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  WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT




  Two Kingdoms Book I: The Garnetsword




  “The Garnet Sword is an extremely emotional and heart wrenching book, in all the good ways….When I cry during a book, I take this as a sign of a well-written story and fully developed characters. Aurora and her story defi-nitely fit this description.”


  ~ Katie Seely, Night Owl Reviews




  “Intense! Without a doubt. Riveting, action-packed from beginning to end, this one came to the get-together and brought the party. I was pulled into the story from the start. The world building was FANTASTIC. It is clear the author had everything worked out for the world, characters and the story. Nothing was out of place…. Enemies? Maybe, but oh so hot! Rock it Ms. Aubrey!”


  ~ Seriously Reviewed




  First Night: Four Fairy Tales Retold




  “Aubrey's prose and storytelling is lush and rich with imagi-nation; her heroines are strong-willed, and believable. There are elements that horror fans will appreciate (The Woods-man's Daughter and Ella of the Ashes are especially leaning toward the horror genre). Having read another one of her stories that appeared in the erotic vampire anthology Blood Surrender (“She”), one can see that imagery and landscape are important in this author's work"


  ~ Belle Rose Reviews




  “This is definitely a story you tuck yourself into bed reading after you have read the innocent and watered down version to your children!”


  ~ Simply Romance Reviews




  “First Night: Four Fairy Tales Retold offers a delicious perspective to fairy tales never intended for children. Ms. Aubrey serves up a lusty helping of courageous women and fascinating men who understand intimacy, love and loyalty. It was a nice opportunity to revisit stories spar-kling with Ms. Aubrey's fresh characters and steamy visu-als.”


  ~ Patrice F, Reviewed for Joyfully Reviewed




  “I usually don't read short stories, but I read these because I find fairy tales a change of pace, and Caroline Aubrey's retellings are a breath of fresh air…I thoroughly enjoyed reading these stories, and I recommend them to anyone who enjoys fairy tales, or something with a bit of magic and myth to it.”


  ~ RomFan Reviews




  Other Books by Author Available at Torrid Books:


  www.torridbooks.com




  The Two Kingdoms Book I: The Garnetsword




  Glossary of Terms–The Two Kingdoms




  Gaunt




  The southern Kingdom. There are seven provinces of Gaunt:




  Grayslake - human province, home to Clan Finn




  Tyrry Wood - Fae - home to aul Shellac (the Shellac tribe of Fae)




  Solas – Fae - home to aul Nolance (Nolance tribe of Fae)




  Rivenden – human- home to human and Shifter Hunter clan




  Turkel – shapeshifter - home to Clan Turk




  Tythor - Elven and Jedren Bloodwood Clan




  Sylvanglen- Elven, Jedren White Hair Clan




  Joquil




  The northern kingdom. There are six provinces in Joquil, Joquil Fair being the largest:




  Joquil Fair - human; also the home of the Jedren Wolf Clan




  Hobtoggle – shapeshifters - Grinh tribe of shapeshifters, Jedren Blackhorse Clan




  Istandar – human - Clan Tyn and Jedren Wolf Clan




  Tamer - Elven




  Arbitras - human, Clan Balas and Fae, aul Imrin




  Quallen - human, Clan Balas Jedren Bird Clan




  CAST OF CHARACTERS – THE TWO KINGDOMS




  THE HOUSE OF GRAY (GRAYSLAKE, GAUNT)




  Ianin Gray, Duke of Grayslake (deceased) Prince of the Law




  Lady Finn Alyn (Devane) Gray, Queen Regent of Gaunt, Duchess of Grayslake, Hereditary Precept of Clan Finn; Princess by Blood




  Lord Nicholas Gray, Ianin and Alyn’s son, Prince by Blood (deceased)




  Lady Aurora (Carreon) Gray, wife to Nicholas, Princess Consort, Aegis Garnet warrior




  Todo Ilistan, Vizier to Queen Alyn




  Marethe Ilistan, Todo’s wife, Alyn’s Chief Lady-in-Waiting




  Lord Martin Devane, Viscount Tarant, Alyn’s cousin and private secretary




  Lady Finn Krisha (Devane) Huntersmoon, Alyn’s cousin, (deceased)




  Lady Seriane Devane, Baroness Tythor, mother of Krisha and Martin, Alyn’s aunt, courtier




  HOUSE OF CARREON (GRAYSLAKE, GAUNT)




  Lord Valyermo Carreon, Comte de Carreon; (deceased) father to Valyerian, Filiberto, Sidon, and Aurora; Garnet Warrior




  Lady Elenora Carreon, Comtesse Carreon, (deceased) mother to Valyerian, Filiberto, Sidon and Aurora




