
  
    [image: The Children of Corvus]
  


  
    
      The Children of Corvus

    

    
      
        L.E. HARRISON

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also By L.E. Harrison

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Children of Corvus Series:

      

      

      

      
        
        Blackbird

        Merula

        Corvus

        Cadie and Samuel: In the Interim: A Children of Corvus Short Story

        Jarren and Reyna: The New Order of Corvus

      

      

      

      
        
        Collections:

      

      

      

      
        
        From the Uncollected Thoughts of L.E. Harrison

        Letters in the Attic

      

      

      

      
        
        The Descendants of Tempus:

      

      

      

      
        
        Julian Cato and the Four Immortals

      

      

      

      
        
        Short Stories

      

      

      

      
        
        The Time Guardian (More Lore From the Mythos Vol. 1)

        Tony’s Monster (More Lore From the Mythos Vol. 2)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Text copyright © 2018  © 2022  © 2025  Lisa A. Erb

      All Rights Reserved

      

      Cover Artist: FrinaArt

      All Rights Reserved

      

      “Little Boy Lost” by William Blake (In the Public Domain)

      “Auguries of Innocence” by William Blake (In the Public Domain)

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      

      All rights reserved. Aside from brief quotations for media coverage and reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced or distributed in any form without the author’s permission. Thank you for supporting authors and a diverse, creative culture by purchasing this book and complying with copyright law.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Families of the Tribe of Corvus

      

      
        Gods and Feast Days

      

      
        Glossary

      

    

    
      
        
          Blackbird

          The Children of Corvus Book One

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            1. Alena Speaks

          

          
            2. Secrets and Lies

          

          
            3. Those Who Worry

          

          
            4. Michael Speaks

          

          
            5. Break On Through

          

          
            6. Jonathan Speaks/A Treatise On Plausibility

          

          
            7. To the Other Side

          

          
            8. Those Who Race Toward Death

          

          
            9. The Law of the Forest

          

          
            10. Duplicity

          

          
            11. Dark Blue Mind

          

          
            12. Paper Tiger

          

          
            13. The Worst That Can Happen

          

          
            14. Doors

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Merula

          The Children of Corvus Book Two

        

        
          
            
              Part I

            

            
              
                Prologue

              

              
                1. Samuel Speaks

              

              
                2. The Manuscript

              

              
                3. Cold Brains

              

              
                4. Allegiance

              

              
                5. Family Portrait

              

              
                6. The Strength of Omission

              

              
                7. When First We Practice to Intrigue

              

            

          

          
            
              Part II

            

            
              
                8. Prison of Mirrors

              

              
                9. Aftermath/J. Lance Sr.’s Notebook

              

              
                10. The Evaluation

              

              
                11. Ritus Interruptus

              

              
                12. The Evaluation Part II

              

              
                13. Fracture

              

              
                14. Restoring the Balance

              

            

          

          
            
              Part III

            

            
              
                15. Metamorphosis

              

              
                16. The Sins of Our Fathers

              

              
                17. The Altar of Tempus

              

              
                18. Chaos

              

              
                19. Resolution

              

              
                20. Lucidity

              

            

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Cadie and Samuel: In the Interim

          A Children of Corvus Short Story

        

        
          
            1. Samuel

          

          
            2. Cadie

          

          
            3. Samuel

          

        

      

      
        
          Corvus

          The Children of Corvus Book Three

        

        
          
            
              Part I

            

            
              
                Prologue

              

              
                1. Catriona Speaks

              

              
                2. Rise of the Merula

              

              
                3. An Unkindness of Ravens

              

              
                4. Stacked Actors

              

              
                5. In Their Silent Rooms Still Wander

              

              
                6. Millicent

              

              
                7. Portals

              

            

          

          
            
              Part II

            

            
              
                8. Raven

              

              
                9. You Say You Want A Revolution

              

              
                10. Words Upon the Darkness Fall

              

              
                11. Blood Madness

              

              
                12. When the Student Is Ready

              

              
                13. Bestiae

              

              
                14. Two Worlds Collide

              

            

          

          
            
              Part III

            

            
              
                15. The Best Laid Schemes

              

              
                16. The Shadowlands

              

              
                17. Lost Cause

              

              
                18. Little Boy Lost

              

              
                19. Really Cold Brains

              

              
                20. Reconciliation

              

              
                21. Blood Magic

              

            

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            The End

          

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Families of the Tribe of Corvus

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        FAMILIES OF THE TRIBE OF CORVUS:

      

      

      

      
        
        MAXWELL

      

      

      Innes Maxwell – m. – Cora Maxwell

      c.

      Donnall Maxwell – m. – Shaina MacDonald

      c.

      Alexander – s. –  Sebastian – s. –  Devin – s. –  Acadia – s. –  Jarren

      

      Cora Maxwell – m. – Claudius Andrick

      c.

      Alena Andrick

      

      
        
        SINGLETON

      

      

      Branden – s. – Stella – s. – Andrew Simon – s. – Jared – s. – Jackson

      

      Branden Singleton – m. – Erin Campbell

      c.

      Michael Singleton – m. – Alena Andrick

      c.

      Samuel Singleton

      

      
        
        LANCE

      

      

      Jonathan Lance Sr. – m. – Stella Singleton

      c.

      Jonathan Jr. -  s. – Sarina

      

      ( m.-  Mated  c.- Child / Children  s.-  Siblings )

      

      SINGLETON

      Branden  Singleton

      Mated to Erin Campbell. Had one child: Michael Singleton

      

      Stella Singleton

      Mated to Jonathan Lance. Had twins: Sarina Lance and Jonathan Lance Jr.

      

      Andrew Simon Singleton

      

      Jared Singleton

      

      Jackson Singleton

      

      MAXWELL

      Innes Maxwell

      Mated to Cora James. Had one child: Donnall Maxwell

      

      Donnall Maxwell

      Mated to Shaina MacDonald. Had five children: Alexander Maxwell, Sebastian Maxwell, Devin Maxwell, Acadia (Cadie) Maxwell, and Jarren Maxwell

      

      Malcolm Maxwell

      Brother to Innes

      

      ANDRICK

      Anna Andrick

      

      Allistair Andrick

      

      Claudius Andrick

      Had one child with Cora James Maxwell: Alena Andrick mated to Michael Singleton

      

      MAC DONALD

      Seamus MacDonald

      

      Ian MacDonald

      Mated to Diana James. Had one son: Ian MacDonald, Jr.

      

      Shaina MacDonald

      Mated to Donnall Maxwell

      

      Kira MacDonald

      

      KENDRICK

      Medicus Simon Kendrick

      

      Sayla Kendrick

      Mother of Elise Kendrick

      

      Elise Kendrick

      Mated to Tarren Campbell

      

      JAMES

      Ivan James

      

      Cora James

      Mated to Innes Maxwell

      

      CAMPBELL

      Tarren Campbell

      Mated to Elise Kendrick. Had one son: Corin Campbell

      

      Thomas Campbell

      

      ALEXANDER

      Corin Alexander

      

      Nela Alexander

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Gods and Feast Days

          

        

      

    

    
      Soluna

      Male/Female

      Father and Mother of all creation and overseer of all realms.

      Feast Day: None

      

      The sun god, Sol and the moon goddess, Luna joined as one and had four children. Their children became the gods known as Corvus, Venefica, Tempus, and Fatum.

      

      Corvus

      Male

      God of all beasts.

      Rules the realm of the Otherworld.

      Feast Day: Winter Solstice – December 21

      

      Descendants of Corvus the beast god have the ability to shapeshift and are capable of performing lesser magic. In their first incarnation as mortals, they can shift into the form of a beast (Bestiae). In their second incarnation, after death, they can shift into the form of a raven (Merula).

      

      Venefica

      Female

      The Witch Goddess

      Rules the realm of the Shadowlands, through which all souls pass after death.

