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Chapter I 
Present Day
 
Mara stood in the garden of immortal roses until the last embers cooled. She knelt, placing her hands in the charred remains of the man who would never again stand by her side. “Forgive me, Brendan,” she whispered, before picking up a palm-sized cinder and rubbing the soot from her hairline to the bridge of her nose. 
Then she stood, allowing those behind her to come forward and do the same. When they were finished, each member of the guard bowed their heads as Mara initiated the final rite of burial. Taking a silver knife, she ran the blade across the palm of her hand, causing her blood to splatter the ashes below. “May the Black Rose protect you in life and avenge you in death,” she said before stepping back toward the procession behind her. Her eyes studied the ground where her blood had fallen, the dark red already congealing amid the dark remains. As she moved back, something caught her attention from the corner of her eye.
The enchanted roses which covered the garden walls had been black for centuries. Yet as Mara’s gaze was drawn toward the green vines, the roses bloomed as red as the blood that had dripped from her hand. She stared in the direction, startled by the unusual burst of color. 
Shaking herself, she turned back toward the remains of her fallen friend. Then the vines on the garden wall began to move. At first it was slight, as though a shiver in the crisp, mountain air. Then the thick, green vines slid down the garden walls to touch the ground below. The group of mourners fell into a hush as more eyes turned toward the walls. Vines began to twine and weave along the ground from all sides, creeping toward the fire’s remnants. When they finally converged upon the dark smudge, they burst into a stunning cluster of blood-red roses. 
The men gaped in astonishment. “I’d heard stories of the roses changing for royal blood...” one man whispered.
“I thought it was a myth,” replied another, as the group moved forward in an attempt to gain a better view of the majestic roses that continued to rise, enveloping the ground where Brendan’s body had been laid.
Only a few noticed Mara used that moment to slip away, leaving the garden before returning to the seclusion of the castle she had called home for over five-hundred years. Standing in the back of the garden, Edward observed her departure, turning to help Garreth with the disbursement of the men, helping to coordinate proper sleeping arrangements for those who had come to the call of their revered captain.
When he finally went to Mara, he did not need to search to know where she had gone. Walking up the long series of stairs, he came to the room that had belonged to her fallen sub-captain. Opening the door, he found Mara seated at the edge of a stone balcony on the opposite side of the room. Now dressed in a plain black gown with long sleeves, which hung loosely at her wrists, the casual garment stirred gently in the cool breath of mountain wind as she stared out onto the scene beyond.
Massive mountains surrounded the castle. The higher peaks were shrouded by clouds. As the sun began to set, the sky filled with multiple colors, splashes of pink and orange cascading against the last vestiges of blue.
“It’s beautiful,” Edward said, as he stepped onto the balcony.
She did not reply, but continued to stare motionless at the fading sunlight. He was also dressed in black, save for the small, silver rose on his long-sleeved shirt and the thick golden ring he wore on his left hand. His rare silver Arius blade, denoting the honor Edward carried in the court, was strapped around his waist, sheathed in a scabbard of black leather, fitting him naturally. He walked toward Mara with great reverence, stepping behind her and offering his hand. She clutched it without speaking as he took another step, inviting her to lean back against his broad chest.
Edward slipped his other arm around her. She allowed him to hold her in silence for a long time before speaking. 
“You’re wearing my father’s ring.”
“Yes,” he answered. 
“A part of me was afraid you had thrown it into the sea.”
“Never. It saved my life and returned me to you.”
“I was thinking about something Phillip once said...” Her words trailed, but he waited patiently as she continued to lean against him, the cool wind shuffling the dark fabric of her gown. “He said that life is merely a series of repeated acts. Empires rise and fall with the turn of each era. To be replaced by new empires, also destined to fall. Over and over again.”
“Mara, you can’t think like that.”
“But isn’t it true?” she asked. “Here I am, preparing to lead these men into yet another attack where immortal lives shall be lost. To dethrone another prince. To kill another...” She shook her head. “I’m tired, Edward.”
It was his turn to pause, his eyes taking in the beauty of the sunset. “me paenitet, mi amor,” he whispered. “I cannot even begin to express how sorry. I have given you a life surrounded by only loss and pain—the last thing I ever wanted for you.”
“I know,” she answered. “I know you never meant for this.” She leaned her head back, pressing it more firmly against the dark cloth covering Edward’s chest. “The roses have returned, Edward, rosa sanguinis. And with them, the memories.” The wind continued to gust across the mountains, a plaintive wail matching the one in her heart. “I keep thinking about the day you left for that quest. All that we lost. All the pain. All the...”
Her eyes closed and she could see the shadowy figure who’d plagued her. Edward chained against the wall as the blade was drawn down his skin. The sound of his screams forever echoing down the bleak stone halls. The clash of swords, the gasps of pain, the swipe of an Arius blade, and the deafening silence which followed. Blood...so much blood. She opened her eyes as a shiver raced down her spine. “How did we end up here, Edward? How did we...”
“Mara,” he spoke softly, tightening his arms around her. “ego adsum, mea rosa, mi amor. I am here now, my rose, my love. Nothing else matters.” He attempted to ease her pain, “It was so long ago.”
“No,” she answered. “It wasn’t.”



 
 
Chapter II
 
900 AD
 
Mara entered the room without knocking to find Edward lying on the expansive bed, draped in layers of dark pelts. Bared to the waist, his shoulder-length black hair unkempt, he turned toward her. “Mara?” he asked, as he struggled to disentangle himself from the furs.
She did not speak, but walked to the bed, falling to her knees in her floor-length gown. “Take me with you.” The words escaped her lips before she could stop them. “I know we decided I would stay away, but...please, Edward. I cannot bear it. Please take me with you.”
He moved to the edge of the bed and stared down at the young woman kneeling before him. “Mara.” She looked intensely at the stone floor, her body trembling. He moved his hand and traced a finger down her cheek before raising her gaze to his dark eyes. He leaned down, the pain in her expression making his heart ache. 
“Mara,” he again spoke her name, before his lips claimed hers in a deep, passionate kiss. She closed her eyes at his touch and fought back a flurry of emotions. 
Edward pulled back and pressed his palm against her cheek. “me paenitet, mi amor,” he whispered. “I am so sorry.”
She drew several sharp breaths and opened her violet eyes. “I know. It’s only...it’s...”
“Come here.” He pulled her from her knees and guided her to a seated position on the bed’s edge.
“I know we decided I should stay away,” she said. “That it would be easier for both of us. But I couldn’t. I can’t.”
“I know, Mara. It’s all right.” Edward wrapped his arms around her, gently kissing her forehead.
“I didn’t mean to. I was trying to be strong.” Shame strangled her flurry of words. “I don’t want to make this any harder. I couldn’t stay away. It’s your last night. I couldn’t stand it.”
“Mara,” he cut her off, raising his hand to brush a long strand of dark hair from her eyes. “I want you here. I wanted you here so badly.”
“Let me stay.”
“Yes, mea rosa.” He soothed her. “I don’t want to be alone tonight.” He moved to the center of the bed and lay down, his pale skin standing in contrast to the dark furs beneath him. Mara moved into his offered embrace, laying her head against his chest as his arms engulfed her. He ran his fingers down her back, holding her closely. “My love, you are the strongest, most beautiful woman I know. I wish to the gods that I did not have to leave you this way.” She buried her face against his chest, listening to the steady rhythm of his heart. “me paenitet, mi amor. ignosce mihi, mea rosa, mi amor. ignosce mihi. mea rosa immortalis.” He continued to murmur softly until her breathing settled into a steady rhythm.
“You’ll come back,” she whispered. 
“promitto, Mara. I promise. me paenitet, mi amor.” He continued to hold his love securely until exhaustion overcame her. A pain resided inside him that he feared would never heal, and with each breath she drew, his terror deepened. His mind wandered back to that night, many years ago, when he found her kneeling over her mother’s grave. 
Father left her alone and the isolation was unbearable, Mara had spoken of her mother’s suicide. My mother
knew she would never love again. She was alone. Everyone leaves.
I won’t, he had promised. You will never be alone.
Yet, here he was preparing to break the only promise she’d ever asked of him. The gravity, and guilt, threatened to overwhelm him. It took all of his strength not to give in and take her with him. To throw all duty, all honor, all sanity to the wind and steal her away from the guard, the courts, and the threats of an increasingly dangerous queen. “Forgive me,” he whispered again to the woman in his arms. He held her until the first rays of sunlight seeped into the room, then woke her with a heavy heart. 
“My lady,” he said, as she opened her violet eyes to reveal their silver center. “I need you to listen to me now, mi amor.” She blinked several times, clearing her vision. “Mara, I need you to swear to me, to promise me, that no matter what happens or how hard this becomes, you will be strong for me. I will come back. I swear I will. But I need to know, without a shadow of a doubt, that you will make it through my absence.” 
He ran his fingers through her long, dark tresses, stirring the scent of the rosewater she used to rinse her hair. Everyone leaves, her words haunted him. They always leave.
“It breaks my heart to abandon you this way, my lady. Promise me, swear to me, that you will be strong.”
“promitto, Edward. And when you come back, I will be waiting.”
He drew her into a tight embrace, clutching her close for what seemed a long time, then finally forced himself to draw back and rise from the bed. He dressed quickly and gathered the few things he was taking with him into a small bag: a change of clothes, a warm blanket to fight off the cold night air, and a few miscellaneous items. He removed his silver Arius blade, encased in a black sheath lined with diamonds, from its place upon the wall. He tied the rare, deadly sword few were entrusted to carry around his waist with a belt, the golden hilt a stark contrast to his dark attire, and pulled a long woolen cloak around his shoulders, securing it with a pin. Finally, he turned back toward Mara, who had risen to stand beside the bed.
He tried to speak, but his voice betrayed him. “Mara, I...”
She walked toward him and grasped his hands in her own. “You have to go.”
“Yes.”
His heart ached as he watched the young woman fight heroically against tears, refusing to make his departure any harder. Instead, she leaned down and kissed his hand. “May the gods protect you, my lord, and see your swift return.” He touched the side of her face. She closed her eyes tightly to prevent tears from falling, but was unable to control the tremor which slid up her spine. “I love you, Edward.”
He leaned forward and kissed her, molding his lips to hers. “Forgive me.”
“Gladly,” she answered, as he pulled her close and buried his face into her tousled, dark hair. “I love you,” she said again, “but you must go now, Captain. You must go.”
He pulled back and stared down into her violet eyes one last time as though trying to memorize their depths, then forced himself to turn toward the door. “I will come back,” he promised forcefully. “I will come for you, Mara. tihi semper adveniam, mi amor. I will always come for you.”
The door closed with a loud clap of stone, leaving Mara standing alone in the dimly lit room. Frozen in place for a long time, she found the strength to walk back toward the bed. Numb, she crawled between his still-warm fur blankets and clutched her sides as she curled into a fetal position, knowing her world would never be the same.



 
 
Chapter III
 
It took every ounce of strength for Edward to leave the underground caverns and make his way to the castle’s stable. Inside the wooden doors, amid the pungent scents of clean leather and fresh manure, Garreth stood beside the tall, black stallion, which would be Edward’s only companion on the journey. Garreth was a few inches shorter than him, with green eyes as pale as Edward’s were dark. His sandy brown hair was unkempt, his bangs occasionally forcing him to sweep the long strands to the side of his face. A full-length black coat, clasped with silver buttons, fought off the lingering chill of the autumn morning air.
Edward walked across the stables to where he stood. “I thought you might be here.”
“Had to see you off, Captain.”
“Is there really a need for formality, Garreth? Given what you’ve come here to ask.”
“Okay then, how is she?”
“Far braver than I.”
Garreth drew a deep breath before speaking. “Permit me to ask, and bear me no ill will for doing so—are you okay?”
Edward’s eyes closed tightly at the question. “No.” 
Garreth moved his hand and placed it upon Edward’s left shoulder. “I’m sorry.” 
Edward opened his eyes at Garreth’s touch. “I swore to stay by her side. I promised I would stay.”
“It’s all right,” Garreth assured him. “We will take care of her.”
Edward drew a deep breath. “If anything happens. If I don’t come back. If...”
Garreth moved his second hand to clasp Edward’s other shoulder. “You cannot afford to think like that, do you hear me? Not for a single moment. You are coming back and Mara will be waiting. That is all you need to focus on. Nothing else.” 
Garreth was nearly six hundred years older than Edward, but until this moment, the age difference had never seemed so profound. Edward lowered his gaze, staring at the ground, unable to meet the compassionate eyes of the older man. He drew several deep breaths and struggled to steady his exhales.
“Edward.” The word sounded as close to a command as Edward had ever heard from the reluctant sub-captain. He looked up. “That fear in your eyes has no place on this quest. It will kill you more surely than any sword. Bury it deep inside, Edward, focus on your mission and nothing else. I will take care of the one you love. I swear it.”
Relief poured over Edward’s features. “Thank you.”
“You don’t have to thank me. Fulfill your quest, then come home to us.”
Edward embraced him before stepping back and taking the reins of Forctis, an imposing war horse, for whom the weight of tack and chest armor over a glossy black coat were no impediment to the anxious stamping of its precisely trimmed and shod hooves. He tied his bag in place against the saddle and smoothly mounted, adjusting his sword to a comfortable position at his side.
“Here.” Garreth handed him a roughly-sewn pouch. “You will understand,” was all the explanation Garreth offered. “May the gods protect you, my friend.” 
“And you as well,” Edward replied, tucking the pouch into one of the interior pockets of his cloak. “Grant me this one request. Tell her that my heart remains with her, always.”
Garreth met his eyes. “I will,” he responded, as he stepped forward and opened the stable doors.
Edward nodded once before digging his heels into Forctis’ side. Anxious to be off, the beast kicked a flurry of dust and pebbles as he moved fluidly into the brisk air, tail high and proud. A few moments later, a distant voice called, “Open the gates in the name of the captain!”
Once through the gates, it took little encouragement to coax his mount into a quick trot through the grassy fields. He rode for many hours before reaching the forest which marked the edge of the Lorcan Court. Halfway through the tall woods, darkness began to encroach between the shadows.
Preparing for evening, as it would be unsafe to travel in full-dark, he maneuvered Forctis
to the edge of a stream and removed the heavy saddle. Leading the horse to water, he allowed the tired stallion to refresh himself before loosely tying him to a low branch over tall grass. With the animal cared for, he gathered a collection of scattered branches in the dying light. He started a small fire before pulling the thick blanket from his bag and settling as close to the flames as he dared.
Edward had forgotten about the tiny bag Garreth had given him until he felt it press against his left side. He reached into his pocket and withdrew the silk pouch, pulling on the black strings which held it closed. Inside, he found two pieces of jewelry. The first, a tiny locket attached to a thick golden chain. From within the hinged frame, Mara’s violet eyes stared, so hauntingly real, he momentarily forgot to draw breath. Closing the locket tenderly, he placed the chain around his neck, sliding it under his shirt where it offered a comforting weight against his skin. Then he turned back to the remaining contents of the silk bag.
The second item was a golden ring. The band was thick, topped with a large red jewel. Along the side of the band, etched into the gold, was the outline of a string of roses on a single vine. Edward knew this ring well. Once worn by King Cathair, it had been given to Mara’s father on the day he had married Princess Mellissa. It was also the ring he had handed to Mara the night her father died. 
Edward took the ring with a sense of reverence and found it fit securely onto his left hand. Mara had worn the substantial band on a silver chain since her father had died. One of the only possessions she had from her parents, and the last vestige of her royal status after surrendering her title to join the ranks of the guard. To give this to him... 
“Oh Mara,” he whispered, as a fresh wave of emotions threatened to overwhelm him. He closed his hand, pressing the tips of his fingers firmly against the golden ring. “I’ll come back to you, mi amor. I swear it.”



 
 
Chapter IV
 
Mara did not move when she heard the door open, nor at the sound of heavy footsteps against the stone floor. She kept her face buried in the dark furs on which she lay, Edward’s scent teasing her broken heart. Several moments of silence filled the room, until Garreth sat down on the edge of the bed beside her. “Don’t,” she hissed, refusing to open her eyes. Then in a more pleading tone, “Please don’t.”
The lecture Garreth had planned vanished at the plaintive sound of her voice. Instead, he reached out and squeezed her shoulder.
“You’re going to say be strong, be reasonable. But I...”
“Mara,” Garreth said simply, “he loves you.” She opened her eyes at his words and rose to face him. “And would never leave you, willingly.”
She drew a trembling breath and threw herself into her cousin’s arms. “He was scared, Garreth. I’ve never seen him afraid before. Why him? Why is she sending him? I don’t understand.” Tears finally began to spill from her violet eyes and she seemed younger than her nineteen years.
“I wish there was something I could say to take away your pain. All I can offer is faith. Faith that he shall return to you.”
She clung to him as she had not done since she was a child. What began as silent tears steadily increased to heart-wrenching sobs. He held her, running his hands up and down her back. “He loves you, Mara. I am so sorry, but you must know his heart belongs to you alone. He will come back.” Her tears continued in an unrelenting stream. “I would’ve taken his place, if I could have.” He tightened his arms around her. “I will not tell you this is going to be easy, but you must be strong; for his sake, if not for your own. You must be strong even through this pain. Be strong for him and the love you bear.”
Mara shook her head, taking great gasps of air. “I know what I must do. Just...let me lie here. Just for a while.”
“Do you want me to hold you?”
She stared at him for several moments. “Would you just...sit by me?”
He nodded. “Anything you need. I love you, Mara. Do you know that?”
She tried to answer but the words became lodged in her throat. He took her hand, lacing his fingers through hers, as she lay back down upon the bed. Patient, Garreth sat there until she fell into an exhausted sleep. He then rose carefully, so as not to wake her, and moved to a chair a few feet away where he joined her in slumber.
When he awoke, he found Mara sitting on the edge of the bed, staring in his direction.
“He’s really gone.”
“Yes, my lady.”
Mara drew a deep breath. “Princess Liza should be getting ready for her lessons. I will go take my place. It’s already late.”
“Phillip is with her,” Garreth replied. “You are in no condition to—”
“I am her captain. Edward entrusted her to my care. I will not cause him to regret his decision.”
He stared at her for several moments before rising and crossing the room to her side. Eyes the color of faded moss studied hers before pushing a strand of long dark hair from her cheek. “No, you won’t.”



 
 
Chapter V
 
 Liza had been just shy of four years old when she had called out, trapped in the clutches of a nightmare. Hearing her cries, Edward had entered the room carrying a small taper to navigate the layers of darkness. He lit several more candles before lowering himself to his knees so as not to tower over the young girl. 
She clutched the sheet tightly in both hands “I didn’t mean to scream.” 
Edward shook his head. “There is no shame, Princess. You are safe. Nothing will harm you.”
A tremble ran through her slight frame. “Bad dream.”
“Don’t worry, Princess,” he assured her with a soft smile. “I will stay here and keep the nightmares away.” The next thing Edward knew, the little girl had thrown her arms around him and, after a moment’s hesitation, he hugged her back. “Nothing will harm you, my lady.”
“Promise?”
“Promise.”
This story had been conveyed to Mara right before Edward left, and she had happily taken over the duty of putting the child to bed every night. Mara enjoyed recounting for Liza the same valiant tales which Edward had earlier passed down to her. 
The first night of Edward’s departure had been the most difficult, with Liza falling into a fit of tears that echoed the cries of Mara’s own heart. “He makes the bad dreams go away. He promised.” Mara had stared at the child’s sobbing frame, at a loss as to what to say. “I want Edward. I can’t fall asleep without Edward.”
With renewed determination, Mara stepped to the edge of the bed and took a knee upon the stone floor. “Liza,” she began, “Edward wanted to be here very much. But...he won’t be able to for a while.”
“Why?” she asked. “Did I do something wrong?”
“No, my child,” Mara replied, drawing a deep breath. “Liza, did Edward tell you stories? Stories about brave knights who go on valiant quests? Stories of heroes who rescue princesses, slay dragons, or help people when they are in trouble?”
Liza nodded. “They help me sleep,” she answered through a veil of tears.
It was Mara’s turn to nod. “Well, Edward is a brave knight, exactly like the ones in the stories he told you. But that means sometimes he has to go away, just for a short while, to fulfill a quest. When he comes home, he will tell you stories about all the brave things he did and all the people he helped.” Mara forced herself to offer a tight smile. “Until then though, Edward asked me to help keep away the bad dreams. He even told me how. Is that acceptable, my lady?”
She sniffled. “When will he come back?”
Mara’s heart froze at the question. She had to force herself to draw several breaths before trusting her voice to sound steady enough to convey the only truth she dared. “He will come home as soon as he can, my princess. Now, how about lying down and letting me tell you a story?”
“Can you tell me one about Edward? Has he ever been on a quest before?”
“Of course,” Mara replied. “In fact, there was this one time...”
That had been the beginning of Mara’s more intimate relationship with the princess. Though cousins by blood, Mara had come to view Liza as more of a sister. The sense of duty, which had once tied her to the child, had been replaced by a protectiveness born of love. Liza had a sense of wonder about her that Mara had lost long ago, an innocence she was determined to protect—the only light in Mara’s otherwise dark world.
No word had been heard from Edward since the day he left. Not in two long years. Mara fought to keep him from her thoughts, but he was always in the back of her mind. By rights, his private chambers should have gone to the acting captain. However, Phillip had insisted Mara take them instead, a decision for which she was grateful. The memories of her few moments of happiness were painful to recall, yet it was a pain to which she desperately clung. A reminder that what she’d experienced had been real.
Now she stood watching the princess, Garreth standing on her right. They rarely worked the same shift since Phillip had been called to serve as the queen’s interim captain. Garreth generally took nights, alternating between the queen and Liza’s detail. However, he had awoken a few hours early this particular afternoon and had joined Mara as she watched over the princess’ studies. “Her lessons are going well.”
“Yes,” Mara replied.
“Her Latin will be better than mine before long.”
“Come now, Garreth. Her Latin has been better than yours for years,” she teased the man who had once fought alongside rulers of the Roman Empire. 
He gave a soft chuckle. “You’ve got me there.”
She turned to face him more fully. “I’ve missed seeing you these past few months. I’m not fond of this opposite schedule.”
“Me either,” Garreth replied. “I’ve considered switching schedules with Davith for the next few weeks. It would be nice to see daylight again.”
Mara nodded in agreement. “I’ll speak with him.”
“Thanks. I was also wondering if it might be possible to—”
“Mara!” Liza interrupted. “I finished my lesson. Can we go play in the garden? Please, please, please?”
“Of course,” she replied, relishing the smile that lit Liza’s entire face, before motioning to several other members of the guard to follow her.
It was a pleasant day, a warm spring afternoon with the sun shining high above. The garden roses were in full bloom, filling the air with a sweet, fruity perfume. Mara ordered the guardsmen to spread themselves throughout, while Liza immediately ran toward the tall vines which formed the garden’s walls. She cupped a group of white roses, smelling deeply, and giggled as they turned violet at her gentle caress. Enchanted, she turned back toward her captain. “Mara! Mara!” the child called.
The enchanted roses of the Lorcan Court had long been connected to those of the royal bloodline, changing color for different members of royalty. As Mara reached the young princess, she offered a smile. “You called, my lady?”
“Touch the rose,” she instructed.
Mara turned toward the rose-covered vines and caressed the same violet flower that Liza had transformed only a moment before. At her touch, the petals began to change to a deep crimson, which slowly cascaded until it re-shaded the entire rose. Liza squealed in delight before reaching out and transforming the flower back to violet. Content, she flopped down in the tall grass that covered the garden floor as Mara began her usual routine of walking the garden’s outer edge, grateful for the solitude as she ensured the security of the grounds around the princess.
Enjoying the warm weather, her pale skin soaked up the sun’s rays as she walked. She paused and breathed deeply of the fresh spring air infused with the sweet scent of the roses surrounding her. In this moment of quiet, she heard a whisper upon the wind, “No.” 
Mara turned, searching both sides of the narrow path. After several heartbeats of listening only to the rustle of wind, she shook her head and resumed her walk. 
The voice came again: “No.”
She turned, yet still saw no one. “No what?” she asked, placing her back as close to the thorned garden wall as she dared. “Who’s there?”
When no answer came, she began to walk back toward the garden but was stopped by a sharp pain in her left temple. Her hands flew to her head as dark spots entered her vision. “No,” the word rose again, this time in a stronger, deeper voice. The pain spread with astonishing speed as the world began to spin around her. She tried to move, but could not walk straight. Falling to her knees, Mara clutched her head with both hands. “No!”
“No what?” she demanded, her eyes searching through a blurry field of vision.
“No! Help me!”
She sank further into the tall grass. “With what?” she pleaded with her unseen tormentor. “Help you with what? Who are you?”
“Help me, Mara.” The voice seemed frantic. “Help me!”
Mara’s agony sent her to the ground. She did the only thing she could think of and screamed her cousin’s name. 
A shadowy figure appeared in front of her. She sat on the ground staring as the figure moved closer and raised one hand to the side of her face. Blood began to rain down upon her, falling from the dark entity. The blood splashed and spurted, covering her face and hands with a warm, wet viscous sensation. She screamed, scrambling away, but the figure followed, reaching its blood-covered hand toward her. Now pressed against the bushes, she barely noticed how the thorns bit into the delicate skin of her back. Terrified, she screamed louder and covered her face until Garreth appeared beside her.
“Mara.” His voice cut through the vision and she abruptly found herself staring up into her cousin’s pale green eyes. His hands were on her arms, which were covered not in blood, but in dirt and a few sparse blades of spring grass. “Mara, what happened?”
“I...” she tried to answer, but her head continued to pound with each beat of her heart. “Pain,” she finally managed to answer through a series of shortened breaths. “My head. Pain.”
“Did you fall?”
“No. Yes. I don’t know.” 
Garreth let go of her arms and knelt down beside her as she moved her hands to rub the side of her head. She closed her eyes against the cruel sunlight. It took several moments before she realized Liza was standing a few paces behind Garreth.
“Mara?” the princess asked, her eyes wide with concern. “Mara, what happened? Are you okay?”
“Yes,” Mara managed to reply, straightening to face the frightened princess. “Come here.” Liza moved, bending forward until she was close enough to be drawn into a light embrace. “I’m fine, my lady. I promise.”
She released Liza and climbed to her feet, carefully placing a hand upon the garden wall to hide her dizziness. Offering what she hoped was a reassuring smile, Mara asked, “Would it be okay if Davith tucked you in tonight? He is very good at scaring off bad dreams. An expert, in fact. He used to scare away mine when I was your age. Would that be okay, just for tonight?” 
Liza stared at her for a moment and then said, “Okay, but...you’ll be there when I wake up, right?” 
“Absolutely,” she answered, suppressing a grimace as she closed her hand tighter on the branch she was holding, causing a series of thorns to pierce her left hand. Stoic, she stood there until the princess had disappeared into the inner sanctum of the garden.
“What happened?” Garreth asked, when they were finally alone.
Even with the help of the branch, she struggled to remain on her feet. “Everything is spinning.”
Garreth slipped his strong arms around her slender frame. “Let go of the vine, Mara. I’ve got you.”
“No. She can’t see me like this.”
“She won’t,” he promised. “I told Davith to escort Liza to her chambers. She won’t see.”
Mara drew a deep breath and reluctantly allowed her cousin to gather her into his arms. He carried her down the narrow pathway and back through the Royal Gardens as her head continued to throb. He walked as quickly as he could with Mara in his arms, yet when he rounded the corner, he stopped. “Oh my gods.”
Mara forced her eyes open. Every rose in the garden was red. Not the deep crimson they normally turned at her touch, but a bright, brilliant red, the exact color of the blood which had fallen from the shadow in her vision. She closed her eyes tightly, burying her face against Garreth’s neck. “Get me out of here.”
He carried her into the underground chambers of the Lorcan Court, Deftly traveling through darkened hallways until they finally emerged into Edward’s chambers, where he laid her across the bed. “Hold on,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”
In unrelenting agony, Mara lay in the darkened room, unable to do anything but lie as still as she could. “Help me,” the shadowy figure had pleaded. “Help me!”
She jumped as a hand touched her shoulder. “It’s me,” Garreth said, placing a cool cloth against her forehead. Her cheeks were flushed and her skin clammy to the touch. “Mara, what happened?”
“I don’t know,” she managed to respond, the beat of her own heart deafening in her ears. “Pain in...my head. Dizzy. Pounding.” Garreth ran his hand through her hair, pushing back several strands plastered against her pale cheeks. He sat with her for a long time, soothing as best he could until the pain finally began to subside, leaving exhaustion in its place. Mara would only vaguely remember the soft kiss Garreth placed upon her brow before sleep claimed her.
 



 
 
Chapter VI
 
Mara awoke from a dreamless sleep. A fire burned behind her, the flames bathing the room in warm, dancing light. The pain in her head had receded. A window in the room revealed night skies still shrouded the world above. She rose slowly from the blankets, fearful her headache might return, but instead found herself staring into Edward’s dark eyes.
Her entire form trembled as she stared into the eyes of the man who would forever possess her soul. He did not speak, but reached his hand toward her until his palm pressed against her cheek. She closed her eyes, terrified to move as he knelt to the ground, his hand never breaking contact with her skin. “Edward.” More than a name, the plea escaped her lips and she forced herself to meet his gaze. “I miss you, mi amor.”
His smile faded to a pained expression. She placed her hand on top of his, pressing it more firmly against her cheek as she moved her opposite hand to mirror his touch. “I had a bad day,” she told him. “Something happened and...” She had to draw a breath to clear her voice. “It scared me, Edward. I’m afraid. More afraid than I’ve been since the day you left.” Her hand began to shake on top of his. “Please.” Her voice was laced with choking tears. “I need you, Edward. Come home. You promised.” A soft sob escaped her lips as she continued to stare at the apparition of her heart’s desire. Sobs gave way to unchecked tears at the agonizing comfort offered by the vision who would not speak, but simply stared with those sad, pained eyes. She dropped her head and squeezed her eyes shut. 
“precor, mi amor,” she finally said. “I need you.” The figment gave a nod as Mara lay back down upon the bed. He reached forward, never moving from his kneeling position, and ran his fingers through the long strands of her jet-black hair. “precor” she pleaded. “Come back to me, mi amor. I need you. I am so scared.”



 
 
Chapter VII
 
Edward jolted awake at the sound of Mara’s voice. “Come back to me, mi amor,” she pleaded. “I am so scared.” He opened his eyes, disoriented. The vision had seemed so real. She was crying on his bed, her body wracked with pain. “I need you.” Her words echoed through his entire being as his heart raced inside his chest. Everything felt wrong. 
“Mara,” he whispered the name he could rarely allow himself to speak. Forctis answered the despair in his voice with a gentle huff from where he’d been tethered nearby.
She had lay crying, surrounded by roses, the menacing vines enclosing her within their piercing embrace. The vines engulfed her, their thorns sinking into her flesh as she screamed, trapped within their grasp. Blood dripped from her skin, feeding the vines, which drank from her wounds, transforming the white roses to the color of her freshly spilt blood. He shook himself, attempting to clear his mind of the haunting vision before rising from the ground, pulling the blanket more securely around his shoulders.
The fire had died. It was bitterly cold. A fierce wind blew in advance of the coming storm and the dead grass was tipped with crystals of shimmering ice. He moved back to his gathered wood, hoping to restart the fire, and breathed a sigh of relief as the first flames burst to life. While the hungry blaze licked at parched wood, he held his freezing hands over the fire until feeling began to return to his numb fingers. Revealing the tiny portrait in its golden cover, he traced his fingers lightly over the image staring into her violet eyes. “ignosce mihi, mi amor.”
He’d been gone for over two years now, his task having forced him farther from the court than ever been before. It was only now, as he came close to achieving his goal, that he permitted thoughts of actually succeeding in this mission. He continued to stare at the portrait, the striking eyes trapped forever in their stillness. “I will come for you.” He spoke the words as though convincing himself. “promitto, Mara. promitto.”
His mind wandered to the day Queen Clarissa had called him to her chambers. She’d been seated in a tall chair covered with dark cushions. Her long, ebony hair flowed in gentle waves down her back, blending with her black velvet full-length gown. The uniformly dark attire was disrupted only by the golden circlet which rested upon her brow. Edward walked closer before lowering himself to his knees in front of her. She’d eyed him silently for several moments before motioning him to rise with a flick of her pale wrist. “Arise, Captain.”
He complied in a practiced movement. “My queen.”
She remained silent for some time, her emerald eyes studying him so intently that he had to fight the urge to shift away from her scrutinizing gaze. The crackle of the fire burning behind him was the only disturbance to the silence. Finally, Queen Clarissa said, “Have a seat, Captain.”
He did not speak, but took his seat as instructed. Clarissa cleared her throat. “I have a task for you.”
“Yes, my queen.”
“It is complicated and one I do not think you will enjoy.” She tilted her head slightly, her eyes glinting in the low firelight. “No,” she drew out the syllable, “you shall not like it at all.”
The first twinge of fear seeped into his chest. He drew a sharp breath to steady his voice. “I live to serve you, my queen.”
“Yes,” she answered. “Your queen. Something I think you have forgotten.”
“Your Majesty?” he asked in confusion, as his fear began to expand. “If I have done anything to offend you...”
“That is precisely the problem, Edward.” She shook her head. “You never do anything to offend. At least, nothing for which you can be held accountable. Nothing for which you can be punished. You are a flawless guardsman, following the rules to absolute perfection.” She tsked her tongue. “What to do with you, my captain?”
Fearful of her caustic tone, Edward slid from the chair and returned to his knees, supplicant before her unexplained anger. She stood and walked toward him, reaching down and raising his gaze to meet her own. “Valor, honor, bravery, morality, handsome. You really are everything the stories praise, aren’t you?”
“Forgive me, my queen. I am not sure I understand.”
“How long have you held the heart of my niece?”
“Your niece?”
“Yes, I only have one.”
“Forgive me, my lady. I have not...”
“Oh I know you have not stolen her virtue. Yet she gave up her title anyway.” She shook her head. “So like her mother. My poor sister, spouting off about love, never understanding the only true key to immortality is in power alone.” She traced a finger down the side of Edward’s face, running it over his defined cheekbones and across his lips, using her touch to center his gaze on her own. “Yes, she is her mother’s daughter. But you, my captain, I never imagined you would be just as much of a romantic as my poor fool of a sister.”
Edward remained perfectly still under her touch, barely able to bring himself to draw a steady breath as she stared into his eyes. Her voice was surprisingly soft as she said, “I thought when Mellissa died, surely Mara would see the folly of love. Further, being forced to live with your men, the most dangerous of all the guardsmen, would harden her heart to the very idea. Yet I recently discover that not only is she not repulsed by love, she found it among the very men whom I trusted to drive the notion from her heart forever.”
“My queen,” Edward found his voice. “It was Mara’s choice. I swear. No one made it for her. I tried, on multiple occasions, to convince her otherwise.” His eyes conveyed a deep-rooted pain. “Ours is not the life I would have chosen for her.”
“And yet, it is the one you have allowed her to have.”
“Anyone may surrender their title to the guard, my queen.”
“Yes,” she hissed. “And there lies the twist of this tale. I cannot punish you for granting her a right permitted by the gods. Nor for loving her from afar while she held her royal title.” She leaned down, closing the gap between them. “As I stated, Edward, you are the perfect knight.” She leaned so close her warm breath began to dance along his skin. In a mere whisper, she continued, “Valor. Honor. Bravery. Tell me, Edward, who could truly blame you for winning the heart of a princess?” She closed the final breath between them and pressed her lips to his. He remained perfectly still under her touch.
When she finally withdrew, he stared fearfully into her dark eyes. There was no softness in her gaze, nor in the cruel smile of her lips. “Tell me, knight, if I offered you a place in my bed, would you accept? The heart of a queen for that of the princess.”
Edward could taste his fear in the back of his throat, a cold and bitter acid running through his veins. “You said yourself, my queen, you would never give your heart to anyone.”
“Ah,” she whispered. “But if I could? If I had perhaps, found within you, a man finally worthy.” Her voice was low, harsh. “Would you accept the heart of your queen?”
He stared into her emerald gaze and said, “No.”
She looked down at him, straightening. “So, you love her as well.”
“You command my actions, my queen. It is your right. You command my will. But...my heart is beyond your reach.”
“And if I command you to never be with her, this woman you love?”
“Then I would obey,” he spoke slowly. “But she would still have my heart.”
“And if I ordered you to my bed?” 
He stopped mid-breath, his eyes searching those of the woman he had sworn to serve unto death. “My answer,” he said, “would remain the same.”
“Love?” She made it sound like a question. “I will never understand it, yet I cannot help but wonder...” She tilted her head slightly. “Tell me, Edward, what is it like to have someone love you enough to sacrifice all that they could have been?”
“An honor,” he answered her without hesitation. “One that I do not deserve.”
“No,” the queen replied. “You do not. I wonder what happens the day she realizes this truth?” Queen Clarissa drew a deep breath. “It matters not. I have a task for you. If you agree to complete it, I shall forgive your part in my niece’s rejection of her royal title. If you do not, I will send her on this task in your stead. One, which I assure you, she will not survive.”
The queen began to speak and Edward’s fear sank deeper into his chest with every word. She spoke of a court in a distant land. Of the powerful lord who conspired against her. And finally, of the need to see this lord eliminated without the threat of war. 
“Kill him,” she had stated at the end of her speech. “Kill him, Captain. And I will promise not to make my niece pay for the blatant disrespect, the intolerable arrogance she has shown by daring to surrender the title that marked her as my blood.”
When she was finished, Edward maneuvered his body to a single knee and addressed his queen. “I will accept this quest, Your Majesty. But I request a promise from you, or else all of this—everything you have spoken and everything I have promised—is meaningless.” She did not speak, but merely waited for him to continue. “We both know that you, my queen, are likely sending me to my death. Free her now, so that I may tell her what is in my heart. So that she may know I do not willingly abandon her to the loneliness which killed her mother, your sister.”
A strange look crossed the queen’s face, like she had seen a ghost. “You sound like her father, when he came to ask for Mellissa’s hand.” She shook her head. “He too had a quest to fulfill, did you know that?”
“Yes, my queen.”
Clarissa took a deep breath and continued to stare at him. “Love,” she said. “Who would have thought I would live to see this type of love more than once, even in an immortal lifetime? You are going to die for her, you know this.”
“Perhaps. But that is my choice, as choosing to join the guard was hers.” 
She gave a single nod. “Very well. As you wish. In fact, I will even throw in this added promise. No harm shall befall her by my hand or order, until your return...or your death.”
“Thank you, my queen.”
“Yes,” she whispered, finally turning from him to return to the tall black chair before the twisting golden flames. “You are dismissed, Captain.”
Now here he was, shivering before the small fire, a constant ache gnawing at his chest for his lost love. Edward,
I’m afraid. Her words seemed to reach him on the edge of a cold wind. I need you, my love. I need you.
“perfer, mi amor. perfer, quaeso. Please hold on.”
 



 
 
Chapter VIII
 
Garreth watched the steady pattern of Mara’s breathing. He had left only long enough to ensure that Liza was safely in her dreams before returning to his cousin’s side. A few hours before daylight, she had called out Edward’s name, tossing in the thick furs. Garreth had been on the verge of waking her when a calmness settled as quickly as the disturbance had begun. He had thought Mara was dealing with Edward’s absence. Now he wondered just how many restless nights she’d endured.
He had spoken to Mara’s second-in-command, Davith, who had agreed to take the night shift, allowing Garreth to align his schedule with Mara’s. This night had been spent watching over her, replacing the cloth on her brow, keeping it cool to the touch as his mind wandered back to the day her father, Garreth’s uncle, had died. Lord Michael had been born a younger son of one of the most powerful families in the Lorcan Court. However, whereas the marriage of Queen Clarissa had been for unification of her power base, the accompanying marriage of the younger siblings had undoubtedly been for love.
Garreth’s mother, the Lady Rowena, had died in a massive fire only a few months before his two hundredth birthday. Fifty years later, his father, Lord Gregory, announced he would take his place beside the queen as prince regent in a double ceremony with his brother, Michael, who became a prince after his marriage to Princess Mellissa. Immortal births were rare among the courts. Michael and Mellissa had been married nearly three hundred years before Mara, a child they had spent centuries praying for, was born. His aunt and uncle had been so kind, so full of all that was the best in life. Even now, nearly fifteen years later, it was a jarring realization to know he would never see either of them again. What he would not give to have them here now.
In an immortal realm, it would seem the gods intended for Mara to know only loss. His eyes continued to study her sleeping form, the rise and fall of her breaths, the only sound in the otherwise silent chambers. He rose from the chair and walked to the edge of the bed where he reached down and lightly caressed the side of her face. “I’m sorry, Mara,” he spoke softly, so as not to wake her. “I wish they were here now, instead of me.”
His uncle had been a powerful man, tall with dark hair and jade green eyes. Skilled with a blade, he had trained many young members of the guard in his day. One of the peoples’ heroes with rarely a negative word spoken against him.
A diplomatic mission had proven his undoing. A fight had broken out among the men, and the prince had become involved, resulting in the challenge of a duel from another powerful lord. Never one to refuse defending his honor, the prince had agreed to the match. Something had gone terribly wrong, and what should have resulted in a standard fight escalated to the use of Arius blades. The loss of Prince Michael had been a stunning blow to the entire court and one from which his wife, Princess Mellissa, would never recover.
However, for Mara, it was also the beginning of her relationship with the knight who would be named captain of the Queen’s Royal Guard only a few years after Michael’s death. Garreth had gone to assist in the breaking of the tragic news to his aunt, leaving Edward to console the five-year-old girl the prince had left behind. Devoted, Edward had stayed by her side, taking care of the young princess while others attempted to soothe her inconsolable mother. She had clung to Edward during the funeral, held tightly in his arms as her father’s body was burned to ashes. Even at that age, the bond between Mara and Edward had been intense, something many might spend even an immortal lifetime searching for and never find. To destroy that bond...it was unthinkable. 
Don’t force her to survive this as well, Garreth offered in silent prayer to the gods before returning to his chair where he remained until the first of the sun’s rays began to seep into the room, waking Mara with its golden beams of light. 
Her hair lay in wild locks and her simple gown was wrinkled around her thin frame. She wore a thin silver chain with a red stone in the shape of a rose. A gift from Edward on her fifteenth birthday, she had worn it constantly since surrendering her father’s golden ring. She wiped the back of her hand across her violet eyes in an attempt to clear her vision. “Did you stay all night?”
“I left to see Liza to bed, but then returned.”
“You didn’t have to—”
“I wanted to.”
“You shouldn’t have.”
“Mara,” he kept his voice soft, but firm, “there was absolutely no place else I should have, or could have, been. You scared me. I wasn’t about to leave your side.”
“I didn’t mean to.”
“What happened, Mara? Talk to me.”
She looked down, avoiding his gaze and prompting Garreth to move from the chair to the stone floor in front of her. Taking a knee, he slid a finger to her chin, aligning her gaze with his own. “Mara, tell me what happened.”
She drew a slow breath and finally said, “I saw something. A shadow. I don’t know what it was...what it meant. It never took solid form.”
He studied her. “Has it ever happened before?”
“No. Never.”
“Did it speak?”
“Yes,” a shiver ran through her.
“What did it say?”
She forced herself to hold his gaze as she answered, “It said: ‘Help me, Mara.’ Over and over and over again.”
A chill began to crawl along the surface of Garreth’s skin and seeped into his bones. 
“It’s okay,” she rushed to reassure him. “Whatever it was, it’s gone now. I’m all right.”
“Are you?” he challenged.
“Yes.”
“And if you were not? Would you tell me?”
“Yesterday I wasn’t,” she spoke forcefully, “and I called your name.”
“And if it happens again?”
“You’ll be the first to know.”
He stared at her.
“I am fine, Garreth. I know you worry, but you shouldn’t. Really, you shouldn’t.”
“How can I not, Mara? His absence has been difficult for you.”
A pained expression crossed her features. “He is coming home, Garreth. He promised. Don’t say that he will not. I don’t want to hear it.” She drew a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “The first rule of being a knight. Honor the realm and always, always keep your word.”
“Mara,” he spoke as gently as he could, “Edward has been gone for over two years.”
She leaned forward. “If something was wrong, I would know. I can’t explain it, but...I would know. He loves me, Garreth. And he will come back. He swore that he would come for me.”
Staring into her striking eyes, Garreth found himself unable to do anything but believe the words she spoke with such conviction. He grasped her left hand in his own, before lowering his lips to lightly kiss the back of her pale hand. “Yes, my princess.”