  Valyerian Carreon, son of Valyermo and Elenora, Viscomte Carreon; self-styled King of Joquil




  Filiberto Carreon, Viscomte Antille, second eldest son of Valyermo and Lenora (deceased)




  Lady Isidora Carreon, Viscomtesse Antille, Filiberto’s wife, (deceased)




  Lord Domenico Carreon, Vizier to Gilles Devane, Valyermo’s brother, Aurora’s foster father




  Lady Sylvan Carreon, Domenico’s wife, Aurora’s foster mother




  Trillan Descansos, Valyermo’s second-in-command, Garnet Warrior, one of Queen Alyn’s generals




  Sera Descansos, Trill’s wife, Praise Singer and Bard of Gaunt




  THE LAND COUNCIL




  Hawk Huntersmoon, of the Elven Clan Rivenden, Lord Hunter, Elven representative. Widower of Lady Krisha




  Solo Huntersmoon, Hawk’s brother, an Elven Monk.




  Callas, Prince of Turkel, a Turkelian noble.




  Emeline, Princess of Turkel, Callas’ sister and Duchess of Turkel




  Dustin aul Shellac of the People, Prince of Tyrry




  Carsen Torrent of the People, Lord Minister of Tyrry




  Lord Alisdair Devane, cousin to Queen Alyn, Nicholas’ replacement on the Land Council.




  Tremayne, Duke of Solas, a learned man of the Old Ways




  Lady Tremayne, Tremayne’s wife and Duchess Consort




  Tamerlane Ildefonso, of Joquil- in exile at Grayslake




  Melana Amiren, Duchess of Istandar (Joquil), in exile




  Coriane, Lady Terfliche, of Joquil—in exile




  Mirren, Lady Arbitras, widow of Everend Arbitras, Duke of Joquil Fair, pursued by Valyerian Carreon




  Qualls Maltiche, Lord Chambordine, Joquil. Remains unsure of his loyalty to the Land Council or to Valyerian.




  Lord Ammon Sayl, uncle to Hawk, of the Rivenden Shifter clan




  Emil Sayl, nephew to Hawk, of the Rivenden Shifter clan




  ROYAL HOUSE OF DEVANE (GAUNT)




  Kathlyn, Duchess of Sylvanglen, aunt to Queen Alyn; Princess by Law




  Tobias, Prince by Blood, uncle to Queen Alyn, Duke of Sylvanglen (deceased)




  Tallan, Lord Summers, son of Kathlyn and Tobias, Prince by Blood




  Evengard Devane, first Duke of Sylvanglen, Prince of the Royal Court of Gilles de Gaunt; father to Tobias and Gilles, grandfather to Queen Alyn




  Lady Finn Jordan of the Rose Court, descendant of the Rose Queen, mother of Queen Alyn, Princess of the Blood (deceased), Duchess of Sylvanglen




  Prince Finn Gilles Devane, Alyn’s father, Prince by Blood (deceased)




  Nira aul Shellac of the People, Elven Priest and Spiritual Leader, former Royal Bard and Praise Singer to the Royal House of Devane




  THE JEDREN




  Ardan of the Wolf Clan, leader of the Jedren




  Kiel, Ardan’s father, Wolf Clan Father, Elder




  Indra, Water-to-Blood Clan Mother, Elder, War Chief of the Jedren




  Ysabeau-ilian, tribeswoman of the Jedren, of the Wolf Clan




  Mira, wife of Atar, Water-to-Blood Clan Mother




  Atar, solder to Ardan (deceased)




  ILIANE of the Paint Clan, Healer




  WOLLSTONECRAFT ABBEY




  Mother Abbess, the Abbot, a Priest




  Sister Catrine Carreon, Mother’s Second, cousin to Aurora




  Sister Albertine Fleur, Mother’s Third




  AEGIS GARNET




  Alvand Delorme, Duke of Tyrrywood, Father General of the Guard, a Priest




  Tarin Fleur, Father Captain of the Guard, an Elven priest




  Marguerite Medus, Father Delorme’s Second Lt., a monk




  Soren Farthys, Master of the Guard, a monk




  Farthys Tarmiden, Soren’s son, Aurora’s First, a monk




  Nolas, Lord Seren, an Elven; Aurora’s Second; a monk




  Edemus Ravarre, a monk, Alyn’s palace guard




  Laurent Caigh Mosette, a monk, Aurora’s palace guard




  Farallon, Lady Tirat, a monk; Aurora’s palace guard




  Dedication




  For Mrs. Ivon, as always.




  Foreword




  Through a gateway from Earth to another reality, separated by mists and time, exists a land that is not immune to the dangers and desires that face most of humankind.




