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“The minute I heard my first love story

I started looking for you, not knowing 

how blind I was.

Lovers don’t finally meet somewhere.

They’re in each other all along.

Rumi
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Part I


Ravynwood Castle


“The years teach much which the days never know.”

Ralph Waldo Emerson
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Prologue

Shrouded in gloom, the anticipation of an imminent birth lays like a heavy pall over the eerily quiet halls of Ravynwood.  As the heavy rain lashes outside the stone walls, the female servants recite prayers for their Lady Mary in hushed whispers while they warm themselves around the fire’s glowing embers. The cook’s prayers could be heard over the others as she fears that her mistress, a frail slip of a woman, will be ripped asunder before the child enters the harsh world.

Three nuns from the sequestered convent had been sent to stand vigil over the exhausted woman as she rolls from the agony of hard labor. The lady has been gripped by the pains since early morn and all they could do was offer her comfort while she fought to give birth to her first child. 

Pacing back and forth beyond the closed door, Lord Lecton of Ravynwood comes to an abrupt halt when he hears the weak mewling of his newborn child. Thinking to rush to his wife’s side, he is unable to move when the calamitous sounds of thunder vibrate the air around him while the growing storm outside begins to howl and groan. Watching the fierce winds batter the trees outside the stone window’s opening, he shudders with the blazing, bright glare of lightning when a bolt streaks dangerously close to the ground. 

Falling to his knees, Lecton bends over with his grief.  “Mary, Mother of God,” he whispers lowly to the empty shadows that have gathered around him. Dropping his head, he covers his eyes to force back his anguish, for he knows with certainty, that his beloved Mary had given him a son.

Mary is sobbing softly when Lecton slips into the candle-lit chamber. His wife, laying spent and pale, moans when she opens her eyes to see him standing by the rumbled bed. “I prayed so hard for a girl child. Why did my God turn his back on me when I needed Him most?” Taking her limp hand from the bed, Lecton kisses it tenderly as the nuns watch from a distance. Silenced by her grief, he is forced to listen as she adds in a despairing voice, “There is no blessing in this babe’s birth.” 

Unable to bear any more, Lecton kneels on one knee and croons softly to his grieving wife. “Shhhh, my love. Do not speak in such a way, for the child is a beautiful lad and will bring us many joys in our lifetime.”

Turning her eyes away, Mary stares at the small bundle being held in the arms of a somber nun. When the baby begins to whimper, Lady Mary’s voice is a haunting echo in the bedchamber. “What of his life, my lord? What joys will our child have living under Zorander of the Glen’s curse? He was condemned before his conception to wear the Raven’s black cloak of grief.” Mary turns back to her husband and stares with wild accusing eyes, her anguish rising into a fire-breathing dragon. The raging anger burns within her as she realizes the price she and her babe will pay for loving his father. “Do not speak to me of his blessings, my lord.  For it is I, the one who suffered his birth that will stand helpless to watch my son suffer because of his Ravynscroft lineage.”

Chapter One

Traveling like a wild, invasive vine, the news of a Ravyncroft birth becomes known in each of the small hamlets surrounding Ravynwood. The markets, normally abuzz with early morning chatter, are quiet as the old folks huddle to share what they’ve heard about the birth of Lord Lecton Ravynscroft’s son.  Like their fathers before them, the elders of the small, forgotten hamlets are eager to tell what they know about the legend of the Raven’s curse. 

Holding her basket tightly in her arm, a servant listens closely to the gossip. She eagerly seeks any tidbit that may gain her favor from her harsh master, Lord Bardolph of Wolfbane.  Taking the few remaining shillings from her apron pocket, Mollie, the daughter of the castle’s cook, pays the stall keeper before rushing back to the dark, dismal fortress with her news. Entering by the kitchen door, she sees her mother ladling the morning’s gruel while the men shout from the halls, demanding their breakfast. “Hurry, girl and take the Lord his food before he comes looking for it.”

“Yes, Mum.”  Easing the basket down quietly on a scarred table, Mollie gathers what courage she can muster for her ten plus nine years and says a prayer before seeking out the ill-tempered beast of a man. Hiding in the shadows, she watches Bardolph guzzle down a jug of ale as if it was water before cursing and lashing out at a frail boy of eight years. “You stupid oaf. Bring me more drink and be quick about it or I’ll have your tongue for breakfast.”  Wide-eyed with fear, the small child runs on short legs as the men’s taunting laughter chases after him.

Bardolph, seeing movement along the wall, stands angrily from his massive oak chair.  Pointing a finger at Mollie, he demands in a slurred voice for her to step into the light. Unsteady on his feet, he weaves under the influence of the strong brew to watch the comely girl look fearfully in his direction. “Do you spy on your lord?” His booming voice slashes the air around her, leaving her to quiver. 

Trembling, Mollie curtsies and drops her head. In a shaking voice, she answers, “No, Sire. I have food and news from the market to offer milord.” 

Squinting with a fierce expression, he lowers himself back down in the chair. Impaling her with his eyes, he rakes over her body with hot lust and laughs lewdly. “My appetite grows seeing a delectable wench in my hall. Come closer with that meat and tell me of this news.”  Inching her way cautiously, Bardolph isn’t satisfied until she stands by his chair and in reach of his large hands. 

Grabbing her around the waist, he nuzzles her clothed breasts roughly with his face while holding on to her backside in an iron grip. “If your news is good, I’ll consider letting you go. If it is a pisser, I will be feasting between your legs. I dare say, you would make a very tasty treat indeed.”  Taking a lock of her long brown hair in his fist, he yanks her head back, forcing her to peer like a scared rabbit into his aging, hungry eyes. His vile remark brings cheers from the leering knights that sit around the long table. Pinching one tender breast, Bardolph leers at the frightened girl. “What will it be?” His laughter sounds like a bellowing roar and the blast of his rancid breath is as hot as a flame as she endures his frightful abuse. 

Thinking only of escape, Mollie swallows past her choking lump of fear and finds her voice to relay all of what she has heard about the arrival of Lord Ravynscroft’s new heir. Once finished, Bardolph drops his hands from her body, no longer tempted at that moment in ravishing the girl.  Before he can blink again, Mollie quickly backs away to scurry into the kitchen, shaking from fear that he hadn’t found favor with her news. Visions of his threat races through her head as she scrambles on weak legs to find a safe place to hide from his wrath and promised sexual assault.

Leaning back, Lord Bardolph rests his arms over his large barrel chest and smirks contentedly with what he has just learned.  The Wolfbanes and the Ravynscrofts have been sworn enemies throughout the last century. The hatred between them has been passed down to each generation and all hope for reconciliation between them has been long buried beside both of the men’s ancestors. With their lands bordering each other, it’s an uneasy and tumultuous state that hangs dangerously between the two lords. Grimacing, Bardolph recalls the last battle between the two armies, as he is forced to bear the weight from the folly of his miscalculations that fateful day. 