      Feast Day: Autumn Equinox – September 21

      

      Descendants of Venefica the Witch Goddess are witches and warlocks who are capable of performing greater magic.

      

      Tempus

      Male/Female

      God of Time

      Rules the earthbound realm and the multi-dimension-verse (MDV).

      Feast Day: Spring Equinox – March 20

      

      Descendants of Tempus have the ability to control and regulate time and are offered the gift of immortality.

      

      Fatum

      Male

      God of Fate

      Rules the realm of Spirituality.

      Feast Day: Summer Solstice – June 21

      Descendants: None

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Glossary

          

        

      

    

    
      Advena -  Outsider / Stranger

      Animus Rimor – Exploring the mind

      Avia - Grandmother

      Cessio -  Surrender

      Captare – A form of hypnosis

      Si placet -  Please

      Vernus – Spring Solstice Celebration / Birthday of Tempus

      Brumalis -  Winter Solstice Celebration / Birthday of Corvus

      Bestiae, subimus! – Beast, submit!

      Medicus – Doctor

      Gratiae -  Thank You

      Parvi refert – It matters little / Don’t worry about it

      Maledictus – Cursed

      Merula – Blackbird / Raven

      Morbus Desicco – Draining Sickness

      Ritus de Supplicium – Ritual of Execution

      Stultissimi - Idiots

      Vappa ac nebulo – Worthless scoundrel

      Tempero – Control yourself

      Meus filia – My daughter

      Meus filius – My son

      In Vindicare – The Claim
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            Prologue

          

          THOSE WHO WAIT

        

      

    

    
      J. Lance Sr.

      Ashland, Maine

      

      “I don't like Uncle Andrew, Daddy,” Jon-Jon complained. “He's mean. When's Uncle Michael coming back?”

      “Shut up, stupid,” hissed Sarina, jabbing a pointy elbow in her twin brother's ribs. “You're going to make Daddy upset, then he’ll go away again.”

      “I miss Momma,” he whispered, a telltale wobble in his voice. “But she's not coming back, either.”

      “Come here,” Jonathan said, gently patting the mattress beside him. Five year-old Jon-Jon scrambled onto the bed. Jonathan wrapped his arms around his son and hugged him tightly.

      “I missed you too, Daddy,” the boy confessed.

      Jonathan rested his chin on the top of the child’s head and inhaled the pure, innocent scent of his freshly-washed hair. “I’m sorry to have stayed away so long,” he said. “But I’m home for good now. No more mean Uncle Andrew, I promise.”

      This seemed to satisfy Jon-Jon. His thumb went immediately into his mouth, and he leaned his head on his father’s shoulder. Sarina looked only slightly mollified.

      “What happened to Uncle Michael?” She asked.

      Jonathan was surprised to feel discomfited by the question. After all, he was not so clueless as to expect they might never ask. Sarina and Jon-Jon had been close to their Uncle Michael, and children were curious creatures by nature. His and Stella’s children were no exceptions, but—fortunately for Jonathan—children could also be easily misled.

      He thought his uneasiness might be due to something he hadn’t factored into the equation during the many sleepless nights he’d spent thinking about how he was going to explain Michael’s absence: Jonathan had forgotten how vivid and intense Sarina’s gaze could be. It was more than a little disconcerting to look into his daughter’s eyes, and feel as though he were peering into the soul of an ancient diviner masquerading as a five-year-old girl.

      “Uncle Michael was very sick,” He began, careful to keep his voice even and emotionless, so she wouldn’t sense the lie. “The doctors tried everything they could to help him, but nothing worked. Uncle Michael is in heaven with Momma now.”

      “That's not what Andrew Simon said,” Sarina replied. “Before you came upstairs, I heard you arguing in the library, and he said it’s all your fault that Michael is wandering lost in the Shadowlands. He said, ‘If you would have stopped Michael from going to Blackwater Hills, none of it would have ever happened.’ So if Uncle Michael is lost, that means he isn’t really dead. Right, Daddy?”

      “I’m sorry, Sarina. I wish he were still alive as much as you do, but I can assure you, Uncle Michael is not coming back.”

      Her chin jutted out at a stubborn angle. She planted her hands on her hips, narrowed her eyes, and glared at him.

      “That means that one of you is lying.”

      Called out by a five-year-old girl. His own daughter, no less. Jonathan shifted uncomfortably, adjusting his son’s weight. He avoided his daughter’s gaze as he tried to come up with a way to explain away what she had overheard, without coming right out and confessing the whole sordid, ugly truth.

      He did not want Sarina and Jon-Jon to know what had really happened to Michael. Jonathan was prepared to do much worse than lie in order to ensure that his children never learned from what madness they had been descended. If it was the last thing he ever did, he would make sure they never set foot in the miles of shielded forest known as Blackwater Hills.

      It’s for their own good, he reminded himself, and so delivered the lines as calmly and delicately as he could.

      “Neither of us is lying, sweetheart. Andrew Simon and I were discussing the plot of my latest novel, not Uncle Michael. I’m sorry you misinterpreted what you heard, I truly am. I would never lie to you, Sarina. Uncle Michael is dead.”

      The mask slipped, revealing the vulnerability she always seemed so desperate to hide. Sarina’s eyes filled with unshed tears, and suddenly she was a little girl again. A lonely, confused little girl who had lost both her mother and her favorite uncle in the span of two short years.

      Jonathan felt a stirring of guilt for his selfishness, for staying away so long, for not being there to give his children what they deserved—his love and attention, some semblance of their former life. But parenting was not his forte. Never had been. Stella had always made it seem so effortless.

      He reached out with his free hand and beckoned her over. She hesitated for a moment, then crossed the room and fell into his one-armed embrace. He sat for a long time, holding his children close, wishing he could change the past, and desperately hoping he was capable of protecting them from whatever the future had in store.

      Dusk seeped through the sheer white curtains, cloaking the room in shadow. Jon-Jon’s breathing gradually grew softer, and Sarina’s small body relaxed, slightly. He eased his son under the covers, then carried his daughter down the long hallway to her bedroom. He buried her up to her neck in the fluffy, white comforter, then leaned down and lightly kissed the top of her forehead.

      “Sleep tight, sweetheart,” he whispered. “I will see you in the morning.”

      She nodded sleepily, rolled over, and closed her eyes.

      Jonathan left the bedroom and headed downstairs to the library. Once ensconced behind his desk, he began sorting through the veritable mountain of mail piled precariously atop it.

      Light bill. Gas bill. Phone bill seriously past due and warning him in large, bold letters that this would be his final notice before service was terminated. A stack of drugstore sympathy cards from friends and acquaintances offering insincere, meaningless condolences.

      When he came to a book-sized package wrapped in plain brown paper, he hesitated, hands arrested in midair. His name and address had been inked across the top in a flowing, feminine script he had never seen before, yet recognized instantly. There was no return address.

      Sweat broke out on his forehead and under his arms. He was overcome by the chilling certainty that he should just pick up the package and toss it straight into the garbage, for surely, whatever was inside had the power to tear open wounds that had not fully healed.

      Against his better judgment—stomach in knots, and heart pounding—Jonathan lifted the package and tore it open. A folded sheet of yellow parchment paper slid onto the desk. He tossed the wrapping aside and stared at the object in his hands: a well-used notebook, cover creased and smudged with dirt, the corners of the pages stained and dog-eared. He peeled back the cover, recognized his own clumsy, awkward scrawl:

      

      Property of: Jonathan Lance Sr.

      1154 Sheridan Road

      Ashland, ME 04732

      

      He took a deep, calming breath, and—as though it were a trap ready to spring at the slightest touch—gingerly turned the page and began to read:

      

      
        
        March 19

        Somewhere in the North Maine Woods

        

        Michael swears we're not lost, but I'm not sure I believe him.

