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  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 symbiot clan




  Turkel – shape shifter – home to Clan Turk




  Tythor – Elven and Jedren Bloodwood Clan




  Sylvanglen – Elven symbiots, 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, Jedren Water-to-Blood Clan




  Arbitras – human, Clan Balas and Fae, aul Imrin




  Quallen – human, Clan Balas Jedren Paint Clan




  Foreword




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




  Thousands of years ago, escaping a cataclysmic event on the earth, advanced humanoid races found their way to what is now known as Joquil and Gaunt. The four tribes of humanoids, what we would know as warriors, fae, elves, and shapeshifters, came across the dimensions, bringing their ancient knowledge with them. Each of them carries coded in their bloodlines the knowledge that many of the earth have lost. They exist during our time but in a different plane of reality on our planet.




  Each of the tribes settled in its own province of the land, and the Kingdoms were unified under the rule of the council of elders, with each representing each one of the four clans. This was the Law; this is how the Council of Elders ruled peacefully over the thirteen provinces for a thousand years. The four clans lived peacefully among the indigenous inhabitants of the land, known as the Jedren. Many of the four clans brought with them their religion, honoring their one God, in whom lives the Great Father, Great Mother and Holy Child, which taught them they could peacefully coexist with the Jedren and their animist shamanic ways of life.




  However, a great flood came to the land and the thirteen Clans were separated for a very long and dark period of time known as the Great Darkness. When the Great Darkness ended, more than half of the population 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 and becoming autonomous of one another. Each clan settled into a different province under the land, and 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. Many of the peaceful ways between the Jedren tribes and the four clans began to be lost as land became a commodity to be traded, bought, or sold. 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 long before the others had migrated, since before the Darkening. Under Janine d’Vane, the ancient kingdoms were united as one and peace reigned for over two hundred years, until the murder of Janine d’Vane’s descendant, Dustin d’Vane, set in motion ancient feuds and hatred that divided the land once again. The four Clans divided, and with them the loyalties of the Jedren were split.




  The Twenty Years’ War claimed a generation of peace and tranquility in the Two Kingdoms, and resulted in the split of the Two Kingdoms once again. 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 (established before the Great Divide that brought the four Clans to the Jedren lands) who helped bring stability back to Gaunt. 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 once again. With peace brought to Gaunt once again, Alyn and the ruling body of Gaunt, the Land Council, seeks 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, escaped to Joquil after murdering his family in Gaunt. While in Joquil, he raised an army of his own, and united the warring clans of Joquil by force. Declaring war on Gaunt and his own claim to kingship, Valyerian is threatening to invade Gaunt.




  Valyerian’s younger sister, Aurora, is the widowed daughter-in-law of the Regent of Gaunt, Alyn. Aurora is the only survivor of the the massacre of her family by her brother. Having named Aurora as her heir, Alyn has assured herself that Joquil and Gaunt will be reunified if Alyn dies and if Valyerian dies, giving Aurora a legitimate claim to both thrones. However, there is no love lost between Aurora and her brother, and there are those who would see the Two Kingdoms still separated–under autonomous clan rule.





  Cast of Characters - The Garnetsword




  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 Elenora (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, Duke of the Elven Clan Rivenden, in the Southern province of Rivenden, Lord Hunter, Elven representative. Widower of Lady Krisha Devane.




  CALLAS, Prince of Turkel, a Turkelian noble.




  AURELIA SIBELLE, Countess of Tirat, Callas’ wife and Princess Consort




  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; Fae




  LADY TREMAYNE, Tremayne’s wife and Duchess Consort; Fae




  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.




  HOUSES OF THE FAE




  Aul Solance:




  TREMAYNE, Duke of Solas, father to Lord Severn Tremayne




  LADY TREMAYNE, Duchess of Solas, mother to Severn




  SEVERN AUL SOLANCE of the People (deceased)




  POLOS, Tremayne’s Second Son, Heir Presumptive




  Aul Shellac:




  CAMIRA, Duchess of Shella, great-aunt to Nira




  NIRA AUL SHELLAC OF THE PEOPLE, Hereditary Spiritual Leader of the Fae




  SYNJON SHELLA, First Son of Camira, Heir Presumptive




  QUINTALIUS (QUEALY), Second Son of Camira, cousin to Nira




  Dustin Shella, Third Son to Camira




  TYTHER, kinsman to Nira




  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)




  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




  DALEN of the Wolf Clan, Blooded son to Kiel




  EIRAN of the Wolf Clan, blooded son to Kiel




  ILIANE, tribeswoman of the Jedren, of the Paint Clan, close allies to the Wolf Clan




  MIRA, wife of Atar, Wolf Clan Mother




  ATAR, soldier to Ardan (deceased)




  DENAL, leader of the Jedren Bloodroot Clan




  OLIVARES, Bloodroot Clan leader, wife to Denal




  YESBEL, outcast clanswoman of the Bloodroot clan




  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




  OUTLANDERS




  SOLO THE ELFIN, Hawk’s half-brother, an Elven mercenary




  Prologue




  Steam rose like an ascent of prayers climbing toward heaven as water trickled from an ancient underground stream across smooth black rock. Whispers echoed off the rocks of the cave and candlelight flickered on the glistening darkened walls of porous black stone. Steam rose off the water, heated in natural pools that existed underneath the ancient walls of the Abbey above which this pool stood. A woman lay in the water, boneless, floating underneath the tiny ripples of the water as it lapped upon the dark rocky edge of the rim of the natural mineral pool. In this place, close to the heartbeat of the land, there was a deep sense of tranquility, of peace, in a land that was engulfed in a terrible and bloody war.




