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    1 
 
    Attacked at Sea 
 
    As she climbed the ladder and stepped onto the main deck, Hanna looked up. The sky was a brilliant blue, with only a few fluffy white clouds, and the silhouette of one of the two moons the only blemishes on the otherwise perfectly blue sky. The warm sea air brushed her face, and she closed her eyes for a moment, enjoying the way the hot sun felt against her skin. She smiled.  
 
    “Hanna Halfblood, get moving ye lazy sod!” yelled Azad Zargo from his position beside Captain Rozad. 
 
    Hanna grinned at the first mate, baring her teeth, showing off her pearly white chompers. Azad had lost several of his front teeth in battles. He was jealous of her mouth full of perfect teeth. A grin was the perfect response to annoy the man. Before the first mate could respond, Hanna leapt onto the mainsail pole and climbed her way up to the bird’s nest.  
 
    Koyo Tomar, the sailor on duty in the nest, greeted her. “Hanna, come to spot me for a while? I could use a stretch and a bite. Me old bones don’t like staying in one place too long. They creak like rusty hinges.” 
 
    “Take all the time you need, Koyo. I’d rather do this than help in the kitchens. Helan Daner has anointed me chief potato peeler.”  
 
    Koyo chuckled. “Well, you are good with a blade. Can you blame her? I’ll be back in an hour or so. I wouldn’t want to keep you from your potatoes too long. See you in a few, Halfblood.” 
 
    Hanna laughed. Koyo had obviously heard Zargo yelling at her. Halfblood was her nickname while on the ship. Hanna Halfblood. When she was in Irontide, the port city in Northern Solotine where her mother lived, she was called the name as well. But in Solotine the name was an insult. In Solotine, foreigners were looked at with suspicion. Visitors from faraway lands were mistrusted and judged by the color of their skin and the accent on their tongues. There was a certain degree of irony to the way Northern Solotiners treated foreigners, considering how fearful many kingdoms were of them. It was Northern Solotine warships that attacked others. It had been over a hundred years since Solotine had last been invaded by a foreign nation, and that had been in retaliation over their raiding of foreign lands. Not that Hanna didn’t fiercely love her Solotinian mother, Rowena, or her grandfather Thorodd, she did. However, she’d suffered many insults as a child growing up in Irontide.  
 
    It didn’t matter how important her grandfather was, or how famous the Stoneblood name was in Solotine, Hanna was the daughter of a Creytan sailor. Creytans, with their golden-hued skin, dark hair and average height stood out like sore thumbs among the pasty white burly and oversized northerners. Not that Hanna was treated much different in Creyta. Her father, Merdem Mirzan, had taken her to his homeland to visit several times before his disappearance. Each time she’d been viewed with suspicion and marked as an outcast. Her long blonde hair, green eyes and the fact she was as tall as boys several years older than her marked her as having a strong Northern Solotine heritage. But here on the Lady of the Evening, her grandfather’s merchant ship, she was simply Hanna.  
 
    As Hanna looked out on the seas, she spotted the sail of a ship. Excitement made her green eyes sparkle. The almost undetected ship, save the white sail tip, was on the opposite side of one of the small isles that the Lady of the Evening was sailing through. It looked like the ship was using the islands to hide itself as it stealthily drew closer to Hanna’s ship. Flashing mirrors signaled between islands. There was no doubt in Hanna’s mind the signals were going to the ship behind the island. These waters were known to harbor pirates. The fresh water that was available on the chain of isles brought in ships from everywhere. A perfect place for pirates to lurk. “Sail ho,” yelled Hanna. 
 
    Azad Zargo climbed the main mast with a speed that made Hanna jealous. “What do you see, Hanna?”  
 
    “I just caught a glimpse of the topmast. They’re hiding behind that isle,” said Hanna as she pointed at the isle to the north of them. 
 
    Together Azad and Hanna waited in silence. The breeze whipped Hanna’s hair across her face. She quickly tied her hair back with a leather thong she had around her wrist for such a purpose. The isle in question was small and the hills and trees that hid the mystery ship would soon be out of the way. Below them, on the main deck, the crew were all preparing for a fight. The Lady of the Evening was a fine merchant ship, but it wasn’t fast enough to avoid any pirate ship that dared to attack it. Hanna took deep breaths; Azad was calm and his steady nature helped to keep her nerves from getting the better of her. She’d been involved in several battles at sea before. 
 
    Despite her young age, Hanna was a warrior. In Northern Solotine, warrior training started young, and Hanna had been in more than her share of fights. Girls didn’t get special treatment in Northern Solotine. If you wanted to train with the boys, you could. Hanna’s grandfather Thorodd had insisted that she start training as soon as possible. Hanna’s mother had reluctantly agreed. The first few years of training had been rough on her. The northern children used training to get to her. They beat her, often. But northerners weren’t the only warriors in the world. Her father brought a warrior, Anso Sengaw from Creyta, to train her while he was at sea. Then, when Hanna started sailing with the crew, her father trained her. After her father’s disappearance, Hanna continued to sail and sparred with the entire crew, who viewed her as a little sister. 
 
    Anso had returned to Creyta, but Hanna never forgot her trainer’s lessons. The invaluable schooling stayed with her. The Lady of the Evening was owned by Thorodd Stoneblood but the crew was all Creyta men, her father’s men. While only fifteen, Hanna had been training in multiple fighting styles since she was six. Her first battle happened before her thirteenth birthday. Her first and second kills happened within a year of that first battle. The open seas were rife with pirates and the Lady of the Evening was a rich merchant ship that traveled far and wide trading goods from Solotine to the world. 
 
    As the Lady of the Evening started to sail past the small isle, the ship Hanna had spotted came into full view. Azad pointed at the flag. It was red with a black sword. Not traditional pirate colors, but still a pirate ship. It was one of the Black Sword Gang’s ships. A gang of pirates that liked to target Northern Solotine merchant ships because of the black steel weapons they carried. Black steel was the finest metal in the land and the specialty of the great northern blacksmiths. “Black Swords!” yelled Azad down to Captain Rozad. 
 
    Captain Rozad nodded and barked his orders to the rest of the crew. The Black Sword Gang was surely going to try board the Lady of the Evening. A fight was coming! 
 
    “Better get your skinny little butt below deck,” said Azad. 
 
    Hanna frowned. Go below deck? Had Azad lost his mind? “Below deck?” she said in a questioning tone. 
 
    Azad glanced over at her in amusement. “Unless you’re going to fight with just your dagger, you should go below deck and get your weapons. But I’m only a mere sailor and not the great Hanna Halfblood.” 
 
    Hanna blushed in embarrassment. In her excitement, she hadn’t even thought about weapons. She knew Azad wasn’t being mean when he labeled her the great Hanna Halfblood. He was gently reminding her that if the ship was taken she was one of the few women on board and the granddaughter of a wealthy northern merchant. She was likely to be a target for the pirates. Either to be kidnapped for ransom or for other foul purposes. “Right. Weapons. I’m on it,” said Hanna as she jumped out of the crow’s nest and scurried down the mainsail mast. 
 
    Hanna’s quarters below deck were a small room she shared with Helan Daner and Dilare the Red, a fierce woman sailor who Hanna was positive had once been a pirate. Dilare was not a Creytan woman, her heritage something else. Azad had suggested Dilare was from the Isle of Droll, a land known for its flaming red-haired population, but it had never been confirmed. Not that Hanna cared where the woman was from. She was a fantastic warrior, as capable as any man and a good friend. Dilare was as funny as she was fierce. Her sense of humor, twisted and vulgar, made many of the men blush when she outdid them in colorful insults.  
 
    Neither of the women was in the room when Hanna entered. She went to her weapons rack and grabbed her fighting daggers. The weapons were ancient Creytan in design, their true name one she’d long ago given up trying to pronounce. Instead, she simply called them her eagle’s claw daggers. The weapons were curved blades eighteen inches long with a small two-inch blade sticking out the bottom of each handle. Anso Sengaw had ordered the weapons made for her in Northern Solotine. Deadly ancient Creytan weapons made with the famous black steel of her mother’s homeland, the blades were fitting weapons for a girl torn between two cultures. She then grabbed her glaive, the large pole weapon that she’d learned to use as a child in Northern Solotine. The weapon, a sturdy witch oak pole with a curved blade at the end, was perfect for repelling boarding sailors.  
 
    Armed, Hanna left the room and spotted Koyo Tomar chewing on a chicken leg. 
 
    “I thought Helan was using those chickens for supper?” 
 
    Koyo winked. “I’m an old man. I need my strength before going into battle.” 
 
    Hanna scoffed. “You will need your strength when Helan gets her hands on you. You know how she hates it when people mess with her meal plans.” 
 
    “We all die sometime. I’d rather die at the hands of an angry woman than those of a dirty milk drinking pirate.” Koyo took another bite of his chicken and eyed Hanna’s glaive. “I wish I could use a weapon like that. So much reach! I’d never have to smell another pirate’s breath as I gutted him.” Koyo finished his chicken and threw the bone out of a port hole. He picked up his small shield and sword. “Shall we go repel some pirates?”  
 
    Hanna bowed low and waved for him to go above deck. “Age and wisdom before the curse of youth and beauty.” 
 
    Koyo grunted in amusement. One of his favorite topics to tease Hanna about was her youth and how beautiful she was. He claimed that she must be one of his own children. She was too beautiful to be the offspring of Merdem Mirzan. “One of these days I’m going to have a long talk with your mother.” 
 
    “My mother is a lady, unsullied by drunken louts like you. Just because you can’t remember all the harlots you’ve bedded doesn’t mean you are every youngster’s father.” 
 
    “Tis true enough,” said Koyo. “And truth be told, northern women scare me. Too big. Who wants to bed a woman that can beat you to a pulp? I like southern women, and Creytan women. You northerners are too big and too pasty.” 
 
    “I’m not pasty,” protested Hanna. 
 
    “No. You’re not,” admitted Koyo. “You definitely inherited your warm skin color from your father. But that hair and those eyes, they certainly didn’t come from your father. But enough about you. Let’s talk about me. How many pirates has ol’ Koyo killed?” 
 
    Hanna rolled her eyes. “According to the great Koyo, eighty-nine. But I’ve yet to meet a sailor who can confirm half of your kills.” 
 
    “That’s because sailors don’t get as old as old Koyo. They find their home at the bottom of the sea among the mermaids at a far younger age. Let us go see if we can add a few more pirates to the total.” 
 
    Hanna couldn’t argue with Koyo on that point. He was the oldest of the crew by a good number of years. Perhaps he had killed that many pirates in battle. He’d been sailing for a lifetime. The number of battles he had been in with pirates was probably almost as high as the number of kills he claimed. Hanna followed Koyo onto the deck. The pirate ship was closing in fast now. 
 
    “Shields up,” yelled Captain Rozad. 
 
    Hanna quickly curled in under Koyo’s shield. An arrow crashed into the deck just in front of them, and another hit the shield. The arrowhead pierced the shield and stuck out between both their heads. Koyo looked at the arrow and then at Hanna. “Well, their archers are top notch. Perhaps we’ll get a good fight after all.”  
 
    Hanna shook her head. Were all old warriors as crazy as Koyo?  
 
    “Prepare for boarding,” yelled Captain Rozad.  
 
    Hanna peeked out from under the shield. Fewer arrows were hitting them now as the pirates prepared their ropes and grappling hooks for boarding. Traditionally, merchant ship captains would attempt to avoid letting pirate ships come alongside their ships. Captain Rozad had a different tactic. When the pirate ship came in close, a party of warriors from the Lady of the Evening would jump onto the pirate ship. The well-practiced counterattack usually disrupted the pirates and caused panic. Pirates didn’t have the best reputation for being disciplined and structured fighting units. The Lady of the Evening’s crew consisted of hand-picked warriors. The Black Sword Gang was in for a nasty surprise. 
 
    “You ready?” asked Koyo. 
 
    Hanna nodded and closed her eyes. Taking deep breaths she focused her mind, clearing it of all thought other than the task she was about to do. She waited for the thud of grappling hooks catching on the rail. Seconds later the familiar sound hit her ears. 
 
    “Now,” yelled Captain Rozad. 
 
    “Go. Go. Go,” said Koyo as he lifted his shield. 
 
    Hanna sprang up from the deck like an uncoiled spring. She sprinted towards the rail of the Lady of the Evening and jumped onto it. Without slowing, she leapt off the ship and sailed through the air. A dozen of the Lady of the Evening’s crew joined her, jumping onto the pirate ship.  
 
    Hanna hit the deck and did a barrel roll under the sword of a pirate. As she came out of the roll she turned her arm, whipping her glaive around. The blade sliced into the man’s chest. Standing, Hanna glanced around. The dozen warriors from their ship were surrounded by pirates. But the surprise counter attack was working as Captain Rozad had hoped. The pirates seemed confused. A handful had jumped onto the deck of the Lady of the Evening while others were pausing and turning back to attack Hanna and the rest of the boarding team. 
 
    A pirate roared and charged at Hanna. His sword came down in a ferocious attack. Ferocious and yet slow, thought Hanna, as she hopped a step to her right. The sword, and the pirate holding it, sliced past her. Hanna pivoted and pushed the running pirate in the back. The shove threw the pirate off balance. He hit the rail of the pirate ship hard. His momentum carried him over and his war holler turned to a scared scream as he fell between the two ships into the sea below.  
 
    The surprised pirate leader, who had hesitated when the crew of the Lady of the Evening boarded his ship, finally started to organize his men, yelling at them to continue their attack. But the hesitation had been an expensive and deadly error. The first pirates who’d jumped onto the deck of the Lady of the Evening were dead. Without numbers on their side they’d been swiftly cut down as they crossed over. Now as the second wave tried to jump across they had to avoid the blades of Hanna and the rest of the boarding party. As small groups of pirates jumped over onto the Lady, they were either stabbed or pushed down into the water. Then a second wave of Captain Rozad’s men joined Hanna and the others on the pirate deck. 
 
    While the pirates scrambled around trying to decide whether to jump across to attack or stay to defend their ship, Hanna let her hands slip down to the end of the glaive. She held the weapon like a large club and spun around in a circle like a whirling dervish. Pirates had to dive out of the wave of her blade as she cleared a path toward the middle of the ship and the pirate captain. When she was almost to him she yelled for Azad. The first mate leaped onto the pirate ship deck and ran through the clearing Hanna created. She lifted her blade to the sky, letting Azad run past her. 
 
    As Azad sprinted towards the pirate captain, he threw daggers at the pirate captain’s guards. The pirate captain brought his sword up and slashed at Azad. Azad jumped over the blade, kicking it down into the deck of the pirate ship. Before the pirate captain could bring his sword back up, Azad was holding him by the neck with a blade to his exposed jugular. 
 
    “I’d tell your men to surrender if you want to live more than three seconds,” snarled Azad. 
 
    “Never,” swore the pirate captain. 
 
    Azad started counting down. “Three-two-one.” Azad’s blade started to break the skin of the pirate captain’s neck. The man winced in pain and then yelled to his men. “Surrender men. Drop your weapons.” 
 
    Hanna carefully guarded Azad’s back while she waited for the pirates to realize their captain was calling for them to surrender. The captain had to yell three times before all his men dropped their weapons. 
 
    The boarding party collected all the pirate’s weapons and put them on the Lady of the Evening. They then searched the pirate ship for booty. It seemed that they had recently attacked a merchant ship carrying wine and silks. The crew loaded the pirate loot onto the Lady of the Evening. Hanna and a handful of the crew guarded the pirates as the others raided their stores.  
 
    The pirate captain looked disgusted as he realized he was being raided. A pirate being raided. He would be a laughing stock when he crawled back to wherever his home was with his tail between his legs. The pirates had been thoroughly whipped by the crew of the Lady of the Evening. 
 
    “Quit your pouting,” said Azad with a cruel laugh. “Ye are lucky to be alive. Captain Rozad is a merciful man. I’d have your pirate head on a platter if I was captain.” 
 
    Hanna watched the pirate captain. The man looked like he was thinking that losing his head might be better than being humiliated. She smiled. She felt no mercy for pirates.  
 
    After tying the pirate’s hands together, Azad turned to Hanna. “Ye want to do the honors?” 
 
    Hanna grinned and handed Azad her glaive. She then climbed the main pole of the pirate ship until she was at the top. She pulled out her eagle’s claw blades and jumped onto the mainsail. The sharp blades cut the sail as Hanna slid down the sail ripping it neatly in half until she dropped back down onto the deck. She grinned at Azad. “That never grows old,” she said cheekily, winking at the tied-up captain. Hanna then retrieved her glaive from Azad’s callused hands and jumped back onto the Lady of the Evening. The crew pulled the grappling hooks loose and let the crippled pirate ship float away. It would take the pirates a while to get out of their restraints, and even longer to repair the mainsail. Hanna knew they couldn’t just replace it because she’d seen members of the boarding crew steal the spare. 
 
    Hanna rejoined Koyo Tomar, who was grinning. “Two more for the mighty Koyo.” 
 
    Hanna looked around the empty deck, which had already been cleared of pirates. “What are you talking about? I don’t see any bodies.” She took the leather thong from her hair and shook her hair loose again. 
 
    “Bah,” said Koyo. “Don’t think you crazy fools who jump onto pirate ships are the only ones who do anything important. The true heroes of the ship are the brave souls who stay and destroy all who try to board us.” 
 
    Hanna chuckled. Koyo liked to be the hero of every battle, every story for that matter. But it mattered not. They’d survived the pirate attack. She knew not everyone had. Tonight, the crew would drink to the lives of the warriors who’d died in the brief battle. Creytan warriors did not mourn the dead. They celebrated the lives and victories of those who would no longer be fighting at their side. The gods were blessed to be gaining Creytan warriors.  
 
    Azad joined Hanna and Koyo. “Baltan wine and silks. Robbing pirates is almost as profitable as sailing to Prozia. We’ll crack open a dozen bottles tonight, but it is still a very good score,” said Azad while glancing down at Hanna’s arm. “You should clean that wound.” 
 
    Hanna’s eyebrow furrowed. What wound? She looked down at her arm. Sometime during the battle she’d been sliced across the arm. An arrow? Hanna couldn’t even remember when it had happened, and she was still too filled with adrenaline to feel anything. “Yikes. Mother won’t be happy about that.” 
 
    “I still don’t know how you convinced your mother to let you sail with us after your father died. He would never have let you be part of those damn boarding parties,” said Koyo. 
 
    Hanna shot her old friend an icy stare. “I am a deckhand on a respectable merchant ship. Nothing could be safer.” 
 
    “And I’m the King of Creyta,” said Koyo. 
 
    Azad laughed. “Rowena Mirzan knows her daughter is a warrior. Rowena grew up with a sword in her hand. She might not like to hear about Hanna’s crazy exploits, but she is no fool. However, for our sake perhaps it’s best if we forget the details about Hanna being among the boarding party.” 
 
    Hanna stuck her tongue out at Koyo.  
 
    Koyo laughed. “Gods alive, you are Merdem Mirzan’s daughter! Crazy as a three-legged fox, and just as cheeky as he was. Okay, ye little deckhand. Get below and get that wound cleaned up.” 
 
    Hanna smiled and went to get her wound cleaned.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    2 
 
    Attack in the mountains 
 
    Katla watched as the old man made his way down the well-traveled path on the back of his horse. He rode side by side with a traveling companion, a much younger man, who looked like less of a threat than his older companion. Their mounts were short and sturdy, well suited to making the high mountain pass trek to Ayrith, the mountain valley village. Both men led a packhorse laden down with food and supplies, and, Katla suspected, somewhere among the packs would be a sampling of ayrithstone. Mining of the rare and powerful gemstone happened nearby and was the reason for the men making the trek from Irontide to Ayrith. 
 
    She’d been waiting for the men to reach the point on the mountain path where she had lain hidden for some time. When they’d almost reached the tree she was hiding behind, Katla stepped out from behind it, startling the mounts of both men. 
 
    “That was a foolish thing to do,” Thorodd said angrily after he had his horse back under control. He was a large man, built like most other northern men, tall and strong. He may have been advancing in age, but Katla knew that he would still have plenty of strength and skill with the sword. “What game are you playing at, young miss?” 
 
    “I am playing no games, old man,” she answered with an innocent looking smile on her face. She slowly blinked her large, lavender eyes at him and brushed her long white-blonde braid back over her shoulder. Katla knew her diminutive size and extraordinary exotic beauty caused her enemies to underestimate her, much to their detriment. Were Thorodd to slide off his horse and stand before her, the top of her head wouldn’t even reach under his chin. She used this mistaken assumption to her advantage, surprising her enemies with her speed and agility. 
 
    “Do you know who this is?” asked the younger man. He continued without waiting for her answer. “This is Thorodd Stoneblood of Irontide; you should speak to him with respect.” He drew his horse closer to her and looked down at her with disdain on his face. 
 
    Katla looked up at the man, not intimidated by the fuzzy muzzle of the horse that was thrust into her face. She met the man’s eyes and held his gaze in her strange lavender eyes without blinking. She allowed herself a small smile when he finally looked away in embarrassed discomfort. “Yes, I know very well who this man is, thank you. I’ve been waiting for you to pass this way for some time,” she said and then turned her eyes to Thorodd. “I was beginning to think you weren’t going to make it, old man.” 
 
    Katla enjoyed the look of confusion that passed between the two men. 
 
    “Again, young miss, I demand to know what game you are playing at,” Thorodd said, a look of irritation on his face. The younger man looked toward the trees where she’d been hiding, undoubtedly trying to see if she had any companions lying in wait. 
 
    “I told you, I play no game. I am here on the behalf of my employer to convince you that you need to abandon your trade deal with the Nordviks.” Out of the corner of her eye Katla saw the younger man start in surprise, but Thorodd himself showed no outward sign of shock. She knew that the trade deal Thorodd Stoneblood had been working so hard to secure with the Nordvik family was being conducted in secret.  
 
    Nordvik-mined ayrithstone was of the highest quality and an exclusive trade deal with them would mean great financial rewards for Thorodd. He didn’t want his competitors catching wind of his business dealings. Katla didn’t blame the old man for playing dumb. The less people who knew his business, the safer he was. The problem was that her employer had found out. Now it no longer mattered what Thorodd Stoneblood said. His safety could no longer be protected. 
 
    “If you will kindly move aside, we will be on our way,” said Thorodd. “I won’t be discussing my business with you, now or ever.” 
 
    Katla shook her head. “I thought you might say that.” Before either man could move, Katla reached behind her back and grabbed her pair of dirks. She jumped up and stabbed Thorodd in the chest and as she landed back on the ground she turned and threw the second dirk into the young man. The blade sunk deep into his side. 
 
    The young man’s horse jumped and bolted past Katla down the road. The young man slumped over but managed to stay in the saddle. Katla ignored him. The blade had been poisoned. It didn’t matter how far the young man rode. Even if he made it to the nearby village he wouldn’t live to see morning. Katla turned her attention back to Thorodd Stoneblood. The great northern warrior sat stoically looking down at the wound in his chest. 
 
    “Who sent you?” asked Thorodd.  
 
    Katla admired the way Thorodd was handling his own death. The man wasn’t crying or begging for mercy. He didn’t bother to try killing her. He knew his time was done and simply wanted to know who was behind it. Katla almost felt bad for having killed the proud warrior. In his prime he would’ve been a worthy opponent. “I’m sorry. I can’t answer that.” 
 
    Thorodd nodded. “I suppose it doesn’t really matter. Can I make a request of you?” 
 
    Katla raised an eyebrow. He wasn’t going to beg for mercy, was he? It would be a great disappointment if he did. 
 
    Thorodd slowly put his hand into his saddle bag. He carefully pulled a gem out. He pressed the gem against his chest. “My granddaughter, I would like her to have this one gem. The rest can go to whoever has hired you.” 
 
    Katla nodded. “All right, old man. I will grant you that one request. I will deliver the gem to her.” 
 
    “Hanna. Her name is Hanna Halfblood,” said Thorodd as he slid out of the saddle and hit the ground. He didn’t feel the collision. He was already dead when he hit the ground.  
 
    Katla pried the blood covered gem from his hands and then took the saddlebag full of ayrithstone. The death of Thorodd Stoneblood and the bag of gems was a down payment on her debt. A debt that would be paid no matter how much blood flowed to make it happen. Katla put the stone in her pocket and slipped back into the woods. Her work here was done. 
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    Hanna comes home 
 
    As the Lady of the Evening sailed into Irontide, Hanna stood at the bow of the ship. It had been over a month since she’d last been home. She was happiest when she was at sea, but Hanna always missed her mother and grandfather when she was away. She looked forward to seeing them. 
 
    When the ship docked, Hanna leapt down onto the quay. She waited for Koyo to throw down her bag and her glaive. “Don’t go spending all your coin on the whores,” she yelled at Koyo as she grabbed her gear. 
 
    “Damn it child, can you say that any louder? I think there might’ve been a few ladies on the far side of the village that might not have heard you.” 
 
    Hanna winked and yelled, “DON’T GO SPEND—”  
 
    Koyo yelped and ducked below the railing, leaving Captain Rozad the only one standing on deck looking down at Hanna. 
 
    She laughed and waved goodbye to the captain. She then turned and headed through the village to her home. Hanna’s legs felt strange. They always did after a long stint at sea. She was so used to the motion of the sea that flat land felt wrong. Hanna wondered if the villagers of Irontide thought she was drunk. The way she walked reminded her of a drunk. Not that she cared much what the villagers thought about her. She’d long ago given up on befriending the villagers. To them she’d always be an outsider. The halfblood girl. 
 
    When Hanna got home her mother was at the door waiting for her. “Hanna, my dear. It’s good to see you.” 
 
    Hanna hugged her mother. “It is good to see you too, Mother. How have things been in the village? Is Grandfather here or off looking for new trade partners?” 
 
    “The village is the village. It never changes,” said Rowena Mirzan. “Your grandfather is away. He went north to a little village deep in the mountains. He wasn’t very forthcoming with details so it must have been something valuable. Being a mountain village, my money would be on gems or some precious metal. Gold perhaps? But he is overdue, so I suspect he will be back any day.” 
 
    Hanna smiled. Her mother wasn’t officially part of the family business. After the disappearance of Merdem, she’d wanted nothing to do with the business that reminded her so much of her missing husband. Instead she became a seamstress, making dresses and clothing. The dresses were not northern designs. They were obviously styles Rowena had seen while traveling the seas and visiting the ports of the world. Rowena’s dresses were surprisingly popular among the village ladies. They might’ve frowned upon her marrying a foreigner, but they seemed to have no problem with foreign clothing. It never failed to confound Hanna that the village was that way, but it was as her mother had said: Irontide was Irontide. It never changed.  
 
    “Come inside, Hanna, I’ve a stew cooking. You can tell me all about your trip. I see you’ve added a new scar to your collection.” 
 
    Hanna grimaced. Her mother missed nothing. “Stew sounds wonderful.” Hanna opened her sack. “I have a gift for you.” She handed her mother a tightly bound package. “Baltan silk! There is plenty more too. All sorts of colors. I just brought these for a sample.” 
 
    “Oh, how beautiful,” said Rowena as she accepted the silk. “I have several designs I’ve wanted to try that will go nicely with this.” 
 
    Hanna smiled. She’d hoped the silk would distract her mother from asking about the scar. With any luck, she’d want to know what colors the silk came in and forget all about the scar. 
 
    “How extraordinary that you found Baltan silk. I thought you were headed for Prozia this trip. I shall have to have a talk with Captain Rozad.” 
 
    Hanna’s smile disappeared. “We did go to Prozia. However, we may have been attacked by a pirate ship that was carrying Baltan silk and wine.” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” said Rowena as she stirred the stew. “I suppose you got that scar while boarding the pirate ship.” 
 
    Hanna gulped, “Pardon?” 
 
    “Hanna Halfblood, I’ve known Captain Rozad longer than you have. I know exactly how he deals with pirates trying to board his ship. I also know that your father was always one of the first aboard the ships. Let me guess, you use your glaive to clear a path for Azad to make his sprint for the enemy captain?” 
 
    Hanna looked wide-eyed at her mother. There was no way anyone from the ship had talked to her. Hanna had been one of the first off the ship.  
 
    “Don’t give me that look,” said Rowena. “You are exactly like your father; wild, crazy, and no rational fear of death. I knew you’d be joining the boarding crews eventually. No one on the Lady is any good with a glaive. It was me who taught your father how to use that damned thing in the first place. Creytan warriors prefer swords and daggers like your deadly eagle claws.” 
 
    Mother, taught Father how to use a glaive? Hanna had not known that fact. She smiled at her mother as sweetly as she could. “Perhaps you can give me some tips?” 
 
    Rowena scowled at her. “If Captain Rozad is allowing you on the boarding parties it means you are more than proficient with your weapons.” But then her facial features softened. “However, I didn’t teach your father all I knew about the glaive. So yes, I probably can give you a lesson or two. But you must promise to stop holding back information from me. I’m not fragile, nor am I blind. I can see you are too much like your father to stay behind and let your men do your fighting for you. You don’t have to pretend that you’re not a warrior.” 
 
    Hanna raised her eyebrows then gave her mother a sheepish grin and another hug. “I promise.” 
 
    “Good,” said Rowena. “Now be a dear and go to the garden and grab some parsley. This stew is almost ready.” 
 
    … 
 
    The wagon showed up in Irontide just past noon on the next day. Hanna and Rowena were working in the garden, a price Hanna had agreed to in exchange for glaive lessons, when the wagon pulled into the village. A messenger was quickly dispatched. 
 
    The messenger, a young boy named Eric, ran to Rowena’s house.  
 
    “What is it, Eric?” asked Rowena as the lad came to a halt and bent over at the hips, out of breath after the sprint from the village center. 
 
    “Wagon from the north,” panted Eric. “It contains the body of Goulven Dincuff.” 
 
    Rowena looked over at Hanna. “Dincuff was traveling with your grandfather. You’d best get down there and see what you can find out.” 
 
    Hanna nodded at her mother and followed Eric back towards the village center where the wagon was being unloaded. 
 
    The driver stood by his wagon waiting. Hanna approached him and asked, “This is your wagon?” 
 
    The man nodded. “Yes. This is my wagon. I am Brun, from the village of Elms Grove.” 
 
    “Brun, from Elms Grove, how did you end up with the body of Goulven Dincuff in your wagon?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “Dincuff came to our village. He was with Thorodd Stoneblood. They were traveling to the valley of Ayrith. A week later, Dincuff rides into the village. They’d been attacked on the roadside. We didn’t get many details from Dincuff before he died, he was delirious. The dirk he’d been hit with had poison on it.” Brun reached into the wagon and grabbed a cotton sack. He carefully opened the sack to show the deadly dirk. 
 
    “And my grandfather? Was there any sign of Thorodd?” asked Hanna as she took the sack from Brun. 
 
    Brun shook his head. “No, I’m afraid not. But we didn’t send anyone far away from the village to look for him. We don’t have the manpower to hunt the type of people foolish enough to attack Thorodd Stoneblood. I came here instead.” 
 
    Hanna understood exactly what Brun was saying. She’d never been to Elms Grove, but from her talks with her grandfather, and his maps, she knew it was a very small village, nothing more than a group of hunters and trappers and their families. Thorodd traded with them regularly. “Where did you say my grandfather was heading?” 
 
    “The Ayrith valley. On the north side of the Ayrith mountains. There is a village there; I’m guessing he was trying to expand his trade route.” 
 
    “Thank you, Brun. We appreciate you bringing Dincuff’s body back.” Hanna put a coin in his hand. “Why don’t you go down to the tavern and have a drink on me. It is a long ride and you must be thirsty.” 
 
    Brun hesitated, “I don’t mean to be rude, but if something happened to Thorodd… our village relies on our trade with Irontide.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Hanna. “The trade routes will stay open. I will be coming north to look for my grandfather, but in the meantime you have an empty wagon. I will instruct Norman Warrer, who’s in charge of the company warehouse, to send a load of goods north with you.” 
 
    “Thank you. Much appreciated, Miss. I will go have that drink now.” 
 
    Hanna left Brun and headed down towards the docks and the warehouse. The warehouse was the heart of the Stoneblood Trading Company. She found Norman sorting through the loot they’d acquired from the pirate ship. 
 
    “Hanna,” said Norman. “You heard about Dincuff?” 
 
    Hanna nodded. Norman was a nice enough fellow, but he was a very direct sort of man. To the point and no time for small talk. “I’ll be heading out soon to look for Grandfather. Why was Grandfather so far north? I thought he’d decided against expanding our routes. We haven’t changed them in five years.” 
 
    “Closer to seven, really,” said Norman. “But Ayrith’s silver mines struck it rich. They found a load of unique gems, very exquisite colors. Previously Ayrith was trading with the Foxnose Traders out of Grimsfell.” 
 
    The Foxnose Traders were an aggressive trading company, and one of the Stoneblood Trading Company’s main adversaries. They often tried to poach the territories in the far north, but Thorodd had worked for years to establish good relationships with his trading partners, relationships built on honor and trust. The Foxnose Traders cared more about profits than they did honor, and Thorodd suspected they often bought goods from bandits who raided the northern villages. The Foxnose Traders’ main advantage was that they were one of the only trading companies in the far north. Other companies that tried to trade in their regions often suffered strange losses. The Stoneblood Trading Company mostly traded further inland than the Foxnoses, but there were some areas of overlap, and there would be more if the Foxnoses had their way. If the Foxnoses found out about Thorodd visiting Ayrith, it would mean trouble. Was it the Foxnoses who killed Dincuff?  
 
    “I told the man from Elms Grove to take a load of goods back to his village. The attack has them nervous about their shipping route,” said Hanna. 
 
    “I’ll go speak to him,” said Norman. “Our regular wagons will take extra riders with them for the next while. I’m more concerned about your grandfather. You should take Egred and Regan with you. They know those mountains.” 
 
    Hanna agreed, “I will. I’m taking Azad with me as well.” Egred and Regan were fine warriors, among Thorodd’s best men, but Hanna was used to fighting on the Lady of the Evening. She’d only ever been in fights with the men from her father’s crew. She wanted a warrior who she was used to fighting with accompanying her. “Have them all meet me at my mother’s house. We leave within the hour.” 
 
    As she went back towards her mother’s house, Hanna thought about the implications of an attack on Thorodd. Her grandfather was old, yet he was still a fierce warrior, whoever dared to attack him wasn’t fearful of retribution. It was possible that the Foxnoses had attacked, yet a dirk was not a northern weapon, nor was poison a northern tool. There was something else going on. 
 
    “How bad is it?” asked Rowena as Hanna returned. 
 
    “Bad,” said Hanna with a grim look on her face. She placed the sack on the table. 
 
    Rowena opened it up, revealing the dirk. 
 
    “Careful, it was poisoned,” warned Hanna. 
 
    Rowena raised an eyebrow, but made no comment. Instead she went into her pantry room and returned with two small vials. She placed the dirk over a bowl and then poured water over the blade. The water dripped down into the bowl. 
 
    As Rowena worked with the dirk, Azad knocked on the open door to the cottage. Hanna waved him in. She watched as Rowena opened the first vial and placed a drop in the water. Nothing happened. She then opened the second vial and placed a drop of fluid into the water. The water turned a bright red. 
 
    “Blackeye poison,” said Azad. 
 
    Rowena nodded in agreement as she carefully wiped the blade clean and then handed it to Azad. 
 
    The warrior examined the blade, tested it for balance and then handed it back to Rowena. “That is the blade that killed Dincuff?” asked Azad. 
 
    “Yes,” said Hanna. “What does it mean? What is Blackeye poison?” 
 
    “Blackeye snake venom. It paralyzes and kills in strong enough doses. A weak dose would turn the water pink when birch oil is added to it. Red means the blade was saturated in venom. An assassin’s weapon,” said Rowena. “Azad and your father knew all about these blades.” 
 
    Hanna turned to Azad and waited for an explanation. 
 
    “Before your father started working for your grandfather we often sailed with the Creytan navy. Creyta was at war with Mykoznia. Mykoznian warriors like to tip their blades in poison. Most Mykoznian warriors fight with swords or spears. However, the elite brigade of Mykoznian warriors, their King’s Guard, used dirks like these.” 
 
    Hanna looked at the blade in surprise. “I’ve met Mykoznian sailors before; they are arrogant and loud, and proud of how big their swords are. I’ve never seen one with a small blade before.” 
 
    “That is because you’ve only met Mykoznian men,” said Rowena. “The Mykoznian King’s Guards are all women.” 
 
    “A woman killed Dincuff?” asked Hanna in surprise. “He was one of Grandfather’s best.” 
 
    “You are a woman. Are you not a dangerous warrior? A woman could walk right up to them, especially a beautiful one. You know how northern men are. A Mykoznian woman would seem small and harmless to them. They would never suspect how dangerous they are. You should go and find your grandfather’s body, and bring it home.” 
 
    Hanna looked at her mother in surprise. “What do you mean?” Her green eyes clouded. 
 
    “If a Mykoznian King’s Guard attacked your grandfather he is already dead,” answered Azad. “Your mother is right. It is possible that it didn’t happen this way. After all, we only have this blade to go on for now. But we should be prepared for the worst.” 
 
    Hanna’s eyes started to swell with unshed tears. She refused to believe her mother or Azad. Her grandfather wasn’t dead. He was too tough to die. She would miss him too much if he died. She quickly wiped her eyes as the tears spilled. “Are Egred and Regan here yet? I want to get going.” 
 
    “They’re gathering horses and supplies. They will be here any minute,” said Azad. He turned to Rowena. “I believe it is time you officially took charge. The wolves will be at the door if you don’t.” 
 
    Rowena sighed. “Yes. I suppose I must. I’ve put it off for far too long. My father was very kind to allow me as much time as he did.” She noticed the confused look on her daughter’s face. “Your grandfather has been handing over control of the shipping company to me for some time now. His health has been deteriorating. He was still fit, but keeping track of everything was giving him bad headaches and he was starting to forget details. I’ve been running things for a couple years now. It was a secret, only a few needed to know. Your grandfather didn’t want you to know as he was too proud to admit he was slowing down.” 
 
    Hanna nodded, it made sense. She’d often wondered about the frequent visits from her grandfather that she wasn’t privy to. And even she’d noticed that his memory wasn’t what it once was, but she’d never put it together that her mother was in charge of the family business. But it didn’t surprise her. It was probably easier for her mother to stay in the shadows and run things from there. “How will the villagers respond to you running the company?” 
 
    “There will be some who hate it,” said Rowena. “Some may even leave the village. But Irontide was built around the Stoneblood Trading Company, not the other way around. We may lose some business with traders that don’t see a woman as capable of leading, but for the most part we will be fine. Thorodd has been warning his most important partners for years that there would be a day that they would be dealing with me and not him. They have had plenty of time to adjust to the idea. The rest will eventually realize we are the fairest trading company around. That won’t change. So, they will stick with us. And our enemies may try to be aggressive; they will try and take our territories. But they will find out that I am a Stoneblood, just like my father. We won’t be pushed or intimidated.” 
 
    It was strange to hear her mother talk so. Hanna was used to hearing her speaking softly and forcing Hanna to think of others, to be something other than just a warrior. Her mother’s eyes shed no tears. Sadness was clearly visible, but no tears. This version of her mother was strong, and wrought from iron. “I will do my part, mother. I will do more to help you.” Hanna dried her eyes and sniffled. She straightened her shoulders. If her mother could be strong and stoical, her daughter would do no less. 
 
    “You have already done much,” said Rowena with a smile. “Your exploits on the Lady of the Evening are well known among the men in the company. They all respect you and see you as one of them. You’ve grown into a little tigress. I’m proud of you. As would be your father if he was here to see you. Together we’ll face whatever foes that come our way.” 
 
    Hanna could hear horses outside the cottage. Egred and Regan had arrived. It was time to leave. She gave her mother a big hug and then grabbed her weapons. It was time to go find her grandfather. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    4 
 
    Travel north 
 
    After two days of hard riding, Hanna and the men reached the village of Elms Grove. Brun had told them where the trail from the village north was.  
 
    When they arrived in Elms Grove, one of the first to greet them was Gytha, Brun’s wife. “You are Stoneblood riders?” she asked Hanna. 
 
    “Yes,” replied Hanna.  
 
    “I will show you the road north,” said Gytha as she led them out of the village. She pointed to a small set of wagon tracks heading north. “It isn’t much of a road, just enough for a wagon to travel. We trade a little with the Nordviks. But we only use wagons in the summer months. That is the road Thorodd traveled.” 
 
    Hanna thanked Gytha and started following the road.  
 
    They moved slower now, not wanting to miss any details. Even though days had passed, there would likely be sign of the attack on the road. They were five miles from the village when they found the grave of Thorodd Stoneblood. Someone had taken the time to cover his body in rocks and had placed his sword as a marker.  
 
    Hanna bit her lip, as she held back tears. Her grandfather, the stern yet caring man who’d been such a big part of her life, was dead. She wanted to mourn him, yet now was not the time for grief. Now was the time to find answers. Hanna straightened her back, took a deep breath and turned to her grandfather’s warrior. “Egred, what happened here?” 
 
    Egred was one of the best woodsmen in all the company. He was as good a scout as one could ever hope to have. He patiently scouted the area. He ignored the stones marking Thorodd’s grave, and focused on the tracks on the road. “No one has passed since the attack, a small bit of luck,” said Egred. “Thorodd and Dincuff were stopped here. Someone was blocking the road. A single person. That person walked up to Thorodd.” Egred pointed to a set of horse tracks, barely visible to Hanna’s eye. “I would know the tracks of Thorodd’s stallion anywhere. The stranger walked up to his stallion. Neither Thorodd nor Dincuff dismounted. The attacker had small feet, light footed. From the looks of it, the assassin attacked Thorodd first and then threw the dirk at Dincuff.” 
 
    “A single warrior, small feet, lightweight, and using dirks,” said Azad. 
 
    Hanna didn’t need Azad to finish his thoughts. She was already coming to the same conclusion. Her mother had been correct. A Mykoznian King’s Guard, one of the elite female warriors, had killed her grandfather and Dincuff. But why? What was the protector of a foreign king doing, acting as an assassin? 
 
    The sound of pounding hooves interrupted Hanna’s thoughts. A swarm of riders came around a bend in the road. Azar swore. “Foxnose riders!” 
 
    Hanna looked around. They didn’t have time to mount and ride away, and the horses were already tired from the hard ride. The only option they had was to fight. “Egred, Regan, guard my flanks.” Azad needed no instructions from Hanna. They two had fought together enough that the trust between them was rock solid. It was Egred and Regan that she worried about. Individually, they were competent warriors, but how would they fare against many enemies? Would they fight as individuals or maintain their positions?  
 
    As the Foxnose riders closed in, Hanna studied the warriors. She counted sixteen riders, possibly more if there were any lagging behind and had not yet come around the corner in the road. Instead of meeting the riders head on, Hanna turned and ran into the trees, Azad and the others hard on her heels. Hanna spotted a grove of trees that were tightly grouped. She slid between two trees and then slowed down. This is where they would make their stand. The tight grove of trees would prevent the Foxnose riders from attacking on horseback. It was one thing to fight a superior number of fighters; it was another entirely to face them while on horseback.  
 
    The first of the Foxnose riders had already dismounted and were rapidly approaching. The first one to the woods was a pinched face man with a prominent Adam’s apple that bobbed as he spoke. “Thorodd is a fool for sending you into our territory. Maybe when we send him your corpses he’ll smarten up. Ayrith is our territory; I don’t care what the Nordviks say. They trade with us or not at all.” The man signaled and the first wave of his riders attacked.  
 
    Eight warriors formed a half horseshoe and attacked. The warriors, all strong northern men with large broadswords and axes, moved in swiftly through the trees. Hanna waited until they were only a few feet away. She sprinted forward toward the two warriors focused on her, as she got close she jumped to her right, and then when her foot connected with the tree she’d lined up with she launched herself up into the air. She stabbed down at the first warrior with her glaive striking him in the throat before he had time to raise his sword and block her. As she landed on the ground the second warrior took a vicious swing at her with his axe, but he failed to account for the tree between them. His axe blade sunk into the tree Hanna had landed beside. The warrior growled in frustration as he yanked his blade free from the tree. But it was too late to block Hanna from stabbing him with her glaive. 
 
    “Now,” yelled Azad from behind her. 
 
    Hanna ducked down as a third warrior had come up on her side and swung his sword around the tree. As she felt the blade slicing over her head she watched Azad’s knife strike the man in the eye. From there the battle went downhill fast. Egred killed the first warrior who reached him, but as more came at him he moved out into the opening away from Hanna and the others. Hanna understood the northern warrior wanted more room to swing his sword, but more room for him also meant more room for the warriors coming in against him. Hanna swore in frustration as two warriors attacked at once. Egred blocked the first but the second sliced Egred through the leg. The warrior grimaced and fell to one knee. He gamely raised his sword to block the next attack, but it was the last block he would make as a third warrior came up behind him and stabbed him and then pushed his body out of the way so he could attack Azad. 
 
    “Behind you,” yelled Hanna, before raising her glaive to block another attack. She fought with two warriors, ducking between trees, slashing out with her glaive. Azad also was surrounded and teamwork was no longer an option.  
 
    Hanna fought with desperation. When her glaive got stuck in the chest of a warrior, she let go and grabbed her eagle’s claw daggers. Without her glaive, Hanna lost her advantage of distance. The fight was now in close, and Hanna slashed and hacked, instinctively blocking as many of the attacks coming her way as possible while sneaking in her own attacks where she could. Several times she felt the sting of metal against her skin, and one man yielding a thick witch wood staff landed a heavy blow to her ribs.  
 
    The battle raged for several long minutes before one of the Foxnose riders yelled, “Nordvik men approaching!” 
 
    The remaining Foxnose riders disengaged from battle and jumped back onto their horses, riding south away from the approaching group of riders. 
 
    Hanna, grateful for the reprieve, slumped down to the ground. She felt weak. Breathing was difficult and she was starting to feel dizzy. She tried to rise. She needed to look to Azad and Regan. But when she tried to stand, Hanna blacked out and fell to the ground. 
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    Hanna wakes in Ayrith village 
 
    Hanna blinked. The light in the room was soft. It came from four blue globes that hovered in the corners of the room. Hanna blinked again as her mind registered that the four globes were floating in the air and not attached to the walls. She rubbed her eyes to clear them of sleep dust, and with a grimace she sat up. A shooting pain slammed into her belly, forcing her to lie back down on the bed. 
 
    Where am I? Hanna thought as she rested her head on the pillow. The last thing she remembered was the battle. Now she was in a magical room with a wonderfully soft bed and the fluffiest pillow she’d ever had. The strange room smelled wonderful. Lavender, vanilla and bilbub were the scents she could detect, but she was sure there were other subtler aromas lingering in the background. The magic globes seemed like they were the source of the wonderful scent but without getting up, there was no way she could be sure. And she was in far too much pain to attempt such a maneuver just to find out how the magical globes worked. 
 
    Hanna was no stranger to magic. While Northern Solotine, and the rest of Solotine for that matter, was not friendly towards magic and mages, many other kingdoms that Hanna had sailed to were far more tolerant of magic. Some, like Balta and her father’s home of Creyta, openly celebrated magic. Many of the kingdoms Hanna had visited were more neutral, they didn’t hunt magic users down like Solotine had been known to do, but they didn’t openly trust mages. Although, even those kingdoms prejudiced against and outlawing magic tended to have a mage or two kicking around if you looked hard enough. 
 
    “I see you’re finally awake. Good. For a while we wondered if you were going to survive at all. You lost quite a bit of blood.” 
 
    Hanna turned her head and spotted an older woman standing in a doorway smiling at her. “My men, are they okay?” asked Hanna.  
 
    The older woman walked over and sat at the edge of the bed beside Hanna. She put her hand against her forehead. “Only two of you were brought back to the village. Your man Azad is in the next room. His wounds weren’t as life threatening as yours, but his will take longer to heal. The bodies of the other two were transported back to Irontide. Azad insisted that your grandfather’s body, along with his warriors, be returned to Irontide.” 
 
    Azad was alive. Hanna felt relief that her friend was alive and guilt that Egred and Regan had died. She hadn’t known the men well, but they were still her grandfather’s men and they’d died helping her. It had been a mistake to come north with only a handful of men. She hadn’t realized how serious the conflict with the Foxnose riders had become.  
 
    “Drink this,” said the woman as she placed a mug at Hanna’s lips.  
 
    Hanna sipped the drink. A tart flavor with a bitter aftertaste assailed her senses. 
 
    “Yes, it is rather awful, I agree,” said the woman. “But it will help you heal. It took a lot of my energy to heal you, Azad and the village men who were injured in the fight with the Foxnose riders.” 
 
    “The villagers, they saved our lives. We would’ve died had they not arrived when they had,” said Hanna. “I was almost done in when the Foxnose riders abandoned the fight.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve heard all about it,” said the woman. “Randal, our scout on the south side of the mountain saw the entire fight. It was Randal that signaled the village. We’ve been on the lookout for those Foxnose bastards. They’ve been trying to bully and intimidate us ever since they found out we won’t ship with them anymore.” 
 
    A young man entered the room and looked at Hanna. “Esmera, how is our guest doing?” 
 
    “She’s alive, Biran Nordvik, but it will take some time before she is healed.” 
 