  Thousands of years ago, escaping a cataclysmic event on Earth, advanced humanoid races found their way to what is now known as Joquil and Gaunt. The twelve tribes of humanoids—among them warriors, Fae, elves, and shapeshifters—came across the dimensions, bringing with them the ancient knowledge encoded within their bloodlines, while this knowledge was lost by the humanoids they left behind. Those who bridged the dimensions exist during our time in our world but on a different plane of reality.




  Each of the tribes settled in its own province, and the kingdoms were unified under the rule of the council of elders, with each representing each one of the twelve clans. This was how the Council of Elders ruled peacefully over the twelve provinces for a thousand years.




  However, a great flood came to the land, and the twelve clans were separated for a very long and desperate period of time known as the Great Darkness. When the Great Darkness ended, more than half the population, those born well after the discovery of the new land, could not remember ever living anywhere else. Once again, the survivors fanned out into the land, remaking their worlds with each becoming autonomous. Cultures flourished.




  Borders developed and the Two Kingdoms became two, rather than one. Several of the ancient clans retained their knowledge of the magical arts and the history that survived the Darkening and sought to unify the ancient kingdoms. Under the rule of the Rose Queen, Janine d’Vane, the Land Council was formed to bring representation of all tribes to the government, including the indigenous Jedren tribes who had lived there since before the Darkening. Under Janine d’Vane, the ancient kingdoms were united as one, and peace reigned for over two hundred years, until a murder set in motion ancient feuds and hatred that divided the land once again.




  The Twenty Years’ War claimed a generation of peace and tranquility in the Two Kingdoms and again resulted in the splitting up of the Two Kingdoms. War and lawlessness reigned until the ruling families in Gaunt sought control over lawlessness by turning to the Aegis Garnet, an ancient brotherhood of warrior monks. With the assistance of the Aegis Garnet, the Clan Finn hereditary chieftain Finn Alyn Gray, a direct descendant of the Rose Queen, unified Gaunt and brought it under peaceful rule. Alyn and the Land Council sought to unify Joquil again under peaceful rule, with an eye toward reunification of the Two Kingdoms.




  In Joquil, a unification of its own was taking place. A veteran of the Twenty Years’ War, Valyerian Carreon, son of a prominent family of Gaunt, had escaped to Joquil after murdering his family in Gaunt. While in Joquil, he raised an army of his own and forcefully united the warring clans of Joquil. Claiming kingship of Joquil, he declared war on Gaunt and threatened to invade.




  Valyerian’s younger sister, Aurora, is Alyn’s widowed daughter-in-law, the only survivor of her brother’s massacre of their family. Having named Aurora as her heir, Alyn has assured herself that Joquil and Gaunt will be reunified when she dies and if Valerian should die before her. It would give Aurora a legitimate claim to both thrones. However, there is no love lost between Aurora and her brother, and even upon his death, there are those who would still see the Two Kingdoms separated and under autonomous clan rule.




  Prologue




  Rivenden, in the province of Sylvanglen–Home of Lord Hawk Huntersmoon




  The night’s hold upon him grew stronger as he gave himself over to the stretch of muscles, bone and sinew. Blood coursed through his veins, responding with the fire of the change. He allowed the moon inside him, allowing the change to consume him. As the fire swept through him, he was on the ground, close to the earth. The scent of the earth consumed in fire permeated all of his senses as his bones cracked and reformed within him, becoming the Other.




  The pain was great, but the pain was change and when he was the Other, he was able to feel something besides the emptiness that had gnawed inside of him since he had allowed the one he loved as a brother to be killed in front of him. The sound of the woman who loved him screaming into the light in grief made the hole in his heart larger and larger until there was nothing left inside of him. Until the Other was let loose and he could run...




  The density of his bones preceding the shift pierced through his skin as they elongated, stretching under sinew and muscle, and the change was complete. The Other stretched out under the fragile skin of the human male and took form, white as the moonlight, eyes the color of the snow under the white light of the night sky in the winter lands of his home. Blood scented through him, and the rush of the hunt became clearer until nothing else mattered but the blood pumping in time with his own heartbeat. The rush of blood was like a spray in his mouth until he could feel nothing but the blood of his prey in tune with the blood of the Other in a rush through his veins.




  The scent of something else came to him, and he stopped at the clearing, his nose in the air, scenting the frosted landscaped landscape in the darkness. It was her. Her scent. How could it be, that after all this time, she was here? On his land. On his hunt? Raising his voice to the moon he opened his mouth, the howl erupting from inside of him, riding on the frozen wind. Ice sparkled on his breath as it rose into the sky.