The two-day battle had brought about the bloody slaughter of many of Wolfbane’s knights. Now, like a patient spider weaving its web, Lord Wolfbane waits for his chance to even the score and finds a moment of gratification by relishing his nemesis’s prophesied misfortunate.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Covering her breast after feeding the baby, Bertie, a local maiden, comforts him in her arms and hums softly a song she’s heard from a local bard. Not wishing to disturb her or the baby, Lecton waits quietly at the open door until he is noticed by the shy woman.  Standing in the entrance, he motions for the woman to remain seated before going to where she sits. 

Gently pulling back the cover from the baby’s face, the child’s caregiver averts her eyes as her lord views his son. With despairing eyes, Lecton studies his baby’s black glossy hair and the strong chin of the Ravynscroft genes. There can be no denying the child was his as Lecton flounders in the maelstrom of worry and grief over his son’s mother.  

“Has the babe taken to the tit?” He asks in a solemn tone. When the maiden nods timidly, Lord Lecton offers her a weak smile of gratitude.  The days after his son’s birth has been dark ones as his beloved wife Mary struggles to regain strength after the difficult labor. He has summoned the nuns back to the castle to assist the herbalist in his efforts to heal her body and mind.  But even with their incessant prayers, their efforts fail to rally his wife. With hope nearly gone, Lecton looks down at his son’s innocent face and prays one more time for a miracle. 

In a dull tone, he tells the woman, “I am to be informed of any changes.” Adding in a resigned voice, he stares at the maid and says, “Take care of the babe for he will be my only child and heir.”  

With slumped shoulders, the once proud Lord Ravynscroft is a broken man when he turns to walk from the room.  The young mother of her own suckling child considers her master’s pain as she brings her charge closer to her bosom. In a timorous voice, she dares to ask, “Forgive me, Sire. Does the child have a name?”

An expression of sadness passes over Lecton’s handsome face as he contemplates her question.  In Mary’s desperation to outwit Zorander of the Glen, she had refused to consider a name for a male child as if she could change fate with the power of her mind. Now that she has lost her battle against the wizard, the life force is slowly draining from her weakened body. Clasping his hands behind his back, he mentally scans a list of names carried down throughout his family’s history.  Lifting his eyes to the curious woman, Lecton sighs heavily before answering. “My son’s name will be Gareth Ansel Ravynscroft, the sole heir to Ravynwood.”  

Nodding slowly, she looks down at the petite bundle and smiles before touching her lips to the smooth skin of the babe’s forehead. Murmuring softly, the young woman’s tender voice caresses the child.  “Blest be, young Lord Gareth.”

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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On the seventh day of Gareth’s birth, Mary slips from her earthly bonds in the late, dismal hours of night, without holding the son she had fought so bravely to bring into the world. Bereaved beyond worldly measure, Lecton leaves his wife’s lifeless body and rushes from the castle’s cold, unfeeling walls, seeking peace that will no longer be his as he faces a bleak future in  raising his son alone. 

The moon, lowering in the west, lights a dim path for Lecton to follow on his way to the stables.  Efrain Tenpenny, the lord’s squire, is lying sleepless on a clean pile of hay when he hears his lord enter. Jumping to his feet, young Efrain is baffled to see Lecton leaning against a wall and appearing in need of help.  “Sire?”  The ill horse the squire has been tending, blows softly from his feverish muzzle, before falling silent once again. 

Straightening his shoulders, Lord Ravyscroft regains his composure and assumes a stiff posture. “Saddle Darius for I am in need of fresh air and a long ride.”

Turning without answering, Efrain shakes his head sadly in the dark of the stables, aware by his lord’s request the lovely Lady Mary has died; for his lord hadn’t left Ravynwood during her struggle to live. The white stallion hears his master’s voice and stomps his hoof in anticipation. Tall and broad chested, Darius possesses great strength and his name, meaning giant, serves him well. Once saddled, Efrain brings the stallion to Lecton and hands him the reins. “Shall I ride with you, Sire?”

Straddling Darius, Lecton presses his knees to the horse’s sides and shakes his head. His answer is lost when he turns the charger and gallops toward the high wooden gates. Efrain watches as the night sentries scramble frantically to push the weathered massive doors open when Ravynscroft, astride the majestic Darius, bears down upon them. Squire Tenpenny stands until his eyes can no longer see his lord and doesn’t turn away until the sound of Darius’s hooves became a faint echo in the damp hours before dawn.

Giving the stallion a free hand, Lecton races with the wind as time ceases to exist for him. Although the sun rises above the eastern horizon, he is unaware of the beauty from the red sky that is painting the valleys and hills of his lands. He has no inkling of where Darius has taken him and doesn’t look up until the tired and lathered horse stops, his ribcage heaving.

Brought back to the present, Lecton slides from the saddle and surveys the area around him.  Near a stand of trees, a small stream moves with a lazy current, trickling over small river rocks that are covered in moss. Leading Darius to its bank, he waits while his steed drinks from the cool waters, deaf to the birds’ cheerful songs.  Closing his eyes against the glare of the rising sun, Lecton would give all of his gold if he could escape the prison of his thoughts. But he is impotent to call up the power of the raven for the first time since his birth.

Looping the reins over a low hanging branch, Lecton sinks to the ground under the tree and leans his head against its wide and rough trunk. Weary and heartsick, he feels much older than his fifty years as he forces himself to imagine what the future will hold without Mary, not just for himself but for his son, as well.  He ponders the fates of all the past Ravynscroft wives and mothers who have lived under the shadowy curse of Zorander’s vengeance.  Did they wail to the silent gods for their unspeakable fate? Or beg for mercy when they heard the cries of their first born son? 

Dropping his head, he rubs his eyes before covering them with his hands. Sweet, sweet Mary. How am I to raise our child without you? Why can I not continue to bear our son’s share of this accursed spell? Now that you stand on the other side of the veil, do you know the answers? Can you change his future?

Accepting there will be no answers or divine interventions, Lecton strives to remember each detail and nuance of the Raven’s curse. Closing his eyes, he’s transported back to the days when he was approaching manhood. Feeling a cruel stab to his heart, he hears his father speaking in an anguished voice about the vengeful wizard, Zorander of the Glen and the history of the accursed Ravyncroft family.

Nigel Ravynscroft, Gareth’s great-grandfather, was the only child and son of a wealthy lord. Like all parents, they had high aspirations for Nigel in keeping the lineage strong and prospering.  Every success was hinged on their male child, for Nigel’s father had an older brother who also had a son, as well. And Nigel’s uncle, Axton would profit greatly should Nigel not marry and produce an heir for the family’s dynasty.  Without an heir, the lands and the castle would revert back to the greedy, older uncle and his sniveling son. 

Haslett Ravynscroft, Nigel’s father, must protect his son’s fortune by guarding his dark secret from Axton; for it was because of him that Zorander had cursed the future royal generations of Ravynwood.  

Haslett had been a lad of nineteen when he fell deeply in love with the wizard’s beautiful daughter, Astra. Sadly, the love between Astra and Haslett was doomed from the start; for in those days, marriages were arranged among the royal family as soon as a son was out of their swaddling clothes. It was a proven method of the noblemen to increase their holdings and to strengthen the power among the higher born. 

