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        “A warrior of light who trusts too much in his intelligence will end up underestimating the power of his opponent.” ~ Paulo Coelho

      

      

      

      
        
        “Reflect upon your present blessings of which every man has many, not on your past misfortunes, of which all men have some.” Charles Dickens

      

      

      

      
        
        “There is not enough magic in a bloodline to forge an instant, irrevocable bond.” ~James Earl Jones

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Nyla’s Curse

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “By the cruelty and cowardice, the lies, and the pain wrought on me,

        I curse all Roanoaks!

      

        

      
        For generations, may they be filled with woe and war, may love be scarce, and their troubles many.

      

        

      
        At the time of the seventh generation, let them be of number and power, for my own children, and their children, will have grown beyond this world

        and control much.

      

        

      
        Man is incomplete without a woman, and so shall it be for every Roanoak.

      

        

      
        Upon the culmination of generations hence, our heirs will meet, and the courageous, the righteous, the true shall prevail.”
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      Fury pulsed bright and hot, forcing the pain to the back of his awareness. Baltura mumbled, “Gods damn the Roanoaks!”

      The corners of his mouth tugged upward as he remembered his ancestor Nyla, the witch, had already done so. Not that his pleasure at knowing the Roanoaks had suffered seven generations of war and strife couldn’t be expanded. In fact, his enjoyment at the destruction of the Roanoak line, the erasure of the power-filled brothers, would fulfill his purpose. There would be nothing left for him to do, no more war to wage, no more revenge to exact. He supposed that wasn’t completely true. Rebels would rise and need to be exterminated. Citizens would need direction. Soldiers would need training. The border of this land, soon under his rule, would have to be protected. He would not let what he’d strived to gain slip away through arrogance or ignorance.

      Baltura rolled his bulk over and stared up at the star-filled sky. His breath, harsh in his own ears, hurt. Some ribs had been broken. His back, grinding into the sand, burned as if a brand had been pressed to his spine. What he felt in his legs vacillated between numbness and the racing of acid along his nerves. With control of his breath, he completed the shift from a shark to a man.

      Knowing he needed to seek his camp and call for a healer, at the moment, there was not enough energy in his body to do more than watch the stars shift in infinitesimal slowness. His loss of men, and the Roanoaks and their Others still alive, though he refused to name it defeat, was outweighed by the information gained regarding his foes.

      Dane, first heir of the family, controlled the weather. Raven Pharloe, Dane’s Other, is a shapeshifter, an agile, pesky dragon who pushed his own limits. Darius, next in line, had the ability to teleport. Could he only appear in locations he could see? His Other, Sofia, whom his own soldiers had captured and then lost, could project her image. The spellcaster and the witch were present, strengthening the wards around the castle. Though Anson and the Other, Soren, are strong, he could, and needed to be, stronger. He just required a little more time. The telepath, Zander, directed the counterattack from the battlements. The Roanoak brother must have a link with everyone in the castle, including Adele, the skilled archer whom Baltura had visited, and terrorized, in dreams. Kaden was outside the walls, instigating chaos with his soldiers’ horses, and Gavin, he knew through his own telepathic ability, had staunched the destruction of the village. That left two Others and the youngest Roanoak, Rhys. Had he returned to the castle, or was he still traveling? The power pulsating in and around the battle at Roanoak Castle had felt as if all were in residence.

      Baltura scowled. There was an answer to the riddle of the missing Roanoak and the Others, but his mind couldn’t hold the pain throbbing in his body simultaneously with more coherent thoughts. The sole descendent of the witch Nyla dragged himself, with great effort, from the beach and the frigid water of the north, to his feet. As the sun creeped up in the east, he reached the edge of his camp and hollered for a healer before collapsing from exhaustion and pain and blood loss.
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      Rhys stirred the coals, then tossed in the stick. He fed the flames with more wood. Glancing once at Kiera, her too-still form under the pile of blankets, he left her side and went to their packs where the horses were tied. There were enough foodstuffs to last them another two days. He could snare a rabbit or a couple of birds if they needed more. The town they passed through, where they were set upon by would-be thieves and where Kiera had been injured in the fight, was too moonrisings to the south. Because they had veered away from the main road, following Baltura’s soldier back to the evil one’s lair, Rhys believed there had to be a village close. He knew they couldn’t ride as fast or as hard as they had getting here, since it would likely kill Kiera. Taking bread and fruit from the packs, he poured water from the flask into cups to heat for tea. Returning to the fire, he set the cups near the flames, sliced the apples and bread, and set them out on a cloth.