 
 
Chapter IX
 
Having left Forctis well-hidden, Edward walked through the barren forest to a modest campsite partially hidden in a cave. It had taken almost three years to reach the border of the Dolor Court, then another six months of careful planning to determine how best to enter the grounds undetected. The court was in the center of a vast valley, rimmed by a low mountain range. The village was entirely surrounded by a wall of rough, gray stone standing approximately twenty feet high. Along the top, various guardsmen stood watch day and night. Having learned the guard’s daily routines, Edward finally decided he was as prepared as he could hope to be.
The night before his planned attack, he sat by a low fire and removed Mara’s tiny portrait from under his cloak. Opening the golden locket, Edward slid a finger over the preserved image and stared deeply into Mara’s violet eyes. “I don’t want to do this,” he spoke to the silent figure. “Gods, if you can hear me, I know that I have never been your favorite person. I do not deserve her and have caused her pain. But...I need her.” He clutched the portrait more firmly. “I need you, Mara. I’ll do anything to come back to you.”
After a full night’s sleep, and a hearty meal, as the sun began its afternoon decline, he cautiously approached the grounds of the Dolor Court. When he reached the edge of the trees, he stopped to await the cover of night. Only after the sun had begun to slip below the horizon, did he begin the final leg of his journey, moving through the cover of lengthening shadows. He avoided the primary gates, instead opting for a smaller side-entrance. All but hidden against the gray stone, he’d spotted it by chance one evening.
Once the entrance was within sight, he awaited the full cover of darkness before approaching the two men who stood outside the iron door. They never saw him as he moved to their left and thrust his Arius blade into the lower back of the closest man. The second stared blankly for only a single moment as his friend’s body fell, but that moment provided more than enough time for Edward to remove his blade and rush the second man. The Dolor guardsman reached toward the sword at his side, but only managed to pull it partially from its sheath before Edward’s sword sliced into his throat, cutting his carotid arteries, spraying arterial blood onto his dark cloak. Edward spun back to the first man and drove his blade down into the back of the fallen man’s neck, ensuring neither would be able to issue a cry of warning. 
Edward pulled the bodies a short distance, to the cover of a berry thicket, before reaching down to remove the brass keys from the older guard’s belt. Unlocking the gate, Edward pushed open the entrance as carefully as possible, cringing at every creak of the sliding metal. He slipped through the gate, relieved he would not be required to seek a more heavily guarded section of the wall.
Moving through the valley as quickly as he dared, the manor he sought was thankfully a short distance from the entrance he had chosen. He reached the outer grounds unseen, having long suspected that leaving might prove far more difficult than gaining entrance. Since the lord in question was not a member of royalty, there would be few guards to contend with, if any at all.
Composed of both stone and wooden planks, the house loomed over many of the nearby structures. The grass was brown, having died several weeks previously with the full onset of winter. Snow rarely reached the valley floor, but the air was bitter cold. Edward’s breath hung like steam within its icy grip.
All was quiet as he approached, the stillness disturbed by the flicker of a fire seen through slender gaps in the covered windows. Edward entered the house through the back servants’ entrance. A woman garbed in a plain black dress sat near a cooking hearth in the back room. Setting her mending aside, she stood from the chair as Edward forced open the door with a powerful push. He rushed forward and placed the tip of his sword near her throat. “This is an Arius blade,” he told her, keeping his voice low so he would not be heard by others if they were nearby. “If you make a sound, it will cost you your life. Nod if you understand.”
The woman nodded in confirmation, fear shining through her brown eyes. After assuring himself the rest of the room was empty, Edward gagged the servant with a rag, bound her hands, and pushed her into a nearby closet, reminding her again that it would be in her best interest to remain quiet. It pained something deep inside of him to issue such a dire threat to the unarmed woman—to put the fear of death in her eyes.
Edward slipped down the halls with a heavy heart, struggling to steel himself for the task to come. This is the queen’s command, he reminded himself. With most of the servants asleep in nearby homes, he had no trouble making his way down the dark hallways. From months of scouting, he knew the Dolor Lord slept on the second level in the room closest to the wooden stairs, while his wife generally slept down the hall. Edward ascended the stairs, his heart skipping at every creak of the wooden steps.
When he finally reached the door, he found himself pausing involuntarily. To kill this man, unarmed in the dead of night, went against every belief he’d fought to uphold. He found his hand moving to his chest to press his palm against the golden locket hidden under his dark cloak. He closed his eyes tight and drew a deep breath, picturing the violet eyes that vividly stained his mind. “ignosce mihi, mea rosa, mi amor.” He moved his right hand to the golden hilt of his Arius blade and used his left to open the wooden door. Without a sound, it swung open to reveal the chamber within.
Expecting to see the lord asleep in the bed against the far wall, Edward was surprised to instead find him seated before a wooden desk to his left. Multiple pillar candles lined the edge, providing dim light to the scrolls the man was reading. Lord Ralis had bronzed skin and short brown hair. He was wearing a pair of black slacks with an untucked deep green shirt as he studied the parchment in front of him.
“I don’t need anything, Sasha,” he addressed presumably the downstairs servant without looking up. “But thank you for checking.”
Keeping his hand on the hilt of his blade, Edward stepped farther into the room, pausing a few feet behind where Ralis was seated. Concentrating intently, Ralis moved a finger to a line of text he was reading, guiding his eyes to the end of the page. Passage finished, he turned in his chair as Edward pulled the silver blade from his side in a single, sweeping arc. Lord Ralis froze at the sight of the man standing before him. Edward moved the sword closer to his intended victim as he stared into Ralis’ deep brown eyes.
“Lord Ralis.” His honor demanded Edward respectfully address the man he’d been sent to kill.
Ralis replied evenly, “Captain Edward.”
Surprise washed over Edward’s face and his grip on the Arius blade wavered slightly. He studied the man again, who up until this point he had only seen from afar, but found no recollection of ever having met him.
“I am assuming the queen sent you,” Ralis continued.
“I...”
“We both attended Prince Michael’s funeral. He was a close friend. We met again at Princess Mellissa’s.”
“The funerals?”
“Yes. I offered to bring Princess Mara here to visit with my daughter, who is of a similar age. I suggested it might be good for her to spend some time away. The queen was less than enthusiastic to the suggestion. Which is why, I suspect, you are here now.”
Edward drew a breath, fighting the urge to lower his blade. “The queen has ordered me here—”
“To kill me,” Ralis finished for him, “considering the sword you are carrying,” he added dryly. 
Edward’s heart began to pound harder. “Yes.”
A moment of silence passed. Lord Ralis calmly straightened his shirt. “Did she issue such orders for my family as well?”
“No. Only you.”
“Do you intend to carry this out?” Ralis shook his head. “Prince Michael always spoke highly of you, Captain. Assassination does not seem your style.”
“It’s not,” Edward answered. “However, obeying the command of my queen is.”
Ralis offered a nod and lowered his eyes towards the hewn floor, gathering his thoughts. “Still, is it an order with which you, a knight of such a high honor code, will be able to live with?”
Edward stared at the man, and for a moment, felt his resolve waiver. He moved his left hand to his chest to press his palm firmly against the locket. “I am afraid, Lord Ralis, I have no choice in this matter.”
“There is always a choice, Captain. The only question is cost. Is the inclination to obey your queen worth sacrificing the honor you hold so dear?”
His sword hand jerked, forcing Edward to draw a deep breath to steady his grip. “I have a task for you.” The queen’s words seemed to echo through the silent room. “If you agree to complete it, I shall forgive your part in my niece’s rejection of her royal title. If you do not, I will send her on this task in your stead. One which, I assure you, she shall not survive.”
“Far more valuable than my honor, the cost is the life of Princess Mara, Prince Michael’s only child,” he revealed.
Ralis moved his head to the side, his expression one of surprise. “Her niece? Why would the queen threaten to kill her own niece?”
“She joined the Royal Guard.”
Ralis continued to stare and then nodded in understanding. “Yes, such an action must have upset the queen dearly. She did so in order to be with you?” Edward did not answer, but silence, as it so often does, spoke louder than words. “And my life is the price.”
“Yes, my lord.”
“If you do this, it will haunt you. As one who has lived far longer than you, an immortal life is a very long time to be haunted by one’s sins.”
Edward had to fight to draw another long breath. “I believe you, my lord. However, even the pain of bringing this dishonor upon myself, is but a shadow of the pain I would know in a life without her. She gave up everything. Now I must do the same.”
“You would sacrifice...”
“To keep her safe, yes,” he answered, uncertain if he was attempting to convince himself, or the man he was preparing to kill.
Ralis stared at him for several moments and then offered a resigned nod. “There are many things that can destroy one’s honor: the breaking of a sacred vow, betrayal, an innocent lie. Yet of all these threats, none has ever, nor will ever, hold the destructive power of love.”
“Yes, and I give myself willingly into its hands.” He drew a deep breath. “Forgive me for what I must now do.”
Without waiting for a reply, Edward wrapped both hands around the golden hilt of his heavy sword and thrust the blade squarely toward the condemned lord. The Arius blade struck true, driving into Ralis’ chest, through the ribcage and to the heart it had protected. Edward leaned, putting all of his weight behind the motion, and then twisted the blade hard to the right, slicing further to tear the lung, preventing Ralis’ from drawing the breath required to scream.
Edward removed his left hand from the hilt of the blade and wrapped his arm around the dying man, preventing him from crashing to the floor. Adrenaline providing extra strength, he effortlessly moved the fallen lord to the bed and laid him down upon its furs. In all his battles, he’d never become accustomed to the bitter copper tang of fresh blood. A terrible gurgling sound emanated from Ralis’ lips, but it was inaudible past the walls of his room. He gripped the lord’s shaking hand in his own and knelt down beside the bed as the last flicker of life drifted from Ralis’ eyes.
“Forgive me,” he whispered once more, as he felt the lord’s hand slacken. Edward sat perfectly still for several more moments before closing Ralis’ eyes and leaving the house.
Grateful his initial escape went unnoticed, he found himself walking into the forest, its earthy moss eventually overtaking the smell of blood, as the first flurry of winter snow began to fall. Having already disassembled his temporary camp, he headed west, directly toward the hidden ravine where he had left Forctis that morning under the warmth of his thick blanket. Though the snow had not started until he was well into the tree-line, he still moved quickly, fearful his footprints would be found within the fresh powder. It was mid-morning before he reached the glen, and he felt himself relax at the sight of the still-tethered horse awaiting him.
He knew he should head out as fast as possible, yet upon reaching the horse he walked toward a nearby tree and leaned against the barren bark. He raised his hand to his face, curling his fingers against the center of his hand before pressing his lower palm against his forehead. His eyes closed tightly. He drew in a breath, the cold seeping deep into his lungs. He stood that way for a long time before raising his head and scrambling to withdraw the necklace. 
amor, confector honoris. Love, the destroyer of honor. Ralis’ lesson haunted him as he scrambled to open the locket with numb fingers. He traced over the portrait, violet eyes steadying the erratic beat of his heart.
Come back to me, Edward. Her words danced upon the icy wind. Please, mi amor. I am so scared.
“I will come for you, Mara. mi amor, regina mulier mea, mea rosa. sine te vivere non possum.” 
I will come for you, Mara. My love, my princess, my rose. I cannot live without you.
 



 
 
Chapter X
 
Dearest Edward,
It has been four years since I last lay in your arms. Every night I pray for your safe return. The visions grow worse. They scare me, mi amor. I fight for the strength to see through the fear. I want to be brave for you—I promised I would be brave. But as the years pass by, it grows more difficult. My resolve wanes in the passing of days into months and months into years and I fear I will never again lie in the safety of your arms.
Beyond these incessant waking nightmares, I fear you will never see how the guard has grown. The new recruits are children no longer. They are strong and brave—it would make you proud. The princess also grows in grace and beauty, becoming more intelligent and lovely each day. If only you could see her.
Whispers slide through these halls, born from lying tongues who weave their poisonous words. They say you are never coming home. That you are lost to the fates of the gods. Yet, I know this is not true. If you were gone, I would know—for my heart buried deep within your chest beats still, though in pieces. 
I dream of you only to wake in an anguished loneliness. I wish I had fought harder to go with you on this quest. I wish I had followed you, even against your desires. Then, at least we would be together, no matter what terrors the journey might have held. They could not possibly compare to the pain of being parted night after agonizing night.
te desidero, mi amor. I wait for you still. This pain I endure gladly, knowing it is for your heart that I suffer, as you suffer for mine.
All my love,
Mara Clarissa Sethian



 
 
Chapter XI
 
Edward was relieved to come across the small village. Another two years had passed on his journey home, making his absence five years in total. Winter again had settled its full wrath over the land. He’d avoided humanity as much as possible, uncertain of his crime’s outcome. Had he been spotted leaving the village? Or perhaps recognized by the young maid he’d allowed to live? Though far from likely, the sense of unease lingered. He wondered if the queen had been blamed for the death, or if perhaps the blame had fallen on members of the lord’s own court.
Edward had avoided villages the previous season, instead opting to sleep upon the painfully cold ground, offering the blanket to his mortal horse on the coldest nights. However, with two years of hard riding between himself and the Dolor Court, he felt comfortable enough to approach the inn. Since he had avoided villages on the majority of his quest, he’d preserved most of the coins he had taken with him.
As he approached a small building with wooden steps leading to its entrance, he was greeted by a young girl. Perhaps six years of age, she was bundled in a dark wool cloak which rose high around her neck, offering as much protection as possible from the swirling snow surrounding her. “Hello,” she greeted him cheerily. “May I take the horse to the stable for you?”
“Yes,” he answered, dismounting from the black stallion who, despite his size, would be gentle with the child. He dug into his pockets, producing two pieces of silver, which he handed to the young girl. “Would you see that Forctis gets an extra scoop of oats?”
“Thank you, sir,” she answered with an affirmative nod, taking the reins as she began to lead the horse towards the sturdy brown stable standing across an icy field. “Come on, boy,” she coaxed. “Let’s get you some food and a warm place to sleep. A funny name your master has for you...” Her voice faded on the wind, the stallion contentedly following her lead.
Both suggestions sounded good to Edward, who turned and ascended the inn’s steps. He opened the door to find a quaint room filled with about a dozen tables. Three of the tables were filled with men talking cheerfully amongst themselves. Homey aromas of ale, wood wax and fresh bread welcomed him. Heated by a lively fire, Edward immediately walked toward the hearth along the right back wall, removing his gloves to hold numb fingers before the yellow flames. He stood there for several moments before a middle-aged woman approached, dressed in a faded blue, floor-length dress. Her dress held the odors of cooking oils and spices which made Edward’s stomach growl. Stringy brown hair hung loose, and small lines around mossy-green eyes marked her mortality.
“Hello, sir,” she addressed him. “May I help you?”
“Yes,” he replied, put further at ease by her light smile, and the friendly chatter surrounding him. “I would like a bowl of broth, and some bread, if you have it.”
The woman nodded. “Right away, sir. And would you like anything to drink with that?”
“Yes,” Edward replied as he reached into the pocket of his cloak and pulled out several additional pieces of silver. “Would you happen to have a glass of wine?”
“Aye, sir, I do. I’ll get that for you right away.” She glanced around the room. “Feel free to move a chair by the fire while you wait, if it suits you.”
Edward nodded before seating himself by the flames, pulling off his heavy black cloak. He could not remember the last time he’d been this warm. Relaxed, he failed to notice the woman had returned until she was standing close enough to touch him. 
“Pardon me, sir, your food is ready. I set it there.” She motioned to a table a few feet to his left. “I hope it’s to your liking.”
“I am sure it will be fine.” He offered a smile. The broth was simple, but hot and soothing to his throat and empty stomach. The bread was also fresh, still warm and soft, spread liberally with a creamy butter, and likely baked that morning. He’d eaten the first few bites when the woman returned, this time carrying a goblet of red wine. “It’s not the fanciest, sir, but most of the locals like it well enough.”
“Thank you,” he replied. “I also wanted to ask, would it be possible to secure lodging for the night? For myself, and the horse a young girl stabled.”
“Aye, sir. Your mount will be snug and safe, and we have a few spare rooms down the hall.”
Edward sifted through the folds of his cloak, and reached into the pocket, this time forgoing the silver to hand her a piece of gold. “I suspect this will be enough to cover our accommodations, along with a second glass of wine when this one is finished?”
The woman eyed the golden piece. “Of course, sir. And anything else you may be needing as well. Just let me know.”
“I will be sure to do that.”
The woman offered a nod before turning to check on a nearby table, leaving Edward to enjoy the rest of his meal. When he finished, he took his glass of wine and returned to his previous seat beside the fire, propping his feet up on the river stone hearth. He sat there for several minutes, his hand slipping to the chain hanging around his neck. Opening the locket, he watched the golden frame flicker in the firelight as he stared into her violet eyes, forever frozen with their sad expression.
“Excuse me, sir,” a young voice interrupted his thoughts. “Are you a knight?”
Edward glanced up and found the same precocious girl who’d led Forctis to the stables standing a few feet to his right, warming her hands by the fire.
“What makes you think I’m a knight?” he inquired.
“Because you have a sword,” she answered, pointing to the golden hilt of the blade protruding from the black sheath at his side.
“Not all men who carry swords are knights.”
“But you look like a knight.”
“Do I?”
“Yes. You look big and strong.”
Edward could not help but smile. “Actually, yes, I am a knight.”
The girl walked closer to him, a smile lighting her face. “Really?”
“Yes.”
“Are you on a noble quest?”
Edward considered the question. “I am on my way back from a quest.”
“Wow!” she squealed. “Did you save a princess?”
“Well, not quite.”
“Oh,” her face began to fall.
“I’m on my way home to a princess.” He motioned to the locket he held. “Would you like to see?”
“Oh yes!” she answered as she closed the distance.
“Here.” He handed the necklace to the child. “Look at it in the light, but be careful not to drop it.”
The girl turned back to the fire and held the locket open. After turning the portrait back and forth for several moments, the girl turned to where Edward was seated. “She’s so pretty! Look, Mother!” she exclaimed, holding the locket toward the woman who had been serving Edward. “Her eyes are violet!”
“Sarah! What have I told you about bothering guests?”
“It’s perfectly all right,” Edward answered. “Your daughter is quite charming.”
Shyly, the girl handed the portrait back to Edward.
“I apologize, sir. She knows better.”
“No, please. I assure you, she is not bothering me in the least.”
The woman turned back to her daughter and said, “Nevertheless, it’s getting close to your bedtime. Get ready and I will be in to tell you a story.”
“Can he tell the story?” she asked, with an innocence that made Edward instantly think of Liza. She would be eleven years old by now, not much older than this child who now stood before him.
“I am sure this man—”
“But Mom, he’s a knight going home to a princess!”
“Sarah, I don’t want to hear—”
“I would be happy to tell her a story,” Edward interjected. “With your permission, my lady.”
The woman stared at him skeptically for a moment, but surrendered to the look of absolute delight on her daughter’s face. “I suppose it is all right. But you head to bed straight after.” She directed her next words to Edward, “As long as you are sure it won’t be—”
“It would be my pleasure,” he interrupted. “Truly.”
Sarah squealed and gave her mother a hug before turning back and sitting down on the floor between the fire and Edward’s chair. “Will you tell me a story about your princess?” she asked.
“My princess?”
“She’s so pretty! I’ve never met a real princess before.”
“My princess,” Edward began. “Well, let’s see, what can I say about my princess? She is beautiful, as you said. She is also smart, kind, and very brave.”
“I want to be brave.” Sarah sighed dreamily.
“Well, you see...” Edward considered how best to tell this story. “There was once a young princess, but she had a very 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?” The girl’s smile disappeared. “That is so sad!”
“Yes, but you have to remember, some stories begin sad and then get happier.”
“Like this one?”
Edward nodded. “You see, the princess lost her parents, which was very sad. However, 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 wanted her to fortis esto—to be strong—so that what happened to her father would never happen to her.”
“So what did her cousin do?”
“He taught her the ways of knighthood. To be brave. To face her fears instead of run 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,” the child exclaimed. “To use a sword and fight to defend the realm. That would be amazing!”
Edward felt his smile widen at her youthful enthusiasm. “Tell me, child. 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. Anyone who can do that, can say they live the way of a true knight.”
“Honor the realm and always keep your word,” the girl repeated, echoing the joy that Mara had expressed as a child.
“That’s right.”
“What happened to the princess, after you taught her how to use a sword?”
He 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 guard serving the queen’s own daughter, her cousin.”
Sarah gasped in wonder. “She must be amazing!”
“She certainly is.”
“You and her...”
“She is mi amor. My love.”
“What’s her name?”
“Rosa,” Edward replied, protective even now of Mara’s name. “mea rosa.” He raised his hand, bringing the golden ring he wore into the light so it would be visible to the child. “Can you see the roses in this ring?” The girl shifted from the floor to her knees and leaned closer, running her finger over the engraved gold, studying the roses closely. “This is the symbol of her family. rosae immortales.”
“rosae immortales,” Sarah repeated. “rosae immortales.”
“That’s right. Do you know what it means?”
The girl shook her head.
“It means ‘immortal roses’ and they are the symbol of my princess. She gave me this ring when I left for my quest, as a token of her love. In return, I promised I would return to her. Which is what I am doing now.”
Still studying the roses along the ring, Sarah did not look up as she said, “She must love you an awful lot.”
“Yes,” Edward replied. “As I love her in return. She is my soul. My heart belongs only to her.”
The girl raised her green eyes to his. “That is so romantic!”
Edward could not help but smile down upon the child.
She returned the smile. “Thank you for the story, sir knight.”
“You are quite welcome, my lady,” Edward replied as he drained his wine glass and placed it on a nearby table. “Now, would you do me the honor of escorting me to my room?”
Sarah nodded as Edward stood, tossing his cloak over one arm and taking the child’s hand with the other. “Lead the way.”
He allowed the child to walk him down a short corridor to a plain door, which she proceeded to push open, motioning him inside. It was a modest room, clean but barren save for a simple bed covered by several thin blankets and a single feather pillow. “There’s no one in the room next to you,” Sarah said. “I can get you an extra blanket if you want.”
“That’s all right,” he replied. “These will be more than sufficient.”
“Okay. Is there anything else I can get for you?”
Leaning over to place a kiss on the back of her hand, he said, “No, thank you, my lady.”
She smiled and turned to leave the room, but paused at the door. “Thank you for the story, sir knight.”
“You are more than welcome, Sarah.”
“Will you say goodbye before you leave?”
“I would not dream of leaving without doing so.”
Her smile reached from ear to ear. “Goodnight.”
“Good night, my lady,” he replied. Sarah closed the door quietly behind her.
Edward removed the scabbard from his waist and scanned the room. Decided, he leaned down to the wrapped mattress and maneuvered his blade into the straw, reminding himself to add an extra gold piece for any damage his attentions caused. He removed his dark shirt, and opened Mara’s portrait, speaking to her as he had every night since he’d begun his mission.
“mi amor,” he spoke to his love. “I met a little girl today who reminded me so much of your sweet and curious nature.” He found himself smiling, but it was an expression tinged with exhaustion. “te desidero, mi amor. I cannot wait to hold you in my arms.” His words escaped in a harsh breath as he slid between the two blankets on the bed. “Just a bit longer, mea rosa immortalis.” His eyes closed with one hand still clutching the golden locket, so exhausted he failed to notice it slip from his hand as he fell into a deep slumber.
He had no idea how long he’d slept before being awakened by the thud of heavy footsteps. Edward opened his eyes and found four men standing in his room, morning light just beginning to pierce through the open window beside the bed. Caught off guard, Edward immediately moved to stand, throwing off the top blanket, when one of the men brought forth the edge of a silver blade. 
“Told ye he wasn’t mortal,” one of the men said. “No human I’ve ever seen had eyes that dark.”
“What is the meaning of this?” Edward demanded.
“I’m the one who should be asking that question,” a second man spoke. He was tall with olive skin, brown hair cropped close to his skull, leaving no impediment to his golden eyes and scowled expression. “What is an immortal doing secretly crossing Brón Court lands?”
Considering the close proximity of the speaker’s blade, Edward decided against attempting to make a grab for his own, still hidden securely in the straw beneath him. “Forgive me,” Edward began, “I was unaware that traveling was considered a crime.”
“Depends on your intentions,” he replied. “What’s your business here?”
“I assure you I have no business in these lands. I am merely passing through.”
“What court do you hail from? What is your purpose here?”
Edward shifted uneasily from his seated position. “I am a messenger.”
“For which court?”
“I am afraid, given the nature of my message, I am not permitted to divulge even that, by sacred oath.”
“Sacred oath to whom?”
“The gods,” he answered. “All I am permitted to say is that I am strictly passing through this land. I have no designs, nor any intentions of ill-will to this land, its inhabitants, or your court. As I stated, I was unaware that traveling was a crime.”
“Are you attempting to be difficult?”
“No.”
“Then answer a simple question.”
“I would if I could, but it’s not possible.”
“Who are you?”
“I am afraid I cannot answer that either, any more than to state again: I am a messenger who is simply passing through.”
A feminine voice interrupted, as the woman who had served him the night before appeared in the doorframe. “What is the meaning of this?” she addressed the men.
“An intruder in Brón Court lands and you did not bother to report him.”
“The man did no wrong,” the woman replied. “He paid for his food and bed for the night, offering no trouble. More than I can say for you, Bobby.” She addressed her words to the dark-haired mortal who had led the wake-up party.
The Brón guard replied, speaking to the woman without removing his eyes from Edward, “You know better than to not report an immortal on Brón Court grounds.”
“He didn’t do anything wrong,” the woman insisted.
“He trespassed on Brón Court lands.”
“But he didn’t harm anyone, Lord Richard.”
“That’s enough, Julia,” he replied. Directing his next words to Edward, he said, “One more time, stranger. Who are you and what is your business on Brón Court land?”
“I swear to you that I have no business. I was merely passing through and unaware I had crossed onto the land of another immortal court.”
Richard motioned to the two guardsmen standing beside him. “Chain his hands,” he directed them. “We will see if he is more talkative in the castle.”
“Wait,” Edward said. “I was only passing through! This is ridiculous.”
“Ridiculous you say? You crossing our borders without permission, and refusing to offer an explanation as to why, is what I would consider ridiculous. Now answer my questions, or else.”
Edward considered reaching for his blade, but before he made a decision, the two men moved forward. Still facing Richard’s blade, Edward was unable to resist the men grabbing him roughly by the shoulders. They shoved him facedown upon the bed, and his heart sickened at the feel of cold, metal shackles clamping down upon his wrists. After coming so far, to be stopped now? How could he have been so careless?
“Did he have a blade?” Richard asked.
“I don’t rightly know,” Bobby replied.
“Did he?” Richard re-directed the question to Julia.
“No,” she lied. “No sword. Another reason this is absurd. He’s not dangerous, and taking him from under my roof when he has committed no offense? Bad for business, Richard.”
“You will survive.”
Edward considered pleading further, but decided against it. Instead, he’d attempt to reason with a higher-ranking officer once inside the walls of Brón Court. The two men jerked him forward, each holding roughly to a shoulder as they propelled him towards the door. He went without resistance. 
“I’m sorry,” Julia stated as the men hauled him past her.
He looked up to catch her gaze and found her brown eyes filled with a mixture of fear and anger. “Tell your daughter she may keep the rose,” he stated. 
“What are you talking about?” Richard demanded, then turned to Julia.
“I have no idea,” she replied.
“Are you aware it is a crime to lie to me?”
“He spoke with Sarah last night when she tended his horse. Would you really take a simple flower from the child?”
“A flower?”
“Yes, for gods’ sake! You know a rose...a flower?”
“In this weather?”
Julia shrugged. “You’re immortal. You tell me.”
Richard shook his head. “I don’t have time for this.”
“You never do.”
“Julia!”
“This man made her smile last night, Richard. That is more than you have ever done!”
“This is not the time or place.”
“You’re going to break her heart if you lock him up. Doesn’t that matter to you?”
Richard grabbed her arm, forcing her close as Edward looked on in confusion. The men holding Edward were uncertain if they should continue without their commander. Edward used this moment of confusion to discreetly slip Mara’s ring from his finger and secure it in a hidden pants pocket. 
“That’s enough!” Richard hissed at Julia. “Don’t make me tell you again.”
“She’s your daughter. In one night, this man was kinder to her than you have ever been!”
Richard’s hand drew back to slap her when Edward interrupted. “It’s all right. I will go with them and speak to their captain. I am sure this misunderstanding will be sorted. Please, my lady, do not bring harm to yourself or your daughter on my account. Assure her I shall return to bid farewell, as I promised.”
Both Richard and Julia turned towards Edward.
“As you say then,” Julia replied. “I will tell her.”
“Thank you.” Edward walked down the short hallway as the two men followed, each placing a hand upon his shoulders as they escorted him from the building, beginning the long march to the heart of the Brón Court.



 
 
Chapter XII
 
Edward stood in the center of the room, constructed from damp knee-high stone blocks topped with roughly-cut square timbers, his arms bound above him with thick shackles attached to silver chains. His clothes had been stripped, his muscles ached from the taut position, and his arms had gone numb from being suspended above his head for so long. They had been interrogating him for hours. His back was a mass of thin, long strips. A biting copper scent filled the room as blood ran down the back of his legs to pool upon the stone floor. A loud crack echoed through the chamber as the barbed whip came down again on his tattered flesh. He moaned in pain.
“That’s enough,” a man finally spoke from the side of the room. “Obviously he will not be speaking to us today. Bring him down. We will try again tomorrow.” Two guards put some slack in the chain, and then moved to unlock the silver cuffs which encircled his bruised wrists. He fell rigidly, cursing as blood-flow returned to his arms with a painful rush. Pulled back to his feet, they walked him to the far side of the room where he was shoved face-down on a small cot. He closed his eyes, his body physically shaking in a mixture of shock and pain. 
Several minutes later, a different guardsman entered his cell. He flinched at the touch on his shoulder. Opening his eyes, he found a young man standing above him with bronzed skin and light brown hair. Edward’s body continued to tremble as he met the stranger’s golden eyes. “I was sent to dress your injuries. Is that okay?” 
It took Edward several breaths before he was able to offer a slight nod. 
The man’s tone was surprisingly gentle. “I am going to clean the wounds, but it will sting.”
A vial was liberally poured over the torn flesh of Edward’s back. He hissed as the yellow liquid touched his skin, rinsing the blood. Sandalwood, rosemary and honey sweetened the air throughout the slow process. The man was careful in his ministrations, following the cleansing with the application of a soothing salve, the scent of honey even stronger—along with an herb he couldn’t identify—before finally covering the worst of the cuts with several thick bandages. “There,” he said, “that should help.” He gathered the empty vials and unused bandages before asking, “Would you like something to dull the pain?”
When Edward did not answer, he began to walk toward the door, but paused. “I just wanted to say, how you handed that ordeal was nothing short of heroic. But what I cannot understand is why. I saw the ring.” 
Edward half-turned at this, his eyes wide with alarm. 
“Don’t worry, I won’t tell them.” 
Edward struggled to a position where he could better see the other man. 
“It’s a mark of nobility, isn’t it? Roses of the courts?” The man shook his head. “Why not tell them who you are? Surely they will send you home, or at least, begin negotiations with your court.” He waited several moments, but Edward remained silent. The man shrugged and said, “If you change your mind, my name is Arron. I will come back later to change the bandages.”
Edward shifted into the most comfortable position he could find. His muscles ached and his arms throbbed painfully. He slid his hand into the corner of the cot and searched for the golden ring hidden within its folds. He had been able to remove the ring from his pocket while he was waiting in his cell. A sense of relief washed over him as his hand clasped the ring. He moved it into his line of sight, tracing his fingers over the roses etched into its golden surface. The tears he had kept so valiantly at bay during his torture rose to his eyes as he closed his hand tightly around the ring. 
“Forgive me, mea rosa” he whispered in the surrounding darkness. “ignosce mihi, mea rosa, mi amor.”



 
 
Chapter XIII
 
“Forgive me, mea rosa,” Edward’s voice slid over her. Mara took a step closer and her breath caught as he came fully into view. His back was a mass of long, bloody strips, blood soaking through the sparsely placed bandages, red patches standing out in stark contrast against his pale skin.
“Edward?” Her voice broke, in a mixture of fear and abject horror. She was standing in a room of dark stone. Condensation clung to the walls on either side. Mara moved, her steps strangely silent against the stone floor. “Edward?” she spoke again, falling to her knees beside where he lay. She reached out a hand and touched the side of his face. Tears fell from his tightly closed eyes and her stomach churned at his injuries. “What have they done to you?” He did not open his eyes. “Edward, where are we?”
The door opened behind her with a loud creak. She turned to find two tall men entering the room. They wore black non-descript clothing Mara could not place. “Time for round three,” one of the men spoke in an icy tone. 
Mara stood, confusion washing over her. “Who are you?” The men ignored her and walked to where Edward lay, forcing him to his feet as he moaned in pain. “Stop!” Mara demanded. “What are you doing?”
She caught Edward’s gaze, and found his eyes filled with a fear she had never known to grace the proud captain’s features. “No,” she pleaded. “Where are you taking him?” She tried to follow, but was frozen in place, now glued to the spot on which she stood. She could only watch helplessly as the men forced Edward from the room, leaving Mara alone in the darkened cell. Her heart raced, hammering painfully against her ribcage. Then she heard the first scream.
Mara jerked to a seated position, scrambling from the bed. The pelts wrapped around her as she struggled to escape. She ended up tumbling to the floor in a tangled heap. Her heart pounded ferociously. Her entire body shook. “Edward,” she called the name through shivering breaths. “Edward!” The back of her hand flew to her lips, pressing tightly as she fought to draw breath. The sound of his screams still echoed in her ears.
She scrambled to her feet and raced in the direction of Garreth’s chambers. She did not knock, but pushed open the door calling his name. Having worked part of the night shift, he was still awake, sitting beside a low fire opposite the threshold. 
He stood at her unannounced entrance. “Mara?” Her breaths were ragged, her body trembling as she stumbled toward her cousin. “Mara, what is it?”
“Edward,” she answered. “Something’s wrong. They are hurting him.” The words tumbled forth uncontrollably. “We have to find him. He’s hurt and they won’t stop. They keep...”
“Mara, slow down. Take a breath and tell me what happened.”
“They have him.”
“Who?” He studied her with an increasing sense of concern. Her normally calm demeanor was shattered, eyes wide with fear. “Who has Edward, Mara? What is going on?”
“I don’t know. But they are hurting him. Badly. He...”
“He what?”
“Screaming. He was screaming. I can hear it, Garreth. We have to find him. He needs me to find him.”
“Screaming?”
“Yes.” She shook her head. “He was screaming, but I couldn’t get to him. I couldn’t move. I...”
“Wait. You were...dreaming?”
“But it wasn’t a dream. I know it was not. Garreth, you must believe me.” Her body began to tremble more fiercely as she stared into his pale eyes. “It wasn’t a dream.” 
It took over an hour for Garreth to coax Mara from her hysterics. He attempted to convince her to lie in his own bed, but she insisted on returning to Edward’s. He had followed her down the hall and watched as she walked toward the bed and lay down, burying her face into the soft furs. He sat on the edge of the bed and attempted to soothe her. 
“Mara, it was only a dream. He has been gone a long time, and I know how difficult his absence has been for you. But you need to trust he is coming home. He is fine, and will come back to you. All of this...it is just fear. Please, Mara, try to sleep.”
“It wasn’t a dream,” she whispered again. But her words were now subdued, exhaustion overriding her body. 
prefer, mi amor. Please hold on. 



 
 
Chapter XIV
 
My Dearest Edward,
It has been six years since I last saw you, but rest assured I still pray every night for your return, and keep the promise I made to wait for you, no matter how long this quest may last. Though with every passing month, my fears continue to grow. I am plagued by a formless shadow. He appears without warning, always covered in blood. He pleads for help, yet offers no tangible direction. Here in these pages I confess to you my fear, mi amor. I wish for nothing more than to fortis esto—to be brave for you. However with each vision, my own mission becomes more difficult. 
How I long to lie within the safety of your strong arms. Yet, I fear you are trapped somewhere and they are hurting you, though I have no proof, save for the dreams and the terrible feelings they leave in their wake. With each nightmare I feel my resolve waning. Are they hurting you, mi amor? Is that why you have not kept your promise to return? Are you calling for me in my dreams? 
I fear that you are hurt. That you are waiting somewhere for me, and I know not where. Fear of the ominous figure born of shadow which haunts my steps, as though always peering over my shoulder. Every moment, every day, with every breath, I pray for the morning I shall again awaken in your arms, mi amor. 
te amo, Edward. Please return to me. The pain of your absence is always with me. Though it is a pain I do, and shall continue to, endure knowing that it is for your heart which I suffer, as you suffer for mine.
Come home, my love. 
All my love and devotion,
Mara Clarissa Sethian



 
 
Chapter XV
 
Mara rolled up the thin piece of parchment, and added it to the pile as she did every year on the anniversary of Edward’s departure. She had just returned to her chair by the fire when her thoughts were interrupted by a knock. “Forgive me, Sub-Captain,” a member of the guard she knew only vaguely addressed her. “The queen has requested your presence.”
Mara stood from her chair to address the summons. “I was preparing to take Davith’s place watching over the princess. Allow me to ensure he remains on duty awhile longer, and I shall come to the queen’s chamber forthwith.”
The man offered a bow and left the room. Mara went to the back of her closet and changed into more formal attire, donning a floor-length black gown covered by a short cloak of midnight velvet to fend off the cold. Readied, she walked briskly down the long stone tunnels toward the princess’ chambers. Liza’s face lit up as she entered the room. “Mara!” the princess exclaimed.
“Hello, my lady.”
“Can we play outside?” Liza asked, her red velvet gown shuffling as she moved toward her captain. “I finished all my lessons!”
Mara could not help but smile down at the child. “That is because you are getting so smart!” she answered as she knelt down to embrace her cousin. “Tell you what. I have to go see your mother for a few minutes, but while I do, you may play in the garden with Davith, and I will join you as soon as I can. Does that sound agreeable, my lady?”
“Yes.”
Mara then spoke to Davith. “I will be back to relieve you soon.”
Davith offered a slight bow of his head. “I shall watch over the princess until your return.”
Mara nodded, returned to the outer corridors, and took the long path to the queen’s personal chambers. When she reached them, she found two guards standing before the stone entrance. They opened the doors at her approach, ushering her inside. She stepped into a vast, spacious chamber to find the queen standing before a robust fire. Strong incense filled the air, layered atop scented candles, the combined perfumes nearly suffocating after the cool musty smell of the tunnels. The queen wore a dress of dark silk, partially masked by a matching velvet robe. In front of her, also dressed in dark clothing, a contrast to his short blond hair, stood Phillip.
To their right, Garreth stood silently as Mara approached. She shot a quick glance in his direction and paused at his expression. It was a look somewhere between worry and fear, setting Mara at instant unease. She drew a breath and continued walking until she was only a few paces from the queen. “Your Majesty,” she said as she knelt.
“Lady Mara. How fares my daughter?”
“The princess is quite well, my queen. Her tutors say she grows more intelligent every day.”
“Good,” the queen answered with a wave of her hand. “You may rise.” Mara stood at the command. “Come, my lady. Stand before the fire so that I may see you more properly.” Mara did not reply, instead obediently moving closer to the flames before turning to face the queen.
“Lady Mara, I have called you here to discuss a matter of the upmost importance. I need to ask something of you.”
“Of course, Your Majesty.”
“Tell me, Mara. Do you consider it your duty to serve the realm in any way deemed necessary?”
Mara was taken aback by the question. “Of course, my queen. I live to serve, both you and this realm. On my honor.”
The queen sighed. “Shall we speak plainly?”
Mara’s feeling of unease began to grow like a cold hand crawling along her spine. Her eyes again went to her cousin’s, but this time found a schooled expression far more chilling than the look she’d seen upon entering the room. She turned back and gave a guarded answer. “We may speak however you wish, my queen.”
“A perfect answer,” she replied. “Careful, respectful. These men have taught you well.” Her aunt took a step closer, a dangerous glint shimmering in her eyes. “Yes, they have taught you well, my niece. Or should I say, he taught you well?”
“He?”
“Yes. Your beloved Edward. Tell me, Niece, and I order you to speak truthfully. Was it for the honor of knighthood you forsook your title, or for the heart of the Captain of the Guard?”
Mara’s breath caught in her throat as her heart began to beat hard enough her body felt unsteady. “Your Majesty,” she began.
“Answer the question, Mara. It is not a request.”
Mara drew several short breaths. “Both, Your Majesty. I wanted to embrace the ways of knighthood. To serve you, and this realm, in the great traditions of the Royal Guard. But,” her heart beat even harder, “I also loved Edward and knew that, as a princess, his blood would never be deemed worthy of my own.”
The queen eyed her like a predator. “So you gave up your title for love. For...Edward?”
“Partially, yes.”
Her aunt nodded. “So it would be safe to say, my lady, that your reason for surrendering your title...no longer exists.”
The chills dancing along Mara’s spine transformed into full-blown tremors. Her stomach churned and her voice came out in broken words. “What do you...I...have you heard?” Her hands flew to her abdomen as the room began to spin. “Is he?” She gave a hard swallow and tasted bile. “Are you saying that he is dead?” 
Mara took several steps back, but tripped over the hem of her robe and tumbled to the ground. Her hands stung as they made contact with the stone floor and a dull throbbing shot through her leg. She raised her hand to her head, digging her fingers deeply into her hair as she began to hyperventilate. “No,” she exhaled in a trembling breath. “No, he can’t be gone. Please no.” She shook her head, fighting down the urge to vomit before returning her gaze to the queen. “Is he dead? How do you know? Did they find him?” Her words disintegrated into broken whimpers. “I don’t. What are you saying? I...”
Garreth rushed forward, side-stepping the queen to reach his cousin’s side. “No, Mara,” he spoke without permission. “There is no—”
“Garreth!” the queen’s icy voice cut through his words. “You will remain silent.”
Garreth drew a sharp breath and touched Mara’s arm before standing and offering a low bow. “Forgive me.”
The queen sighed and motioned him away before stepping across the stone floor to stare down upon the younger woman. “Come now, Mara. Six years without a whisper of his whereabouts. You know that it is past time to face the truth.”
Mara lowered her hands back to her sides as she stared at her aunt in confusion. “I don’t understand. What are you saying?” She placed her scraped hands against the stone floor and rose to her feet, even as her leg throbbed in protest. “Are you saying that you haven’t heard any news? My queen, I don’t understand.”
“What I am saying, Mara, is that today marks the sixth year of his absence and you must now realize he will never return.”
“You don’t know that. You cannot possibly know that!”
“He is gone, Mara. And thus it is time you face the truth. Your reason for surrendering your title no longer exists.”
“No longer...” Mara shook her head. “I still don’t understand, Your Majesty.”
The queen offered an exasperated sigh. “There are many ways to serve the realm, Mara, and people are rarely called to serve in the same way. You joined the guard to be with Edward, but he is gone. This means you now have a chance to embrace the role to which you were born.”
Mara felt her expression tightening, her lips pressing to form a thin, tight line. “What are you saying?”
The queen set her eyes directly upon Mara’s. “Your title, Princess Mara. I am asking you to lay down your sword and embrace your title as a pure-blooded princess of this court.”
The cold touch of fear continued to expand, clutching her in an inescapable vice. “You’re asking me...to be a princess again?”
“Yes. And to embrace and fulfill the position and duties which you were born to.”
Mara’s eyes remained upon her aunt’s through several moments of prolonged silence, before she chanced a glance at Garreth. The fear she saw in his pale eyes was raw enough to send fresh shivers down her spine. He shook his head cautiously, a movement that would have been unnoticeable had her eyes not been so carefully trained upon his otherwise still form. Accepting the motion as a warning, she turned back to the queen. 
“Forgive me, Your Majesty.” Mara took a deep breath in an effort to steady her trembling nerves. “But the vow I made was to the gods both above and below. I swore—I vowed—that I would serve with the guard, unto death.”
“Yes,” she answered coldly. “Yet it is a vow which you may be released from with your queen’s consent.” 
Mara’s body jerked as the tremors continued to consume her. “Why are you doing this?”
“Because I need you to serve the court, as only a princess can. There are not enough royals to secure the alliances we need in these uncertain times.”
A fresh wave of nausea washed over her and she stared at her aunt incredulously. “You want me to give up my captainship, forsake my sacred vows, and break my promise to wait for Edward’s return, so that you can marry me off to whom? The highest bidder?”
“Careful of your tone, Mara. Your status as my niece will only protect you for so long.”
Mara knelt down to one knee and bowed her head. “I have vowed to serve you. But that vow, as you know, is superseded by those made to the gods.” Her teeth bit lightly into her bottom lip as she struggled to maintain her composure. “I am sorry, my queen. I cannot do as you ask.”
“You refuse my demand so easily?”
“No, not easily. Not lightly. Yet I must refuse you all the same. I am a member of the Royal Guard, which I am sworn to serve as steadfastly as I am bound to wait upon the return of your true captain. I am sorry, my queen, but I cannot be your princess.”
Painful silence filled the room. “Rise, Lady Mara.” She moved to obey, climbing unsteadily to a standing position. “Tell me, Sub-Captain,” the queen continued in a cold voice. “What, pray tell, should be done with Garreth?”
“Garreth?” she asked in confusion.
“Yes,” the queen hissed.
“Forgive me, Your Majesty. I don’t—”
“For his insubordination.”
“What?”
“He rushed past his queen to your side. He spoke without leave to do so, and most importantly,” she turned to train her eyes upon Garreth, “he actively encouraged you to disobey my wishes, placing both me, and this court, in jeopardy.” The queen paused, allowing a deliberate moment of silence to fill the room. “Tell me, Sub-Captain. How should he be punished?”
Mara fought to draw a tight, slow breath. “Garreth had nothing to do with this. I chose to join the guard a long time ago, over his express objections. I made this choice on my own. If you deem a punishment is warranted, then please, my queen...punish me.”
“No,” the queen answered, a cruel smile forming upon her lips. “I will punish Garreth and you will help me do so.”
“What?” Mara’s heart skipped a beat. “No. Your Majesty, don’t do this.”
“Oh, but I think I shall. Draw your sword, Mara.”
“My...my sword?”
“Yes. Your sword.”
“No. I beg of you, my queen. He didn’t do anything!”
“The time for pleading is over, Mara. If you are truly a sub-captain of the Royal Guard, then you will carry out punishments as instructed by the queen you are sworn to serve.” She paused to draw a slow breath. “Now, you will walk toward your cousin. You will draw the blade at your side. And finally, you will slide it, ever so slowly, into the layers of his pale, perfect skin.” 



 
 
Chapter XVI
 
Mara stared at the queen in disbelief. 
“Take the blade.”
“No.”
“You will cut deeply, slicing completely through the skin and into the muscle beneath.”
The air was tight in Mara’s chest. A shiver slid along her spine causing her body to jerk and tighten. “Do not ask this of me. I can’t.”
Clarissa stared at her niece with uncompromising eyes. “It was not a request, Sub-Captain. Now pick up your blade.”
The queen continued to gaze steadily at the younger woman as Mara shifted her eyes toward Phillip. His expression was sad but firm. “Help me,” she mouthed silently to the acting captain of the guard, staring into his light-blue eyes.
“Obey your queen,” he replied. “Pick up the blade, Sub-Captain.”
A sharp gasp escaped her lips, then she moved her hand to her left hip to grasp the hilt of her silver sword. With sweaty palms, she withdrew it to the sound of sliding metal. “Your Majesty,” she spoke even as she began to raise the blade, “please don’t make me do this.”
“Time to choose once and for all, my niece. If you are a captain in the Royal Guard, you will obey my command. If you are, instead, a mere princess, then lay down your blade and take your rightful place in this court. The choice is yours, Mara. But the time has come to choose. Either run your blade deeply into your cousin’s flesh, or put down your sword forevermore.”
Mara forced herself to turn and face her cousin. She took several steps until she stood only a few paces from him. Her hands shook, making the sword quiver erratically, as she met his pale green eyes and his name escaped her lips on the edge of a breath. “Garreth, I...”
He moved his hand to the side of her face, offering a gentle caress, before sliding a finger down her lips, bringing her to silence. Then he took a step back and began to unlace his dark blue shirt. When it was sufficiently loose, he pulled it over his head, revealing his smooth chest and flawless skin. A thousand years of living and not a physical mark to show. 
Mara’s gaze returned to the blade in her trembling hand and she jumped at the touch of Garreth’s hand upon her shoulder. She began to lean down, attempting to put the blade on the floor, to tell the queen she would consent to being a perfect princess, when Garreth pulled her forward. Wrapping his arms tightly around her, he buried his face in the thick strands of her hair. Mara’s trembling grew worse, but her cousin did not lessen his grip. 
“Listen to me, Mara,” he whispered for her ears alone. “If you refuse, she will win. She will marry you off to the Muir Court and you will never see Edward again.”
“But you—”
“Will be punished for my transgressions no matter what. The only question is if you deliver this punishment, or if you watch helplessly from the side.” He drew a deep breath as he continued to hold her tightly against him. “Nothing you can do with that blade will compare to the agony of being forced to watch you be forever separated from this court, your princess, and the ones you love.”
“Garreth, I don’t think...”
“You and Edward are my family. Please Mara, trust me.” He laid a gentle kiss upon her cheek, then slid his hand down her right arm to touch the hand still clasped securely around the silver hilt of her sword. She realized with a start that her fingers were no longer shaking. Even the queen remained silent as Garreth guided the cold metal blade to his chest, then dropped his hands to his side. He looked at her sadly. “I can’t do it for you.”
She met his green eyes. “Forgive me.” Her heart pounded painfully against her ribcage as he offered a single nod. Pressing the blade down, she slid the sharp edge smoothly through the top layers of his skin. She moved her hand down, running a clean line from his collar to his stomach. Blood swelled to the surface, outlining the thin cut before sliding down his chest.
Her stomach churned at the sight of blood caused by her own hand. Her left hand flew to her lips, pressing tightly against them. She turned back and said, “Please, Your Majesty, don’t make me do this. He’s my cousin. Your stepson. Don’t make me do this.”
The queen studied her for several moments before walking across the room. When she reached her niece, she stepped behind Mara and pulled the younger woman’s back against her chest. Then her aunt took Mara’s hand in her own, guiding the next stroke of Mara’s blade.
This time the cut was deep, sinking past Garreth’s skin to bite into the muscle beneath, drawing an involuntary gasp from her cousin’s lips. The queen then guided her hand higher, pressing the blade against Garreth’s collar until metal scraped bone. “Do you feel that, Niece? How the blade touches and then slowly scrapes the bone? Or this.” She moved Mara’s sword to the left side of Garreth’s chest and again pressed the edge deep into muscle. “That is how it feels once you get past the skin. Can you tell the difference?” The blade moved toward the center of his chest as blood began to ooze more quickly from his wounds.
“Skin.” The blade made a shallow cut, barely enough to draw blood. “Muscle.” The next stroke sank deeper, pulling a suppressed moan from Garreth’s lips. Mara shuddered at the sound, and attempted to pull her hand away, but her aunt roughly pushed her fingers into the metal hilt, the queen’s hand squeezing tight upon her own. Mara was forced to move the sword to her cousin’s left side. 
“No,” Mara pleaded. “My queen, please don’t.” 
Her aunt took complete control, moving a second hand to dig her fingers deeply into Mara’s shoulder, then forced the heavy sword into Garreth’s left side. The blade sank through the skin, splitting it open in a thick gush of warm, sticky blood, before hitting the bones of his ribcage with a sickening sound. Garreth fell to his right, colliding with the hard stone floor, his hand clutching his left side as he cried out in pain. 
Mara jerked hard, scrambling away from the queen’s cruel hands as she slid to the ground beside her cousin, her entire body shaking. Training overcame her as she removed her outer robe and pressed the material against the gushing wound, covering her hand in his warm blood. “Garreth,” she whispered, on a trembling breath. 
“I’m o...okay,” he struggled to reassure her.
Tears spilled down her cheeks as the queen finally spoke. “Next time I order you to cut through muscle, Sub-Captain, I expect this lesson will serve you well.” She drew a long breath. “You may see to his injuries.”
She turned and left, the echo of her heels filling the room long after she had faded from sight.