No royal lord, not even Haslett’s father could permit such a match between his son and the wizard’s daughter. But power and strength meant nothing to Haslett. Headstrong and determined, he desired and loved Astra and refused to listen to his father’s dire warnings.  

On a summer eve, Haslett was to meet his beloved Astra in their secret lover’s spot near a slow moving river. Eager to see Astra, he rushes to her and discovers his father, Lord Angus Ravyscroft and three of his knights waiting for his arrival. With disbelieving eyes, Haslett is stunned to see Astra being held captive in the brawny arms of one of his father’s men. Distraught, she cries for her release.  The old lord stands before Haslett in angry stance and gives his only son a lethal ultimatum. Angus demands Haslett to renounce Astra and to honor his intended or the knight would be ordered to kill the woman he cherishes that very night.  

Falling to his knees before his father, Haslett begs for her life to be spared and agrees to honor his betrothal to a woman he knew he could never love.  Shoved aside by the knight, Astra runs sobbing into the dense forest while Haslett, heart-broken, hangs his head in bitter shame and lonely defeat.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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As a heavy fog looms in the next morning sky, the old wizard journeys on foot from his and his daughter’s small dwelling in the forest that borders Ravynwood castle. One of the kitchen’s maid is carrying a bucket of water from the river when she is startled by the aged and stooped old man. Frightened by the presence of Zorander of the Glen in the bailey, she drops the bucket and shakes when he demands to see Lord Angus Ravynscroft. Running, the young maiden enters the castle and raises the alarm for her lord. 

Laughing upon hearing the news, Angus, followed by several of his knights, boldly strides from the castle with a self-important swagger.  Sneering arrogantly at the cloaked wizard, the portly, old lord belligerently tells the wizard to state his business. 

Zorander, with the fire of Hades burning in his eyes, lifts his hand to the heavens and by doing so, silences his nemesis as if he has sliced out his noble tongue. In a voice that reverberates against the stone moss-covered walls, Zorander’s words are as bitter as the winter’s driven north winds. “You, Angus Ravynscroft, will face the forces of my wrath. You have taken my daughter’s gentle spirit from me and I stand before you while she lays dead from the poisonous nightshade. Taken by her own hand, my Astra chose death over living without your son.”  Raising his gnarled hand, he points with his talon-shaped finger to the mute and terror-stricken old lord as he begins to chant in his druid language. The elderly Ravynscroft, his limbs weak and without strength, falls helplessly to the ground while Haslett stands with bowed head, ashamed and numbed by his grief. 

Like a flock of angry birds, the wizard’s voice rises to become one with the fierce wind that whips over and around the men and the massive grey fortress. The power of his curse unites with the surging clouds overhead and the air moans in the ears of all who are witnessing the wrath of Zorander of the Glen. 

Lifting both of his hands to the heavens, he looks up to the gathering black storm with glazed eyes and declares his retribution. “Angus Ravynscroft, you will know the loss of a child as I have, but there will be no end to your agony.  Your only heir, Haslett Ravynscroft, will be doomed to wear the Raven’s black cloak of grief for the rest of his days, as I will for my beautiful Astra. As his father, you will be forced to watch your accursed Haslett live in his lonely solitude.  Driven by his animalistic needs to lay with a mate, he will search the corners of the earth for a woman who will accept an abomination that is imprisoned in a man and raven’s body. Only when a son is born from his lustful couplings will Haslett be freed. There will be no release from the raven’s curse if all that comes from his withering loins is the weak mewlings of a girl child or a barren womb.”

Dropping his hands suddenly, Zorander steps menacingly toward Angus’s only son, a fire of fury blazing in his dimmed eyes. “You have condemned the last heir of Ravynwood to a never-ending quest to reunite with the woman he loves..”  

“You will find no peace while you wear the malevolent feathered Raven’s cloak. There are no charms or spells that will free you, your future son or the generations to come. All will know the eternal hell of Zorander’s curse. As the lineage of Ravynscroft weakens, the last male heir to Ravynwood will suffer the mightiest sentence of all. For he will bear the burden of loving and losing the one woman that will forevermore share his heart.”  

The wizened, ancient sorcerer releases a menacing cackle as his purple cloak flaps around his legs while his voice becomes one with the wind. “Pity the man that has been doomed for your sins. Pointing a finger at Angus, Zorander releases a cackle, “A blight is upon your soul.”  

Zorander glares ruthlessly at Angus and Haslett, rendering the son and father mute with fright. The old lord’s faithful knight, who had held Astra against her will, crosses himself as the old sorcerer lifts his voice in yet another foreboding druid chant.  With his clenched fists raised to the dark and swirling sky, Zorander of the Glen commands the heavens to lash the mortals below with punishing pelts of rain and hail and the dark and menacing sky obeyed.

Chapter Two

During the long months following his beloved Mary’s untimely death, Lecton watches his son flourish under Bertie’s tender care. Grateful for the recently widowed young woman, Lecton offers her and her own small babe a safe haven within the castle. Humbled by the lord’s generosity, Bertie quickly realizes the blessing that was bestowed on her. By accepting, she no longer fears becoming a victim to the dangerous, marauding knights of Wolfbane castle.

As seasons pass into years, the young master ceases to be a helpless babe but instead becomes an inquisitive child who no longer is content to cling to Bertie. Discovering a world inside the large castle, Gareth is delighted to find many of the Ravynwood servants’ content to coddle and play with the young sire. 

When Gareth reaches the age of four, it’s impossible to corral him inside and he soon learns how to cajole one of the servant girls, Gwendolyn, to allow him to tag along with her outside as she goes about her chores. Ever vigilant to his care, she keeps a watchful eye on the young master. 

Kicking a stone over with one small foot, Gareth stoops to peer underneath it. Curious on creatures of nature, he bends closer to study the bugs and worms dwelling in the rich soil below.  Before he can pluck one up with his child’s hand, Gwendolyn pulls him up from his knees. “Tis’ dangerous poking in dark places, Master Gareth,” she scolds in a firm voice while leading him away from his treasure. “There could have been a slithering serpent hiding there, just waiting to snatch one of your tasty little fingers.”

Gareth’s boyish giggles float throughout the courtyard as the young maid picks him up from the ground to swing him about before hugging him tightly. Lowering him back to the ground, she tells him, “Now come with me.” Taking his hand, she leads him closer to the castle’s yard where her daily chores wait.  

Watching the boy from the stable, Efrain Tenpenny laughs at the young boy’s antics and boyish curiosity. Always eager to learn, it’s the young squire Gareth seeks out most when needing an answer to his many childish questions on the fascinating world around him.  Already straddling a small pony, the boy speaks endlessly of the day he’ll own his own mighty war horse. 