      He untied the horses and led them to another patch of cleared snow. They could graze until he had Kiera ready to leave.

      Back at the fire, he removed the cups, added tea and the mixture he’d gotten from Anson that seemed to fix most ailments, then stirred and tested the temperature of the liquid. He would use the second cup of hot water to clean her wound.

      Kneeling next to her, he gently lifted her head and shoulders, settling her on his lap. “Kiera, wake up.” He watched her eyes flutter beneath her lids. “I have more medicine prepared for you. It will make you feel well enough to ride to a healer.”

      She groaned, then shook again.

      When Rhys touched her cheek, her skin was hot and dry. “Kiera!” he said sharply.

      She didn’t awaken.

      He tipped the cup to dribble the tea between her parted lips. “Swallow, Kiera,” he ordered, then held his breath and waited.

      Her throat worked, and he tipped the cup again. Pushing down his panic, he took the time he needed to ensure she drank the entire contents. Setting the cup aside, he shifted the blankets and lifted her tunic and the soiled bandage.

      He didn’t bother to keep the curse quiet or polite. Not only had it worsened, but trickles of blood had run down her belly and back and pooled beneath her. If he failed to get her help, she would die.

      Wadding up the dressing he had used, he went to his pack and withdrew a clean tunic. From the bottom, he used his dagger to tear off a strip. Folding the shirt into a thick square, he knelt again at Kiera’s side. With the cup of warm water, he cleaned her and the wound as best he could, laid the square of cloth over the festering gash, then used the strip around her ribs to secure the bandage.

      Keeping the fire going until after he saddled the horses and attached their packs, he figured he would have to ride with her. His horse, Gambler, was the larger and stronger of the two, so both packs were strapped to Kiera’s saddle. Finally, he smothered the fire, then crouched to gather Kiera in his arms. She didn’t rouse when he moved her, and he feared she had slipped further into the sickness. Her skin still felt hot, so perhaps the medicinal herbs in the tea no longer worked. He draped her over the saddle on his horse, then climbed up behind her. After adjusting her in front of him and holding her securely, he nudged his mount forward. Her horse, Rosy, the one she’d purchased in the town where they had met, followed along behind, the extra-long lead tied to his saddle.

      They traveled to the main road they’d crossed before setting up camp, then Rhys looked both ways. If he continued north and chanced upon Baltura’s camp with Kiera unable to protect herself, he would gain the information Dane sought but could well lose his Other. South, towards the town he knew existed and the healer who surely resided there, meant they would have not located the camp, and all this would be for naught. He glanced down as her head lulled against his chest. Clamping his jaw tight, he turned Gambler south.
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      Dane stepped next to Zander. The wind whipped their hair, slicing like a blade’s edge against their faces and bare arms. The only ones on this section of the wall that surrounded Roanoak Castle, they both stared hard at the northern horizon.

      Zander broke the silence. “How’s Raven?”

      “Fanatically amazing,” Dane answered.

      The corners of Zander’s mouth tipped up in the beginnings of a smile. “Congratulations. Again.”

      Dane’s gaze touched on his brother’s profile, then shifted up to the sky. It was clear, two moonrisings since he and Raven gave their vows, and the first time since that he had left their chamber.

      “I sense nothing,” Dane said.

      “No,” Zander agreed.

      “Do you get anything? Or are you trying to shield me from something dire?”

      Crossing his arms over his chest, Zander shook his head. “They are too far. I feel nothing. It concerns me more now than it has in the past, with all the places Rhys has traveled. I know not if he has reached Baltura’s camp, if he and Kiera have been captured, if they have begun to return. It’s… disconcerting.”

      “Why now?” Dane asked, curious. “The Curse has been manifesting for twenty-four years.”

      “But this is the first time we’ve pursued him, well, one of his mercenaries. With all the Others found, this is the beginning of the end. So, I’m concerned.”

      “I won’t risk sending anyone after him.”

      Dane’s voice was so soft, Zander strained to hear it over the wind.

      “I know.”

      “And if he or Kiera are hurt, or worse, then we’ve already lost the battle.”

      Zander tipped his head to the side in thought. “We’ve always believed that if one or more of us were captured or killed, then Baltura will be victorious by default. What if the Curse isn’t broken, but we’re still able to defeat him?”

      Dane’s gaze sharpened on his blonde brother. “What do you mean?”

      “The Curse states that all of us, and our seven Others, would be needed if we are to break the hex and be prosperous once more.”

      “Yes,” Dane agreed, not comfortable with where his brother was headed.

      “If we can defeat him, even though we are less than all, the land and those who live on it, win.”