 
 
 
Chapter XVII
 
Phillip moved to where Mara knelt beside her cousin. Sliding to his knees beside her, he pulled both his outer cloak and shirt from his shoulders and proceeded to rip the material into thick strips. “Lift him so that I can tie the cloth to stop the bleeding.”
Mara sat oblivious to Phillip’s words, her body shaking as she stared down at the damage she had been forced to inflict upon the cousin she’d always considered a brother. “Mara,” Phillip spoke sharply, and her entire body jerked at his tone, tears spilling from her violet-silver eyes. “Mara!” he tried again.
“No,” Garreth spoke through gritted teeth. “Don’t yell at her.” He forced air into his lungs. “Mara, look at me,” he spoke through the pain. “Mara, please.”
Her gaze remained unfocused.
“Mara,” he tried again. “mea rosa.” He hated to use the name generally reserved for Edward’s exclusive use, yet it was enough to bring her eyes to his face. “It is okay mea rosa. Everything will be all right.”
“ignosce mihi,” she whispered.
“There is nothing to forgive, Mara. But I need you to stay with me now. Phillip needs your help, as do I.”
“Phillip,” she said, her voice uncertain.
“Yes. Can you help Phillip?”
She nodded, her eyes still too wide, and moved to assist the acting captain, who handed her the make-shift bandages.
“I am going to lift him up. When I do, I want you to slide this around his body and pull it tight. Do you understand?”
She gave a shaky nod in confirmation. Phillip lifted Garreth from the stone floor. A cry of pain escaped from her cousin’s lips when Mara pulled the cloth as tightly as she could, then pressed down, applying extra pressure to the split skin. “ignosce mihi,” she whispered again as Phillip laid Garreth back down.
Garreth took several ragged breaths as he fought to regain some form of composure. Mara lay down beside him, raising his head against her chest as though her body was a pillow. She pushed the shaggy hair from his eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said, over and over. “I’m sorry.”
Garreth took her hand in his. “Not your fault,” he attempted to assure her, his words bringing fresh tears to Mara’s eyes.
“Forgive me,” Phillip interrupted, “but I need to know. Should I get help to move you, or do you think you can stand between us? We need to get you off the floor.”
It took several minutes to maneuver Garreth between them, and even longer to get him down the hall. “My chambers,” Mara said. “They’re closer.” Mara’s heart ached at every moan that escaped her cousin’s lips. When they finally settled him into the bed, Mara began to mumble incoherently. “I did this. Oh gods. Oh gods. How could I have? I am—”
“Mara,” Garreth again cut through her words. “I am okay. I’m right here and everything will be okay.” He struggled not to grimace as he took her arm and guided her to the edge of the bed. “Everything will be all right.”
“Please,” she spoke her deepest fear, “I can’t lose you too. I don’t want to be alone. I can’t do this alone.”
His breath caught at the raw fear shining through her eyes. His fingers dug into her arm and he pulled her down, pressing his cheek to hers. “That will not happen, Mara.” 
A sharp tremor raced up her spine before the bitter words escaped her lips. “I have heard that promise before.”
Garreth inhaled sharply. His fingers twisted into the strands of her long hair and he jerked her back roughly to meet his gaze. “Edward is a better man than I am, Mara. He is a true knight, which means the word of the queen is not to be refused, not for anything. But Mara, look at me.” She lowered her chin to more directly meet his gaze. “I am not that good. Not even close. I will take you away from this court before I leave you to solitude. Orders be damned.”
“Those words are treason.”
“I don’t care,” he answered. “I will not leave you, Mara. I swear it, to the gods above and below.”
His words were the final stroke before Mara collapsed to the bed, her hands covering her face, as she lost herself in a seemingly endless wave of tears. Garreth slid her closer, pulling her against his uninjured side. “I’m sorry, Mara.” Rubbing slow circles on her back, he attempted to soothe her. “I am here. I will always be here, and one day, I shall return you to the arms of the one you love. I promise, Mara. I promise.”
“She hurt you because of me. And it won’t be the last time she does so. She will hurt you, Garreth. Because she swore she would not harm me directly.”
“This is not your fault,” he replied. “The queen has done this for centuries. Edward worked very hard to keep you from seeing it. I promise, this was not done for you, but for the queen alone.” He slid her more securely against him. “I am here mea rosa.” He soothed her the only way he knew. “I will not leave you.”
Her tears ceased as the words of another washed over her. She closed her eyes and could almost see him, a faded outline that slowly took the form of his handsome features.
“adsum, mea rosa, mi amor.” Edward’s words washed over her, calming her breathing and slowing the frantic beat of her heart. “adsum, mea rosa. mea rosa immortalis.”
She closed her eyes and allowed the words to carry her into darkness.



 
 
Chapter XVIII
 
Mara watched over her cousin with a heavy heart. Healers had been in several times to dress his injuries, and the ache in her chest grew with every moan of pain as they shifted him into various positions needed to heal. Grateful he was now sleeping soundly, she kept vigil in a chair beside him. 
Exhausted, she failed to notice Phillip had returned to the room until he was standing directly beside her. “How is he?”
“The same.”
“You know he will be fine, don’t you?”
“That’s not the point. She did this because of me. He just...” She bit her lip and shook her head. “He got caught in the middle.”
Phillip considered her words. “You’re right, but not in the way you think.”
“What do you mean?”
“Mara, your cousin was born nobility. He is the brother of a princess and the cousin of another. The queen is his stepmother. He was born in the middle, Mara. With or without you.”
She raised her arm and slid her fingers into the long strands of her dark hair. “The queen is going to keep doing this, isn’t she? Until I give her what she wants.”
“No. Not until, Mara. The queen has done this since long before you were born and will continue to do so. If it had not been you, it would have been for some other reason. I promise you. The guard is your chosen path, my lady. The one you were meant for.” He pushed a strand of her hair from her face. “Don’t give in, Mara. You must not lose hope.”
She closed her eyes at the offered comfort. “I miss him,” she whispered. “Without him I am lost. I don’t know what is right.” Mara pressed her cheek against his palm without opening her eyes. “I don’t want to hurt anyone. I just...” She drew a shuddering breath. “I just want him back.”
“I know,” Phillip replied. “But he would want you to be strong. If not for yourself, then for him.”
“He is not dead,” she stated, finally opening her eyes. “I know he’s not, but...I am beginning to think I will never see him again.” She leaned her head back, twisting her neck from left to right. “He’s in trouble, Phillip.”
He watched her for several moments before leaning down to kiss her brow. “Have faith, my princess.”
Her shoulders began to shake. “I don’t know how much faith I have left in me.”
“Then take mine.”
“Yours?” She searched his gaze in disbelief. “You have faith Edward shall return?”
“I have faith in you, Lady Mara. Always in you.”
Her trembling increased. Her words, broken. “I cannot do this without him.”
“But you must. You promised Edward you would endure no matter how hard it became. If you truly believe he is alive and that his love for you is true, then this is a trial you must endure—a pain you must bear—until he is returned to you.”
“I know,” she whispered.
“Do you?”
“I’ve done it for years, Phillip. Trust me, I know all about enduring pain.”
“I know this has been difficult.”
“No,” she answered. “You don’t have any idea.”
It was Phillip’s turn to shake his head. “I’m sorry, Mara.” He rose from the chair and began to walk toward the door. “You should try to get some sleep,” he told her. “I can send Davith to watch over Garreth, if you’d like.”
“I’m not going anywhere.”
Phillip gave an audible sigh. “As you wish, my lady.” He left the chambers, leaving Mara alone with her cousin.
“Edward,” she whispered miserably. “Where are you?”



 
 
Chapter XIX
 
Edward lay quietly in a cold, dank cell. Fresh injuries lined his chest from deep repeated cuts of a knife. His breathing came in ragged gasps as the blade had pierced his right ribcage, forcing him to lie upon his left side. He had just drifted to sleep when he heard the sound of Mara’s voice. “No,” she pleaded. “Don’t make me do this.”
“Mara?” he called, as the darkness of his previously dreamless sleep began to brighten.
“Don’t force me to do this.”
“Mara?”
More light flooded the scene, revealing Mara kneeling upon the floor wearing a black gown, drenched in blood. A silver sword was clutched tightly in her right hand. A man’s shirt had been removed, revealing the paleness of his chest lined with long, bloody gashes. “Again,” the angelic voice commanded. One Edward knew far too well.
Mara’s body trembled. “No,” she again pleaded. “Don’t do this, my queen. I am begging you. Do not make me harm him again!”
“Do not make me repeat myself, Sub-Captain. This is not a request.”
“Mara.” Edward’s voice filled the room, yet his words fell upon deaf ears. He moved closer as Mara slid her bade forward with trembling fingers.
“Now!” the queen commanded.
A great sob escaped Mara’s lips as she placed a second hand upon the hilt of the silver blade and drove it deeply into the left side of the defenseless man before her. He screamed as the sharp tip parted layers of skin.
“I’m sorry,” Mara said through a broken sob.
“It is...not...not your fault,” the man replied. Edward’s heart sank further at the sound of Garreth’s voice. When Edward finally reached them, he fell to his knees on the opposite side of his friend’s bleeding form. Tears rushed down Mara’s face, her hands shaking with a death-like grip on the hilt of the blade still embedded in the man’s flesh. Edward placed his hand on top of Mara’s with an unfelt touch. 
“What has she done to you?” He was only able to watch helplessly as the queen appeared behind her, placing a pale hand upon Mara’s shoulder. 
“Are you ready to consent, my niece? Are you ready to become the princess this court needs?”
Mara shook her head as though in slow motion, a series of whimpers falling from her lips. Then she said, “No.” Pulling the knife from her friend’s side, she forced Edward’s hands away. Her tears ceased and she turned to gaze at the queen with a hint of fire. “Edward is alive, Your Majesty. I know he is alive and I will not break my vow to him, not even for you.”
The queen’s hand flew toward her, slapping the left side of Mara’s face. She fell back, her body landing on top of her friend’s, her lips lining with her own blood as her cheek fell into a pool of Garreth’s.
“Mara!” Edward called, as he attempted to reach her side, but was instead jerked from the dream by the loud clang of stone. 
“My lord,” a voice spoke in the dimly-lit cell. 
Edward jerked into a seated position on the cot. His heart pounded painfully from the force of the vision. He fought to control his breathing as he placed a hand upon the stone wall to steady himself. “mea rosa immortalis.” Words in place of the name he could not utter. “ignosce mihi, mea rosa. ignosce mihi,” he spoke in anguish. “Forgive me.”
Arron came forward. “Another dream?”
“No. Yes. I...” Edward looked at the man who had long been the kindest of his tormentors. “Please,” he found himself asking what he had never asked, even under the worst of his torture. “You have to let me go.”
Arron knelt, staring at the captive. Edward’s knees were hugged tightly to his chest and his body trembled enough it was visible, even to the untrained eye. There was a wild look of desperation in his eyes that Arron had never seen grace the features of the normally stoic prisoner. “I have never heard you speak so. What is going on?” 
“I must go,” Edward spoke without thought. “It’s almost too late.” He turned toward Arron, but it seemed as though he stared right through him. “Don’t you understand? It will destroy...she is going to kill.”
“Who?” Arron asked. “Kill who?”
“rosa immortalis,” was the incoherent reply. “mea rosa immortalis.”
“Roses? They are going to kill...roses?”
Edward nodded, pulling the golden ring from its hiding place in the folds of his cot. “mea rosa immortalis,” he said again. “sanguis rosae.” 
 “I don’t understand.” 
Edward grabbed the arm of the other man. “I broke my vow. Don’t you see? I broke my promise. Do not force me to break another.” He was unable to hide his fear. “mea rosa immortalis. Will not survive.”
Arron stared into Edward’s panicked expression and felt his heart cry out in confused sympathy. “Who is she?” he finally asked. “Who is the immortal rose? I cannot help you unless you tell me.”
Edward’s trembling grew worse as he attempted to force himself to speak the name of the woman he would gladly trade his soul for. Yet, the name refused to form. To speak would be betraying not only the guard he served, but the very foundation of the core beliefs he had fought so hard to convince Mara to believe in. To live for. To risk her very heart and soul. 
“I can’t,” he finally said. “It would betray everything I taught her to believe in. Please...” He moved his head in a tight spiral. “Let me go.”
Arron felt his own heart sink in his chest. “I’m sorry,” he replied, pulling his arm from the grip of the imprisoned man. “Truly, I am.” He turned and walked to the door as the prisoner spoke softly.
“ignosce mihi, mea rosa, mi amor. tuta es: te tuebor, adsum, mea rosa, mea dulcis, mi amor. ignosce mihi.”
Pushing open the heavy stone door, Arron forced himself to leave the room. He stepped into the hallway turning for a final glance. The prisoner was sitting on the cot, staring at the wall across from him. His hand was stretched out, his fingers curled slightly. “Speak to me,” his voice begged across the room. “mea rosa.” Tears stained his cheeks and Arron realized he had never seen the man so broken. “Speak to me, mea rosa.”
Arron’s gaze fell to the floor. He pushed the door close, but hissed at a sharp pain when his hand pressed against the cold stone. The door settled as Arron jerked his hand back to find it was bleeding.
“What?” he asked, even as he raised his gaze to find the previously barren door was now draped in thick, green vines covered with blood red roses.



 
 
Chapter XX
 
Mara awoke with a scream, her cousin holding her down upon the bed, gripping both arms tightly. “Mara wake up,” he stated again. “You were hurting yourself.”
“What?” she asked, but even to Mara, her voice sounded weak and uncertain.
Garreth lessoned his grip on her arms and leaned back. “Forgive me, Mara. You were screaming and I did not want you to injure yourself further.”
“Further?” 
Garreth stepped back, allowing her to rise from the bed. 
She looked down and realized she was bleeding from a series of scrapes along her arms. “Oh gods,” she spoke under her breath. “I didn’t...”
“More nightmares?”
She did not answer.
Garreth offered a deep sigh. “Mara, if you would only hear me.”
“I do hear you! You, and Phillip, and Davith, and all the rest. But you are wrong! Can’t you see that? You’re wrong.”
“Mara, even if he were alive, at this point it is not likely he’s coming back.”
“Don’t say that!” Her eyes widened as her breathing turned labored. “Don’t. You. Dare.”
“Mara, I have been understanding. I have been patient. But you are scaring me. This refusal. These nightmares. You are—”
“No!” she spat. “How can you say that? How can you, of all people, turn against me?”
“I am not against you, Mara. I’m scared for you. I am trying to help you to see—”
“He. Is. Alive!” she yelled, drawing her knees to her chest. She gave a muffled wail as her hands rose to dig deeply into her scalp, raking her nails through the upper layers of her skin. Garreth grabbed her wrist. Mara lowered her other hand and turned her eyes upon her cousin. “Please,” she begged. “He is alive, Garreth. You have to believe me. I would know if he was dead. I swear I would.” She twisted her head to the left, then right, her eyes desperately searching his gaze. “Edward’s alive. As long as he is, I must honor my promise. The first rule of being a knight. I cannot betray him. I cannot forsake.”
“Shh,” he whispered before moving to the edge of the bed.
“Please.”
He drew her into his arms. “It’s all right. Everything will be all right.” With a tired sigh, she shook her head, but did not cry, allowing her body to lean limply in his arms until he guided her back down upon the bed.
Heartbroken for his charge, Garreth remained seated upon the edge of the bed until long after she had fallen back to sleep. Rising, he left the room with gentle steps so as not to wake her, not surprised when he found Phillip standing a few paces in front of the door, hair askew and worry etched around his eyes. Garreth motioned the acting captain down the hall. “Not here.”
Phillip nodded before turning to follow Garreth to his chambers. When they were behind his closed door, Phillip began to speak. “Is she okay?”
“I am not certain.” An honest reply. “She’s still having the nightmares, and as far as I can tell, they are getting worse.”
“Garreth, I care for her as much as you. We both know this perpetual state of denial must stop—you know it must. This has gone on far too long.”
“You can’t push her on this, Phillip. I’m scared what such action would do. If we push her too hard, she may...”
“Mara is not her mother.”
Garreth closed his eyes and a vision of his aunt flashed through his mind. Long dark hair. Sad violet eyes. The pained expression which continuously burdened her otherwise lovely face from the moment she learned of her husband’s death. The same look he now saw in Mara’s eyes. 
“She will die,” Garreth challenged, returning his gaze to Phillip’s. “If you convince her that Edward is truly dead, our rose will not survive the heartbreak.”
 



 
 
Chapter XXI
 
Dear Edward,
iuravisti te numquam me relicturum esse. You swore I would never be alone! Yet loneliness is all I know. Where are you, mi amor? Where have you gone? Why have you forsaken me? You said—you promised— you would come for me. The first rule of being a knight you said, always keep your word. And yet, you are breaking your vow and my heart along with it. How could you, when you gave me your solemn word. You, who lives and breathes the code of knighthood more than any man I have ever known. One who values honor so highly, you embarked upon this quest, knowing it would leave me here alone, in the one state you swore I would never have to endure. 
‘fortis esto,’ you say. Yet how can I be brave when I lie here night after night, calling your name afraid you will never answer. How much longer can I be expected to endure? Pain, Edward. dolor. Endless and everlasting, it is all I know. cor meum es. It beats in your chest, not my own. Please, do not force me to live without you. I cannot. To even think of such a fate invites a world of tormentum without end. 
Do not force me to live without you. I cannot...Please come home to me. By all the gods please! You swore you would never leave me. You vowed, you promised! I am begging you, my love. Come home. 
All my love, 
Mara Clarissa Sethian



 
 
Chapter XXII
 
Mara sat before a long stone table beside several fellow members of the upper-level captains. Phillip and Davith sat at opposite ends, leading the discussion on the queen’s upcoming agenda as others offered an occasional affirmative nod. “We are going to need at least one additional sub-captain on duty next week. We will be hosting several high-ranking lords from the Muir Court. An extra captain will help to put on a good show.”
“I can take a few shifts,” Davith replied. “That is, if Mara doesn’t mind switching off with Garreth a bit earlier than normal.” 
Lost in thought, Mara had to physically shake herself, slow to respond as all eyes turned to her. “Forgive me.” She turned to Davith. “What did you say?”
“That I need you to take my shifts with Liza next week.”
“Of course. I would be happy to.”
“Good,” Phillip replied from the opposite side of the table. “I think this concludes our meeting for the month.” There was another loud murmur as people rose from their chairs and began to file from the room. Mara rose to join them when Phillip said, “Mara, would you stay a moment?”
She finished a half-drawn breath and settled back into her chair. When the room completely cleared, Mara turned toward the acting captain. “What do you need, Phillip?”
“I have not seen you since you began taking the night shifts on Liza’s detail.”
“And?”
“Mara, I...” he began, but paused and drew a deep breath before trying again. “I can’t remember the last time you took a day shift.” She looked at him with a blank expression, so he continued, “Look, I just want to know when the last time was that you saw some sunlight.”
Mara felt her expression harden. “Forgive me. Have I failed in my duties in some way?”
“No, my lady. Of course not. That is not what this is about.”
“Have I been late for a shift?”
“No, I was only—”
“Have I failed to protect the princess, or provide an adequate protection detail?”
Phillip gave a deep sigh. “You know that you have not.”
“Then what is the point of this conversation?”
“Mara, you are taking care of Liza. But I am worried you are forgetting to take care of yourself as well.”
Her eyes narrowed as her voice became cold. “I am doing the job I was charged to do by the captain, to the best of my ability. If you have a complaint concerning my job performance, then please continue. Otherwise, I think our business is concluded.”
Phillip eyed her for several moments before standing from his chair with a sigh. “I am not the bad guy here, Mara. I understand you are awaiting Edward’s return, and I respect your choice, but you must realize why I’m worried. You are—”
“Edward will return. I know he will.”
“Mara, just listen.”
She turned her sharp gaze upon Phillip’s light blue eyes. “Will there be anything else, Sub-Captain?” 
She watched his face tighten at her refusal to acknowledge his higher rank before he stood and walked toward the door. As he reached it, he paused and turned back toward where Mara still sat at the granite table. “I hope you’re right, Mara. But...if you are not, then I also hope—I pray—you will find a way to accept this fate.”
“To accept what?” Her angered tone now laced with a deep sorrow. “That I let the man I love be sent to his death? That I stood silent as he walked out the door for what everyone knew would be the very last time? That I...let him.” She slammed her hand down hard on the stone table. The heavy surface didn’t budge.
Phillip’s eyes softened and he took a single step toward her. “Don’t.” She drew a harsh breath. “If I let him walk out of that room to die, Phillip, then I don’t deserve to live.”
It was Phillip’s turn to pause, silence filling the room with suffocating power. “Then, my lady,” he said quietly, “you must have faith he will return to you. Above all else, you must remember your vows to both this guard, and to the princess you have sworn to serve.”
“Please, Phillip,” she said. “Leave me be.”
To her surprise, he offered a low bow. “As you wish, Lady Mara.” Then he turned and stepped through the doorway, leaving Mara alone with her agony in the dimly lit room. She again slammed her fist down upon the stone table, afterward shaking her hand rigorously from the stinging pain. “I will not cry,” she stated aloud, before lowering her face into the palms of her hands. 
Every day it grew harder to hide the fear which held her constantly within its grasp. Garreth assured her that, with time, his absence would become easier. Yet it only seemed to grow harder. His very memory, once so crystal clear within her mind, was beginning to muddle and fade. “You will not cry,” she spoke again to the empty room, and her shattered heart.
She sat there for a long time, until a cold chill crawled along the length of her spine. Mara shivered, shaking her head as she pushed her chair from the table and began to stand. However, her progress was stopped by an intense pressure across both shoulders as two icy hands forced her back down into the chair. Her breath caught and her entire body jerked from the firm, cold touch.
“No,” she said, attempting to escape, but was pushed down a second time hard enough that she gave a sharp cry of pain. Fear clutched her as a strange sound drew her attention to the left side of the room. Her eyes trailed toward the upper corner of the chamber, discovering thick rose vines crawling down the craggy walls. They slid forth, menacing green serpents slithering across the room, while more emerged from the stone walls. She fought harder to rise, but was forced down into the chair a third time as the vines moved steadily closer. She jerked her arms as they began to surround her, surging across the floor, curling around the massive legs of the stone table.
“No!” Mara called, as the grip upon her shoulder tightened, forcing her arms against those of the chair. Mara began to shake with fear as she was held helpless in the grasp of icy hands she could not see. The vines continued to spread, curling around her chair, forcing her to lean forward as they covered the back. The vines crept unceasingly, over the table and walls until the room was as green as the garden. The scents of sweat, dust, and leather replaced by ripe earth and vegetation after a spring rain. “Help me,” she pleaded as the vines moved to touch the tips of her up-turned hand. Her shaking became more violent as the dense foliage shuttered the two narrow windows, casting the room in shadow. “Don’t,” she found herself begging as a slender thorn slid into the center of her wrist. “By the gods...do not do this.”
Binding vines replaced the icy hands. She cried out as thorns pierced her delicate flesh, sinking deeper into her veins. Blood pooled quickly before running down her skin, causing the formerly barren vines to erupt with red roses as the vines drank deeply. The copper of her blood and the cloying, sickly-sweet scent of malevolent roses added to the room’s aroma.
Mara screamed, jerking her arms, but only succeeded in driving the barbed vines deeper. The world around her began to dim as a series of sharp thorns embedded their way along her arms, producing more roses. 
“Help me!” Mara called, but her voice faded as more blood was pulled from her veins. “adiuva me!” She fought to separate her arms from the feeding roses, but they held her tightly in their grasp. Her vision began to blur and the room became suffocating. “Edward,” his name slid from her lips. “Edward, adiuva me.”
“Mara?” His voice was deep and strong. “Oh gods, Mara. What did you do?” The grip of the vines vanished, replaced by the touch of a hand. “Mara, oh gods!”
“Edward.”
She felt gentle pressure applied to her left wrist. Forcing herself to open her eyes, she found not Edward, but Garreth’s fearful expression. “Mara, what did you do?” he asked. 
Her eyes traveled the room—the roses were gone. 



 
 
Chapter XXIII
 
Mara remembered very little as Garreth worked in a panic to bind the rough gashes on her wrists and half-escorted, half-carried her drained body back to Edward’s chambers. Light-headed, dizzy with dark spots invading her vision, she slipped in and out of consciousness. 
“She slit her wrists?” a voice asked through the blurred visions.
“What the hell did you say to her?”
“Me?”
“You held her after that meeting to speak alone. What the hell did you say?”
“I was worried...” The words faded and Mara struggled against the encroaching darkness.
“...not to talk to her about Edward! How could you be so foolish? You know how she reacts.” 
“Garreth, she has to face the truth.”
“No! Don’t you ever speak to her about Edward!”
Mara was unsure how much time had passed before she again returned to a state of awareness. She opened her eyes with a sharp pain pressing against her left temple. Garreth sat beside her, shaggy brown hair matted against his forehead, his half-closed eyes bloodshot, though from exhaustion or tears, she was uncertain. She attempted to recall the last time she’d seen her cousin cry, despite the horrors which he’d been forced to endure. Had it been at her mother’s funeral? Or perhaps before that, at her father’s? 
“You look terrible,” she informed him. 
Garreth straightened in his chair, blinking against the sleep that fought to claim him. “Speak for yourself.” 
She attempted to shift to a higher position on the bed, suppressing a cry as sharp pain ran up her left arm. Raising her hands, she found her wrists wrapped tightly in thick, white bandages.
Looking up at her cousin she noted the fear in his eyes. “Mara.” His voice was raw and tight. He moved a hand to brush the hair from the side of her face, pressing his palm against her left cheek. “Mara,” he whispered again, “I don’t...how could you do this? Why didn’t you tell me? I can’t even began to...I can’t.” He leaned down and pulled her against his chest. “Edward is not the only one who cares for you.”
“Garreth,” she interrupted, “listen to me.” She pulled back from his embrace. “You don’t understand—”
“The hell I don’t!” He went from a soft whisper to a sudden scream. “You slit your wrists, Mara. If you’d been mortal, you would have died long before I found you. You...” 
“No!” She shook her head. “I swear Garreth, I did not. That is not what happened. It was the roses.”
“The roses?”
“Yes! The roses. They did this.”
“What are you talking about?”
“The roses came through the walls. They were everywhere. I tried...” She drew several short breaths attempting to straighten her spiraling thoughts. “The vines came into the room. When the thorns pierced my wrists, the roses, they—they turned red. No...” She shook her head. “They didn’t turn, they...appeared. They split from the vines. Roses painted with my blood.”
“Mara.” Garreth tilted his head, staring at her with wide-eyes. “There weren’t any roses.”
“But there were! They climbed through the walls. They were everywhere!”
“Mara,” he stated again, “there were no roses in the meeting hall.” He paused, drawing a slow breath. “The only thing, or person, in that room was you.”
Tears brimmed the surface of Mara’s eyes. “Are you saying you don’t believe me?”
He visibly straightened at her accusatory tone. “I don’t...I’m not.”
“Why would I lie, Garreth? When have I ever lied to you?”
“Mara, what you are saying makes no sense. Roses climbed through solid stone walls and, what, drank your blood? Even to you it must sound ludicrous.”
“I know how it sounds. But it’s what happened.”
“You think it happened, but do you really believe what you saw was what actually happened? Roses filled the room, attacked you, then vanished? These visions you are having—Mara I...are you certain they are real?”
She stared at him with eyes full of shock. “What are you saying? Do you think I am...” Her lips parted against her will. Stomach churning, she asked, “Do you think I’m crazy?”
“Not crazy, Mara. Just...” He shook his head searching for the correct word. “Confused.” He adjusted his position to stare more directly into her eyes. “I need you to tell me, and I promise I’ll not become upset no matter what the answer. Whatever is going on, I swear, Mara, I will help you and together we can work through it but, Mara, I need to know. Did you cut your wrists?” 
Mara’s heart crumbled at the question, a steady tremble flowing through her body, racing along her spine to her shaking hands. “With what?” she finally asked. “The cuts aren’t clean enough to have been made by my sword. Was there a knife in the room? What, exactly, did I cut my wrists with?”
“Mara, you and I both know you carry multiple blades.”
“But I wasn’t, Garreth! I swear I wasn’t.” 
“Mara, look me in the eye and answer the question. I beg of you, tell me the truth.”
“You think so little of my honor to presume I would lie? You, who claim to love me? My cousin! My family!”
“I am not questioning your honor, Mara.”
She fought down a wave of anger, and gave a hard swallow, before turning her livid eyes upon her cousin. In a gruff voice she said, “I,” she paused between each word, “Did. Not. Cut. My. Wrists.” Desperate for him to understand, her words came more quickly. “I did not try to hurt myself. I would not do such a thing. I...” The pieces abruptly came together and she realized the source of his fear. Closing the distance between them, she touched the hand on his knee, assuring, “I am not my mother.”
Garreth stared at her for several moments, weighing her words. “Okay, Mara. I believe you.”
She stared back at him. “Don’t lie.”
He drew a deep breath. “Okay, fine. I believe your conviction.”
“I wouldn’t be the first princess to feed the immortal roses.”
“According to legend,” Garreth stated.
“What is this court, if not a court of legend?” she challenged.
“No present-living being has been fed upon by the roses. Not the queen, not your mother. Not even Phillip, in his two-thousand years, has seen the roses feed.”
“Then where do the stories come from, Garreth? The roses feed upon royal blood. It’s the reason they only change color for royals.”
“Again, Mara, no one has ever seen it happen.”
“That doesn’t mean it’s not true!” She shook her head. “Sometimes I think you forget I was born a princess too.”
“I would never forget that, Mara.” 
“Then why is it so hard to believe? Is the blood in my veins not as royal as Liza’s? Don’t the roses change color for me, just like they do for her?”
“Of course they do, and you are. But Mara, you’re not listening.”
“No, you are not listening! When did you become a man of so little faith, cousin? You, more than any other, taught me these myths and legends, the history and stories of our court. When did you stop believing?”
It took all of Garreth’s strength not to answer. The day Edward was sent to die.



 
 
Chapter XXIV
 
“Clearly he is not going to talk,” Arron argued with his sub-captain. “He wandered into a village on the outskirts of our land, which is not technically a crime, and spent a night in a mortal village, which, if memory serves, he properly paid for both the meal and room. That man has done nothing wrong.”
Richard’s golden eyes glared at Arron. “The man entered our lands and refused to answer so much as a single pertinent question.”
“He says he is a messenger,” Arron replied. “A messenger is bound to remain silent, you know this.”
“Messenger?” Richard scoffed. “There is no way that man is a mere messenger. A messenger would have broken months ago! Mark my words, he’s a soldier! Only one with the harshest training could have stood up to what has been done to him.”
“Okay, so what if he is? He broke no laws upon our land, or at least none you can determine or prove. You are torturing him needlessly!”
“Needlessly? You don’t think an intruder from another court, coming onto our lands and refusing to even give his name, is worthy of concern?”
“Not when he was nowhere near the palace.” Arron tried to control the heat in his words. “If he’d been in the palace, or even in the near vicinity of the royal grounds, then sure. But he wasn’t. He was closer to Lorcan lands than ours. In fact, I imagine he thought he was on Lorcan lands, or else he never would have ventured into the village.”
“So what, are you saying you think he is a member of the Lorcan Court?”
Arron considered this for a moment. “I think that makes the most sense of anything. He is obviously not one of ours, and his eyes are too dark to be of Muir blood.”
“Only if he is high-nobility.”
“He wakes up from nightmares screaming in more perfect Latin than I could speak when I lived in Rome!”
“If he was a man of high status then why, in the name of the gods, would he endure the torture we have put him through?”
“Because, as I speculated before, he is likely carrying a message and forbidden to tell, until it is delivered. You know...like he told you the day you took him into captivity?”
Richard’s glare intensified. “That man will answer my questions, or he will rot in his cell for the next hundred years!”
“Richard, you have no just cause.”
“He’s an intruder...”
“Forgive me, Sub-Captain, but I think I would be remiss in my duties if I did not pose the question. Are you keeping him captive because he did something wrong, or because of Julia?”
Richard took a step closer to Arron, crashing into his personal space. “What could this possibly have to do with her?”
“Julia fought you on arresting him, and your own daughter came pleading for his release.”
“Your point?”
“You didn’t like their interest.”
“How dare you!”
“Doesn’t change the facts. Look, Richard, if you are worried she tried to save him because something romantic happened, I can assure you it did not. This man has some great love whom he would no more betray than he will answer your questions. It would be against whatever honor code he has chosen to follow. This much I can promise you.”
“What would possibly lead you to believe I care anything about what Julia thinks?”
Arron gave a deep sigh. “Richard, please listen. This man had done no one in our court any harm. You have spent not months, but years attempting to gain information from him. Frankly, there is none to be had. At least, none that will ever fall from his lips. He is a messenger who desperately wants to go home to his woman.”
“What woman?”
“He won’t speak her name any more than he will speak his own.”
“Even to you?” Richard challenged. “You who tend his injuries, and argues so valiantly for his release?”
“He has told me nothing that has not been reported to you. I simply think it is time to let him go. Something is going on here, Richard. And I...”
“What?” he retorted. “You what?”
“I think it is bigger than us. Every day I cut those roses off his door, and every night, they grow back. Roses the color of blood.”
“All the more reason to force him to talk.”
“He calls the immortal roses and they come,” Arron interjected. “How can you fail to realize this man is someone important enough that you should probably not be torturing him?”
“Immortal roses don’t come in blood-red.”
“They do when they feed from the fountain of royalty.”
He huffed. “A myth.”
“One that is actually happening every night, on his prison door.”
“What are you saying?”
“I am saying,” Arron replied evenly, “the more of his blood you spill, the more roses appear.”
Richard took a step back and moved his gaze up and down, taking measure of the man standing before him. “To be perfectly clear, you are saying...arguing...that man in our dungeon is not some random soldier, or low-born noble, but...royalty?”
Arron paused, considering his next words. “I have never heard any story of the immortal roses coming for anyone who is not.”
“Ludicrous!” Richard replied. “That man is not royalty! Royalty would not sit there and take what he has endured. There is no need, and they are not used as messengers either.”
“They are when the message is important enough. Royalty, I’m not sure, but mark my words, he’s high-born. As high-nobility as they come. I’m positive.”
“As I am sure you have no idea what you’re talking about.” Richard shook his head. “I don’t have any more time to waste arguing with you. The captain is awaiting his debrief and I cannot be late. Consider yourself dismissed.”
Arron turned with a deep sigh, but decided not to attempt further argument. Instead, he walked down the hallway until he came to the circular foyer lined with cell doors. One clearly distinguishable, given the green vine that was, even now, beginning to climb along the wall despite having been cut down only hours before. Avoiding the barbed vines, Arron pulled the brass keys from his waist and opened the cell door.
The captive’s eyes were closed. He was lying on his right side, as the skin missing from his left ribcage made it impossible to recline in any other position. The previously white bandage had transformed to a dark brown, tinged with red at its edges. Arron made a mental note to change the wrappings soon as he approached the man and took a knee. “Hello, my lord.” He had come to use the uncertain title to address the man.
Edward opened his dark eyes at the sound of Arron’s voice, not bothering to hide his relief at the sight of his caretaker and not his torturer.
Arron placed a hand on the ground and adjusted his kneeling position. “My lord, we have a problem.”
Edward attempted to rise to a seated position, but grimaced in pain.
“No, my lord. You don’t have to move. In fact, please don’t. You might start bleeding again.” 
Edward paused and then nodded, settling his body back onto the thin blanket beneath him. 
“My lord, it is time to put a stop to this. You know it, and I know it. I want, no...I need for you to tell me your name.”
Edward shook his head. “I cannot do that.”
“Listen to me. I am not asking you to tell the sub-captain. I give you my word I will go over his head with this. In fact, I will go straight to the prince, if you like. You’ve been here long enough. You’ve earned your freedom.” He drew a short breath, finding his gaze falling to the floor. “I don’t want to see you tortured anymore. You have done your court proud. Now, please, tell me who I need to speak to in order to get you out of these dungeons. A name.” He forced his gaze back to Edward’s. “Any name.”
“I can’t.”
“Then tell me this instead. Why do the immortal roses come for you?”
“They don’t...”
“Don’t lie. They climb your cell door every night. I have never seen them appear for anyone who was not born of royal blood.” The prisoner continued to offer a blank stare, refusing to answer his questions. “You’ve proven yourself. You’re brave and strong and everything that whomever you are protecting would expect you to be. Now I am asking...point me in the right direction.”
“Why are you trying to help me?” Edward asked. “Especially in the face of your superior’s opposing orders?”
“Because I....” He attempted to sort logic from myth, but failed. “Because the roses have come for you. And I have this horrible feeling that when your identity is finally revealed, we shall all pay the price for the sins committed against you.” He leaned closer to the bed from his kneeling position. “Tell me I’m wrong.”
Through the silence that followed, the answer to Arron’s question loomed all too clear.



 
 
Chapter XXV
 
mi amor,
I write in this never-ending collection of scrolls. A group of letters, which I am beginning to suspect, will never be read. The nights grow longer and I lie confined within a sea of loneliness, the waves rising higher with each suffocating breath. They tell me you are gone from this world and for the first time, I find myself wishing I could believe them. If you were dead, then at least you would be free.
This is tormentum. dolor—pain without end. You said: ‘numquam sola eris.’ You promised you would come for me. I know you would never purposefully break your word. Yet, you have broken it, just the same. Broken your word, your promise to the woman you love! To your rosa immortalis. Broken your vow and left me with nothing but this pain, this anger!
I thought time would dull the bite of your absence, yet it only grows worse. Fourteen years, Edward. tormentum! For fourteen years! 
I lie here in your room and wonder at your very existence. Were you ever here, or instead merely some figment only I could see, could hear, could touch? The visions haunt me, clouding my judgment. Dreams distort my perception until I can no longer separate the nightmare from reality.
Please come for me, Edward, before I lose myself forever. My heart lies shattered! sine te vivere non possum. Shattered in a million pieces.
omni cum amore meo,
Mara Clarissa Sethian



 
 
Chapter XXVI
 
Mara held the blade in her hand. Across from her, Phillip moved in a tight, slow circle as he clutched his own sword. They had been circling for several moments, each waiting for the other to make the next move. As she was about to close the gap, Phillip lunged. Mara steadied her stance, equalizing her weight between each foot as she raised her sword. Gripping with both hands, she twisted the blade sideways to meet his downward stroke. The determined ring of clashing metal raced along the stone walls.
Their swords separated and Mara swept her blade low, forcing Phillip to take several steps back. She followed, swiping toward his left side, keeping both hands tightly on the heavy weapon, perspiration making her normally nimble hands slippery. Phillip met her movement with his own blade, adding another clang of metal to the music of their dance. Mara spun to her left, paused mid circle, and thrust her sword toward the center of his pale chest. He jumped to his right, but Mara followed the movement, managing to slide her blade against the edge of his side before he rolled away. 
“First blood,” Mara stated, fighting the urge to smile. She had gotten steadily better at controlling her emotions during training; her opponents had used her momentary pause of triumph to their advantage one too many times. Instead she widened her stance, maintaining her grip upon the silver hilt, as Phillip advanced yet again. He swung his blade to the right, but Mara twisted, following the movement. Phillip turned his blade in a downward arc, attempting to use his superior height and weight to his advantage. Instead of matching his movement, Mara took a step back, feigning to her right. His blade came straight down, sailing through air as Mara used his momentary vulnerability to her advantage, again swinging her blade sideways, landing a controlled strike with the edge into Phillip’s exposed ribs. “Second blood.”
She’d allowed Phillip several steps back to re-group when a cold touch landed on her shoulder. She jerked around, blade still in her hand, but saw no one. 
“Mara?” Phillip inquired.
She shook her head and turned back. “Sorry,” she said, as she adjusted the grip on her blade. 
Phillip did not speak again, but advanced toward her. This time he swung toward her legs, forcing Mara to bring her blade down. Now exposed, he thrust directly at her chest. She brought her blade up, causing both swords to come dangerously close to her face. He used his raised arm to move into another downward stroke as Mara fought to maintain control of her weapon. Something touched and slid across her shoulder blades. She jumped, jerking in the wrong direction, which allowed Phillip’s blade to bite into the skin of her right arm.
“First blood,” Phillip stated. But Mara was not listening.
She jerked around, the cold fingers pressing against the center of her back, and found herself staring at the shadowy figure which plagued her. Drenched in blood, it forced her against its chest with a vise-like grip, smearing her in hot, sticky blood. She let out a scream, fighting to get away from unbreakable arms. “Get away from me!” she shrieked. “Let me go!”
“The time grows short,” it whispered. “Why won’t you help me, Mara? I am waiting!”
More blood gushed forth, now falling from the sky, covering her face, matting her hair, and painting her pale skin red. “No!” she cried in an ear-splitting scream. “Let me go! Let me go!” 
“You must see!”
“No!” She fought the hands that held her, throwing her body to the right with all her strength, when inexplicably the grip vanished, and she fell hard to the ground. There, shivering in the hot blood, her gaze fell into Edward’s dark eyes. 
“Mara,” Edward whispered her name. “fortis esto,” he whispered. “Be brave, mi amor”
“adiuva me,” she called. “Help me.” 
“me paenitet, mi amor,” he answered. “I’m sorry, my love.”
His form began to fade. “Edward, no! No, don’t go. Where are you? Edward, for the love of all the gods, where are you?” She was screaming, shouting, pleading as her blood-covered hands reached toward him.
“sanguis rosae,” he whispered before fading. Where he’d lay, the blood-covered shadow reappeared. 
“mors,” the shadow said.
“Death,” she repeated. “Wait...Edward? Edward is going to die?”
“Help me, Mara,” the shadow whispered, “adiuva me.”
Panic seized her. “Where is he? Tell me where he is!”
“Mara,” the voice whispered. “regina mulier mea.”
The shadow moved toward her, this time grabbing her wrists and holding her down against the stone floor. “No!” she screamed, suddenly staring into Phillip’s ice-blue eyes.
“Mara, for the love of gods, stop it!”
“Phillip,” she acknowledged, awareness returning. 
He was kneeling over her, using his weight to keep her body pinned as he held her arms to the ground above her head. She went slack in his hands and he relaxed his grip. “Are you okay?”
“Let me up,” she requested, in as calm a voice as she could manage. He rolled off her and she scrambled to a seated position, drawing her knees to her chest before wrapping her arms around her legs. She rocked back and forth for several moments, bringing her hands to her face, covering her lips with her palm as she let out a muffled shriek.
“Mara.” Phillip moved closer again. “What happened?”
She lowered her hands and looked at him, pressing her lips
together. Then she threw herself against his chest. 
“Mara,” he said in confusion. “What is it?” Her entire body trembled, prompting him to wrap his arms around her. “Mara, it’s all right. It’s all right. You’re safe.” She sat there for a long time before finally moving her head to his shoulder and opening her eyes. As her vision cleared, she felt her heart begin to beat faster. Her breath caught in her throat. 
“Mara, what?” He turned to see what had further frightened her. 
In the left corner of the room, where Phillip’s blade had pierced her arm, now a thick green vine with red roses covered the dark stone where Mara’s blood had been spilt upon the castle floor. 