  Voices approached, echoing off the damp walls.




  The woman sighed. Water rolled against her, like warm, strong hands stretching her flesh in the darkness. Aurora…his voice a prayer in the darkness.




  Against the dark rock, there was no differentiation between the thick, dark hair of the woman who rested in the water; not even the sound of her breathing echoing in the silence, as she lay still in the soothing sluice. She was dreaming a dead man’s touch upon her and resisted the urge to wake.




  My love, forever…his voice was the water lapping up against her body, the gentle movement of breath in her hair, upon her face, upon her throat. His hands pressed upon the tear-stained cheek, lips moving ever so softly against the wetness there, his hair falling in tiny rivulets around her face, her neck, her hair. Remember me…




  How could she forget? His scent seemed everywhere on her: wood smoke, chicory, sandalwood, the heat of him forged against her skin, his thighs pressed between hers, the long, strong fingers pulling her flesh onto his. Fresh tears flowed from her eyes and down the planes of her cheeks, falling down her neck and flowing into the water. ‘tis your ghost I cannot be released of but I must release you




  Aurora…his whisper was a prayer to her, to the temple of her body, lost within the dark recesses of the water lapping upon the sacred shores. His hands were gentle, movements insistent, and she longed to turn to his warmth in the darkness, his scent everywhere upon her, taking over where her mind left and her body lengthening against his. Aurora




  Two robed figures approached, and stood, their whispers silent as they set their gaze upon the woman. One of them gasped in surprise when only the tiniest movement of sound was heard and the woman in the bath opened her eyes. And then there was the shock of light eyes against the darkness. “It is time, Sister.”




  With that, when her eyes opened, her ghost lover was gone. In his place was just water and rock, caressing her body with warmth, softness, and the dark.




  The woman rose, graceful and catlike in her movements. Water cascaded from her in showers into pools collected in black rock as she stood. She held out her arms, reed straight from her sides, and the two robed figures placed a dark robe around her, belting it, and covering her head with the attached hood. Following her attendants, the woman moved silently, standing nearly head and shoulders above them, along corridors lit with candles and smelling of old wax and water. Along a solid rock corridor they began to climb, where dampness clung to wet walls, drying as they moved further up the path until they emerged from the rock caves and moved up through what seemed to be solid wood into a darkened chamber. They had emerged from the earth, and moved now into a large yet spartan chamber that held a large bed, a pitcher and bowl, and a chair. Laid upon the chair was a simple dark tunic, sleeveless, which one of the attendants lifted as the other took the robe from off the woman’s shoulders.




  Gently leading the woman to sit down, the attendants moved to either side of her, one began dressing her, the other took to task the combing and braiding of the woman’s waist-length black hair. It wasn’t until they had finished braiding and tying the tunic and had stepped away from the woman when one of them laid a hand on her shoulder and said, “Sister. Come.”




  The woman’s gaze met that of her attendants in the mirror. Her eyes, the color of pale, rare amethysts, glowed eerily in the candlelight. One of the attendants moved forward again, holding his arms outstretched to the woman, his arms straining under the weight of the object he held. Heavy, long, and wrapped in linen, the woman took it, loosening the silken cord that held the wrapping in place. Her fingers felt the familiar, smooth, cold metal as the linen fell away. Kneeling, she placed one hand on the jewel encrusted hilt of the sword and with the other crossed herself. “Father,” she whispered, “help me to endure the trials you set before me, that I may be a worthy servant in the service of Your holiness. Amen.” Standing, she sheathed the sword in the scabbard at her hip, and followed her attendants out of the room and down candlelit corridors, her bare feet sinking into stone flooring. On and on they moved, walking the long corridors, until they came to a thick door. The attendants pushed it open, and more candlelight greeted them; the woman moved inside.




  Rows upon rows of warriors dressed in shining armor sat facing one another in a great hall, dark cloaks of the blackest blood red spilling from their necks and shoulders, golden crosses embroidered upon both front and back. They turned toward the open door, all eyes upon the tall, graceful young woman naked under her tunic, reed straight and eyes straight ahead. “Sister Aurora Elenora Carreon of Grayslake,” a male voice bellowed from the inner sanctity of the hall, “you have knocked, and the door opened. What do you ask?”




