
        
            
                
            
        

    Table of Contents
Title page
Dedication:
Chapter I
Chapter II
Chapter III
Chapter IV
Chapter V
Chapter VI
Chapter VII
Chapter VIII
Chapter IX
Chapter X
Chapter XI
Chapter XII
Chapter XIII
Chapter XIV
Chapter XV
Chapter XVI
Chapter XVII
Chapter XVIII
Chapter XIX
Chapter XX
Chapter XXI
Chapter XXII
Chapter XXIII
Chapter XXIV
Chapter XXV
Chapter XXVI
Chapter XXVII
Chapter XXVIII
Chapter XXIX
Chapter XXX
Chapter XXXI
Chapter XXXII
Chapter XXXIII
Chapter XXXIV
Chapter XXXV
Chapter XXXVI
Chapter XXXVII
Chapter XXXVIII
Chapter XXXIX
Chapter XL
Chapter XLI
Chapter XLII
This Story Will Continue in:
Silver Rose
Acknowledgements & Thanks
About the Author:
Confess
Chapter One
The Shadow



 
Shadow of the Rose
 
A Tale of the Black Rose Guard
 
 
 
 
 
K.L. Bone
 
 
Map Illustration by Raven Quinn
 



Text Copyright © 2017 by Kristin L. Bone
All Rights Reserved
 
Cover Art © 2017 by Skyla Dawn Cameron
 
Map Illustration 2017 © by Raven Quinn
 
First Edition: June 2017
 
All rights reserved under the International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the author.
This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.



 
Dedication:
 
 
 
To
Becket & Stina, 
for their friendship.
 
To my friend, Steven, 
who said I have finally written a book
he would love to read. 
 
To my editors:
Melissa, Tara, & Skyla,
without whom this book and so many others
would never have been completed.
 
To the memory of my grandfather,
Samuel Dallas Grimmett,
who let me stay up till midnight every 
Saturday night, sharing his love of 
fantastical adventures.
 







 
 
 
 
 
 
 
rosa nigra te in vita tueatur 
teque in morte ulciscatur 
*
May the Black Rose 
Protect you in life and 
Avenge you in death
 



Chapter I
Lethia Castle
Present Day
 
Eight hundred years, Sarah thought, as she stared at vines covered in lush red flowers. It had been eight hundred years since the roses had bloomed in such vivid color, like drops of blood against the fresh layer of snow. Her breath misted the cold garden air, the soft fog dissipating as it drifted upward on a gentle breeze. A late snow, though hardly unheard of at Lethia Castle, hidden in the mountains of Eastern Europe. Normally, the persistent white powder would blanket the flora, hiding tender buds until the snow melted. Only then would roses struggle to bloom and thrive from the once-frozen vines. 
This time was different. Tiny flakes dropped from the gray sky to swirl lazily around the roses, landing in a final, determined rush on the green vines and leaves. But when the frozen crystals touched red flowers, the snow turned back to water. Glistening drops slid down fragile petals before joining their brethren in the growing sheet of ice under the plant.
Sarah leaned forward and lightly traced her finger against the blood rose. Cold to the touch, she could determine no reason for why the snow melted. 
Is the warmth only something those of the royal bloodline can feel? she wondered as another snowflake melted on the open bloom of a formerly black rose. 
Driven by compulsion, Sarah moved her hand, gently brushing accumulated snow from the slender vine until she came to the first thorn. She pushed her thumb against the protruding needle, piercing her skin to draw blood. Watching, she held her breath as blood dripped from her finger, splashing against a petal before falling to the ground. She turned and raised her hand, comparing the color of her pooling blood to that of the roses. A perfect match.
How many times had she dreamt of these enchanted vines as a child? Tracing her fingers against the roses engraved on the silver locket that had been left in her keeping, she marveled at the sight before her. The etchings, for all their beauty and enduring strength, were a pale shadow when compared to the awe she experienced every time she came inside these ancient walls to stand amid the garden of immortal roses.



Chapter II
Bròn Court Lands
925 AD
 
Sarah worked in the stables late one early autumn afternoon. Leaves—red, orange, and a few stubbornly green—swirled in the gust of a chilly wind before scattering to cover the dying grass in lumpy piles. Turning from the weathered windowsill, she took a deep breath laden with the honest scents of straw and manure. At twenty-six, the chores were second nature as she moved through the endless cycle of cooking, cleaning, and preparing rooms for the guests who stayed at her mother’s inn.
She’d mucked out the last stall when she heard her mother’s voice. “Sarah, when you’re finished, come inside. I need to talk to you.”
After laying down some fresh hay, Sarah walked to the side of the barn where she had tethered an aging horse. She spoke softly as she stroked his ebony mane. “Hey boy, I know you’re tired of being cooped up. I promise, I’ll take you out into the field as soon as I see what Momma wants.” Patting his neck gently, she led him into the clean stall. Closing the horse inside, she walked toward the tired inn, ascending splintered steps before opening the wooden door with a loud creak.
When she entered the main room, she saw her mother speaking with two men, garbed in the Bròn Court’s golden brown robes.
 “Sarah,” her mother called, with an odd mixture of relief and nervousness, motioning her to take a seat in an empty chair. “These men are members of the Bròn Court Royal Guard. They are escorting the queen of another court, the...”
“Lorcan,” the man on her mother’s right supplied. “One of the two high courts in the immortal lands.”
“Yes,” her mother acknowledged with a grateful nod. “The queen of the Lorcan Court is traveling to the Bròn Court, along with her daughter and entourage. These men wish to lodge the queen and princess, along with several members of their guard, here for the night.”
“A queen?” Sarah spoke without thinking. “Surely there is somewhere nicer. This is just a simple inn...”
“It will only be for a single night,” the guardsman assured. “They are determined to reach the Bròn Court Palace as quickly as possible. These accommodations will be adequate.”
“Sarah, I told them we would be honored to host the royal party,” her mother said in mild reproach. “Attend to each of the rooms and ensure they are as clean as can be. Air out the blankets, add straw to the mattresses, if needed, and anything else that is required.”
Sarah nodded. “I will do so now.”
“Thank you,” her mother said, offering a smile to the two men. “We will do all we can to make their stay as pleasant as possible.”
The older man nodded. “I appreciate that. However, beyond your thoughtful preparations, I also ought to go over a few protocols with you both. The queen is not to be directly addressed, by either of you, unless she speaks first. Neither is the princess. Should you wish to speak to either of them, you must go through their captains. For the queen, your resource will be Captain Phillip. For the princess, Captain Mara. You will be introduced to both when the party arrives. Presuming everything goes well, there will be a few extra silver pieces for your trouble when they depart.”
“That is most generous, my lord. And much appreciated. Fall and winter are slow seasons for travelers.”
Sarah nodded before rising and leaving to prepare the rooms for the royal party’s arrival. It took the rest of the afternoon, but eventually they were ready to receive their guests. 
“Thank you,” her mother praised when the last room was ready. “I appreciate the extra help today.”
“It’s fine,” Sarah said with a smile. “This is my inn as well, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” her mother answered. “Now, why don’t you go see if you can find something less dusty?” She pointed to Sarah’s faded green gown, which was now scattered with bits of dirt and straw. “We ought to be presentable for the queen.”
“Yes, Momma,” Sarah replied, turning toward her room. She closed the door and removed her tattered gown, hanging it on one of the hooks lining an empty wall. After a deep stretch, she walked over to the old wooden chest sitting in the corner and gingerly lifted the lid. From within, she removed a faded, multi-colored patchwork dress. Its hem had been frayed, and stained with ground-in dirt, but thanks to a floral sachet, it smelled better than the one she had been wearing in the stables. She shuffled into the dress, pulling it over her head before tugging the front cord snug around her modest bust. Thus attired—if not suitably, in the best she had available—Sarah reached into the bottom of the chest and pulled out a silver locket strung through a golden chain. Clasping it behind her neck, she tucked the locket beneath her gown. She never wore the treasure while working in the stables, for fear of losing it and dishonoring the man who’d given the necklace to her.
While Sarah battled a mixture of exhaustion and excitement, a clatter of hooves announced the royals’ arrival. Normally Sarah would be the one to bed down the horses. However on this occasion, several lower-ranking members of the riding party had volunteered, leaving Sarah to serve food and drink.
She’d never met a royal. Even with their hair wind-blown from the long ride, those who appeared at the entrance were nothing short of what Sarah had always imagined. The queen, a tall and slender woman with jet-black hair cascading down her back, wore a thin, golden crown with a few sparsely placed red stones. Her gown was made of crushed velvet, black trimmed with golden thread. Several red jewels hung around her neck, glistening in the hearth’s light. Her daughter was equally lovely, wearing a gown of royal blue embroidered with silver. She had the same color hair as her mother.
Yet, despite their beauty, Sarah’s eyes were drawn to those surrounding the royals. Garbed in matching black shirts, fresh gray cloaks tied around their shoulders, the members of the guard stood with perfect posture beside the royals, hands resting upon the gold and silver hilts of their blades. Among those closest to the queen, stood a blond-haired man, introduced to Sarah and her mother as Captain Phillip. A woman named Mara was introduced as captain of the guard to Princess Liza.
Sarah offered a low bow before the royals, who spoke briefly to Sarah’s mother before the party spread out among the tables. Introductions complete, she busied herself filling goblets with water, refreshing those who had come from a long day’s ride. She focused on the floor for the most part, dodging muddy boots and sword points, stealing only quick glances at the knights as she served them, not wanting anyone to think she was being rude, or staring.
But when she reached the woman who had been introduced as Captain Mara, she could not resist looking closer. When she did, her breath caught. Silver eyes, rimmed with violet. Eyes no mortal could ever hope to have. Stunning eyes. 
Eyes she had seen before.



Chapter III
Bròn Court Lands
925 AD
 
Water sloshed onto the table.
“Oh,” Sarah apologized, “I’m sorry, my lady!”
“It’s all right,” Mara replied, offering a smile. “No harm done.”
“I’ll leave the pitcher,” Sarah said, but froze again when her eyes met those of the female captain.
“May I help you with something?” Mara inquired.
“No, my...” Words failed her. Offering a quick bow, she whispered, “Forgive me.”
Sarah walked as quickly as she could, without actually running, into the hallway. “I’ll be right back,” she called in her mother’s general direction. She entered the first room she came to and closed its door behind her.
It can’t be, she thought, even as she pulled the chain from her bodice and opened the silver locket’s clasp. An aging portrait stared back at her, slight feathering in the once-smooth paint, but the resemblance was undeniable. Same ebony hair, rouged cheeks, and inhuman violet-silver eyes.
“She is mi amor,” the words rose from faded memory. “My love.”
 
*
 
It had been twenty years. A tall, handsome man, with the darkest eyes she had ever seen, spent one fateful night at the inn. On that cold winter evening long ago, he’d carried a burden of sadness, and more.
“Are you a knight?” she had asked him, with the boldness of youth and innocence, viewing the jewel-encrusted blade strapped around his waist. “You have a sword. You must be a knight.”
He had smiled at her words, his face brightening as he met her golden eyes. “Yes,” he had confirmed. “I am a knight, on my way home to a princess.”
“A real princess?” she had asked, then pleaded with him to tell her more. 
“She is beautiful,” he began. “Smart, kind, and very brave. But, you see, she had a hard start to life. Her father, a brave and noble prince, died when she was young, which made her mother very sad. Her mother tried to endure for her daughter, but in the end, the sadness was too much and she died as well.”
“Both her parents died? That is so sad!”
“Yes, but you have to remember, some stories begin sad and then get happier.”
“Like this one?” Sarah asked.
The knight nodded. “After they died, her cousin decided to take care of her. A knight, he served a powerful queen, who was also the princess’ aunt. Her cousin taught her the ways of knighthood. To be brave. To face her fears instead of running from them. To protect herself from the things that might harm her. And...even to use a sword.”
“Really?”
“Yes. That is where I came in. Her cousin asked me if I would help teach her how to use a blade. Since she was a princess, of course I said yes. After several years of hard work and practice, she became as good as any knight I’d ever trained.”
“Wow! I wish I could be a knight,” Sarah exclaimed. “To use a sword and fight to defend the realm. That would be amazing!”
The knight smiled at her youthful enthusiasm, then told her something she would never forget. “Do you know the first rule of being a knight?”
Sarah shook her head. 
“A knight must honor the realm and above all else, always keep their word.”
Sarah sat on the bed staring at the coin-sized portrait encased in a silver locket. “Rosa,” the knight had called her. “She gave up her royal title of princess and became a knight, a member of the Royal Guard. She was chosen to be the captain of the guard to the queen’s daughter.”
 
*
 
Captain of the guard to the queen’s daughter? The Lorcan queen’s daughter? Her mind reeled as she considered the possibility.
“Sarah!” her mother called.
She jumped, re-concealing the locket under the faded fabric of her gown. Arriving back in the kitchen, her mother had several large portions of soup waiting. “Sorry,” she said with contrition as she grabbed the nearest bowl and served their guests.
A few hours later, most of the party had adjourned to their respective rooms. Sarah had just finished washing the last of the bowls when she saw the lady captain seated by the fire, gazing silently down at her silver blade. Steeling herself, Sarah decided to approach her. “May I get you more to drink, my lady?”
The woman nodded and Sarah brought over a pitcher of lukewarm water. As she did, Sarah noticed her blade when the captain slid it back into its leather sheath. Her breath caught at the familiar string of roses etched into the silver metal.
“rosae immortales,” the knight had said, tracing similar roses on his locket. “They are the symbol of my princess.”
Mara eyed the young girl. “You have been staring at me since the moment I walked in. Would you like to tell me why?”
Caught off guard by the captain’s directness, Sarah stumbled over a response, casting her eyes down. Unsure where best to begin, she drew a deep breath and then asked, “Are you the princess who became a knight?”
Mara appeared startled by the question. “How would you know that?”
Sarah hesitated again, then said, “With your permission, my lady, I would like to show you something.”
The captain nodded.
“Here.” Sarah pulled the golden chain and unclasped it from her neck. She then opened the locket and handed it to the other woman, who raised the image in the firelight. 
Mara gasped. “Where did you get this?”
“From a knight, who traveled through our lands and stopped here for the night,” Sarah answered. “He said the woman, Rose, was a princess who had chosen to become a knight. ‘mea rosa immortalis,’ he said.”
“When?” she asked. “When did you see him?”
“Years ago, my lady,” Sarah answered. “More than twenty.”
The woman’s eyes closed tightly. She wrapped her hand over the silver locket, clutching it against her palm. “How, exactly, did you end up with this?”
“They accused him of trespassing on another court’s land,” she explained plainly, for she knew of no other way. The details of that day returned as though it were yesterday. The knight had been so kind, telling her the story of the rose, before escorting her to her room, kissing her hand at the door as though she were a lady of the courts he spoke of. Perhaps that very kindness is what condemned him.
 
*
 
Members of the Bròn Court Immortal Guard took him from the inn, in chains, to the Bròn Castle dungeon. The man who imprisoned him: none other than Sarah’s own father, Lord Richard.
Sarah had been the product of a dalliance between the son of an immortal lord and her mortal mother, daughter of a village innkeeper on the outskirts of Bròn Court lands. Her father, Lord Richard, was a tall man with cruel liquid gold eyes.
Her mother, Julia, had been a maiden of only fifteen the first time her father had stepped into the inn. Even in her mother’s later years, traces of her beauty persisted in her slender figure, locks of lush brown hair, and an intelligent sparkle in her mossy green eyes. Smitten with the immortal lord’s attentions, her mother blushed at the compliments he lavished upon her, before eventually allowing him into her bed. 
Immortal births were rare. Births between mortal and immortals, even more so. It surprised everyone when, shortly after their liaison began, Julia found herself with child. In her ignorance, Julia told Richard of the pregnancy, expecting him to be excited at the prospect of becoming a father. Instead, Richard met her with anger, his cruel nature revealed to Julia for the first time. He took no pleasure in the arrival of his half-blood child. Sarah could remember no time when her father had offered so much as a kind word.
In contrast, her memory of meeting the traveling knight was one of the fondest of her childhood. His story stayed with her, as had the warmth of his kindness. When she learned the knight would be taken away, Sarah had pleaded with her father. 
“The man trespassed on Bròn Court land!” her father had scolded, unmoved. “You shall never speak of this matter again.”
She cried out, causing her mother to rush forward and gather Sarah into her arms. Despite her mother’s attempts to soothe her, she had cried for hours, tears running down her burning cheeks.
“The knight said he would see you again,” her mother had whispered. “I’m sure this misunderstanding will be sorted out and he will soon return.” 
Sarah had been inconsolable, crying until she slipped into an exhausted sleep. As her eyelids drooped, her mother asked, “When the knight was taken away, he said you, Sarah, ‘could keep the rose.’” Her mother paused, gazing into her daughter’s liquid gold eyes, which marked her as a member of the immortal courts despite an illegitimate and unrecognized birth. “Do you know what he was referring to?”
“The rose?” The knight had spoken of roses, but exactly what he referred to, Sarah couldn’t guess in her spent state.
She’d told her mother she did not know as she drifted off to sleep. However, the next morning, she’d ventured into the room where the knight had been sleeping. Searching first by the wooden desk, she had found nothing. She moved toward the bed and knelt. 
Glinting in the morning sun, she had found his thick gold chain connected to a silver locket. A gasp escaped her lips. After tracing her finger along the etched roses, she unclasped the frame and stared at the portrait within. A beautiful woman with hair of night, pale skin, and stunning eyes—violet with cores of silver. 
“mea rosa,” he had called her. 
Clutching the locket, Sarah had collapsed on the bed of beaten straw. When she did, she encountered something hard. Twisting to her knees on the wooden floor, she lifted the straw. There, underneath, the knight’s sword waited for her discovery. She placed it on top of the bed and stared at the jewel-encrusted hilt, the finely-honed silver edge protected by a sheath of black leather. 
“They didn’t find his sword,” she had spoken to the silent room. She ran her hands across the jewels, knowing that just one would buy food for many months. A second would buy fine clothes. She turned the sword, flipping it over to the stones on the opposite side of the blade, including a large diamond in its center. Her mind considered the relief this treasure could bring to her weary mother.
A knight must honor the realm and above all, always keeps their word, the knight’s teaching echoed through her mind.
I can’t take the stones, she’d decided, before making the silent promise. I will protect this ‘rose.’ Until the knight returns.
 
*
 
And she had honored her vow, never revealing the existence of either item, until now. “I kept the locket safe, waiting for his return,” she told the woman whose likeness she had stared at every night for twenty years, spawning dreams of a life far more grand than the one she lived. “But I never saw him again.”
“You’re saying that this man was here?” Mara asked, her voice unsteady, breathy. “That he was taken by the Bròn Court?”
“Yes, my lady.”
She turned away, and the two women sat in silence for a time, before Mara asked, “Is he alive?”
“I don’t know,” Sarah answered honestly. “My father is the one who took him,” she confessed, not knowing how to further explain his forbidding demeanor.
Mara turned back and leveled her silver gaze with Sarah’s gold. “Did you, or your father, know who he was?”
“A knight of the realm. He didn’t say more than that. Though, I suspect now, if you’re riding beside the queen, he was probably someone of importance.”
“Yes,” Mara answered, her voice tight and unable to mask the pain within. “Your father took him away. Why?”
“Beyond the accusation of trespassing?” Sarah considered the question, then answered with a taste of bitterness. “I think because he was nice to me. And my father is not.”
The captain stood from the chair, excusing herself in an unsteady mumble of words, before rushing toward the door. Sarah waited, however as the night passed, the woman did not return. Exhaustion from the day’s unusual work eventually overcame her. She went to her room and fell heavily upon the bed.
She is the princess of the knight’s story, the incredible realization settled in her mind even as Sarah closed her eyes. She is the knight’s rose. 
As was her practice, Sarah woke to the first rays of morning light. Opening her door, she was not entirely surprised to find the female captain waiting.
“My lady,” she greeted when her eyes fell upon the captain’s. The woman’s face, while still beautiful, had a firm bearing this morning. Not harsh, so much as decisive. A true knight’s face, Sarah supposed, though her knight’s face had been gentle.
“You were a child when the knight rode through these lands?” Mara asked.
“Yes, my lady. Barely six years of age.”
“Was the locket all he left in your keeping?”
Sarah’s golden eyes met Mara’s silver ones. She felt uncertain of how to proceed. Mara took a step toward her. “With another warrior, or even a tavern maid, Edward would have chosen discovery over surrendering his blade. But...in the hands of a child...one he had a fondness for...” A bittersweet smile caressed Mara’s ruby lips. “Did he leave something else, safe in your keeping?”
Sarah took a deep breath. She stared into the eyes of the female knight. “She is my love,” the knight had said. “My soul belongs to her.” 
Sarah turned, walking down the hallway to a side bedroom, beckoning Mara to follow. Without speaking, Sarah pulled a chair from the corner of the room and stood upon it. She slid back a panel in the ceiling to retrieve a tightly wrapped gray blanket. Depositing the bundle on the bed, she unwrapped the soft folds, revealing the black sheath within, and stepped back. 
Mara walked slowly to the bed. She stretched out her hand to touch the cracked, crumbling leather. Her eyes trailed the swirls of silver and gold to the hilt of the blade cradled within. Her fingers traced along the edge, running over the span of white and black diamonds lining both sides, before wrapping her fingers around the golden hilt. She soundlessly withdrew the weapon.
The captain held the sword for a long time before placing it back on the bed.
“Do you know what this sword is?” Mara asked. “Do you have any idea what it is he left in your childlike hands? What you have been protecting? Wars have been fought over a blade such as this.”
“Like the one you carry?”
“Yes.”
“I always imagined he was the greatest of knights.”
Mara traced her fingers down the length of the blade. “He’s the captain of Her Majesty’s Royal Guard.”
Sarah gave a nod. “It would take one of such stature to stand up to Lord Richard.”
“Your father.” Mara made her words a statement.
“Yes,” Sarah confirmed in a flat tone. “My father.”
“This blade—”
“He promised to return for it, but never did,” Sarah interrupted, drawing a nervous breath. “If he is gone, then he would have wanted you, his rose, to have the sword. If he is still alive...I imagine he may yet have need of such a weapon.”
Mara nodded. “I will take his Arius blade and speak to your father. When I return this way, I shall tell you what I’ve learned.”
“Thank you, my lady.”
Mara turned and reached for the blade, sliding it back into its leather sheath before tucking it against her side, shifting her own scabbard behind his. “Thank you,” Mara said solemnly, offering a bow. “I will not forget the care you have shown to this blade, nor to the secrets which my captain entrusted you to keep.”
Mara paused before reaching inside her pocket, withdrawing the locket and its chain. She ran her hand over the aging silver before turning her eyes to Sarah’s. “The knight conferred this to you.” She slid her finger to the chain, before leaning forward and placing it carefully around Sarah’s neck. “He would have wanted you to keep it.”
Momentarily startled, Sarah nodded with a tight smile. “Thank you. It means a great deal to me.”
A soft smile briefly broke Mara’s stiff deportment. “Close to your pure heart is the safest place it can be.”
 



Chapter IV
925 AD
Bròn Court Lands
 
Sarah spent the following weeks going about her day-to-day chores. Yet she could not stop herself from occasionally gazing into the horizon, eager for the riding party’s return. Since she now wore it close to her heart, at Mara’s instruction, each night she polished the silver locket, a form of silent vigil, hoping beyond her better judgment that the princess had found the lost knight. Though deep down, she doubted anything but heartbreak would await her return.
Over a month later, the Lorcan riding party arrived, somber, and this time without Bròn escorts. 
Sarah raced to the rickety door, scanning the faces of the royal entourage. To her disappointment, neither Mara, nor the princess she guarded, was present. After the queen had settled in for the night, Sarah considered asking one of the guardsmen for the whereabouts of those she sought, but ultimately lacked the courage to do so. The knights left without volunteering any answers, and Sarah resigned herself to the fate of her knight remaining shrouded.
Four days later, she mucked the stalls in a heavy velvet gown. Dirt and worse splattered the fabric, yet Sarah did not care, instead grateful for the thick material’s warmth. Snow had yet to fall, but would soon, evidenced by the mist which appeared every time Sarah exhaled, her breath warm against the encroaching winter.
After ensuring the horses had been properly cared for, Sarah moved to the stallion who had been in her charge for over twenty years. He was so old Sarah’s mother had suggested getting rid of him. Sarah had argued passionately, offering to pay for his upkeep from her own wages, meager as they were. Now she walked over to the aged horse, entering the stall to lightly stroke his mane.
He greeted her with a soft whinny, and a gentle nudge of his nose, which had faded to gray.
“Hi boy,” she spoke to her companion. “I know it’s cold.” 
She walked to the corner of the stall and grabbed a blanket. The material was thinner than she would have liked, worn by long use and frayed at the ends, with multiple patches from the many times she had repaired it over the years. 
She tossed the blanket over the horse’s back, smoothing it to cover as much of the stallion as possible. “I’ll bring you another from my room,” she assured with an affectionate pat. “Don’t want you freezing out here, and it’s bound to get colder in the next few days.” 
The horse gave a soft huff in response, its breath lightly fogging the air. 
“I have to help Momma serve supper, but I promise, I’ll be back.” 
She stroked his neck a few more times, running her short nails through his fading coat, before adding as many extra oats to the trough as she dared. Walking from the stall, after setting the copper oat pail down, Sarah latched the door behind her.
As she bent to retrieve the bucket, intending to place it back in the feed room, someone grabbed it from her hand. 
“Allow me.”
“No, sir,” she replied, turning to face the stranger. “I’m happy to...” 
Her voice vanished.
“Please, my lady, I insist.”
She tried to respond, but the words would not come. 
His midnight hair was longer than she remembered. His frame thinner, once full cheeks now hollow, causing the bones of his face to appear unnaturally pronounced. 
Shadows smudged the underside of his eyes, and faint bruises colored his cheeks. Yet, his dark eyes still held the engaging attention that had charmed her as a child. And he had the same voice that had transported her imagination, inspiring dreams of a world other than her own.
“My lord,” her voice came breathy, laced with disbelief.
“My lady Sarah.”
“I...” She stared with wide eyes. “It’s you.” 
He nodded, reaching forward to remove a stray piece of straw from her auburn locks. “I believe, my lady, I had a promise to keep.” He pulled his hand back and flashed the same kind smile she recalled from her childhood.
“My lord, I thought...I was afraid I would never—”
“As was I,” he soothed. “I feared I would never be able to fulfill my promise. Now I humbly beg your forgiveness for taking so long to do so.” 
“Please, my lord, I’m the one who should beg forgiveness. I tried to reason with my father. I tried to tell him.” She shook her head. “But my pleading only made him more angry. I’m  sorry.”
“No, my lady. You kept the necklace and blade safe, out of the hands of those who would have used them for ill intentions.” He reached toward her again, maneuvering her gaze with a light touch to meet his own. 
“Sending Mara to me exceeded my wildest hopes. She never would have found me, had you not raised the courage to speak to her.” He leaned forward and lightly kissed her left cheek. “You saved me, my lady. For this, I owe a debt I shall never be able to repay.”
Sarah’s heart skipped at his words, a tear slipping from the corner of her eye. “He imprisoned you because I was his daughter.”
“No,” the knight countered. “He would have done so anyway.”
“He’ll be angry. He’ll hurt my mother. He always hurts her when he’s—”
From behind the knight, a feminine voice entered the conversation. “He will not.” Mara stepped forward. “Lord Richard has paid for sins committed against the Lorcan Court. He will never harm anyone again.”
“You mean, he’s...”
“In a realm from which not even one of immortal blood can ever return.”
Sarah’s eyes closed, digesting this information in a flurry of emotions.
“Upsetting you was not my intent,” the knight’s gentle voice reached her.
“I’m not,” she answered. “I’m only...” She returned her attention to the knight. “I...”
Edward stepped forward and slipped his arms around the younger woman, pulling her close in a comforting embrace. 
She allowed him to hold her briefly, before drawing back, at last finding her voice. “I’m not upset. I’m relieved. He’s done nothing but hurt us, especially my mother. I’m comforted to know he can no longer harm her.” She turned back to Mara. “Thank you, my lady.”
“Richard and his men paid the price for their crimes. ’Tis as simple as that.”
“I protected one other treasure, my lord.” Sarah shyly indicated the stall gate.
Having waited patiently to be acknowledged, the black stallion moved forward at her signal, hanging his head over the rail to sniff the knight, before nibbling gently with his lips.
After giving Forctis an affectionate pat, and placing the partial bucket of oats where the horse could help himself, Edward suggested, “What do you say we go inside?”
Sarah agreed, accepting his right arm, while Mara walked a few paces ahead, her right hand resting on the hilt of her Arius blade as they moved across the field, dead grass crunching beneath their feet. They climbed rickety steps to reach the inn’s entrance, and Mara opened the door with an audible creak. 
Sarah untwined her arm from Edward’s to enter the narrow threshold, and walked toward the fire in the back of the room, ignoring the tables of knights who spoke in low tones. When she reached the flame’s warmth, Sarah turned back, half-expecting the two captains to have vanished. 
They stood shoulder to shoulder, only a pace from her. 
Sarah searched for something to say.
Mara spoke first. “Lady Sarah,” she addressed the younger woman, “allow me the privilege of formally introducing Lord Edward, captain of her Majesty’s Royal Lorcan Court Guard.”
Turning to face the man beside her, Mara continued, “Captain Edward,” she motioned to Sarah in a sweeping gesture, palm up, hand outstretched, “may I formally introduce Lady Sarah, an immortal daughter of the Bròn Court.”
“Please,” Sarah objected, “I’m not a lady. My mother was not his wife, and I—”
“As the daughter of a Bròn Court lord, I assure you, Lady Sarah, you are. You were Lord Richard’s only child, and are therefore entitled to his rank and privilege. Immortal births are rare enough, if children inherit the immortal traits of their parents, which you most certainly possess, it is of little consequence how a child arrives.”
Sarah shifted uncomfortably.
Edward stepped closer and took her hand, clasping it tenderly between his own. “It gives me great pleasure to see you again, my lady.”
“You’re alive,” she found her voice, laced thick with disbelief. “I wanted...”
Edward motioned to a set of nearby chairs. “Please, my lady, take a seat.”
She did as he bid, seating herself while he and Mara did the same. In the direct firelight, Sarah could better see the yellow and green discoloration of several healing bruises along his cheeks. A thick gray cloak wrapped bony shoulders, not the highly-muscled ones she remembered. The sight of his bruises, and signs of malnourishment, pulled at her heart, causing Sarah to cast her eyes down in shame. Her own father had been the cause of his abuse. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “If you’re here, it means he kept you imprisoned the entire time. I can’t even begin—”
“Not your fault,” Edward assured her again.
The comforting words drew her gaze from the floor. “I only knew you for one night, and I was merely a child, but the story you told, the kindness you conveyed—I’ve never forgotten.”
“As I have never forgotten speaking with you either, my lady. In fact, with your permission, I have come to ask a question of you.”
“Of course.”
Edward glanced at Mara, and the two captains exchanged a look, though as to its meaning, Sarah’s overwhelmed emotions could not follow. 
“My lady, when you were a child, I spoke to you of my princess,” Edward motioned to Mara, “who became a knight, and eventually a captain of the Royal Guard. I did not realize at the time that you too were a daughter of the immortal courts, nor of the service and loyalty you would later show me. The sword you protected was no ordinary blade.”
“I thought the sword was special,” Sarah answered. “Not even the one my father carries...carried, was as elaborate.”
“An Arius blade,” Edward explained. “One of only a handful in existence, with a value, both tangible and intangible, beyond compare. The sword was lined with jewels, profits from which would have seen your family in finery for the rest of your days. Yet the blade was returned entirely intact.
“If I knew nothing else of you, or the court from which you hail, it would be enough. But I also recall the kindness shown when I was a stranger in these lands. How you petitioned your father for my release, potentially placing yourself in harm’s way.”
He offered a thin smile. “Years ago, I told you the first rule of being a knight. Do you remember?”
“Honor the realm and...”
“Always keep your word,” the knight’s answer fell into sync with her own. “Bravery and loyalty would be other important traits of knighthood. As is trusting what you know to be right, no matter what the personal cost might be.” He shifted in his seat to again turn his attention to Mara. “My princess tells me you were most brave in speaking with her, telling her what you knew of my imprisonment. Without that knowledge, she’d never have found me.”
“I recognized her.” Sarah reached beneath the collar of her gown to withdraw the silver locket. She opened it gingerly, displaying the miniature portrait of Mara. “When I saw her, at first I thought it couldn’t be, but then I remembered the story you had told about her being a captain and, well...”
Edward nodded. “For which I am now both grateful and indebted.”
“As am I,” Mara spoke. “I will never be able to thank you enough for helping me find him.”
Edward offered a sad smile in the direction of his love before turning back to Sarah. “My question, my lady, is considering the years that have passed, and the knowledge your life will be blessed by the blood of the immortal courts, is it still your desire to become a knight of the realm?”
Sarah’s lips fell agape as her eyes jerked up to meet Edward’s. “What?”
Edward drew a breath. “As a child, you expressed your desire to one day become a knight. Is this still your wish, my lady? Or have you, in the years between childhood and now, found a different path to accommodate your immortal bloodline?”
“A knight?” She stared at him, not understanding his words. “I’m the daughter of a tavern keeper. An unacknowledged, and illegitimate, child.”
“A fact which would be a hindrance in almost any other position in the immortal realm, but not within the Royal Guard.”
“Anyone may join,” Mara’s words supported Edward’s. “From the blood most royal to the lowest of rank.”
“Even an unwanted child?”
Mara’s answer carried remorse and shared pain. “Not only half-bloods are unwanted. You could be anyone, even a princess.”
“What Mara is attempting to convey,” Edward intervened, “is while you’ve been raised in a world of mortals, you are not. Sadly, I cannot grant your rightful place in the Bròn Court. However, I am in a position to offer you a chance to train with the guard, if you desire to do so. An opportunity to live among fellow immortals, and learn the ways of our people.”
Sarah’s mind spun. Everything happened so fast. Her lost knight—alive. Her father—dead. And now these godlike creatures offered her a chance to join them. I can’t wait to tell Momma! The thought slipped through her mind, then froze. Momma.
“No,” escaped her lips. “I can’t. My momma...”
“Is mortal,” Mara stated. “You are not.”
“But I can’t leave her. She needs me.”
“Sarah,” a third voice entered into the conversation. All three turned to find Sarah’s mother, Julia, standing a few paces from them. “Forgive me, m’lords. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop.”
“Not at all,” Edward said.
“The lady captain ’tis right, Sarah. I am mortal, and won’t live many more years. You though, you’re immortal. If these folks can offer you something better than the life of a tavern maid, you should accept.” 
Sarah shook her head. “All the more reason to stay with you, Momma. You’ll need me even more in the next few—”
“No,” Julia insisted. “You’ve dreamt your entire life about adventure, and swords, and knights. I’ll not have you turn away from this opportunity on my account.” 
Julia turned her attention to the captains. “Can she really become a knight, even with a mortal mother?”
Edward parted his lips to speak, but Mara answered first, “I won’t lie to you.” She turned to face Sarah. “This offer is not a promise of an easy life. On the contrary, it’s a guarantee of hardship. You will have more difficulty than most. Some will view your heritage as tainted, both by your mortal mother, and father, who though a high lord, was born of a lesser court. Many you will train with come from the highest and most noble births. Admittance to the Royal Guard is a high-ranking position of honor, for which many spend centuries proving themselves worthy.”
“What Mara says is true,” Edward spoke. “This is a challenging life and you will have more to overcome than others. You will be required to sacrifice your freedom, and any chance of one day carrying a title. You might face discrimination, because of your bloodline, the court into which you were born, and your father, who will be deemed a traitor for his crimes committed against my person. However, should you choose this path, it will also be one of great service. You will be trained in the arts of the sword and combat. You will receive a proper education, and have an opportunity to find your place in the immortal world.”
Sarah stared at Edward, digesting his words as they tumbled through her. A hard life, he’d said. Yet a chance to become a knight. To see the immortal realm of which she had always dreamt.
“He’s right.” Julia drew Sarah’s attention back to her mother. “It will not be an easy life. However, ours has never been, Sarah, and that has made you strong.” She moved her arm in a sweeping gesture around the inn. “This will all disappear. Not only the things, but the people as well.”
As Julia stepped closer to Sarah, streaks of silver glinted in the firelight amid the luscious brunette of her youth. “I always knew that one day you would be taken from me. I would rather meet my mortal fate knowing you’re surrounded by others like you. People who can stand beside you into eternity. Here? Loss is all you’ll ever know.”
“But, Momma, what about you?”
Julia offered a sad smile and turned to Edward. “What you are offering my daughter, ’tis something for which I shall owe you a great debt, sir.”
“Not at all,” Edward answered. “It is I who owe the debt to your daughter, for helping me to escape.” He turned to face Sarah. “Your momma has taught you right. Because of her teachings, and your actions, I’m sure she will be,” Edward’s head bobbled slightly with a twinkle in his eye, “compensated.” 
Julia nodded. “I’ll take my daughter to her room to speak with her further. Trust me, my lord, I understand this is Sarah’s best future.” She motioned to her daughter. “Come, Sarah.”
Still stunned by the evening’s events, Sarah followed her mother without another word, leaving the two captains to retire for the night. Sarah and Julia discussed the unexpected offer for another hour before Sarah finally spoke her main objection, “But Momma, what if...” She drew an unsteady breath. “What if I leave with them and never see you again?”
Her mother offered a sad smile. “I’ll always be with you, watching over you from this realm, or the next. I can be a proud mother, knowing you achieved a life I have always wanted to be able to give you.” 
Sarah hugged her mother, tears seeping from the corners of her eyes to run freely down her flustered cheeks. Her mother held her for a long time before pulling back, and wiping Sarah’s tears on the edge of a tattered sleeve. 
“Go with the knights, Sarah. ’Tis what you’ve always wanted. No matter how difficult the journey becomes, remember you can do anything you put your heart to. And no matter where you go, my love will be with you always.”
Sarah nodded, embracing her mother again while restricting tears. Before her courage faltered, she gathered her few belongings.



Chapter V
Lorcan Court Lands
925 AD
 
Sarah had been assigned a riding position a distance from the royal party during the days-long ride to the heart of the Lorcan Court. The aging black stallion she now knew as Forctis walked happily, if slowly, alongside her. “It’s not personal,” members of the guard assured her repeatedly. “Mara is very particular about whom she allows near the princess.”
At their final approach, she was called forward, and instructed to ride beside Sub-Captain Davith. Another knight took the stallion’s lead.
“When we arrive at the gates, you will be escorted to a side entrance, along with anyone else not assigned to guard the princess. The queen is putting on quite a show for Edward’s return. A mass of people are expected to greet him.” 
“I’m sure he was missed...” Sarah replied, but paused her words at Davith’s weary expression. 
“These are strangers mostly, gathered to gawk.” He shook his head. “Stay by my side until I assign someone to show you to your new living quarters.”
“Thank you, my lord. This has been quite a journey.”
“Yes,” he replied, “in too many ways.”
Davith motioned his horse forward at Mara’s command, the party riding briskly through a grassy field perfumed by wildflowers, to stop before the wrought-iron gates of the famed Lorcan Court. The riding party paused, allowing stragglers to gather with the majority of the entourage.
Thus assembled, Mara pushed her horse a few steps closer and called to the men on the other side, “Open in the name of Her Royal Highness Princess Liza Melissa Sethian, and the captain of her Majesty’s Royal Guard, Edward Sethrick.”
Seconds later, a loud creak shattered the silence as the towering gates swung open, a voice from the opposite side calling, “Open in the name of Princess Liza!”
The gates revealed several additional members of the guard on the opposite side. Two of the riders moved forward. One, sporting short blond hair ruffled by the wind, Sarah recognized as the captain in the queen’s guard, having been introduced to him when the queen had stayed at her mother’s inn. Riding beside him was another man whom Sarah had never seen before, with hair so blond it could be called silver. Both men approached Mara directly, and they conversed quietly. 
After their brief exchange, and a hand signal from Mara, the princess’ guard rode forward to join with the knights inside the gates.
Stifling her curiosity, Sarah kept herself within a few paces of Davith, per his instructions. When they passed through the gates, Davith dismounted to approach a golden-haired man who stood to the left of the captains.
“Jacob,” Davith greeted.
“Davith,” he replied. “It is good to see you have returned safely.”
Davith nodded. “It has been quite the trial, to put it mildly.”
“I cannot begin to imagine.”
Davith motioned to Sarah, who dismounted her horse and walked to his side. “Jacob, this is Lady Sarah.” He paused, uncertain how to introduce her. “She is a daughter of a Bròn Court lord, and personally performed a great service for Captain Edward. As such, she is here both as his personal guest, and to be trained in the ways of the Royal Guard.”
Sarah glanced shyly at the two men, her fingers smoothing her gown.

