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Terror on the Beach
∞∞∞
Rowan ran down the path that led to the beach, watching the ground carefully as she placed her soft-booted feet. The morning was already hot, even the birds were no longer singing, conserving their energy for the cooler temperatures of dusk.
Dappled shade enveloped her as she entered a tree-lined section, and she slowed to relish the cooler shadows and the ocean-scented breeze as it lifted errant stands of hair from her long braid. She reached up to tuck them back behind her ear, and glanced up to the rustling canopy above. Her sword shifted on her back and she tightened the buckle of the baldric across her chest to keep it positioned.
She was looking forward to her morning ride. Roanus, her young gray stallion, was making beautiful progress, and she expected to be able to take him out on the next rotation with her comrades. Perhaps a swim in the surf after their ride would be good for him, giving her the opportunity to work with the horse in a less familiar environment, and further develop the trust between rider and mount.
The path opened and the pebble-strewn shore crunched under foot until she reached the fine, white sand of the curved beach. Rowan lifted a hand to shade her eyes, scanning the surf. As she was about to turn towards the shore path that led to the lower stable and pasture, something caught her attention. She frowned, studying what appeared to be a strange boulder near the high-tide line––a boulder she was certain should not be there.
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Then it moved. Rowan gasped. It was a person!
She swiftly glanced along the shore, checking for boats or other people, but none were visible.
Striding forward slowly, her senses on high alert, Rowan approached to find a man, still wet from swimming or being washed ashore. He had no weapons that she could see, nor any belongings. She walked around him to stand with the sun behind her so she could see clearly.
He was not Myrian.
“Are you alright?” She shifted so her shadow fell over him.
He blinked, and brought a hand up to shade his eyes, giving her a piercing look. Then he groaned, and sagged back into the sand.
Rowan moved up beside him and knelt down. She pulled her water skin from its strap and helped him take a sip. “Where have you come from?”
He shook his head and grabbed at the water. Rowan offered him more, waiting for the man to drink again as she examined him. His unshaven face was sun-darkened and his scraggly mop of hair had come loose from a pony tail. His eyes were dark, the sockets hollowed, as though her hadn’t eaten well in a long while. “Are you wounded?”
The man shook his head and struggled to sit up. Rowan helped him but when he tried to hold onto her, she disengaged and stepped back out of reach, unwilling to let him touch her so much.
He spoke with a raspy voice but she couldn’t understand him. He tried again in broken common. “I sank boat.”
“Your ship sank?”
The man nodded.
Rowan looked out at the bay. The water was calm and sparkling in the sun, with the waves churning  rhythmically over the fine sand, yet there was no debris, no wood, or barrels, no rope, or crates. There was nothing but the man before her. “Where?” she asked.
He waved vaguely to the left, where the beach ended in a rocky peninsula that stretched out into the bay, curving around to make a natural breakwater.
“Did your ship run aground?” Rowan looked back at the stranger. “Where is the rest of your crew?”
The hair was beginning to rise on the nape of her neck. Something was strange here, and the Myrian Guard needed to know about it. “I will take you to see a healer,” she said. “Can you walk?”
He nodded, but struggled to rise without much success.
Rowan stepped forward to help him. And abruptly found a long dagger pointed at her chest. She gasped, pulling back, but he grabbed her wrist and hauled her toward him, reaching up to wrap his arm around her neck. She resisted, throwing her weight backward until he wrenched harder. Then she charged him, lifting her free forearm and driving it into his throat, knocking him down with his own momentum. He landed hard with a surprised grunt as her weight drove the air from his lungs.
Rolling off, she stripped the knife from his grasp, and drew her sword, leveling it at him. “Who are you?” she hissed. “Where is the rest of your crew, pirate?”
Gasping for breath, the man raised his hands in surrender. He clambered to his knees and gazed up at her with mock fear as a slow and sinister smile spread over his face. Then he began to cackle, flashing rotten yellow teeth.
An arrow whistled passed her––close enough for the air of its passage to tickle her face.
Rowan spun.
A group of pirates were clambering over the rocks to the left, bows drawn and aimed at her, and a pair of rowboats, crowded with men, came into view around the jetty.
More arrows flew toward her. She dove at the man on the ground, yanking him backward. He landed on top of her with a windmilling of limbs just as the flurry of arrows landed over them.
He screamed, stiffening as the missiles pierced his body. With a desperate glance back along the shore, she saw them re-knocking their bows. Rowan heaved and shoved, wriggling out from under the pirate’s dead weight. Scrambling to her feet, she pelted up the beach toward the trees, zigzagging to make herself as hard a target as possible, amidst another fall of arrows. Plunging into the trees, she sprinted back up the path, mind racing as fast as her legs.
Home. This path led directly to her home where her mother was alone.
Perhaps she could lure the pirates away into the surrounding wilderness––she knew the terrain, the game trails, and places to hide. Yet somehow she also needed to raise the alarm. Even if she could lead them astray, get them turned around and lost, the forests were not that dense, and the raiders would see her home higher on the slope and head for it.
When she had gone some distance, she swerved off the path into the trees, doubling back and keeping her foot-falls as quiet as possible. She worked to slow her breathing, wiping away the sweat on her forehead to keep it from her eyes. When she heard voices, she ducked into the under-story foliage, listening as they spoke roughly in a garbled mix of tongues. She could only understand a few words, but their intent was clear––they needed to find her before she could raise the alarm.
These pirates must have a larger ship offshore. A craft big enough to accommodate the two rowboats she’d seen, could hold as many as fifty men.  She didn’t understand  how they had made it through the Myrian Fleet.
Rowan crouched lower as her pursuers ran past and up the trail. After the last man had disappeared ahead, she stepped quietly out behind them and began to follow.
Her brother, Andin, had gone up to the quarry early this morning to find stone for his next carving. If she could get to him, he could run the high path to the garrison and raise the alarm, leaving her free to deal with the raiders. But free to do what exactly? Stop them all by herself? She wouldn’t stand a chance, but certainly she could hinder them, perhaps keep them occupied with cut and run tactics until the Myrian Guard could reach them.