While being led from his last adventure, Gareth breaks out in a mischievous grin when he finds Efrain watching him from across the yard.  Looking over his shoulder to see Gwendolyn busy, he takes off in a mad dash to Efrain’s side, ignoring the maid’s cries for him to stop. Breathless from his escape, the small, handsome young lord steps out of sight behind the squire and stifles his giggles behind both hands.

Waving his hand to the frenzied girl, Efrain bellows from the stable door. “The lad can stay with me, Gwen.” Turning around, he gives Gareth a pat on his head. “We won’t make this a habit. Am I right, Sire? Your lord father would not approve of your bad manners and willful ways.” Having duly admonished the boy, Efrain flashes him a forgiving smile and gives Gareth a job that will entertain the high-spirited lad. “Stubs is in need of fresh hay and water. When you finish the chore, you can brush the old boy. He’s been neglected these past days.” Patting him on the shoulder, he watches as the youngster runs to do his bidding.

Beaming with joy at the opportunity to spend time with his grey dappled Shetland, Gareth carries a small pail of corn before entering the stall. Stubs had been a gift from his father on his last birthday. Listening to the young master’s chatter while mucking out Darius’s stall, Efrain eavesdrops to Gareth confiding in old Stubby on the problems of being young and his dreams of one day having a war horse like his father’s.  

Without Efrain or the young guardian maid, the young lord’s days would have been extremely lonely and stifling. It was the practice of Ravynwood that resident children were expected to do small daily chores as soon as they were capable and could leave their mother’s side safely. It pleased Squire Tenpenney to watch Gareth intermingle with the servant’s children without regard to his status in life. Even though there would be friendships made in his childhood, being the next Lord of Ravynwood warrants that most would be left behind. Bertie’s young daughter, Blyss, would be the only exception since she and Gareth had shared their infancy together. But as Gareth grows, he yearns for a royal brother, often asking his father for one.

Observing the young master brushing Stubs, Efrain ponders the rumors that were being passed along the castle’s grapevine. If true, the young master’s wish would be soon be granted and he would have a companion close to his age coming to stay with Lord Lecton and Gareth.  Keeping it mum to himself, Efrain continues to listen to his ward.

“Stubs needs a treat, Squire.” Peeking through the openings of the stall, Gareth smile, the space of a missing tooth giving him an impish appearance. 

“He does, does he?”  Leaning on the handle of the pitchfork, Efrain rubs his chin with two fingers. “And what treat has he asked for, young master?  An ear of corn or a fork of hay?”

An ebony-black lock of hair falls across the boy’s forehead when he shakes his head. “Old Stubs wants an apple.”  Climbing up on the stall wall Gareth loses the battle of keeping a serious face under Efrain’s studious gaze. His boyish giggles can’t be contained even when he covers his mouth with a free hand while pointing to a freshly picked bucket of apples sitting nearby.

“Aye,” Squire says, turning his attention to where Gareth is looking. “They do look tempting. I believe Stubby is worthy of one apple.”

Gareth’s grin vanishes along with his hope of having one of those sweet apples for himself. Heaving a disheartened sigh, he climbs down off the stall wall, to go for Stub’s treat as Efrain smiles fondly at the boy. Taking a gander out the stable door, he watches Gwendolyn walking back into the kitchen’s entrance. With her out of sight, he whistles softly to get the young boy’s attention. Winking slyly at the boy, he states, “When you pick out Stub’s apple, bring me two of the biggest ones. The morning’s work has made me hungry.”  

Gareth brightens as he runs to the wooden bucket and takes several minutes finding the nicest ones before carrying them, like precious gems, in his arms. Crossing his heart with one finger, the squire then puts his finger to his mouth. “It’s a secret that must die with us, my Lord Gareth. Gwendolyn will nail me to a tree if she finds I spoiled your appetite.”

Shaking his head, Gareth sinks his teeth into his apple, letting the sticky juices run down his chin unnoticed. “Not a word from me, Squire Tenpenney,” he solemnly vows while consuming every morsel of the apple.

Once he finishes, Efrain ruffles Gareth’s hair playfully. Tipping his head to the waiting Shetland pony, he tells the boy, “Stubs is waiting for his treat.  Go and give it to him and then off with you before you hearten me to break more of Gwendolyn’s rules.”

Chapter Three

Inga Louvet stands immobile as her eyes search the faces of the three bloodied knights that stand before her. Haunted by the carnage from a recent massacre, their eyes are dim, devoid of any spark when they kneel down to bow to their lady. The oldest one’s voice trembles with fatigue and remorse as he lowers it to address Lady Louvet. “My lady. We’ve come with dire news. Lord Louvet has fallen in battle under an enemy’s sword on Scotland’s moors.”

Staggering under the blow, the widow Louvet bends as though she has been violently struck across the face by the knight’s brutal words.  Lifting his eyes to Lady Inga’s grief-stricken face, he pleads in a voice laden with sorrow. “Forgive us, Lady Inga. We could not bring our sire back to Helmsley. Lord Louvet’s body was hacked by Lancaster’s men and his head was put atop a pike.” Cedric drops his head as shudders ripple through his body with the memory of the staring, lifeless eyes of his Lord, peering across the battlefield at his defeated army. 

Ian, Inga’s youngest son, hides in one corner of the hall as he struggles to hear what the three bloodied knights are saying to his mother. Seeing her stricken face, the boy wants to run to her side but lingers in the shadows, uncertain on what do as he remains frozen in place. 

Born later in the marriage, Ian knows very little of his older brothers for they had no time to spend with the reserved blond-haired boy. All he had truly known was the love of his mother in his isolated childhood.  Sliding down to sit on the cold stone floor, he turns away from his mother’s contorted expression and concentrates on her question to his father’s knight, Cedric. “Is there no word from my son, Edmund?” 

“No, my lady. His army is near the borders fighting Lancaster’s murderous brother’s army. A knight rides now to carry the news about his sire’s death.” 

Looking up toward the vaulted ceiling of the hall, she murmurs what could be heard as a prayer before telling the knights to rise from their bended knees. Her fears grow as she thinks of a dark, foreboding future without her husband.  Knowing she’d need protection, she asks with trepidation, “How many men survived the battle, Sir Cedric?”

“My lady, I fear there is less than five hundred left of Helmsley’s knights.”  He falls silent as Inga absorbs the harsh facts. That number of men would be decimated under a full scale attack within hours of trying to defend her land and Edmund’s legacy.  

“Then we must beseech Lord Edmund to hasten to our aid with his army. He is our only hope to keep Helmsley and her people safe. Word must reach my brother, Lord Lecton Ravynscroft, as well. I will compose a message for a trusted courier to deliver it safely to him.”

Bowing from his waist, Cedric and his two comrades step back and prepare to leave. “I will ride to Ravynwood myself, Lady Inga.”

Tipping her head, she acknowledges his undertaking and quickly scribbles a note to her brother, sealing it with the Louvet seal before handing it to Cedric. “God speed.” Her words are lost in the mournful silence of the great hall as she watches the men disappear from her view. A rustling sound draws her attention to where Ian is hiding, his eyes wide with fear as he looks at his mother. “Come to me, Ian.”