“Pleasure, my lady,” Jacob said with a warm smile as he stepped forward. He gently took her hand in his and kissed the back, his knees bending in a slight bow. “The Royal Guard is in debt to anyone who aided our captain. Consider me at your service.”
Color crept along Sarah’s cheeks as she met his chocolate eyes. “I was honored to help the captain.”
“Jacob,” Davith interrupted, “please escort Sarah, via the far side of the grounds, to the barracks. She’ll be taking Mara’s old room, at least for now.”
“Of course. I’ll take her around back and through the gardens.”
Davith nodded. “This crowd waiting to see the captain...”
“It’s chaotic.” Jacob shook his head. “They’ve come from all over, including from different courts. I think there’s even a Muir prince here.”
“Nicholi?” 
“No, his younger brother.”
Davith gave a brief nod. “I leave her in your care, Jacob. Lady Sarah, I will see you later to ensure you are properly settled.”
“Thank you, my lord,” she answered as Davith rejoined the guard to escort the princess and captain through the gathered crowd.
At his departure, another knight approached, leading Forctis, to take the reins of Sarah’s horse with a welcoming smile. Realizing belatedly they’d be walking the rest of the way, she pulled her bag off the saddle, giving an appreciative pat to the gentle mare who’d carried her, and a longer scratch to the big stallion who’d been her confidant for so many years.
“May I help you with that?” Jake indicated to the modest satchel.
“No, but thanks for asking.”
Jake nodded, motioning down a path to his left. “This travels a circle around to the gardens. It’s a lovely walk, and will give you an overview of the grounds. Have you been here before?”
“No, my lord. This is my first time traveling farther than my village.”
“I’d be happy to give you the side tour as we walk, if you’d like?”
“I would appreciate it, my lord.”
“Jake,” he corrected. “In the guard, we’re rather casual, except with the captains, of course.”
Sarah nodded in understanding, moving beside him as they trod the dirt path around the outer perimeter.
“Most of these structures are just for show. The castle itself is an underground fortress, as you’ll see.” He pointed out several stone towers from which the guard kept watch over cottages below, housing lower-ranking members of the court who were permitted to reside behind the safety of the gates. 
Jake turned left at a fork in the trail, prompting for Sarah to follow. The sweet scent of grass reached her as green sprouts encroached on their path. Two men stood before a black gate, which they opened at Jake’s approach. Returning the men’s smiles, Sarah followed her escort into the gardens.
Greenery encircled them as they walked toward a large pond of clear water, when a splash of color caught her eye. She turned, stepping closer to the wall as the scent of spring grass was joined by an aroma far sweeter. Drawing nearer, she stared down at the roses climbing the wall, their jagged leaves and sharp thorns protruding from green branches, protecting delicate buds.
“Lady Sarah?”
She did not turn, but stared at the violet roses.
“My lady?” Jake tried again, moving to her side.
“Are these,” she searched for the word, “rosae immortales?”
“The immortal roses? Yes, they are.”
She remained entranced by the splash of amethyst in an emerald sea. “The knight...I mean, Captain Edward spoke of the immortal roses. He said they were the symbol of his princess.”
“Princess?” He thought for a moment. “These roses are a symbol of the high court royals. Purple is the color they transform to for Liza, but I assume by Edward’s princess, you mean Mara.”
“What?”
“For Mara, the roses turn red. Dark, bold red, the color of blood.”
“They change colors?” She reached forward, enamored, and lightly touched the petal. The rose was cool to her touch, soft.
Jake gave a soft chuckle. “The roses only change for those of royal blood.” 
“Oh,” she said, color heating her cheeks as she pulled back her hand.
“It’s all right. Lost count of how many times I’ve tried.” He gave an audible sigh. “Still not a lost prince.”
“Me either.”
“They are beautiful though.”
“Yes,” Sarah answered. “Forgive me, my...Jake.”
“Nothing to forgive.” He motioned to the opposite side of the garden. “Shall we continue?”
Sarah nodded, following him through the garden to eventually reach the wide entrance of the Lorcan Court’s underground tunnels. Walking past two more guardsmen, Jake led her down a series of abandoned halls, everyone above ground to welcome Edward home.
“This section is generally reserved for those of higher rank.” He pointed to the door at the end of the hall. “Your room is between Mara’s and Sub-Captain Garreth’s, though I suppose it would be more accurate to say between Edward and Garreth’s. Mara moved into Edward’s chambers after he left. Now that he’s returned...I suppose they’ll figure out the arrangements.” He motioned to the door on the opposite side. “That one belongs to Sub-Captain Phillip, and Davith’s is on the other side of his.” He pushed open the door and motioned for Sarah to step inside.
Contrary to her expectations of court, the room was stark, featuring a small bed in the left corner, a wooden desk, and a barren closet. Walking across the simple chamber, she ran her fingers lightly over the pelts covering the bed.
 “It tends to get cold underground.” Jake motioned to the wall opposite the bed, indicating a fireplace she had failed to notice. “The room’s been abandoned since Mara moved to the captain’s chambers. I’ll see about getting some wood to light a fire.”
“Much appreciated.”
“I’m sorry, it’s been a crazy day. Most of the guard is managing crowd control. Hopefully by tomorrow, things will have calmed and you can have a more proper introduction to the grounds and other guardsmen.”
“I completely understand,” Sarah answered. “Finding him was a great blessing to your men.”
“Indeed.” Jake met her golden eyes. “I’m not certain what you did, but to have brought you back with him, it must have been a great service. I can’t tell you how wonderful it is to see Captain Edward alive.” Jake drew a breath. “I thought I’d never see him again.”
“Many knights said as much on the trip,” Sarah acknowledged. “I’d always envisioned him to be a hero, but listening to the stories, and the reactions of those who have missed him...” She shook her head. “Even the deeds I imagined don’t do him justice.”
A chuckle escaped Jake’s lips as he smiled. “Edward’s a hero. Always has been. When we thought he was dead, the entire guard mourned the loss. Bless the gods he has returned, and you for helping him to do so. I’ll say again, my lady, if there is anything you need, do not hesitate to ask.” 
Uncertain how to respond, Sarah stared down. 
“Sorry, I got carried away. Why don’t I go find that firewood? You must be exhausted. I can bring you some water, wine, soup? Whatever you’d like.”
“Water would be great.”
“Coming right up,” he answered with a smile, before leaving Sarah alone in the room.
By the time he returned, he found her asleep across the pelts. Moving silently, Jake placed the water on the desk so it would be there when she awoke, then lit the fire as quietly as possible. Grateful she did not stir, Jake went to his own room and fetched an extra pelt, which he draped over her as she slept, before returning to help with the activities above.
 



Chapter VI
Lorcan Court
925 AD
 
“So,” Jake asked Davith after the captain had been received and the masses dispersed, “who’s the girl?”
“The daughter of a Bròn Court lord. Edward met her as a child, the night he was taken captive. She protected his sword, and if I heard correctly, informed Mara that Edward had been taken by Bròn guardsmen.”
“So it’s true. Mara found Edward in the dungeons?”
Davith shifted, avoiding eye contact with the younger man. “She found him while he was being tortured.”
“Tortured?” Jake shook his head. “But he was taken captive...”
“Twenty years ago, give or take.”
Color drained from Jake’s face. “They tortured Edward all that time?”
“Yes.”
“And Mara found him?” 
Davith nodded, causing Jake’s heart to sink. 
“She was right. All those visions Mara had, claiming she knew Edward was alive—in pain. The visions she had of his torture, they were real?”
Davith kept his eyes downcast. “It seems so.”
“Edward, what did he—”
“He doesn’t know what Mara saw. She isn’t ready to tell him, and until she is, no one else should either.”
 Jake attempted to imagine the scene, the princess entering the chamber to find him covered in blood. “What, by the gods, did they hope to gain from him after all those years?”
“I don’t know, but I’ve never seen Mara so livid. She took men down without mercy, killing everyone who had touched him.”
“Do you blame her?”
“No. If you had seen the fresh injuries...” Davith shook his head, forcing himself to look up. “It’s going to take Edward a long time to recover. Physically, emotionally, mentally.”
“I’d like to see him.”
“You will. But for now, keep an eye on the girl, until Edward decides exactly how he wants to begin her training.”
“Of course. I’d be happy to.”
 
*
 
Jake walked the grounds, as he did every morning before the official change in shifts. Things had been quiet for weeks, the queen and princess away visiting the Bròn court, then transformed to chaos as news of the captain’s impending return spread through the kingdom.
Though a younger member of the guard, Jake belonged to one of the most preeminent families in the court. His father, Marcus, had been a member of the Royal Guard during the time Prince Michael had been its captain, before retiring to marry and start a family with the queen’s blessing. Tradition dictated Jake would one day do the same.
Most families only allowed younger sons to join the guard. However, learning the art of the sword and serving the realm were cornerstones of the Aideen family, going back to the time of the first Lorcan queen, Riona. If his family history books were to be believed, his ancestor once stood as both captain and consort to the ancient ruler. Jake himself was a direct, though distant, descendant of the royal bloodline.
Jake gave little credence to the stories his mother told. He had been excited to be permitted to join the esteemed guard, and learn from captains such as Edward, Phillip, and Davith, all of whom his father had spoken highly.
Only months after Jake took his vows, Edward departed on a secret mission. Saddened by his absence, the loss of the famous captain did not deter his training, or path of service, in the way it had for so many others, including the princess who loved him. Though older, Jake had shared a tutor with Mara on several occasions, being one of the few children of sufficient rank to study with the young princess. Their friendship had not truly grown though until he joined her years later, as part of the princess’ protection detail.
He had watched Mara suffer greatly through the years, the pain of Edward’s loss a weight clearly visible to any who knew her well. He now experienced a sharp pang of regret in the knowledge that Mara had been correct in her assertion. Edward had been alive and he, like all others, had refused to believe her.
These thoughts troubled him as Jake reached the garden, and walked down the grassy path. He paused to glance at the roses. Where yesterday the roses had been the purple of a sparkling amethyst, this morning the blooms were, one and all, brilliant red, resembling fresh blood splashed against the green vines.
While the roses transforming for Mara was not unusual, the extent to which the petals had shaded was. Not one rose, nor a small grouping, but every single rose was red. Jake tilted his head, gazing at the vines in bewilderment.
“The roses turned when Mara entered the garden yesterday,” Phillip spoke from beside him.
“With Edward?”
“Yes.”
“Is he? I mean, I can’t imagine he is all right, but...”
“He’s alive. At this point, it’s all that matters.”
“Couldn’t have been easy.”
Phillip sighed. “What am I supposed to say after everything I put her through?”
“You can’t blame yourself. You had no way of knowing. If there had been a shred of proof Edward lived, you’d have sent every man in the guard to save him.” He met Phillip’s pale eyes. “There was no indication, my lord.”
“I appreciate the kind words, but,” he nodded toward the crimson blooms, “some will say there was plenty of evidence.”
“My lord, no one knew.”
“Mara did.” The answer, curt. “Every time the roses bloomed.”



Chapter VII
Lorcan Court
925 AD
 
Sarah awoke early in the unfamiliar room. Stretching muscles sore from the extended ride, she turned to find a fresh set of clothes had been left upon the wooden desk. Rising, she walked forward and unfolded the garments, realizing they were the same outfit worn by other members of the guard. She ran her hand over the soft fabric. The material was warm and clean.
Noting a basin, cloth, and soap, she disrobed from her own tattered garments, washed quickly, and stepped into the black trousers and matching shirt, which laced up the front with silver thread. On the bottom of the stack she discovered a crushed velvet outer wrap, softer than anything she had ever owned. 
Gingerly, she pulled the cloak around her shoulders, appreciating its weight. A thick gold chain served as a clasp. She was again taken aback at the shimmering metal. With the exception of the sword she had guarded for Edward, never had she touched something as fine. 
Without securing the cloak, she adjusted the material but a knock at the door caused her to jump, and she nearly dropped the thick cape.
“Come in,” she called, draping the garment back on the table.
Her escort from the previous night, Jake, entered the room, offering a bow at the waist. “Pardon me, my lady. I have been instructed to give you an in-depth tour of the court grounds, if you’re not too tired from the journey?”
She looked at him shyly, suddenly wondering if the clothing had, in fact, been laid out for her use.
As though reading her thoughts, Jake smiled. “The outfit becomes you, my lady.”
“Thank you,” she said quickly, unaccustomed to flattery. “Please thank Captain Mara for me as well.”
“You will see her soon. I believe Captain Edward has asked her to oversee your training personally, at least in part.”
“Personally?”
“Different captains train different recruits. Being on Mara’s schedule means you’ll be on mine as well. It’s a great honor to be taken under her wing.”
Sarah reached back to the little she knew of the female captain. “Because she’s a princess?”
Jake’s head tilted in surprise. “She is, but it’s not a title she likes to claim. I’d advise you not address her as such. Captain will do.”
“Oh.” Sarah’s cheeks warmed. “Sorry, I didn’t know.”
“Quite all right.” He flashed a grin. “After breakfast, may I show you around the grounds? Perhaps introduce you to some of the guardsmen you will be working with?”
“I’d like that very much.” She draped the waiting cloak over her arm.
From their first stop in the casual dining hall, Jake’s continuous smile kept Sarah at ease. Together they walked the grounds she had been unable to see the day before due to the crowds. Twisting along dank hallways, Sarah was grateful for the warmth offered by the gifted garments. He walked her through the gardens they’d traversed yesterday into a separate section of the palace. 
“The chambers you were in are the guardrooms,” Jake explained. “These belong to the royals, and highest-ranking members of the court. They are always guarded by at least one captain and one sub-captain.”
“How many are there?”
“Captains?”
Sarah nodded.
“It can fluctuate. You’ve met most of the leaders. Phillip is the primary—” He paused. “Forgive me, Sarah, I spoke mistakenly.”
“It’s fine.”
“No, I shouldn’t have—”
“He was absent for more than twenty years. It will take time to stop referring to Phillip as the captain.”
Jake chuckled. “I was about to say, I had just gotten used to calling Phillip captain.”
“It’s fine. Please continue.”
“Edward is captain of the Queen’s Royal Guard. All other members of the Lorcan Court Guard answer to him. His second-in-command is Sub-Captain Phillip. Next, technically, would come Mara, who is both captain of the Princess’ Royal Guard and a sub-captain to the queen.”
“How can she be both a captain and sub-captain?”
“Under normal circumstances, Mara answers to Edward. But, if there is a reason to separate them, travel plans for example, Mara’s guard protects the princess, while Edward’s would attend the queen.”
Sarah nodded.
“Next in command would be Sub-Captain Davith, second-in-command to the protection of the princess, fourth to the queen. Then Sub-Captain Garreth, who is Mara’s cousin, and a half-brother to Princess Liza on the non-royal side. Last are sub-captains Arden and Lance. They’re on the night shift though, so you’ll meet them later.”
“And you?”
“I wish,” Jake chuckled. “Still in training, though I took my formal initiation vows last year.”
“Initiation vows?”
“Each guard candidate spends several years in training. When the captains deem they are ready, trainees are offered a choice to either leave with their new skills, or accept formal admittance to the Royal Guard. Once those vows are taken, they cannot be broken, on pain of death and eternal damnation.”
Sarah clarified, as they emerged from another tunnel into the sunlight above, “Once a person becomes a member of the guard, they are forever bound?”
“For life, yes, or until the queen chooses to release them from service. The majority are members for the rest of their lives. Take Garreth, for example, he’s been a member for...I want to say eight hundred years; or Phillip, over two millennia.”
“Two thousand years?” she asked in awe.
“Hard to wrap the mind around, isn’t it? If I can live to be half the knight Phillip is, I’ll consider myself fortunate.”
They turned the bend and emerged into the gardens. 
“You’ve seen most of the court. I’d show you the actual royal chambers, but as a trainee, I’m not permitted to do so. One of the captains will have to show you the rest.”
“It’s fine,” she answered. “I appreciate the additional tour.”
“Of course—”
“Jake,” a voice interrupted.
Sarah turned to find the voice belonged to Davith, who approached them on foot from the opposite side of the garden.
 “Thank you for showing Sarah the grounds. I would have done so, but was in council with the queen.”
“T’was my pleasure,” Jake replied, before offering a brief bow in Sarah’s direction. “I look forward to becoming better acquainted, Lady Sarah.” He turned back to Davith. “I leave her in your care.”
As Jake left, Davith addressed Sarah, “Edward wanted you to have a general introduction to the court prior to beginning your formal training. What do you think so far?”
Sarah’s eyes glided past him to the wall of red roses. “It’s magnificent,” she answered. “Grander than I had dreamt.”
Davith smiled at the young girl, his gaze following hers. “Magnificent would be a word to describe them, but I would refrain from getting too close.”
“A few weeks after they took your captain hostage, I traveled to the Bròn Court to see my father. I was allowed, briefly, to see the house where his brother, a high lord, lived. Even that grandeur pales in comparison.”
Davith gave a deep laugh. “If you think this underground fortress is impressive, wait until you see the splendor of the Muir Court. A palace of golden glass beside the bluest water you’ll ever see. Or the silver hills of the Dolor Court. Many spectacular sights await you, my lady.” He drew a breath. “There is one matter though, of which you should be aware.”
“My lord?”
“When asked who you are, I suggest you consider your answer. I will not order you to conceal your half-mortal status, if you wish to reveal it. However, I would advise you might consider simply stating that you are a daughter of a Bròn Court lord. Half-immortals are a rarity among any court, but among the Lorcan, even more so. Also, your father’s name will gain negative notoriety once more learn the details of Edward’s imprisonment. I suggest refraining from naming him specifically as well.”
She drew a breath, before giving a hesitant nod. “Thank you for the advice, my lord. I shall heed it, as best I can.”
“As far as the other guards are concerned, we picked you up from the inn in that capacity, a daughter of the Bròn Court. The few who know the truth have been sworn to secrecy. Your parentage should remain quiet, for a time.”
Sarah glanced up at him and, with a mixture of hesitancy and insecurity, asked, “Are you saying, my lord, that I should be ashamed of my mother?”
“No, my lady. You are young, and have traveled to this land, away from all you know. Even were you from the highest of ranks, such an action would be brave. That you have chosen to embrace a new world, the world of the immortals, grants you my admiration.
“Thus, you should be proud of your heritage, and the difficult path which you have chosen to embark. I only seek to caution you that there will be others who will believe your origins make you less than those born to privilege. I offer this advice so you’re not caught unaware, if you do choose to disclose your lineage.”
Sarah paused, allowing time to digest Davith’s words. “I understand, my lord, how my mother’s mortality might be seen as...less. But as to my father, I held no love for him, nor did I mourn at the news of his death.”
“That may be, my lady. But to some the status of your relationship would not matter; only the blood coursing through your veins.”
She looked down, hiding the bitterness in her eyes.
“My lady,” Davith’s voice came more gently than before, “I do not wish to upset you, only to ensure you are aware of reality. The life of a guardsman is a difficult path. Each knight must face their own challenges, and overcome individual burdens. It is part of the road to knighthood. I am certain you shall face all obstacles with the same courage displayed when you chose to assist Captain Edward, at the risk of your personal safety, had your father learned of your revelation.”
“Thank you, my lord. I’ll try not to disappoint.”
“You won’t,” Davith assured her. “Edward would not have brought you here if he lacked confidence in your success. Training begins tomorrow, and Captain Mara will initially oversee your instruction. She has been working with Jake, so he will likely join you.”
“He’s very nice.”
“One of our best.” Davith smiled. “Shall I escort you to your chambers?”
“Actually, if it’s all right, I’d like to enjoy the sunshine awhile longer.”
“Of course, my lady. I’ll check in on you later.”
Davith offered a brief bow before leaving Sarah alone in a sea of red roses.



Chapter VIII
Lorcan Court
925 AD
 
Sarah awoke early, and found her way to the dining room for a quick breakfast, finishing moments before Jake appeared to collect her. 
“I hope you don’t mind, Sarah. Mara has requested that I be your sparring partner, at least for the beginning of your training.”
“Oh,” she said, surprised. “I’m completely new to this. Wouldn’t it be more beneficial for you to practice with someone else?”
“Actually,” Jake offered a reassuring smile, “I hope to be a captain myself one day. Part of my training is learning how to coach others. You’ll be my first trainee, if you don’t mind learning the basics from me. Mara will, of course, oversee all sessions.” 
Sarah offered a smile. “I’d be honored to learn anything you have to teach.”
Jake returned the smile and motioned to a dimly lit corridor. “Mara is waiting for us.”
After setting her breakfast dishes in the designated wash bucket, she followed Jake down the dank underground caverns until they emerged into a vast chamber. Formed of gray stone, the room was barren, save for the assortment of blades hanging on a left wall, ranging from ones small enough a child could easily hold them, to swords taller than Sarah.
Mara stood near the wall, greeting the newcomers with a slight wave as they approached. “Hello, Sarah. Jake.”
“Captain,” Jake answered with a nod.
She acknowledged the gesture, then trained her eyes on Sarah. “Welcome to the Lorcan Court, Lady Sarah. Forgive me for being unable to acquaint you with the grounds myself. I trust you have been treated well?”
“Very well, my lady.”
Mara nodded, sweeping her arm behind her, gesturing to the wall. “This is one of many training rooms within the Lorcan Court. Once your most basic training is completed, you will be allowed access to any of these rooms to train as you see fit. However, until then, you are only permitted to practice under the supervision of a more seasoned guardsman. This is a matter of safety both for yourself, and the guard as a whole. Do you understand?”
“Yes, my lady.”
“Outside, in the broader court, the title of lady is acceptable. However, within the training rooms, and the guard quarters in general, you should refer to one of captainship by their rank. In my case, that would be captain or sub-captain, as I hold both titles within the guard. With Edward, it will always be captain.”
“Oh,” she stumbled at the correction, “forgive—”
“No need,” Mara interrupted with a dismissive wave of her hand. “My words are meant to teach, not reprimand.”
With that, Mara turned to the wall, and after studying the array of weapons, selected a sword, and handed it to Sarah. Wooden, the training tool lacked the elaborate designs displayed on the blades of the knights she had seen. A solid weight, Sarah hefted the blade experimentally, grateful for the years of labor that prepared her for a more vigorous lifestyle.
“If you’d prefer a lighter weapon, let me know.”
“This will be fine,” Sarah replied, raising the sword higher.
“All trainees begin with wooden implements, which are less likely to harm someone. But don’t be fooled, great damage can still be inflicted. Maple is solid, heavy, and durable. Not something you wish to be hit with, though in training, it provides good incentive to learn proper defense technique quickly.” Mara stepped closer to the younger woman, her silver-violet eyes studying closely. “Am I correct in assuming you have never used a blade before?”
“No, my lady....Captain. I’ve never held one before. At least, not for defensive purposes.”
Mara nodded, stepping behind the girl. “The first matter to be addressed is how to properly hold a blade. With your permission?”
Sarah nodded. 
Mara pressed on her shoulders, before lowering her hands onto Sarah’s. “Widen your grip,” she instructed, adjusting Sarah’s hand position on the hilt. “Widen your stance as well. This will give you more control over the sword, and your balance, both of which are imperative when facing an opponent.” Mara moved her hand up Sarah’s right arm and raised her elbow. “Over time, you will find an initial position that suits your personal style. However, to begin, I will show you a few basic forms.”
The captain placed her hands back over Sarah’s, adjusting the blade’s position. “You generally do not want to hold your sword straight when maintaining a defensive posture. Instead, hold the blade at an angle. This allows you to protect more of yourself, and requires less movement to parry. A shorter reaction time could be the difference between winning a fight and sustaining serious injury. This may seem overly basic, but proper form is, by far, among the most important tactics you will learn in your training. Allow us to demonstrate.”
She released Sarah and took several steps away before motioning to Jake. “If you would assist me?”
“Yes, Captain,” Jake answered, stepping toward her.
Sarah watched Mara unstrap the blade from her side and lay the sheathed sword and leather belt on a plush rug. Mara then reached for a different metal sword from a peg on the wall.
“You train with a different sword than you carry?” Sarah asked, curiosity overcoming her nerves.
Jake answered, “Captain Mara carries an Arius blade. One of the few enchanted swords in existence. The weapons are too dangerous to use for demonstrations or training.”
“Arius,” Sarah repeated the word. “Like the one Edward carries?”
“Yes,” Mara answered. “And Phillip, though I do not know if you have had an opportunity to examine his yet.”
“I haven’t. Are there others?”
“Five total in our court,” Mara answered. “One is also held by my second-in-command, Davith. The other belongs to the queen.”
“And in other courts?”
“There are six more in the possession of the Muir Court. Of all the ancient weapons, Arius blades are the most dangerous; capable of killing an immortal with the same ease an ordinary weapon would mortals.”
Sarah considered this new information. “So when you took men into the Bròn Court?”
“They were killed with Arius blades.”
Mara motioned to Jake, who pulled a blade from his side. Freed of the leather sheath, Sarah caught a glint of light, which glistened from a set of twin emeralds embedded in either side of the hilt. 
Moving toward the room’s center, Mara and Jake exchanged a nod. Both removed their outer cloaks, baring their arms. Tossing the garments aside, they adjusted their grip before settling into a stance. Their movements were similar, yet with subtle differences. Mara held her weapon more upright than Jake’s, while Jake seemed to lean back more than Mara’s forward stance.
“Third blood,” the captain instructed.
Jake did not respond, but silently trained his gaze on his captain.
Mara moved first, swiping her blade to Jake’s right. Faster than Sarah could follow, he parried, the two blades colliding with a clash of metal, echoing through the stone chamber.
Mara jerked back, separating the blades. Jake followed, swinging his weapon to her left side.
She twisted and the tip slid harmlessly through air.
Mara turned, thrusting her blade up toward Jake’s chest. The blades met again before both stepped back, granting themselves a brief respite.
Mara kept her sword at an angle, both hands gripping the leather-wrapped hilt. Jake lurched toward her, prompting Mara to sidestep the intended blow. Jake slid forward farther than intended, allowing Mara to sweep her blade across his arm as he struggled to maintain his footing. 
“First blood,” Mara stated, stepping back to allow Jake to regain his composure. The cut did not appear deep, yet blood seeped through the skin. Sarah realized why the two had removed their cloaks.
Jake held his ground, waiting for Mara to move first. She complied in a flurry of strikes, her blade moving up and down, Jake struggling to follow. Her movements were graceful and accurate; the two warriors moved as though in a dance. Mara stepped forward, swinging her blade to the left. Jake twisted and met her with his own. With the edges touching, Jake pushed forward and Mara stepped back. Both turned to the right, circling with blades pressed together.
Jake stepped back, but Mara followed, swiping her sword low. Jake rushed to intercept her attack, stopping its tip an inch from his stomach. Both pulled back again, pausing long enough for Mara to wipe sweat from her brow before she raised her sword, fending off Jake’s downward stroke.
Mara moved her blade left. Jake shifted to block, but she changed the direction of her strike, moving her sword down. Jake attempted to follow but was too slow.
Mara’s sword sliced into his lower chest, arcing into his upper stomach. Jake hissed as the sharp metal sliced his shirt and opened skin. Mara then twisted her blade and swiped the opposite direction, placing an uneven ‘X’ in his skin, this stroke sinking deeper than the first.
“Second and third.” The pronouncement ended the match.
Blood oozed from Jake’s skin as he pressed his hand to his shirt, inhaling deep to mask the stinging pain. “And this shirt was just mended,” he complained, short-winded.
“Should have removed it before the fight.” Mara’s voice held an icy tone that did not match the humor in her words.
“Suppose I should have,” Jake answered.
From the side of the room, Sarah took an uncomfortable step forward. “Should I fetch some bandages?”
“No need,” Mara answered. “The cut is shallow. It will heal quickly. In fact, look at his arm.”
Sarah’s eyes moved to the indicated patch of skin and, to her astonishment, she found where Mara’s blade had touched, there remained only a slight pink discoloration, and scattered flakes of dry blood.
“Jake’s bloodline is among the purest in the court. He heals quicker than most.”
“Oh,” she said, her eyes glued to the vanishing injury. “Different people heal at different rates?”
“The severity of the injury impacts the amount of time required as well.”
“Doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt,” Jake grumbled.
“You should have moved faster,” Mara admonished, only this time she offered a teasing smile. Crossing the room, she picked up a clean rag and wiped Jake’s blood from her blade’s edge. After she returned the training weapon to the wall, she retrieved her Arius sword, securing it around her waist with the leather belt.
“If you are comfortable, Lady Sarah, Jake will show you some basic forms while I attend to business on behalf of the princess?”
“Fine with me, Captain.”
Mara nodded and turned to Jake. “I leave her in your hands.”
“Yes, Captain. I’ll be sure to coach her well.”
“If you require assistance, come find me.”
“Will do.”
Jake offered a bow, which Sarah copied.
When Mara’s footsteps had faded down the stone corridor, Jake turned back to his charge. “I will show you the basics, and will probably do so for a while. But don’t worry, Mara will step in for the more advanced training, when she determines you’re ready.”
“The demonstration was incredible. You moved so fast, I could barely even follow.” Her eyes cast down to the floor. “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to fight the way you do.”
“You will,” Jake assured with a smile. “It just takes practice. Mara is young in comparison to many here, but she’s had a sword in her hand since she was five.”
“Five?” Sarah was unable to hide her surprise.
“Many do, especially of the royal lines, or those who will one day send their children to join the guard. Most noble families send at least a few members from each house.” He paused, looking at her curiously. “I would have thought it would be the same in the Bròn Court. Is it not?”
Shifting uncomfortably under the question, Sarah grappled for an acceptable answer. “It is,” she answered quickly. “I was merely,” she searched for the answer, “surprised a princess would have begun so young.”
“Ah, true. Mara probably wouldn’t have, had her parents survived.”
Sarah recalled the story Edward had told her years before. “They died when she was a child, right?”
Jake nodded. “Her father in a duel. He was a hero of the court. A terrible tragedy for all. Her mother, well, she never...” He shook his head before stating simply, “She died as well.”
“And Mara was raised by?”
“The guard, in general. She had sworn her life in service to the guard by the time she was seventeen. The youngest ever to do so. Promoted to a captainship within two years of taking her vows.”
Jake drew a breath. “The point though, is with time and practice, you will be able to hold your own.” He offered Sarah a smile. “But first, let’s see about teaching you how to correctly hold a sword. What do you say?”
She met his kind brown eyes. “Sounds good.”
 



Chapter IX
Lorcan Court
925 AD
 
Jake walked through the dank underground caverns he had called home for nearly thirty years, his mind on a hundred different things. As he came around a corner, he collided into the tall body of another knight. “Sorry,” he offered the perfunctory apology without looking up.
“Quite all right.”
“Captain Edward,” he stuttered in shock.
Edward studied him before speaking. “Jacob.”
Awkward silence before Jake asked, “Heading to the garden?”
Edward nodded. “Looking for some fresh air.”
“May I accompany you?”
Edward hesitated, causing Jake to wonder if he would rather be alone. “You may join me if you’d like.”
Edward’s voice held less warmth than Jake would have preferred. He considered deferring, remembering someplace he ought to be. But he had not seen the captain since his return, so Jake stepped to the captain’s side, and they walked the passageways in companionable silence, until they emerged into the gardens. Once there, they moved toward the pond, roses reflected in the clear water as sunlight poured down upon the green grass where they stood.
Edward did not speak, instead staring down into the water as though transfixed, leaving Jake to ponder what he desired to say.
Silence had stretched to a point of discomfort, when Edward finally spoke, “You must forgive me, Jacob. Conversation is something of which I have been deprived. I fear I now struggle to...”
“Quite all right, my lord.” He turned to face the man he had looked up to as a child. “I merely wanted to say...” He searched for the words. “The guard missed you, Captain. I speak for all when I say I am relieved by your return.”
“He’s right,” another voice entered the conversation. Both men turned to find Davith standing a few paces away. “Forgive my interruption, but what Jacob says is correct. We all missed you, Edward. And I...” 
Davith and Jake exchanged a glance, both men recalling the day they had been ordered to physically restrain and imprison Mara within her chambers. The echoes of her pleas plagued their minds with a sound as immortal as their blood.
Davith spoke, lowering himself down to one knee upon the grass. “Mara insisted you were alive, Captain. But we refused to believe her. I cannot even begin to tell you...I can’t...”
“You didn’t know. There was no reason anyone should have known. Please, Davith, do not kneel. There’s no need.”
At the prompting, Davith stood and met Edward’s eyes. “Forgive me,” he insisted. “As Jacob said, we missed you, my lord.”
“Thank you,” Edward answered, his voice distant. “I’m happy to see all of you again as well.” 
Davith nodded, then turned and continued his way through the garden to the underground chambers. 
“Shall I leave you to contemplation?” Jake inquired.
“No. Please, stay.”
Surprised, Jake stepped closer, aligning himself with the captain. Edward’s eyes remained closed as he tilted his face toward the sky, sunlight splashing his features. “Light,” he spoke, though if to himself, or the man at his side, Jake was uncertain. “Sunlight. I thought I would never...”
“See it again,” Jake spoke softly, finishing Edward’s thought.
Edward drew a less than steady breath. “It still stings—my eyes—to stand within the light. Sometimes everything feels so...”
“I cannot say I understand, my lord. I doubt anyone can. But I am willing to listen, should you wish to speak. Anytime, day or night. As is Davith, or Phillip, or anyone in whom you might choose to confide. We are here for you, Edward, in whatever capacity you require.”
“I appreciate the kind offer, but I don’t think I’m ready.”
“Perhaps Mara would be of comfort.”
“Mara,” Edward said with a sigh. “She is as broken as I. So filled with pity she hardly—”
“Pity?” Jake interjected. “Doesn’t sound like Mara at all.”
“Have you seen the way she looks at me? Like I’m but a child who cannot fend for myself.”
“Forgive me, Captain, but you misjudge her. Mara did not have an easy time during your absence. She...”
He is going to die! Mara had screamed as they tightened the coarse rope against her delicate skin. You’re killing him! Please, do not let him die!
She had been right. And they, one and all, had refused to believe her.
“Mara endured agony in your absence. If you would but speak to her...”
“I do speak to her.”
“But not of your torture.”
“Why would I?” Edward replied, frustration seeping into his words. “To burden her with what happened? She found me there, in chains, with the men...”
Recognizing Edward’s anger, Jake relented. “Forgive me, Captain. I did not mean to upset you. Mara endured a great deal of pain at what they did—”
“What do you mean?” Edward asked. “Who did what?”
At his error, Jake drew a sharp breath and offered a bow at the waist. “Forgive me, Captain. It is not my secret to tell.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Ask Mara,” he said, quickly turning to leave the garden. 
Neither man realized Sarah, who had been strolling down the path, witnessed their exchange.



Chapter X
Lorcan Court
925 AD
 
“Edward, please, will you not speak to me, mi amor?” Mara’s voice was muffled by the stone wall between Sarah’s chamber and the one shared by the two captains.
“You don’t want to know,” came the gruff response.
“Yes, I do!” she shouted. “How can I help if you won’t talk to me?”
“I don’t want your pity!”
“How dare you call my love pity!” Her words transformed to rage. “Is this what you think of me?”
“Mara, I can’t do this.”
“I saved you! I’m sorry my doing so angers you, but not sorry for doing so. I will never be sorry for saving you!”
“I’m not asking you to...”
The voices faded, whether moving from the wall, or softening their speech, Sarah was uncertain. She rolled over, attempting to return to her slumber, when she heard a stone door slam, the sound reverberating down the hall. 
A series of footsteps followed. Then—silence. 
Sarah rose from the bed, unable to resist the urge to step closer to the wall. Pressing her ear against cool stone, she heard someone drawing harsh breaths, followed by a deep, masculine sound between a moan and a sob. 
The sound pulled at her heart, guilt rising in the knowledge it had been her father who had done this, to both the revered captain and the woman he loved.
She attempted to return to bed, when a strange sensation washed over her. Icy fingers crawling up her spine. 
Go to him. The irrational thought pressed down on her mind. 
She endeavored to push the impulse aside, but it came again, rising through her body, transforming her blood to ice. She shivered, rubbing her hands against her arms.
Driven by unexplained compulsion, Sarah grabbed a lantern off the desk, lightning it with the snap of flint against the partially charred wick. A flame sputtered to life, creating the light required to maneuver through the dark. She opened her door as quietly as she could and entered the hallway. Only a few steps separated her door from the captain’s.
Sarah hesitated. If Edward refused the comfort of his beloved, what could she hope to provide?
The nagging sense of urgency came again, this time with a forbidding dread. Trusting her instincts, Sarah placed her hand against the door. She pushed, easing it open with less effort than she expected, and lifted the lantern to illuminate the room with inky shadows.
“Captain Edward?”
“Go away,” came the response, his voice thick with tears.
“Captain, I wanted...” Her words lodged in her throat when she saw him.
Edward sat on the bed’s edge, an Arius blade clutched tight in his left hand.
“What are you doing?” she asked, stepping forward as the light she carried highlighted his trailing tears.
“Leave!”
Sarah ignored him, her heart skipping at the sight of the deadly blade she’d once protected. Moving cautiously, she stepped forward. Kneeling down, she placed her lantern on the floor. “Please, Captain, are you all right?”
“All right?” he scoffed. “Why does everyone keep asking?”
Sarah shifted to as comfortable a position as she could find on the stones. “You’re scaring me, Captain. Please, set down your sword.”
“This does not concern you.”
“I believe it does,” she countered. “You’re my captain now.”
“I don’t want—”
“Edward,” she switched to his name, speaking softly, “I did not see with my own eyes what my father put you through. Nor can I make sense of the compassion you’ve found in your heart for me, a child who shares his blood. But I did know him. I saw what he did to my mother. The physical and emotional torment she endured at his hands.”
Sarah shook her head. “I remember a night, after you had been taken. He was angry and...”
Her mother’s screams, spilling through the thin walls. Followed by chilling silence.
Sarah shivered. “Momma she...bears the scars still.” 
Attempting to keep her eyes on his, she inevitably found herself glancing down to his chest. Shirt removed, his torso was illuminated in flickering light. Pale, smooth, perfect skin; not a single mark to show for twenty years of torture.
“My father has stolen too much. I implore you, Captain, do not allow him to add your life to his claims. Not after having fought so valiantly to survive.”
Edward relaxed his grip on the blade, allowing Sarah to gently take it from his grasp. Hanging his head in shame, Sarah watched additional tears slip down his cheeks. Hesitantly, she reached forward and placed her hand on top of his.
They’d sat there for several minutes when another voice entered the room. “Edward?” 
Sarah turned to find a broad-shouldered man standing in the doorway. Tossing shaggy blond hair to the side, he entered the room, his eyes surveying the scene. He seemed uncertain, until he saw the blade gripped awkwardly in Sarah’s hand.
“I was trying to—”
The blond brushed her explanation aside as he reached his captain. 
“Edward, what in the name of Tartarus?” He shook his head. “Do you have any idea what the men went through to save you? What Mara endured? Do you intend to end her life as well?”
“I would never harm Mara.”
“And you think harming yourself wouldn’t harm her?” 
“I’m sorry, Garreth.”
“Edward,” anger laced the man’s words, but not enough to disguise his fear, “you can’t do this to her. Mara’s been through hell to get you back. She never stopped fighting for you. She waited. She...” Garreth shook his head and leaned forward.
Fearful of the man’s reaction, Sarah took a step back, but paused as Garreth embraced the captain, sinking to his knees.
“I’m sorry,” Edward said brokenly. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”
“It’s been hard, for all of us,” Garreth empathized. “You’re not the only one who lost something when you left on the queen’s quest. You’re my brother, Edward. Not by blood, but a brother just the same. I watched you go once, and I’ve never felt more helpless. If we were to lose you again, this guard would crumble. I would crumble. And Mara—she wouldn’t survive your loss.”
“What do you mean?”
Garreth revealed as much truth as he dared without betraying Mara’s secrets. “She broke, Edward. Completely. I thought—truly worried—we were going to lose her.”
“Lose her?”
Garreth’s teeth bit into his bottom lip. “I don’t pretend to understand the love between the two of you. But it’s real and true, equally inspiring and devastating. When Mara thought she’d lost you, the girl I knew vanished. Ceased to exist, as though the heart in her chest stopped beating, resuming only when she stepped into those horror chambers and found you alive. Please, Edward, as I love you as my brother, Mara is surely my sister. Do not force me to endure the loss of both.”
“I won’t,” Edward assured, his tears at last stilling. “Forgive me, Garreth.”
“Edward?” Mara’s voice filled the room and all eyes turned to the princess. She surveyed the additional people in the room. “What’s wrong?”
The captain’s eyes met those of his love, and the glance was all it took. Mara rushed forward, stepping past Sarah and Garreth to reach the bed. “What is going on?”
“I’m sorry, Mara. I never meant to upset you.” He raised his arm, pressing his palm against his forehead as he drew a deep breath. “I didn’t mean to...”
“No,” Mara answered, “the fault is mine. precor, mi amor. ignosce mihi.”
“non, mi amor.” Edward lowered his arm and moved to take Mara into his embrace. Pulling her against his chest, he clutched her close. “I never meant to upset you.” He buried his face into her soft tresses, inhaling the faint scent of lavender from her soap. “mea rosa,” he whispered. “mea rosa immortalis.” 
“mi amor. Hold me, Edward, please.”
“I will,” he promised. “Always.” 
He pulled Mara down onto the bed, leaving Garreth and Sarah to exchange an awkward glance. As one, they turned, leaving the two captains to their painful solitude.



Chapter XI
Lethia Castle
Present Day
 
Guilt. 
Even with the millennia that had passed since Edward’s imprisonment, Sarah still carried an inescapable trace of guilt.
She could recall the first time she’d set foot in the Bròn Court. The only time in her youth she did so. She had pleaded with her mother to ask her father yet again what had become of her imprisoned knight.
“It’s not a good idea,” Julia had cautioned her daughter. “Your father has quite the temper, and I do not think he would react well to your arrival.”
“He’s my father,” she had asserted. “Do I not have the right to see him?”
Her determination had caused her mother to relent, taking her on the journey from their simple inn to the heart of the Bròn Court.
 