 
 
Chapter XXVII
 
Edward awoke with a start, staring around the dark stone cell that had been his home for the past fifteen years. Many times, he had dreamed of his lost love. But this was different. She had actually looked at him. Stared directly into his eyes and called out his name. “adiuva me,” she had pleaded. “Help me, Edward.”
“Be brave,” was all he could think to say, but the wide-eyed gaze, the desperation in her voice, told him she was not. She looked right at me. He tried to recall if she had ever done so before. What were these dreams that plagued him? Was it not enough his heart ached for her every waking moment? Was it not enough! 
“She looked at me!” 
He slammed his fist down upon the cot. Would this nightmare never end?
“precor,
mi amor. Please, be brave. What is...” He shook his head angrily. “What is scaring you so badly? Are these dreams even real? I don’t know.”
Years ago, when the men tortured him on an almost daily basis, Edward had thought things couldn’t possibly get any worse. He’d been wrong. They no longer tortured him, realizing long ago their best work could not force him to speak. So instead, they’d simply left him alone in this underground tomb. 
Mental anguish threatened to overwhelm him. In fact, with the exception of Arron, he struggled to remember the last time he’d spoken to another person. He found himself wondering if he was, at long last, losing his mind. I am Edward, captain of the Lorcan Royal Guard, he reminded himself. Trained by Prince Michael. I serve Her Royal Majesty, Queen Clarissa Sethian. I am the beloved of a princess. I am Edward, captain of the Lorcan Royal Guard. I am...
The door opened unexpectedly and Arron walked into the room. “What in the hell is going on?” 
Edward looked up at him, unsure as to the nature of his question. Arron held the door open, drawing Edward’s gaze to the central stone room. The walls were lined with roses. 
“They have never appeared anywhere except your door before. Now, they are everywhere. What, in the name of the gods, is going on?”
“I...”
“Enough of this. For once, answer a question.”
“I don’t know,” Edward replied.
“You’re lying.”
“I assure you, I am not.” 
She looked at me. And now roses crawl along the dungeon walls.
“Did you make this happen?” Arron asked.
“The immortal roses are born of the most ancient and wild magic,” Edward replied. “I assure you, they come to no one’s call except their own.”
Arron gave a sigh and shook his head before exiting the cell, closing the stone door behind him, again leaving Edward in solitude. Edward lay back down and sighed, adjusting his head upon the pillow.
Within moments, vines entered the room faster than his eyes could follow, dozens crawling up the stone walls to spread over the ceiling above him. He jerked up, watching the vines spread, each moving toward the center of the room. When they finally mingled together, they hesitated, as though waiting to see what the other would do. Edward stared, his mind in a whirl, attempting to understand.
Their course apparently decided, the vines lurched forward, interweaving their branches as roses erupted from the dark green vines. They were stunning. Brilliantly red and perfectly formed. Edward turned, staring more closely at the roses behind him. Unable to resist the temptation, he reached out to touch the closest flower. Satin-soft petals caressed him, moist to the touch as though lightly sprinkled with sweet rain. He pulled his hand back to discover a drop of blood upon his finger. 
He drew his hand closer in confusion. He’d not touched a thorn. Then another wet drop splatted against his arm. “What?”
Looking up, blood rained from the ceiling, spilling from the drenched roses. “They’re not red. Oh gods. They’re not red!” Blood streamed down from the roses as though they were bottomless cups. The dark viscous liquid poured onto his head, splashing on his arms and sliding down the back of his shirt, saturating his clothes and painting his skin. “No!” he shouted. Standing to move toward the door, his bare feet sank into the slippery pool. “Arron!” he called. “Arron!”
The door remained closed and the pool deepened, the blood rising to cover Edward’s ankles. He moved back to the bed, climbing on the cot, and pulling his feet up. “Please,” he begged. “Let it stop. I surrender! Dear gods stop!” Whether in response to his pleas or not, the roses abruptly stopped bleeding. Edward searched the room and found himself starring into Mara’s violet eyes.
She stood across the room in a white gown, the hem completely saturated by the pool of blood in which she stood. “mi amor,” she called to him.
Walking toward him, she’d only reached halfway across the room when two hearty vines rose up from the blood and twined their way around her arms. She gasped in pain and called his name. He moved from the cot, rushing toward her, when he also found himself entangled. The vines encircled his arms, digging deeply into his wrists and the palms of his hands, blending his blood with that of the roses. He jerked, fighting the vines, when Mara fell. Breaking the plant’s hold, he dove, managing to place himself between her head and the blood-covered stones. 
“Mara!” he said, fear filling his voice. Her body shook violently but she did not speak. “Mara.” He cradled her against his chest. “I can’t do this anymore, Mara. I can’t stay here. I can’t...I’m not strong enough.”
She looked up, twisting to gaze into his dark eyes. “You swore you would never leave me,” she whispered. “iuravisti te numquam me relicturum esse. You promised.”
“I know, Mara. But...I can’t...”
“A knight always keeps his word.”
“Mara, please. precor, mi amor.”
“I will come for you, Edward. iuro. I swear.”
“Mara, please. Please, don’t make me do this anymore.”
“Be brave, mi amor. Be strong. I will come for you. iuro. iuro.”
“ignosce mihi, mea rosa.”
“I love you, Edward.”
“te amo.”
She faded from his arms as Edward opened his eyes to find himself lying back on the cot. He tried to rise, but was unable to move his arms. “What?” He lifted his head to find his arms had been bound to the wall with cuffs attached to heavy silver chains. He pulled lightly, testing their give, then twisted his body to move into a seated position, sideways on the cot with his back pressed against the wall. “What is going on?” he asked to no one. His eyes searched the empty room and noticed, despite the low light, the far wall was splattered with blood.
He had no idea how long he’d sat there before the door finally opened and Arron entered. Pulling a chair behind him, Arron closed the stone door and sat several feet from where Edward had turned upon the cot. “Sorry about the chains,” he said. “But you gave me quite a scare.”
“A scare?”
Arron nodded. “Cutting yourself up like that.”
“Cutting my...”
“Your wrists. You opened the veins so deeply, I didn’t think you would ever stop bleeding.”
Edward looked down and realized there were bandages under the chains. 
“I didn’t want to put anything over the injuries, but I also couldn’t have you hurting yourself again.”
“What?”
“You don’t remember? If you were mortal, I would say you were trying to kill yourself.” 
Edward glanced down again at his wrists. 
“What I don’t understand is what you cut yourself with. I searched everywhere, but couldn’t find any hidden weapon.”
Edward’s mind raced. Mara had appeared. He’d tried to get to her when the roses...the roses had grabbled them in their barbed embrace.
“There are less messy ways to kill yourself,” Arron stated.
“I wasn’t trying to kill myself.”
“Then what were you doing?”
“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”
“Try me.”
He met Arron’s golden eyes and said, “Okay. The room filled with roses and these cuts are from their thorns.”
Arron considered him for a moment. “The same roses which gather magically on your door night after night? Why would I not believe it?”
“ea moritura est.”
“Who?” Arron inquired. “Who is going to die?”
“mea rosa immortalis.”
Arron sighed. “That doesn’t help me.”
“I have to save her.”
“I can’t help you without a name,” he returned to the same argument.
Edward took a deep breath, fear feeding his frustration. amor, confector honors. Love, the destroyer of honor, the dead lord’s words rose from the grave. 
“If I told you,” he whispered, “it would extinguish every vow I’ve ever made...save one.”



 
 
Chapter XXVIII
 
“Mara, this is ludicrous.” Phillip’s voice was tinged with anger, filling the stone room which served as his personal chamber. 
“No, it’s not! What is ludicrous is standing by while he is being tortured.”
“You have no proof of anything you are saying. A nightmare is not sufficient reason—”
“No, a nightmare happens at night. This is a waking, vivid image, in addition to the nightmares. The same plea, day after day. With such clarity...”
“Yes! That is the nature of it. Your mind bringing your fears to life.”
“I saw him, Phillip. The shadow covered in blood is trying to show me. To show me he is still alive and out there!” Her words conveyed her desperation. “They are hurting him. Torturing him! And I am letting it happen. You...you are letting it happen. I have to go. I have to try...”
“Go where, Mara? Where would you even begin?”
“I don’t know!” she screamed, moving her arms in wide anxious gestures. “I don’t know where to start. All I...” She drew an exasperated breath. “I can’t just sit here when...while he is being...” Her teeth sank deeply into her lower lip as she fought to draw breath. “He’s in trouble, Phillip. I know he is. I can’t stay here and do nothing.”
“What about your vows? Your duty to both this guard and to the princess you swore to serve.”
“The princess will understand.”
“Understand what? Abandonment? You vanishing as Edward did?”
“She will understand I went to find the captain—the hero of her childhood stories.”
He gazed into her violet eyes and shook his head. “I’m sorry, Mara. I can’t let you go.”
“You saw! You saw the roses. They will guide me. You have to understand! You must let me try!”
“I want to, truly I do.”
“No. You don’t!”
He visibly leaned back. “What?”
“Of course you don’t want him to return. What was I thinking, coming to you?”
“Mara, what are you talking about? Of course I wish Edward had returned.”
“But you don’t,” she stated, desperation transforming to anger. “You don’t want him to return. Why would you?” She drew a series of short breaths and met his gaze more directly. “Captain at last, after all these centuries of waiting. You wanted him gone. You wanted—”
“That’s enough! How could you suggest such wickedness? I would have given anything for Edward’s safe return.”
“Why?” she demanded. “Am I truly expected to believe you care about him more than the most esteemed rank in all the guard?”
“No, Mara.” He took a step, closing the distance between them. “You are supposed to believe I care more about you than any title or rank. I’m old. A solider all my life. Very little affects me...” He leaned close enough for his breath to sear her skin. “But the pain written on your face, Mara. That pain rips my heart out. Edward walking through those doors would wipe it from your gaze forever.” He reached his hand and touched the left side of her face, staring into her violet eyes. So like her mother’s. “Mara, I—”
“Phillip,” she interrupted. “If you mean what you say, then I need you to believe me. I saw him lying there. I must find him before it is too late.”
“Mara.” 
“Please, Phillip. Trust me. You saw the roses.”
“I want to. By all the gods, I want to. But...I can’t. And I cannot let you run to your death, or worse.” He shook his head as he felt her tremble beneath her fingertips. “I cannot let you go.”
“Then you are sentencing him to death.” Her gaze pierced through him. “They are killing him, Phillip. And you are allowing them to do it.” 
He pressed his palm more firmly against her skin, cradling her cheek in his hand. “I pray you are wrong, Mara.” 
She met his gaze with a sadness he had come to know all too well. “Di tibi ignoscant quod ego numquam ignoscam—may the gods forgive you. Because I never will.”
“Will you sit down with me? Let me talk to you.”
“I don’t have time to talk! How can I sit here in comfort while he is being tortured?” She drew a breath somewhere between a sob and a low scream. “There has been enough talking.” She turned and walked toward the door. 
“Mara, where are you going?”
“To find out where she sent him!”
The blood drained from Phillip’s face and his heart skipped a beat. “Wait!” he called, but by the time he reached the tunnel, she was a good distance down the hall. He gave chase, his boots hammering against the stone. “Mara, stop!”
She did not listen, instead increasing her pace to a full run, staying well ahead of him through the twists and turns.
“What is going on?” Garreth asked, darting from a side corridor.
“We need to stop her.”
“From?” 
“I don’t have time!” Phillip shot back, refusing to slacken his pace.
She skidded around one of the corners, and he gained ground with Garreth following directly behind him. However, despite their efforts, she reached the doors of the queen’s chambers before Phillip fully caught up with her. Two dark-clothed men stood before the door and Mara addressed them. “I need to see the queen.”
“No,” Phillip stated from behind her. He grabbed her arm and attempted to force her to turn around, but she resisted, fighting to twist out of his grasp.
“Yes, I do! I need to speak with the queen.”
“Mara, you need not concern the queen with this. It is a matter between us.” He motioned to Garreth who stood by in confusion.
“No,” Mara insisted. “The queen did this. She owes me an answer.”
“Stop!” he hissed, again attempting to force her from the door. The two men stood silently, the presence of their acting captain making them uncertain how to proceed.
“Take your hands off me!” Mara roared, jerking fully away from Phillip’s touch.
“Mara,” Garreth interjected. “I don’t know what’s going on here. I’m sure you have your reasons for being this upset. But whatever is happening can surely be worked out between us. Come with me and we will figure this out.”
“No!” she spoke through gritted teeth, then turned to the men standing in front of the door. “Title or not, the queen is my aunt. Tell her I am waiting to speak with her.” The guards looked from Mara, to Phillip, and then back to Mara. “I was born a princess of this court!” Mara began, but ceased her words as the door was opened by none other than the queen herself.
At her appearance, all voices ceased and each person lowered themselves to kneel upon the stone floor. “What is this commotion?” Mara’s aunt demanded, her eyes surveying the hallway before falling upon Mara. “I understand you wish to speak with me, Niece?”
“My lady,” Phillip stated, before Mara could draw the breath required to answer. “This has been a misunderstanding. Mara had a complaint, but one that can and should be handled internally, within the guard. I assure you, Your Majesty, the matter does not rise to a level fit for your personal attention.”
“I appreciate your words, Phillip,” the queen replied. “However, anything which causes one of my captains, let alone my own flesh and blood, this much distress is certainly worthy of my attention.” She stepped back. “Rise, all of you. We shall speak inside.”
Mara stood and turned toward her aunt. “With your permission, my queen, I would prefer to speak with you alone.”
“Oh no,” she shook her heard. “Phillip seems so confident this should not concern me. I am very curious to learn why. Now, all of you, inside.” They obeyed, stepping through the stone doors adorned with strips of gold in spiraled designs.
The room they entered was vast, generally reserved for the queen to meet important guests. A barren rose vine climbed up the far wall. A huge fire burned along the entire back wall, yellow flames ensnaring the blackened wood. A set of substantial wooden chairs sat before the fire, covered with layers of satin and soft cushions. It was to this area the queen walked, taking a seat upon the chair farthest right. “Come, my niece. You asked to speak with me?”
Awash with doubt, Mara’s heart pounded fiercely as she stepped across the floor, the strike of her sturdy heels echoing throughout the stone chamber. When she reached her aunt, she did not take the offered chair, but instead sank to her knees. 
“My, so formal today. This must be important, indeed.”
“My qu...” She drew a breath to steady her voice and tried again. “My queen.”
“I am listening, my child. What is it that distresses you so?”
“Your Majesty, I want to know...” She shook her head, raising her gaze to stare up at her aunt from her kneeling position. “I need to know where you sent the captain.”
The queen stared at her. “The captain.”
“Yes,” Mara answered. “Your captain of the Royal Guard. Where did you send him?”
“I must say, I am surprised to find you asking. Especially after all these years.”
“It is not the first time I have asked, my queen. It is simply the first time I have come directly to you.”
“Mara, you more than anyone know the secrecy of a mission such as the one I sent him on must never be revealed.”
“Are you saying he failed the mission?”
She paused, studying her niece, watching twisting flames cast shadows over Mara’s pale features. “I am not.”
“Then please, my queen, tell me where you sent him.”
“What does it matter, Mara? He never returned.”
“You know where he is.”
“I assure you, I do not.”
“I don’t believe you.”
Her aunt straightened in her chair. “Are you truly in these royal chambers, calling me, your sovereign ruler...a liar?”
Mara met her aunt’s emerald gaze. “I think you are trying to protect this court from whatever crime he committed by following your orders. And I don’t care.”
“Don’t care?”
“I don’t care what he did. I don’t care how he did it. Please, my queen. I saw him. He’s in pain. Terrible pain. They are torturing him. I have to find Edward. I don’t care what he did. I will never, upon my life, breathe a word, no matter what it was. He’s been gone what is approaching twenty years now. Two decades. Whatever he did, he has long since paid the price. I am asking you as a member of your guard, a loyal subject, and as your niece. I am begging you, tell me where he is.”
The queen stood from the chair and glided closer to where Mara knelt, studying her closely. Her gaze roamed Mara’s high cheekbones, her full ruby lips, the flush of her skin, and finally, her pleading violet eyes. The queen lowered a finger to her chin, raising her gaze even higher and then reached with her second hand and traced her fingers down the side of her face. 
The queen’s eyes appeared to glaze over, as if she were lost in another world. She was looking directly at Mara, but Mara sensed her aunt looked right through her. Behind the queen, empty vines blossomed with purple roses.
Her voice was reserved, a hushed whisper. “I am sorry, Mellissa. He is gone. I would bring him back, if I could.” Mara’s breath caught as her aunt’s thin fingers continued to run along her skin. “Forgive me, Mellissa. He is never coming home.”
A tremor ran through her at the sound of her mother’s name, and it took several moments for her to gather her words. “My father,” she finally said, “my father, Prince Michael, never came home.”
“Your father?”
“Yes. My father is gone. He will never again come home. But Edward...he still can.” She was unable to keep her voice from cracking, tears sliding down her cheeks to fall upon the queen’s palm, still pressed against her flushed cheek. “Aunt Clarissa, please. Edward can come home. He does not have to share my father’s fate. Tell me where you sent him. I need to find him. He needs me to find him. If I don’t, my father will not be the only one who left on a mission for you, and never returned.”
Clarissa turned her head to the left, her eyes unfocused as she worked to process Mara’s words, then she turned back to face her niece. “I never realized how much you look like her. You are the very image of your mother.”
“I always thought she was beautiful.”
“Yes,” the queen gave a slight nod, “she was.”
“I am asking you, as a niece to an aunt. As the daughter of the sister whom you loved. Please...where did you send him?”
The queen studied her, reaching out a single finger to wipe the tears from Mara’s left cheek. “I sent him to the Dolor Court, to kill a lord your father had once called friend.”
Mara felt her lips part against their will. “You sent...you...” She shook her head, attempting to wrap her mind around the queen’s words. “Ralis? You sent Edward to kill...Lord Ralis?” Mara remembered the man, his bronzed skin and golden eyes that twinkled when he smiled. His deep, booming laugh. “Ralis was one of my father’s closest friends. He stayed with us when Edward and Garreth were sent on that...” She felt sick. “You ordered Edward...to kill Lord Ralis?”
Queen Clarissa’s smile was one of cruel satisfaction. Mara looked over to the roses and watched them diminish and dwindle, the vines becoming barren. 
“I don’t understand. Why? What did he do?”
“I thought you didn’t care what Edward was sent to do, or why?” The smile upon the queen’s lips did not reach her eyes. “Which is it, Mara? Do you want to know the details of how this man you claim to love, killed someone you considered closer family than the aunt before whose feet you are kneeling?”
Mara gasped. “Is that why you ordered him killed? An immortal lord of another court...because he was nice to me when my father died?” She stood, matching the queen evenly in height. “By the gods. Why?”
“So that it wouldn’t matter if he came back. You would hate him for what he did.”
Mara lowered her head into the palm of her hands, her fingers sliding into the strands of her hair. She shook her head several times back and forth before finally managing to look up again at her aunt. Her fingers curled in towards each other and her arms lowered as she lifted her neck, each motion painful. “Why?” she asked. “Why would you ever believe I could blame him for your commands?” She lowered her head again and took deep gulps of air. “Ralis was a good man. And Edward wouldn’t have had a clue who he was. Ralis only watched me while they were gone, right after the funeral.”
“Nevertheless, he was your father’s closest friend. You called him ‘uncle’ as a child, though he holds no royal blood in his veins, and was a member of a different court.”
“What do you want me to say, Your Majesty? Apologize for looking up to someone who was kind to me? Who was there when I needed someone to explain what had happened.”
“For treating him like family, when he was not? Yes!”
More tears streamed down her cheeks and Mara screamed at her aunt, “What do you want from me? What do you want?”
“Your love, to begin with.”
“Love? You don’t even know what that means.”
“I most certainly do, Mara. It is a heart—” 
“You don’t have one!” Mara roared. “You sent the man I love to die! You sent my father on a mission from which he never returned. You let my mother kill herself!”
“Your mother—”
“You let her die! She needed you and you did nothing.” The words sounded as hateful as any Mara had ever uttered.
“That’s enough!” her aunt said, her anger matching Mara’s own. “No one speaks to me that way.”
“If by ‘that way’ you mean, ‘honestly’ then no...I’m assuming they don’t.”
Clarissa slapped Mara hard across her right cheek. “I am your queen!”
Mara turned back to face her, refusing to raise a hand to her reddening cheek. “Then be the queen and tell me where the captain of your guard is so I can save him. Is he in the prison of the Dolor Court?”
“You will be punished.”
“Is he there?”
“I mean it, Mara. You crossed a line this time.”
“Fine! Punish me! But first tell me where he is. Dear gods, tell me. Please, please tell me.”
“Mara...”
“Where is he?”
“Mara.”
“Just tell me.” She sank back to her knees. “Please, Aunt Clarissa, tell me where he is.”
“I am sorry, Niece. I have had no news of Edward since he killed Lord Ralis.”
Mara’s body began to shudder, incoherent whimpers escaping her lips. “He’s alive.”
“Shh.” Clarissa knelt beside her niece, placing a hand upon her shaking shoulder. “I am sorry, my dear. No one knows what happened to him. Not even me.”
Mara shook her head, attempting desperately to gain control over her wrecked emotions. “Why?” she finally asked. “Why did you do it? Why did you send him away? How much more loss must I survive?”
Her aunt did not answer, but remained upon the floor until Mara’s breathing began to steady, then she stood, pulling Mara with her. “Captain Mara.” She spoke calmly enough it set Mara’s heart back into a frantic beat. A sadistic calm Mara knew far too well.
She gave a hard swallow and nodded. “How am I to be punished, my queen?”
“No,” the queen replied. “Not you.” Then her eyes trailed to the back of the room where Phillip and Garreth stood silently, side by side.
“I did this,” Mara said. “Punish me, I earned it. They didn’t.”
“And yet, hurting them will be the best way to punish you.”
“No,” she pleaded. “Hurt me, my queen. Not them.”
“But I think we shall.”
“They did nothing wrong.”
“Your blood is too royal to spill. Therefore you must instead be the one to inflict the punishment.”
“No,” she shook her head. “Don’t...”
“Draw your blade, Mara.”
“No.”
“Have you learned nothing based on the previous times you said no to me, Sub-Captain?”
What have I done? Mara wondered in horror as she continued to stare at the queen. “Please, Your Majesty. They tried to stop me.”
“Take out your sword, Mara. Do not force me to ask you again.”
Mara continued to stare, and then slowly withdrew her blade. 
“Garreth.” The queen made the single word a command.
Mara turned to where her cousin stood, understanding compassion on his face. “No!” she screamed, tossing her silver blade across the room. “I will not do it. Not again!”
The queen stared at her niece, a dangerous calm covering her features. “Pick up your sword, Sub-Captain.”
“I am not your sub-captain. I am your daughter’s captain. My job is to protect the princess. This is not even close to doing my job.”
“Are you saying you intend to disobey me, Mara?”
“I will not do this,” the younger woman said defiantly. “I will not hurt him. I will not.”
The queen’s eyes narrowed. “You do understand, that if you refuse, I will have another carry out these orders.”
“Then let them,” Mara answered tersely. “It will not be by my hand. Not this time.”
The queen took a step, causing air to shatter at the sound of her metallic heels clashing against the stone floor. Mara began to step back, then drew a deep breath and held her ground. “Love,” the queen stated. “What brave fools it makes. What torment it leaves in its wake. You would think people would learn.”
“Bravery and foolishness, yes,” Mara replied. “But there is also strength. Love makes you strong; determined to fight for the things and people you love most.”
“Strength you say? Yes, perhaps. But tell me this. What is strength, what is determination, without power? It is power, my dear niece, which placed me upon the throne. As it is power which allows me to protect those who fall under it.”
“Like you protected Edward?” Mara demanded, taking a step closer to the queen of her own volition. “Like you protected the captain who swore to follow you unto death? Tell me, my queen, how were you protecting him when you sent him on a purely spiteful mission from which you knew he would likely never return? He was loyal! He did everything you asked!”
“It was power, Mara. Power which allowed me to use my captain as I saw fit. Power which gave me absolute control over his actions. Love, Mara, love did not trump my power. Not even with his heart beating in the palm of your hand.” The queen leaned close enough that the warmth of her words danced over Mara’s skin. Her breath reeked of wine, and decay. “He could have taken you away from here, Niece. Disappeared with you into the hills to never be seen again. But instead, he chose to follow orders. To carry out his assignment, knowing it would likely cost his life. Why would he do that, Mara? If his love for you was stronger than my power as his queen?” 
Mara parted her lips to respond, but the words lodged painfully in her throat. The room was hot, stifling. She could not draw a full breath.
“That’s right, Mara. He could have left this place, saved you both from my rule. Instead, he left you here. Edward knew his place. Now it is time you learned yours.” She motioned to where Mara’s silver blade had been thrown across the floor. “Pick up the sword, Mara.”
“No.” She managed to force the single word from her collapsing throat.
“You will obey me.”
“I will not be your torturer. He is my cousin, and brother to your own daughter. I will not harm him.”
“Mara, it’s all right,” Garreth attempted to assure her from the back of the room.
“No, it’s not!”
“Mara...”
“No!” she replied again, never removing her eyes from her aunt’s still form. “Do what you will with me, Your Majesty. I will not harm him anymore.”
“Garreth and Phillip,” the queen’s cold voice addressed the men still standing in the back of the room. “Come forth.”
The sound of footsteps was the only indication her orders were being carried out as the queen and princess stared at each other in silent challenge. Mara did not dare look behind her as the queen motioned. A moment later, the two men stepped to either side of Mara, to kneel before their queen.
“I wish I could blame the two of you for her insolence...but it would simply not be true.” She tisked her tongue. “What to do with her? I promised Edward she would not be harmed on my orders, and even were this not the case, insolence or not, her blood is too royal to spill. So, again I ask...what to do?”
The queen shook her head, then motioned for the two men to rise. She stepped closer to Phillip, slid her hand forward, and grasped the silver hilt of the acting captain’s Arius blade, withdrawing it from Phillip’s side. Weighing the enchanted metal in her hand, she examined it, touching her finger to the blade, being careful to not let the sharp edge pierce her skin.
Mara’s eyes followed the queen’s fingers, her heart pounding in fear at the sight of Phillip’s deadly sword. “What are you doing?”
“Trying to get through to you, my dear. I keep teaching this lesson, yet it never stays with you.” She turned her eyes upon Mara. “Perhaps it is time for something more...” She acted as though she was searching for the word, then finally said, “Permanent.”
Mara’s heart threatened to stop altogether. The blood drained from her face, making her feel light-headed. Her hands started sweating. 
“What do you say, Mara?” The queen gave a twisted smile, then moved toward Garreth.



 
 
Chapter XXIX
 
“No!” Mara shrieked, as she moved her body between her cousin and the queen. “For gods’ sake, he’s your stepson!”
“I won’t kill him, Mara. But I can promise this will be a punishment neither of you will ever be able to forget.”
“No!” she said again, moving to place herself dangerously close to the Arius blade. “Please, my queen, my lady, my...Aunt Carissa, don’t do this. Hurt me. I give you permission so that no vow will be broken. noli ei nocere, mea regina. I am begging you, my queen...don’t do this.” The fight was gone, replaced by abject fear. 
A smile twisted the queen’s lips. “Ah, not so defiant now, are we?”
“My queen,” Mara’s words tumbled through the air. “Please...”
“Your choice. Pick up your ordinary blade and carry out my orders. Or I shall punish him myself with this Arius sword, and he shall bear the scars for the rest of his immortal life. Your choice...”
Mara stared at the queen in utter disbelief, but when Clarissa grasped her arm and attempted to move her aside, Mara let out an ear-splitting shriek. “I’ll do it!” she clambered. “I’ll do it. I’ll do it.” She shook her head several times. “Please, my queen, put down the Arius sword.”
The queen lowered the lethal blade when Mara turned and scrambled across the room to retrieve her own sword. Her stomach churned, her fear having become visceral at the queen’s threat against her cousin. She went to reach for the sword but instead found herself on her knees, both arms pressed tightly against her lower stomach as she lowered her head to the ground. It took only seconds, but felt like a lifetime, before Mara was able to compose herself for what was yet to come. 
Reluctantly, she slid her hand and curled her fingers around the hilt of her silver blade. As she stood, she dragged the blade across the stone floor causing the tip to make an awful scraping sound which reverberated against the stone walls. She stood and turned to her cousin waiting beside her aunt. “My queen,” she spoke, in a voice drained of emotion. “I need to know. Did you send Edward to die because...because he loved me?”
The queen met her gaze from across the room, standing tall in her floor-length onyx gown. She shocked the room when she replied, “Yes. He loved you, so I sent him away.”
“To his death?”
“To a mission,” she stated, “with little chance of success.”
Mara’s eyes closed tightly. “And now...”—her words were slow—“you want me to plunge this thick, silver blade, into my cousin’s flesh.”
“Yes.”
She drew a broken breath. “Are you doing this because he loves me as well?”
“No, Mara. Because you love him.”
Mara bit the inside of her lower lip and closed her eyes tightly, fighting to suppress another sob. She opened her eyes to train her gaze upon Garreth’s. “Forgive me.”
Garreth gave a single nod, followed by a loud cry as Mara plunged the blade deeply into her own chest.



 
 
Chapter XXX
 
Edward watched helplessly through his vision, as Mara plunged the blade deep inside her chest. “No!” He rushed forward, slipping in a pool of her blood, and fell in a heap at her side. Her breath came in choppy, wheezing gasps as her shoulders shook, jerking her entire frame. 
“Mara, what have you done? Oh gods what have you done?” Edward placed his palm against her left cheek. “mi amor, my rose. Look at me. Oh gods! ignosce mihi, mi amor. ignosce mihi.”
“What have you done?” Garreth’s words echoed Edward’s as he collapsed to the other side of Mara, Phillip kneeling a few paces behind him. “Gods dammit Mara! What were you thinking?”
“I won’t...hurt...hurt you. I won’t let you suff...er because of...me.”
“I’m supposed to protect you! You can’t just...Mara...I...”
“Can you yell...at...me later?”
Edward felt his entire body begin to shake as his gaze trailed down to the widening pool of blood pouring from where the sword was lodged in Mara’s chest. Without thinking, he reached toward the blade, and watched in agony as his fingers passed through the metal. 
“The faster the sword is removed, the quicker she can begin to heal,” Philip said. “We should do it immediately.”
Garreth continued to stare down at Mara as he nodded, then took her right hand into his own. Her body shook uncontrollably, a rasping wheeze rising from her throat with every uneven breath. 
Edward moved back toward Mara’s face. “Look at me,” he pleaded. “aspice me, Mara. Look at me. I’m here. Mara, oh my love. Forgive me. ignosce mihi, mi amor.”
He leaned down as her eyes stared blankly through him, aligning his hand to her cheek. “Mara,” he pleaded. “aspice me, mi amor. Look at me.”
She drew a fractured breath as Phillip moved his hand to the hilt of the protruding blade and issued her a warning. Her eyes widened in fear, and Edward placed his second hand on the opposite side of her face. “Mara,” he said, this time shouting. “aspice me!”
For a moment, her eyes seemed to focus, something flickering in them as he stared down into her silver pupils. “Mara!” he shouted again. “Look at me, Mara.”
Then his name fell from her lips in a broken sob, her eyes searching the dark depths of his. “Edward. Edward.”
“me aspice, mi amor, nihil aliud,” he replied. “Stay with me, mea rosa.”
“You’re here,” she whispered. “You came for me.” 
“Yes. hic sum, mi amor. I am here, my love. I am here.”
Then, her momentary calm shattered in a scream as Phillip pulled out the silver blade.



 
 
Chapter XXXI
 
Edward awoke screaming, with two men holding him down against the floor while a third moved to assist them. He did not have time to so much as ask what was going on, when one of the men drove a fist into his lower jaw. His head reeled back against the floor and he groaned in pain as he forced his body to slacken in their grip.
From across the room, Arron’s voice called out, “What in the name of the gods is going on here? I was only gone for five minutes!”
Still dazed, Edward remained silent on the floor.
The man holding his left arm answered. “We heard a commotion and attempted to wake him, but he panicked when we touched him and wouldn’t come to consciousness. So we were trying to keep him from harming himself...or us.”
Arron stepped further into the room and spoke as calmly as he could. “Well, he appears to be fine now.” Arron then directed his words toward the pinned man. “Are you okay?”
“Yes,” Edward answered.
“All right everyone, let him up, and back out of the cell.” The men complied, leaving Edward alone with his thoughts. He transitioned to his knees in an attempt to rise when the stone floor transformed into a thick pool of blood. He gasped, crawling toward the stained cot as blood began to seep into his tattered clothes.
“No,” he exclaimed, moving onto the cot desperate to escape the blood-soaked floor. A flicker of light caught the corner of his eye. He turned to find a stone table had appeared on the far side of the room. Atop lay Mara on a bed of roses. They surrounded her, vines twisting up her arms with roses laced along the strands of her long hair. Draped in a thin gown of red silk, with a delicate circlet of gold gracing her brow, she was breathtakingly beautiful as she lay within the roses. Beautiful, that was, until Edward noticed her blood pouring down the side of the table, oozing across the stone floor.
“It’s not real,” he whispered, closing his eyes tightly. “It’s not real.”



 
 
Chapter XXXII
 
Edward was still kneeling on the cot, with his legs hugged against his chest, when Arron re-entered the room and approached him cautiously. “Are you all right?”
“Blood,” Edward answered. “So much blood.”
Arron knelt beside him. “Hey,” he said, gently touching Edward’s arm, pulling his gaze from the girl lying on the bed of roses. “Are you all right?”
“No.” Edward shook his head, turning his tear-stained cheeks to Arron’s full view. “How...how long have I been here?” 
Arron drew a deep breath. “I’m afraid it has been a long time.”
As Edward continued to stare at the wall, rose vines appeared along the top corners. Single, thin vines, which slipped through the cracks in each of the four corners. “rosa immortalis,” he whispered. “Can you see?” 
Arron followed Edward’s gaze. “Yes, I see them.” He looked around the room, watching as the vines worked their way down the walls. They froze as they touched the ground, blossoming into a line of blood-red roses, followed by the emergence of four rose bushes. “What does it mean?”
“sanguis rosae,” Edward replied. “hic iacet sanguis rosarum.”
“Here lies the blood of roses.”
“Yes.”
“I want to understand.”
Edward turned his dark eyes away from the blooming bushes to meet Arron’s golden gaze. “They have come for her.” His voice never raised above a whisper. “rosae eam interficient. The roses have come for her, and she will not survive.”
“Come for whom?”
“Her. They came for her mother. Now they have come for her.”
“I still don’t understand. I want to help you. Why won’t you let me?”
“She is dying.” Edward pressed the back of his hand against his forehead, fighting down his fear.
“Who?” he asked. “Who is dying?”
“mea rosa immortalis.”
“Who?” he said, this time in a more demanding voice. “Tell me.”
Edward’s voice remained in a soft resignation as he answered. “Roses only feed from one source.”
“And what is that?”
Edward continued to stare into Arron’s golden eyes as he offered the single answer: “sanguis regius—royal blood.”



 
 
Chapter XXXIII
 
Mara had been confined to her bed for several days before Liza finally convinced Garreth to allow her to visit, in spite of his strong objections. “That’s not a good idea,” he’d cautioned the princess. “I don’t think you seeing her is something which—”
“Move aside,” Liza replied.
“With all due respect, my lady—”
“Do not force me to make it a command,” she interrupted, side-stepping Garreth and entering the room in spite of his protests. She’d taken a seat in a chair beside the bed where Mara lay, stained bandages wrapped tightly around her chest under a layer of worn and tattered furs, which Mara refused to replace, as they were one of the things Edward had touched before leaving the court. Garreth had tried to exchange them, as they were beginning to smell, but his argument had fallen on deaf ears.
Princess Liza had grown into a beautiful woman. Glossy raven hair lay in layers, framing her face before sliding into longer strands which caressed her back in soft waves. She wore a floor-length silk gown, which had been dyed an exact match to her violet eyes. The long, open sleeves were lined with thick silver thread, cording which also formed the ties at the back of her corset. Her eyes were wide with concern as she took Mara’s hand into her own. “Mara.” Her eyes swept over pale cheeks and blood-tinged bandages. “Gods, Mara. What happened? They said you were not well, but...”
“I will recover, my lady.” 
Mara attempted to rise into a seated position when Liza shook her head. “Don’t you dare rise on my account.”
Too weak to argue, Mara lay back down, settling herself onto the pillows, and turned to face the princess. “Garreth is right, my lady. There is no need for you to be here. In fact, you probably should not be.”
“You’re hurt,” Liza stated. “I had to see you.”
“I appreciate your concern, my lady. But I assure you, I will be fine and back to my regular schedule shortly.”
“You think my concern is about you missing your shift? It has nothing to do with that. You’re like a sister to me, and you’re hurt.” Liza shook her head. “I think it’s time I took care of you for a while.”
“That is not your job.”
“I know. But I want to do it anyway.”
“My lady,” she attempted to argue, but stopped when she saw the hurt expression on the princess’ face. “Forgive me, my princess. I’m very glad to see you.”
“I was worried.”
“I’m sorry, my lady. I didn’t mean to scare you. I would never want to purposefully scare you.”
“I know you wouldn’t,” Liza replied, then offered a smile. “I am glad you are okay.”
Mara found herself nodding. “So am I.”
Liza turned to where Garreth was standing. “Give us some privacy.”
“I’m not sure.” 
“Please,” she addressed her half-brother. “You can stand guard right at the door. Just...give me a few minutes with her.”
Garreth began to form another argument then thought better of it. “As you wish, my lady.”
“I have asked you, repeatedly, to call me sister. I am, after all, your sister.”
“Not on the side that counts, my lady.”
Liza sighed, rolling her eyes. “You really should get some new arguments. This one is getting old.”
Garreth was unable to resist a smile in her direction. “I shall work on that, my lady.”
“You’re impossible. You know this?”
He nodded, offering a quick bow at the waist before turning toward the door, leaving the two young women alone. Liza returned her gaze to Mara’s, the playful mirth vanishing from her violet eyes. “Mara, are you really all right?”
“I will be soon,” she said. “The injury is not as bad as it was a few days ago. And you must remember we are immortal. It would take much more than this to permanently harm me.”
“Yes,” Liza replied. “But, still...” Her eyes trailed back to Mara’s wrapped sides. “It looks painful.”
Mara pressed her lips together tightly to draw a controlled breath. “Yes, my lady. But that too, will pass.”
Liza nodded, but it was the slightest of motions, her neck moving up and down so unsteadily Mara was unsure if she was nodding or trembling. “Liza.” Mara forced a smile to her lips and touched Liza’s other hand. “Look at me, my princess.” Liza slid from the chair to her knees, her gown pooling around her as she knelt down to Mara’s eye level. “I am all right, my lady. You needn’t worry.”
Liza’s gaze slid to the floor.
“What is wrong, my lady?”
“I wanted to know something. I wanted to ask...to know.”
“What is it, Your Highness?”
“I heard that what happened had something to do with Captain Edward. I would like to know if...” She finally raised her eyes from the floor. “Is it true?”
“Liza, I don’t know if I can answer that.”
“I’m not a child anymore,” Liza replied. “I’m a woman and a princess. I want to know if it had something to do with him. Has there been news? Is he...I mean, is...”
Fear flickered through the young woman’s eyes. A fear with which Mara was intimately acquainted. “There has been no news of Captain Edward,” Mara replied truthfully. “And if there had been, I would never dream of keeping it from you. On this, you have my word, Princess.”
“So, he’s not...”
“If I knew of his death, I would tell you. As it is, I cannot say he is neither alive nor dead with any level of certainty. Our captain has been gone for a very long time. That is all I know.”
It was Liza’s turn to draw a deep breath and she gave another nod, this time much more vigorously than before, making the gentle curls of her hair bounce merrily. “Okay.” She nodded again, a sense of relief washing over her. “Thank you, Mara.”
Two weeks later, garbed in a durable black velvet gown covered by a dark gray robe, Mara filled a scuffed saddle bag, including several extra blankets, food provisions, and two flasks of water. All her jewelry had been tucked safely in a chest under her bed, except for the slender golden chain with a single diamond Edward had bestowed upon her the day she’d been officially initiated into the Royal Guard.
With great remorse, she’d composed a letter for Liza, attempting to explain the actions she was about to take. In her heart, she believed Liza would understand. She had fought to uphold her honor and vows to the guard for as long as she could, but with each passing night, the dreams grew worse. 
“Forgive me, my princess,” she whispered to the empty room. “But I cannot wait any longer.”
She had chosen the day carefully. Phillip was attending to the queen’s personal entourage as she visited with several lords of the Muir Court. Garreth was overseeing the dayshift for Princess Liza. Davith had taken a few days leave to visit his sister, who lived on the far side of the court grounds. Mara would never be able to sneak away at night, so instead had decided to make her escape in broad daylight, where a ride around the outer grounds of the palace should give no cause for alarm.
She grabbed the unassuming bag, and placed the letter with Liza’s name on top of her otherwise empty desk, where it was sure to be found. Drawing a deep breath, she walked to the door, turning to survey the room one last time before moving into the hallway. Walking a brisk pace, her heart fluttering with nerves, she emerged from the underground caverns near the stables. Once there, greeted by the smells of fresh hay and stomping hooves, she approached the horse given to her as a gift, by Liza, two years prior. A gray stallion, seventeen hands high with a mind of his own. Mara had always preferred a spirited mount, and she had named the four-year-old Shadow.
When she reached his stall, she pulled down the bars and led him toward the saddle room, grabbing the lightest of the possible choices. Expertly strapping it securely around the horse, she removed the rope which hung loosely around his neck and replaced it with his halter. “Hi there,” she spoke soothingly, offering Shadow an apple from her breakfast. “I need your help today, my friend. We are going to be in for a bit of a ride.”
Shadow gave a soft whinny as though in agreement. Mara took a firmer hold upon his reins and led him toward the stable doors. She stopped in her tracks when Phillip and Davith were standing outside the double wooden doors.
“Phillip,” she said in surprise, her heart skipping a beat.
“Where are you headed, Mara?”
“Out for a ride,” she answered much too quickly.
“Oh really?”
“Yes.”
“Within the castle grounds, I presume.”
Mara took a step back, grappling with her answers. “I was thinking of a picnic outside, by the edge of the forest. It’s such a lovely spring day. Some fresh air might do me good.”
“Alone?”
“I didn’t know it was a crime,” she answered, anger beginning to seep into her voice. “What are you doing here anyway? Aren’t you supposed to be guarding the queen today?”
“The meeting ended early,” he said, and then proceeded to hold up an uncoiled piece of parchment. “Care to explain this?”
Mara felt her heart sink inside her chest. “Isn’t there a penalty for opening someone else’s letter? Especially correspondence belonging specifically to the crown princess.”
“Not nearly as harsh as the one for abandonment of one’s post within the Royal Guard.”
Mara’s fear mixed with anger. “Well then, when I return with the captain, he will decide what punishment is fair.”
Phillip reached out and snatched Shadow’s reins from Mara’s hand. The stallion pulled back, unhappy with the rough treatment. “You are not leaving these grounds, Mara.”
“With all due respect, Sub-Captain, we are equally ranked and you can’t stop me.”
“Mara.” Phillip shook his head. “I’m sorry to say this so plainly, but we have not been of equal rank for years. I am the captain of the Royal Guard and, as such, forbid you to leave the palace grounds.”
“How dare you! You are not the captain. The captain is alive and waiting for me to bring him home. I am not some captive!”
“Mara,” he spoke firmly, “you are not leaving these grounds.”
“And if I try, what? Are you going to force me to stay?”
He stepped forward, meeting her gaze more directly. “If I must.”
Mara stared at him in disbelief. “Do you even hear yourself?” She was unable to keep the hysteria from her words. “Do you even know what you are saying?”
“Mara,” he said for a third time, “you are not leaving the palace grounds.”
Mara’s hand moved toward her blade, but Phillip anticipated the action. He let go of the reins and reached for her, placing one hand upon her right shoulder and twisted her right forearm with the other. She cried out in pain and was forced to her knees. “That’s enough, Mara.”
“No!” she screamed. “moriturus est! He is going to die! He is going to die and you are letting it happen!” She twisted, causing his fingers to slip from her shoulders, but he lowered himself to the ground, reaching toward her other side. She jerked in a futile attempt to escape him as his superior weight settled on her chest. Phillip used his body to pin her to the ground. “No!” 
Balling her free hand into a fist, she threw a punch at Phillip’s face which sent him sliding to the right, but not enough to dislodge him from his position on top of her. “Get off me!” she shrieked, moving her arm to hit him again when Davith grabbed her free hand.
“No!” she screamed again. “You’re killing him! He needs me to find him. He needs me!”
More hands descend upon her body, more men joining in the fray as they fought to control her. She managed to get in one blind kick before something clamped down upon her leg, pressing on her knee as they forced her flat against the ground.
“Mara stop, you are only hurting yourself.” Her hands were drawn above her head, followed by the coarse touch of rope as they were bound together. Wordless in her rage, she continued to scream as they bound her feet and held her completely immobile upon the stable’s straw covered floor. The sharp smell of men’s sweat, along with horses neighing nervously, belatedly signaled the futility of her outburst.
“You are condemning him to death!” she yelled again, but this time it came out a heart-wrenching sob. “Don’t do this, Phillip. He is going to die! He’s going to die. I can save him! moriturus est. moriturus est. Please,” she pleaded, begged. “te precor, Philippe. Do not force me to watch him die.”
Phillip felt his heart begin to crumble at sight of the distraught girl. He tried to speak but found the words lodged in his throat, his own emotions threatening to overwhelm him. He turned away from where she lay, his stomach churning at his actions, unable to keep himself from the horrible realization. She looks so much like her mother. Another rare beauty who stood before him, pleading for the life of a man whom, Phillip knew, would never return. Finally, he forced himself to turn back and stare down at where she lay.
“Princess Mara, Edward died a long time ago. His body was never returned to be laid to rest and for that, Your Highness, I am sorry.” 
With those words, Mara went into full hysterics. Veering left then right, she threw off several of the men who held her, but was unable to escape her bonds. She rolled in the straw and dirt, shrieking incoherently until her throat was raw and her eyes bloodshot.
When she eventually became so exhausted she could no longer struggle, Phillip leaned down. 
“If you touch me,” she spoke in a voice so hoarse it was barely audible, “you will pay for it. I don’t care what I have to tell the queen.”
Phillip paused, then relented, turning to Davith who reached down and took the shattered girl into his arms. With her limbs still bound, Davith carried her down the long corridor until they reached her room, where he laid her down upon the bed. 
“Get the healers.” She heard Phillip issue the order. “Tell them to give her something to calm her.”
Numb, Mara had no idea what was going on until an old woman appeared holding a vial of milky liquid. “Here,” the woman she did not recognize spoke to her through the fog of spent emotions. “To help you sleep.” She lifted the vial to her parched lips, but Mara turned her head. 
“It is good for you,” the woman coaxed. “It will make you feel better.”
“No,” Mara croaked.
“My lady, you have worked yourself into quite a state. You need this.” 
The vial pressed against her lips again. 
“No!” Mara jerked her head to the left.
“We are going to have to hold her,” the woman said.
Mara felt the palm of a hand pressed against the left side of her face, moving her head back toward the woman. “No.” Mara squeezed her lips together and yanked her head back, desperate to move away from the concoction. 
“Don’t,” she pleaded. “No more. Please, no more.”
Phillip’s entire body shuddered at the fear mixed within her plea. It took all he had to not order a stop to what he’d begun. Resigned to the necessity, he walked up and placed his hand on the opposite side of her face, forcing her to stare toward the ceiling, unable to move between the bonds and men who held her down. She pressed her lips tightly together when Phillip moved his other hand to pinch her nose, cutting off her airway. He watched her struggle for a long time, jerking in vain against the cold hands which held her. Finally, her lips parted against her will, and the healer poured the milky liquid into her mouth as she struggled to draw breath. The woman placed her hand tightly over Mara’s mouth and kept it there until she had no choice but to swallow. Her tears wet Phillip’s hand as he held her down, the sedative sliding down her throat.
Phillip moved his hand, allowing Mara to gulp great mouthfuls of air into her suffocating lungs. “Don’t touch me!” she rasped. “Don’t touch me! moriturus est. He’s going to die! You’re killing him! You’re killing him! Edward!” Her words again fell into complete sobs as she repeatedly called out the name of the man for whose life she pleaded. “Phillip don’t do this! te precor, Philippe. I am begging you. Help me!” She turned, searching desperate for succor. “te precor, Philippe. noli sincere eum mor. Don’t let him die.”
“It should begin to work in a few minutes,” the older woman said. “But it will have to be re-administered every few hours to keep up with her immortal chemistry. Otherwise, her body will burn through the drug. There is nothing that stays in your bodies for very long.”
“Thank you.”
“Shall I come back to administer the drugs, or would you like me to leave the bottle so that you may do so yourself?”
“We can take it from here,” he answered, but his eyes never left the writhing girl. 
“Di tibi ignoscant quod ego numquam ignoscam.” Her words from years past haunted him. 
May the gods forgive you. Because I never will.