She stopped and stood on the path, weighing her options.
It would take the pirates time to make it up to their home, but her mother was there, unprepared and unsuspecting. It all hinged on the timing. Rowan would have to beat the pirates home once she found her younger brother. Then she and her mother could at least make a stand, or hide until reinforcements arrived.
Squaring her shoulders, and taking a deep breath, she ducked back off the path to head for the quarry.
She was sweating hard, her legs aching from the climb, when she reached the quarry. Standing on the edge of the cut into the mountainside, she tried to quiet her breathing to listen. Finally, she heard the tapping of a hammer. It was coming from the far side, where the stone had been hollowed into a shallow cave.
Rowan dashed towards the sound. When she came around the corner into the hollow, she nearly collided with her brother.
“Rowan!” Andin dropped his hammer and several of his acquired rock samples scattered to ground. “You startled me. What are you––”
“Pirates!” Rowan gasped for breath. “Raiders have landed on the beach. They are headed up the path to the house.”
Andin dropped the rest of his gear and grasped her by the shoulders. “Mother is home!” He made to move past her but she grabbed his arm and spun him to face her.
“There are too many. I need you to get to the garrison. Find Dell and Lesiana––they will not have left yet on patrol for the day. Tell them an entire ship is landing.”
Andin’s eyes widened. “That could be up to fifty men!”
“I know. Just go. Run like you’ve never run in your life.”
    “Come with me.”
Rowan shook her head. “No. If I don’t get back to warn mother she will not stand a chance.”
Andin stared at her with a frown of disapproval, one she had seen often from her little brother. “Don’t you dare try to take them all on by yourself.”
Rowan gave him a push toward the far side of the quarry where the high path began. “Don’t worry, I know this land better than they do. They won’t even see me coming. Mother and I can hide in the forest if we need to.”
She watched for a moment as her brother hit his stride and began to run full out. He was tall and fit, and would make good time. Her bravado gone, Rowan swallowed and turned back the way she had come. She broke into a run and began to wend her way down toward their home.
She could only hope to get to her mother in time.
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Call to Arms
∞∞∞
Andin ran. 
His excitement over his next sculpture was forgotten as his early training took over. Settling into stride, he paced himself to conserve strength and breath. Rocks and trees flashed by as he sprinted along the wide, high path that led to the garrison on the point, and then further toward the capital of Lyos.
Andin’s chest heaved and his legs burned. He was only halfway to the garrison. He shook his head and gasped in a breath, stumbling and nearly turning his ankle.  Careful, he admonished himself. You won’t do Rowan any good if you break a leg. He prayed he would be in time to reach his cousin Dell’s squad before they left on patrol.
Rowan would try to stop the pirates herself. He knew she would––his sister was one of Myris Dar’s best warriors. He had to believe she would arrive at their home in time to save their mother from the pirates. But then what? Two against an entire crew of marauders? Andin growled under his breath, focusing on the ground in front of him.
A stream cut through the path, its clear, cold water tumbling down from the mountains. Andin leapt, clearing the watercourse but nearly falling. He recovered and scrambled off the path, down the rocky slope to bypass the cart track’s more gradual switchback. Reaching the next level stretch, he sped up again. The sun was getting higher, and the day’s heat rising with it. Sweat stung his eyes and he wiped his forehead. His heart was hammering in his chest now and his breath came in painful gasps.
At the end of the straight section, he began the run down to the point where the garrison was situated with a view along the coast in both directions. Andin stumbled, caught himself and kept running. He was at the end of his endurance when he reached the paddock where the horses were kept.
Relief flooded his chest. They were still here––he wasn’t too late.
Andin crashed through the door and stood panting in the sudden quiet. As his eyes adjusted to the gloom of the interior, he saw members of the Myrian guard at a long table––all paused in their morning meal to stare at him.
Dell rose quickly and strode toward him, a look of concern on his tanned face. “Andin? What is it? Why are you here?”
His cousin was tall, even for a Myrian, and Andin looked up to meet his brown-eyed gaze. “Pirates.”
The room exploded as the guards jumped to their feet amid the scrap of benches, and a clatter of dropped utensils, running to collect weapons.
Dell gripped Andin by the shoulders. “Where? Did Rowan send you?”
Andin nodded, his breath finally recovered. “She found them on the beach––came to find me at the quarry so I could warn you.”
“Where is she?”
“She went home to save our mother, and knowing her, to hold them off.”
Dell swore and turned away but Andin grabbed his arm. “Dell, it is a whole ship full.”
His cousin stared at him, brows drawing together. “Gear up, Andin, you may not be a member of the guard, but you trained with the rest of us and I know your worth.”
Andin swallowed, looking at the line of swords and weapons hung along the far side of the room.
Dell turned to one of the guards. “Lesiana, take the fastest horse and get word to the next garrison, we will need reinforcements.”
Lesiana, nodded, tossing her dark wavy hair over her shoulder. She stepped up and kissed her husband Rolant, then sprinted for the back of the garrison and the corral.
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Andin found a weapon. Like all Myrian swords it had a curved, single bladed edge. It seemed like ages since he had held one, but its weight was familiar, comforting even. Dell tossed him a leather breastplate and a pair of arm guards, and Andin quickly donned them.
The guard had the mounts saddled and ready in what seemed mere moments. There wasn’t an extra horse for Andin, so Dell pulled him up to sit behind him on his own mount. “We should take the high path to the quarry, then down to your home on the other side of the mountain’s slope.”
“Yes,” said Andin. “Rowan would expect us from that direction, and it is the fastest route,” The rest of the squad was mounted and ready.
Dell spun his horse. “Let us hope Rowan has been able to keep them occupied.” He pressed his heels to the animal and it surged under them toward the open gate. “We ride!”
Andin flung an arm around his cousin to keep from sliding off the horse’s rump as they galloped up the steep slope.