*
 
Bròn
Court
907 AD
 
Sarah remembered being surprised by the difference in the way she and her mother were treated at the Bròn Court. A discrimination that she was too young, at the time, to comprehend.
As they reached the illustrious gates, featuring intricate spiral designs in the iron which formed them, held straight by tall, stone pillars plated with glinting silver, a knight stepped through, garbed in the golden brown cloaks of the Bròn Court Guard. “Who goes there?”
“My name is Julia, my lord,” her mother addressed the knight. “This is my daughter, Sarah. She’s also the daughter of Lord Richard, a sub-captain of your Prison Guard.”
The knight glanced from Julia down to her young daughter and offered a light smile. “What can I do for you?”
“Sarah wishes to see her father.” 
The knight smiled down at the child. “I shall see what we can do. Please, come this way.”
They were ushered through the gates and into a room beside the gate’s stone pillar. Another knight was sent to deliver the request and, a half-hour later, mother and daughter were escorted to the entrance of a grand manor. The entryway more resplendent than even the gates of the court, the buildings all adorned with spirals tipped in gleaming gold, embedded with occasional jewels of blue and green.
They were stopped at a second gate. “Forgive me,” one of the knights spoke, “no mortals are permitted beyond this point.”
Sarah looked up and asked, “What do you mean?”
The knight cleared his throat, shifting uncomfortably. “You are the daughter of an immortal lord, Lady Sarah. Your mother though, she’s mortal. It is not permissible for her to continue beyond this point.”
Sarah glanced to her mother, unsure.
Julia offered an encouraging smile. “It’s all right, Sarah. I’m sure these nice men will be happy to take you to your father.”
“I will escort her myself,” the knight answered. “On my honor, she shall be returned to you unharmed.”
“Thank you.” She gave a tight smile to the knight. “I’m sorry, I didn’t—”
“Lord Antony,” he answered. “A member of the Prince’s Royal Guard.”
Julia nodded. “I’ll leave her to your care then, my lord. Go with him, and do as he says, Sarah. You’ll be fine.”
Sarah’s heart fluttered from nerves, but she drew a breath and turned to the knight, who proceeded to lead her through the jeweled gates and into the large manor. As they climbed up a series of marble steps, a servant opened a pair of carved front doors. Sarah gaped at the golden-framed portraits and rich velvets as they passed by various doors until they reached the study.
“Your father has been summoned, Lady Sarah, but he was on duty, so it will take a few minutes for him to arrive. Is there anything I can offer you while you wait?”
She looked up at him, realizing for the first time his eyes were the same liquid gold that graced her own. Surrounded by this grand display of wealth, she succumbed to a layer of shyness unusual to her normally precocious nature. “May I have a glass of water?”
“Certainly, my lady. I shall return momentarily.”
As the knight left her alone in the room, Sarah moved to the far wall where a large fire burned. Taking a seat in a plush chair, she relished the offered warmth, wishing her mother could have joined her.
The heat had radiated through her outer clothes when the door opened. She turned to thank her escort for the requested water, but found herself facing her father instead.
“Sarah!” his voice cross as he moved toward her, “what, in the name of Tartarus, are you doing here?”
She jolted from the chair, turning to face him.
“Father.” Her pulse increased at his harsh tone. She dropped into a rather ungraceful curtsy in an attempt to show respect.
“Why are you here?” he demanded again. “Is your mother all right?”
“Yes, Father, she is fine.”
He eyed her critically as Sarah straightened, gripping the side of her patchwork gown in a nervous gesture.
“I wanted to speak with you, Father. I am sorry I came without telling you.”
He paused before crossing his arms over his chest. “Well, you’re here now. What, exactly, did you wish to speak to me about?”
Sarah’s heart beat faster. This was not how she envisioned the conversation. She stared down, seeking courage.
“Sarah?”
“Forgive me, Father. When you last came to see us, I tried to explain, and I know you did not want me to, but I needed...”
“Out with it. I do not have time for your mumbles.”
“I wanted,” she tried again, but her voice was too soft, nerves disrupting her attempt at courage. She drew a breath and tried again, raising her golden eyes to her father’s matching ones. Begging him with words she couldn’t form.
A strange look crossed Richard’s face. He stepped toward her and grasped her arm, controlling but not hard enough to cause pain. He guided her closer to the fire’s light, moving a hand to lift her chin, so she had no choice but to meet his eyes.
“Your eyes are gold,” he confirmed in surprise. “They were never gold before.”
“They changed,” she answered softly.
“When?”
“I...” She tried to think. “I’m not sure. Is it something bad?”
He did not answer, but studied her for a time, before releasing his grip on her arm and stepping back. “What is it you came here for, Sarah?”
Finding her courage, her voice steadied. “I came to speak with you, Father, about the man you took from the inn.”
“What about him?”
She drew another breath. “Father, the man came in. He paid for his lodgings, broth, and bread. He didn’t hurt anyone, or do anything wrong. You took him away because you thought he did, but I wanted to tell you he did not. He was very nice, and told me a story by the fire. He was very kind, Father. I came to ask you to please not hurt him.”
Her father stared down, and Sarah’s heart sank at the rage that crossed his features. The look had been directed at her mother many times, usually accompanied by fresh bruises.
“You came, where you know you’re unwelcome, to ask me to be nice to a man who trespassed on our land, and refuses to tell me his name?” His eyes bulged and he again grabbed Sarah’s arm, jerking her forward. 
She cried out in pain at the jarring movement, his fingers digging deep into her skin through the thin cloth covering her arms. “I commanded you not to speak another word on the subject, did I not, Sarah? Yet you come here and...” He tightened his grip further, pulling her across the room as she struggled to keep up with his furious pace.
“I’m sorry, Father. I only wanted to explain he hadn’t done anything wrong. Please!”
Fear gripped her, and she cried out in pain as he dragged her across the floor. He raised his hand to strike her.
“Lord Richard,” interrupted the knight, holding the requested glass of water, which he placed on a nearby table. “What is going on here?”
“None of your concern. I am merely teaching my daughter a lesson.”
Writhing in fear, Sarah turned to the guardsman, silently pleading for help.
“I can understand why you might wish to do so, my lord. However, I must insist you unhand the child.”
Richard turned to the other man, transferring his anger. “You dare to question how I discipline my own child?”
“With all due respect, Lord Richard, I gave the girl’s mother my word she would be returned unharmed. And to my knowledge, this is not a child you have chosen to formally acknowledge. Or am I mistaken?”
“What?”
“Have you formally claimed the child as your heir?”
“No, but what does it matter?”
“In that case, you do not have the right to discipline her. Under Bròn Court law, she is a guest of this court, and one who was entrusted to my protection.” Antony stepped closer. His face was neutral, but as Sarah studied him, she noticed his stiff stature, and the hand that rested upon the hilt of the blade at his side.
Richard must have noticed as well, because he released his grip on Sarah’s arm and stepped back.
Antony motioned to Sarah, who moved quickly toward the other knight.
“I assume your business with Lord Richard has been concluded?”
Sarah nodded, her heart pounding.
“Come with me, Lady Sarah.”
Placing a gentle hand on her back, Antony guided Sarah from the room and mansion.
Once outside, Sarah glanced up. “Thank you,” she whispered. “I’m sorry. I did not mean to upset him.”
“Everything is all right,” the knight assured her with a gentle smile.
“He’ll be mad at you, for helping me.”
“He might,” Antony answered. “But do not fear, my lady. Your father may be brother to a lord, but he is also a knight of a lesser guard.”
“Lesser guard?”
Antony nodded. “Richard is a sub-captain of the Prison Guard, my lady. While it is, of course, a position of respect, it is not equivalent to being a member of the Royal Guard.”
“Like you?”
He nodded. “At your service, my lady.”
I wonder what guard my knight was from? Sarah wondered. I cannot imagine someone so kind being from a lesser level of knighthood. Especially not if he was returning to a princess.
Fear diminishing, Sarah gave in to curiosity. “Since you’re of the Royal Guard, does that mean you’re...” She searched her memory for the term used by the knight. “rosae immortalis?”
The word centered Antony’s attention. “No, my lady. The immortal roses are symbols of other courts. The Lorcan and the Muir. They do not bloom here.” He tilted his head. “Where did you hear that term?”
Sarah considered telling the kind guard, with the hope he could help, but fear of her father’s wrath stayed her tongue. “Just, from a visitor at Momma’s inn. I don’t remember really.”
The knight studied her as they walked back toward the gates, where her mother had been forced to remain. “The immortal roses are symbols of the high courts, generally associated with the royal families. It is said, by some, the roses hold magic for those of the royal bloodlines. Though as to the truth or untruth of the tales, I cannot say.”
“Oh.” She sounded disappointed, causing the guardsman to prompt her further.
“Tell me, Lady Sarah, is there some way in which I might be of service?”
She shook her head. “I came to speak with my father, but I made him mad. I didn’t mean to. I knew better than to come without asking.”
Antony considered asking a different way, but the blatant fear in her eyes stilled his words. “Why don’t I take you back to your mother, and escort you both to a hot meal? You could get some rest before returning home, if it suits you?”
“That would be nice,” Sarah answered with a heavy heart.
Sarah was never physically punished for her pleas.
The same could not be said about the knight for whose freedom she had appealed.
 



Chapter XII
Lorcan Court
945 AD
 
Edward lay on the cot. After a few days’ rest, he’d recovered enough to be reasonably comfortable. 
The pungent scents of dried blood and rotting decay had faded, or maybe he’d become accustomed to the relentless stench. Arron had tended his injuries to the best of his ability, and a large bandage covered the left side of his chest, secured tight to protect the last of the remaining cuts.
He drifted in and out of a light slumber, when the sound of scraping stone drew his eyes open against a flood of light. The gruff voice he had come to dread demanded, “Pull him out.”
Following the orders of their sub-captain, several men entered the room. Edward squinted against the firelight, which troubled his eyes even in its dim state as they had grown accustomed to near darkness.
He was dragged from the cell and taken to a nearby room that had been used frequently for his torture sessions. His arms were jerked above his head, strapped into thick, silver cuffs.
“Raise the chains!” his tormentor called. “Now!”
The chains were pulled tight, but Richard moved forward and forced them even higher. So high Edward’s toes barely touched the floor, the strain on his arms unbearable. 
Something was not right. Richard was usually meticulous in his torture methods. Careful and calculated with each cut of the blade, or stroke of the whip. Always in control. Tonight he seemed reckless. It filled Edward with fresh fear as Richard took a knife and held it above a flame, keeping it there until the metal glowed with scorching heat.
He turned to Edward, who could do nothing but stare at the man who loomed over him. Richard raised the knife not to Edward’s chest, but to his cheek.
“She thinks her pleas will set you free? She thinks you, a pathetic piece of flesh without so much as a name to offer in your protection, more worthy of loyalty than I, a captain in the Bròn Court. I’ll show her!”
“Her?” Edward asked. “I don’t—”
But his words were cut off as Richard pressed the heated metal to his left cheek, drawing a scream. 
“I’ll show her!” he roared.
He jerked back the knife, pulling strings of skin from Edward’s face, then plunged the blade into Edward’s left side.
“Captain!” the frantic voice pulled Edward from the dream that was no dream at all.
“Mara?” Edward called, jerking from the bed in a wave of panic. “Mara!”
“She’s not here, Captain,” Sarah replied. “She’s on night shift for Liza.”
His breathing ragged, sweat plastered his hair against pale skin.
“I’ll fetch her for you.”
“No!” Edward said. His hands shook as he attempted to gain some semblance of composure, his heart racing from the pained memory. He spoke through a series of short breaths. “Give me a moment. One...”
“It’s all right,” Sarah soothed.
Having heard his cries through the walls, Sarah had attempted to knock, but his slumber had been too deep and she had entered again without waiting for consent. 
Edward sat on the bed, knees to his chest, as she watched him struggle to calm his heart.
“Captain,” she kept her voice soft, “can I do anything?”
Shoulders visibly shaking, Edward forced himself to look at her. “I’m sorry, Sarah, for you to see me this way.”
“No, Captain. I only wish I could help.”
Edward closed his eyes. Bile formed as words escaped against his will. “Mara,” he asked bitterly, “can you get her for me?”
“Of course. Would you like someone to sit with you while I find her?”
“No,” he answered tersely. “I want Mara.”
Sarah walked quickly from the room, increasing her pace to a brisk jog as she rushed to the princess’ chambers, and found Jake standing before the door to Liza’s room. 
Winded, her voice was less than steady when she asked, “Is Mara with the princess?”
Jake nodded, concern crossing his features as he took in her late-night arrival. “Is something amiss?”
“Edward is asking for her. I think she should go to him at once.”
Jake opened the door and called Mara’s name. She responded swiftly, and a single glance at Sarah sent her rushing down the halls toward Edward, calling to someone behind her to watch the princess in her absence.
As Mara vanished from sight, Jake offered a weary smile. “Thanks for fetching her.”
“The captain asked me to.”
Jake’s lips drew to a thin line. “He actually asked for her?”
“He gets flashbacks. Not surprising, given all that was done to him.”
Jake sighed. “Would you like to return to sleep, or...”
“It’s nearly morning,” she answered. “In fact, the sky is already beginning to lighten. Little point in returning to bed now.”
“I suppose not.”
“Did you work the full night shift?”
He shook his head. “I awoke about an hour ago, and decided to start my shift early.”
“Couldn’t sleep?”
“Happens sometimes.”
“Shall I stand with you then?”
“Certainly,” he answered. “When Davith arrives, I’ll let him take over. Then, if you wish, we can see about breakfast?”
“Sounds nice,” she said, offering a smile.
They spoke quietly until the aforementioned sub-captain arrived, taking Jake’s place before the stone door. Jake offered Sarah a formal escort, which she accepted shyly, sliding her arm through his. He led her down the corridor until they reached the expansive dining cavern.
A pot of gruel hung over a fire. Jake took the liberty of scooping the simple meal into a pair of bowls, which he placed on a stone table. Seating herself on the bench seat, Sarah dipped a spoon into the hearty mush. 
“Would you like a glass of wine?” Jake inquired.
Sarah nodded, thanking him as he placed a silver goblet into her hands.
Jake took a seat across from her, taking several bites of his own meal before speaking. “So, tell me about the Bròn Court.”
Startled by the question, she choked, coughing before she was able to recover.
“Are you all right?”
“Yes,” she managed to answer, drawing a breath as she cast her eyes down at her bowl. “Fine.”
Jake nodded, then to her dismay, continued the previously posed question. “I was not selected to accompany the riding party with the queen, as you know, so I’ve never been in the Bròn Court. I was wondering how it compares to the Lorcan.”
“The Bròn,” she answered cautiously, attempting to not reveal where she was truly from, “is not as grand.” She recalled what little she had seen of the court during her only visit. “The grounds are much smaller, and the gates and interior are not nearly as elaborate. Well, there are a few places, where the very powerful lords live, but not nearly as many as there are here at the Lorcan.”
“Did you grow up in one of the more elaborate manors?”
“No,” she answered, attempting to disguise the guilt about hiding the truth from him behind another bite of cereal. “At least, not really.”
“Hmm,” he mused. “I guess I had you pegged incorrectly.”
“What do you mean?”
“Forgive me. I spoke out of turn and meant no offense.”
Offense? “I was not offended.”
“Well, it’s just, I had guessed you were from one of the more pure-blood houses, with your eyes. In this court, only those of the purest bloodlines have the Lorcan eyes. I assumed the same of your golden.”
My golden eyes? Another fact about her lineage no one had bothered to reveal.
She shoved another mouthful of food between her lips, giving her time to consider a response. 
“Forgive me, it has been quite some time since I...” She gathered her thoughts. “Lorcan eyes would be?”
“Violet,” Jake answered. “Well, violet-silver, to be more precise. Mara and Liza’s eyes. That color is found only within the Lorcan royal family.”
“And the...” She searched for the name of the other high court.
“The Muir have deep blue eyes, streaked with lines of silver, like waves in an ocean. Almost every royal member of the Muir Court has them. In fact,” he searched his memory, “I can’t remember meeting a Muir royal who did not.”
Violet-silver. Blue with silver streaks. Liquid-gold. Sarah repeated the colors several times silently as she sipped on the quickly cooling breakfast, committing the information to memory. There was so much she did not know. A knowledge of her people, lineage; an entire world of which she had been deprived. 
“What about you?” she asked, desperate to turn the conversation.
“My father is a lord,” Jake answered, “but before he inherited the title, he was a knight.”
“Like you?”
Jake laughed. “More like Edward. Second-in-command of the queen’s guard, behind Captain Michael.”
“Michael?”
“Mara’s father, who was also a knight before he married Princess Mellissa, sister to the queen. He surrendered his post when he married her.”
“And left the guard to Edward?”
“No, there was another captain between, but he died in a duel with Captain Eric, of the Muir Court. About forty years ago, give or take. Edward was technically third-in-command, but when the position opened, the queen promoted Edward above Phillip. I can’t recall why though—it all happened before my time.”
“What about Mara?”
“It would have been unseemly for her to surrender a royal title and not be granted a position of command. And considering whose heart she’d managed to capture,” Jake shook his head and flashed a smile, “captainship was expected.”
Jake leaned back on the bench, pushing his now empty bowl aside. “Tell me, how did you meet Edward?”
Sarah decided it would be best to tell as close to the truth as she dared. “I met him at an inn when I was a young child. He was traveling through and I happened to be there that night. He told me a story to pass the time. That night, he was taken captive by my...by the men.”
Jake nodded, studying her. “Mara said you hid his sword?”
“I did.”
Jake flashed a smile. “What do you say we take a walk around the gardens? Let the food digest, and then if you’d like, we could have a sparring session, work on your swordplay?”
Sarah glanced up and slowly returned the smile. “Sounds good.”
Both stood and walked toward the exit, depositing their bowls along the way.
Jake paused and turned toward her. “Lady Sarah, you do know this entire guard is indebted to you, for assisting our captain, don’t you?”
“What?”
“You don’t have to cast your gaze down to anyone here. We are all eternally grateful for what you have done for Edward.” And for Mara. “It cannot have been easy to have left all you knew to come here.”
“Do you find me...” She searched for the word.
“Brave,” Jake supplied. “If you need anything, even something so simple as someone to talk to, I’m at your service.”
She smiled. “Thank you, Jake. I’m glad to have found a friend in this new world.”
He again offered his arm in a formal gesture. “Shall we depart for the garden?”
She nodded, allowing him to lead her from the cold caverns into the sunlight.



Chapter XIII
Lethia Castle
Present Day
 
“Jake,” she spoke his name on a misted breath.
She could still recall the pounding of blades, the sensation of his hands on her arms as he guided her through the motions. The shifting music as the swords changed from wood to steel under the watchful eye of the more seasoned captains.
She could recall the first time she had been handed a metal blade. It had been Edward, not Mara, who had placed the weapon in her strengthening fingers.
“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea,” Phillip had said critically.
“She has to learn some time,” Edward had countered. “She’s spent over a year with practice weapons. Better for her to transition now, with both of us here to supervise.” Edward had turned to Jake. “What do you think?”
“She’s ready,” he had answered without hesitation.
 
*
 
Lorcan Court
926 AD
 
Jake stepped forward, handing Sarah the blade hilt-first. Heavier than the wooden version she was accustomed to wielding, the edge was sharp, the metal freshly polished to gleam in the sunlight.
A rare spring day, the air was scented with wildflowers, and the sweet aroma of freshly blooming roses. Edward had suggested training outside, a treat after months of a cold, rainy winter.
Sarah stood in a pair of black trousers and matching shirt. Her cloak had been discarded on a stone bench in preparation for the day’s training session. She had been caught off-guard when Edward proclaimed she would have her first spar with an actual blade.
She adjusted her hand on the hilt, examining the black leather. A single, glistening stone had been embedded in the hilt’s center, surrounded by diagonal strips of gold, creating a star with the stone at its heart. She traced a finger over the jewel.
Jake spoke from beside her, “Every member of the guard is entitled to carry a blade of their own. I had this one crafted for you.”
“What?” She turned to him. “You mean, this is...my sword?”
Jake nodded, a pleased but nervous expression on his face.
Sarah shook her head. “There is a diamond in this hilt. I couldn’t possibly accept such a gift.”
“You must,” he replied. “It would be a grave insult to refuse. You are the very first guardsman I have been given the privilege to train. In many ways, today is as much a success for me as it is for you, Lady Sarah. You have proven yourself with hard work, dedication in your training, and your loyalty to Edward. I wanted to reward you.”
“I...”
“The Bròn Court does not have an official design, as the higher courts do. Instead, I asked for something with gold, to match your eyes. If the design displeases you it can, of course, be changed.”
Sarah returned her eyes to the sword and traced the design that had been crafted so meticulously into the hilt. “It’s beautiful, Jake. I cannot thank you enough.”
At this, Jake flashed a smile she quickly returned.
“I am honored, my lord. Truly. This is a gift I shall treasure.”
Jake nodded. “May it protect you, my lady, and prove as loyal to you as you have been to this guard.”
“All right, enough,” Phillip said. “What do you say we actually teach her how to use it?”
Jake and Sarah exchanged a glance, and laughed.
“Yes,” Sarah agreed, struggling to regain her composure. “I suppose that would be a good start.”



Chapter XIV
Lorcan Castle
928 AD
 
Sarah was excited. After spending the last three years training, she had received her first actual assignment on a guard detail, despite having yet to take her formal vows. Sarah would join the princess’ personal detail on a trip across the kingdom to visit one of Liza’s distant cousins.
Their destination would be a full day’s journey, and they would spend three nights away from the castle. Adding to her anticipation, Sarah had never seen that section of the kingdom before.
She packed light, bringing only two changes of clothes in a satchel with a few additional essentials. As she tied the bag closed, a knock prompted her to look up. “Come in.”
Jake appeared through the door. “Ready to go?”
“Pretty much,” she answered. “Unless you can think of anything else I ought to bring?”
“Bare essentials,” Jake replied. “I’ve been to her cousin’s estate before. They are generous; if we’re missing anything, they’re happy to provide it.”
“Sounds good.”
“Horses are being prepared in the stable. Time to head out.”
Sarah nodded, pulling her gray cloak from where she had laid it across the bed. She secured the flowing, multi-purpose garment around her shoulders, then joined Jake to meet the rest of the riding party. 
When they reached the stables, as Jake had advised, stable hands had saddled their respective mounts. Guards milled around, making familiar greetings, and securing their gear for travel. Sarah could not help but smile at the gray mare with gentle brown eyes who awaited her. Taking the reins from a young woman, she stroked the mare’s neck. “Hey there, Liath.”
“Thought you would prefer to ride her.” Jake smiled. “I know she’s your favorite.”
Continuing to run her fingers down the horse, making her short fur twitch, she patted Liath’s neck before securing her bag against the saddle. Jake walked his own horse, a white stallion named Areo, and together they maneuvered their way from the barn into the surrounding field. They spoke quietly, Sarah expressing her excitement at being included in the trip, when they heard Garreth’s voice.
“You can stay,” Garreth said. “I’m happy to switch guard details.”
“No,” a voice that could only belong to Mara replied. “Protecting Liza is my job.”
“It is, but honestly, Mara, if you’re not ready to leave Edward—”
“It’s my job,” she stated again, anger seeping through. “I don’t have a choice.”
“Mara, if you want to stay, you don’t have to justify the decision to anyone.”
From their unseen place around the side of the stable, Jake and Sarah could hear Mara’s intake of breath, followed by a deep sigh. “Garreth, I appreciate the offer, but I have to do my job.” Her anger transformed to a raw tone. “I’m doing my best. Please tell him...”
“I will,” he answered. 
As the voices grew closer, Jake directed Sarah toward the opposite side of the field, the two exchanging a brief glance tinged with guilt at overhearing the private conversation. It had been years since their reunion. Yet to simply glance at Mara and Edward was to see the pain of their separation, and the struggles of their reunification weighing heavily upon them both.
Worry settling on her shoulders for the knight she had dreamt of as a child, she timidly asked, “Do you think he’s going to be all right?”
“Edward?” Jake asked for clarification.
Sarah gave a slight nod.
“He’ll be fine. She’ll only be gone a few days.”
She glanced around the field, stepping closer to him as others joined from the stables. “I don’t see him here.”
“I doubt he wanted to watch Mara leave,” Jake answered. “Would have made it more difficult for her.”
“Makes sense,” Sarah replied, watching as Mara and Garreth stepped into view. Without ceremony, a stablehand brought Mara her horse, Shadow, which she mounted effortlessly, grabbing the reins to guide her horse to the field’s edge. There, Mara turned, motioning others to follow.
Sarah stepped to Liath’s side when Jake moved behind her. “Allow me,” he requested, lifting her up and assisting her onto the saddle.
“Thanks,” she said as he handed her the leather reins before pulling himself astride his own stallion, who neighed softly in anticipation.
The group rode forward, gathering in a semi-circle as Liza emerged from a garden path. Garreth assisted the princess onto her horse before turning to address Mara. “I leave her in your care. Say hello to our cousin for me.”
“I will,” Mara answered with a brief nod. “Liza,” she turned to the princess, “are you ready?”
“Yes! I haven’t seen Shareen in years. I’m so excited Mummy said I could visit her.” Liza flashed a smile, and then added, “Thank you for agreeing to escort me.”
“We are at your command, my lady,” Mara replied, bowing her head, though she did not return the smile. “As always.”
“Shall we be off?” Davith asked, pulling his horse beside Mara’s. “If we hurry, we should arrive before nightfall.”
Mara did not verbally answer, instead turning and leading the party away from the Lorcan castle.
 



Chapter XV
Lorcan Kingdom
928 AD
 
The ride was uneventful, passing quickly as the Royal Guard escorted their princess to the estate of her friend and cousin. Lady Shareen shared a great-grandfather with both Mara and Liza, but descended from the bloodline of a younger child, whereas Liza and Mara’s grandfather had been the eldest, and king.
Nevertheless, Shareen’s bloodline offered her a place of immense power within the courts and, though several hundred years older than Liza, was among the few permitted to have formed a close friendship with her royal cousin.
When they reached the gates, Mara ordered the expected search of the house, apologizing to her cousin for the extra security.
“No apology necessary,” Shareen insisted, pushing back a strand of hair. “I appreciate you taking such care to ensure our safety.”
Members of the guard methodically swept the house, searching each room, cupboard, and closet. When the knights confirmed nothing seemed amiss, Mara assisted Princess Liza from her horse, before passing the reins of both their mounts to a stable hand, who promised to take good care of the royal horses. Behind her, Sarah and Jake did the same, following Mara into the large manor as Shareen embraced her cousin, excitedly taking Liza’s hand and guiding her through the entryway.
“Mara said you would be with me, on the day shift,” Jake informed Sarah. “Which means we actually get to have some sleep tonight.”
“Good,” she answered softly. “The ride was pleasant enough, but I can’t say I would object to rest.”
“Nor I.”
“Pardon me, my lord,” a man with sandy brown hair addressed Jake, before nodding to Sarah. “My lady. Refreshments have been laid out in the kitchen for all the guards. Please feel free to help yourself.”
Jake thanked the man, and walked with Sarah to the casual kitchen where they enjoyed a simple dinner of soup and fresh bread before retiring for the night. She slept fitfully, rising the next morning when the first rays of sunlight seeped into the room through an open widow, thick red curtains shifting in the wind, cooling the air.
She dressed quickly, knowing the guards who had worked through the night must be exhausted.
Jake stood outside her door. “I was about to wake you, but it seems there is no need.”
“I always rise early,” she answered. “I used to work...help,” she corrected, “my mother. I grew accustomed to it.”
“Of course. Most guards are, when they work days.”
“I figured the night shift must be exhausting.”
“I’d imagine so. Shall we go relieve Davith?”
Sarah nodded and followed Jake through the manor. It appeared different in the warm morning light, revealing more splendor than it had the night before. The floors were made of marble. Gold and silver accents were inlaid in the doors, and lined the marble spirals forming the arched doorways.
Girlish laughter reached them as they walked through a grand entrance to the study, where Liza and Shareen lounged in plush chairs.
Behind them stood Davith, ever vigilant in his duties, back straight with one hand resting lightly on the silver hilt of his blade. A decadent weapon, as all of the coveted Arius blades tended to be. Its hilt was adorned with sapphire and amethyst jewels.
Traditionally, his blade would have been carried by a prince of the Lorcan Court. However, since no prince had been born to the queen, it would be passed to her captain.
Since Mara held an Arius blade of her own, her father’s specifically, the queen bestowed this second blade to Davith, Mara’s second-in-command. In this way, Liza was always protected by an enchanted blade, the two captains switching shifts between the sun and moonlight.
At their approach, Davith flashed a smile. “Your job should be pretty easy this morning.” Davith nodded toward the two girls. “They’ve been talking all night.”
“All night?” Jake asked.
Davith nodded. “I imagine they’ll both pass out in a few, probably right where they are.”
“I’d imagine so.” Jake gave a soft chuckle. “How about you?”
“Exhausted,” Davith replied. “Mara checked in a few minutes ago. If you don’t mind, I’d like to lie down, now that you’re awake as well.”
“Sure thing,” Jake answered. “You can take the chamber I was in, if you’d like.”
“I’ll do that.”
“Up the stairs, fourth door on the left.”
“Thanks. Mara went to grab breakfast. When she returns, you both can do the same.”
With those words, the sub-captain turned to ascend the curved stairwell, the sound of his footsteps fading as he reached the upper floor and vanished from sight. 
True to Davith’s prediction, the cousins were up for only another hour before both fell into an exhausted sleep. Jake and Sarah stood vigil over their sleeping forms, with Mara outside the door. Several hours later, Mara offered to switch places. Grateful for the reprieve, Sarah and Jake went to the kitchen hoping for lunch.
“Jake,” Sarah asked as they walked toward their post, “do you think it would be all right if I walked the outer perimeter? I didn’t get to see much of the grounds last night, but from what little I did, it seemed beautiful.”
“Sure. I’ll go back to stand with Mara and let her know.”
“Thanks.” She smiled, exiting the manor.
The sun was high, warming the air to a comfortable temperature as Sarah began her brisk walk. She appreciated the grandeur of the estate. Formed of marble, the mansion was immense. Multiple stories high, featuring dozens of rooms, the structure gave homage to buildings of ancient Rome, framed with elegant pillars. The window frames were carved in delicate spiral designs and etched in silver, adding to the opulence of the high lord’s house.
Sunlight danced off cream marble and silver, glistening as Sarah moved around the perimeter and occasionally greeted a fellow guardsman as she trod the worn dirt path. Tall trees surrounded the estate on all sides.
Behind the manor, a noisy creek ran between clusters of trees. Following the sound, she walked toward it, kneeling on the bank to dip her fingers into the cool liquid. It reminded her of a stream by the inn, where she had frequently been sent to fill large buckets to prepare baths for the guests who could afford such luxury.
Sarah did not often think of her mother. Not that she didn’t miss her; she did. Merely that to do so was painful, as she would likely never see her again, at least not in this lifetime. And as Sarah was immortal, perhaps never.
Immortality was daunting. After being born and living among those who counted life in decades, the idea of doing so in millennia was a concept Sarah could not fully comprehend. What would it be like to live a hundred years, let alone a thousand? She had no idea.
Mulling over these thoughts, she rinsed her hands of the dirt they had collected and stood. Only as she turned, did Sarah realize she was not alone.
With a gasp, Sarah took an involuntarily step back. Viewing a pair of violet eyes, much like Liza’s though lacking the princess’ silver cores, Sarah glanced up to meet his taller form. “You startled me.”
“Not my intent,” the man replied, a light wind ruffling the red sleeves of his shirt. “May I ask what you are doing here, my lady?”
“I am part of Princess Liza’s escort. I was walking the grounds and took a moment to enjoy the stream.”
“The princess’ escort?” he asked, pushing back a stray strand of golden hair. His words held a menace Sarah could not place, and put her at instant unease.
“I should be getting back.”
The man nodded. “Young women should not be walking the grounds alone. Shall I escort you?”
“No,” Sarah said, her sense of apprehension increasing, like hands crawling across her back. She stepped past him, grateful he allowed her to do so unimpeded. “Good day, my lord.”
She walked briskly back, returning to the room where Jake still stood guard. “There you are,” he greeted, her unease dissipating at the sight of his smile. “I was about to go look for you.”
“Oh? Miss me already.”
“Terribly, my lady.”
Sarah laughed, returning Jake’s smile. She’d initially planned to tell him of her encounter, but with her unease fading, Sarah decided she’d overreacted, and that the strange man was of no threat.
They stood guard until Davith relieved them, then retired to their respective rooms, knowing the morning would come early. The next day past passed uneventfully, the house filled with the chatter of guardsmen, and the girlish laughter of royal cousins who seemed more youthful together than apart. 
On the eve of the third day, Sarah was seated in the kitchen, when she again saw the violet-eyed man whose name she had not ascertained. Seated at dinner with Jake, the man did not address her, yet his eyes weighed on her throughout the meal. 
Uncomfortable under his scrutiny, Sarah excused herself early, and adjourned to her assigned quarters. After untying the blade from around her waist, she disrobed, and sat down on the bed in a thin blue satin gown, which had been provided at Mara’s insistence, along with several other articles of clothing finer than any Sarah had known in her youth. 
As she prepared to lie down, she was surprised to see the door open. Expecting Jake, or one of the captains with last minute instructions for their forthcoming departure, instead the strange man with violet eyes loomed before her.
She stood, alarmed, her eyes going to the desk where she had laid her blade out of reach. Instead, she faced the man, attempting to maintain a calm demeanor. “May I help you?”
He eyed her, visually tracing the edges of her satin gown, more revealing than anything she would wear outside of her private chambers. “I’d wondered,” the man spoke crudely, “why a member of the Bròn Court would be traveling with the princess’ personal entourage.” His eyes trailed up and down her body. “Now I see.”
“I must insist you leave my room,” she feigned bravery over her pounding heart.
“Come now, you should be honored I would even consider you. Normally I do not allow myself to come near one from such a low court. But you are a pretty thing.”
“You are mistaken. I’m not sure what you think I am, but—”
“You honestly expect me to believe you are not here to serve the men? Look at you. Now,” he stepped closer, towering over her, his breath rank with the smell of ale, “be a good girl. I’d hate to ruin such a nice gown.”
“I am a member of the Lorcan Royal Guard. I’m to be treated as such.”
“A member of the guard?” He gave a coarse laugh. “I highly doubt it.”
Sarah attempted to reach her discarded sword, but the man anticipated her action. He grabbed her arm, jerking roughly on her shoulder, and throwing her toward the bed. “Enough! You should be honored one of my rank would cast a glance at you, let alone give you the pleasure of sharing my bed.”
“I am not a whore! I’m a member of the guard. On my honor.”
“The honor of the Bròn Court?” He sneered as though he had bitten into something distasteful. “Was that not the court who tortured the Lorcan Guard’s captain? Seems only right to repay the slight.” 
He came closer. 
“My lord, please.” 
He raised a hand, slapping her cheek with such force her entire body jerked. Spots invaded her vision, and she had to fight to draw breath through the stinging pain.
He attempted to force her to the bed but Sarah lashed out, driving her knee hard into his left leg. With a grunt of pain, he reached a hand to the injury, giving Sarah an opportunity to jump from the bed. She shouted Jake’s name into the hall, hoping he had returned to his room.
She had the door halfway open when the man’s strong arms grasped her waist, wrenching her against him, pressing his hand against her mouth to prevent further outburst. His trousers had been removed, and Sarah realized with a chill that only the thin layer of satin lay between them. She resisted, but was unable to match his physical strength, his lips moving close to her face, forcing her to inhale his putrid breath, rank with the rotten odor of meat as he wrapped a hand around her throat.
He gave a gruff laugh, cruel and harsh. The sound sent a chill through her. His eyes transformed from the Lorcan violet to her father’s gold. 
“If you act like a whore, I’ll treat you like one!” her father yelled, before slapping her mother hard, then slamming her against the wall with a sharp thud. He picked up her crumpled form, carrying Julia into the bedroom before slamming the door. 
Sarah knelt in the corner, hands covering her ears as she tried to block out the sound of her mother’s screams.
As the harsh memory froze Sarah, the man yanked up on her gown.
The door opened unexpectedly, and Jake entered the room. “Sarah, did you—”
His words faded at the scene before him.
“Do you mind?” the man holding her asked. “The girl and I were just about to have some fun.”
Jake stepped closer, moving a hand to the hilt of his blade, though he did not unsheathe it. “I must ask you to step away from Lady Sarah.”
“Lady?” the man spoke in disgust. “Bròn Court scum.”
“You are mistaken, sir. She is a member of the Lorcan Royal Guard, in service to Her Majesty Queen Clarissa. Regardless of her birth origins, she is a member of the Lorcan Court.”
“Do you have any idea who I am, boy?”
Jake did not back down. “Who you are is of no relevance to this matter. I would ask you again to remove yourself from Lady Sarah.”
“Oh, is she your personal whore, not the entire guard’s? Tell you what, we can both have a go at her. I’ll even let you be first.”
Jake withdrew his blade. “I shall not tell you again, my lord. Release Lady Sarah.”
“Threatening a high lord of the court? I could have your head.”
“If you do not release her, I will have yours.”
“How dare you threaten me!”
“How dare you assault a knight of the Lorcan Royal Guard.”
The man sneered, but released his hold on Sarah, who rushed to Jake, heart pounding. 
“Do you think you can get away with this?”
Jake did not flinch. “I think, Lord Caderyn, it is you who will have difficultly explaining yourself.”
Footsteps announced an additional presence, causing a smile to split Caderyn’s face as he prepared whatever story he planned to tell. 
His smile vanished at the appearance of Captain Mara.
“What’s going on?” Mara demanded, noting Jake’s drawn blade.
“These two—” Caderyn began.
“I was not speaking to you.” Mara turned her violet-silver eyes to Jake’s brown. “Jacob?”
“I found him assaulting Lady Sarah.”
“Lies. The girl was perfectly willing. She only panicked at the appearance of her fellow guardsman, probably not wanting to appear the whore she is.”
Mara raised an eyebrow at Caderyn. “I would be wary of accusing the son of Marcus Aideen of lies. Let alone the niece of Queen Clarissa.”
“The niece of...” His eyes flew to Sarah. “The queen has no—”
“Me, you fool!” Mara corrected his ill-founded logic. “I believe Jake, and to call him a liar would be to question my word as well.”
“I am a lord of—”
“A lord, yes,” Mara answered in a voice so cold it bordered on deadly. “But I am a captain, and princess. If I find you touching one of my knights again, I will not simply claim your life, my lord. I shall invite my aunt to end it for you.” 
Caderyn fell to his knees. “Forgive me, Your Highness. I had too much ale and—”
“Attempted to force yourself upon a member of the queen’s guard,” Mara finished for him as Davith appeared at the door with additional guardsmen.
“Everything all right?”
Mara turned toward her second-in-command. “Have your men escort Lord Caderyn from the grounds. He is not to be under the same roof as the princess.”
Davith did not ask questions. “Of course, Captain. I shall do so at once.”
Men moved forward to carry out Mara’s orders. 
The princess turned to the trembling girl at Jake’s side. “Are you all right, Lady Sarah?”
“I...” Sarah attempted to answer, but the words would not come.
“Did he harm or violate you?”
Sarah shook her head, only to be reminded by a sharp pain where he had slapped her.
Mara stepped forward, studying her closer in the dim light. “It will bruise, but should fade quickly. Did he harm you in any other way?”
Sarah swallowed and found her voice. “No, Captain.”
“Do you wish for me to take the matter before the queen?”
A tremor ran through her, but Sarah shook her head.
“I think,” Jake intervened, “this might be a conversation better done in the morning.”
Mara nodded. “As you wish. Would you like for me to stay with you, Lady Sarah?”
“No,” Sarah answered, her words soft. “I’ll be fine.”
“We’ll speak in the morning.” Mara left the room, leaving Sarah alone with Jake. 
When the door closed, the strength required to speak vanished, and Sarah’s breath came out in a trembling exhale.
“Sarah, I’m so sorry.” Jake shook his head. “I knew of Caderyn’s lewdness toward women of the court, but it never occurred to me he would attempt to attack a member of the guard. Especially not with Mara here.” 
He reached for her arm and found it trembling.
“I’ll stay with you.”
“You don’t...” She shook her head, attempting to tell him he didn’t have to.
Jake ignored the half-stated protest and gathered her in his arms before placing her gently on the slender bed. He sat on the floor, gazing up into her golden eyes. “I’m sorry,” he spoke gently. “I cannot believe he would—”
“He kept saying I was only of the Bròn Court. That it did not matter how he treated me because—”
“Trust me, your origins wouldn’t have mattered. To Caderyn, anyone of a rank not high enough to call the queen a blood relative is available for foul treatment.”
A harsh tremor ran the length of Sarah’s back, making her visibly shudder. 
At the sight, Jake raised himself from the floor to sit beside her. Gently, he drew Sarah into his arms. “It’s all right. I’ve got you.”
In his embrace, Sarah gave herself over to her fears, allowing them to rise through her before spilling from golden eyes. 
Jake held her until, exhausted, she pulled back and lay down upon the bed.
He resumed his position on her floor, placing himself between where she lay and the door, bunching up her cloak to serve as a make-shift pillow before joining her in slumber.