        Why did I let him talk me into this? Doors to the Otherworld? What a load of crap.

        Aside from that, it's beautiful here. The roar of the mighty Blackwater River bounces off the mountains and echoes through the valley. The air tastes thin, and crackles with static. The smells of rotting leaves, rich earth, and fragrant pine are overpowering. I'm trying to, as Michael says, listen for the heartbeat of the forest—all the while thinking how silly it is to imagine that such a thing actually exists. What's even sillier, is imagining that if it did exist, I'd be able to hear it. Not I, the great novelist J. Lance Sr..

        Otherwise known as the most normal man in the world, as Stella had been so fond of saying.

        So, I'm trying to think of this adventure in terms of a novel. The opening might go something like this:

        “And now we bring you the incredible adventures of Normal Man and his sidekick, Werewolf Boy! Watch as they spend countless hours trudging through the wilderness. You'll be on the edge of your seat as Normal Man feels absolutely nothing, while Werewolf Boy looks as though he's going to lose it any second.”

        Then again...

        Perhaps not.

        

        A review of my sketchy knowledge of the Singleton family, from the oldest to the youngest:

        Branden Singleton (Michael's father)

        Stella Singleton (My wife)

        Andrew Simon Singleton

        Jared Singleton

        Jackson Singleton

        

        Nine years ago, I married my soul mate, the most beautiful woman I have ever known. Her name was Stella Singleton.  She came with baggage—namely, her thirteen year-old nephew, Michael, whose father had passed away the previous year. Back then, Michael was a quiet, confused young man who had been traumatized by his father's death, so I tried my best to be both father and friend—first to the boy, then to the man. Now that Stella is gone, I feel that I must continue to watch over her beloved nephew.

        But I'm sure there must be a sane, logical explanation for Michael’s peculiar malady. People do not go around changing into wolves. They never have, and they never will.

        

        March 20

        Still Have No Idea Where the Hell We Are

        

        Michael has informed me that we are due to arrive in Blackwater Hills during the Spring solstice celebration when the tribe celebrates the birthday of Tempus, the god of Time. As we sat round our campfire last night, he recounted a bit of the legend for me, which I will transcribe here to ensure I remember all of it:

        

        Sol and Luna, God and Goddess of the sun and the moon, Father and Mother of the heavens and the earth, joined as one and gave birth to four children. First born was Fatum, the god of Fate.  Second born was Tempus, the god of Time. Third born was Venefica, the Witch of the Shadowlands, and last born was Corvus, the Beast of the Otherworld.

        Tempus ruled the lives of humans, but was a strict parent, easily offended, and slow to forgive. She liked to control Her children by holding the promise of eternity just out of reach, threatening to withdraw it in an instant if they did not behave according to Her dictates.

        Fatum had no children of his own, but was a caring, somewhat enigmatic uncle who aided his siblings’ offspring in times of crisis.

        Venefica the Witch had many children; some shared human blood, and some did not. The Witch favored daughters above sons, much the way Corvus gave His greatest gifts to His male children. But Venefica and Her daughters craved even more power, and grew jealous and resentful over the years.

        The Witch imprisoned her brother, Corvus, and attempted to drain His shapeshifting power. Corvus managed to escape, but the act turned brother and sister from allies to enemies. To this day, Venefica and Corvus remain bitter rivals, which is why the children of Corvus must always be wary of the advena.

        

        10:21 am

        We Are Finally Fucking Here

        

        I've decided that Jackson Singleton (Michael's paternal uncle, and my wife's youngest brother) resembles neither Michael, Stella, nor her brother, Andrew Simon. The other three were dark-haired and golden-skinned, like Native Americans. Jackson's light brown hair hangs like a wet bed sheet on either side of his lean face. He is at least as tall as Michael (six feet, four inches), but about forty pounds lighter, with narrow shoulders and limbs that seem too long in proportion to his torso.

        Jackson’s shocked expression borders on comical. He sits at a square, plank table surrounded by four rickety stools. Michael's large body is balanced awkwardly atop the stool closest to the door. I'm sitting at the head of the table, trying to make sense of their strange and stilted conversation, while at the same time wondering if shock might be Jackson's natural expression; his homely face seems to favor it more than any other.

        The cabin is sparsely furnished in a style that can best be described as fashionably rustic, owing to the actual use of the myriad antique tools cluttering the walls and furniture. Not, I am sure, because Jackson gives any thought whatsoever to the way his home is decorated. The main room consists of a kitchen and a small dining room, while an open doorway on the left leads into a tiny, windowless alcove that serves as the sleeping quarters. The entire cabin cannot measure more than five hundred square feet, and I am disappointed to find nothing that even remotely resembles a bathroom.

        Jackson says, “Be honest, Michael. You are my brother’s son. After the tragedy that nearly destroyed our family, the last thing I want to see, is another Singleton male spill his blood upon the altar of Tempus.”

        Goosebumps rise on the skin of my forearms. Don’t ask me why.

        Almost imperceptibly, Michael’s broad shoulders stiffen. “There’s nothing to worry about, Jackson. I have it under control.”

        I discover that Jackson’s expression can change, as it warps to incorporate incredulity.

        “Are you certain?” He asks.

        Michael nods. “Absolutely.”

        

        6:07 pm

        Waxing Introspective During the Solstice

        

        When I reluctantly agreed to accompany Michael on this fool's errand—excuse me, Journey to His Homeland—I'd felt as though coming to Blackwater Hills would somehow bring me closer to Stella, keep her alive in my thoughts, here with me the only way she could be. But now, as I imagine her sitting in this very spot year after year—belonging to this mysterious tribe of Native American /Druid/ Werewolf people–I realize there was a huge part of my wife that I had never even known, had never even suspected was there.

        Outside in the clearing on the rise of the hill, a bonfire rages in a deep, circular pit lined with heavy, flat rocks. Surrounding the pit are benches made from thick tree trunks, laid out in rows like a makeshift stadium. I cast surreptitious glances at the people seated round the bonfire, noting how their eyes seem to follow my progress, and it occurs to me that perhaps I am more unwelcome at this gathering than Jackson’s prodigal nephew.

        Michael warned me that the tribe does not take kindly to outsiders. They even have a name for me: Advena. It means, “Outsider.”

        Thus far, I have only heard it spoken in a less-than-flattering manner.

        Because of this, I am talking only when spoken to—mostly neutral and, I hope, universal platitudes. However, it's not every day that a fantasy writer gets the opportunity to observe a clan of pseudo-druids celebrate the Spring solstice. The experience could prove invaluable, for research purposes. I tell myself to quit worrying about things I know nothing about, relax, and not take everything so goddamn seriously.

        Lighten up, Normal Man.

        What's the worst that can happen?
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            Alena Speaks

          

        

      

    

    
      Alena Andrick

      Blackwater Hills

      

      Eight separate families comprised the tribe of Corvus. At last count, we numbered over a thousand. And by the looks of things, most of them had shown up at the castle for the Vernus. Late on the afternoon of the sacred celebration, I arrived to find my usually quiet home bursting its mortar with relatives and friends. The ceremonial bonfire raged in the massive firepit outside, but the icy March wind had, apparently, blown everyone indoors.

      I passed through the crowded entryway into the Great Hall, winding my way through the people occupied in games and conversation at the long, plank tables. The cavernous kitchen was nearly as crowded. Women darted about in an efficient, choreographed dance. Some fed the fire in the woodstove, while others stirred the steaming pots on top. Sayla Kendrick bent over the oven, poking its contents with a long-handled fork. Others stood alongside the narrow sideboard, slicing food and arranging it neatly on platters. My mother stood by the sink, pumping water from the creaky, old faucet. Her massive bosom heaved with the effort beneath her homemade tunic.

      When she finally glanced up and saw me hiding in the doorway, she stopped pumping and fixed me with an exasperated glare. “Nice of you to join us, Alena. Where have you been all morning?”