  He felt her hesitation, felt her stop, but she knew the sound of his Other, knew it as she knew herself. When he finished his moonsong he turned and saw her at the main clearing. By the Ancients, she was beautiful, this warrior woman of his brother by blood, in the tradition of his people. He had shared blood with his brother, and he was now one with the man as well as the Other. As his brother by blood’s wife, the warrior was connected to them both now, and the Other could scent the tears upon her face, frozen in the darkness. Her hair streamed out from her head, falling loose well past her hips, trailing behind her in the frozen wind. Moonlight kissed the deep black waves as it met the shadows forming around her. She wore nothing for warmth, dressed only in leather and linen, the white of her shirt spotless in the moonlight, her dark fragile beauty pinned against the snow-capped trees under which she took shelter.




  Her eyes, the color of pale amethysts sparkling in the moonlight, caught the frost of his own upon her. She nodded to him, a challenge, a curse, an acquiescence, and she took off at a dead run. He watched her go, watched the grace with which she ran ahead of him. Bow strapped to her back, she negotiated her way around the frozen trees in the shadows where the moonlight did not shine. Something inside of him stirred at the sight, and the Other began to give chase through the forest. He kept the line of her body within sight as she darted through the trees, chasing their prey to another clearing, giving way to the Other.




  Blood was strong in his mouth, in his nose, under his skin as he felt both the Other and the warrior closing in. To the next clearing she had chased the prey. He could see the outline of her arm as she pulled back the bow and released it, the wood and point sailing, perfectly balanced, in a straight line. He could hear the impact of the arrow point in the body of the beast. The Other sailed past her, rushing to the beast and catching it in his jaws as it leapt through the air. The powerful jaws of the Other pierced the beast’s neck as the warrior’s arrow sank to the heart.




  Taking the beast down, he thanked the spirit of the animal for its sacrifice and tore at its neck. Hot blood sprayed upon the white muzzle of his Other. It bathed in the heat of the blood as it flew into the night air, covering him in its life essence. Holding the beast down as the life sprayed out of it, he could feel her approach. His Other turned, baring its teeth instinctively at her. She hung back, sitting on her haunches, watching, her pale eyes aglitter in the moonlight.




  When the deed was done, his Other turned away from the beast and stalked toward her, nose down to the snowy ground. Moving to her slowly, he pressed his muzzle against her outstretched hand, then to her face, bathing her in the blood from the hunt. He could hear the Others of his household approach, their gaits as close to him as his own heart, and he knew that the three out of six approached quickly. The others patrolled the area for any Others outside of their clan who may have scented their kill on the wind and came to claim what was not their own.




  Her hand came upon him, smoothing down the coarse hair at his neck, his shoulders, and his face. He could smell the tears falling in frozen trails down her face, and with his warm tongue reached forward, licking the salt from her in welcome, in affection, sharing her grief and grateful for her warmth.




  He felt the shift coming upon him, the human in her calling out to the human within his Other. His bones heeded her call like they had heeded the call of the moon as the hunt escalated. In her arms he allowed the pain to course through him, and she held him as the Other howled into the Shift. His bones elongated. His blood coursed through him, soothing the transition as the shift surged through him.




  When it was over, he looked up at her with his human eyes, silver in the moonlight, the shadows and hollows of his face under her fingertips. “My lady,” he said in his human voice, deep and slow, like water moving through sand. “How fare thee, Princess of Gaunt?”




  Smiling through her tears, Aurora Carreon, Lady Grayslake of Gaunt, was beautiful in the frozen darkness. “My Lord Hawk. Will you accept me as part of your clan for the season’s hunt?”




  Hawk Huntersmoon, Lord of Sylvanglen, smiled a wolfish smile at the widow of his best friend and blood brother, Lord Nicholas Gray, Prince of Gaunt. “You are always most welcome in my southern lands, my Lady.”




  Aurora glanced up at the moon. It had started its descent in the southern sky, and the encroaching cold of the lengthening night chilled her bones. “Grief drives me away from my home, and your hospitality is most welcome, Lord Hawk.”




  Reaching up, Hawk touched her face, frozen in the deepest part of winter. “You are not a Shifter, my Lady. The winter cold chills your bones. My brethren will claim our quarry while you warm your bones at my hearth.”




  Coming back into himself, Hawk stood, resplendent in his human form, naked, moonlight kissing his skin in the frozen darkness. Wrapping Aurora in his heat, he gathered her into his arms and with a silent instruction to his brethren, he carried her with large strides and great care back to the castle deep in the heart of the southern province.




