road. Just as I aimed, the Jeep hit a bump. My bullet went wide and I fought to regain control. Wind stole my breath and my chest ached, heart thudded hard, and I was developing a headache. Just another day on the job.
Money. You’re doing this for money. Em deserves nice things.
Money. A good motivator.
Irritation prickled under my skin but I raised the gun again, letting the world around me fade as I focused on the tires. I moved the barrel to the right just slightly, narrowed my eyes, and squeezed the trigger.
I popped off half a dozen rounds in rapid succession; one hit the tire and the Hummer swerved wide. The SUV hung back to avoid a collision, both vehicles slowing.
The Jeep jerked suddenly, careening to the left. I cursed under my breath, dropped to sit again, and gathered my bearings. Checked the rearview; still nothing but mountains, boulders, and desert. No helicopter.
I glanced back at the road to see the SUV approaching, speeding past the Hummer, gunning for me.
Well. I’d pissed someone off.
I fought to keep control of the Jeep but couldn’t push up the speed any further while driving backwards. The SUV’s windows were dark-tinted but I could easily imagine someone in there on the phone with Martin, who no doubt cursed my name and said to get me off the road.
Any sane woman would call it quits, cut her losses. But my daughter was in private school and that doesn’t come cheap—I wanted what I came for.
The mercenaries—sorry, as Martin would call them, “armed escorts”—approached and slammed into my Jeep. I abandoned my gun for a moment, grabbed the wheel with both hands, and struggled to keep on the road. The SUV slowed, then sped to gather momentum and slammed me again. I jerked forward. Held on.
Shit. Shit shit.
I don’t enjoy being on the defensive.
The moment they backed off a bit, I grabbed the stick and swerved, spun in a hard left off the road; not expecting that, the SUV flew past me.
Me and Martin, then.
Once again I pushed the Jeep forward, straight for the Hummer that jostled along, the bare rim sparking on the road. I glided easily next to it, then swung to the left, slamming into the other vehicle, but the Hummer kept on the road. If I got it in the ditch, threatened everyone a whole lot, maybe—
I blinked and caught the SUV ahead, gleaming in the sun, a second before it collided with me.
It hit the front corner of the Jeep and the wheel spun out of my control. I braked, swerved, narrowly missed the Hummer. My shades were knocked off and the world went by in a whirl of bright blue, burnt orange, and yellow, then jerked to a halt when I struck a boulder about half the size of my vehicle. The airbag inflated, struck me in the chest. Metal crunched and screeched in a way that was almost physically painful to hear.
Son of a bitch.
The music cut out, engine died. Might be fixable, might not be. Irritation and anger wove around me, clutching me in a death grip—I was not giving up. Not so easily. I pushed down the deflating airbag, grabbed my loaded gun. The driver’s door was pinned against the rock, so I hauled myself out the back and readied to aim.
Bullets clipped the side of my Jeep; I ducked down and hoped they were just trying to scare me because cars don’t actually stop those things.
A vehicle door opened. I waited, tensed, gun in my grip. Loose hair fell over my eyes and the bright yellow sun beat down. My heart thudded hard but I breathed, slow and sure, calming my body down from its adrenaline high.
“I’m not giving you a ride back,” Martin called.
“Not even if I promise to be good?” I returned.
More car doors—they were on the move, perhaps shifting into the SUV. Shit. I glanced under my vehicle and glimpsed feet shuffling. 
“How about you give me the knife and I’ll give you a finder’s fee from my client,” I said. “It’ll pay far more than whatever museum hired you.”
“It’s not about the money, Liv. When are you going to get that?”
Easy for him to say—he didn’t have to worry about paying bills or taking care of a little one. “I’m going to get it, even if I have to steal it from whomever you give it to.”
“I’ll recommend they tighten security, then.” Car doors began to slam—I had one more shot to get it.
I rose, gun pointed right on Martin’s smiling face. His hair was my natural color of strawberry blond, though clipped close to his head, and he wore dark shades I envied because I had to squint against the sun with mine lost.
He held the plain stone knife I’d been after, ancient Navajo and used by Locust to cut the horns from monsters. Whether it did that or not, I didn’t know, but my private client wanted it nonetheless.
Martin managed to hold it both reverently and teasingly.
I tightened my finger on the trigger, part of me very much wanting to put a bullet in the forehead of that very smug face.
Then one of his “escorts” stepped around him and lobbed a concussion grenade at me.
Fuck! I spun and ran, kicking up dirt, bolting as far from the Jeep as I could. A moment later the explosion rang in my ears and metal flew as the Jeep burst apart. I ducked, covered my head, waiting as debris rained.
When I stood again, my Jeep was torn to hell and the other vehicles were gone. I fished the cell phone from the padded pocket in my belt, cursing under my breath a number of words that would have upset my daughter.
I did hate my brother sometimes.
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echoes of the [/nderworld film series
and resounds in a modern Medieval mesh
of fable, duty, and unrequited love.”
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