    Hanna looked at the young man, Biran Nordvik. She knew that the Nordviks ruled this valley; Biran looked too young to be the ruler. The son of the leader perhaps? Regardless of his position, Biran dressed like royalty and not a common villager, in his dark leggings and fancy green tunic with a silver necklace that casually fell from his neck. His light brown hair fell to his shoulders and a strand fell over his face slightly covering his large dark chocolate eyes. As Biran flipped the rebellious strand of hair behind his ear, Hanna noted how fine his facial features were. Biran certainly wasn’t what she expected to see from a young man in a mining village. He looked more the part of a royal pup from one of the larger kingdoms to the east. 
 
    “Hanna…Halfblood,” said Biran. “I’m sorry to have learned about your grandfather’s death.” 
 
    Hanna noted the way Biran paused before saying Halfblood. Was he offended by her, or was he goading her by adding her last name? The villagers of Irontide, despite their allegiances with Thorodd Stoneblood, refused to call Hanna by her grandfather’s name. The Stoneblood name was only to travel down the male bloodlines. Not that Hanna cared, she embraced her name. Her crew of sailors called her Hanna Halfblood as a sign of respect. But this Biran rubbed her the wrong way. She gave a cool reply. “Your condolences are noted. It is regrettable that he was murdered returning from your village.” 
 
    Biran stiffened. “Yes, it’s very regrettable. I will leave you in Esmera’s capable hands.” Biran turned and exited the room, leaving Hanna with Esmera.  
 
    Esmera chuckled. “Well, that was awkward. I don’t think young Nordvik knows what to make of you.” 
 
    Hanna didn’t really care what Biran Nordvik thought of her. The handsome young man with smoldering dark eyes was an arrogant snob from what she’d seen. Hanna closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep.  
 
    … 
 
    When she woke again, Hanna noted something felt different, perhaps even wrong. When her eyes focused, she saw she had a visitor. It was a beautiful young woman with long white hair and lavender eyes. Her exotic look hinted that she wasn’t a villager. Hanna swallowed the fear that seemed to rise from her throat. There was nothing she could do anyway. Hanna knew exactly who her visitor was. “Are you here to kill me?”  
 
    The purple eyed girl stared at Hanna for a moment. The look was cool, but Hanna sensed something behind her neutral look. Pity? Or sadness? Hanna couldn’t tell exactly what it was, but it wasn’t hate or anger.  
 
    “No. I’m not here to kill you. I’m here to give you this,” said Katla as she walked closer to the bed and put the gem in Hanna’s hand. “Your grandfather wanted you to have this. It was his dying request.” 
 
    Hanna relaxed her tense muscles as she realized the woman wasn’t there to kill her. Not that Hanna could’ve put up much of a fight. She felt as weak as a kitten. Hanna accepted the gem from the strange assassin. It felt warm to the touch. “Why did he want me to have it? And why did you risk bringing it to me?” 
 
    Katla shrugged, “I don’t know what is special about the gems. You should ask the Nordviks. It is one of theirs. But that one in your hand was in Thorodd’s hand when he died. He put it against his chest and covered it with his own blood. I don’t know what kind of magic you northerners use, but with a name like Stoneblood I assume it had meaning.” 
 
    A bloodstone? Hanna knew about her family’s famous lineage, but as far as she knew Thorodd hadn’t had strong magic. “That doesn’t answer why you risked coming here to deliver it.” 
 
    “It wasn’t that much of a risk. The Nordviks are capable mountain men, but slipping past their defenses isn’t a challenge. The only ones in this village who’d concern me are both injured so I decided to honor his request.” 
 
    “That is kind of you,” said Hanna, her voice dripping in sarcasm. “It would’ve been kinder to not murder him.” 
 
    Katla showed no emotion. “I have respect for your grandfather. He was a proud warrior, and an honorable man. However, I did what I needed to honor a debt. Your grandfather was to die, be it at my hands or the hands of another.” 
 
    “Who wanted him dead?” asked Hanna. “Who has a Mykoznian King’s Guard at their disposal?” 
 
    “Sorry, that would be going against the vow I made. I cannot give you the name, but you are a bright girl, perhaps you will figure it out on your own. I will tell you, the answers you are looking for won’t be found in Solotine. Now for your own sake, I suggest once you are healed you leave Ayrith and never return.” 
 
    “Why? If I don’t, your master will order you to kill me too?” asked Hanna.  
 
    “I must honor my vows. I hope this is the last time we meet,” said Katla. 
 
    “What is your name?” asked Hanna. “I want to know what to put on your headstone after we next meet. Or would you prefer a funeral pyre?” 
 
    Katla smiled. “You have fight, young one. I like that. It would be a shame if I had to kill you. As for my name… like I said, you are a smart girl. You’ll figure it out.” With that, Katla disappeared back into the shadows and out of the room. When she was gone, the magical orbs started to flicker and then glow again.  
 
    Magic. Katla used magic to sneak into the Nordvik village and into her room. A shiver ran down Hanna’s spine. How could she hunt down and kill an assassin with strong magic? Did she even dare to try? 
 
    Hanna lifted the stone the deadly woman had delivered. The beautiful gem felt warm to the touch, and for some reason she felt better just having the stone in her hand. Was it because it was the last gift from her grandfather or was there truly something magical about the stone having been covered in his blood? Hanna wondered what her mother would have to say about the mysterious gem and her conversation with her grandfather’s killer.  
 
    As she held the gem, Hanna started to close her eyes. She was still exhausted and sleep was necessary to speed her healing. 
 
    … 
 
    Curtains opened and bright light assailed Hanna. “Ugh, so bright. What time is it?” 
 
    “It is almost mid-day. Sorry to interrupt your sleep but Nordvik has agreed to send a messenger back to Irontide today.” Azad moved over to the bed. He was walking with a stick for balance and had a brace around his leg. His face was also bruised and she guessed he had more wounds hidden by his tunic as he gingerly sat on the edge of her bed. “We need to send more than just the bodies of our fallen back to Irontide. Your mother will want to move quickly. If the Foxnoses want war and think your mother will be soft they will soon find out just how mistaken they are.” 
 
    Hanna shook her head. “I don’t think the Foxnoses are behind Grandfather’s death.” 
 
    “No? Why is that?” asked Azad. 
 
    “Because I met Grandfather’s killer last night. She was here.” 
 
    Azad looked around the room, suspiciously eyeing the small window. “She was here? And yet you are still alive.” 
 
    “She wasn’t here to kill me. She was here to deliver this.” Hanna opened her palm and gave the gem to Azad. “Grandfather’s dying request was that she give me the gem. He covered it in his blood before he died.” 
 
    “A bloodstone. I’ve heard of such things. It is cool to the touch. It must be magical.” 
 
    Cool? Hanna frowned. “It isn’t cool to me. It is warm when I touch it.” 
 
    “Warm? Interesting. The stone is special then. However, that doesn’t explain why she didn’t kill you.” 
 
    “The way she spoke, it sounded like she had no choice but to kill Grandfather. And she hinted that whoever wanted him dead would’ve found a way whether it was her or someone else. I don’t think the Foxnoses have the kind of power to get a Mykoznian King’s Guard to become an assassin. Besides, do you remember when the Foxnose riders attacked? They said they were going to send our corpses back to Thorodd. They didn’t know that it was his grave we were standing at.” 
 
    “So, there is someone else other than the Foxnoses who want the gems and didn’t want your grandfather to have them. But how do we find out who was behind the attack on your grandfather?” 
 
    “She said I wouldn’t find the answer in Solotine. We need to get home soon,” said Hanna as she tried to sit up. She grimaced in pain as she tried to stand. 
 
    Azad put his hand on Hanna’s shoulder pushing her back to the bed. “Rest. The healer, Esmera, will be back to work on you soon. She is a magic healer, but she had to spread herself thinly yesterday. Several of the villagers were hurt when they caught up with the Foxnose riders, and then my own wounds were also severe. She was only able to do enough to keep you alive, and today she will be able to do more for you.” 
 
    “It is strange to have a magical healer here in Solotine,” said Hanna. 
 
    “I think it’s why the Nordviks are here in the first place. This valley is remote, few travelers and far enough away from any cities so they are left to their own devices. Remember, Solotine wasn’t always so anti-magic. There are still places that practice the old ways. They are just few and far between. We should be grateful that they use magic. Otherwise we both wouldn’t be here now.” 
 
    A knock at the doorway interrupted the conversation. Biran stood at the door. “Our rider is just getting ready. Do you need paper or is your message one he can deliver?” 
 
    Azad glanced over at Hanna, waiting for her answer. 
 
    Hanna thought about it for a moment. Paper implied a written note, and likely wax, to ensure that the note wasn’t read before delivery. It was a kind gesture on Biran’s behalf, but an unnecessary one. “No. If you could relay the message that Azad and I are fine and intend to return to Irontide when our business here is completed.” 
 
    Biran bowed his head in a respectful nod, then turned and left them. 
 
    Azad raised an eyebrow. “Why not send a note?” 
 
    “And tell her what? Besides, what if the assassin or the Foxnoses intercept the rider? There is nothing to be gained by sending information ahead of us. Mother will have to wait for our return before deciding what to do. She’ll understand my message.” Hanna couldn’t think what to tell her mother about the stone. If it was magical then it needed to be a secret in Irontide, and if Thorodd’s enemies had killed him because of the gems she needed to gather more information before returning to her mother. 
 
    “Could you get Biran Nordvik? I’d like to speak to him again.” The previous day’s meeting with him had gone poorly, and if the Stonebloods were going to trade with them, Hanna needed to be able to trust them. Otherwise, they were better off without the Nordviks. Going to war with the Foxnoses over the Nordvik trade would be an expensive proposition. One Hanna wasn’t sure she could stop. The Foxnoses had attacked her, and two of her men were dead, and she was only alive because of the timely arrival of Nordvik’s men. 
 
    Azad nodded his approval and stood up. He hobbled out of the room to find Biran. 
 
    Moments later, Biran returned. “Azad said you’d like to speak to me?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m afraid I wasn’t a particularly gracious guest yesterday. I wanted to try again.” 
 
    Biran shook his head. “There is nothing to apologize for. I was rather ineloquent myself yesterday. I hope I didn’t give you the wrong impression when I called you Halfblood. It is how your man Azad described you. I didn’t mean any disrespect by calling you that.” 
 
    Hanna smiled. Biran seemed so much different from the previous day. Gone were the fancy tunic and the silver necklace. Instead he wore a clean but simple woven cotton tunic with no jewelry. He appeared far more comfortable in these clothes. “It seems we both regret how yesterday went. How about we start again. I’m Hanna Halfblood.” 
 
    Biran smiled. “A pleasure to meet you, Hanna Halfblood. I’m Biran Nordvik, son of Cortan Nordvik, leader of Ayrith.” Biran paused for a moment. “You don’t mind being called Halfblood? Is there another name you’d prefer?” 
 
    Hanna shook her head. “I realize it’s meant as an insult here in Solotine, but I’m not in Solotine enough to worry about what small-minded people call me. My men call me Halfblood as an honor. My father’s people care more for a person’s deeds than they do their lineage. They tease me and tell me I can choose the best or worst traits from my mixed blood. I’ve embraced the name.” 
 
    “That is admirable. I will instruct our people that you don’t mind the name. I know more than a few of the warriors are concerned about offending you. Randal, our scout who witnessed the battle, claims that you’re as quick and deadly as a viper snake. He’s never seen a defensive formation where a woman took the lead position.” 
 
    Hanna chuckled. “I suppose being called a snake is a compliment in this situation. However, I wasn’t in the lead position. I was in the front. I had two warriors guarding my flank and Azad watching my back. Azad is a far superior warrior to me. He can fight multiple opponents and still watch my back. It is a formation we’ve used before. Unfortunately, Egred and Regan were not trained in our fighting techniques. And to be honest, even if they had been, we would still likely have been defeated if your men had not arrived when they did.” 
 
    “Interesting. I’ve never seen a fighting formation where the strongest fighter fights from the rear, but I can understand why it would be effective against superior numbers. But the style still requires the fighter in the front to be able to defend from multiple attackers even if they are only attacking from one side. How is it that one as young as you knows so much about battle tactics?” 
 
    “I’m not that young,” replied Hanna. “I’m sixteen, and I’ve been training since I could walk. My first battle happened on my thirteenth birthday. My grandfather and my father didn’t always agree, but one thing they always seemed to agree on was that they would be raising a warrior, not a girl. Many boys start fighting at the same age I did.” 
 
    “Yes, that is true,” conceded Biran. “Some of our village girls train with the men as well, but they don’t often join the war parties.” 
 
    Hanna raised an eyebrow. “How often do you have war parties?”  
 
    “More often than I’d like to admit. As you may have noticed from Esmera’s magic lanterns, we have many magic bloods among our people. We’ve been chased out of other territories before, and have been attacked because of our belief that magic is good. This valley has been our home for a while now and we don’t intend to move again, so we still train despite being far away from any cities and major villages.” 
 
    “I’m surprised the Foxnoses are being so aggressive with you.” 
 
    Biran scratched his head. “As are we. We used to trade with them occasionally. They are one of the biggest trading outfits in Grimsfell. They didn’t pay us much attention when we just had silver to trade. They offered decent prices, but nothing special. We mainly used them to avoid going to Grimsfell ourselves. However, once we discovered the gemstones, ayrithstone as we’ve called it, they suddenly wanted all our business. We declined, but they have been very persistent, and now are trying to bully us with the use of force. We won’t be pushed. We’ll take our trade to Grimsfell ourselves or trade with Irontide, if you are still interested.” 
 
    “If my grandfather made an agreement with you we will honor it. You are not the only ones who refuse to be intimidated by the likes of the Foxnoses, or mysterious assassins.” 
 
    Biran frowned. “You don’t believe the Foxnoses killed your grandfather?” 
 
    “No,” said Hanna. “When we were attacked by the Foxnoses on the road, they had no idea that Thorodd was dead. Also, the dirk used to kill Dincuff was a Mykoznian weapon. And if that weren’t evidence enough, the assassin visited me here last night to give me this.” Hanna showed Biran the gem. 
 
    “That is one of our ayrithstone gems. We gave your grandfather several as samples.” 
 
    “This one grandfather covered in his own blood as he died. The assassin honored his dying request by bringing it to me. I doubt she had anything to do with the Foxnoses.” 
 
    Biran’s brow furrowed. “This is vexing news. We had men on guard last night. You said she. What did she look like?” 
 
    “She used magic to get into the village. She was able to control the light of the globes in this room,” said Hanna. She then described the assassin. “Lithe, long white hair and purple hued eyes, but she wasn’t old. She seemed like she didn’t enjoy her job but needed to do it.” 
 
    “Strange. I’ve never seen anyone like that before. Why would she kill your grandfather?” 
 
    “It has something to do with the gems I am sure. The assassin suggested if I didn’t want to end up like my grandfather I would leave Ayrith and never come back.” 
 
    Biran nodded, “Sage advice. It seems Ayrith is now at the center of something important.” Biran looked at Hanna’s bloodstone. “I wonder what makes these gems so valuable that everyone is willing to kill for them. We found a lode in our silver mine, but it’s the first time we’ve ever found anything like this.” 
 
    “I will find out,” said Hanna. “My grandfather died over this. I won’t quit until I find out who was behind his death.” 
 
    “I will do whatever I can to help you,” said Biran. 
 
    Hanna smiled. Her first impression of Biran seemed so wrong now. Instead of arrogant and snobbish, he was friendly and down to earth. Had her anger and sorrow colored her ability to read him, or had his appearance and awkward introduction pushed her towards her initial impression? “You look different today.” 
 
    Biran glanced down at his tunic. “Yes. I was returning from Grimsfell. We found that traders and merchants treat rich folk better. When I wear fine clothes, wear a few pieces of jewelry and put my nose in the air like I’m too good to smell the ground we do much better with our trades. I’ve become rather good at acting the spoiled son of a wealthy merchant. My mother is appalled that I act like a snob when I visit Grimsfell, but it serves a purpose.” Biran paused for a moment. “Yesterday, I was wearing my snob clothes. I imagine I was still acting a little like a rich brat. It tends to take me a day or two, or a good scolding from my mother to bring me back to normal. I’m sorry if I was an idiot.” 
 
    Hanna chuckled. “You do a very convincing spoiled merchant’s son.” 
 
    Biran blushed. 
 
    “I told you that one day you’d regret your act,” said a woman from the doorway. 
 
    Biran turned. “Mother. Don’t you knock?”  
 
    “Gaida came to assist me,” said Esmera as she entered the room behind Gaida. “You don’t expect me to knock to come into my own home, do you?” said Esmera with a wink as she came over and started poking and prodding Hanna. 
 
    “I would prefer if your timing wasn’t so exceptionally bad,” mumbled Biran as he moved out of the way so Esmera could continue her inspection of Hanna. 
 
    Esmera laughed. “It serves you right, Biran Nordvik. Your acting the snotty rich prat may be of use in Grimsfell but it should’ve stayed in Grimsfell. If you’d listened to your mother this pretty young thing wouldn’t have gotten the impression that you were a royal ass.” 
 
    Hanna turned red. She felt bad for Biran as Esmera teased him. “He wasn’t that bad,” said Hanna, trying to support Biran. 
 
    “He was bad enough. Wearing that gaudy green tunic and that silly necklace,” said Gaida Nordvik. “Now give your mother a proper introduction, or have you forgotten your manners as well?” 
 
    Biran turned to Hanna and gave her a sly smile. “Hanna Halfblood, may I introduce Gaida Nordvik, my beloved mother.” 
 
    Gaida gasped. “Biran Nordvik! How could you use that kind of language to introduce a young lady?” 
 
    Hanna giggled. Biran seemed to have a knack for offending his mother. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Gaida Nordvik. You needn’t worry about calling me Halfblood. As I explained to Biran earlier I take no offense at the name. It means something other than an insult outside of Solotine.” 
 
    Gaida slapped Biran on the arm. “A gentleman would’ve made sure his mother knew that before he introduced us.” 
 
    Biran rubbed his arm as if she’d wounded him. “If a gentleman’s mother had waited for him to finish reintroducing himself she would’ve found out. Now I can see I’m completely outnumbered here. I am going to retreat while it is still safe. Hanna, I look forward to speaking with you again.” Biran gave a deep and exaggerated bow. He then turned to his mother and gave another deep bow. 
 
    “Oh, get out of here, you cheeky brat,” said Gaida as she waved Biran towards the door. 
 
    Biran laughed as he left the room. 
 
    Gaida sighed, “I’m so glad I only had one boy. My girls aren’t nearly as difficult to deal with.” 
 
    “That is because the girls take after their father. Biran takes after you,” said Esmera. She then gently grabbed Hanna by the chin. “Open your mouth.” 
 
    Hanna opened her mouth. She felt like a prized mare the way Esmera inspected her. 
 
    Esmera then noticed the bloodstone. She put her hand on it, and then looked carefully at Hanna. “Where did you get this?” 
 
    Hanna explained the story of the late-night visit from the assassin, and how her grandfather had given the stone to the girl to give to her. 
 
    Esmera turned to Gaida. “I told you those gemstones were special. Thorodd Stoneblood created a bloodstone.” 
 
    “Bloodstone?” asked Hanna. She knew something of what bloodstones were, but wanted to know what the healer would say. 
 
    “Are you sure?” asked Gaida. 
 
    “Yes,” said Esmera. “I can feel the magic in it. I’ve no idea what it does, but this gem is now different from the others. It is filled with powerful magic, but I’ve no idea what kind of magic.” 
 
    “Let me see,” said Gaida. 
 
    Hanna handed Gaida the gemstone. 
 
    “Oh my. It’s cold. I’ve never felt a gemstone do that before. So, the stories about Stonebloods are true.” Gaida returned the gem to Hanna. “I assume you’ve realized that we aren’t like normal northerners here in Ayrith. We Nordviks and the other families of Ayrith are mostly Ingla bloodlines. We all have magic ability of some sort. We aren’t pure blood Ingla, there aren’t enough of us to keep that tradition, and we’re not all a’kil, but most have some magic. Not the type of magic your Stoneblood relatives had, but enough to be adept at using it.” 
 
    “A’kil?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “Sorry, it’s an Ingla word for magic blood. I would’ve thought your grandfather would’ve told you about such things.” 
 
    “We didn’t talk about magic often,” admitted Hanna. “He told me stories of relatives that have a little magic, and of the old Stoneblood warriors who had very strong magic, but Thorodd had no magic, or no magic that he knew of. So, he assumed I wouldn’t either.” 
 
    “That is silly,” said Esmera. “Magic doesn’t disappear that easily. It may go dormant with generations that don’t use it or aren’t exposed to it, but the bloodlines run true. You have magic, my dear. It is just a matter of what kind. Where was your father from?” 
 
    “Creyta?” answered Hanna. “But why would that matter?” 
 
    “Bloodlines, of course. If your father came from magic bloodlines, then you’ve got two magic bloodlines in you. Mixed blood mages are often the most powerful. Your father’s people were not wrong to consider Halfblood a compliment. Creyta, you say. Did your father have magic that you know of?” 
 
    Hanna nodded. “Yes, he could do illusions.” 
 
    “Interesting,” said Esmera. “Perhaps your grandfather knew about your magic. That might explain him giving you the bloodstone.” 
 
    Hanna hadn’t thought about that. Why had he given her a bloodstone? What was she to do with it? “I don’t suppose you can help me figure the bloodstone out?” 
 
    “Sorry, my dear,” said Esmera. “Whatever magic is in the bloodstone doesn’t speak to me. Other than to tell you it is now a magic artifact I can’t tell you much about it.” 
 
    “I doubt you will find an answer in Solotine. As far as we know, that type of magic hasn’t been used here in generations,” said Gaida Nordvik. 
 
    The answer you are looking for won’t be found in Solotine. The cryptic hint the assassin had given her about the stones was now being echoed by Gaida Nordvik. 
 
    “Sorry we can’t be of more help with the stone,” said Esmera. “We can be of more use when it comes to your wounds. I wasn’t able to give you much energy yesterday, but today I can do much more.” 
 
    “We? Both of you are healers?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “Not exactly,” said Esmera. “Gaida has a unique talent. She is going to help blunt the pain.” 
 
    “Pain?” Hanna didn’t like the sound of this. 
 
    “Yes. The reason you can’t sit up properly is because you have multiple broken ribs. Your cuts are all superficial and will quickly heal with a bit of salve, but I am going to pull your ribs and put them back where they belong. It is a rather unpleasant procedure, and the pain is excruciating. Gaida will be able to give you some relief.” 
 
    Some relief, thought Hanna. That wasn’t very reassuring… at all. “Okay then, let’s get it over with.” 
 
    Gaida came and stood at the head of the bed and put her hands onto Hanna’s head. Esmera opened Hanna’s shirt and put her hands above her ribs. Esmera’s hands started to shake and Hanna could feel her ribs start to move. Then Gaida’s hands warmed up and Hanna started to feel like the pain was being reduced. A loud cracking sound could be heard and Hanna felt a sharp spike in pain. She grimaced as the pain in her ribs intensified. Again, the pain started to be reduced; like cotton in the ears would mute a loud noise, Gaida seemed to be muting her pain. It certainly wasn’t making her pain disappear, but it was less. Hanna could only imagine how the magical moving of her ribs would’ve felt if Gaida hadn’t been there. 
 
    “Good. By morning you will barely notice your ribs, but I wouldn’t do anything foolish for a while, they are fragile right now. It will take a few weeks before they are truly healed,” said Esmera. 
 
    Hanna nodded. She’d only been awake for a short while, but suddenly she felt exhausted. Her eyes closed and within seconds she was asleep. 
 
    Gaida shook her head. “Poor thing. She’s too young to be burdened so.” 
 
    Esmera nodded in agreement. “Young or not, she’s a warrior. How many grown men have cried out in agony when I’ve had to fix ribs, even with your assistance?” 
 
    “Most,” admitted Gaida. “She is tough, and a warrior. But do we trust her to deal with this?” 
 
    “I don’t see what choice we have. There is something special about the gemstones, and we now have enemies. However, they killed her grandfather. She will be the one to search out the killer. Tell me I am wrong.” 
 
    “You are not wrong. I could sense it when I was blunting her pain. There is much anger and determination in her, and some darkness. I wonder what type of magic she possesses. The Stonebloods of old had all sorts of strange powers. Mixing giant blood and Ingla blood created some unique magics.” 
 
    “Even if her blood wasn’t magic, this one has spirit. She’ll avenge her grandfather and find out the secret of the gemstones,” said Esmera. 
 
    Gaida looked down at the sleeping Hanna. She couldn’t help notice how young and innocent she looked when asleep. “Let’s hope she does before more die.” 
 
    … 
 
    Three days passed before Hanna felt well enough to travel. Azad was still walking with a crutch, but no longer needed a brace on his leg. Esmera’s magical healing abilities were speeding their healing at an impressive rate. 
 
    Biran walked Hanna to her horse as she prepared to leave. He’d made a point to visit her every day, and now Hanna was almost disappointed that she would have to leave. She’d enjoyed their chats.  
 
    “What will you do now, Hanna?” asked Biran.  
 
    “I honestly don’t know. Once I speak to my mother I will have a better idea of what to do next, but we have two major problems to deal with, the Foxnoses and the assassin.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be worried about the Foxnoses. We’ll deliver the next shipment of silver and gems to Irontide ourselves. If they attack us they’ll regret it,” said Biran. 
 
    Hanna studied her new friend. Biran seemed resolved to delivering the silver. It wasn’t a bad idea, but it shouldn’t have been necessary. But beside the issue of delivering the silver was the gems. “I’ve been thinking about the gems. I think it be best to not deliver any to Irontide for a while, at least until we actually know their true worth.” 
 
    Biran nodded. “I suppose that makes sense. We’ll avoid the area of the mine where the gemstones are. We won’t give our enemies too tempting a target by stockpiling a large number of gems.” 
 
    “Good idea. I’d better say goodbye to your parents and collect Azad.” 
 
    Hanna and Biran walked over to where Azad was talking with Esmera and both of Biran’s parents. Cortan Nordvik was an older man, with a flowing white and grey beard and wrinkles around his eyes that hinted at his advanced years. Hanna hadn’t spoken much to him while they were in the village. Cortan Nordvik had been ill and today was the first day he’d been well enough to visit with his guests.  
 
    Cortan coughed violently as Hanna and Biran walked up. “Gods above, I’d sell my wife to get rid of this damn cold,” said Cortan before starting to cough again. 
 
    “Such a sweet man, my husband,” said Gaida as she rubbed Cortan’s back.  
 
    “He only says that because he knows if he sold you he’d have enough coin to buy all the healers in Solotine,” said Biran. 
 
    Hanna smiled. It was obvious that Cortan and Gaida loved each other deeply and that their comments were made in jest. “Cortan, Gaida, I want to thank you again. I owe your village a debt of gratitude for rescuing us.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” said Cortan. “You are our partners now, and the Foxnoses be damned! If you want, I’ll head down to Grimsfell and deal with them myself.” Cortan waved his arm as if to stab someone with a dagger.  
 
    Hanna wasn’t sure if Cortan had enough strength to lift a sword, let alone fight with one, but she appreciated his vibrant personality. “That won’t be necessary. The Foxnoses will be dealt with soon enough. You just worry about getting better so that next time I visit you can spend more time with me.” 
 
    Cortan winked at Hanna. “An offer I can’t refuse.” Cortan turned to Esmera. “You hear that, woman? I got a date with a young lady, so you can’t let me die.” 
 
    Esmera frowned. “You old goat, you stop working in the rain and perhaps you might live. Even my magic doesn’t fix stupid.” 
 
    Cortan chuckled. “Ha! I suppose that is true. Safe travels, Hanna. I look forward to our next meeting.” 
 
    Hanna jumped onto her horse and then waited as Azad gingerly mounted his. As they rode out of the village Hanna gave Azad a glance. “You and Esmera sure spent a long time talking this morning.” 
 
    “Mind your business, child. A man only has such a beautiful healer looking after him so often. When we’re back on the Lady of the Evening I’ll be back to stinking sailors tending my wounds.” 
 
    Hanna laughed. “True enough.” 
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    Return to Irontide 
 
    “Tell me about Ayrith,” said Rowena. “I know about the attacks and the gems, but tell me about the people. Who are we dealing with?” 
 
    Hanna and Azad had returned to Irontide with the problem and now Hanna sat in Rowena’s office in the company warehouse. The small room had a large window that overlooked the bay and the Stoneblood merchant ships, the Lady of the Evening and the Daydreamer, in the water. The office had been Thorodd’s, but now belonged to Rowena. 
 
    “They’re good people,” said Hanna. “Ingla and some among them are a’kil. Cortan Nordvik is their leader, but he is old and not well. His son, Biran, takes on most of Cortan’s duties now. They’re proud people and fighters. But they’ve moved lots. I think they’ve had difficulties with other northern tribes because of their heritage.” 
 
    Rowena sighed. “A familiar tale. When I brought your father back to Irontide, we were met with distrust and typical northern rudeness. Your father had to bash a few heads in to gain their respect. But even then, they always treated him differently.” 
 
    Hanna knew first-hand how northerners were towards her and the men of her father’s old crew. They were tolerated and had slowly become accepted in the village, but to this day Hanna was looked down on by many. It was the way things were in all Solotine, not just the village of Irontide. But the one thing that worked in Hanna’s favor and the favor of the men of the Lady of the Evening was that all Northern Solotiners respected strength. And now was time for a show of strength. Thorodd Stoneblood had been murdered and she had been attacked. Irontide and their trading partners would not accept weakness or the appearance of weakness. Already there were rumblings among the villagers as to why no one had attacked Grimsfell yet. Some seemed to blame the entire city for Thorodd’s death and wanted to go burn the city to the ground. “What have you planned for the Foxnoses?” 
 
    Rowena put down the parchment she’d been going over. “I’ve been waiting for your return. I’d been tempted to send men to Grimsfell, but your message gave me pause. Why did you suggest waiting?” 
 
    “Because I don’t think the Foxnoses had anything to do with Grandfather’s death. I believe the assassin works for someone else. Perhaps the Foxnoses are associated with the same people, but they didn’t know anything of Thorodd’s death. The Foxnoses did kill two of our men, and have started a trade war, but our response should be proportionate. It must be strong enough that Irontide and the rest of our trading partners see you as being a strong leader, but it can’t be so extreme that it starts a full out war. Grimsfell is three times the size of Irontide.” Hanna knew her mother was in a difficult position. The Stoneblood trading company was the heart of Irontide, but without Thorodd they would look at Rowena’s every move with question. Could a woman run the company? It was a stupid question to Hanna. Her mother was fully capable and would do a fine job. 
 
    “Ever since I saw the dirk I had similar concerns,” said Rowena. “I think I have an appropriate response. The Foxnoses have three trading ships. I know one of them is due back in Grimsfell a week from now.” 
 
    Hanna smiled. “It would be a terrible shame if their ship never made it back to Grimsfell.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” said Rowena. “They may have more men than us and cover a larger territory, but on the open seas, none of their ships are a match for the Lady. Sinking a ship will remind them that the Stonebloods are not to be trifled with.” 
 
    “Poor Azad will be furious. He must sit this one out. His leg isn’t strong enough for a boarding jump yet.” 
 
    “And what of your ribs?” 
 
    Hanna rubbed her sides. “Almost healed. The healer in Ayrith is good. She says young bones heal fast. I will be ready for Foxnoses.” 
 
    “Now, what of the assassin. What did you learn?” 
 
    “I think you were right about her being a Mykoznian King’s Guard. She snuck into the village one night and came into my room. She admitted to killing Grandfather and then gave me this gem. It is one of the ayrithstones, but grandfather did something to it.” Hanna paused. “I think he made a bloodstone. His dying request was that she give it to me.” 
 
    Rowena raised an eyebrow. “I don’t think Thorodd’s magic was strong enough to create a bloodstone. That is powerful magic.” 
 
    “I don’t know what he did to it, but she said he covered it in his blood. And now it is warm to the touch to me, but everyone else who touches it finds it cool.” 
 
    “Interesting. Maybe there is something special about these gems. You’ll have to show it to Koyo Tomar,” said Rowena. 
 
    “Koyo?” said Hanna. 
 
    “Can you think of anyone who’s been more places or seen more strange things than Koyo?” 
 
    Hanna smiled. No, she couldn’t think of anyone who fit that description. Koyo Tomar was a lifelong sailor and had traveled all over the known world and sometimes beyond. “Yes. That might be a good idea. But I’m not worrying about it until we’ve dealt with the Foxnoses.” 
 
    “Please try to keep your cool, we don’t need this escalating. If they don’t want to play nice, then we won’t, but don’t go doing anything too crazy,” said Rowena. 
 
    “What, me? I’m not to do anything like that,” protested Hanna. 
 
    “Hanna, this is important. I don’t want your feelings about your grandfather’s death clouding your judgement. The Lady of the Evening will be under your command, but I need you to be rational. You know everyone will be judging us by how we deal with the Foxnoses.” 
 
    “Under my command? Where is Captain Rozad?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “He’ll still be there, but it’s time you assumed your proper position in the company. Pretending to be a deckhand isn’t an option any more. Your grandfather and your father have been grooming you to be the tip of the sword. I didn’t agree with letting you spend all your time training to become a warrior, but now they are both gone and one of us must step up. Our trade agreements were built on the trust Thorodd built with our partners. They all knew he would be fair, but if crossed he would come down on his enemies with the wrath of a God. The only way we can keep things going is if they perceive us as being strong. Your grandfather made sure I knew my way around a weapon, but I never cared for battle and chose to let others deal with that aspect of life. It is a decision I regret, because now, I have to ask you to take that role.” 
 
    Hanna sighed. Being a warrior was something she’d been training for her entire life, and she’d always understood that to survive in Northern Solotine she needed to be stronger and more determined than everyone else. Her father had even gone so far as to give her a choice. Be raised as a lady in Creyta or as a warrior in Solotine? For Hanna, it had never been a question. “You know I’ll do whatever it takes to support you. What do you need?” 
 
    Rowena grimaced. “I never thought I’d say this, but I need you to be more like your father.” 
 
    Hanna smiled. “Now that I can do.” 
 
    Rowena groaned. “I was afraid you might say that.” 
 
    Hanna knew all about the exploits of her father, some of his stories she’d learned from her father, others from her mother, but most from the crew of the Lady of the Evening. After her father’s disappearance, the crew tried to tell stories of their missing leader. Most were themed around his flamboyant nature and crazy tactics that always seemed to work and other stories were about his youth. Before he met Rowena Stoneblood, Merdem Mirzan had been a wild man, breaking bones and hearts in every port he sailed to. He had a flare for the dramatic and was always easy to spot due to his bright clothing and good looks. “What leather do we have in storage right now? I’m going to need some new armor.” 
 
    Rowena grabbed an inventory list. “Let me guess, you want colorful?” 
 
    “You did say be more like father,” said Hanna. 
 
    “Troll hide or vraber skin are your options.” 
 
    Hanna thought about it for a minute. Both were excellent options. Hanna knew they had plenty of other types of hides in the warehouse but Rowena had suggested the two that would make the best armor. Vraber, the vicious creature that seemed to be a combination of a lizard and a wolf, was as tough as metal but far lighter. Troll hide wasn’t as tough as vraber skin but it was still superior to most other options, and it was more flexible. A side benefit was that it absorbed dye better. “Troll skin. A troll skin dress with matching gauntlets and boots.” 
 
    “You’ll give Koyo a heart attack if you wear that outfit on the ship.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but he’s an old man. At least he’ll die with a smile on his face,” said Hanna. 
 
    Rowena laughed. “And what color do you want this scandalous outfit in?” 
 
    “All of them.” 
 
    “Gods above. You are your father’s daughter. There might not be enough troll hide. What color do you want to start?” 
 
    Hanna thought about it for a moment. What color would her father have worn into battle with the Foxnoses? “Blood red,” she answered. Red had been her favorite of all the bright and colorful outfits she’d ever seen him in.  
 
    … 
 
    Hanna stood tall as she walked onto the Lady of the Evening. She was wearing her new armor and was still getting used to wearing it. She was used to wearing more conservative and modest outfits, but even she had to admit the new outfit looked good. The tight troll skin armor fit snugly showing off her womanly curves and athletic body. The skirt showed more skin that she was used to, but the armor was light weight and offered maximum range of movement, and the deep red was magnetic to the eye. In this outfit, she would be noticed! It was a double-edged sword though. The risk of being a target increased, but so did the attention her enemies would pay to her clothing and not her blades. 
 
    “Son of a three-legged dwarf, where did you find that armor?” asked Koyo Tomar as she joined him on the deck of the ship. 
 
    Hanna gave a twirl. “I had it made. You like it?” 
 
    “It is gaudy, ostentatious, vulgar and frankly obscene!” said Koyo. 
 
    “So, you do like it?” 
 
    “Yes. It is the perfect armor for the daughter of Merdem Mirzan,” admitted Koyo. “You fill it out admirably and have the skills to back such a loud outfit. It is something your father would’ve approved of.” 
 
    “Thank you. Koyo, look at this gem. It is the stone Thorodd gave me.” Hanna took off the necklace she’d had made, and handed it to Koyo. 
 
    Koyo examined the gem. “Azad mentioned what happened with the assassin and your grandfather. I’m sorry for your loss. Thorodd was a good man. And you say Thorodd put his blood on this gem?” 
 
    “Yes, that is what the assassin told me. I’ve no reason not to believe her. Why? What does it mean?” 
 
    “It means your grandfather had more magic in his blood than he ever thought. Only not the kind he might’ve been expecting.” 
 
    Hanna frowned. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Magic is a peculiar beast,” said Koyo. “There are all types of magic, some are common and some are very rare. Some take years of practice to master and others are achieved simply by having the right type of magic. Here in Solotine, magic is rare. You don’t see many mages or witches. Most of those with magical bloodlines left long ago. There are still some like the Nordviks that can be found, and certain families like the Stonebloods have strong magical bloodlines. Those magical bloodlines often have powerful magic potential. Often that potential is never realized because of the simple fact that it is never used. Magic can be like the tiniest spark. If you don’t add fuel to the spark it never grows. Your grandfather never used his magic abilities so they never grew, but it doesn’t mean they weren’t there or that they didn’t have the potential to be strong.” 
 
    “That makes sense. Esmera, the magical healer for the Nordviks explained it in a similar way. But what does that have to do with the gem. Is it a bloodstone now? Did Grandfather do something magical to it?” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose you could call it a bloodstone. You grandfather used his own blood to create a magical bond with the stone. But that isn’t a normal bloodstone. Normal bloodstones, if there are such things, harness and store magical power. That is a spirit stone.” 
 
    “What in the seven hells is a spirit stone?” 
 
    “Spirit stones are a special type of gem. You don’t see them in this part of the world, and when you do they are often used for jewelry and not for magic. Frankly, I don’t think there are many around who can do that type of magic. But I’m guessing your grandfather must’ve had some inherent ability, because this stone certainly contains magic.” 
 
    “Dang it, Koyo, you are making no sense. What kind of magic did Grandfather have?” 
 
    “Have ye not been listening, girl? What kind of magic you think goes with spirit stones?” 
 
    “Spirit magic? I’ve never heard of such a thing,” said Hanna. 
 
    “It is rare,” conceded Koyo. “And many mages consider it to be dark magic and frowned upon. But there was a time when it wasn’t considered so. It is like many other types of magic that are considered dark. They are only as dark as the mage using them.” 
 
    Hanna examined the stone. It was obvious that Thorodd had thought it very important. But why? “What does it do?” 
 
    Koyo shrugged. “I’m a sailor, not a mage. You’ll have to find someone with more knowledge in the mystic arts. Your old trainer Anso Sengaw would be a good place to start.” 
 
    “Anso?” 
 
    “Just because he only taught you weapons doesn’t mean it was all he had to offer. Anso Sengaw understands magic in a way most mages only wish to.” 
 
    Hanna thought about Koyo’s words. She’d spent years training with Anso Sengaw. The weapons master had come to Irontide at her father’s request to teach his young daughter the Creytan fighting styles. Merdem Mirzan had wanted his daughter to have a balanced approach to becoming a warrior. Thorodd had started her training, where she’d learned to use axes, swords, and her glaive. Anso Sengaw integrated hand to hand combat and smaller weapons like her eagle’s claw daggers. The two fighting styles were a study in contrasts and similarities. Power, speed and precision were focuses of the northern fighting style, while fluidity, footwork and creativity were focus points of Anso’s training. 
 
     However, Anso had often talked about fighting from a more mental and spiritual approach. He often hinted that fighting was like magic. Had he been hinting at something more than a general comparison? When Anso had returned to Creyta he’d implied that her training was not yet done, but he’d taught her all he could at that time. Was magic the next step in his training? Or was it simply a matter of her needing time and physical growth before he allowed her training to progress? “Perhaps a visit to Anso is a good idea. The more we can learn about the bloodstone the better.” 
 
    “You should go speak to Captain Rozad, I have to go grab something before we sail,” said Koyo Tomar as he abruptly left Hanna. 
 
    Hanna shook her head at her old friend. She wondered what the crazy old man had forgotten. But she did take his advice and made her way to the captain. 
 
    “Interesting outfit, Hanna. You keep wearing outfits like that and we may have to start calling you Mirzan instead of Halfblood. That is an outfit your father would’ve appreciated. Of course, he would’ve added some gems, perhaps a tiara.” 
 
    “Hanna Mirzan? It doesn’t have the same ring to it. I’ll keep Halfblood. It reminds the world that I come from two worlds.” Hanna raised her chin slightly. “The best of both worlds.” 
 
    Captain Rozad chuckled. “Spoken like the daughter of Merdem Mirzan, and the granddaughter of Thorodd Stoneblood. Yes, you are right. You are stuck with being Hanna Halfblood. It is a good name. What you aren’t stuck with is your position as deckhand. You are now the official representative of the Stoneblood trading company. We’ve added a new deckhand to replace you, Lohan Baz.” 
 
    Hanna smiled. She’d known her role was changing on the ship, but she hadn’t known they would be adding a deck hand. Lohan Baz was a friend, and the son of Nino Baz, another of the ship’s men whom Hanna had known her whole life. “That is good. Lohan will proud.” 
 
    “Yes, both he and Nino haven’t stopped grinning since I let them know. You are also being removed of your boarding party duties. Rowan will be replacing you.” 
 
    Hanna’s smile disappeared. “Why would you do that? Rowan doesn’t use a glaive or even a staff. Am I not supposed to fight any more?” 
 
    Captain Rozad shook his head. “While you were off in the north with Azad, Rowan has been training. He doesn’t have it mastered but you don’t give him enough credit for his staff work.” 
 
    Hanna sighed. She did know Rowan used a staff. He was her training partner, and she’d taught him how to use the staff. He was good enough, but damn it, that was her position. Hanna hid her annoyance. 
 
    “And what am I to do?” 
 
    “You didn’t get dressed up in that outfit to sit around and not fight. You will be joining Azad. Once he is healed you will work together. For now, you will be taking his place.” 
 
    Joining Azad, wow! Hanna thought. Azad was the focal point of the boarding party attacks. Getting him close to the enemy ship’s captain was a large part of their attack strategy. That Captain Rozad trusted her enough to join him was quite an honor. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’ve earned it. And now that you’ve tasted defeat you will be a more complete fighter,” said Captain Rozad, reminding Hanna that she and Azad were only alive because of the arrival of the Nordvik men during the fight with the Foxnose men. The defeat hadn’t been a reflection on her fighting skills but of her planning skills. She’d underestimated the Foxnoses and not taken an appropriate number of warriors with her.  
 
    “Well, don’t get used to seeing me taste defeat. I don’t intend to taste the bitterness of it ever again. To not learn from my mistake would dishonor the men who fought with me.” 
 
    “Spoken like the daughter of Merdem Mirzan,” said Captain Rozad with a chuckle. “One last thing. You’ll have to change weapons. Your glaive won’t be much use in your new fighting role.” 
 
    Hanna nodded. The glaive was great for creating space, and that had been her role before. But now, Azad and she would work up close during combat. The glaive would be missed. She used it like an extension of her body. She brightened. She still had her eagle’s claw daggers which were perfect for up close work. “Perhaps I should offer Rowan my glaive. It is a fine weapon for that role.” 
 
    “That is up to you. Your glaive would be missed if it was no longer to be used, but I’d ask no one to give up their weapons. If you do decide to do so, the sooner he starts training with the glaive the better. It is not the same as using a staff.” 
 
    As Hanna decided that she would teach Rowan in the use of the glaive, Koyo Tomar returned to the ship. A short time later he approached Hanna and Captain Rozad, carrying a shield and a large northern axe.  
 
    Hanna laughed. “An axe and a shield? Have you lost your mind, Koyo? Are you going to fight as a northerner now?” 
 
    Koyo shook his head. “Not me. You! The axe was your grandfather’s.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Koyo? I won’t be fighting in my old role. Rowan will be taking my position.” 
 
    “Who do you think has been training Rowan while you were gone?” asked Koyo. “I know you are joining Azad. That isn’t why I brought the axe.” 
 
    “I’ve never used an axe and shield together before. It won’t work. I’ll stick to my eagle’s claw blades.” 
 
    “No problem. I’ll just leave these weapons below deck for when you change your mind,” said Koyo as he left Hanna and the captain. 
 
    When he was out of ear range, Hanna turned to Captain Rozad. “He’s out of his bloody mind.” 
 
    Captain Rozad gave the slightest shrug of indifference. “I wouldn’t discount anything Koyo Tomar says. He might sound crazy most of the time but more often than not he knows what he’s talking about.” 
 
    … 
 
    For the next three days, they sailed north and west. They had a good idea of where and when the Foxnose merchant ship would be sailing, but winds and other factors often changed a ship’s course. However, the Foxnose ship was scheduled to stop in the Palm Isles, which limited the search grid. From the Palm Isles to Grimsfell was a short straight run, and there wasn’t much reason to deviate from a straight path.  
 
    While they sailed, they trained. Hanna and Rowan spent much of each day training together. Three days was a short time for Rowan to learn a new weapon, even though it was very similar to the ones he’d already trained with. And more important than the weapon itself was the role Rowan would be taking over. Aside from the initial attack onto the enemy ships and then using the glaive to clear space, Rowan would be responsible for protecting the back of Azad and now Hanna. That meant Rowan needed to be able to work with Hanna, so together they sparred as a team against groups of crew members. They would spar against varying numbers of crew members. From one up, to all of them. Rowan was already a member of the boarding party and a solid fighter so the learning curve of his new role wasn’t significant. After three days of intense training they were starting to find a rhythm.  
 
    Hanna, despite Koyo’s occasional prods to try using her grandfather’s axe and shield, used her eagle’s claw daggers. They would be fighting the Foxnoses soon and she was already taking a different position in the boarding crew. The fewer things she changed the more comfortable she felt.  
 
    “Sail ho,” yelled Lohan Baz from the crow’s nest. 
 
    Hanna stopped training with Rowan and headed towards Captain Rozad, who was surveying the horizon with a looking glass. 
 
    “It’s the Foxnose ship,” confirmed Captain Rozad. “Do you want to attack now?” 
 
    “No,” said Hanna. “We keep between them and sail towards Grimsfell.” 
 
    Captain Rozad raised an eyebrow. “How close to Grimsfell are you planning to get before we attack?” 
 
    Hanna gave the captain a wicked grin. “I want them watching from Grimsfell. We sail until all of Grimsfell can see what happens when you attack and kill Stoneblood men.” 
 
    Captain Rozad sighed. “I was afraid you might say that.” 
 
    *** 
 
    It took another day of sailing to reach Grimsfell. The far northern city was situated on a wide river inlet. Captain Rozad used his eyeglass to spy on the city’s docks. 
 
    “There are two Foxnose ships in port.” 
 
    “Good, a bigger audience,” said Hanna. 
 
    Captain Rozad kept scanning the city. “No movement or armed men on the docks. They aren’t expecting us.” 
 
    Hanna nodded. No one was supposed to know about the attack, but secrets always had a way of finding the wrong ears.  
 
    Captain Rozad turned and looked back to the Foxnose ship coming into port behind them. “They are still coming in at full speed. They don’t seem concerned by our presence either.” 
 
    “Perfect. Slow our speed so that we arrive at the same time they do. Just don’t get so close that archers from shore can attack us. I want Grimsfell to see the fight but not be able to help.” 
 
    The Foxnose ship continued to gain on the Lady of the Evening. The crew of the Lady pretended to have difficulty with a mainsail, allowing the Foxnose ship to gain on them. 
 
    Hanna watched the shore. A couple of dock workers were watching the ships, but no one else was paying attention. They were now almost within archer range of Grimsfell. She turned to Captain Rozad and gave him a nod. “Now.” 
 
    At the helm, Captain Rozad turned the ship wheel hard, bringing the Lady around. The Foxnose ship was slow to respond, not initially realizing that the Lady was turning to attack. The captain timed his turn perfectly and the Lady ended up aside the Foxnose ship. 
 
    The crew of the Lady grabbed their weapons, which had been hidden along the ship rail, with the grapple hooks. They threw the grapple hooks across the rail of the Foxnose ship and pulled hard.  
 
    For the first time in a long time, Hanna wasn’t among the first to jump onto the enemy’s ship deck. This time Hanna had to wait. She studied the enemy crew searching for the captain and his first mate. The Foxnose ship was a smaller caravan and its crew was smaller than that of the Lady of the Evening. Being so close to home, the crew was relaxed and totally unprepared for the swift attack. 
 
    Hanna watched as Rowan and the boarding crew engaged the Foxnose crew. Some of the Foxnoses drew swords while others scrabbled to find weapons. Rowan headed towards the captain and whipped the glaive around in a large circle sending men scrambling. Hanna smiled. Rowan was taller than her and his long arms gave him a ridiculous amount of reach when he whipped the weapon around like a club. Hanna pulled out her eagle’s claw daggers and waited for Rowan. As soon as he paused, Hanna exploded into action, leaping across onto the deck of the Foxnose ships. She then sprinted past the waiting Rowan. She easily made it to the captain before any of Foxnose men could respond.  
 