Stepping out of the shadow, the candle’s flame on the wall sconce shimmers on his golden hair.  Hearing the knight’s dire news, his childish innocence has been taken. Standing tall, he prepares for his mother’s scolding for eavesdropping.  Holding back tears, his clear blue eyes come to rest on her face and in a clear voice answers, “Yes, mother.” 

She witnesses her youngest son’s efforts to be brave in the face of all that he has heard. Falling to her knees, she opens her arms wide for him to seek comfort within her embrace. It is not the time to tell him of the message she has sent to her brother, a man Ian has never met. Her plan for his safety must wait until the morning, for tonight has brought enough grief to them.

Chapter Four

The echoes of a galloping horse entering the massive wooden gates of Ravynwood’s castle bring Gareth to one of the stone window openings. With wide eyes, he gapes at a lone armored knight dismounting from his lathered steed. The sound of the stranger’s pounding upon the scarred wooden door reverberates within the castle walls. Curious of the man’s night mission, the young master runs from the window to race down the narrow stone steps that lead to the hall below. Keeping out of his father’s sight, Gareth studies the burly, older man standing before Lord Ravynscroft, waiting silently while his father examines the sealed message given to him by the stranger. 

An expression of concern etches deep into Lecton’s forehead when he recognizes the Louvet seal.  It takes but a moment for him to read the grim news that had been delivered from his sister, Inga.  Leaning back in the intricately carved chair, Lecton raises his eyes from the letter to catch his child’s movement in the shadows. “Come, Gareth.” Motioning with one hand, he waits for his son to join him before he addresses Inga’s knight.  “I will pen a message to Lady Louvet. My son will take you to where you will be given food and provisions for your return trip to Helmsley.” Nodding to the young boy, “Wake the kitchen maid and tell her that Sir Cedric needs a meal and provisions for his travels.”

“Yes, father.” Proud to be called upon, Gareth leads the weary knight from the great hall as Lecton scrawls boldly across parchment. Folding it, he secures it firmly with the Ravynscroft waxed seal. “Sir Gilford, wake the men and pick the fiercest of Ravynswood knights. Have them prepare for a swift passage to Helmsley Castle at the cock’s first crow. Direct the men to safe-guard the castle and defend it against any attacking armies.” Lowering his voice, Lord Ravynscroft pauses before adding, “Until death if need be.” Sir Gilford tips his head to acknowledge his lord’s command. “I’m entrusting you to place Lady Louvet’s young son under the care of Ravynswood’s two most faithful knights, instructing them to bring young Ian Louvet without harm to me.”

Sir Gilford stands from his chair at the table and faces his lord. “Aye, my lord.” Thoughts of who he will choose is already taking form in his mind before he bows and walks from the hall.

Leaving the maid to serve Sir Cedric a platter of cold venison and hard cheese, Gareth runs back to the hall and finds Lecton standing in front of the stone hearth, facing the glowing embers of the fire.  “Father?” Gareth’s voice brings the lord’s eyes to the boy’s face. “Why has Sir Cedric come to Ravynswood?”

Turning to look at Gareth, Lecton returns to his chair and beckons his son to his side. “The knight has brought news from your Aunt Inga. She and her son are in grave danger and need our immediate help.” Lecton notes the change in Gareth as the boy mulls over in his mind what his father has told him. Seeing the questions in his son’s eyes, the lord waits for Gareth to speak. 

“Will we help them, father?” 

Smiling tenderly, Lord Ravynscroft brings Gareth closer. “You are not to worry, son.  Our best knights will ride like the wind to protect my sister and her son.” Withholding the tragic details of his brother-in-law’s death, Lecton places his hand on the boy’s shoulder, “I have ordered Sir Gilford to bring your cousin Ian back to Ravynwood for a time until it’s safe for him to return.”

Gareth’s eyes brighten upon hearing the news. “What is he like, Father? Is he my age?”

“I fear I cannot tell you what young Ian is like for I have not met him. I do know that boy is a wee bit older than you. It’s of no importance, really.” Looking at his son with a stern fatherly gaze, “Young Ian will be missing his home and mother.  I expect you to extend the warmest welcome to our guest, Gareth, and to treat him with kindness while he is here. Is that understood, son?”

“Yes, Father.” 

Leaning forward, Lecton pushes an ebony lock of his son’s hair from his forehead before brushing a quick kiss on Gareth’s brow. His father’s infrequent show of affection brings a wide grin to the young lord of the castle. Tousling his son’s thick hair, Lecton drops his hand and says, “Now, off to bed with you. The dawn will soon break and I have much to attend to.”

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Breaking away, Ian escapes the strong hands of Ravynwood’s knight and runs back to cling to his mother in a desperate plea. “Please, Mother, let me stay at Helmsley.”

“You must be brave, Ian.”  Drawing on her inner strength, Inga overpowers her motherly instincts and nods to her brother’s knight, giving him permission to take her son forcefully. Watching her son struggle before going limp with his futile efforts, she feels as if a sword has slipped into the furthest depths of her heart. No longer able to bear the pain for her husband’s death and now the loss of her child, Inga turns away to hide her grief as she listens to the men’s heavy footfalls and clink of armor when they leave the hall.  When the drum of horse’s hooves fade into the distance, Lady Inga Louvet of Helmsley falls to her knees with prayers asking for deliverance from her grief. 
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Exhausted from fear and days of hard riding, the young boy is carried into Ravynwood’s castle in the arms of the same knight who took him from his mother. Putting Ian down to stand before his uncle, both knights kneel to their Lord. “Milord, we bring you Lady Inga’s son.”

Lord Lecton bids them to rise and dismisses them so they can seek food and rest. Reaching a hand out to the child before him, Lecton reassures the lad, “Come to me, Ian. I will not harm you.” Wearing a mask of fright, the blonde-headed boy remains in the place where he was set down by the knight.  Smiling tenderly at his sister’s child, Lecton turns to where he suspects Gareth is hiding from out of his sight.  Gazing into his son’s wide-eyed expression at being detected, the older lord beckons him to come from out of the shadows. 

When Gareth comes into Ian’s view, the two boys study each other with curiosity. Looking up to his father, he gives Lecton a faint smile of approval before walking to where Ian waits.  In a warm but bold voice he says, “Welcome to Ravynwood. I am your cousin, Gareth Ravynscroft.”

Still unsure whom to trust, Ian takes a small step toward the other boy and announces proudly, “I am Ian Louvet, son of the late Lord Robert of Helmsley.” Sighing quietly at the young boy’s courage, Lecton inches closer to the two children. Kneeling down to their level, he says, “I was told by the cook that there are extra beef pasties left just for you, Ian.” Giving his son a quick wink, he adds, “I believe there is enough to feed both of you.  Follow Gareth to the kitchen and he will show you where they are kept.”

The rumblings of Ian’s stomach encourages him to willingly go with the younger boy. Looking over his shoulder, he gives his uncle one last glimpse before exiting the Great Hall in search of food.  