Chapter XVI
Lorcan Kingdom
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The ride back to court seemed longer than the preceding journey. The easy chatter between Jake and Sarah had dimmed to strained silence, neither sure of how to speak about what had transpired the prior night.
The sun beamed, high in a sky sporadically streaked with wispy clouds. Their trail led them through a lush forest, fresh pine and patches of wildflowers scenting the light breeze. The soft fall of horses’ hooves marked their progress as they trotted down the well-used path.
After several hours of riding, they paused on the bank of a gurgling stream. Sarah led her horse to the water, Liath seeming pleased at the cold refreshment. Mara knelt upstream to fill her own flask.
Next to her, Jake leaned down to do the same, while breaking the awkward silence. “Over half way there. About three more hours and we’ll be back at the castle.”
“Good,” Sarah replied. “I enjoy riding as much as the next person, but...”
“We’re all tired. The work is more strenuous when divided amid a smaller guard detail. And the return trip is always the worst.”
“At least it’s a pleasant day,” she offered, attempting to sustain the conversation.
Jake nodded, taking a large gulp of water and refilling the flask again before rising to sit on the bank, allowing his horse to reach the stream.
More silence ensued before Sarah took a breath and broached the subject, “Jake, I wanted to thank you.”
“No need,” he answered quickly. “I am only sorry it took me so long to get there. And grateful it did not take me longer.”
Sarah looked down, ashamed. “I should not have needed help. If I am to be a knight, I should have been able to—”
“You’re being too hard on yourself.”
“But I could not even protect myself. My actions were unbecoming of the training you have worked so diligently to bestow.”
I’ll show you the meaning of respect! The unwanted memory rose, followed by the sharp sound of her father’s hand falling against her mother’s tender cheek. You are mortal! Her father had continued. You should be honored I even look at you! 
Words so similar to those the arrogant lord had uttered the night before.
He would drag her mother forcibly into the bedroom, the sound of the slamming door echoing through the inn, followed by suppressed moans of both pleasure and pain.
“Sarah?” Jake’s gentle voice pulled her from the unwanted memory.
“Sorry.”
“I don’t want you to feel—”
“I should have been able to stop—”
“Edward couldn’t.”
“What?”
“Edward.” Jake kept his voice low so as not to be overheard. “He couldn’t stop those men from hurting him. And he’s among the strongest people I’ve ever known.”
The revelation jarred her, placing what happened into an unexpected perspective. She tried to speak, but couldn’t seem to find a suitable response.
“Sarah, I—”
A high-pitched cry interrupted his words, prompting both knights to rise from the ground in alarm. Together, they turned as a voice shouted, “Protect the princess!”
Sarah turned, her eyes seeking Liza, whom she found standing beside Mara several paces to her left. She moved quickly, and when they reached Liza’s other side, Sarah’s blade was in her hand, though she could not recall having pulled it from the leather sheath.
Training replaced thought as she moved with Jake behind the princess, Mara and Davith completing the rough protective circle.
“What’s happening?” Liza asked, words etched in fear.
The guards did not answer, keeping their focus on the surrounding area, looking for signs of movement.
Out of the thicket, a group of men advanced. 
The Royal Guard launched into action against the attackers as the ring of clashing blades echoed in the previously serene forest.
Sarah’s world narrowed as a pair of attackers slipped past the defending knights and approached.
Clutching her blade, Sarah experienced none of the fear she had expected. Instead, her focus sharpened and the clashing swords dimmed. The man was about her height, brandishing a simple blade lacking in adornment or marking of any kind. Dressed in a gray cloak, he advanced confidently, undaunted by the female knight who placed herself between him and the princess.
The man walked directly toward Sarah, swinging his blade to her left in a powerful arc. 
Clutching her hilt with both hands, her grip wide on the leather wrapping, Sarah met the stroke with her own. 
Their blades collided with a deafening ring, which was echoed moments later as Jake met his own challenger.
She did not turn, knowing better than to remove her eyes from the man in front of her. He did not speak, but again raised his heavy sword, bringing it down upon her. She twisted left, causing his strike to miss while keeping herself physically between the attacker and her princess.
He swung toward her left. Sarah again met the challenge, blades clashing. He moved to her left, but she matched him step for step, holding her ground, refusing to allow him so much as a step closer to his goal.
Sarah swung her weapon hard to his left, pushing the blade’s point toward the man’s stomach. He jumped out of reach, and Sarah followed, gaining ground. The grunts and clashing of other warriors surrounded her, but the sound was dim, as though the battles were far away.
The man sneered, adjusting the grip on his weapon. “For once the rumors are true,” he spoke for the first time. “Not some dainty princess after all.”
Princess? Then it dawned. He thinks I’m Captain Mara.
Playing to her opponent’s mistake, she centered herself. “I earned my reputation. I suggest you abandon this folly before you learn how I did so.”
The man gave a gruff laugh and answered her challenge not with words, but another stroke of his blade, lunging toward her. Swords clashed up and down, Sarah’s breathing harsh as sweat ran down her back. The man twisted, aiming toward her right. She blocked him, a motion requiring every ounce of strength as she struggled against his heavier frame, his weight bearing down upon her.
Taking a chance, she stepped back, eyeing his movements. He swung high, aiming for her neck, so Sarah jerked her entire body, falling painfully to her knees. Caught off-guard, her opponent was mid-motion when Sarah brought up her blade, swiping the sharp edge across the man’s stomach, opening his mid-section.
The man gave a roar of pain, blood and guts spilling from his stomach as Sarah threw her body to the right, escaping the collapse of the man’s falling frame. Scrambling through dirt and crushed leaves, Sarah struggled to her feet, her eyes returning to the fallen man.
The strike would not be enough to kill the immortal, but would remove him from the fight.
She glanced across the field of battle and, to her horror, found Liza in the clutches of one of their mysterious attackers, the blond-haired man dragging her roughly by her arm.
Mara screamed Liza’s name, drawing Sarah’s vision to her left where Mara stood, engaged with two men simultaneously, unable to reach the princess’ side.
With Jake also engaged several feet away, Sarah rushed between the two in a mad dash to reach the endangered princess. She caught the man off-guard as she reached them. He released Liza’s arm to raise his sword barely in time to thwart Sarah’s haphazard attack.
Liza gave a sharp cry and attempted to reach Sarah, but the man pushed her hard toward the ground. She fell with a heavy thud.
Sarah thrust her blade high, attempting to remain focused on the enemy before her and not the princess, who gave a low moan of pain.
The man moved forward, swiping his blade to Sarah’s side. She turned, her sword meeting his. Both stepped back, moving in a circular pattern as they eyed each other, attempting to determine the move the other would next make. 
The man shifted his body slightly before thrusting the tip of his blade toward Sarah’s chest. Seeing the motion, Sarah jumped to the side, removing herself from the blade’s path. She whirled, thrusting her blade left. The swords met, reverberating with both sound and physical force as Sarah struggled through labored breathing, adrenaline heightening her reflexes.
Sarah twisted, thrusting her blade to the right with all of her strength. The force of their clash sent her spiraling in the opposite direction, which Sarah used to her advantage, twisting fully to thrust her blade at the man’s opposite side. The man twisted to follow her movements, but was too slow. Sarah’s blade bit into his right side, the edge sinking through skin and muscle to slice into his ribs.
The man fell and Sarah lunged forward, sliding her blade low, forcing the tip into his neck and out the back of his throat. Blood spewed forth, splattering her hands, drawing a rough, gurgling sound from the fallen man. Yet even this, Sarah knew, would not be a fatal injury for an immortal.
Another strike came seconds later, plunging down, entering the man’s chest, splashing Sarah’s body with a wet, sticky spray. She looked up startled, her sword in a defensive position, before she realized Davith now stood beside her, his Arius blade protruding from the attacker’s chest.
“Take the princess,” he commanded.
Drawing a harsh breath, Sarah hardly had time to process the sub-captain’s order before Jake appeared beside her, the reins of her horse and his clutched in his hands.
Sarah stepped to where Liza had fallen, pulling her to her feet.
The princess cried out in pain.
“My lady?” Sarah asked, concern overcoming her even as swords clashed around them.
“My ankle,” Liza replied.
“We will see to that, my lady,” Jake assured, leaning forward to assist the two women. “First, we must get you out of here, Your Highness.”
Liza nodded, allowing Jake to lift her onto his horse, seating her behind the saddle. Sarah reached for Liath, when Jake shook his head. “Ride with her.”
Sarah mounted the stallion, seating herself in the saddle, as Jake mounted the mare beside them. “Ride.”
“What about—”
“Liza comes first.”
Sarah turned the reins, tapping her heels against the horse’s sides. 
Behind them, the battle continued, the number of attackers clearly outnumbering the guard. They maneuvered through the trees, Sarah frantically guiding her horse, attempting to maintain her control of the agitated, and unfamiliar, animal. One man moved to stop their escape, but Jake pulled his horse astride Sarah’s, striking him as they rode past.
Clashing swords were soon replaced by pounding hooves as they galloped, Liza’s arms wrapped tight around Sarah’s waist.
Eventually emerging from the forest, the two knights maintained their furious pace, only pausing when they reached a clearing far enough away they could easily confirm no one was following.
Pulling the tired horses to a walk, Sarah turned to Jake, heart hammering. “What happened? Who were they?”
“I’ve no idea.”
“What do we do? Where are the others?”
“I don’t have an answer to the second question, but as to the first, we must get the princess back to the palace as quickly as possible.” He drew a calming breath.
“What about Mara and Davith?”
“The captains can take care of themselves,” Jake said, with far less confidence than he would have preferred.
“No,” Liza interjected. “We have to go back! We can’t leave them!”
“I’m sorry, Princess. Your safety comes first.”
“She’s my cousin!”
“And the best thing you can do for her is to get to the palace, my lady. Either Mara escaped, and will meet us there, or she is a captive. The faster we get to the queen, and the rest of the Lorcan Guard, the better the chance of saving her.”
Liza looked at Jake, her violet-silver eyes brimming with tears, but instead of arguing, she slid her arms around Sarah. “Let’s go.”
Sarah urged the reluctant stallion to a trot, not wanting to further exhaust the animal, but at the same time, knowing they dare not stop until they reached the safety of the palace. They rode in silence broken only by the steady pounding of hooves and occasional cry of a nearby bird.
When they reached the Lorcan Court, Jake called to the guards, who opened the gates at their approach. When they entered the grounds, they directed their mounts to the entrance of the underground caverns belonging to the guard.
Tightening the reins, Sarah pulled Aero to a stop as Jake dismounted and called urgently for Phillip and Edward. 
Emerging to find both Liza and Sarah on the back of Jake’s horse, the captains quickly moved toward them in concern.
“What’s going on?” Phillip demanded.
“We were attacked,” Jake answered.
“Attacked?” Edward asked, color draining from his face. “Are you harmed, my lady?”
“My ankle.”
“I think it’s only a sprain,” Sarah explained. “One of the healers should examine it to be certain.”
“What happened?” Phillip asked again.
Edward reached up and assisted Liza down from the horse, preventing her from placing weight on her injured ankle. He looked up at Sarah and asked, “Where’s Mara?”
Sarah looked to Jake, who drew a deep breath before turning his eyes to meet his captain’s. “We were separated.”
“Separated?”
Jake nodded. “The men appeared from nowhere, and we were outnumbered. One managed to grab the princess while the guard was engaged. Sarah got to Liza first. She injured the man who had grabbed Liza, and Davith dealt a death blow. He ordered us to take the princess, I put Liza on the horse with Sarah and...” Jake shook his head, specific details blurring. “It happened so fast.”
Sarah dismounted and took Liza from Edward, supporting her. 
“Where is she?” Edward demanded as he turned to Jake, panic flitting through his words. “Where’s Mara?”
“She was on the other side of us,” Sarah answered, drawing the captain’s eyes to her. “There were two—perhaps three?—men in front of her. I saw her kill one, but after...” Sarah shook her head. “We had to save Liza, my lord.”
Edward stared at her, and time stood still.
Liza spoke, “I’m sorry, Edward. I didn’t mean for this—”
Edward turned toward the stable without a word. 
Phillip raced after him, leaving Liza, Jake, and Sarah staring helplessly.
One of the court healers appeared. Briefly touching the sore ankle, she determined, “’Tis only a sprain, Your Highness. It should heal quickly.” She motioned to Sarah. “I can help her from here, if you’d like, my lady?”
“Thank you,” Sarah answered, releasing her charge to rush in the direction the captains had vanished.
“Sarah!” 
She paused at Liza’s call. “Your Highness?”
“Mara is my cousin, and my friend. Please find her.”
Staring into Liza’s pleading eyes, fresh fear crawled down her skin. “I shall do my best,” she replied, before turning to follow the captains, Jake beside her.
When they reached the stables, they were greeted by the sound of heated words. 
“We must assemble a proper riding party,” Phillip argued. “We don’t know who attacked them, or how large a group we’re facing.”
“You want to wait?” Edward asked, anger spewing.
“Let me gather the men, and send you with the strongest force we can assemble.”
“How long would you like me to wait, Phillip? Twenty years...or should we go for fifty this time?”
Phillip jerked back as though struck. “You’re not being fair.”
“Fair?” The word was scorching.
“If you go after her alone, you’ll both die.”
“Is that what you told her?”
Phillip’s control flared to unexpected rage. “Is that what you wanted? For me to let her go find you alone, unaided? Tell me, Captain, what would have happened if Mara had found you in the dungeon alone, without the queen’s guard at her side? Do you think she would have been able to save you? Or would she have ended up in a cell right beside you, if not worse!”
“You left me—”
“And saved her!” Phillip shouted back. “Saved the woman you say you love more than your own life. I saved her, Edward. And in doing so, you were saved as well.”
“How dare you!”
“This isn’t helping!” Jake’s voice interrupted them.
“He’s right,” Phillip answered. “Fighting is only wasting time.”
“Gather the men,” Edward relented. “Now!”
Jake and Sarah ran from the stables to call for additional knights, but noticed several horses riding through the tall gates. 
On a gray mount, ebony hair blowing behind her, was Mara.
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Tension ebbed as Sarah watched the captain and sub-captain ride together through the gates. Jake went back to alert Edward and Phillip. 
Reaching the stables, Mara and Davith dismounted and walked toward the other captains.
“The princess?” Mara cut to her chief concern.
“Safe,” Phillip answered. “Jake and Sarah brought her safely home.”
Mara nodded, then turned toward the queen’s captain. “My—”
“How could you be so stupid?”
Edward’s harsh critique caught her unprepared. “What?”
“Leaving her safety to two trainees?”
Mara parted her lips, but seemed unable to find the words she sought.
“Jake is hardly a trainee,” Davith came to Mara’s defense, “and in the chaos, was the best option.”
Edward’s eyes blazed with an anger none understood. “You never leave a royal charge without a captain.”
Davith answered, drawing Edward’s attention, “I put Princess Liza on the horse with Sarah, and told them to run. I thought it best to have the more skilled blades preventing anyone from following them, which is exactly what we did.”
“And if someone had gotten through? What then? She would have been caught in the hands of two—”
“We had to kill the attackers, Edward. It happened so fast, at one point I had four men surrounding me. If it hadn’t been for those trainees removing her from danger, we could never have kept her safe.”
“You left her without a captain!”
Mara’s own anger rose. “Really, Edward? No royal is safe without a captain present? Where were mine?” Mara demanded. “I was a princess. Where was a captain when my mother plunged a blade into her chest? When I was left in a pool of...”
She forced herself to stop speaking, choking down the words with a harsh breath.
“Edward,” she tried again, struggling for calm, “I’m sorry I didn’t return with Liza, if that frightened you. I did not mean to.” Her eyes searched his and the fear behind his anger materialized. 
She shook her head. “The men appeared from nowhere. Most were killed, a few escaped. I’m sorry, Captain. I don’t know who commissioned the attack, nor their intentions.” She turned to Davith, who stood beside her. “My sub-captain did what he thought would best protect the princess, and I support the choice he made. I personally trained Jacob, and trust Liza in his care. I would ask you to do so as well.”
“You ensured the princess was safely returned to the court. You have done this guard proud, as always, my lady,” Phillip praised.
“Thank you,” she answered, but her eyes remained on Edward. 
Tension filled his shoulders, his back straight and unyielding. She moved to touch his arm, but when he flinched at her gesture, she drew her hand back. 
With a sharp breath, Mara announced, “I’m going to report to the queen what has transpired.”
Phillip nodded.
“Davith, will you accompany me?”
“Of course, Captain,” he replied, turning to follow her as she headed toward the underground caverns.
 
*
 
Once she vanished from view, Phillip turned to Edward. “What, by the gods?”
Edward turned toward him.
“She did everything right. You know she did.”
Edward shook his head. “I am not going to stand here and be lectured.”
“You’re in need of a lecture.” 
“I am the captain here, not you, Phillip.”
“Then act like it!”
Edward turned away, and walked toward the stable’s exit. He refused to acknowledge Jake or Sarah directly, instead leaving the wooden structure without another word.
Phillip shook his head at the departure with a deep sigh. “I’m sorry,” he apologized to the younger knights. “The issues discussed here should have been done so in private.”
“Lips are sealed,” Jake answered.
“We won’t tell,” Sarah echoed Jake’s sentiment.
“Thank you for returning Liza safely to the castle. You did an exemplary job, which I’m sure shall appear even more so after the captains give their full report.”
“Thank you, Sub-Captain,” Sarah acknowledged the praise.
“Happy to be of service,” Jake added.
“I’d imagine you are both exhausted. Get some rest.”
Both younger knights offered a brief bow to the elder before leaving the stables. They walked down a grassy path and into the underground tunnels.
When they reached Sarah’s door, Jake offered a tired smile. “Phillip was right, you were amazing today. I couldn’t have protected the princess without you.”
“You were wonderful as well,” Sarah replied, returning the smile.
“If you need anything, I do mean anything, you know where my door is.”
“Thank you, Jake.”
He nodded, then left her for the sanctuary of his own chambers.
Sarah closed her heavy door and proceeded to disrobe, moving to a water basin to scrub the dirt and dried blood from her body before lying on the bed, yet sleep refused to come.
After an hour of tossing, she gave up. Rising from the bed, she wrapped a gray cloak around her shoulders and ventured into the garden. Finding it deserted, Sarah walked along the outer edge, staring at the mixture of violet and red blossoms, which perfumed the air with their sweet aroma. She walked for quite some time before rounding the corner, the turn revealing the wide pool at its heart.
Mara sat at the water’s edge against the chilly blue of approaching twilight. Startled by her presence, and not wishing to disturb her, Sarah turned when Mara twisted sharply in her direction. 
“Ed—” She paused at the incorrect assumption. “Sarah,” she acknowledged, turning back to the water in a futile attempt to hide her tear-streaked face from the younger woman.
“Apologies, Captain. I did not mean to disturb you.”
“It’s fine.”
 Sarah moved to leave when Mara said, “You did well today, Lady Sarah. Much better than most in their first battle.”
“Thank you. Coming from you, Captain Mara, the praise means a great deal.”
“I informed the queen that you and Jake were responsible for Liza’s safe return. Should you be called to her chambers in the next few days, her gratitude is likely the reason.”
“I appreciate you letting me know.”
Mara stood with her back to Sarah, never turning from the water.
Sarah again moved to leave, but could not suppress the urge to address her further. “Captain?”
“Yes?”
“It may not be my place, but...the captain’s outburst.”
“He did not mean it. Captain Edward knows you saved Liza, and he is grateful.”
“That wasn’t my concern, actually.”
“What’s troubling you?”
“When we arrived with Liza, the captain thought you might have been hurt. He was afraid. Terrified. I just...thought you should know.”
“He’s always afraid,” Mara admitted with surprising vulnerability. “We both are. All the time.”
A rustle of leaves drew Sarah’s attention to the left. As she watched, a cluster of violet roses transformed to red, the change beginning in the center of the bloom and cascading down the petals.
“I am new to the immortal realms, but fear is something with which I am very familiar. Every time my father came into the inn. He...well, I don’t have to tell you what kind of a man he was.”
“If he treated your mother with a fraction of the violence Edward endured...” She expressed the words with empathy, not pity.
“More than a fraction,” Sarah confessed. “Strange to thank you for saving her, as he was my father, but...I wish he had not been.”
“He harmed people we both love. However, one should never be thanked for taking an immortal life. It is not something to be taken lightly, nor celebrated, no matter how deserved.”
“I did not celebrate, but...neither did I mourn.”
“It is a shame all those who behave with such sinister cruelty cannot be dispatched so easily.”
All those? Sarah wondered. Does she mean the lord who attempted to...
“No matter,” Mara’s voice interrupted her thoughts.
“Captain, I assume the lord from yesterday to be a powerful man. I would not want to cause unnecessary problems. He did not actually harm me.”
“That matter will also be addressed with the queen.”
The tone of her voice caused Sarah to think Mara had spoken of someone else.
When the captain offered no further insight, Sarah turned to walk down the path the way she had come, noting silently that every violet blossom in the garden had vanished, leaving the royal captain in a sea of blood-red roses. 
 



Chapter XVIII
Lorcan Court
928 AD
 
Two days later, Sarah’s presence was requested in Queen Clarissa’s chambers. 
When she reached the door, she found Jake waiting outside. “I was summoned as well.”
Pulling on the silver handle, Jake opened the stone door inlaid with silver spirals, and ushered her inside. The grand room featured a vast fireplace against the far wall, and several plush chairs lined with red and violet velvet cushions. Mara and Davith knelt before a chair where the queen sat, showing proper respect to their sovereign. At the sight, Sarah and Jake stepped to either side of the captains and copied their posture.
“Rise, all of you,” Clarissa instructed with a wave of her pale fingers.
They complied, and waited for the queen to speak.
“It is my understanding that my daughter was attacked by a band of yet-to-be-identified warriors.”
“Yes, my queen,” Mara answered for those gathered.
“I have also been informed I have someone unexpected to thank for her safe return.”
The queen scanned the assembled guards, her eyes landing on Jake. “Lord Jacob, you delivered my daughter safely into the hands of court healers?”
“I did,” he answered. “But Sarah—”
“For this deed,” the queen interrupted, “you, Lord Jacob, shall be rewarded.”
“I thank you for the praise, Your Majesty. But actually—”
“You shall receive a title in your own right, befitting one of your heritage, which should both please you, and your esteemed father.”
“Your Majesty—” Jake attempted again, but paused when Mara shook her head.
“My queen?” the captain spoke.
“You desire some reward as well, Niece?”
“I would never dream of doing so, as you well know.”
“No,” the queen drew out the word, “you would not...”
Mara paused, considering. “I seek to provide a full and thorough report of events concerning the safety of your daughter and heir.”
“Go on.”
“We were attacked by multiple bandits. While Davith and I focused on disabling the men, Jake and Sarah escorted the princess away from the fight, and delivered her safely to the palace. Both of the young knights shed blood in the protection of your heir, and did so fearlessly. While neither would dream of requesting a reward for doing the job for which they have trained tirelessly, I would provide an incomplete report, my queen, if I did not praise both for their bravery.”
“The captain is correct,” Jake spoke bravely from behind Mara. “Sarah was instrumental in protecting your—”
“Do you think I am going to give credit to a child of a lesser court?” The queen’s voice took on a harsh tone as her emerald eyes fell on Jake.
“I don’t see how her origins matter, in the face of saving your daughter’s life.”
“Jake!” Mara issued a sharp warning too late.
“Saving my daughter,” the queen replied in honeyed tones, “is the least she could do, after what her father did to your captain.”
“My queen,” Mara said, “there is no need to—”
“Would you not agree, Jacob?” Clarissa continued, ignoring her niece’s protest. “After all the years of endured torture?”
Confusion showed plainly as Jake glanced from the queen, to Sarah, then back.
“Hmm, you did not know. I had wondered why you would propose publicly acknowledging the daughter of Edward’s torturer. Now I see the error is not on your part, but on those who have kept secrets from you.”
Heat rising to her cheeks, Sarah stood frozen, eyes downcast upon the cracked stone floor.
“It will take a greater feat than this to rise above such stain,” the queen stated coldly. “You are all dismissed.”
The assembly hesitated, the weight and consequences of possible words shifting through their minds. Davith moved first, and in silence, they filed from the room.
As the door closed behind them, Jake turned toward Sarah, but Mara intervened. “Be careful of your words, Jake. They can be shaper than the blade.”
“I don’t understand.” His voice conveyed confusion.
“Vacate the royal halls before speaking.” Mara made the statement a command, then walked down the hall, Jake and Sarah following in dutiful silence.
They stepped briskly through the corridors, Sarah’s steps slower than the man at her side. When they reached the guard’s section of the underground castle, Mara motioned them into the chamber she shared with Edward. They entered, and Mara shut the door, leaving the pair in unexpected privacy.
Sarah glanced down, intently studying a crack in the stone.
Jake spoke first, his voice more gentle than she’d expected. “What did the queen mean, Sarah?”
“I said you shouldn’t thank me for helping the captain.” She shifted uneasily, sounding miserable.
“What?”
Throat dry, her next breath struggled to reach her lungs. “My father was a sub-captain in the Prison Guard. He was responsible for prisoners, and often...”
Jake stepped closer, and Sarah again shifted her weight.
“My father,” she continued, “took perverse pleasure in tormenting those under his control. Edward, I mean...the captain...was among those who received his special brand of care.”
Jake reached forward, gently raising her golden eyes to meet his brown.
“My father tortured him, Jake. He was the one who hurt him, and the fault was mine.”
Jake’s eyebrow’s raised. “Your fault?”
“I was only a child, not more than six years old. Edward was nice to me, and my father didn’t like it. My father was not—”
“Did he beat you?”
Sarah shook her head. “Not me.”
“A loved one?”
“My mother. I’m sorry, Jake. I wanted to tell you.”
“No apologies required.” Jake offered a soft smile. “I am only saddened to be reminded that children are often held responsible for crimes committed by their families. Yet it is the world in which we live, especially within the walls of this court. I understand why you kept this information secret.”
Sarah’s shoulders sagged, tension fleeing at his unexpected kindness as tears gathered in her eyes. “Jake, my mother wasn’t....she was—”
He interrupted her attempts at further confession, “Whatever secrets you may have are for you to reveal in your own time. I hold no ill will toward you for what your father did. I’m only grateful you helped Mara to find the captain. It could not have been easy, to risk your father’s anger, nor to know that conveying such information resulted in his death.”
“I did not mourn him. Perhaps it is wrong for me not to, but...”
“It’s okay.”
“I would prefer for no one to—”
“I won’t breathe a word,” he answered the question before she could finish its formation. “And should others learn through alternative means, I will stand by your side, Sarah. On this, you have my word.”
“Thank you, Jake,” she replied, offering a faint smile in the dim light. “Thank you.”
 



Chapter XIX
Lorcan Court
930 AD
 
Jake and Sarah stood, blades in hand, each guiding the other through the steps of an ancient dance.
Jake lunged toward her right, his blade sweeping forward in an elegant arc. Sarah stepped back, causing the metal edge to meet air. She held her sword at a now-familiar defensive angle.
Jake swung again. This time, Sarah met his challenge, and colliding metal filled the air with a deafening clash. Jake stepped back. Sarah followed, thrusting her blade to his left, turning into the movement. Their weapons met, the two knights bearing down, one upon the other.
Sweat trickled down the back of Sarah’s neck, agitating her skin enough she had to resist the urge to wipe it away.
Jake pulled back, his rough breaths echoing her own. “Pause for water?” They’d spent the better part of the last hour trading strokes.
“Please.” She stepped back to sheath her blade before walking to where their flasks lay upon the dewy grass. She took a sip, the water soothing her parched throat.
“Good job today.”
“Not bad yourself,” she answered, gaining her a coveted smile.
She lowered herself to the ground, breathing in the sweet tang of roses and fresh grass. Only as her respiration slowed did she realize their sparring had been observed from across the field. Edward now walked toward them.
“Captain!” She struggled to her feet.
“Forgive the intrusion,” Edward replied.
“Not at all. I didn’t realize you were on the day shift.”
“A last minute schedule change. Phillip had business to attend to before the Dolor court envoys arrive. Observing your match, I see much improvement in technique, on both of your parts.”
“Thank you, Captain,” Sarah answered.
“A great compliment coming from you,” Jake added beside her.
He glanced to Jake. “Care to test your blade against mine?”
“I would be honored to spar with you.”
Edward did not verbalize a reply, instead unbelting and offering his leather sheath to Sarah. “Would you trade with me?”
Sarah stared down at the familiar diamond-encrusted hilt. “Trade?”
“This is a sparring match,” Edward explained. “It would not be proper, nor safe, to practice with an Arius blade.”
“Oh!” Sarah quickly shook off her confusion. “Of course, Captain.” Taking the revered sword into her hands, Sarah passed her own weapon to the captain.
After thanking her, he tested the weight of the unfamiliar sword, walking into the grassy field several paces before turning back to face Jake. “Are you ready?”
“Whenever you are, Captain.”
The two men stilled, narrowing their focus as Sarah stepped to the side to gain a better view. Edward waited, allowing Jake to make the first move, which he did within seconds, swinging his blade to Edward’s right. His attack met only air.
Jake adjusted his grip slightly, watching Edward wait motionless for him to move. He swung his blade a second time. 
The captain met him mid-swing, the two blades colliding over the green field.
Jake thrust his blade toward Edward’s chest. The weapons met with a deafening clash.
Edward pulled back, drawing his blade behind his head. Jake moved to block the expected motion, but was caught off-guard as Edward arced his sword and the blade swept toward Jake’s right thigh. Jake rushed to meet the stroke, bringing his own sword down, hands twisting as the blades met low.
Without pause, Edward thrust his sword up into the hilt of Jake’s blade, forcing Jake’s arms to slide up as he struggled to maintain his grip. Edward lunged, removing one hand from the hilt of his own blade to shove Jake’s forward elbow. The shift caused Jake to twist his body, exposing his back to the captain, who flicked his sword hand to align his blade with the side of Jake’s throat.
The movement had been so fast, Sarah had difficulty understanding what she’d seen.
Both men froze, Edward’s sword not having broken the skin, showcasing his astounding control.
Sarah exhaled a breath she had not realized she’d been holding as Edward drew back.
“Again?”
Jake nodded, wiping his brow with the back of his hand before returning it to the hilt. Again, he lunged first, and Edward blocked the intended blow.
When he thrust a second time, Edward pulled back, drawing his blade behind him as before, sweeping toward Jake’s thigh. Now expecting the move, Jake met the stroke quickly, bringing his own sword down.
As before, Edward jerked his sword up into the hilt of Jake’s blade, forcing Jake’s arms to slide up. He lunged, shoving Jake forward. Despite knowing what would happen, Jake couldn’t prevent the twist of his body, and exposed his back as Edward again aligned his blade with the side of his throat.
This time, when the captain pulled back, he asked, “Would you like me to teach the attack to you?”
“I’d love to learn.”
Edward explained the movement sequence several times as Sarah watched intently.
“Shall we try again?” Edward asked the younger man.
Jake nodded, moving toward Edward. He lunged, thrusting his blade against Edward’s chest. Edward met the attack with a twist. Jake attempted to follow the movement, as Edward had shown him, but lost his balance from the power of the collision and was unable to prevent Edward’s sword from reaching his throat.
“Again,” Edward commanded, stepping away.
Over and over, the blades clashed, the move repeated with the same sequence. Each time, Edward’s sword reached Jake’s throat.
Frustrated, Jake shook his head, exhausted from the hours of sparring. Both men paused to quench their thirst.
“I can’t seem to get it,” Jake apologized. 
“It takes practice,” Edward answered. “I’ll try it—”
“Allow me,” a voice interrupted.
“Mara,” Edward acknowledged, turning to where she stood in her usual dark attire.
“I’ve observed for some time.” She motioned toward her left to a wall of red roses. “I thought I might be of assistance.”
“That would be great,” Jake said, then paused, turning to Edward. “I mean, if it’s all right with you, Captain? I’d love to see how the defense should look.”
Edward nodded, replacing the cap on his water flask and grasping the borrowed sword from where he had placed it gently in the grass.
Mara unclasped and handed her Arius blade to Jake, then indicated to his. “If you don’t mind me borrowing it?”
“Not at all,” he answered, handing the sword to the princess captain.
Jake moved closer to Sarah, all eyes glued to the two captains as they faced each other across a grassy field framed by blood red roses.



Chapter XX
Lorcan Court
930 AD
 
Mara moved first. Her blade thrust directly toward Edward’s chest, copying the move Jake had done a dozen times previously. As with Jake, the blades met, moving toward the ground, the sharp edges screeching. Edward pushed up, hitting the hilt of Mara’s sword, forcing her blade high. As he’d done with Jake, he pushed her arm, forcing her to twist, allowing Edward to align his blade to her neck.
Having demonstrated the attack, Mara repeated the sequence, beginning with the thrust toward Edward’s chest. Only this time, as Edward’s blade rushed up to clash with the hilt of Mara’s, she jerked back, pulling her sword out of reach as she twisted, swiping toward him with enough force he had to jump back out of reach. 
Edward nodded in her direction and Mara repeated the movement, thrusting her weapon to his chest. He met her challenge, the two blades pressing against each other. Edward swung his blade high and, as before, Mara twisted away, this time turning faster.
Edward found her blade pressed against his left side. “I thought we were going slow.”
“We did. Then we went faster.” Mara stepped back, allowing the higher-ranked captain to reposition his blade.
“My turn. You perform the attack.”
Mara nodded, watching calmly as Edward lunged toward her. Their blades collided. 
She pulled away, stepping back and jerking her blade up, the tip gliding inches from Edward’s chest toward his neck. Edward twisted as she had done, moving away and out of her reach.
Or so he thought.
Mara followed, stepping forward and twisting. His momentum carried him into the next turn where he found himself at the edge of Mara’s steel blade.
He froze under its touch, his dark eyes meeting her glinting silver. 
“I thought we were showing them how to—”
“Survive a fight,” Mara finished for him. “A task which you seem to be doing a rather poor job of, Captain.”
“Excuse me?”
Mara lunged toward him, forcing him to twist away to prevent injury. 
“Mara, we’re teaching them.”
“Then teach.” She swung her blade to Edward’s left.
He countered in time to prevent her sword from sinking into his flesh.
“Mara!”
She swung again. 
He met her challenge, and the fight began in earnest.
Edward thrust his blade to her left. She blocked him.
Both warriors stepped back. Mara patiently waited for her opponent—the man who’d trained her—to make his next move. 
He obliged, shifting forward quickly and attacking Mara’s right. She twisted easily out of reach. Edward followed, swiping low toward Mara’s stomach. She countered, forcing both blades high to cross at chest-level.
Edward pushed, attempting to force Mara closer to the garden wall, but she twisted, disentangling the swords to move several paces back toward the garden’s center, oblivious to all around her.
Jake and Sarah moved out of the path of the two captains, eyes wide in alarm.
Edward followed her, advancing until Mara leapt forward, raising her sword high and bringing it down on Edward’s with all the momentum she could muster.
Swords reverberated in their hands as the blades met, causing both to struggle to maintain their grip. Mara took a single step back before lunging again, swinging toward his left with such ferocious speed those watching could barely follow. Yet Edward matched her, stopping her sword yet again.
She swung high, the blades clashed. Then lunged low, smashing her steel against his. She turned, using both hands to thrust the blade behind her, the tip aimed directly toward Edward’s side. He jumped out of the way, but not before the sharp metal grazed his arm.
“Mara—”
“First blood.”
She thrust again. Edward jumped to the side, before whirling back, his blade colliding with hers.
“Mara!” a voice called again. Only this time it belonged to Phillip, who had emerged from behind a wall of roses. “Enough.”
“These two,” she nodded in Sarah and Jake’s direction without turning her eyes from Edward, “are among our best trainees. Yet Edward defeated Jake with five strokes, Phillip. How can they be our best? How can we expect them to fully comprehend what they’re facing, if they do not see what being the best truly is?”
With the challenge issued, Mara lunged toward Edward. 
Their blades met. 
Mara thrust low, sweeping toward his legs. He’d been caught off-balance, and her blade sliced through cloth to touch flesh.
Edward hissed at the pain, taking several steps away from the advancing woman.
“Second blood.”
“Mara,” Phillip tried again, but his words faded as Edward angrily swept his blade to her right. The swords collided with enough force Mara’s arm throbbed from the strength required to maintain her grip. 
 She pulled back, rolling her shoulders, vision narrowing to the man before her. He swiped right and Mara easily twisted out of reach. He followed, chasing her beside a rose-covered wall.
Heart racing, Sarah watched, standing between Jake and Phillip as the two captains danced across the field, their swords creating a sickening music as they leapt, thrust, twisted, and spiraled their way past the roses. The occasional violet patches of flowers transformed to red as Mara and Edward tangoed past, oblivious to anything but each other.
When they reached a place where the path narrowed, Edward pressed his blade down on Mara’s with all his strength, driving her to her knees, blades crossed. 
She attempted to shift left, but Edward pressed down harder, knocking Mara from her knees to her back, their blades crossed above her chest. 
“Stop this!” Edward broke their silence as he straddled her, using his weight to pin her to the ground.
Phillip rushed toward the two captains. He dropped down beside them and reached out a hand.
Edward leaned back, allowing the sub-captain to take the blade from her.
To their surprise, Mara did not relinquish the weapon, instead swinging the freed edge toward Phillip, who pulled back.
“Mara!” Edward yelled, this time with a far more commanding tone. Using his hilt, he knocked the sword from her hand and pressed her wrist into the dirt.
Livid, Mara craned her neck to look in Phillip’s direction, and spoke through gritted teeth, “Don’t touch me!”
“Mara.” Edward drew her anger back to him. “What is going on? What, by the gods?”
“I won’t do it!” she yelled, but not even her rage was enough to mask the fear in her words.
“Won’t do what?”
“You want me to apologize. I won’t!” she shouted, struggling to free herself from his grasp.
“For turning a teaching lesson into a death match?” Edward demanded, his own anger rising.
“For saving you!”
Unprepared for that answer, Edward stared down. “What?”
Her rage dissipated as she forced the confession from her lips. “You want me to be sorry I saved you. I won’t do it. I won’t be sorry! I’m not, Edward. I can’t...“
The admission doused his anger. Edward removed his body from hers to kneel in the grass. He drew several labored breaths before responding. “Mara, I’m not—”
“You hate me.” Her words were laced with tears that clouded her vision, but did not fall. “I saved you, and you hate me for it. It’s why you won’t talk to me. It’s why you won’t—”
Edward reached for her, but she scrambled away. 
“Don’t touch me!” 
Mara’s eyes were wild, all hints of the fearless woman, who had wielded the sword with such ferocity, gone.
As though conjured from air, Davith appeared. He touched Edward’s shoulder, motioning for him to stand, before he approached Mara, who sat with her arms crossed, nails indenting her bare skin. 
“Mara,” Davith spoke gently, “you’re safe.”
“I don’t...”
“He shouldn’t have held you down, my lady. He didn’t know.”
“What’s going on?” Edward asked. 
“I’m aware the sparring got out of hand,” Davith informed him, “but you can’t hold her hands down. She should not be restrained, ever again.”
“What?”
“Do you believe you were the only one abused, Edward?” Davith’s voice came harsh. “Has it ever occurred to you to wonder what she endured? You were not the only one tortured, Captain.”
Edward looked at Mara, knees drawn to her chest with her arms locked around them, head down.
“Mara.” Her name escaped Edward’s lips a soft plea. “mea rosa.”
Across the field, a tremor raced down Sarah’s spine as she stood frozen, unable to look away. 
Realizing she shook, Jake grabbed Sarah’s arm, gently leading her from the heart-wrenching scene.
When they reached the outskirts of the garden, Jake pulled Sarah to the side, and into an unexpected embrace.
Stiff at first, her tension slowly ebbed.
“You can’t tell anyone, Sarah.”
“I wouldn’t.”
“You’re in shock.”
“What happened was my fault. My father did this to him—to them both.”
“No, Sarah. You are not responsible for the actions of others.”
“I asked my father to let him go, which only made it worse, for the captain, and Momma. And Mara.”
“You helped Mara save him. Had you not, he would be captive still.” 
The sound of her feet hitting stone alerted Sarah to the fact Jake had led her into the inner tunnels of the court. She did not remember leaving the dirt pathways.
As another shiver raced through her, Jake guided her until they reached the door to her chambers, then pushed it open. Gathering her to him, Jake laid Sarah down on the large bed. 
“It’s not your fault,” he reiterated. “Mara’s pain, in particular, was caused by others. They will find their way back to each other. They always do.”
He got up to leave when Sarah called, “Jake.”
He turned back.
“Will you stay?”
In answer, Jake went to move a chair beside the bed.
Sarah shook her head.
At the motion, Jake sat at the head of the bed instead, placing his back against the wall.
Sarah looked at him, shy and uncertain.
He reached for her, wrapping her lightly in his arms.
Sarah pressed her head to his chest, listening to the rhythmic beat of his heart, and felt safe for the first time since she had left the comforts of her mortal life. 
“Thank you,” she whispered, allowing his steady breathing to transport her to a dreamless sleep.



Chapter XXI
Lorcan Court
933 AD
 
Training continued in an endless cycle as months gave way to years. And while the occasional feats of those surrounding Sarah were recognized by the Lorcan Court nobles, her own went unacknowledged by all except the captains surrounding her. Yet, she could not suppress her excitement the day Edward came to her and asked if she was ready to declare the vows required to become an official member of the Lorcan Royal Guard.
“I am,” Sarah replied, determined to prove herself worthy, not only of the captain’s faith, but also of the knighthood traditions she’d embraced.
Edward nodded in consent. “You shall take your vows in three days. There will be a formal ceremony, for you and two others, who have also declared their desire to formally join our ranks.”
“I look forward to it!” Sarah replied, before adding, “I hope to make you proud, Captain.”
At this, Edward smiled. “You already have, and without a doubt, shall continue to do so.”
“Thank you.”
She left the garden, where she’d been training, scouring the various hallways, seeking Jake. She found him in an indoor training space, practicing in the privacy the side room offered.
He paused at her entrance.
Sarah rushed toward him, flashing a brilliant smile.
He tilted his head at her grin, sheathing his blade. “What is it?”
Her smile was so wide it hurt the corners of her mouth as she answered, “Edward said I’m ready to take my vows. I’m going to be a real knight!”
“Oh my gods!” Jake returned her smile, as she threw her arms around him. He wrapped his arms around her waist to lift her effortlessly from the ground, spinning her around. “Sarah, that’s wonderful!” He lowered her back to the ground.
“Thank you.” She smiled as she pulled back. “I’ve dreamt of this all my life.”
“I know you have. And to be initiated so young.” 
Young? Eight years within the immortal realms, but the idea of eternity remained foreign. Now she prepared to bequeath the remainder of her life to the Royal Guard.