  Chapter 1




  Rivenden Castle, Gaunt




  Five Years Later




  Gazing out into the wide expanse of winter in Sylvanglen, Lord Hawk Huntersmoon’s eyes, the color of the winter sky, missed nothing. In his human form, Hawk’s eyes were nearly as sharp as his visual sense while in Other form, and he could see movement in the tall trees as he stood at the highest turret of the castle which had been in his family for centuries. Rivenden was the seat of power in Sylvanglen, the southern-most province in Gaunt where the winter was eternal, where the night sky was the only sky seen in Sylvanglen for three quarters of the year. During the summer months, the snowcaps still did not melt even though the sun was up for the majority of the three months, and the moon was only a shadow of itself.




  Hawk settled against the stone rampart as it glistened in the sun, ice sparkling in the light that was rarely seen. Movement in the trees was restricted to the central part of the woods that expanded around the castle’s outer buttresses. Some of his kinsmen were out there now. He recognized his cousin Emil, the second of his hunting brethren, responsible for the distribution of the spoils of the hunt. The second was his Uncle Ammon, his father’s brother, a soldier of the greatest regard. They patrolled the outer boundaries of the castle in order to keep the peace in the villages that clustered at the outer edges of Hawk’s domain.




  The third presence caused concern for Hawk as he traced its unrecognizable pattern. Only when the pattern of movement changed, did he come to recognize it as familiar. And beloved.




  The deepest part of winter was always the hardest for him, and Hawk could feel the grief in his bones as he could feel the Shift. His Other screamed within him as he tamped down the urge to Shift under direct sunlight that surely would have killed him, but then again Hawk was never one to shy away from pain.




  After five years, he could still scent her upon his skin.




  Shaking his head to clear the memory, he watched as the tree line shifted once again, his brethren recognizable as their Other forms left their imprints upon the trunks that shimmered to the tall tops of the trees. His hands trembled as he clenched them into fists, forcing the feel of her skin from them, but the memories sifted within him and the part of his mind, the part that was controlled by his Other, welcomed the memory. It flowed through him, so real he could taste her within his mouth.




  She had come in the deepest part of winter when the sun made its way back around in the expanse of sky and would be up again within the hour. The hunt was difficult for the Hunters during the deepest part of winter when the sky was dark, lit only by the moon for two hours out of the day.




  Winter’s hunt was the most difficult for the Shifters who lived in the Sylvanglen, and Hawk and his brethren had to be prepared as well as the communication between their Elven forms and their Others. In Hawk’s Other form, he had scented her upon the cold, clear air and when he saw her, joining in the hunt as Nicholas had done so many years before, something long dormant stirred in Hawk’s Other that claimed her as his own.




  That night he had lain awake, the firelight throwing shadows upon his nakedness under the thick, heavy winter quilts as the remembered the way her skin felt as he lay upon her, in his Other form, then as he shifted in her arms. Not even his wife, Lady Krisha, had held him as he shifted from his Other to human, soothing his bones, his muscles—her touch gentling him. Lady Krisha had not understood his Other, had not accepted that his Other was as much a part of him as was breathing. The shock and horror in her eyes when she watched him shift....she had cared for him, he knew deep within himself, but the part of her that could never accept what she believed to be a monster could not truly allow her to love him.




  It had been a good marriage in his Elven form. The alliance between Grayslake— with Krisha a member of the Royal House of DeVane—and Sylvanglen had been further cemented by the marriage. Yet the summers Krisha spent in Grayslake, returning only when the moon was high in the sky and long after the Hunt had commenced, could she stand the feel of Hawk’s touch upon her.




  Hawk had known the crossing between Gaunt and Sylvanglen was dangerous at the best of times, but Krisha had insisted upon returning home to Gaunt during the summer months, staying through the winter, during the season of the Hunt, so that she would not have to witness what she believed the brutality of the Others and their ways. When he received word, long after Krisha had been due to return by that particular nightfall that her carriage had gone down in the southern fork of the Misstal River between Gaunt and Sylvanglen and that there were no survivors, he had mourned his lady wife as a man of his station should have.




  Secretly and to his shame, he had been greatly relieved by her passing. No one save for Nicholas, his best friend and blood brother, had ever known his true feelings for Lady Krisha, even though Lady Krisha was cousin to Nicholas’ mother. The ceremony that had bound Hawk and Nicholas had bound them closer than brothers, and that meant keeping their secrets as well. Nicholas was good at keeping secrets, and Hawk would soon prove his equal in that regard.




  Lady Krisha had been dead for six years now and Nicholas gone only a year when Hawk’s Other had seen Aurora enter the Hunt from the deep woods. Something inside him had stirred and would not be denied. When she knocked on the door of his bedchamber, there was no turning back, his voice low in the firelight when he said, “Enter...”




  He could see her face as clearly in the low firelight of his bedchamber as he had in the cold light of day. Her beautiful amethyst eyes held none of the warmth so prevalent in all the years he had known her. They held nothing now but the empty dullness of grief and sorrow. She wore her hair long, in the widow’s style, but it was not unkempt as it flowed like water past her shoulders, nearly to her hips. She wore a dressing gown, and the shadows behind her revealed nothing else underneath the gown.