      “The Curse won’t be broken.”

      “What Curse would there be if Baltura were dead?”

      Dane opened, then closed his mouth. After a moment, he swore. Despite all their research for a way to break the hex, they hadn’t considered ending Nyla’s descendant bastard at the cost of one or more Roanoak lives.

      “This may be possible. We’re unsure as to whether we, all of us, can defeat him, so less than all would take serious consideration.”

      Zander glanced at Dane, having given up, for the moment, his intention of reaching Rhys, and said, “If this is possible, you don’t have to be obsessive about protecting all of us. If one of us falls in our attempt together, there could still be hope with those who remain.”

      Dane glanced up at the sky, his brain refusing to contemplate a future without his brothers and their Others, then turned and left Zander alone on the parapet.
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      Though he guessed there never had been, nor ever would be, complete peace and normalcy in Roanoak, Darius sipped his tankard of mead and stared into the red-gray coals of the hearth fire in the Great Hall. After the early meal, his brothers and the Others had dispersed to complete duties and discover the location of various items regarding battle tactics and items recovered from the fight with Baltura. A few had wandered back for nourishment, talked amongst themselves, or inquired after the whereabouts of people and equipment. All the while, Darius sat in one of the armchairs set back from the table, listening and observing. If he knew where a misplaced item lay, he would retrieve it and set it on the table for the searcher to find. Except for Sofia and Dane, most paid him no heed. That was fine, as it allowed him to gather information without being distracted by someone wanting something from him.

      Because he was second eldest, Dane kept him apprised of pertinent events and recent developments. Should anything befall Dane, Darius would lead the Roanoaks. He neither envied Dane nor despised the possibility. It had been a fact of his life, like his ability and his six siblings.

      Though he had done nothing to cause hunger to rumble in his belly as the sun reached its zenith, Sofia brought him a plate of bread and smoked fish, then refilled his tankard. She hesitated in leaving, yet there was no place for her to sit. He considered offering her his thigh, but unsure of her reaction, said nothing. Sofia, Gabrielle, and Raven had talked quietly, then left together, still chatting like a group of magpies.

      It was now close to last meal, and Zander touched his mind.

      Are you still in the Hall?

      Yes.

      I’ll be there soon.

      Darius sighed, realized his tankard was again empty, and his ass had gone numb. Rising from the chair, he stretched, then ambled to the table and set down his tankard. At the sound of whispering feminine voices, he moved closer to the stairs, then tipped his head up to peer into the shadows of the second level, as sconces had yet to be lit. Not all the words made it to his ears. Rhys was the only Roanoak with that ability. What he did hear resulted in a confused frown.

      “I assure you, it is nothing you have done or not done. Since we’ve arrived, there hasn’t been a day where any type of routine could be established. I’m afraid it will be so until we end Baltura. Do not fret, Sofia. You are Darius’s Other.”

      Sofia, wearing a dark green gown, her brown leather boots, and a shawl woven of cream-colored yarn, sighed. “Perhaps you are correct, and I’m being too… female regarding the lack of attention Darius seems to have for me.”

      Raven touched Sofia’s arm. “Of all the brothers, Darius is the one with the least experience with women. Or so Dane says. And courting his Other as the Curse approaches its climax is less than ideal. And yet, were it not for the Curse, you wouldn’t have been abducted, or chose to project yourself here so you could be rescued. It’s far from ideal circumstances for courtship, but maybe that is part of this whole maddening mess. Have faith. He’ll figure it out.”

      Sofia nodded and offered Raven a small smile.

      Assured the other woman would be all right, Raven descended the stairs to see to the kitchen’s preparation for the late meal.

      Darius turned his back to the stairs and was grateful when Zander entered the Hall. Zander nodded once at Raven as she passed, calling out a greeting. A quick glance to the second floor confirmed Sofia wouldn’t be joining them soon, so Darius sighed and shifted his attention to Zander.

      It had been two moonrisings since her exchange of vows with Dane, and this was the first time either of them had been out of their bedchamber. If Rhys had been present, Zander imagined the youngest Roanoak speaking a quip, not to Raven, but to one of his brothers that the Princess of Pharloe was moving remarkably well for having been newlywed. The thought brought a brief smile, then increased his concern. Upon reaching the second eldest, Zander studied Darius’s face. The amount of mead consumed hadn’t affected his older brother.

      Predicting the question, Zander said, “The answer is no, I’ve not been able to reach Rhys. My connection with Kiera is nearly insubstantial, having touched her mind so briefly. And yes, my worry grows.”

