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        “The shape and solutions of the future rely totally on the collective effort of people working together. We are all an integral part of the web of life.”

      

      

      

      
        
        ~ Jacque Fresco

      

      

      

      
        
        “Look for me in the whirlwind of the storm.”

      

      

      

      
        
        ~ Marcus Garvey

      

      

      

      
        
        “Black magic is not a myth. It is a totally unscientific and emotional form of magic, but it does get results of an extremely temporary nature.”

      

      

      

      
        
        ~ Aleister Crowley

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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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      The hearth fire spread light and warmth, both needed in Anson’s chamber after the tremendous amount of power he and Zander expended. Dane, the eldest Roanoak and builder of storms, shifted his attention from Anson, the spellcaster and owner of the idea to use his brother’s power to communicate with one of the Others, to Zander, the family telepath. Studying the intense focus on Zander’s face, his gaze on the unseeing road leading to the front of the keep, Dane set his own cup of wine on the table.

      Zander turned toward the door, his long blonde hair flying out around his shoulders.

      “Where are you going?” Dane asked.

      “To meet my Other.”

      Jogging down the stone steps to the rear of the Great Hall, long strides took him to the double doors, then out into the courtyard. Fires burned in sconces around the perimeter. Zander lifted a torch as he passed and carried it with him to the closed portcullis.

      “Sentry,” Zander called out.

      Recognizing the voice, and the figure, of one of the seven brothers, the two guards pulled on the chains to lift the metal divider. Sending a thought to the boy who took care of his horse, Zander requested Henry meet him at the gates. Holding the light aloft, he peered into the darkness as if his excitement could hasten the approach of the woman and her companions.

      Soren slowed, then stopped at the far side of the drawbridge. Star nickered, and Mella perked her ears forward, pausing next to Soren’s side. There was a figure on the other end of the bridge. She couldn’t discern if he was a soldier, but the figure was most certainly male, judging by the height and breadth of what the firelight touched. Beside the figure was the shape of a boy, his head tilted back to look up at the man.

      “Well?” Soren asked her friends.

      Star nuzzled her, and she felt the corner of her mouth lift in a slight smile.

      “I agree. No malice.” Soren strode forward, and with each booted step, her heart beat a little faster. Not with concern, but with excitement. As soon as she was close enough to see the light flicker in the man’s eyes, she noticed they were blue, like the glaciers she’d seen far to the north, and mirrored her own anticipation.

      “You’ve come,” Zander said.

      Soren quirked a brow. “You were expecting me?”

      “Yes.”

      “But I don’t know you, do I?”

      He shook his head. “No, but you will. I’m Zander Roanoak. Welcome to Roanoak Castle.”

      Soren forced her gaze away from the blue eyes set in a handsome face to glance around at the stone pillars and the parapet that held the portcullis, before her gaze was drawn back to the man

      “This is Henry,” Zander said. “He can take your horse to the stable, your wolf to the kennel.”

      “Star would enjoy the stable, but Mella prefers to remain with me. As a wolf, she often doesn’t mix well with domestic dogs. They fear her. It would be a quieter night for your hound master if she stayed with me. Unless, of course, the only available rooms are in the stable…”

      Zander smiled. “We have plenty in the castle. Come,” he said, and held out his hand to her.

      “How am I to lead your horse, Miss?” Henry asked at the absence of a bridle or lead of any kind.

      Soren turned to the horse and said, “Star, go with the lad. I’ll see you on the morrow.”

      Star twitched his ears, then stretched his nose forward and blew out a breath against Henry’s cheek.

      Henry smiled, taking the offered torch from Zander. “Come along, Star. There’s a bit of grain and some fresh grass for you in the stable. But no talking to the mares.”

      Following the boy, Star turned to look back at Soren. Yes, she, too, felt the wards protecting the castle. She refocused on Zander, who remained standing where he was, his hand still outstretched. The man had incredible patience.

      Zander heard her assessment of him in his mind and suppressed a smile. If she only knew how long he’d waited for her, these last few moments were nothing.

      When she slid her palm against his, there was instant warmth, a sense of safety, and a feeling of belonging. She stepped forward, Mella sticking close to her side, and couldn’t ignore the tingle on her skin from the protection spell she knew surrounded the castle.