      “Practicing spells. The final exam is less than a month away, and if I fail, I’ll have to do the whole course over. Again.”

      “Well, I suppose it's better late than never. Come on in and hang up your cloak. I could use another set of hands.”

      Reluctantly, I threaded my way through the maze of bodies and added my cloak to the mound balanced precariously on a long row of cast iron hooks by the basement door. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Kira MacDonald lean over a stack of firewood and whisper something to the girl next to her. Fifteen year-old Nela Alexander slanted a glance at me, then giggled beneath her hand. Kira smirked in my direction and elbowed her conspirator in the ribs. My cheeks warmed with anger or embarrassment—I wasn't quite sure which. My mother turned around just in time to witness the exchange. A frown creased the skin between her liquid brown eyes.

      “I see you made an effort to dress for the occasion,” she remarked as I approached the sink.

      I sighed inwardly. Here we go again.

      My flannel shirt was worn, but clean. A few sizes too large, it puffed around my waist like a lumpy sack of grain. My tall leather boots were scuffed and worn, and there was a tear in the fabric of my trousers, just below my right knee. My outfit was well-suited for practicing spells in the forest, but—to my never-ending consternation—a celebration such as the Vernus required a bit more attention to tedious details like clothing and manners.

      “You know I don't have any dresses, Mother,” I answered. “Pants are more comfortable, anyway.”

      “It wouldn't hurt to brush your hair,” Mother advised, handing me a towel and a freshly washed platter.

      I shrugged, set the dried plate aside, and picked up the next one. “I can't help that it’s windy outside.”

      “Well, the feast is nearly ready, anyway. Go on upstairs, and fix yourself up. Honestly, Alena. You're so pretty. Would it kill you to show it off once in a while?”

      I dropped the towel on the counter and glanced pointedly at Kira. “I don't really care what they say about me, Mother.”

      “Well, you should,” my mother replied. “They're your own people, not strangers. Family is everything. No man is an island.”

      Mother was always repeating little phrases like that. She had a list somewhere, of all the quotes she had copied from books. She said they inspired her to think and be a better person. Apparently, she hoped they'd do the same for me. Grateful for any excuse to get out of the kitchen, I squared my shoulders and tried to adopt an air of serene but confident detachment.

      I'll survive being stared at and whispered about, I thought as exited the kitchen through the Great Hall. I always do.

      Still, what I'd said to Mother had been a lie. Though I couldn't explain why, I did care what they said about me. I just wasn't sure what to do about it, because it seemed like an incredible waste of time to fuss over my appearance. What difference could it possibly make to anyone?

      Just inside the entryway, I was jolted from my musings by the sight of a tall, black-haired stranger sprawled on the bench by the fireplace. Like a lazy cat waking from an afternoon nap, the stranger tilted his head to one side and blinked slowly.

      My appreciative gaze traveled over scuffed black leather boots crossed at the ankles, his long legs stretched toward the fire, muscular limbs and broad shoulders, finally coming to rest on a face that looked to have been molded in the image of some ancient deity. Firelight warmed his smooth, tanned skin, while flames flickered and danced with the shadows in his eyes.

      His gaze met mine, and I swallowed, hard. For the second time in less than a quarter hour, I felt my cheeks burn with embarrassment. Social customs were not my strong suit. How could they be, after all, when I spent the majority of my time alone? Without speaking a word to acknowledge his presence, I fled up the winding stone staircase to the third floor of the tower. Once safely ensconced in my bedchamber, I found a hairbrush buried beneath the pile of books and scrolls that littered the dresser. As I worked out the tangles in my waist-long hair, I stared at my reflection in the dusty mirror.

      I sometimes didn't recognize myself. It seemed, sometimes, as though the person staring back through the mirror wasn't really me. Inside, I felt much stronger than this frail body suggested, more cunning than this innocent visage might imply. Everyone assumed that I preferred tomes and scrolls to flesh and spirit, and so left me to my own devices. No one ever seemed to take me seriously, and I was pretty sure it was because the sweet young girl in the mirror looked boring and harmless.

      I fished in my pockets for the leather thong I always carried. After tying my hair into a loose knot atop my head, I pulled the long tail of my shirt out of the waistband of my trousers, but when I stepped back to examine the results, was less than pleased. I looked, I thought hopelessly, like a little girl playing dress-up in her brother's old clothing.

      Unfortunately, that was as good as it was likely to get. My wardrobe consisted primarily of flannel shirts and trousers exactly like the ones I was already wearing. The only variations were in color and state of disrepair, because I hated to sew about as much as I hated doing laundry.

      When I came back downstairs, the entryway was empty, and the beautiful stranger was gone from the hearthside. Mother emerged from the kitchen, two large platters stacked with meats, cheeses, rolls, and fruit balanced precariously on the palms of her hands. Her eyes softened when she noticed my halfhearted attempt at improving my appearance.

      “Go on in and sit down, Alena. Our table is the one all the way in the back, against the wall.”

      She led me through the maze of tables, chairs, and bodies. I slid into an empty seat at the far end of a table painted with the crest of the Maxwells—even though, technically, I wasn’t one of them. Enticing scents wafted through the archway as the women brought in platter after platter of food. My stomach growled in anticipation. Eventually, the streams of women and platters ran dry, and everyone took their seats. My father stood upon the dais to recite the blessing, and the steady murmur of voices faded to contemplative silence.

      “Corvus protect us,” he began, his voice lilting and musical, like water trickling down a rocky hillside. “On this day, the birthday of your beloved sister, Tempus, bless us Father, and hear our prayer. Guide us with the wisdom of your Sacred Law, so one day we might join you in the glory of the Otherworld. We know that the Law of Corvus is truth. The truth is sacred.”

      “The Law of Corvus is truth. The truth is sacred,” the crowd replied in unison.

      Someone coughed. Chair legs scraped against the smooth stone floor. Father sat down at the head of the table reserved for priests of the Sacred Order, and the gentle hum of conversation resumed. I watched my Father with the other priests at the table, laughing, smiling, and nodding his head, engrossed by what they had to say. So different from the way he looked at me — with that cloudy, bemused expression that implied he thought me little more than an irritating distraction.

      Someday soon I'll be sitting at that table. He’ll notice me then, I’ll bet.

      I was jarred from my musings by Mother, who leaned over my shoulder to plunk a good-sized serving of mashed potatoes on my plate. I thanked her with a nod, then watched as she took her seat at one end of the table.

      At the head of the table, opposite Mother, sat the Captain of the Guard, Innes Maxwell. My mother's lifemate looked disgruntled and unapproachable, as usual. To his left sat Seamus MacDonald and his younger brother, Ian. Next to Ian, was the Medicus, Jackson Singleton. To Innes’s right sat his son, my half-brother, Donnall Maxwell. Donnall’s lifemate Shaina was by his side, deep in conversation with Sayla Kendrick. I scanned the remainder of the seats to see if Elise Kendrick, Sayla's daughter had arrived yet, and my heart gave a little leap of surprise when I saw who was next to Sayla, diagonally across the table from me.

      It was the beautiful stranger who'd been reclining by the fireplace earlier. Next to him was someone else I didn’t recognize. This man was older, lean and wiry, and had the fragile look of a human about him. His bright blue eyes drooped beneath the weight of dark, unruly eyebrows. His nose was broad, almost too large for his face. He whispered something in the beautiful stranger’s ear, revealing a row of even white teeth, like thick pieces of chalk.

      It was odd to see an advena sitting at the Maxwell's table, so near Innes, who made no secret of his hate and distrust of humans. We'd had occasional outside visitors to our celebrations over the years, but the Sacred Law of Corvus cautioned against bringing the advena through the Great Shield too often. Subtle nuances were lost on the Captain of the Guard, but Innes appeared to be tolerating the human's presence for the moment.