  In his human form he could smell the tears in her eyes, the loss on her skin, feel it with each beat inside the hollow of what had been her heart. In reality, he knew the truth of Nicholas’s death, that it had been staged. And now the woman both he and Nicholas loved stood in front of him, believing her husband dead and gone, and in her grief sought the comfort of their closest friend’s bed.




  The dressing gown slipped off her shoulders and pooled in a rush of silk and ribbons at her feet. Hawk’s breath hissed out of his lungs at the sight of her warrior’s body—tall, elegantly made, long boned and battle-scarred, her shoulders squared with determination and need. His gaze took in her firm, full breasts as they quivered with each breath she took. His response to her was sudden and devastating, and he knew he wanted to be inside of her at that moment more than he needed to breathe, like he needed his Other to survive the coming winter.




  His betrayal of Nicholas’s trust was the color of the firelight upon her dark skin as he raised the covers of his bed. He was naked, long and lean and carved in muscle from his many years living on the land of the Shifters. His cock stirred to life yet her eyes were still fixed upon his face as she slipped in next to him, her body cold in spite of the heat that emanated from every pore of his skin.




  “I’m so tired of the cold.” Her sorrow stained her voice, and he knew it wasn’t just the physical cold that ailed her, but the emotional one as well. Wrapping his arms around her, he pulled her closer to him. He felt her hesitation then, like a piercing blade in his heart.




  Nearly one year had passed since they had roamed the battlefields of the Northern Provinces, fighting the Border Wars with the Queen’s army, in order to protect the innocent lives along the border between Gaunt and Joquil. Between the soldiers of the Joquili army and the ruthless Jedren warriors who fought on neither side but killed anyone who crossed into what they considered “their territory”, the fighting had been particularly brutal. The Queen’s son, his wife and the Queen’s cousin by marriage had led the good fight, having remained at the front for four months before their contrived had cleverly struck.




  Nicholas had come to Hawk with a strategy figured between him and his mother many months ago. No one else knew the extent of the mission as it required a stinging betrayal of the one woman they all loved: Aurora.




  Deep into Jedren territory Nicholas would go, with the assistance of the old Jedren clan leader Kiel. There he would assume the identity of Kiel’s long-dead son, but for their plan to come to fruition, Nicholas Gray would have to die. During the fighting, Nicholas had come upon the dead body of a Jedren soldier and he had seen his chance...promise me, he’d said to Hawk, you’ll take care of Aurora...promise me...




  This is madness, Hawk had responded, and this will kill her.




  She’ll need you more now, Nicholas had said, taking off the dead Jedren’s clothing and replacing it with his own, you must promise me or I cannot do what I am bound to do.




  You don’t know what you’re asking of me...




  Hawk had turned away, not wanting Nicholas to see the truth in his eyes. Nicholas had grabbed his shoulders, turning him so they were face to face again. I know what she means to you. I know you are in love with my wife. She will need that love from you when she thinks I am dead.




  Anything for you, brother, but that... Hawk had begged him.




  Make sure she lives, Nicholas had said, and then, he was gone.




  Make sure she lives, his voice echoed in Hawk’s mind.




  “There is nothing inside of me,” Aurora said, lying in his arms, “I want...I need to feel, Hawk. I need...to feel human...again.”




  As she tangled her hands in his long, blond hair, he marveled at the feel of a woman’s body in his arms. Not just any woman’s, but hers. Aurora, here, in his bed, her skin against his.




  Closing his eyes, he pushed Nicholas out of his mind and drew Aurora’s lips to his. Soft, so soft...and he was lost in her, lost in her scent, lost in the feel of her. His Other roared inside his soul as her tongue slipped inside his mouth, teasing, dancing, and grazing along the sharp teeth that fed his Other. His hands roamed along the soft planes of her body, tracing the corded lines of muscle and sinew.




  She was soft and hard all at once. His hands explored the tautness of skin, the places where it stretched along the long lines of her body; she gasped in pleasure under the onslaught of his mouth upon hers. Something inside him stirred, something he had forced inside the veneer of his human form, something even his Other would not have recognized. His cock stirred immediately to life—hard, solid, and pressing between their bodies. He gasped as her hands found him a cool touch along that fevered sensitivity. Her fingers moved from his balls to the tip, and his entire body jerked in response.




  Make her feel.