 
 
Chapter XXXIV
 
When the drugs had calmed Mara enough, Phillip ordered her bonds removed. They had sliced into her wrists, leaving them slick with blood. As the ropes were pulled from her wrists, she gave a soft moan. Her skin was imprinted with deep, purple bruises and her hands shook. Davith had brought a bowl of fresh water along with several clean pieces of cloth and began to dab the sweat and dirt from her brow. She flinched at his touch, her body trembling further as her eyes attempted to focus. 
“Don’t,” she whimpered. 
“Shh,” Davith attempted to soothe her.
“Don’t touch me. Don’t touch...”
“Mara,” he said desperately. “It’s Davith.” 
Her shaking grew worse, shoulders rising and falling uncontrollably. “No, no...”
“He won’t touch you,” Davith replied. “Phillip won’t touch you. And I can have someone else do this if you’d prefer, my lady.”
“Not him.”
“You have my word, Mara. It’s all right. I promise.”
She offered a nod and fell silent, though her body continued to tremble. Davith dabbed at her face, rinsing his cloth several times before eventually leaving to get fresh water. Then he moved to her wrists. She yelped in pain at the touch of the cloth, and Davith turned to Phillip at the sound.
“I know you are the one in charge,” Davith addressed him. “But you’re wrong on this one, Captain. Edward would never have done this, not to anyone.”
The words stung. “I am trying to save her.”
“You may save her life, Captain, but you’ll destroy her soul. Everything in her that makes her brave and strong.” Davith again wiped at her wrists, as gently as he could. “Everything that makes her who she is—you are going to kill.”
Now, as Phillip lay in his own bed, fully clothed, no amount of exhaustion would allow him to sleep. Mara’s words echoed through the room, swirling around him in a haunting vengeance. You’re killing him! she had screamed. I am begging you, Phillip. Don’t let him die!
His thoughts were interrupted when the door to his chambers was thrown open, stone scraping against hinges. He immediately rose from the bed, but had barely straightened when Garreth’s fist made contact with his left cheek. 
“You son of a bitch!” he yelled, as Phillip fell back to the bed from the force of the blow. Garreth followed and hit him again, this time on the other side of his face. “You sorry, good-for-nothing, arrogant son of a bitch!”
“Garreth, I had no choice!” he said sharply, as the other man moved away from him. He moved his hand to the side of his face, his palm coming away with blood. Rising to a seated position on the bed, he looked into Garreth’s enraged eyes. “Are you done?” 
Garreth drew breath to start another long list of insults, but what he said instead was: “For now.”
“She was going to leave. Her, with a bag of minimal provisions and one horse. Alone, Garreth. To find a man you and I both know is gone. I couldn’t let her go, and she refused to back down.”
“Her wrists look like you tried to saw them off!” he yelled at the other man. “She screamed when I tried to touch her. Screamed...in terror, Phillip! She didn’t even recognize me.” 
“What was I supposed to do?” Phillip demanded, his own anger flaring. “She was going to leave while I watched.”
“You reason with her! You talk to her!”
“She was not going to be reasoned with,” Phillip replied. “She may look like her mother, but she acts like her father. She was leaving, reason be damned.”
“Then you should have come and gotten me.”
“She is going to hate me for this, Garreth. Hate me. I couldn’t have her hating you as well.”
“There was another way. This is...” He shook his head, unable to think clearly through his anger. “This crossed the line. Edward would never have condoned—”
“I don’t want to hear what Edward would, or would not, have done!” Phillip replied. “I am sick and tired of being compared to him. He’s not here!”
“She loved you!” Garreth said. “She took a fucking sword through the chest, for us!”
“Yes,” he replied. “To prevent a punishment I tried to stop her from initiating in the first place.”
“It doesn’t change the fact that she—”
“Yes! And that’s the problem. She plunged a blade into her own chest! You expect me to stand aside while she runs off to gods-know-where looking for a dead man?” He stood from the bed and paced. At a loss, he turned back to Garreth and asked, “What was I supposed to do?”
Garreth struggled to focus his thoughts upon the argument presented. “Have you considered letting her try?”
“Try what? Going off on a mad quest? She’ll die.”
“You said you saw the roses...”
“Yes, but what do they mean, Garreth? Can you say with any certainty what the hell those roses appearing actually means?”
Anger returned at the question. “What if she’s right? Have you considered that, Phillip? What if he is alive, locked in some dungeon, being tortured to death? What if these visions—these shadows—are trying to lead her to him?” He took a step closer. “What if we are letting him die?”
The question seemed to freeze upon the air, sending a cold chill down Phillip’s spine. “What proof do you have? What whisper of his whereabouts have you heard? In what general direction can you point? Give me so much as a single, random rumor he might be alive and I will send every man I have to bring him home. But, Garreth...there are none. Give me one...just one.”
Garreth tilted his head back, his neck straightening as he searched for answers that did not exist. “I can’t. I know of none. Only...”
“Only what, Garreth?”
“He always had faith. In the world, in the roses, and in her.”
Phillip sighed. “As I said, I am not Edward.”
Garreth shook his head. “I wasn’t talking about Edward.”
“What?” Phillip asked in confusion.
“Her father. He believed in the power of those roses. He carried their symbol on his blade until he died. He had such...faith.”
“Roses. Faith. Even the gods above,” Phillip answered. “None of it saved him from that duel.”
“No.” He shook his head. “But then again, his blood was not royal, was it? Mara’s is.”
“Garreth, I cannot allow her to leave these grounds based on the remote possibility that these roses may...I don’t even know. None of her visions have been gentle. They may kill her as soon as help her.”
“I understand, only...”
“What?”
“When Prince Michael died, I was in front of the group sent to inform Princess Mellissa. I was the first one in the door, before the others. Only you see, when Mellissa opened the door, she didn’t ask where Michael was. She instead leaned very close and said, ‘Tell me it’s not true.’”
“She what?”
“She already knew he was dead.”
“That shouldn’t be possible. The messenger was dispatched straight to the queen and princess. Events took place in a different court. How had someone told her before the envoy arrived?”
“They didn’t. No one had spoken to the princess. Yet she knew, Phillip. She knew.”



 
 
Chapter XXXV
 
Garreth entered Mara’s room to find Davith seated in a chair beside her. She lay upon the bed, limp, with her eyes squeezed shut. Her hair was matted against her forehead. Splotches of dirt and straw dotted her dress, a testament to the intensity of the struggle. On her bare hands, turned palm side up, Garreth could see where the ropes had cut into her wrists even from across the room: angry purple bruises, with dark red lines. Her breathing came in short, irregular breaths and her lips were twisted into a grimace.
Davith dabbed Mara’s brow with a white cloth. He did not stop at Garreth’s approach, but continued attempting to soothe her. “It was orders,” Davith stated. “I told him this was wrong. But...it was orders.”
Garreth drew a deep breath. “I know, Davith.”
“I carried her. I tried to be gentle.”
“I know.”
“She saved me. Do you remember, Garreth, when we were taking the princess to visit with the daughter of Lord Torlat? I didn’t even see those men. If Mara’s blade hadn’t come between us...” He shook his head. “It was then that I realized she deserved to be a captain. She never hesitated, never paused—fearless.”
“This is not your fault,” Garreth stated. “No one blames you for doing your job.”
“I’ve seen her hurt. I’ve seen her angry. But I’ve never seen her afraid.”
“I have,” Garreth replied.
“Not like this. Fearful of something specific, sure. But this...this terror. She was so adamant she could find him and it...this isn’t...”
“It’s all right. Why don’t you hand me the cloth? I can take it from here.”
“I don’t know.”
Garreth knelt beside the chair as the knight continued to wipe gingerly at Mara’s skin. “I tried to bandage her wrists, but she started screaming. I don’t know if I was hurting her.”
“Davith, it’s going to be okay.”
He finally turned to look at the sub-captain. “I told her I wouldn’t let Phillip touch her again. I promised.”
“Okay,” he nodded. “I will make sure he doesn’t.”
Dropping his eyes back to Mara’s form, he admitted, “It’s difficult to leave after what I did.”
“Then you don’t have to. Stand guard, if you wish. But I need to see her.”
“Yes, my lord,” Davith replied, before standing and walking toward the door. “I’ll be right outside. If she needs anything...”
“I will call,” Garreth assured the other man, before raising himself to take the vacated chair. His eyes glanced over his cousin’s still form. “Oh, Mara,” he whispered, reaching out a hand to touch her arm. 
Her entire body jumped, jerking her arm away. “Don’t touch me,” she spoke, in a voice raw from screaming.
“Mara, it’s Garreth.”
“Don’t touch me.” Her eyes remained tightly closed, her entire body shaking as she turned her head away from him. “No more. No more.”
“Mara.” His voice cracked under her pain and fear. “My brave, beautiful Mara.”
“Don’t touch me.”
“Mara, please.”
“No!”
“I won’t,” he said. “I won’t touch you.”
“Go away.”
“Mara, I need to know what to do. How can I make this better?”
She tossed her head back and forth against the pillow, then moved her face toward Garreth as she opened her eyes. They were dilated, bloodshot, panicked. “Did you help him?”
“No, Mara. I didn’t know.”
“You’re lying. He tells you everything. He wouldn’t do it without—”
“That is not true. I didn’t know. I swear on the guard...to the gods—I didn’t know. But I don’t understand. What were you thinking? You were just going to disappear? To run away?”
“Don’t you understand? Why don’t you understand?”
“I’m trying to.”
“You’re just like Phillip. You helped him do this!”
The words stung and Garreth drew several deep breaths before he was able to answer. “Mara,” the words came slow and strained, “I love you. I would never do anything to knowingly hurt you. I am...” He shook his head, thoughts swirling. “But running away with no help, no plan, not even a hint of a direction? It makes no sense.”
“He’s going to die. And he’s going to do so in agony.” She again shook her head, trying in vain to struggle through the drug-induced fog. “He’s dying. We’re killing him.”
“Mara, you don’t know this.”
“Edward’s getting weaker. He’ll break and then he’ll die.” Her pulse increased, her body began to tremble despite the drugs. “moriturus est. eum necant. He’s going to die! We are letting him die.”
“Stop.” He grabbed her arm. 
“Don’t touch me!” she screamed.
Davith re-entered the room and rushed to her side. “Mara, you’re okay. I won’t let him touch you again. Okay? You’re safe, my lady.”
She spoke in a weak voice. “I’ll be good. I’ll just lie here. Please no more.”
“Shh.” Davith took the drying cloth from Garreth and dipped it back into the bowl of water. He pressed it against Mara’s shaking forehead. “No one will touch you, my lady. Okay? Just the cloth.”
It took several minutes for her trembling to cease. Garreth rose and allowed Davith to re-take his seat, while he moved helplessly toward the wall. Placing his back against the cold stone, he turned and watched Davith soothe the nearly-unrecognizable girl.
 



 
 
Chapter XXXVI
 
Edward,
The shadows are always present. They won’t leave me alone. I would turn to death for peace, but know in my heart you live still. As long as you do, there would be no peace, even in death. The pain of missing you courses through my blood like poison, stealing pieces of me with every tainted breath.
They watch me like some wounded animal; an invalid, a poor, sickly child as they once looked upon my mother. Fearful any errant word could be the one to push me over the edge. I cannot say they are wrong.
I try to recall the days when you stood by my side. But I cannot. ignosce mihi, mi amor. nil nisi scio quam furorem. Reality, visions, dreams, nightmares—all one and the same, each crashing down upon me in steadily suffocating waves, carrying my mind deeper into a sea of pain. Help me, Edward. Before I do something which can never be undone. 
Help me, Edward. Please come for me. You promised, you swore, you vowed! Edward, mi amor, my love, my one and only. domum redi, quaeso, mi amor. Come home. I cannot live without you —sine te vivere non possum. Not anymore. cor meum es. Fear with no end.
omni cum amore meo,
Mara Clarissa Sethian



 
 
Chapter XXXVII
 
She dropped her head into the palm of her hands and rubbed her temples. They had sedated her every day for weeks, and were only now beginning to taper the dosage. The drugs gave her terrible headaches, a painful pounding which made her utterly useless. Yet, in spite of the drugs, she had not experienced a full night’s rest, her body jumping at every sound in the night, fearful of what would be done to her next. She, who had never known fear as a youth despite the many tragedies she had endured, now found herself to be little more than a scared child, betrayed by those she’d trusted most. It left her in a constant state of exhaustive terror and perpetual anger. 
Just nightmares, they repeated over and over. Yet Mara knew they were more than that. The man she loved had vanished behind a dark wall of stone and blood, and there was nothing she could do to help him. She took the bottle of ink from the edge of the desk and threw it across the room, watching as it smashed against the far wall, splashing the dark liquid violently against the walls.
Standing, she walked across the chamber toward the fire, but had to place a hand against the wall, her legs too unsteady to make it across the room without support. After several minutes, she sat and stared into the bright flames until tears began to burn her eyes. “Edward,” she whispered. “I need you.” The wood crackled as another piece broke in half, depositing a clump of ash at her feet. Despite the robust blaze, instead of warmth, Mara felt a cold chill slide along the back of her neck. 
“No,” she pleaded with the formless figure. “Not now. I don’t know what you want and I’m so tired. Please don’t.”
The cold touch slid from her neck to her shoulder, as though an icy hand reached through the cloth of her gown to touch the skin beneath. A slight pressure caused her to straighten in her chair as she tightly closed her eyes. “I don’t know what you want,” she again pleaded. “I can’t... Don’t do this. I don’t have anything left.”
A second, cold pressure pressed down on her opposite shoulder, and then as abruptly as it had arrived, the presence began to fade. “Wait,” she spoke to the phantom. “No visions, please no visions, but...I don’t want to be alone.” 
She opened her eyes to see the shadowed outline in the firelight. It did not speak, but moved toward the fire, shimmering before the flames. Mara moved her legs up to the chair, wrapping her hands around her knees. “I wish I could understand what you are telling me.” She shook her head. “You scare me, with the visions. I am so afraid. But...I...” She lost this battle with her tears. “But I am more afraid of being alone.” 
The shadow continued to hover before her. She rocked slightly in the chair as she stared forward. 
“Thank you,” she whispered.



 
 
Chapter XXXVIII
 
Edward,
quo fugisti? cur me deseruisti? cur me in hac solitudine sine fine dereliquisti? iuravisti, promisisti, te me appetiturum esse, me numquam solam esse futuram. quomodo talia facere potuisti? cur me destituisti? ubi es, mi amor? ego sine te vivere nolo. te precor, mi amor, ne me sine te vivere coegeris: non possum...pro deos omnes, precor, mihi redi.
omni cum amore meo, 
Mara Clarissa Sethian
 
*
 
Edward,
Where have you gone? Why have you forsaken me? Left me in this loneliness without end. You swore—you promised— you would come for me. That I would never be alone. How could you? Why did you leave me? Where are you, my love? I don’t want to live without you. Please, my love. Do not force me to live without you. I cannot... Come home to me. By all the gods please, come back to me.
All my love,
Mara Clarissa Sethian
 
 



 
 
Chapter XXXIX
 
Arron entered the small inn as the sun reached its highest point in the sky, having begun his journey well before dawn. He stepped through the wooden door and took a seat at one of the round tables for two. 
A few minutes later, Julia appeared. “May I help you, sir?” 
He glanced up. 
“Oh, Sir Arron. I did not realize it was you. Where...”
“He’s not here,” Arron stated.
He watched the relief visibly slide through her frame. 
“Have a seat, Julia.” She glanced around, as though looking for a reason to refuse him, when he added, “Please, Julia. It’s very important I speak with you.”
She reluctantly moved to the wooden chair opposite him and perched at the very edge. “What is it?”
“This isn’t about Richard.”
“Oh...”
“In fact, it would be better if this conversation were not mentioned to him. Can I trust you to keep this private?” He studied her intently, her gaze apprehensively assessing, causing Arron to feel an all too familiar pang of anger when dealing with those trapped in the aftermath of the arrogant sub-captain he was forced to serve. 
Julia had been a tender fifteen years old when Richard’s sights had fallen upon her. Handsome and well-spoken, the mortal girl had stood no chance against his deceptive charm. Speaking illusory promises of love and devotion, he had spent several visits wooing the girl.
Not the first or the last girl to have fallen into the sub-captain’s bed, Julia was unique in that she was the only woman Richard occasionally returned to. It was of little surprise when she became pregnant with his child. Arron suspected the infatuation might have to do with the fact that Julia was the one woman Richard had never fully subdued.
As Arron sat across from her, he again asked, “Can you avoid mentioning this conversation to Richard, or not?”
“I make a point to avoid telling him anything, if I can help it.”
Arron nodded. “Fair enough.”
“What is this about?”
“Do you remember, many years ago, you had a visitor from another land? Richard saw him talking to Sarah and arrested him the next day? I believe, if I read the report correctly, he told your daughter he was knight?”
“Yes, I remember. He told Sarah a bedtime story. She was really upset when they took him away. Even appealed to her father for his release.”
“I want to know anything you can remember about him. It’s my hope he inadvertently gave you a clue as to his identity, or where he’s from.”
Julia paused, searching her memory. “I didn’t speak with him all that much. Sarah was the one he talked to.”
“May I speak with her?”
“I don’t understand. That happened years ago. Why are you asking questions now?”
“Because he’s still being held in captivity, for reasons that I don’t think are right. I’m trying to help him, but he refuses to answer questions. Perhaps there was something said that night which will help me learn who he is.”
Julia stood and called to her daughter, who was across the room wiping down tables. “Sarah, can you come here for a moment?”
“Yes, Mother,” she replied. Arron turned to watch her approach. Now a young woman, Sarah was several inches taller than her mother. Her once stringy brown hair now lay in long, full waves down her back. Liquid-gold eyes, a trait of her immortal heritage, sparked with subdued intelligence. A thin patchwork gown of pale green, spotted with dust and grease, did little to hide her beauty.
When she reached them, Julia motioned her into the chair from which she had risen. “Sarah, this is Lord Arron. He is a knight of the Brón Court. He would like to ask you some questions, if you don’t mind.”
“Sure,” she replied, taking the seat and turning her attention to the man seated across from her.
“My Lady Sarah,” Arron began, “a few years ago, a man visited here. He said he was a knight. Tall, pale-skinned with—”
“Jet-black eyes,” she interjected. “I remember him, and his kindness.”
“Good,” Arron replied. “I would like to know, do you remember if he said anything about where he was from? Or perhaps, where he was headed?”
Sarah shook her head. “I was asked years ago...”
“I know,” Arron replied. “But my Lady Sarah, listen. This is very important. The man is still languishing in our dungeons. Your father is bent on ensuring he does not survive, unless I can find a way to help him.”
“He’s still there?” she asked in disbelief. “But that was years ago. I was...six, seven? Why would he still be in the dungeon? What did he do?”
“Can you tell me what you remember?”
She lowered her head, her eyes moving intently to the floor. “The man was...he was nice to me. That is all I remember.”
Arron moved from the chair and walked around the table, where he knelt beside the girl, placing a finger under her chin to raise her gaze. Sooty smudge on one cheek notwithstanding, her complexion was as perfect as he’d ever seen. “Then why can’t you look at me as you answer, my lady?”
 “He was nice,” she said again. 
“I believe you, Sarah. But I also need to know what you aren’t telling me.”
She stared at him. “If I say anything...”
“You have my word, my lady, anything you say will not be repeated to your father. I need to know. Did the man tell you he was a knight?”
The girl nodded, her golden eyes studying him. 
“If he was a knight, he must have carried a sword. There is no record of one having been taken at his capture.”
Her eyes flickered to the left and up, again unable to bring herself to look directly into his eyes.
 “Do you still have it?” 
She shifted uncomfortably. 
“My lady, listen to me. I swear, upon my sacred honor, I am trying to help him.”
“I hid it,” she answered. “He said he would see me before he left. That a knight always keeps his word. So I kept it, for when he came back.”
“Will you show the weapon to me?”
“Yes, but...”
“I would not dream of taking it from you,” he assured her. “If the knight said he would come back and retrieve the sword, then I am sure he will. But we must get him out of the dungeon first. Before it is too late.”
“I will help you, but I want to see him.”
“Your father would never allow it.”
“You don’t understand. He was kind to me. And no one ever...”
Arron drew another deep breath and exhaled loudly. “All right, how about this? I promise to do everything in my power to help him return here to you, to keep his promise. I give you my word, as a knight of the court.”
Sarah nodded, then stood from her chair. “This way.”
Arron followed her to the back of the tavern and down a short hallway. She opened the second-to-last door on her right and led him into a tiny room, near barren save for a narrow bed, a wooden desk with a chair, and a single chest in the far corner. Contrary to his expectations, she did not approach the chest. Grabbing the chair, she placed it in the corner directly opposite the door and climbed atop. Pushing up on a wooden plank in the low ceiling, she slid it to the right and her upper body vanished through the opening. Moments later, she leaned back down, stepping off the chair with a gray blanket clutched in her arms. 
 Ensuring the door behind him was fully closed, Arron moved farther into the room as Sarah deposited the blanket upon the bed. She unwrapped the layers of cloth, revealing a silver blade, encased within a black sheath. He ran his hand over the leather, fingertips tracing a line of jewels to the center of the sheath. He ran his hand up to the protruding golden hilt, which was adorned with a series of black and white diamonds. 
Arron wrapped his hand around the hilt, interlacing his fingers as he pulled it reverently from case. The silver was of the finest quality, but there was something more. He raised the sword and placed the metal flatly against his palm. It was warm to the touch, glinting in the light with a translucent gleam. “By the gods,” he whispered. “I...I am uncertain, but I think...”
“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” he replied, as his mind tried to come to grips with what he was holding.
“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Sarah commented. “Not even my father has a sword like that.”
Arron continued to stare silently, wondering if he was truly holding an Arius blade. “I think I have, my lady, but...only once. Carried by a prince of the Lorcan Court. Also silver, with the same translucent glow in sunlight. Only, that blade was lined with a string of...” He paused, his lips parting in surprise. “A string of roses.”
“Roses?”
“Yes.” Arron turned toward the widow, holding the blade higher. In full sunlight, the jewels were dazzling.
“rosae immortales,” he stated. “A symbol of the most powerful of the royal courts.”
“rosae immortales,” she repeated. “That’s what the knight said when...” She stopped speaking, moving her hand to her lips. 
“When what?” Arron turned, placing the blade back down upon the bed. “What did the knight say?”
Sarah turned from him, pressing her lips tightly together. “I don’t think he would want me to reveal that.”
“Sarah, if you know something, I need you to tell me. His life may depend upon it.” He turned her back to face him.
“The knight was going home to his princess,” she answered. “His ‘rosae immortales.’ That’s what he called her.”
Arron turned back and nodded. “Okay, thank you, Sarah. I promise I will do everything in my power to help him, and not betray the trust you have placed in me this day.”
She stared at him and then asked, “My father?”
“Your father will not hear of this, I swear it.” He turned and motioned to the sword lying on the bed. “If that is what I think it is, your father may yet pay the price for his cruelty. In time.”
“My mother doesn’t have time,” she answered. “She is mortal.”
“Yes.” He gave a solemn nod. “And you are not. I am sorry for that, Lady Sarah.”
“Why do you call me that?”
“What?”
“Why do you keep calling me that? I am the daughter of a tavern girl. I don’t understand why you keep referring to me as lady.”
Arron looked into her young face. The high, pronounced cheekbones, the lips of natural ruby, thick layers of silken hair, and of course, eyes the color of liquid-gold—a trait of her Brón Court heritage. “It is true your mother is a mortal of low-birth. But your grandfather was one of the most powerful lords to ever grace the halls of the Brón Court. Your father is his second son, and holds the title of both lord and sub-captain. You are his only child and heir. Not only are you a lady of the court, you are of equal rank to myself. Therefore, by the laws of the Brón Court, you are Lady Sarah.”
She took a step back, her cheeks flushing. 
“Forgive me if I have upset you.”
“No.” Sarah shook her head. “I just...no one has ever...”
“It’s all right,” he replied. “I cannot begin to imagine how difficult it must be to live in a realm of mortals, when you are not. It’s one of the reasons immortals typically live and remain within their own court. Mortality is...too hard. To watch those we love grow old and die when we do not.”
“I didn’t ask for this,” she replied.
“No, my lady, you did not.” His eyes trailed from the girl back to the sword. “I would advise you place the blade back into hiding. I will do my best to honor my promise and make sure your knight survives to reclaim it from you.”
He then offered a brief bow and began to walk toward the door.
“My lord,” she called.
He paused, and turned back toward her expectantly.
“Do you know, my lord, the first rule of being a knight?”
“There are many, my lady. But I would have to say that, above all else, a knight must honor the realm and...”
“Always keep their word,” she finished with him.
“Yes.” Arron nodded solemnly.
“Who told you that?” Sarah inquired.
He stared at her as the pieces came more fully together. “A prince of the Lorcan Court. The same prince who carried a blade lined with roses.” He offered another bow. “Hide the sword, my lady. I am certain that, one day, you shall return it to him.”



 
 
Chapter XL
 
Edward opened his eyes, surprised to find Arron sitting on the floor of his cell. He was sitting just past the cot, his back against the wall, facing the door. “Arron?” Edward inquired. Arron continued to stare at the far wall without responding. “What is it?”
Arron finally turned his head toward the imprisoned man. “Two decades,” he stated. “We’ve held you for two decades and, in all that time, the men who tortured you always asked the wrong question.”
Wary, Edward pulled himself to a seated position. “I’m afraid I don’t understand what you mean.”
“But don’t you?” Arron challenged. “They asked you what court you answered to. Who you were. They asked of your mission. They asked the wrong questions.”
“What do you mean?”
“The girl. Your rosa immortalis. I assumed it was a pet name. Something you called her, like ‘my love’ or ‘my dear.’ But, it’s more than that, isn’t it?”
“I am afraid,” Edward replied with forced blandness, “I don’t follow you.”
“Ah, but you do.” He kept his voice at a soft, even pace. “You do.”
Edward rose from the cot and moved to get a clearer view of the other man as Arron spoke words that tore at his heart. “When the roses appeared, I assumed it meant you were somehow tied to them. But what I did not consider is that the roses weren’t coming for you. They were coming for her. ‘rosae immortales’ Rising to the call of the woman you dream of.”
Edward remained silent.
“That’s it, isn’t it? The woman. You don’t call her a rose as in ‘my love,’ but because she is a bloodline member of the immortal roses.”
“You don’t—”
“But I do. There are only a handful of members of that bloodline. I had assumed, given your eye color and proximity to the Lorcan Court when captured, you were a member of that court. There is the queen herself, which by reputation, I doubt she is the one you call to. Perhaps Princess Liza, but even if we caught you on the very beginning of your quest, the girl could not have been more than eleven. She is too young. That leaves the Muir Court. The queen, of course, and three daughters, only one of whom is married. Could it be that, after all this time, I had you placed within the wrong court?”
Edward gave nothing away, instead turning from Arron and walking back toward the cot to lie down on the dusty blanket. “I guess you have it all figured out.”
“What am I missing?” he inquired, rising from the floor. “You don’t seem very impressed with my deduction.”
“Very impressed,” Edward said in a monotone voice.
“Look, if I have figured it out, then you don’t even have to confess. You can simply...nod. I will call on the Muir Court king myself, and we can finally have you out of here.”
Edward closed his eyes and then turned to his side, lying with his back toward the other man. 
Arron groaned in anger. “Why won’t you let me help you?”
“You must do what you will.”
Arron shook his head, knowing he was missing something, yet unable to grasp what that was. “Are you saying you are not from the Muir Court? Is my entire theory off-base?”
Again, Edward did not respond, leaving Arron to turn toward the cell door in frustration. He placed his hand upon the door to exit the cold room, but paused, lowering his head to stare at the ground. Drawing a deep breath, he made one more attempt. “My lord.” He used the long-standing title, which stood in the place of the name the prisoner had steadfastly refused to give. “Answer me this,” he stated, twisting around to again face the prisoner. “What is the first rule of being a knight?”
He watched as Edward turned, rising to a seated position.
“A knight must honor the realm and...”
“Always keep their word.” Arron’s phrasing fell in sync with the prisoner’s.
The stubborn man showed his first hint of surprise. 
“I was told that as a boy,” Arron stated, “by a knight of the Lorcan Court.” 
“A knight?” Edward inquired.
“Or, perhaps...a prince.”
“Both,” Edward answered. “He was both.”
Arron nodded. “Yes, I believe he was.” He turned back toward the door. “I must go now, my lord. I shall return soon.” Arron opened then closed the heavy stone door, using his brass keys to turn the lock. What am I missing?
He walked down the hall, leaving the dungeon, emerging into the world above. From the doors of the palace, he traveled to the houses of the most powerful nobles, the streets passing in a blur of familiar stone paths. Eventually he arrived before a silver gate, which marked the entrance to an imposing manor. Made almost entirely of stone, it was one of the most opulent estates, aside from the palace. In a garish demonstration of wealth, riches lined not only the gates, but also the halls, including gold-framed portraits of each family member dating back centuries.
Two men stood guard before the gates, which were opened immediately at Arron’s approach. Though he had not lived on these elaborate grounds since his father had died, he knew the land intimately, and had no trouble maneuvering the smooth stone trail to the manor’s entrance despite the vanishing light. As he approached the door, a servant scrambled to open it, offering a low bow as he walked through the entrance. 
“Welcome, Lord Arron.”
“Thank you.” He entered a cavernous stone hallway, the floor covered with a thick rug of red wool. Moving directly through the hallway, he passed a series of towering entrances, until he reached a room in the back of the manor. His father had been a learned man, and had amassed a substantial collection of scrolls more impressive even than the one belonging to the ruling family. It was to this library Arron headed.
The room was lined with preserved scrolls, stacked in wooden cubes that reached from the floor to the ornate crown molding, containing the history of not only the Brón Court, but others as well. Smells of parchment and old ink won out over stale dust, a testament to the staff’s diligence even in this rarely used room. “What would he have filed it under?” Arron wondered aloud. “History? Royalty? By a specific court?” He cursed himself for not paying more attention during the many times his father had attempted to teach him his way around this vast room.
“Arron?” a feminine voice addressed him. He turned and was relieved to find his cousin, Rachel, standing behind him. She looked lovely in a pale blue dress with her luxurious auburn hair loose down her back. 
He embraced her, then pulled back to see a smile he could not help but return. “You have no idea how good it is to see you. Your timing could not be more perfect.”
“Well, you never were good with books.”
“Wish I could argue,” he said. “Good thing you are more studious than I.”
“What are you looking for?”
“Something that might give me information on the lineage of the Lorcan Court. Specifically on the royal family.”
“Still hoping to find out you’re a long-lost prince?” she teased.
“Ha!” Then he said, “Yes, that must be it.”
She laughed. A few minutes later, they had several curled pieces of parchment spread out along a wooden table in the center of the room. He studied the charts, his gaze skipping through more ancient titles, until he finally found the recent entries.
“What are you looking for?”
“Trying to solve a puzzle of sorts.”
“A puzzle, you?”
“Yeah, I know.” He sighed. “I was never very good at those either.”
He placed his finger against the carefully spread scrolls. “Okay, here. King Cathair gave birth to three children. The eldest, Clarissa, her younger sister Mellissa, and a son Robert. However, it states Robert died in AD 5. Which means he died before his parents, leaving Clarissa to become queen of the Lorcan Court.”
“Yes,” Rachel replied with a laugh. “Surely you did not need a scroll to tell you who the Lorcan queen is? You really didn’t pay attention to the tutors, did you?”
He ignored her continued teasing and followed the paper. “The queen married and had a daughter, Princess Liza. As the only child, she is the heir-apparent.”
“Yes, pretty obvious as well, don’t you think?”
“But what about the other daughter, Princess Mellissa?” He continued to trace his finger along the lines of the complicated lineage. The name Lord Michael, was written in elegant script. Prince by marriage.
“We met him once,” Rachel interjected. “He supped with your father.”
“Yes, I remember.”
“He died years ago. Something about a fight getting out of hand and Arius blades being used when they should not have. Really tragic.”
“Yes, I knew that as well. But what I don’t know...” He continued to search the tree. “Did he die childless as well?” 
Rachel gave a quiet chuckle. 
“What is it?”
“You really don’t pay attention,” she replied. “His daughter made a huge commotion some...oh, it must have been at least twenty-five years ago, when she decided to forfeit her title and join the Royal Guard.”
“What?”
“Quite the scandal. She was apparently raised by members of the Royal Guard and, at seventeen, became the youngest member of any guard...ever.”
“Wait,” he stated. “I don’t understand. How was a princess raised by the guard?”
“It was years ago, so I’m sketchy on the details and have, of course, never met her. But as I recall, she had a cousin or a half-brother—someone closely related—who was a high-ranking member of the guard and when her mother died shortly after her father, the queen couldn’t be bothered to raise the orphan herself.”
“She’s not listed here. Why?”
“I’m sure they are just out of date. Or, perhaps someone removed her name when she surrendered her title.” Rachel shrugged. “Why all the interest in the Lorcan royals? Thinking of switching courts?”
“Hardly,” he replied. “But...do you still keep up with the royal appointments and such?”
“Be more specific.”
“The meetings we have with the Lorcan Court every seven years. When is the next one?”
“Umm, the official conference isn’t for another year perhaps, but I think Lord Saris is going for a casual visit in about six months.”
“Is his wife going as well?”
“Generally, yes. I don’t think he could find his right foot without her. Let alone lead court negotiations. And, you know, considering the Lorcan Court is ruled by a queen, having a female involved tends to help break some of the tension.”
“His wife travels with an entourage then. Do you think you could go with her?”
Rachel took a step back to better view her cousin. “What is going on?”
“I...” He drew a deep breath. “I think something is...amiss, but if I am wrong and speak what I think to be true, it wouldn’t be good. But...” He shook his head in frustration.
“Arron, come on, I’ve kept your secrets for years.”
“This has nothing to do with trust. It’s just that if I tell you and I’m right, then you will end up in the middle of what might happen next, and that would be bad for all involved. I would never forgive myself if anything happened to you.”
“You’re scaring me.”
“I’m not trying to. Let me...” His eyes searched the room and then returned to his cousin’s liquid-gold eyes. “Someone is in trouble, and I think I can help. Would you ask Lady Saris if you can be a part of her entourage to the Lorcan Court? And then request me as your honor guard?”
Rachel studied him for a moment, and then nodded. “Yes. She will not refuse me. Her husband is a social-climber.”
Arron nodded. “Thank you, Rachel. I owe you big time.”
“You bet you do.” Then she beamed a smile. “Hey, you know what this means, right?”
“What?”
“New gowns!” she said gleefully. Arron gave a soft chuckle before rolling his eyes. “Come on! I can’t possibly be expected to meet the queen wearing this old thing.” She grabbed his arm, pulling with a childish delight.
Arron laughed again. “All right, all right. A new gown it is.”



 
 
Chapter XLI
 
Edwarde,
non diu possum meminisse quantum temporis post abitum tuum praeterierit. nunc agnosco eos numquam me liberaturos esse hoc tormento dum desiderio eorum cesserim, dum te amittere elegerim, et agnoscere me sivisse te ambulare per ianuam illam moriturum.
nunc video, mi amor: tu vere abiisti. quid enim aliud nisi mors te a brachiis meis te desiderantibus prohibere potest? vox mea nomen tuum per omnem noctem immensam exclamat; etiam somnia mea obscurari incipiunt, repulsa propter hanc inclusionem quam alli mihi imponere dignati sunt. me piget, mi amor.
id quod nunc cogito fines veniae egreditur. sed recte dicunt: ut hoc tormentum effugiam debeo agnoscere te numquam quidem rediturum esse. culpa fuit mea. illa te ad mortem misit quod ego amare ausa sum, te a custodia compellens cui omnem tuam vitam dedicaveras.
ignosce mihi, mi amor; precor te posse mihi ignoscere pro illo mihi faciendo, confitendo te et tecum essentiam ipsam animae cordisque olim in corde meo ardentium abiisse. cor meum est tibi soli: tuum erit in aeternum, mi une ac sole amor. at nunc debeo te relinquere in custodia illarum animarum fortium quae antea advenerunt et aliquando aliis postea adventuris coniungentur. te desidero, Edwarde; te in aeternum desiderabo, Edwarde: hoc nunc scio. cor meum, quod iacet ut frusta irreparabilia, te amabit usque ad finem temporis.
tua in morte ut in vita,
Mara Clarissa Sethian




*
 


 
Edward,
I can no longer recall the exact amount of time elapsed since your departure. I see now they will never free me from this torment until I give them what they desire. Until I choose to let you go...to accept I allowed you to walk out the door to die.
I see it now, my love. You must truly be gone. For what other than death could keep you from my yearning arms? My voice, which calls to you night after never-ending night. Even my dreams are beginning to dim, chased back by the confinement which others have forced upon me. I am so sorry, my love.
What I am considering is beyond the grace of forgiveness. But they are right. To escape this torment, I must accept the fact you will never return. My fault. She sent you to die because I dared to love, forcing you from the guard to which you had dedicated your life.
Forgive me, my love. I pray you can forgive me for what I must now do. To admit you are gone, and with it, the very essence of the soul and heart which once burned within my chest. My heart belongs to you alone. It shall be yours for all of eternity, my one and only love. But now, I must leave you in the care of those brave souls who came before, and will one day be joined by those yet to come. I miss you, Edward. I will miss you forever, I know that now. My heart, which lies in irreparable pieces, shall love you until the end of time.
Yours in death as in life,
Mara Clarissa Sethian
 



 
 
Chapter XLII
 
Six months later, Arron sat astride his tired horse, gazing in wonder as their party approached the gates to the royal grounds of the Lorcan Court. Despite being the Brón Court’s closest neighbor, Arron had never before approached these historic grounds, his own court a less powerful Lorcan ally. The alliance had been the result of a rather one-sided treaty, signed at the end of the last great war, nearly eight hundred years before he’d been born. Not a formal engagement, this preliminary meeting was to discuss the agenda for the next royal visit.
Rachel looked beautiful in the first of a string of new gowns he’d purchased for her. For this final leg of their nearly two month journey, she’d selected a long gown in light blue, which blended well with the fading light on the spring evening. By her side, Arron had spent the majority of the trip listening to her endless chatter about court gossip and her excitement in seeing the underground palace. “I’ve heard the caverns aren’t much to look at, but the inside is supposed to be layered with gold and silks. They say the queen’s wealth is unparalleled. Oh, I can’t wait to see her ballrooms! I’ve always dreamed of attending a party at the Lorcan Court. They sound so grand!”
Arron acknowledged his cousin with an occasion smile, attempting to keep his thoughts focused on the conversation at hand. “I have heard it is quite nice.”
“Oh yes! And I want to see the gardens as well.”
“The gardens?”
“The immortal roses are said to bloom there. Not like our occasional petals at home, but rather an enormous garden full of them. Rumor says they actually change color for Princess Liza. I wonder if that’s true. Magical, color-changing roses. I bet they’re beautiful!”
“I would like to see this garden as well,” he stated, as the gates leading to the Lorcan Court began to open before them. They rode at a leisurely pace until they reached the entrance to the underground palace, where the party of twenty riders dismounted and surrendered their reins to several stable boys before being ushered inside. Serving as Rachel’s honor guard for the duration of the trip, Arron joined the group standing a few paces behind her, denoting her rank of nobility through his position. Ahead of them, Lord Saris took lead as the official representative for the Brón Court Prince.
They were led down a series of corridors until a tall man with ice blue eyes and shaggy blond hair greeted them. “Lord and Lady Saris,” he stated. “Allow me to welcome you to the Lorcan Court. I am Lord Phillip, captain to Her Majesty’s Royal Guard. The queen has decreed you are all to be offered refreshments, which may be partaken either as a group in the dining hall, or separately in your prepared chambers. Expecting you must be tired from your journey, she would like for each of you to take this night to recover, before meeting with you tomorrow morning.”
“Yes,” Lord Saris answered. “I am exhausted, and appreciate the queen’s kindness. I would like to partake of supper in my chambers, if you would be kind enough to show me the way, Captain.”
“Of course. A room has been prepared for you, and your wife, in the royal suites to which, per our previously agreed upon rules, you are permitted to take two members of your guard. The rest of the guards shall be given rooms with our own men.”
“Yes,” he stated. “That is very good, only I also have with me Lady Rachel, the eldest daughter of Lord Julian of the Brón Court. Her cousin, Lord Arron, who is also a member of the Brón Court Guard, serves as her escort.”
Phillip turned and offered a bow before the lady in question. “Your grandfather was a great man, whom I had the privilege of dining with once. I was sad to hear of his passing.”
In response, Rachel gave a curtsy. “I thank you, my lord.”
“Your rooms have also been prepared in the royal chambers. If you would follow me this way, I shall see you well-situated.”
“Thank you, my lord,” Rachel replied.
Phillip turned to lead the group down more hallways, while another man led the rest to a different section of the palace. They first escorted Lord and Lady Saris to their chambers, before leading Rachel and Arron down a different underground hallway. Phillip opened the stone entrance to a generous chamber with a fire burning along the right wall, opposite a stately wooden desk. In the center stood a canopied bed covered in dark furs. “I took the liberty of having the maids add extra furs to the chamber,” Phillip stated. “Despite being spring, it can get quite cold here at night.”
“Thank you,” Rachel replied. “I am sure the room will be more than accommodating.”
“As per our rules, your escort may, of course, stay with you if you wish. However, if he would rather sleep elsewhere, Sub-Captain Garreth and I work opposite shifts and you are welcome to use one of our chambers in the guard’s quarters. Since you are a guest here, my lady, your protection will fall under the jurisdiction of the Lorcan Court Guard. Specifically responsible would be Sub-Captain Davith, who works the day shift, and Captain Mara of the Princess’ Guard, who takes the nights.”
“Thank you, my lord. May I introduce you to Lord Arron, my captain for the duration of this trip, and my first cousin.”
Phillip offered a slight bow of his head. “I am at your service.”
“No,” Arron replied. “I am at yours.”
Phillip turned back toward Rachel. “Is there any other way I might be of service to you, my lady?”
“Actually, yes. I understand the queen will see us tomorrow morning, but I would like to know if it might be possible to gain a less formal introduction to Princess Liza? I’ve been looking forward to meeting her.”
“Of course, my lady. She is in the garden. If it pleases you, I can escort you there at once.”
Rachel offered a smile. “It would please me very much.” Phillip stepped toward the door and, after opening it, formally offered his arm to Rachel, who accepted graciously. Arron walked behind them. 
Exceeding Rachel’s imagination, the garden was surrounded by a high wall of vines, covered in roses of violet, white, and deep crimson. They stood not only in breathtaking beauty upon the walls they climbed, but also reflected in a pool of clear water, in the center of the garden. Standing silently before the water in a silver gown was Princess Liza.
Phillip walked Rachel toward the princess while Arron took a knee several paces behind. After Phillip made a round of introductions, the princess motioned for Arron to stand. 
“Greetings, my lord,” Liza addressed him. “You shall, of course, be welcome to stand alongside my Royal Guard. Allow me to introduce you to my captain, Mara.”
She waved her hand and, from the far side of the garden, a woman approached. Dressed in a full-length black gown, long-sleeves closed tightly around her wrists, making her appearance unduly stark. Her long black hair had been pulled away from her face with thin silver clips. Around her waist, a leather belt suspended a dark sheath from which the hilt of her silver blade glinted. “You summoned, Princess.”
“Yes,” Liza addressed her casually, in contrast to the guard’s stiff demeanor. “This is Lady Rachel and her captain, Lord Arron, from the Brón Court. They will be staying with us while negotiations for the queen’s next visit to their court are discussed.”
Mara turned and offered a bow. “My lord and lady.”
“Princess,” Arron replied.
Mara’s head snapped toward him. “I am a captain to Princess Liza, sub-captain to Queen Clarissa. I carry no additional title.”
Arron took a deep breath. “Forgive me, Captain. I was told you were the daughter of the late Princess Mellissa and Prince Michael.”
“Yes,” she answered shortly. “But princess is a title I no longer claim.”
“Forgive me,” he stated again.
Mara nodded, then moved away in silence to retake her position against the far wall. Rachel began to chat with the princess, her charm winning over the younger woman in a matter of moments. This left Arron free to wander around the edge of the rose garden, familiarizing himself with this portion of the grounds. His circle eventually brought him near Mara, which allowed him to study her more closely. Her hand tightly clutched the hilt of her blade, as though she was on edge. Dark circles underscored her strikingly violet and silver eyes.
“It’s a beautiful garden,” he spoke to the woman whose eyes never left the princess.
“Yes.”
“Especially the roses.”
She kept her gaze straight ahead. “Some would say.”
“Not a fan?”
“No.”
“They don’t grow at the Brón Court. Well, at least, not like this.” Mara did not respond, prompting Arron to change tactics. “I was sad to hear about your father. I met him once at my father’s table.”
“He died a long time ago.”
“Yes, but still...”
Mara finally turned her head toward him. “Is there something I may help you with, my lord?”
Arron shrugged. “I was merely attempting conversation, my lady. Forgive me if I gave offense.”
She again said nothing, but returned to her straight-forward stare, watching the princess until true darkness began to claim the sky. She, along with three other men, led both women back to their chambers. Arron observed she addressed her men in a flat voice with short phrases, seeming to issue commands in as few words as possible. 
Is it truly conceivable this cold, expressionless creature is the same woman for whom the prisoner yearns for every night?
“I will place two men on Lady Rachel’s door. I and another shall guard Liza’s, directly across the hall. This places four men at their doors. Do you wish to stand as well?”
“Yes,” Arron replied. “At least for tonight.”
“As you wish,” Mara stated, before entering Liza’s door. She remained inside for several minutes before emerging to take her place in front of Liza’s threshold, her hand never moving from the hilt of her silver sword.
Expecting the usual night chatter, Arron was surprised to find all of the guardsmen stood in absolute silence, and even more so as their rare demeanor continued throughout the night. Not until Mara left to take her single break was the quiet broken when one of the men standing next to him, broader, heavier, and shorter than the rest of the guards, said, “I imagine this is kind of strange to you.”
“Pardon?” Arron asked, caught off guard by the break in the silence and the twang in the shorter man’s voice. 
“The no talking, I mean.”
Arron shifted, measuring his words. “I assumed it was so not to wake the princess. We are on the night shift, after all.”
“Oh, well. I just wanted you to know the silence is orders. We’re not intending to be rude. Captain Mara doesn’t tolerate chatter while on duty.”
“That’s quite all right,” Arron replied.
“I am Jaris.”
Arron offered his hand to the man, taking note of his dark brown hair and green eyes in the dim torchlight. “Nice to meet you.” 
Crisp, purposeful footsteps echoed down the hall. “Here she comes.” He motioned toward the rhythmic stride. With a wink he promised, “We’ll talk later.”
Arron spent the rest of the night in silence, wondering if this could possibly be the woman he’d come to find.