      She looked up at him and said, “You’re not a spellcaster,” as they crossed a courtyard.

      “No.”

      “Then who set the wards?”

      “My brother, Anson.”

      “How many brothers do you have?”

      “Six.”

      “And you’re all gifted?”

      “Yes.”

      Soren glanced up at the parapets and the armed soldiers. “And what is your specialty?”

      Zander pulled open the door to the Great Hall. “Telepathy,” he said, and felt the walls being erected in her mind. “Among other abilities,” he admitted and stood aside so she could enter ahead of him. “I know the name of your horse, and your wolf, but not yours.”

      She stepped just inside and relaxed a little. Like the man, it was warm and safe, and she couldn’t remember the last time she was truly either. “Soren Tradeau.”

      “And if you are sensitive to warding spells, then you must be—”

      “A witch.” She turned to look at him over her shoulder. “Does that bother you?”

      “There is nothing about you that alarms me.”

      Both her brows went up. “You don’t know me.”

      “Ah, but I do, more than you realize.” He smiled slightly. “I’ll explain later. It’s late. Are you tired? Hungry?” He was both, but would see to her needs first.

      “Yes?”

      Since she ended her sentence as a question, he knew she, like him, needed to replenish her energetic stores. “Sit by the hearth and be comfortable. I’ll see what remains from the late meal.”

      Zander left her alone in the Great Hall. Though she had protected her mind, it was too late. Once he’d found a way inside someone’s thoughts, he could return, despite their efforts to keep him out. However, he was a moral telepath, and didn’t pry unless a life was in the balance, as it was a couple of hours ago. As he drew a plate from a stack and piled on bread, cheese, a hunk of beef, and some fruit, he knew there would be more to Dane’s upset than the original questions he and Anson had faced upon awakening from their dream adventure. He poured wine into two cups, water into a bowl, and carried it all back to Soren and Mella.

      Soren watched the tall, broad Roanoak with pale hair down his back, and she found herself smiling as he set a bowl of water next to Mella, used the dagger on his belt to cut the hunk of beef into two, then speared a piece and set it on the floor. Mella barely sniffed before she snapped her teeth around the meat and swallowed.

      “Thank you,” Soren said. “Do you treat all travelers with such courtesy?”

      “Not all. Yes, everyone can seek refuge at Roanoak, but there are inns in the village and a public stable run by the blacksmith.”

      Soren swallowed a sip of wine and tipped her head to the side to study Zander. “Then why invite me into your Hall?”

      Zander kept his eyes on hers. He wouldn’t lie to her. There was no need. But how much could he say without her skepticism interfering in what they needed to do?

      “Because, as I said, you were expected. I’ve seen you, in my dreams. I’m relieved you arrived without being set upon by Baltura.”

      At the mention of the evil one’s name, she stiffened. “No. He has haunted me, but I’ve been able to protect myself.”

      “How?”

      She shrugged, and, too hungry to not accept what Zander had brought for her, she layered cheese and beef atop a slice of bread and took a bite before saying, “I don’t sleep or rest without first drawing a circle.”

      “Of course. I believe Anson would do the same. And Baltura hasn’t been able to penetrate your protection spell?”

      Soren swallowed, took another bite, and chewed thoughtfully. “No, but I have a feeling he hasn’t really tried.”

      Zander nodded. “He seems to be keeping himself busy with us. And I agree he really hasn’t hit us with everything he has. It’s more like he’s testing our powers, figuring out what we can do.”

      “And what, exactly, is that?”

      Now Zander smiled slowly. “Enough to stop Baltura.” He watched her eat a moment, something inside him uncurling. “How much do you know of Nyla’s Curse?”

      “Nothing.”

      He shifted in the chair across from her, picked up his own wine, a chunk of cheese, and began the story. By the time he’d finished, the plate was empty, both of their cups were drained, and Mella snored at Soren’s feet.

      “And have your brothers found their Others?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you believe I am yours?” She considered her words, then added, “Your ‘Other’ that is needed to break Nyla’s Curse?”

      But Zander caught her slip, the corners of his mouth turning up in a smug smile. “Yes, you are my ‘Other’.”

      “How are we to fit together?”

      This time Zander couldn’t hide his quick grin as his mind took the obvious path to the answer of her question.