[image: hands holding sword in high guard position]
The Last Spell Sword
∞∞∞
Rowan stumbled to a halt, bracing her hands on her knees as her pounding heart and breathing slowed.
        The path ahead turned sharply before it began a steep descent toward where her home was located on the mountain’s slope. Built on the highest point of land before the steep volcanic rock rose above, it had been in her family for generations. It had a stunning view out over the ocean and down the ravine, towards the small village nestled in the next bay. Subsequent additions had been built over the years, adding a second story, and expanding the main level. There were other homes further down the side valley toward the village, but none between Rowan’s home and the bay where she had found the pirate.
She stood up straight and cautiously approached the edge until she could see down the rock-strewn slope. The path that led to her home from the beach, wended, ribbon-like amid the darker green of trees and foliage. At first glance everything looked quiet, but as Rowan waited and watched, she detected movement.
In the trees below the house she saw men moving, and the glint of sunlight on blades. Looking beyond and down toward the bay, she could now see a large vessel moored close to shore. It was a huge three-masted ship with a wide beam, high forecastle and aft deck. She could just make out another two rowboats hauled up on the beach.
Pulling her gaze from the ship, she scanned the house below––no sign of her mother, who must be inside. Then she saw more movement behind the building.  They were surrounding the house.
Rowan scrambled forward, her feet sliding on loose pebbles as she ran down the steep path. She drew her sword, didn’t care if they saw her coming. She had to get to her mother before they did. The path twisted and turned, and she dodged and wove down it until she reached the bottom, ducking into a cluster of Bloodberry bushes at the far edge of the garden. Crouching low, listening hard over her breathing, she expected to hear the sound of charging men, but there was nothing. Maybe the pirates, so intent on the house had not bothered to look up the slope.
Rowan lifted her head, peering toward the house. She glanced to the front, which was still quiet, then to the backyard where Andin’s sculpting shed and table stood. Three raiders were in the garden, using the climbing beans as cover while they sneaked toward the rear entrance.
Staying low, she circled around to creep through the garden behind them. The pirates were armed with an assortment of weapons and wore mis-matched armor. They ranged in build, from small and skinny, with long greasy hair, to heavy-set with a bulging gut and hairy arms to tall and muscular. Eyes narrowed, Rowan studied the third man critically. He moved with lithe grace, making the others look gawky and awkward by comparison. She would have to take him out first.
A soft crack sounded and Rowan cursed under her breath, looking down at the branch she had carelessly stepped on. The skinny man at the rear glanced back. His eyes widened and he cried out a warning to the others.
Rowan rose to her full height, hefting her sword as the three men charged.
She didn’t wait for them. Instead, she closed the distance, dodged the wide sweep of the skinny man’s blade and cut into his arm. He dropped his sword as her weapon sliced through his leather wrist guard severing tendons.
He gaped for an instant at his useless hand, then cursed her in a language she didn’t understand, pulled a dagger from his belt and thrust at her chest. Rowan parried the blow and pivoted her blade, slicing his throat. He dropped at her feet, and she leaped over him to meet the next enemy.
It was the heavy-set man. He was sweating profusely as he aimed a huge mace at her head. Rowan ducked out of the weapon’s reach as she parried. Metal clanged loudly, as her blade deflected his mace downward to strike the ground. Before he could bring the heavy weapon up again, Rowan reversed her swing and smashed the hilt of her sword into his chin.
His head snapped back, teeth cracking together. Already unconscious and falling, Rowan shoved him hard into the muscular pirate as he tried to attack. The two collided but the tall man recovered swiftly, sidestepping his comrade’s body.
Rowan retreated, dodging the sweep of his cutlass. They circled, his eyes narrowed as he took stock of her, glancing at her sword. Rowan drew her dagger from her belt with her left hand, gripping it blade down.
He charged suddenly and she raised her weapons to parry, then pivoted to slash at his extended arm. He pulled back and glanced at the cut on his forearm, his dark eyes glaring at her as he spoke with a snarl.
She shrugged and smiled. Watching his anger turn to fury. He shouted and drove her back with a series of hammering attacks. Rowan gave way, deflected his blows and letting his power slide from her blade, never taking the strikes fully on her sword. He might be skilled and athletic, but he was out of condition. The force of his slashes subsided as his chest began to heave, and his mouth gaped wide to suck in more air. His final stroke came with a fierce yell, as if his voice could put more strength into it.
Rowan chose her moment then, meeting his strike squarely on her sword. His  cutlass bounced from her blade, throwing his arm wide, and she slashed her sword across his unguarded throat. His eyes widened and he dropped his weapon, fumbling at his neck while crumpling to the ground.
Rowan ran to the rear door of the house. Her mother opened it just as she reached for the handle. “Rowan! What is happening?” Her mother’s green eyes were wide as she looked past her daughter at the bodies in the garden.
“We are under attack.” Rowan pushed her mother back into the house and shut the door. It did not have a lock so she grabbed a chair from the kitchen table and jammed it under the latch. I would not hold for long.
Rowan’s mother transformed, her shocked surprise replaced by a fierce scowl. “Raiders?”
Rowan looked her mother in the eye. “An entire ship full. And many of them, if not all, are headed here. I have only seen a few so far but the rest are likely in the trees below.”
“The Guard?”
“I ran up to the quarry to send Andin to Dell and the others at the outpost.”
Rowan walked through the living room to the entry at the front of the dwelling. She peered through the wooden fretwork of the door, and swallowed, watching them approaching up the path from the trees.
She turned back to her mother. “They are coming.”
“Rowan?” Her mother’s gaze was questioning. All Myrians were trained to defend their island from attacks like these, but Rowan’s mother had not practiced with a sword for many years.
“I will hold them here, we have a better chance of fending them off if we stay in the house where they cannot surround us.”
Her mother took a deep breath and flipped her graying braid over her shoulder, then nodded and ran up the staircase to find a weapon.