      The same could not be said for my half-brother. Beneath a shaggy mane of brown hair, Donnall's glare alternated slowly back and forth between the human and the black-haired stranger. The stranger appeared not to notice, but the human shifted in his seat, looking ill at ease.

      The stranger acknowledged my perusal with a wicked, close-mouthed grin that made my stomach quiver. His lips—full, sensual, utterly masculine—curled up slightly in a private smile, causing me to wonder at the source of his amusement. His hands rested on the table, fingers entwined as though in prayer. He had strong, capable hands. Scarred and rough-looking, but with an unexpected hint of elegance.

      Good looks aren't everything, I hurried to remind myself. You could never tell what might be lurking beneath the surface. He could be abusive and controlling. Or, even more frightening, unintelligent. He could, in fact, already be joined with another woman. A man like that didn't stay unmated for long, even with the aforementioned flaws. Some women were willing to tolerate certain faults in exchange for the security of a lifemate. If nothing else, he'd make gorgeous children.

      “Your hair is beautiful,” he said. His voice was deep and rough, like the soft growl of thunder on a summer afternoon. “I never realized that tribal blood could produce such glorious colors.”

      I blushed clear down to the tips of my toes. And for someone with my glorious coloring, I knew it was glaringly obvious.  I'd inherited my red-gold hair and pale skin from my father, Claudius. A throwback to the German, they said of Claudius and me, for we favored our human ancestors over those of the tanned skinned, black-haired children of Corvus.

      “Gratiae,” I mumbled, and quickly grabbed the heaping platter of venison Mother was offering me. I plunked a few slices onto my plate, then passed the meat to Shaina.

      Ian MacDonald bit off a chunk of bread and waved the half-eaten slice in the air. “I used to call her 'Alena the advena' when we were kids,” he remarked, spewing crumbs down the front of his shirt. “Until she turned about twelve, and then she threatened to cut off my balls if I ever called her that again.”

      Shaina giggled. Mother slanted me a glance and raised her eyebrows.

      “Well, it worked,” I mumbled. “He never did.”

      Ian grinned sheepishly. “I half-believed she would do it, too!”

      “She’s Andrick's get. Spoilt with the blood of Tempus,” Donnall interjected.

      An uncomfortable silence settled over the table. Even Innes managed to look shocked by his son’s bluntness. Everyone at the table glanced at me, then quickly looked away.

      “You, on the other hand...” Donnall studied the black-haired stranger through narrowed eyes. Then, as though stating the obvious, said, “The Singletons never did manage to breed the curse from their blood, but I don’t need to tell you that. Do I, Michael?”

      The stranger's nostrils flared, like an animal scenting prey. He said nothing in reply, as he reached for his cask of wine and raised it to his lips.

      Donnall smirked and gestured toward Michael's wine cask. “You've always had the luck of a daemon, Singleton, but maybe you should have stayed in the land of the advena, cause your luck's bound to run out sooner or later. My bet's on sooner. Like tomorrow, for instance. Soon as the vintner locks up his stores.”

      The stranger made a sound suspiciously like a growl, low in his throat, but Donnall continued, apparently warming to the subject. “Here's a little piece of advice: be careful not to stand too close to the firepit. There's always the chance you might accidentally fall in.”

      Jackson stood up hurriedly, knocking over his chair. A hush fell over the cavernous Great Hall. “That's quite enough!” he ordered, sounding like a schoolmaster reprimanding an unruly pupil. “I suggest you quit while you're ahead, Donnall.”

      Donnall rolled his eyes. “Forgive me, Honorable Medicus,” he begged, sounding not in the least humbled. “I forgot how sensitive you Singletons can be.”

      “Parvi refert,” Jackson replied after a long, tense moment. He bent to retrieve his overturned chair. No one at our table said a word as he righted it and resumed his seat. Donnall's green eyes glittered—with something more than a reflection of the torchlight, it seemed to me.

      Alarmed, I glanced from Michael to Donnall. The expression on my half-brother’s face made my blood run cold. I knew that look. As the only child of the Guardian of the Dead—and training to be a priestess, to boot—it would be remiss of me to not notice.

      Donnall was a member of the Guard, not a priest of the Sacred Order. Nevertheless, he had the look of a priest performing captare. Glittering eyes, that faint, greenish glow to his skin. His aura shimmered and appeared to rise up, as though his body was becoming lighter than air.

      I looked helplessly around the table, struck by an overwhelming urge to do something. Protect Michael, somehow. No one else seemed to have picked up on what Donnall was doing, and would probably not have interfered, if they had. Before I had a chance to consider the consequences, I closed my eyes and gathered in my power.

      It had taken years of practice to learn to ascend to the Balance, but I was now able to do it in a matter of seconds. The warm, white-gold glow of magic tingled through every nerve in my body. I silently chanted the prayer for protection, then erected a seamless, impenetrable shield around my soul and mortal body.

      Corvus protect your servant who dwells within this shield. Let no one breach this barrier by thought or deed.

      The spell was one I’d been practicing that morning. The fact that I had not yet perfected the much simpler version, a shield that would protect only myself, did not deter me. Once in place, the shield thickened and pulsed like a silent heartbeat. Slowly, carefully, I reached out—as though my mind had a thousand invisible hands—and widened the shield to include Michael Singleton.

      A surge of raw power struck me like a bolt of lightning. The shield began to disintegrate rapidly. I heard a loud buzzing in my ears. My body felt numb, and pinpricks of light danced before my eyes.

      *Stop!* A voice inside my head commanded. *You have nothing left. Let me take over.*

      I was so shocked by the invasion of my mind, I let go of my tentative hold on the shield. When I realized my mistake, panic took over, freezing the breath in my lungs. I braced for the inevitable agony that followed making a too-rapid descent. Unpleasant did not even begin to describe it. I wasn't very good at dealing with pain, and someone was sure to notice if I passed out cold in the middle of a feast.

      But the pain didn’t come. As though from a long ways away, I heard Mother ask a question about the previous winter's supply of candles. The formidable Sayla Kendrick was not one to pass up an opportunity to captivate an audience, and began recounting the trials and tribulations inherent in her position as chandler. She reminded everyone it was a sin to be wasteful, not to mention it made her job a million times harder.

      If I was going to pass out, it would have happened by now. I took a deep breath, relieved that my lungs seemed to again be working properly, then slanted a glance at Michael through lowered lashes. A dimple flashed in his cheek as he cut off a chunk of meat, brought it to his mouth, and chewed slowly.

      *What on earth did you think you were doing?*

      The intrusion was not so shocking the second time, but it was strange to hear his voice in my mind. The ability to transmit thoughts so clearly was rare, a skill very few priests were capable of. I avoided looking at him, picked up my fork, and toyed idly with the mound of mashed potatoes on my plate. Though I wasn’t sure he’d be able to hear me, I answered in the same manner:

      *Protecting you.*

      Deep, masculine laughter echoed inside my head.

      *It's not funny,* I replied, bristling at the ingratitude. *Donnall was... Looking.*

      When there was no reply, I glanced up. Michael was frowning, studying Donnall. But Donnall, engaged in a full-out assault on his food, seemed to have completely lost interest in Michael. Michael’s full lips tightened in a grim line, and a muscle jumped inside his jaw. The shield still pulsed around us, and a quick glance around the table assured me that everyone seemed to be effectively distracted by it.

      Michael reached across the table, grabbed his cask of ceremonial wine, and drank deeply. His gaze met mine, and I had the oddest sensation, like I was sliding down a mountain toward the edge of a tall cliff.  Then Michael blinked, and the sensation vanished.

      *Gratiae, Alena. I owe you one.*
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        * * *

      

      The winds calmed as the sun began to sink below the ring of white-capped mountains in the distance. Gradually people stood and dispersed, making their way outside where they assembled around the massive bonfire. The tribe began to chant the traditional verses. I took a seat on one of the large logs laid out around the firepit and mouthed the words along with the rest. Though most of us had imbibed more than our share of ceremonial wine, the sacred chants were so ingrained in our collective consciousness, even the influence of drink could not dislodge them.

