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        I loved her. I still love her, though I curse her in my sleep, so nearly one are love and hate, the two most powerful and devastating emotions that control man, nations, life.

      

      

      

      
        
        ~ Edgar Rice Burroughs

      

      

      

      
        
        Many a man curses the rain that falls upon his head, and knows not that it brings abundance to drive away the hunger.

      

      

      

      
        
        ~ Saint Basil

      

      

      

      
        
        "Heaven has no rage like love to hatred turned, Nor hell a fury like a woman scorned,"

      

      

      

      
        
        ~ spoken by Zara in Act III, Scene VIII, The Mourning Bride

        by William Congreve, 1697
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      Thickening mist swirled and shifted like a living wraith, softening the jangle of bridles and the even cadence of hooves. Three war horses emerged from the fog and rounded the last bend in the road before clearing the stand of trees that marked the edge of Hannigon Forest. The long feathering on the fetlocks of the steeds brushed the mud created by the previous three days of rain. White lather on the powerfully arched necks matched the foam at the corners of their mouths where tongues worked excitedly against steel bits. All three slowed to a trot as the towers and turrets of Roanoak Castle speared high into the heavy gray mass that blanketed the coast this time of year.

      As the three approached the castle, torches were lit and set in brackets of black iron. The stone of the structure had been quarried from the cliffs that lined and protected the east side of the castle. An impressive piece of architecture, the home had been added on to by each generation. Currently, it housed all seven brothers, servants, a few dignitaries from surrounding counties, and representatives of major landholders. Most of the village lay to the north and west of the craggy cliffs. A few shop owners had erected temporary tents on the road leading to the drawbridge, hoping to catch any travelers or traders before they entered the village proper, or the courtyard that was protected behind the massive stone walls.

      Dane, Darius, and Zander rode three abreast through the open portal of the enormous gates and had room to spare on either side of their war horses. A call was shouted from the sentry to the courtyard. Stable boys ran from the livery to do their masters’ bidding.

      Eyes the color of the mist searched the battlements. Satisfied that the newly trained soldiers had not resorted to laziness in his absence, Dane dismounted. He stroked the sweaty neck of his stallion, then handed the reins to the boy who had aspirations of being his squire.

      “Is all well, Sire?” Jonathan, a boy of ten with long legs and arms and a crop of unruly dark hair, inquired after the horse, and hoped for any news from the journey.

      “Sure, all is good with Baru here. Cool him out before you put him up. We covered the distance from the last town in a hurry to arrive home before dark.” Dane’s grim expression was all the extra information the boy would receive.

      Jonathan nodded and led Baru toward the barn.

      “The twins remain at least one more night in the Valley. I think we should eat and sleep, save the planning until their return,” Zander said as he fell into step with Darius and Dane.

      “What they return with could add to what we know. I agree. There’s not much to be gained this evening without all the information available to us,” Darius said, then paused to allow his brothers, Zander and then Dane, to enter their home first.

      When Zander stopped suddenly, and Dane bumped into his brother’s back, he grumbled and peered around Zander’s shoulder. His words faded as he recognized the figures sitting at the table that took up the center portion of their Great Hall.
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      Dane, Darius, and Zander, all crowded under the frame of the massive plank door that led to the center of the castle, swore in unison. The words drew the attention of the two women seated on a wooden bench, their backs to the fire.

      Wide, crystal blue eyes danced with some humor over the faces of Zander and Darius, before resting on the surprised and wary gaze of the eldest Roanoak. Though it had been a handful of summers, his face was just as handsome. He continued to wear his black mane of hair to his shoulders, which seemed to comfortably carry the weight of all that fell to the first-born.

      “Well, it’s no surprise he remains in the garb of a soldier. He always did prefer the back of a horse to his proper place,” Willa said, her silver hair gathered neatly in a braid that hung over one shoulder, and sniffed in her usual disapproval of Dane Roanoak.

      Raven patted Willa’s forearm in comfort, her eyes never leaving the compelling gaze of the man that strode towards her. “Now, Willa, you know how Dane feels regarding the act of conducting diplomacy and mediations from behind a desk. He’s always preferred the… personal approach.”