Looking down at the blade in her hand, Rowan gripped the hilt hard. It was a one-of-a-kind on Myris Dar––the last spell sword. No one knew when or how the sword had been made. Her mother had wielded it before Rowan, but had never taken her training to the level her daughter had reached.
“Dyrn Mithian Irnis Mor Ranith,” Rowan whispered the words to activate it and the weapon leaped in her hand. It began to hum, spreading warmth and strength up her arm. With the hum came an increase in the sharpness of the edge, allowing it to cleave effortlessly through things a normal sword would struggle to cut.
She looked back out at the path approaching the house. The pirates were close now––twelve at least, but she glimpsed more beyond, still obscured in the trees.
Closing her eyes, Rowan took a deep steadying breath. “On this day when blood is to be shed, let my sword true, let my arm strong, in the defence of my land, my people and myself...”
Her mother’s voice joined hers as Tiana stepped up behind her daughter, echoing the last words of the battle oath with her.
Rowan glanced back and their eyes met. Her mother was still a beautiful woman, whose love of the outdoors and her garden kept her fit and strong. Gripping a sword with a round shield strapped to her left arm, Tiana nodded.
Rowan turned to face the entrance, just as the light streaming through the fretwork was cast into sudden shadow, blocked by the form of a raider.
“Hurry Andin,” she whispered.
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Raider Attack
∞∞∞
A thud shuddered the door. Rowan glanced behind at her mother, who had stepped back to give her daughter room to wield her sword. Tiana would take on the ones who made it past Rowan.
Another crack hit the door along with the sound of splintering wood. Rowan gripped her sword, waiting.
The final strike caused a terrible crunch as the wood shattered, slamming  the door inward where it bounced against the wall.
A hulk of a man, back-lit by the sun, lumbered through, war ax held high.
Rowan didn’t wait for his eyesight to adjust, but lunged forward and stabbed him in the chest. He cried out and sagged to his knees. The men behind him hauled him backward out of the way so they could cram through the door.
Rowan took advantage of the chaos and sliced into them, her humming sword razor-sharp.
Shouts and screams echoed loudly, and she saw one of them motion for others to go around to try the back entrance.
“They will be coming through the kitchen,” Rowan shouted over her shoulder to her mother.
Two men made it through the choke point of the entry, splitting in opposite directions to flank her. Rowan closed with the first, parried his sword strike, ducking low and cutting into his leg. He collapsed with a shout, clutching his shin.
Rowan turned before he hit the floor, her sword high to guard against the other pirate. His head was covered in a filthy scarf, and his armor was pieced together with overlapping scales. “Yer dead!” he shouted as he charged, weapon flailing.
Gritting her teeth, gripping her sword tightly, Rowan ducked under his guard. His sword sliced harmlessly through the air behind her, and Rowan slashed her sword across his throat, dropping him in a heap.
She dodged as another blade whistled toward her. Glancing desperately back into the room, Rowan saw her mother facing the kitchen, sword raised.
The man who had just attacked, slashed at her again. Rowan dove, rolling under the sweep of his blade, and rose up behind him. She pivoted and stabbed him through the back before he could turn. Her sword was almost wrenched from her grasp as he toppled to the floor, but she held on, pulling the blade free with barely enough time to parry the next blow.
Metal clanged, the power of the clash shivered along her arm. Rowan twisted, sliding the man’s blade from her own. Abruptly she redirected, smashing her pommel into his chin. His head snapped back and blood gushed from his mouth. Before he recovered, she thrust her sword between a gap in his armor, piercing his heart.
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Another two men had made it through the door and over their dead  and wounded shipmates. 
Rowan backed toward her mother, watching them warily. They had learned their lesson, and were no longer charging headlong at her. Now, they were working together, their gazes calculating.
A loud crash sounded behind and she risked a glance over her shoulder. The raiders had breached the back door and were crowding into the kitchen.
“Get to the stairs!” Rowan shouted.
Her mother slashed at the first man coming from the kitchen, then darted toward the steps leading to the second floor of the house. Rowan backed toward her, sword held high, eyes flickering between the warily following pirates. 
Mounting to the first landing, Rowan held her ground, spreading her feet, knees bent and weight over the balls of her feet. They would have to climb several steps to attack and wouldn’t be able to out flank her. She drew her dagger again, gripping its hilt tightly.
More pirates streamed into the main room, gathering at the bottom of the stairs to stare avidly up at the two women.
A tall man in better quality armor, stepped between the others. His sandy hair fell to his shoulders and his dark eyes appraised her calmly as a sinister smile played over his face. He kept his hand on the pommel of his sword, but did not draw it. “My, my, you are an impressive one.  Although, I suggest you give up before this little squabble gets really ugly. We out-number you too greatly. You will never kill us all.” His articulate speech and resonant voice were suggestive of education and standing––a sharp contrast to his uncouth men.
Rowan said nothing, gripping her sword and staring at him.
His brown-eyed gaze, wandering slowly over her, stopped when he saw the spell sword in her hands. Shifting his weight to one leg in a relaxed pose, his smiled broadened as he rested his free hand on the shoulder of the man next to him. “That is a mighty fine looking weapon you have there, lass. Perhaps we can make a deal?” He glanced around at his men. “You won’t get out of here alive, and my men will take great pleasure in what is left of you and––your older sister is it? Or perhaps mother?” He flashed white even teeth, bright against his tanned face. He would have been very handsome, were it not for his eyes. They were cruel and ruthless, boring into her with calculating intelligence. “But, if you were to give up that blade, and information about the nearest homes, oh and of course how close we are to the nearest garrison where other warriors such as yourself are to be found? Well, I would be happy to let you and your mother go free and ...unmolested. We are not complete animals.”
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There were snickers and laughter from the men filling the room.
“Let’s truss ‘em up, take ‘em with us, Cap,” said a man to the left.
 Murmurs of agreement met this suggestion. 
The captain simply smiled again and stared at Rowan. “Well lass, what is your answer?”