      “Your connection to us and the rest who live in the castle has been strengthened over time. Perhaps the Others will grant you access, and you can begin communicating telepathically. Not that any of us plans for it, but we could become separated, and a familiar mental path would be helpful.”

      Zander nodded. “I think that is something to consider. So far, the links I’ve established with Raven and Adele differ from the one I share with Soren.”

      “She is your Other, so your shared connection is expected to be… more, private, unique.”

      One blonde brow rose. Because Darius kept himself in the background, it was easy to forget how intelligent, how much information, how much power he wielded. Darius couldn’t teleport to Rhys’s location, as none of them knew where the youngest was. Even Sofia couldn’t project. The amount of energy needed was immense, so unless there was a town or landform, she could wander the countryside and never find Rhys and Kiera.

      “I have an idea,” Zander began.

      When he finished his explanation, Darius wore a frown. His large arms crossed over his wide chest, his mind considering the many angles.

      “Dane is in his study, buried under petitions from villagers and lists of supplies needed for the castle. If this works, we can send aide in whatever form necessary.”

      “He will feel the surge of power,” Darius said.

      Zander shrugged. “He needs to understand and accept that we can protect ourselves, and if we don’t utilize our abilities in every way possible, that bastard could still win.”

      Darius remained quiet, his thoughts turning and realigning. Finally, he said, “All right.”

      Immediately reaching out to Gavin and Anson, Zander asked that they meet him in the library. Through his link with Gavin, rather than connecting with his brother’s Other, Zander requested Adele join them. Since he was the first to enter the darkened room, lit only by a single candle, he gathered more from a nearby shelf and distributed them on the smaller tables next to the chairs arranged to offer comfortable spaces in which to read. After placing the last candle, they began to light. He recognized the familiar energy of Anson.

      Turning, Zander said, “Thank you.”

      Standing next to Anson, Lila, his Other and a healer, offered a small smile. “I hope to be just an observer. But if I’m needed, it will save time in sending for me.”

      Gavin and Adele arrived next. Between his palms, Gavin carried a wide, shallow bowl half-filled with water. His Other, Adele, paused in the doorway, her usual quiver and bow absent. A short sword hung from her left hip.

      Anson had moved the chairs into a semicircle, a small table in front of one. Gavin sat and rested his scrying bowl on the table. From his pocket, he withdrew Rhys’s ring.

      Zander silently approved of Adele’s protective stance behind Gavin.

      “How do you foresee your idea?” Gavin asked Zander.

      “I want you to scry specifically for Rhys. Once you have begun, I’ll add my power to yours.”

      Gavin nodded.

      “Should you see him, Anson will cast a location spell.”

      “But if they’re several moonrisings to the north, what good is their location unless they are in Baltura’s camp? Even then, to reach them would take more time than they might have,” Anson said.

      Zander glanced over his shoulder at Darius and Sofia as they entered the library. “We won’t need to go, but Darius or Sofia can.”

      All eyes turned to the couple.

      “Sit,” Zander suggested.

      “Dane?” Darius raised a brow as his gaze touched on his brothers and Adele and Lila.

      “It’s why I asked Gavin to bring Adele. She’s armed and will keep Dane from interfering,” Zander explained.

      Sofia withdrew the dagger at her waist and crossed to stand with Adele. She looked at Zander and said, “If Darius cannot teleport, I can project. I won’t use any of my power until then.”

      “Does geographical distance matter with your ability?” Zander asked, studying Sofia but noticing Darius’s alert reaction.

      She nodded. “Yes. Like your talent, the further away my projection is from my physical form the less substantial it is, and the more strength it takes for me to sustain it.”

      “You can’t be injured in that projection, can you?” Anson asked with concern.

      Sofia glanced at Darius, then to Anson she said, “Not with a sword or net. The right spell could, perhaps, trap me on the astral plane. And, of course, my physical body is vulnerable.”

      Darius’s nostrils flared in worry, but he kept silent.

      Adele and Sofia remained standing while Darius, Zander, and Anson sat in the chairs. Moving to the doorway, Sofia glanced in both directions down the hall, then closed the door. Remaining there, she heard a click and caught Anson’s wry smile.

      “It won’t keep Dane out, but it will slow him down. Please,” Anson’s words and gaze included Adele, “don’t hurt the old brute. He really does want us all safe, despite knowing that to break the Curse there will be danger and unpredictable circumstances.”

      Adele and Sofia shared a look, agreeing with Anson, but also deciding to do what was necessary to protect those in the room while they engaged in this unprecedented attempt to locate Rhys.

      With his brothers’ eyes on him, Gavin took a breath, then dropped the ring into the bowl
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