  It would be over in moments if he allowed her to touch him so. His wits and his strength returning, he grabbed her arms, and with his own arms and legs, he flipped her over. His hands held hers above her head, her breasts taut and rising underneath him. His legs held hers in place, and he lowered his head, his tongue tracing the hollows of her neck, teeth nibbling at her collar bone, nipping the traces along her ear, lips upon her cheekbones, her eyes, and finally, her lips. “You want to feel,” he growled against her mouth, feeling the wild staccato beat of her heart against his as his heavy weight pushed down on her. “What do you want to feel?”




  Aurora closed her eyes against the sensation Hawk wrought upon her. “I want...,” she whispered and then opened her eyes to look directly into his. “I want you, Hawk. Inside of me. Me inside of you. In every way possible...”




  Standing now against the parapets of his castle, Hawk closed his eyes against the sudden wave of desire that slammed through him as he remembered what had happened next. Her hair had curled around his neck and shoulders. His tongue laved her entire body, the scent of her core upon his lips, his teeth and his tongue. Her soft cries mingled with the crackle of firelight as he brought her to climax again and again, with just his teeth, his tongue, his lips...




  Nothing could match the wet, velvety heat of her as he fought her for entrance. She clamped down on him, his mouth upon her breasts, teasing the hardened points of her nipples, sucking and pulling, each gasp from her allowing him further in, each shudder opening her core further to him. His sharp fangs scraped against her skin, the taste of her blood filling him as she cried out yet again underneath him, her body arching into his as he slammed into her, over and over, her cries echoing against the rocky walls of his bedchamber. His own roar of the wild Other inside of him drowned out her cries as the beast within broke through. Wave upon wave upon wave of warm life poured into her, his howl echoing not only through the bedchamber but through the entire castle.




  Hawk could still feel and hear the echoes of his love for her, the imprint of their mating upon his heart as loud as any remembered cry he’d ever made. They’d made love all night, and in the morning, she told him she was leaving. “I am going to the Abbey,” she’d said, looking up at him as he’d held her tight to him, not wanting to ever let her go. “To make my vows to the Aegis Garnet.”




  The Aegis Garnet. The warrior monks. She intended to remain Nicholas’ forever. Of course; being Aurora, what other choice would she make? There was no future for them as perhaps Hawk had hoped when his Other had first gazed upon her on the tree line and she had prepared to join him in the Hunt. She had come to Rivenden for the Hunt, for the comfort of being close to the one who was closest to the one she truly loved, and had lost. He could beg her to stay, stay for the next season and the following ones beyond that, but he knew that as long as Nicholas held her heart, she was his and he hers, and no matter how much Hawk loved them both, he could not change that.




  Nicholas and Aurora had been married in a royal ceremony, but they had also been bound by the Old Ways, the ways of the land before the time had given them God and his love, justice, and mercy. As Hawk and Nicholas had been bound by blood, so had Nicholas and Aurora, sealing them together beyond death and into the new life beyond this one.




  His home held so many memories of those he had loved and lost: his gentle mother, his laughing father, his brothers-by-blood with whom he shared his parents, many Others who had been lost to them. He even mourned the lovely Lady Krisha, the wife he did not love but whom he had truly cared for and she for him. And not the least of his mourned losses were Nicholas and Aurora.




  Life beyond the parapets of the castle called to him, and his attention returned to the movement in the trees. He could see Ammon and Emil moving, and the third range of motion drew his attention next. He knew the gait, and the way the trees whispered to one another. The movement gathered all the way to the tops of the tall pines, making them shimmer in the sunlight. This gait belonged to no Other, but to one of his own just the same.




  Hawk watched as the movement of disturbed trees progressed from Emil’s and Ammon’s positions, moving closer to the castle, until it disappeared once the tree line was breached. Hawk expected to see a human approach, but knew better. There was magic in the air; he could smell it upon the trees, upon the wind, upon his skin. It was Elven magic.




  A small smile teased the corner of his lips, and he was pleasantly amazed at the slight wave of longing that came over him. He felt the presence gather power and shape behind him. Turning, his hint of a smile grew a little wider. “Solo,” he said, acknowledging the dark shape that formed in front of him.




  Darkness and shadow formed out of the recesses of the sun and rock of the castle parapet as the wind began to move around the swirling shadows. The form of a man took shape, tall and dark where Hawk was light, his eyes black as the deepest part of night, bleeding into the white parts so there was no light shining through.




  A slow grin spread upon the small Elven face, his gold piercings sparkling in the sunlight from pointed ears and one eyebrow. Slightly elongated eye-teeth showed through, the only sign that perhaps this Elven mercenary was more than just Elven.




  “Hello Hawk,” he said, his voice twinkling like the stars, “it has been a long time, Brother-by-Blood.”




  Chapter 2




  Grayslake, The Kingdom of Gaunt




  The sounds of blades connecting echoed off the stone walls of the courtyard of the Castle of the Queen. The sound of clashing steel rang through the branches, looming skyward. When the sounds of the battle died out, a woman’s voice was heard, rising above the silence. “Again!”