      It wasn’t often that Dane’s inner balance was knocked askew, so Raven didn’t bother to school her features, including the half-smile at his obvious confusion and irritation at finding her at Roanoak. As was proper, Raven stood and inclined her head in greeting. Willa stood behind her and offered the same gesture of respect. Raven’s unbound black hair shifted over her shoulder at the movement, partially concealing her face.

      Dane stopped as a particular memory filled his mind. In Raven’s workshop, the last time he’d seen her, candlelight shone in strands of her hair, just as it now reflected the firelight. They had worked long hours together, and he surprised her with a late evening meal upon a spread blanket on the floor of her suite of rooms. The subject of their conversation moved easily from legend and lore, to battles, to plans of the future. She had gifted him with a kiss that night. However, when news arrived that his father had disappeared, and he left for Roanoak the following day, Raven hadn’t bothered to say goodbye. And when Joseph Roanoak’s head was delivered several days later to the front steps of his ancestral home, the condolences from the Pharloe family, and the special note from Raven, were set aside. Grief became his companion even as he and his brothers worked to discover what had occurred in their absence.

      Dane blinked and pulled in the rush of memories and emotions in order to hide them behind cool aloofness, so that when Raven raised her gaze, it was all she would recognize. He watched as she refocused on his face, as her smile faded and sorrow and weariness replaced the warmth in her eyes. He pretended he wasn’t sorry for it.

      “Willa,” he said, glancing at the woman that filled the role of tutor and chaperone when Raven was a child, and confidant and protector now that her charge had grown. Dane knew Raven’s abilities and guessed that she did most of the protecting. “Welcome to Roanoak.” Dane’s eyes shifted back to the woman with whom his attention remained riveted. “And, Raven. How is it that you have arrived at my home?”

      Raven moistened her lips, then glanced at Zander and Darius as they sat on the bench across the table from her. They, at least, appeared more curious and less likely to react with anger. She drew in a breath, caught her courage before it could scramble away, and with an unwavering resolve, answered the first heir of Roanoak.

      “Baltura.”
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      The name caused all in the Great Hall to pause and hold their breath. Those with a religious talisman drew them out from under tunics, cloaks, and inside pockets and whispered a prayer before hurrying to carry out their duties. Zander and Darius exchanged a knowing look while Dane pushed his fingers through his hair, irritation at the unexpected visitors turning to anger.

      Willa’s husky voice broke the silence. “We all knew it was but a matter of time before such evil roused itself to fulfill the promise of that which birthed it. Though there were casualties, not all of them belonged to Castle Pharloe. Our soldiers are well-trained, and Master Philip heeded the warning.”

      Dane narrowed his gaze at Willa. “‘Warning’?”

      Glancing over her shoulder at the woman that she had known all her life, Raven received a nod from Willa. Turning back to Dane, she said, “Three moonrisings prior to the attack, a traveler arrived at the village. Though half-blind and quite advanced in age, he journeyed by foot. He wore the garb of a religious zealot, with linen robes and sandaled feet, which leans towards meditation, not traveling. The staff he carried, harvested from a yew tree, served to both clear the path in front of him and to punctuate his words as he preached from the marketplace. Most villagers ignored his ravings until he demanded an audience with my father in order to offer advice for what was to come. Guards were sent, and Tistor, the traveler, was brought to Father's business chamber. After he received a meal, he shared the vision that had come to him.”

      Raven, unable to remain still, began to pace from the table to the hearth. She remembered the last time she had seen Dane. They talked of legends and myths, pondering the truth of Nyla’s Curse. But since Tistor’s visit, and the signs that appeared with increasing frequency in the time that followed, it was a relief when the siege began because the waiting had finally ended. And although Baltura’s arrival close to Roanoak lands proved the Curse was more than speculation, it also brought evil to their door. It wasn’t until after the healthy birth of the seventh son into this family of Roanoaks that what Nyla had wrought was brought to light. Though this generation of heirs had been raised with the Curse as an integral shadow of their ancestry and the part they would all play in it, there was nothing they could do until Baltura made himself known.