    The first one to react was the first mate, a burly and bald sailor with a wicked looking spiked club. He stepped in front of the captain and swung at Hanna. Hanna blocked the blow and pivoted on her front foot, spinning around the first mate. As she spun around her blade struck under the arm of the first mate. The blade slid in and out of the man’s heart before he could even attempt to block the swift blow.  
 
    As the first mate turned to face her again, he fell to his knees. Hanna turned to the captain. “The quicker you surrender the fewer of your men have to die.” 
 
    “You dirty mixed blood harlot, you’ll pay for this. Foxnoses never surrender.” The captain followed up his boast by raising his sword and giving out a loud war cry. 
 
    Hanna dropped to one knee. The glaive zipped over her head and struck the captain in the chest. His eyes went big as he looked at the weapon impaled in his chest and then back at Hanna. 
 
    Hanna ignored the dying captain. Instead she yelled loudly. “My offer still stands. Put down your weapons and live or follow the captain into the seven hells.” 
 
    The remaining crew didn’t share the late captain’s feelings on surrendering. They quickly dropped their weapons.  
 
    After picking up the weapons and herding the men together, the crew started their normal routine of inspecting the ship’s cargo holds to see if they had any loot worth taking. 
 
    Nino Baz came to Hanna. “Nothing worth taking in the hold.” 
 
    Hanna nodded. “Burn it.” She then turned to the Foxnose crew. “Do you know who I am?” 
 
    One man started to talk, but a grizzled man cut him off. “Shut yer pie eating mouth, you saw what happened to the captain when he mouthed off. Yes, we know who you are, Hanna Halfblood.” 
 
    “Good. What’s your name?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “They call me Hawk,” said the man.  
 
    Hanna smirked, it was an appropriate name. Hawk had dark eyes and a nose that reminded her of a beak. His face certainly had the right look for such a name. “Okay, Hawk. Do you know why we’re here?” 
 
    “I’ve been at sea for six months, I’ve no idea.” 
 
    “It is simple. Your fellow Foxnoses attacked me and my men at Ayrith mountain. Someone murdered my grandfather Thorodd Stoneblood at that same location. If you Foxnoses want a war, you will get one. I’ll burn and destroy every Foxnose ship and then sail into Grimsfell and start hunting.” 
 
    Hawk lowered his eyes. “Sorry to hear about your grandfather. I knew the man. He was a tough old goat but a fair man. I don’t speak for all of the Foxnoses, but if you let us go to shore we’ll make sure your concerns are heard loud and clear.”  
 
    “Nino put Hawk on a rowboat. Take the rest of the prisoners back to the Lady.” 
 
    “Ye have a message for me to relay?” asked Hawk. It was obvious the man understood Hanna’s intentions. 
 
    “Row to shore, and find me someone who does speak for the Foxnoses. The rest of the crew can return to shore after I’ve had a conversation with someone in authority. But if one of your ships leaves the dock…” 
 
    Hawk nodded and helped Nino lower a rowboat. The sailor jumped in and rowed to the docks. He was quickly met and a messenger was sent away. 
 
    While they waited for a representative of the Foxnoses, part of the crew started preparing the Foxnose ship while the rest guarded the prisoners. Hanna returned to Captain Rozad. 
 
    “That went smoothly. No injuries for our crew,” said the captain. 
 
    “Yes, very smooth, we’re fortunate they were so unprepared. A long battle would’ve been enough time to gather a crew of fighters from the city.” 
 
    “It looks like they are starting to gather now,” said Captain Rozad. 
 
    Hanna watched the men on shore as they pointed and stared at the two ships. A man strode down the dock and joined Hawk in the rowboat. “Lower one of our rowboats. I’m going for a chat.” 
 
    “Take Rowan,” said Captain Rozad. 
 
    Hanna nodded. Rowan had proved very capable during the attack and was now responsible for watching her back. The sooner they both got used to the idea the better. Hanna went down the rope ladder and jumped into the rowboat. Rowan said nothing and just started to row towards shore. Hanna let him get a good third of the way to shore before she stopped him.  
 
    Hawk rowed up. “Hanna Halfblood, this is Thomas Renkle.” 
 
    Thomas Renkle had an arrogant set to his face. He snarled at Hanna. “You’ve made a very bad decision, attacking one of our ships. You’ll pay for this.” 
 
    Hanna raised a hand and signaled the ship. Seconds later an explosion ripped open the haul of the Foxnose ship and it started to sink. 
 
    Thomas Renkle turned white. “Our ship! You’ve sunk our ship.” 
 
    “And I will sink the rest if you don’t start paying attention,” said Hanna calmly. “Hawk, did you not inform Thomas of my grievances?” 
 
    “I tried, but I was told to mind my business,” replied Hawk. 
 
    “I see,” said Hanna. She turned to Thomas Renkle. “Since you didn’t listen to Hawk, perhaps you’ll listen to me?” 
 
    Thomas Renkle’s head swiveled back and forth between Hanna and the sinking ship in the harbor. “I’m listening, just stop destroying our ships.” 
 
    Hanna ignored Thomas. “Hawk. You are an experienced sailor. In your opinion is there a ship in Grimsfell that can compete with the Lady of the Evening, or will they all sink if I choose to make it happen?” 
 
    Hawk grimaced. “They’ll sink. It would take a Baltan warship to defeat that crew.” 
 
    “I think that is a fair assessment. Now I’ve already sunk one ship, and we all understand I can easily sink the rest of your fleet, agreed, Mr. Renkle?” 
 
    Thomas Renkle stared at the mast of the ship as it went underwater. “Agreed.” 
 
    “Good. Perhaps you now understand the seriousness of this situation. Are ayrithstones really worth losing the rest of your ships?” 
 
    Thomas Renkle whined, “The Ayrith valley was our trading route. You stole it.” 
 
    “No. The Nordviks chose not to trade with you anymore and approached us. After that happened, my grandfather was murdered and I was attacked. By all rights, I should burn your entire city down in retaliation for my grandfather’s death.” 
 
    Renkle went pale. “We had nothing to do with your grandfather dying. My men did attack you, but we didn’t kill Thorodd Stoneblood.” 
 
    “Why should I believe you?” asked Hanna. 
 
    Renkle’s back stiffened. “Believe what you want, but we don’t have any men who’d dare attack Thorodd Stoneblood. We didn’t want war with the Stonebloods. We just wanted those damn gems. We’ll leave the Ayrith valley to you. Just stop attacking our ships.” 
 
    “Why are the gems so important to you?” asked Hanna. “Who wanted the gems?” 
 
    “I don’t know his name, but a man came to us months ago, after we started sending the first samples of ayrithstone out with our ships. He offered a king’s ransom for the gems. But we only had a few samples, and when we went back for more the Nordviks told us they wouldn’t trade with us anymore.” 
 
    Hanna frowned; a name would’ve been helpful. “What did this stranger look like?” 
 
    “Foreign. He was no northerner, but I couldn’t tell you where he was from. He always wore a cloak and we met in dark places. He was secretive, but his gold was real. Now, are you done destroying our company?” 
 
    “If you cause any more problems for the Nordviks I will be back,” warned Hanna. 
 
    “We’re done with them. They’re not worth the hassle, nor are those damn stones. Truce?” 
 
    Hanna nodded. “Truce it is. Hawk, after you take Mr. Renkle back to the shore come back and collect your men. They’ll be swimming to shore.” 
 
    “Let them swim. Teach them right for not paying attention to an unknown ship even in our own harbor,” said Hawk. 
 
    Hanna gave them a curt nod and Rowan started rowing back to the ship.  
 
    “How did it go?” asked Captain Rozad as Hanna boarded the Lady. 
 
    “We officially have a truce with Grimsfell. The Foxnoses will avoid Ayrith and Irontide,” said Hanna. 
 
    “Well done,” said Captain Rozad. 
 
    Hanna frowned. “It went well, but Renkle couldn’t provide any real news about Grandfather. Whoever wanted the gems was not a northerner, but the Foxnoses were showing the gems everywhere so the man who wanted them could be from anywhere.” 
 
    “Yes, but we can eliminate the Foxnoses as suspects,” said Captain Rozad. “They knew nothing of Thorodd’s death, and it was a man who tried to buy the gems, not a woman. Therefore, the Foxnoses knew nothing about the connection.” 
 
    Hanna rubbed her temple. She was starting to get a headache. “You think there are two different groups trying to get the stones?” 
 
    “I think we don’t know enough to come to any conclusions. Where do you want to go now? The sooner we leave Grimsfell harbor the better, before they change their minds about a truce.” 
 
    Hanna nodded. “Send the prisoners swimming and set sails.” 
 
    “Irontide?” asked the captain. 
 
    “No. Creyta. We need to learn about the gems, and now that there is a truce with the Foxnoses we can focus on the gems and finding out who is behind Grandfather’s death.” 
 
    *** 
 
    That night Hanna had the strangest dream she had ever had. She was walking in the woods and it started getting misty and foggy. The fog rolled in like knee-high tidal waves until the entire forest floor was covered. Then a young warrior walked into the clearing, coming right up to her. The warrior started to speak to her. But she couldn’t understand what he was saying. It was like her head was underwater, the sound muffled and distorted until she had no idea what the mysterious warrior was saying. When she stopped trying to listen to him, she noticed his sword and shield. They were the same as her grandfather’s. She looked again at his face. He had no beard and had a small mole on his chin that she’d never seen before, but the eyes and chin were the same. It was a young Thorodd standing before her. She strained to hear what he was saying but then woke up.  
 
    The next night Hanna had the exact same dream. She walked into the fog filled meadow and there stood the younger version of her grandfather. Again, he tried to speak to her but she had no idea what he was saying. She tried to talk to him, but her words were as garbled as his. 
 
    When morning came, Hanna found Koyo. “I had the strangest dream last night. It felt so real and yet impossible at the same time.” 
 
    “What did you dream?” asked Koyo. 
 
    Hanna told him of the forest and her grandfather. She described the man to Koyo just to make sure it truly was her grandfather. 
 
    “I met your grandfather years ago, even before your father met your mother. He came to Creyta when he was first opening his trade routes. The man in your dream certainly is a young Thorodd Stoneblood.” 
 
    “But how would I know what he looked like? How would I know he was clean shaven and had a mole? I’ve never seen him without a beard in my life.” 
 
    “You’ll have to ask Anso when we get to Creyta, but I suspect that you’ll be seeing a lot of young Thorodd.” 
 
    Hanna wasn’t sure she liked the sound of that.  
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    Centa, Creyta 
 
    Centa, the capital of Creyta, was a large old city. Stone walls and open markets were what always came to Hanna’s mind when she thought of Centa. 
 
    As they landed at the docks, Hanna took Azad and Rowan and started walking through the city. Hanna ignored the stares she garnered as they walked. Her blood red outfit, blonde hair and northern size all stood out like sore thumbs. 
 
    Anso Sengaw lived in a small cottage on the northern end of the city. In fact, his cottage was a mile outside of the city, across a river and in a small forest. Hanna had visited the place once as a child when her father had taken her to Anso to convince him to train her. 
 
    When they arrived at his cottage, they found Anso working in his garden. His back turned to them; Anso kept working until they were right behind them. 
 
    “You still favor Baltan wines, Azad?” asked Anso without turning around. 
 
    Azad grunted. “Better than that Creytan crap we grew up on.” 
 
    Anso turned and stood. “Hanna. It is good to see you. You’ve grown. You’re as tall as your father ever was, perhaps taller.” 
 
    Hanna gave her old teacher a hug. “Anso, it’s good to see you. Your garden looks lovely.” Her mentor hadn’t changed at all since she last saw him. His short grey hair cut close to the scalp, and short, well-groomed goatee, hadn’t changed at all. He might have had a few more wrinkles, but his eyes still had the vitality and spark she remembered. 
 
    “It is a good hobby for an old man. It keeps me fed. What brings you to Creyta?” 
 
    “My grandfather was murdered, by a Mykoznian King’s Guard. We think it is because of these gems.” Hanna pulled off her necklace and handed it to Anso. 
 
    Anso sighed. “I’m sorry for your loss. Mykoznian King’s Guard? What makes you say that?” 
 
    “I met her. She brought me this gem. My grandfather gave it to her to give to me. It was his dying request.” 
 
    “And he covered it in his blood?” asked Anso. 
 
    “How did you know?” asked Hanna 
 
    “Thorodd Stoneblood wouldn’t use a dying request to give you an ordinary gem. That is a spirit gem, and combined with Thorodd’s blood it makes a bloodstone.” 
 
    “Koyo Tomar called it that as well. But he couldn’t tell us what it did,” said Hanna. 
 
    “In the wrong hands, it does nothing. The bloodstone will reject a connection with most people. In the right hands, it is a magical connection to the spirit world. Does the gem feel cold or warm when you touch it?” 
 
    “Warm. What do you mean by the spirit world?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “The places where the Gods live. The seven hells. The places where our spirits go when we die. These are all parts of the spirit world. A spirit stone, or bloodstone as your grandfather’s people call them, creates a bond between a person in this realm and the spirit of whoever’s blood the stone is infused with.” 
 
    “So, you are saying this gemstone is a magical connection to my grandfather?” said Hanna. 
 
    “Yes. Tell me, Hanna, have you had any strange dreams lately?” 
 
    “Several. Very strange and surreal, some are more like nightmares though.” 
 
    “I see. Do you have anything of your grandfather's? Any of his weapons perhaps?” asked Anso Sengaw. 
 
    Hanna furrowed her brow. “His axe and shield are on the ship. Koyo Tomar made me bring them.” 
 
    “Did he now? I suppose that shouldn’t surprise me, Koyo has been to enough places and seen enough things to understand what he doesn’t understand.” 
 
    Hanna had no idea what Anso was talking about. It wasn’t the first time her old weapons master had baffled her with his words. Nor would it be the last. She’d long ago learned to just move on. Often things he said that seemed confusing at the time would eventually make sense.  
 
    Anso Sengaw turned to Azad. “They’ve had a bumper crop of fruit in the Negal valley, but they are expecting a cold winter. A shipment of Solotine furs would sell well.” He then turned to Rowan, “Please go retrieve Hanna’s axe and shield and the rest of her gear. She’ll be staying here until the Lady returns with her shipment of furs.” 
 
    Hanna wanted to argue. To tell Anso that she didn’t have time for this. She needed to find her grandfather’s killer. However, Anso Sengaw wasn’t a man who spoke without purpose. If she needed to stay with him for several weeks there was a very good reason. And her dreams had been disturbing her enough that she just wanted them to end. Hanna turned to Azad. “I guess I’ll see you in few weeks. When you get to Irontide find out if things are going well with the Nordviks. I want to make sure the Foxnoses are keeping their word.” 
 
    As Azad and Rowan left to walk back to the city, Hanna followed Anso into his cottage. 
 
    “Have a seat, we’ve much to talk about,” said Anso. 
 
    Hanna took a seat and looked around his cottage. She’d been in it years ago, and she was sure that it hadn’t changed at all since her last visit. The cottage was all wood and had been carefully crafted, and it’s interior, while being very stark and simple, was comfortable. The sitting room had a clean and citrusy smell to it. From her seat, she watched Anso put a kettle onto a small rack. He then used magic to create a small blue and gold flame under the rack. Within seconds the kettle was steaming. Hanna raised an eyebrow. That was a trick she’d never seen before.  
 
    Anso returned to Hanna, placing a mug on the small bench between their chairs. “Have some tea,” he said as he sat down in the chair next to her. 
 
    “You never used magic in Solotine,” said Hanna as she accepted the tea. 
 
    Anso raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Hanna chuckled. Of course, he hadn’t used magic in Solotine. In Irontide he was already a foreigner and looked at with distrust. To add magic to the equation would’ve made it even harder for him to live there. “No, I suppose you couldn’t use magic there. But why didn’t you tell me about magic?” 
 
    “I did tell you about magic. I explained how energy works and how we can use it to fight.” 
 
    Hanna rolled her eyes. “There is a big difference between learning to control my breathing and emotions in a fight and conjuring a blue and gold flame to heat your tea.” 
 
    “Perhaps. Perhaps not,” replied Anso. “Have you never wondered why your father picked me to be your weapons trainer? There are plenty of men on his crew that are highly skilled warriors.” 
 
    “He picked you because you are the best.” 
 
    “A high compliment, but there isn’t much that I taught you that Koyo Tomar couldn’t have taught you. In fact, I would be surprised if you haven’t learned more from him since joining the crew of the Lady.” 
 
    Hanna thought back to all the small comments Koyo had made over the years during the sparring sessions on the ship. Slight corrections of her form, intricate attack patterns based on Anso’s teachings. Despite his teasing and joking that made him seem harmless it was true that Koyo was well equipped to teach weapons. “So why did he choose you if Koyo knows as much?” 
 
    “For one, your father was no fool; he kept Koyo on the ship where he is most valuable and where he is happy. Secondly, your father believed that you would need someone to teach you things beyond weapons. He believed you’d need someone to teach you about magic.” 
 
    “But you never did!” protested Hanna. 
 
    Anso smiled and sipped his tea. “When I left you, what was the last thing that I said to you?” 
 
    Hanna frowned. “That my training wasn’t complete. That I needed to master my techniques and until they were perfect there was no point going forward. You said that one day our training would continue.” 
 
    “And now that day has arrived. But your weapons training is complete.” 
 
    “If my weapons training is complete, then why is Rowan bringing Grandfather’s axe and shield?” 
 
    “We’ll get to that in time. First let us finish the conversation about why your father chose me. Your father is Creytan and your mother is from Solotine. Two very different people with different bloodlines. Wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    “They don’t call me Halfblood for nothing,” quipped Hanna. 
 
    “Yes, but when you dig a little further into the bloodlines it becomes far more interesting. Your mother was a Stoneblood, an ancient bloodline that comes from the descendants of giants and Ingla. Bloodlines that were once among the most powerful mage warriors in the known world. And your father, while not royalty, is the descendant of a strong magical bloodline as well. One that hasn’t become dormant like the Stoneblood bloodlines.” 
 
    Hanna was surprised to hear that her father came from magical bloodlines, but the more she thought about it the more it made sense. Low level magic was common in Creyta; plenty of Creytans could do basic magic like a glowing globe. And the more she thought back to her father the more she realized that her father was probably using magic to enhance his infamous looks. “Did father use illusions?” 
 
    Anso chuckled. “Of course he did. Your father was very subtle about it. His clothing was already ostentatious enough without the help of illusions, but it was a strong tactic. More than one enemy underrated your father because of his bright outfits. But he was very careful about using magic in Solotine. His relationship with your mother already had enough tongues wagging in both countries.” 
 
    “My father thought that the two bloodlines would give me magic? How come he was wrong?” 
 
    “Magic is in everyone to some degree. Mostly it is dormant. It either takes years of training, or a special event to awaken it. In places like Solotine, most will go their entire lifetimes without realizing they had the potential for magic. Here in Creyta, many will study magic, but most give it up when they realize they can’t do more than just a few parlor tricks. Other more powerful and dedicated students become mages, but even here that is rare. Your father wasn’t worried that you had magic. He knew you did. What he was worried about was the type of magic you might have. The Stonebloods of old had some very strange combinations of magic.” 
 
    “What do you mean he knew I had magic? I’ve never felt magic or done magic.” 
 
    “Oh? You are an expert on what magic feels like?” 
 
    “No. I… I just mean I don’t think I have any magic,” said Hanna, her tone apologetic. She really couldn’t remember anything in her life that was magic. 
 
    “When you were a baby, your father brought a mage in to test you for magic. The mage couldn’t tell your father much, but the mage was very troubled by what he found. He told your father that you contained dark magic and if he was a wise man he’d kill you.” 
 
    Hanna gasped. “What did father say?”  
 
    “He kindly thanked the mage for his time, and paid the man. He then told the mage that if he didn’t keep his mouth shut and mind his own damn business someone would be killed and it wouldn’t be his newborn child.” 
 
    Hanna snickered. That sounded like her father. Thank the Gods her father hadn’t listened to the damn mage. “But what kind of magic do I have that is dark?” 
 
    Anso gave her a reassuring smile. “There is nothing dark about your magic. The magic you possess is only as dark as the mage using it. It is powerful magic, and can be dangerous to you and others if you aren’t careful, but it is not inherently dark in nature. It is fortunate that you’ve come to me. There are too few in Solotine that still remember the old magic.” 
 
    Sipping her tea, Hanna considered Anso’s story about her father. There was much she didn’t know about her father. Now Hanna wondered how many other secrets her mother might have. When she returned to Irontide she’d need to have a long talk with her mother. But before she could return, she needed to learn more about the bloodstone. She needed to learn about magic, specifically her own magic, if she truly had any. “When do we start?” 
 
    “When you have finished your tea,” replied Anso. 
 
    She gulped down the remainder of her tea and showed Anso the empty cup. 
 
    “In that case, when I am done my tea,” he said as he took another sip. “Now please answer the door. I believe your companion has returned with your grandfather’s sword and shield.” 
 
    Hanna looked at the door, and sure enough a knock came half a second later. “Show off,” she grumbled as she got up and answered the door. She opened it and let Rowan in.  
 
    “Put them in the corner,” said Anso. “We won’t need them today.” 
 
    Rowan placed the weapons in a corner. He then turned to Hanna. “Captain Rozad said to inform you the ship will leave in the morning at first light. He’s secured a cargo and has made arrangements for another on our return.” 
 
    Hanna nodded. Captain Rozad worked fast, but he always seemed to know what was needed of him. It was what allowed her to take a bigger role; she knew she could rely on men like Rozad and Azad Zargo. “Thank you, Rowan. Take care, keep working with Koyo. I want you to have my glaive.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” asked Rowan. “I can have another made.” 
 
    “It is my gift to you. It is you who will be watching my back the next time we are in battle. You having the best weapon possible only serves to keep me alive.” Hanna looked over the sword and shield Rowan had delivered. It seemed she was not going to need a glaive anytime soon anyway. 
 
    Rowan grinned. “Thank you, Hanna.” 
 
    “Just make sure you give Koyo a hard time. I don’t want the old goat going soft while I’m gone.” 
 
    “Not much chance of that,” said Rowan with a grin. 
 
    After Rowan left to return to the ship, Anso led Hanna outside.  
 
    “What are we working on first? Fireballs, levitation, mind control?” Hanna joked. 
 
    “The first thing we are doing is the most important thing,” replied Anso. “Vital to success.” 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “You need to pick some carrots. We need more vegetables for dinner.” 
 
    Hanna rolled her eyes, but she jumped into the garden and found his carrot patch. “Any other veggies we need?” 
 
    “Pick a good-sized squash. It has been a wonderful year for squash.” 
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    Katla 
 
    The dark musky corridor smelled of decay and mold. The first time Katla had entered the cave she’d wondered why the witches had chosen such a place to live, but now she had a better understanding of the witches. The cave, dark and filled with rot, matched their hearts. 
 
    “You’ve returned,” said Loma Fangris. 
 
    Katla studied the witch. Loma was one of three witches that controlled this sect. She was the oldest of the three but appeared youngest. Katla wasn’t fooled by the young face Loma wore. The dark witch used magic to hide her real appearance. As did Vina Agail and Sharood Darah, the other two witches that sat in front of Katla.  
 
    “Your task is completed,” said Katla.  
 
    “You failed your task,” snarled Vina Agail.  
 
    “The Stoneblood warrior is dead. That is the task you gave me,” said Katla.  
 
    “But the girl lives. The Stoneblood has a daughter and a granddaughter. They all must die,” said Sharood. 
 
    Katla shrugged. “That wasn’t the task you assigned me. I fulfilled my promise, now you will do the same.” 
 
    “Your sister is valuable to us. I don’t think what you delivered is worth a young witch’s servitude,” said Vina Agail. 
 
    “Perhaps it is not, but it is the agreement you made. I assassinate the target of your choice in exchange for my sister’s life.” 
 
    “And what if we don’t agree to let your sister go?” said Sharood. 
 
    Katla gave Sharood a sinister grin. “That would be a mistake.” She looked at the two warriors standing between her and the witches. They didn’t move, but their eyes were focused on Katla. If she attacked the witches, they would be a problem. 
 
    “Enough,” said Loma. “It is unfortunate that we didn’t make clear our demands. The Stoneblood warrior and his entire bloodline were to be killed. But that isn’t what we asked. We will honor our agreement. Your sister will be removed from our coven and returned to your family in Mykoznia. Tiran and Arzhan, you will hunt the granddaughter down and kill her and then the mother.” 
 
    The two warriors guarding the witches nodded. 
 
    Katla was somewhat surprised that the witches were going after the granddaughter. She was a ferocious fighter, but still so young. What was so important about the Stoneblood bloodlines? 
 
    “Did you retrieve the gems?” asked Vina Agail. 
 
    Katla threw the small sack of gems on the floor in front of the witches. 
 
    Vina Agail and Sharood Darah both jumped out of their chairs and scrambled to the sack.  
 
    “Careful, you fools! Those gems are precious,” yelled Vina Agail. 
 
    Katla ignored the two witches and watched Loma, who was staring at her with a dangerous look in her eyes. “There are your gems. Don’t go anywhere near my sister ever again.” 
 
    “Are there more gems in the village?” asked Loma. 
 
    Katla shrugged. “Possibly. But I wasn’t the only one looking for them.” 
 
    “No, I expect there are others who know of their value. These must do for now,” said Loma. “You may leave now. Our contract is now complete.” 
 
    Katla was grateful to be done with the witches. Her sister Dressa had been manipulated and tricked into joining the sect by one of the young male witches. Dressa had completed the blood pact with the witches before she’d realized their true nature. Their mother, Arranna, had been devastated by the loss of her youngest daughter. Of the six daughters Arranna had given birth to, only Katla and Dressa remained. Three of Katla’s older sisters had been Mykoznian King’s Guards and had died defending their king. The fourth daughter had been murdered and Katla had yet to discover the nature of Bree Anne’s murder. Arranna, when she learned about Dressa giving the blood oath to the witch sect, had begged Katla to rescue her.  
 
    However, breaking a blood oath was no simple task. The coven leaders had to agree to remove the bond, or Dressa would suffer greatly. To help Dressa, Katla had needed to give up her position on the King’s Guard and convince the witches to release Dressa. The price they agreed on was murder. Murder of the great northern warrior, Thorodd Stoneblood. Katla felt remorse at her part in the man’s death, but she knew she was simply a weapon. Thorodd would’ve died regardless, and at least this way Dressa now had a chance at a life outside of the dark witches’ coven. 
 
    Katla started to walk back out of the cave. She turned and gave the three witches one last look. She doubted this would be the last time she had to deal with them. “Not that I care, but if you are sending these two after the girl, you’d better reconsider. They won’t be enough.” 
 
    Vina Agail, who was examining one of the gems, cackled. “Fool. You have no idea what these men are capable of. Especially now that we have these gemstones. They will be mighty demon warriors.” 
 
    Katla shrugged. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Katla thought back to the gem she’d delivered to Hanna Halfblood, granddaughter of Thorodd Stoneblood. Would the gem turn her into a demon warrior like the witches intended to do with Tiran and Arzhan? Or was the northern warriors bloodline's magic different than that the witches intended to use?  
 
    Katla left the cave. It was time to go home and see her sister. Katla wondered what her future held now that she was no longer a King’s Guard. It had been an expensive price to pay, but at least her sister was now safe. The assassination of Thorodd Stoneblood left a bitter taste in Katla’s mouth. Perhaps one day she would get a chance to help Hanna, but for now the girl was on her own. Katla needed to return to Mykoznia to make sure the witches kept their word and Dressa was safety returned to their mother. 
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    Training with Anso, dream walker 
 
    The splashing of cold water over Hanna’s skin told her it was time to wake. She shivered as she jumped out of bed. 
 
    “I see you’ve forgotten what time training starts. I hope you haven’t grown soft in your time as a sailor,” said Anso as he walked towards the kitchen. 
 
    Hanna shook her head to remove some of the remaining water. She had forgotten about Anso’s way of waking students who slept past the break of dawn. She wasn’t soft, but the rigors of Anso’s training would be a test. She joined him in the kitchen. “I was thinking magic training would be less strenuous. You know, read a book or two, and cast some spells. Try and levitate to the top of your apple tree.” 
 
    Anso shook his head. “A warrior mage trains the body and mind alike. Besides, until we know what type of magic you truly possess we won’t be worried about specific spells. How did you sleep last night?” 
 
    “Besides having another dream where I am talking to a young Thorodd? Fine, I suppose.” Her dream was the same one that she’d been having on the ship. A misty cloudy space and a young Thorodd trying to talk to her, but she couldn’t understand what he was saying. “Why do you think I keep having those dreams?” 
 
    “The bloodstone. Your grandfather’s spirit is connected to the stone, and now that you have it the bond between you and your grandfather is stronger.” 
 
    “But why is he younger in my dreams? Are they really dreams?” 
 
    Anso smiled. “Why should your grandfather’s spirit maintain his age? The Thorodd you see in your dreams is likely when he was at his strongest and how he saw himself entering the spirit world. Yes, I believe it is still a dream, but dreams are a place where it’s easier for us to communicate with the spirit world. Our higher brain doesn’t interfere as much.” 
 
    Hanna scratched her head. “Higher brain? What is that?” 
 
    “The logic driven part of your mind, the part of you that has to see something to believe it is there. The part that questions everything. When you sleep that part of you is resting, and your spirit is awake.” 
 
    Hanna wasn’t sure she really understood what Anso was talking about. “Am I going to have weird dreams every night where he talks to me in that garbled voice that I can’t understand?” 
 
    “Perhaps. Time will tell. However, once you start to explore your magic and learn to harness it I suspect that things will change. Now go do your run and we’ll get started.” 
 
    When Anso had been her trainer in Irontide, Hanna had to run every day. Not that she minded; the running had become a good way of clearing her mind and preparing her for the long, challenging days of training that Anso gave her. “Where should I run?” asked Hanna. In Irontide, they had created a circuit for her to run from her parent’s cottage through the woods and back again. 
 
    “There is a path heading east, follow it until it forks. Take the right-hand trail.” 
 
    Hanna stretched and put on her shoes. She stepped outside and glanced around until she spotted the trail. Starting at a slow jog, Hanna moved through the forest that surrounded Anso’s cottage. The woods here were different than those in Solotine. The trees in Creyta were bigger, but there were fewer of them. Instead of many trees the woods were filled with thick bushes that grew to eight feet tall. The bushes were thick with berries and thorns. From her early childhood visits, Hanna knew that the prickly thorns were much safer than the berries on most of the bushes. For every edible berry in Creyta there were three that were poisonous. Some were mildly poisonous, and could be eaten at the risk of heartburn and an upset stomach and a healthy case of the runs, while others were so poisonous that just a handful could be fatal if eaten.  
 
    As Hanna went she started to pick up speed. She had always enjoyed running but it wasn’t something a sailor got to indulge in. While she ran, Hanna’s mind went back to Solotine. How was her mother doing? Would any of their trading partners balk at having a woman in charge of the company? Would the Foxnoses keep their promises? What would Biran Nordvik be doing right now? The attractive young northerner had been seeping into her thoughts lately.  
 
    At first, she’d thought him an arrogant snob, the rich son of the village leader. Yet, as she got to know him she grew to understand the fine clothes, so out of place in the valley of Ayrith, were a tool used in Grimsfell, along with the snobby attitude, to get better terms from the city’s traders. And as she spent more time with Biran, he relaxed and his true personality started to come out. He was a nice fellow and despite being almost as young as Hanna was taking over much of his sick father’s duties running the village. She looked forward to visiting the Ayrith village again. 
 
    The trail weaved through the woods, and went up into a small series of steep hills that made her legs burn as she powered her way up the short inclines. The trail then made its way back to Anso’s cottage in the woods. By the time that she was done she had a good sweat going. It had been too long since her last run and her body was not used to the vigorous exercise. 
 
    Anso laughed at her as she leaned over holding her side. “Too much sailing?” 
 
    Hanna groaned and nodded. “Too much sailing.” She loved the sea and her crew, but it certainly had affected her ability to run. She would have to make sure that in the future she spent more time running when on shore. It was still uncertain how she would be best served spending her time now that grandfather was gone. Where would her mother need her the most? 
 
    “Stretch,” instructed Anso, signaling that her allowed recovery time was up. 
 
    Hanna automatically began her stretching routine that he’d taught her long ago. Anso required that any warriors he taught be well-conditioned and flexible. His logic was that there was always going to be someone stronger or faster, but endurance and the ability to move in ways your opponent couldn’t, would defeat a stronger or faster opponent if they had the same skill level. Fatigue and sloppy form were a warrior’s worst enemies. As Hanna finished her stretches she noticed that Anso had brought out her grandfather’s axe and shield. The axe, made of northern steel, or black steel as it was called in places outside of Solotine for its dark color, was a fine weapon, double-bladed and with a long handle that gave the weapon versatility. It was good in close and could be used for powerful attacks. The shield was metal reinforced witch wood. Witch oak was the hardest and most durable wood available. Hanna picked up the weapons and moved them around, trying to get a feel for them. The axe felt surprising light in her hand. She’d trained with axes before, but never as a one-handed weapon. 
 
    Anso noted the way Hanna looked at the axe. “Feels lighter than the last time we trained with axes, doesn’t it? You’ve grown since then. Glaive training has given you strength.” 
 
    Hanna couldn't argue with glaive training building up her muscles, although she wasn't sure that was the only thing different, but she ignored the feeling and tried to remember the different poses Anso had taught her with the axe. 
 
    “Much of the training we focused on before was speed. Your eagle’s claw weapons are small and more offensive in nature. Obviously, a shield is much more defensive in nature, but it can be a powerful offensive weapon as well.” 
 
    Hanna knew first-hand how effective a shield and sword combo could be. Many of the Lady’s crew used a shield and sword combination. It was vital in any battle with archers involved; it just hadn’t been her role. Anso and her father had taught her the short blades to take advantage of her speed.  
 
    As if reading her thoughts, Anso continued. “Many of your crewmen use shields; they act as a team. However, the way your grandfather fought was slightly different. Solotine warriors aren’t as well coordinated at fighting together, but their attacks and defense are just as solid as any Creytan warrior. You don’t have your grandfather’s strength, but you are quicker and plenty strong enough now to learn.”  
 
    Anso then spent the rest of the day drilling Hanna on the basics. They worked on blocking, bashing and quick strikes. It was repetitive and simple, but Hanna knew to master any skill, she needed to be able to do the basics without thinking. However, she couldn’t help but feel frustrated; she wanted to show her old trainer how much she’d learned since they last trained together; how much her skills had improved. Yet she felt like a beginner all over again. The axe, despite feeling lighter, was still cumbersome and awkward, especially when trying to keep her shield properly positioned. Even her footwork felt wrong. It was frustrating beyond belief. 
 
    … 
 
    “That is enough for now,” said Anso when the sun started to dip over the trees. 
 
    Exhausted, Hanna gratefully put down her weapons. Her arms were so tired. 
 
    “Come, we’ll eat dinner in the city tonight. There is someone I want you to meet.” 
 
    Hanna took shield and axe into the cottage and grabbed her knives. She was thankful to have her old weapons in her hands again. The axe and shield made her feel unsure. She would not want to meet anyone in battle with those weapons. She wondered how long it would take before she started to improve. She only had a few weeks until her ship returned and she left Creyta. Would it be long enough? 
 
    Centa was a port city, and while not as rough and dangerous as other port cities she’d been to, it was not a place to travel empty handed. On the other hand, she was traveling with a master fighting trainer. As they walked, Hanna broached a subject she’d been ignoring for some time now. “No word on my father?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t heard anything yet. Unfortunately, that is the way of the sea. Some are lost to us without ever knowing why.” 
 
    Hanna sighed. It had been years since her father disappeared. He’d been on a special mission for the King of Creyta, sailing to a faraway land. Their ship, and its crew, was never seen again. The worst part for Hanna had been the not knowing and the waiting. Due to the secretive nature of his mission, Hanna and her mother never knew when to expect him back. Weeks of patiently waiting turned into months of nervous anticipation and years of holding out hope while fearing to grieve. Hanna knew her mother had never been the same. They walked the rest of the way to the small pub in silence, Hanna deep in thought about her father and Anso willing to let silence guide them. 
 
    The Drunken Dwarf was a small pub on the outskirts of the city. Being the farthest pub away from the docks as you could find in Centa, it catered mostly to locals. Hanna’s stomach growled as they entered and the aroma of roasted chicken reminded her of the fact they’d only stopped training for a single mid-morning meal. She followed Anso to a table where an elderly woman with long white hair sat drinking from a mug that looked impossibly large compared to her petite body.  
 
    “Hanna Halfblood, meet Zeka Zafar,” said Anso. 
 
    Zeka took another healthy swig from her oversized mug and motioned for them to sit at the table with her. Zeka then eyed Hanna up. “Merdem’s daughter?” 
 
    “You knew my father?” asked Hanna. 
 
    Zeka gulped down more of her ale. “Since he was knee high. A wild one, young Merdem was. You have the same look to you.” 
 
    Hanna smiled. It was not the first time she’d heard that. 
 
    “Zeka, look at her necklace,” said Anso. 
 
    Zeka belched and took another sip. “You think I’m blind, Anso? I noticed the stone the second you two walked in. Winter’s tit, I could be blind and still notice the magic coming off that amulet. Give us a look,” said Zeka as she reached out her hand. 
 
    Hanna took off the necklace and handed it to Zeka. 
 
    Zeka smiled as she rubbed the stone. “Been a while since I held a bloodstone. Who gave it to you? Not your father, was it?” 
 
    “No,” said Hanna. “My grandfather was attacked in the mountains by a Mykoznian King’s Guard. His dying request was that I have the gem. The assassin brought it to me. She said he’d covered it in his blood before dying.” 
 
    “Mykoznian King’s Guard, you say? Interesting, but unlikely. An active member of the King’s Guard would never leave the king’s side. An ex-member of the King’s Guard is more likely. But that is beside the point. Your grandfather must have recognized what the stone was. His blood provided a link to the stone. How long have you had the stone now?” 
 
    “A couple of weeks,” said Hanna. 
 
    Zeka rubbed a bit of ale foam from her chin and nodded knowingly. “Have you started having dreams of him yet?” 
 
    “Yes!” said Hanna, excited that Zeka seemed to know what was going on with her. Perhaps the old woman would have a better answer to what was happening than Anso had provided. 
 
    “What does your grandfather tell you?” asked Zeka. 
 
    “I don’t know. I can hear him talking but it sounds garbled.” 
 
    Zeka turned to Anso. “What in the seven hells have you been teaching this one?” 
 
    “Weapons mostly,” admitted Anso. “I’ve taught some basic meditation and breathing, but I was very limited to what I could do in Solotine. You know how they are regarding magic.” 
 
    Zeka grunted in disgust. “A bloody waste. Who knows how many magic bloodlines are going to waste in that damned place.” She handed Hanna back the necklace. “You can’t hear your grandfather because your magic is weak. It was strong enough to activate the gemstone. I can feel the difference between when you are touching it and not, but you are not yet strong enough to use it.” 
 
    Hanna frowned. “Is there nothing I can do?” 
 
    “Beside spend years properly learning how to use magic? Usually I would say no. However, you are a special case. You have strong magic bloodlines; that much is obvious, but your magic had never been used. We need to get it flowing.” 
 
    “How do we do that?” asked Hanna. 
 
    Zeka looked over at Anso. “Did you bring herbs, or were you expecting me to go looking for them and interrupt my evening of drinking?” 
 
    “I brought them,” said Anso. 
 
    Zeka pointed to the bartender. She put up three fingers, indicating he should bring them a round of drinks. When the man put them on the table Zeka spoke. “Keep them coming, Rannib, we are doing some serious drinking tonight.” 
 
    Rannib chuckled, “When are you not serious about your drinking?” 
 
    Hanna watched as Zeka grinned at the bartender. Her smile was marred by missing teeth and others that were black with rot. Hanna wondered just how old Zeka was. 
 
    Anso poured a small bit of powder into Hanna’s drink. She eyed it suspiciously. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “You don’t want to know,” said Anso. “But between the ale and the powder you are going to be drunker than you ever imagined. Bottoms up!” 
 
    Hanna often joined the crew in celebration at the end of safe voyages, and ale was a regular occurrence with meals, but other than one time where she’d ended up projectile vomiting her dinner after too many ales she wasn’t one to get drunk. She wasn’t sure how this was going to help with magic, but she trusted Anso. “Bottoms up,” she replied before taking a mouthful of the ale. The ale, mixed with herbs, had a slight raspberry and cinnamon smell and flavor to it. Not what she would want to drink on a regular basis, but not unpleasant. 
 
    Rannib followed Zeka’s instructions carefully. Every time Hanna’s mug was empty another took its place. And for every mug Hanna drank Zeka drank two, but the old woman never seemed to get more intoxicated. She burped and belched more but her eyes stayed clear and her voice rang true. Hanna on the other hand had a warm feeling in her belly and was starting to see double of everything. She laughed and giggled as she tried unsuccessfully to touch her finger to her nose. 
 
    “We’d best get her back to your place soon,” said Zeka. “She’ll be in the dream world soon enough. It will be easier to move her now.” 
 
    Anso nodded and motioned for Rannib. 
 
    Rannib returned to the table. “Yes, Anso?” 
 
    “I need to borrow your wagon. This one isn’t going to be able to walk home.” 
 
    “I figured that about three ales ago,” said Rannib. “Anyone trying to keep up with Zeka is likely to fail. I’ve already had the horses bridled. The wagon is ready to go when you are.” 
 
    “You think it will work?” asked Anso. 
 
    Zeka burped before giving her reply. “She has strong magic, I can sense it, and the connection is there. She should’ve had years of magical training. Spirit magic is not for everyone. Who knows what will happen tonight.” 
 
    “What’s done is done. Now all we can do is to make sure she survives.” Anso, with Rannib’s help, escorted a wobbly and oblivious Hanna out to the wagon. 
 
    … 
 
    As Hanna walked through the forest, a soft, white, thick fog started to flow into the meadow. She moved forward. Tonight her dream seemed more intense, the colors more vivid. She felt like she could reach out and touch the fog. 
 
    Thorodd walked up to her as he had in every dream. He smiled at her. “Hello, Hanna.” 
 
    Surprised that she could hear him, Hanna stuttered. “Hello, Grandfather.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure if you would ever hear me,” said Thorodd. “The spirit connection doesn’t work for everyone.” 
 
    “Why are we connected? Why did you make the bloodstone?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “It was all I had left to give you. I’ve tried to give you wisdom and guidance as you grew into a young warrior, but my time was up. The bloodstone allows me to continue to watch over you.” 
 
    “What’s it like, the spirit world?” asked Hanna. 
 
    Thorodd smiled. “It is different. I’m among my people, I have no complaints. I lived a long and full life.” 
 
    “My father, is he there with you?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “I have not seen him. I know not of where he rests, in the spirit world or not.” 
 
    Hanna’s shoulders slumped slightly as she let out a deep breath. She hadn’t expected her grandfather to have a definitive answer about what happened to her father, yet she still couldn’t help but be disappointed to not know anything. “Are you going to visit my dreams all the time?” asked Hanna. 
 
    Thorodd shook his head. “No, now that your magic is flowing you will be able to control when you open yourself up to the stone’s magic. I will always be watching, but I won’t always be available. There is much for me to do here in the beyond.” 
 
    “Do you know who was behind your killing? Do you know why the girl attacked you?” 
 
    “The stones. I didn’t know what they were when I first saw them, but once I touched one I understood there was something special about them. I took them to a mage I knew, Amaden Blugroson. He recognized the gems for what they were. He knew my magic wasn’t strong enough to use the stones on my own, but you are a different story. Whoever hired the young woman who killed me wants the stones for themselves. I don’t know if they killed me to stop me from using the gems or so they could control the gems. That is something you must figure out.” 
 
    “Why would they want to stop you from using the gems?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “Spirit magic is very powerful. Those who control it become powerful, and if they have dark intentions the spirit stones allow a connection between all of the spirit realms.” 
 
    Hanna frowned. All of the spirit realms? “They could speak to demons?” 
 
    “Not only speak to them, but gain the power of demons. It would take a very powerful magic user to attempt such a bonding but the stones would allow demons to be bonded with almost anyone.” 
 
    “Did our ancestors bond with demons?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “Our ancestors bonded with souls from all realms, but rarely with demons. They connected with other spirits that lived in the seven hells, but I don’t think they were demons. I’ve still much to learn in the spirit world. Access to the beyond doesn’t come with unlimited knowledge. I am still learning of my new surroundings. But I can tell you this. As your magic grows in strength you will be able to create new stones. You must know the heart of the person you bond to the spirit world. This magic can corrupt a weak soul. Trust your heart and never take the decision to make a bloodstone lightly. It can be a great gift and a greater curse.” 
 
    Hanna shuddered. The talk of demons and curses was frightening. But she knew enough of magic to understand what he meant. “I will do my best, Grandfather.” 
 
    “I know you will. Take care, Hanna Halfblood.” 
 
    “When will I see you again?” asked Hanna. “Will you be back tomorrow night?” 
 
    “I will be back when you need me,” said Thorodd. He then turned and started to walk back into the fog.  
 
    10 
 
    Magical hangover 
 
    Hanna’s head pounded when she woke the next morning. She gingerly opened her eyes to notice the light shining through her window. She thanked the Gods for Anso letting her sleep past day break. 
 
    Despite the pounding headache, Hanna was happy. The connection to her grandfather was fresh in her mind and she was grateful to finally have been able to hear what he was saying.  
 
    “Did it work?” asked Anso as he handed Hanna a mug of water. 
 
    She drank the entire mug at once. “Yes. I finally was able to talk to him.” 
 
    “Excellent. Did you learn anything new?” 
 
    Hanna paused. Had she learned anything new or had Thorodd simply confirmed what Anso, Koyo, and Zeka had told her about bloodstones? “Yes, there is a mage in Solotine that understands bloodstones. However, he didn’t know any more than we do about who killed him.” 
 
    “I see,” said Anso. “Well, at least we’ve made progress. The next time you talk to him you can learn more.” 
 
    Hanna frowned. “I’m not sure when that will be. It didn’t sound like he would be coming into my dreams as much now that we’ve connected.” 
 
    “That is not surprising. But it will happen again. In the meantime, you continue your training. Have another glass of water before beginning your morning run.” 
 
    “I may die today,” said Hanna. She felt horrendous. The idea of a run was terrifying, but perhaps a run would help remove some of the alcohol from her system. 
 
    … 
 
    After finishing her run and several stops to empty her stomach, Hanna started her stretching routine. This time Anso had specific instructions for her. 
 
    “As you work on controlling your breathing and centering your mind, focus on the bloodstone. Feel its energy. Allow that energy to flow through your body.” 
 
    Hanna was sure the only thing traveling through her today was vomit and alcohol, but she kept her thoughts to herself. She’d learned long ago not to talk back when Anso was giving a lesson. On more than one occasion she’d ended up doing twice as much running as necessary. Instead, she bit her lip and closed her eyes. She tried to picture magic flowing through her body.  
 
    She couldn’t tell if the visualizing accomplished anything or not, but by the time she was done with her stretching she did feel slightly better, and if she wasn’t going crazy, the gemstone in her necklace felt slightly warmer. 
 
    Grabbing the axe and shield, Hanna prepared to go through whatever progressions Anso wanted her to do. Yesterday she’d been clunky and slow in her movements. She was sure she could only do better today. 
 
    By noon, Hanna found out she’d been wrong. Today was worse, much worse. She didn’t know if it was the alcohol from the previous night’s excursion into the city or if it was something else, but every time she attempted something more complicated than a simple block or swing of her axe her body seemed to be fighting her. Her balance seemed off and everything that could go wrong did. Several times she tripped and hit the ground while attempting a maneuver. Several were maneuvers that she’d performed a thousand times with a glaive, but now couldn’t seem to do at all. Hanna grew frustrated and was thankful when Anso suggested that they call it a day. 
 
    “There is a small pond to the west, hidden by thick bramble bushes, but if you head to that tall tree over there,” Anso pointed to a tree, far off to the west but still easily visible, “you will find the bramble bushes. Follow the bushes south until you find the opening.” 
 
    Hanna eagerly headed to the tree, and the bramble bushes just beyond. The bushes were thick, as thick as any she’d seen before and were easily ten feet tall. It was impossible to see through them, so she would have to take Anso’s word that there was a pond hiding on the other side of the bushes. 
 
    A few hundred yards later, she found the opening. It was only a few feet wide and cut into the bramble bush at an angle. From a distance, you wouldn’t even notice it. Inside, to Hanna’s surprise and delight, wasn’t a pond but a hot spring pool. The slightest amount of steam rising off the water hinted at the pool’s temperature. Looking around, she noticed that it was surrounded by the bramble bushes. It was like a wall hiding nature’s treasure from the world.  
 
    Discarding her damp and sweaty clothing, Hanna tiptoed her way into the pool. The water was warm, almost to the point of being hot. The heat felt good on her tired muscles. The intense nature of Anso’s training left her with sore and achy feet, but the heated water felt amazing. She found a large flat rock only a few feet into the water that was perfect to sit on. 
 