Rowan swallowed, adjusting the grip on her sword as she scanned the men before her. The sour smell of their sweat filled the room, and the fetid stench of one raider’s rotting teeth wafted to her on the stairs. Suppressing a shudder, she clenched her teeth and scowled back at the expressions of greedy hunger on their faces. They likely had not seen a woman in weeks, months even.
She could never hold against so many, yet she also doubted they would ever let her and her mother go, despite what the leader promised. After all, this was what they were here for––plunder. They would take as much as they could get, in any way possible.
Myrians did not make good slaves, they had once, long ago, but much had changed since those dark days. Now, attempts to make Myrians slaves usually ended with bloodshed heavily accounted to the side of would-be slavers. Again, she wondered how they had avoided the patrol ships to land ashore.
If she could just hold out a little longer––give Andin and Dell time to get here with the guard...
Rowan stood up straighter and looked the captain in the eye. “What guarantee do I have that you will keep your word?”
Rowan’s mother hissed at her from above, but Rowan ignored her and watched the captain.
The man’s eyes narrowed and his mouth compressed. He took a menacing step forward. “Don’t play games with me. I always win, and you will not like how I do if you test me.”
Rowan lowered her sword, pretending to consider his words. “You cannot just expect me to trust you. Your men must leave the house, then I will give you the sword, alone.”
The captain threw his head back and laughed harshly. “No,” he barked. His dark eyes flashed. “All Myrians are dangerous in a fight, and you seem to be better than most. I am not giving you that opportunity. Look around you. Your skill might indeed be exceptional, but you will never take all of us.  You are in no position to negotiate.”
Rowan studied the captain. He was taller than the rest of his motley crew, and his speech was without accent. He spoke as one of her people did, yet his armor did not match. Although well-made, it was not Myrian. Then she spied a glint on his hand––a silver ring, worn on his middle finger, and engraved with a crest. She could not make out the details but the surrounding scroll work was of Myrian design.
So that was how they had made it through the patrol ships. He was originally from Myris Dar, and knew their routes.
“You would betray your own people?” she asked with a hiss.
The captain blinked in surprise, then his gaze hardened. “You know nothing of who I am and where I come from. I have not been Myrian for a long time.”
“No, instead you have become what we have worked for generations to protect ourselves from.”
The captain’s attractive face twisted in rage. “There is no ‘we’. You, and your righteous Myrian ways, it was you who turned your back on me. You all did.”
Rowan shook her head, ignoring the restless raiders, who had begun to whisper and trade wary glances at this strange turn in the conversation. “There is always a way to come home, no matter what has happened.” She was stalling, but a part of her felt deep sadness at this man’s hatred of  his own homeland. What betrayal had he experienced that was so terrible, it caused him to become the antithesis of what it is to be Myrian?
“This is not my home,” he rasped, “and I will rape and pillage my way across it, in spite of you.” His men whooped and cheered, laughing and leering up at her lasciviously.
Rowan took a deep breath and let it out slowly. There was no more to be said. Her stalling was at an end. She raised her weapons once more. “My answer is no. You are on Myris Dar, pirate. Your folly is out-stripped only by your arrogance. You will never find what you have come here for––only death.”
The captain glared at her. “Take that sword from her,” he snarled at his men, “but keep her alive. I will enjoy this one myself before I slit her throat.” He lifted his head high, staring at her maliciously as his men swarmed past him.
They clambered up the stairs, reaching out to grab her, flailing at her with the flat of their blades, trying to hit her with cudgels. Rowan spun her sword into them, and screams of pain echoed through the stairwell. Her sword’s humming edge cut through their armor and flesh with little resistance. She whirled the blade in a rapid arcs, her long dagger poised to cut and slash with it. The Raiders behind were shoving their comrades into her sword slashes, and she was running out of room to wield. Those that fell, reached for her feet, trying to trip her.
She climbed the next steps, retreating part way up. Her mother was beside her suddenly. “Take the shield!”
Rowan handed her mother her dagger, and took the round shield, struggling to slide the straps over her left arm. She barely got it in place before the next wave of pirates hit her.
She rammed them, using her higher vantage and momentum to push them back down the stairs, then slashed her sword down in front of the shield, felt it connect with arms and hands. The cries and curses pierced her ears within the enclosed space.
Men tripped and slipped on the blood-covered stairs, falling down as others climbed over them to get at her, slashing and hammering with their weapons. The shield clanged under the impacts, and spikes of pain lanced through Rowan’s arm and shoulder with each jarring blow.
Above the din, and the sound of blood pounding in her ears, Rowan heard the cold, clear laughter of the pirate captain.
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The Myrian Guard
∞∞∞
Dell’s steed slid to a halt on the steep trail.
Andin leapt from the back of the horse, grabbing the saddle leather to keep from falling to his knees. His legs felt like jelly after his race down to the outpost and the ride back up the mountain.
They were near the lookout where the trail opened, overlooking his home and the lower shoulders of the mountain as it sloped down to the ocean. The sun was high now, the heat oppressive. The heaving breaths and snorts from the horses echoed through the forest as the rest of the guard dismounted.
Dell dropped down beside him, and motioned toward the edge of the ridge where they would get a better view of the house and land below. Crouching low, his sword gripped in his hand, Andin followed his older cousin to the edge to peer down.
There were several pirates gathered around the front door of his home. They were pressing to get into the dwelling amid shoving and shouts of encouragement to the men already inside.
Andin’s heart leaped into his throat as the faint echoes of swords clashing reached them. Rowan and his mother were battling. How many of the brutes were inside the house, attacking them? He surged forward, the hilt of his weapon slick with sweat. He had to get to them.
Dell grabbed his arm and hauled him back. “Easy, lad. We will help Rowan and your mother. First, I need to know how many we are dealing with, and where they are. We are only a handful and I don’t want to run in blindly swinging swords.”
Andin ground his teeth. “Dell, I cannot leave them at the mercy of pirates!”
Dell’s grip tightened, causing Andin to wince. “Use your head, cousin. Remember your training.”