      Soren felt her cheeks heat and hoped Zander couldn’t see in the dim firelight of the Hall. “I mean, how is it my being a witch aligns with your mental powers?”

      “I can amplify what others are able to do. Tonight, Anson did a dream spell. I held him as an anchor to this plane, as well as allowed him to travel a great distance to where his Other, Lila, a healer, needed to be saved from Baltura.”

      “That sounds dangerous. Have you done it before?”

      “Traveled in dreams? Yes. It is where I first saw you. Using myself as an anchor while my brother battled evil? No. This was a first. But now we know how to do it, and how to use it against Baltura.”

      Soren had rested her chin on her palm, her elbow propped on the table, and her eyelids drifted down, despite the memory of seeing this man in the water after she bathed, when he was apparently dreaming. Zander knew he had given her a lot of information, and she had traveled for some time before arriving at the castle. He stood and rounded the end of the table, his movements causing Soren to jerk awake.

      He held out his hand. “Come. I’ll take you to your room.”

      Soren fought to keep her eyes open as she again took Zander’s hand and followed where he led. She felt there was something easy and familiar about him, his touch, the sound of his voice. Tripping over a step as they began the climb to the second story, his other hand gripped her elbow to steady her.

      “Sorry. I’m not normally so clumsy.”

      “Don’t worry. I sense you have been traveling for a while.” He glanced at her profile. There were callouses on her hands and the soles of her boots made a noise that told him not much of them remained. There was no need to delve into her memories. In time, she would share everything with him. “Can you tell me how long it has been since you slept indoors, in a safe place without having to cast a circle?”

      “Half my life. I left home after fourteen summers. My mother died shortly after I was born. My father taught me all he knew of spells and healing, and the evil which exists in this plane. When he… died, I left. I was safer on the road than staying and joining him, then on the other side. Not that I would have harmed myself, but not all are accepting of what they do not understand. It was dangerous to remain alone when the townsfolk know what I am.”

      Zander sent thanks to whatever deity might be listening that his Other hadn’t followed her father to the next plane of existence. “That’s a long time to be on your own. You must have been scared. Lonely. How did you know where to go?”

      They had reached the second-story landing and stopped in front of a door in the middle of a long hall.

      “I found Star, and then Mella. They keep me company. And,” she paused, “I didn’t know where to go, just that I had to keep moving.”

      Zander trailed a finger down the side of her face, feeling the softness of her skin and the strands of deep red hair where it curled against her jaw. His thumb traced her cheekbone, and he wasn’t entirely certain which one of them trembled at the contact.

      “There’s no more traveling, Soren. You’re here now, where you’re supposed to be.”

      Exhaustion had her slurring her words. “With you. As your ‘Other’.”

      “Yes.” Not trusting she could make it to the bed on her own, he opened the door, and with a hand on her low back, urged her inside to the mattress. “Sit,” he said gently. Her knees buckled, and she collapsed onto the edge of the bed.

      Zander unlaced her boots and pulled them off, scowling at the holes in the soles from the miles she had trekked. Was it to keep ahead of the evil that hunted her? Or to avoid following her father by another’s hand? That would be a question for tomorrow. Straightening, he pulled down the blanket, watched as Soren tipped backward, mumbling about being tired, but if he thought to take advantage of her, she was awake enough to cast a spell to shrivel his man parts. He chuckled as he tucked her legs beneath the quilt, then pulled it up to her chin. Leaning over her, he smoothed her hair away from her forehead.

      “Rest, Soren.” Mella jumped on the mattress and curled next to the woman who was already asleep. “Worry not, my witch. When we take each other, we will both be awake.” He slipped out the door and across the hall to his own chambers. Tomorrow, only a short time away, there would be time to answer questions from Soren and Dane.
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      An hour before sunrise, shouts were called to the guards. Most of the torches had been doused since the eastern sky had begun to lighten. The portcullis was raised and three horses rode beneath as a raven flew over the parapets. Boys from the stable raced into the courtyard to take the reins of the horses. Weary, Darius dismounted, then reached up and lifted Sophia to the ground. Rhys and Kiera dismounted, their horses’ heads hanging low. Raven landed on the edge of the fountain, then shifted to her human form. She looked up when the door to the Great Hall banged open and Dane jogged down the steps.