      A gathering was one of only four times per cycle that members of the tribe of Corvus (excluding the Guard and the Sacred Order, who were allowed supervised access throughout the year) were permitted to drink their fill. The rest of the time, the wine was strictly off limits, for it was known to cause dependency and sickness in some. I raised a half-empty individual-sized cask to my lips, sipped at the tangy, bitter concoction, and felt it burn its way down my throat to settle in my stomach. Then I lowered the cask to my knees and looked around.

      My gaze was immediately drawn to Michael. There was an aura of readiness about him, a wary, hunted look in his midnight eyes. Wedged between the advena and Jackson Singleton, he was clad in a pair of threadbare jeans, black leather boots, and a blue flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up over muscular forearms. A black wool cloak draped his broad shoulders. Stubble darkened the lower portion of his jaw, and tousled waves of dark hair tumbled over his forehead.

      I could still feel the shield pulsing around me, but could no longer hear Michael’s voice in my mind. The spell seemed to be gradually growing weaker, and I wondered what might happen when Michael let go of it altogether. Would I suffer a delayed reaction to the shock of descending too fast from the Balance? Did Michael suspect that might be the case? Why else would he still be holding on to the shield?

      Jarred from my musings by a light tap on my shoulder from behind, I turned my head to see Elise Kendrick smiling brightly down at me. Silky, black hair framed her perfect, oval face, contrasting sharply with her creamy pale skin. At five feet eleven inches, slender and long-legged, her every movement was as graceful as a willow in the wind.

      “Scoot over,” she said, lifting one leg over the log and settling down next to me.

      “Where’ve you been?” I asked. “I didn’t see you at the feast.”

      She grimaced. “The first day of my moontime, I can barely even make it out of bed. I’m feeling a little better now, but the last thing I want to do is celebrate. Naturally, the one and only time something interesting happens, I wasn't there. I can’t believe I missed Donnall's freak-out.”

      I smiled, knowing that had to be just about killing her. “It was one of his better ones. Guaranteed to be retold for gatherings-to-come.”

      She pouted. “Don’t rub it in. Kira told me what happened.”

      For one, fleeting instant I considered confiding in Elise about my failed attempt to shield Michael. She was like an older sister to me, after all. She actually paid attention to the things I said, even looked genuinely interested most of the time. But for all her obvious perfection, Elise had a major flaw in her character: she loved to gossip. With a mother like Sayla, I supposed it was inevitable.

      Given that, I decided to keep my secret to myself, for the time being. We basked in the warm glow of the bonfire in companionable silence, and after a while, my gaze wandered back to Michael. He was deep in conversation with the advena—Jonathan, I’d heard him called—and didn’t seem to notice me at all. Elise’s gaze soon traveled the same path.

      “He's been gone a long time,” she said, sounding as though she was talking more to herself than to me. “I wonder why he came back.”

      I assumed she was talking about Michael. “Where did he go?” I asked.

      “To the land of the advena. His aunt and uncle took him away about ten years ago. He’s maybe a year or so older than me, so he might have been around twelve or thirteen.”

      Well, that explained why I didn't recognize him. If Michael was one year older than Elise, I would have been only nine years old when he left the tribe.

      “He sat behind me in class, and used to pull on my braids during Ivan's lessons,” she went on, grinning at the memory. “He was awfully cute, though, so I never got mad at him. You were lucky to have Simon Kendrick for a teacher, Alena. Ivan's lectures were so boring.”

      “Why’d they take him away?” I wondered aloud.

      Elise’s eyes widened. “You mean you don’t know?”

      “Know what?”

      “Oh, Alena,” she admonished. “You're always the last to know everything.”

      “Know what?” I repeated. “Stop smirking, and tell me.”

      “It’s a long story,” she said. “I’ll tell you later. Did you hear that Shaina's due in October?”

      “Shaina's pregnant again?” I exclaimed. “Donnall doesn’t waste any time, does he?”

      Elise looked annoyed. “Makes you sick, doesn't it? She's on her third, and I haven't even had one yet.”

      “Motherhood's not all it's built up to be,” I said, trying to make her feel better. “I hear it hurts. A lot.”

      She sighed—a gentle, wistful sound. “Some rewards are worth the pain, Alena.”

      “I guess.” I shrugged, willing to concede the point. After all, it wasn’t like I knew from personal experience. Most girls my age had lifemates, or children of their own to care for. I had neither, and was beginning to suspect that unless a miracle happened, I never would.

      Elise stood up abruptly. “Gods, I almost forgot. Tarren wants me to help him get ready for the sacrifice to Tempus. He said a lot more people are doing it this year, and everyone thinks they should be allowed to go first. The arguing got so bad, they decided to pick names out of a hat. Tarren volunteered me to be the one to keep track of the order.”

      She wrinkled her delicate, turned-up nose. “I swear, that man expects me to work every gathering, just because he has to. Are you doing the sacrifice?”

      I shook my head no. Elise and Tarren Campbell, a young priest newly sworn to the Sacred Order, had joined as lifemates two summers ago. Since then, Elise never seemed to have time for me. I missed her. Despite our age difference, we had always been close. She had spent many nights at the castle when I was a little girl, and we used to stay awake till dawn, talking and acting silly.

      A part of me yearned for things to be that way still, and I made no effort to hide my disappointment. “I guess I'll see you later, then. Maybe.”

      She flashed me an apologetic smile, then disappeared back into the crowd. I took another swig out of my nearly empty cask of wine, and decided I needed to use the privy. On my way out, I stopped just inside the opened castle door, and took in the sight on the rise of the hillside. Though I couldn’t see him from where I was standing, I thought of Michael, wondered how he felt coming back here after so many years spent living in the human world.

      As I watched the tribe revel in the celebration, a heavy sense of melancholy settled over me. These people were my family, all I’d ever known, but still, somewhere deep down inside, I felt as though I didn’t belong. I didn’t feel the same sense of oneness everyone else seemed to feel, and couldn’t explain why.

      I wondered if maybe there was something lacking in me, if I had been born with some sort of emotional deficiency. Then again,  it could be I just didn’t try hard enough. I wasn’t really sure what to do about that. Should I march back into the midst of the festivities and start chattering merrily with everyone—like Kira MacDonald and her group of feather-headed busybodies? What would people think? They’d think I was either crazed or drunk on ceremonial wine, most likely. Maybe a gathering wasn’t the best time to try and improve my inadequate social skills.

      I’d much rather practice spells, instead. I stepped onto the stone path that wound around to the back of the castle, crossed the meadow, and slipped into the forest. The air felt moist and cool, and smelled like rain. Mice and chipmunks skittered through leaves and underbrush, and from somewhere deep inside the forest, an owl hooted. It was a sound of profound, yet resigned, loneliness.

      I prepared to center my power by breathing in deeply, then exhaling slowly. But as I approached my favorite practice spot—a small clearing surrounding the remains of what had once been a majestic pine tree—my stomach turned queasy, my vision blurred, and I felt a throbbing in my temples that promised to blossom into a full-fledged pounding. The pattern of my footsteps on the spongy forest floor sounded unusually loud. The noise lingered in the air, blending with the strange, rhythmic humming that was swallowing everything. The forest melted away, and a soft light enveloped me, like a tingling, white coverlet.

      Disembodied, I floated inside...
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      Alena Andrick

      Blackwater Hills

      
      I came to awareness on the soggy forest floor. The scent of rotting leaves invaded my nose. The whir of locusts assaulted my ears. The gibbous moon hanging low in the sky outlined a hulking black shadow mere inches from my face. A startled scream lodged in my throat.

      “Relax,” said the shadow. “It's only me.”