  “Admission to the Order,” she answered in a clear, resounding voice. The sound of her voice came as somewhat of a shock to her. These words were the first she had uttered in nearly a year; a year of silence and prayer and preparation for this very moment. Her voice did not crack, did not break. Clear as if she had used it just moments earlier.




  “Daughter of Valyermo and Elenora, sister to Filiberto and Sidon, do you renounce possessions which bind you to human weaknesses and pledge your life to God?”




  “I do.”




  “Do you place your life and will in God’s hands, serving no one but Him?”




  “I do.”




  “Do you pledge service and honor to the Regent of this Land, in whom God has given power over others to rule fairly and wisely?”




  “I do.”




  “Do you accept the trials the Order places before you, the final ritual prescribed since the beginnings of this Holy Brethren?”




  “I do.”




  “Come forward.”




  Rows upon rows of warriors stood suddenly, as Aurora Carreon stepped along the cold marble floor toward the facade of the hall. In front of her, as she walked, stood Alvand Everend Delorme, the Duke of Tyrrywood, General of the Guard, the Chief Priest of the Order of the Aegis Garnet, his gold armor shining in the candle light like a beacon calling her home. To his left stood his lieutenant, a giant of a man with curling auburn hair hanging in ringlets past his armor and cloak. Another lieutenant, the General’s Second, stood a head shorter than the First, her blonde hair shining in the candles and held back by a thick braid. Beside each of the lieutenants stood the clerics of the Order, dressed in long black monastic robes. Behind Aurora was the life left long ago and the ghost of a love so great that even death could not separate them. Ahead of her, her new life beckoned, the life she’d accepted so long ago in service to God and Queen.




  As she approached the Captain and the others, Aurora saw out of the corner of her eye, seated at the head of the warriors, the Mother Abbott of Wollstonecraft Abbey. When she reached them, Aurora knelt, taking her sword from its scabbard and lowering her head to the sword. “I do your bidding, Captain.”




  You have suffered a great loss, Mother had said when she arrived at the Abbey, three years before this moment. I bid you welcome, and sanctuary. Mother had cared for her, had taken her in when she had nowhere else to go. When she was battered and broken, wounded in spirit as well as body, she needed Mother to reassure her, love her, make her whole. Only God could heal those wounds, and by the grace of God, Mother had given Aurora back her soul.




  The General turned toward his First, and nodded, then toward his Second, and did the same. The two approached Aurora, and knelt beside her, facing her. As the First held her arms at her side, the Second moved to her right arm, and with a tiny, sharp knife dipped in a dark liquid, began the carving of the ritual tattoo in her arm, curving its way from the top of her shoulder, through the curved slope of muscle in her forearm, winding around her elbow and to the tip of her wrist.




  Tiny beads of sweat began to pearl at Aurora’s brow, but she did not gasp, did not cry out, did not look away. Her eyes bored straight ahead, into the eyes of the General, who stood silently, watching as the Second dipped the tiny instrument into a bowl of dark ink, working the color into the wound. Aurora’s grip tightened along the hilt of her sword as the Second carved into her arm the symbols which told of the history of the Aegis Garnet, wrapped in a straight blade along the curves her flesh, topped off by the image of the dark, red jewels that matched those in her sword.




  The pain was great. Father God, give me the strength to endure this final ritual…Aurora knew what was to come, in this final test of endurance, this final ritual which had bested even the strongest warrior. Surely, running in the icy rain in the deepest winter wood with nothing but a tunic on and water buckets tied to her shoulders could have prepared her for this? Surely, the bruises and blood from sparring with the First as he pummeled her, day after day, could have prepared her for this? And surely, the broken bones and bruised and torn flesh she had experienced at the hands of the Master of the Guard day in and day out until she was stronger, more resilient, resistant to pain; her silence throughout her ordeals, these rituals were designed to sculpt the most hardened body, the toughest soul, the truest of the true warrior clans of the land?




  None of this, the broken bones, bruises, lumps, cuts, gashes, not even the final ritual of branding the warriors with the age old crest of the Order that bound them to the order for life, was worse than losing the man she loved most in this world in the way that she had.




  Her skin throbbed with a dull ache when she heard the Captain’s voice. “Stand, Sister Aurora, the Grand Tempest, and by the will of God be joined to the Aegis Garnet forever!”




  Aurora raised her eyes to the cheers of her brethren, some three hundred knights, warrior/monks such as herself. The Mother Abbott of Wollstonecraft came forward, as the Second dressed and bandaged Aurora’s arm. Armor was placed over Aurora’s shoulders, snapped and secured by the Captain and the First, and Mother draped the blood red cloak over Aurora’s shoulders, smiling. “My dearest,” Mother held Aurora to her, her tiny arms stretching around Aurora’s strength, “welcome to the Order.”




  The Second finished snapping Aurora’s armor over the bandage, and turned to admire her handiwork. “Welcome, Sister.”




  Aurora bowed slightly, showing deference to her superior. “Thank you, Sister Marguerite.” She looked up from her bow, and winked at the Second.