      He cast his gaze over Rhys, Kiera, Darius, and Sophia, then turned unerringly towards Raven. In a few strides, he was in front of her, his hands gripping her arms with gentleness despite the physical strength he wielded.

      “Raven, you are uninjured?”

      “Yes. We had a bit of fun with Baltura’s men, retrieved Sophia, and got away cleanly,” she said, her smile at seeing him and being safe once again behind the walls of Roanoak, slipping from her face when she registered his serious countenance. “What is it, Dane?”

      He pulled her to him, his mouth crushing hers. When he felt her stiffen, he eased his assault, but didn’t back away. It had been years since he’d kissed her, and damn if her taste wasn’t still in his blood. When she parted her lips, he slipped inside and melded with her again. She was as sweet and heady as the first time. Even without the Curse, and knowing she was his Other, he would have done whatever was asked of him in order to have her.

      Raven’s hands looped around Dane’s neck. Partly to steady herself, and because she had to touch more of him. When the sound of steel-shod hooves on cobblestone faded, she shifted, and regretted the lack of contact when Dane ended the kiss.

      He looked down at the dark eyes, liquid with want, and beautiful pale features framed by thick black strands, and forced himself to take a breath. Sliding a hand down her arm until his fingers interlaced with hers, he turned to face the others.

      “Everyone is all right?” Dane asked, his gaze traveling over each of them to ensure that fact for himself.

      They all nodded, then Darius said, “Zander should have told you as much.”

      Dane scowled. “He and Anson pulled off a fool feat, and managed to survive. They were both unreachable for some time.”

      “But they’re unharmed?” Rhys verified.

      Dane nodded and moved closer to the group, retaining Raven’s hand as she walked with him. His gaze landed on the newest member of the group. “You must be Sofia Mastori.”

      She inclined her head. Darius, whom she had come to know a little on their journey to Roanoak Castle, stiffened next to her, as if a cat ready to spring. To her defense against his brother? “And you are Dane Roanoak,” she stated, the likeness to Darius and Rhys unmistakable.

      “Yes. Welcome to our home.”

      “Thank you for honoring my request for sanctuary. If Darius, and the others, hadn’t come for me, I’m not sure I would have found an opportunity to escape.”

      “Then it’s fortuitous your gift alerted us to your situation. Come. I believe it is more comfortable inside. You all look as if a comfortable chair and nourishment are needed.”

      Turning toward the door to the Great Hall, he relaxed, knowing they had arrived safely, but he wouldn’t fully rest until all his brothers, and their Others, were behind the castle walls.

      They had taken seats around the large table, when Dane glanced up at the staircase.

      Anson pulled on his traveling cloak as he descended the stairs. When his gaze locked with Dane’s, steel determination set his features.

      Servants stirred the coals in the hearth and added logs. Others brought pitchers of juice and fresh baked bread and sweets to set along the center of the table.

      Dane stood as Anson reached the last step. “You are in no shape to leave the castle,” he began.

      Anson approached the table, his features softening when he confirmed Darius, Rhys, Kiera, and Raven returned safely. Smiling at the attractive woman sitting to Darius’s left, he chose to ignore Dane for the pleasantries of welcoming this Other to the castle.

      “Hello. I’m Anson Roanoak.”

      “Sofia Mastori,” she said with a tip of her head.

      “Welcome to Roanoak Castle,” Anson said.

      “Thank you.” She took in his attire. “Have we arrived just as you are leaving?”

      “No,” Dane said.

      “I’m afraid so,” Anson said at the same time. Still not looking at Dane, he continued, “Are you familiar with the town Sharrow?”

      Sofia’s brow furrowed. “I believe so. It’s a small community to the south. I’ve heard they’ve had illnesses and accidents that have befallen the town, but their healer is known for her skill and has helped many.”

      Anson finally glanced at Dane. “All the more reason to ensure her safe passage to the castle. A woman, an Other, traveling alone as the Curse gathers momentum, is a dangerous situation. And a healer,” he looked back at Sofia, “should be protected and revered.”

      Darius shifted subtly closer to Sofia.

      Sofia glanced from Anson to Dane and back, aware of a tension, but not the cause. Motion on the stairs had her attention shifting beyond Anson’s shoulder.