      She paused in her movements, the flames in the hearth creating an orange aura around her as Raven faced the Roanoak brothers and recited Nyla’s Curse.

      “It was more than the actual words of the Curse that Tistor brought. He predicted the battle with Baltura, related how the siege would begin, and the number that would sacrifice their lives to keep evil from razing Castle Pharloe.” She glanced down at her hands and linked her fingers to still their trembling. “He wasn’t wrong.” Her voice was quiet now, while recent events played through her memory. She felt the gentle mental push in her mind, but didn’t see the purpose in keeping Zander from viewing what she experienced.

      His long blonde hair, tied at the nape of his neck with a strip of leather, highlighted the flush of anger that rode his cheeks as he saw the smoke, the weapons, the death, and the magic that forced Raven from Castle Pharloe. Each of the brothers had inherited a gift from their matriarchal lineage. Besides his mother’s fair complexion, Zander had the ability to read thoughts. When Raven raised her gaze and looked at him, he nodded in gratitude for her allowance of his intrusion. The experience made her emotions raw and exposed. He felt her effort to control them, to keep herself together in Dane’s company. In the next instant, his eyebrows winged up. Though the brothers rarely kept secrets from each other, if Dane knew of Raven’s ability, which Zander witnessed as she escaped the battle in her home, Dane never shared it. None of them knew how close Raven and Dane had become during their time together at Castle Pharloe. The brothers had cajoled Dane into revealing his feelings for Raven, but Dane had kept them to himself. Now, as Zander glanced at his oldest brother, he realized Dane was aware of Raven’s extraordinary talent.
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      “Castle Pharloe is not the only settlement that Baltura has attacked,” Dane said.

      “If they were not warned, the destruction would have been horrendous.” Raven moved to him, instinctively reaching out a hand to comfort, but let it fall away when she recognized the coldness in his eyes.

      “Yes, the loss of life and property has been great, but not absolute.”

      Darius shifted, then said, “Because if Baltura gains insurmountable power, he would still need artisans and farmers and soldiers. It makes no sense to destroy fields needed to feed the people he intends to rule, nor to raze their communities. But his tactics work if his goal is to instill fear in those who live on the bordering lands and raise doubt within the ruling houses regarding our place and ability to protect them.”

      Dane gestured for Raven to sit, and when she did, he moved around the table to take a seat next to Zander. “Does your father yet live?”

      Raven nodded.

      “And he knows where you are?”

      “When it became apparent that the time had come, that Nyla’s Curse would manifest, we discussed my… gift and the Roanoak ancestry. I remained during the early time of the siege to offer what aid I could, but when the marauders breached the wall and swarmed the castle, Father knew I would leave. Willa and I rendezvoused behind a burned building on the edge of the village, and traveled here.”

      “Are all of you in residence?” Willa asked, concerned for the safety of the Roanoak heirs, the only hope to defeat Baltura.

      “No,” Darius answered. “The twins are in the Valley, but should arrive tomorrow. Anson has been studying with the scholars, and Rhys, who has been on his own journey, is due to return home soon.”

      “We’ll send for Anson,” Zander said.

      Dane nodded. “Once we’re all here, we’ll compile what we know and plan for Baltura’s demise.” He glanced at Darius and Zander, then Raven, and received their agreement.

      “Until then,” Dane continued, “the two of you are guests of Roanoak. Chambers will be available, and you're invited to make yourselves comfortable.”

      Raven held Dane’s gaze. Some of the darker emotions had drained out of him. “Our thanks,” she said, and bowed her head in respectful gratitude.

      Zander yawned, then stood, excusing himself to bed. Though he didn’t look into the mind of his brother, he knew that there was unfinished business between Dane and the curiously talented and beautiful Raven Pharloe. They all knew of Nyla’s Curse. Their heritage was not random happenstance. Tired from the hard ride and what they had witnessed, he knew it would be a while before sleep claimed him.

      Darius followed, offering to show Willa and Raven to the suite of rooms they would share. The two women exchanged a glance. As the one who had raised her, Willa knew the feelings Raven had developed for Dane during his time at Castle Pharloe. She
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