  “Far braver than most.” The Second, Marguerite Medus, smiled back.




  “Join your brethren in honor, Aurora,” the General said, and Aurora did so, standing between the elven Duke himself and the First. As she looked out at the smiling faces of the robed clerics as well as her brethren knights, a sense of peace overcame Aurora. With her past behind her, she looked toward the future God had in store for her as an Aegis Garnet warrior.




  Chapter 1




  The roses set upon the deep snowdrift were the color of blood: dark, deep red that seemed to be a calming effect upon the eyes of the warrior who laid them at her feet. The First Snow had been light, starting early in the morning as the sun rose in the eastern sky, casting a pale, luminous gray light across the land. Aurora LeTempest Carreon, Lady Grayslake, has risen before the sun as was her custom, and went to the water.




  The Misstal River had flowed low at the banks below her, and she moved into the water, diving under the current and to the deepest part of the flow midway between Gaunt on one side, and Joquil on the other. The water was cold, so cold, yet Aurora still swam with steady, powerful strokes; her long arms and longer legs pushing her across the river until she turned back, staying afloat, until equal distance between the Two Kingdoms could be seen from where she kept her head above water.




  Praying to the Old gods in the old language, she blessed herself with the water of her Ancestors, then began to swim back. When she approached the shore, she stood, water cascading down her long black hair in rivulets that fell between the hollows of the chords of muscle that lined her body. Her armor lay at her feet as she dressed quickly, the freezing water bringing the cold into her bones. First her undershirt, then leather trews, corset that bound her breasts to her body, wrapping the ties around her waist. Next came the thick, woolen socks over her feet, followed by her thick, high boots that covered her feet, legs, and settled past her knees; then the heavy overshirt in the same fabric and weave of her socks that sealed her warming body heat inside the fine weave. When she moved toward her cloak, armor, and sword, she could see a splash of crimson growing out from behind the granite rocks that framed the shore. Fastening her scabbard at her side, the heavy, dense metal of her sword settled into its place at her hip, and she placed her heavy, woolen cloak over her arm, and snapped her armor at both shoulders.




  The roses peeked around the rocks and as she moved closer, she could see the blooms were heavy on foliage that scrambled up the rocks. Blood roses. Her favorite. Moving around the rocks, she was amazed to see the heavy blooms stacked upon the rocks. In the First Snow, the blooms should have been long gone. But here they were, blooming in the cold, blood drops against the white landscape.




  Kneeling, Aurora took her sword from its scabbard, and cut several of the blooms just above the buds. Carefully she gathered the flowers, and carried them up the path from the river to where her horse stood, stamping his hooves in the snow to keep warm. Lifting her head, Aurora could feel the change in the wind and gentled her horse as she slipped up on the mount, and rode away from the river.




  The water was low, as it always was at First Snow, and it cut the border between Tyrry Wood on the Gaunt side, and Joquil Fair on the other. Aurora’s horse didn’t need much urging to cross the low waters, and soon both horse and rider were on the other side. Stopping and listening for a moment, and satisfied with what she heard, Aurora urged her mount on until she found what she was looking for.




  A single tree, split in two midway down its trunk, jutted out from an outcropping of rock. Thick, charred branches reached halfway from the sky to the ground. Below the trunk, roots gouged the bare ground below it. It looked as what it was. An image of death against the deep, dark forest.




  Aurora felt the bottom of her stomach fall when she got to the tree. Slipping off the horse, she gentled him again, as if he could smell the death around him, and she turned back to the tree.




  The roses were soft in her hand as she approached the black trunk. Pressing them between her fingers, she felt the sting of a thorn puncture her skin.They had crossed the river, knowing that this was the route Nicholas had taken. “Why?” she had asked Hawk in the deep octave of that winter. “Why did he leave without us?”




  The soldier behind them gave her courage to move across the border, to cross into Joquil in search of her husband. She had woken to the coldness of the field, alone. They had a tent, one of the perks of being Prince by Blood and Princess by Law, but Nicholas had insisted on sleeping under the rare stars in that midwinter night. There was not a moment under those stars that he was not inside of her, cock, hands, tongue, fingers; and he held her close, stars in his eyes, and when she fell asleep, the last thing she remembered was his lips upon hers.




  As they rounded the bend of the river, a circle of trees jutted out, black limbs skyward and looming above them.




  Shouting, Hawk pulled in front of her, turning his mount,




  It was too late.




  A blackened and smoking body hung from the blackened branch looming skyward.




  The bottom of her stomach fell out and she cried out, slipping off her horse and running past the great Hunter. “No, Aurora!” she could hear him shout behind her as she pushed past the snowdrift and crawled toward the tree.




  The smell of the charred flesh assaulted her and she gagged, stopping only briefly, as Hawk and the others tried to reach her. The body seemed to float above her, boots blackened from flame and singed ends of the cloak fluttering in the wind. She could see the color under the soot and her voice left her. Deep, dark purple. The color of the House of Gray.