Sighing in frustration, Andin nodded and settled down to wait as several of the Myrian Guards slid over the edge of the slope to do their reconnaissance. Shortly after, a whistle carried up to them––a familiar sparrow call. Andin glanced toward the sound and was surprised to see one of the guards had already made it to the house. He was crouched low behind some shrubs, his leather armor blending in with the reddish soil and olive green foliage. He was holding up a hand and signaling with gestures.
Andin squinted trying to make out what the guard was saying. The hand language had been part of his training, but he had grown rusty.
“Good, it appears they are all contained in the house,” said Dell. “Only one man is posted as a lookout on the trail up from the beach.” Dell raised his arm to signal back, and the scout disappeared from sight to dispatch the enemy lookout. “What pirates lack in intelligence, they make up for in numbers and enthusiasm. This will not be an easy fight,”
Dell glanced around at the grim faces of the Myrian Guard––men and women with elite battle training and experience. Andin knew these warriors, had trained with some of them before he began to pursue his carving in earnest. There were none better, and his sister, Rowan, was one of the their best. They would not let her be taken by pirates.
Dell turned to study him seriously. “Stay low, Andin. Remember your blocks and interceptions. Let them come to you and keep an eye on your flanks.”
Andin swallowed hard, nodding.
His cousin gave terse orders, and they rose to work their way down the steep trail toward the house and the enemy. Dell concentrated on keeping his steps silent as he followed his cousin.
The pirates below were so intent on what was going on inside the house that they didn’t notice the Myrians coming down the slope beside the house. When they reached the bottom, Dell signaled for the party to split, sending several toward the back of the house.
Gripping his sword tightly, Andin ran up the path to the front door and the men clustered there. One burly man, with earrings and a shirt of interlocking discs, happened to turn his head and see them advancing.
“Oi!” he shouted, slapping the backs of the men around him. “We got’s company.”
Cursing and shouting amid a struggle to get weapons clear, the pirates turned to meet the Myrians. Several leaped from the steps to attack, and before Andin could stop his own charge, a wicked half-moon bladed ax was descending toward his head.
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Sword & Shield
∞∞∞
Rowan stumbled back against the stairs as the shield slammed into her shoulder. She gasped in a breath, struggling to rise. Her left arm was numb below the elbow.
A man grabbed her ankle and hauled her downward, jarring her hip painfully on the steps. She twisted and kicked as hard as she could, felt his grip loosen. She stabbed toward her assailant and scrambled back up when her foot was released.
Her mother lifted her from behind, pulling her further away from the raiders cramming the stairwell. A ceramic jar whistled past Rowan as her mother hurled it below. The pirate she had aimed for ducked, but it hit the man behind, shattering against his head and dropping him to his knees.
Rowan panted, and sweat slicked her face. The hilt of her sword was sticky with blood. With a grunt, she thrust the shield into the top-most man, heaving him backward into those below. In the brief respite, she took another step up and repositioned her stance, thankful the wood underfoot was free of blood.
Abruptly, the sound of clashing swords reached her from the front of the house. Hope surged through her chest and she risked a glance back at her mother who ran to the upper floor window. “The guard has come,” she shouted back.
Half of the raiders waiting for their try on the stairs looked at their leader, then headed for the front door at his command. Rowan’s gaze met the frustrated captain’s stare. He drew his sword and pointed it up at her. “We are not finished,” he said with a snarl as he spun to leave the house.
Rowan returned her attention to the men still crowding the stairs. The knowledge that Andin and Dell had joined the fight, renewed the strength in her arm. Lifting her sword, she beckoned them forward. “Who is next?”
With shouts and cursing, the raiders renewed their attack, and she gritted her teeth as the next wave hammered at her. She could barely raise the shield anymore, but her sword arm was still good. She slashed at the men, kicked them backward, slashed again. She made it to the top of the stairs and stood gasping, her sword dripping blood. Her mother pulled the shield from her left arm and Rowan hissed as pain lanced through her wrist.
She looked into her mother’s eyes and nodded. They would hold the landing together.
Shouts and screams reached them from outside. The pirates still on the stairs eyed the two women warily, casting glances at each other, and toward the front of the house where the battle was intensifying.
Rowan swallowed, trying to slow her galloping heart. “You cannot win against the Myrian Guard,” she said between breaths. “They are elite warriors, all of them, You will be slain.” She scanned their faces and continued. “Your captain has already abandoned you to save his own skin. He knows when to cut his losses and run.”
The pirate closest to her spat on the blood-soaked stairs and glared. “Shut yer mouth! Cap would never leave. He’s a fiend wi‘ his sword, an will cut a swath through yer precious guard.”
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The others grumbled in agreement with a garble of foreign speech, but several continued to eye the front of the house nervously.
Rowan narrowed her eyes, studying the men below. There were five left standing amid the carnage on the stairs, but their attention was only half on her. She glanced quickly at her mother, who nodded imperceptibly.
Taking a deep breath, Rowan tensed, then launched herself down at them.
The closest man gasped, his eyes wide in surprise as Rowan hit him. Her spell sword slid deep into his chest and her momentum knocked him backward into his comrades. Gritting her teeth, Rowan held onto the hilt of her sword for dear life. If she lost it, as tired as she was, she knew she would lose the battle.
With a spine-jarring jolt, she landed atop the man and the bodies beneath him. Rowan rolled over him, yanking with all her strength to free her weapon. She was sweeping it in an arc, even before she had regained her feet, slicing into the closest pirate. It gave her the time she needed to clamber over the bodies and reach the floor of the main room.
She spared only a glance toward the entry, saw her cousin Dell on the steps, his blade glistening red as he fought. There was no time though, as the remaining three pirates charged. It was all she could do to evade their strikes.
She pivoted, holding her useless left hand to her chest, and swept her sword in front of her to parry a blow. Her mother appeared behind them, cutting into their backs and ducking behind the shield. Rowan pressed the advantage and dispatched one of them.
The final two, both wounded by Tiana, glanced at each other, then turned, pushing and shoving, tripping on the overturned furniture to escape through the kitchen door and out the back of the house––straight into more members of the Myrian Guard.