      Relief supplanted fear as I recognized the distinctive, husky timbre of his voice. It was Michael Singleton. He must have spotted me leaving the celebration, and followed me here.

      I shook my head to clear the cloudy, cobwebby feeling and managed to sit up. The ground tilted, and my stomach roiled in sickening rebellion. Michael leaned in to help, but I instinctively recoiled. A heartbeat later, the underbrush rustled as he moved away.

      When my eyes adjusted to the moonlit dark, the hulking black shadow transformed into a face and body too gorgeous to be real. He reclined against the trunk of the fallen pine tree, one arm draped casually over his knee. Goosebumps rose on my forearms, and excitement danced with apprehension in the pit of my belly.

      Gods, no one can be that handsome. There has to be a flaw somewhere.

      “You should have been expecting that, Alena. It was reckless and foolish, running off by yourself.”

      I bristled at the scolding, but had to admit, he was right. I should have realized the shield would fade sooner, rather than later, leaving me vulnerable to the negative effect of my failed spellcraft during supper. Which, by all appearances, is exactly what ended up happening. I was grateful to Michael for coming to my rescue, but the attention made me feel awkward and oddly unsure of myself.

      “Yeah well, so was trying to shield you, and that didn't stop me.”

      He grunted in agreement. “May I ask why you did it?”

      “It seemed like a good idea at the time,” I muttered, rubbing my aching forehead.

      His low chuckle echoed a faraway rumble of thunder. “For what it’s worth, the same applies to me, but I never imagined Donnall would nurse a grudge for ten years.”

      I recalled their confrontation during dinner—which hadn’t actually made sense to me at the time. It made even less sense now, in my befuddled state. However, it didn’t really seem like the right time to question Michael about why he and Donnall were at odds with each other.

      “He's my brother,” I said. “Well, half-brother, actually.”

      Michael looked puzzled. “I thought he said you were an Andrick?”

      I saw him frown as understanding dawned. Ours was the smallest family in the tribe. There were not, after all, many Andricks left, and only one logical choice to have fathered a child of nineteen winters.

      “The Guardian of the Dead is your father?”

      “Yeah,” I said, attempting to stand up. “I’m his only child. Cora Maxwell is my mother, but she and my father aren’t lifemates. She mated with Innes, Donnall’s father, and they live together in a cabin north of the castle, along the river’s edge. I grew up with my father and grandfather in the castle, so I could train to join the Sacred Order and take over the Guardianship when he’s ready to step down.”

      The news appeared to distress him, though I didn’t immediately make the connection. My head was pounding a slow, steady rhythm against my temples, and when I tried to take a step forward, the ground undulated beneath me like a storm-swollen lake. I tumbled headfirst into the underbrush. Moments later, I felt strong arms encircle my waist like iron bands. Michael untangled me from the clinging vines, placing a hand beneath my elbow to steady me.

      “Steady, Alena. Deep, even breaths,” he instructed. “The dizziness will pass soon, but don’t try to stand by yourself, yet. Lean on me.”

      Michael was an exceptionally tall man. Close as he was, he felt as solid and immobile as the tree against my back. Thunder rumbled, sounding far away. The wind returned, gusting through the leaves, whipping my long hair over my eyes.

      He reached out, gently brushed the errant strands away from my face. My wary gaze followed the well-defined curve of his jaw, traced the hollows and angles of his high cheekbones and perfectly sculpted nose.

      When I reached his eyes, my heart skipped a beat, and my palms began to sweat, despite the chilly night air. I couldn’t help but be seduced by the passion in those midnight eyes. It was as though his soul—too intense for the limitations of mortality—was fighting to escape the confines of his body.

      I breathed in the scent of musky male, as his fingers smoothed my tangled hair. I leaned into the hard wall of his chest, and he lowered his head. His lips touched mine, ever so gently, and my heart threatened to burst through my ribcage. Then he lifted his head, ending the kiss, leaving me hollow, empty, wanting more.

      “Come with me, Alena. There’s something I want to show you.”

      “No,” I managed, my voice sounding weak and breathless. He inhaled sharply, as though the denial had wounded him.

      “Please, my love,” he coaxed in a dark, husky whisper that hummed through my nerve-endings. “Fatum brought us together for a reason, and one should never defy the will of a god.”

      I was, after all, the daughter of a priest, and incapable of resisting any sort of theological debate. “One should never be so presumptuous as to think he, alone, discerns the god’s will,” I countered. “Haven’t you ever heard the old adage, Pride goeth before a fall?”

      “Too late,” he murmured. “I’ve already fallen.”

      “We’ve just met,” I replied, trying to sound practical, trying to ignore the thrill of excitement that swept through me at his words. “You don’t know anything about me.”

      He bent his head and nuzzled my neck. His teeth nibbled gently on my earlobe, and I gasped as unfamiliar sensations flooded through me. He massaged my back with a slow, sensuous rhythm, and my insides melted into a quivering mass of sensation and emotion. My thoughts spun like a cyclone inside my head, but instinct screamed a million warnings.

      “It’s all right,” he soothed as I struggled to pull away. “Don't be afraid. It’s only me.”

      I opened my mouth to reply, wanted to deny what he’d said, but it was true. I was afraid. Not that Michael Singleton might harm me, but of the way he made me feel.
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        * * *

      

      A short while later, we reached our destination. The dilapidated structure was wedged firmly inside a square of sturdy tree trunks—the only thing saving it from collapsing, apparently. The roof had been devoured by leaves and low-hanging branches, while vines draped the door like skeletal fingers. Calling it a shack would have been a slight exaggeration, for it had a ways to improve before aspiring to such a lofty designation.

      Michael put his hand on the rusted door latch and gazed solemnly down at me. “This cabin is, believe it or not, the only thing that's truly mine. I guess you could call it my legacy to future generations.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You’ve got to be joking.”

      His broad shoulders stiffened beneath the black wool cloak. “You mean you don’t like it? You wound me, love.”

      The dimple winking in his cheek made me think he might be teasing me. I smiled, deciding to play along. “What’s not to like? I’m sure it’s one of those cabins that seems larger on the inside.”

      Returning the smile, he motioned me through the doorway. Moonlight illuminated his face, briefly, and I thought I saw...

      Forget it, I told myself, quickly dismissing the possibility. It’s nothing. Just a trick of the moonlight.

      Michael ducked inside. The lintel brushed the top of his head, but the ceiling inside was higher than I’d expected. Michael lit a match and held the flame to a sturdy candle. Pungent sulfur singed my nostrils. My eyes gradually adjusted to the meager light, and I turned in a slow circle, taking in my surroundings.

      Though only one room, the cabin did appear larger on the inside. There were two small windows on either side of the door, but they were so dirty it was impossible to see through them. Mounds of blankets and pillows dotted the floor. In the far right corner, opposite the door, was a crumbling stone fireplace covered in layers of dust and ashes. Not exactly what I’d call a legacy to be proud of.

      “I built this place myself when I was twelve years old,” he said, a wistful fondness softening the ragged edges of his voice.

      “Twelve?”  I echoed. “Well, in that case... I guess it’s not bad.”

      “I worked on it for months. It was like an obsession. I rarely slept, and thought of little else until it was finished. My aunt began to worry something was wrong with me, because I spent every spare minute out here, alone.” Seemingly lost in the memory, his gaze roamed the cabin. “It was worth it, though. I admit it isn't much to look at, but building this place taught me a lot about myself. It was my first real attempt at ascending to the Bal⁠—”

      He cleared his throat, looked away.

      “I mean, I was trying to teach myself to focus on something outside myself,” he finished, awkwardly.

      I gauged his expression through shifting shadows. Usually, only those who wished to become priests attempted to ascend to the Balance. Magic spells could be cast by anyone, but Guardians generally possessed more power than average. Being able to first detect, then ascend to the Balance was a skill that took years of practice, and was one of the tests of initiation an acolyte was required to pass in order to join the Sacred Order.