  Hawk and one of the soldiers moved around her as the others set up a defense formation around them. Sinking to her knees, Aurora watched in horror as they cut the body down, Hawk gently dropping with the body to the ground. Aurora stared as he pulled the smoldering clothing away.




  She crawled the distance between them, her hands reaching for the tattered edges of the cloak. Hawk held out his hand to stop her, but she pushed him away. The body was burnt so badly, the hair matted to the slick skull and eyes melted inside the head. “No…” Aurora whispered, “no…” The tattered cloak crumbled under her fingers, and as she pulled at it, a flash of metal shone in the sunlight.




  The world spun on its axis and she fell forward, her breath coming out it ragged, raw sobs. She was dimly aware of Hawk’s arms around her, pulling her away from the body, dragging her across the snow. She could feel him, feel his warmth, but her bones were chilled and she grasped at his strength, his clothing slipping through her fingers as she tried to get hold of him…hold something, anything…to keep her from splitting apart.




  “That’s his sword,” Hawk was saying above her head.




  “No…” she tried to make her voice work, but nothing came out.




  “Aurora…” the Hunter whispered above her, his own voice breaking. “Aurora…”




  The roses were the same color as her blood as she wove them into a circle, thorns piercing her fingers as she formed them into the shape of a crown. Kneeling on the ground she placed the circle of blooms at the base of the tree, blood dripping on the bright snow. She sat there, looking at the crown of roses, placed upon the snowdrift under the tree that had long died, and watched as the sky darkened around her, bringing the new storm with it. Winter had fallen, and the cold seeped through her clothing: chemise, undershirt, corset, overshirt, tunic, armor, and finally, the cloak the color of the blood roses at her knees. Even as the cold entered her, she continued to pray.




  I pray for your soul, that you have found eternal peace, my love.




  When she stood and turned back to her horse, she was surprised to see the shimmering form of an Aegis Garnet priest, a Soul Walker, the messenger of the Father General of the Guard, standing on the Tyrry Wood side of the bank of the Misstal River.




  Aurora moved quickly to her horse and charged across the river to where the shimmering form stood. When she got to the other side, she slid off her horse and onto one knee, showing reverence for the Soul Walker. “Holy One,” she said, her braid slipping across her shoulder to the frozen ground beneath.




  “Rise, Sister Captain,” the priest’s voice was clear in the night air. “I bring you greetings from Wollstonecraft Abbey, from Reverend Father Delorme. You are needed in Grayslake, at the home of the Queen. You are to ride tonight, where you will take command as Captain of the Queen’s Guard.”




  Stunned, Aurora looked up. “Surely, Holy One, I can do more for the Queen here at the battle front…”




  The priest smiled, her face serene and alight. “Your destiny has always been intertwined with that of the Regent,” she said, reaching out a hand to Aurora.




  How Aurora wanted to believe that the hand was flesh and blood, something of substance, something she could hold on to, but she knew that this was the soul of the priest: the cleric who lived sequestered in the Abbey, a life away from the outside world other than the occasional forays into the real world with their bodies left behind, anchoring them in physical form to the Abbey. “Your kindness, Holy One,” she said reaching toward the shimmering soul, “is greatly appreciated.”




  “‘Tis not a kindness,” the priest responded, “but a love for your sacrifice for this world, Sister.”




  Standing, Aurora shook her head. “Yours is greater.”




  Shaking her head, the priest’s soul began to dim. “My body calls me back home, Sister, as does yours. Go with God, most reluctant Queen.”




  Aurora watched as the edges of the priest’s silhouette faded, eyes still on Aurora until the soul disappeared into the night air and once again, Aurora was alone.




  Go with God, most reluctant Queen.




  The night had fallen, the stars beginning to shimmer under the cloak of the night sky. She had run away, so long and so hard, from the place where she had called home that when she was called to return, it felt as if she would never be free.




  * * * *




  Night had fallen on the deep, dark wood, and the winter chill that had invaded the land grew deeper and deeper. Fires lit the outside and inside of houses, causing a warm glow over the village of Story Ridge, safely ensconced in the Tyrry Wood province of the kingdom of Gaunt. The residents of Story Ridge had long believed themselves relatively safe from the war that raged between the kingdom of Gaunt and the neighboring kingdom of Joquil, nearly a fortnight’s ride to the north. The war at the border had raged for too long, and deep in the thick woods, Story Ridge had been a refuge for many whose lives the war had touched, including Shara Ilestan.




  Shara was twelve years old, and had been sent to live in Story Ridge with her parents, both of whom served the Queen Regent of Gaunt for many years. Shara herself had grown up at the palace of the queen, to the southeast of Story Ridge, through the southern edge of Tyrry Wood, along the banks of the Misstal River to where the river opened up into Grayslake. Grayslake, though surrounded by the White Mountains, had long been one of the most beautiful parts of the country, and Shara had been happy there. Until war had touched Grayslake.