 
 
Chapter XLIII
 
As morning arrived, two men appeared to relieve the night guards. Before introductions could be made, Mara turned to the newcomer on her right. 
“What are you doing here, Garreth?” she demanded. “You should be on the queen’s detail.”
“I am,” he replied. “I’m waiting to escort the Lord and Lady Saris.”
Anger darkened Mara’s eyes, but she refrained from replying, instead turning to the other man. “All was quiet,” she informed him. “But, we have visitors here, Davith, so she is not to leave your sight.”
“Yes, my lady.”
“Mara,” Garreth said, “can you just—”
“I,” she interrupted, keeping her eyes on Davith, “want the princess with someone worthy of trust.”
“I shall not leave her side until you return.”
She nodded, then turned and walked down the hallway, leaving the blond to shake his head behind her. Once the sound of her footsteps had completely vanished, Davith leaned toward the other man in a gesture speaking of deep camaraderie. “It’s all right, Garreth. It will just take more time.”
Garreth drew a deep breath before responding. “I don’t think so.”
“She’s trying...”
“Not now,” he stated, turning to Arron. “Forgive us, my lord, for the improper display.”
“Not at all,” Arron replied. “Do not feel as though you should run the guard differently on my account.”
Garreth nodded. “I appreciate that. I’ve been instructed by the captain to ask if you’d like to use his chambers, either to rest, or at least refresh yourself. I assure you the lady will be in safe hands, as I’ve been instructed to escort her, along with Lord and Lady Saris, to their audience with the queen, which will take place under the protection of Captain Phillip, as well as Saris’ own captain.”
“I would be very appreciative.”
“Allow me to take our guests to the queen’s chambers. Then I will show you the way.”
“Thank you. That would be great.” 
It took a half hour for Rachel and the Lord and Lady Saris, to ready themselves for greeting the Lorcan Court Queen. Rachel, modeling yet another new gown, gave Arron a wink as she twirled her skirt in appreciation. They walked a series of tunnels before reaching an opulent hall where the queen awaited them, along with several other members of her Royal Council. After briefly speaking with Rachel, Arron left the royal entourage and followed Garreth down another series of hallways, eventually reaching the guards’ section of the palace. 
“Through here,” Garreth instructed, leading Arron toward a door on the right and into an unusually sparse chamber considering its usual occupant. The room was formed of the same dark stone as the rest of the palace. No windows, instead lit by a fire, which ran along the back wall, and a series of candles. A simple, yet wide bed stood sideways near the fire, a tall chest of drawers on the left, beside a serviceable desk topped with a neatly stacked pile of papers.
“Phillip had your possessions brought here.” He motioned to the left. “Though you are, of course, welcome to borrow from Phillip or myself if you need anything.”
“Thank you, my lord.”
“My room is directly across from you. I worked the night shift on the queen’s rotation, so I’m going to get some sleep.”
Arron nodded. “I think I’m going to try and get some as well.”
“Is there anything else I can do for you?”
“Actually, I was wondering if there was any way that, before tonight’s shift, I might get a brief tour of the grounds? I’ve never been here before.”
“Of course,” Garreth replied. “I would be honored to do so personally. I shall come to collect you late afternoon, so that you can see the gardens while it is still light.”
“Thank you.”
“My pleasure,” he stated, before turning and leaving Arron in the silent chamber. Exhausted between the long ride and immediately taking the night-shift, Arron barely managed to remove his shirt before he fell into a deep sleep on top of the blankets, the heat of the fire providing plenty of warmth to the underground chamber. He slept soundly until a loud knock prompted him to rise and prepare for his tour.
After a hurried meal in the busy kitchens, consisting of well-seasoned meat between two halves of a roll, Garreth led him around the underground labyrinth, showing him everything from business rooms to the dining halls, before eventually emerging into land above. They walked through several rolling fields, giving an indication of how far the underground facilities stretched, before emerging into the garden where, as she had been the evening before, Princess Liza stood in the center, gazing down into the deep pool of water.
“Are these the...” Arron pretended to search for the name, “rosae immortals?”
Garreth turned toward him, appearing startled by the question. “They are the immortal roses, yes.”
“They do not bloom at our court,” he stated. “I’ve always wanted to see them. Is it true they are infused with immortal blood and thus cannot die?”
“According to legend,” Garreth replied. “They were said to have been dipped in a pool of blood from an ancient queen of the Lorcan Court and the seeds absorbed her immortality. But of course, the story is so old that no one truly knows.”
Arron stepped closer to the wall, careful to avoid the protruding thorns. “Is it true that they also—”
“Garreth,” his words were interrupted by the princess. “You’re up early.”
“Yes, my lady. I volunteered to give our guest a tour of the grounds.”
“Ah, of course. I’m sorry I did not have time to speak with you yesterday. You are from the Brón Court. That is to the...east...is that correct?”
“Yes, my lady.”
“Examining the roses? They are so beautiful this time of year.”
“Yes. I have never seen immortal roses up close before,” he lied, having seen them in Edward’s chambers. “I was just asking Garreth if they actually change color.”
Liza gave a gentle laugh and then touched the stem of a red rose right below the petals. At her touch, the flower transformed, changing from a red so dark it was almost black, to a lighter shade of purple, a nearly perfect match to Liza’s violet eyes.
“Amazing.”
He touched the stem in the same place the princess had, and was rewarded with a crystal laugh. “It only works for royalty.”
“Oh,” he replied pulling his hand back, embarrassed. “Of course.”
“That’s okay.”
“I think that is a wondrous thing,” he said. “I would like to ask questions, with your permission, of course.”
“You want to know more about them?”
“I was curious, my lady, if the roses always turn violet?”
“For me they do.”
“And for Captain Mara?”
Liza looked uncomfortably to the ground. “They turn red for Mara. I don’t know what color they turn for my mother. She doesn’t come to the garden very often.”
“Interesting,” Arron replied. “My father had a great love for the mythologies of the courts.”
Liza lifted her gaze back to his. “I have always found them fascinating as well. I was told all the stories as a child. If you’re really interested, you should speak with Mara. She is the one who taught me all the legends.”
“Your captain?”
“Yes, though on second thought...” She paused, her eyes shifting to the side of the garden. “I would refrain from asking about the roses. She’s not overly fond of them.”
“I will keep that mind,” he said with a nod.
“Yes, probably a good idea that you do.”
“She seems quite...rigid. Though I would assume that might be a requirement for a captain.”
“Mara’s not rigid. She’s...” Liza paused when Garreth touched her shoulder. “I really shouldn’t be speaking of this. My captain is the bravest I know. You will never hear anyone make a statement to the contrary.”
“Mara runs a tight ship,” Garreth interjected. “Some find this fact uncomfortable, however it is very efficient.”
“Of course, my lord,” Arron rushed ahead of any impending argument. “Forgive me. I should not have made the comment.”
“It’s all right,” Garreth responded. “No harm done. In fact, speaking of Mara...” He motioned to his left where the woman in question approached from the garden’s far wall.
“Good evening, Princess Liza,” she addressed them. Then in a tone far more harsh, “Garreth.”
“My lady,” he acknowledged as Davith appeared beside them. 
“Report.”
“All quiet as usual. The princess finished with her tutors an hour ago and requested an escort to the garden.”
“It was such a lovely day,” Liza explained. “I wanted to enjoy the sunshine.”
“As you wish, Princess.”
“Mara,” Garreth addressed her.
“Yes, Sub-Captain?” 
Garreth was unable to fully suppress his sigh, causing Mara’s eyes to snap angrily in his direction. “I was merely going to state that I was giving Lord Arron a tour of the grounds before taking my shift tonight at the queen’s chambers.”
“Yes. I read the schedule.”
Her cold tone stung through the warm air, but Garreth decided to wisely let it go, not wanting to argue with her. She’d been like this since they had stopped her from going to find Edward, the past few years a painful mixture of cold shoulders and curt words. After she had been completely weaned from the drugs, she transformed into a recluse, sealing herself away in her dark chamber, only emerging to fulfill the duties her job required. It hurt Garreth to see her like this, repressing her anger under a mask of suffocating formality.
“Well, I’d best be off to relieve Phillip. Should you decide you need further rest, my chambers are directly across from the ones you stayed in this morning. Feel free to use them.”
“Thank you for the tour.”
“Of course,” Garreth replied, before turning to exit the garden with Davith, leaving Arron alone with Mara and the princess. They stayed until the vibrant orange and pink of sunset faded. When they returned to the royal chambers, Arron checked in with Rachel.
“I cannot believe you left me all alone today. I now remember all the reasons I avoid politics.”
“That bad, huh?”
“They spent half the day arguing over which room the third-ranking member of the queen’s guard would occupy on her next visit to the Brón Court. If it should be the third door to the left, or the right. I mean, seriously. Who cares? They are an equal distance from the room the queen will be given.”
Arron could not help but laugh at his cousin’s exaggerated interpretation. “Sounds horrifying.”
“Sometimes I think you were smart, choosing to join the guard. I mean, have you ever been required to attend a meeting like that? I doubt it.”
“You’d be surprised,” Arron responded. “Our meetings concerning protection detail can become just as tedious, I assure you.”
Rachel sighed. “So, are you ready to tell me what we are really doing here?” 
Arron stared at her blankly. 
“Fine. Are you at least finding whatever it is you came here for, but refuse to tell me about?”
He paused to consider the question then answered honestly, “I’m not sure. I may have but...” He shook his head before returning his attention to his cousin. “I really appreciate you doing this for me. I promise to tell you everything as soon as I can.”
“I know you will,” she replied. “And I’m happy to help, always.”
“Thank you,” he nodded. “I’m going to go stand through the night-watch again.”
“Okay,” she replied. “I’ll try to get some sleep.”
“Good. I’ll be right outside if you need me.”
Arron stepped back into the stone hallway to find Mara in a heated discussion with Captain Phillip. “I do not need the extra men,” she stated in a low, strained tone. “My men are perfectly capable.”
“I’m not doubting their ability, Mara. Simply stating that, with the visiting court members, a few extra men on the princess’ detail may not be a bad idea.”
“And I am telling you...” Her words were heated, then abruptly cooled as she took a step back and lowered her gaze submissively. “We shall do as you see fit, Sub-Captain.” Phillip hesitated, then nodded before he turned and walked away. 
Arron took his place beside the stone door and settled in for another night of silent watch. Many hours later, Mara stated she, and the man standing beside Arron, would take their nightly break. He took the opportunity to engage Jaris in discussion again. “Is it because I’m a stranger, or is she just not talkative?”
Jaris offered a tight smile. “She may not say much,” he replied, “but her record is flawless. A true knight of the realm.”
“I’ve heard that,” Arron replied. “But I do have a question, if you would allow.”
“Sure.”
“I could not help but hear her as she spoke to Phillip. I thought he was the queen’s captain?”
“He is.”
“Oh, perhaps I misheard then.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, Lady Mara referred to him as a sub-captain. I was under the impression he was the actual captain.”
“He is.”
Arron turned sideways to better face Jaris in the torchlight. “Then why...”
“Mara doesn’t...she’s an exception.” Jaris shook his head. “It’s a really long story. But the bottom line is, Phillip is captain of the Queen’s Royal Guard. Anyone else would address him as such.”
“I don’t understand why Mara does not.”
“There was a man, the former captain. He went on a mission and—” His words were silenced by the sound of approaching footsteps. “Not here,” he whispered. Mara appeared and silently re-took her place against the door.



 
 
Chapter XLIV
 
Arron groggily opened his eyes to a strange sound. He listened through several moments of silence and had just begun to resettle on the bed when a muffled scream rose through the far wall. He jumped clumsily from the bed, reaching for his sword. A third cry was issued, softer this time. Throwing open the heavy stone door, Arron moved down the hall until he reached the room at the end. He opened the door, sword drawn. 
Mara was lying upon a pelt-strewn bed, in a chamber similar to the one he had borrowed from Phillip. She was crying out in her sleep, tossing in the worn animal skins. Concerned, he laid his blade on the floor and moved toward her. 
“Lady Mara,” he called. Then louder, “Lady Mara.”
She continued to toss and turn, held within the grip of her dreams. As he drew near, he heard her whisper, “ignosce mihi, mi amor. ignosce mihi.” 
Jarred by the familiar plea, without thinking, Arron reached out and placed his hand upon her shoulder. “Lady Mara!”
Her eyes flew open and she jerked away in a blind panic. “Don’t touch me!” The words came out between a scream and a sob. “Don’t you dare touch me!”
“My lady, it’s Arron of the Brón Guard. You were screaming, so I came to make sure you were all right.”
She crawled toward the head of her bed, on the opposite side of where he stood, her breathing panted in ragged gasps as she drew her knees to her chest. “Don’t touch me,” she said again.
“Forgive me, my lady. I did not mean to frighten you.”
“Mara.” Garreth entered the room. “He heard you screaming.”
“I don’t want him here. Get out. Make him get out.”
“I will,” Garreth replied, then turned to address Arron. “Come this way, my lord.”
“You too,” she told Garreth. “Get out.”
“Mara.”
“Get out!”
Arron wisely remained silent as he moved back toward the door, grabbing his blade as he exited the room. Garreth proceeded to close the door to Mara’s chambers before ushering Arron to another door, down the hall. When they were safely within the confines of Garreth’s personal chambers, Arron turned to face the Lorcan sub-captain. “I’m sorry,” he said, sincerely. “I heard her screaming and wanted to make sure everything was all right.”
“Completely understandable,” Garreth replied. “I would have warned you, but it has been years since she had an episode so I didn’t think it necessary.”
“Episode?”
“Nightmares,” Garreth corrected.
“I did not mean to upset her.”
“Really, my lord, it’s not your fault. She has disturbing dreams from time to time. Most of us know to ignore them.”
“But I believe I made her terror worse. I did not mean to.”
“She’ll be fine. She meant no offense.”
“None taken,” Arron assured him. “I entered her private bedroom. I would expect her to be upset.”
Garreth drew a deep breath and then pressed his hand against his forehead, rubbing his temples. “Look, my lord...”
“Arron.”
Garreth nodded and he drew another breath before lowering his hands back to his side. “Very well, Lord Arron. Allow me to offer some advice. Stay away from Captain Mara.”
“I will. If you’ll answer my question.”
“And what is that?”
“Mara refers to your captain as merely a sub-captain and the men don’t bat an eye. In my court, people would end up in a cell over such a slight. Why is it that no one here seems to care?”
“What does it matter?”
“Because I just found her screaming from a nightmare? Or perhaps because I have stood by her side for the past two nights with barely a greeting from her. It’s not exactly the hospitality expected from one court to another.”
Garreth’s eyes swept the room as though searching for the right words. “It’s not personal,” he finally answered. “Mara’s had a hard time with things. She and Phillip...”
“Why will she not acknowledge his captainship? Is she allowed to ignore it because of her royal status?”
“Hardly,” Garreth stated, returning his gaze to Arron’s. “That would be the last reason she would claim.”
“Then I don’t understand.”
“Look, I apologize if she has been rude. I will speak to her. However, what you are asking is really none of your business.”
“She said ‘ignosce mihi’ before I woke her. ‘Forgive me.’”
Garreth drew another deep breath. “The former captain was sent on a mission many years ago and never returned. She—wrongly mind you—blames Phillip for his disappearance. It took her a long time to come to terms with the fact he had died on his mission.”
“The former captain?”
“Yes, Edward. He never returned. He trained Mara and it was very...difficult for her to come to terms with his disappearance and death.”
“So his body was returned to you?”
“No. It was never found. But he left...coming up on twenty-five years ago now. More than long enough to know he’s gone.”
Arron’s heart raced with the knowledge his guess had been correct. “But it was more than that, wasn’t it? You don’t call out at night screaming for a mentor. She loved him?”
“Yes. And his disappearance nearly killed her. So if she seems unwelcoming or cold, I can assure you she means no offense. It is the only way she is able to endure.”
“But surely after all these years...”
“The heart can be stubborn, Arron. Especially one filled with the blood of that family. She took his death hard and has yet to recover.”
“But she—”
“Look, thank you for checking to be sure she was okay. I appreciate the care and concern expressed, truly. However, you must understand these are not easy subjects, and you are a member of neither my guard nor court.”
Arron nodded. “I understand. Be assured I shall not repeat your words to anyone.”
“Thank you,” Garreth replied. “Now, if you don’t mind, I am scheduled to return to my post on the queen’s detail tonight, so I must attempt to get a few additional hours of sleep.”
“Of course, Sub-Captain. I thank you for your time and candor.”
“Please, call me Garreth.”
“I will,” Arron replied, before leaving the room and returning to his borrowed chambers. He lay down, but sleep refused to come. Eventually he rose, meandering down the stone hallways to emerge into the sunlight above. He walked the grounds for several minutes before his steps brought him to the edge of the rose garden. Entering, he spied Mara standing alone in the center. He froze, unable to move neither closer nor away from the royal captain, now dressed in a thin red gown with loose sleeves trimmed in gold. She stared down into the reflective water as though transfixed by its clear surface.
The heady, spicy-sweet scent of roses filling the still air, Arron stood mesmerized, watching her against the setting sun, the sky a stunning mixture of orange, pink, and reds.
“I’m sorry,” she spoke to the garden she assumed to be vacant. “ignosce mihi, mi amor. I wanted to save you, but I failed and now you are gone from me. I thought the dreams had stopped but...” She raised her arm, pressing the back of her hand against her lips. “Don’t worry,” she whispered. “te desidero, mi amor. sine te vivere non possum. I cannot do it. Not much longer.” 
She drew a deep breath, her entire form shaking. “I’m so sorry I let you down. That I let you leave. That I let you...”—she struggled to breathe as she choked out the single word—“die. I let you die.” Lowering her hand back to her side, she continued to speak to the ghost of her memories. “I feel nothing. No joy, nor love, nor even anger. Feeling exists only in dreams, and those moments when I open my eyes and realize you are not there. Now even that agony is short-lived. I know you’re gone. I accept this, but it would seem the dreams have not gone and I...I don’t know how to do this for much longer. To live, to exist, to breathe, without you.” She tilted her head back and drew another breath, fighting to control the physical symptoms of her never-ending pain. “te desidero, mi amor. I will miss you until I draw my last breath.”
Mara straightened her arms and walked toward the edge of the garden, along the wall to take a side exit, without realizing her words had been overheard. When she disappeared from sight, Arron went to the spot by the pool where she’d been standing, his mouth agape as he stared along the path she’d taken. Every rose she passed had been transformed to a brilliant red; an exact match for the ones which covered the prisoner’s cell night after night. 
“sanguis rosarum,” he whispered. “rosae immortals.”



 
 
Chapter XLV
 
After a third night of spending the shift in silence, Jaris invited Arron to breakfast. “Though I suppose, for us, it would be more like dinner,” he had added, as the two men ventured into a surprisingly empty dining hall. “This one is reserved for the guard,” he explained. “Most are either on duty or in bed at this hour.”
As they sat down to some gruel surrounding a piece of meat, Arron was grateful for Jaris’ friendly demeanor, breaking the silence which had surrounded their nightly vigils. “How long have you been a member of the guard?” Arron inquired.
“Not that long, at least not in comparison to some of the others. About thirty years, give or take.” 
“Oh, not too long then.”
“No, especially not standing across from someone like Davith. He’s been a member for, oh, I believe around fifteen hundred years.”
“And the captain?”
“Phillip? Closer to two thousand.”
“Two thousand?” Arron shook his head. “Wow.”
“He’s a good captain. Had some really big shoes to fill though, especially after...” His words trailed.
“After what?”
“I really shouldn’t be speaking of this.” He glanced around the room, visibly relaxing to find that they were still alone.
“But will you anyway? I was told there was a captain who vanished?”
“Yes.” Jarvis nodded. “Edward, my first captain. The one who convinced me to join the guard. He taught me the majority of what I know, and everything that makes me a worthy knight.”
“Sounds like he was a good man.”
“He was the best. The kind of knight the rest of us strived to live up to, but knew we never would. Strong and brave with a flawless honor code. You know, the ‘hero’ type.”
“And you’re not?”
Jaris gave a deep laugh. “I’m not foolish enough to consider myself in the same league. Edward was the best. Coming to the realization he would never return was painful for everyone; especially the captains.”
“I can imagine.”
“Mara didn’t want to believe it. Using sedatives and confinement, Phillip forced her to accept what had happened. She’s never forgiven herself though. Or him. I don’t think she ever will.”
“Forgiven herself for what?”
“For letting him go. For not going with him. For their separation, whether Edward willed it or not.” He shrugged, dipping his spoon in the warm broth. “For a lot of things, I suppose.”
“Did she ever go searching for him?”
His mouth full, Jaris shook his head several times before swallowing. “She didn’t. But not for lack of trying. Phillip, Garreth, even the queen made sure she couldn’t. It would have been a suicide mission. Not even a hint of his whereabouts. She wouldn’t have known where to begin. Still, she blames herself for that as well...and others.”
“It must have been hard on her.”
“Yes.” He nodded. “I am not telling you this to make you feel sorry for her though. She wouldn’t stand for that. I just wanted you to know she’s not being rude. She’s become very business-like in her dealings. It’s her way of, well...”
“It’s quite all right,” he replied. “Her behavior is more than understandable, and I thank you for your trust in sharing these stories with me.”
“Well, as I said, I probably shouldn’t have mentioned it. Mara would be angry if she knew I was speaking with you about it.”
“I’ll not breathe a word,” Arron assured him.
Jaris nodded. “Thank you.” He took another bite, changing the subject. “It seems that your lady and my princess are getting along splendidly. Davith said they spent all day together yesterday and had a great time riding around the palace grounds.”
“This does not surprise me,” Arron replied with a smile. “Lady Rachel is my cousin. There are very few she fails to charm.”
“Princess Liza is the same. Charming and full of life.”
Arron nodded. “That would describe Rachel as well. I’m glad to hear they’ve enjoyed their time together.”
“So am I. Liza has very few she considers friends.”
“A burden of being born a royal. Very few people arrive without an agenda.”
“No. I would suspect not.” 
Arron nodded. “I think I’ll lie down before I fall asleep at the table. Perhaps we can speak more tomorrow, or even later this evening?”
“Sure,” he replied, offering a slight wave as Arron rose from the table. He was surprised when he found Mara standing outside his borrowed chambers.
“My lady,” he greeted her cautiously. “Captain Phillip invited me to share his chambers during the day.”
“I am aware,” she stated. “I came to speak with you.”
“Oh?”
“I wish to apologize for my behavior last night. It was inappropriate.”
“Oh, that is quite all right. Don’t think anything of it.”
“I apologize nevertheless. Also, I wished to say that if I have been less than friendly, I’m sorry. You are a guest in our lands. I never meant to cause offense.”
“You didn’t,” Arron assured her, regretting his earlier words to Garreth. “Please, my lady, I assure you no offense was taken on my part.”
“Not everyone agrees with my methods. Some say they are too strict or unforgiving. However, I would like you to rest assured, my lord, everything I do is in service of protecting those under my care, which includes your Lady Rachel as certainly as it does Princess Liza.”
“I understand, my lady. I fully comprehend your dedication, and shall follow your command.”
Mara nodded. “Thank you.”
“I would love a chance to sit and speak with you, my lady.”
“Regarding?”
“Simply to know you better. I met your father many years before you were born. I recall the meeting with great fondness.”
She shifted uneasily. “I am afraid, my lord, I will have very few things to offer in this regard. My father died when I was very young. My memories of him are faded at best, and distorted by my youth.”
“I very much doubt that,” Arron said. “Your father was everything a young knight strived to be. I remember watching him train with one of his men, a young man with the darkest eyes I have ever seen. His name was...” He pretended to search for the details of the only partially made-up story, hoping it would prompt her to bring up the man he now knew was Captain Edward of the Lorcan Royal Guard. “He had dark eyes, and hair to match, against skin as pale as yours.”
The description visibly startled her, causing Mara to take a step back. 
“What was his name?” Arron continued his pretense.
“I’m afraid I cannot say, my lord.” Even to untrained ears, the words would have sounded like the lie they were. Mara took a second step, moving herself closer to the door. “Forgive me, but I must excuse myself. Waiting for you has cut deeply into the hours I am permitted to sleep, and I require rest in order to perform my duties to the best of my ability. As I am sure you do.”
“Wait,” Arron said, causing her to pause and turn back toward him. “I remember now. Edward. His name was Edward. He and your father, two of the bravest men I’ve ever met. No wonder you grew up to be a member of the guard.”
“Edward.” The name slipped painfully from her lips. “You knew him?”
“Only briefly.” His turn to lie. “As I said, I watched them spar once—both were incredible. Though it is your father who stands most clear in my memories. I would imagine you are just like them.”
“No,” she shook her head. “They were fearless. They were brave.”
“And you are not?”
She stared up into his golden eyes and found herself answering despite her better judgment. “I was once. But no longer.”
“Why would you say such a thing, my lady?”
“That woman disappeared with her captain.”
“That is sad,” he replied. “I would have liked to have met her.”
“Perhaps,” Mara answered. “But it matters not. Edward is dead. He died a long time ago and now waits for me on the other side.”
“Do you truly believe that?”
She blinked, startled at the question. Arron saw an array of emotions flow through her violet eyes, from surprise, to pain, to finally the same cold expression which he had seen often in her features.
“I have no choice,” she said. “They took the choice from me. Now all that is left is an empty shell of the woman you seek.” She offered a low bow. “Good night, my lord.” 



 
 
Chapter XLVI
 
On the last night of their stay, a ball was thrown in honor of Lord and Lady Saris. Arron attended as the honor guard to his cousin, who dazzled in a floor-length burgundy gown, her auburn hair piled in curls around her face. Princess Liza stood equally beautiful in deep blue. The two girls spent the majority of the night laughing together, accepting only occasional dances from the various young men who had gathered. Jaris had been right: the two girls got along like old friends.
Near the back of the ballroom, on a silver throne atop a dais, sat the queen. Dressed in a thin silk black gown with a straight-lined bodice, she wore a collection of the royal jewels, including an eye-catching diamond necklace and a golden crown. She sat smiling, greeting the occasional newcomer as they entered the vast ballroom, several bringing gifts as a token of their appreciation for being invited to the event. Arron paid little attention to the queen though, his eyes continually switching from Rachel’s delighted features to where Mara sat in her expressionless manner on the opposite side of the room.
“I wouldn’t if I were you,” Jaris cautioned. 
Arron turned to his left, transferring his attention. “What do you mean?”
“I see the way you’re looking at her.” He nodded in Mara’s general direction. “She won’t have anything to do with you. Her heart still belongs to the lost captain.”
“Wait...what?”
“You’re making eyes at Mara. Asking all of these questions about her. Trust me, she is not obtainable. You should consider setting your sights on another.”
“I was not,” he replied. “I mean...”
“It’s all right. I won’t tell her.”
Arron decided against arguing further and began to patrol the room, hoping it would make his glances toward the captain more discrete. She stood perfectly still, her years of training showing even in this simple act. Her gown was a simple black dress, much plainer than those worn by the invited guests. The only adornment her ever-present sword, which hung from her waist. 
How am I supposed to tell her what has happened, without breaking my vows, or dishonoring my duty to the Brón Court? He wracked his brain, as he had done every waking hour since his encounter with Mara several days before. Tonight was his last chance to speak with her and his nerves were getting the better of him.
By the end of the night, he still had few answers except to just blurt out the truth. Strange that he was now contemplating breaking his own oath,to help a man who steadfastly refused to break his. In the early morning, as they were retiring to the Lorcan Court chambers, Arron finally reached for his courage. “Captain Mara, may I speak with you?”
She stared for several moments before offering a reluctant nod and motioning him toward her own chambers. When they were safely inside, she moved toward the fire along the back wall, sitting, and indicated he should do the same. 
“My lady,” he began. “I was hoping to speak with you about...well, you see about...”
“About what, my lord?”
“Edward,” he finally said. “I would like to speak with you about Edward.”
Her eyes widened in alarm. “What about him?”
“Well, you see, I have been told that his body was never actually returned to you.”
“Yes, that is true. But what of it?” She shook her head. “And why do you have such interest in a man who died long ago?”
“I wanted to know about him.”
“Is this some kind of joke?” she demanded, standing from her chair. 
“No, my lady. I only wish to know—”
“Edward is dead,” she stated firmly. “He is dead, and I do not wish to hear his name spoken again. You are not worthy of speaking it. None of you are!”
“My lady. I am trying to—”
“I want you to leave,” she said, a tremor beginning to run through her body. “He died and that’s all there is to it. Why would you do this to me?” She shook her head, the light in her eyes transforming from angry to livid. “Did Phillip put you up to this? Did he ask you to test me?”
“No, my lady. If you would listen for a moment.” He made the mistake of placing his hand upon her arm.
“Don’t touch me!” She let out an uncontrolled shriek. “What do you want from me? I did what they asked, what they forced me do. I’ve done everything they demanded! Now this, and from a stranger. How dare you speak his name! You are not worthy. None of you are worthy.” She was speaking so rapidly the words were beginning to slur together when Phillip entered the room.
“Mara, is there a problem?”
“Ah, and there he is. The man responsible! I know your games, Phillip. You honestly think I am going to speak with your spy? Well, you can think again.”
“My spy?” he asked in genuine confusion, looking to Arron. “What on Earth are you talking about?”
“I want him out! I will answer no more of your questions. And as for you.” She stalked her way toward the captain. “If you ever send someone in here to ask of him again, I shall ensure the messenger never speaks another word.”
“My messenger?”
“Yes!” she shot back. “I gave you what you wanted! I agreed he is dead. Why do you keep doing this? Why?” 
“Mara.” He reached a hand in her direction, but she jerked back. 
“Don’t touch me!”
“All right, Mara. No one will touch you. I will escort Lord Arron back to his chambers myself.” 
She stood trembling, nervously taking several side-steps to ensure she was out of the immediate reach of both men.
“Forgive me, my lady,” Arron stated with a low bow. “Again, I meant no offense.” Phillip then proceeded to lead Arron from the room and back into his own chambers.
“I’d returned to grab some paperwork,” Phillip began. “But now I need to know. What was going on in there? It’s been a long time since I’ve seen her this upset.”
“It was entirely my fault,” Arron replied. “I had spoken of meeting her father and the late captain once, many years ago. I’m afraid I managed to upset her doing so.”
“About Edward? Yes, that would do it. I strongly suggest you refrain from speaking of him in the future, for all our sakes.”
“I shall keep that in mind, Captain.”
“Good. Now get some sleep. My understanding is you will leave in a few hours.”
“Yes. I believe so.”
“Don’t worry, I will wake you to ensure they don’t leave without you.”
“I would appreciate that,” he replied before he lay down. Yet again, sleep refused to come. In what seemed like mere minutes to his swirling mind, Phillip returned.
When he was again upon his horse by Rachel’s side, she turned to him with a bright smile. “Well I, for one, had a lovely time. Princess Liza is wonderful!”
“Yes, I saw the two of you together. I am glad to hear you enjoyed yourself.”
“I did. In fact, we had such a good time, the queen has agreed to allow Liza to accompany her on their next trip to our court.”
“What? Wait. The princess is coming to the Brón Court?”
“Yes!” Rachel beamed. “The trip will not be for at least another six months, but I’m already looking forward to seeing her again.”
So, Arron thought, realizing what this statement meant. Mara, captain of the Princess’ Royal Guard, is coming to Brón Court.



 
 
Chapter XLVII
 
“Let me be very clear,” Mara stated coldly. “If Princess Liza is leaving this court, she is not traveling without me. I am her captain. It is my duty to protect her. I will not have you take this from me as well.”
“No one is taking anything from you, Mara,” Phillip replied, exasperated. “I was merely attempting to ensure you are well enough to make the journey.”
“Well enough?” Her anger flared.
“Wait. That came out wrong.”
“How dare you! I have done everything you’ve required of me. What, exactly, must I do in order for you to allow me to do my job?”
“Nothing, Mara.” He shook his head. “You’re right. You have always done your job well. You will, of course, accompany Princess Liza to the Brón Court.”
She paused, staring at him before offering a slight nod. “Then we are done here.” Mara left the room without another word.
Phillip gave a deep sigh and turned to Garreth. “Do you think we should let her go?”
“I do not believe we have a choice in the matter. Mara is captain of the Princess’ Royal Guard. To follow Liza, wherever she may go, is a fundamental principle of her job and not one which can be taken away from her. Not without destroying whatever fragile piece remains of her confidence and trust.”
Phillip considered the words of his longtime friend before he answered. “I suppose you’re right. The last time I...” He cast his eyes down. “I fear I have done more than enough damage to that young woman.”
Garreth took a step closer to his captain. “May I have your permission to speak plainly?”
“Yes,” Phillip replied, returning his gaze to Garreth’s.
“I say this as a friend, and with understanding as to how difficult this is to accept.”
“Just tell me.”
“Mara is not a child. She is a reigning member and sub-captain in the Royal Guard to one of the most powerful of all the immortal courts. In rank, she is my equal and a single step below your own. We can no longer treat her as a child any more than we can protect her from this world which she has chosen to become a part of, nor the one into which she was born. She is a princess by birth and a captain by choice. We must treat her as such.”
“What would you have me do?”
“Trust her to make her own choices, and to guard the princess as she has always done.”
“I said she could go. I meant it.”
“Thank you,” Garreth replied. 
Visiting another court for an official visit was no small affair. An elaborate trail of complicated negotiations, compromises, clarifications, and additional visits from varying diplomats on both sides encumbered the event. It took months to plan, and even longer to work out the official dates.
The day of the party’s departure arrived. Garreth found himself in charge of the guards who would remain in the palace, while the others would accompany the queen and princess into the heart of the Brón Court. He’d thought long and hard about this day, finally making up his mind. He knocked firmly upon the cold stone door to Mara’s chambers.
“Come in,” she called from the other side.
Garreth found Mara packing a series of garments into a bag. Pushing a piece of cloth into the corner, she turned toward the door. “How may I help—” Her words died when she saw her cousin. “What do you want?”
“I came to speak with you.”
“I have nothing to say.”
“Fine. But I still expect you to listen.”
“I don’t give a damn what you expect.”
“I am trying.”
“Years too late.”
Garreth gave a deep sigh. “Mara, please.” She glared, but did not order him from the room, which he took as a positive sign. “Everything we did was with the belief we were helping you—saving you.”
“Do you honestly think I want to hear yet another justification?”
“But,” he continued, “looking back, I cannot begin to tell you what was right, and what was wrong. I don’t know anymore, Mara. I truly don’t. While our intentions were noble, we hurt you, and regrettably, I was a part of it. I understand your anger.”
“You don’t know anything. I am not angry. That would require my being capable of feeling something toward you—I don’t. I feel nothing, Garreth. Nothing.”
“I know,” he replied, moving closer to his cousin.
“Then why are you here?”
“Because I...” He found himself fighting the strain in his voice, and swallowed hard in an attempt to keep his emotions at bay. “Mara, you were the most breathtaking woman I’d ever known. You had a determination, a fire inside that burned more brightly than...” He drew a deep breath. “You were fierce, fearless, and everyone who saw it loved you. We—Phillip, the queen, and yes, even I—took that from you.”
“Yes,” she answered bitterly. “You did.”
Garreth knelt on one knee as he continued to gaze up into her soulless eyes. “I want to do something that I should have done long ago.” He reached to his side and held up a black leather sheath. He balanced the gift in his outstretched fingers. 
Mara stood still for several moments before leaning down to take the sword. The sheath was made of the finest leather, interlaced with a line of silver roses down its center. Moving toward the fire for better light, Mara freed the blade with great reverence. It was silver and, similar to the sheath, had a line of roses embedded into the metal, running the entire length of the sword. Two rubies were placed on both sides of the obsidian hilt, far enough from the center so they would not hinder the grip of its bearer. The sword gleamed in the firelight as though it possessed a light of its own. She did not need to ask to know what it was.
“This is my father’s Arius blade.”
“Yes.”
She turned back to where Garreth knelt upon the stone floor. “Why would you give me this blade?”
“Because it belongs to you.”
“But...”
“I made a terrible mistake, my lady. Whether Edward was dead or alive, it matters not. What we did to you is unforgivable. You are not my little sister any more than you are Phillip’s broken child. You are the daughter of kings. As much an heir to the royal bloodline as Liza. A proven captain of the guard in your own right. It is time I started treating you as such. With this blade in your hand, Mara—the sword once carried by your father, and your grandfather before him. Men who ruled the kingdom with this very blade—I am giving you a choice. You can choose to continue this emotionless existence, doing your job and nothing more. Or you can be a true captain and princess of this court, as your father was once both knight and prince. This blade was meant for you, Princess Mara. Let it guide you as it once did him.”
“Why are you doing this now?”
“Because I miss my cousin. I miss her so much it hurts and I, for one, cannot go on watching you this way. This blade gives you a choice to continue...or not. To be the woman we all envision you to be, or to finally end your misery. It is a choice which now, no one can take from you. Not I. Not Phillip. Not even the queen.”
“You’re...” She stepped closer, staring down into his eyes in disbelief. “You are kneeling before me, knowingly giving me the power...to die?”
“Yes. To die. Or to live. Either is better than this listless existence in which you have been trapped for so long. It’s not living, Mara. You haven’t lived since we did this to you and for that, my sins lie beyond the grace of redemption. I offer you this blade as only a fraction of the repentance I must pay for what I allowed. You trusted me and I betrayed that most precious of gifts. I realize this now and ask only this one request: When you raise that sword, be aware of what it is you hold in your hand. The mark of an Arius blade is eternal; there is no mercy to be found within its stroke.”
Mara stared down at the blade in her hand, memories flooding through her faster than she could follow, as Garreth rose to leave the room. When he reached the door, she called out his name, prompting him to turn back and face her.
“Yes, my lady?”
“They are leaving you in charge while we are gone. I just wanted to say...be careful.”
“You too,” he replied. “Mara...”
“I can’t.” She shook her head. “I can’t.”
He shut his eyes tightly and drew a short breath. “I will always be here when you need me, my lady.”
“I know.”
“Then I shall leave you now, to finish preparing for your journey.” He did not wait for an acknowledgment, but turned and left the room, leaving Mara alone with her unwanted memories. 
She moved back toward the fire, continuing to hold the heavy weapon in her hand as she took a seat. Laying the blade across her lap, she moved her finger to the imprinted roses and cautiously traced their line. 
Her father had caught her looking at it several times as a child, knowing that it was off-limits to her touch. He’d finally agreed to allow her to examine it under his careful supervision, cautioning her against touching the tip. “This is not like the other swords you have seen the guards carry,” he told her. “If you cut yourself on the other blades, your hand would heal. If you cut yourself with this one, it will not.”
“But why, Daddy?” she’d asked, as she traced the roses down the center of the sword.
“Well, you see, my rose, these blades were forged a long time ago by one of the most powerful enchantresses to ever grace our courts. She was your great-great grandmother, Queen Veronica, who ruled for nearly a thousand years. There were evil men who were trying to hurt the people she loved. So when she created these swords, she cast a powerful spell, and lined them with her own royal immortal blood, along with the blood of mortals. When the blood combined, mortality infected the immortal blood, and made it possible for anyone to die, or be gravely injured, by this blade. That is why it’s different from the others.”
“Will you teach me to fight with it?”
This drew a gentle laugh from her father. “I suppose even a princess should learn how to defend herself. But you should start with a sword less dangerous before you fight with an Arius blade. It’s a great honor to carry a weapon such as this one. An honor that cannot be given, only earned.”
A bittersweet smile crawled along Mara’s lips at the memory. It was one of the most cherished of her childhood, not only because it was with her father, but also because it was the last night she would spend with him before he died in the halls of the Muir Court. His life was lost while clutching this very sword.
“Father,” she whispered, as she continued to trace her fingers over the cold silver. “Have I earned the right to bear this tainted blade?”



 
 
Chapter XLVIII
 
Edward woke to find Arron sitting on the floor across from him, his back against the damp stone wall. Edward wiped his eyes, rising to a seated position while inhaling the sweet scent of the roses which lined each corner of the cell that had served as his prison for the past two decades.
“Good morning, my lord,” Arron addressed him by the title he had resorted to calling him over the years. 
“Is it?” Edward inquired. “I am never quite sure. Morning, evening, night.” He motioned around the dark underground room. “So hard to tell from down here.”
Arron nodded and turned his head, allowing several moments of silence to fill the room as he contemplated how to proceed. “The roses are beautiful, aren’t they?” 
Edward’s gaze followed Arron’s to the far wall where the thick, green vines protruded through the top corners of the cell to climb down the wall, their enchanted thorns piercing through stone. Full red roses bloomed upon the vines, before reaching the ground where a tall rose bush had burst forth, thriving where it should have never existed. 
“I always thought they were lovely,” Arron stated again, “even here in this darkened cell their beauty was undeniable. But in the gardens under the light of a blazing sun, they were...” he searched for the word, “exquisite.”
“Yes.” Edward answered. “Though you must be careful with roses. It is the most beautiful which often have the sharpest thorns.”
Arron nodded. “I had always thought the roses changing for royal blood was a myth. A story which the high courts told to the lower to assert their power, if not divinity.”
“Hmm,” Edward considered the statement. “I could see why you might believe it to be so.”
“Yet on my journey, I met a woman who stands as living proof of those stories. The roses rising and falling with every step. It was enthralling, breathtaking.” Arron shook his head. “I never thought the upper court truly had that right to rule, until I saw her standing in a garden of immortal roses.”
Edward straightened, pressing his back against the stone wall as his eyes moved back to Arron, who was still staring at the roses. “You met a princess of the Lorcan Court?”
Arron nodded, turning towards Edward. “I did,” he replied. “And I had never seen a woman so lovely, so graceful and so...sad.”
“Sad?”
“Yes,” Arron answered. “Sad, violet eyes as piercing as the thorns on the vines of red roses which trail after her every step. They say the rosa immortalis weep for their lost love. A captain, they say, who never returned.”
“Still?” Edward asked, his breath catching in spite of his attempts to remain passive. “They weep for him still?”
It was here that Arron finally met his gaze head-on. “That kind of devotion, that depth of love deserves to be rewarded. I cannot believe it would end so tragically.”
Edward’s eyes closed tightly and he could see her there. His brave princess, his love, waiting night after night even now. Refusing to accept his death. How much pain she must have endured to have clung to the belief for so long. It hurt deep inside him to know that she waited for him still. Yet...
Edward opened his eyes, his voice laced with sorrow. “The man the roses call for is one of honor.” 
“And the man who breaks his vows—even for her— is not the man they await.” Arron nodded sadly. 
I cannot do what you ask. Even if... Edward’s eyes closed tightly but he was unable to keep the tears from falling. Even if the roses weep for all time.