Trying to follow the chatter of Gareth, Ian wolfs down three pasties and a cup of fresh cow’s milk as if his hunger could never be satisfied.  Babbling endlessly, Gareth is caught up in telling his cousin all there is to know about the knight’s horses and Squire Tenpenney.  When he finally slows down to ask Ian a question, he’s surprised to find that Ian has laid his head down on the roughhewn table and fallen soundly asleep.

Tip-toeing from the kitchen, Gareth goes to his father and reports what has happened.  Taking him back to the sleeping boy, Gareth whispers, “Ian can sleep in my bed whilst I throw a pallet next to him on the floor. I should be there if he wakes in the dark.”

Laying his hand on Gareth’s dark hair, Lecton gives him a loving pat. “Run ahead, son, and make preparations.  I’ll bring Ian up and put him in your bed.” Lifting him up in his arms, his sister’s child moans low in his sleep but continues to dream of his home. 

The following morning, Gareth wakes to hear Ian’s soft crying as he tries to muffle it with the coarse woolen blanket. Not wishing to embarrass his new friend, he coughs loudly before stretching his arms as if he had just woken.  Hearing Gareth loud yawn, Ian wipes his tears quickly and stares at the ceiling, unclear on what to do. 

Sitting up on his pallet, Gareth peeks over the edge of the high bed to see Ian. “Cook will have the morning meal ready. I am hungry.” Popping up in a spurt of boyish energy, he smiles at Ian before uttering a blatant lie to tease the timid boy. “If we are late, the knights eat our share and we are left to go hungry.”

The thought of hot food brings Ian from out of his covers. Thinking of the strict rules at Helmsley, his voice is tinged with surprise when he comments, “Your lord father allows his knights to act in an unmannerly way?”

“No silly,” Gareth laughs with absolute joy. “But I got you out of bed and t’was the purpose for my lie.”

Astonished by Gareth’s audacity, Ian colors fiercely before realizing how clever the other boy’s ruse had been. As the pink dawn colors the eastern horizon, Ian places his hands on his hips and lifts his chin in a show of his strong spirit and determination. “Aye. It did work, cousin Gareth. But you have tipped your hand and I now know your tricky ways.” Grabbing a pillow, he slings it into Gareth’s face where it landed with a soft thud and laughs for the first time in many days. “You shan’t find me gullible the next time for I learn quickly.” 

Tossing the pillow over his head to fall on the high bed, Gareth punches Ian’s arm lightly. Smiling slyly at the other boy with a small degree of defiance, the young lord quickly waves aside Ian’s words. “And I am the clever one who knows many tricks.”  
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As the days mark the passing of months, the friendship between Ian and Gareth deepens into a bond stronger than the mightiest oak in Ravynwood’s forest. As the years pass, Ian’s thoughts of his home at Helmsley slowly diminishes its hold on him. Once he has come to terms with his father’s death in battle, the next heart-breaking news was that his beloved mother had remarried a much older lord for her protection and had sent word that Ian would be happier with his uncle than back at Helmsley.  

Over the passing decade, Ian had oft wondered if his dear mother would recognize her son since becoming the tall strapping young man that he was, ogled for his handsomeness by the young maidens in the castle 

Lord Lecton, seeing each boy as treasures, treats them as though Gareth and Ian has indeed been born royal brothers. They are both his sons in his heart if not in name. Although Gareth would be the next Lord Ravynscroft and heir to the castle, Ian Louvet would not be forgotten upon Lecton’s death.

Chapter Five

“Hurry, Ian, or we will miss seeing the knights returning to the castle.” Gareth hops on one foot as he pulls on the snug fitting leather leggings. 

Poking his blonde head out from under the covers Ian stares at his friend with suspicious eyes. “What trick are you playing now? Tis’ not morning yet.” 

Running at break-neck speed toward Ian’s bed, Gareth lands on him with a loud thud. “If you wait until the sun is up, you will be seeing the knights in the great hall shoving in their breakfast gruel.” Pulling on one arm, Gareth slides Ian to the cold floor. “It’s not the men I want to see, you fool. I go so I can see their war horses.”

Grinning, Ian looks at his younger cousin as he feels Gareth’s excitement infect him as well.  As different as day and night, Ian’s bright and forgiving personality often offset the moodiness of ebony-haired Gareth. Even though there was a two year difference in their ages, they were as close and loyal as blooded twin brothers. 

With the day drawing closer to his fifteenth birthday, Garth had been obsessed by the knights’ mighty war horses; for Lord Lecton’s gift to him was to be a destrier of his own. 

Grabbing his clothing from the three-legged stool, Ian dons them quickly and pulls on his last boot as Gareth runs out the door. Racing to catch up with his friend, both of them run blindly into the great hall and collide with Lord Lecton.

Grabbing an arm of each lad, he holds them in his large, powerful hands. “Where are you two heathens off to in such a hurry?” he asks with a trace of laughter, already knowing the answer.

“To watch Sir Gilford and our knights return to the castle.” Squaring his shoulders proudly, Gareth stands shoulder to shoulder with his father. 

Lecton cocks his head to one side. “Why the rush, son? The men will be in the hall for you to gander at soon.”

“But I will miss seeing the horses, Father.”

The lord’s laughter rings loudly in the vaulted ceiling hall. “Pity poor Gilford’s reaction should he find that you’re enamored with his horse instead of his shield.” Turning, his gaze falls upon his nephew. “And you, Ian? What brings you from out of your warm bed this bitterly cold morning?”

Bowing from his waist, Ian meets the old lord’s knowing eyes.  Suppressing his ready smile, he disguises his face with a serious expression. Taking aim at his cousin with a humorous jab, he answers, “Sire, I feel it is my duty to go along and protect Gareth from danger lest he fall under attack by armed marauders.” 

Gareth’s mouth drops open as he stares boldly at Ian. “Danger!” he says in an incredulous tone. “It would be I who saves your arse for your arms are too weak to hold a sword upright.” 

Laying one hand on each of the lad’s shoulders, Lecton squeezes them firmly and gives a light-hearted warning. “Keep your heads about you and mind those horses well for the beasts are not a congenial breed.” 
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The morning of Gareth’s birthday dawned bleak and dreary as the northern wind howled around the stone structure of the castle and outer buildings. Disregarding the weather, Gareth is up early and standing by the hearth when his father strides into the damp, chilly hall.

“I need not ask why you are up at this hour for your face tells me of your anticipation.” Settling closer to the fire, Lecton sits on a wooden bench and stretches his legs out in front of him. “We must wait for Ian to join us for I have a surprise for him as well.”

“Surprise, Uncle?” Ian asks with curiosity when he enters carrying two fur-lined cloaks for Gareth and himself. Tossing one to his cousin, he looks upon his uncle with gratitude. “Tis’ not my birthday, Sire.”

Equally proud of both young men, Lecton studies his sister’s child with affection. He had changed from the shy, frightened boy to a man ready to take on the world. Carefree and easy going, Ian seemed to always have a ready smile and a helping hand to offer those in need. Standing behind his older brothers, Ian’s chance of inheriting his father’s kingdom or Helsmleys castle was nonexistent yet his nephew appears not to hold grudges for his positon in life. 