    An hour passed, and Hanna felt a hundred times better than she had that morning. The alcohol and whatever herbs Anso and Zeka had put in her drinks had finally worked their way through her body and now her tired muscles were relaxed. She leaned back, letting the warm afternoon sun wash over her, feeling its energy. The last few weeks had been physically and emotionally draining and the hot pool and an afternoon of relaxation was exactly what her body and mind needed.  
 
    Hanna thought back to her childhood. There was a natural hot spring like this one only a few hours from Irontide. Her parents had taken her one fall day. It had been a great day. She missed her father, and now she was missing her mother as well. It would be good to get home and see her. Anso was like family, but it just wasn’t the same.  
 
    Sometimes a girl just needed her mother. 
 
    Reluctantly, Hanna left the pools and returned to Anso’s cottage. He was inside and had a hot mug of tea waiting for her. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said as she took the tea and headed to the sitting room. She sat in the comfortable leather chair and sipped her tea in contemplation before looking over at Anso. “I did worse today, and I don’t think it was from the drinking and whatever else you gave me. Something else was throwing me off.” 
 
    Anso nodded. “Yes, I suspected that would happen, although I wouldn’t completely discount the effects of the herbs. But yes, you are going to have difficulty learning with this training.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Hanna. She had a sneaking suspicion she knew the answer but it was too strange to say. She waited for Anso to tell her. 
 
    “The spirit stone, or bloodstone as your grandfather would call it, isn’t just a connection between you and your grandfather; it can also act as a gate. His spirit can enter your body. That feeling you have like your body is fighting you, that is Thorodd.” 
 
    It was as Hanna had suspected. Her body was being shared like some sort of spiritual vessel. “Can he take over my body? Can he control me?” Hanna trusted her grandfather, but this was his spirit, not the man himself. Did she trust his spirit the same way she had trusted him? 
 
    “No, you would willingly have to give him control. It isn’t that Thorodd is trying to control your body; it is that he instinctively wants to help you. The training that your father and I gave you is different than how Thorodd would fight. Therefore, you move differently, you react differently. Those differences you feel are when he would do it differently than you.” 
 
    “I don’t want to give up control of my body,” said Hanna in a firm voice. “Even to grandfather.” 
 
    “Then don’t,” said Anso. “However, you can use what you feel to learn. Thorodd Stoneblood was a great warrior; he spent a lifetime using that axe and shield. Countless battles, hours upon hours, years upon years of training. I am an excellent teacher, I have knowledge and skill in many types of weapons and fighting styles, but I’ve never mastered a skill the way Thorodd mastered the axe. That mastery comes from a lifetime of learning and focusing solely on one weapon. Let his spirit flow through your body. Feel how he would move, learn to move like Thorodd. Not only will the magic guide you, but his spirit will make you stronger.” 
 
    Hanna ran a hand through her hair as she absorbed Anso’s lesson. Everything he was saying made sense. 
 
    Anso continued. “You should have already noticed how much lighter his axe and shield feel. That isn’t solely from the muscles gained through glaive training, but because the weapons were Thorodd’s they will feel lighter to you. His strength will flow through you even with your old weapons, but his mastery of the weapons won’t. You have skills exceeding his in the glaive and in the daggers. But the axe, I doubt there is a man alive who has the skills Thorodd had. Not many warriors who’ve seen as much battle as Thorodd lived long enough to reach that level of mastery. Some of us are blessed to have lived full lives and escaped death on the battlefield. Thorodd’s spirit is a blessing, once you understand and accept it.” 
 
    Hanna took a deep breath. It was much to absorb, the idea that her grandfather’s spirit was entering her body. It was one thing to talk to him in her dreams, but to share a body? That was something else entirely. But if Anso was right, and she could learn to fight like Thorodd… It was something to consider.  
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    Attack 
 
    The next morning, Hanna woke on time, and she smiled as she exited her bed, dry. Silently she dressed and headed outside. The sun was not yet up, but she knew the route of her run well enough to get started without the benefit of sunlight. The pre-dawn grey was enough to mark her way. 
 
    After she finished her stretches, Anso joined her. Standing silently, arms crossed, he waited for her to go through the previous day’s progressions. They wouldn’t do any new lessons until she was comfortable with the last day’s teachings. 
 
    Now that she knew the problem wasn’t her understanding of the progressions, but that she had a spirit in her body fighting for control of her movements, Hanna felt strangely at ease with yesterday’s failures. Taking a deep breath and centering herself, Hanna focused her thoughts on the bloodstone and her own magic. Then she began her training. The first things she practiced were simple blocking and bashing with the shield techniques. Her movements still felt off and awkward despite the movement only being a simple thrust forward of her shield arm. Why would Thorodd be fighting her on such a simple maneuver? 
 
    Hanna closed her eyes and relaxed and tried to feel the moment when the movement felt wrong. After several attempts, she realized it wasn’t the movement itself that was wrong; it was the speed at which she was doing it. The slower she moved the more resistance she felt. The harder and more aggressive she did the movement the more natural it became. Hanna smiled. It was the first time since she’d started training with Anso she felt comfortable doing one of the movements. It wasn’t much. There wasn’t anything simpler than a shield bash, but it showed that Anso was right, she could learn by paying attention to when Thorodd’s spirit moved in different ways than she wanted to. 
 
    … 
 
    The next week was a blur of frustration and repetition. Hanna couldn’t believe how much time it was taking to learn the simplest progressions of attacks. Progress had started as a trickle, hours spent on the simplest moves, was now slowly increasing to the point where she could see improvement, but there was no way she was going to master the new weapons any time soon.  
 
    Anso seemed unperturbed by the speed of her progress. “Thorodd spent a lifetime learning to fight this way; did you honestly expect to learn everything he knew in two weeks?” 
 
    “No, but I thought perhaps it might be a little quicker. I mean I thought magic would make it quicker,” said Hanna. 
 
    Anso snorted. “Magic can be just as slow and tedious to learn as weapons. Perhaps I should make you learn a spell or two just so you can learn the value of patience when it comes to magic.” 
 
    Hanna wasn’t sure that would be a good idea. In fact, she was positive it was a terrible idea. She was already spending her entire day focused on her training, and adding hours of frustration from trying to learn other aspects of magic would be even more draining. “Perhaps we should save spells for later. Learning to deal with spirit magic is difficult enough on its own.” 
 
    “A wise choice,” said Anso. “Now get back to work. Block, drop and pivot, side step into axe thrust.” 
 
    Hanna groaned. This attack sequence was killing her. How had a man as big as Thorodd learned to move so gracefully? Hanna had always associated her northern warriors with power and force, but Anso’s training was showing that Thorodd had possessed deceptive agility and grace. She shook her head, took a deep breath and focused on relaxing and letting her energy flow to and from the bloodstone. She was getting much better at letting the magic flow. She could now tell when Thorodd’s spirit grew stronger in her body. When she wasn’t concentrating on it, the connection between her and Thorodd’s spirit was like a little thread that connected them, barely there and almost invisible, but when she relaxed and focused on the connection it grew stronger. 
 
    As Hanna worked on the attack sequence, a stranger approached the yard. Anso was the first to notice the stranger, but when his eyes went to the man, Hanna noticed the way Anso’s hands flexed around the staff he was holding. As Hanna finished the attack moves, she casually turned to look at who was approaching. 
 
    The stranger was average height, wearing a simple commoner’s tunic and pants. At first, Hanna didn’t notice anything unusual about him, but as he drew closer, she noticed his necklace. He had a gem like hers. Hanna’s brow furrowed as she looked into his eyes. The man was focused on her and was walking forward at a determined pace. 
 
    “How can I help you, friend?” asked Anso as the man drew closer. 
 
    The man ignored Anso and kept coming forward towards Hanna.  
 
    Hanna watched as the man’s eyes suddenly went black. The man roared and pulled out a sword. Hanna instinctively brought her shield up as the man’s sword crashed into it. Hanna couldn’t believe the speed and power of this stranger with the black eyes. She barely had time to adjust before the next attack came. 
 
    The next attack sent her shield off to her left, exposing her chest. The stranger then slammed his empty hand into her, sending her crashing to the ground. 
 
    With a roar, Anso attacked the man. Anso moved with a speed that belied his years. But the stranger moved even faster. Faster than any man Hanna had ever fought. She jumped up to rejoin the battle. Together, Anso and Hanna attacked the man but his speed and ferocity was more than equal to the two of them. Hanna winced as his blade slashed her leg. The man then landed an attack on Anso, who was knocked to the ground. The stranger smiled and turned his attention back to Hanna.  
 
    Hanna knew she was in trouble. She needed to do something or the fight would soon be over for her and Anso. Suddenly she could feel Thorodd’s spirit connection growing stronger. She knew she wasn’t a match for the stranger on her own. Perhaps Thorodd was a better match for the stranger. Desperate, Hanna relaxed and focused on the bloodstone, putting as much energy into it as she could. The bloodstone started to feel hot on her chest and she could feel Thorodd’s spirit. 
 
    The stranger attacked again. 
 
    Hanna could feel Thorodd’s spirit willing her body to move. She let her own control over her muscles go. Thorodd’s spirit took over. She felt his spirit now more than she ever had. She could feel his rage at the stranger and his battle lust. Thorodd wanted to destroy his enemy. Hanna felt herself moving with more speed and power than she ever imagined. Her axe slashed the chest of the stranger warrior, but he didn’t even flinch. He kept coming forward, pressing the attack. However, Thorodd could meet his attacks, matching him move for move. Finally, Hanna felt herself using the attack Anso had been teaching her earlier: block, drop and pivot, and then side step into an axe thrust. Only Thorodd didn’t thrust, he whipped around, bringing his axe through the neck of his enemy. The warrior’s head bounced and rolled away from Hanna. She swore the black as night eyes stared at her the whole time it rolled away. 
 
    With the stranger dead, Hanna felt Thorodd’s spirit diminish. Hanna resumed control of her body, rushing to check on Anso. Her old teacher was sitting on the ground, his face was white as a sheet and his chest was covered in blood. Hanna pressed her hand against the wound. 
 
    Anso held her hand. He smiled up at her. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been in a real battle. I forgot how much fun it is.” 
 
    Fun? Hanna thought. There was nothing fun about this. Her mentor was dying in front of her. Tears started to well in her eyes as she held her old friend. 
 
    “Don’t shed tears for me,” said Anso. “I’m an old man. Dying with a weapon in my hands, fighting beside you, is an honor. From the first time that I met you I knew you’d be a great warrior. You were a small little thing, but you had so much spirit and fire. Stubborn as a mule and yet eager to learn. You’ve come a long way, Hanna Halfblood.” 
 
    “Don’t leave me, Anso. I need your guidance. I can’t do this alone,” said Hanna as she fought back the tears. 
 
    Anso smiled. “There is a way for me to continue my guidance if you choose.” 
 
    Hanna didn’t understand what he was saying. “Tell me how, Anso. What do I need to do?” 
 
    Anso grunted. “What have I been teaching you? You have magic, use it. You defeated that demon warrior using your magic. Allow my spirit to continue to serve you.” 
 
    Spirit? Anso was suggesting a connection like the one she shared with Thorodd. Was it possible? Could the gemstone be a connection to multiple spirits? If it was possible Hanna was going to make it happen. She hated that Anso was dying. If she could have a connection to his spirit it was a risk she was willing to take. “I’d be honored to have you watch over me, Anso.” 
 
    Anso smiled and placed his hand, covered in his own blood, on Hanna’s chest, covering the bloodstone. Hanna watched as his face relaxed and his eyes closed. The gemstone on her necklace grew warmer and his body grew colder. She watched as her friend and mentor passed from this life and made his way to the beyond. 
 
    Hanna cried, despite her mentor’s request for her not to. She couldn’t help it. Anso had been like family. She then remembered the conversation she’d had with Thorodd in her dream. Thorodd wasn’t unhappy in the spirit world; he was content and his spirit form was a young version of himself. She wondered what Anso’s would look like. Would he share the same spirit world as Thorodd, or did Creytan warriors go somewhere different than those from Solotine? Perhaps Thorodd or Anso, maybe even both, would one day explain it to her. 
 
    Wiping her tears away, Hanna’s thoughts turned to what needed to be done next. First, she needed to bury Anso’s body. There was a small hill behind his cottage, with rolling green grass that overlooked the valley forest. It was a perfect place. Or at least as good as any she could think of. As far as she knew Anso had no family and had no other home than the small cottage. She’d bury his body on the hill. If he had issue with it, his spirit would let her know, but instinctively Hanna knew Anso wouldn’t care where his body was. As she buried Anso, she said her goodbyes to her old friend. But it wasn’t goodbye, not truly. His spirit was now connected to hers. Someday she would hear his voice again.  
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    Witches and demon stones 
 
    After burying Anso, Hanna headed to Centa to see Zeka Zafar. She found the old woman in the Drunken Dwarf pub. 
 
    “Have a seat, Hanna. You back for another round of drinking?” said Zeka with a wink. 
 
    Hanna sat down across from Zeka. “I’ll have a drink to Anso Sengaw.” 
 
    Zeka raised an eyebrow and then stared at Hanna. She then turned and motioned to the bartender. 
 
    Rannib came to the table.  
 
    “A round of drinks for everyone, Rannib. Centa has lost a friend. Anso Sengaw is no longer with us.” 
 
    Rannib nodded and walked away to get drinks. 
 
    Zeka sighed and pushed her mug aside. “Tell me.” 
 
    Hanna described the stranger and how his eyes went black, and how he moved so incredibly fast, how powerful he’d been. She described how Anso put his blood on her gem. Then Hanna showed Zeka the gemstone necklace that she’d taken from the body of the man who killed Anso. The gem was cracked and dull. 
 
    “Bloody demon warriors,” spat Zeka. “Someone has used gemstones to create demon warriors.” 
 
    Hanna frowned. “I thought you said my powers were rare.” 
 
    “They are,” said Zeka. “But what you have is hereditary power. Powerful mages or a coven of witches could replicate the magic. With these gemstones, and willing subjects, they can create bonds similar to what you have with your grandfather’s spirit, and now Anso’s spirit. Except the powerful mages and witches bond the warrior with demons. Demon warriors are powerful, evil, and hard to kill.” Zeka paused. “How did you kill it?” 
 
    “Thorodd’s spirit. When the warrior hurt me and Anso, the bond between Thorodd and I grew stronger. I let him take over my body. Thorodd cut the demon warrior’s head off.” 
 
    “That makes sense. A demon warrior possesses endurance beyond a normal warrior, so cutting its head off is a sure way to end the battle. What are your plans now?” 
 
    “The same as they were before. Someone killed my grandfather over the precious stones. Now they have killed Anso as well. I need to find out who is behind the attacks and finish this.” 
 
    “Demon warriors, it stinks of witches to me,” said Zeka as she eyed the cracked gemstone amulet. “You said a Mykoznian King’s Guard assassinated your grandfather? That is the sort of thing a witch would set up. If it were me I would travel to Mykoznia. Luckily, Creyta and Mykoznia aren’t at war right now. Travel there is relatively safe. Since your ship is from Solotine you shouldn’t have any problems getting in.” 
 
    Hanna was well aware of the ongoing wars between Mykoznia and Creyta. Trade ships needed to always be well informed as to what countries were at war. Many an innocent trade ship had been attacked for simply flying the wrong flag when they entered a port. “There are witches in Mykoznia?” 
 
    “There are witches everywhere if you know where to look.” Zeka gave a wide grin but her eyes held no humor. “When does your ship return?”  
 
    Hanna had a feeling Zeka herself might be a witch. She squirmed uncomfortably in her chair. The old woman made her nervous. There was something about her that Hanna just couldn’t put her finger on. “Any day now.” 
 
    “Good. Until they return keep working on your training. You now have the spirits of two master warriors connected to you. It will likely be even more difficult than before.” 
 
    Hanna frowned. Even more difficult? It was already a struggle. “How so?” 
 
    “Think how hard it was with just two of you competing to use your body. Now imagine three spirits competing. It won’t be enough to learn how to access their power. You must learn how to control multiple spirits at once.” 
 
    “That is not good. It took me days to learn how to do a simple shield bash with only Thorodd’s spirit. How am I going to learn to control two spirits?” 
 
    “When Thorodd took over your body, did you feel out of control?” 
 
    Hanna thought about it. No, despite giving up control of her own movements, she had known that at any time she could take them back. “No, I wasn’t controlling my body, but I could’ve ended it at any time. I maintained some control while giving some to Thorodd.” 
 
    Zeka smiled. “That is your answer. You are a skilled warrior, and Thorodd and Anso are skilled warriors. You need to work on your magic so that you can give both some control while maintaining more for yourself. You must find balance. Anso focused your training on weapons, because it is what you already knew. And you should continue doing what Anso taught, but your power comes from your ability to harness the spirit stone. Keep working on letting the magic flow between you and the stone. Keep practicing until it becomes second nature, just like any other skill.” 
 
    Hanna thanked Zeka for her help and headed back to Anso’s cottage. She felt numb as she walked. Despite knowing she was still connected to his spirit, the loss of her mentor still weighed heavily on her heart. 
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    Crew arrive, searching for witch 
 
    Morning arrived early for Hanna. Sleep had not come easily. The wound she’d suffered during the fight wasn’t deep but even after dressing it, the injury, along with her emotional state, made slumber difficult. She did not dream of Anso or Thorodd that night. 
 
    Still tired, she forced herself to get dressed and head outside. Any day now the Lady should arrive in Centa and it would be time to start her search for the witches or mages behind the demon warrior who’d attacked her and Anso. Meanwhile, she’d do exactly what her mentor would expect from her. And that meant the routine of a morning run, followed by stretching and breathing exercises and then weapons training. 
 
    The run was over before she knew it, her endurance had returned, and she barely broke a sweat. Following her stretching routine Hanna grabbed her shield and axe. Yesterday the fight had been won by letting Thorodd completely control her movements, but Hanna wasn’t sure that it was the best option. Thorodd’s spirit had defeated his enemy, but what if she and Thorodd could work together? Would her strength and skill combined with his be more powerful than hers or his alone? And now with Anso’s spirit in the mix the question was even more important. The easiest way to find out was practice. She no longer had a teacher with her to tell her what to practice, but she knew enough. Anso had taught her well, and techniques she could learn from Koyo. Right now, she needed to start over again, doing the basics. Focus on her connections with Thorodd and Anso. 
 
    Taking her position, Hanna concentrated on the gemstone and imagined magical energy flowing from her body into it, and then back into her. The gemstone warmed up. She could feel the connection. It wasn’t the same as before. Now, instead of one string of energy growing as she focused on it, there were two strings intertwined, and as she focused they both grew but also seemed to meld into one. It was a weird sensation, but not an uncomfortable one.  
 
    She started again with a simple shield bash. As had happened the first time she’d tried it with Thorodd’s spirit, the movement was awkward. Instead of being pulled in one direction by Thorodd’s spirit there were now two pulling on her. Hanna tried it again, and again. Slowly the move started to feel natural. The pulling feeling slowly started to disappear as her movements matched those of the spirits inside her.  
 
    Hanna noticed that the shield and axe felt lighter today. Was it because there were two spirits working with her or was her connection growing? Hanna wasn’t sure but both seemed to be a logical answer. To test her theory Hanna bent her mind once again to the gemstone, this time calling more on both of them. It wasn’t like during the fight where she’d given Thorodd complete control, but it was more than she’d ever tried before. And, instead of trying just a shield bash, she tried the progression she and Anso had been working on; the same one Thorodd had used to defeat the demon warrior. 
 
    As soon as Hanna started the progression of moves, she felt both pulling on her. However, the pull was slight and the shield and axe both felt lighter. When she was done, Hanna realized that even though the teamwork between her and her spirit friends still needed work, the results could be incredible. She had done the progression of moves quicker than she’d ever done. Quicker than she’d ever imagined possible.  
 
    Zeka had been wrong. Having two spirits working together wasn’t more difficult, it was just different. It was still a matter of learning to channel the magic, but the power she felt was stronger with two. Hanna nodded and spoke to herself. “I should have known you two would be able to work together. It is me that needs to learn how to join you two, not the other way around.” In that, Zeka was correct. Hanna needed to keep training herself to open herself to her own magic and that of her two spirit warriors.  
 
    Hanna reset herself and returned to her practice. For the rest of the day, she worked diligently, without stop. Her concern about how the two spirits would work together was gone, but now something else was growing in its place. A determination to learn to use the bloodstone and her connection to the spirits to its fullest. A desire to push herself to the point where the connection between herself and the spirits was seamless.  
 
    When darkness started to fall, Hanna felt a burning in her stomach. This wasn’t desire to train, this was desire to eat. She’d been so focused on her training she hadn’t eaten all day. Hanna put down the weapons and headed to the garden. Taking a handful of vegetables into the cottage, Hanna quickly prepared a soup.  
 
    While she waited for the soup to cook she cleaned and redressed her wound. The training had opened the wound. She should’ve gone easier, and let her body heal, but the need to understand her connection to the spirits had been greater. Tomorrow she would go easier. Her time would be just as productive spent concentrating on her magic as it would be spent on physically practicing.  
 
    After she ate, Hanna was exhausted. The previous day’s fight, the long night of little sleep and then a full intensive day of training left her with little energy. She quickly went to bed, and a deep sleep covered her like a warm comforting blanket. 
 
    … 
 
    The fog rolled in, thick white blankets of it. But the forest was different this time, and it wasn’t Thorodd walking towards her but Anso. 
 
    Hanna smiled at her old trainer. She had hoped that he would come to her dream that night. 
 
    “Hanna,” said Anso. 
 
    “Anso,” said Hanna. “I’m glad to see you. And to hear you. I don’t know if I could handle another spirit whose speech was muffled.” 
 
    Anso chuckled. “Thorodd’s spirit’s speech was never muffled. Only your ability to hear it was muffled. Your magic is the key to this connection, not our spirits. There’s only so much spirits can do.” 
 
    Hanna nodded. It was something she was growing to understand on her own now. “You look different, but not as young as Thorodd’s spirit.” Anso looked younger, but not young. His close-cropped hair and short goatee were the same, but now they were dark with only a few hints of grey, and his eyes, which had always sparkled with vitality, were now surrounded by a few tiny wrinkles. 
 
    “Thorodd’s spirit is best represented by the young warrior, but I was a little too arrogant as a younger man. This form better represents who I aspired to be.” 
 
    “Is it a good place where you are?” asked Hanna. Thorodd had seemed content, she wondered if it was the same for her old teacher. 
 
    Anso nodded. “Yes, I am reunited with my family. I have no regrets. I am where I belong. Visiting the world through your bond is enough. I would not want to return if that is what you are asking. Do not fret that I died.” 
 
    Hanna smiled. It was comforting to know that Anso felt that way. It made their connection more special. “Can you tell me anything about the demon warrior we faced?” 
 
    Anso’s spirit body frowned and shook his head. “Where I am, it is not a place connected to the demon that was linked to that spirit stone. You know all that I know. Zeka was correct; I believe witches are likely behind the attacks.” 
 
    “But why?” Why would witches want to kill me? 
 
    “The same reason they had your grandfather killed. The ayrithstones are spirit stones. The witches, if it is witches, found out about them when the Foxnose Traders brought them everywhere looking for buyers. When they found out your grandfather, a descendant from a lineage known for the ability to use such stones, started trading with the Nordviks, he became a threat to the witches. Now you pose the same threat, since you can use the gems and can defeat their demon warriors. Spirit stones are rare. If witches are behind this, every stone you use is one they cannot. Even if you never made another spirit stone, the fact that you can make spirit stones makes you a target.” 
 
    It was logical. She would have to be wary of another attack. The gemstone amulet the warrior had worn and his eyes had indicators that she would be looking for again. “What of our connection? Do you understand it better now that you are on that side?” 
 
    Anso smiled. “Yes. It was interesting today, watching you train on your own. Your ability to draw on the strength of our spirits is improving. You are growing to understand the connection on your own.” 
 
    “Do you see the battle through my eyes? Will you and Thorodd be able to work together if I don’t give up full control of my body?” Hanna had so many questions. She wanted to understand. She worried this conversation might be the last she had with her old trainer for a while. Thorodd hadn’t returned to her dreams once they’d talked.  
 
    “Thorodd and I see the battle differently than you do. Your eyes are your own. Thorodd and I will be fine together. The demon warrior did you a favor. The attack forced you to embrace your magic in a way that otherwise might’ve taken much longer. Control is always yours, and neither Thorodd nor I would want to take it from you. That is only something to fear when you are connected to dark spirits. They might fight you for control of your body.” 
 
    Hanna couldn’t think of any reason for wanting dark spirits in her body, so she ignored that aspect of Anso’s advice.  
 
    Anso started to turn and walk away. 
 
    “No! Wait, I have more questions,” said Hanna. 
 
    Anso looked over his shoulder. “The answers you seek aren’t in the spirit world. I will be there when you need me. You may draw on my spirit as you need it, but now I go to my family. Hunt well, Hanna Halfblood.” Anso disappeared into the fog. 
 
    A sudden feeling of loneliness swept over Hanna. It was comforting that her old teacher was now with his family, reassuring to know that after the sting of death a spirit world did exist. Despite that knowledge, Hanna couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. Anso would no longer walk with her in the world she was in. Grandfather would no longer be waiting for her: to listen to her, counsel her, to support her in her future. A single tear trickled down her cheek. She wiped it off, telling herself it was a tear of happiness for Anso and Grandfather. They were in a good place. 
 
    … 
 
    On the third day after the demon attack, and Anso’s death, the Lady of the Evening arrived at Centa. Azad Zargo came to Anso’s cottage. 
 
    “Has Anso finished training you?” asked Azad. 
 
    Hanna gave a soft smile. “I’ll have Anso with me forever, but he’s done training. Anso is gone to the spirit world.”  
 
    Azad’s eyes saddened. “What? He was old but in good health.” Before Hanna could answer, Azad added, “I hope it was a good death.” 
 
    Hanna sighed. “I’ll let you decide for yourself if it was a good death.” Hanna took a deep breath, hoping she could control her emotions, and it helped. She explained the attack by the demon warrior and what had happened with the spirit stone without shaming herself with tears 
 
    “Demon warriors? That sounds unpleasant. I shall let you deal with them,” said Azad. “If you have the spirits of Thorodd Stoneblood and Anso Sengaw fighting with you, you are far better equipped to deal with such dangerous creatures than I.” 
 
    “Thanks, Azad,” said Hanna dryly. “You’re a real pal.” 
 
    Azad shrugged. “One is wise to know his own limitations. If Anso Sengaw was defeated in battle by a demon warrior while you were helping him, then I fear my own chances would be far worse. I shall pray to my Gods that I never face a demon warrior in battle.” 
 
    “And which Gods are those, Azad?” asked Hanna. 
 
    Azad winked. “Whichever ones are willing to listen.” 
 
    Hanna grunted in amusement. Azad was good for lifting her mood. She shook off her lingering sadness as best she could. It was selfish to be sad. The right thing to do was to be happy for the departed spirits, to be happy that they could speak to her, for few such as her had bloodstones to connect them to the spirit world. Hanna squared her shoulders. “Let’s go back to the Lady. It is time to find out who is behind these demon warriors.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    14 
 
    Yanga assassin  
 
    The port city of Yanga was not a place Hanna had been to before. Since Mykoznia and Creyta alternated between times of war and reluctant peace it made sense for the Lady of the Evening, with her mostly Creytan crew, to avoid Mykoznia as much as possible. The other Stoneblood Trading Company ships handled the trade routes through the area. 
 
    “Any recommendations on where to search?” asked Hanna.  
 
    Captain Rozad nodded towards Koyo. “I’m not the one to ask.” 
 
    Hanna raised an eyebrow. There was something that Captain Rozad wasn’t telling her. Curious now, Hanna went over to her old friend. “Koyo. You know Mykoznia?” 
 
    Koyo snorted. “I should say so. Although I can’t promise it hasn’t changed since the last time I was here. All the wars made coming back a risky proposition. I had to give up thought of visiting.” 
 
    “Who would you visit?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “My wife.”  
 
    Hanna held back her laughter. She wasn’t sure if Koyo was pulling her leg or if he was being serious. She decided to tread lightly. “Your wife? You have a wife?”” 
 
    “Yes. What? You think a handsome old devil like me shouldn’t have married? Better to stay single so all the ladies can share. I think you may be on to something, child.” 
 
    Hanna rolled her eyes. “I was thinking more along the lines of what Mykoznian woman would be crazy enough to marry a Creytan sailor.” 
 
    Koyo sighed. “The most beautiful woman in all of Mykoznia, that is who. Sharla Pyrga. By the Gods how I loved her. She made my heart sing.” 
 
    “How did that happen?” asked Hanna. Curious to hear this story, Hanna made herself comfortable. She thought she’d heard all of her old friend’s stories, but it seemed there was a part of his life that he hadn’t shared with her. 
 
    “It was a different time back when I was a young man. Mykoznia and Creyta were in a long time of peace and prosperity. My father was a merchant sailor. A tiny ship he had, only big enough for a crew of four. But it was enough to make the crossing from Gallinta to Yanga. We would sail to Yanga, spend a week there, bartering and finding goods to sell back in Gallinta. Once we started to have some success, Father determined that it was better to have one of us stay in Yanga and barter while the other sailed back and forth. We’d take turns staying in Yanga. It was then that I met Sharla. She was walking down the street, I was on my way to the market and I spotted her. She was so beautiful; I was awestruck. So much so that I forgot to watch where I was walking. I tripped and fell into a fruit stand. The biggest and plumpest nuff berries you ever saw. I was bright pink from head to toe in their juice.” 
 
    Hanna laughed. Nuff berries were soft and the juice stained a bright pink that didn’t wash off easily. 
 
    “I stood up, grabbed one of the few remaining nuff berries that I hadn’t squished and handed it to her. I told her, as solemnly and straight-faced as I could, that I had dove into the cart on purpose, that I absolutely had to find the perfect nuff berry to give to the most beautiful woman in all of Mykoznia.” 
 
    “And what did she say?” asked Hanna.  
 
    “That I was a bold-faced liar and I wasn’t the first to trip when looking at her instead of watching where I was walking.” 
 
    “And you ended up marrying her?” 
 
    “Ah, but she said it with a smile, my dear. She said it with a smile. So, every day I searched her out and gave her a piece of fruit. I courted her for months. Her father, at first, was leery. I was, after all, a dashing young Creytan. But our family business was growing fast and I was well on my way to becoming a wealthy young merchant, which makes any father happy to know that his daughter will be well looked after. Finally, I asked her to marry me.”  
 
    Koyo smiled, before continuing. “We were blissfully happy. My father took over the sailing duties and I focused my time bartering for goods. Within the year our son, Muro, was born. Life was perfect. Then three years later the wars came. I was forced to leave my new home. There were many in Mykoznia who thought I might be a Creytan spy. Even worse, I couldn’t take my family back to Creyta, because she would have been treated the same there as I would’ve been in Mykoznia. She would’ve been branded a spy. The battles between the two countries were fierce and the old hatreds were ignited. I wanted my wife and son to be safe, so they stayed in Mykoznia while I returned to Creyta. My father had invested everything he had in our little ship and with the wars he no longer had a trade route, so we sold the ship and joined the crews of larger merchant ships. I had no desire to fight my wife’s countrymen so I stayed on merchant ships, ones that would avoid being sucked into the war. That part of the war lasted for ten years before a truce was signed. As soon as it was signed, I returned to Yanga. Sharla had waited for me. Her love was as strong as my own. Muro was growing up, healthy and strong. I was so happy to have her back. And then, two weeks after I returned, the treaty was cancelled and the wars resumed. Sharla told me that she would love me forever but to not return to Yanga again. It was too dangerous. Broke my heart to leave them, but it was what I needed to do to keep them safe.” 
 
    Now Hanna understood why Koyo never talked of Mykoznia. She could hear the pain in his words as he talked about his family, and all he’d sacrificed to keep them safe. “I’m sorry, Koyo. I had no idea.” 
 
    Koyo shrugged, “I keep it to myself. Captain Rozad and the older men on the crew know my history but you youngsters had no need to be hearing my sad stories. You got to hear of all the great conquests of the mighty Koyo instead.” 
 
    Hanna smiled. “I do love the stories of the mighty Koyo. However, I have need of stories of Mykoznia too. Who can I talk to who would know about the Mykoznian guards and witches?” 
 
    “That is a question that will get you killed if you are not careful. There may be peace now, but Mykoznians are always wary of Creytans, even half-blood ones. Questions about the King’s Guard are dangerous. You should be careful where you ask them. I shall accompany you. Even with your new powers, you are not indestructible. You will need a guide who knows his way around.” 
 
    “Thank you, Koyo.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, and I told you so.” 
 
    Hanna frowned, “What do you mean I told you so?” 
 
    Koyo pointed to the axe and shield resting on her back.  
 
    “How long have you been waiting to throw that in my face?” said Hanna. Her eyes sparkled with amusement that revealed her accusatory tone of voice wasn’t honest. 
 
    “Since the moment you said you didn’t think you’d need them. Ol’ Koyo knew better.” Koyo’s wide grin showed how much he savored being able to give her an ‘I told you so.’ 
 
    Hanna shook her head. “Why didn’t Ol’ Koyo tell me all he knew about spirit warriors back when I first showed him the gem?” 
 
    “Because I am no mage. I can’t tell how much magic you have within you. No point worrying you about spirits and such before you found out. Besides, Anso Sengaw understood magic in a way I never could. I knew it could happen, knew that you might have your grandfather’s spirit in the stone. I’ve heard of such things, and it only made sense to bring the weapons. Thorodd was a master of the axe. It was the weapon that you would have the easiest time connecting to him with. You’ve learned quickly. These last few days at sea, I’ve watched you training. For someone who never really used an axe, you move like a veteran warrior.” 
 
    Hanna smiled. “It is easier to look like you know what you are doing when you have the spirit of two great warriors moving your body for you. I can feel them pulling me into proper position when I make a mistake.” 
 
    Koyo laughed. “That must be a strange sensation. But you’ve always had excellent footwork and balance, so it can’t be that bad.” 
 
    “No,” admitted Hanna. “Most often it is the speed of my attacks that gives me trouble. Thorodd and Anso’s spirits move far faster than I am used to. I have to really concentrate to keep up to them.” 
 
    “Just be grateful that neither was left handed. That would be a headache and a half, having a spirit inside you that wants to do everything backwards.” 
 
    Hanna nodded. She’d never thought of that. She was lucky to not have that problem. It was hard enough to learn from the spirits of warriors who fought in similar styles, although she suspected Anso could take any style. 
 
    The Lady hit the docks, ending the enlightening conversation. It was time to go into Yanga. Hanna tied her hair back as was her habit, one that signaled to all who knew her well that it was time to get down to business. 
 
    Azad and Koyo accompanied Hanna into the city. Yanga, a thriving port city, was bustling with activity. 
 
    Azad pointed to old city walls and buildings along the walls that were newer than the rest of the city. “Some of those walls have been rebuilt dozens of times. Yanga has fallen to Creyta three times in the last two hundred years, and has been attacked hundreds more. Yet they always rebuild.” 
 
    “Why do the two kingdoms fight so much?” asked Hanna. 
 
    Azad shrugged. “I think Koyo started it all.” 
 
    Koyo grunted. “Nope. I’m old but not that old. They’ve been fighting over the same things most kingdoms fight over: land, riches, slights and insults between kings, and women. Mykoznia and Creyta just do it better than other countries. We never give up, we only take breaks.” 
 
    Hanna knew Koyo’s words were true, but that he didn’t say them with conviction, and that he truly wished it were some other way. A way where he got to stay with his wife and child. 
 
    “Ahead is the Iron Anchor Inn. It’s a sailor’s bar, so they won’t care too much about where we are from, as long as we have coin,” said Koyo. 
 
    Hanna followed Koyo into the bar. It was large and busy. They took a table against the wall where they could watch the entire bar and not have anyone at their backs.  
 
    “Wait here,” said Koyo as he went up to the bartender and started having a conversation with him. After a few minutes the bartender nodded and Koyo returned to the table with three mugs. He placed them on the table and took a seat. “And now we wait.” 
 
    Hanna wasn’t sure what Koyo had said to the bartender, but Koyo seemed to know what he was about, so she sipped her drink slowly. She had no intention of getting drunk, not after the experience with Zeka. Koyo and Azad were halfway through their drinks when a young boy ran up to the table and nodded at Koyo.  
 
    “Let’s go,” said Koyo as he rose to follow the boy. 
 
    Hanna left her almost untouched drink on the table and followed. She was grateful to leave the busy bar. Just the smell of all the alcohol was making her queasy. Her stomach still hated her for the last time she’d drunk. 
 
    The boy led them further into the city, taking them on a path that zigged and zagged between buildings, cutting through back alleys and finally to an alley blocked by a large, fierce-looking warrior. The boy signaled for the guard to lean down. He whispered in the guard’s ear. The guard stood straight again. He silently moved aside allowing them past. The boy led them further into the backstreet until he stopped at a nondescript door. He gave a series of knocks. The door opened and they were let in. Hanna didn’t understand why the level of secrecy, but it was obvious someone wanted this meeting kept secret. Who had Koyo called upon? 
 
    A woman stood in the room. She wore a cloak with its hood up, covering her entire face in shadow. When they were all in the room and the door was closed, she pulled the hood down, revealing her face. 
 
    “Koyo, what are you doing here? I told you to never return.” 
 
    Hanna realized that this must be Sharla Pyrga, Koyo’s wife. Hanna examined the woman. Her face was set in a frown that matched the cool tone of her greeting, but Koyo had not exaggerated her beauty. Sharla had perfect unblemished skin, large green eyes, high regal cheekbones, and the most beautiful silver and white hair Hanna had ever seen.  
 
    Koyo stammered. “I know, my love.” 
 
    Hanna sensed Koyo wasn’t sure what he wanted to say. It was obvious that he’d waited so long for this moment and the cool response he was receiving was not what he’d hoped for. 
 
    “It’s my fault. I asked him to come.” Hanna spoke in an even voice. 
 
    Sharla turned to Hanna and stared at her. “And you are?” 
 
    “Hanna Halfblood, of Irontide,” said Hanna. 
 
    “Hanna Halfblood, of Irontide, why have you come to Mykoznia? What is so important that you made Koyo break his word?” asked Sharla. 
 
    Koyo found his voice. “She didn’t make me do anything, Sharla. I chose of my own free will. Look at her necklace, Sharla.” 
 
    Sharla’s frown deepened and she shot Koyo an icy glare, but she did step closer and lift her hand to examine the necklace. She gasped as she grabbed it. Sharla’s head whipped around towards Koyo. “It isn’t possible.” 
 
    “It is. She has the magic, and two of the people closest to her have been killed over the gems. The last by a demon warrior. The first by a Mykoznian King’s Guard.”  
 
    Sharla’s face softened. She looked Hanna in the eyes. “Tell me everything. But first I need to do something.” Sharla then turned and walked to Koyo and wrapped him in a hug that lasted minutes. “It’s been too long, husband.” 
 
    “Far too long,” said Koyo in a soft voice that Hanna had never heard before. 
 
    Sharla then turned, leading them through a doorway into a second room. Unlike the first room which had been completely bare, this one had a table and chairs. It was still incredibly stark and unadorned, but Hanna had a feeling this place wasn’t used for anything other than secretive meetings. 
 
    “Have a seat,” said Sharla.  
 
    Hanna sat across the table from Sharla, who had waited until Koyo sat down then took a seat and placed it next to his. Hanna smiled when she saw that. 
 
    “Halfblood is an interesting name, depending on where you are from it could be an insult or a compliment. I’m having a hard time telling which it is for you.” 
 
    Hanna gave her a wiry grin. “It is a little of both I suppose. My mother is from Solotine, my father from Creyta.” 
 
    “Both would consider it an insult,” said Sharla. “Which begs the question: who says it as a compliment?” 
 
    “Her crew,” said Koyo. “Hanna is the daughter of Merdem Mirzan. Her ship, the Lady of the Evening, is Merdem’s old crew.” 
 
    “A motley crew of rogues if there ever was one. I hear the reports that you are now respectable merchant ship men.” 
 
    Koyo grinned. “For the most part. You would be surprised how often our ship is attacked by pirates.” 
 
    Sharla laughed. “That is rich; I pity the pirates that try to steal from Merdem Mirzan’s ship.” 
 
    Hanna frowned, she was missing something. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    Sharla turned to Koyo. “Does she not know?” 
 
    Koyo chuckled. “Hanna, before your father met your mother he would occasionally do work for the Creytan royal family. During the war, that meant acting as a privateer." 
 
    Privateer? Hanna thought. “You were pirates?” 
 
    “No. Privateers. We never boarded Creytan ships,” said Koyo. 
 
    Sharla snorted. “They were pirates all right. They were the scourge of the seas. Mykoznian merchant ships wouldn’t sail anywhere without a warship for an escort. And even then, it didn’t matter. Merdem and his crew were an unstoppable force.” 
 
    “The only thing that stopped Merdem was the love of a beautiful woman. It has been the curse of more than one man,” said Koyo with a wink. 
 
    Sharla smiled, turned and placed a gentle kiss on Koyo’s cheek. “And the salvation of many more.” She then turned back to Hanna. “So, your father was a Creytan pirate, that explains some of your magic, but I get the feeling your mother’s bloodlines are more prominent.” 
 
    “Rowena Mirzan, daughter of Thorodd Stoneblood,” said Koyo. “The Stonebloods are as close to royalty as one can get in Northern Solotine. The bloodline is long, filled with giants and Ingla. A powerful magical bloodline.” 
 
    “That explains how you were able to create a spirit stone. Now where did the gem come from?” asked Sharla. 
 
    “A high mountain valley north of our village found a lode in their silver mine. They sent the gemstones to the Foxnoses, a rival trading company. But the Foxnoses aren’t the best or smartest of partners, so the miners brought the gems to grandfather. He made an agreement with the Nordviks, and was killed for it.” 
 
    “And you say it was a Mykoznian King’s Guard who did it?” 
 
    Hanna nodded. “Her dirk was still in my grandfather’s rider. Also, she brought me the gem that my grandfather had. She was young and pretty with hair like yours.” 
 
    Sharla nodded. “And the second attack?” 
 
    “Anso Sengaw. He was my trainer growing up. I went to Creyta for his assistance. He was training me to understand the spirit magic. A man wearing a gem like mine came up to the cottage while we were training. The man’s eyes suddenly went black. He attacked with a speed and power that was unnatural. Anso was killed. I only survived because of my spirit bond.” 
 
    “This is troubling. Demon warriors are powerful magic. It also explains some things that have been happening here in Mykoznia.” 
 
    A man entered the room. “Everything alright here?” 
 
    Hanna watched Koyo stiffen as he saw the man. 
 
    “Everything is fine. Muro, come say hello to your father.” 
 
    Muro came and clasped a hand on Koyo’s shoulder. “Hello, father.” 
 
    Koyo rose from his chair and nervously looked at his fully-grown son. “Muro, I—” 
 
    Muro interrupted him. “It’s okay. Mother told us all about why you had to leave. The war has been tough on all of us. You did the right thing. I’ve always missed you, missed having a father, but I have a wonderful life here, one that I wouldn’t have had if you hadn’t made the choice you did.” 
 
    Koyo relaxed, and the tension in his face disappeared. “Thank you, son. You have no idea how much it means to me to know you feel that way. I worried you’d hate me and think I’d abandoned you.” 
 
    “Muro, take Koyo to the house. Hanna and I have someplace we have to go.” 
 
    Koyo gave Hanna a guilty glance. “You don’t mind, do you?”  
 
    Hanna smiled. “Go.” 
 
    As Koyo left with Muro, Sharla rose. “Come, Hanna Halfblood. Let us go for a walk.” 
 
    While Muro and Koyo left through a different part of the building, Sharla led Hanna back out into the alley. The large fierce-looking warrior was there, lurking in the shadows. As Sharla and Hanna passed him he stepped out and started to follow them. 
 
    “You need a bodyguard?” asked Hanna. 
 
    Sharla frowned. “What did Koyo tell you of me?” 
 
    “That you were the most beautiful woman in the world and that he loved you. He told me about how you first met, and how the war tore you two apart.” 
 
    Sharla sighed. “That is part of the story. But not all of it. Mykoznia is a complicated place. It is a kingdom with many factions. Our kings hold power through birthrights, but the king’s court is filled with many different rival groups that compete for power. My father is an important part of one of them. It was why my marriage to Koyo became particularly dangerous. Many of my father’s rivals claimed that Koyo was a spy so they could weaken my father’s position. Koyo’s leaving solved many problems for my family, but it wasn’t the only problem my father faced. My life is always in some degree of danger. Many of father’s rivals would love to kidnap me or worse. I’m afraid politics in Mykoznia is a deadly and ruthless sport.” 
 
    “It sounds complicated,” said Hanna. 
 
    “Very,” agreed Sharla. “But it is the Mykoznian way. To serve our people, my father and I must play the games; otherwise his rivals will take advantage.” 
 
    They arrived at a small house on the outskirts of the city.  
 
    Sharla turned to Hanna. “Don’t draw your weapon, unless I tell you. Understood?” 
 
    Hanna nervously agreed. “Okay.”  
 
    Sharla knocked on the door, giving a knock like the one the boy had used in the alley. She then entered. 
 
    Hanna followed her into the house. Three women were sitting in the living room weaving an intricately designed rug. The design was complicated and beautiful, the women were highly skilled in their trade, but that wasn’t what Hanna noticed first. The first thing she noticed was that one of the women weaving the rug was the assassin who’d killed her grandfather. Hanna clenched her jaw and closed her fists, remembering her vow to not draw her weapons. What was Sharla playing at? Hanna eyed the woman suspiciously as she waited for an explanation. 
 
    The oldest of the three women smiled up at Sharla. “Hello, cousin. How are you this fine afternoon?” 
 
    Cousin? Koyo’s wife was involved with the assassin. Possibly family? Hanna didn’t’ know what to think. Was this a trap? 
 
    “I am well, Arranna. It is good to see you home, Dressa. You’ve been missed.” 
 
    The youngest of the three women, a girl Hanna’s age or slightly younger, smiled. “It is good to be home. It was a scary ordeal, but it is over now thanks to Katla.” 
 
    “Katla, I presume you know my young friend here, Hanna.” 
 
    “We’ve met,” said Katla cautiously. “How is it that you know her?” 
 
    “My husband is one of her men,” said Sharla. “He brought her to me.” 
 
    Arranna beamed. “Koyo is here? The gods are truly blessing us, cousin, first Dressa is returned to me and now your Koyo.” 
 
    “The Gods work in mysterious ways, that is for sure,” replied Sharla. “I need to speak to Katla alone for a moment.” 
 
    Arranna stood up. “Let me make you some tea. Dressa, give me a hand.” 
 
    Dressa put her arm out and helped guide her mother into the next room. 
 
    “May we sit?” asked Sharla. 
 
    Katla nodded. 
 
    Hanna warily sat down on a chair on the far side of the room from Katla. She didn’t want to get too close to the dangerous assassin. 
 
    “Hanna, as you have figured out by now, Katla is my cousin’s daughter,” said Sharla. “Dressa, her little sister, was convinced by a boy to join a coven of witches. The witches were always on the lookout for young women with magical bloodlines and often used attractive young males to lure the girls in. Dressa made a blood pact when she joined the witches, one that couldn’t be broken unless the matrons of the coven agreed to it. When Dressa realized what she was involved in, it was already too late. Arranna was devastated when she found out her youngest was with a dark coven. She had already lost four daughters and she couldn’t lose another, so she begged Katla to help. Katla gave up her position with the King’s Guard, and made a bargain with the witches for her freedom. Dressa’s freedom did not come cheap.” 
 
    Hanna looked at Katla. “You killed my grandfather to save your sister?” 
 
    Katla nodded. “There was no other way.” 
 
    Hanna was torn. The woman who’d killed her grandfather was sitting across from her. She should want to kill her, but she didn’t. Katla had killed out of love. It was the witches who’d made the bargain. It was the witches who sent the demon warrior who killed Anso. Katla was not without guilt, but she had also honored Thorodd by delivering the bloodstone. Without Katla, Hanna wouldn’t have her connection to Thorodd and Anso. 
 
    “Hanna is here because a demon warrior attacked her in Creyta, killing her mentor.” 
 
    Katla frowned. “When the witches found out I didn’t kill Hanna they were angry. They had two warriors with them. They sent the warriors out to kill you.” Katla turned to Hanna. “The witches must have used the stolen stones and turned them into demon warriors before sending them after you. I did warn them that you would be dangerous. I’m glad they were unsuccessful.” 
 
    There was another demon warrior? Hanna didn’t like the sound of that. How many were there? “How many of the gemstones did you deliver to the witches?” Hanna asked. She knew from Biran Nordvik that Thorodd had been carrying gems when he left the Ayrith Valley. 
 
    “A dozen.” 
 
    “A dozen demon warriors? Is that possible?” asked Hanna. 
 
    Sharla nodded. “The witches have the numbers. If they choose to, they can make that many. In fact, I believe they already have. A coven of witches that were rivals with those witches lived in a village to the west of here. The entire village was destroyed and everyone in it killed. I believe it was demon warriors. The witches are building their power here. But to gain more warriors they will need more gemstones.” 
 
    Hanna understood what Sharla was saying. The witches were building an army. And to get more men meant going to Solotine. It meant the Nordviks were in danger. It could also mean her mother was in danger. “I need to stop them.” 
 
    “They are powerful,” warned Katla. 
 
    “She is a spirit warrior now,” said Sharla. “She has the magic.” 
 
    Katla looked at Hanna and nodded. “I knew there was something different about you when you walked through our door. Your grandfather’s gemstone, it connects you to him?” 
 
    “Yes, and Anso,” said Hanna. 
 