 
 
Chapter XLIX
 
On the way to the
Brón Court, Mara rode alongside the princess, as had been her custom. The royal entourage was quite a sight, bearing a collection of the finest riches and nobility the Lorcan Court had to offer. The queen was accompanied by fourteen additional nobles, along with their wives, servants, and personal escorts charged with helping the Royal Guard along the way. Phillip was, of course, in charge of the overall security for their makeshift camps and occasional villages in which they stopped, with Mara as his second-in-command, given her ranking position as the only true sub-captain within the traveling party.
They had just reached the entrance to Brón Court lands. One of their guides, a member of the Brón Court who’d met them at the kingdom’s border, spoke to the queen. “Your Majesty,” he addressed her. “There is a nearby inn which has several rooms I believe you will find much more comfortable than the camps we have been using. The inn is owned by a noble family of the Brón Court, and run by a mortal woman who has been told to prepare for the possible arrival of both you, and your daughter. Would you like to stay at the inn? Your entourage can make camp in one of the nearby fields.”
“Yes,” the queen replied, with a sound somewhere between a huff and a relieved sigh. “I would be appreciative of a night indoors. How far are we from your court?”
“Oh, not much farther now, Your Majesty. Only a few more days ride, with a party this size.”
“And if I sent riders ahead on horseback?”
“Two days at top speed.”
“Good.” The queen turned to Phillip. “Send riders ahead to ensure everything is prepared for my arrival.”
“Your Majesty, I assure you all steps have been taken to—”
“Nevertheless,” the queen interrupted, “I would prefer to hear this from my own people before I agree to enter the grounds.”
The man paused and then nodded. “My partner, Regis, would be happy to escort your riders to the Brón Palace, if that is your wish.”
“It is,” she answered. “Now, where is this inn you spoke of?”
“Over the next hill, my lady. This way.” He turned his horse, guiding the way towards the inn. When they reached the village outskirts, the majority of the party stopped and began the now well-practiced chore of unloading tents while Davith led a scouting party to accompany the Brón Court knight further into town, for the purpose of ensuring the man’s words were true. An hour later he returned, assuring both Phillip and Mara nothing seemed amiss, before falling in behind them as the two captains led a smaller group toward the inn. A middle-aged woman offered a low bow before the queen, her words tumbling nervously as she attempted a proper greeting.
“We thank you for your hospitality,” the queen stated. “This is my daughter, Princess Liza. I expect she will be placed in a room beside my own?”
“Of course, Your Majesty. We have put aside our best for you. Though I am afraid we are simple folk and do not have—”
“I am sure it will be more than adequate,” Clarissa replied. 
“Thank you, Your Majesty.”
The queen took a seat at a long wooden table while one of her advisors sat across from her. Liza opted for a table closer to the fire, enjoying the warmth, while Mara moved to stand near her. “You should sit,” Liza instructed. “No need for you to stand at attention all the time.”
“It is my duty.”
“But you haven’t eaten since last night. You must be starving. Sit down so you can at least get some soup.”
Mara nodded and reluctantly complied, though she refused an offered cup of wine. They sat there for several minutes before a young woman came with a pitcher of water. “Pardon me, my lady,” the girl stated.
“Here,” Mara said, picking up what passed for a goblet and holding it out for the girl. Demure, she began to pour the water, when her eyes raised to Mara’s face. Without warning, the girl’s arm jerked back, spilling water on the floor. 
“Oh!” she exclaimed. “I’m sorry, my lady.”
“It’s all right,” she replied, forcing her lips to form a slender smile. “No harm done.”
“I’ll just leave the pitcher,” the girl stated, yet seemed to freeze as her eyes again came to Mara’s face.
“May I help you with something?” Mara inquired.
“No, my...” The girl shook her head. “Forgive me. I will fetch the soup.”
She hurried away from Mara, who turned back to find Liza with an amused smile. “What is it?”
“The way she looked at you. As though you were the most beautiful thing on Earth.” Liza gave a soft laugh. “I wonder if she’s never seen an immortal before.”
“That would seem unlikely.”
“Why?”
“Because she herself is immortal. At least half.”
Liza turned her head to take a quick peak at the girl stirring soup over a low fire. “Really?”
“Her eyes were gold. Not brown. Liquid-gold of the Brón Court. Humans do not have eyes that color.”
“Hmm,” Liza said. “I didn’t know that.”
“Well, to my knowledge, Princess, you have not seen many mortals.”
“True,” she answered. “Still, it doesn’t change the way she looked at you.”
An hour later, both the queen and princess retired to their rooms and the promise of a hot bath. Davith and Phillip had decided to take first watch, standing side by side outside the doors, while Mara was invited to get some sleep in the next room. “Soon,” she stated. “I think I will sit by the fire for a few minutes first.”
“Of course,” Davith replied. “As you wish.”
Mara nodded, returning to the inn’s main room. Finding it empty, having been cleared of all other customers upon the queen’s arrival, Mara moved a padded chair closer to the fire. She sat before withdrawing the blade from its sheath at her side. Her eyes trailed down the long line of imprinted roses, as she had done every night since being handed the sacred sword. It held a secret of great proportions, its truth known only to a select few. This was the blade which had ultimately claimed her mother’s life.
In fear the blade would be labeled as cursed, and subsequently destroyed, the guard had stated her mother had simply chosen to die. They never said the late princess had, instead, pulled this blade from its leather sheath, and slid its deadly tip through the center of her chest. Edward had found Mara three days later, kneeling in a pool of her mother’s blood.
Nor did anyone observe the room had been full of roses. Roses seen by herself and Edward alone, which vanished the moment Edward had collected Mara into his arms. They had never spoken of the roses. Not even to Garreth. When others arrived, the truth of her mother’s injuries were hidden, the public being told their princess had died by giving up the will to live. Neither the blade, nor the roses, were ever mentioned again.
Mara had been traumatized by the violent loss of her remaining parent. Even to this day, she struggled to separate the memories of her mother’s death from the bloody nightmares. She leaned back, closing her eyes, savoring the warmth of the fire, and its syrupy aroma of smoking maple-wood, when she heard the rustle of cloth behind her. 
“My lady.” The young serving girl appeared. “May I get you more water?”
“Yes. Thank you,” Mara replied.
The girl reappeared with a goblet moments later, and Mara slid her blade back into its sheath. “Roses,” the girl commented. “Is it your name?”
“No,” Mara replied. “They are the immortal roses which bloom in the gardens of the Lorcan Court.”
“The immortal roses,” the girl replied. “Do you mean, the rosae immortales?”
Mara looked up, studying the girl. “What court is your father from? The Brón, I assume.”
“What do you mean?”
“Come now,” Mara responded. “Those rags.” She motioned to the girl’s multicolored patchwork dress, covered with dirt and kitchen grime. “They do nothing to hide your immortality. Your eyes are the liquid gold of the Brón Court. Ruby lips. High cheek bones. All of these are features of an immortal lineage.”
The girl shifted uncomfortably. “My father is a member of the Brón Court, but I am not an acknowledged child.”
“Most half-breeds are not,” she stated. “Though some are claimed once they come of age, if they prove to be immortal. Given the lack of lines or scars upon your skin, I assume you are.”
“Yes, my lady.”
“What is your father’s name?”
“I would really rather not—”
“You are a daughter of an immortal court. Acknowledged or not, when asked a question by one of higher status, you are expected to answer.”
The girl took a step back, unnerved by Mara’s harsh tone. “Forgive me, my lady. I meant no offense. My father’s name is Lord Richard. He is a sub-captain of the Brón Court.”
“I see.” She motioned the girl closer. “Don’t cower. It is unbecoming of a lady of the immortal courts.” The girl looked up, her gaze again traveling to Mara’s violet eyes, from where they seemed incapable of withdrawing. “What is your name, girl?”
“Sarah,” she answered.
“Okay, Sarah. You have been staring at me since the moment I walked in. Would you like to tell me why?”
“I...” she began. 
“Come now. Answer the question.”
She cast her gaze uncertainly, then looked back up. “Are you the princess who became a knight?”
Mara was startled by the question. “How would you know that?”
Sarah hesitated and then said, “With your permission, my lady, I would like to show you something.”
Mara nodded.
“Here.” Sarah pulled a golden chain from under her tattered gown and removed it from her neck. The locket was in dire need of cleaning, but as she slid her fingers over the latch and lifted the top, the portrait within was undeniable. Mara reached out and raised the tiny image to the light, gazing at her own likeness. “When you walked in, I thought it could possibly be you.”
“Where did you get this?”
“From a knight who traveled through our lands. He said the woman, Rose, was a princess who had chosen to become a knight. ‘mea rosa immortalis,’ he said.”
Mara’s breath caught in her throat and her hands trembled. “When?” she asked. “When did you see him?”
“It was a long time ago, my lady. More than twenty years.”
Mara’s eyes closed tightly. She closed her hand over the golden locket, clutching it against her palm. “He was almost home,” she whispered. “How, exactly, did you end up with this?”
“They came for him in the early morning. Accused him of trespassing on another court’s land. When they took him away, he left the locket. I kept it safe in case he ever came back. But he never did.”
“You’re saying,” she forced her eyes open, “that this man was here? He was taken.” She drew a breath in pieces. “Taken by the Brón Court?”
“Yes, my lady.”
She turned away to hide her stricken face from the young woman standing before her. After a deep breath which failed to calm her racing heart, she raised her hand and pressed it against her face. “Is he alive?”
“I don’t know, my lady. But it was my father who took him.”
Stunned at the woman’s fearlessness, she asked, “Did you, or your father, know who he was?”
“A knight of the realm. He didn’t say more than that. Though, I now suspect, if you are riding beside the queen, he was probably someone of importance.”
“Yes.”
“I only met him that one night. I was merely a child, but he was very kind to me. And well...not many were.”
Mara’s lips pressed tightly together as she offered a nod. “He treasured children.” Mara forced herself to lower her hand and turned back to Sarah. “Your father took him away. Why?”
“Beyond the accusations of trespassing? I think because he was nice. And my father is not.”
Her nightmares confirmed, Mara’s mind reeled. “Excuse me,” she said as she rose from the chair, tucking the locket in a chest pocket. “Please, tell Captain Phillip I shall return shortly.”
Mara could not get outside fast enough, stumbling down the wooden steps. Her world spun as she rushed to the side of the village, opposite their camp, and into the forest beyond. She walked blindly through a series of trees before tripping over a fallen branch, landing on her knees in the dirt. 
“Oh gods!” she screamed, fighting the urge to vomit. “What I saw was real. They tortured you. They killed you.” Her words escaped in broken sobs. 
Pulling the Arius sword from her side, she stretched out her arm, turning the point of the blade toward her chest. It would be so easy, to die here, falling on the same weapon that had taken her mother’s life. Yet even as she willed herself to bring the blade closer, her hands began to shake, the blade growing heavy in her trained fingers. “Dammit!” she screamed, lowering the sword.
Shaking her head, Mara choked down her anger before rising from her kneeling position, brushing off the dirt and leaves, then returning to the inn. Switching with Phillip, she found the silent watch, which usually comforted her, agonizing as it allowed her mind to swirl around Sarah’s horrifying revelations. 
I let him die. He was being tortured and I did nothing. Nothing!
By the time Phillip rose to relieve her for a few hours of sleep, the night sky had begun to lighten. Instead of going to bed, Mara waited for the young maid to rise. 
She did so as the very first rays of sunlight pierced the inn’s open windows. “Sarah,” Mara addressed her.
“Yes, my lady?”
“If Ed...” She could not bring herself to say his name aloud. “If the knight you met did die in the dungeons, is there someone who might be able to tell me where his body was laid to rest?”
“I would talk to Lord Arron,” she replied.
“Arron?” she inquired. “The honor guard to Lady Rachel?”
“I wouldn’t know, my lady. Only that Arron might know something about what happened.”
“Okay,” Mara replied curtly. “Thank you for the information.” She began to walk away when another question came to mind. “Sarah...something doesn’t make sense. If the knight had been taken away, surely they would have known his identity...or at minimum, his status.”
Sarah tilted her head in confusion. “I don’t understand. Why would they know that?”
Mara took several steps closer in a silent moment of consideration. “You were a child when the knight rode through these lands?”
“Yes, my lady. Barely six years of age.”
“Was the locket all he left in your keeping?”
Sarah’s golden eyes met Mara’s violet ones. The hesitation spoke clearly. Mara took another step, completely closing the distance between herself and the younger woman. “With another warrior, or even an adult 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?”
This time Sarah nodded and turned, leading Mara back down the hallway, into a side bedroom. Without speaking, she pulled a chair from the corner of the room and stood upon it. Reaching toward the ceiling, she slid back a panel to retrieve a tightly wrapped gray blanket. Depositing the bundle on the bed, she unwrapped the soft folds, revealing the black sheath within. 
Sarah stepped back, motioning. Mara’s heart pounded. When she reached the bed, Mara stretched out her hands to finish unwrapping the dried leather, allowing her eyes to trail the swirls of gold to the hilt of the blade cradled within. Her fingers trembled as they traced along the edge, running over the span of white and black diamonds lining both sides. She forced herself to wrap her long fingers around the golden hilt and soundlessly withdrew the sacred weapon.
Passed down from captain to captain for as long as the stories could recall, this deadly blade had been coveted by many, but carried by only one in an immortal lifetime. She laid the naked blade upon the bed and moved to her knees, kneeling in reverence, the abandoned sword a startling symbol of just how dire Edward’s situation must have been. “My love,” she whispered. “mi amor.”
“He was brave,” Sarah said. “But then again, I imagine he would have to have been, to be a knight of the realm.”
“Do you know what this sword is?” Mara asked the young woman. “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.” In the face of her integrity, Mara did not bother with denials. 
“I always imagined he was the greatest of knights.”
“Yes,” Mara forced herself to answer, her fingers continuing to trace down the length of the Arius blade. “The captain of Her Majesty’s Royal Guard.”
Sarah gave a nod. “Yes. It would take one of such stature to stand up to Lord Richard.”
“Your father.” Mara made her words a statement.
“Yes,” Sarah answered in a flat tone laced with a hint of bitterness. “My father.”
Mara stood, leveling her gaze at Sarah. “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.”
“Yes,” Mara answered. “I will take his Arius blade and speak to your father. When I return this way from the royal visit, I shall tell you what I’ve learned.”
“Thank you, my lady,” Sarah replied. “That is all I ask.”
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, my lady,” Mara stated 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 golden locket. She ran her hand over the aging gold before turning her silver-violet eyes to Sarah’s gold. “The knight conferred this to you.” She slid her finger to the chain, before leaning forward and locking it carefully around Sarah’s neck. “He would have wanted you to keep it.”
Sarah looked at her momentarily startled, then nodded with a tight smile. “Thank you, my lady. It means a great deal to me.”
“Yes,” Mara answered. “Keep it safe.” She offered a slight bow to the young girl before leaving the building to prepare for another long day’s ride. 



 
 
Chapter L
 
Unpleasant dreams jolted Edward awake to find two men holding him down with a third lying against the far wall, his nose gushing blood. 
“What?” Edward asked, before another pair of hands grabbed him from behind. 
Arron stood just inside the door, yelling at the men. “How many times do I have to tell you to not come into this cell?”
The man with the oozing nose answered, “We heard a commotion and found him flailing in his sleep. When we tried to wake him, he went hysterical!”
 “He threw George across the room and broke Christopher’s nose. It took all three of us to restrain him.”
Arron stepped farther into the room, resisting the urge to gag at the initial smell of decay and unwashed bodies, as he fully assessed those standing around him. “He doesn’t seem to be hysterical now.” Walking closer to face the prisoner, Arron asked, “Are you okay?”
“Yes,” Edward stated.
“Should we chain him?” the man holding Edward’s right arm asked.
“No. Leave him be,” Arron replied.
“This outburst cannot go unanswered,” George challenged, cautiously rising from the floor and stepping back toward Arron without removing his gaze from the prisoner.
“All of you will leave this room. Consider it an order,” Arron instructed. The men moved to comply, walking backwards out of the stone doorway with Arron following. 
The door closed with a thud, leaving Edward alone upon the cold floor. Bits of the heated exchange, taking place on the opposite side of the door, drifted through to him. 
 “He was out of control! How can you even begin to defend—” 
“How many times have I warned you not to enter his cell without me?” Arron demanded. 
“A punishment is required...” The words faded, indicating either the men had lowered their voices, or the conversation had moved away from the door.
Edward shook his head trying to clear the vision. He’d seen Mara kneeling on a forest floor, the tip of her father’s Arius blade against her chest. He had begged and pleaded for her not to harm herself, but she stared blankly, no longer able to hear his pleas.
Drawing several breaths, Edward pulled himself to the cot, placing his back to the wall. “Mara don’t do it,” he pleaded to no one. “Mara, don’t. Don’t do it.” He moved back until his head hit the stone wall behind him, then whacked his head harder, trying to remove the dream...the memory...from his mind. Yet it had been so real, and it was not just any sword in her hand, but her father’s Arius blade. “My love,” he whispered. “mea rosa immortalis. Please don’t.”
Moments later the door opened and Arron walked in. “Well, you sure roughed them up this time.”
“I didn’t mean to.”
“I know,” Arron replied. “But I fear I cannot stop them from punishing you. I can stay it for several days, but I have little doubt Richard will override my orders eventually.”
“I understand.”
“I am going to be gone from the dungeon for a few days. My cousin, Rachel, is part of a visitor’s party to greet the queen of the Lorcan Court. I’ve been asked to serve as part of my cousin’s honor guard.”
“The Lorcan Court Queen is coming here?”
“Yes,” he answered. “Along with her daughter, Princess Liza and their respective guards.” He continued to stare at Edward. “Both of their captains as well. One of whom, I believe, is the daughter of the late prince. I will be working under her closely, as Princess Liza will be a personal guest of Lady Rachel’s and will be staying with her during the royal visit.”
“The Princess’ Captain?”
Arron nodded. “Yes. Is there anything I need to know?”
Edward met his eyes, and for a moment, Arron thought he might say what he’d pleaded so many times to hear. 
Ultimately, Edward lowered his gaze without speaking.
Arron left the cell. He’d spent months attempting to figure out how he could reveal Edward’s identity without being called an oath breaker. Previously, he’d never put as much reverence, as other members of the court, upon the power of vows over morality. After spending years watching Edward suffer endlessly, demonstrating through his blood, sweat, and tears that being a knight truly meant something, he found himself struggling internally with his choice. If only there was a way to let Mara know he was still alive, without actually speaking the words. It was a fine line, he knew, but one that Arron’s newly-honed sense of honor dictated.
He’d hoped that learning Mara would be arriving would cause Edward to break his vow of silence. Heavy footfalls spoke to the man’s deep state of frustration as he left the dungeon and walked toward the world above. 



 
 
Chapter LI
 
Mara arrived before the gates of the Brón Court as their party was greeted by the riders who’d been sent ahead. “All seems to be in order,” they were assured repeatedly, before leading the princess through the gates, Davith and Mara on either side of her, as the queen followed with her own honor guard a few paces behind. People had gathered on the rocky path leading toward the palace to watch the spectacle.
Mara kept her horse in sync with Liza’s, her eyes continually scanning the crowd for signs of danger, but the ride was uneventful. Arriving at the palace itself, they were greeted by the ruling lord of the Brón Court himself, King Harald. Wearing a dark blue shirt tucked into black trousers, he stood a few inches shorter than many of the guardsmen who surrounded the queen. His blond hair was cropped short, giving the approaching riders a clear view of his golden eyes. He offered a bow of respect as Phillip moved to help the queen dismount. Mara also dismounted and assisted the princess from her mount. After a brief exchange of pleasantries, the queen moved to discuss the first round of business. Princess Liza promptly inquired about her friend, Lady Rachel.
“She awaits you at her cousin’s manor,” a man with light brown hair answered. “As was agreed in negotiations, you shall be staying with her during your visit.”
“Yes,” Liza replied. “I’m excited to see her again.”
“As she is to reunite with you, Princess. Would you like us to take you to her now?”
“Please.”
“Where is this estate located?” Mara inquired. “The princess cannot be moved without a proper guard detail.”
“Just down the road,” the man answered. “Her cousin Lord Carro, with whom she lives, is one of the powerful lords in the land. I assure you, his manor is quite safe. Several members of our guard await to escort her.”
“She goes nowhere without her honor guard.”
“Of course not, my lady. Forgive me if my words implied otherwise.”
Mara rearranged the guard to form a proper escort for the princess. On these unknown lands, and with the fresh knowledge of Edward’s abduction, she did not want to take any chances with Liza’s safety. In the final count, a total of ten members of the Lorcan Court Guard, and five members of the Brón, surrounded the princess for her short ride to the polished brass gates, then up a long path before reaching the unassuming but well-kept mansion. A string of people stood before the door, each kneeling before the princess. In the center, a man Mara presumed to be Lord Carro knelt beside the Lady Rachel. Her eyes swept over the kneeling bodies, until she spied a familiar face. “Lord Arron?”
“Captain Mara.”
“Rise, Lord Arron. You as well, Lady Rachel and Lord Carro.”
Mara pulled her horse to the front, while the rest of the group formed a circle around the princess. 
“Lady Mara,” Lord Carro greeted. “I know of you. You are the niece of the Lorcan queen.”
“Yes,” Mara confirmed. “And I thank you for greeting me as such, but I prefer my title of captain to being a lady of the court.”
“Yes, of course, Captain. Forgive my ignorance.”
“Gladly,” she replied. “However, I cannot allow the princess to enter your home until my men have ensured all is secure inside. This is not meant as an insult, my lord, nor as a doubt to your integrity, but merely standard measures which must be taken when dealing with the protection of the heir to the Lorcan throne. I hope you understand.”
“Of course, Captain. Our home is yours. Feel free to send your men in as you see fit.”
“I thank you, my lord, for your understanding.” She motioned behind her and several of the men broke off from the circle, dismounted, and entered the spacious home. It took a while to search every room, but the assembled staff remained quiet as those who had not yet been given permission to rise remained kneeling. Eventually, Davith himself entered the residence and spoke with the men before motioning to Mara that everything appeared to be in order. “Okay,” she stated, “thank you for your kind attendance. All of you may rise and go about your business. When the area is cleared, I will allow the princess to disembark. It has been a long journey.”
“Of course, my lady...I mean, Captain Mara.” Lord Carro issued a few brief instructions and the crowd hastily dispersed, a few of the older servants not moving quite as spryly. Mara allowed the circle of guards to break, dismounted, and signaled Liza to her. 
With Mara’s assistance, Liza stepped down from her horse and immediately moved to embrace her friend, even before offering a polite greeting to Lord Carro. “Thank you so much for your hospitality, my lord.”
“It is my honor, Your Highness, to have you here in my humble abode. You bring great honor to my family with your visit.”
“The honor is mine,” Liza replied. “I have missed Rachel terribly, and am very happy to be able to visit her in her home as she previously visited me in mine.”
“Of course, my lady. It is our pleasure to serve you. If there is anything I can do, please let me know.”
Liza offered a beautiful smile, then turned to take Rachel’s hand. “Are we going to stand here? Or are you going to show me in?”
Rachel gave a soft laugh and proceeded to guide Liza inside, both girls giggling as they raced into the grand hallway, forcing Davith to rush to keep up with them. Confident in the guard’s diligence, Mara’s eyes continued to scan the unfamiliar grounds before her gaze found Arron’s.
“Greetings, Lord Arron. It is good to see you again.”
“Likewise, Captain Mara.”
“It was suggested by Rachel,” Lord Carro said, “you might feel more comfortable with the princess’ protection if it was overseen on our end by someone who had worked with you before. Arron stated he took the night shift alongside you, guarding Lady Rachel.”
“Yes, he did, and yes, I would feel more secure working with someone I’ve seen previously, as opposed to a complete stranger. I assume you’ve placed Lord Arron in charge of security while Liza is here?”
“I have not, but would be happy to do so if it is your wish.”
“It is,” she answered curtly, before offering a slight bow. “Now, if you will excuse me, I will walk through the house myself, and then see to preparations for the princess’ safety for the night.”
“Her room has been prepared, as have three additional guest rooms.”
“Thank you. That will work well. I’ll take the first shift tonight.”
“I will join you,” Arron stated. “The girl’s rooms are side by side, so we can stand watch together, as we did in the Lorcan Court.”
“Thank you,” she acknowledged. “Would you be so kind, Lord Arron, to walk me through the house?”
“Yes. It would be my pleasure, Captain Mara.”
With minimal conversation, he walked her through the grand hallways and a long series of rooms, allowing her to study each closely. When they finally reached the room farthest in the back, the library, Arron was surprised when Mara turned to him, initiating conversation. “I am glad to see you, my lord. I’d hoped I would be able to speak with you after our last encounter. An opportunity to make amends for my previous rudeness.”
“Not at all, my lady.”
“People find me cold. It is not my intention to be so. I’m attempting to perform my job to the best my ability. No more. No less.”
“Trust me, my lady. I understand. And if...well...”
“Yes?”
“If I may be honest, my lady?” She nodded, allowing him to continue. “I do not find you cold.”
“How do you find me, my lord?”
“Sad.”
Mara stared into his golden eyes and found something soft. Honest. It pulled at her unexpectedly. “Yes,” she found herself answering. “Sadness seems to be my eternal companion.”
“Why is that, my lady?”
She drew a slow breath. “Why does anything in this world happen, my lord? If not because the gods have decreed it so.”
“Yes. I suppose that’s true. But tell me, my lady, if I may be so bold. Is it because of your parents’ death?”
“Theirs,” she answered. “And another.”
Arron gave a slow nod, seeing behind her carefully placed mask into the tormented soul beneath. A look he’d seen far too often in the eyes of another. He drew a deep breath to speak, when he was interrupted by a gleeful voice. 
“Mara!” Liza’s words carried down the hall. “Mara, you have to see this! Their ceilings are painted with the most beautiful images!”
“Coming, Princess,” Mara replied, as she turned and hurried down the hall, saving Arron from speaking the words which would make him a traitor to the guard he served.



 
 
Chapter LII
 
Arron spent the night standing silent vigil alongside Captain Mara, agonizing over whether or not he could bring himself to tell her of the prisoner, lying in the dungeons not a ten-minute ride from where they now stood. Just tell her, a voice kept repeating. All you have to do is say his name and she will do the rest. 
The glimpse of sorrow in her violet eyes would haunt him even more than the identical look that graced Edward’s countenance every time he woke from one of his more violent dreams. Perhaps it was the tragic story which preceded Mara losing the man she loved, or the unbelievable fact she had waited decades for his return, never straying from the love she’d promised to Edward alone. Whatever the reason, Mara’s pain called to him in a way that threatened to shatter all sense of loyalty. Or was her pain combined with Edward’s?
He’d gone to bed early that morning utterly exhausted, settling into a room directly across from Mara’s, as Davith took command of the day shift. A soft rap on his door woke him in late afternoon, followed by Rachel sliding inside. “So, the princess is here and even staying in the house,” she whispered, as she plopped down on the floor beside his bed. “Are you going to tell me what this is all about?”
Arron opened his eyes, attempting to force his brain to pull itself from the hands of sleep. “What are you doing here?”
“Is there actually something going on, or are you simply trying to work up the nerve to court the Lady Mara?”
“What?”
“Last night during supper, and again as we were getting ready to retire, you could not take your eyes off her.”
“I’m not trying to court her,” he stated, picking up his pillow and lightly hitting her with it.
Rachel feigned a gasp. “Hitting the woman you’re supposed to be protecting? How dare you. What would your oh-so-proper lady captain say?”
“That you are too old to behave like a brat.” This drew a tinkling laugh from Rachel, at which Arron could not help but smile. As the humor faded, he grew more serious. “Look, Rachel, I love you. You know that I do. But this...what is going to happen here, the less you know the better.”
Her smile faded as she stared up at her cousin. “You aren’t planning to do something stupid, are you Arron?”
“You know me.”
“Yes,” she stated with a concerned expression. “I do know you. That’s what I’m afraid of.”
Arron drew a deep breath and nodded. “I know what I’m doing, Rachel. And I must do it. Something is happening here and I think...no, I know...it is bigger than all of us.”
“I don’t understand,” she replied. “Arron, you’re starting to scare me.”
“That is the last thing I’d want to do.” He rose from the bed to a seated position and cupped his cousin’s face in the palm of his hand, offering a smile. “All will be well, Rachel. Give me a few minutes to get dressed and I will be out. You don’t want the princess to start missing you.”
“No.” She returned the smile. “That would make me a bad hostess, after all.”
“It certainly would.”
Rachel rose and left the room while Arron dressed for another night of guard duty. When he emerged a few minutes later, he did not need to search for the girls’ location, but merely followed the sound of their laughter. 
The next few days were spent watching over the girls, whose endless enthusiasm and laughter even managed to pull an occasional smile from Mara’s stoic features. On the fifth evening, he was awakened by another knock on the door. He drew a deep breath and said, “Come in.” Preparing to lecture his cousin on the importance of being allowed to enjoy the last few minutes of an afternoon dream, he was surprised when Mara, and not Rachel, entered his room.
“My lady,” he said, scrambling to rise from the bed. He was bared to the waist, his shirt lying across the room on a chair. “Is everything all right?”
“The girls are fine,” she assured him. “Pardon my intrusion, my lord.”
“Not at all. And please, as I have asked before, call me Arron.”
Mara considered him for a moment and then nodded her consent. “Very well. You may call me Mara, if you wish.”
“What can I do for you? Have I overslept?”
“No, nothing like that.” She shifted her weight, from one foot to the other, as she stood before him. “I hate to wake you early.”
“Truly, it’s not a problem.”
“I was wondering, Arron. I have been here for several days now and feel this building is secure enough to leave the princess for a few hours under the care of both our guards. I have never before been to the Brón Court, but vaguely recall my father speaking fondly of his visit. I was wondering. That is, if you wouldn’t mind...”
“I would be honored to show you the grounds, my lady.”
“I would like that very much.”
“Just give me a few moments to dress and I will give you the grand tour.”
“Thank you, my lor...Arron.”
After she left, Arron changed into fresh garments, long-sleeved white shirt tucked neatly into black pants, and ran a brush hastily through his short hair. He made his way along the hall and down a winding staircase. Mara had similarly chosen to forgo her usual dress for a pair of black pants and a black shirt with long sleeves tied off at the wrists. As a member of the guard, she was permitted to wear such outfits, but it was no less startling to see her out of a gown.
Hesitantly offering her his arm which, to his surprise, she accepted, he asked, “What would you like to see first?”
“Around the grounds, perhaps the palace as well. I...” She paused and cleared her throat. “I would like to meet your fellow members of the guard. If you don’t mind arranging introductions.”
“Oh, of course, my lady. Why don’t I show you a few choice rooms in the palace first, and then I will take you down to meet some of the others. But, well...”
“Yes?”
“You are aware, Lady Mara, I am not a member of the ‘royal’ guard as you are? Is it the Royal Guard you were hoping to meet, or those I typically work with?”
“I would prefer to meet those you work with, as I am sure I will meet the Royal Guard when I escort the princess to the palace.”
“It’s just that, well...” He drew a deep breath. “I work in the dungeons, my lady.”
“Yes,” Mara replied. “I am aware. I would still like to meet your coworkers.”
His mind swirling, he was slow to respond. “My coworkers...in the dungeon?”
“Is that a problem?” she inquired. “If you would rather I not meet them...”
“No. It’s not that at all. I’m simply surprised by the request.”
“Why?” Mara asked, delivering an unexpected wink. “Do you think I’ve never seen a prison before? A dainty princess like me?”
“No, that is not what I meant. I...well...” 
Mara laughed at his flustered expression and offered a genuine smile. “Don’t worry about it, Arron. I would very much like to meet those you work with.”
“Okay,” he finally replied. “I will introduce you. Should we go there first, or...?”
“No. Let’s wander for a bit and then head down. I would very much like to see those ‘choice rooms’ you mentioned.”
Arron proceed to lead Mara towards the stables where a pair of black horses were quickly saddled. He mounted, leading the captain through the inner grounds of the Brón Court, pausing to point out historic buildings and important landmarks, before eventually arriving at the gates of the palace. Members of the Brón Court Guard took their reins as they dismounted inside the gates. “Keep them saddled, though,” he stated. “We’ll be back for them shortly.”
“As you wish, my lord,” the man replied.
They entered the palace where Arron led Mara through a series of stone corridors before emerging into one of the formal sitting rooms. Waning sunlight streamed through stained glass windows, illuminating the deep blue rug in a prism of colors. A silver chandelier, lined with half-burnt candles, waited to be lit. Over-sized, leather upholstered chairs sat before a fire on the far side of the room. 
“It’s lovely,” Mara stated, moving closer to the fire, enjoying a tentative bounce in one of the chairs as she gazed around the room. Massive portraits in golden frames lined the walls, depicting landscapes she’d never seen with an occasional formal portrait of a lord or lady hanging between them. “So, you are a lord, but not a member of the Royal Guard?”
Arron took a seat beside her, and only through great restraint managed to refrain from bouncing as she had. “My father was a lord, so I am by default. However, as the third son, better positions and ranks went to my brothers.”
“Your brothers?” She paused. “Lord Carro is your brother?”
“Yes.” 
“And the other?”
He hesitated in an attempt to chase the disdain from his voice, but was unable to hide it completely. “He is a sub-captain on the same detail as I. Though he believes a promotion to the Royal Guard will come soon.”
“Hmm,” Mara stated as she considered him closely. “Do you also desire to be a member of the Royal Guard?”
“I would, of course, consider it a great honor. However, it is not one I expect to receive anytime soon.”
“I obviously never had a problem with my choice of ranks.”
“No, I don’t suspect that you did.” He gave a soft chuckle. “Is it true you were the youngest to ever join?”
“Yes. I was seventeen.”
“I was wondering, my lady, if I may be so bold as to ask.”
“Please do.”
“You were so young when you chose to join. Is it something you regret?”
“No,” she answered without hesitation. “I knew, even as a child, this was the life I wanted. For my fifth birthday, I told my father I would rather have a sword than a dress. In fact, I walked right up to one of my father’s visitors, Ed...” She paused. “A sub-captain. I told him when I grew up, I wanted his job.” She shook her head. “My father repeatedly tried to dissuade me, but I persisted. He eventually arranged for me to meet with a sword-master. I think he planned on teaching me himself, but then...” A hint of bitterness entered her voice. “He never got the chance.”
Arron found himself having to resist the urge to comfort her. “So after...you joined the guard?”
She gave a slow nod, inhaling deeply. “After my mother died, I was raised by my cousin, Garreth, whom you met on your visit. He and...others. They took me in. Taught me the codes of knighthood and the value of living in service to the realm. I never wanted any other life, even that of a princess. The matter had been decided long before I surrendered my title at seventeen, and I guess, to conclude this long-winded answer to your question, no, I have never regretted joining the guard.”
“It was a brave choice. To give up your birthright, all the power, and titles, and...”
“Not really. They never meant anything to me,” she replied. “Though I cannot deny giving up such titles helped to ensure that I received a captainship. Looking back, far sooner than I deserved. Tell me, my lord, how long have you served in the guard?”
“About two hundred years. Give or take.”
“Longer than I.”
“Yes, but well...”
Mara laughed. “Yes, of course. As we established, I am not the typical case.”
“Your words, my lady.”
“But they are true.”
Arron nodded. “May I ask you something else?”
“You may.”
“The blade you carry. Did it belong to your father? I seem to vaguely recall his blade was lined with roses, much as your sheath is.”
Mara felt her hand sliding to her hip involuntarily, moving closer to the black hilt. “Yes.”
“The Brón Court has no Arius blades.”
“They are a rarity. Though given what they can do, I believe it to be for a good reason. I am surprised you would recall what it looked like, from so long ago.”
“Your father made a great impression on me as a boy. He’s one of the reasons I wanted to become a knight.”
“Yes.” She offered a bittersweet smile. “He did have that effect on people, from time to time.” Her eyes drifted toward the fire before them. “He was a hero to many.” Drawing a breath, she turned back to Arron. “Is it your wish to join the Royal Guard of your court?”
“One day, yes.”
“I do not think your appointment is as far in the future as you believe it to be.”
“What?”
“You have done an exemplary job watching over Lady Rachel and Princess Liza, both here and in the Lorcan Court. The steps you have taken to ensure extra security before the princess arrived consisted of the precise measures I would have taken myself. Something I greatly appreciate. I would be happy to speak to the captain of the Brón Court Royal Guard on your behalf.”
“I...” He found himself stumbling over this unexpected offer. “I would never presume to ask.”
“And you have not. I have offered. I will speak to him and have you appointed to the Royal Guard, unless you would rather I did not?”
“I am flattered you think so highly of my job performance. I mean...that would be amazingly kind of you.”
“I shall do so after I escort the princess to the palace.”
He turned to the flames in bewilderment, his heart sinking. The weight of his silent betrayal of the woman sitting across from him crashing painfully down upon his shoulders.
“Lady Mara,” he began.
“Why don’t we head down for those introductions? I’m looking forward to meeting those you work with.”
The confession again died upon his lips. Instead, he found himself offering a nod before rising to escort her into the Brón Court’s dungeons.
 



 
 
Chapter LIII
 
It was a short ride from the palace to the dungeons. For safety, the two were not part of the same building as they were in other courts, but instead the dungeon was located at the bottom of a hill surrounded by a separate wall of stone. At Arron’s approach, the plain gate was opened. Through the entrance, they traveled down a dirt path worn smooth by the many comings and goings of guards and prisoners over the years. A pair of men stepped forward as they reached the main doors and Arron dismounted, handing his reins to one with shoulder-length brown hair.
“I wasn’t expecting you tonight,” the man stated. “I thought you’d be gone until the royals had left.” He gazed up at Mara who still sat upon the back of her black stallion. “Who’s the woman?”
“This is Captain Mara, of the Lorcan Royal Guard.”
“Of the...oh. No one told me we were receiving visitors tonight.”
“Wouldn’t be much of a surprise if we had, would it?” Mara proceeded to dismount and added the reins of her horse into the still-unnamed guard’s hands.
“Put the horses in the stable for now.”
“All right,” he stated. “But Richard isn’t going to be happy.”
“Is he ever?”
“Ha!” He shook his head. “A bit bolder than normal, eh? With the Lorcan captain standing at your side.”
“Perhaps.” He offered a faux smile. “Just take care of them, will you?”
“Yep. I will.”
“Thanks.” He turned and walked toward a stone door, which led to a series of descending steps. “After you.”
She nodded and began her descent. They were several feet underground before they came to a mid-sized chamber, a crossroads of sort, where several new tunnels diverged. The air was damp and cool, but ventilation provided a steady breeze. Mara paid the depth no mind, having been raised in the underground caverns of the Lorcan Court. He escorted her through a series of shifting hallways before motioning to a room on her right. “In there.”
She turned and entered a chamber, not unlike a dining hall, featuring several rectangular tables and a tired pot hung over a fire in the corner, presumably filled with some sort of gruel. Three men sat at one of the tables near the center of the room, all dressed in identical black shirts and pants
“Arron,” the blond seated closest called. “I thought you were working on your cousin’s detail?”
“I am.” Arron replied.
“Just missed us?” a darker-haired man teased from beside the blond.
Arron laughed awkwardly. “Yes. That must be it.”
“Who is your friend?” the blond asked, motioning to Mara.
“She’s a captain in the visiting party from the Lorcan Court. She asked to be introduced to some of my fellow guardsmen, so I brought her down.”
“Not exactly my idea of a great date location, but...”
Arron reached out to lightly hit the blond in the shoulder, but his target leaned to the side, causing the blow to miss. Arron smiled, then turned to make a more formal introduction. “Mara, allow me to introduce you.” He pointed to the two dark-haired men. “Adrian and Whyn, they are brothers. And this annoying one is Alex.”
“Pleased to meet you,” Mara replied, bowing her head toward the men.
The blond who’d been harassing Arron scooted to the edge of the bench and motioned to the place beside him. “Please, my lady, have a seat and let me convince you to reconsider your options. I would take you to places much nicer than the dungeon.”
“I’m sure you would,” she answered with a practiced smile, before taking the indicated seat. “So, Arron tells me this is where the ‘real’ men are to be found.”
“He’s got that right,” Adrian said with a laugh. “The pride of the Brón Guard, right here.”
“Ah yes,” Whyn replied. “Which is why you haven’t seen an assignment above ground in at least a decade.”
The chatter began to commence with the men exchanging friendly barbs when Arron asked, “Where is Charles? Doesn’t he usually take breaks with you?”
The table grew quiet as the three men exchanged a look. “Normally, yes,” Whyn finally answered. “But, well...Richard had a special assignment for him tonight.”
“Special assignment?” Arron asked, even as his heart began to sink.
“Yes. You know the prisoner who got, well...out of line?”
Arron drew a deep breath and then nodded. “Yes, I know the one.”
“Prisoner trouble?” Mara inquired.
“Nothing we can’t handle, my lady.” Whyn flashed a reassuring smile. “So, Lady Mara, what is your position within the—”
“Arron,” a voice from behind them rudely interrupted. All eyes turned to the doorway. “You are not supposed to be here.”
“I was given a few hours off.”
“And you chose to spend them down here?” The newcomer’s eyes landed on Mara. “And what, brought some girl down with you. Did she think she would get some kicks out of seeing the prison? Hoping to do her on the rack, are you?”
“Richard, you don’t understand.” Arron stood.
“You never take anything seriously! Letting a stranger down here? And a woman at that!”
“Richard.” This time his voice was more firm.
He scoffed. “Sometimes I think you forget that I outrank you. Our father favored you beyond what was proper. What must I do to make you learn your place?”
“Richard!” he tried again.
Mara stood from the bench and walked to his side. “Allow me.” She cleared her throat and trained her royal gaze upon the sub-captain. “How dare you speak to a superior captain with such disrespect.”
He paused in his rambling and shook his head. “Superior...what?”
Arron stepped in. “As I was attempting to explain, I am here because Captain Mara of the Lorcan Court requested an introduction. I brought her here to meet you, my elder
brother.”
“I...”
“Is this how you always treat those who serve you?” Mara asked. “Let alone a member of your own family?”
“Captain, I...” He stumbled over the words.
“I certainly hope this is not your typical behavior.”
Arron fought the urge to smile as he watched his brute of a brother get put in his place. After a moment of silence, Arron again spoke. “Captain Mara is also niece to Her Majesty, Queen Clarissa. A princess of the Lorcan Court, by blood.”
“A...princess?”
“Yes,” Mara answered, momentarily embracing the title she typically spurned. “Princess and captain. Your brother was kind enough to offer a round of introductions, specifically to you. I find myself regretting this request.”
Richard fell to his knees. “Forgive me, Your Highness. This is not an easy job, overseeing the dungeons. I was having a rough night and now beg your forgiveness for my most egregious behavior.”
“We will see,” Mara replied curtly, then turned back to the men standing behind her. “Thank you for the company tonight, gentleman. I enjoyed visiting with you.”
“Of course, Your Highness,” they answered in unison. Whyn added, “The pleasure was ours. And about the teasing...”
“I pay it no mind. It was actually nice to be teased for a change.” But her voice conveyed none of the lightness in her chosen words. “Shall we go?” she asked.
“If you wish, my lady,” Arron replied. “The exit is actually in the opposite direction. The stairs are so narrow in places, it is easier to enter one way, and leave another.”
“Very well,” she replied as she turned to leave the room, pausing to stare at Richard still kneeling before her. “You may rise.”
“Thank you,” Richard said, raising himself from the ground and brushing the dirt off his slacks as best he could.
Then Mara turned back to Arron. “Lead the way, Sub-Captain.”



 
 
Chapter LIV
 
Mara walked down the barren corridor, following Arron, with several members of the Brón Guard behind her. With the exit on the opposite side of the grounds, she allowed herself to be led down the particularly damp passageway, clumps of dirty moss adorning the rough walls. On impulse, she stopped and turned toward the tunnel on her left. 
Whyn spoke up from behind her, “My lady, it’s this way.”
An uneasy feeling made her pause and stare down the dark walkway. 
“My lady?” 
At regular intervals, torches sputtered, dimly illuminating the darkness. Her eyes adjusted to the poor light; she took a step left, drawn by a string she could neither see nor touch.
After its extended absence, the phantom appeared to her eyes alone: a formless shadow she had come to know so well. Her heart beat harder, the familiar fear that always accompanied her visions. Mara stood motionless, anticipating fear would overtake her, yet the shadow did not move. Instead, it shimmered, neither advancing nor receding. She took a single step when it reached out its shadowed hand. Within its grasp...a single, red rose. 
Drawn forward, without thought or will, until she was only a breath from the dark form. “Yes,” it whispered. “Yes.” The phantom moved down the hall, beckoning her to follow. Thought and reason vanished as she walked faster, then began to run as the vision increased its pace. Headlong, she raced down a series of passages, descending deeper into the labyrinth, as the guardsmen shouted behind her and gave chase. Then, as quickly as it had appeared, the shadow vanished.
Mara skidded to a stop, breathing hard from the intensity of the unexpected sprint. 
“My lady,” Whyn stated, equally out of breath. “You should not be here.”
“Where are we?”
“I don’t think you want to see this area,” Richard said. “There is nothing—”
A sense of raw urgency descended as words tumbled from her lips. “I am a blood princess of the Lorcan Court and a captain in the Royal Guard.” She turned to give the full weight of her gaze to Richard’s golden eyes. “When I ask a question, I expect an answer!”
The men exchanged glances, then Whyn offered, “I will show you. Come this way.” He walked three doors down, to where another pair stood guarding one of the doors. Garbed in long blue cloaks, they parted before the group. Heavy stone doors with metal bracing opened into a circular room with several additional members of the Brón Guard standing inside. The murmur of chatter vanished at their entrance. As with the halls, torches burned at intervals along the dark walls, casting a mixture of light and shadow. Mara’s eyes circled the room while she moved toward its center.
And there, on the far side of the chamber, was the phantom. It stood before one of the doors embedded in the chamber walls.
What is it? she asked with her eyes alone. What do you want me to see? Aloud, she asked again, “Where are we?”
“Prisoner holding,” one of the guards finally answered.
The air around her began to take on an unnatural chill as she stepped closer to the faceless shadow. She reached her hand out and watched as it slid through air. Seeking answers, she placed her palm against the door. It was cold to the touch. She ran her hand up and down its surface, her fingers tracing lines in the stone. Head tilted, her violet eyes studied the strange circular pattern. Then her heart skipped as realization dawned.
“Roses,” she whispered. “A string of roses upon a single vine.” She pressed her face against the cold stone. The roses she had seen almost every night since the shadow had first appeared. The roses of her dreams, of her nightmares. The roses on her father’s blade. 
Something pulled roughly on her right hand. She looked down to find a thin green vine had appeared from the ground and coiled around her wrist. Instinctively, she pulled her arm back, crying out as the thorns tore into her flesh. The vines rose swiftly, blood roses erupting as they blanketed the etched stone door blocking her path.
“Wait,” Mara pleaded, as she managed to take a step back, several drops of blood falling from her arm where the thorns had pricked her flesh. “Wait.” She offered what had become a type of prayer and, to her astonishment, the vines froze. “hic iacet sanguis rosarum.” Mara spoke to the immortal roses, “I have come to your call.”
The blood roses parted to form an arch, creating a clear path to the door. 
“My lady.” The man behind her sounded as though he had been speaking for quite some time.
“Open the door.”
“I am sorry, my lady. I cannot. They are in the middle of an interrogation.”
“Open the door!” she commanded again. “Your court is not strong enough to stand on its own. Your king rules by my aunt’s good graces. I am ordering you, as a blood princess of the immortal courts, open the door!” 
The guard stared at her, but it was Arron who came forward. She stepped back, allowing him access. He knocked firmly against the stone, which opened from the opposite side. “A princess and captain of the Lorcan Court is here to observe,” he told the inquisitor.
Arron stepped aside, allowing the princess to enter the room. Formed of the same crumbling stone which filled the other chambers, the light was dim, and shadows danced in the torchlight. In the center of the room stood three men dressed in the black clothes of the prison guard. Between them, hung a man. 
Bared to the waist, his wrists were chained above him by thick, silver shackles. Dried blood caked his back. His dark hair lay matted against his forehead. Streaks of crimson blood spilled down his pale chest, creating a macabre canvas, to pool on the stone floor. In the absolute silence, the room spoke of its horrors with the smells of sweat, copper, and rotting decay.
Mara raised her arm, pressing the back of her hand tightly against her lips. Her body began to tremble. Cheeks flushed, a rush of heat burned through her as she fought back the tears which stung her eyes. Her words came slow, careful, and deliberate. “Remove. His. Chains.”
The prisoner’s dark eyes opened at the sound of her voice. He stared at her blankly. “minime, precor. mea rosa.”
As though oblivious to their prisoner’s words, one of the interrogators defended, “This is a sanctioned interrogation, my lady.” 
Mara’s breath rose tight in her throat. She could not seem to gather the air required to speak. Horror, anger, fear, all rose through her simultaneously. She spoke through gritted teeth unable to suppress her rage. “GET! HIM! DOWN!”
This time, they did as she commanded, releasing him from his chains and moving him to the cot on the right side of the room. Mara tried to move slowly, but ended up in more of a mad dash, skidding to her knees where Edward lay. Her hands shook as she stared down into his pain-filled eyes.
“No. mea rosa immortalis. ne me hic agitaveris.”
“Oh gods,” she whispered through shaking, constricted gasps. “Oh gods.”
She stared into his jet black eyes, her heart thundering, jerking her body with every violent beat. Hand-length gashes lined his chest and back. Deep purple bruises painted his cheeks and a black ring encircled his left eye. “No.” His voice was the barest of whispers. “No. mea rosa. Do not haunt me here.”
She placed her palm against his left cheek. His eyes widened at her touch, and he forced himself to study her shaking form and take in the intensity of her violet, pain-filled eyes. Tentatively, he touched the side of her face as tears ran down to wet the tips of his fingers. 
The vision spoke his name. “Edward. What have they done? Oh gods, Edward. ego adsum, mi amor. ego adsum.”
From behind her, one of the men asked, “What is going on? Do you know who this man is?”
Mara’s body continued to tremble as her hand traced its way down his face.
“Mara?” Edward finally asked.
“I am here,” she whispered. “I’ve come for you, mi amor.” She shook her head without removing her eyes from his. “ignosce mihi. Gods forgive me. I should have...”
“You’re here,” he whispered. “You’re here.” His finger trailed down the side of her face, attempting to confirm with touch what he did not trust based on vision alone.
Mara pushed a deep gulp of air into her lungs and slowly pulled her gaze from Edward’s. She turned to face his captors, training her gaze on their sub-captain with rage-filled eyes.