  The war had threatened the safety of the castle and there had been two attempts on the queen’s life. Shara’s mother had taken Shara with her to Story Ridge and this was the second winter they spent there, in this little hamlet where nothing ever happened.




  Until tonight.




  Snow glistened in the dappled moonlight that shone between trees. The sounds of boots crunching in snow under evergreen trees cut through the normally peaceful sounds of the winter night. If one had been listening carefully, one could think that perhaps the boots crunching was just the sound of snow falling off evergreen boughs into the night, which snow often did in Tyrry Wood in the middle of winter. This was the plan of the men who entered into Story Ridge in the deepest part of a winter storm, to slip in just under the snow that fell heavy from trees and the sky.




  Shara was dreaming inside her tiny cottage, dreaming of the sun on her face on the shores of Grayslake, on the pure white terrace of the Palace of the Sun Queen. The sounds of fish jumping in the lake, the sounds of the swans pushing through the deep, clear water and peacocks calling in the distance drowned out the sounds of battle that were now raging inside Shara’s cottage. A hand clamped over her mouth and the sensation of being drug from her bed woke Shara. She screamed, the sound muffled against the hand. That was all any of the village watch would have heard if they were awake and guarding, but their throats had been slit. Steam rose from the blood that pooled from their bodies and touched the deep snow with a hiss.




  * * * *




  “My Queen, the Land Council asks for an audience.”




  Finn Alyn Grey, The Sun Queen and Hereditary Preceptor, Land Council Chieftain and Regent of the Kingdom of Gaunt, nodded to Todo, her vizier. “Of course, Todo, I am at the Land Council’s call. Send the summons and accept the Land Council’s call, one full moon cycle from now. What news from General Abad?”




  Todo shook his head. “Nothing. The border has been strangely quiet since the arrival of the Aegis Garnet delegation. Although, General Abad warns us against complacency.”




  “We are fair warned, then,” Alyn answered. The skin around her light gray eyes was puckered, showing the only sign of strain that the rule of Gaunt had placed upon her.




  Her vizier knew her well enough to see that nothing could be hidden from her. Alyn was nothing if not astute, and the ability to read people was a skill that not many human clans still developed. But Alyn was not just any clan leader; she was Queen Regent of Gaunt and the Sun Queen, a warrior in her own right who had subdued armies and unified warring clans to a tenuous peace that she would see continue, with her last breath, and then some. “The Land Council is concerned, especially the Joquili,” Todo continued.




  Alyn raised an eyebrow. “Still no word from Lady Arbitras?”




  Todo shook his head. “None. There may have been other provinces she has gone to, other than Joquil Fair.”




  Alyn tapped her fingers on her sporran. “Still, this makes me uneasy. Mirren is the last of the Joquili nobles to remain in Joquil under their so-called king. She is a great ally of ours and has worked tirelessly to bring peaceful rule back to Joquil. We may have to send Abad’s Garnet contingent after her, if there is still no word within the sennight.” She turned her gaze back to Todo. “Anything else?”




  “Yes, my Queen,” Todo continued, “speaking of the Aegis Garnet, the Captain of your Palace Guard has arrived.”




  Alyn raised an eyebrow. “Already? I was told the replacement forces would not arrive until the next new moon.”




  “I understand the Captain is most anxious to be received.”




  Alyn stood. In stature she was a small woman, with hair and eyes that were rumored to be attributed to an ancient elfin bloodline that had long since mixed with human. In spite of her small frame, she commanded strength of presence that made her seem much larger and more forceful than she truly was. Her hair was swept up upon her head, ringlets hanging and festooned with tiny sparkling stones as was the custom of her clan. She wore a long gown of pale silver, simple by standard of the day, tied in wrap-around fashion at her waist and curving at her hips, coming together in a simple tied bow at the small of her back. A modest sporran of dark leather hung at her hip, upon it the silver crest of the Grey, the family into which she had married. “By all means, Todo.” She nodded toward the door.




  The servant moved silently across the marble floor, and Alyn watched him. Loyal to her for many years, Todo had come from the House of Finn the Great with her into the House of Grey, where she had married its Duke, Ianin, borne Ianin a son, and lived blissfully until the Duke’s assassination four years later. Todo had been Alyn’s strength through difficult times and she considered him family.




  The door opened, and the sound of heavy armor, thick weighty boots thudding across the stone floor and the flash of sword in candlelight filled the Regent’s private chamber. The warrior approached Alyn, and upon reaching her, knelt, hand across heart, head bowed, dark braid slipping across shoulder and coming to rest upon the floor. “My Queen,” she said, her voice strong and sure, befitting of her station.




  Alyn smiled, and placed her hands upon the Captain’s shoulders. “Aurora,”




  she said, a wave of love rushing over her. “My darling child, you are a sight for sore eyes!”




  Eyes the color of pale lavender stones looked up under a dark cascade of hair, and a flash of teeth soon followed in a smile. Standing, Aurora moved into the Regent’s embrace. “My Queen,” she whispered, as Alyn’s slim arms moved around her armor and held her close.