Rowan sagged to her knees, closing her eyes, and pulling in deep breaths.
It was not over though, not yet. The sound of battle outside pulled her attention and she wearily she rose to her feet, stumbling to the front door.
The chaotic scene made her heart sink. There were too many raiders. Her Myrian comrades were far more skilled, but they were out-numbered. It looked as though more invaders had come up from the ship.
“Rowan!”
She turned to see Andin sprint through the melee toward her. Her brother wore a leather cuirass and held a sword.
Then she saw the pirate captain behind her brother, his weapon swinging down and malice in his dark eyes.
“No! Andin, look out!”
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Matched Opponents
∞∞∞
Rowan launched herself down the steps, her weariness forgotten, desperate to reach her brother in time.
She darted past Dell, engaged with several rough men, his sword whistling around him. Ducking, she evaded another pirate and slashed at him as she sprinted past.
Her brother was the only thing that mattered.
She watched in dread as the raider captain’s blade descended toward her brother’s unguarded back, glinting in the sun.
Andin, his eyes wide, turned to look over his shoulder just in time. Battle instincts, long forgotten, somehow saved him. He dropped, rolling under the weapon’s arc, and coming up in a crouch with his sword raised into  guard position.
It gave Rowan the time she needed.
The captain hissed with fury as she stepped in front of her brother. His cold eyes cut into her with hatred and he lunged, stabbing at her middle.
Rowan side-stepped, deflecting his sword with a sweep of her own, and a counter that had him pulling back to defend himself.
He circled her warily, his gaze darting between her feet, her shoulders and her eyes. Rowan gave away as little as possible, keeping her movements spare.
This man was Myrian, trained as she was. She had to remember that. Her left wrist was beginning to throb now and couldn’t be relied on.
Around them the battle raged, but Rowan and the captain barely acknowledged it, focused only on each other. She was dimly aware of Andin, protecting her back and engaging with enemy that came too close.
Without warning, her opponent leaped forward, his sword swinging wide toward her neck. Rowan lifted her sword to block his stroke, but he suddenly changed direction, aiming low instead. She pivoted, pulling back her exposed leg just in time, and dropping her blade. It clanged against the inside of his weapon, and with a flick of her wrist, she slashed his arm.
He gasped and recoiled, looking down at the long cut on his arm. The expression on his handsome face shifted from vengeful arrogance to uncertainty, as realization dawned that he might not win this fight. His eyes narrowed and he licked his lips, but resettled himself into a battle stance.
Adjusting her feet to match the captain’s as he circled her, Rowan watched him for indications of his next move. There was a feral look in his eyes now, and desperation.
He struck suddenly, but it was a half-hearted attack, and Rowan deflected the blow easily. He was testing her, watching for weakness.
But she was also watching him. He was slow to get his left leg under him when he took a step, and he dropped his right shoulder before attacking. She focused on her training, on conserving what little strength and stamina she had left.
They traded several more tentative blows. Then he launched a tirade of slashes, pressing her back while she could do nothing but block his strokes. After his flurry ended, he was slow to pull that left leg back. It was a slight lag, but it was enough. With a whip of her blade, she cut him on the thigh. Her sword was wickedly sharp now, and she felt the blade sink deep into his muscle.
He stumbled, cursing as he backed awkwardly away. One of his men bumped into him, and he shoved the man at Rowan. She blocked the clumsy thrust of the man’s short sword, and killed him.
The battle was winding down. The Myrian Guard had been out-numbered, but they fought with superior skills and efficiency, and a fierceness that came from defending their homeland. A hot rush of pride filled her, lending her flagging strength a boost.
She stepped over the dead man, and stalked after his captain. She had made him a promise. “I told you that your death was all you would find here. It is time,” she said quietly.
His dark brown eyes widened in fear but it was quickly replaced by hatred. With a wordless snarl, he attacked, throwing his full weight at her.
Rowan had been expecting it. She sidestepped, and leaned away from his stroke, letting his momentum carry him past her. His exposed back presented a broad target, and she thrust her sword through the gap between his shoulder pauldron and backplate. It sank deep into his heart and he crumpled forward, dead before hitting the ground.
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A collective cry of dismay rippled outward from the nearest raiders who had seen their captain fall. The remaining brigands turned to flee, almost as one, heading back to the safety of their ship.
Rowan watched dispassionately as her comrades chased them. With Lesiana bringing reinforcements from the next closest garrison, the raiders would be caught and dispatched long before they made it to the beach.
Andin was beside her, wrapping her in a hug. He drew back, his expression grave. “You saved my hide. If you hadn’t warned me, I would be dead.”
Rowan smiled wearily at her brother, placing her fist on her chest in salute. “It looked to me like you remembered your training well.”
His eyebrows lifted, and he swiped a hand through his short hair, leaving it tousled. “I was scared out of my mind, or couldn’t you tell?”
“You must have run like a fiend to get to Dell and the others in time.”
“That he did.” Rowan and Andin turned as their cousin strode toward them. His leather armor, with its scrolling patterns, was blood-smeared. The tall warrior grinned at them both, placing his large hands on each of their shoulders. “Andin, if you had not chosen to become an artist, you and your sister would have been the best warriors on Myris Dar.”
Andin snorted with disbelief. “I’m not even going to respond to that one. You are lucky I didn’t fall off the back of your horse!” He strode toward the house, saying over his shoulder. “I am going to check on mother.”
Rowan watched her brother as he climbed the steps up to the main entrance two at a time.
“It is true, you know,” said Dell, looking at her. “Andin may be out of practice, but he is a natural, like you.” Her cousin shook his head, and his amusement was replaced by grave candor. “I cannot believe you were able to hold them off by yourself.”
Rowan sighed. “I had help.”
Dell nodded, glancing toward the steps of the house, where Andin was standing with his arm around their mother’s shoulders. “Tiana was accounted a skilled warrior in her day.”