    “Anso was a warrior?” asked Katla.  
 
    “He was my weapons teacher. He was a powerful warrior in his day,” said Hanna. 
 
    “Two warrior spirits. That is power,” said Katla. “Perhaps you can stand up to the witches. I will take you to them.” 
 
    “Why would you do that?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “I took no pleasure in killing your grandfather. I would help you save your people. The witches are dangerous. Even you will need help to defeat them.” 
 
    Hanna sensed that Katla was being honest. That she did want to help. It was a strange alliance, but Hanna now knew Katla had acted to save her family. What would she have done in Katla’s place? Hanna wasn’t sure. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You may take Katla with you, but Koyo stays here,” said Sharla. “He is a man of honor and would follow you anywhere if you asked. However, he is old and no match for what you will face. I ask that you allow him to remain with me.” 
 
    Hanna knew Sharla was right. She’d lost Anso to the demon warrior, and she had no intentions of losing Koyo as well. She nodded. “Koyo stays here.” 
 
    “I will inform him,” said Sharla. “You two should go. I will explain to Arranna.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Katla. “I don’t think she would understand otherwise.” 
 
    Sharla smiled. “She loves you, and she knows better than to ask what deal you made with the witches. When I tell her you are now paying the price for rescuing Dressa she will understand.” 
 
    Katla sighed, then turned and left the room. Within a few minutes, she had returned. She now wore armor and was fully armed. “Ready?” she asked Hanna. 
 
    “Yes,” said Hanna. 
 
    “Good hunting,” said Sharla. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    15 
 
    Witch hunt 
 
    It took a day of traveling to reach the witches’ lair. Hanna and Katla travelled fast, neither wanting to discuss what had happened in the past. Hanna was still processing her thoughts. What were the odds that Koyo’s wife would be related to Katla, the assassin who’d killed her grandfather? Yet when Hanna listened to the joy in Arranna’s voice as she described her daughter being returned to her, Hanna had a hard time blaming Katla. How hard it must’ve been for Arranna, who’d already lost four daughters, to find out her youngest had been lured into a dark witches coven and made a blood pact. What choice did Katla have but to give up her honored position and make a deal with the witches? 
 
    “The cave entrance is just ahead. Once we are in there, there will be no turning back. Whatever we face inside, we must finish it now or both our families will be in danger. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Hanna. “How do you want to do this?” 
 
    “We sneak in as far as we can and then we fight. Let me deal with the witches. You take care of the demon warriors.” 
 
    “There will be many. I don’t know what will happen,” said Hanna. One demon warrior had been deadly, hard to defeat. Who knew how many were in the cave? 
 
    “Some will be on guard duty. We’ll take them out first; lower the odds a bit in our favor.” 
 
    It was risky, but Katla was right. They needed to be stealthy and strike first. Leaving her shield and axe on her back, Hanna grabbed her eagle’s claw daggers. For stealth, the smaller weapons were perfect.  
 
    Katla froze and ducked down.  
 
    Hanna followed her lead. Katla put a finger to her lips and then pointed ahead. There were two shadows on the ground on the other side of a small hill that marked the opening to the cave. 
 
    Katla signaled with her fingers that they would sneak behind the guards. She crawled to her right and up the small hill. Hanna followed as quickly and quietly as she could. Katla stopped a few feet before the edge of the hill. Hanna noted that both of their shadows were touching the edge of the hill. As soon as they moved forward their shadows would show below the hill. If the guards noticed they would lose the element of surprise. 
 
    Katla gave a countdown with her fingers. Three-two-one! Hanna and Katla jumped up and ran two steps to the edge of the hill. Katla jumped down onto the back of the first guard, while Hanna did the same with the other. 
 
    Hanna was midair when the guard noticed her shadow. He turned, but it was too late. She struck him with her dagger, landing a killing blow. She then gently landed, thankful that the ground at the bottom of the hill was soft. Hanna glanced over to Katla. The former Mykoznian guard was pulling the body of the guard she’d killed into the opening of the cave. Hanna did likewise. It was a struggle to drag the dead weight of the large men. She noted that neither man wore a spirit stone necklace. These men hadn’t been made into demon warriors. 
 
    Katla then started making her way into the cave. She slowly walked up to the first corner of the small opening and glanced around it. She turned back to Hanna putting one finger up. Katla flipped her dirk so that she was holding it by the tip of the blade and then walked around the corner and fired her blade at the guard walking towards them. Katla kept moving, only slowing to retrieve her blade before going to the next corner. Hanna admired the way Katla moved, stealthy and silent with no wasted movement.  
 
    At the next corner Katla paused. Hanna joined her.  
 
    Katla leaned close to Hanna’s ear. She whispered. “There is a small cavern ahead. Two witches and a demon warrior on the right. It’s time for you to do your spirit magic.” 
 
    Hanna nodded. Her heart pounded. Beads of sweat formed on her forehead. She closed her eyes, focusing on her gemstone. She willed her body to submit to the spirits of Anso and her grandfather. She could feel the stone heating up as she drew on the spirits. She opened her eyes and nodded her readiness at Katla.  
 
    Hanna sprinted into the cavern. The demon warrior was in his human form, talking to the two witches. One of the witches noticed Hanna. She squealed, and then hissed, pointing a bony finger at her. Hanna ignored her and focused on the warrior.  
 
    As the man fixed his eyes on Hanna his eyes quickly turned black, but his hand was slower. His weapon was in his belt. Before he drew it fully from its sheath, Hanna was already on him. One of her daggers sliced down into his hand, preventing him from defending himself while her other blade sunk into his ribs finding his heart.  
 
    As the demon warrior struggled to bring his sword up, Hanna could feel Thorodd’s and Anso’s spirits flowing through her, amplifying her speed and strength. She held the warrior’s hand down, while her dagger drained the life of the demon’s human form. The warrior slumped to the ground. The gem hanging from his neck cracked apart and fell to the rock floor. It shattered. The demon was forced to flee the dying body and retreat to the spirit world from where it came.  
 
    It howled pitifully.  
 
    The sound made Hanna shudder and cover her ears. She looked questioningly at Katla. Katla seemed unaffected by the howling. 
 
    Hanna glanced behind Katla. Katla had disposed of the two witches. Two neatly severed heads decorated the stone floor. Katla now looked questioningly at Hanna. “What is the matter with your ears?” she asked just as Hanna took her hands away from her ears. 
 
    “You didn’t hear that demon’s agonized howling?” 
 
    “No, you are the one with the spirit connection,” answered Katla, as she kicked a witch’s head aside. 
 
    “Be glad you didn’t hear it. Enough to make milk curdle.” Hanna took a deep breath. She felt her connection to the spirit world. It gave her goose bumps. 
 
    “You move quickly,” said Katla. “I’ve never seen anything like that.” 
 
    “I’m afraid you’re going to see a bunch just like me if they made more demon warriors. It’s one thing to catch one unaware, but the others will be tougher, much tougher.” 
 
    “I will do what I can,” said Katla. 
 
    “Just focus on the witches. From what I understand they will be a handful just by themselves,” said Hanna. 
 
    Katla smiled. “True, but I’ve been waiting for this. These old hags need to be taught a lesson about luring little girls into their coven.” 
 
    “Especially little girls with a King’s Guard for a big sister,” retorted Hanna. She wiped the sweat from her forehead. 
 
    Katla’s smile turned into a wicked grin. “Exactly. The main chamber is ahead. There are two sections. The three main witches will be on the top section which overlooks the rest of the cave. There will be two guards, likely demon warriors, guarding the steps to the top section. The rest will be on the bottom floor.” 
 
    Hanna pulled out her axe and her shield, holding them both in her left hand. She held one of her eagle’s claw daggers in the other. She was decent at throwing daggers, but nowhere near as skilled as Anso had been. Hanna focused on Anso’s spirit; she would let his spirit guide the first shot. She knew Anso was ready to act through her body. She recognized the slight tensing of her muscles in readiness for action. 
 
    Peeking around the corner, Hanna spotted the stairs. As Katla had suggested there were two demon warriors there and a handful of people lurking around the bottom level of the cavern. Hanna couldn’t tell which were demon warriors and which were just witches and their underlings but she would soon find out. 
 
    Hanna stepped out into the cavern, letting Anso control her movements. He took one additional step and let the dagger fly. As soon as it left her hand, she could feel Anso reaching for the second dagger. Again, he let it fly, this time targeting the second guard on the stairs. Hanna watched as the first dagger struck the demon warrior in the throat. The second warrior saw what happened and managed to turn his body. Anso’s throw hit him, but the blade sunk into the demon warrior’s shoulder.  
 
    As Anso released the second blade she felt him relinquish control, now the three were once again working together as one. Hanna felt a surge of power and energy as she charged forward. She spotted three of the demon warriors as they turned to see who was attacking. To Hanna’s left she could see Katla leaping past the first dead demon warrior and attacking the second warrior who now had Hanna’s blade deep in his shoulder. Katla, despite not having spirit magic of her own, was a terror and was easily able to dispatch the wounded demon warrior before continuing up the stairs to attack the witch leaders. 
 
    Hanna charged into the group of demon warriors. As she reached them she went to her knees and leaned back, sliding under the blade of the first demon warrior. As she slid under she transferred her axe back to her right hand, slicing the first warrior across the belly. She then popped up into the second one, smashing him with her shield, sending the demon warrior sprawling back. One of the spirits, Hanna wasn’t sure which, forced her to turn her hips, and Hanna relaxed and let it happen. The third warrior’s sword slammed down into the ground, narrowly missing her.  
 
    Hanna felt her arm being pulled forward, and she quickly joined the movement and her sword came up in a nasty uppercut motion, catching the demon warrior on the chin. Her left hand then went up, bringing her shield behind her head. Hanna realized what Anso had been talking about. They weren’t seeing the battle through her eyes; they could see what was going on behind her. All she had to do was trust them to watch her back. As the first warrior’s sword struck her shield, Hanna spun around and her axe sliced across and lopped off the demon warrior’s head. Hanna was sure she could feel Thorodd’s spirit surge in satisfaction at the deadly strike.  
 
    The remaining demon was joined by a pair of male witches wielding broad axes. The trio attacked at once. Hanna focused on the demon warrior as she used her shield to block the three attackers. She moved quickly so that one of the two witches was between her and the demon warrior. She dropped down slamming the edge of her shield into the male witch’s knee. A loud snapping sound filled Hanna’s ears as she resumed her blocking of the demon warrior. The other male witch tried to keep up, but he bumbled around clumsily waiting for an opportunity to strike at Hanna.  
 
    The demon warrior attacked with a frenzy, a ferocious attack meant to overpower her. The attack might’ve worked with a normal warrior, but Thorodd and Anso fortified her strength. Hanna matched the demon warrior strike for strike until the demon warrior made a critical mistake. He lunged forward to strike at her feet, hoping to unbalance her. Hanna slammed her shield down into his sword momentarily pinning it to the ground. Her ax then whipped into his side, crushing his ribs. Hanna watched the darkness leave the warrior’s eyes as the demon fled the dying body. Another soul-scraping howling assaulted Hanna’s ears. The sound was satisfying this time instead of shocking. The remaining witch roared and made a desperate lunge at Hanna. She easily blocked his attack and once again a head went flying. She felt his vile witch blood spray across her face.  
 
    Hanna looked around, breathing hard. She felt a small tension release. She silently thanked the spirits of Anso and her grandfather. She recognized her spirit connection closing. The demon warriors and the witches around her were all dead. She then ran up the stairs to give Katla assistance, but as she reached the top of the stairs she realized she needn’t have worried. Katla had killed two of the witches and the third was dying.  
 
    “You think this is over?” hissed the dying witch through lips turning gray. Bloody spittle was forming at the corner of her thin lips. “You can’t stop what is coming. When my sisters get the rest of the gemstones they will have powers far beyond what we had. All you’ve done is slow the coming of Quivna.” The witch gave a cackling laugh. Katla sunk her blade into the witch’s chest to finish her off.  
 
    “Laugh now, you ugly piece of ogre phlegm.” Hanna watched as Katla pulled her blade out of the witch. A sucking noise accompanied by a putrid smell made Hanna gag.  
 
    “Quivna?” asked Hanna, she gagged again. 
 
    Katla wiped her blade clean of the witch’s blood. “I’m not sure, but it didn’t sound good.” 
 
    Hanna looked around. Her adrenaline was still making her heart beat faster. Five dead demon warriors and an equal number of witches lay at odd angles with blood still flowing out onto the rock floor. “The first warrior that they sent for me. Was he here?” 
 
    Katla walked back down the stairs, examining each body as she went. When she was done, she shook her head. “No. And there are still missing gemstones.” 
 
    “You heard what she said about more gemstones, do you think she was talking about the missing ones, or the Nordvik mine?”  
 
    “I would say the mine is in danger. They had me kill Thorodd to keep him from taking the Nordviks’ trade. They don’t want anyone getting those gemstones.” 
 
    Hanna wondered about that. The Foxnoses had found a buyer for the gems, someone willing to pay a great sum. Hanna had thought the witches were trying to buy the stones. But what if it was someone else? What if the witches intended to take the stones by force? “We need to go. I have to get back to Irontide. Once I have made sure the Nordviks are safe I will return to Yanga.” 
 
    “That is logical. Let’s go back to the city. I know who we can talk to about the witches. Someone who might know who this Quivna is,” said Katla. 
 
    As they walked back Hanna thought about the fight. The numbers had vastly been in the favor of the witches, but it hadn’t been as difficult a fight as Hanna had expected. The demon warriors she’d faced in the cave weren’t as dangerous as those that had killed Anso. “The witches, they didn’t have real warriors working for them, did they? I mean those ones we faced; they weren’t as tough as the one who attacked Anso and me.” 
 
    “I don’t think Loma Fangris, the leader of this coven, trusted men. Especially warriors. They had two main warriors, the one that attacked you and the other that is missing. Those men we killed today were rabble. Powerful and dangerous because of the demon power running through them, but not skilled warriors. We benefited from Loma’s paranoia.”  
 
    Hanna nodded. That was what she was afraid of. What would happen when truly gifted warriors were given demon powers? Would her spirit powers be enough? They had caught this coven off-guard. Luck and skill had won the day, but what about next time? 
 
    Hanna shook her head, trying to clear her mind of her negative thoughts. The most important part was that the witches were dead. She now had a powerful connection to two spirits and knew how to use it. To defeat powerful adversaries, she had to trust the spirits, relinquish control of her body, share her body with them It was frightening. It was unnatural. But today it had worked. She hoped she had made her grandfather’s spirit proud. Somehow, she knew Anso’s spirit would say, “That’s a good start, now let’s get to work.” Hanna smiled for just a moment. She allowed herself to savor the taste of a small victory in that moment. Her smile faded. It was only one small skirmish in what she feared was going to be a bigger battle. It was time to go home. She smiled. Thinking of home deepened her resolve to keep the precious gemstones out of the hands of those would use them to do harm.  
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 1 
 
    Yanga 
 
    Hanna and Katla walked back into Yanga. Hanna still felt weird about working together with the woman who’d killed her grandfather, yet she trusted her. There had been multiple times during the attack on the witch cave where Katla could’ve killed Hanna if she had chosen to do so. But Hanna believed Katla was an honorable woman and she had found herself trapped into killing Thorodd as the price for her sister’s freedom. It was an uneasy alliance in Hanna’s mind. One she would be glad to be free of once she left Yanga. 
 
    As they returned to Sharla Pryga’s house, Katla noticed a disturbance on the street. “Something is wrong,” said Katla. “There are too many men there.” 
 
    Hanna could see what Katla was talking about. There were over a dozen men huddled together. As they drew closer Hanna spotted Koyo. He was in the group of men and it seemed he wasn’t there willingly. “What the hell?” swore Hanna. 
 
    “Don’t say anything,” said Katla. “Those are Blackpool men. They are militant but they don’t work directly for the king. We must not let them take them.” 
 
    Hanna noticed that Koyo wasn’t alone. His son Muro and another younger man were also shackled and surrounded. 
 
    “Greetings gentleman, what are you doing with my friends?” asked Katla. 
 
    “Back off Katla.” said the leader of the group. “You are no longer King’s Guard. You can’t tell us what to do,” said one of the men. “This man is a spy and these are his contacts. We are taking them to extract information.” 
 
    “He is no spy, and those are his sons,” said Katla. “And you are not the king’s representatives. You have no authority to take him.” 
 
    Hanna glanced at the boy standing beside Koyo. Koyo had another son? That was an interesting development. One she would have to ask about, but first they needed to get them free. 
 
    “He is a spy and it doesn’t matter if they are his sons. We caught them with the spy and we will be questioning all three. Lord Blackpool commands it.” 
 
    “Lord Blackpool is a fool. Don’t say I didn’t give you an opportunity to hand over the men peacefully,” said Katla. 
 
    “You are tough Katla, but not invincible. My men can take you,” said the leader. “You should walk away before you get hurt.” 
 
    Katla smirked at the leader. “I don’t think you understand. I’m not the one you have to deal with, it’s her that you need to convince not to kill you all.” 
 
    The leader frowned and turned to look at Hanna. His eyes went from head to toe and back again. His eyes lingered longer on her curves than it did her axe or the deadly eagle’s claw daggers on her hips. “Who are you?”  
 
    “I am Hanna Halfblood. Who are you? And why have you shackled my man and his sons?” 
 
    “I am Ralphus Rango, representative of Lord Blackpool.” He sneered at Katla and then Hanna. “You say this man is one of yours? Then you are a spy as well.” Ralphus turned to his men. Seize them both. If they resist kill them.” 
 
    Katla laughed and shrugged. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”  
 
    Hanna wasted no time talking. Katla had already said this Ralphus and his men weren’t official representatives of the king of Mykoznia. Whoever this Lord Blackpool was, he had his own reasons for detaining Koyo and his sons, and Hanna was aware how men like Ralphus extracted information. Hanna wouldn’t let Koyo suffer like that. 
 
    Despite Katla’s warnings to Ralphus and his men, the larger number of them attacked Katla first. Her reputation as a former King’s Guard scared the men more than the unknown Hanna. It was a mistake. 
 
    Relaxing and letting Thorodd and Anso into her body, Hanna moved into a defensive stance and waited as three of the men approached her. She kept her hands empty and at her side. From the corner of her eye she could see Katla had taken a different approach and was taking the fight to the Blackpool men. One was already on the ground his throat slashed, while another was on his knees cupping his wounded crotch. The other three were doing their bests to avoid being the next victim of her deadly dirks. 
 
    A sword sliced through the air, Hanna spun and let the sword go past her, she grabbed the arm of the man and pulled him forward. Her grasp, strengthened by the spirits of Thorodd and Anso, sent the man tumbling forward. Hanna’s knee came up and smashed into his face. The man crumpled down to the ground. 
 
    The next man came with a wicked overhead blow. Hanna stepped forward raising her left hand to block the attack while her right pulled one of her daggers out and sent it into the man’s side. She then kicked out with her right leg, slamming it into the knee of the third attacker. The crunching sound of his knee buckling at an impossible angle, was followed by a scream of agony. Hanna ignored it and stepped past the second man as he too fell to the ground. Hanna felt like she was fighting in slow motion, her reactions, assisted by her warrior spirits were far faster than normal. Hanna moved towards Ralphus and the remaining warriors guarding Koyo and his sons. She threw her dagger at the closest guard and then drew her ax and went at Ralphus. 
 
    Ralphus snarled and stepped forward, drawing a second sword, and starting an intricate attack pattern. His form was excellent and he yielded his weapons with skill and precision. Against a normal opponent his attacks would have been impressive, deadly even. Against Hanna they were ineffective. Blocking the attacks with her axe, Hanna held her ground and waited until Ralphus made a critical error. She was sure she could feel Thorodd pulling harder on her hand, she let the control slide seamlessly to his spirit and the axe slid down, chopping the exposed hand of Ralphus clean off. 
 
    Ralphus looked at his severed hand and then back at Hanna. His wide-eyed expression showed his shock at losing to a girl. Thorodd, still in control of her body, spun and his attack severed the head of Ralphus. The wide-eyed expression was still on the head as it rolled, bouncing occasionally, down the street. 
 
    The two remaining warriors looked at the men laying at Katla’s feet and then those at Hanna’s. They turned together and ran up the street as fast as they could. 
 
    Katla stepped over one of the bodies and reached down to pull a set of keys out of his pocket. She then removed the shackles from Koyo’s hands and then his sons. 
 
    “What happened Koyo?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “They were tipped off. Someone at the docks recognized the Lady of the Evening and informed Lord Blackpool,” said Koyo. “We were surrounded, we had no choice but to surrender. Your timing is impeccable. Lord Blackpool is not a kind man to his prisoners.” 
 
    Muro snorted. “That is putting it kindly. We would’ve been tortured and fed to the sharks.” 
 
    Hanna frowned. “Why are you so important to them Koyo? It makes no sense.” 
 
    “Politics in Mykoznia hardly ever makes sense,” said Koyo. “There are layers of deception and confusion to peel away before you ever get to the truth. However, I suspect they weren’t after me as much as using me as an excuse to detain Muro and Tayo.” 
 
    Muro nodded. “I believe father is correct. The Blackpools have become a major player in the political background of Mykoznia. They fear the influence our family has and would gladly see me discredited or dead. They saw the arrival of Koyo as the perfect opportunity to make a move against us. Thankfully Katla is involved. Her reputation and former position with the King’s Guard gives her version of what happened here today credibility. Lord Blackpool won’t be able to sweep this under the rug, or claim that Koyo was responsible for what happened.” 
 
    Hanna frowned. “Will this give you troubles? Is there anything we can do to help?” 
 
    Muro shot Koyo a quick glance. “Well there is one thing. You could take Tayo with you.” 
 
    “What? Why would I leave? I’ll fight the Blackpools, I’m not afraid.” 
 
    Muro smiled. “I know you are not afraid, little brother. But this isn’t going to be a street fight. This is going to be political now. You are too volatile for what is too come.” 
 
    “It might not be any safer with us,” warned Hanna. “We are going looking for a demon warrior, and possibly fighting more witches.” 
 
    “Tayo is a warrior. He has no fear of demons or any other opponent, it isn’t his safety that I am worried about. It is Mother’s. If they taunt Tayo into a fight, they will use it against her.” 
 
    “I would never intentionally put Mother in harm’s way,” protested Tayo. 
 
    “I know,” said Muro softly. “But you also don’t know how to say no to a fight. The Blackpools will use that against us. Go with father. Help Hanna find the demon warrior and see some of the world beyond Yanga.” 
 
    Tayo looked like he wanted to protest further, but Muro’s mention of their mother, Sharla, made Tayo pause. “Fine, I will go with Father if they will have me.” 
 
    Hanna looked at Koyo, his face was neutral, but she suspected that he wanted her to say yes. It sounded strange, inviting a Mykoznian to join a crew made mostly of Creytan men, but Hanna knew no one on the crew would have a problem with Koyo’s son joining them. Koyo was family, and that meant Tayo would be too. “You’ll be starting as a deckhand. There are no special privileges. You’ll have to earn your position.” 
 
    Tayo stood taller. “I’m not afraid of hard work. I will work as hard as anyone.” 
 
    Hanna smiled. Tayo was a proud young man. She wondered if this was what a young Koyo had been like. “Okay. You will join the crew of the Lady of the Evening.” 
 
    “I’m afraid you should leave soon. The sooner Koyo and Tayo are gone the better,” said Muro. “Lord Blackpool won’t take the loss of his men today lightly.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about Lord Blackpool. I will be speaking to the King’s Guard about what happened today. They have a lot of influence with the city constables,” said Katla.  
 
    Hanna turned to Katla. “Thank you for all your help.” 
 
    Katla nodded. “I can’t take back what happened between us. The death of your grandfather was regrettable, and now that we are free of Loma Fangris and her coven, I will do what I can to help discover what happened to the rest of the missing spirit stones and what they had planned for them.” 
 
    Hanna recalled the dying threats of the witch, something about a Quivna. Whatever or whoever that was. Hanna knew she would be fighting more witches, and there was still at least one demon warrior out there. “Be careful. Those witches were nasty.” 
 
    “I think they might’ve said the same about you.” 
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    Grimsfell 
 
    The mage scanned the city as his ship pulled into port. It wasn’t his first visit to Solotine, but it didn’t mean he was happy to be there either.  
 
    A land of barbarians, he thought.  
 
    At one time, it had not been that way, magic had once been a prominent part of this world. But when people started to hunt the magical races and pushed them away the land slowly started to change. Now even the mention of magic was likely to get you stabbed in a dark alley or hung from the nearest tree. When discussing matters of magic in public it was best to proceed with caution. It was why he’d been sent. Taller and thicker than most of the others, he was the easiest to blend in. A change in clothing, giving up his warm robes for leather and cotton pants and tunic, letting his hair grow out to match his beard, he could pass for a northerner. His skin wasn’t quite as pale as the normal Solotinian but close enough that he could blend in. It was only when he talked that he truly exposed himself as something other than from Solotine. Luckily, Grimsfell was a port city and used to sailors from other lands. 
 
    That he even had to make this trip was exasperating. A trader had shown up one day showing off spirit stones as if they were some common gem to haggle and bargain over. The fool had no idea what he was holding. They had made arrangements for a shipment of the gems, but the trader hadn’t been able to deliver. All he had known was that he couldn’t get the gems anymore. Spirit stones for sale on the open market! The mage shook his head at the thought. Only in a backwards land like Solotine would such precious and rare commodities be mistaken for something so bland and trivial as common jewelry gems. 
 
    The ship pulled into port and the captain made his way ashore. The mage waited patiently on board. An hour later the captain returned. The man you seek is in the Iron Horse Inn waiting for you.” 
 
    The mage nodded and followed the captain into the town and into the Inn. The man was sitting at a corner booth and the nearby tables were unoccupied. Good, at least the man wasn’t totally stupid. He walked up and sat down across from the man. 
 
    The man at the table spoke first. “I’m Thomas Renkle, Captain Ciottone says you are—” 
 
    “A disgruntled customer,” said the mage, interrupting Renkle. “One of your traders made an agreement regarding certain gemstones and then informed me that you wouldn’t be able to fill the order.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m afraid we’ve had some setbacks. That particular item is no longer available to us.” 
 
    “What would it cost to make it available? The price I previously offered was quite fair.” 
 
    “It isn’t a matter of price. I would gladly make a deal with you, but I can’t run a trading company with no ships. The last trade dispute over those damn gems almost cost me my entire fleet. If you want those gems you should go to Irontide and deal with the Stoneblood Trading Company, although rumor has it they aren’t selling any of the gems either.” 
 
    “Dealing with the Stonebloods would be problematic for me, I need an alternative solution,” said the mage. 
 
    “Well in that case you are going to need someone who is willing to take on the Stonebloods. Irontide is strong but it isn’t undefeatable.” 
 
    “You have someone in mind?” asked the mage. 
 
    “There are clans to the west that are always looking for an excuse for war. Throw enough coin at them and they will deal with the Stonebloods.” 
 
    The mage threw a sack of coins into Thomas’s lap. “There will be plenty more when I have the gemstones.” 
 
    Thomas Renkle lifted the sack, it was heavy with coin. But was it worth starting another war with the Stonebloods? What if the attacks didn’t work? “I will make arrangements with the clan, but that will be the end of my involvement. I cannot risk the Stonebloods finding out I’m involved.” 
 
    “Just get me those gems. I don’t care how you do it. No one need know of your involvement. Just get those clans to attack the Stonebloods.” 
 
    Thomas nodded. The Stoneblood Trading Company, even without old Thorodd at the helm, was his biggest competition. If he destroyed their company through a war with one of the western clans he could get those gems and all the Stoneblood’s trade. It was a risk worth taking. “I will make the arrangements.” 
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    Return to Irontide 
 
    “Seven hells beckon me! Koyo Tomar has a son! I don’t believe it,” said Azad as Koyo introduced Tayo to the crew. “Are you sure he’s yours? He’s a pretty decent looking fellow, not as ugly as you.” 
 
    “Have you been hitting the rum while we were ashore?” asked Koyo. “Look at those eyes, that strong jawline and those dimples. It is like looking in a mirror. Granted a mirror that shaves off a few centuries, but there is no doubting he gets his good looks from his father. Let’s hope he got his brains from his mother.” 
 
    Tayo eyed Azad and the crew nervously, but when they all laughed at Koyo’s reply to Azad, he visibly relaxed. 
 
    Hanna, so used to Koyo’s stories of his younger days where he claimed to have been a real lady’s man, noted that Koyo was correct about the facial features he shared with his son. Perhaps his boasts weren’t as outlandish as they had first seemed. Tayo was an attractive young man. Hanna might go as far as calling him beautiful. Of course, that was something she would never admit to Koyo or Tayo. If he was anything like his father he already had an ego the size of the moon. 
 
    “I might’ve inherited his devastating good looks and charm, but I didn’t inherit his love of the seas. This is my first voyage,” said Tayo, grinning and sounding a lot like his father. 
 
    “When he’s not looking in mirrors or telling stories of his youth, Koyo is as good a sailor as to be found on this ship or any for that matter. You are in good hands, Tayo,” said Captain Rozad. 
 
    Hanna and Captain Rozad pulled Koyo into the captain’s chambers while the rest of the crew introduced themselves to Tayo and gave him the nickel tour of the ship. Many were eager to have a new crew member to talk to.  
 
    “I thought I’d heard all your stories Koyo, but I don’t recall the one about having two sons,” said Captain Rozad. 
 
    Koyo scratched his head. “I didn’t know I had two sons. Sharla never told me. It was safer for them to not have me around and she worried that if I found out I had two sons in Yanga I would break my promise and return to see them.” 
 
    “Well it seems that it is fortunate we visited Yanga. Did you find out everything you needed to know?” 
 
    Hanna gave an exasperated sigh. “Not even close. I have more questions than I did before we got here. I’m afraid things aren’t going to stop just because we killed these witches.” Hanna then filled in Captain Rozad as to what happened in Yanga, from discovering that Koyo’s wife was related to Thorodd’s killer, to the fact that it was that same killer who took Hanna to clean out the witches’ lair. She finished with the fight to recover Koyo. 
 
    “Perhaps you should’ve left Koyo for Lord Blackpool. He is a powerful adversary. I’ve dealt with him in the past. Among his other holdings is a trading company. His reputation for ruthlessness is infamous.” 
 
    “I didn’t want Koyo back. I wanted the cute son,” said Hanna with a wink. “I figure we can replace Koyo with the younger version. Maybe this version will have some humility.” 
 
    Koyo scoffed. “My dear child, you should know by now, Koyo Tomar is irreplaceable.” 
 
    Captain Rozad laughed. “Too true. But is that a good thing? Koyo, the boy is your responsibility. See if he can be taught the ways of the sea.” 
 
    Koyo smiled and nodded. 
 
    Hanna knew Captain Rozad was giving Koyo responsibility for teaching Tayo mostly so Koyo could spend time with his son. She approved. 
 
    “Where to now, Hanna?” asked Captain Rozad. 
 
    “Back to Irontide. We need to protect the Nordvik’s and make sure the witches don’t get their hands on more spirit stones. Those demon warriors are nasty business.” 
 
    *** 
 
    For the next three days Hanna watched from a distance as Koyo taught his son the business of being a sailor. Tayo was a quick learner and didn’t have any issues with sea sickness, something that floored many a man during their first voyage over rough seas. Hanna remembered her own first time with rough seas. She’d spent most of the time below deck hugging a bucket. It wasn’t a pleasant experience. On the fourth day at sea, Tayo approached her. 
 
    “Ms. Halfblood, I just wanted to say thank you for what you did for us in Yanga. I never had the opportunity that day, and I’ve been so busy getting to know Father that I’ve been remiss in not thanking you sooner.” 
 
    “It’s Hanna. And you don’t have to thank me. The crew of the Lady are family. We never let family be taken by thugs.” 
 
    Tayo nodded. “I’ve noticed how tightly knit the crew are, I’m glad to be a part of this. There is something else I would like to ask you.” 
 
    “What is it?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “I’ve had weapons training. In fact, I thought I was good with a weapon, but Koyo informs me I still have a lot to learn. Normally, I would disagree, but after watching you and Katla fighting with the Blackpool men, I realize he is correct. I still have a lot to learn. Father has agreed to train me, but he suggested that I ask you to be my training partner. He seems to think getting my butt kicked by a girl will teach me some humility.” 
 
    Hanna laughed. “What would Koyo know about humility? Yes, I will kick your butt occasionally if you like.” 
 
    Tayo smiled. “I would.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Tayo groaned as his head slammed into the wooden planks of the ship. It was the fourth time they had sparred together and the number of times he’d ended up on his back looking at the sky was increasing with each sparring session. “What in the seven hells happened that time?” 
 
    “She cheated. That is what,” said Koyo as he supervised from his perch on top of a water barrel. She used spirit magic.” 
 
    Hanna laughed. It was true, she’d used spirit magic. The more she used the magical connection between her and the spirit world the easier it became. Tayo had been modest when he said he was good with a blade. He was skilled and if she hadn’t been using her spirit magic it would’ve been debatable to who was the superior warrior. Hanna was confident it was her, but they were close enough that if she were having an off day…  
 
    “It isn’t cheating,” said Tayo as he stood up. “She fights with the skills she would use in battle. If I am going to be able to fight against demon warriors, I need to be able to fight against someone faster and stronger.” 
 
    Tayo was right. Hanna knew from her first encounter with a demon warrior that without her spirit connection with Thorodd she would be dead. “One difference I’ve noticed is that Thorodd and Anso work with me, helping to improve my technique, not just adding to my strength and speed. But the demon warriors don’t seem to have the same connection. Demon warriors gain strength and speed from the connection but the skill of the warrior doesn’t improve. Demon warriors are aggressive, powerful and incredibly fast but they make mistakes.” 
 
    “There you go son. That is how you can beat them,” said Koyo. 
 
    Tayo frowned. “Your advice is stay alive long enough for the demon warriors to make a mistake?” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Koyo. 
 
    “And how do you propose I do that?” asked Tayo. 
 
    “The same way we train any green recruit to defend against bigger, stronger, and older students: technique. You need to focus on minimizing your movements, and using speed. Compact attacks and defensive moves that can stop the demon warriors until they make a critical mistake. Speed and precision. It is your only chance to survive against the demon warriors.” 
 
    Hanna agreed with Koyo’s logic. Speed and precision, focusing on defensive positioning was the best chance for Tayo, or any other warrior without spirit magic at their disposal to attempt to beat the demon warriors. That or sneak attacks before they engaged their demons. That had worked for her in the cave. 
 
    “Okay. Speed and precise, compact movements. I got it. Let’s do it again. No holding back, Hanna.” 
 
    Hanna grinned and knocked her axe against her shield, signaling her readiness for the next round of sparring. She then let Thorodd and Anso’s spirits into her body. It was no longer difficult to call on the spirits. Now it was as easy as thinking about it. She didn’t have to focus on her magical connection through the spirit stone. It was if the magic was working all the time instead of just when she focused hard on it. Perhaps that was how it was supposed to work, but her magic had been weak when she first made the connection. Anso had said her magic would gain strength as she used it more often. 
 
    With an explosive jump forward, Hanna launched an aggressive combination of attacks against Tayo. If he wanted full strength, he was going to get it! 
 
    Seconds later Tayo was again hitting the deck. A loud groan accompanied his body making a solid thud as it collided with the thick wooden deck planks. 
 
    “Congratulations. You lasted at least three moves longer that time,” said Koyo.  
 
    Tayo shook his head, unsure if his father was being sarcastic or if he truly thought three extra moves was really an improvement worthy of congratulations. “Again,” said Tayo as he readied himself. 
 
    Hanna attacked again. This time Tayo was better prepared and was able to withstand her attack, barely. She smirked to herself as she continued her attacks. Tayo was improving. Suddenly, Hanna felt a pull. Normally when she was fighting with the axe and shield, Hanna was in control and Thorodd would take over as he saw an opening or if Hanna made a mistake. But this time it was Anso who was pulling at her. Hanna relaxed and let her old weapon’s teacher’s spirit take over. She was curious as to what he would do different. She felt herself diving forward, her shield arm extending out in front of her until the edge of her shield slammed into Tayo’s ankles. The move sent Tayo sprawling down face forward over the top of Hanna. She rolled out of the way and then rolled back on top of Tayo’s back. Tayo’s neck lay exposed and Hanna’s sword rested against it. If it had been a real fight, the weapon would’ve sliced across his neck and the fight would’ve been over.  
 
    “Ha!” said Koyo. “If I didn’t believe Anso’s spirit was in you before, I would now. That was a move your father taught him.” 
 
    Her father had taught Anso a move? Surely Koyo had that backwards. Anso had been her father’s weapons teacher and not the other way around. “My father?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “You gone deaf?” said Koyo. “Yes. Your father. Merdem Mirzan hated to lose, and Anso Sengaw was a great fighter. Back when he was your father’s teacher he was much stronger and faster than when you knew him. Defeating Anso in a sparring match was almost impossible. So your father would train with the other sailors and he was always trying new techniques. Crazy moves that he would practice until he felt comfortable trying them against Anso. Most of the time Anso easily defeated the attacks, but occasionally your father would catch Anso off-guard. That flying shield bash to the ankles move was one of the only times Anso ever ended up on the ground during a solo sparring match. He told your father he was crazy for trying such a risky maneuver, but proud that he had found a way to victory.” 
 
    Tayo rubbed his ankles. “I’ve never been hit with an attack like that before. It certainly works.” 
 
    “Oh, it works,” said Koyo dryly. “It works until the person you are attacking jumps over the shield. The second time Merdem tried that attack he ended up with his face in the mud and Anso’s boot on top of his head. Some attacks work because they are a surprise, not because they are sound attacks. That shield attack never worked against Anso again.” 
 
    Hanna laughed. “That must’ve frustrated Father beyond belief.” 
 
    “Yes, it did,” said Koyo with a chuckle. “But he learned from it. Your father took his lickings in training with Anso, but in actual battle he was a terror. He had great instincts about when to use one of his crazy attacks.” 
 
    Tayo gave Hanna a formal bow. “Thank you for the lessons. I will be back, but that is enough for today. Koyo and I have some work to do before I allow you to bash me anymore.” 
 
    Hanna winked at Koyo. “How about I bash Koyo instead. I was just getting warmed up.” 
 
    “Listen here young lady,” said Koyo. “I am not too old to lay a whipping on you. As it happens, I have other duties to perform right now. You are lucky this time.” 
 
    It was always the same with Koyo. He was an adept insult thrower and teacher, but it had been a while since his body would accept such a challenge. Hanna and Koyo both knew they would never spar, but it didn’t stop them from throwing out insults and challenges that they never intended to keep. ‘Next time,” said Hanna. Leaving Tayo and Koyo, Hanna headed down to the kitchen. She’d worked up a good appetite sparring with Tayo. Come to think of it, every time she fought or trained with the spirit magic she ended up hungrier than normal. It was something to be aware of. Perhaps, keeping food on hand might not be a bad idea. It seemed logical that the more intense fighting, aided by spirit magic, might be harder on her body and need more food to ensure proper recovery. 
 
    Hanna scrounged through the kitchen’s pantry looking for something quick. 
 
    “What you doing Hanna? That sneaky Koyo didn’t send you down here to savage my food stocks, did he?” asked Helan Daner 
 
    Hanna smiled at Helan, the kitchen was her territory and normally only Koyo dared to sneak an extra meal in. “No, I’m afraid it is for me this time. I’m starving.” 
 
    Helan frowned. “You only ate a couple of hours ago, and you ate enough to feed a small army.” 
 
    “I know, but the extra training lately has been draining me. I think the spirit magic increases my hunger,” said Hanna. 
 
    “Hmmf,” said Helan. “I suppose if you fight with the spirits of three that you might need to eat for three. I should plan future meals accordingly. Take some apples and the loaf of bread in the pantry. There is some fruit preserve in there as well. Bumbleberry and orange if I recall correctly.” 
 
    Searching through the pantry, Hanna found the bread and fruit preserves. She grabbed three apples as well. After all, as Helan had suggested, she was eating for three. At least it felt that way sometimes. Heading to her room Hanna sat on her bunk. Even though she was technically in charge of the ship as the company representative, she still bunked with the crew. Her roommate, Dilare, was topside. Opening the fruit preserves, Hanna used one of her daggers to slice the loaf of bread in half, she then smothered both chunks with the deliciously sweet fruit treat. Fruit preserves normally were a delicacy at sea, but in Yanga they had lots and since the journey to Irontide was short, Helan had been able to sacrifice storage space on fresh fruit and preserves. Tasting the bread and fruit preserve, Hanna decided that next time they were in Yanga, she would have them send a full ship’s cargo load to Irontide. If it didn’t sell, she’d eat it herself. 
 
    As Hanna finished her afternoon snack, she reclined onto her bed and rubbed her belly. Finally, fully satiated, Hanna’s mind started to wander. Soon they would be back in Irontide and she would make the journey to the Ayrith valley to check on the Nordviks. The witches wanted the ayrithstone, or spirit stones, as they truly were known, and would stop at nothing to get them. She worried that the Nordviks weren’t safe. As she thought about the Nordviks, Hanna’s mind conjured images of Biran Nordvik. The attractive young leader of the Nordvik clan. When she’d first met him, she had thought him an arrogant ass. He’d dressed like a rich man and had been very abrupt with her. The more time she spent with him the more she realized this initial assessment couldn’t be further from the truth. The rich clothing was for trading purposes, as Biran had found the traders in Grimsfell gave rich traders better prices than they did to common folk. His abrupt behavior had also been part of his rich brat act. Once he was back in common clothing Biran had been quite friendly and nice to be around. It didn’t hurt that he was a very attractive young man that didn’t look down at her for her mixed blood heritage, a northerner who didn’t judge her that way was very uncommon. Hanna wondered if he had a girlfriend among the village girls, or in Grimsfell? He spent enough time in the city to have met someone. Hanna had never had a boyfriend, she was certainly old enough, half of the village girls her age were already married or spoken for, but between spending large chunks of her time at sea and the way men in Irontide felt about mixed bloods, there weren’t many prospects worthy of her time. Not that Hanna wanted to marry. There was no way she would become a housewife, or tied down with kids. It would be years and years before she ever considered that. The company was her life. The sea offered challenges, new territories to explore, and adventure. Marriage offered drudgery and boredom, no man was worth that in Hanna’s opinion. Yet even as she thought that her mind kept going back to Biran. 
 
    … 
 
    Sitting in the crow’s nest, Hanna basked in the beauty of the evening sunset. To her, there was nothing more pretty than a sunset at sea. The horizon painted in golden hues, soft purples and splashes of deep red with tiny wisps of white and grey clouds slithering their way across the sky at a snail’s pace. Often the sea wasn’t so serene and peaceful, but it only made these evenings more special. 
 
    She had spent the last couple of days training with the crew. Azad and the rest recognized the value of the additional training she was giving Tayo and asked to join in. With her spirit magic, Hanna was as close to a demon warrior as they could get, so all wanted to feel first-hand the difference in speed and power. Hanna didn’t mind doing the extra duty as she was still new to spirit magic and every training session increased her familiarity with the two spirits. 
 
    Tomorrow they would reach Irontide and the time for training would be limited. She would be taking a part of the crew and heading to the Ayrith valley. Hopefully the Nordviks hadn’t been attacked while she was gone. They had stopped mining the gems, but she wasn’t sure that would be enough. And there were still many unanswered questions about the witches in Mykoznia. Who or what was Quivna, what happened to the remaining spirit stones, where did they send the other demon warrior? Had they sent it to the Ayrith valley, or did the witches have something else in mind? Koyo’s wife, Sharla, and Katla were going to continue investigating in Mykoznia. Hopefully, they found some useful information. 
 
    “Mind if I join you?” Tayo called up to Hanna. 
 
    Hanna peeked down. “Sure, but no training talk.” Besides his never quit attitude, Tayo also never stopped asking questions. Mostly, they were directed at Koyo, but often after she beat him in a sparring match he stopped to ask her why she did a certain attack or why she didn’t do another. Hanna didn’t mind, she had a similar mindset when it came to training, but it was too pretty of an evening to waste thinking about fighting. 
 
    Tayo crawled over the lip and into the crow’s nest with her. He sat beside her and stared off into the sunset.  
 
    Hanna enjoyed the moment, sharing the beauty of the evening with someone else. Sometimes Koyo would join her on her watch duties, but silence was not one of Koyo’s strong suits. 
 
    After a while, Tayo commented. “It sure is beautiful. The sky seems so big at sea. The sunsets in Yanga are nothing like this.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” said Hanna. “Sometimes, especially in the north, the sky dances with color. It looks like the sky is on fire, but with multi-colored flames. It is spectacular to see, but these types of sunsets are still my favorite. They are so calm and peaceful.” 
 
    Tayo glanced over at Hanna curiously. “Calm and peaceful moments are rare for you?” 
 
    Hanna thought about his question. It wasn’t like her life was one constant battle, but life at sea could be rough, and life in Irontide was no different. “I wouldn’t say rare, but we’ve seen more than our share of battles. Between rival trading companies and pirates, the Lady of the Evening can be a busy ship. And the seas are rarely this calm. Often just surviving a voyage means fighting through huge storms and violent weather. One must be constantly prepared for the next battle, the next storm. It is nice to have moments like this where I can sit back and appreciate the beauty of the world instead of wondering how it is going to try kill me next.” 
 
    “Nice. I like that.” 
 
    “How are you finding it here on the Lady?” asked Hanna. She knew sailing wasn’t for everyone, and for a Mykoznian to be surrounded by a crew of Creytans could be uncomfortable if they chose to dwell on the heritage of the people instead of how they were treated.  
 
    “Honestly, it is great. I never thought I would get the opportunity to spend time with my father like this. Mother was very forthright and honest with us about why she asked father to leave. And she would tell us stories of him while we were growing up, so I always felt like a piece of me was missing.” Tayo grinned. “I always thought Mother was exaggerating his charisma, but now that I’m here he is exactly as I pictured him. Older of course, Mother’s stories were always of the dashing yet clumsy young man she fell in love with. And I am also enjoying the sea. It is a wonderful experience and all the crew have been very kind in welcoming me. The training is intense, but I like it. I am grateful that I could join the Lady of the Evening. I am grateful you came to Yanga.” 
 
    Hanna chuckled. “Your father certainly is full of charisma. Although most times I would call it hot air or something with a certain stench to it. But he is a good friend.” 
 
    “He thinks highly of you as well. Calls you sassy, impertinent, cheeky, stubborn as a three-legged mule, and the finest warrior he’s ever seen.” 
 
    “Guilty as charged. Although the finest warrior bit might be a bit much. I was a good warrior before. I had the best trainers, Koyo included, but I was never the best. It wasn’t until I gained the spirit magic that I became anything special,” said Hanna. 
 
    Tayo shrugged. “Spirit magic runs in your family’s bloodlines, that is nothing to be ashamed of. I would love to have magic. I know your people in Solotine are leery of magic, but they are fools. Magic isn’t bad or good. Magic is like a sword. Good people can use it just as easily as bad people. It is good that someone like you can use spirit magic. If the only ones who could make use of the spirit stones were witches and evil mages, then we’d be living in a world full of demon warriors and no one would be safe.” 
 
    “Ugh,” said Hanna. “I don’t even want to think about witches and demon warriors right now. Can we just sit here and enjoy the rest of the sunset quietly? I have a feeling the next fight isn’t that far off. I want to enjoy a little calm and peaceful.” 
 
    Tayo gave her a small smile and nod before turning and staring into the sunset. Hanna watched him carefully, admiring how the setting sun struck his cheeks before she too turned and stared into the color-filled horizon. 
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    Katla investigates 
 
      
 
    Evetal Urid poured Katla a glass of wine. They were standing in an anti-chamber of the castle. Evetal was the leader of the King’s Guard and Katla’s former mentor and leader. “Why don’t you tell me what happened the other day? Lord Blackpool has petitioned to have you declared a spy and have you decapitated at high noon in the city square.” Evetal’s eyes sparkled with mild amusement. 
 
    Katla rolled her eyes as she accepted the wine. “Lord Blackpool is a fool. His men captured innocent men and threatened to torture them.” 
 
    Evetal raised an eyebrow. “You are suggesting Koyo Tomar is an innocent man?” 
 
    She chuckled. “Well, maybe not innocent. But a spy? certainly not, and certainly not a risk to the crown. Koyo was here on behalf of Hanna Halfblood. The Fangris witches found out about a source of spirit stones in Solotine.” 
 
    “Fangris is the reason you left us. Was it you the witches sent to Solotine?” 
 
    Katla nodded and took a sip of the wine. “That was the price of my sister’s freedom. Kill Thorodd Stoneblood and secure the spirit stones he possessed.” 
 
    Evetal sighed. “A heavy price to pay, but one does for family what they must. How did you end up working with the granddaughter of the man you assassinated?” 
 
    “Thorodd knew what the gems truly were. After I attacked him he covered one of the gems in his own blood and asked me to deliver it to his granddaughter. I did it and never expected to see her again. But Hanna was attacked by a demon warrior and came to Mykoznia looking for answers.” 
 
    “And Sharla led them to you,” said Evetal. He gave a small chuckle. “Funny how things work out. So, what happened with the Fangris witches?” 
 
    “We killed them, and the demon warriors they had with them. But not all the stones were there, and one of the first demon warriors is missing, he is likely in Solotine.” 
 
    “Looking for more spirit stones?’ asked Evetal. 
 
    “Yes, I believe so,” said Hanna. 
 