Feeling blessed by Ian’s presence, Lord Ravynscroft prays that his level-headedness will help Gareth in the days to come. Dreading each year as it passed, Lecton prepares for the time when Zorander’s curse falls from him to shackle his only son and heir in its horrid grip. Many a day, Lecton has thought of speaking to his son of the raven’s curse but each time, his cowardly words fail him. 

With the cold creeping into his aging bones, Lecton shivers with the drafts swirling around his shoulders. Clapping his hands, he pulls himself up to his full six feet and takes up his black fur lined cloak from where it hangs.  Throwing it over his shoulders, he states to Gareth and Ian. “Tenpenny is waiting for us. Let’s pray the poor squire has not frozen to death.”

Pushing the heavy, wooden stable door open, Gareth holds it for his father to walk inside before he and Ian follow close behind. Grasping the ends of leather reins, Efrain is standing back as far as he’s able from the massive black destrier that pulls at the opposite end of the tether. In a tense voice, he acknowledges his lord by bowing his head.  “Sire,” he says with fearful undertones as he looks at Gareth in hopes the young man will soon rescue him. “Blessed be, young master.” 

“Go on, son. Introduce yourself to the animal.” Not needing any further encouragement, Gareth strides toward the horse without fear. Allowing the animal to inhale his scent, Gareth thoughtfully runs his hand down the destrier’s sleek, glossy black coat.  Uncertain of the young man’s intentions, the war horse shakes his long mane while pawing the straw floor as if in warning. Staring directly into Gareth’s eyes, the stallion’s ears go up and he bobs his large head up and down as if sensing the bravery in the human before him. Snorting one more time, the destrier levels his head before welcoming the hand that strokes him.

Efrain, amazed by the transformation, slowly eases away to join Ian and Lecton. Blowing out an audible breath, he turns to his lord and mumbles, “The young lord has a way about him for that horse is the devil incarnate.”  Shaking his head in wonder, Efrain looks at Ian before asking Lord Ravynscroft, “Shall I bring the other one out, Sire?”

Giving a nod, Lecton steps back from Ian to watch Efrain lead out yet another war horse. Though it’s not as broad chested as Gareth’s black stallion, the horse possess the same impressive beauty and power. Extending the reins to the astonished Ian, the dark chestnut-colored destrier snorts once before standing quietly as if trained by the gentlest of hands. Dropping his head, Ian utters lowly, “My lord, you humble me with your generosity.” 

Still stroking his stallion, Gareth, not rankled by jealousy, is delighted that his father has thought of Ian. The future shines brightly before him as Gareth imagines the adventures Ian and he will have together. An expression of satisfaction glimmers in his eyes.  “It’s good that something has humbled you, brother.”

Upon hearing Gareth’s use of the term brother, Ian meets his cousin’s uniquely colored eyes and in that meeting experiences an indefinable feeling of rightness. Brothers indeed, for they have been inseparable since the day he was delivered by two of Lord Ravynscroft’s most faithful men. Looking first at Lord Lecton and then at Squire Tenpenney, he offers each an appreciative smile before returning his gaze to Gareth and in that moment, Ian Louvet has finally found his way home.

Chapter Six

Lecton stretches his legs out as he sits to warm himself by the fire in the damp great hall. Staring into the flames, he contemplates winter’s hardship that is upon the hard-working serfs of Ravynwood. Working from sun up to sun down, the men labor to store every kernel of corn and stalk of grain from the late autumn’s harvest in hopes to keep starvation from their door throughout the long months of winter. 

Feeling the ever-present ache in his aging joints, Lecton refills his cup with ale and becomes lost in his thoughts of his wife, Mary.  She is never far from his mind as he has watched his son grow into a strapping man alongside Ian. 

Closing his eyes, Lecton succumbs to the sorrow in his weary heart. “Sweet Mary.” Like a sigh, he whispers his wife’s name into the silence that surrounds him. She has been gone nigh on twenty years and his own sixty nine winters lay like a heavy weight upon his shoulders. He misses the evenings when she sat beside him as they had enjoyed the warmth of the fire’s embers together. Looking around the quiet hall, Lecton questions the ever-silent gods. “How long am I to wait before I see her again? 

The sound of Gareth’s voice pulls Lecton from his reverie as his son enters the hall with Ian by his side. “Father,” he says in greeting. Tipping his head with respect, Gareth takes a place before the fire to warm his backside. There is a tone of excitement in his voice when he says, “We have spotted a large buck near the river at mid-day but we lost sight of it before I could draw my crossbow.” 

Standing to the side, Ian is quick to add, “We make plans to hunt him on the morrow before poachers cross Ravynwood’s borders to steal our much needed game.”

Gareth nods in agreement before asking Lecton, “Shall I order Efrain to have Darius ready for you?” 

Taking the last swallow of ale, Lecton leans forward to brace his elbows on his thighs. Shaking his head, he smiles fondly at his son. “I will leave the hunting to you and Ian this time while I rest my bones near a warm fire.”  Pushing up with his hands, Lecton forces his stiff joints to stand and groans with discomfort.  “My old body is protesting the cold and old Darius and I would only slow you down.”

Gareth’s previous excitement fades when he hears Lecton’s reply. Not wanting to acknowledge his father’s infirmaries, he nods before responding. “The gathering of dark clouds in the north sky does not bode well. I fear a blizzard will soon be upon us. “Tis why we make plans for tomorrow.”

Ian, seeing Gareth’s disappointment interrupts and hoping to restore his brother’s previous mood interrupts by saying, “Rest assured, Uncle. When Gareth misses with his arrow, as he surely will, I will bring down the beast. And you can be the first to congratulate me on my hunting skills, Sire.”

Disbelieving Ian’s audacity, Gareth stammers and sputters for a comeback while the infectious sound of Lecton and Ian’s laughter rings in the vaulted hall. Rescued from his bout of loneliness, Lecton continues to snicker when Gareth delivers his indignant response. “You shan’t have my gold coin in your pocket for long.”

Ian, his blue eyes shining with mirth, pulls one coin from his leather breeches and flips it casually in the air. “No, my brother.” He winks boldly before flipping it once again to land in the palm of his hand.  “I shall have two.”  
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Beckoning toward a row of trees, Ian points in the direction to where the majestic buck stands in the morning sun’s rays. But before Gareth could release the arrow from his crossbow, the deer once again jumps out of sight and disappears from view.  Swearing at losing another chance, Ian holds up his hand to silence Gareth when he notices the presence of three men hiding among the trees.

“Slimy bastards.” Muttering under his breath, Ian kicks his horse and races to the spot where the poachers hide. With Ian’s actions, Gareth is stunned to see his friend leap from Ansgar and knock one of the men to the ground after being pierced by the poacher’s blade. In an effort to rescue their kinsman, the two remaining thieves approach Ian with raised swords. Racing to join the melee with swinging sword, Gareth slashes the nearest man in the shoulder, cutting it to the bone and leaving him to bleed profusely. With the smell of blood in his nostrils, Sirrush rears on hind legs, pawing the air above the man’s head before crushing the poacher under his hooves. 