  Alyn pulled away, looking up into Aurora’s face. “Hush now, darling, in here, it is just us two. Mother to your husband, and daughter, wife to my son. I have so feared for you, having heard from you nothing these last years until Mother Abbott informed me of your appointment here.”




  Aurora’s eyes moved to the Queen’s hands. “It was not my intention to leave you so suddenly…”




  A wave of the Regent’s hand stopped her. “Aurora, grief is many things to many people. You had to grieve Nicholas’ death in your own way. Your life is in my heart, my dearest child, and I knew you lived. That was what mattered to me most. And now, here you are, Captain of my Guard.”




  “Upon your request?” Aurora raised an eyebrow, as Alyn moved to sit at the table, covered in candles, parchment, and two goblets.




  “I asked the Father General of the Guard for the finest warrior to command my Watch, and it was you whom he dispatched.,” Alyn said, pouring spiced ale into both goblets. “I trust the Duke’s judgment in all things, especially my protection. You are indeed your father’s daughter, Aurora, noble, passionate, and loyal. All the things I need in my Guard.”




  Aurora gratefully accepted the goblet Alyn handed her. “I am told of at least two attempts on your life, Lady. “




  Alyn’s eyes met Aurora’s. “Attempts, my darling, and nothing more.”




  “Yet Father General Delorme has granted you your own personal Aegis Garnet Watch.” Aurora answered, her gaze steady.




  Alyn smiled slightly. “The Duke of Everend, your Father General, is a bit of a worrywart.”




  “Worrywart,” Aurora said, shaking her head. “No wonder Brother Lyon resigned his post here.”




  Alyn sighed. “Brother Lyon wanted me to leave Grayslake for my protection. How can I ask the people to feel safe within Gaunt’s borders if the Regent herself flees?” She shook her head. “Ahh, my darling, can we not speak on that? Perhaps Brother Lyon was not suited as the Queen’s Captain of the Guard.”




  Already Aurora had put in place restrictions on palace comings and goings well before she herself had arrived. “Of course,” she answered, and changing the subject of the great clash of wills between the queen and her former captain of the guard, Aurora continued. “What news of the war is there?”




  Alyn nodded, leaning back in her chair. “Much, I’m afraid. The border skirmishes continue along the Tyrry Wood lands, and there has been much damage caused by both the Jedren and the Joquil renegades in the north. The Land Council has sent the Aegis Garnet there with my army to protect the people, and so far there has been some reduction in the fighting there.”




  “Your army is still camped at the borderlands?”




  Alyn nodded. “They have been deluged by refugees on both sides of the border. The Joquili beg for us to come and release them from the bondage of their rule, but we cannot. There is no lawful intent for us to invade, and yet, there is still too much to settle here in Gaunt before we can mount a campaign against…against him.”




  Him.




  Aurora did not blink. “Has he threatened you in any way?”




  Alyn laughed. “Other than his saber rattling at the borders, I think not. He’s too busy swimming in the bloodbath of his victory over his own people to turn his eyes to me. But, we must be on our guard. He thinks he has unified Joquil, and will turn his attentions here next. We cannot let Gaunt fall.”




  He. The self-styled “king” of Joquil. Valyerian Carreon. Aurora’s Brother-by-Blood.




  “What stands in his way? Only the Jedren?” Aurora asked, her voice steadier than her heart.




  “I do not want to speak of him,” Alyn insisted, looking up at Aurora, “for there are many painful subjects we could speak of before coming to that one.”




  “I will gladly go where you send me, Alyn, if it is to the border wars, then so be it. But you must know that he will come for you next.”




  “No.” Alyn said, putting her goblet down. “I lost my son, and I’ll not lose you as well. I want justice against the Jedren, the Wolf Clan, those who killed Nicholas, but not meted from your hand, Aurora. You are his wife, you certainly deserve justice as I do, but you are my only heir now, and I’ll not have you endangered in such a way.”




  But I am a warrior, not a queen.




  Alyn held up her hand. “I know you, I know how you think. You took the vows of the warrior, Aurora, and I’m told you are of the greatest living Aegis Garnet there are today, greater perhaps than your own father. I want someone here I can trust with my life, with my soul, who would protect me and whose loyalty knows no bounds. That is you. If I cannot trust my own daughter, the wife to my beloved and dead son, then who can I trust? Your bonds to me may not be of Blood, but they are greater by the love we had for Nicholas and the loss of him to us. These are trying times, Aurora, we have to fight to keep peace in Gaunt after all these years.”




  Aurora knew Alyn was right. Just a generation ago, Gaunt and Joquil had coexisted peacefully as one land, under one ruler. But a bloody civil war broke out after the death of the king’s eldest daughter and heir, murdered by a clan chieftain of the Bloodwood Clan Jedren, the southern clan along the Misstal River. Separated by the Misstal, the ancient kingdoms of Gaunt and Joquil once again became divided, the murder of the king’s daughter spurring a war that lasted for twenty years. Left without a ruler, the people of Gaunt fended for themselves until the seven clans banded together at the First Land Council and brought peace and order back to the kingdom torn apart by the Twenty Years War.