  Swords and blades crossing, metal upon metal, the sound heavy in the cold, clear air, rang out once again. From her place, watching the sparing between her Aegis Garnet brethren and the Queen’s soldiers, Aurora Carreon, Lady Grayslake, missed nothing of the subtleties of the swordplay.




  “Stop,” she said, her voice rising above the din. The sword at her side glinted against the sunlight as she unsheathed it, deep red stones glowing the color of blood under the direct heat of the sun. “Farallon,” she said, and the Aegis Garnet warrior stepped forward from the line of Queen’s soldiers training under the Aegis Garnet monk. Crouching into fighting stance, Aurora and the young monk she had called forward began the dance of soldiers, skilled with blades and swords drawn and ready for blood.




  Farallon Sibelle, Lady Tirat, was young, even for an Aegis Garnet monk at full rank, but she had been promised to the Aegis at a young age by her father, a Turkelian noble, who had too many heirs. As his youngest daughter, Farallon stood to inherit nothing, but with a child in the Aegis service, the Earl of Tirat had established for himself a foothold at the seat of power, and Farallon would be taken care of by the Aegis for the rest of her life.




  Farallon’s devotion to the Aegis was indeed strong. With each stroke of Aurora’s Garnetsword, Farallon matched with her own Aegis sword, encrusted with emeralds the color of the Misstal River and of Farallon’s eyes.




  The sun in her eyes was the spark that set off the next chain of events. Farallon fought to concentrate, to anticipate, though she felt her soul diverging from her body and fought to stop the split.




  The sparring went on for seconds, then minutes, each move Farallon made matching her captain’s prowess until a misstep caused her sword to drop just enough to allow Aurora’s sword entrance. She slammed her blade upon Farallon’s, wrenching it free of the young monk’s grasp.




  Farallon fell to her knees, her eyes locked with her captain’s as Aurora placed the blade next to her neck. The sparkle in Aurora’s amethyst eyes glinted in the sunlight, and Farallon capitulated with a smile of concession.




  “You must anticipate every advance,” Aurora called out to the assembled soldiers, nodding to Farallon, “and each advance must be a calculated response to adversarial action.” Sheathing her sword, she reached a hand down to Farallon, who took it, lifting herself off of the ground.




  Farallon turned on her heel, turning Aurora’s body so her back was to Farallon’s, a blade held at her neck in Farallon’s before-seen empty hand. Aurora’s smile turned into a full grin as she took in the shocked faces of the assembled soldiers. “However,” she continued, Farallon’s blade still at her throat, “every action dictates a reaction,” she said, and reared her head back to hit Farallon square in the forehead. The younger monk fell, dazed, and Aurora disarmed her, slamming the blade next to Farallon’s head in the frozen ground. “And one must anticipate the opponent’s reaction if we are to survive the battle between life and death.”




  Several of the Queen’s solders applauded, others murmured their approval. Two of the assembled Aegis, Brother Caigh Mosette and Brother Soren Farthys, watched in silence as yet another Aegis, Brother Edemus Ravarre, motioned for the men to continue.




  As the sounds of sparring battle rang out once again, Farallon’s deep green eyes focused on the gaze of her captain. “Well done, Sister,” she said, her words trying to orient themselves back into a semblance of order within her brain.




  Leaning forward, Aurora held her hand out once again, pulling Farallon to her feet. “Battle well made, Sister,” she said, smiling, then placed her arm around the younger monk. “If we are to turn the Queen’s soldiers into warriors, then we must be prepared to train them as we are trained at the Abbey.”




  The sweat plastering the deep auburn tendrils of Farallon’s hair against her forehead and neck began to cool in the cold air, and Farallon shivered slightly. Aurora’s arm tightened around her, and she leaned in to Farallon. “Go and get cleaned up, Sister. You trained the soldiers well today, and I would hate to contribute more to the forthcoming headache that will form behind your eyes if you do not take some medicine to that bump on your head.”




  Squeezing Aurora’s waist, Farallon smiled, and left her captain’s side, reaching for the heavy dark cloak she’d left on one of the stone benches surrounding the training grounds. “Yes, Sister Captain,” she said, moving across the courtyard inside the dark castle walls.




  The Spartan quarters of the Queen’s Aegis Garnet occupied an entire floor of apartments on the first floor of the castle, bounded by the enormous kitchen complex to the south, the great dining hall to the east, and the Queen’s court to the west. Facing south was the courtyard where the training continued. There was a common room for the Aegis, where they often took meals together and strategized their campaigns. A large and inviting fireplace was always laid high with wood for a fire.
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