Wide-eyed and frantic, the second thief turns to run when he sees Gareth jump from the saddle to come after him.  Stumbling, the man falls to the ground and is caught by Gareth. Raising his hands to plead for mercy, his last breath is released like a sigh when Gareth runs his sword through the man’s plump belly. 

Lying wounded, Ian watches as his attacker turns toward Gareth with his bloody sword raised over his head. Too weak to call out, Ian is mute with fear for Gareth until he witnesses his brother’s rage creating a creature of enormous power. Convinced he was seeing the last of his brother, Ian and the poacher gape dumbfounded while Gareth’s human form is swallowed up by the fierce creature. 

Fighting against the increasing terror of what is happening, Gareth is powerless in the battle against the raging force that dwells within him.  Paralyzed with the horror before him, the poacher has lost his chance to escape the malevolent transformation of the younger Lord Ravynscroft. 

Praying for deliverance, Ian makes the sign of the cross as he witnesses Gareth disappear into a swirling black mass before being transformed into a powerful bird.   

Dropping his sword, the poacher crawls on his hands and knees and spins in an attempt to save himself. Jumping to his feet, he leaves Ian and the terror of the apparition behind him.  The deafening sounds of a raven forces the doomed man to take one last look over his shoulder before he is knocked off his feet by the power of black feathered wings. Horrified, the thieving trespasser fails to protect his face as the cold, golden eyes of the bird gives him an unblinking stare before ripping the flesh from his body with razor sharp talons. 

Ian moans as he rolls to one side to witness the viciousness of the raven’s attack. Holy Mary, Mother of God. His words, cried out in a weakened voice are the last he hears as his blood continues to pool around him.
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“My lord.” Efrain races to where Lecton sits at the long table, surrounded by five of his knights. Out of breath, Efrain looks at his sire with grave concern. “Lord Gareth has returned and is carrying Ian’s body over Sirrush.”

Jumping from his chair, Lecton asks no questions as he hurries from the castle to find his son standing in the center of the yard. His eyes stare with an empty expression as he carries the bloodied body of Ian in his arms. Two knights rush to help their young lord with his burden but is ordered by Gareth to stand back.  “He lives but I fear not long without help.”

Lecton’s voice bellows out a command for the old but wise herbalist to be summoned. Falling in step with his son, he follows close behind as Gareth makes his way to Ian’s bedchamber.  Placing him gently down, Gareth gives his father a tortured look before turning back to Ian’s still body. 

Clenching his jaw and fists, he speaks in a voice that is foreign to his father’s ears. “We tracked the buck to the edge of our land. My crossbow was loaded and I was waiting for a good shot.” Gareth pauses to run his hand over his eyes and takes a deep breath. “Ian spotted three poachers near the beast. He rode after them without waiting for me and it was there he suffered...” He stops speaking and drops his head. He had no words to offer on what had happened next. His memory of those moments are shrouded by a dark presence, leaving him disconcerted. “Forgive me, Father. I need air.” Without waiting for Lecton to ask questions, Gareth rushes from the chamber. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
[image: ]


Slinking away from prying eyes, Gareth hides in the darkness from the night sentries at the gates. Sitting close to the castle’s wall, he wraps his cloak around him to ward off the night’s damp chill. Although he shivers, it’s not the cold ground that makes him shake but the terrifying remembrances that flashes through his mind. Too fearful to speak of it to his father, Gareth struggles to put the events into a logical sequence and falls further into a morose state when he fails. 

The soft footsteps of a girl catches his attention. Peering into the darkness, he recognizes the daughter of his nursemaid who had tagged along behind him throughout their infancy and childhood. “Is that you, Gareth?” Blyss asks. On a mission to cheer him up, she thinks on how he’ll laugh when she shares the ridiculous blather of the old folks in the castle.

“Go away and leave me alone” he says rudely.  “I don’t want company.” 

Pushing back the hood from her head, she tosses her auburn hair off her shoulders before turning her dove gray eyes on Gareth. “Don’t be silly. You cannot sit here alone and blame yourself for what happened to Ian today.”

“You know nothing of today’s events.” Gareth says in a dull voice while wishing she would disappear. “And your presence is not welcome.”

Being accustomed to getting her way, she ignores his comment. Certain that she can bring a smile to his face, Blyss laughs lightly, “Tis true that I know not what befell you and Ian. But undoubtedly, it was not the superstitious tale that is being passed around by the ancient old folks this night.” 

“Superstitions?” he asks as he stares at Blyss with his greenish-gold eyes. 

Glad to see she has his attention, she harmlessly chatters on about the old curse of a mad, vengeful wizard. “Since we were small, the old folks talked about a raven in a man’s body. Surely you have heard the tale?”

Before Blyss could finish regaling him of all the facts, Gareth jumps to his feet and glares down on her. “Shut your mouth.” 

Although shocked by his reaction, Blyss recovers quickly and says, “Gareth, ‘tis only folklore and you have not heard the best of it.”

Yanking Blyss to her feet, Gareth holds her arms in a painful grip. Bringing her face close to his, he watches as she shrinks back from the violent glint revealed in his stare.  His voice is hoarse and gruff when he threatens her into silence. “Folklore or not, you are forbidden to speak of this to me or any other ever again. As your future lord, I command it.”

Whimpering from fear, Blyss nods her head in compliance. Dropping her eyes from his face, she whispers, “Forgive me, milord. I meant no harm.” When Gareth shoves her away, she spins on her heel and runs from him. All the while, her heart is breaking from his horrible treatment of her, for she has adored him since being a small girl. Tonight, the man she would always love had become a stranger. A man that she’d not recognize in the days and years ahead.
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Holding Ian’s head up from the pillow, the herbalist pours a medicinal broth down his throat. Satisfied the young man had taken enough of the mixture made from wild roots and leaves, the old, weathered man begins to patch his wounds with a putrid salve, leaving the room to reek from the odor.  Finished, the herbalist forces his stooped body to stand upright and faces his lord. “There is no more to be done. Now we wait.”

Over a span of days, the herbalist continues his treatment on Ian as he adds a variety of bitter roots to his medicinal concoction. One early morning, the old man dribbles a cup of the mossy green liquid in Ian’s mouth and is startled when the young man’s fingers clamp around his thin wrist.  Turning his head to the side, Ian looks with half-opened eyes at the wizened figure of a healer called Morph. In a feeble voice, he tells his care-giver, “Pour that pig’s piss down my throat one more time and I will have a boot up your arse.” 

A dry cackle of a laugh emits from the herbalist’s wrinkled face as he gathers his pouch and bottle. “Then I shall take my potion to those who are in need, for you have returned to the living.” Passing Lecton outside the door, he nods his head to move on about his daily business. “Good day to
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