  The path to Alyn’s rule had been difficult at best. Of the human Clan Finn, she was hereditary chieftain and descendant of the Rose Queen, Janine, who had in ancient times unified the kingdoms and brought peace. Janine’s descendants had reigned for hundreds of years…until the Twenty Years War.




  The War ended only after the nobles of Gaunt and Joquil formed the Land Council and elected one of their own as Regent. The land was divided by provinces, borders redrawn, and the clannish and warrior-like nomads, the Jedren, were left without ancestral lands and began to wage war against the provinces. Hardest hit were the provinces in Joquil, where most of the Jedren lands had been ceded to the Land Council and redistributed without Jedren consent.




  The loss of both Alyn’s husband and son had taken its toll on her, yet she still remained in control of the Land Council which had elected her Regent. For years Queen Alyn had fought to keep control of the peace that had been paid for by the blood of her husband, son, and that of the family of the woman warrior whom she called daughter, who stood before her now as Captain of the Regent’s Guard.




  Love had bound them as family, but tragedy forged those bonds stronger, and Aurora had jumped at the chance to take command of the Regent’s Guard. “What do you want me to do, Alyn?” Aurora asked, gazing directly into the Regent’s eyes. “Anything you ask of me, I will do it.”




  Alyn nodded. “I know that, Aurora. I do. I want you here with me, by my side. The Land Council will think it is for my protection, physically, but I need to know where you are at all times so I will not fear for you.”




  “But my post…”




  “Your post and your Aegis Garnet devotion will not suffer, Aurora. Your post is to guard me, and guard my palace, and make sure that no one can enter who is not allowed, and when we travel to keep me safe from harm. That should not be too difficult?”




  Aurora smiled slightly. “As difficult as you make it, Alyn.”




  “Aurora, I know that your devotion to the Aegis Garnet is your priority now, that you’ve made your vows to the Order, but remember that you are my daughter, wife to my son, and that bond makes you my heir. The Land Council has agreed that you are the most logical choice for my palace guard, but you must take the precautions that are necessary for your safety.”




  Aurora’s fingers tightened around her goblet. “Ultimately, it will be for the Land Council to decide your successor, when that time comes. In the meantime, it is my sworn duty to make sure that time will not come in the near future.”




  “I have chosen my successor. Even if it was by your bloodline alone.”




  “With two Carreons on each throne, perhaps the Land Council seeks to unify Gaunt and Joquil once again?”




  Alyn shook her head. “I shudder to think of the day that monster is allowed to remain ruler of Joquil.”




  Aurora took a deep breath, trying to settle the tiny grip of anxiety that threatened to become fear in the pit of her belly. “But I know how the Land Council works, and despite his methods, the so-called king of Joquil has his supporters in Joquil, and they look to him for leadership.”




  Alyn gazed over her goblet at her daughter-by-law. “I am a politician, Aurora. I have certainly been privy to many a plotting session by the Land Council, and I have my well-placed spies. I won’t deny that there has been talk of unification once you ascend to this throne, with the backing of the Land Council. And with Valyerian on one throne and you on the other, the prospect of unification is quite enticing.”




  “The land council knows I have no love for Joquil’s so-called King, “ Aurora’s gaze met Alyn’s.




  “You cannot bear even to say his name, still, after all these years?”




  Aurora’s eyes were hard. “The hatred has long since been replaced by prayer and fasting to overcome my deficiencies of character,” she said, looking over the goblet at Alyn. “When he killed my parents and Sidon, I swore that I would avenge their deaths. I have, in a way, by living, and embracing my father’s legacy. That as an Aegis Garnet warrior.”




  “You have no deficiencies in character, my darling.”




  Only my love for your son, which refuses to die. “My Queen,” Aurora said, staring into her goblet, “I am a great sinner.”




  “You cannot help the circumstances which led to the murders of your father and mother. Their deaths are not on your hands.”




  “Mayhap,” Aurora answered, her gaze constant on her goblet.




  “Aurora,” Alyn reached across the table, “you certainly still do not blame yourself?”




  But she did blame herself. How could she not? The only survivor of a family massacred by its eldest son, hidden and kept away because justice could not be meted out for fear the powerful murderer would come back and finish the job; who not only lost her parents and brothers but her husband as well? Everyone she touched had died violently at the hand of this man that was by Blood her brother, how could she not feel some responsibility? The border wars were the Jedren fight for their ancestral lands and threat of Valyerian invading Gaunt, trying to take by force that which he truly believed his: the kingdom of gaunt and the unification of the Two Kingdoms…under his rule, rather than Alyn’s. And now, her only remaining family, the Regent of the land, had sought her protection against the forces of the very man that murdered the others. Aurora’s smile gave the Queen her answer. “What will you have me do here, Lady Mother?”
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