    “Loma Fangris was dangerous. Her coven has long presented a problem for the King, but she had allies, strong allies that insisted we leave her alone. But Loma was not the most powerful of the Fangris witches. If her sisters got any of those stones it would be very bad.” 
 
    “Loma’s dying words were of the return of Quivna. Does that mean anything to you?” As leader of the King’s Guard, Evetal’s job was to know all threats to the king. If anyone outside of the witches knew what Quivna was, it would be him. 
 
    Evetal’s brow furrowed. He lifted his hand to his chin and stroked his short salt and pepper beard. He lifted a finger. “Come with me.” 
 
    Katla followed as Evetal lead her through the castle into a small library. A bald man wearing thick brown robes was sitting at a desk writing on parchment. 
 
    “Mundari, we need to look at some of the archives.” 
 
    Mundari glanced up from his writing. “What section of the archives were you needing to look in. What in particular are you looking for?” 
 
    “Katla has discovered the Fangris coven is using spirit magic to create demon warriors. Loma Fangris mentioned Quivna. We are looking for references to that.” 
 
    “Quivna? Hmm, let us see what we can find.” Mundari stood up and led them to another door. He took a key that he kept hidden under his robe and opened the door. Inside was another library. “The Fangris coven is part of a much older coven, the Juogran coven. At one time, they were one of the most powerful factions in Mykoznia, and were feared everywhere, their influence and power was far reaching.” 
 
    “What happened?” asked Katla. 
 
    “They grew too powerful for their own good. Other witches and mages in the kingdom were fearful for their lives so they banded together with the king’s men and hunted them down. It was a time of brutal attacks and terror. In the end. The witch queen, and leader of the Juogran coven was killed and the witches scattered all over Mykoznia and beyond. The Fangris witches were one of the stronger supporters of the Juogran Queen. They stayed hidden but never left the isle.” Mundari stopped at a section of books with red covers. “The last few years I’ve had an excess number of apprentices, and to keep them busy I had them go through all the old texts and scrolls. Anything of note was to be cataloged and cross referenced.” Mundari scrolled through one book. “Nothing here on Quivna, but that isn’t surprising. But there is a section on the Juogran’s use of spirit stones.” Mundari put the reference book back and led them to another section of the second library. He scanned the books and then pulled one out. “This should have what we are looking for.” He then took the book to a small table and started flipping through the pages. 
 
    While she waited for the books master to find the reference he was searching for, Katla looked around the library, reading the titles: Creytan weapons and historic battle plans, Solotinian bloodlines and kingdoms, known poisons and cures made quite a collection. Mykoznian thoroughbred breeding strategies. The assortment of strange titles made Katla wonder just how much information was stored in the vast libraries of the king, and who was using it? 
 
    “Here we go,” said Mundari. “The Juogran coven was adept at using spirit stones to channel powerful demons. Most of the time they channeled low level demons, powerful enough to enhance but not so strong that they overpowered the host being. Other demons were more powerful, but not controllable, once those demons joined with a human they took over the host body and would never give back control. In rare cases, they channeled high level demon spirits who could use magic beyond the additional strength and speed that a demon added to the warrior. Quivna was one of those high-level demons.” 
 
    “A demon warrior with magical powers. That doesn’t sound like a bad idea at all,” said Katla, her voice dripping with sarcasm. 
 
    Evetal ignored Katla. “How is Quivna defeated?” he asked the book master. 
 
    “The same as any other demon warrior, or spirit warrior for that matter. The host body is always the weakness. Kill the body and the spirit is sent back to its own realm.” 
 
    “Why Quivna. Why that one demon?” asked Katla. 
 
    Mundari looked down and kept reading. “It says here, that it is believed Quivna was a witch banished to the seven hells. That is why she can use magic. She was a powerful witch who angered the gods. Her punishment was to spend eternity as a hideous demon. I don’t think the gods considered the fact she might be channeled into a human’s body.” 
 
    “If she’s so dangerous, why didn’t they channel her right away?” asked Katla. 
 
    Mundari shrugged. “Spirit magic isn’t common; the gems are rare and the spells needed powerful. I suspect they would practice first. And from what I know of the Fangris clan Loma and her coven might not have been strong enough to channel a high-level demon like Quivna.” 
 
    “But there are those among the Fangris who are strong enough?” asked Evetal. 
 
    Mundari nodded. “I suspect so.” 
 
    “Thank you for your help Mundari. Katla, I have a job for you.” 
 
    Katla frowned. “I’m not a King’s Guard anymore, remember?” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean you can’t still serve your king or your people. The remaining Fangris witches: we need to find out if they have summoned this Quivna. And we need to find out how to destroy her.” Evetal handed Katla an emblem. It signified she had standing with the King’s Guard and could speak on their behalf. It was rare for one outside of the Guard to receive such an honour. 
 
    “If she is that powerful, I can only think of one person who might defeat her: Hanna Halfblood,” said Katla as she studied the trinket. 
 
    “Put the emblem away. You don’t need to question me on this. In the eyes of the King’s Guard you are still worthy of wearing it. Now focus on the problem at hand. Who do you think is powerful enough to stop Quivna? The northern girl you spoke of?” asked Evetal. 
 
    Katla slid the emblem into her pocket. “Yes. Her spirit magic is powerful. I don’t think she even realizes how powerful it could be yet. She is still learning, but she does have the same magic that the witches are trying to use.” 
 
    “We must keep that in mind. In the meantime, I want you to go see Hester Porel.” 
 
    “Who?” asked Katla. 
 
    “An apprentice mage, studying at the towers of Gorro. Tell Master Wolden that I requested the boy.” 
 
    “You want me to team up with an apprentice mage? Don’t you think a master mage would be more appropriate considering the gravity of the situation?” asked Katla. 
 
    “Katla, by now I thought you would understand that experience isn’t everything. Some types of magic aren’t learned, they are inherited.” 
 
    Katla thought about that. It was true that Hanna was that way with spirit magic. But why did Evetal want this apprentice? What made him special? “And what am I to do with the apprentice?” 
 
    “Find the other covens. Discover how many gemstones they have, and if they’ve channeled Quivna. Report back to me with your findings, and have Hester Porel report back to Master Wolden.” 
 
    “What about the gemstones in Solotine? The witches will surely try to get more.” 
 
    “For now, we should trust your northern friend. If she is as dangerous as you say, then she might have a chance to prevent them from getting more of the gems.” 
 
    Katla nodded. “If you need proof of how dangerous she can be, ask Lord Blackpool.” 
 
    Evetal chuckled. “I inspected the battle scene myself. Lord Blackpool’s man was very quick to lodge a complaint against you. In fact, I wonder if he hadn’t planned it to happen that way. I don’t think he expected you two would decimate his gang of thugs the way you did, but I do believe he wanted an altercation. Regardless, for two against so many warriors it seems you two more than held your own.” 
 
    Katla smiled. “I had a good trainer.” 
 
    Evetal nodded. “And the northern girl?” 
 
    “She has the spirits of two great warriors fighting with her. They train her every time she uses the magic. When we first met, I could’ve easily killed her. Now, it would be vastly different. It is frightening how strong she is with the spirits. Same with the demon warriors, they are dangerous. Average fighters turned into frenzied beasts. Thankfully, the witches didn’t have real warriors at their disposal. The first two warriors they enhanced were the most dangerous. The rest didn’t have the skill, just the raw power and speed from the demons.” 
 
    “Go to Gorro,” said Evetal. “And be careful!” 
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    Hanna 
 
    Hanna grinned as they sailed into Irontide. The village, for all its issues, was home, and she looked forward to seeing her mother again. Leaving the ship, Hanna headed to her mother’s house, but half way there a young boy came and found her with a message that her mother was at the company office. Hanna turned and headed back to the docks and the company warehouse. 
 
    “Hanna, it is good to have you home,” said Rowena as Hanna entered the office. Sitting with Rowena was Norman Warrer, a company man responsible for the warehouse. 
 
    “Hello Mother, Norman,” said Hanna. 
 
    “How was your training with Anso? Captain Rozad informed me of your stay there the last time the Lady of the Evening came in.” 
 
    Hanna sighed as a tinge of sadness hit her. “Anso is dead. We were attacked by a demon warrior.” 
 
    “That’s terrible! Anso was a great man,” said Rowena. “How are you doing?” 
 
    Hanna knew her mother was talking about the fact she’d lost two of the most important men in her life recently and the third had been missing for some time. “It was hard losing Anso, but I did get to say goodbye and really he isn’t completely gone. I am now connected to his spirit the same way I am connected to grandfather’s.” 
 
    “Oh? I see. Or rather I think I see. Captain Rozad tried to explain but it was confusing. You now are able to talk to Thorodd?” 
 
    Hanna had only talked to Thorodd once since his death. Several dreams he’d tried to talk to her, but it only came through as muffled sounds and not his voice. As her magic grew she could speak her dead grandfather in her dreams. The same had happened with Anso. But usually she didn’t communicate with the spirits as much as she drew on them during conflict. Hanna explained to her mother all she’d learned about spirit stones and her new magical connection to them. She explained the witches of Mykoznia and how they sent demon warriors to hunt her. She told them of her journey to Mykoznia and the revelations about Koyo’s family and the uneasy alliance she now seemed to have with her grandfather’s killer, Katla, who was another victim of the witches. 
 
    “The demon warrior that is still hunting you, you expect that it will come here?” asked Norman. 
 
    “Yes. Here or it will go to the Ayrith valley looking for more spirit stones. I have to go back to the Ayrith valley and make sure the Nordviks are safe. We can’t let the witches have more spirit stones.” 
 
    “I agree. Unfortunately, we have other problems that need to be addressed as well,” said Rowena. 
 
    Hanna frowned. “What other problems?” 
 
    “The Skagge clan has been attacking outposts that trade with us. They are trying to take over our territories.” 
 
    “The Skagge clan? They live far west of here. We haven’t had issues with them for years. What has brought this on? Grandfather’s death?” 
 
    “No. I don’t think that is it. The Skagge clan have always been very war-like. They raid and fight with the far western clans, but something else has them pointed towards us now. Tord Skagge is leading a force of two hundred clansmen towards us now.” 
 
    Two hundred warriors, it was a significant number and the Skagge clan were always at war. Their clansmen would all be battle hardened veterans. “How have you prepared for them?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “We have called in all the fighting men from the villages, and there are easily over a hundred warriors in Irontide alone.” 
 
    Hanna nodded, the numbers were close, yet the Skagges were formidable fighting men, any confrontation with them would be costly. “How many scouts are out right now?” 
 
    “A dozen,” said Rowena. 
 
    “Double it,” said Hanna. “We need to make sure the Skagges don’t sneak a second force in behind us.” 
 
    “You aren’t thinking of going out to meet him?” asked Norman Warrer. “Irontide is a defensible position.” 
 
    “The outer villages are not so easily defended. The families and traders that support our business need to be protected. I will take the crew of the Lady of the Evening.” 
 
    “You will be vastly outnumbered,” said Norman. 
 
    “I’m not finished,” said Hanna. “A hundred of the company warriors will be divided into two troops who will flank the Skagge forces. Where are the Skagge men now?”  
 
    “The scouts have them a week away. They are headed towards the village of Cath right now,” said Rowena. 
 
    Hanna looked at the map. If she left now she could reach Cath before Skagge. “Norman, go inform Captain Rozad that we’ll be leaving for Cath within the hour. We’ll be traveling on foot. We’ll make better time going over the mountain and that will leave more horses for the rest of the men.” 
 
    Norman nodded and headed down to the docks to find Captain Rozad.  
 
    Hanna studied the map. What was Tord Skagge up too? Why was he invading their lands now? It could be that he knew of Thorodd’s death and thought they were weak, but why now and not when Thorodd had first died? Or was something else on the Skagge clan’s agenda. The Ayrith valley was only a day’s march from the village of Cath. Were the Skagge clan after the spirit stones? How would they have known about them? It made sense that witches might not be the only ones interested in the spirit stones. But it didn’t matter what brought the Skagges, only that she needed to deal with them. 
 
    “Go change your armor, have a bite to eat and I’ll make sure everything is organized,” said Rowena.  
 
    “Change my armor?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “Have you already forgotten your request for your armor to come in all colors?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. I did say that didn’t I. Do you think it is silly or vain?” Hanna was now comfortable wearing her troll skin armor, but it was a little on the scandalous side. 
 
    “Your father wouldn’t have thought so,” said Rowena, reminding Hanna that it was her father’s love of bright and outrageous outfits that made her choose her armor’s provocative style. 
 
    “I know, I just wonder if it is a wise thing to do. Warriors look at men differently than they do women,” said Hanna. 
 
    “Since when has that mattered to you?” asked Rowena. “How does your crew respond to your outfits?” 
 
    “They like it,” admitted Hanna. “It reminds them of father.” 
 
    “If you are comfortable and your crew is comfortable then you should not give a damn about what anyone else thinks, especially if the outfits are having the desired results. You’ve become a fetching young lady, and if showing that off helps you in battle then wear it with pride.” 
 
    Hanna smiled. Her mother was right. “Thank you, Mother. I believe you are right, it is time for another color outfit. What colors do I have to pick from?” 
 
    Rowena returned Hanna’s smile. “Quite a few. We had a good shipment of troll skins come in while you were gone. I spent a good chunk of your money for you. However, I am fond of the white one.” 
 
    “White battle armor?” 
 
    “Bright white. They will see you for miles away,” said Rowena. 
 
    Suddenly an idea came to Hanna. “Mother, you are absolutely brilliant.” Hanna leaned over the table to study the map. “Who leads our northerners now?” When her grandfather had been alive he had several lieutenants who he trusted but Thorodd always lead the men when battle came. 
 
    “I have changed things. Your grandfather’s command structure only worked with his leadership. Now I have two main lieutenants: Osric the Black and Bardolph.” 
 
    “That is perfect each of them can lead a company of men. Make it clear that I don’t want the Skagges to see them until I give the signal.” Hanna pointed to the map. The Skagges will come through the valley to the west of Cath. They will mostly likely travel through the meadow, especially when they see me and the crew on the eastern edge of the meadow. Have them position their men in the trees on either side of the meadow, well out of sight. And can you tell Captain Rozad that each of our men is to carry a bow and full quiver of arrows along with their normal fighting gear.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how this plan makes me brilliant, but if it works I expect full credit,” said Rowena.  
 
    While her mother went to give out the orders, Hanna went into the small storage room where she kept her gear. While she had been gone, someone had built a new closest for her armor. In it was a veritable rainbow of colored armor. Green, blue, pink, yellow, a black that was as shiny as polished obsidian and a bright white set. Hanna removed her blood red armor and replaced it with the white. It was perfect for what she had planned. 
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    Katla in Gorro 
 
    In the far northern western corner of Mykoznia lay the Towers of Gorro. The towers were home to mages. The mages served the king and worked all over the kingdom, but the tower was their home. Secluded and far away from any village or town, the towers were a safe place to learn magic without blowing anyone up. 
 
    Katla had heard horror stories about overzealous mages practicing magic in populated areas. For generations, the Towers of Gorro had been home to the kingdom’s mages. Mykoznians, in general, liked magic and knew the benefits it provided the kingdom, but all felt safer having the young mages far away where they could practice their spells without harming anyone unintentionally. 
 
    As Katla approached the towers she couldn’t help but notice how dark and dreary it was. The north-western part of Mykoznia was rainforests. Tall trees and an endless supply of clouds and rain made for a damp ride. 
 
    At the gates, two guards stopped her. 
 
    “State your business,” said the first guard. 
 
    “I’m here to see Master Wolden,” said Katla. She pulled out her King’s Guard emblem and showed it to the guard. 
 
    The guard examined the emblem and then took another look at Katla. “So it is true. The King’s Guard are the most beautiful women in the kingdom.” 
 
    Katla took back the emblem and gave the guard an icy stare. 
 
    Unperturbed by her glare, the guard continued. “Is it also true you’re the most dangerous warriors in the kingdom.” 
 
    To this Katla smiled. “Where can I find Master Wolden?” 
 
    The guard glanced up at the towers. This time of day I suspect he is in his study. A real book worm that Master Wolden. I had better escort you up. The towers can be tricky to navigate if you aren’t familiar with them.” 
 
    “Lead the way,” said Katla. 
 
    The second guard took the reins to her horse while the first guard led her into the towers. They passed several young men in grey robes and a few older men in colored robes. Katla knew the tower mage’s robes signified skill level. The grey robes were apprentices. Some had stripes of color signifying they had made advances in a discipline. The more color a robe had the more advanced the student. Some had small strips of multiple colors, while others had only one. 
 
    “You King’s Guard types don’t have to take a vow of celibacy, do you?” asked the guard as they walked. “It would be a real crime if that was the case.” 
 
    Amused by the persistent guard, Katla answered. “Do you speak to all of the King’s representatives this way? There can be consequences.” 
 
    The guard snorted. “What? They going to demote me? I’m already in the middle of nowhere, the gods piss on me daily, and I guard a bunch of mages who don’t need to be guarded.” 
 
    “You realize I could kill you?” 
 
    “At least that would be an interesting death. How many men get to say they died at the hands of the world’s most beautiful woman?” The guard smiled as he opened a door. “Master Wolden’s study. Do you need me to wait?” 
 
    “I can find my way from here, thank you,” said Katla. As she went into the room she purposely moved closer to the guard so that their bodies touched as she moved past him. She slowed and lifted her hand to his chest, letting it rest there while she leaned in and whispered in his ear, “No vows are taken.” She then winked at the man and gently pushed him away as she entered the study. 
 
    As she closed the door she heard the guard muttering to himself. “Gods above, that would be worth dying for.” 
 
    She chuckled to herself as she examined the study. Master Wolden’s study was a library. Wall to wall bookshelves filled and then piles of books and scrolls piled around the room. His desk was surprisingly sparse with only two books on it and another in his hands. Master Wolden was a tall man and his robes were black with large patches of red, blue, yellow, orange and pink scattered over it.  
 
    The robes of a true master, thought Katla. 
 
    Master Wolden looked up from his book, and studied her. He stared at her for a moment, his face hard, but then he relaxed. “I am surprised to see you.” 
 
    Katla frowned. “You know me?” 
 
    “Anyone who pays attention to the king’s safety should. How many King’s Guards resign their position and then become assassins?” 
 
    Katla bristled at the assassin comment, but it was the truth. Nothing she could do would change that. She pulled out the emblem and showed it to him. “I suspect not too many.” She walked closer and put the emblem on the desk. She moved slow so the mage wouldn’t get the wrong impression. 
 
    “Evetal sent you? Well, that is interesting. What can we do for you?” 
 
    Katla explained the situation, starting with her own story. She told him of Solotine, Hanna, the spirit stones, getting her sister back, Koyo and Hanna arriving in Mykoznia, the attack on the witch coven and the warning of the return of Quivna. She finished by describing the conversation with the books master and Evetal. 
 
    “I see,” said Master Wolden. “And Evetal specifically asked for Hester Porel?” 
 
    Katla nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    Master Wolden sighed and closed his book. “Not my first choice, but given the circumstances I suppose it is logical.” 
 
    “The circumstances?” asked Katla, still confused as to why she was being teamed up with an apprentice mage. 
 
    “Demon magic. Master Crabtree is the most experienced mage when it comes to demons, but his years are far too advanced to be traipsing around the country hunting witches and demon warriors.” 
 
    “Where can I find the apprentice?” 
 
    “Hester? He is likely training right now. I’ll walk you up.” Master Wolden rose from his desk and led Katla back out of his study. They went up a windy corridor that climbed the tower. After five floors, Master Wolden went down a hallway until they entered a small balcony overlooking a large training room. At one end of the training room were a series of targets, while at the other end a group of students stood preparing to fire at them. In the middle of the room stood one student. 
 
    “Ah, excellent timing. You can watch the testing,” said Master Wolden. 
 
    A master mage that Katla hadn’t noticed before stepped out of the shadows on the far end of the balcony. He nodded towards Katla and Master Wolden and then turned his attention to the apprentices below. “Begin,” he said in a deep voice. 
 
    The apprentices started firing fireballs and little blue pulses of light towards the targets on the other side of the room. The apprentice in the middle or the room, a tall gangly young man with one of the most colorful robes Katla had seen yet, started sending spells the other way, knocking the other apprentices spells out of the air before they could hit any of the targets. 
 
    “He looks sharp today, Brutis,” said Master Wolden. 
 
    The other master snorted. “You know what will happen.” 
 
    Master Wolden leaned over to whisper to Katla. “Hester is the one in the middle. If he passes this exam, he will no longer be an apprentice.” 
 
    Katla watched as the other apprentices sent progressively more magical spells towards the opposite side of the room. Hester seemed to be doing a fine job defending against them, but then a large apprentice with thick red and black strips of color on his robes stepped forward and started a giant spell. The spell turned into a huge fire serpent the flew in a circular motion towards Hester. To block the serpent Hester made a large blue energy shield that he held in one hand. He kept firing spells with his other hand, but now the apprentice spells were hitting the targets. Hester couldn’t block the serpent and the small spells at the same time. 
 
    “I told you,” said Master Brutis as he turned and left the balcony, not waiting to see the results. 
 
    The targets on the far wall all started to turn red. Hester tried valiantly to defend the last few targets that hadn’t, but he couldn’t keep up to the attacks with one hand. The last target turned red. The test was over. 
 
    The large apprentice who made the flame serpent smirked at Hester and then the room. The other apprentices laughed and then followed the big one, leaving Hester alone. 
 
    “Come,” said Master Wolden. He went down a set of stairs from the balcony to the training area below. 
 
    Katla followed him.  
 
    When they reached the training area, Master Wolden smiled and spoke. “Hester, your aim is improving. You stopped almost all of the early attacks.” 
 
    Hester gave a resigned half smile. “I thought it would work this time. A shield to block and keep firing, but I was wrong, again.” 
 
    “Regardless, your skills are improving. When it is your time you will pass the test. Now stand up straight. You have a guest.” 
 
    Hester noticed Katla for the first time. He stumbled back a bit. “Who are you?” 
 
    Master Wolden chuckled. “Hester Porel, this is Katla, a former King’s Guard here on a mission for the king. She needs your assistance.” 
 
    Hester stared at Katla. “I… Hello. It is nice to, wait what? You need my assistance?” Hester turned to Master Wolden. “Master, I just failed. I’m still an apprentice. Surely someone more deserving of such an honor can be found.” 
 
    Katla shook her head. Were all the young men in this place challenged when it came to talking to women? First the guard who couldn’t stop talking, and now the apprentice who can’t finish a complete sentence when talking to her.  
 
    “Apprentice or not, you have been chosen for this mission. Others might argue that you are correct and there are others more worthy, but luckily, they have no say in this. The king needs you. Are you refusing your king?” 
 
    “No, Master!” said Hester. “I’m not. I’m here to serve.” 
 
    “Good. Katla here is going looking for witches and she expects she may run into demon warriors. You will be her protector.” 
 
    Katla’s eyebrows arched and a smirk came to her lips.  
 
    The gangly apprentice was going to protect her?  
 
    Hester turned back to Katla. “Demon warriors? Are you sure?” 
 
    So, he can finish a sentence mused Katla.  
 
    “Yes. We’ve already encountered several them, but we fear they are making more.” 
 
    “They have spirit stones? How fascinating. When do you want to leave?” 
 
    “As soon as possible. Your guards eye me like a piece of fresh meat. I would hate to have to teach them a lesson.” 
 
    Master Wolden laughed. “You will have to forgive the men. There are few females here in the towers, and the ones we do have tend to let the guards know their disinterest with fireballs, they find outsiders far more interesting.” 
 
    “If you will excuse me, I have things to pack,” said Hester with a short bow, before hustling off. 
 
    Katla gave Master Wolden an icy look. “That is the man who’s going to protect me?” 
 
    “I realize someone with your skills must find the idea amusing, however I can assure you young Hester will be an asset, and yes he may well be the key to keeping you alive.” 
 
    “Are you going to let me in on the secret? Or does the apprentice who can’t figure out the simplest of tests have to tell me?” 
 
    “You are a warrior. It comes naturally to you to see what needed to be done to pass that test. Hester doesn’t see things that way. It is what keeps him from becoming a mage.” 
 
    “Is he afraid of the big apprentice or does he not understand that sometimes the best defense is an attack?’ asked Katla. “All he needed to do to pass that test was attack the big one. Instead he gave him all the time in the world to begin that fire serpent spell.” 
 
    “A little of both I fear. Hester isn’t confident enough in himself to realize he is much more powerful than the rest of the apprentices, and the idea of using an attack for defensive purposes is foreign to him. Perhaps accompanying you will be good for Hester.” 
 
    “If he survives,” said Katla. 
 
    “True. But the answer to your question is that Hester Porel is one of the only students Master Crabtree has taken in the last thirty years. Master Crabtree studies the dark side of magic, things like demons and spirit stones, and his apprentices must be exceptionally pure of heart. Hester’s innocence and naivety may hinder him in his quest to become a full-fledged mage but they are what allows him to study with Master Crabtree. There is more to Hester than meets the eye. There are many full-fledged mages that don’t have the aptitude for magic or the abilities that that young man has.” 
 
    “Master Brutis?” 
 
    Master Wolden smiled. “Master Brutis thinks Hester is a waste of talent. He likes mages who are more confident and aggressive.” 
 
    Katla could see Master Brutis’ point, but Master Wolden seemed to trust in Hester and Evetal had chosen him, perhaps he would be of some use. For her own sake, she hoped so. 
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    Battle at the bridge 
 
    Cath, the small village nestled between two large forests, was intact when Hanna and the crew of the Lady arrived. The villagers had heard about the movements of the Skagge clan and were relieved to see Hanna and crew. 
 
    Juron Mears, the village leader approached Hanna. “Thank you for coming,” He looked around at Hanna and the crew. “There are more of you coming? Last report from our scouts suggest two hundred and fifty men are approaching. 
 
    “There are more,” said Hanna. “We came over the mountain, our riders will be here soon.” 
 
    Juron looked relieved. “What do you need from us?” 
 
    “I need every man woman and child working,” said Hanna. 
 
    . “We will do our best. What do you want done?” Juron nodded his agreement. 
 
    Hanna lead the man to the meadow on the western side of the village. “You agree that this is the way they will likely come?” 
 
    “Yes. They might come through the trees, but it is more likely that they will come down the valley and through the meadow on the western road.” 
 
    Perfect, thought Hanna. “Then it makes my plan simple. The bridge is where we will fight.” 
 
    “The bridge? It is out in the open? Wouldn’t it be better to destroy the bridge and make them come through the ravine?” asked Juron Mears. 
 
    The ravine was a rocky ditch that had once been part of the river that ran to the south of the village. Time and erosion had changed the rivers path, but the old ravine still ran through the edge of the meadow. It was over six feet deep and easily that wide. The ravine split the meadow and the only easy way across it was the bridge. The bridge was flat and couldn’t be seen from a distance. A key component of Hanna’s plan. “No, we are going to be turning the ravine into a trap. Cover the ravine with sticks, dirt and sod until it looks like the rest of the meadow.” 
 
    “But what about the bridge? They will notice it,” argued Juron. 
 
    “No if we cover it too. Besides, I will be standing at the bridge and my men will be forming a shield wall behind me. The Skagge men won’t be looking at the ground.” 
 
    “We don’t have much time. Our scouts say they will arrive tomorrow,” said Juron. 
 
    Hanna slapped the nervous village leader on the back, “Then we’d best hurry.” Hanna turned to Azad. “You know what to do.” 
 
    As Azad started ordering the rest of the men around, Hanna turned to Juron. “Every man who can wield an axe needs to be in the forest cutting branches. Nothing thicker than two thumbs together. We want it to hold dirt and sod, but not strong enough, and two sections of palisade on this side of the ravine. We’ll channel them into the middle.” If the trap worked the way Hanna intended, the main fighting would happen on the bridge. The bridge was only ten feet wide, enough for two wagons to cross. The narrow fighting area would give Hanna and her men a distinct advantage and remove the biggest advantage Skagge and his men would have. All Skagge’s men would have to cross the bridge or skirt around the ravine and into the forests. If they tried to cross the bridge they would be fighting Hanna and the crew of the Lady in a confined space, their specialty. If they went around into the woods they would find the hidden warriors from Irontide. 
 
      
 
    That evening they finished building the trap. When it was done Hanna and Azad crossed the bridge and walked down the meadow. They looked back at the ravine. There were a few places where the sod and dirt didn’t look natural, but would the Skagge men notice such details while they were marching towards the village? Hanna was banking that they wouldn’t. 
 
    “A devious plan. It might just work,” said Azad. “As long as we hold the bridge. If they cross, we are doomed.” 
 
    Hanna shrugged her shoulders. “I didn’t say it was a perfect plan.” 
 
    When they went back they found Koyo giving Tayo last minute tips about how to fight as part of the shield wall. Most of the other crew members were listening as well. Occasionally one of the other men would interject a comment but for the most part all were silent and absorbing Koyo’s knowledge.  
 
    “Alright. That is enough for tonight. Everyone get a meal and some sleep,” barked Azad. 
 
    The crew retreated to the trees. The villagers had offered up their homes, but they needed to be outside incase the Skagge men decide to try a night time attack. They didn’t expect one, but Hanna wasn’t willing to take a chance. Thankfully, the villagers had agreed to keep watch all night, taking turns keeping watch so her men could all sleep and be well rested for morning. Osric the Black and Bardolph camped a few miles to the east. In the morning, they would start moving into position in the woods surrounding the village of Cath. 
 
    That night went Hanna went to sleep she found herself in another dream. It was the first one she’d had since Anso had visited her in her sleep after his death. Tonight, both Anso and Thorodd were in the mist filled woods. 
 
    “I see you didn’t forget all of your lessons on warfare,” said Anso. “The ravine is a good plan.” 
 
    “Thank you, Anso. Why are you two here tonight?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “The moons,” replied Anso. “Tonight, the moons are in close proximity. When the moons are aligned our connection to the earth is its strongest. These are the times where it is easiest for us to communicate with you.” 
 
    “Make sure you defeat Tord Skagge tomorrow,” said Thorodd. “The clans seem to have forgotten that attacking the Stonebloods is a bad idea.” 
 
    “Maybe they think a Half-blood isn’t worthy of the Stoneblood name,” said Hanna. 
 
    Thorodd scoffed. “That would be a foolish mistake on their part. You are more than worthy of the name Stoneblood. But let them call you Halfblood. It is time the north realized that a mixed blood can be even more powerful. You have your magic because of the combined bloodlines. Without your father’s magical blood mixing with the Stoneblood magic you wouldn’t have the spirit magic ability. You don’t need my legacy. You will create your own. Tomorrow’s battle is only the beginning of that.” 
 
    Hanna frowned, “You see more battles ahead?” 
 
    “Yes. You are not the only one connecting to the spirits,” said Anso. “The witches have brought Quivna back to the mortal plane. You are going to have to destroy her, but you are going to have to become more powerful before you do. Our spirits alone are not enough to defeat a demon mage like Quivna.” 
 
    “In order to save the world from her darkness, you are going to have to embrace the darkness,” said Thorodd. 
 
    Hanna didn’t like the sound of that, at all. “What do you mean by embrace the darkness?” 
 
    “You are going to have to connect to another soul. One from the same realm as Quivna.” 
 
    “A demon? You want me to connect to a demon.” Hanna couldn’t believe it. How could they ask something like that of her? What would happen to her if she let a demon soul into her body. She’d seen what had happened to the demon warrior. The men were no longer themselves. The demons control their entire being. With Thorodd and Anso it was a shared connection, she allowed them to control her body at times, but she trusted them to return control when she no longer needed them. How could she trust a demon to do the same?” 
 
    Anso’s spirit seemed to understand what she was thinking. “You can stop a demon. You have the power to remove us at any time. There is a difference between a normal human being possessed by a demon and you, a spirit warrior, using a demon’s powers. Your magic, that allows you to call on us as you will, work the same with a demon. You must never allow them full control, but you can harness their power. I’m afraid if you don’t do it the world will become a very dark place.” 
 
      
 
    Hanna woke in a cold sweat. The conversation between her and her two spirits had been unnerving. After they departed her dreams, they were replaced by images of demons smiling at her, taunting her. It seemed so wrong to Hanna, to purposely allow something evil into your body. Thorodd and Anso were men she knew, men she trusted, but a demon? No, it was too much. Surely there was another way. 
 
    The rest of the morning, Hanna spent focusing on the coming battle with the Skagge clan. She pushed demons and witches to the back of her mind and focused solely on the fight. She had a good plan, but rarely did a plan survive an encounter with the enemy intact. She would need to be able to adjust on the fly as the Skagges reacted in battle. 
 
    Hanna was going through a progression of light stretches and movements when a scout came running into the village. “They are almost here. They are coming up the meadow, and fast.” 
 
    It was time. Hanna turned to two runners. “Go tell Osric the Black and Bardolph to move their men into position.” She then turned to Azad and the rest of the crew of the Lady. “Whatever happens we hold the bridge.” Hanna didn’t need to give the crew a big speech. This wasn’t new territory for them. The crew of the Lady of the Evening were all battle-hardened warriors, with the exception of Tayo, Koyo’s son, who had been getting extensive training from his father and the rest of the crew ever since he’d joined them.  
 
    Hanna walked out into the meadow, stopping on the bridge. Behind her the crew spread out in a straight line. All of them had shields up and beside them stood the villagers of Cath. Between her men and the villagers they had almost fifty shields lined up behind the hidden ravine. Their line didn’t quite reach to both palisades, but it wouldn’t matter. The real battle would happen at the bridge. 
 
    … 
 
    Across the meadow stood Tord Skagge. He could see the line of shields, far more than the small village itself could have mustered. And at the front of the shields stood a woman dressed in white armor. 
 
    Tord shook his head, what had happened to the Stoneblood clan after Thorodd’s death? A woman leading the trading company was one thing, but to think a woman would lead men into battle and be victorious?  
 
    “What say you Tord? I don’t like the look of this?” said Mornal, one of Tord’s most trusted warriors. 
 
    “What’s not to like? We out number them and they have a woman at the front of their line, we shall destroy them and continue our way on the Ayrith valley. Once we’ve taken that, we move on to Irontide. We’ll be the richest clan in Northern Solotine.” 
 
    “They will have men hiding in the trees, and those aren’t northern men behind those shields. That is the crew of the Lady of the Evening.” 
 
    “Now you are worried about a bunch of Creytan sailors? Mornal, you’ve become an old woman. Enough of this talk.” 
 
    “As you say, Tord. Do we parlay? Offer them a chance to surrender?” asked Mornal. 
 
    Tord Skagge shook his head. “No. The deal we made was to wipe them out, kill the girl and get the gems. Send the men in, full charge.” Tord Skagge saw little point in prisoners, especially ones that might cost him a great deal of money. 
 
    Mornal raised his arm. The warriors assembled behind them started to roar and yell. Mornal pointed forward and the mass of men started to jog towards the line of shields across the meadow. 
 
    … 
 
    The Skagge clan ran across the meadow, charging towards the shield line. 
 
    Hanna stood in the middle of the bridge. Two steps behind her stood Azad and Wynn, a strong sailor and one of the best shield men in the crew. Behind them stood Rowan and Dilare the Red. Rowan with Hanna’s glaive and Dilare with a wicked spear. 
 
    As the Skagge clan charged, Hanna braced herself, calmly letting her magic flow. She could feel the presence of Thorodd and Anso as she readied herself for battle.  
 
    When the first of the Skagge warriors hit the false ground above the ravine a cracking sound caught Hanna’s ears, but it was quickly drowned out by the roars of the Skagge men. None of the warriors noticed until the branches snapped and the men fell into the ravine.  
 
    “Now!” yelled Hanna. The crew of the Lady, and all the villagers dropped their shields, revealing the bow and quivers of arrows they had hidden. Methodically, the crew targeted the men closest to Hanna and then the men in the raving. Meanwhile, Dilare raised her spear, waving it in the air, signaling Osric the Black, and Bardolph to attack from the flanks with their riders. 
 
    Three and then four rows of Skagge warriors went into the ravine, the momentum of the men behind them forcing them into the ravine before the mass of men behind them slowed enough to keep them from falling over the edge. Those warriors in front of Hanna charged in. The archers picked off the first wave of warriors, but then the first of them reached Hanna.  
 
    Before the man reached her, Hanna stepped back and raised her shield. Now the trio of her, Azad, and Wynn formed a miniature shield wall, three across the bridge. The warrior, and the next one beside him, slammed into their shields. The Skagge men’s momentum completely stopped. Behind Hanna, Rowan and Dilare thrust their weapons forward, Dilare going below Hanna and Wynn’s shield’s while Rowan went over Hanna and Azad’s. Warriors started to pile up on the bridge as they realized it was the only safe way across the ravine. The rest of the crew were shooting anyone who fell into the raving, like fish in a barrel. The Skagge men yelled in panic as they tried to force their way across the bridge as the crew and the villagers targeted anyone without a shield. 
 
    The warriors tried to push Hanna, Azad and Wynn back, but each time they did Rowan and Dilare would strike and another Skagge warrior would fall on the bridge creating even more of a road block for the warriors behind them.  
 
    Then Osric the Black and Bardolph led their men into the battlefield. They rode hard into the Skagge men. The Skagge men, unable to move forward because of the archer guarded ravine, and the blockaded bridge, were stuck. 
 
    As the warriors trying to get onto the bridge turned to the oncoming horsemen Hanna stepped forward. Her axe slammed into the closest warrior, she then shoved another off the bridge with her shield. The warrior fell into the ravine and was soon struck by an archer’s arrow. Hanna made her way forward, Slashing and smashing with shield. Behind her, Azad and Wynn spread out and Rowan and Dilare took Hanna’s spot. The four of them stood fighting together against anyone who got past Hanna. 
 
    The Skagge men were in a state of panic. Those closest to the ravine were trying to get to the bridge. Those closest to the bridge were trying to get away from Hanna. Anyone trying to go back up the meadow were struck down by the riders coming in from the flanks. The battle was turning into a rout.  
 
    As Hanna fought a space opened in front of her. As men moved away in fear one made his way towards her. 
 
    … 
 
    Tord Skagge couldn’t believe it. His men were being decimated. The trap at the ravine had turned a wide-open battle field into a narrow killing ground. The archers across the ravine could take their sweet time while his men needed to get across the bridge to even attack one of the archers. His own archers had been among the first hit. 
 
    As frustrating as the deadly ravine trap was, equally frustrating was the scene at the bridge. The woman in white and her two companions were blocking the bridge while the two behind them stabbed anyone close. As the bodies piled up, Tord had to drudgingly admit that he’d been out maneuvered, and the chances of survival for his men would rely on retreating or crossing the bridge. Tord charged forward towards the bridge when he saw Hanna jump over the bodies of the men on the bridge and slash her way through his men.  
 
    As he reached her, a space opened between them, it seemed as if all the fighting around them was a completely different fight. Tord would kill her and then his men would get over that damn bridge. 
 
    “You should go home,” Hanna. “There is nothing for you here.” 
 
    Tord growled. “I will go home when I have your head on a platter. What name should I call you by when I show it to your men?” 
 
    “Hanna Halfblood, daughter of Merdem Mirzan, granddaughter of Thorodd Stoneblood,” said Hanna. 
 
    “Oh, you are the old goat’s granddaughter? In that case I won’t chop your head off. I will take you home and make you into a pet.” 
 
    “You talk a lot for a man whose army is being destroyed. Maybe you should try fighting,” said Hanna. 
 
    Tord turned red, rage ran through his veins as his heart pumped out anger. This foul-mouthed harlot, in her ridiculous white armor, needed to die. He charged in swinging his war hammer. But as he moved forward, Tord saw something that he couldn’t believe. Hanna stood tall until the last second and then moved with a speed Tord thought not possible. She ducked under his war hammer and slashed out with her own axe. The last thing Tord saw was her axe blade flying towards his neck. 
 
    … 
 
    As Tord’s head rolled across the battlefield a great horn sounded. Tord’s men all turned and rushed up the meadow, retreating from the battle as fast as they could. Yet between the archers and the mounted warriors retreat was no easy task. Osric the Black and Bardolph pulled their men back so the Skagge men were surrounded.  
 
    Hanna raised a fist. The riders pulled back further and the archers paused. A warrior stepped forward. 
 
    “Would you kill us all, or allow us to retreat? We will not surrender,” yelled Mornal. 
 
    “Will you leave Stoneblood lands and never return?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “Yes. Tord Skagge is dead. I, Mornal, now speak for the clan. The Skagges will never attack Stoneblood lands while I live. You have my word.” 
 
    “Send your men back up the meadow. Twenty may stay and tend to your wounded and dead. All must be gone from here by nightfall.” 
 
    Mornal bowed. “A gracious offer. One I humbly accept.” 
 
    Hanna looked Mornal in the eyes, she saw no fear or deception, only relief for his men. She believed she could trust him. “I would ask you to answer a couple questions. Why did you attack?” 
 
    Mornal pointed to the head of Tord. “Tord Skagge, he felt without Thorodd that the Stonebloods would be weak. He didn’t believe that a woman could defeat him. He made a bargain for the gems in Ayrith. But he also wanted Irontide. He was an ambitious leader.” 
 
    “He was a fool,” replied Hanna. “Who told him of the gems in Ayrith? Why were they important to him?” 
 
    Mornal shook his head. “A stranger, one from the coast said he would buy the gems if we killed you and your men. He only spoke to Tord but I recognize the look of him, he wasn’t anyone of importance. A middle man sent to make a deal.” 
 
    The news didn’t surprise Hanna. She’d suspected the attack was related to the spirit stones. “Take your dead, go and never come back.” 
 
    “My thanks, Hanna Halfblood. Your mercy will be remembered, as will your skills in battle,” said Mornal before he started to organize the retreat of the Skagge men. 
 
    Hanna turned to Juron Mears, leader of the village of Cath. “Give them a wagon. The sooner they take their dead away from here the better.” 
 
    Juron nodded and turned to fetch a wagon.  
 
    Hanna turned to Azad. “Any injuries?” 
 
    “A couple of minor wounds among the crew. A few of the Skagge men were good with a spear, but nothing critical. The riders had a few losses but nothing compared to what the Skagges suffered.” 
 
    Hanna sighed. Even in a near perfect battle warriors died. Men wouldn’t be returning to their wives or children, songs of sorrow sung for the lost. Yet the damage could’ve been far greater. The plan had been a success. The men had executed it perfectly and the village of Cath saved. “Have Osric the Black and Bardolph and their men stay and watch the Skagges. Once they are gone, the men may go back to Irontide. The rest of us will march on to Ayrith. I fear today’s battle won’t be the last we face over the spirit stones.” 
 
    Azad scratched his head. “Why would the witches go to all the trouble of hiring the Skagges? It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    Hanna agreed. “I don’t think it was the witches. Obviously, someone else wants the spirit stones and isn’t afraid to start a war to get them. Either it is the same person who paid the Foxnoses or there is another party involved.” Two, possibly three different groups trying to get the stones, and from all they knew so far, none of them had good intentions.  
 
    Azad left Hanna to her thoughts as he relayed her orders. 
 
    Hanna wanted to get moving right away, but she also knew that a few injured were being tended to. Also, Koyo was traveling with them. They had a long hard march yesterday and would do more marching today. She wanted to make sure he was up for it. She found Koyo and Tayo gathering their gear, preparing to march to the Ayrith valley. 
 
    “I see you survived,” Hanna said to Tayo. “I thought for sure with Koyo’s training you would be the first to fall.” 
 
    Tayo grinned. “It seems that despite the training of the greatest swordsman Creyta has ever seen I managed to survive.” 
 
    “Ha! You two are hilarious. Real comedians, you should become court jesters for a royal family.” 
 
    Hanna started to dance around goofily, hoping from foot to foot. “Would I need to dance like this and tell horrible stories?” 
 
    “Gods, no,” said Koyo. “You dance around like that in public and they likely to behead you just to make you stop.” 
 
    Hanna chuckled. “So much for my career as a court jester. How are your legs Koyo? You ready for another march?” 
 
    “You just worry about your own sassy behind. I’m not that old! I will still be walking when you young ones are taking a nap,” said Koyo. 
 
    Hanna winked at Tayo. “What did you feed him this morning, he sure is riled up.” 
 
    “Battle does that to a man,” said Koyo. “Although this wasn’t much of a battle. My plan to cover the ravine worked perfectly.” 
 
    “Your plan?” asked Tayo. “I thought Hanna came up with that?” 
 
    “Shush boy,” said Koyo. “Everyone knows I am her mentor. If Hanna came up with a good idea it is because of a story she heard from me.” 
 
    “I see,” said Tayo. 
 
    “How are you doing, Tayo?” As far as Hanna knew the morning skirmish was Tayo’s first real battle. Many men found the violent and sudden nature of battle too much to bear. 
 
    “I’ve drawn blood in battle before. But I’ve never taken part in anything like this. I would feel guilty for all the men that I killed today, if they weren’t intent on killing me. But I felt prepared, even though I only used my bow today, I knew I was ready if they had crossed the bridge.” 
 
    “Good,” said Hanna. “It is far better to feel prepared and not have to use those skills than it is have to go into battle not ready. There is no room for error on the battle field. Now if you don’t mind, Tayo I’m ready to get going and I wouldn’t mind having him tell me a story so I can learn my next great battle plan.” 
 
    “He’s all yours. My ears were getting sore anyway,” said Tayo with a grin. 
 
    Hanna and Koyo started marching towards the Ayrith valley. From Cath, they would take a main trade route that connected to the village of Elms Grove, just south of where her grandfather had died when Katla ambushed him on behalf of the witches.  
 
    “What’s on your mind child? You didn’t ask me to walk with you to hear one of my old lies,” said Koyo. 
 
    “No. As much as I love your tall tales I have something else on my mind,” said Hanna as they walked. She looked behind them, the rest of the crew were just starting to move. No one was within hearing range. “I had another dream last night.” 
 
    “I see,” said Koyo. “Who visited you last night? Thorodd or Anso?” 
 
    “Both, they said the moon affects their ability to converse with me. That the connection between our realm and the spirit realm is strongest during lunar occurrences.” 
 
    “No surprise there. Mages and witches have always known that. But that is good. You will have plenty of opportunities to talk with Thorodd and Anso. They still have much to offer as mentors, even from the spirit world.” 
 
    “On that I agree, that isn’t what troubles me.” 
 
    “Then what is the problem?” 
 
    “The problem is that they informed me that the witches were successful in bringing Quivna back to the mortal plane.” 
 
    “This Quivna does sound like a nasty piece of work. As a general rule, I believe once a creature is sent to the beyond they should just stay there.” 
 
    “The worst part is that they believe I can’t beat her. That to defeat Quivna and save the world from being overrun by an army of demon warriors I need to have a connection to a demon spirit.” 
 
    “I see,” said Koyo. 
 
    They walked a while with no one saying anything. Hanna wasn’t sure how to explain her feelings about the idea of adding a demon spirit to her connection with Thorodd and Anso. She knew she felt it was wrong, but what if Thorodd and Anso were right? What if she said no and Quivna and the witches built a demon warrior army that could destroy the world? 
 
    “Hanna. You have a great gift. I haven’t seen a warrior like you in my life time. Your spirit connection gives you speed and power and more. You easily defeated multiple warriors today, including a chieftain of a tribe that is known for its warriors. But I’m afraid that gift is also a curse. Before you got the spirit stone you had some responsibility. You were raised to be a warrior, to lead the crew of the Lady, and to one day run the trading company. You were to be responsible for the lives of the crew and those men in Irontide. But now you face a far greater burden. You may be the only thing standing between evil and the world. Maybe there are mages powerful enough to defeat Quivna, I don’t know. However, I do know that you have the ability to do something that could save thousands. All witches aren’t bad or evil, but we know these ones. We know what they did to get power. They are dark, and they have brought a great darkness back to the mortal plane. I fear that you are tied to the witches’ destiny now. If you don’t defeat Quivna, whatever the hell that is, what happens to my family in Mykoznia? What happens to the people in Creyta? In Irontide and the Ayrith valley? Now I don’t know if Thorodd and Anso are correct about this whole needing to connect to a demon spirit thing or not, but you need to consider the possibility that you might have to. We can look for other ways, but in life it was rare for Thorodd or Anso to be wrong, I can’t see it being too different in the spirit world.” 
 
    “What about my soul? I’m worried having a demon spirit in me would change me.” 
 
    “Of course it would change you. I believe that is unavoidable. However, how much it would change you is the question. And I don’t have the answer to that. But what I can tell you is that you shouldn’t fear darkness. All warriors have darkness in them. Anyone who picks up a blade and kills another man has darkness in them. Each of us must look at the darkness and judge it against the light. Why do we kill? Is it for a just cause, or to protect our loved ones? If we do harm to others but it fits our moral code, then we have accepted that darkness.” 
 
    Hanna understood what Koyo was trying to tell her, and it did ease her worry somewhat, but still the underlying fear of changing into something terrible wouldn’t leave her. “And how will I know when I have too much darkness in me?” 
 
    “When you stop caring. When life no longer holds value. But I don’t think you will ever get there Hanna. You must remember your own spirit is strong. Thorodd’s spirit is strong, Anso’s spirit is strong. Adding a demon into the mix won’t make you evil.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “I can’t. But I have been more places than I can count. I’ve seen strange and wonderful things and I’ve seen terrible things that haunt my dreams. In my experience, people who surround themselves by the right people make the right decisions. You worry that a demon will influence or change you. I say you are the perfect person to carry the burden of a demon’s strength because of all the influences you have on you in this realm and the one above. But in the end, you should consider this; would you sacrifice your own life for the ones you love?” 
 