Your eternal life, a voice whispered from the depths of her mind, her smile faltering. Forever.
“Sarah? Are you all right?”
“Yes.” She shook herself. “Did you ask something?”
“If you wanted to have dinner and celebrate,” he repeated the question.
“I’d love to,” she began, then recalled, “but can it be tomorrow night instead?”
“Plans with someone else?”
“Yes, as a matter of fact.”
Jake’s smile stayed firmly in place, but not enough to fool the woman who had come to know him so well.
“With the princess.” She winked. “Mara asked me to join her guard detail tonight, but I have tomorrow off.”
Jake’s smile brightened. “Well then, tomorrow night it shall be.”
 
*
 
The duty shift flew by, Sarah’s excitement for the upcoming initiation ceremony causing her heart to flutter, her smile flitting each time she was congratulated by fellow guardsmen.
After a fitful sleep, she prepared for dinner, deciding to forgo her normal attire in favor of something more feminine. Searching the closet, she selected a royal blue gown that cinched around her waist, creating an hourglass figure. For once, she abandoned the locket she had safeguarded for the captain, replacing it with a simple gold chain that matched her eyes, and highlighted the low neckline.
The dress profile benefitted from a corset, and laced up the back, so she solicited help from one of the few other female guard members. She had just completed running a brush through her auburn hair, when a knock sounded at the door.
She stood, taking one last look in the mirror, hoping Jake would appreciate her change of appearance.
“Right on time,” she spoke, as she opened the door with a smile.
The happy expression vanished when she found not Jake, but Edward, standing on the opposite side.
“Captain. Forgive me, I thought—”
“I’m sorry to interrupt your evening, Lady Sarah, but I have received news.”
“News?”
A thousand fears flicked through her mind. Was the queen all right? The princess? Had there been an attack?
“About your mother.”
Not the answer she’d expected, but another she feared. “My...mother?”
“Yes, my lady.”
Edward’s somber demeanor put a chill in Sarah’s chest.
“I’m afraid, my lady, she is gravely ill. One of our envoys looked in on her as they journeyed between the Lorcan and Bròn Courts. He paid for a healer, but there was little to be done.”
The color drained from her cheeks.
Edward’s shoulders rose and lowered as he drew a deep breath before speaking words that would not be adequate. “I’m sorry, my lady.”
“Can I—”
“Yes, of course. You may leave to see her, if you wish. It will delay your initiation vows, but those can be taken when you return.”
“I...” Her mind raced, the image of the woman she hadn’t laid eyes upon for eight years flashing. “I can’t just—”
“You can. If it were my mother, I would want to see her one last time.”
“Thank you.”
Jake appeared around the corner. “I’m sorry I’m late.” He paused as Sarah came into full view. “Wow!” The word sounded involuntary. “Sarah, you look...” His eyes flicked from his captain to Sarah. “Is everything all right?”
Edward bowed in Sarah’s direction. “If you wish to go, my lady, let me know as you leave.”
“I’ll pack now. Thank you, Captain.”
Jake stared at the two, making no effort to conceal his confusion.
Edward ignored him, stepping near the wall to walk past Jake, leaving Sarah to disclose information as she saw fit.
When Edward’s footsteps had faded, Jake turned his full attention back to Sarah. “What’s going on? What did he mean about you leaving?”
“My family,” she searched for the correct words. “I need to return home for a few days.”
“To the Bròn Court?” Jake asked in surprise. “To the family that tortured Edward?”
“No.” Sarah shook her head, stepping into her room, motioning for him to follow. Jake did as she bid, closing the stone door behind him with a soft thunk. 
“It’s complicated. I’ll only be gone a few weeks at most.”
“Why would you go back to them?”
“It’s not my father’s family,” she explained. “My mother needs to see me.”
“I’ll accompany you.”
“No!” The answer came more forceful than she’d intended. “I mean, an escort won’t be necessary.”
“Is someone else going with you?”
She shook her head.
“Well you can’t possibly go by yourself. I’m sure Edward won’t object to me—”
“This shouldn’t disrupt anyone’s schedule but my own. I’ll meet my mother at an inn on the outskirts of the kingdom, near Lorcan lands. I’ll be perfectly safe.”
“You don’t know that. There are attacks on the borders all the time, even from within the Lorcan kingdom.”
“Jake, please.” Her cheeks flushed from the heat of their argument. “I must do this alone. I’ll come back quickly, I promise.”
Jake stared at her intently.
“What is it? Don’t you trust me to protect myself?”
“Of course I do. That’s not the point.”
“Yes, it’s exactly the point.”
“I’ll come back,” he repeated her words, “is exactly what Edward promised before he vanished at the hands of the Bròn Court, for twenty-five years. You’re a member of the Lorcan Court now. You have no idea if they will welcome you or not.”
“I am not going to the Bròn Court,” Sarah argued. “I’ll follow a marked trail, almost entirely within the Lorcan kingdom. I’ll be safe.”
“What aren’t you telling me?”
“Nothing,” she blended the partial lie with a truth. “I must see my mother, and intend to do so alone.”
Jake was no fool. He knew she withheld information, yet when he met her golden eyes, he lost his nerve to push. Those eyes, so like Mara’s. Strong, determined, marked with the royal color of the court from which she hailed. At their strength, he acquiesced, lowering his own eyes. 
“Fine,” he said. “If you refuse to tell me, then I’ll leave you to do what you must.”
“Jake,” she called his name, but he ignored her, moving toward the door. “Wait!”
He paused at the more urgent plea.
She drew a relieved breath as he finally turned back to face her, coming to terms with her impending decision. Jake had stood by her side, through thick and thin, defending her from threats both physical and emotional.
“You may ask Edward if you can come with me. But I fear you may be disappointed with what you find.”
“Disappointed?” Jake shook his head. “Sarah, I could never be—”
“Don’t make promises until you have all the facts.” She turned, pulling her hair to the side, offering her back to him. “Unlace me.”
“What?”
“If we’re going, I have to pack. I’d prefer not to do so in this gown, and I can’t get out of it myself.”
Jake stepped forward and nimbly unlaced the thick blue thread that closed the back of the gown. “I’m sorry if I upset you,” his voice softened. “I didn’t mean to.”
“It’s fine,” she assured, heat flushing her cheeks at his nearness, despite him performing the task as the perfect gentleman, touching only the garment even as patches of her pale skin came into view. Holding the dress against her body, she drew a breath and asked, “Would you loosen the corset as well?”
Jake did not answer, but took to the requested task, pulling at the laces to reveal the line of Sarah’s spine. Again, he worked cautiously, careful to avoid touching her skin.
Sarah turned, her arms holding tight to the heavy gown to keep it from slipping. “Thank you. I’m sorry our dinner plans were interrupted.”
“As am I,” Jake said, meeting her golden eyes, which had taken on a softer expression that, combined with her state of undress, made him long to pull her closer. “You looked lovely, Sarah.”
“Thank you.”
Before his self-control completely abandoned him, Jake turned and walked toward the door. “I shall speak with Edward, though I anticipate no objections. We’ll leave at first light.”



Chapter XXII
Bròn Court Land
933 AD
 
Sarah and Jake rode for several days before they reached the quaint inn that had been Sarah’s childhood home. Little of real importance had been spoken between the two companions, communication limited to the lighting of fires and managing limited supplies.
When they emerged from the forest into a clearing, the inn came into view. Appearing as she had recalled it, Sarah was grateful to have arrived in mid-afternoon, their path lit by brilliant sunlight. With their destination in sight, Sarah urged Liath to a quicker stride and raced toward the inn, a sudden fear clutching her.
What if I came all this way, only to find I’ve arrived too late? She bit back her fear as she reached the porch and brought her mount to a full stop as Jake did the same beside her.
Footsteps approached from behind as she dismounted. “I can take yer ’orse, miss,” offered a man who appeared to be in his mid-forties.
Turning to transfer her reins, the man gave an audible gasp. “Sarah?”
She studied the man, her mind struggling for recognition. “I’m sorry, I—”
“Roger,” he supplied.
“Roger?” she asked, in disbelief.
Roger had been a friend of hers in their shared youth. Now his skin had been darkened by too many years in the sun, filled with wrinkles her immortality kept eternally at bay.
Yet, as she met his green eyes, she found the same kind soul she had known in her youth shining through the tattered body. “It really is you,” she said, not understanding until now how her immortality had sustained her.
Roger flashed a smile, several teeth missing between cracked lips. “Ya hasn’t changed a day since ye left.”
A self-conscious blush crept along Sarah’s skin. In contrast to his modest attire, the woolen cloak she wore was lined with layers of soft fur. Her shirt laced with thick, expensive ribbon created to comfortably sustain the many nights the journey required. Her skin was smooth, unmarred by time, injury, or illness.
She forced herself to draw back from her thoughts to ask, “My mother, is she...”
“’Tis very sick,” he answered, his eyes moving to the ground. “’Tis good ye came now. Much longer and she might not have—”
“I’d like to see her.”
He nodded. “She in ’er room.”
Sarah handed the reins to Roger, along with a golden coin. “Take care of them,” she instructed, before turning toward the porch to ascend the creaking steps, the relatively fresh coat of paint unable to hide the aging wood.
Pushing through the front door, eyes settled upon the two newcomers, the richly adorned clothes and glinting blades drawing attention, though they were not approached directly. 
Sarah ignored the stares and headed down a corridor, to the room at the end of the hall that had always belonged to her mother. Beside her, Jake walked as a silent honor guard. When they reached the door, Sarah knocked softly, her heart skipping as a weak voice called, “Come in.”
Sarah placed her hand against the door, but hesitated, a tremor racing down her spine as she readied herself for what she might find inside. Seeing her reluctance, Jake placed his hand beside hers, opening the door where her own courage had failed.
The room remained mostly barren, save for a few bottles, and a fine brush lying atop a dresser, which hosted a chipped silver mirror. Digging deep, Sarah stepped forward, wooden boards protesting as she walked to the bed where a thin figure had been tucked into thick, woolen blankets.
Her mother’s once lush auburn locks had been replaced by thin gray strands. Her rosy cheeks were pale, hollowed by the unseen illness that ravaged her.
Julia opened her eyes, and her lips fell agape. Struggling to free herself of the woolen weight, she managed to rise to a seated position on the bed, her feet touching the floor. Her gown hung on her bony frame, several sizes too large. “Sarah?” 
“Momma,” Sarah answered, her voice unable to hide her tears.
“Am I dreaming again?”
“No, Momma. I heard you were sick, and I had to—”
“Sarah.” Her mother said her name again, a loving tenderness that drove the younger woman to her knees, lowering her head before her mother. 
“I’m sorry, Momma. I had to come.”
Julia leaned forward enough to embrace her child, pulling her close as tears fell from her aged eyes. “I’m glad. I have thought of you every day, my dear child.”
Tears falling, Sarah embraced her mother until the older woman began a series of hacking coughs.
“Please,” Sarah pulled back, “lay down, Momma.” She reached over to the goblet of water resting atop a simple wooden stand beside the bed, which also held a pair of unlit candles. She guided the cup to her mother’s lips, assisting her in taking the last gulp.
“Allow me,” Jake said, leaning forward to take the now empty goblet from Sarah’s hand. “I’ll see it filled.”
“Thank you.” Sarah reached out and took her mother’s hands in hers, careful not to press on the large bruise splotching the wrinkled skin.
“Talk to me, Sarah,” her mother encouraged. “I want to know everything.”
Sarah began with the day she had left. How she had traveled with the famous knights, and seen grandeur beyond what even her imagination had been able to conjure. “I wish you could see the Lorcan Court, Momma. The wealth and beauty is truly beyond compare. And the roses. rosae immortales.”
“The roses?” Julia searched her memory. “The ones the knight once described?”
Sarah nodded, but noticing her mother’s eyes were closed, verbalized her answer. “The very same. He was right, Momma, they are enchanting.”
“Tell me, my sweet child, have you achieved your dream?” Another series of coughs prompted Sarah to reach behind her mother, adjusting a feather pillow to make her more comfortable. Once she had settled, she drew a breath and asked again, “Are you a knight, Sarah?”
Sarah parted her lips to answer, but Jake’s deeper tones filled the room. “She is. She helped save the life of the court’s princess, and is among the bravest knights I’ve ever fought beside.”
Sarah glanced up at Jake, giving him a grateful smile for both his words and the full water goblet. After setting the cup on the bedside table, Jake placed a hand on Sarah’s shoulder, the gentle contact a source of comfort as Sarah knelt on the floor.
Fluttering her eyes to take in the newcomer, Julia asked, “You are?”
“Jacob Aideen, at your service, my lady.”
“You’re a...lord.”
“By birth only, my lady. A knight by choice.”
“Jake rode with me, Momma. He’s my...friend.” She turned and confessed what Jake now knew, “This is Julia, my mother.” 
“A pleasure to meet you, my lady,” Jake addressed her mother before saying, “I’ll leave you two alone to catch up. If you need anything, do not hesitate to ask.” He caught Sarah’s gaze and added, “Either of you.”
 
*
 
Sarah sat with her mother, continuing to share all that had happened, until sleep carried Julia off to unknown dreams, a content smile on her tired face. Standing, back stiff from both the travel and sitting awkwardly on the wooden planks, Sarah left the room, closing the door as softly as possible, though the hinges squeaked.
Emotionally drained, Sarah walked down the hall emerging into the common room. She found Jake seated by the fire, a goblet in his hand, a second chair conveniently pulled beside him, into which Sarah fell.
“Jake,” she began.
“It’s okay.”
Sarah shook her head. “The captains recommended I not share my heritage. I did try to tell you once, when you learned about my father, but I—”
“Sarah—”
“I’m sorry. A mortal mother, and a father who tortured—”
“Sarah,” Jake tried again, bringing her rambling words to a pause. “Do you fear I’ll think less of you because you’re half mortal? Because you were raised in a world where everything you knew and loved would die?” Jake shook his head, then grasped her hand into his own. “I don’t care where you came from Sarah, or who your parents were. In fact, I think more of you than before, not less. What you’ve had to overcome, being a half-blood, raised away from the immortality that was your birthright. You are incredible, Sarah. Braver, by far, than I shall ever be.”
The words renewed Sarah’s tears, the sincerity in his voice causing a rush of unexpected emotions. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”
“No need to apologize. It must be difficult.”
“To be ashamed of your lineage?”
Jake shook his head. “To watch a loved one die. There are few
in the courts who have done so. Mara lost her parents; Edward, his sister. Thankfully, no one in my immediate bloodline has passed from this realm. I cannot begin to imagine how difficult it would be to watch someone you love wither and die.” He lifted a hand from hers and pressed his thumb to one of the tears running down her ruby cheeks before sliding from his chair to floor, kneeling before her. “I’m sorry, Sarah.”
She slid her arms around Jake, pressing her cheek to the side of his neck as her tears spilled, and the words of another lord echoed through her mind.
“Being near mortals is too hard,” Lord Arron had said. “To be immortal when those around you die. Cruel to force you to endure it.”
And yet, her father had forced her, the depth of his cruelty hidden before this moment, as she watched her mother, and friends she once cherished, face death, knowing she would not.
“I’m sorry, Sarah,” Jake said again, struggling to comfort her from cruelties for which there was no escape.



Chapter XXIII
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The following days were filled with shared stories, and caring for the ailing Julia. She deteriorated quickly, a process hastened by the coughs wracking her frame, depriving her of rest and sustenance.
On the third day, Jake opened the door to find Sarah curled on the floor in an exhausted slumber, her mother holding her hand as she struggled to prevent her coughs from waking her child. At Jake’s entrance, Julia softly asked if he would carry her into the next room. 
“She needs rest,” her mother explained.
Jake complied, Sarah so exhausted she barely stirred as she was carried into the adjoining room and laid gently upon the bed. After covering her with a thick cloak, Jake walked back to Julia’s room, and seated himself in the chair beside her. “Is there anything I can do for you, my lady?”
Julia shook her head, knowing her voice would show its strain. She coughed, spasms rattling her frail form. Jake assisted her in sitting up, and wet, red liquid splattered his hand.
“I’m sorry,” Julia spoke through gasping breaths.
“Perfectly fine,” he assured, moving her to a more comfortable position. From his pocket, he withdrew a white handkerchief and wiped the blood from Julia’s lips first, before cleaning his own hand. “No harm done.”
“’Tis kind of you to stay here with her. You don’t have to.”
“There is nowhere else I’d rather be. I was honored to accompany her, and to meet you as well.”
Julia lay back, settling her head against the pillows.
“Should I call for a healer? Perhaps he could—”
“There’s nothing anyone can do. At best, he could prolong this suffering, and I don’t want that.”
Her eyes closed. “It shouldn’t be long now. He said once the bleeding started, it would be over quick. You and Sarah ought to leave, and not come back. No child should have to see their parent die. Though, selfish as it is, I’m grateful to have seen her once more. Immortality is a long time, is it not?”
“Yes, it is.”
“Do you think immortals and mortals end up in the same place, on the other side?”
“I do. It just takes us longer to get there.”
Julia nodded, keeping her eyes closed. Noting the sunlight in her face, Jake stood and walked toward the window, pulling the curtains across the open panel, blocking the sunlight as much as he could.
“Thank you,” Julia whispered. 
“My pleasure,” Jake replied, as he resumed his vigil in the wooden chair.
Silence followed for a time, to the point Jake had begun to wonder if Julia had fallen asleep.
“Tell me, Lord Jacob, do you love my daughter?”
Never before faced with the direct question, Jake was surprised to have the answer come so easily. “I do, my lady.”
“And do you care who she is? The illegitimate child of a lesser court, and mortal mother? I suspect if you did, you wouldn’t be here.”
“I find your daughter incredibly brave, Lady Julia. Sadly, she fears I think poorly of her. But I think...” He considered the next words, drawing a breath to continue. “I would very much like to prove to her it matters not.”
Julia offered a slight smile. “You have an eternity to convince her.” She gave a soft chuckle, then grimaced in pain. “The differences in your background will get easier for her, I think, once this era is naught but a distant memory. Better, once her world consists only of immortal. I am grateful to your captains, and court, for accepting Sarah, especially after her own rejected her.”
“I can’t say her path in the Lorcan Court has been an easy one. Nor can I promise to make it so,” Jake spoke honestly. “I can only swear, on my honor, I will do all within my power to keep her from harm if I can, and ease the hurt when I cannot.”
Julia relaxed further. “All I’ve ever wanted for her. I’m glad she’s found you, my lord. And I hope you’ll be glad to have found her as well.”
“I already am, every day since she stepped into my life.”
Julia nodded, a smile across cracked lips as she drifted to sleep, and woke next in the realm beyond.



Chapter XXIV
Lethia Castle
Present Day
 
Despite knowing her death was inevitable, Sarah could not prevent the crushing weight of loss. With her mother went a piece of her heart, which would forever be lost. Even now, over a thousand years later, she still longed for a single moment where she could again sit with the woman who had born her, cared for her, and loved her unconditionally.
Alerted by Jake, she had lain beside her mother as her breathing grew shallow before eventually ceasing forevermore. She had cried over her body, Jake’s hand upon her back, the only comfort he could offer. Spent, she eventually forced herself to turn, clinging to him as tears slipped from her swollen eyes.
Ever faithful, Jake had remained by her side, providing the strength required to sustain her through the simple preparations and funeral. Normally, Julia’s body would have been buried as other mortals practiced, but Sarah had chosen cremation instead, hoping by honoring her mother in the tradition of the Lorcan Court, they might one day be reunited.
Only in her thirties when her mother had died, Sarah had no concept of how long their separation would be. “Eternity,” the word escaped her lips, misting the frigid air with bitter warmth. 
I’m sorry, Momma, her final words to her mother as flames rose to consume the shell where Julia no longer dwelled. 
When the flames had died, and the remains scattered to the winds, Sarah reached for strength. Instead, Jake had given her a single glance of sympathy, sapping her feigned attempt at bravado as he gathered her into his embrace and carried Sarah back to her room. She had lain against him, enfolded in his arms as he held her, whispering words in a language she did not fully comprehend, yet comforted her nevertheless.
She might have remained there for days, his comfort softening the constant ache, but she was woken the next morning by an insistent pounding at the door to her room, and a harsh voice yelling, “Open in the name of Prince Zerrin, of the Bròn Court!”
 
*
 
Bròn Court Land
933 AD
 
Sarah rose, but Jake placed a hand on her arm, shaking his head. Obeying the request, she sat on the bed, allowing Jake to address the visitor. Reaching down, he slid Sarah’s blade onto the mattress beside her, while strapping his own to his waist with practiced ease.
“In the name of Prince Zerrin!” the voice called again.
Positioning his body so that neither the sword nor Sarah would be immediately visible, Jake opened the door. Behind him, Sarah pulled her own sword from the leather sheath, baring the sharp edge.
“May I help you?” Jake asked, attempting to speak in a friendly manner.
The man on the other side of the door expected someone else. “Pardon me. Was there a woman staying in this room?”
Jake considered his options, decided to take a chance, and opened the door wider, allowing the man to see Sarah. He was shorter than Jake, and pudgy around the middle, the buttons of his gray shirt strained to hold in the bulk at his center.
Shifting his eyes from Sarah’s seated position, to Jake, he seemed uncertain. “Pardon the intrusion. Would I be correct in assuming you are Lady Sarah, daughter of the late Lord Richard?”
Stiffening at the mention of her father’s name, Sarah forced herself to nod.
The man again shifted uncomfortably in the doorway. “And your companion?”
“My escort,” Sarah answered.
“Forgive me, my lady. My name is Lord Hass. I am an advisor to Prince Zerrin, and a member of his royal council. Word came to the palace of visitors to our lands, and when your identity was learned, the prince requested an audience.”
“The prince?” she asked, confused, setting her sword back down. “I assure you, my lord, I came here with no ill intent. My mother, she—”
“Yes, I have been informed of your loss, for which you have my deep sympathy, my lady. However, as you are upon Bròn Court lands, as a member of His Royal Highness’ court, I must insist you honor the prince’s request for an audience.”
“Why would he want to see me?”
“Such information is not for me to ask, my lady. I am a messenger, nothing more.”
“Sarah is a member of the Lorcan Royal Guard,” Jake said, turning to reveal the blade at his side. “She is no longer a subject of the Bròn Court.”
“As you are on our land, you’re both subject to the court.”
“Is that a threat?” Jake’s hand moved to the hilt of his blade, tightening his grip.
“Wait,” Sarah intervened, standing from the bed, but keeping her sword within arm’s length. “We’ll see the prince. There is no need for arguments.”
Jake turned as though to protest, but she silently pleaded for calm. Jake bowed his head. “As you wish, my lady.”
When they arrived at the Bròn Court, the grounds failed to match the grandeur of memory, rusting iron paling in comparison to the pristine care given to those maintained at the Lorcan.
With Lord Hass beside them, Sarah and Jake followed a dirt path to the Bròn Court palace, Hass occasionally pointing out a building or important landmark. Once in front of the palace, the two knights dismounted behind the advisor, handing their horses’ reins to a pair of stable boys. 
“Take good care of her,” Sarah instructed, handing the boy who took Liath’s reins a piece of silver.
“Thank you, my lady,” the boy replied excitedly.
Jake did the same with the second lad.
Staring at the stone steps leading to the front doors, Sarah’s heart beat faster than she would have liked. Jake stepped beside her, formally offering his arm. She accepted, grateful for the comfort his touch brought.
Following Hass, they were escorted down a series of hallways, each corridor more elaborate than the one before, as they neared what Sarah assumed to be the royal chambers.
As they rounded one particular corner, Sarah paused, staring at a series of golden-rimmed portraits, each containing images of men bearing golden crowns. Various kings of the Bròn Court, she imagined, stepping closer to study the portraits. Each man possessed the same distinctive golden eyes her mirrored image reflected.
When they reached a pair of doors inlaid with gold, Hass motioned to pause, and vanished through the doorway. When he reemerged, a fresh layer of discomfort crossed his features.
“Lady Sarah,” he avoided her gaze, “Prince Zerrin would like to speak with you, privately.”
Apprehension crawled up Sarah’s spine.
“No,” Jake said before she could respond. “I am her honor guard. She is not to leave my sight.”
“My lady, the prince would like to—”
Sarah shook her head, tightening her grip on Jake’s arm.
“I assure you, no one means you any harm.”
“Lady Sarah was trained personally by Captain Edward,” Jake stated. “She has seen your flavor of hospitality first hand. My orders are to remain by her side. Tell your prince I am coming with her, or you can escort us back to our horses.”
Lord Hass stared at the Lorcan knight and his features hardened, leaving Sarah to suspect the docile display shown on the ride had been a facade for something far more dangerous. Unease increasing rapidly, Sarah released Jake’s hand and shifted her fingers closer to her sword’s hilt.
Sarah struggled for a solution that did not involve anyone pulling their blades. “You should know my escort is Lord Jacob Aideen, cousin to her Royal Majesty Queen Clarissa, and a personal guardsman to Princess Liza.”
Whatever plotting lurked behind Hass’ expression faded at the pronouncement. “Aideen? As in, Marcus Aideen?”
“My father,” Jake confirmed.
As quickly as the danger had appeared, it vanished, Hass’ expression returning to the same faux smile he had offered during the ride. “Forgive me, Lord Aideen. I was unaware we had such an esteemed guest in our presence. I shall inform the prince of this...new information.”
“You do that,” Sarah replied.
When the door closed, she glanced up. “I’m sorry to have used your title.”
“It’s fine,” he assured her. “It would seem such rank was needed, though I’ve no idea why.”
“I don’t want to go in there alone.”
“You’re not leaving my sight, Sarah.”
 The statement was possessive enough Sarah briefly wondered if she should be concerned with the implied ownership. Dismissing the worry, she leaned against him, grateful for the strength and safety he offered.
Less than a minute later, the door opened, and both were motioned inside. As she reached the threshold, Sarah paused, mistrustful of what she would find within. Jake placed a hand on her lower back urging her through the last step with a quick smile.
The chamber was vast, though not in comparison to those of the Lorcan queen. A large fire burned against the back wall, though only for warmth, as sunlight pooled through stained windows, filtering the resulting beams into multiple streaks of color. 
Near the far wall, a lanky man stood arguing with a brunette. “How are we to—”
Lord Hass cleared his throat, announcing the presence of the new arrivals, to which the woman turned blazing golden eyes in their direction. At her ire, Hass quickly exited, shutting the door behind himself.
“How dare you refuse the command of your prince!”
“Rachel!” the man beside her curbed her outburst. He stepped forward, his silver shirt glistening in the sunlight as he approached, nervously pushing back a short strand of blond hair.
“Your Highness.” Sarah offered a curtsy before the man she presumed to be the Bròn Court prince.
Beside her, Jake offered a brief bow before rising to again claim Sarah’s hand, placing it upon his arm, the touch protective despite its formality.
“Please, my lady,” he beckoned her closer.
Jake escorted her across the room.
“You must forgive Lady Rachel. She has a protective temper on occasion, and is a stickler for protocol, I’m afraid.”
“I did not mean to cause insult, Your Highness, nor to break any protocol.” Sarah searched for way to make the truth sound more firm than it might have been on its own. “Our captain sent Lord Jacob as my escort. It would not be proper to meet with you without him in attendance.”
“Why?” Rachel challenged. “I thought you were a knight in your own accord, yet you cling to this stranger’s arm like some hapless damsel.”
Sarah turned to face the woman, confused by her anger. “Pardon me, my lady, but you’re the stranger.”
“I am your own blood, girl. Your closest living relative, in fact, now that your mother is gone.”
Sarah studied the woman, searching for a hint of recognition, but finding none.
“Your father, Lord Richard, was my first cousin. Your family was destroyed by the very captain I am told you now serve.” Her lips formed a sneer. “Disgraceful.”
“My father tortured an innocent man,” Sarah countered, her protectiveness of Edward appearing with a vengeance. “His brothers helped him do so.”
“Arron is the reason your precious princess found him!” Rachel shot back. “And what did he receive for his efforts to care for the prisoner? Your princess murdered him. He didn’t even raise a blade to defend himself.”
“Arron?” Sarah remembered the kind man who had visited on numerous occasions, offering financial and other aid to her mother when times were most dire. “What about Lord Arron?”
Rachel scoffed, “You do not know who killed your uncle?”
“My...uncle?”
“Yes, you ignorant child. Arron, the man who helped Mara find Edward. Who was kind to you, and your worthless mother, even when his brother forbid him to do so. Who...” Pain slipped into her words. “My cousin—your uncle. Killed by the woman you serve!”
Sarah shook her head. “Are you talking about Mara?”
“Yes, the whore who murdered—”
“You are speaking of a high court princess.” Jake’s words cut through Rachel’s fury.
Sarah turned to look at Jake. “Did Mara kill Arron?”
“I don’t know,” he answered truthfully. “I wasn’t among the riding party that traveled to this court when Edward was liberated. Though, if he was party to the group that tortured Edward, then yes, Mara likely killed him.”
“Torture!” Rachel spat, the ice in her voice melting to flames. “Arron tried to save your precious captain, despite the fact the prisoner refused to grant so much as a name. He went to the Lorcan Court specifically to find a way to help. Yet your princess killed him anyway! Unarmed, in his own home!”
Sarah stared at Rachel, attempting to recall the sequence of events that had happened long ago. “Arron came to the inn. He asked about Edward, though I did not know who Edward was at the time. Arron said he wanted to help him, and so I told him of Edward’s kindness toward me. You’re saying,” she grappled with the distasteful words, “Mara killed him?”
“Yes! For attempting to help a member of the Lorcan Court. For fighting to keep the captain alive, though your father would have had it otherwise. That’s the reward for helping the high court. Betrayal and death!”
“Enough!” Prince Zerrin interjected sharply. Then, in a more controlled tone, “That’s quite enough, Rachel. We are not here to rehash what cannot be changed.”
She turned to the prince, anger so hot she radiated energy. “I cannot believe you would even consider offering this to someone who has voluntarily chosen to serve them!”
“I said enough. You may excuse yourself from these chambers.”
“Excuse myself?” 
“Yes,” the prince said firmly. “Now.”
She whirled in a huff, her heels pronouncing her steps as she moved toward the door. Reaching the exit, she turned her liquid gold eyes on Jake. “Mark my words, knight. Your captain will pay for what happened to my family, even if it takes the rest of my immortal life.” She reached the door, yanking it open with enough force it rattled against the hinges. Stepping through the threshold, she turned and added, “By the way, that was a threat.”
The door slammed behind her, leaving the three alone in the chamber.
“Please, forgive her outburst,” Prince Zerrin repeated.
“A threat against the captain must be reported to the queen,” Jake advised flatly.
“She’s angry, she lost most of her family during the attack...rescue,” he amended. “When your captain was found. Her family’s power was greatly diminished. They were blamed for what happened, and the loved ones lost.” He shook his head. “Forgive me, I don’t know how to speak on these matters delicately.”
“It’s fine,” Sarah answered. “I can understand the difficulty.”
Sarah glanced to Jake, who remained silent by her side.
“Your Highness, I’m unaware as to the purpose of my presence.”
“Ah, yes,” the prince replied, shaking himself before motioning to a set of chairs. “Would you take a seat, my lady, and lord?”
They complied, pulling two of the chairs close together and seating themselves across from the prince.
“Lady Sarah, I was aware you had traveled to the Lorcan Court with Captain Edward. However, when I asked for an audience, I did not know you had left to become a knight. Would you indulge me in sharing whether or not you have officially taken your vows to the guard?”
Surprised by the question, Sarah glanced to Jake, who gave her a blank expression, leaving the choice to Sarah. Returning her attention to the prince, she answered truthfully, “I have not, my lord. Though, I was preparing to do so before news of my mother’s illness reached me.”
“Ah, yes, your mother. My condolences on your loss.”
“Thank you, my lord.”
“Back to your purpose here today, if you had taken your official vows, etiquette would prevent me from offering you an alternative. However, as you have yet to do so, I would like to speak to you of another option.”
“Option?”
Prince Zerrin nodded. “Your father was the middle of three brothers. Richard, along with his younger brother, Arron, were killed the night the Lorcan Captain was found a prisoner on our lands. The eldest brother, in turn, was treated with great suspicion afterward, and recently chose to end his life.” 
The prince cleared his throat. “Combined, these deaths have left a void in our courts. Normally, one of illegitimate birth would never be granted a title, nor power. However, since all three brothers died childless, you are left the sole heir of your uncle’s estate, which comes with rank, title, and a rather substantial fortune.”
“What?”
The prince nodded. “Your grandfather was among the most powerful men in the kingdom. A power that is now yours to claim, should you so choose.”
“Mine to claim?”
“Correct. You would become Lady Sarah of the Bròn Court, Marchioness of Epernay, and one of the wealthiest nobles in the land.”
Sarah stared at him in disbelief.
“You are welcome to refuse the title, and if so, it will be passed on to Rachel’s line. But, Lady Sarah, I felt it my duty to inform you of your rights, as the only living member of your bloodline.”
The words hit her like a ton of bricks. Her mind attempted to process the ramifications, but failed to do so. “I...”
“You must, of course, take time to consider this information.”
Her eyes flew to Jake, who remained deathly still beside her, his normally expressive features schooled to an unreadable mask.
“Yes,” she managed to say. “I must think—”
“Of course, my lady. You are undoubtedly exhausted from the ride as well. I shall have one of the men escort you to your family estate. You are welcome to stay as long as required to come to a decision.”
“Thank you,” she mumbled, as Jake stood and escorted her from the room.
 



Chapter XXV
Bròn Court
933 AD
 
The Bròn court manor was grand by any definition, containing an assortment of immense rooms, filled with luxuries Sarah had thought reserved for royalty. She lay alone on the expansive bed, wrapped in silken sheets, and furs far softer than those provided to the guard.
 Mindful of his responsibilities, Jake had taken a room beside hers, though he had remained mostly silent on their ride, refusing to allow Sarah insight into his thoughts.
It had taken her many hours to find sleep, her mind replaying the day’s revelations, while still struggling to come to terms with her mother’s death. 
If only
Momma could have
experienced this
luxury. The thought brought fresh tears. She closed her eyes against them, thinking of the comforts this offer could have brought her withered mother. 
“Momma,” she whispered, “I don’t know what to do.”
A knock at her bedroom door prompted her to wipe the tears. Pulling on a robe over her nightgown, she opened the door, but to her surprise, instead of finding Jake, Prince Zerrin awaited her.
“Your Highness,” she said, lowering herself to a curtsy.
“No need for formalities, my lady. I am a mere prince, while you serve a queen in the high courts.”
“My lord, I don’t—”
“I only wish to speak with you, my lady. Your devoted escort is likely within shouting distance, should the need arise.”
Sarah hesitated, then stepped back, allowing the prince to enter her room. She pushed the door behind him, but left it open a crack, not wanting to accidentally lock herself in with a man she did not know.
“You have my word as a prince, I bear you no ill will, my lady.”
“How may I help you, Your Highness?”
“Again, there is no need for such formality, Sarah.”
“I would prefer it.”
Prince Zerrin nodded. “As you wish, my lady.”
“What I can do for you, Your Highness?”
“Consider the offer, is all I ask.”
“Is that not what you asked of me yesterday?”
“Yes, my lady. However, I felt uncomfortable speaking with you, with a high-ranking member of the Lorcan Court present.”
Resisting the urge to yell for the man of whom he spoke, Sarah drew a calming breath. “I suggest you speak plainly, Your Highness.”
“I don’t believe you grasp how powerful your inheritance could make you, my lady. You will be wealthy, and titled, but...only in the standard of the Bròn Court.”
“You’re correct. I don’t understand.”
“Fine, plain it shall be.” He took a step closer, lowering his deep voice. “You spent your childhood in rejection. Your father was a high-ranking lord, it is true, but to speak honestly, your captain did this court a favor by dispatching him. As far as you are concerned personally, Richard denied you of a birthright that should have been yours, half-mortal or not. I am offering you a chance at what you surely must have craved all your life.”
“And what is that, Your Highness?”
“Acceptance.”
“Acceptance?” 
The prince nodded. “Do you believe the half-blooded daughter of the man who tortured the Lorcan Royal Guard’s captain will ever be accepted into their ranks? Treated fairly by the queen? Fully trusted by the very man your father tortured?”
“I have been treated—”
“Have you? The way I heard it, you saved the life of their crown princess, yet received not even a whisper of recognition. Nor for any of the other times you have placed yourself between her royal flesh and imminent harm.”
“My lord, I assure—”
“Did you save the princess, or are my reports incorrect?”
Sarah paused, meeting his gaze. “Many were involved in the protection of Princess Liza. Jake and I happened to be closest—”
“Did you, or did you not, ride into the Lorcan Court with the princess safe on your mount?”
“I did, but—”
“Did you receive the recognition you deserved for doing so?”
Sarah drew a breath, her eyes closing. “I did only what was required of any knight.”
“The knight at your side, the very one who now serves as your escort, was rewarded. Why do you think that is, Sarah? The son of the Lorcan lord was rewarded, but not the half-blood daughter of the Bròn? Think on that, my lady, as you consider your choice.”
“I have been trained as a member of the—”
“Such training could be put to use right here, working in the Royal Guard of the court to which you were born, if that’s your desire. Many lords have been both knight and noble. You could be as well.”
“Why are you pushing so hard? Why do you care, Your Highness, what happens to a half-mortal?”
“I care because of the half of you that is immortal. You are the granddaughter of one of the greatest lords and knights I have ever known.”
With those words, he offered a bow of respect, and stepped past her to leave the room. 
Jake entered immediately after his departure. “What did he say?” His voice held an unusual urgency.
“Nothing I did not already know,” she answered, paths swirling through her mind. “I need to think.”
Jake stepped closer.
“I have to clear my head.”
“My lady,” he spoke with unusual formality, “let me take you home. You’re right, you’ve been through a tragic loss, which is making it difficult to think clearly. Let me take you back, where Edward can speak to you, and—”
“Is he right?”
“Right?”
“About my birth being tainted. He’s right, isn’t he?” 
“Sarah, you know—”
“We’ve fought together several times, side by side, but the queen refuses to see me, while those of Lorcan birth are rewarded. Will it always be that way, Jake? Will I ever ascend to higher ranks?”
Jake shook his head. “You haven’t even taken your vows yet.”
“Doesn’t change the truth of the matter, does it?”
After prolonged silence, Jake finally said, “Davith.” 
“What about him?”
“Davith has been a trusted member of the guard for nearly two thousand years. He’s a legend among knights, with a reputation equivalent to Mara’s own father, Prince Michael. Yet, only when Mara was born did he achieve the rank of sub-captain.”
“What does Mara have to do with it?”
“There was a time they thought he might be needed to watch over Mara, which he does in a way. His promotion took two thousand years, Sarah.” He drew a breath. “Phillip would be another example. Born from the highest ranks, yet it took him nearly seven hundred years to gain a sub-captain rank, only to be surpassed by a younger guardsman when Michael unexpectedly recommended Edward to take his place.”
She stared, attempting to grasp the concept he described. “Two thousand years?”
Jake nodded. “Give or take. But, what is a millennia when you’ve been granted an eternity?”
Overwhelmed, Sarah moved to the bed and sat herself on the edge. Raising her palms to cover her face, she drew a breath, her exhalation warming her hands. When she looked up, she found Jake kneeling beside her. 
“I never imagined an opportunity like this. I mean, this—”
“Sarah, please, let me take you home, to the Lorcan Court, where you belong.”
“Why? I thought, when I went to the Lorcan Guard, doing so was my only option. But even you see I have not been accepted. Not fully.”
“Your birth will not grant you acceptance, my lady. Your great deeds, and those yet to come, they will.”
“Jake—”
“You can’t stay.”
“Why?”
He looked at her with wide eyes. “Don’t you know?”
“Don’t say things you don’t mean, or because you’re afraid I’ll—”
“Your mother asked me directly if I loved you. I told her I did. I also told her I didn’t think you would believe such a confession, but it’s true.”
She searched his brown eyes. “You love me?”
“Yes.”
She stood from the bed, pulling away from where he knelt. “What is this?” she demanded. “A pretty declaration, dragged from your lips to make me return? If that’s the case, I don’t want it.”
“It’s the truth,” he insisted, his words raw. “I love you, Sarah. I don’t care that your father was a terrible man, beyond the desire to show you I will never be like him. I don’t care that your mother was mortal, other than being grateful to have been permitted to meet her. To learn, as you did in your youth, the precious value of life. You have stolen my heart, Sarah. It is yours, completely.”
“You love me?”
“I do. I have for a long time. I wish it were enough to be selfless. To encourage you to remain here, surrounded by luxury, and all that comes with the status you are being offered. A better man would tell you to stay. But Sarah, I...” 
He shook his head. “I won’t stop you, if you choose to stay. I’ll leave. And if you do not love me in return, I’ll find a way to live with that as well.”
“Jake.” She stared into his eyes, the brown similar, yet different than her own. When she came to within a breath of him, she asked again, “You love me?”
He watched a smile creep across her lips.
At this encouragement, Jake reached forward and pressed his hand lightly to her cheek, her smile widening. Then he leaned in and pressed his lips to hers.
The touch was gentle, soft, a light caress. Everything a first kiss should be.
When he pulled back, her smile brightened, despite the weariness behind her eyes. Jake pulled Sarah into an embrace, holding her close as she pressed her cheek to his chest.
“I’m sorry, Jake.”
“You’ve been through a great deal these past few days. My timing is terrible.”
“No,” she whispered, “it’s perfect. I’m just...so tired.”
At this admission, he gathered her into his arms and placed her upon the bed. Sarah leaned against him, allowing his embrace to quiet the turmoil churning within her.
Sarah lay quietly until Jake’s breaths reached a gentle slumber. To his sleeping form, she whispered, “te amo, Jacob.”
 