One of the Myrian Guard came running back up the trail toward them.
“Have you caught them all?” asked Dell.
“Not yet,” said Rolant. “We met Lesiana and the guard she brought to reinforce us. They were coming up the trail and blocked the raiders’ escape. The rest have hidden in the forest. We will fan out from here to search for the brigands still hiding.”
Dell nodded. “Good.”
Rowan bent to clean her sword on a dead man’s sleeve, then whispered the words to quiet the blade’s hum. Her left wrist protested the movement with a spike of pain. She couldn’t make a fist, and suspected it might be broken.
“So much for your rotation out of the guard,” said Del. “Not much of a break.”
Rowan eyed her cousin, sighing with a nod, then she indicated the pirate captain. “He was Myrian, Dell. Something happened to him that made him hate us, hate us so much that he led others back to Myris Dar for pillage and plunder. I cannot imagine what would be so terrible that it would insight something like that.”
Her cousin knelt and rolled the man onto his back to get a better look at his face. He was older than them both, his sandy hair graying; something she hadn’t noticed in the darkness of the house. He might have been forty-five or fifty years old. He was truly handsome, now that his face had relaxed in death. Rowan’s heart clenched in her chest.
Whatever had driven him to commit these crimes might never be known. It made her sad––the waste of so many lives. In his hatred and anger, this man had led his entire crew to their deaths, although by her reckoning they likely deserved what they got.
“Do you recognize him?” she asked.
Dell shook his head. “No. But this ring he wears belongs to a senior member of the Myrian Guard. I will have his body taken to Lyos. Perhaps some of the older guard will know him, and can help us understand his treason.”
Rowan had noticed the ring in the house, but now she could see the details of the design––a pair of crossed Myrian swords surrounded by scroll patterns similar to their armour. She wondered briefly why he still wore it if he hated Myris Dar so much. “It explains how he got his ship past the patrols, as an ex-guardsman, he would have known the routes and protocols. The commander of the fleet should be informed. He will likely overhaul the routes so this doesn’t happen again.” She was beginning to shake as her adrenaline faded, replaced by fatigue. Walking slowly to the low stone wall near the edge of the yard, she sat down, sighing with relief.
The tree-clad slopes glowed with afternoon light, and the sight of the sparkling bay and the wide blue expanse of the Eryos ocean beyond, mirrored by the sky, soothed her raw nerves. The large raider ship sat hulking in the bay, soon to be towed by the Myrian fleet to the island’s main harbor, where it would likely be dismantled for wood and other resources.
Myris Dar was a sanctuary––a quiet place, far from the chaos of the mainland kingdoms. Raiders and pirates were always a danger, sailing from further south and west, and her people had to be vigilant. They were equipped to deal with such threats, and often had to, but for one of their own to be the enemy? She shook her head, not knowing what to think.
Dell came to sit beside her, his gaze following hers. “When Rolant returns, we will have him look at that arm. The Guard will clear away the dead, and help your family clean up the mess.”
Rowan closed her eyes briefly, thinking of the carnage inside the house. “Thank you, Dell.” She turned then to gaze at him. “What if there are others, more Myrians like this raider captain who have turned their backs on our homeland?” she asked quietly.
Her cousin shook his head. “All we can do is defend and protect. This man was no longer Myrian.”
Rowan sighed. “Defend and protect,” she echoed.
Her duty as a member of the Myrian Guard used to be so clear in her mind. But now she wondered if she could look at any enemy the same way again without wondering what drove them to commit the crimes they did.
This man, this pirate raider, would have killed her and her mother, or far worse. She did not recognize his actions as those of a fellow Myrian, and ultimately felt little remorse at his death. She’d had no choice, her duty was to stop him and protect her homeland, but she was still uneasy, feeling a deep sorrow for what he had lost, and maybe what Myris Dar had lost as well.
“Defend and protect,” she whispered again as she gazed out over the blue of the Eryos ocean.
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The End
∞∞∞
The Stone Guardians Books & Illustrations
∞∞∞
The drawings featured in The Defender of Myris Dar are from various books in my illustrated fantasy novel series: The Stone Guardians. All of the artwork is created by me, using traditional dry media and oil paint. You can find out more about the books and the accompanying illustrations on my website listed below.






www.thestoneguardians.com
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The Messenger From Myris Dar


Book One Description:
Rowan Mor Lanyar has trained from childhood as an elite guardian of Myris Dar, her reclusive island home. But when an enigmatic prophecy sends her with a fateful message to Eryos, a land of fallen empires and forgotten secrets, she finds herself hunted by a dark, ancient power that nothing in her training has prepared her for.
Falling in with a colourful band of mercenaries led by the taciturn Torrin Ralor, a mysterious, solemn warrior hiding a tragic past, she travels with them toward their common goal, the fortress city of Pellaris, besieged by monstrous creatures sent to destroy the city and the secret it holds—the key to protecting the emerging civilization in Eryos.
As the dangers threatening Rowan grow, she begins to suspect that her cryptic message for Pellaris only hints at deeper mysteries. Together, Rowan and Torrin must learn how to fight an ancient, forbidden magic whose dreadful legacy fuels an unquenchable thirst for power and suffering.
For more information on Kindrie's illustrated fantasy novel series Visit:
www.thestoneguardians.com 
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Kindrie Grove is an artist as well as an author. She graduated with distinction from the Alberta University of Art and has enjoyed great success as a multidisciplinary artist, operating her own studio near Penticton, British Columbia, where she works with fantasy and animal subjects through the mediums of cast bronze, oil painting, and traditional drawing.

Kindrie has written and illustrated A Field Guide to Horses (Lone Pine Publishing, 2009) and illustrated two children’s books. An enthusiastic, lifelong reader of fantasy fiction, she trained for seven years in mixed martial arts, and having grown up with horses, enjoys a thorough understanding of riding and equine husbandry, areas of expertise
that figure prominently in The Messenger from Myris Dar and help make the world of this novel startlingly realistic and remarkably vivid.
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