    “You know I would,” said Hanna. 
 
    “Then you know the answer to your question,” said Koyo. 
 
    He was right. If letting a demon into her body was the price to save her people, then that is what she would do. She wasn’t sure how to do it, but that was a problem for the future. First, she needed to get to the Ayrith valley and make sure Biran and the rest of the Nordvik’s clan were safe. She didn’t need a demon spirit to kill a demon warrior, that she knew she could do just fine with the spirits she already had at her disposal. 
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    Nordviks under attack 
 
    The journey to Elms Grove was uneventful, and after a brief visit to reassure the resident villagers that they had neutralized the threat from the Skagge clan, Hanna and the crew of the Lady of the Evening headed north towards the valley of Ayrith. 
 
    A few miles down the road they stopped, not to rest but to pay their respects. This was the spot where Thorodd Stoneblood had died, and in his last moments had decided to cover one of the precious spirit stones in his own blood and request that his killer, Katla, deliver it to Hanna. That series of events had led Hanna to where she was today. 
 
    The grave was gone. While she had been healing from her injuries sustained from the battle on that same ground, Azad had arranged for Thorodd’s body to be returned to Irontide. In place of the grave was a small rock cairn. Hanna placed a small handful of wildflowers on the cairn. She did not grieve for Thorodd. He was in the spirit world, and had died a warrior’s death. It was a suitable ending to a long and full life and one she knew he didn’t regret. Her grief was for her own loss. She missed her grandfather, talking to his spirit when the moons were right, and having his spirit with her when she fought wasn’t the same as having him alive. 
 
      
 
    Climbing the mountain road that led to the high mountain valley of Ayrith, Hanna reflected on the Nordviks. A clan of quasi-nomadic people, who traveled not by choice but necessity. The Nordviks had many families with magic blood. A trait that made them undesirable to many Northern Solotine communities. The Nordviks had settled down in the Ayrith valley, and had seemed to find a spot where they would be left alone, but the need for trade and the discovery of the spirit stones was threatening their safety. They had originally traded with the Foxnoses from Grimsfell, but after a falling out had approached Thorodd Stoneblood to be their trading partner.  
 
    As they reached the peak of the pass, Hanna noticed four men watching them approach. She recognized them from before, they were Nordvik men. Hanna waved to them. The men approached. 
 
    “Hanna, your timing is perfect. We need reinforcements,” said one of the men. 
 
    Hanna remembered him, but was having a hard time with his name. Was it Garth? No, it was Gareth. “Gareth, what happened? Why do you need reinforcements? Did the Foxnoses attack?” 
 
    “No, it is something else. I will let Biran explain. I would walk you down to the village but I need to stay with the watch unit.” 
 
    Hanna frowned. A four man watch unit, just for the southern road? It seemed strange, but strange was becoming a regular occurrence in her life so she said nothing. Biran would explain. “Thank you, Gareth. See you later.” 
 
    The village didn’t look any different than the last time Hanna had been there. But the first time she had woken up in Esmera’s house. Esmera, the village healer had brought her back to full health after the attack from the Foxnose warriors. Hanna smiled when she spotted the old woman at the step to her house. 
 
    “Greetings, Hanna Halfblood. Your arrival is most welcome,” said the old healer. 
 
    “Hello, Esmera. Yes, Gareth said the same thing. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Someone is stalking the village. A man with dark magic. He’s killed several villagers, but we can’t defeat him. He moves too fast, and by the time we organize a group he’s gone again.” 
 
    The demon warrior, thought Hanna. “Let me guess. A foreigner with a spirit stone necklace, and his eyes are black when he fights.” 
 
    “Yes, that is the one. What do you know of him?” asked Esmera. 
 
    “I met his partner. He killed my mentor, Anso,” said Hanna. “Is Biran here?” 
 
    “Biran is at the mine. Your men look exhausted, I’ll make a stew with a little something in it to perk them up. Why don’t you give me a hand? We can chat a little while we wait for Biran to return.” 
 
    Hanna turned to Azad. “Have everyone rest and refill their canteens at the stream.” Hanna then followed Esmera into her house. 
 
    Esmera went to the kitchen. “I already had some stew cooking, we’ll just add to it. Cut up some more vegetables.” 
 
    From her first stay at Esmera’s house, Hanna knew where the cold room was and went in and grabbed a few handfuls of vegetables. Standing next to Esmera, Hanna started slicing. 
 
    “I can tell much has happened to you since you left us. Your magic, it is strong now. I can sense it,” said Esmera. 
 
    “Yes. I’ve learned to control my magic, but only when it comes to the spirit stone. I can’t do any other magic.” 
 
    “That will come with time,” said Esmera. “The spirit connection is your strongest, it will be the easiest to develop. With time and training you can add more types of magic, but it is your connection to the spirit world that is most important right now. You speak with your grandfather?’ 
 
    “Yes, and Anso. There are two spirits connected to my spirit stone now.” Hanna explained how she’d gone to Anso to learn to use her magic, and how the demon warrior had attacked them, killing Anso, which fully triggered Hanna’s connection with Thorodd. Anso, knowing he was dying, added his blood to the spirit stone. 
 
    “That explains why I can sense your magic so easily. What have you learned about the creature that attacked you?” 
 
    “Demon warriors. Witches from Mykoznia, the same witches who had my grandfather attacked, created demon warriors using the spirit stones. They channel demons the same way I channel the spirits of Thorodd and Anso. The witches want power. They’ve channeled a dead witch who had been banished to the seven hells. She is very powerful and dangerous. Between her and an army of demon warriors I believe the witches intend to remake the world into one where they rule. With the help of Katla, we killed the witches and demon warriors we found outside on Yanga. However, some of the stones were still missing and one demon warrior. The one that is stalking the village.” 
 
    Esmera added the vegetables to the stew as they spoke. “Katla?” 
 
    “The assassin who killed grandfather,” said Hanna. “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “Yes. I can see that. However, sometimes a common enemy can mean strange associations. At least together you struck a blow against the witches.” 
 
    “Yes, but they are still a threat. Especially now that they’ve channeled Quivna. And if they get their hands on more spirit stones it will be even worse.” 
 
    “We will just have to make sure that doesn’t happen. The stew can afford to sit a little while before it is served. Why don’t we walk up to the mine and speak to Biran? I don’t think that this can wait any longer.” 
 
    “Should we tell his father first?” asked Hanna. While Biran took much responsibility for the clan, it was his father Cortan Nordvik who was the true leader of the Nordvik clan. 
 
    Esmera shook her head. “I’m afraid Cortan passed on to the next world. He went to sleep a few weeks ago, never to wake.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” said Hanna. “Cortan had been weak and frail when she’d met him, but a kindly man.” 
 
    “It was his time. He lived a long life, and gave us a strong and wise son to lead the clan.” 
 
    The mine was along a narrow trail that went up one of the mountain tops that surrounded the tiny valley of Ayrith. Soon they were at the mouth. A group of five guards were standing watch. 
 
    “Mael, go find Biran, we have visitors.” 
 
    One of the guards quickly made his way into the mine. Minutes later, Biran came out. He was sweaty and dirty, a black smudge covered the top of his forehead and another his right cheekbone. 
 
    Biran dusted himself off. “Hanna! How are you? What are you doing here?’ 
 
    Hanna smiled. “I am good, Biran. I am here to check on you. Or did you forget we are trading partners.” 
 
    “I certainly didn’t forget you,” said Biran with a smile. 
 
    Hanna blushed. Biran had an effect on her that other young men never did.  
 
    “Hanna is here to help us with our little problem,” said Esmera. 
 
    Biran frowned. “I wouldn’t call it a little problem and I’m not sure one person can help us. That man is supernatural.” 
 
    “Would two dozen be more to your liking?” asked Hanna.  
 
    “Really? You brought that many warriors?” asked Biran. 
 
    From the way Biran perked up at the mention of her men, Hanna knew he was worried. The last time they had spoken he’d been confident in the ability of his clansmen to defend themselves. Obviously, the demon warrior had shaken that faith. Not that Hanna blamed him. The demon warrior harassing the Nordviks was as dangerous as the one who attacked her and Anso, it was a deadly foe. “Yes. A clan of warriors from the west was making its way here. We met them with the men of Irontide and my crew from the Lady of the Evening. My crew is here with me now.” 
 
    “The Skagges? Why on earth would they be coming here?” Biran rolled his eyes and shook his head before answering his own question. “The gem stones. They were coming for the gem stones.” 
 
    “Yes. They were. Someone offered a pile of gold if they got the spirit stones and killed me,” said Hanna. 
 
    Biran gave Esmera a meaningful look. “I guess that decides things.” 
 
    Hanna wasn’t sure what Biran meant. “Pardon me?” 
 
    Biran smile. “Nothing important. We can talk about it later. Esmera did you make sure our guests are comfortable?” 
 
    “I have a stew cooking right now. They will be fed shortly,” said Esmera. 
 
    Biran nodded. “That must do for now. I would offer them a drink, but I have a favor to ask you, Hanna. Could your men stand guard tonight? We’ve been run ragged ever since the stranger arrived. We’ve had to have at least four men per patrol, any less and he attacks. Lately, he just stalks us. I think he doesn’t care as long as we don’t leave the village.” 
 
    “The demon warrior?” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose that is what he is,” said Biran. 
 
    “Of course they can. I’ll have them take an afternoon nap so that they are refreshed,” said Hanna. 
 
    “Thank you. He hasn’t attacked at night yet, but we can’t risk it. Until we figure a way to kill that demon warrior we have to keep a strong guard.” 
 
    “We have a way,” said Hanna softly. 
 
    “You do? A special weapon?” asked Biran. 
 
    “She is the weapon, Biran,” said Esmera. “Hanna is going to kill the demon warrior.” 
 
    Biran shook his head. “That is suicide. I can’t let you risk trying that. I couldn’t handle the thought of you dying.” 
 
    Something stirred deep within Hanna, she felt warm. Did he care that much? “Let’s not worry about that right now. How about we go have some of that stew Esmera promised us?” 
 
    “Actually, if you don’t mind, Hanna I would like to borrow you. Mother would like to see you I’m sure, and I wouldn’t mind having a few moments to hear about your adventures since we last spoke,” said Biran. 
 
    “I’ll inform Azad of the request for a night guard,” said Esmera. “Mael, would you be a dear and walk me back to the village.” Esmera turned to Biran. “Why don’t you take Hanna and show her the northern trail back to the village.” 
 
    Biran’s brow furrowed. “We can’t afford to separate the guards. Mael is already going with you.” 
 
    “The rest of the guards stay at the mine. Hanna will protect you,” said Esmera. 
 
    Biran sighed in exasperation. “And who is going to protect Hanna? I don’t think you’ve thought this plan through very well, Esmera.” 
 
    Hanna sensed Biran’s frustration. She put her arm out for him to hold. “You aren’t going to let a little demon warrior stop you from taking me for a walk, are you?” Hanna winked. “I promise you won’t be harmed.” 
 
    “Do you not understand what we are dealing with here?” said Biran. His anger showing. “I can’t put you in harm’s way like that.” 
 
    “Biran Nordvik. Shut up!” said Esmera is a stern voice. 
 
    Biran looked at Esmera wide eyed. Shocked that she would reprimand him so.  
 
    “I’m sorry Biran, but you didn’t take the hint. You are too caught up in Hanna’s beauty to listen to what she is telling you. So, shut up, take her arm and take her for a walk.” 
 
    For a second Hanna thought Biran was going to explode, his face and body filled with tension, but then he seemed to relax. He straightened up, gave Esmera a curt nod, and then took Hanna’s arm. “Shall we?” 
 
    They walked in silence for the first few minutes. Hanna tried to enjoy the walk, it was a beautiful day and the mountainside trail, offered a great view of the valley below. 
 
    “It isn’t often that Esmera scolds me like that. I’m just not sure why. Other than her comment about your beauty, I will concede she may have a point there.” 
 
    Hanna smiled. “It’s not your fault. You were doing what you thought was right. But you don’t need to protect me. I’m not the same person who you knew before.” 
 
    “No?” said Biran. “You look the same to me. The outfit is new. But your smile is the same as I remember it. Your eyes are the same, your lips.” Biran paused for a second. “Gods. Listen to me. Esmera just finished scolding me for focusing on your beauty and not your words and here I am fawning over you.” 
 
    “I don’t mind. It’s sweet.” 
 
    “Well, it is true. So, what am I missing? How have you changed?” 
 
    Hanna lifted her necklace, showing it to him. “After I left here last, I went to Creyta, back to my old weapons trainer. He taught me about spirit magic and my connection to Thorodd’s spirit. A demon warrior, like the one who is harassing your village attacked us. The demon warrior critically wounded Anso and would’ve killed me, except Thorodd’s spirit used my body to fight. Thorodd’s spirit killed the demon warrior. Then Anso, added his own blood to the stone before he died of his wounds. I now have Thorodd’s and Anso’s spirits with me when I fight. After Anso’s death I went to Mykoznia. By strange coincidence, one of my men’s wife is related to Katla, the assassin who killed Thorodd. Together, Katla and I destroyed a coven of witches and several demon warriors.” 
 
    Biran looked at Hanna wide-eyed. “You’ve killed several of these demon warriors yourself?”  
 
    Hanna nodded. 
 
    “Gods above. I must’ve sounded like an ass, going on about protecting you. I will have to thank Esmera for shutting me up. I probably would’ve made more of an ass of myself if she hadn’t.” 
 
    “Like I said before. It isn’t your fault, you didn’t know.” 
 
    “Hanna I thank you for your kindness. But it doesn’t excuse the fact that I wasn’t listening. I am now leader of the clan. If I fail to listen it can cost the lives of those people I love. I need to be able take Esmera’s criticism. She was right. I was thinking of you as a beautiful woman and not a warrior. It was a mistake. Hopefully, one I won’t make again.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Being thought of as a woman before a warrior once in a while doesn’t sound so bad to me.” Hanna was glad that Biran could see the error of his ways, yet she wasn’t ready to go back to being just a warrior. She liked the compliments and long looks Biran was giving her. 
 
    The mountain trail dipped down into the forest that nestled the mountainside. Biran stopped and picked up a white wildflower and gave it to her. “To match your outfit.” 
 
    Hanna flipped her hair behind her ear and placed the flower over her ear. “How do I look?” she asked.  
 
    “Like a dream,” said Biran. He stepped closer. “Hanna, I’ve thought of you every night since you left us.” 
 
    “I’ve thought of you too,” Hanna flushed with excitement at Biran’s closeness. 
 
    Biran reached out slowly and put her hand in his, their fingers intertwined. Hanna’s senses seemed heightened. Her skin tingled at his touch. She could smell the light, fresh, green saplings. The lingering smell of wood smoke that wafted into the woods from the village, the floral essence of the honeydew and lilacs and above all she could smell him. The slightly musky smell of sweat and salty skin did not offend her, instead it was intoxicating. The sounds of the forest, birds chirping, the wind teasing and tickling branches and leaves mixed with the sound of her own heart pounding.  
 
    Hanna held her breath as Biran pulled her closer. His lips came to hers, pressing softly against them. She pressed back against him, seeking out more of the gentle yet firm contact. Biran pulled back, staring intently into her eyes, “I’ve wanted to do that for so long. However, we should go. Esmera may know you’ll protect me but others won’t be so trusting. But I had to know if my kiss was welcome.” 
 
    Hanna smiled. For weeks, Biran had been on her mind, not as a focal point, but a lingering thought that wouldn’t go away, but now that they were here standing together she knew that she had been wanting the same thing. “It was definitely welcome.” 
 
    Biran didn’t let go of her hand, he simply pulled her towards the village. Hanna enjoyed the gentle touch and kept her hand in his. They would have to let go before they left the forest, a courtship between them would be the talk of the village and of her army. Not that Hanna cared too much, but it was the timing that mattered. With the demon warrior out there stalking and hunting them, the villagers would want their new leader focused on the problem at hand, not worrying about his own affairs of the heart. Her own crew would be less of a problem. They knew her well enough to know she wouldn’t be distracted in battle. 
 
    Seeing the edge of the forest, Hanna removed her hand from Biran’s.  
 
    He gave her a questioning look, but then nodded as if he was just considering the consequences of his actions for the first time. He sighed, but then increased the distance between them. Whatever was between them would stay a secret for now. 
 
    When they reached the village, Biran took her directly to his mother’s house. 
 
    Gaida Nordvik spotted Hanna and smiled. “Hello Hanna. Esmera just informed me of your arrival. Your men are a welcome sight, as are you. You look absolutely fetching in your armor. Is that troll skin?” 
 
    “Thank you, Gaida. It is good to see you again. Isn’t it lovely? My mother made it for me, yes, it is troll skin.” 
 
    Gaida nodded her approval as she ran her hand down the side of Hanna’s skirt. “Troll skin makes such excellent armor, I never thought to make it into a skirt.” 
 
    Hanna chuckled. “I doubt many others would either. However, my father had a tradition of wearing outlandishly bright and colorful outfits. He used them to distract his opponents. I thought it appropriate to follow in his footsteps.” 
 
    “Well it certainly works. Biran is practically drooling.” 
 
    “Mother,” said Biran in protest. 
 
    Hanna laughed. “I will take drool as a compliment.” 
 
    “As you should my dear, it’s been a long time since men drooled over me. I miss the way men’s brains shut down in the face of beauty. I believe your father was on to something,” said Gaida. 
 
    “I think we’ve discussed bodily functions enough. Mother, it seems that Hanna is the answer to our problem,” said Biran. 
 
    Gaida raised a questioning eyebrow. “How so?” 
 
    Hanna explained everything that had happen since she left the Ayrith valley. She filled in some of the details that Biran hadn’t yet heard. Gaida and Biran were familiar with magic, so Hanna didn’t worry about how they would react to learning about her spirit magic.  
 
    “How will you hunt him?” asked Gaida. 
 
    “Do you have more of the ayrithstone?” asked Hanna. The demon warrior wasn’t allowing anyone out of the valley, that meant it was trying to prevent the stones from leaving. She didn’t have to hunt the demon warrior. He would come to her. 
 
    “Yes,” said Biran. “But I wish we didn’t. The stones are more trouble than they are worth.” 
 
    Hanna partially agreed with Biran’s assessment of the stones, but without the stones she would have no connection to Thorodd or Anso. “I will need a couple of the stones. I’ll need them for bait.” 
 
    … 
 
    Walking up the road, Hanna casually flipped one of the stones. There had been disappointment and frustration in Azad’s eyes when she told him of her plan. Azad was a man used to working together. Everything in his training taught him that a well-trained unit working together was stronger than any one individual or collection of individuals. Hanna hadn’t disagreed, but now her unit was one of spirits, not men. When she explained that to him, he accepted it. However, Hanna knew he was still frustrated that she was better off fighting without him. 
 
    It didn’t take long before Hanna was joined by the demon warrior. The man stood in the middle of the road, waiting for her. 
 
    Hanna kept flipping the stone in her hands. She watched the man’s eyes as they followed the stones. Soon those eyes would turn black as the demon took over possession of the warrior’s body. She wondered if the warrior cared that he was being used, or was having the demon’s power within him what drove the warrior to accept the spirit stone.  
 
    Unlike the first warrior who attacked her, this one spoke. “I’ve been waiting for you to show up.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Hanna. “Your master, Loma Fangris is dead.” 
 
    The warrior snorted. “Loma may have given me my powers, but she is not my master. Your killing her means nothing. Quivna has returned, and with her power, the witches will retake their place in this world. Men like me, who serve them will be the only ones to survive unpunished.” 
 
    “You think some old dead witch’s spirit is going to change the world?” Hanna shook her head. She wanted to keep the man talking. Any information that she could get from him might help in the search for Quivna.  
 
    “She is one of the most powerful witches ever, and when she has your stones, she will have the deadliest demons in all the seven hells at her service. The humans that are lucky enough to survive will become slaves,” said the man. 
 
    “I guess I will just have to make sure you don’t get the stones,” said Hanna. 
 
    The man sneered. “You think because you killed Tiran that you can kill me? Tiran was a fool, too weak to host a proper demon. I am Arzhan, and I am host to Kzvnotox. Now you will see how a real demon warrior fights.” 
 
    Calmly, Hanna put the spirit stones in her pocket and pulled her shield and axe from their harnesses. She moved forward, ready for battle. 
 
    Arzhan’s eyes went black, and he drew his sword. “Kzvnotox senses your spirits. Perhaps you are a worthy adversary after all.” 
 
    That Arzhan spoke while the demon was in his body surprised Hanna. Tiran, the first demon warrior she’d fought, and the ones in the witches’ cave, had all seemed like the demon was fully in control of the bodies they possessed. Arzhan was different. Hanna suspected this made him even more dangerous.  
 
    Arzhan attacked. Springing forward with a wicked series of slashing attacks. She’d been correct, Arzhan was different, and definitely more dangerous. With the power and speed of Thorodd and Anso flowing through her, Hanna was able to block and parry the vicious attack. 
 
    Repeatedly, Arzhan pressed the attack. Hanna could tell the man was a skilled swordsman, and combined with a demon he was almost invincible; almost. Hanna felt a tug at her shoulder. Anso’s spirit was pulling at her. The old weapons master saw something in Arzhan’s form. She let Anso move her shoulder, dropping it down. The new position changed the angle of her attack, her axe came lower, slashing at the warrior’s knee instead of his waist as her original attack had been destined.  
 
    Arzhan brought his sword down, slamming Hanna’s axe further down, pinning it to the ground. The warrior then leaned in trying to drive his shoulder into Hanna’s chest. It was a mistake. 
 
    Pulling her elbow down tight to her side, Hanna’s shield whipped around in front of her. Arzhan’s shoulder landed flush on the shield. Perhaps the warrior had assumed that because she was a woman he’d be able to knock her down, or maybe he assumed one demon gave him more strength than two human spirits, either way it was a fatal mistake. Hanna had Stoneblood blood in her veins, her strength was easily the match for most men, and her spirits were a match for the powerful demon Kzvnotox. Instead of Hanna bouncing back, Arzhan crashed heavily into her shield. Now Arzhan was in a compromised position, far too close to her shield.  
 
    Thorodd realizing the situation Anso had baited the warrior into taking took over. A surge of northern battle rage filled Hanna as her grandfather’s spirit pushed her forward. Hanna knew exactly what her grandfather’s spirit intended and she could channel all her energy into the attack. 
 
    Her hips tilted back, and her head dropped, allowing her shield to be angled forward. Driving her hips forward and lifting her shield arm up, Hanna drove the edge of her shield up under Arzhan’s chin. The warrior’s head snapped back as the hit dazed him. As the warrior struggled to regain his balance, Hanna pushed his sword away and brought her axe up in a swift attack that landed between his legs. Hanna’s axe sunk deep into the warrior’s groin. 
 
    Arzhan looked down incredulously at the axe, and then lifted his black as night eyes to stare at Hanna. As the life of Arzhan drained from his body, the demon Kzvnotox let out a blood curling scream as it was forced to retreat through the spirit stone back to whatever region of the seven hells it had come from. 
 
    Hanna stepped away from the dying man and took a knee. She wiped her brow clear of the sweat that was stinging her eyes. She was exhausted, the fight had taken everything she had. She’d defeated the demon warrior, but just barely. She shuddered at the idea of facing a warrior possessed by a stronger demon. She could only imagine how powerful Quivna was. 
 
    After taking a few moments to regain her breath, Hanna started back towards the Nordvik’s village. The Nordvik’s were safe, Biran was safe!  
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    Katla and Hester on the road 
 
    After leaving the Towers of Gorro, Katla and Hester rode east. Katla wasn’t exactly sure where Hester thought they were going but since she had no ideas about where to find the rest of the Fangris covens, she would let Hester lead the way. But that didn’t mean she was going to trust the gangly apprentice mage without questioning him. 
 
    “Why didn’t you attack the big one?” asked Katla as the rode. It had been a half day since they left the Towers and the question was still bothering her. 
 
    “Pardon me?” said Hester, surprised that she’d finally broken her silence. 
 
    “During your test. You chose only to defend. Why didn’t you attack the big apprentice?’ 
 
    “It was a defensive test. I had to stop them from hitting the targets. Why would I attack him?” 
 
    Katla shook her head. He just didn’t get it. “Because if you hesitate like that in the real world, people will get hurt. You knew he was casting a spell to distract you. The right move would be to stop him while you could.” 
 
    “I don’t know, it seems unnecessary to attack in a defensive test.” 
 
    “What if there had been people behind you and not targets? Would you have attacked then?” 
 
    “I think there was a better way, but I just didn’t see it. You don’t need to remind me that I failed today. I am well aware of it,” said Hester as he tapped the sides of his horse’s flanks, encouraging the animal to pull ahead so that he wouldn’t have to talk to Katla anymore. 
 
    The exchange troubled Katla. Why was Hester so hesitant to attack? He was obviously a talented mage. Katla herself had magical skills, a part of her King’s Guard training, but nothing like the mages of the Towers of Gorro possessed. Was there something in his past that made him want to avoid violence, or was he too meek to understand that he might need to use his magic to harm someone for a greater good? One thing was obvious. Hester was not going to be useful in a fight. Not a good sign when they were going looking for a coven of witches with spirit stones and the ability to use them. Katla sighed. Despite the awkwardness between herself and Hanna Halfblood because of her killing Hanna’s grandfather, they had made a good team. Hanna understood battle, had grown up training and learning from master warriors just like she had. She wished Hanna were here now instead of an apprentice mage who refused to attack even in a simple magical test where no one got hurt. 
 
    They traveled for several miles before Hester slowed his horse so that Katla could ride up beside him. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I was rude earlier. It had been a long day, and I was frustrated. You were correct that I handled the test wrong,” said Hester. 
 
    Perhaps there is hope for him after all, thought Katla.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to put you on the spot. My concern is that we are going in search of witches who have spirit stones and may have channeled the spirit of a powerful witch and who knows what other demons.” 
 
    Hester nodded. “And the only thing you know about me is that I’m an apprentice mage who failed his test. Yes, I can see where you might be a touch nervous about this mission.” 
 
    “How about a lot nervous. I’ve seen demon warriors in action. They are dangerous, and the Fangris witches are equally dangerous, and I don’t have any knowledge of them like I did with Loma.” 
 
    “Loma Fangris. You really went into her lair and killed her coven and several demon warriors?” asked Hester. 
 
    “I didn’t do it alone. Hanna killed the demon warriors. I killed the witches. It wasn’t as easy as that sounds, but we were lucky, we caught them off-guard and they used the spirit stones on men that weren’t particularly talented fighters. They weren’t nearly as dangerous as they could’ve been.” 
 
    “I suspect that they were practicing on lower level coven members; guards and followers that they didn’t care if they survived the channeling of demon spirits. They probably started with lower level demons and progressed to more powerful ones. If they have succeeded, we won’t want to try fighting them.” 
 
    “Not if we want to live,” agreed Katla.  
 
    I would like to meet this Hanna. Spirit magic is so rare, few understand it and even fewer can use it. She will be key to defeating the witches. Especially if they have succeeded in channeling Quivna.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will. I think she will return once she has secured the spirit stones in Solotine. I have no idea how many spirit stones they found in their mine. I took at least a dozen from Hanna’s grandfather. There could be hundreds of the stones.” 
 
    Hester shivered at the thought. “Let us hope she does secure those stones. If the witches build an army of demon warriors to go with Quivna, there might be no stopping her.” 
 
    The conversation lulled as both were deep in thought about the very real possibility of an army of demon warriors. After a few minutes, Katla decided to change the conversation. She wanted to learn more about her new companion. “How did you end up at the Towers of Gorro?” 
 
    “I grew up on a farm in the far northern end of Mykoznia. I was four years old when I first showed signs of unusually strong magic. My mother was a healer, so she started to teach me. I was seven when raiders from the sea came. I don’t even know where they came from. All I remember is them burning the farm and killing my parents. I was so angry. I couldn’t control my magic. I just kept attacking them until they were all gone. When the king’s men came to investigate the smoke, I was alone sitting in the ashes of my family’s home, crying. One of the men who investigated realized that it was me who killed the marauders. He took me to the towers.” 
 
    Katla listened to the sadness and pain in Hester’s voice. He tried to hide it, his voice calm and slightly upbeat, but Katla had trained to understand when someone was trying to hide the truth. The tragic event said much to Katla about why Hester was hesitant to attack. Violence had taken his family, and at far too young of an age he’d killed men, likely dozens or more depending on the size of the raiding group. “I’m sorry to hear about your family. That is awful.” 
 
    Hester gave a smile that Katla saw right through. “It was a long time ago. I try not to think about it. The mages at the towers have been good to me. I am glad that the king’s men sent me there. I’ve learned to control my magic. What about you? How does one become part of the fabled King’s Guard of Mykoznia?” 
 
    “You are recruited. Every year a selection committee tests young girls for a combination of magical and physical aptitude. Hundreds are chosen and placed in special training programs. Some of our training is similar to what you receive at the towers, but mostly we train in disciplines focused on fighting. Every year there are a series of tests, every year the tests get harder and the number of students shrinks. There were over three hundred girls my first year. By the time I became a King’s Guard there were only two of us from that group.” 
 
    “What happens to the girls that don’t make it?” asked Hester. 
 
    “The first few years they just go back to their families. Others are sent to different regiments in the king’s armies, and many don’t survive the training. The last couple years of training involves many challenges. Not all survive.” 
 
    “It sounds like being a King’s Guard isn’t much fun,” said Hester. “I thought our challenges were difficult enough, it is rare for a Towers of Gorro student to die and usually it is an accident such as a student making a mistake on a spell that ends up being something dangerous.” 
 
    “To be selected to the King’s Guard is a great honor for any young girl. Yet it is a great responsibility. You must be willing to sacrifice yourself for your king, you must not be afraid of pain and you must be willing to become the most skilled and deadly warrior possible.” Katla was proud of her time as a King’s Guard. It had been a difficult position, long spells of boredom broken up by short intense bouts of violence.  
 
    Mykoznia had a long and rich history of war. Creyta wasn’t the only nearby kingdom that they feuded with. Attacks on the king were more common than one might imagine, from both foreign and domestic assailants. It had been a difficult decision to give up her position, but one that needed to be made. Having her sister join a dark coven of witches put her in a terrible dilemma. Help her family or serve her king. When she approached Evetal with her dilemma he made it easy for her. He accepted her resignation before she even officially gave it. His logic had been simple. There were plenty of warriors waiting for the opportunity to serve their king. Who would serve her family if she didn’t?  
 
    At first, when Katla found out about the extent of her sister’s involvement with the Fangris coven, she planned to hunt and kill the witches. But the reality was, that would’ve put the rest of her family in danger. The only way to protect her sister and her mother from the witches was to make a bargain; a life for a life. The great warrior turned trader, Thorodd Stoneblood, for her sister’s. At the time, it had seemed a fair deal. If Katla had realized the importance of the gem stones she had also retrieved as part of the deal, she would’ve made them disappear. But now it was too late. Now they had to find the rest of the Fangris witches and stop them. “Where are we going anyway?” 
 
    “Master Wolden didn’t tell you?” asked Hester. 
 
    “No. He wasn’t very forthcoming with details.” 
 
    “Yes, he is like that. Although I am surprised he was like that with you, he usually is only like that with students. Master Wolden is a proponent of the value of self-discovery. He believes the student should seek the answers, and that the teacher who gives the answer only gets in the way of the student’s ability to learn.” 
 
    Katla chuckled. That type of teaching might work in a mages college but for fighting techniques it was a good was to teach incompetent warriors. “Sounds interesting.” 
 
    “It is a pain in the behind. Any time you have a question about a spell or a rune you have to go find the appropriate text or scroll. Sure, you might learn more by doing it that way but simple things take six times longer in his classes. Thankfully, I don’t spend much time in his classes anymore. I mostly study with Master Crabtree these days. I am somewhat limited in my options until I pass my tests and can move on from being an apprentice.” 
 
    “Master Crabtree, what do you study with him. He teaches dark magic?” 
 
    “Actually, he teaches defensive shielding,” said Hester. He lifted a hand and a blue wave of energy radiated from it. “But that only takes a small portion of his time. He spends the rest studying dark magic. But he doesn’t really teach it. The masters didn’t think a course in dark magic would be wise, too many temptations. However, now that we know the witches are using spirit stones again, they may be regretting that decision.” 
 
    “What does one learn while studying dark magic. Necromancy, deadly poisons and soul stealing chants?” Katla asked sarcastically. 
 
    “Yes. Although I wouldn’t call them chants, they are more like magical songs. Would you like me to sing you one?” 
 
    Katla eyed Hester suspiciously. Was he being serious? Did they actually have magical songs that stole someone’s soul? “I’ll pass for now, thank you.” 
 
    “It’s probably for the best,” agreed Hester. “As for where we are going, that I can tell you. There is a cave system in the Eastfell swamps that Master Crabtree suspects is the main home of the Fangris coven. The younger Fangris sisters, like Loma, have started new covens all over Mykoznia and beyond, but this one is the home to the oldest and strongest of the Fangris witches.” 
 
    “And these Fangris witches have the power to channel Quivna?”  
 
    “Yes. To be honest channeling demons isn’t that difficult, controlling them is far more challenging. However, with Quivna I don’t believe they want to control her. They want her to lead them. Spirit stones are rare, and are destroyed when a human using one is killed, so building an army of demon warriors has never been possible. This mine in Solotine it is the first that I’ve ever heard of with so many stones. If the Fangris witches get them… it will change the world as we know it. Quivna preached that witches were the true power in the world and should be masters, not outcasts hiding in caves. She will destroy kingdoms for revenge and to start one of her own.” 
 
    “Hanna will stop them from getting the stones,” said Katla. “We need to find this Quivna. That is our job.” 
 
    “And to survive,” said Hester. “I suspect finding her will be the easy part.” 
 
    … 
 
    That evening they stopped at a small roadside inn. “The college keeps a room here. The roads in this part of Mykoznia are not safe,” said Hester. 
 
    Katla, cold and wet, had no complaints about the idea of sleeping with a roof over her head and getting a hot meal. She felt like a drowned rat. The on and off again rain that had plagued her since she reached the coastal rainforest. The land here wasn’t rainforest but it hadn’t stopped the rain from coming down. In fact, the last hour of riding had been some of the worst yet. “How’s the food?” 
 
    Hester grinned, his smile barely visible under his thick travel cloak’s hood. “Hot and delicious. The stew is always very spicy, but they make great bread and there is plenty of it, and the mead is above average.” 
 
    They entered the inn. The great room was medium in size, a small bar and a half dozen tables scattered around the room. All the tables were filled with people. Hester walked up the bar. 
 
    “Apprentice Hester. I haven’t seen you in ages. How’s Master Crabtree doing?” asked the woman behind the bar. 
 
    “Darna, it is good to see you. Master Crabtree is fine, he is just waiting for the dry season before he travels. The rain hurts his bones,” said Hester. “I need a second room this evening.” 
 
    Darna frowned. “I’m sorry Hester. We are full to the point of overflowing. The college room is available, but I have nothing else. This rain has everyone hunkering down for the evening.” 
 
    Hester turned to Katla, unsure what to do. 
 
    Katla stepped up and smiled at Darna. “One room is fine. I promise to behave myself. Now how does one get some of the lovely stew and bread that Hester has been raving about.” 
 
    “Take a seat by the fireplace, get warmed up and I will bring you out some food,” said Darna. “And don’t you worry about behaving. Hester is too shy for his own good, perhaps being locked in a room with a beautiful woman is what he needs.” Darna gave Katla a wink before heading to the kitchen. 
 
    Katla glanced over to see Hester was blushing. His discomfort amused her. “Shall we?” asked Katla before turning and heading to the fireplace. The fact that there were no tables available was a small blessing. Katla sat down on the hearthstone. The thick stone was warm from the crackling fire. Katla’s wet clothing hissed, but the heat felt good. She lifted her hands and put them closer to the fire. She stared into the flames, watching them move in an intoxicating pattern, the ever changing and unpredictable dance was lovely to watch.  
 
    As Katla stared into the fire, Hester looked around the inn. He noted several rough looking men that made him nervous. He turned to Katla, leaned in and whispered. “There are several men here that look suspicious. Possibly highwaymen. The table closest to the door and the table by the window.” 
 
    Katla kept staring into the fire. It was good that Hester was paying attention. She knew many mages that were oblivious to their surroundings and wouldn’t know danger until it smacked them in the face. “The ones by the window are horse traders, not highwaymen. We passed their stock when we went to the inn stable. The ones by the door, well you may be right about them. They watched us a little too carefully when we came in. There is another man with them, but he isn’t sitting at the window he was one of the men standing at the bar while we talked to Darna. He exchanged glances with the men at the table when he thought we weren’t looking.” 
 
    “You already knew that, yet you stare into the fire?” 
 
    “They are called highwaymen for a reason, Hester. They don’t rob you where there are witnesses. They wait until you are back on the road. These men are scouts deciding whether we are worth robbing or not. There is nothing to fear from them now. Besides, I like watching the flames.” 
 
    “How did you know about the one at the bar?” 
 
    “The same way you know how to create a magical shield. I learned and I trained for it. Being a King’s Guard means always being aware, always knowing where the next attack might be coming from. When I entered the inn, I observed every person, I noted their clothing, the way they talked, how dry their clothing and hair was. I knew who had been here all day, who arrived just before us. I know that there is one man in here right now that is a warrior and could be dangerous. However, he isn’t with the highwaymen. I suspect he is escorting the royal who is dressed as a commoner, probably on their way to the Towers of Gorro.” 
 
    Hester stared at Katla. “That is amazing.” 
 
    Katla shrugged. “Hardly. It is just observation. Something few people ever take the time to master.” 
 
    Darna returned with two large wooden bowls filled with stew and a loaf of fresh bread sliced into thick chunks. There was also a slab of butter on a small plate. “Here you go. I’ll be back in a minute with some ale.” 
 
    Katla took a piece of the bread, and spread a thick covering of butter onto it. The warm bread and the heat of the fireplace quickly melted the butter. Katla took a bite. The bread was thick, dense, and delicious. She then dipped her chuck of bread into the stew. She appreciated how the dense bread held up under the weight of the hearty stew. Darna, or her cook, knew a thing or two about making bread. The stew was as Hester promised, hot and spicy. The intense flavor of the stew was a perfect contrast to the softer, subtler flavor of the bread. She took another bite, and the heat of the stew filled her mouth. 
 
    Darna returned just in time with the ale. 
 
    Katla took a large swig of the ale to cool her mouth. The stew was really spicy. Katla wondered what type of seasoning gave the stew such heat. 
 
    Darna smiled as Katla chugged down the stew. “It takes a while to get used to. But nothing warms you up like my stew. You may need more bread. It helps keep your tongue from burning.” 
 
    “It is delicious, and just what I needed. I felt like a drowned rat. Between the stew and this wonderful fire, I feel warm again. Before we came inside I questioned if that would ever happen again.” Katla took another big bite of bread, it really was delicious and helped to balance out the heat of the spicy stew. She might eat the whole loaf herself if Hester wasn’t careful. 
 
      
 
    Two bowls of stew and a loaf and a half later, Katla was stuffed to the gills, but content. As they ate, Hester had told her amusing stories about studying magic at the Towers of Gorro. He had a knack for storytelling, his shyness and lack of confidence seemed to disappear with subjects that he knew well.  
 
    Hester yawned. “I’m exhausted. It has been a long day, I didn’t sleep well last night.” 
 
    “Show me our room,” said Katla. 
 
    Hester suddenly looked nervous again, as if the idea of being alone with her was something to be worried about. But he didn’t say anything, just nodded and led her up two flights of stairs. “Darna had part of the attic turned into a room, so that we would have a room away from the other travelers. The college pays well, and is a good client for her, and I don’t think her other guests mind having us farther away.” 
 
    Hester went to the locked door, and cast a spell. The lock opened, and he pushed it open. He then cast a light spell and a soft globe of light floated up from his hand and bounced against the ceiling, lighting the bedroom in a soft bluish white light. 
 
    The room was cozy, and had a large window that looked out into the forest that surrounded the inn. Katla could only see the shadows of trees and a few stars that sparkled in the distance between patches of dark grey clouds. The bed was large and comfortable looking. Katla sat down on one corner of the bed. 
 
    Hester nervously played with the collar of his tunic. “I’ll take the floor.” 
 
    “The bed is plenty big enough for both of us,” said Katla. “You can sleep on it with me.” 
 
    “You’re not worried about what people might think?” asked Hester. 
 
    “Hester. We are sharing a room, people are going to think whatever they want. Nothing you say or do is going to change that. You can spend the night uncomfortable on the floor and they still think we spent the night fornicating. But who cares what a bunch of people you don’t know think. If you are worried about my reputation you are wasting your time. I couldn’t care less what anyone thinks.” 
 
    Hester blushed as her mention of fornication. “You aren’t worried about being in a bed with me?” 
 
    Katla laughed. He was so innocent. “Hester, if anyone’s getting taken advantage of tonight it is you, not me. However, I too am tired. It has been a long day. So, quit worrying about what could happen or what people will think. We are going hunting witches and demon warriors; your virtue should be the last thing you’re worried about.” 
 
    “When you put it like that I feel a little silly,” said Hester. He then went to the other side of the bed from where Katla was sitting and started to undress. Removing his tunic and pants, he quickly slipped under the sheets. 
 
    Katla noticed that Hester, under all his layers of clothing had a much more muscular body than she had given him credit for. She had assumed he was just a tall, lanky body under his robes and now travel clothes, but his muscles were striated and he showed no visible fat. His stomach was as defined as any young male warrior she’d seen. “You train your body? I thought mages were supposed to be soft and avoid physical training.” Katla started to undress as she waited for his answer. 
 
    “Most mages don’t. However, there are many types of mages. Warrior mages train both body and mind. The Towers of Gorro train many warrior mages.” 
 
    Katla thought back to the mages she’d seen at the mage college. “Let me guess, Master Brutis teaches warrior mages.” 
 
    “Yes, he is one of the instructors,” said Hester as he looked away while Katla removed her clothing. 
 
    Katla suppressed a laugh as she watched Hester avoid looking at her body. Standing there naked, she did nothing to cover herself. She was starting to enjoy teasing poor Hester. “I didn’t get the impression that you were training to be a warrior mage.” 
 
    “Oh, I am not,” said Hester. “Master Brutis threw me out of his classes after three weeks. But I enjoy the combat training and Master Crabtree insists that I do some physical training. I train mostly with the tower guards.” Hester continued to try looking away, but when Katla moved up the bed, he couldn’t help but glance over at her. Seeing her naked body, he froze for a moment and then hurriedly turned his head again.  
 
    Slipping under the sheets, Katla got comfortable. The cool cotton sheets felt good. “You can turn the light out now.” 
 
    “Right, yes I can do that,” mumbled Hester. With a wave of his hand the small blue globe of light started to shrink and grow dull until the room was dark.  
 
    Katla closed her eyes. It was tempting to push her teasing of the young male mage further, but they both really did need their sleep, it had been a long day, and who knew what they would face tomorrow. Katla drifted off to sleep. 
 
    … 
 
    When the morning sun found Katla’s face she squinted and groaned. She nodded to herself that it was time to wake. Turning in the bed she reached her arm out to smack Hester, but to her surprise he was not in the bed. Her eyes went wide with surprise and she finished rolling over to take a look. Sure enough, Hester was not in the bed. He had woken, gotten dressed and left the room without her noticing. She had slept through it. Katla couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept so soundly that she didn’t wake at the slightest movement or noise around her. 
 
    Getting dressed, Katla headed downstairs. As she got to the bottom floor, Hester walked in the front door of the inn. He smiled and pointed to an empty table. Katla nodded and joined him at the table. Only one other patron was awake and was sitting at the table next to the window, Katla recognized him as one of the horse traders. 
 
    “Good morning,” said Hester, sounding bright and chipper. “I’ve fed and saddled the horses. Darna is making breakfast right now.” 
 
    Before Katla even finished sitting down, Darna came out of the kitchen. “Perfect timing. Here is your breakfast.” Darna put down two plates filled with eggs, bacon, sausages, and large chunks of toasted bread. Katla’s mouth watered as she smelled her meal. Hester had not exaggerated when he called the food delicious. Katla thanked Darna and attacked her plate of food. In short time, she was done. She leaned back in her chair and rubbed her belly contently. She noted that the room was starting to fill with waking customers. None of the men she suspected as highwaymen were in the inn. It could mean nothing, yet she would be a fool to ignore her instincts. A wary eye would be needed as they ventured further east. 
 
    “Do you need more? You ate that awfully fast,” said Hester. 
 
    Katla shook her head. “No. It was delicious but that is more than enough for me. I’m ready to leave when you are.” 
 
    “I’m just about finished. We’ll leave right after.” 
 
    Darna returned to the table with a small sack. “I’ve made you a small lunch. It is better than anything you’ll have gotten at the college.” 
 
    Hester smiled. “Thank you, Darna. When you going to come cook at the college?” 
 
    “When pigs fly,” replied Darna. “On second thought, you might give one of my hogs wings if I say something like that. I like my little inn just fine, Hester. Besides who wants to live in that damn rainforest if they don’t have to.” 
 
    “It’s not so bad,” said Hester. “It’s rather lovely in the dry season.” 
 
    “Great,” said Darna. “It’s lovely two weeks of the year. No, I’ll stay here and let you lovely darlings from the college come and visit me. Give Master Crabtree my regards.” 
 
    When Darna went to check on her other customers, Katla asked Hester about her. “Does she fancy your Master Crabtree? That is twice she’s brought him up.” 
 
    Hester chuckled. “No, Master Crabtree is far too old for a woman like Darna. He is, on the other hand, a notorious flirt and loves nothing better than to visit here and lavish praise and compliments on Darna. She enjoys the attention, but I believe she secretly may fancy Master Wolden, but he is very shy. He could use a lesson or two from Master Crabtree on how to talk to women.” 
 
    “Master Wolden isn’t the only one who can take a lesson on how to talk to women,” said Katla. Before Hester could say anything else she rose from the table. “Come on. Let’s go find a witch or two.” 
 
    … 
 
    Gradually, as they moved farther east the land changed. The tall, thick forests of the rainforest became more sparsely spaced trees, and wide fields separated by huge clumps of bramble bush and other shrubs. The sun was finally shining bright again after days of being hidden by dark rain clouds. 
 
    The road wound in and out of the smaller forests, and into the fields. Occasionally they could see small farms, but mostly, this area was uninhabited. The farm lands to the south and north both being superior. They were in the middle of one of the small patches of forest when a stranger stepped onto the road in front of them. 
 
    Katla’s eyes scanned the forest as they approached the hooded man standing in the middle of the road. Katla let her hand casually slide over her hip until her hand rested over one of her dirks. She stopped her horse a good thirty feet before the man, and signaled Hester to do the same. 
 
    The stranger lifted his hood. It was the man who’d been at the bar the previous evening.  
 
    “What can I help you with friend?” asked Hester. 
 
    “Nothing,” said the stranger. “This doesn’t involve you. You should leave mage.” 
 
    Katla watched the stranger carefully. “You should leave, before someone gets hurt.” 
 
    The man grinned. “What is the point of an ambush if no one gets hurt.” 
 
    Katla noticed his eyes shift ever so slightly to her left. She turned in her saddle to see who was behind them. The arrow which had was aiming for her heart, struck her shoulder instead, only her last second shift had saved her. Katla yanked the arrow from her shoulder and jumped from her horse, pulling out her dirks as she landed. She charged the man on the road. More arrows sliced through the air. 
 
    In front of her, Katla spotted several more warriors making their way out from behind the thick bramble bushes where they had been hiding. Katla glanced back, Hester was now off his horse and using his magic to block the incoming arrows. He wasn’t attacking, but at least she wouldn’t have to worry about getting another arrow in the back.  
 
    The men attacked Katla just as she reached the first man. She was surprised when he easily blocked her first attack. She’d hoped to kill him in one blow and then work her way through the new warriors as they reached her, but luck wasn’t with her this day, the man was a skilled warrior and knew that time was on his side. He backed up, deftly blocking Katla’s attacks while the other men surrounded her. The tides of battle turned as the new men arrived, Katla went from attacking to simply trying to survive. The five men worked as a unit, their attacks probed for weakness, and came in steady waves, leaving Katla no option but to duck and weave and desperately block each attack. There were no openings for a counter-attack, no chance of escape. Katla kicked out with one leg, her foot blocking a low attack while both of her dirks blocked sword attacks.  
 
    The fourth weapon, a heavy hammer whistled through the air and slammed into her unprotected chest knocking her back. Katla groaned as the heavy weapon sent her flying back. The last thing she heard was a loud angry roar from behind her; then the world went black. 
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    The gems are safe 
 
    After defeating Arzhan, Hanna limped back to the village, her body ached and she felt drained. Fighting the deadly demon warrior had drained her, she was exhausted. 
 
    When she came into the village, Biran was among the first to spot her. He rushed to her side. He grabbed her arm and put it over his shoulder, helping her to walk down the hill.  
 
    “Take me to Esmera’s house if you don’t mind,” said Hanna. 
 
    Azad joined Biran and grabbed her other arm. 
 
    “I’m not dead,” said Hanna in protest. But the truth was she was glad for the help. 
 
    “I take it the demon warrior is dead,” said Azad as the two men carried her to the house. 
 
    Hanna nodded. “Yes.” She was too tired to explain the fight, or what she’d learned.  
 
    They put Hanna on Esmera’s spare bed. “Are you hurt?” asked Biran. 
 
    “No. Just exhausted,” said Hanna. “This demon was very powerful. It took everything I had to defeat him.” 
 