Chapter XXVI
Bròn Court
933 AD
 
Sarah had awoken before Jake, stepping quietly from the room so as not to wake him. She found Lord Hass sitting in the foyer. 
“Good morning, my lady. I hope you slept well?”
“I did,” Sarah answered, his unexpected appearance making her stomach turn in unease.
“The prince sent me to inquire if you would enjoy a brief tour of the grounds?”
Sarah considered the question.
“Surely you can walk the grounds of your ancestral home without fear? We shan’t go far.”
She glanced again at the door, then nodded her consent. “As long as it’s just around the grounds.”
“As you wish, my lady.”
Starting with a more complete tour of the manor, Lord Hass walked Sarah through the various hallways, entering elegant rooms with doors inlaid in silver and gold. Stained glass filtered fresh sunlight, splashing the creamy marble in an array of colors. While they toured the same study, very little looked as it had when she visited without permission on Edward’s behalf, nearly thirty years prior. As she stepped down the curved stairwell, she acknowledged to herself that the light tones of the mansion offered a strong contrast to the underground stone caverns of the Lorcan Court.
Lord Hass walked a few paces before her, the perfect guide as he shared various historical facts concerning the estate. “The study,” he informed her, “was built by your great-grandfather, youngest brother to the late Prince Rass.”
“My great-grandfather was the brother of a prince?”
“Yes, and his father before him ruled these lands, at least for a time. He reigned...I want to say four hundred years before Prince Rass took up the mantle of leadership.”
“Forgive my ignorance, but the Bròn Court is ruled by a prince, as opposed to a king, correct?”
“The lower courts are governed by princes, such as Zerrin.”
“Who answers to Queen Clarissa?”
“In a manner of speaking, yes. Our prince does, at least in some matters.”
“Because the Lorcan is considered a high court?”
“Correct. The Cerulean, Bròn, and Dolor courts fall under the Lorcan, as does Lethia Castle, when it is occupied. Other lower courts, the Aeon and Sanguis, traditionally answer to the Muir.”
Sarah nodded, continuing to stroll through the estate. Her breath caught when she came around a corner. Upon the wall hung a series of portraits, painted in exquisite detail. She stepped closer to one in particular, her eyes tracing the spiraled design of the golden frame.
Inside the portrait stood three men, clearly related. The man in the center drew Sarah’s attention.
Garbed in a deep crimson shirt, the tall man stood with a smile he had never granted to her. Yet the traits of her immortal heritage, golden eyes, rouged cheeks, narrow nose, all had been passed down. She raised her hand, yet resisted the urge to touch the pristine portrait.
“Your father with his brothers,” Lord Hass stated what she already knew.
He seemed so youthful. Full of a life she had never seen in him.
“When was this painted?”
“There should be a date on the frame.”
Sarah knelt down. An engraved plate prominently announced the number 255AD. Over six hundred years before her birth.
“Why did none of them have children?” 
“Your eldest uncle married, but his wife never conceived. Birth is a rarity among the courts and can take hundreds of years.” He stepped up to stand beside her. “As for your father and youngest uncle, neither married. Many younger children of noble families never do, or at least, spend centuries in the guard proving themselves worthy of their family names before attempting to pass that heritage down.”
“I always knew I was an accident.”
“Most half-mortal births are,” Hass answered honestly. “And among those who are born of such unions, rarely does the child inherit the immortal lineage.”
“So I’m an anomaly, in more ways than one.”
“A half-blooded child, of a noble family, becoming the sole heir? Yes, a rarity, my lady.”
Staring into the image of her father’s eyes, she spoke frankly to the man beside her. “What is this really about, Lord Hass? What benefit is there for the prince to offer me this place of power? The rejected child of a man whose death few mourned.”
“Do you believe there is an ulterior motive?”
She looked from the man in the center to the one beside him, equally splendid in a deep blue shirt that accented the eyes carried by all of those in the family. Eyes that, even in this trapped image, seemed kinder than those of the men standing beside him. “She really did kill him, didn’t she?”
“Lord Arron? Your captain, I fear, claimed the lives of all who were involved in the torment of her captain. Even those who had attempted to help him.”
“She had no choice,” Sarah defended Mara, but her heart did not agree. “If the queen decreed he should die, Mara would have had no choice but to carry out the order.”
“Do you think the queen ordered the massacre?”
Sarah searched deep for answers. “I believe, my lord, ordered or no, the queen’s intentions were clear. Mara would have consented to any act that would result in saving her captain.”
“But at what cost?” 
Cost? Sarah silently considered the word. Mara and Edward had paid an astounding price to join the guard. Separated physically for twenty-five years, and emotionally, longer still. Both scarred by what honor had required, though the symptoms of their ailment were securely hidden beneath a mask of duty and honor.
Her thoughts transitioned to Jake’s heartfelt confession. What will love cost us? She gazed around at the potential of another life. One of simple luxury, and comfort no knight would ever know during their years of service.
She closed her eyes, recalling a memory from her childhood. The night Edward had spoken of a life she once considered mere fantasy.
“What happened to the princess, after you taught her how to use a sword?”
Edward paused briefly as Sarah’s mother brought him the promised second glass of wine. Thanking her, he continued his tale, “After many years, the princess came of age and when she did, she was given a very important choice to make. No one could make it except for her.”
“What choice?”
“She could either continue to be a princess, and marry a prince from a faraway land, or she could join the Royal Guard and become a knight, like her cousin.”
“What did she choose?” the child asked eagerly. “Did she choose to be a knight? That’s what I would pick.”
“She did indeed. She gave up her royal title of princess and became a knight, a member of a Royal Guard. A few years later, after she had proven herself brave and true, she was chosen to be the captain of the guard serving the queen’s own daughter, her cousin.”
Sarah gasped in wonder. “She must be amazing!”
“She certainly is.”
What wonder Sarah had experienced in that moment. The knight describing the princess, who had surrendered everything to join the ranks of the Royal Guard. Who had proven herself over and over again, until she rose to the rank of captain.
Or did she?
Mara was skilled with the blade, yes. But she was also born a princess. A lineage none would ever question. Niece of the queen herself. Of course Mara received rank and recognition.
Would anyone ever consider Sarah’s deeds in the same way? Or would the taint of her birth forever mar her accomplishments, no matter how grand they might become?
“My lady?” Hass’ voice interrupted the memory.
“Forgive me, my lord. I am afraid I am not myself.”
“Perfectly all right. Shall I take you around the outer grounds?”
She turned back, again glancing at her father’s eyes, wondering if they truly did not match the depicted smile, or if her own tainted memories marred the image.
Compelled by unexplained desire, she turned to the man standing beside her. “I want to see where he was.”
“Where...who was?” He tilted his head. “Your father lived here for the majority of his life.”
Sarah shook her head. “Not what I meant.”
“I don’t follow.”
“I want to see where they held him.”
“Where they held—”
“Captain Edward.”
Lord Hass shook his head. “It would be inappropriate to take you there, my lady. Highly inappropriate.”
“If I am, as you say, among the highest-ranking ladies in the court, my request should be honored.”
“My lady, I don’t—”
“I would like to see it as well,” Jake’s voice arose from behind them. “I want to better understand what he went through.”
“You heard the knight,” Sarah said. “Take us to the prison.”
“My lady, this is highly irregular.”
“A topic which has already been covered, my lord. Now, take us to the prison.” 
 



Chapter XXVII
Bròn Court
933 AD
 
They plunged into darkness, descending the cracked stone steps of the Bròn Court dungeon, driven by a desire Sarah could not fully explain. Surrounded by two additional escorts, Sarah walked a step behind Jake, pausing as they reached the bottom of the stairs to pull her cloak more securely against her shoulders to ward off the cold, stale air.
They continued down a series of corridors, turning left and right in silence broken only by the echo of their steps, and the occasional droplet of water which fell from the dank walls lit by flaming torches. As they reached an intersection, the men escorting them grabbed torches off the wall.
“These cells are not used anymore,” Hass explained.
Sarah nodded, the movement little more than a shadow against the wall as she followed the men. When they reached a pair of stone doors, Lord Hass motioned to the knights beside him, who pushed the threshold open, allowing their guests inside. 
The chamber was circular with a fire pit in the middle. Numerous doorways, of cracked and chipped gray stone, lined the dome shape. Yet there was only one to which Sarah was drawn.
Withered vines lined the archway, barren of the dead leaves, which lay scattered across the floor, crunching under Sarah’s feet as she moved forward.
“rosae immortales,” Sarah said.
“It can’t be,” Jake wondered aloud beside her. “They don’t grow in the Bròn Court.”
Sarah drew a sharp breath, her eyes following the dead vines. “They bloomed for Edward, and shriveled the day he left.”
She stepped back, and turned to the men surrounding her. “Open the door.” 
“My lady,” Lord Hass tried to dissuade her, “perhaps you have seen enough?”
“Open the door, now please.”
Offering an exaggerated sigh, Hass nodded to the two men who traveled with them. With a shouldered push from both, the heavy stone threshold opened with a loud screech, hinges protesting the rough treatment after years of abandonment.
One of the men entered first to light the space. Sarah followed him through the doorway, stirring up dust that clouded the air as she stepped inside.
The same dead vines lined the cell walls. Sarah drew a breath and instantly regretted it, her nostrils assaulted by the scent of decayed flesh and mildew. Asking only through actions, Sarah took one of the torches from her escorts and walked toward the cot in the corner. 
Stained with patches of old blood, the thin blanket was covered in insects, which leapt up, disturbed by the unnatural light. Batting away a moth, she moved the light closer to the wall. More stains on the gray stone.
Blood. Old, decayed, yet blood just the same.
She walked along the outer walls, brushing aside an occasional spider’s web to more clearly see the stains. She closed her eyes, breathing in the disturbing scents, and attempted to imagine what it would have been like to have found him here. 
Mara’s lost love. Sarah’s gentle knight. The court’s greatest hero. Open and bleeding, night after painful night. Walls streaked with his blood.
She turned back to the center. A thick pair of silver shackles hung from the ceiling. She reached up a hand to touch the cold, rusted metal. The chains were so high she had to stand on her toes to trace them, meant to hold the arms of a much taller victim. 
Helpless. 
“Arron had to die,” she spoke aloud, turning back to Jake. “If Mara found him here, in these conditions, anyone responsible—anyone who had knowledge of it—had to die.”
“Yes,” Jake replied solemnly, “they had to die.”
The horror was too much. “Get me out of here.”
No one questioned her, but instead they retraced their steps quickly, until they emerged into the cool afternoon air. As the sunlight touched her face, Sarah’s stomach churned, and it became all she could do to prevent the bile from spewing forth. She dropped to her knees, struggling against the nausea.
Jake knelt beside her. “It’s all right,” he whispered, placing a hand on her back and rubbing lightly. “I’ve got you.”
“They kept him there—” she gagged on the words, “because I asked my father to release him.”
“You can’t think that way. Your father held Edward captive because he could. I promise you, he would have been kept a prisoner, and tortured, without your involvement. What happened was not your fault, Sarah.”
“I want to go home. Please take me home.”
Jake nodded, pulling her into his arms. “Yes, my lady. Let’s go home.”
When the sickness passed, Jake walked Sarah back to the court, where they gathered their few belongings.
As Sarah closed her satchel, Prince Zerrin appeared at her open door. “Leaving us so soon, my lady?”
Startled at the intrusion, Sarah jumped at the question, twisting to where he stood. “Your Highness.”
“Are you leaving?”
“I must return to the Lorcan Court.”
“You mean, the one where you are treated as a lesser child?”
“The one where I am treated as what I am, Your Highness.”
“And what is that?”
“A knight of the Lorcan Court.”
“Why?” He stepped closer, invading Sarah’s personal space enough she had to resist the urge to step back. “You at least owe me an explanation for rejecting all that I have offered you.”
“I have spent years training for knighthood. It’s where I belong.”
“You belong with your own people. What if I sweetened the deal?”
“The deal?”
The prince nodded. “What if, in addition to the wealth and titles, I made you my personal consort as well.”
“Your what?” This time Sarah did step back.
“You heard me. No half-mortal has ever been offered such a prize.”
“You mean, you want to marry...”
“You would be my consort in all ways, and treated for all intents and purposes as a princess of the Bròn Court, presented as such at all formal occasions.”
“Why would you make me such an offer?” Her eyes narrowed, a chill seeping into her blood.
“You are beautiful, and after you accept your position, will become the wealthiest woman in the kingdom. Why would I not find such a match suitable?”
“Because I was raised as the daughter of a mortal peasant,” Sarah answered. “A fact you well know, Your Highness.”
An acidic laughter filled the room. “Come now, Zerrin. The title and wealth were blinding, but offering her your personal hand?” The crystal laughter increased in volume as Rachel appeared in the doorway. “Even a half-blood mongrel can see through you. I told you she would never stay. You remained foolish enough to believe she would betray her precious captain.”
Sarah met Rachel’s bitter eyes.
“Loyal to a fault, that one. Just like her uncle.”
“Betray the captain?” Sarah asked in confusion.
Jake clarified from behind them, “You’ve spent the past ten years training with the Lorcan Guard. You know the courts strengths...”
“And weaknesses,” she finished for him, before turning blazing golden eyes on the prince. “Is that what this was? A ploy to have me betray information about the guard?”
“You mean those murderers you are protecting? The ones who killed your own family?”
“Family?” Sarah’s anger rose. “What family? The man who beat and raped my mother until the day he died? Rejected me because he could do so without any consequence or responsibility?”
“Your father was a high lord—”
“He was a monster!” she yelled, temper flaring. “He made my mother’s life miserable. Left us both to poverty, forced her to work every day of her life, until she was run into the ground, while he sat here in this finery!”
She pulled her bag from the bed, and attempted to rush past the Bròn nobles, but Prince Zerrin grabbed her hand.
“Lady Sarah, please listen.”
“No!” she shouted, jerking away as she attempted to reach the door, where Jake stood with his hand on the hilt of his sword.
“This is not how I wanted things to happen,” the prince revealed. “I’m afraid I must have you both detained.”
Jake moved to speak but Sarah beat him to it. “Really?” Her eyes narrowed. “Mara knows I came to see my mother. She and Edward trained us personally, and Jacob is the son of one of the highest-ranking lords of the Lorcan Court. After what happened when they came for Edward, do you really think I believe you would attempt to detain us, knowing the wrath that would follow?” Sarah laughed, a cruel and haughty sound. “Give Mara a reason to return, Your Highness. I dare you.”
The prince stared, jarred by her cold delivery, and the harsh truth the words held.
She turned to Jake. “Let’s go home.”



Chapter XXVIII
Bròn Court Lands
933 AD
 
No one stopped them from leaving the estate, nor offered a single word of objection.
They rode in silence for hours before reaching a spring. Once there, she dismounted Liath without warning, leaving the mare free to wander, prompting Jake to jump from his own horse in haste.
“Sarah?” Concern laced his voice.
She shook her head, dropping to her knees in the grass, her arm pressed against her lower stomach. The trauma of the past days seemed to compact into one, single heartbreak. Jake leaned down beside her, placing a hand on her back.
“Breathe,” he told her. “Just breathe.”
“I’m sorry,” she said in a voice more sobs than words. “I’m sorry, Jake.”
“It appeared to be a beautiful offer. An offer anyone would have been tempted to accept.”
“I shouldn’t have considered it. I’m such a fool.”
“Sarah, you can’t do this.” He drew a breath. “I always knew you were brave for coming as the child of another court. But to do so as the child of a mortal? To have been raised in simplistic mortality, and boldly face the gates of a high court of the immortal realms? I cannot even begin to imagine what you’ve been through.
“I also cannot deny the truth in the prince’s words. Those of the higher courts often treat outsiders differently. You will have to work harder than most to prove yourself. But Sarah, you can.” 
“I feel like such a fool.”
“Come here,” he whispered, coaxing her to turn back into his arms. “It’s all right. adsum, Sarah. Let me take you home.”
She nodded, allowing him to lead her toward Liath, who had gone to the spring, helping herself to the fresh water.
When they reached the bank, Sarah turned and looked at Jake.
Her expression caused him to pause, moving closer to her. “What is it?”
She studied him. “Did you mean what you said, Jacob?”
“What?”
She fought the urge to look away. “When you said you loved me, did you mean it? Or were you simply afraid I would stay? If you—” She lost the battle with her courage and glanced down. “It’s okay if you didn’t mean it.”
“Sarah.” His voice came steady and deep, the sound thrumming through her as his hand touched the side of her face. “I meant every word.”
She stepped forward in a tentative gesture, closing the last step. As her breath warmed his cool skin, Jake slid his hand to the back of Sarah’s neck and claimed her lips with his own. The kiss was more solid than their first, tinged with desire, and controlled passion. 
It left her breathless.
“I love you, Sarah,” he spoke softly. “And now I must know, do you love me as well?”
Sarah met his eyes and the word, “Yes,” fell from her ruby lips. A confirmation that came as naturally as drawing breath. “I love you, Jacob.”
He smiled and pulled her into a tight embrace before lifting her back onto her horse. “Allow me to take you home, my lady.”
“With you?”
“Always. promitto.”
In rebuttal of Jake’s assertion that return trips were always the worst, they rode back to the Lorcan Court in a sense of comfort, though tainted with Sarah’s grief at the loss of her mother.
“Tell me, Jake,” she said quietly one evening, as they gazed up at the stars, individually tucked between pelts they had brought for warmth.
“Tell you what, my love?”
“Do you think she’ll wait for me...wherever she is?”
“Your mother?”
Sarah nodded. “I’ve always heard parents tell their departing children they would wait for them. But when they say so, they mean years at best. Do you think my mother will wait, even though my life will continue for much longer?”
Giving himself time to think, Jake moved from his bedding to stir the fire. He lowered himself beside her, pulling his pelt closer.
She pressed herself against him, glad of the comfort and extra warmth his body offered as he took her into his embrace.
 “I believe that all of us will be reunited when the time comes. Your mother’s enduring love will remain with you every day of your immortal lifetime.”
With those words she turned, allowing him to settle on his back so she could lay her head against his chest, pressing her face against the thick cloth of his shirt. He caressed her back, running his hand up and down.
After a time, she looked up and pressed her lips to his. He kissed her back, using his arm to pull her closer as the fire cast flickering shadows against the surrounding forest.
They lay wrapped in each other’s arms. The kiss became more passionate, as Sarah tentatively moved a hand down his chest. When her fingers reached the line between his shirt and belt, she pulled up on the material. 
Jake reached down, placing his hand atop hers.
“I’m not sure—”
“Why?”
Jake reached for reason through a layer of thick emotions, and desire that made it difficult to breathe. “You’ve lost your mother, had a dream offered and subsequently taken away. I don’t want to take this step, then wake to find we did so for the wrong reasons.”
Sarah processed his caution through raging emotions. Finally, she lowered her eyes and asked, “May I lay here then? With you?”
“Always,” Jake replied softly, allowing her to resettle against him, holding her protectively, running a hand down her back through the strands of her auburn hair, breathing deeply as his own passions cooled. 
As Sarah lay in his arms, she was grateful for his gentle patience, so unlike the cruelty her father had shown her mother. She snuggled against his warmth, allowing his touch to lull her to tranquil dreams.
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The following morning, they continued toward the Lorcan Court, silence easing to conversation as Sarah stated, “You know about my family now. Yet after all these years of friendship, I know almost nothing about yours.”
“I’d be happy to tell you about them.” Jake smiled with a twinkle in his eye. “How far back would you like me to begin?”
“How far...”
He chuckled. “I’ll begin with the immediate family?”
Sarah nodded.
“You already know my father is Lord Marcus Aideen. My mother is Lady Aria, whose father was a first cousin to the late Prince Michael, Mara’s father. My great-great grandfather, on my father’s side, was a Lorcan Court king, if you believe Father’s stories. We are distant cousins to the queen.”
“Do you have any siblings?”
“One younger brother. Much younger though, he’s only fourteen.”
“Fourteen?”
“Yes.” Jake laughed at her surprise. “Immortal births are rare. It’s not uncommon for there to be hundreds of years between siblings.”
“Hundreds of years...” Sarah shook her head. “I’m aware I train with captains who have lived for thousands of years, but the concept still seems foreign at times.”
“For me as well. To be a knight for as long as Phillip, or Garreth. To live as long as they have.”
“An incredible journey.”
Jake nodded, smiling. “I’m certain ours will be as well.”
“I’m sure,” Sarah said, returning the smile.
The easy chatter continued through their journey, Sarah happily riding by Jake’s side and falling asleep in the warmth of his embrace, his soft words lulling her to sleep each night.
Finally reaching the castle, Jake and Sarah instructed their mounts be given extra oats before reporting to the captain. 
They found Edward in his chambers, Phillip having just relieved him of duty. With Mara also on the night shift, he was alone in the room when the pair entered his chambers.
He acknowledged their arrival as they entered into respective bows.
“No need for such formality,” Edward said, “as you both well know.”
The two straightened and stepped closer to the elder man.
“I am glad to see you both returned.”
“Thank you, Captain.”
“I trust you fulfilled your purpose?”
A sharp pang shot through Sarah’s chest as she answered, “I said goodbye.” She drew a deep breath. “I thank you, Captain, for allowing me to do so.”
“I could not have done otherwise. I thought fondly of your mother, though my time with her was brief. I am sorry to learn of her passing, and for your loss.”
“Thank you.”
Edward stepped forward and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I cannot say the pain will vanish, but it will lessen, in time.”
“Thank you for allowing me to see her.”
Edward nodded, giving her shoulder a gentle squeeze, before stepping back and addressing Jake, “Thank you, as well, for accompanying Lady Sarah.”
“My pleasure, Captain.”
“I trust you encountered no problems?”
“Actually, Captain, perhaps it would be better to report with Mara here.”
Edward raised his eyebrows. “Why?”
“Well—”
“What happened?”
“Mara will want to know as well.”
“I am the captain, Jacob. Not Mara.”
Jake sighed. “We were escorted to the Bròn Court.”
“What?”
Jake drew a breath and proceeded to tell Edward of the events that had unfolded. “I’m uncertain if the prince poses a true threat,” he concluded. “However, the woman, Rachel—”
“Arron’s cousin?”
“Yes, Captain. Though the way she acted, you would have thought her more a grieving widow.”
“I’ve never met her.”
“Princess Liza has,” Jake replied. “She befriended the princess during a visit here. Mara, if I recall correctly, oversaw Rachel’s protection detail.”
Edward paused before nodding toward Jake. “Thank you for letting me know. I shall tell Mara as well.”
“Captain,” Sarah said, drawing the men’s attention to her, “there’s something else.”
“Yes?”
Sarah searched for courage.
“What is it?”
She looked down to the faded rug and closed her eyes, the image of the blood-stained cell materializing through the darkness. She forced her eyes open.
“I ask your forgiveness, Captain.”
“Forgiveness?”
“I saw where they held you.”
“You what?”
“I had to. I couldn’t not—” She shook her head. “This is coming out wrong.”
“Why, by the gods, would you have done that?”
“Captain, if you—”
“Why?”
“Because my father was the one who tortured you! I had to see. I watched him abuse my mother, but what was done to you put even that cruelty to shame. After I learned that Mara had killed Arron, I wanted to understand why such an action had been necessary.”
Edward’s anger dimmed. “You knew Arron?”
“He had been nice to Momma and me, though I was unaware he was my uncle, until now.”
Edward drew a breath. “He was a kind man, and I regret his death was deemed necessary. I would not have included his name among those to be punished, had it been my call.”
Sarah nodded.
Edward’s voice grew hollow as he gazed into golden eyes, haunting in the same strange way Mara’s were silver. In a whisper he asked, “What did you see, my lady?”
“Blood-stained walls. Chains still coated with decayed flesh. Dead vines of immortal roses.”
“rosae immortales.” 
“They had to die.”
“Yes,” a colder voice startled all of them as they turned to find Mara standing in the open doorway. “Though Edward would not have had it so.”
Sarah turned, bowing to the royal captain.
“Now do you see, Edward? Even the child understands.”
“I’ve always understood, Mara.” Edward’s words were cold.
“Yet you act as though there were a better choice. A kinder way to avenge your torment.”
“Mara, please.” Edward sighed. “Do we have to have the same argument?”
“No, I suppose we don’t.”
“I did not mean to cause tension,” Sarah said quickly, “nor to open old wounds. I only meant to say, my captains, I’m sorry, truly sorry, that a member of my bloodline put you through such horrors.”
“We bear you no ill will,” Mara replied.
“Not your fault,” Edward affirmed Mara’s sentiment.
“Nevertheless, my captains, after what I have learned upon this trip, I have a request.”
The captains exchanged a glance, but Mara deferred to Edward’s higher rank. “What request, my lady?”
“To take my vows, and be allowed to swear my life to the Royal Guard. Here, now.”
“Now?” Edward asked.
“Now,” she repeated. “I know we are immortal, and time has a different meaning here than in the world to which I was born, but I wish to make this commitment urgently.”
“Yes, and no,” Mara stated, prompting all eyes to turn. “Our status does mean we can imagine forever more easily than those born to mortality, but we are not immune to death. Within this room, Sarah, you are not the only one left an orphan.”
The realization was startling.
“At least you knew your parents,” Mara said with raw sadness. “Born a royal of the immortal courts, I never had the pleasure of knowing my own, beyond a few distorted childhood memories.”
Sarah drew a breath. “Having been given many options, I have chosen the Royal Guard as my path. I would like permission to start walking this road, whatever challenges it may present.” 
Mara looked to Edward, the earlier tension between them dissipating in the exchange of a tender smile.
“Reminds me of another young woman who once asked to join the guard.”
“Yes,” Mara replied.
She stepped forward, walking past the younger couple to reach Edward’s side. “The life of a guardsman is one of service. A promise to dedicate your life to a purpose greater than your own. To swear to always honor the first rule of being a knight.”
“To honor the realm,” Sarah stated, “and always keep your word.”
Mara nodded. “To be a knight, Sarah, is to be a shadow.”
“A shadow?”
“A shadow to those you are sworn to serve. An ever-present being, cast behind those of higher and more important rank, only to emerge when necessary to protect those you guard, the heirs to the immortal roses.”
“I agree,” Sarah answered with reverence, “to be a knight, and shadow of the rose.”
Mara nodded. “Kneel, Lady Sarah of the Bròn Court, knowing you shall arise a knight of the Lorcan.”
Sarah did as instructed, moving to her knees, bowing her head before the two captains. Mara stepped back as Edward drew the Arius blade at his side, the diamond-encrusted hilt glistening in the firelight.
“Do you swear, Lady Sarah, to place your loyalty to the Lorcan Court before any and all else, forswearing any ties you once held to the Bròn Court? To protect this realm, from this day to your last? To guard the Lorcan queen and princess, even if the cost of doing so means your life, or the life of one you hold dear? And above all else, to always keep your word, as is required by the Lorcan Court Royal Guard?”
“I do so vow, Captain. I will honor the Lorcan realm. I will keep my word. And I will protect those I am sworn to serve, from this until my dying breath.”
Turning his blade flat, Edward touched the enchanted sword to both of Sarah’s shoulders, and then re-sheathed the weapon saying, “Arise, Lady Sarah of the Lorcan Royal Guard.”
She stood, the motion far more practiced than when she had first arrived years ago. Uncertain, she looked to Edward, but Mara leaned forward first, pressing her ruby lips against Sarah’s right cheek.
“Welcome, Lady Sarah, to the Royal Guard.”
When Mara drew back, she left Sarah a clear view Edward. “I’ll make you proud.”
“You already have, my lady. Your mother is proud as well.”
“Thank you.” She offered a teary smile before turning to leave the room, Jake trailing a few paces behind her.
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When they reached her chamber door, Sarah turned to Jake, who embraced her briefly. “Congratulations, Sarah.”
“Thank you.”
“I’m sorry about the other—”
“I never would have accepted. This is the life I’ve dreamt of since the day Edward walked into my mother’s inn, and told me of a woman who chose knighthood over being a princess.”
“Mara is an extraordinary woman, as are you.”
A blush crept over her cheeks, covered partially by the dimly lit hall. She turned and opened the door to her chambers.
“I should probably—”
“Are you coming inside?”
Startled at the direct question, Jake followed her into the room. He closed the door behind him as she stepped from stone onto the faded purple rug, which covered most of her floor.
She walked toward the bed, but paused a few paces before, waiting for Jake to follow. He did so.
“You said this should be for the right reason,” Sarah reminded him. “Today, I achieved my greatest desire. One I have fought for every day for years. The road ahead will grow only more difficult. This life is a struggle, one I cannot imagine enduring without you by my side.
“I couldn’t have achieved all of this without the friendship, and comfort, you’ve offered so freely. I...” She fumbled with the words, but he stood still, allowing her to continue. Finally, she simply said, “I love you, Jake. Is that not reason—”
He moved forward, sliding his arms around her as he silenced her words with the press of his lips. The hesitancy of previous caresses flared to a passionate embrace, his hands holding her firmly against his body. When she pulled back for breath, he said, “I love you, Sarah.”
“Then stay. Stay with me tonight, Jake.”
He answered with another kiss, his hands reaching toward the silver threads that closed the front of her deep blue shirt, unlacing it enough to slide it from her body. Jake removed his own shirt, and quickly shed his pants, while Sarah shyly peeked at him from under her lashes.
She shivered as he planted a soft kiss on her shoulder, sliding his hand down the length of her spine. Turning her away from him, he trailed more kisses across her upper back. Pulling her auburn tresses to one side, he kissed her neck while he moved his hands to her sides, drawing a nervous laugh.
“It tickles,” she protested.
His lips continued up her neck, undaunted, to her cheek.
Sarah attempted to turn, but Jake’s hands held her in place. “Stay still,” he whispered.
She did so poorly, shivering when his lips brought unexpected sensations. She attempted to turn again, but his hands slid up to cup her breasts, his thumbs lightly caressing her nipples. She gasped at the contact, his chest pressing more firmly against her back. As his hands explored her breasts, light caresses turned the small intakes of air to a moan.
At the needy sound, Jake turned her toward him, his eyes exploring as thoroughly as his hands had done. Her blush deepened, but she kept her hands at her sides as he reached down and undid her leather belt, tugging the remainder of her clothes to the floor. She stepped out of the pile as he stared at her.
“I will ask this only once.”
“I want this,” she answered. “I want you, Jake.”
He stared at her. 
The hesitation made Sarah self-conscious. “What is it?”
“You’re beautiful. Lovely in every way.”
He kissed her again, this time walking her back until she fell on the bed into a pile of thick pelts.
All sense of time vanished as Jake’s sweet caresses carried her away.
After he’d explored every inch of her body, and her limbs were a quivering mass, his hand moved up her leg to slip a finger inside her wet, aching passage.
“You’re ready,” he said, but glanced up, waiting.
Breathless, she nodded permission.
He crawled up, positioned himself where his hand had been, and pushed inside without further warning, causing her to cry out. The short burst of pain drew a gasp as Jake shifted his hips and thrust forward again. Once buried completely within her, he paused, holding her even as he trembled with unspent passion, allowing her body to adjust.
Having caught her breath, and past the shock of his entry, she ignored the discomfort to press her lips to his, a gesture that united their hearts as they’d already joined bodies.
Remaining still, Jake lightly moved his lips over her cheeks and down her body until he again reached her breasts, coaxing her to relax into his touch.
“Are you all right?” he asked on a heated breath.
“Yes,” she answered with a smile. She leaned up and kissed him again, before easing back and giving a slight nod.
Accepting the assurance, Jake began slow, shallow movements. 
“I love you, Sarah.” Each word punctuated with the gentle rock of his hips.
“te amo, Jacob. te amo.”
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“Dancing is no different than the practiced steps of a sword master,” Mara explained. “Step to the tempo of the music as you would to the clash of the sword, or the beat of your heart.” 
Mara had been coaching Jake for most of the afternoon, but now took his hand and placed it in Sarah’s. 
“Follow my instructions, and don’t forget, Sarah, let him lead. Lunge. Step back. Lunge, step back. Twist.”
Sarah took the steps as instructed, allowing Jake to push and pull her across the floor. A royal ball was planned, and while both Jake and Sarah would officially be on duty, they’d be expected to accept an occasional dance from the nobles fortunate enough to have been invited to the grand gala.
Jake had been given instruction as a child, but had never been particularly studious to the nasally tutor his father had chosen. As the event edged closer, he had been forced to admit his lack of adequate instruction to Mara.
“It’s fine,” the woman once schooled as a princess replied. “Sarah has also never received lessons. I shall teach you both, together.”
Since joining the guard, Sarah and Jake’s romance had blossomed, though as with all guardsmen, public aspects of their relationship were kept to a minimum. The discretion was assisted by the fact that Jake most often served on Liza’s guard detail, while Sarah had been assigned to the queen’s with Edward. Jake was grateful to watch over the gentle princess, but it pained him that his beloved witnessed many of the queen’s atrocities. Thankfully, Sarah had managed to avoid coming into direct contact with Clarissa’s wrath. 
He cast those dark thoughts aside, because right now he held his love, her fitting him as naturally on the dance floor as she did his heart. 
“Now you’re getting it,” Mara praised from her place against the wall. “Much better. Sorry about having to listen to me instead of actual music.”
“Yeah.” Jake waltzed closer to the captain. He dipped Sarah, her leg coming off the floor as he pulled her down, and offered Mara a side grin. “I’d suggest you keep your day job, Captain.”
Mara’s eyes twinkled at the playful jab. Jake pulled Sarah back up, twisting away from Mara as Sarah failed in her attempt to stifle laughter.
“I’d suggest you mind your own job, with statements like that, Jacob.” But the words were said with a smile she could not suppress.
A rarity to see Mara smile. Only slightly less so than her laughter. He watched it fade and could not keep a thread of guilt from entering his own heart as he compared Sarah’s and his happiness to the sorrow of the two captains, haunted by demons neither could seem to overcome nor escape.
As the night of the ball arrived, he looked forward to it with more fervor than Princess Liza, who continually asked why, of all the people in attendance, the focus must fall upon her.
“Because you’re the heir to the throne,” her tutor, Abigail, told her for the umpteenth time. “Everyone will be happy to see you, and you cannot disappoint your guests.”
“Mother’s guests,” Liza mumbled under her breath before turning to Davith, the captain on duty for the day. “Can we go to the garden? It’s so stuffy in here.”
Rarely able to deny the young girl anything, Davith nodded his consent, and the party moved into the rose garden. Jake was asked to stay near the princess, while Davith, as per his usual routine, walked the garden’s outer walls.
“Of course, Sub-Captain.” Jake nodded, moving to where Liza had unceremoniously plopped down by the garden wall, just out of range of the barbed vines.
 “Not looking forward to the ball, my princess?” Jake inquired. 
“I’m nervous I’m going to slip in my heels and disappoint everyone.”
“Not possible,” Jake assured her. “Your escorts will ensure you make it to the throne, and through the dances, my lady. And as for disappointing anyone, that’s simply not possible. They will be so enthralled with your beauty and grace, you are sure to win the hearts of all you encounter.”
“The hearts of all?” Her gaze trailed past him to the far end of the garden, a slight smile lifting her lips. “Do you really think so?”
“Of course.”
Her eyes remained focused upon the horizon. Turning, he expected to find Davith walking toward them, but instead, saw Edward. 
A strange sensation slid over him, a chill as he recognized the same soft smile on the normally stoic captain’s face.
Liza stood to brush the grass from her gown. “Edward!”
“My princess,” he replied.
“Captain,” Jake interjected, “is everything all right?”
Edward nodded. “Everything’s fine, Jake,” he assured, before switching his attention to Liza. “I see you managed to escape your tutor again.”
Liza made a face. “This lord is the master of some castle. Another is the lord of some manor.” She sighed. “What does it matter? I’ve never seen any of these men before, and it’s not like they won’t be introduced formally anyway.”
Edward laughed, and beamed a smile at the younger girl. 
No...Jake corrected himself. The young woman. Heir to the Lorcan Court, to be perfectly precise. Despite her naivety and youthful exuberance, there could be no denying Liza was a woman, and a beauty. A rival even to her cousin, the captain who spurned the whispers of her beauty from all but one—the same man Liza now stared at with open adoration.
He made a mental note to raise the subject with one of the other captains. Certainly not Mara. No, the mere thought of the princess having an infatuation with her love would only hurt her. Perhaps Davith? Lost in his thoughts, he did not realize Edward had spoken to him until the captain said his name a second time.
“Jacob, is everything okay?”
“Yes.” Jake shook himself.
“I can watch over the princess until Mara arrives, if you’d like to take off a bit early?”
Further surprised by the offer, Jake nodded, troubling thoughts weighing heavily as he left the garden. Liza and Edward’s interaction bothered him, especially since the warm smile appeared mutual.
Edward wouldn’t. Not after everything Mara went through to save him.
Frustrated, he turned from his own chambers to Sarah’s, hoping she’d returned from duty. His heart lightened as his knock was answered, and he entered her room.
“Jake.” A sweet smile lit her face at his appearance. He did not speak, but walked forward and took a knee beside her bed, where she’d sat, drawing her down for a kiss.
She returned it, but as the caress prolonged, she pulled back, concerned. “Is everything all right?” 
“Yes,” he lied. “Long day.”
She reached down, gently running her fingers through his hair. “If it was anything like the meeting I sat through today in preparation for the ball tomorrow, I can imagine.”
“May I stay with you tonight? We tend to sleep separate during larger functions, when hosting other guards, but...just for tonight?”
“Of course,” she answered, worry etching her words. “Are you sure nothing is wrong?”
He shook his head, and raised his eyes to hers. “I just want to be with you.”
Not believing him, but assuming he would tell her what was bothering him in his own time, Sarah simply nodded.
Later, lying with Sarah’s head against his chest, he held her close, tucking the pelts around them for extra warmth.
“I love you,” he whispered, allowing her gentle breathing to lull him to slumber.
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Jake stood at attention along the wall as the royals entered the grand ballroom, guards permitted in the actual procession limited to those of captainship rank. Not a position he envied, as he watched Edward, Mara, Phillip, and Davith stand uncomfortably behind the silver thrones in which Queen Clarissa and Princess Liza had been seated. As most stared at the displayed royals, Jake watched the crowd for any who might dare step too close to the thrones, occasionally glancing across the way at Sarah, who also diligently monitored those gathered.
Introductions concluded with the highest ranking guest, Prince Nicholi of the Muir Court, who promptly requested the first dance with Princess Liza. Not an unexpected request, and the queen quickly granted her permission.
Liza rose, clearly unsure of the stairs. Jake noted Edward, and not Davith or Mara, assisted the princess down the silver steps, and placed Liza’s pale hand in the bronzed one of the visiting prince.
The royals moved to the dance floor, offering a bow as music filled the room. As one assigned to Liza’s protection, Jake kept his eyes on the princess, though he expected no threat during the dance. The guard’s presence here was little more than a formality; a show of force had never been required at a formal function, at least, not in Jake’s time with the guard.
After the first song, more couples joined the royals, partners changing with the ending of each song, different groups joining and leaving the floor in a constant stream.
“Go ahead,” a voice startled Jake from his focused attention on Liza’s twirling form.
He turned to find Edward standing beside him. “Captain?”
“Mara’s had you practicing with Sarah all month. Go ahead and ask her for a dance, if you wish. There are more than enough eyes on Liza tonight.”
Jake looked at Edward, uncertain.
The captain grinned and lightly nudged him forward. “Go ahead.” He flashed a conspiratorial smile. “I know you want to.”
“Thanks,” Jake replied, feeling guilty for his ill thoughts about the man now offering him a respite from his duty. He walked across the room, exchanging pleasantries with various lords as he struggled to reach his intended partner. When he finally did, she was faced away from him, allowing him to lean close before asking, “May I have this dance?”
Sarah jumped, reaching for her sword in a trained reaction.
“Jake! You know better!”
“I do.” Jake reached for her hand. “Forgive me for startling you, my lady, but I was distracted by your beauty.”
“Stop it,” she scolded, but could not help returning the smile.
“I ask again, will you dance with me, my lady?”
Her smile widened as she accepted, slipping her hand into his as he led her through the scattered crowd to the dance floor. They waited for the current song to end, then stepped to the floor as a new one began.
Placing their hands palm to palm, Sarah and Jake performed the steps Mara had worked tirelessly to drill into them. With a bow and curtsy, the dance began, Jake and Sarah circling each other before turning to touch opposite hands, moving across the floor in a coordinated dance with other couples as they all twisted in unison. They turned again, this time clasping hands with the person on their right, effectively switching partners for a turn before being handed back to their own. Around and around they twirled, the golden embroidery on Sarah’s royal blue gown highlighting her eyes, which sparkled with joy. They enjoyed three songs before Jake pulled a slightly-winded Sarah to the side.
“Thank you for the dance, my lady.”
“Thank you, sir knight,” Sarah replied, batting her eyes, which brought both to refreshing laughter. “Do you think it would be wrong to kiss you while on duty?”
“Probably, but I’d be happy to do so anyway.” He leaned forward, pulling her close.
As his lips touched hers, they were interrupted by a male voice. “So, this is who you’ve been raving about in your letters?”
Sarah turned and found a young man of about sixteen, whose sandy-brown hair was the exact shade of Jake’s.