      “I’m relieved you all have returned,” Kaden said. “Gabrielle Serikov, this is Dane, Darius, Rhys, and Anson, my brothers. Kiera traveled here with Rhys. Raven comes from a town northeast of here. She and Dane have known each other for some time. And you must be Sofia,” Kaden said, smiling at the woman sitting close to Darius.

      “Yes.”

      “I’m Kaden. Welcome to the castle.” Ignoring the tension between Anson and Dane, he asked, “Has anyone seen Zander?”

      “Not since last night, when he and Anson attempted—” Dane began.

      “Succeeded,” Anson corrected.

      “To contact an Other.”

      Anson turned to Kaden. “Zander left my room to meet his Other at the castle wall. Perhaps he is still abed.”

      Luna, having flown silently down the hall and the stairs, settled on the newel post, and hooted softly.

      Kaden turned to look over his shoulder, then lifted a brow as his gaze shifted from the owl to their current topic of conversation.

      “And if you would have remained in the castle, as I requested, you would have known. I could have used you,” Dane said to Kaden.

      “What could I have done that you could not?” Not waiting for an answer, he brushed his hand down Gabrielle’s spine. “I had the safety of my Other to see to.”

      “What about the safety of your brothers?”

      Kaden glanced at Anson, then shifted to see around him to Zander as he stepped next to the table. “They both appear fine to me.”

      Zander smiled at Kaden, then at the woman standing next to one of the twins. “Hello. I’m Zander.”

      “Gabrielle.”

      Zander inclined his head, then shifted his gaze to Sofia. “I’m pleased you arrived safely. Of course, I, unlike Dane, have faith in the skills of Darius and Rhys. And I’m sure you feel safe with Kiera and Raven.”

      “I do, yes.”

      “Well,” Kaden continued, “we just need Gavin.” He turned to Zander. “Do you have anything?”

      Dane banged his cup on the table. The servants paused in their tasks. Sofia and Kiera set down their bread, their hands free should they need to fight. Raven reached out, placed her hand, feather light, on Dane’s forearm.

      Her touch, warm, sure, grounded him. He was reminded that, for now, these women were guests in his home. Yes, his brother Kaden had disregarded his wishes by leaving the castle, and the other two by engaging in a dangerous stunt. But they had all survived, and their Others were here. He knew he would receive no apology from Kaden, Zander, or Anson. And he acknowledged that none of them could plan until they were all home. Releasing his grip on his cup, and the tension in his clenched jaw, he first addressed Kaden.

      “Is there nothing from Gavin through your twin connection?”

      Kaden shook his head.

      To Zander, Dane asked, “Can you reach him?”

      Zander closed his eyes, followed the thread in his mind that linked to Gavin. He received a tug of acknowledgement. Opening his eyes, he said, “Gavin and his companion are well. They will arrive later within two moonrisings.”

      Dane relaxed, then immediately stiffened at the movement at the top of the stairs. “How—”

      Luna clacked his break and spread his wings.

      Kaden turned, placing himself between the stairs and Gabrielle. Reaching out with his gift, he easily connected to the female wolf at the top of the stairs as she looked between the banister railings.

      How did you get in? Kaden inquired.

      The door. With Soren. The she-wolf answered.

      “That’s Mella. She traveled with Soren Tradeau, who must still be resting in the chamber I gave her when she arrived last night,” Zander said.

      Hungry.

      Kaden could smell the early meal from the kitchens.

      “I fed her last night,” Zander continued. “She must be looking for more.”

      “Why is she not in the kennels?” Dane asked, his hand hovering near the hilt of his dagger.

      “Soren thought it would upset the hounds.”

      “What are we supposed to do with a wolf in the house?” Dane stepped away from the table.

      “She won’t attack,” Kaden said. “Yes, she’s hungry, but she’s not willing to leave Soren alone.”

      Zander reached out and grabbed a meat pastry from the tray a servant just placed on the table. “She seemed all right with me last night,” he said and started up towards the wolf.

      Luna flapped his wings as Zander passed him on the stairs.

      Two steps from the top, Zander held out the pastry. As Mella had done the previous evening, she sniffed, then snapped the food, leaving his fingers intact.

      “Come, Mella. Let’s see if Soren is also in need of nourishment.”

      Dane exhaled and refocused on Kaden, Gabrielle, and Anson. “No one is going anywhere until a meal is shared, and I know all are well.” He held Anson’s gaze as his younger brother moved
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