 
 
Chapter LV
 
Mara stood from her kneeling position, her hand streaked with Edward’s blood. The two men standing closest were inquisitors. She stared directly into the eyes of the man to her right. Pausing a single pace in front of him, she placed her hand on the hilt of her long, silver blade. She raised the Arius sword in a fluid arc, slicing the inquisitor’s throat with a single stroke. In the next heartbeat, she turned to her left, twisting into a tight spiral, and slit the throat of the second man. Blood spurted from the severed artery, spewing onto her dark clothes and the side of her face, as the dying men gave a gurgling sound. 
As they died, roses entered the room. Sliding through the stone as though it were water, they weaved their way across the walls, transforming the cell into a garden of blood red roses. Thick, heavy thorns protruded threateningly from the vines, causing all to step away from the now barbed walls of Edward’s prison. 
When the movement of the roses finally ceased, several moments passed before someone gained enough competence to assess the situation. “The sword she carries is an Arius blade,” a voice cautioned.
Mara turned to face the Brón Court sub-captain, her blade fluidly at her side. “How dare you!” she screamed in a deep, throaty voice. “How dare you!” Her heart pounded uncontrollably as the room spun faster. She clutched the sword in her hands as the men surrounding her stood frozen, uncertain of how to proceed.
She drew a ragged breath. “How could you?” she demanded as she fought to draw breath through her rage.
Richard stepped forward cautiously. “Your Highness,” he began. “I do not understand what is going on. This man is our prisoner. This interrogation sanctioned by our king in an attempt to retrieve information.”
Mara’s head shot up to stare in abject horror at the man speaking. Her shaking breaths steadied enough to restrict the volume of her voice as she asked, “What information could you possibly hope to gain after two decades?”
Richard leaned back. “I assure you—”
“No!” she hissed. “Do not lie. Don’t you dare lie! More than twenty-five years he’s been gone.” She forced herself to draw a deep breath, her next words forcing their way through gritted teeth. “Twenty-five years. How could you?” she asked again, as she continued to clutch the silver hilt of her blade.
It was Arron who finally came forward. “Princess Mara,” he said, relieved he was no longer bound by this terrible secret. “Please, Your Highness. Who is this man, to have warranted such rage? Please, my lady. Tell us who he is.”
She shook her head, feeling more ill than before. Twenty-five years and he had not broken enough to tell them that simple truth. She raised her gaze, fearing she would vomit from the weight of this horror. Mara’s gaze switched from Arron to Richard as she answered. “dux dest meus. dux est praesidii regii. “
Mara watched as the color drained from Richard’s cheeks. “The captain,” Richard stated. “Your captain?”
She stared at him with a glassy expression. “No—the queen’s.” She turned her head back to where Edward lay immobile on the blood-stained cot. “That man is Edward Alexander Sethric Connor, high lord of the Lorcan Court, and captain of the Royal Guard to Her Majesty, Queen Clarissa Elizabeth Octavia Sethian. And you have been torturing him for a quarter of a century.”
She continued to stare at Richard until her rage was replaced by a far more terrifying numbness. She turned those cold eyes to Arron. “You,” she spoke slowly, “will take this man, my captain, to the chambers I have been occupying. You shall do so, now.” 
With those words, she began to assist and direct the men in moving Edward from the cot. Two men balanced his barely-conscious form between them. They pulled Edward to his feet and began to move him toward the archway formed by the blood-red roses. 
As they reached the stone door, Edward jerked to his left. Mara struggled to follow, managing to prevent him from crashing against the hard stone floor. She attempted to help him to his feet, when Edward pulled away, moving toward the back of the room. 
“Edward,” Mara said, grabbing his left arm. “Edward, I need to get you out of here.”
He tried to pull away from her, shaking his head vigorously. “No,” he said. “mea rosa. mea rosa.” 
“I’m right here,” Mara attempted to soothe him. “Edward, I am here.”
One of the men leaned down and took Edward’s other arm, helping Mara in her attempts to raise the delirious captain to his feet. Edward fought them. “mea rosa.”
“Edward, look at me. adsum, mi amor. I am right here.”
Mara felt fresh tears burning her eyes, but fought them back, attempting to cling to the anger—anything other than the anguish threatening to overwhelm her as she stared at the broken state of her beloved protector. “Edward,” she tried again. 
“Wait,” Arron interrupted her. “mea rosa,” he stated. “You want your rose?”
“I can’t,” Edward pleaded. “I need...”
“It’s all right,” Arron said. “I shall retrieve it for you.”
With that, Mara felt Edward’s body sag against her. “ignosce mihi. ignosce mihi, mea rosa immortalis.” He lowered his cheek to Mara’s shoulder. She placed her arms around him in confusion as Arron walked past them toward the bed Edward had been attempting to reach. 
Moving his hand through the layers of torn cloth and stained straw, Arron searched through the folds until he finally turned, his hand closed tightly around its mysterious contents. “Here,” Arron said. “This is what he’s asking for.”
Mara reached out as Arron placed the golden band into the palm of her hand. Mara’s breath caught in her throat. It was pristine. The gold shimmered around the priceless red stone glinting in the dim light, as though the metal were as immortal as the fingers of those it had graced. She ran her finger gingerly around the band, tracing the single string of roses etched into the gold. “anulus parties mei.” Her eyes closed as her hand wrapped tight around her father’s ring.
“mea rosa,” Edward said again.
“Yes, my love,” Mara finally managed to answer. “I have it right here.” She maneuvered her body enough to grasp his wrist and slid the ring onto his left hand. Once a snug fit, it now loosely encircled the digit. His fingers moved, touching the thick, golden band. Edward’s body relaxed visibly and a touch of reason returned to him. “Thank you,” he whispered. “non possum abide sine annul eius. I can’t...not without her ring. Not without...”
Mara’s body trembled with raging emotions, but she managed to speak. “No one is going to take the ring from you, mi amor. You are safe now. But I need...” She drew a deep breath, but it did little to steady her words. “I need to get you out of this cell, my love. Do you think you can let me do that, Edward?”
His eyes were partially closed, his hand continuing to slide over the ring as he finally whispered, “Yes.” He then allowed himself to be led from the blood-stained cell, with a line of immortal roses trailing behind them. 



 
 
Chapter LVI
 
Mara watched as Edward was half-escorted, half-carried into her manor chambers. He had not spoken during the painful trip in the back of a crude wagon, and Mara found herself unsure if he was fully aware of the events taking place around him. She felt cold, numb, as though a thin film lay over her senses. Her eyes never left his injured form, tracing the lines of blood flowing from the deep cuts in his exposed back and chest. Once the men laid him down on the bed, all but one exited as quickly as they dared.
Arron knelt to one knee. “My lady.”
Mara answered him in a low, sharp tone. “Go to the queen’s chambers,” she managed to say. “Tell Sub-Captain Phillip to come immediately.”
Arron lowered his head. “My Lady Mara, he never told us who he was.”
Her eyes snapped to where he knelt, unable to repress the rage within them. “But you knew.”
“I suspected,” he gave an honest answer. “But I did not know until the last day at the Lorcan Court. When I saw the roses.”
“You stood by my side. Allowed me to trust you with the life of Princess Liza. And you said nothing.”
“My lady, I tried to get him to speak. I begged him to ask for you, or the queen, but he would not. He is the strongest man I have ever known.”
The numbness in her voice began to wear thin and her next words arose thick, drawn from a deep-seated pain. “You took me down into the dungeon and had me stand there while they were torturing him!” She gulped down a sob in a twisted gasp. Her hands came together, palm to palm, and then pressed against her face as she bent forward. “Oh godddddsss.” Her plea came out more a hissing sob than a word. 
“I am sorry, Mara. I am truly...I took you down there in hopes of showing you what I could not speak. Not without betraying the most fundamental of vows, taken when I joined the guard. Vows your captain modeled daily.” Arron’s voice was unsteady as he spoke.
Mara drew several restricted breaths, then straightened, moving her hands away from her lips enough to say, “Get Phillip. Only Phillip.”
“I am sorry, my lady. Truly sorry.” Arron left, leaving Mara and Edward alone in the room, now lit only by the light of the fire along the back wall. 
She forced herself to kneel beside the bed. His hair was matted against his skin. His eyes were closed, his face contorted in pain. She pressed the back of her hand against her forehead, attempting in vain to keep her tears from falling. She tried to speak, but found she could not.
When the words finally came, they were as shattered as the pieces of her heart. “Edward,” she managed to gasp before the first sob escaped her lips. “Edward.” Her hand sank into the layers of her hair, her nails digging deeply into her scalp. “me aspice, mi amor. Please look at me. It’s Mara.” She drew short, sharp breaths. “Edward, it’s Mara.”
He opened his eyes and, for several moments, simply stared at her, the vision of so many painful dreams. Then he reached out his left hand, caressing the side of her face. 
Her entire body jerked at his touch. “I...oh gods.” She lowered her head, pressing her chin to her shaking chest as Edward’s hand pressed more securely against her skin. She closed her eyes as her sobs grew in volume, her face cradled in the palm of Edward’s hand. Mara cried for a long time, pouring pieces of herself into the dimly lit chambers. Then he pressed on her chin, raising her gaze.
She blinked, her long hair covering half of her face, and his dark eyes stared into hers. “Mara,” he whispered in a haunted tone.
“Edward.”
At the sound of his name, he reached his hand to the back of her neck, jerking her forward. “Mara?” An uneven breath followed, desperation mixing with the confusion threatening to overwhelm him.
She kissed him, her body half-collapsing against the edge of the bed as she did so. The kiss was wild, out of control, and when she finally drew back, her tears fell faster. She placed her cheek on the edge of the bed, staring sideways into his eyes. “ignosce mihi,” she sobbed. “ignosce mihi, mi amor. Forgive me.” Her voice increased in volume with each word.
“You’re here,” he whispered. “You came.”
“Yes, Edward. hic sum. I’m here.”
“Oh my gods.” He pulled her body across the bed and slid his arms around her shaking form. “Don’t cry, Mara. Please don’t cry. mi amor. mea rosa immortalis.” He fought to a seated position, leaning against the wall for support as he embraced her more fully. “My Mara, my rose.” 
“They said you were dead but I knew. Gods help me, I knew. I tried to come to you. I swear to the gods I tried.” Her words came in harsh sobs as twenty-five years of pain washed over her. 
“Mara...Mara.”
“Shh.” She slid her hand down his back, wincing when he jerked as she touched one of his injuries. Pulling back her sticky hand, she moved her clean one to the side of his face, running her fingers as lightly as she could along the deep bruises coloring his cheeks. “It’s all right,” she said. “Everything will be all right. promitto,” she soothed him. “hic sum. I am here and you are safe. Do you hear me?” Her voice finally softened to a strained whisper. “You are safe. I promise you are safe.”
He closed his eyes at her reassuring tone. 
“It’s okay,” she continued. “I’m right here, mi amor.”
“Mara.”
“Right here.” She forced her body away and assisted him back to a lying position on the bed, before moving to sit on the edge, allowing her lost love to grasp her hands in his own. She sat there listening to the sound of his unsteady breaths. Without a knock, the door to her chamber opened.
Mara jerked to her feet in a single movement, pulling her sword from her side in a practiced motion. “Phillip,” she said, with a loud exhale, as the man stepped farther into the room.
“Mara.” He eyed the sword in her hand warily as she slowly returned the weapon to her side, though she did not sheath it. Taking a step closer, his eyes inventoried her body. “Is that blood?”
“Not mine,” she answered, having not realized until that moment she was covered with quickly drying blood, splattered erratically along her dark clothes and pale skin. 
He took another step. “Mara, what’s going on?” He caught sight of the figure lying on the bed and froze, his mouth falling agape. “By the gods.” He looked from Edward back to Mara. “Oh gods.” He stared, stunned as his chest forgot how to draw breath. Curled his bottom lip to speak, but no words came. “I...” He shook his head as the world shifted then fell to his knees before her. “Mara,” The single word spilled forth. “Oh my gods. Mara, I...”
She stepped forward, the hilt of the blade digging sharply into her right hand as she took each step. 
“Go ahead,” Phillip stated.
Mara’s hand trembled as she stared down at the man who had imprisoned her, as surely as Edward had been held in that cell, and fought to control her rage. Ever so slowly, she slid a finger down his cheek to his chin, raising his pale blue eyes. 
“No,” she whispered. “Not that easily. You will live to see what you have done.”
Finally returning her Arius blade to its sheath, she turned back toward the bed where Edward lay and knelt beside him. “I will take care of everything,” she assured him. “I promise, mi amor.” She returned her gaze to Phillip’s. “I...” She struggled with the words. “I must see the queen.”
Phillip drew a deep breath. “Yes.”
She glanced down to where Edward lay, trying desperately to find the strength to rise. He reached for her as she stood, holding her hand in a death-like grip. She looked at Phillip.
“I will not leave his side, my lady.”
She looked back down. “Edward, my love, I know you are scared and hurting. But I must speak to the queen.”
“No. mecum remane,” he pleaded in a rough voice. “Stay with me.”
More tears plagued her clouded vision. “Edward, listen. I need to get you out of here, to take you home. But before I can do that, I must speak with the queen.” She pulled her arm from his grasp.
“You will disappear.” His voice was laced with panic.
“No, mi amor.” She shook her head, taking his hand within hers. “I won’t. I swear.” She drew several deep breaths and then turned to Phillip. “Go to Liza’s room, between the mattresses. You’ll know.”
It took Phillip only a few moments to leave the room and retrieve the item she requested. He walked back in with a look of further surprise, though he spoke no words to express it. Mara reached out and gingerly grasped the leather sheath. Resting the blade on his chest, she placed Edward’s hand from her embrace to the sword. “Captain,” she spoke with reverence, then watched as his fingers curled around the golden hilt of the lethal Arius blade. 
He looked up, his eyes widening as he realized what he held. “How?”
“The child was true to her word,” Mara replied softly. “As true as any knight you ever trained.”
“The child...”
“She is waiting to see you, Captain. On our journey back to the Lorcan Court.”
Edward’s fingers tightened on the hilt, tracing the lines of the ancient blade that had once belonged to the captain who trained him.
“I return the Arius sword to you, mi amor. My captain. Where it rightfully belongs.”
He offered a series of faint nods, the movement scarcely visible. He reached for her hand again. “Don’t leave me,” the plea betrayed him. “Mara don’t go.”
It took all of her strength to refuse him. “I love you, Edward.” She fought to keep from choking on the words. “I love you and I swear, on everything you ever taught me to believe in, I will return. promitto, mi amor. promitto. But now, I must speak with the queen.” She placed her hand upon his bruised cheek, then pressed her lips against his in promise. 
“I love you,” she said again, before she turned and forced herself to walk from the room. 



 
 
Chapter LVII
 
Mara entered the palace grounds without bothering to change her clothes, or wipe the blood which had crusted over her pale skin. “I need to see my aunt, the queen.”
“Is everything all right?” one of the men asked in alarm. “What’s happened?”
“I must speak with Queen Clarissa,” she stated again.
The man paused only momentarily before opening the gates and personally escorting the captain to the chambers being occupied by the queen of the Lorcan Court. When they reached the chambers guarded by the queen’s own men, she did not bother with formalities. “I need to see the queen. Right now.” 
Moments later the door opened and Mara was motioned inside. The queen stood before a brilliant fire in the otherwise dark chambers, night long since fallen. Mara walked across the room and collapsed to her knees, mentally exhausted, disregarding every hint of protocol as she called, “Aunt Clarissa.” The familial title slipped from her uncontrollably. “Aunt Clarissa.”
“Mara?” Her aunt took several steps closer. “Mara, what has happened? Is Liza all right?”
“Liza is fine.”
“What is going on? What has happened?”
Mara glanced up, revealing her blood-splattered face to her sovereign. 
The queen eyes dilated at the sight.
Mara drew several deep breaths, and proceeded to tell the queen all that had transpired. Clarissa stood in perfect stillness throughout the story, only choosing to speak after the night’s events had been revealed in their entirety. 
“Edward...is alive?”
“Yes. Injured, but alive.”
The fire crackled behind her, casting shadows upon the walls. “Alive.”
“Yes.”
Clarissa drew a slow, careful breath. “So, Mara, I do believe this leaves only a single question, does it not?”
“I don’t know.”
“Yes, you do. They have held him, my captain and the man you love, in captivity for over twenty-five years. Twenty-five years of pain. Twenty-five years of torment. Twenty-five years of crying yourself to sleep every night because you feared he would never return to you.” She paused taking another deep, slow breath. “What, Captain Mara, are we to do in order to repay this ‘kind’ hospitality?” Mara stared into her aunt’s dark eyes, transfixed. “I am asking you a direct question, Princess. How shall we repay them? These men who have tortured our knight most beloved?”
Mara’s eyes closed as the queen’s words faded and she bowed her head, her long dark hair covering her blood-splattered face. Her breath came in multiple pieces before she again raised her eyes to meet those of her sworn sovereign, and pulled her Arius sword, moving the tip of the lethal blade to the stone floor with a loud clang, her hand upon its dark hilt. 
The queen studied the younger woman, her eyes tracing down Mara’s blood-soaked features. “Perhaps you are my niece after all.” She gave a harsh laugh. “Yes, perhaps you are indeed.”



 
 
Chapter LVIII
 
Mara returned to Edward, her steps echoing against the dark stone floor. Phillip stood pacing with his hand clutched tightly upon the silver hilt of his Arius blade. “Mara.” He turned toward her. “Mara, I...” But he could not seem to find the words to continue. He glanced to where Edward lay and then back to Mara, as though unsure of everything. “Forgive me, my princess.” He moved his head in a tight circle and inhaled sharply. “I am so...I don’t know how to tell you.”
He reached a hand toward her but she jerked away. “Do not touch me.”
A long silence passed between them before Phillip nodded and offered a bow. “My lady, I beg...”
“Do not ask for my forgiveness. You will not receive it.” Her voice grew harsher as she continued to speak. “You let them do this. You refused to...” She shook her head, gritting her teeth together as she did so. “You let them do this.” 
“My lady, my princess. I’ve failed you.”
“Yes. But worse than that, we failed him.”
He bowed even lower. “I cannot undo what has been done. I ask what you would have me do now, Captain, Your Highness.”
Mara found her eyes wandering to Edward. During her conversation with the queen, bandages had been wrapped around his chest where the inquisitor’s instruments had pierced his skin. Eyes closed, his breath rose and fell, moving the thin blanket that partially covered him.
Tearing her gaze away, she turned back toward Phillip. “Come with me,” she instructed. Walking down the hall, she called to her men. Davith appeared first, a few moments ahead of the others.
“My lady,” he bowed.
“Davith has been apprised,” Phillip stated from beside her. 
Mara nodded. “Listen to me. I need you to go to the palace and bring back five of your most trusted men to guard this door. And I need you to go now.”
“Yes, my lady,” he answered, leaving immediately to carry out her orders. Mara leaned back against the stone wall while they waited in silence, cradling her head in her hands. It took only fifteen minutes for him to reappear with five men behind him. To her relief, Mara recognized all of them. 
“My lady.” Each of the men knelt before her.
She glanced at the line of kneeling men and turned her attention to her second-in-command. “Davith.”
“Captain.”
“When Edward wakes, he is going to be disoriented. He is not going to know where he is, and will think tonight was another cruel dream. I need you here for when that happens, because I cannot be. Tell him I will be back as soon as I can. That I left you, whom he trained, here so he would know these words were true.” She then turned and swept her gaze over the other men surrounding her. “The rest of you will guard this door. No one comes out. No one goes in. If I learn otherwise, I’ll turn you over to the queen herself for punishment. Is that understood?”
She was met with “Yes, Captain” spoken in unison.
“Phillip, come with me.” She did not wait for a response, but instead turned and walked across the hall and down the spiral staircase, trusting he would be behind her as she left the manor. They rode to the palace where the guard opened the doors before them, this time without being asked.
Arriving where the majority of the Lorcan Guard was being housed, those who were not on duty were mostly seated around tables or in more comfortable chairs around the room. When the two captains entered, the chatter died at the sight of Mara’s blood-splattered form. When the room was silent, Mara addressed the men. “I have no time for questions. No time to for elaborate explanations.” She drew a deep breath and continued, “Your captain, Lord Edward, is alive. He has been held in captivity by members of the Brón Court Guard. I need ten men. Volunteers first.”
For a moment, the room sat in a cold stillness, processing the nature of her request. Even with Mara standing in the center of the room, covered in blood, her words were challenging to believe. Then, almost as one, every man in the room stood. 
Fighting back the urge to feel overwhelmed by the loyalty shown, Mara bowed her head before quickly dividing the men into teams. She sent the first team to the queen, the second team to the princess, and then said, “The rest of you...with me.”
 



 
 
Chapter LIX
 
The men asked no questions, but followed her instructions, dividing and immediately heading to their assigned post. Mara and Phillip remained with thirteen men.
“We are going to the dungeon at the bottom of the hill,” she informed them. “There are only two entrances. We will post men at each. If you let anyone exit before we are finished...” She did not have to finish the sentence. Her meaning was perfectly clear. “Is that understood?”
A few of the men exchanged glances, but each eventually turned toward her and offered a single nod. 
“I am in charge of this mission. I, and not Phillip, am your captain until this is finished. I am not Edward, who might find a level of forgiveness. Nor am I the queen, who would condemn them to endless torment. I am Mara, a blood princess of your court, and today I intend to show neither mercy nor the unnecessary infliction of pain. We are going to kill them, gentlemen. If any of you cannot stomach helping me do so, I suggest you leave now.”
She ran her gaze over each of the men, waiting to see if anyone would leave. None did. In fact, they never flinched. 
They left immediately, walking in pairs as Mara led the way down to the dungeon. It took fifteen minutes on foot. When they neared the gate, they stopped. Phillip and Mara approached alone to cause less alarm.
“Who goes there?” the guards on the opposite side called in the darkness.
“Captain Phillip of the Lorcan Guard,” Phillip answered. “I have a message from Her Majesty, the queen.”
Footsteps followed by a loud creak as the gate opened. Phillip and Mara walked silently to where they were greeted by two men, one of whom was holding a burning torch in his left hand while the other held a set of brass keys. Upon seeing Mara, the man on the right stated, “You were here earlier, with Arron.”
“Yes.”
“He’s not here. If he is who you’re looking for.”
“No.”
“What’s the message?” the man holding the torch asked.
Mara pulled her Arius blade soundlessly from its leather sheath, slitting the man’s throat in a single stroke, refreshing the dried blood that had just begun to flake from her skin. Beside her, Phillip drew his own Arius sword, driving it into the chest of the man standing before him. When the two men lay dead upon the ground, Mara took several steps back and motioned to the rest of the men, keeping her eyes on the path ahead as she stepped over the two fallen immortals.
Mara led them down the dirt path until they neared the first dungeon entrance. Moving as one, Mara and Phillip approached another pair of men, as one of them said, “Identify yourself.” 
Mara did not answer, but continued to walk toward the two men. A series of torches burned above them, marking the entrance. As Mara stepped out of the shadows, the men caught sight of her blood-splattered cheek. “What’s is going on?” the taller one demanded. “Identify yourself.”
Rather than answering with words, Mara raised her blade from her side as the men across from her took another step back, their hands racing towards their own swords at her unexpected appearance. With Phillip beside her, she stepped forward, thrusting her blade toward the dark-haired man on her right while Phillip did the same to the taller guard on her left. The single thrust caused the men to step apart, separating the fight to a one-on-one approach. Mara brought her blade left, driving her opponent against the dungeon wall. 
Trapped between the stone wall and Mara’s sword, the guardsman attempted to hold his ground. Mara swung left, forcing him to bring his blade to meet hers with a ringing clash. She then swung left again, aiming toward the man’s lower side. He moved to stop her when she adroitly changed direction, bringing her sword up to slice deeply into the man’s arm. He cried out in pain and attempted to jerk away when Mara thrust in the opposite direction, this time biting cleanly into his side.
He fell to the ground, his sword dropping uselessly beside him. “Please,” the man begged. “Why are you doing this?” 
In answer, she took the tip of her blade and drove it through the side of his neck, forcing the life from him with a harsh gurgling sound. Seconds later a scream sounded, as Phillip drove his own blade squarely through the chest of the other man. 
Not bothering to wipe at the blood on her blade, Mara turned back toward her men who had another man held tightly between them. “He was in the stables,” one of them informed her. Mara’s gaze flickered to Phillip’s, who moved his hand in a forward motion.
Stepping to where the man was held on his knees between two members of the Lorcan Guard, without pause, she drove her blade through his chest. He screamed and collapsed at her feet, thrashing for several moments before becoming perfectly still, blood pooling at his feet.
Without pause, she motioned to three of the men. “Come with me.” She led them around the building to the second entrance and proceeded to kill the two men who guarded that door as well. “Stay here,” she instructed her men. “I don’t want even one person escaping these doors. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Captain,” they answered, before Mara returned to the other side of the building.
She placed another three men at the front entrance, issuing identical instructions, before turning to the remaining seven. “The rest of you will follow us.” She gestured toward Phillip. “Immobilize the men using any means necessary. Phillip and I will make the kills. And,” she turned to face Phillip more directly, “leave Lord Richard for me.”
Phillip nodded before leading the way into the underground prison. They marched down multiple flights of stairs before reaching the level where Mara had been taken previously by Arron. Approaching cautiously, Mara and Phillip managed to slip their way around the left corner and glance into the room. Five men sat around a single wooden table, near a fire along the back wall, speaking quietly. Mara motioned for absolute silence as she strained to hear. 
“How can you sit there so calmly?” a voice that she identified as belonging to Whyn asked. “We had the captain of the Lorcan Queen’s Royal Guard down here for two decades! Do you honestly think there will be no consequences?”
“You worry over nothing,” a man who could only be Richard replied. “He never told us who he was. We are beyond reproach.”
“We had no business holding him for two decades. How many times did Arron warn you to let him go?”
“Again,” Richard replied, “we had no idea.”
“Do you think that is going to matter? We had no cause to hold him for so long. Dear gods we should have listened to him. Your brother was—”
“A fool!” Richard interjected. “A soft-hearted fool, as he has always been. If I had killed the prisoner when I wanted to years ago, we wouldn’t be in this mess.”
“No!” a third voice said. “Then we would be murderers of a Lorcan Court captain! How can you even begin to suggest we should have done such a thing?”
“It was more than he deserved.”
Mara had heard enough. “Let’s go,” she said, turning the corner without waiting for a response. Phillip moved alongside her as the rest of the men scrambled to follow.
“You are such a—” Whyn began, but his words died when he saw the group charging towards them.
“What is the meaning of this?” Richard demanded. “How dare you come into our—”
“Lord Richard,” Mara stated coldly. “You held and tortured a captain of the Lorcan Court Guard, without any cause, for twenty-five years. Prepare to pay the price for your crimes.”
Richard looked at her for a moment, uncomprehending, as she allowed the men behind her to fan out.
“Place your sword on the ground and I shall kill you as quickly as possible,” Mara promised. “Refuse and it will be far more painful.”
“Are you joking?” He gave a rough laugh. “You honestly think my king will allow you to kill the brother of Lord Carro?”
Mara shook her head before she replied. “Your sovereign did not sign your execution order. You did that yourself, Lord Richard.”
He continued to stare at her in disbelief. “I demand to see my king.”
“No. You will speak only to me. I am here to claim your life as well as that of every other man in the room. Put down the sword and die swiftly, or fight and you will suffer. I will not make this offer again.”
For a moment, the room stood still. Then Richard pulled his blade, followed by his men.
“You are no more than a child playing at captain!” Richard yelled. “You think you are better than I? I have been a captain since before you were born.”
Mara did not respond, other than to place both her hands upon the hilt of her sword, turning it to the side before her in a practiced motion. 
“Beware,” Adrian called. “That’s an Arius blade.”
“They both are,” Whyn said beside him, motioning toward Phillip. “Both are Arius.”
Tired of talking, Mara moved toward Richard when Adrian jumped, swinging his sword to Mara’s right. She whirled, twisting away from the stroke and sending his blade sailing in a harmless arc. Using her momentum, she spun fully around, sliding to her knees as she thrust her sword upward, sinking it deeply into Adrian’s stomach. He cried out, falling to the ground, as Mara twisted the blade out of him. Both hands flew to his stomach as he lay upon the stone floor. 
Instead of going for the kill, Mara glanced around the room. Her men were engaged in combat in all corners of the chamber, the sound of clashing blades deafening as it reverberated against stone walls and echoed into the halls beyond. Two more men had appeared and joined the fray, unsure of anything except that their captain was under attack.
Leaving Adrian writhing on the ground, Mara finally spied Richard, who was occupied with one of the other men, while Phillip was engaged to her right. Spotting an opening, Mara twined her way across the floor as Richard’s blade sank into his opponent’s left side, driving the Lorcan Guard to the ground on his stomach. Richard raised his blade and brought it down toward the fallen man’s back when Mara swung her blade low, bringing it against Richard’s hard enough it left him unable to compete his stroke. She placed herself between her fallen comrade and the man whose life she was determined to take.
In the full fury of battle, Richard moved first, bringing his blade crashing down upon Mara’s. She met him directly, keeping both hands tightly upon her hilt as his sword connected. He pulled back and swiped toward her left, but Mara took a step to the side, causing his blade to miss. Adjusting her grip, Mara lunged forward, thrusting her blade at Richard’s left side. He brought his arm up, twisting his blade to stop her movement. Their blades sang down the darkened halls. Screams echoed around her, but she ignored them, her focus solely upon the man standing before her. 
Both stood still for several moments, then Richard’s sword came down again, forcing Mara to raise her blade, her knees bending under his superior weight. With their blades engaged, Mara pushed with all her strength, forcing Richard to stumble back a few paces, separating their swords. Mara followed him, swiping toward his right in three consecutive thrusts. He blocked the first two, but was slow on the third, allowing the edge of her sword to slice into his arm. The cut was deep, but did not reach bone. He hissed as he took another step away from her.
“He screamed for you,” Richard taunted. “His precious rosa immortalis, as I cut into his skin and sprayed the walls with his blood.”
She did not rush as he expected, but instead moved calmly with her blade held before her. A cold smile rose to her lips, which did not match her steadfast stare, and suddenly, Richard was afraid. He swiped his sword in an effort to keep her back when Mara turned, twisting her body as his blade sailed past her. She twisted further, jerking her blade behind her to drive it deeply into his left ribcage.
He cried out as she continued to turn her body, attempting in vain to thrust his own blade, when she jerked up hard on the sword embedded in his ribs, dragging the edge through his side. This time he screamed, dropping his sword and collapsing to his knees, which caused her blade to rise even higher. His body was now split open from waist to arm by the sharp, powerful blade. Mara withdrew her sword and took several steps away from him to look across the room.
The fight was over. The knights of the Lorcan Guard had easily decimated those of the lower-ranked and lesser-trained men. She turned her gaze to where two of her men held a fallen man between them and observed in silence as Phillip calmly sliced his throat, before stepping to his left and doing the same to the next injured man. 
Turning her gaze back to where Richard lay gasping, Mara stared for several long moments as his blood pooled across the floor. He was unable to speak, his sliced lungs no longer capable of drawing the oxygen required for breath. She knelt beside him, ignoring the blood that seeped into her clothes. 
“Lord Richard,” she whispered, for his ears alone. “I know he called for me. I heard his screams. I watched the room fill with his blood. I heard him call for me, my lord. And I have come for him.” Raising her blade above him, she transferred both hands to the hilt. She plunged her sword in a single thrust, forcing the wide tip into his chest. Lowering her head, she pressed the side of her face against his chest, listening as his skewered heart pumped erratically and then stopped. 
“I will always come for him.”



 
 
Chapter LX
 
Mara walked past her men, who followed silently behind her as they left the tomb. She did not speak as they ascended the spiraling stairs, or as they collected the men who had been left to guard the doors. A few stayed to assist the injured, assuring Phillip they would be along momentarily, while Mara led the others down the long dirt path and out the dungeon gates. The streets were quiet in front of them, as though any possible passerby knew this was not a group to be trifled with.
She led her men not to the palace, but to the manor of Lord Carro, where the gates, now watched by the Lorcan Guard, were opened immediately. When they reached the front door, Mara turned toward the group surrounding her. She drew a deep breath searching for the right words. “Thank you,” she finally said. “You will want to see your captain. Visual confirmation my words are true. Thank you, for trusting me without such validation. Today you have brought honor to your captain, the Royal Guard, and the Lorcan Court. You may now return to the palace or remain here, as you wish.”
A man on her right took a knee before her. “Your Highness,” he stated, “and my princess, I believe I speak for all of us when I say, we shall remain by your side until our captain is safely home.”
Mara, who had been entirely numb during the dungeon massacre, found herself fighting back tears. “Thank you,” she managed to say, before turning to Phillip. “Come with me,” she instructed as she entered the manor. She walked through the tall entryway and across the hall, but paused when she saw the door to the sitting room had been left open. She drew another deep breath, attempting to steel herself for what was to come, then entered the room with Phillip never more than a step behind her. 
The room was vast. A long table, with a chandelier hanging above, was lined with newly lit candles. To her right, a fire with a pair of chairs before it, covered with crimson cushions fringed in gold. Between the chairs, with his back to the fire, stood Arron, dressed in a shirt of black silk tied with golden cord, a perfect match for his liquid-gold eyes. She crossed the room with her body still bathed in the blood of his fallen guardsmen, until she stood only a few feet before him.
“Hello, Lady Mara,” he addressed her.
“Lord Arron,” she replied, her gaze catching his directly. She found herself wondering how she could have come to trust this man in such a short time. “I assume you know why I am here.”
“Yes, my lady. I do.”
“Are you going to draw your sword?”
There was a moment of silence and then he shook his head, displaying empty hands. “No, my lady. I knew my fate the moment I learned his name.”
Mara felt herself struggling to continue. “I wish you had told me.”
 “And I wish I could have. There were times I nearly did...” It was Arron’s turn to draw a slow breath. “I became a better knight after he arrived. Edward. He made me a better knight. His courage, his honor, his unquestioning loyalty, never breaking his vow of silence. Even after all we did to him. It made me remember my own vows and want to honor them. Like he did.” 
Mara felt her eyes close tight. “Yes, Edward has a way of doing that. Tell me this, Lord Arron. If I had not walked into that dungeon, if I had not found him, would you have allowed me to leave this court never knowing he was being held...tortured, not a ten-minute ride from where I slept? Would you have allowed me to leave, knowing what his absence had cost me?”
Arron stared into her eyes and spoke the truth. “I wanted to find a way to get you to him. But had I not found a way, I...I honestly cannot say, my lady.”
Mara gave a nod as she felt a shiver run up her spine. “You tried to help him. You spoke out against his tormentors. You pleaded for his release. I heard your men say as much when we were down in the dungeon. If Edward were here, he would say that it was enough. That your attempts at kindness would grant you forgiveness. But, Edward is a hero. A white knight. A man of unquestionable morality.”
Arron offered a nod and then said, “And you?”
“I am a princess of the Lorcan Court; the blood of Queen Clarissa. Forgiveness is not to be had, not in this bloodline.”
“I understand,” Arron acknowledged softly. “If it is of any consequence, I am sorry.”
Mara reached out a hand, pressing it to the side of Arron’s face. He closed his eyes at the gentle touch. She leaned closer, moving her lips to his ear. “Thank you,” she whispered, “for keeping him alive. For saving him from your brother. And for giving him back to me.” She kissed him then, a soft caress as she slid her hand down his cheek. 
“Thank you,” she whispered again, as she removed her hand and plunged her blade into his chest. She caught him in her arms, as he fell, lowering him gently. “Thank you.” Tears finally began to fall as she clutched Arron close, leaning his upper body against her chest, as he died in her arms.



 
 
Chapter LXI
 
Mara walked up the spiral staircase of Lord Carro’s manor to find Davith standing before the door, with the men she’d ordered to remain by his side. Her skin was covered in multiple layers of blood, her naked Arius blade clutched in her hand as she walked down the hall. The men knelt at her approach.
“Is he?”
“He awoke disoriented,” Davith stated. “But I assured him this was real and he was safe. I dressed the worst of his injuries, and remained with him until he fell back asleep.” Mara nodded. “I also took the liberty of drawing a bath, in the room across the hall. And laid out fresh clothes.”
She paused and then glanced down, fully realizing for the first time how much blood had soaked through her clothes and onto the skin beneath. She did not speak, but turned toward Phillip.
“No one will go into the room other than Davith and myself,” he promised.
She nodded and turned to her left, entering the room Davith had indicated. The water was only lukewarm, but not too cold to serve her immediate needs. She began to undress, having to peel the blood-soaked cloth from her skin. When she climbed into the tub, the water turned pink in moments. She slipped her face underneath the surface, running her nails along her scalp and through her hair, attempting to wash as much of the blood as possible from its saturated strands. She kept her head under the water for a long time, until finally forced to rise, her lungs gasping for air. Pulling her knees to her chest, she wrapped her arms around them, resisting the overwhelming urge to fall apart in the quickly chilling water.
After several harsh breaths, she forced herself out of the tub, and grabbed a body cloth that had been left draped over a nearby chair. She dried herself, then picked up her blade and dipped it into the water, wiping the remaining traces of blood with the same cloth. She donned the fresh garments, a pair of black pants and a matching shirt that laced up the front with thick, silver cords, before walking back to Edward’s room.
Opening the door, she half-expected to find he had vanished and this was all yet another dream. She found it was not. Edward lay on the bed, fresh bandages wrapped around his chest. She walked across the room and knelt beside the edge of the bed, placing her hand upon his shoulder. 
He opened his eyes at her touch. “Mara.” 
“mi amor,” she whispered.
Staring into his dark eyes, she found herself struggling to breathe, fighting to suppress a series of sobs which transformed into harsh, wheezing gasps. She raised her left arm and pressed the back of her hand against her lips to silence the sound as tremors danced along her spine. Closing her eyes, she attempted—in vain—to gather some semblance of control. His palm pressed against her pale cheek. She shook her head at his touch, and forced herself to open her eyes. 
“ignosce mihi, Edward.” She shook her head harder, her words broken between harsh, trembling breaths. “Forgive me.” He slid his free hand to her shoulder and pulled her forward, meeting her lips with his own.
He released her and rose to a seated position upon the bed. “No, my love,” he answered her words. “My Mara. mea rosa. I am the one who should beg forgiveness. I swore I would return to you. I did not. I swore you would never be alone. I swore—”
“You’re alive. You’re alive. Oh gods.” Another deep sob escaped her lips. “I love you.”
He pulled her into his arms, clutching her tightly. “I thought I was going to die in that room. I thought I would never...that I would...I was so afraid.” 
“I am here,” she said. “I’m here. You are safe. promitto. I swear it. You are safe now, mi amor. You are safe.”
His words barely rose above the whisper. “Don’t leave me, Mara.” 
“Never. Do you hear me, Edward?” 
His grip tightened around her. 
“I promise. I am so sorry, mi amor. I knew you were alive. I knew. Visions. Horrible visions and I knew but...I couldn’t. I couldn’t...gods.” Her words turned to incoherent sobs as she spilled her tears upon his skin. 
“mea rosa,” he whispered, as he pressed his cheek against her shoulder, allowing his tears to intertwine with hers. “Let me hold you.”
“Yes.”
Edward lay back upon the bed, pulling Mara to him. Careful to avoid direct contact with his injuries, she placed her cheek on his shoulder, allowing him to encircle her in his arms. He ran his fingers along her back and through the strands of her long, dark hair. “te amo, rosa, mea rosa immortalis,” he whispered. “By the gods, I love you. I wanted to die, but I had to...I love you. te amo, Mara. Gods help me...”
“te amo. salvus es.”
He tightened his grip and the two fell to silence, lying at last in the safety of each other’s arms. “Don’t leave me,” he whispered. “I could not survive it.”
“ego adsum, mi amor. salvus es. te protegam. haud solus es. numquam solus eris. promitto. salvus es. salvus es.”
I am here, my love. You are safe. I will protect you. You are not alone. You will never be alone. I promise. You are safe. You are safe.



 
 
Chapter LXII
 
Present Day
 
“I blamed you,” Mara said, as she sat upon the stone balcony, her voice carried by the cold wind, blowing across mountains lit with the last rays of the falling sun. “I blamed you for not refusing the queen’s orders. For not whisking me away to some hidden place. For refusing to leave the court, the titles, the responsibility, all of it. I blamed you for leaving.” She shook her head. “How could we possibly have found happiness when I blamed you for so much? And you, in turn, resented me for not being able to save you when you needed me.”
“Mara, I never blamed you.”
“Yes, you did.” She turned to stare up into his dark eyes. “How could you not? I blamed myself as much as Phillip. As much as you blamed me for not finding you sooner. And you blamed yourself for having to be rescued. She...” Mara drew a deep breath, then forced herself to speak the name of the young princess who had died long ago. “Liza never failed you. And you never failed her.”
Edward raised Mara’s gaze back to his. “You never failed me, Mara.”
“Yes, I did. And for that failure, we have both paid a price. But this...this is not about blame anymore.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I had to become a captain in my own right. To have the fate of men lying in my hands—their honor and their lives—in order to understand. I know why you didn’t take me away from the courts. Why you went on the mission, knowing you would likely never return. I now understand what it means to put honor before everything...even love. I did so when I attacked the Muir Court. When I took the oath of the Black Rose. I understand, Edward.” She raised a hand to caress his cheek, continuing to stare into his eyes. “I don’t blame you anymore. I can’t, because I have done the same. Over and over again.”
“And that is my fault,” Edward stated. “I taught you. I made you join—”
“No.” She shook her head. “You saved me, Edward. Saved me from the queen. From a life I never would’ve survived. The code you taught me, the life you gave me, it saved me. I’m sorry, mi amor. That I didn’t understand. I was too young to...to...”
Edward leaned down and kissed her, wrapping his arms around her as he did so. “Mara,” he said, “it doesn’t matter anymore. It was all so long ago. Those years were terrible and I am so sorry. But it was a long time ago.” He released her and knelt on one knee, taking her hands in his own. “I love you, Mara. Nothing else matters. If you want me to take you away from here, then say so. You don’t have to do this.”
“I want nothing more,” she replied. “But I can no more leave than you could have refused the queen’s command. Sandra has awakened the immortal roses from their long slumber. They rise again to our blood. To what purpose, I do not know. However, I believe, Edward, without a shadow of a doubt, it is a purpose which must be discovered. We are captains of honor. We cannot leave that girl defenseless in the hands of King Mathew. I’m sorry, my love. We wouldn’t be able to live with ourselves. You know my words to be true.”
“Then we will save her,” Edward stated. “Together. Because I will not allow you to do so alone.”
“I wish you would,” she answered. “If anything were to happen to you because of this, I would die.”
“And if you ask me to leave you alone, to abandon you yet again, so will I.” He rose and kissed her a second time. “sine te vivere no possum. I cannot do it, not anymore. Do not ask it of me.”
“I won’t.”
“te amo.”
“And I you, mi amor.” With those words, both captains turned towards the mountains and watched in silence as the last rays of light gave way to descending darkness. 
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Blood Rose
 
A Preview:
 
Sandra stared at King Mathew in disbelief. “What are you talking about?”
“You and I both know that what I say is the truth.” The king descend the stairs until he joined her on the marble floor while Prince Darek took several steps back, moving away from her. 
When he reached her, the king pulled a strand of Sandra’s long black hair to the left side of her face, tracing the tips of his fingers down dark lock. Sandra forced herself to remain still under the unwelcome touch. The king’s fingers moved to her chin and raised her gaze so he could stare directly into her blue eyes streaked with lines of white, like crests foaming along the tip of an ocean wave. “You look just like her, save for the eyes.”
“Like who?” she asked, her chin still cupped in the king’s hands. 
Not answering, he continued to study her for several moments, his eyes tracing the lines of her face. “You are beautiful, my lady. Hauntingly so.” 
“Please...” Her voice began to falter, showing a hint of fear. “Your Majesty, I don’t understand.” 
“Don’t you?” he asked.
“What do I have to do with this? Why did you attack the Black Rose Guard?”
“The Black Rose? Trust me, my lady, the Black Rose Guard will not help you. If they knew...”
“Knew what?”
The king sighed. “I suppose it was only a matter of time before you found out. Though this was not the way I envisioned it happening.” He dropped his hand and turned. “It would seem your spells are slipping, enchantress.”
“Magic is tricky,” a high-pitched voice replied, causing Sandra to turn, searching for its source. A tall woman stood a few paces behind her, draped in a full-length gown of bright red cloth. Jet-black hair, pulled tightly back, framed her serpent eyes that slanted against her face. Thin slits watched where full pupils should have been, and Sandra had never seen anything so sinister. 
“Yes,” the enchantress hissed. “Magic is most difficult. Masking memory? Even more so. The spells were bound to fail, eventually.” She turned her unnatural eyes toward the king. “And placing her in the same room with the Ciar Captain did not help matters.”
“Yes,” the king answered. “I suppose it was a failure on my part.” 
The viperous woman stepped forward and offered a brief bow before her king. 
“I welcome you, Melinda.”
“My king,” she acknowledged, before turning her attention to the future princess. 
Increasingly uncomfortable, Sandra attempted to take a step back, but was unable to do so. A perverse smile twisted the woman’s ruby lips as she reached out a hand and pressed the tips of her fingers against the left side of Sandra’s face. 
“No.” Sandra uttered the single word as she was forced to stare directly into the woman’s serpent eyes.
Initially, Melinda’s eyes emanated a soft light, gradually becoming a sinister glow, which grew brighter as the room dimmed. “Come my child,” the woman whispered, though her lips did not move to form the words. “I will remove your fears.” 
Unable to look away, or even pull away, Sandra stood frozen as the room grew darker around them, tinting to a most unnatural green light.
“That’s it,” the woman praised. “Let go...forget. I will make the bad dream end.” 
“No,” Sandra managed to protest, even as she slipped into spell’s embrace. 
“You will remember nothing.”
“Help me,” she cried, but the sneer upon the enchantress’ lips widened. Sandra’s eyes began to close.
Without warning, the enchantress let out a loud cry. Sandra’s eyes flew open. She stumbled back, nearly falling as the spell was broken, and the enchantress cried out again. Sandra blinked several times, rubbing at her eyes. The fog lifted.
The marble where Melinda stood had split open, broken by the emergence of thick, green vines. Shattering the thick marble, the vines surrounded the enchantress, locking her tightly within their barbed embrace.
Mathew took a step forward. Vines emerged in a new fissure, bursting through the marble to surround those standing in the room. The vines quickly created a forest of twisting thorns, separating Sandra from the others. Her heart pounded, fear clutching her. It was as though the vines had rushed to her defense.
 “What is this?” Prince Darek demanded. 
“rosae inmortales,” the enchantress replied. “They are protecting her.”
“It’s impossible. That’s only a myth.”
“No,” Melinda hissed, remaining as still as she could embraced in thorns. “Not myth, old magic.”
“Old magic? What are you...” His voice faded, absorbed by the vines, which continued to gather in thickness.
The vines expanded, climbing the walls to touch the ceiling above, until Sandra was completely surrounded and unable to see the king or his enchantress. From within the deep green vegetation, a shadowy figure appeared. Startled, she stepped back, tripping over the vines, but managed to keep her footing.
The shadows took the shape of a featureless man who bowed before her. “My lady.” The voice was deep and masculine.
Sandra drew a shaky breath and forced herself to take a step closer to the kneeling shadow. 
“roase immortales,” the shadow whispered. “sanguis rosarum.”
Confused, Sandra stared down at the man. In her peripheral vision, she noticed a smaller, slender vine moved toward her. It slid along the ground and then rose up, pausing mere inches away.
“sanguis rosarum,” the shadowy figure said again.
“sanguis rosarum,” she repeated. “The blood of roses.”
The vine stood perfectly still, as though waiting. “The blood of roses,” Sandra wondered aloud, and then stretched out her hand, curious. The vine moved, the slender tip gingerly reaching toward her wrist. She paused, a tremble running through her wrist. In response to her hesitation, the plant stopped, waiting for the offered sacrifice. 
“hic iacet sanguis rosarum,” the shadow whispered.
Emboldened, Sandra drew a deep breath and turned her arm, offering her wrist palm-up to the waiting vine. It slid forward, and curled lovingly around her wrist, before its barbed edge plunged into the layers of her skin. Sandra gasped as blood began to flow down her arm, and the first pure white rose burst forth. Within heartbeats, countless more erupted from the vines, creating an elegant garden of snow-white roses.
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