“Kay,” Jake addressed the younger man. “I wasn’t aware you would be here.”
“My first ball,” Kay said with a grin, the curve of his lips identical to those of the man beside her. “Father finally allowed me to attend.”
“Is he here?”
“Of course. The invitation was issued by the queen herself.”
The younger man switched his attention to Sarah. “Will you introduce me to this lovely lady?”
“Forgive me.” Jake turned to offer a formal introduction. “Kay, may I present Lady Sarah, a fellow knight of the Royal Guard.”
“A knight?” Kay arched an eyebrow, then quickly masked the surprise by dropping into a bow. “Forgive me, my lady. I wasn’t aware there were any female guards aside from Captain Mara. I am—”
“Jake’s brother,” Sarah stated. “You must be his brother. And there are a few females, which is helpful in many situations.”
“At your service, my lady.” Kay offered a kiss on the back of Sarah’s hand.
“A pleasure to meet you, my lord.”
Kay opened his mouth to speak, but a deeper voice interrupted the conversation. “Kay, there you are. You must come and be introduced to—”
The voice paused as all turned their attention toward its owner, another who sported the same shade of hair, though longer, tied back with a silver band that matched his shimmering shirt.
“Jacob. It has been a while, Son.”
“Father.” Jake offered a respectful bow.
“Are you not on duty?”
“I am,” Jake replied, straightening. “Captain Edward relieved me for the space of a few dances. However, I should be returning.”
“Nonsense,” his father replied, nodding to the dance floor. “It would seem the captain has things well in hand.”
Jake turned, surprised to find the captain upon the dance floor with a dark-haired beauty.
Liza, not Mara. 
Jake searched for Mara, but his father’s words brought his attention back to the older man. “If the captain has freed you to dance, we must find you someone of suitable rank. I saw Lord Willas’ daughter near the far side of the room. I am certain she would appreciate the gesture, as would her esteemed father.”
“Actually, Father, I have already had my dance.”
Only then did Lord Aideen take notice of the young woman who stood beside his son, seeing her as though she had materialized from thin air.
His scrutinizing stare made her step closer to Jake. Unlike his sons, his eyes were the same violet that graced the princesses’, though they lacked the silver cores that marked the cousins unmistakably as members of the Lorcan royal bloodline.
“Who is this?”
“Lady Sarah, a fellow knight of the Royal Guard. Sarah, this is my father, Lord Marcus Aideen.”
Sarah dropped into a curtsy, but was not given the opportunity to speak a greeting.
“Of the Royal Guard?” Aideen’s words were delivered with a mixture of disbelief and disgust. “Since when does the Lorcan Royal Guard take in strays of the lower courts?”
“Father, Lady Sarah was trained, and initiated into the guard, by Captain Edward himself.”
“A sign of poor judgment on his part. He has made many questionable decisions since returning from captivity.” 
“Father! He’s the captain of the—”
“My lady,” Kay interrupted their conversation, turning to Sarah, “what do you say we allow these two to converse, and you join me for a dance?”
Sarah looked to Jake, uncertain.
Kay added, “I would consider it an honor.”
Jake nodded, taking Sarah’s hand and placing it on top of his younger brother’s. “Go on.”
Trusting his lead, Sarah allowed Kay to pull from her Jake’s side and onto the dance floor.
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Jake glared at his father as Kay guided Sarah away. 
“Come with me,” his father ordered.
“I’m not sure you have anything to say that I’d care to hear.”
“I am your father.”
Casting another glance at Sarah and finding her focused on the dance steps, Jake reluctantly followed the elder Aideen to the side hallway, where several rooms had been set aside for guests who might want a pause from the crowded dance floor. Finding the first one of these rooms occupied, Marcus entered the second, and motioned for his son to follow.
They entered a study, the walls filled with shelves containing scrolls and pieces of parchment. A wooden desk sat in the corner farthest from the door, and several chairs stood before a fire. Walking toward the flames, Aideen seated himself, beckoning his son to take the seat beside him. Jake did so silently.
“Jacob,” Marcus began, having decided on his approach, “do you know what bloodline you come from?”
“I am not going to sit here and listen to rhetorical questions. Nor will I submit to chiding as though I were a child.”
“If you’re not a child, then stop acting as one.”
“I have fallen in love, Father. There is nothing childish about such a confession.” 
“Love is, in itself, a childish notion. A fanciful word used by the young.”
“Are you saying you do not love my mother?”
“I care deeply for your mother. I am grateful to have a devoted and beautiful wife by my side as we make our way through the courts. But I did not love her when we were married. I barely knew her. A match based on love would have been improper for our status.”
“Improper to know the person you planned to spend the rest of eternity with?”
“Yes. Love is the decadence of youth. Marriage is about stability, status, the protection and advancement of one’s lineage. Yours, Jacob, is high enough to merit any high born lady of the court.” He stared at his son. “High enough, in fact, the queen has agreed to consider your hand for her own daughter, though the match is, of course, far from assured.”
Jake’s mouth fell agape. “What?”
“Princess Liza,” his father clarified. “I have spoken with the queen regarding the possibility of making her your future bride. You could be the next king of the Lorcan Court, as was your great-great grandfather.”
“Liza?”
His father nodded. “Now, as to this Bròn Court girl, is it simply a casual relationship? Or should I be worried?”
Jake stared blankly.
“Are you listening to me, Jacob?”
“Liza? You are trying to secure the hand of Princess Liza...for my bride?”
“Bride, princess, and queen.”
“No.”
“No?”
“No.” Jake shook his head, the mere thought revolting. “She’s like my kid sister. I could never—”
“That ‘kid sister’ is the future queen of this court. Heir to her mother’s throne. Someone will gain her hand, and I expect that person to be you, Jacob. Though you, of course, have some competition.”
“Competition? Is this how you refer to the future king of the Muir Court?”
Marcus scoffed and waved a hand dismissively. “Prince Nicholi isn’t here for Liza. He knows perfectly well that Clarissa would not grant him the hand of the princess. To do so would essentially be gifting the power of the Lorcan Court to the Muir, an act the queen would never permit.”
“Then why is he here?”
“Formality.”
“And claiming Liza’s hand for the first dance?”
“Also formality. Tradition, if you will. Reasons encompassing all those childhood lessons you seem to have dismissed.”
“So he came all this way to...put on a show?”
“Of course not.” Marcus shook his head.
“What am I missing?”
“Nicholi came here for a princess—but not Liza.”
“What? There is no other...” 
But there was.

“No.” Jake shook his head. “Mara gave up her title. She’s a captain now, nothing more.”
“She gave up her title, but the oath she took is one from which the queen can and, upon her betrothal to the prince, shall release her from. She will leave this ball the future queen of the Muir Court.”
Jake stared at the man before him, who seemed to know so much, yet understood so little. “She won’t accept.”
“Of course she will,” Marcus asserted, with his continued air of dismissal. “Between the queen and prince, she will find she has no choice. And besides, this is not some random suitor asking for her hand. Mara will become a queen in her own right, strengthening the ties between the courts, while not allowing one to rule over the other.”
“She’ll refuse,” Jake said again, this time with more confidence than in his previous statement. “Mara will never accept the hand of the prince.”
“You speak of love again. Her perpetual infatuation with the wounded captain.”
“She loves him more than her own life.”
“Nonsense. Princess Mara will do her duty, and give up her affair. She will be better for it in the end, once she finds the power, stability, and security her union with the prince will grant.”
“She’ll tell him no, Father. She’ll never consent to leaving Edward.”
“She’s a princess.”
“So was her mother.”
“Her mother was a rare—”
“Mara is her mother’s daughter. She’d rather die than leave Edward. No matter what you and the queen have plotted, it will fail, Father. And in the face of such devotion, how can I be any less than she, the one who trained me in the ways of knighthood?”
“Speak plainly, Jacob.”
“Lady Sarah is a member of the Lorcan Royal Guard. A position she earned by the way, as opposed to being granted by birth. You ask what she is to me, Father? She’s the woman I love.” He paused to allow time for his words to fade. “Is that plain enough?”
Marcus studied his son with cold eyes, and Jake was grateful they lacked Mara’s royal cores, the absence of silver making it easier to meet those eyes in challenge.
“If you pursue this inappropriate relationship, in disregard of my wishes, I shall disinherit you, and any child you may sire. You are of an ancient and royal bloodline. I will not have it tainted, especially not by my own son.”
A thousand arguments could have followed that statement, or none.
“As I suspected, my lord, we have nothing to discuss.” With those final words, Jake stood and left the room, leaving his father alone in the dimly lit study.
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Sarah stood palm to palm with the younger man as Kay apologized, “I’m sorry for my father’s behavior. Your lineage caught him off guard, however that is no excuse for his rudeness.”
“How did he know?”
Puzzled by the obvious, he replied, “Your eyes, my lady.”
“Oh, forgive me, I wasn’t thinking.”
“Perfectly all right. My brother has written of you in his letters to me, my lady. He seems much enamored. Meeting you, I now understand why.”
“I must admit, my lord, I am rather taken with him as well.”
Kay nodded, flashing a smile identical to his older brother’s as he twisted her across the dance floor, allowing words to fall to silence as they focused on the steps and lost themselves to the music’s beat. 
She allowed him to guide her around the floor for several songs before stepping aside, inviting other couples to take their place. “I thank you for the dances. I’m afraid it’s taken a bit out of me though.”
“A knight, exhausted by mere dancing?” Kay offered a teasing smile. “I’d think it would take more than that.”
“A knight does not traditionally wear this many layers of fabric.” She ran her hand down the thick blue velvet.
“Nor, I imagine, a tight corset.” He nodded to the top of her gown, which displayed her bosom to its best advantage.
“You, sir, are improper!” she exclaimed, but could not keep a smile from forming. “You must assuredly be Jake’s brother.”
“I certainly am,” Kay said with a laugh. “You can blame him for everything.” 
Sarah laughed, put at ease by Kay’s company.
“I am afraid, my lord, as much as I would love to discuss the finer points of proper corsets, I must return to my duties.”
Sarah turned, gazing around the room in search of Princess Liza. She was nowhere to be found.
Alarmed, she turned back to Kay.
“Forgive me, my lord, but do you see the princess?”
“The captain and Garreth escorted her from the room.”
Edward and Garreth? The names eased the tension in her shoulders, which further evaporated when Kay added, “Nothing seemed to be amiss. I assume she was taken for a breath of fresh air.”
“Good. If you will excuse me, my lord?”
“Certainly, my lady. I look forward to seeing you in the future.”
“As do I.”
She walked through the ballroom, her eyes seeking Mara. She searched until she eventually found Phillip standing across the room, and walked to him.
“Where is everyone?” Sarah asked, as she reached the sub-captain.
“Princess Liza was escorted out for a break, she’ll return shortly. Mara had business with Prince Nicholi, and the queen is over there.” He motioned toward the center of the room. “She is making the rounds, visiting with the various lords in attendance.”
“The queen seems quite at ease.”
Phillip nodded. “She enjoys these functions, far more than the rest of us.”
“I got that impression.”
“We’re very secure here. Most of the night shift has joined the watch, and a majority of the day remain. If you would like to leave the room to freshen up, or get something to drink, feel free.”
“I would like a breath of fresh air. A stroll in the garden, I think. If you see Jake, will you let him know? He was called away by his father.”
“I’ll let him know, my lady.”
“Thank you.”
Sarah turned from the room and walked down a corridor, planning to exit a side door to the gardens, grateful to be granted a reprieve from the crowed ballroom. Rounding a final corner, she nearly collided with a man coming from the opposite direction.
“Pardon me,” she said, offering an innocent smile, which died as she met a pair of violet eyes.
“Hello, my lady.”
“Lord Caderyn,” she answered, attempting to step past him but finding her way blocked in the narrow hallway.
“Running away from the ball?” the lord asked, his nearness sending Sarah’s heart into an instant panic.
“No, my lord, merely fetching something for the captain. I would ask you to step aside before he comes in search of me.”
“Ah, now, my lady,” he offered a smile that seemed as faux as his words, “surely you are not still upset over our last encounter? I made a clear mistake. In fact, I would like to make amends.”
“No need, my lord. Please allow me to pass.”
“Ah, but my lady, I must insist. If you would simply come this way, I am certain we can reach an understanding.” He grasped her arm, and while Sarah attempted to comprehend what was taking place, she was pushed into one of the rooms to the left.
“My lord, please. Truly there is no need to rehash what has occurred in the past. I harbor no ill will, and happily accept your apology for previous indiscretions. Now, if you would please—”
“You’re wrong, my lady. There is much to make amends for.” He pushed her farther into the room, closing the door to place himself between the exit and where she stood. “Starting with your refusal of a high lord of this court. I have regretted not being able to know your...delights. Fortunately, you now have a chance to make amends for your previous rebuff.”
“My lord, I am a knight of this court, and therefore have the right to refuse the bed of any man.”
“I am Lord Caderyn! Women do not refuse me, let alone a Bròn Court whore!”
He moved toward her, forcing Sarah to again struggle against unwanted memories. 
“Now be a good girl, and get on the desk. No need to fully unlace your corset, if you corporate.”
“I am a knight of the Lorcan Court,” Sarah repeated.
The lord gave a crude laugh, but paused when Sarah withdrew the blade at her side.
“You threaten me?”
“You will not touch me, lord or no.”
Caderyn considered the blade in her hand, then moved to open the door. Thinking he’d leave, she was unprepared when three additional men entered the room, each holding swords of their own.
“Had you been more amenable, this would be over,” Lord Caderyn said with a gruff laugh. “But seems like you prefer it the hard way.”
“You can’t do this. I’m a knight of the Royal Guard.”
The men did not answer, responding only to their lord’s orders, moving toward Sarah, who backed into a corner, using it to narrow the field as the three men approached her.
She swung her blade to the left, meeting the sword of a dark-haired man, who engaged by swiping his own blade. Sarah prayed the sound of clashing steel would draw the attention of a passerby, but with the majority of the court still gathered in the ballroom, the hope was faint.
One of the men reached for her left arm. Sarah lunged toward him, swinging her blade wide enough he jumped back, out of reach.
She turned to the man on her right, but was too slow. With her attention focused on the man in front of her, he’d grabbed her, locking his hand around her shoulder. She cried out as the third man clenched her wrist painfully, yanking the blade from her hand.
Sarah screamed as the three men wrenched her arms behind her back and held them firmly. “You have no right to do this.”
“I have every right. You are lesser. You were born to serve the needs of your betters. Something I will be happy to teach you.”
“What do you think Mara will do if you force yourself on me?”
“Mara will not harm me,” the man said with a laugh. “The queen would never permit it. Not for one as low born as you.”
Sarah struggled against the men who held her, but her efforts proved in vain, as she was dragged forward and forced to stand before the cruel lord. “You’re a coward! Taking women while they are literally held down for you.”
“I assure you, my lady, I prefer women this way.”
She twisted to her left, attempting to dislodge the men holding her arms. Their grip was firm as the lord reached forward and lewdly pressed a hand to her breast, squeezing it through the thick material of her gown, before moving up her neck, and trailing back down to the top of her cleavage. Reaching a second hand to her hair, he yanked hard, forcing her face up to meet his lust. He fought to slip his hand under the tight material, but only managed to get a single finger to the tip of her breast.
Sarah screamed again, hoping someone would hear, when Caderyn pulled back and slapped her hard across her left cheek.
The pain was explosive, her eye and jaw throbbing from the severity of the blow.
While she was thusly stunned, he again reached for her gown, placing a hand on either side of her corset, preparing to tear it away.
The door opened. 
“What is the meaning of this?” Kay’s voice.
Turning, Lord Caderyn glared at the intruder as one of the men holding Sarah moved a hand to her face, pressing it tight to her lips, transforming her dazed pleas to mumbles. 
“None of your damn business,” Caderyn informed Kay. “Get out of here, boy. Leave me to my pleasure, or you shall regret it.”
“Forgive me, Lord Caderyn,” Kay answered, managing to constrain his voice to even tones, “but I do not see any pleasure on the lady’s part. I suggest you let her go, immediately.”
“Clearly you know who I am. As such, I tell you again, leave this chamber, and if you know what is good for you, remain silent.”
“Of course I know of you, Lord Caderyn. You’ve supped with my father several times, begging his favor and patronage for many a cause, most of which have earned you a great profit. I have also, I believe, seen you at the table of my cousin, Queen Clarissa, begging the same favors. I would hate to inform both my father and cousin they should cease their support of your endeavors, over a grievance against a woman with whom my brother considers a dear and personal friend.”
Lord Caderyn narrowed his eyes, staring at the boy. “Who, by the gods, are—”
“Lord Aideen,” an additional voice called, as more armed men appeared behind Kay. “Is there something wrong?”
“Yes, Captain William,” he addressed the man who served as the head of his father’s personal guard. “These men are assaulting a knight of the Royal Guard. I wish them to unhand her, and have this situation brought immediately to the attention of Princess Mara.”
“Aideen?” Caderyn stared in confusion. “You’re not the—”
“His younger son,” Kay answered, then directed his attention to the men still holding Sarah. With authority exceeding his years, he ordered, “Release her. Now.”
With more guards appearing behind Kay, the men did as they were bid, releasing Sarah, who reached for her sword, grasping it from the ground where the men had discarded it.
Clutching the blade, she moved forward, stepping behind Kay, who turned to ask, “Are you all right, my lady?”
Closing her eyes for the space of a breath, Sarah managed to nod as more people appeared, brought forth by the commotion. 
The man Kay had sent to fetch Captain Mara reappeared. “I informed the captain, but as I did, was overheard by the queen. She has excused herself from the ball, and commanded all involved to her personal chambers. Captain Mara said she would meet you there, along with Captain Edward.”
Kay nodded. “It would seem we’ve been summoned.”
He turned to Sarah, and offered her an arm, placing his hand on top of hers in as reassuring a gesture as he could manage with such an audience. “Let’s go see the queen.”
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Queen Clarissa stood in her chambers before a raging fire, her full-length black gown falling in soft layers around her slender form as her ruby lips pressed to a thin, firm line. Prince Nicholi sat quietly, maintaining a neutral expression, observing everything while looking directly at no one. Unnatural silence prevailed as small groups entered to kneel before the Lorcan queen. She ignored the growing assemblage, gazing into the flames as warm light danced off her silver crown, which contrasted starkly against flowing locks of raven hair.
While Sarah shuffled the layers of her own gown to reach her knees, she glanced at Jake, but resisted the urge to move toward him, instead submitting herself before Clarissa. 
The queen drew a deep breath, exhaling audibly as the now crowded chamber carried the sound. “I find myself quite perplexed,” Clarissa stated in a silky voice, “to find ill behavior has occurred at an event created specifically to showcase the best the Lorcan Court has to offer. Oh yes, quite perplexed indeed.” She shook her head. “It will not do.”
She searched the room, before finally setting her eyes on Kay. “Young Lord Aideen, please rise.”
Kay followed the command, his previous air of authority replaced by youthful insecurity.
“You may explain.”
“Your Majesty,” Kay began, “I came across this man, Lord Caderyn, in the company of several others, assaulting Lady Sarah, a knight of your court.”
“Assaulting? A powerful word to use against a high lord, wouldn’t you say?”
“Yes, Your Majesty. One I would not use without justification and certainty.”
The queen turned from him to glance at Lord Caderyn. Without granting him permission to stand, she asked, “Tell me, my lord, is the young man’s accusation true? Did you, knowingly, assault a member of the Royal Guard?”
“Of course not, my queen. I was merely attempting to...become better acquainted with the young lady, an act to which the young lord did not take kindly.”
“Are you implying,” the queen inquired, “he is merely a jealous lover?”
Cautious, Caderyn attempted to avoid confirming the lie directly. “I only know what I’ve seen, Your Majesty. One moment, she was willing. The next, the young lord appeared, demanding I release her.”
It took all of Sarah’s self-control to resist calling out the lie, yet she knew better than to speak in the presence of the queen without permission, no matter how outrageous the accusation.
The queen considered Caderyn. “I assume, my lord, you are unaccustomed to being rejected.”
“Few have refused my bed, it is true.”
“Why then would you force yourself upon an unwilling partner? You, a lord among the highest of ranks?” The queen shook her head. “Most would find it an honor to even be considered.”
“Perhaps, Your Majesty, she hoped to seduce the young man, who is of higher rank than even myself?”
The queen ticked her tongue before, at last, turning to Sarah. “Tell me, my lady, were you not honored to gain the attentions of such an esteemed lord? Especially considering the unfortunate status of your birth.”
Sarah’s heart skipped. “I assure you, my queen, I gave the lord no reason to believe I welcomed his attentions.”
“But were you not, my lady, honored to receive them?”
Tasting fear in the back of her throat, Sarah looked up at the queen cautiously. “I was, of course, flattered the lord considered me, with so many ladies of higher birth vying for his favor. However, I again say, my queen, I neither sought, nor want, the advances he wished to bestow. Nor the force by which he intended to apply them.”
“The force?” The queen stared down, her emerald eyes seeming more those of a serpent coiled to strike than a regal queen of the immortal courts. “Would you truly refuse the honor this man sought to grant you? A Bròn Court member, born of the lowest standards, could have had the honor of—”
“Honor?” The outraged word came not from Sarah, but from another woman, across the room. “Tell me, my queen, would you have considered it an honor had the lord attempted to have his way with me, without my express consent?”
The queen slowly turned, her attention transferring from Sarah to Mara.
“You are a princess of the Lorcan Court, Mara. Not some half-blood—“
“I forsook my title. There is only one living princess in the Lorcan Court—Liza. I stand here only a captain, and member of your Royal Guard. Are you truly stating, before the eyes of not only your own court, but of the Muir as well,” Mara nodded at Prince Nicholi, “that you’d allow this man to assault one of the knights sworn to serve you, without him paying a price?”
“Be careful, Mara. Remember to whom you speak.”
“I do, Your Majesty.” 
Clarissa gestured for her to stand, which Mara did in a practiced motion, one hand remaining straight at her side while the other slid to the top of her Arius blade, resting lightly on the hilt. 
“I am speaking to the queen of the Lorcan Court. One of your knights has been attacked, and held against her will. Something neither you nor, were it one of his knights, Prince Nicholi would allow to go unanswered.”
The queen met her niece’s gaze in silent challenge. Mara did not look away.
“I do not dispute the fact, Lord Caderyn, that considering this woman is of a lesser court, your attentions should have been considered an honor. Yet, I also cannot dispute the point my niece makes.” A shift of posture in those gathered indicated she’d surprised the room by using the familial title. “This woman, low born as she may be, is a duly appointed member of my personal Royal Guard.”
Clarissa paced the length of the room, allowing her eyes to fall over the kneeling forms before returning to Mara. “Tell me, Niece, do you believe this young woman is worthy of the title that you and Edward have seen fit to bestow?”
“The title?”
“Yes,” the queen drew out the word. “The title of knight. Is she, this tainted girl, as worthy as the knights of noble birth?”
“She is. We would never have permitted her to take vows otherwise.”
“Well then,” the queen pulled back, flashing a smile tinged with cruelty, “I suppose proof is in order.”
“Proof?” Mara inquired.
“If this girl is, as you say, worthy of being a member of the Lorcan Court, and my personal guard, she should be able to prove it. If she does so successfully, I shall have Lord Caderyn punished for daring to bring harm to a member of my Royal Guard. However, should she prove unworthy, she shall be handed over to the high lord, to be his personal guest for the duration of his visit to the palace.”
“My queen—”
“Silence! This is my decree, and to contradict it is an act I would not recommend.”
“Blades,” Mara stated. “If she is to do this, and you are to maintain to all that the contest was fair, then it will be with blades, the mastery required for knighthood above all others.”
“Yes, blades.”
“Ah, of course,” Caderyn stated. “My personal captain shall—”
“No,” Mara cut him off. “If you name a champion, Lord Caderyn, Sarah shall have the right to name one as well.” She turned to where Edward knelt beside her. “Should we flip for the right?”
“That was not what the queen—”
“The queen honors the rules of engagement, which govern both the Lorcan and Muir courts. You want my knight as your prize, my lord? Claim her yourself. Otherwise, it will be my blade your captain faces, which I assure you, is more lethal than any he shall ever hold.”
Mara’s play on the queen’s desire to remain strong in the face of the Muir Court’s royal visitor forced Clarissa’s hand. “It is as Mara states. Either be man enough to claim your prize, or admit your cowardice and throw yourself at the mercy of whatever punishment my niece deems fit.”
“He has attempted this before, my queen. I promised him then, should he ever repeat such an act, there would be no mercy.” 
Mara glided toward the still kneeling Caderyn, silver bleeding through her violet eyes like heated liquid, her stare as cold as the queen’s had ever been. “You want my knight, my lord? Try to claim her, and when you fail to do so, know my Arius blade shall finish what her sword began.”
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At the queen’s command, those still on their knees in the room stood, moving to form a circle around the two warriors.
Mara stepped to Sarah’s side, pulling her toward the wall. “Listen to me closely. You are a half-blood, and carry the tainted lineage of a lower court. Because of this, Lord Caderyn has not been the only one to question your status. I could have allowed him to name his champion, and fought this battle for you. However, if I do so, Caderyn will not be the last to think they can treat you disrespectfully.” 
Mara nodded to where the lord stood, speaking with the men who assisted in his assault. “Those men think you unworthy of even the most basic considerations. Defeat their lord with your own hand, and you’ll ensure none ever do so again, without being aware of the dire consequences to follow.”
“But Mara, I—”
“You’ve trained with Edward for more than a decade. You’ve defeated men in open combat, and saved the life of Princess Liza. You’ve earned your position. Now prove it, gaining not only the respect of this court and guard, but your queen as well. A respect you shall never receive from her otherwise.”
“Do you honestly think the queen will—”
“Clarissa has effectively sworn to bestow upon you all the rights and protections of a member of the Lorcan Guard, in front of the Muir Court prince. Such a statement cannot be reversed without damning her reputation irreparably in the eyes of the Muir Court.” Mara touched Sarah’s cheek. “You’re a knight of the Lorcan Court. Prove it’s an honor you deserve.”
Sarah stared at the royal captain and took a deep breath before nodding.
“You’re well-trained,” Mara assured, deftly loosening Sarah’s corset and bodice, stripping out the bulkiest layers of her skirts, and making slight cuts in the shoulder so her arms were free to move. “Banish the fear, there’s no place for it. Focus on the fight. The rest of the world doesn’t exist, and remember, the faster you dispatch him, the better.”
Movement caught the corner of her eye as Jake moved toward them. Mara stepped in front of him. “Go back to the side of the room, Jacob.”
“Mara—”
“In the queen’s chambers, you address me as Captain, Jacob. Now go back.”
Jake glanced in Sarah’s direction. When she refused to meet his gaze, Jake turned to obey Mara’s command.
“Nothing else exists,” Mara said, stepping away from the younger woman to find Lord Caderyn had moved into the circle’s center.
Sarah closed her eyes, steadying her heart’s clatter as she removed her blade, having re-sheathed it during the walk to the queen’s chambers. Moving her fingers into the worn grooves in the hilt, she traced her thumb over the diamond Jake had placed there. Sarah’s heart steadied at the familiar weight in her hand.
The lord was taller than her. However, not nearly as tall as the warriors Sarah was accustomed to sparring with on a daily basis. He also lacked the imposing demeanor exhibited by the famous captains who’d trained her. Trusting her years of practice, Sarah stepped into the ring of witnesses, easing herself into a familiar defensive stance as she awaited Caderyn’s approach.
As the lord drew his arm back, intending to initiate the fight with a swing toward Sarah’s right, Mara’s voice rang out, “Beginning a fight, in her chambers, without the express permission of the queen? Have you forgotten all the rules of the court?”
Mara’s intent had been to discomfit the lord, and her effort worked. His cheeks reddened as he turned toward the queen. “Forgive me, Your Majesty.”
Silence followed as the queen studied him, the silence itself transforming to censure. 
“Let the fight commence.”
No sooner had the words escaped her lips, Sarah’s blade slid toward Lord Caderyn’s left. He pulled away, surprised at the speed of her initial movement, and hissed his pain as the sharp edge grazed his left arm.
Having drawn first blood, Sarah did not pause, but kept her attention on the lord, sound dimming as Caderyn raised his own blade and lunged to her left.
Sarah turned, her ease in blocking the blow increasing her confidence. She immediately pulled back, separating the blades to again fall into a defensive stance. The lord advanced. 
Clashing blades echoed along stone walls as Sarah thrust her sword high, forcing the lord to raise his own in his defense. The two blades pushed back and forth before again separating, and Sarah twisted, bringing her sword low. Caderyn jumped back.
Sarah followed, swinging low again. Caderyn blocked the motion. Sarah thrust her blade up, arcing the sword left. She caught Caderyn off-guard as the hilt collided with his jaw, snapping his head back, and twisting his body to the left. Sarah did not hesitate at his vulnerability, immediately swinging her blade back. This time the metal collided with his ribs, slicing open his skin, through a thin layer of muscle, into the bones beneath. He cried out in pain as Sarah pulled back her blade, the injured lord stumbling, one hand pressed against the deep injury as his other attempted to maintain his hold on the blade through the pain.
With second blood, Sarah offered no sympathy as she stepped forward and again brought her blade to his left. He blocked her stroke, but barely, the movement sluggish.
She stepped back, using the brief distance to wipe a stream of sweat from her brow before it could slip into her eyes. She moved her hand back to her blade’s hilt, adjusting her grip as she awaited the lord’s next move.
Face flushed in pain and anger, Lord Caderyn rushed forward, swinging his blade wildly. Drawing a deep breath, Sarah side-stepped him, turning in a full circle as Caderyn’s momentum carried him past his intended target, exposing his back to Sarah’s twist.
She pushed her sword forward, the tip entering the center of his back. As his forward progress slowed, Sarah twisted her blade, and he screamed, falling to his knees from the unexpected pain.
Sarah moved with his fall, bringing her blade down to align it with his neck. He attempted to jerk away from the pressure, but Sarah pushed her knee against the oozing hole in his back. He screamed, turning with the blade in his hand, swiping chaotically.
Anticipating the movement, she brought her own blade down hard upon his. Hands slick with blood, the sword fell from Caderyn’s fingers to clatter to the stone floor as Sarah stood above him.
“Third blood,” Mara stated, turning toward the queen. “And disarmed.”
Those gathered waited for the queen to answer, but the voice that arose belonged to Prince Nicholi. “The rules of engagement have been met. It would seem the young knight has defeated your high lord.”
“So it would seem,” the queen answered coldly.
“She is entitled to vengeance for the trespass against her person,” Mara stated. “And the guard is entitled as well, since such trespass was against a member of the Royal Guard.”
The queen turned to Mara. “As you state, my niece, just vengeance is granted.”
“My queen!” Caderyn called out, “I am a high lord of your court. You cannot allow—”
“Silence!” the queen commanded, turning those emerald eyes on the man still kneeling at the edge of Sarah’s sword. “Fools who fail to hold their own, against the half-mortal daughter of a lesser court, are not permitted to address the Lorcan Queen.” 
She turned back to Mara. “What’s it to be, Niece?”
With eyes more silver than violet, Mara reached to her side, withdrawing her Arius blade.
At the sight, Caderyn jerked back, crawling across the floor like a fearful animal. “No!” he said, struggling to his feet in spite of his injuries. “You can’t! I’m a lord of this court.”
“I am a princess, and knight,” Mara growled, “who made it very clear what the consequences would be, should you ever again lay a hand upon a man, or woman, who called me captain.”
The lord attempted to break through the circle of guardsmen, when Phillip grabbed him. Dragged back to the circle’s center, he screamed protests and obscenities.
Mara stepped to Sarah’s side. Addressing the younger woman in a neutral tone, “Well done, my lady.”
“Thank you.”
Mara drew back a step, then held her sword toward Sarah, offering the rose-engraved Arius blade hilt-first. “For you.”
“What?” Sarah stared, uncomprehending.
“You have defeated your foe, and proven yourself. I offer you the use of my Arius blade.”
Sarah stared at the lethal weapon, then looked down at the cowering lord. “Captain, I—”
“Take the sword, Sarah.”
Sarah reached out to touch the metal—which she found surprisingly warm—without accepting the weapon. She traced her fingers down the etched roses connected upon a single vine lining the blade’s center. She ran her fingers over the large rubies, which stood in the center of the sword, cold against the otherwise warm metal.
Pulling back her hand, she again looked to the lord and, in spite of her anger, found a trickle of pity for the immortal, who should have lived as long as stars filled the sky.
Mara leaned closer, her raven hair eclipsing Sarah’s vision as Mara pressed her lips to Sarah’s ear. “If you ever want to achieve a rank of leadership within this guard, under this queen, this is what is required, Lady Sarah. Weakness is not to be tolerated—not from her. Take the blade.”
“Mara,” a voice intruded, causing Mara to turn toward Edward, “she’s too young for this.”
“She’s an anointed knight, and the one who was violated. It’s her life to take.”
“We grant Arius blades to those of higher rank for a reason, Mara. She’s too young to be forced to take an immortal life.”
“No younger than I was.”
“And look what doing so made you become.”
The words stung. Mara took a sharp breath before leaning closer to the captain. “I took those lives to save you.” Her tone was soft, yet viperous. “I shall say again, Edward, I will not apologize for saving your life.”
“I never asked you to. But forcing this girl to use that blade is wrong, Mara. You know it’s wrong.”
“I’ll do it.”
As one, Edward and Mara turned to find Jake had stepped from the circle to their side. “It is my younger brother he attempted to discredit, and in a previous encounter, he threatened to disrupt my own honor with his lies. I am a member of the guard. I trained Sarah. Hand me the blade, Captain Mara.”
Mara stared at Jake, considering. Then she offered her sword to the knight as she had to Sarah, hilt-first.
Jake grasped the ancient weapon, testing its weight in his hand as he offered a brief bow.
By way of final instruction, Mara spoke the words Garreth had once uttered to her. “The mark of an Arius blade is eternal, Jacob. There is no mercy to be found within its stroke.”
Jake nodded, then turned to the queen for permission.
“Get on with it,” Clarissa instructed, waiving a dismissive hand.
At these words, Caderyn jerked madly in the hands of his captors, a desperate attempt to escape. Another guard stepped forward and assisted the two sub-captains in holding him still.
When Jake reached him, Mara decreed, “Lord Caderyn, for your transgressions committed against Lady Sarah of the Lorcan Court, and against the Royal Guard of the Lorcan Court, I, Captain Mara Sethian, sentence you to die.”
Caderyn screamed, trying again to wrench himself free of the arms that held him. The men pressed the lord to his knees as Jake approached.
All eyes focused upon the young knight, who carried the sword of kings. He raised the weapon high, hands steady as he moved into a practiced, downward stroke. 
The sword plunged into Caderyn’s neck, silencing his screams with a wet spray of arterial blood as the lethal blade sliced through skin, muscle, and bone, severing the lord’s head with a brutal stroke.



Chapter XXXVII
Lethia Castle
Present Day
 
It had been a failure on Sarah’s part, not killing the lord. One which the queen would never forget. Though she’d been promised to be treated as a full member of the Lorcan Court, her further accomplishments continued to be ignored by the powerful queen.
The queen’s outlandish display of violence against Edward, the man sworn to obey her unto death, crushed not only the captain’s body, but the very heart of the Royal Guard. After the brutal mutilation of her daughter and heir, the queen’s madness became increasingly vicious, forcing knights in the upper ranks to sacrifice their own flesh in a desperate attempt to protect those who were younger.
Jake, though, never held Sarah’s weakness against her, standing faithfully by her side after killing the lord when her courage had failed. 
“Edward was right,” Jake had attempted to soothe her fears. “Mara never should have asked you to take an immortal life.”
“But you should not have been made to either,” Sarah had countered. “I’m sorry, my love. I never meant to force that upon you.”
 Jake had held her close. “We all have to make the decision to end another’s immortality as our conscience and heart dictate. No one, not even a captain, should be able choose for you.”
Sarah sighed as she walked in the garden amid the fresh snow, the movement helping to warm her slowly numbing fingers.
So much had happened quickly. The devastation in learning of Liza’s death. The pain was shared by all members of the guard as Liza had not only been a cherished sister to those who protected her, but a symbol of hope that, one day, the court they served might be ruled by a far more gentle hand. With her death, the optimism she had brought vanished under an onslaught of torment as the queen’s rage and grief rained down upon those who were forced to remain at her side.
Edward’s decline was equally painful. The gentle knight, who had so kindly told her stories of another world as a child, faded under a sea of guilt and grief none could touch, not even the woman he loved. What her father’s sharpest blade could not wrest from the courageous man, death’s cold touch destroyed in a single, devastating blow.
Mara struggled to maintain the guard, which had always been loyal to Edward above all others. She watched as Mara daily pushed aside her own pain, placing the well-being of the knights above her own. Fearless in this endeavor, Mara kept the men in line by sheer force of will.
Those first pain-filled days became years, and then centuries. For a time, Sarah wondered if this was to be her eternity. A form of hell, for the crime of living beyond the humble mortal beginnings of her birth.
Then one fateful evening, Mara reached her breaking point, drawing her Arius blade on the sovereign queen. 
All held their breath, leaving the room with fearful hearts, awaiting the fate of the princess who had, time and again, saved them all.



Chapter XXXVIII
Lorcan Court
1200 AD
 
“Black roses?” Sarah inquired. Though the middle of the day, she was currently assigned to the night shift, so had been sound asleep. “What do you mean?”
“Come with me,” Jake insisted, grasping her wrist and urgently leading her from the room.
“I need to dress.”
“Just grab a robe. You have to see this.”
Wanting to protest but deciding against it, Sarah reached for a thick, faded blue wool robe, pulling it around her shoulders before allowing Jake to lead her down the corridors, her free hand wiping at her eyes to clear the gathered gunk from her lashes.
As they emerged, the light of the noon sun stung her eyes. She blinked against it, trying to focus as Jake guided her farther into the garden. When they reached the climbing vines, Sarah wiped her eyes again, not believing what lay before her.
The roses, normally an array of purple and brilliant red, were now a single shade of black. Startled by the ebony canvas, Sarah walked closer to the roses.
“What happened?” Her voice was soft as she reached out to touch the newly shaded rose. She pulled her hand back, almost expecting to find an inky smudge upon her fingertip.
“They changed last night, after Mara returned from the queen’s chambers.”
A gripping fear reached her as she turned back to the blooms. “Is Mara alive?”
“Yes,” Jake assured, “but don’t you understand, Sarah? The roses are black. Do you know what that means?”
Sarah met his eyes, her mortal upbringing leaving her clueless yet again.
“Mara took the vow of the Black Rose Guard, which means anyone who ever guarded Princess Liza is permitted to take the oath with her.” A smile creased his lips.
“I don’t follow you,” she voiced her confusion. “What is the vow of the Black Rose?”
“A vow of vengeance. Mara, essentially, promised to track down Princess Liza’s killers. A vow that gives her the right to lead those who join her far from this court, to Lethia castle, home of the Black Rose Guard.” He stepped closer, grasping both her hands in his before pulling her into a tight embrace, inhaling the scent of her lavender soap. “It means we can leave.”
“Leave?” Sarah pulled back, Jake’s expression of joy clashing with her confusion. “What do you mean?”
“We can swear loyalty to Mara, and in doing so, leave this court and the power of the queen.”
“Loyalty to—”
“We can escape the queen, Sarah. We can also take the Black Rose vow, and follow Mara, until such time as Liza’s killers have been discovered and put to death.”
“Liza’s killers?” Sarah shook her head. “The entire Lorcan Royal Guard has searched for them. For nearly three hundred years, Jake. No one knows who killed her. We never will.”
“And that’s the point! We can escape the queen, forever. No more torture sessions, watching as fellow guards are harmed by their most beloved on her orders.”
“Jake, what you are speaking of is treason.”
“No.” He shook his head. “That’s the beautiful truth, it’s not! This is a vow we are permitted to take, Sarah. An ancient order, passed down from the gods themselves. The most honored of traditions, it’s the opposite of treason, my love. Mara has sworn her life to it, and in doing so, given us a chance to be free.” He pulled her closer, wrapping his arms around her. “We can be together freely, Sarah. Free of the fear, the threat, of falling under the queen’s wrath.”
Sarah allowed Jake to hold her, processing the information. A chance to leave the guard? To follow Mara, and be with this man whose touch, even after hundreds of years, still made her yearn to never leave his embrace.
Sarah pulled back. “Wait, why would we be vowing to Mara? Would Edward not be—”
“Mara was Liza’s captain. Avenging the late princess’ death falls to her.”
“And Edward is okay with this? Deferring his captainship to Mara?”
Jake’s smile faded.