      “Did it work?” I asked.

      “In a way. I’m just amazed the place is still standing. You’ll be relieved to know that my skills have improved since then.”

      Were we talking about building skills, or magical prowess? Was Michael a Guardian? I wondered. Or had he, like Donnall, studied for years to become one, only to fail the final test of initiation?

      I was about to ask at least one of those questions, when he smiled at me again. My heart lurched into my throat, and the air in the cabin grew noticeably warmer. The walls seemed to close in on me, as though the cabin were shrinking, cutting off my air. My gaze flew to the door, as I realized, in dawning horror, how far I was from the safety of the castle.

      “Your shield masked it well enough. Thank you again, by the way. I’d been counting on the wine to help me keep it under control during the feast. Only thing is... It seems to be wearing off a bit now...”

      His confession faded into the nighttime cacophony of the forest. It was a moment or two before his meaning penetrated the lingering fog in my brain. When it finally did, I gasped in surprise.

      “Are you saying you’re...?”

      His dark eyes glittered through the grainy moonlight. Our gazes met, and the breath caught in my throat.

      He shrugged, nodded once, looked away.

      Fear grabbed hold of my chest, and squeezed. The deafening chorus of insects was eclipsed by a sudden, loud roaring in my ears. Playing mind games in the safety of the castle was one thing. Being alone in the woods with a male who had the curse, was something else altogether

      “This was a mistake,” I stammered, inching toward the door. “I shouldn't have come⁠—”

      His hand snaked out and grabbed my wrist. His nostrils flared, like an animal scenting prey. “I can control it, Alena. Don’t be afraid.”

      He had smiled like that on purpose, I realized. He wanted me to see it. But why? Was he deliberately trying to frighten me? Candlelight danced with the shadows on his face. I felt curiously lightheaded, had to remind myself to breathe. Deep. Even. Steady breaths.

      Without warning, he released me. I stumbled backwards, rubbing my abused wrist with my other hand, thinking that if Mother were here, she’d likely admonish me with a phrase from her collection of quotes. Something like Curiosity killed the cat, or Caution is the parent of safety.

      Like a child newly wakened from a deep sleep, Michael’s eyes clouded over with confusion. Slowly, he walked to the opposite corner of the room. He sank into a pile of blankets, propped an elbow on one knee, and dropped his forehead in his hands.

      “Illchangesmeinto,” he murmured. “Sweet delight, endless night. Not now.” Deep breath. “Illchangesmeinto.”

      His deep, rasping voice crawled over my skin. I wrapped my arms around my waist and hugged myself tightly. My teeth began to chatter, and wouldn’t stop. The chanting ended abruptly. Michael lifted his head.

      “Don't worry, love.” He sounded weary, resigned. “It’s only me.”

      Only.

      “Don’t tell me how to feel!” I snapped, my voice riding the edge of hysteria. “Why did you bring me here? You should have warned me about this!”

      A flicker, like lightning, flashed in his eyes. “Then go,” he snarled. “I can’t stand the smell of your fear.”

      I froze. His desperate words played over and over in my mind.

      The smell of my...

      Fear?

      The hairs on the nape of my neck prickled.

      Do not suffer a cursed man to live, was the first tenet of Corvus’s Sacred Law. To go against the god’s commands, was to risk His wrath, and the wrath of Corvus was not to be taken lightly. But before I had a chance to consider the consequences, I crossed the room, knelt by Michael, and reached for his hand. He jerked away, as though my touch had burned him. Beads of sweat glistened on his forehead and upper lip. A gut-wrenching cry was torn from his throat, fading to a steady, low moaning, like an animal in pain.

      “Michael,” I said, gently. “Let me help you.”

      “Can’t,” he managed through gritted teeth. “It’ll pass on its own. Just have to... wait.”

      His harsh breathing echoed in my ears. His throat worked as he swallowed convulsively. His skin was hot to the touch, and slick with perspiration. Violent tremors shook his body as I pried his fingers from the coarse, wool blanket.

      Everything warped into unreality, like a lucid dream. I had no way to measure how long it went on, but after what seemed an eternity, his breathing calmed. He lifted his head and peered at me through half-closed eyelids.

      “Is it over?” I asked.

      He nodded weakly, disentangled his hands from mine, and attempted to sit up.  Failing that, he half-sat, half-leaned against the wall. His head lolled drunkenly from side to side. He looked drained of energy, and oddly vulnerable for such a large man. I smoothed the damp, tangled waves of hair from his forehead. His tongue snaked out and scraped over his dry, cracked lips.

      “Sorry, Alena. Didn't mean to⁠—”

      “Parvi refert,” I answered automatically. The literal translation was, It matters little, but it had been no small thing for me to kneel there helplessly and watch him suffer. “How often does this happen?”

      “It's not... I don't know,” he began haltingly. “It doesn't really follow any kind of pattern. More often, I think, when the moon is full.”

      The next full moon was weeks away. So what had triggered this episode? I wondered. I waited for him to continue, but he pressed his lips firmly together and turned his face into the shadows. A million questions swirled through my brain, but I realized that Michael was in no condition to answer them now.

      Exhausted, I burrowed into the pile of blankets and rested my chin on my knees. I closed my eyes, let my thoughts break up and drift away, and lost myself to the music of crickets and locusts in fragile harmony.

      When I was a little girl, I hated to go to sleep. I was in love with the night, the way everything looked different when viewed by moonlight. I thought I could actually see the air shimmering with magic, and wanted to absorb every wondrous moment of it. Father was a night owl too, but Mother liked to fall asleep at dusk and wake with the dawn. Bestiae will get you, she used to say. He’s got a taste for little girls who go outside after dark.

      Michael’s hand on my shoulder jerked me back to the present.

      “Alena, wake up. It’s nearly dawn.”

      Every muscle in my body felt stiff and sore. I rubbed my eyes and stifled a groan. The sound of Michael's boots against the splintered floorboards merged with the steady beat of rain dripping through cracks in the roof. I inhaled deeply, tasted mold and damp wool on the back of my tongue, then rolled over and buried my face in my cocoon of blankets. A droplet of cold rain splashed on my nose.

      “Alena.”

      “Hmm?”

      “We should get back to the gathering, before someone comes looking for us.”

      Wood creaked and groaned as he sat down next to me. Blankets slid back and forth as he shifted position. The fog of sleep dissipated slowly, as it always did, remnants of incoherent dreams trailing in its wake. I moistened my lips, hating the sour, gummy taste of waking up, longing for my toothbrush and little tin of cleansing powder. My eyes slid open, but it was a moment or two before the world swam into focus.

      Michael leaned against the wall, one arm resting on his drawn-up knee. Memories of last night flooded back to me, and I tried to silence the alarm bells ringing in my head. As the only child of the Guardian of the Dead, I was training to follow in my father’s footsteps. The fact that I had not yet passed the final exam, did not quite render my education useless. I knew what I was dealing with. After last night, it was all too obvious that he suffered from the disease peculiar to our people.

      Michael was cursed.

      An abomination.

      Knowing that, still I chose to stay with him. After seeing him struggle with the sickness, still I chose to remain by his side. I couldn’t blame my stupidity on his good looks alone. So, when my father asked me where I’d been all night—which he was sure to do, the minute I arrived home—what on earth was I going to say?

      I knew I ought to be repulsed by what Michael was, not fascinated and intrigued, but all I could think about was how good it felt to lay cuddled in our nest of blankets while the forest stirred to life around us. I shifted closer to Michael’s big, warm body, and tentatively rested my head on his shoulder. His arm slid around me, gently cupping my waist.

      But, as Robert Frost observed, nothing gold can stay. All too soon, my mind resumed its incessant stream of annoying chatter. Michael seemed blithely unaware
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