Sarah’s heart sank. “He refused to join her.”
“Edward is the captain of the queen’s guard.”
“No.” Sarah shook her head. “Mara would never leave him.”
“Edward is not the same—”
“Mara pulled a blade on the queen to save him! There is no way she would leave him here, at the queen’s mercy.”
Jake’s eyes fell to the grass. “Mara asked Edward to go with her. He refused.”
“I can’t leave Edward. I would never have gotten out of the inn without him. Never have come here, nor met you.” She shook her head. “If he stays, I can’t go.”
Jake ran his fingers through his hair. “I am aware Edward means a great deal to you, Sarah. You have always felt responsible, unnecessarily, for what happened to him at your father’s hand. But, Sarah, that was hundreds of years ago. It was not your fault.”
“He’s this way because of my father, who tortured him because he was kind to me. He is disconnected from Mara, but deep down, he loves her, no matter what others may say. As a child, I saw it in his eyes when he spoke of her. I see it still, though admit the love is now shadowed behind the pain he has endured, and the loss of so many, including the princess.”
“Sarah.” Jake struggled to suppress a sigh, shaking his head. “You are no more responsible for your father’s behavior and actions than I am responsible for those of my own. Do you blame me for my father’s prejudice against your mixed heritage?”
“No, but that’s not the same thing.”
“It is exactly the same. If I should not be held responsible for the acts of my father, you cannot be held responsible for the actions of yours either.”
She stared at him, attempting to counter his logical statements, but was unable to do so. Instead, she responded emotionally. “I can’t do it, Jake. I won’t!”
Turning, she ran from the garden, awkwardly holding her robe closed, leaving him alone as she returned to her room. She paced the stone floor before lying down, exhausted.
When she woke next, Sarah dressed properly, pulling on a freshly laundered royal blue shirt before walking back to the gardens.
She was grateful to find it empty as she moved closer to study the newly shaded blooms. The roses should have appeared tainted, but instead they seemed serene, glossy in the bright afternoon sun.
A hand rested warmly upon her shoulder. She reached silently to take it without turning, comforted by the gentle touch as she drew a breath of cool air tinged with the scents of grass and roses.
“Jake, I understand why you were so excited this morning, and what the queen’s cruelty has cost so many. I also admit it is ridiculous to feel responsible for the actions of another, father or no. But, the fact remains, I do. I always have.
“Edward risked a great deal to bring me here. To train me, in spite of what everyone said, or privately thought about him taking the child of a lesser court under his personal tutelage. I owe him everything. Even meeting you, Jacob. To my heart, leaving him would be a betrayal. One that, after all he has endured, I cannot commit.”
“My lady.” The voice was deep and gentle. It did not belong to Jake.
Sarah whirled to find the hand she clung to was not her beloved’s.
“I’m sorry, Captain! I thought I was—”
“Speaking to Jake,” Edward finished for her.
“Captain, I never meant...”
“Sarah, listen to me. I have done you a grave disservice.”
“A disservice?” She shook her head. “I owe you everything.”
“I should have told you, assured you somehow, that what your father did was not your fault.”
“You did.”
“Not adequately. I should have seen your guilt. Reminded your heart of the truth, every day, until it had no choice but to accept my words.”
“What my father did was awful, and my asking him to release you made it worse.”
“Your father enjoyed his torments, Sarah, with or without the knowledge you wished him to release me.”
“I don’t understand, even all these years later, why he delighted in such things. Against you, and making Momma miserable.”
“You’re not supposed to. Some people are cruel because they can be, my lady. Viciousness is a part of the very fabric of their being. That is their failing, my lady. Not mine, nor yours, nor any other’s. Theirs alone.”
Sarah glanced down in an attempt to hide brimming tears. “You returned so broken not even Mara could heal you.”
“My lady.” Edward reached to press his palm gently to her cheek, her tears wetting the tips of his fingers as he guided her blurred vision back to him. “Not your fault either.”
“Why don’t you go with Mara? Why don’t you—”
“Because I’ve harmed her. As surely as your father harmed your mother, I have damaged Mara. Ripped out the heart I once vowed to protect. If I go with her, I will continue to do so. Over and over again, in this never-ending cycle of pain, to which I have condemned her since the day I left on my mission for the queen.” He shook his head, unshed tears matching her falling ones. “I cannot hurt Mara anymore, Sarah.”
“Then I have to stay.”
“No, my lady. You must go.”
“I can’t. I swore to serve you. This guard. This queen.”
Edward shook his head, a soft smile touching his lips, though it did not light his eyes. “I appreciate the loyalty, my lady, more than you know. And would never force a choice upon you. But Sarah, from the queen’s perspective, no matter how great your deeds, they shall never be recognized, not as they should. Nor will you be granted the path to advancement you have earned, time and time again.”
“I made a vow to serve the queen.”
Edward nodded. “If you stay with the Lorcan Guard, you will honor your original vow, it is true. But you shall remain forever a shadow of the rose.”
Sarah wanted to say it didn’t matter. That she had sworn to remain a shadow, and would continue to do so. That advancement was not her heart’s desire. She could not speak the words.
Edward maintained his sad smile, leaning forward to softly kiss her cheek.
“ignosce mihi, Captain.”
“Nothing to forgive, Sarah. Go to the Black Rose, with my blessing. Know one day, when you achieve the rank you desire, with all the honors you shall undoubtedly earn, I’ll smile as I listen to tales of your heroic deeds, and recall with fondness the young child I once met who dreamed of becoming a knight.” 
He pulled back, again pressing his hand to the cheek his lips had just touched.
“Edward, I—”
“I bid you adieu, Lady Sarah of the Black Rose Guard.”



Chapter XXXIX
Lorcan Court
1200 AD
 
Sarah knocked on the door to Jake’s chambers, but opened it without waiting for his invitation. She found him seated on the edge of the bed, his leather-encased blade beside him on the pile of pelts.
“Sarah, I’m sorry. I never meant to—”
“I’ll go with you.”
“What?”
“I want to go with you and Mara. I’ll take the vows with you.”
“What about Edward?”
“Edward told me to leave.”
She knelt in front of him, grasping his hands. “I want to be a great knight, Jake, almost as much as I want to stay by your side. I’ll always be grateful to Edward, and I’ll probably eternally carry guilt for what happened to him. But Jake, I...” She shook her head, a smile lifting her features. “I don’t want to be afraid anymore, and you’re right, if we stay, we always will be. I choose you, Jake. Now and forever.”
Jake returned the smile before leaning forward, offering a chaste kiss that turned deeper as Sarah rose up on her knees to wrap a hand around the back of his head, prolonging the embrace until they were both breathless.
Coming up for air, Jake’s smile brightened the entire room. “Let’s leave this place, my love. Together, we’ll take the vow of the Black Rose.”
Sarah nodded, kissing him again before rising. She nearly danced along the halls back to her own chambers, where she proceeded to pack her few possessions. Mara had made an announcement that those wishing to swear loyalty to the Black Rose should be prepared to leave the next morning. 
That evening, Sarah returned to Jake, who had also managed to stuff the majority of what he owned into a wide satchel.
They lay together, speculating about the new life they were to embark upon. 
“I should go see my brother before I leave, to explain why I’m going. And to say goodbye, for I doubt I shall see him again for a very long time.”
“May I go with you?”
“You could, however, as my father’s prejudices have not changed,” his voice held a touch of bitterness, “it would be easier to see Kay on my own.”
Sarah sighed against him, under the thick pile of pelts, her breath warming his skin.
“I suppose you’re right. Should I wait for you then?”
“No. You should leave with the main group.”
“I don’t want you traveling alone.”
“I won’t be,” he said quickly. “Phillip and a few others have business to attend to as well. I’ll be traveling with them.”
She sat up to stare into his brown eyes. Low flames cast shadows that obscured her view. “I don’t know, Jake. I feel as though I should go when you do.”
“It will be fine.”
Jake reached up and pulled her down for another kiss, drawing her back to the bed. He shifted to allow her to press her cheek against his chest, half-sprawled across him as he ran a hand through her hair. “Mara could use the help when they arrive, and I’ll feel better knowing you’re out of harm’s way. I am sure the queen will be none too happy about losing so many of her knights.
“Besides, knowing you are there already will hasten my departure. I’ll be right behind you.”
Sarah drew a breath and asked, “Right behind me?”
“iuro. I swear.”
 



Chapter XL
Lorcan Court
1200 AD
 
Sarah prepared to leave his room early the next morning. She grabbed her own gathered belongings and, after swearing to the Black Rose, began the journey to Lethia Castle, far across Europe into the eastern mountains. 
She offered Jake a brief kiss. “I’ll see you in a few weeks?”
“Yes,” he promised.
With the plan of visiting his brother on the way, Jake was adjusting his earlier packing when a knock interrupted his preparations. 
“Come in,” he called.
The door opened and, to his surprise, Mara walked through the threshold.
“Captain, I thought you had left with—”
“Garreth and I shall leave momentarily, joining the others at the first campsite tonight,” she informed him. “I had a few last minute details to attend.”
“Oh,” he said, watching her move into the room, pushing the door closed behind her. “May I be of service in some way?”
Mara moved closer, and drew a breath before leveling her gaze with Jake’s. “I have a matter I wish to discuss with you, Jacob.”
Real name. Can’t be good. Aloud he said, “Of course, Captain. What can I do for you?”
“You are aware Edward has refused to accompany me to the Black Rose?”
“I am.”
“You also know his sub-captains, both Phillip and Garreth, have agreed to leave with me.”
Jake nodded, the twist in his stomach tightening.
“Their absence leaves a gap in the Lorcan Court Royal Guard leadership. A spot which, Jacob, you are being presented with an opportunity to fill.”
Jake stared at her blankly.
“You have earned the right to advance to a sub-captainship rank, Jacob. If you stay, the title will be yours.”
“The title?”
“Sub-captain of the Lorcan Royal Guard.”
Jake attempted to process the offer.
“It’s a sudden promotion, but you’re ready. Edward agrees.”
Jake shook his head. “I’d planned to join you, in the Black Rose.”
“And you can, if it’s what you truly wish. However...” Mara’s chest rose as she drew a deep breath, shifting her weight from one leg to another. “I’m asking you not to.”
“What?”
“I’m asking you to stay.”
“You’re telling me—”
“Not telling, Jake. Asking—for you to stay here with Edward. I cannot strip him of everyone, and if you go with me, that’s exactly what I will be doing.”
“You want me to stay?”
“Yes,” Mara verified. “It’s selfish to ask. Possibility the most selfish thing I have ever done. Yet, I am asking, just the same. Stay by Edward’s side. Protect him, and the men who remain, to the best of your ability.”
“If I refuse?”
“You have every right to do so, but I’m hoping you won’t.” Mara held his gaze. “Should you decide to come to the Black Rose, in spite of my plea, I shall hold no ill will, and grant you the same rank within the Black Rose Guard that you would have held in the Lorcan.”
“A sub-captainship?”
Mara nodded.
“And if I stay? Who would receive the rank in your new guard?”
“That honor would go to Lady Sarah. She’s earned the right to become a sub-captain. By the ancient laws governing the creation of a Black Rose Guard, I am permitted to have four: Phillip, Garreth, Mathew, and one more.”
Jake’s heart sank at the choice before him. “And if I go with you, I will be granted the honor, instead of Sarah?”
“You are of higher rank. Tradition requires the honor go to you, not her. I’m sorry, Jacob. I’m aware you two have strong affections for each other.
“I’m making this request because I have taken Edward’s power base. 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 smiled and, to his surprise, pulled him into a tight embrace, the sleeves of her black velvet gown soft against his hands. She pressed her lips to his right cheek, then to his left, before stepping back. Her sad smile remained in place. “Jake, I’m honored to have had you by my side. I can think of few others whom I hold in as high regard, as both knight and friend.” She drew 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 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 replied, even as his heart screamed in protest. “I will stay with Edward.”
“Thank you. I will not forget this, and promise one day, I’ll reward this show of faith.”
With those words, she left him alone in the room of flickering shadow.



Chapter XLI
Lorcan Castle
1400 AD
 
My Dearest Sarah,
 
I must have begun this letter a thousand times through this sleepless night. I do not know how to explain, except to do so plainly.
I have decided to remain here, at the Lorcan Court, with Edward. I’ve been offered a sub-captainship. It is a position I have always wanted, and I cannot decline, though it rips my heart in half to accept. This request of me, to remain, further came from one whom I could not refuse, as she is a captain, princess, and friend.
I beg of you, do not return. Do not even think of it. You have chosen to take the vow of the Back Rose. It is where you belong, free from the shadow of those of higher birth. A chance to prove, at last, you are the knight I know you to be.
I have no right to ask your forgiveness for this gravest of transgressions against both our hearts. Yet I beg it of you anyway.
I wish our future could be otherwise. I wish I could have gone with you, to keep you in the safety of my arms, as I had promised. Yet I find now I must offer such love only from afar.
Do not grieve for what might have been. It would shred my heart more for you to do so. Know that with you goes a piece of my heart, which can never be retrieved, and the pride of a teacher, whose student is ready to stand on her own. Great things await you.
I love you, Sarah. Please never doubt this. This choice is best for the realm, our respective guards, and the destiny fate has seen fit to bestow upon us both. 
 
Eternally yours,
 
Jacob Alexander Aideen
 
 



Chapter XLII
Leitha Castle
Present Day
 
Sarah was called to the captain’s private study in the middle of the night.
“I apologize for the late hour,” Mara addressed her sub-captain.
“It’s fine. I couldn’t sleep anyway.”
Dressed in black, save for the silver rose embroidered on the breast of her shirt, Mara motioned the woman in identical attire closer to the fire, which burned in the corner. Taking a seat in a chair covered by faded black cushions, Mara indicated for Sarah to do the same.
She complied, waiting patiently for Mara to inform her of the reason for the unexpected summons.
“Sarah, you are aware I plan to leave you here, in charge of the men protecting Lethia Castle while my force attacks the Arum Court?”
“I am.”
“You are also aware, should I not return, my death would leave you as the captain of the Black Rose Guard?”
She had been a sub-captain for years, but...the captain?
“Had it not occurred to you, Sarah?”
“I suppose the idea you might not be returning never occurred to me, Captain.”
“I am going into battle, Sarah, and fully intend to take the life of an immortal king. Succession of captainship must be discussed.”
Sarah sat straighter in her chair. “Captainship,” Sarah tried out the word, testing the weight on her tongue. “Captain of the Black Rose.”
“Sarah, you have been a faithful knight, and a loyal sub-captain. I would like to speak with you now about the exact differences between being a sub-captain, and an actual captain.”
“The differences?”
Mara nodded. “There are many that merit discussion, my lady. However, of the various lectures I could offer, for you, there is only one that matters, and time is short.”
“Only one?”
“Yes. Only one.”
“Which one?”
“A willingness to protect those sworn to serve you.”
Sarah stared at Mara in confusion. “Forgive me, Captain. Are you implying I would not, or have not, protected other men?”
“Not at all. You have gone through great lengths to protect your fellow knights.”
“Then what are you saying?”
Mara stood from the chair and moved closer to the fire. “I’m not speaking of physically protecting your fellow knights, in a traditional sense, Lady Sarah. That you have always done, without hesitation. I am speaking of protecting them from things no normal person would ever want to experience. Of committing damning acts with your own hand, so those who follow you are not forced to endure the memory for the length of an immortal life.”
“Captain, I don’t—”
“I’m speaking,” Mara continued, her voice growing softer, haunted, with each word, “about walking onto a beach in search of a child. Knowing that when you find him, you will be forced to end his life. Not because you are the only one capable of taking it, but rather because you know that if you do not, another shall be forced to do so in your place.”
Silence fell in the room, interrupted by the occasional crackle of flames.
“I’m talking about doing what is necessary to protect these men’s souls, no matter how repulsive the deed, or in how many pieces such actions shatter your own. You have watched me kill, Lady Sarah, yet never been required to execute an immortal yourself. You watched as I massacred an entire realm of woman...and children.
“People say I did it for vengeance, and perhaps that’s true. But I committed those acts for another reason as well.” Mara forced herself to meet Sarah’s gaze. “I did it because, as captain, part of my job is to commit such atrocities, so that neither you, nor any other member of my guard, would be required to do so.”
More silence.
“So, you’re saying, Captain, the difference is having to kill?”
“I’m saying, captainship requires committing whatever act is necessary to protect those under your leadership and command. Even if those actions are reprehensible. Wrong. Acts which damn your soul to eternal torment.
“Sarah, you are a wonderful sub-captain, and among the best knights I have ever had the privilege to train. Fighting beside you has been an honor.”
“But you don’t think I’m fit to be your successor?” Sarah’s voice came out crosser than she’d intended. 
“I am not saying that at all, Sarah. In fact, I am not stating anything, but a simple truth.”
“What truth?”
“To be a captain of the Black Rose Guard, prepare to not only put your flesh between your men and the horrors of this world, but your soul as well.”
Mara stepped across the room to a wooden desk, retrieving an item from the top. Returning, she displayed the leather sheath, from which protruded a silver hilt. Scattered with deep blue sapphires and white diamonds, Sarah recognized Brendan’s Arius blade.
“Captainship comes with this,” Mara stated, withdrawing the sword and tossing aside the sheath, allowing the ancient silver to gleam in the firelight. “And the willingness to use it to protect the immortal realms, and the Black Rose Guard, no matter how horrific the task.”
Sarah reached out. As she remembered from slightly over a millennia ago, warmth radiated from the enchanted metal.
“The mark of an Arius blade is eternal, Lady Sarah. There is no mercy to be found within its stroke. Nor can there be in the hands of the one who bears it.”
Gingerly, Sarah took the blade from Mara’s hand. The sword was heavy and solid, everything a revered blade should be, and Mara offered it to her.
“You have made me prouder than you know. Overcoming what you have to join this guard, and follow me as faithfully as you have, is a rarity.
“To be a captain requires great sacrifice, something you already know much about. It took all I had, Sarah. My heart, my soul, my love, my blood, my flesh. Everything. I have committed sins that will taint my soul into the realm beyond. When I became a captain, I was not warned of this cost.” Mara shook her head. “I wish to the gods I had been.” 
“Are you telling me—”
“Only a truth. Followed by a simple question, but one I beg of you not to take lightly.”
Sarah drew a series of deep breaths and met Mara’s silver eyes with her gold. “What is the question, Captain Mara?”
“Do you wish to be the captain of the Black Rose Guard?”
Sarah stared, attempting to form her answer. Yes, should have risen easily. Yet as she met Mara’s eyes, marked by strength, determination, and an inescapable touch of cruelty, the word did not come.
Instead, Sarah asked, “What if I say no? Who else is qualified to lead the guard?”
Mara did not answer, merely holding her silvery eyes on Sarah’s.
“Jake,” the name came to her. “Jake’s ready to be captain.”
“He is.”
With the confirmation, understanding dawned. “You’re not taking Edward with you.”
“No, I am not.”
“How can you do that to him? He left you the last time, and it’s taken you a thousand years to find your way back to each other. I don’t—”
“I can’t do my job if he’s with me, Sarah. He is my heart in its rawest, most painful form. The part of my soul that clings to the ray of light darkness threatens to devour. To take him with me is to risk losing his life, and his death, Sarah, is the one thing, the only thing, I am not strong enough to endure.
“Edward cannot accompany me on this quest, because with him, I am not the captain of this guard, nor any other. I am merely a girl, fearful of losing the man she loves. Something I cannot be if I am to have any hope of avenging Brendan’s death without sacrificing the lives of all who accompany me.”
Mara drew a breath. “Jake is ready to be a captain, Sarah. But the choice to make him one, my lady, I leave with you. If you wish to rise up to the position, to commit the atrocities required, then do so. Otherwise, leave the guard to Jacob.”
She leaned down and softly kissed Sarah’s right cheek. “If you wish to be captain, Sarah, take up my mantle, knowing you do so with my pride and love.
 “If not, offer the Black Rose Guard to Jacob. Stand by his side, and hold him close to your heart, for he will need you to maintain light in his darkness.” Mara drew back, touching the locket Sarah wore around her neck.
“No matter your decision, serving with you, Lady Sarah, has been my privilege and honor. I leave the choice with you.”
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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.
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Chapter One
The Shadow
 
Dark shadows danced madly against dank brick as we picked our way through the tunnel. I clenched my teeth against the cold. If they chattered, my mic would pick up the noise and some idiot would call me out on it later in the comments. It would be easy to feel smug about it while basking in the warmth of a computer screen. Greasy water sloshed around my calves, soaking into every inch of my old hikers. The boots would be destroyed after this, but it would be worth it if I could get good video of the waterfall. We’d been waiting for a decent rain, one long and heavy enough to filter down to the water table. The last time I’d been down here, these corridors had been damp, but not flooded. Hopefully, the mud I trudged through now was a good sign. I wanted video of water gushing down the side of the hidden mosaic, our lights illuminating the fountain spray. 
As we reached the end of the passageway, the water lapped at my knees. I adjusted the camera on my helmet, and checked the handheld to make sure my settings were ready to go. Ahead of me, Stacy preened. She fluffed her platinum hair around her neon lime helmet and reapplied lip-gloss. She looked like an idiot spelunking in tight designer jeans and a Hello Kitty t-shirt, but the straps of her pack cradled her breasts in just the right way and her ass did look great in the pants. My viewers loved her. I would love her more if she dressed for the job: her legs were protected by my cinched waders, so naturally my feet were soaked and numb. She would probably trip over the oversized boots and land face down in the filthy water at some point. I grinned to myself. Stacy in a wet t-shirt? That would guarantee this video would go viral in the first fifteen minutes it was online.  
“Tank, get the lights set up. I’ll do the action shot as we enter the ballroom.” I gestured ahead of us and my heartbeat sped up as I pictured the shot in my mind. 
Everyone hustled around to set up, the four of us had this routine down. Exploring was our passion, and these internet videos made it possible for us to keep doing it and avoid holding down real jobs. It was a win for everyone involved. We were also committing a few crimes in the process, so we had to be careful to use pseudonyms and keep our faces at least partially obscured. 
Stacy was known as Destiny online. Destiny Ryder. She’d picked out the name after several days of intense deliberation, ultimately ending up with an alias that was a blend of stripper and Disney cartoon. 
My own pseudonym was a different story. It was actually my given name, or would have been if a well-intentioned social services worker hadn’t changed a letter, feeling the label my mother gave me to be a bit too harsh. I’d seen the original paperwork when I turned eighteen and was emancipated from the system. The name symbolized my life experience in a single word, so I owned it now: Cage. 
I signaled to start the shot and everyone quieted down, advancing into the huge open cavern we’d dubbed “the ballroom.” The dark corridor suddenly opened on the cavernous inky expanse, only the cascading water lit by our spotlights. The mist created prismatic colors amidst the graffiti and decay. 
The lighting was perfect-- you could make out the size of the space in the dim light but not the details. I turned to pan slowly towards the rushing water, my money shot. I forced my hands to steady, keeping both of the cameras moving smoothly. As I turned in a slow arc, my heart beat faster. It was cinematic. 
 “Oh, it’s epic!” Destiny squealed, popping up in front of me as I panned across to capture the flume of water. 
“God, you’re in the shot, D!” I snapped, opening up the panoramic view and stepping away from her. 
“Ooops! I just got so excited,” she purred, pursing her lips and flirting with the camera. 
I sighed, trying to keep her out of the shot long enough to catch a decent image of the cascading flow. I slid around the platform’s edge, skirting the gaps in the metal railing to reach the narrow concrete stairs. To get the best angle on the waterfall, I needed to lean out over the flooded steps. Stagnant water normally pooled throughout the floor, but today the murky mixture churned and swirled below me. Everything was covered in a layer of fetid moisture, causing the already crumbling concrete to weaken even more. Anchoring myself on one of the few metal posts that actually remained secure, I tilted out over the black rapids. 
A dark misty shape shot out of a hole in the brick wall to my left and darted straight for me. With a gasp, I lost my grip on the railing and flailed at the jagged edge of the landing. The black form hovered for a split second, before dissipating into nothingness. I teetered as my feet slipped out from under me, and I fell from my perch. I sucked in a last lungful of air, preparing for the cold wash of water and the drag of the deadly undertow. Miraculously, my ass smacked hard on concrete rather than water and I sprawled backwards onto the slimy ledge. My head bounced off the rough surface with a sickening thud followed by the crunch of glass and plastic shattering against rock. 
“Shit!” I groaned. “My camera!” I tried to roll over, or at least pull my legs away from the ledge, but the pounding in my head convinced me to stay put for a minute or two. How the hell had I avoided falling into the brink?
Destiny hovered over me, fluttering her hands as though she was uncertain what to do with them. “Are you okay? Oh, my God! You went down hard!”
I forced my trembling hand to my head, checking to see if I was bleeding. A tender lump was already forming at the back of my skull, but the only moisture there was cold and gritty. At least I hadn’t cracked my head open. 
I struggled again, dragging my legs over the edge and back up onto solid ground. “Can you help me up?” I rasped as I pushed against the ground. 
“Uhhhh…maybe Tank should help?” she whispered, frantically looking around for the rest of the crew. 
“Just make sure I don’t fall back into the water!” I snapped, slowly climbing to my feet as I braced myself against the exposed brick wall. The room swam, dark spots appearing in my vision. Not a good sign.
 “Did you see the black thing?” I asked, looking at her. 
She stared at me, appearing confused. “What?”
I sighed, not at all surprised she hadn’t. 
“Hey, guys? The water in here is getting a lot higher. I think we need to get moving,” Tank called from the passage. 
I struggled to my feet, bracing myself against the wall. I reached out to steady myself on Stacy’s arm, but she flinched away. Glancing down, I realized I’d forgotten to put my gloves back on. Damn. I jerked my hand back, shoving it into my pocket to cover my error. I was usually more careful about limiting skin on skin contact, but since Stacy and I started dating, I’d gotten more complacent. I hoped things could be different with her. I slid the thin black rubberized fabric over my fingers, flexing them to make sure I could move well enough to keep my grip in the damp tunnels. 
I swallowed hard, then followed her into the waist high water. At certain points along the way, we practically had to swim, holding our equipment over our heads. The ballroom was part of a labyrinth of abandoned buildings buried beneath our city streets. Miles of hidden tunnels, homes, and businesses had been covered over as the city grew and changed. No one was supposed to be in here. Technically, it was a felony to even enter the subterranean city, but there weren’t exactly any officers down here patrolling. The danger was entering and exiting the forgotten city beneath the city.  
Ramon held open the drainage grate we’d entered through as Tank packed up the gear and concealed it inside backpacks. We’d split up at the street and meet back up at a diner near my apartment. They had a solid Wi-Fi connection and decent coffee. 
“Cage, hang on! I need to talk to you first,” Stacy whined, pouting her freshly glossed lips. When had she had time to re-apply makeup? 
Ramon glanced back at the street, concerned he’d be caught red handed if he loitered by an underground entrance. 
“Go ahead. We’ll meet you there,” I said, handing him his backpack full of equipment and gear. The heavy grate slammed back into place as I stepped back with a sigh. I knew Stacy was about to give me another whine session about the amount of camera time she was getting, so I leaned against the wall, making myself comfortable. 
Before I could cross my arms, Stacy launched herself into them, crashing her curves onto me. 
“This video could be really big, right?” she breathed against my neck as she slowly ground her hips against my pelvis in a torturous rhythm. 
My breath caught as I tangled my gloved hands in her hair, trying to pull those cherry scented lips to mine. Every trace of annoyance I’d felt for her was washed away by heated lust as she pressed her breasts into my chest, barely avoiding my mouth with a teasing smile. “Well?”
I nodded, struck mute by the X-rated images racing through my brain. Stacy found me right after my videos started getting attention. She’d recognized me from the neighborhood and easily flirted her way into the videos. I’d figured out pretty quickly that Stacy was willing to “reward” me for giving her more screen time. Usually she was drunk, but my sex starved body didn’t let my brain overthink that as much as it probably should have.
 “You know I’m gonna make you a star, baby,” I panted, pushing against her writhing body. 
She slid one hand between us, her palm firmly against my package, massaging. “So, you’re going to keep me in the scenes and let me do some of the commentary?”
I didn’t want Stacy doing commentary. She would sound like a vapid blonde who knew nothing about the real grit of urban exploration, but while her hand was working its magic, I would have agreed to anything.
 “Kiss me,” I pleaded, my mouth dry with need. 
“Promise you’re going to make me a star. Make me the focus, Cage” she whispered, her lips nearly touching mine. 
“I will,” I groaned, close to losing it. “Spend the night with me and I’ll make the whole damn episode about you and your tits.” 
She grinned, and lightly touched her lips to mine, flicking her tongue against them. “Show me the video first, and I’ll show you my tits up close and personal,” she moaned, adding a final slow grind against my crotch before she jumped away, leaving me sweating and in need of far more attention. 
“Wait,” I protested. “Please, Stacy, you’re killing me here.” 
“Show me the video!” she laughed, grabbing her bag and slipping out through the grate. 
I gave myself a few minutes, letting the trembling subside before I ventured out to the surface. Everyone would be waiting for me at the diner. The sooner we had the edits done, the sooner I could get Stacy to fulfill her promise. 
I jogged the few blocks, needing the exercise and cold air to clear my head even though the wet boots were chafing my feet terribly. As I reached the diner, I removed my gloves and shoved them into the pocket of my jacket. Most people notice if you wear gloves inside, especially if you’re eating. It isn’t normal, and people can’t seem to ignore the abnormal.  
The bell above the door jingled as I walked in, but no one working glanced up to see who’d come through the door. My crew sat in the corner booth, but even they ignored my entrance. No Stacy yet. She probably went home to change first. She didn’t like anyone seeing her looking less than perfect. 
“Eh, amigo!” Ramon smirked as I slid into the booth. “You get some action for your troubles?” 
“Not enough, Ramon. Not enough, but my day’s coming,” I grinned. 
Tank smacked me on the back and slid the broken pieces of my camera over to me. “I think I got the footage off this one, but it’s toast, man.” 
At least I’d make enough from ad placements and views to buy a new one. In the last year, our views had skyrocketed. It was insane. I couldn’t even explain it. One day I was posting videos for a few other urbex geeks and then suddenly, we were everywhere. 
“We waiting on Destiny or we getting to work?” Twitch asked me. Hugely claustrophobic, he rarely did much of the actual exploring, but he was a wizard with technology and video editing. 
“You already know what her input will be. Let’s get started. We’ve got a lot of video to go through.” I glanced out the front windows, noting that the rain was coming down even harder now. The waitress brought me a steaming mug of black coffee, sliding it in front of me so she wouldn’t accidentally brush my fingers if she handed it off. Three months ago, she’d brushed against my bare arm when I wasn’t paying attention. She hadn’t flirted with me since. Hell, she barely spoke to me. 
Clearing her throat softly, she stammered, “You want the usual?” 
“Nah. I’ll just have a turkey on rye tonight. Trying to cut back on fried foods,” I smiled, attempting to put her at ease. She flinched and walked away. Maybe it was time to consider a new hangout spot. 
Twitch pulled my laptop out of the bag he was carrying and slid it over, popping a memory card in as he did so. “Here’s your handheld video,” he said. “As usual, gentlemen, mark your highlights and send them to me. I’ll splice this mess together and build us a masterpiece.”
I tapped my spoon against the inside of my coffee mug, stirring the sugar packet in slowly. “Yeah…I kind of promised Destiny we’d spotlight her in this one, so let’s keep that in mind when you’re selecting highlights.”
“Seriously, man?” Tank groaned. “You have got to stop letting her lead you around by your crank! She’s only using you. Why you letting her play you like this?” 
I shrugged. I knew he was right, there was no sense denying it. Stacy wouldn’t give me the time of day if she wasn’t getting something out of it. But I was getting something out of it too, or would be at least. “I need this, Tank. She’ll move on soon enough, but give me this one, okay?”
“You better get your pole waxed to a mirror shine over this, bro” Tank grunted. “Cause this is bullshit.” 
“I know,” I agreed, pulling up my video and slugging my bittersweet coffee. They weren’t telling me anything I hadn’t told myself repeatedly, so there was no reason to get bent out of shape over it. Better to dive into work. 
It’s easy to get pulled into video editing, to forget what you’re supposed to be looking for and slip back into the moment. I took absent minded bites of the sandwich, forcing myself to think technically about what I was seeing. Lighting, sound quality, level of audience interest, etc. We couldn’t keep everything, only the best bits would end up in the finished video. Hours of video would end up hacked down into a twelve to fifteen-minute webisode maximum. The really special explorations would end up closer to half an hour, but that was pushing the limits of our viewer’s attention spans. Most of our videos were under six minutes and serialized. That way people kept coming back for more. 
“Holy shit! What was that?” Ramon gasped, jumping back from his screen and jabbing the keyboard. “You guys got to see what I just seen!”
We all jumped up, bunching as closely as possible around his monitor in the close confines of the corner booth.  Ramon backed up the footage with shaking hands, an enormous grin on his face. He was previewing my helmet cam footage, and I recognized this particular feed from two days ago. 
We’d been exploring a partially collapsed section of hallway and I was trying to find a way through a pile of rubble which covered an ornately carved doorway. They don’t slap doors like that up just anywhere, so my theory was that something major lay behind it. As I climbed up the chunks of broken concrete block and brick, I glanced back towards one of the crew. Behind them in the open space of the hall, a heavy cloud of thick black smoke hung in the air. As we watched, the black mist coiled around, forming an almost human shape for a fraction of a second before it shot off in the opposite direction, seeming to disappear into the wall itself. I sat dumbly, shaking my head. I hadn’t noticed it then, but it was eerily similar to what I thought I’d seen in the ballroom. 
“WHAT. THE. FUCK. WAS. THAT?” Tank bellowed, slapping his palm against the table hard enough that our dishes rattled and everyone in the place stared over at us. 
“Shhhhh,” Ramon urged, glancing around. “This is big. This could be our meal ticket. That thing could be anything we spin it as. Ghost, devil, poltergeist, chupacabre. Hell, I could tell my abuela it was el Duende and she’d believe me with video like that.”
“But what is it?” I asked as he played the sequence over and over, zooming in on the mysterious dark form. Even after enhancements and the slowest progression we could manage, none of us had any answers. 
“We need to go back over everything you’ve already viewed. Look closer at the backgrounds. Make sure it doesn’t show up anywhere else,” Twitch ordered. We reluctantly returned to our own computers, each one certain we hadn’t missed a thing but would surely find something even more exciting if only we continued looking through the rest of our video. 
The four of us sat hunched over our monitors, scanning every pixel with feverish intensity. As I neared the point where I’d been interrupted by Ramon’s discovery, a hand ran up my back. I jumped, jamming my knee against the chipped Formica table as I whipped around. 
“That doesn’t look like a close up of me, lover,” Stacy—well, Destiny—stage whispered. “How’s it going, boys?” she asked, flashing a brilliant smile towards everyone at the table as she tossed her gleaming blonde hair. “I need this posted tomorrow. I have an interview on Friday and I need something new to use.”
I froze, searching for the right words that might steer her away from the total meltdown on the horizon. 
“We found something amazing,” Twitch blurted, unable to contain his excitement while I scrambled for a way to explain to Stacy why this episode couldn’t be all about her and her partially visible nipples. 
Fingernails bit into my shoulder blade through three layers of fabric, as Stacy hissed out a breath. “Amazing? How so?”
“Take a breath, Destiny. It’s only a few seconds out of the whole thing. You’re still going to have plenty of screen time and this will bring in even more views.” I stood up, offering her my seat. “Come on, you can take a screen and flag whatever you want added in.”
She glared at me, eyes narrowed. “You know what this episode could mean to me,” she snapped. 
“It’s going to be huge,” I promised. “And you’ll have even more to talk about in your interview. We’re not even through all of the footage yet, but I know it’s going to be all over the place once we post it and your face will be front and center on every share.” Okay. I was stretching, but she seemed to be warming up to my promises of glory. 
“Show me,” she demanded, sliding into the booth. Twitch tapped his keyboard and played the short snippet of video through about four times as she stared at the monitor. After the fourth, she looked up at us, perplexed. “That’s it? A shadow? That’s what you’re all giddy over?” 
“It’s… there’s a shape to it. You can’t see that?!?” Ramon stammered. 
“It’s a shadow,” she replied adamantly, crossing her arms under her partially bare cleavage. 
“God,” Stacy said, rolling her eyes.  “You guys are such nerds. Can we get this thing moving? I’ve got plans for tonight.”
I couldn’t keep the grin from spreading across my face, thinking about our plans for the night. “Yeah, let’s get through this. Keep your eyes peeled for anything else strange, but we should keep it business as usual otherwise.” Stacy squeezed my upper thigh approvingly, even as Tank rolled his eyes dramatically. 
“Damn thing better gleam like chrome on a new Mercedes, bro,” he muttered. Stacy filed her nails and played with a plate of French fries drizzled in ketchup while we continued reviewing and tagging video.  
As I got to the footage from today, I kept feeling like I was seeing slight movement at the very edge of the frame. When I examined it more closely, there simply wasn’t anything clear enough to share. 
“Dude. Have you made it to that part where you fall yet?” Ramon asked, his voice hushed and serious. 
“I’m almost there. About two minutes out from it, I’d guess,” I paused my video and leaned over, trying to see his screen. “Do you have something?”
“Just watch yours first. I’m starting to think I’m seeing things,” he said, shaking his head and crossing himself.
Tank shut down his own video and moved so he could watch over my shoulder. I restarted the feed, watching as I panned across the expanse of the room, Destiny popping up into the shot. Everything was as I remembered; Destiny simpering for the camera, the impressive crash of water gushing from the wall. As I turned back from leaning out over the water, a thick black cloud shot past from the wall. The camera swung wildly as I lost my balance, flailing my arms madly. The view spun, pointing up towards the inky darkness above us and down towards the grimy concrete below. Just before the camera exploded into pieces, ending the footage in static, a brief flash of something bright, almost metallic silver flicked overhead. Tank and I watched the white static in silence. 
Finally, I glanced over at Ramon. “What did you see on the helmet camera?” I asked, my voice thick. 
Ramon slid his computer over in front of me, the video paused to display an image. I stared at it, uncertain what to make of the dark shape at first, then when I realized what I was looking at, I gasped. 
“I…I think it’s a face,” Ramon stammered, looking to me for confirmation. Tank snatched the laptop off the table, holding it closer to his face to examine it. 
I nodded dumbly. It looked like a face, but not exactly a human face. The dark red eyes and the impression of sharp, tearing, teeth would surely haunt my dreams tonight. 
“This is ridiculous! If you assholes are going to sit around here scaring each other with videos of dark shadows and creepy crawlies, then I’m leaving,” Stacy screeched, pushing her way out of the booth. She brushed past me, the line of her thong beneath her skin-tight jeans taunting me as she sashayed away to the door. 
“Uh oh. Looking like tonight’s not gonna be your night after all,” Tank smirked, even as he continued to stare at the screen. “Probably for the best, we’d just end up having to get you treated for something.” 
“Fuck off, Tank,” I snapped, jumping up from the booth to follow Stacy out the door. 
She was standing in the rain under one of those clear plastic bubble umbrellas, trying to hail a cab. “Where are you going, Stacy?” I asked, keeping my voice soft and calm. 
“I’m going to the club. I’m not accomplishing anything here,” she whined, not bothering to turn around and look at me. 
“Come on, you know I keep my word. What are you freaking out about? Finding anything unexplainable in this footage will only make it more popular. People will be talking about it. We can record an intro, and you can talk about the images and how we discovered them. It’ll be your first. Come on, you know you don’t really want to leave.” 
I wiped the rain away from my face, standing two steps away from Stacy as she weighed the possibilities. The legs of her jeans were starting to get soaked from the rain and water splashing up from the roadway, but her hair remained perfect and protected under her little bubble. 
“Besides, we had plans for tonight, you and I. Let’s just go to my apartment. We can get dried off, I’ll start a fire and open a bottle of wine. By the time the rain stops, Twitch will have the footage edited and you can see. You’ll be the star. I promise.” 
Stacy pursed her lips, tempted. She shifted the umbrella to her opposite hand, running her fingers down my sleeve. “Wine by the fire, huh?” she purred, tilting back her umbrella so I could see her face more clearly. “Tempting. Very tempting.”
“I’ll grab my bag and we’ll go now,” I said eagerly, turning around to head back to the diner. 
“Yeah…I don’t think so. I’m out,” Stacy announced suddenly, stepping back to the curb. 
Heat rushed over me, unfazed by the cold water pouring down. I’d been soaked all God damned day because of her. I stomped back over, water splashing under my destroyed boots. “Hey,” I yelled to her back, but she didn’t bother to turn. I grabbed her arm, twisting her around to face me. “We had plans, Stacy. You never follow through and I’m sick-“Too late, I realized I was holding her elbow in my clenched hand, pulling her towards me. The effervescent feeling hit me too late, I’d been so caught up in my own anger and disappointment. 
Stacy’s face distorted, twisting into an expression of horror as she dropped her umbrella and began to claw at my grip with her free hand. I needed to let go, but oh, God, it felt so good. The velvet of her skin under my fingertips, the sensations flowing from my hand into my very core. It felt like I was glowing. 
“Get off me,” she screamed. “Cage, let go!” Her scream turned to a sob, as she desperately wrenched away from my grasp. She slid in the water, off balance as she stepped off the curb into the street. 
I saw her illuminated, her blonde hair hanging drenched as she gasped and retched, stepping backwards blindly. She never even noticed the bus. I shouted her name, but the screeching brakes drowned me out. It didn’t matter. Her body folded into a crumpled heap on the asphalt, partially beneath the gleaming bumper of the Number 9 Metropolitan. 
Time stood still. Even the raindrops seemed to hang suspended in the air as I gasped for breath. A bellowing rush of compressed air broke the stillness, folding the bus door swung open and the cacophony of screaming began. 
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