    Esmera came into the room. “Everyone out. You can ask her your questions later.” 
 
    Biran looked ready to argue, but then nodded. “Fine.” He squeezed Hanna’s hand and leaned down to her ear. “Sleep well.” 
 
    Azad simply turned and walked out.  
 
    Hanna closed her eyes. Sleep came quick. 
 
      
 
    The dream was like the last one she’d had. Both Thorodd and Anso were waiting for her in the fog. 
 
    “Hanna,” said Anso as she approached. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Hanna. “The moons aren’t aligned, how are you here?” 
 
    “The moons aren’t the only celestial power that allows us to communicate with you. The return of Quivna to the mortal realm has many in the spirit world concerned. We’ve been granted the ability to communicate with you again so soon.” 
 
    Hanna nodded. “That demon was powerful. I can only imagine what Quivna is like.” 
 
    “Quivna is a far greater danger than any demon warrior. Her magic will influence people. Warriors will be attracted to whatever human form she is in, and will willingly serve her. Even without the spirit stones, Quivna will be able to build an army. Right now, she is still weak, but as her powers grow she will become increasingly dangerous.” 
 
    “What can we do?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “You know what you need to do,” said Anso. “First, you must secure the remaining spirit stones. Find a way to ensure the witches can’t get their hands on them. Then you must return to Mykoznia. Find Katla.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” asked Hanna. Katla was responsible for Thorodd’s death. Did they really want her to work with her again? 
 
    Thorodd chuckled. “Your loyalty is appreciated. But you now know why she killed me. She is a valuable ally. She may be an assassin, but she has loyalty and honor. Working with her is a far better thing than allowing Quivna to gain power.” 
 
    “Remember,” said Anso. “Find Katla and her mage.” Then both spirits disappeared into the dream fog. 
 
    “What mage?” asked Hanna, but they were already gone.  
 
    … 
 
    Hanna woke to a growling tummy and a dry mouth. She groaned as she sat up. 
 
    Esmera walked into the room. “Our sleeping beauty awakes.” 
 
    “What time is it?” asked Hanna. I didn’t miss breakfast, did I? I’m starving.” 
 
    “You missed a breakfast, a lunch and a dinner. You’ve been asleep for a day and a half. That battle really must have taken it out of you.” 
 
    “Yes. There seems to be a limit to how much energy I can draw from their spirits, and my own.” 
 
    “Using magic is always draining. As your magic grows stronger you will have more reserves,” said Esmera. “Come to the kitchen. I will cook you breakfast.” 
 
    Hanna followed Esmera to the kitchen. “Where is everyone?” 
 
    “Biran is at the mine. Azad and your men are on guard duty. They are making sure no more unwelcome visitors enter the valley.” 
 
    Hanna sat down. She was glad to have Azad with her. The first mate was a competent commander and didn’t need her to tell him what needed to be done. 
 
    Esmera put a plate of assorted fruit in front of Hanna. “Start with that.” 
 
    Hanna gratefully accepted the food. Aside from the need for extra sleep, the use of spirit left her feeling famished. As Hanna ate Esmera started to cook. The smell of bacon met Hanna’s nose. From her travels, Hanna knew pig was considered unclean by many cultures and some ate no meat at all, but Hanna was glad none of her gods frowned on it. Fruit was good, but she wasn’t sure if she could live on it alone, especially now. 
 
    Esmera put another plate in front of Hanna. “Now that the demon warrior is dead, are we safe?” 
 
    Hanna took a big bite of an apple, she barely finished chewing before answering. “For now, but as long as you have spirit stones there will be danger.” 
 
    Esmera nodded. “That is the same conclusion that we’ve come to.” 
 
    Hanna ate until both plates of food were gone. She was starting to feel normal again.  
 
    When she finished, Esmera spoke again. “You should go speak to Biran. He’s been worried sick about you. I had to kick him out yesterday. He wanted to spend the day at your side waiting for you to wake.” 
 
    Hanna blushed. “He is at the mines?” Hanna rose. “Thank you for breakfast.” 
 
    “Breakfast is the least we can do. You’ve saved our village twice in the last few days. We are forever in your debt, Hanna Halfblood.” 
 
    Hanna didn’t know what to say to that. “I didn’t do anything special. I just did what needed to be done.” 
 
    “And that is why we love you,” said Esmera. “Now go before I hug you to death.” 
 
      
 
    Hanna walked up to the mine. Today there was only one man guarding the entrance, and as soon as he spotted Hanna he headed inside the mine. She didn’t even reach the mouth before Biran came out. 
 
    “Hanna! You’re finally awake. I was so worried,” said Biran. 
 
    “A girl has to have her beauty sleep,” joked Hanna. “How are things here at the mine?’ 
 
    “Good,” said Biran. “We are almost done.” 
 
    “Done?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “Yes. Come I will show you what I am talking about.” Biran grabbed her hand and led her into the mine. The main shaft was just over six feet high and equally wide and went straight into the mountain, before starting to wind down further into the mountain. “Ever since we realized that the spirit stones could be used for evil we’ve been trying to figure out what to do with them and the mine. We decided the best thing to do would be to keep mining them. If we simply closed the mine, someone would come along and reopen it. But now the lode of stones has ended. There are two veins of silver that we’ve been mining. One had the spirit stones in them, and the other was just silver. The one vein with the spirit stones has petered out. It is possible there is more, but silver is a funny thing. We might be able to find more, or that vein may be exhausted. However, there is little reason to go digging into heavy rock for something we really don’t want to find.” 
 
    Biran led her down an arm of the tunnel. Several of the village men were in the tunnel, cleaning up loose rock on the ground. Biran pointed to the end of the tunnel. See how the rock is solid here? Before the end of the vein, this wall was filled with little cracks and veins where the silver ran. Inside those veins were the spirit stones.” Biran went to a place in the wall and pulled a rock away revealing a hiding spot. He pulled out a sack and handed it to Hanna. “The stones can serve a good purpose in the right hands. You are proof of that. Otherwise I would’ve destroyed them all. Take them and hide them where no one but you can find them.” 
 
    “What about the other vein? Are you sure you won’t find stones in that one as well?” 
 
    “I’ve decided to not risk it,” said Biran. “The men are cleaning up the last bits of rock with silver and then we are going to bury the mine.” 
 
    “Bury the mine? But what about the silver?” 
 
    “We only mine silver because it is a valuable trading commodity and it is here. It isn’t worth dying over. We are closing the mine. We’ll set a fire inside that burns all the support beams we’ve put in and the roof will collapse. We’ll hide any signs of the mine. Anyone that comes to the valley looking for it will have to search all the surrounding mountains and even if they find the mine, they would need years and talented miners to find the silver veins again, and that is no guarantee. After that we’ll leave this valley.” 
 
    “Where will you go?” asked Hanna. She hoped he’d say Irontide, but she knew that was foolish. 
 
    Biran took a deep breath. “We will head west. Our people are used to moving. They are ready. I, I was hoping you would come with us.” Biran pulled Hanna close. “Come with me, Hanna.” 
 
    Hanna leaned her head against his. It was tempting to say yes. Biran made her feel like no other person ever had, but she couldn’t go west with him. While Quivna was out there she needed to be hunting the demon witch. 
 
    “I wish I could, Biran.” 
 
    “But you have to go and hunt the witches,” said Biran. “I know. I tried to convince myself that it was enough to keep the spirit stones safe. But I think I only told myself that because I wanted you to be free of the witches. But if there are other demon warriors out there, you must stop them, same with the witches who make them. I just wanted you to myself.” 
 
    Hanna felt tears beginning to well in her eyes. She had just met Biran again, and yet she felt a connection to him and she knew he felt the same, and now she was losing him. His responsibility to his people gave him no choice but to lead the Nordvik clan away from the dangers of the Ayrith Valley, while her own destiny was leading her even farther away. The chance of building anything with Biran had gone from remote to impossible. 
 
    Biran wiped a tear from her cheek. “No tears. I’m lucky to have met you, Hanna Halfblood, and will always be grateful for what you have done for my people. Besides, who knows what the future may bring. Perhaps one day our paths will cross again and there won’t be witches and demon warriors to be slayed.” 
 
    Hanna sniffled and then smiled softly. “That would be nice.” 
 
    “Yes, it would be,” said Biran. “Now let us get out of this damn mine. It is time to destroy it.” 
 
    Hanna clutched the sack of spirit stones Biran had given her. Destroying the mine was only part of the problem. She now had the remaining stones and would have to take them away. Without the stones the Nordviks would no longer be targets. “I will take my men and leave. The sooner the stones are away from here the safer you will be.” 
 
    Biran frowned. “I wish that weren’t true, I hate saying goodbye to you, but you are right. The sooner the stones are gone and the sooner we leave the safer we all are.” 
 
    Together they walked out of the mine, when they arrived at the opening the rest of the miners were there waiting for them. 
 
    “The mine is clear, Biran, you were the last two in it,” said one of the men. 
 
    “Load the barrels,” said Biran. 
 
    The men load a small wagon with barrels and then pushed it into the mine. They took half the barrels and opened them, positioning them beside the wooden pillars that helped the mine shaft open, and then poured the contents of several of the barrels over the wood. 
 
    “A waste of good alcohol,” moaned one of the men. 
 
    “Don’t worry Faran, the next place we stop we’ll make sure there is good enough soil so you can grow some proper hops.” 
 
    “Bees,” replied Faran. “I miss honey mead.” 
 
    “Then bees it shall be,” said Biran. He then grabbed Hanna’s hand and pulled her back from the opening of the mine. “Best we stand back.” 
 
    Once everyone was well back from the mine, Biran nodded at one of the men. 
 
    The man smiled and created a small fireball using magic. He then sent the fireball into the mine opening, striking the wagon filled with barrels of alcohol. A loud, thundering explosion met their ears, and fingers of flame came all the way out the entrance of the mine. Then a low rumbling sound started and the entrance to the mine disappeared into a pile of rubble and dust. When the thick dust settled, Hanna could see that the entrance to the mine was completely filled with rock. 
 
    Biran turned to the men. “Cover the bottom with soil, and transplant a few small trees, make it look like it was never there.” 
 
    Hanna and Biran walked back to the village.  
 
    “When will you leave?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” said Biran. “It won’t take long to load the wagons. We’ve had to move in a hurry before.” 
 
    Hanna sighed. It was wrong that the Nordviks were persecuted and chased away because they had magic. Solotine, like many other places in the world, was full of hatred and misguided mistrust towards magic users. “I will gather my men now. We will leave immediately.” 
 
    Biran cupped her cheek and softly kissed her on the lips. “Till we meet again.” 
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    Visiting Mom 
 
    The journey back to Irontide was uneventful. Hanna was distant from the crew, and they seemed to understand that she needed time to herself. Even the normally talkative Koyo kept his distance. It wasn’t just leaving Biran that was troubling her. She was sad that she might never see him again, but his parting gift to her, the remaining spirit stones, was a burden that she now had to figure out. Her own spirit stone showed the value of the stones in the right hands, while the demon warriors were an example of what would happen in the wrong hands. She needed to make sure the stones were only used for good. The stones were useless to anyone without enough magic to take advantage of the stones special properties, but that mattered little.  
 
    Hanna decided she would keep a couple stones with her, and hide the rest. Maybe she could create spirit stones for other people, but she didn’t know how that exactly would work. Both Thorodd and Anso had given blood just before dying. Could she make a spirit connection without blood? Hanna would have to find someone who knew more about the spirit world. Anso had mentioned Katla was with a mage. Perhaps he would know something of value?  
 
    As the arrived in Irontide, Azad came up to her. “What are your orders?” 
 
    “Let Captain Rozad know we sail for Yanga in the morning,” said Hanna.  
 
    Azad nodded and walked away to organize the return trip to Mykoznia. 
 
    Hanna headed to her mother’s house. The sun was starting to set, its reflection flickering in the waters of the bay of Irontide. Normally, Hanna loved to see the sunset, but today her mood was foul and she hardly noticed its glories.  
 
    When she opened the door to her mother’s house, Rowena was at the table going over a document. 
 
    Rowena looked up. “Hello, my love.” 
 
    “Hello, Mother. How are you?” 
 
    Rowena smiled. “Busy, worried, tired. All the things a person is when she runs a company and has a warrior for a daughter.” 
 
    Hanna half-heartedly returned her mother’s smile. “How is the company running? I imagine me taking the crew of the Lady of the Evening with me hasn’t helped business.” 
 
    “I would say it has helped. If you hadn’t led your men and the men of Irontide against the Skagge clan. All reports indicate that it was your planning that shifted the battle in our favor. Juron himself came to see me and express his gratitude. If you hadn’t arrived when you did their village would’ve been destroyed. And that my dear, is bad for business.” 
 
    “I suppose that is true,” said Hanna. 
 
    Rowena rose from the table. “Let’s go outside. I need to stretch my legs. I’ve spent far too long sitting and staring at inventory lists today.” Rowena hooked Hanna’s arm in her own and pulled her outside. They walked up the hill until Rowena stopped at a stop which gave a tremendous view of the bay through the trees. The sun was almost over the horizon, but the sky was still filled with color. “What a beautiful evening,” said Rowena as she stood looking at the sunset. 
 
    Hanna nodded. Still, she didn’t really see the sunset, her mind elsewhere. 
 
    “Tell me what is troubling you my dear. I haven’t see you this troubled in a long time.” 
 
    Hanna sighed. “I’m sorry. I’ve been out of sorts for a little while now.” 
 
    “Is it that young man, Biran Nordvik?” asked Rowena. 
 
    Hanna frowned. “How did you know?” 
 
    “It had to be a boy. You’ve grown up as a warrior, defeat and loss you’ve learned to deal with. But becoming a woman and learning to love, that is new to you. It only makes sense that it would be a boy that troubles you like this. And Biran Nordvik is a handsome young man from all accounts, and the fact that he comes from a clan that embraces magic means he is far more likely to accept you than other northern men who see you as an outsider because your father isn’t of northern heritage.” 
 
    “It is Biran,” admitted Hanna. 
 
    “So, what is the problem?” asked Rowena. 
 
    “The problem is that he is leading his people west. His father passed on, and now he is leader of his clan. They can’t stay in the Ayrith valley because of the danger from people seeking spirit stones. He has no choice but to lead them away.” 
 
    “And your future takes you in the opposite direction,” said Rowena. 
 
    “Yes. I have to go back to Mykoznia. The witches there still have several stones and have channeled Quivna. They will be a danger to all of Mykoznia, and who knows where else if we don’t stop them. I can see them coming here again hunting stones. They don’t care who they hurt in their search for the gems. Both Thorodd and Anso’s spirits tell me that I am vital to stopping Quivna.” 
 
    “An unfortunate necessity. I don’t believe Father’s spirit would lead you wrong,” said Rowena. 
 
    “Nor do I,” said Hanna. “That is what makes it so frustrating.” 
 
    “You have a great gift, Hanna, your powers make you unique. However, it is how you choose to use those powers that make you special. If you ignored the danger to Mykoznia you would hate yourself. You’ve always been destined for great things. Your grandfather and your father both thought that way. I only wanted to you to grow up happy, but even I can see that they were right. Which means there will be times that you must put your own happiness aside to serve a greater purpose than yourself. Do you love Biran?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I hardly got the chance to really get to know him,” Hanna paused to think about her feelings. Did she love him? She certainly felt something for him. The spark between them was undeniable, but love? “I think with time it might’ve become love. I honestly don’t know. I think what bothers me the most is not having a choice. For the first time in my life I found someone interesting that accepted me and I have no choice but to walk away from him. If I am meant to be this great spirit warrior does that mean that I must not love or to even look for love?” 
 
    “That is a decision every warrior faces,” said Rowena. “Many warriors believe that love can we a weakness, something used against you, others believe that it makes them stronger.” 
 
    “What do you believe?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “I believe the Stoneblood men have been among the greatest warriors in the north. Soron Stoneblood left the north for a woman. Thorodd was a great warrior and yet he loved. Your father was a great warrior, and he was not weaker for it. But each warrior’s path is different. What worked for your father and grandfather might not work for you. My advice is to be open to finding happiness and perhaps even love where you can. But remember that sorrow and death are always around the corner. When you are a warrior, or love a warrior, that loved one can be taken from you at any time. My experience is that is better to love and lose than to never love at all. But again, every warrior must face and make that decision for themselves. Who knows maybe Biran and you will cross paths again, or some other young man will capture your heart. Regardless of what happens you must come to terms with the reality that your duty and honor will often come before your own feelings.” 
 
    Hanna sighed. Her mother had a way of saying things that always gave her clarity. Hanna knew her mother was right, love wasn’t something to be avoided, but she was a warrior, and being a warrior meant accepting death could come to you or anyone you love at any time. As a member of the crew of the Lady of the Evening she had lost several comrades during battle or to the seas. It was part of the life, and they did not dwell on those losses. They briefly mourned, but mostly they celebrated the lives of those they lost. Obviously, the love between a man and a woman was different than that for a fellow crewman, but the concept was the same. If she was going to open her heart to the possibility of love she had to accept that she would lose people she loved. She didn’t love Biran. It could have become love, but her destiny was taking her in a different direction. She needed to accept that and move on. Dwelling on what she would lose was not a warrior’s way. 
 
    Hanna smiled for the first time in days. It was like a weight was lifted from her shoulders. She needed to enjoy the moments like this, where she could bond with her mother instead of dwelling on what might have been. Hanna looked out at the bay and really noticed it for the first time that day. “It really is a beautiful evening, isn’t it?” 
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    Katla wakes 
 
    The sounds of a crackling fire were the first thing Katla noticed when she woke. That and the pounding in her head. She groaned and tried to sit up and more pain hit her, this time from her chest. 
 
    Hester pushed her back down. “You shouldn’t move for a while.” He handed her a flask. “Drink this.” 
 
    Katla took a tentative sip. The drink reminded her of an ale but it was much fruitier, and had an aftertaste that reminded her of honey and strawberries. Her tongue tingled from the drink, but it tasted delightful. She took another sip. 
 
    Hester pulled the flask away. “That is enough for now.” 
 
    “What was that?” asked Katla. 
 
    “It was magically enhanced fruit wine. It will help you heal faster.” 
 
    Katla went to rub her sore shoulder. It was wrapped in a strange smelling material. 
 
    Hester noticed the look she gave the wrap. “Seaweed soaked in a healing salve. Much better than any bandage.” 
 
    Katla put her head back down. It hit a blanket and not the ground. Hester had taken good care of her it seemed. “What happened. How am I still alive?” 
 
    “I took care of you,” said Hester. 
 
    Katla frowned. Her head was pounding less due to the drink he’d just given her. “The warriors who attacked us?” 
 
    “They won’t bother anyone ever again,” said Hester. “I’m sorry that you were injured Katla. That is my fault.” 
 
    Katla turned her head so she could look Hester in the eyes. “You fired the arrow into my back?” 
 
    “No, but—” 
 
    Katla ignored his reply. “Did you hit me in the chest with a massive hammer? Or were you the one who paid them to attack me?” 
 
    “You know that isn’t what I mean,” said Hester. “It is like you said before. I didn’t attack and someone got hurt because of it. When I saw you falling to the ground I realized what a fool I am. I was filled with rage: rage like I haven’t felt since my parents were killed. Yet, this time, I controlled my powers. I always thought that if I learned to control my magic that I wouldn’t have to kill anyone. That I would be able to channel my rage and anger so that no one got hurt. But when I realized that my choice was killing all the warriors or having them kill you, I understood what Master Brutis had tried to tell me so often. I can’t control whether people live or die. My trying to avoid killing the warriors almost cost you your life.” 
 
    Katla smiled. “But it didn’t. You made the right choice. I’m alive because you chose to save me over your convictions.” She had worried that he wouldn’t make that decision when the time came, but now she knew he would. Hester had earned her trust. “Where are the bodies?” 
 
    Hester frowned. “I piled them off the road. I’ll burn them later.” 
 
    “Burn them, bury them, leave their rotting corpses for the crows and maggots, I don’t give a damn. But I want to know who hired them. Those were not ordinary highwaymen trying to rob us for a few coins. I’m hoping there is some evidence that points us towards who organized this attack.” 
 
    “You mean a piece of evidence like a note saying kill the ex-King’s Guard Katla and you will receive one hundred gold pieces?” asked Hester. 
 
    Katla nodded. “That is exactly the kind of evidence I am looking for.” 
 
    Hester handed her the note. He hadn’t been making it up.  
 
    Kill Katla, white-haired, slender young female, warning she is ex-King’s Guard and not to be taken lightly. May be traveling with a mage. One hundred gold coin for her head. Fifty extra if the mage dies too. 
 
    Lord Blackpool 
 
    Katla’s eyes narrowed as she read the note. So, Lord Blackpool wanted her dead? Had her and Hanna intervening when his men had tried to take Koyo and his sons away been the reason for the attack, or was her family’s enemy up to something else? When they returned to Yanga, Katla would visit Lord Blackpool. She’d find out what he was up to and then tear his heart out of his chest. “That is impressive, I never thought I’d be worth a hundred-gold coin.” 
 
    Hester chuckled. “I would be offended that I am worth only half as much, but they didn’t know who I was. I suspect if they had realized a lowly apprentice was your companion they would’ve offered less for my life.” 
 
    “Considering what you just did to them, I think they got it backwards,” said Katla. “They should’ve paid more to kill you. Perhaps they would’ve attacked you first.” 
 
    Hester chuckled. “Thank you, Hanna, that is the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me. 
 
    Katla was surprised by how relaxed Hester was. His aversion to violence wasn’t bothering him the way she’d assumed it might after actually having to kill someone, yet his response seemed genuine. He seemed more concerned for the fact that he’d almost been too slow to respond, than worried about having to kill. It was a good sign for their partnership. They still would be facing more danger, getting close to the witches to find out more about them was a dangerous proposition, one made even more challenging by the new threat of Lord Blackpool. How many more men did he have searching for her? That he knew she was traveling with a mage indicated someone had been spying on her. Perhaps someone at the mage college had ties with Lord Blackpool?  
 
    “What are you thinking?” asked Hester. “Your eyebrows do funny things when you are deep in thought.” 
 
    “Do they now?” said Katla. 
 
    “Yes, and your eyes change color when you are angry. They go an even darker shade of violet,” said Hester. 
 
    “You are observant.” 
 
    Hester blushed. “It is hard not to be. You are very beautiful.” 
 
    Katla smiled. She wasn’t sure if she would ever get tired of watching Hester blush. It was amusing in a very sweet way. He was so innocent compared to the men she usually associated with. “I was thinking about the note from Lord Blackpool.” 
 
    “I’ve being thinking about that as well. Either someone knew you were going to the college, or someone at the college spotted you and told Lord Blackpool.” 
 
    “Would they do that? It put your life in danger.” 
 
    Hester nodded. “There are all sorts at the college. Some see it as a family, others see it as a competition. Unfortunately, there are many who would hold no qualms about endangering me if it furthered their careers. Also, Lord Blackpool sends mage candidates to the college every year. Dozens of apprentices, and even some of the staff have ties with him.” 
 
    “It might not have been someone from the college. To receive that note and find you in only a day? How long would it take someone from the college to get word to Lord Blackpool that I was there?” 
 
    “Seconds,” said Hester. A first-year apprentice likely couldn’t do it. But any second-year, or greater, apprentice could use magic to send Lord Blackpool information.” 
 
    “Dragon’s balls! That means we can’t rule out someone at the college,” said Katla. 
 
    “No. We can’t,” agreed Hester. “We should probably get moving soon in case Lord Blackpool sent out multiple groups of thugs after us.” 
 
    Katla noticed that her headache had gone and the pain in her chest was significantly less. The drink Hester had given her had dulled the pain to a manageable level. “Help me up. I’m ready to ride now.” Katla reached her arm out so he could assist her. Hester pulled her up, until she was almost touching him, their faces were inches away. She put her hand on his chest, over his heart. “Thank you for saving my life.” 
 
    Hester didn’t move. He only nodded and softly said, “My pleasure.” 
 
    Katla smirked and moved to her horse. “Come on, let’s get moving. You may be right about Lord Blackpool having more men looking for us.” 
 
    “What about the bodies?” asked Hester. 
 
    “Leave them. Murderers don’t deserve a proper send off, and I won’t endanger our lives by sending up a huge signal fire for anyone looking for us.” 
 
    Hester climbed into his saddle. “I hadn’t thought about that. It would’ve been foolish. I almost did it while you slept. Thank goodness I didn’t.” 
 
    “It is an unfortunate thing that we can’t always do what is right, but we do what we must,” said Katla. 
 
    Hester gave her a strange look, but said nothing. He just started riding.  
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    Witch den 
 
    While she’d not enjoyed the wet rainy weather of the rainforest surrounding the Towers of Gorro, it was a paradise compared to the swamps of Eastfell. Thick, prickly bushes that cut like a knife, soft ground that turned to quicksand at a moment’s notice, and a stench that assailed the senses. 
 
    The ground was so dangerous that they left the horses outside of the swamps. Besides the dangers of the swamp, they were now close enough to the system of caves that they ran the danger of running into a witch, or one of their followers. 
 
    “This place always makes me nervous,” said Hester. 
 
    “You come here often?” asked Katla, mimicking a line a sailor had once tried to use on her. 
 
    Hester, not recognizing her attempt at humor, answered solemnly. “More often than I would like. Master Crabtree and I used to come here once every couple of months. The swamps have many plants and species that can’t be found anywhere else. Now that Master Crabtree doesn’t travel he found another teacher to gather his ingredients. Thankfully, that teacher has his own pupils who he drags out here.” 
 
    “Did you ever run into any of the witches?” asked Katla. 
 
    “Occasionally. Most times they ignored our presence. Rarely, one or two would seek out Master Crabtree for trade, but never in the swamps. They would always find us outside of the swamps. I think they didn’t want us knowing where their caves are. But mages from the college have been coming to these swamps for hundreds of years. Master Crabtree has maps that mark the areas in the swamps that have been searched, several mages have tried to explore the caves. A few even survived.” 
 
    “That is a comforting thought,” said Katla.  
 
    “It is something to be considered. I think there is a real risk to trying to enter the caves. I doubt we would survive,” said Hester. 
 
    Katla’s eyebrows furrowed, if they couldn’t enter the cave to find out about the witches inside, why had they even bother coming into this festering stink-hole of a swamp? “If we aren’t going inside, you better have a plan. Evetal sent us to find out about the witches.” 
 
    “Evetal isn’t here. Besides, it isn’t Evetal that needs information, it is your friend Hanna. We don’t need to search the caves to find out if there are demons here. Once we establish that this lair has demons inside we need to find her.” 
 
    Katla swatted a flying insect away from her face. “I’m not sure I’d call her a friend. The whole murdering her grandfather thing makes that a complicated situation.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose killing someone’s family members would make friendship a challenge. Regardless, she is the key to this. We aren’t going to defeat the witches without her. We need her, and we will need spirit stones. Let’s hope she recovers them before the witches can get their hands on them.” 
 
    “Why would we need more spirit stones? Hanna has one already and she has a connection to two spirits.” 
 
    “She has a spirit stone, but you don’t. It may be necessary for you to have one as well,” said Hester.  
 
    Katla tensed up as she thought about what he was suggesting. “Hanna’s spirits willingly put their blood on the stone, and they died. Finding a spirit isn’t that easy,” said Katla.  
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m not suggesting you go killing anyone to get access to their spirits. That is not something I would recommend, the consequences of having an unwilling spirit in your body could be terrifying. Only a madman or someone completely evil would attempt such a thing.” 
 
    Katla relaxed, that had been her biggest fear, that she’d be asked to kill someone to gain power. It was true she’d agreed to murder Thorodd Stoneblood to save her sister, but that had been a terrible decision to make and if she’d thought there was another way to save her sister she wouldn’t have done it. The fact that Thorodd Stoneblood had been a great warrior had made the decision easier. For warriors from Northern Solotine, like Thorodd Stoneblood, dying in battle was an honor and not something to be feared. They believed their place in the spirit world among their warrior brethren was assured if they died in battle. If the witches had demanded the life of someone other than a warrior Katla wasn’t sure she would’ve been able to make that choice, and even now she still had occasional nightmares where she saw herself killing Thorodd. His death was something that would stay with her for the rest of her life. She’d accepted that as the cost of saving her sister’s life, but she didn’t take killing lightly. 
 
    “No, to defeat demon warriors and a demon witch like Quivna you will need to become a demon warrior,” said Hester. 
 
    Katla shook her head, her trepidation about his plan returned. This might be the worse idea she’d ever heard. “You want me to become a demon warrior? Have you lost your mind?” 
 
    “No, my mind is fully intact,” said Hester. “Think about it. The witches are making demon warriors, to defeat those warriors we’ll need someone who can match their speed and power. Do you think you could defeat a demon warrior right now?” 
 
    “Sure,” said Katla. “If I could sneak up on one.” 
 
    “And what about two? What if two demon warriors attacked you? Could you defeat them?” 
 
    Katla thought back to her first encounter with the demon warriors. She’d gone into the caves with Hanna and had seen first-hand how being a demon warrior turned ordinary men into something much more dangerous. No, if she had to fight one or more head on with no element of surprise there was a good chance that she wouldn’t survive. “Well, Hanna isn’t here and we have no idea if she had more spirit stones or not. Let’s just worry about what we came here to do. We can talk about this again after we find out if there are demons here or not.” 
 
    “That is fair. And you are right, without Hanna and a spirit stone it is not possible so there is no point worrying about that right now,” said Hester. 
 
    Not wanting to dwell on the thought of becoming a demon warrior, Katla asked about the cave. “What is your plan? I went into the caves with Hanna before, but this is different. I don’t know these caves and trying to fight our way out could be suicide.” 
 
    “I agree. That is why we aren’t going in.” Hester stopped for a moment and looked around to gain his bearings. He recognized a landmark. “Yes, here we go.” He then led her over a small hill, on the opposite side of the hill was a narrow gully, inside the gully was the dark opening of a cave. Hester took off his small backpack and started rummaging through it until he found what he was looking for. A leather sheath holding several pieces of parchment. 
 
    Hester took out a piece of the parchment and started folding repeatedly. 
 
    “Dare I ask what you are doing?” asked Katla. 
 
    “Do you know how coal miners check mines for danger?” 
 
    “Sure, they take small birds in. If the bird dies or is knocked out they know it is dangerous,” said Katla. 
 
    “These are our canaries.” Hester stopped folding and then said a small incantation. The folded-up parchment turned into a dozen small paper birds. They flew above Hester’s hand until he blew on them. Half of the paper birds flew into the cave while the rest flew above the ground. Hester turned to Katla. “The spirit world is more complicated that most people understand. What we call the seven hells are separate realms, and the heavens too are intertwined and connected in many ways that we still don’t understand. Many witches and mages have studied the different realms of the seven hells. Some are home to the spirits of men and women who the gods have refused, others contain spirits and demons that are creatures of their own realms. When a mage like Master Crabtree opens a portal to a different realm there is a risk of running into a creature of that realm. Some are more powerful than others. To ascertain the risk of entering the realm, Master Crabtree came up with a spell. The paper canaries will fly into the cave will go through the caves, staying in the darkest corners to avoid being seen. When they’ve covered their search range they will return. The spell has a range of about a mile, hopefully we find an answer now. Otherwise, we will have to find another cave opening, and that will increase our risk of being found out.” 
 
    “What about the ones flying around outside of the cave?” asked Katla. 
 
    “They do the same thing, but can cover more ground as they don’t have to stay in the shadows. The ones in the cave let the ones above it know where to fly. It is a brilliant piece of magic. Master Crabtree has been perfecting it for years. He’s grown attached to his little birds. I don’t think he ever imagined how important they would be.” 
 
    Katla watched the little paper birds flying around, just like a real flock of birds they swooped from area to area. If the bird’s flight pattern indicated anything it was that the caves covered much of the ground around them. All the small hills jutting out of the swampy land likely had caves below. 
 
    As the paper birds turned and started to return to them, Katla held her breath. What would the magical birds tell them? Would they find any demons? Or would they have to enter the caves to really know? It was an unwelcome proposition. Hester opened his hand and the birds all flew onto it. Some of the ones returning from the caves were randomly showing up after the rest, but most had returned. 
 
    “Well, what do your magical birds say?” asked Katla. 
 
    Hester picked a couple of the paper birds off of his palm and handed them to Katla. 
 
    Looking down at the tiny little pieces of paper, Katla frowned. There was two that were a dark grey, two black ones and one that was the most intense deep black that Katla had ever seen. It seemed unnatural. 
 
    Hester pointed to the dark grey pieces of paper. “Those are from demons, there are more pieces of paper like that in my hand still.” He then took one of the black pieces. Any time Master Crabtree and I were looking for a higher-level demon this is the type of color the birds would show.” He then grabbed the blackest piece of paper. “I’ve seen some very dark colors, we’ve called upon some very powerful demons, and this is the darkest one I’ve ever seen. This must be from Quivna.” 
 
    Quivna, thought Katla. The dead witch who wanted her kind to rule like kings had been channeled and was in the cave system. It was the results they were hoping to find and yet desperately wished weren’t real. Now they had proof. This was indeed the main lair of the Fangris coven, and inside were several demons, likely connected to warriors by the spirit stones she’d delivered to Loma Fangris, including Quivna. “What now? Do you need to return to the Towers of Gorro to inform them of what we’ve found?” 
 
    Hester shook his head. “No, we go to Yanga as planned.” Hester took the pieces of paper from his hand and Katla’s and put them in an envelope. “I will have this sent to Master Crabtree. He will understand the significance better than anyone. Now we need this Hanna Halfblood if we are to have any chance of defeating them.” 
 
    Katla nodded. It seemed her destiny was tied to the northern warrior, and that all Mykoznia’s future rested in their hands. It wasn’t a position Katla relished being in, but one she understood. Her years of serving the king, knowing that any moment she might have to give up her life to defend his, had prepared her well for this type of responsibility. She would do what was needed to stop the witches. 
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    Pirates 
 
    The wind in her face, Hanna grinned. She was doing duty in the crow’s nest. Now that she was the company representative she no longer had to do normal crew duties, but Hanna enjoyed watch duty. While others might find it boring. Hanna loved the solitude of watch duty. It gave her time to think, while part of her brain and eyes maintained a focus on being alert to her surroundings. They were traveling through pirate infested waters, and one never knew what would happen. The Lady of the Evening was a known ship, and often pirates would avoid them, but other times they were targets anyway. After all, despite the recent assortment of strange and unplanned trips, they were a merchant ship, and rarely were without cargo of value. 
 
    Today, her thoughts weren’t on boys or feelings, but on the task ahead. The Fangris witches. She’d already fought with one coven of the witches, but this coven was bigger, and had the power to pull on a stronger spirit like Quivna, and who knows what other demons. There were still several spirit stones unaccounted for from when Katla had taken them from Thorodd. At least the witches were limited in how many demon warriors they could make.  
 
    Before leaving Irontide, Hanna had gone for a long walk by herself, she went to a spot only she knew and hid all the remaining spirit stones from the Ayrith valley. She kept five with her, and the only way to find the rest was through Hanna. It would provide the Nordvik’s and the people of Irontide a degree of protection. Capturing and hurting any of them would be a waste of time. Only through Hanna could someone find the rest of the gem stones. 
 
    The biggest problem wasn’t going to be demon warriors, but Quivna herself. Whoever the witches chose to host the dead witch’s spirit would gain some of her magical powers. It was said that Quivna used magic to influence people, warriors and witches wanted to serve her. With Quivna’s spirit the witches could build an army of followers who would otherwise not give a damn about the witches dream of power. That army with a handful of demon warriors would be a frightening force and a danger to all that stood in its way. First, it would be Mykoznia, but who knew how far the danger would reach. Creyta, the land of her father’s people wasn’t far from Mykoznia and it had its share of witches as well. Would the Fangris witches with Quivna try and take that as well? The key was to stopping them as soon as possible before they could build up an army, or even worse, found another source of spirit stones.  
 
    Thorodd and Anso’s spirits thought that she needed to add a demon spirit, but she had no idea how to do that. If they were right, Katla would be waiting for her with an answer to that problem. But even with a demon spirit she was still only one person. One of her gifts was the ability to create spirit stones. It was her magical connection that allowed her to create a spirit stone. The witches could create multiple demon warriors by using powerful spells. What if she created a spirit stone for Katla, or even a member of the crew? She was hesitant to give any of the crew a spirit stone, but Katla was different. The ex-King’s Guard had as much to lose as anyone, and had been part of the problem. If she was willing to, Hanna would give her a spirit stone. But first Hanna needed to find out more about this mage that Thorodd and Anso expected her to find with Katla. 
 
    Suddenly, movement interrupted her thoughts. A ship was off the starboard side of the ship. “Sail Ho,” shouted Hanna, letting the crew below know they were not alone. The waters they were sailing were known pirate territory, a plethora of small isles that were challenging to traverse and offered cover for pirate ships to hide behind. This ship wasn’t hiding behind any of the nearby isles but that meant nothing. They would keep a close eye on the ship. 
 
    Koyo joined Hanna in the crow’s nest. He had a monocular with him.  
 
    Hanna pointed to the ship in the distance. 
 
    Koyo used the monocular and studied the ship. He then handed the instrument to Hanna.  
 
    Hanna accepted it and looked through. The magnification allowed her a close look at the ship. It was a brigantine. Smaller than their own merchant ship, Brigantines were a favorite of pirates, the smaller, more agile, and speedy ships were perfect for attacking merchant ships. 
 
    Hanna looked up and spotted the ships flag. The red flag with a black sword was well known to her, it belonged to the Black Sword Gang. Hanna handed the monocular back to Koyo and shook her head. “You would think they would’ve learned their lesson the last time they tried to attack us.” 
 
    Koyo shrugged. “We are a prize worth taking. That is enough for most pirates. I’ll take over watch. You should head down.” 
 
    Hanna climbed down the mainsail, and headed towards Captain Rozad, who was standing at the ship’s wheel with Azad at his side.  
 
    “What did you see?” asked Captain Rozad. 
 
    “It’s a Black Sword Gang ship,” said Hanna. 
 
    Captain Rozad squinted his eyes so he could see the ship better through the bright midday sun. “They are still a way off, we could try and outrun them.” 
 
    “Would we get away?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “No,” admitted Captain Rozad. 
 
    “Then let’s not waste any energy. Let them come to us.” 
 
    Captain Rozad turned to Azad. “Inform the crew. Prepare for a fight.” 
 
    Azad smiled. “Thank the gods. All that fighting on land was messing with my sea legs. It’s about time we had a proper sea battle. I wonder if they have any cargo we can sell in Yanga.” 
 
    Hanna shook her head. The crew of the Lady were a bunch of pirates at heart and looked at pirate ships as prey and not predators. She could only imagine what the crew would’ve been like if her father hadn’t fallen in love with the daughter of a trader who needed reliable merchant ship men. 
 
    Heading below deck, Hanna grabbed her shield and axe. It was still an adjustment, not using a glaive during the attacks, but now she was far more dangerous than she’d ever been before. It would be her and not Azad who would capture or kill the enemy ship’s captain. 
 
    As Hanna came back topside Koyo’s voice rang out. “Sail ho.” Hanna frowned. A second ship? She looked around. The second ship was on their portside and slightly ahead of them. It was just coming around one of the small isles that filled this region of the seas. One look at the ship’s sail confirmed Hanna’s suspicion. It was a second Black Sword Gang ship.  
 
    Hanna returned to Captain Rozad, who was calmly standing at the wheel. “It seems running was never going to be a possibility.” 
 
    No, it certainly wasn’t. The first pirate ship was closing in fast now and the second was in front of them. Escape was impossible. “No, it seems not. What are we going to do, Captain?” While Captain Rozad was the captain, the ship belonged to Hanna, as she was the representative of the trading company and the daughter of its owner. But Hanna knew well enough to defer to the captain’s judgement.  
 
    “Why don’t we hit this head on,” said Captain Rozad. “Attack the second ship before the first can get to us. With luck, we can have one ship neutralized before the other gets to us. I suspect they are anticipating that we will panic and try running.” 
 
    Hanna couldn’t see any issues with the captain’s plan. Fighting one ship at a time would be far easier than two. Even if it was only for the beginning of the battle. Any advantage they could gain would be vital. Hanna winked at him. “Make it happen, Captain.” 
 
    Captain Rozad smirked. He then turned the ship wheel and sent the Lady directly towards the second pirate ship.  
 
    Hanna joined Azad and the portion of the crew who would form the boarding party. Azad was practically beaming. 
 
    “The gods do favor us!” said the excited first mate. “Two sheep coming in to be sheared.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m no farmer,” said Dilare the Red.  
 
    Azad laughed. “No, you are not, and you’d make a terrible farmer’s wife.” 
 
    “You’re damn right,” said the proud woman warrior. 
 
    Hanna smiled at the light banter between Azad and Dilare the Red. She was one of the few crew members not from Creyta, but she certainly fit in well with the others.  
 
    Azad nodded and got serious. “We won’t have a lot of time between when we hit the second ship and the first one arrives to back them up. We’ll play the game a little differently today. Hanna will take half the boarding crew and the rest will stay on the ship to counter the second attack.” Azad turned to Hanna. “We’ll keep our archers supporting you for as long as we can, but once the second ship strikes, you are on your own.” 
 
    A half boarding crew. They’d never attempted to take over a pirate ship with only a half boarding crew. They would be significantly outnumbered. But they had never attacked with Hanna having the spirits of two warriors. It was a risky plan but by keeping half the men back it would give her more archers for the initial attack. Hanna looked around, none of the crew members looked nervous at all. The boarding crew had faith in themselves and in her. She laughed and nodded. “Rowan, Dilare the wife of no farmer, Tayo and Jordin, you are with me.”  
 
    Tayo grinned widely. It would be his first real test as a member of the boarding party. She’d debated going with a more experienced member of the crew, but Tayo and Rowan had been working together in their training and she knew they were up to the task. Dilare was as fierce as any man, and Jordin, while one of the quieter men on the crew was as dependable as they came. 
 
    Hanna huddled with her chosen boarding crew. “Okay. This isn’t going to be too different from normal. But this time we’re going to wait a little longer than normal before boarding. Let’s see if they try sending a boarding crew of their own over. The shield warriors have been complaining that the boarding crew have been hogging all the action lately. So, we will let our archers earn their keep. When we attack keep your ranks tight. Once I am on their ship stay close. I’ll be moving fast towards the middle.” 
 
    The second pirate ship, realizing that they weren’t trying to avoid them but actually had changed course to attack, started to change directions. They wanted to wait until the first ship arrived before mounting their attack, but Captain Rozad had planned his course well and the Lady of the Evening pulled alongside the pirate ship. 
 
    Hanna and her boarding crew took their positions behind the shield crew who doubled as their archers. The men were firing into the pirate ship crew who were scrambling to counter, arrows crisscrossed in the air as the two crews fired at one another. The Lady’s crew behind their shields had an advantage over the pirate crew and started scoring hits while the majority of the pirate arrows struck shields. The pirate ship captain realizing the situation, turned his ship bringing the two even closer. The pirate captain yelled and the pirates started throwing their grapnels over the rail of the Lady.  
 
    Hanna smiled to herself as she hid behind her shield, Captain Rozad’s skills at the wheel, had forced the pirate crew to attack early. Now the pirate crew was trying to board the Lady. This was exactly where they wanted the pirate ship. 
 
    A roar from Azad signaled that it was time. The archers on the Lady all stood and concentrated their fire at the middle of the pirate ship, hitting some pirates and forcing others to take cover. This created the opening the boarding crew needed. Dilare the Red, Rowan, Tayo and Jordin all leapt across on to the pirate ship. Hanna jumped up and launched herself over the rail.  
 
    Normally, Hanna or Azad before her, was to jump into the open space created by the boarding party and then make her way to the pirate ship’s captain. The sudden counterattack often ended battles in a quick and efficient manner, but this time with the promise of a second ship backing them up, the pirates would likely not surrender, even if their captain was captured. So, this time Hanna changed her course. Instead of leaping into the space created by her crew she jumped into the closest group of pirates preparing to board the Lady. As Hanna sailed through the air she felt the surge of magic flowing through her as Thorodd and Anso’s spirits flowed through her body.  
 
    Landing nearly on top of one shocked pirate, Hanna used her shield to bash the man back. He flew backwards crashing into several of his companions behind him. Hanna slashed at the next man and stepped into the middle of the group of pirates. Around her Hanna could hear the sounds of the battle. Several groups of the pirates were not on the Lady, but all the pirates near her had turned to try and stop her. Already the pirate attack was in disorder. Hanna pressed forward. Behind her, Rowan and the rest of her boarding crew had adjusted to her change of tactics and were now defending her backside, striking anyone within range. Deliberately, Hanna used her shield to smash pirates towards the waiting weapons of the crew behind her. She spun, slashed and bashed her way through the crowd of pirates. She could feel the pull of Thorodd and Anso as the two warrior spirit warriors worked in conjunction; they pulled and pushed her to safety by helping her to avoid and block the pirates’ attacks while pressing her attack forward. 
 
    Compared to the demon warriors, the pirates were slow and weak. Their movements slow, like they were moving through molasses, Hanna wreaked havoc on the pirate crew as men dropped under her axe, or from the boarding crew behind her who followed in the path of devastation she created.  
 
    A massive fireball came hurling towards Hanna. She ducked down, bringing her shield up to block. The blast of magical fire slammed into Hanna’s shield. Another ball of fire slammed into her shield. The heat of the two attacks was intense. With a peek over her shield, Hanna spotted a mage on the far side of the deck, she then looked around the rest of the pirate ship. Few of the pirate crew were left standing, the rest were either fighting on the Lady of the Evening or were on the ground injured or dead. Hanna turned to her boarding party. “Return to the Lady. Help Azad.” Being the only one of the boarding crew with a shield it made no sense for the others to stay. Hanna would deal with the mage and any other surprises the pirate ship had for them. 
 
    Dilare the Red, the most experienced of her boarding crew, reacted instantly. She turned and ran to the pirate rail, making the jump back to the Lady. The rest of the crew quickly followed. 
 
    The mage sent a series of fireballs towards Hanna. Hanna used her shield to block the first couple of attacks but once she knew her boarding crew were safely away, she sprung forward, ducking under the fireballs. She rushed towards the mage, not taking a straight path but using angles, and the pirate ship to make the mage miss. The mage, realizing Hanna was too fast for his fireballs stopped. 
 
    Hanna was in the air, her axe coming down in an attack meant to crush the mages skull when the wave of energy slammed into her, sending her sprawling back.  
 
    Hanna shook her head. The heavy blow had rattled her brain 
 
    The mage smirk. “Your speed is impressive. The spirit magic in you is truly impressive, but it won’t be enough.” 
 
    From her back, Hanna slowly rose, her eyes warily watching the mage for his next attack. “What do you want?” 
 
    “The spirit stones. Between you and those meddlesome witches you’ve wasted enough of my time. We want the stones. Hand them over and your crew will be spared.” 
 
    “Sorry, don’t have them. And I’ve heard that story before. Hand over the treasure and nobody gets hurt. It is always a lie.” 
 
    The mage chuckled. “For one so young you are wise beyond your years.” He then launched his next attack.  
 
    A trio of fireballs came flying at Hanna. She dove to the side, two of the fireballs missed her, but the third struck her boot. The magical fire melted the leather. The smell of burnt leather and skin filled Hanna’s nostrils.  
 
    Hanna charged forward again. She dodged and weaved through the series of fireballs that the mage sent her way. As she drew closer, Hanna watched the mages hands carefully. When he was launching fireballs, he opened his hand. When he created the energy shield which had slammed her back his fist had closed. As Hanna moved within striking range the mages hand started to ball up in a fist. Hanna jumped a step back, raising her shield. The energy shield came up. Hanna could see the faint blue lines of magical energy. It hit her, but nowhere near as hard as it had the first time. As she had suspected the magical was a shield and it had been her own momentum that had been her downfall the last time she hit it. This time it was barely noticeable. 
 
    Hanna tried to move forward, but the magical shield prevented her from getting closer. 
 
    The mage grinned. “So close, yet so far away,” he said in a mocking tone. 
 
    Hanna looked at the edge of his magical shield. It was shaped the same as her own shield only bigger. She might not fully understand how to beat magic, but a shield was something she understood perfectly. She then hurled her axe straight up into the air as hard as she could. She then pulled one of her eagle’s claw daggers out and waited. 
 
    The mage frown. “You think a knife will serve you any better than your axe? Perhaps you are not as smart as I thought.” But then he looked up and realized that Hanna’s axe was coming down straight at him. The mage instinctively lifted his arm, his magical shield went up to block the axe. 
 
    Hanna threw the dagger as hard as she could.  
 
    The mage’s shield blocked her axe, sending it flying across the deck of the pirate ship. But before he could get the shield back down Hanna’s blade was deep in his chest. His eyes went wide as he studied the knife in his chest. He staggered forward, his magical shield disappeared. “I take back my last statement,” said the mage before coughing up a mouthful of blood. “You are as irksome and dangerous as your father.” The mages head dropped and he started to slump down to the deck. 
 
    My father? thought Hanna.  
 
    “What about my father?” Hanna grabbed the mages shoulders to keep him from falling. But it was too late. The mage had gone. Had the mage meant her grandfather? It had been Thorodd who’d originally made the deal with the Nordviks, surely the mage meant him. But what if he was talking about her father. 
 
    Hanna stood over the dead mage for a moment, frustration filled her as she wished she had only wounded the mage and not finished him off. But he was too dangerous to attempt to only wound. The sounds of battle reminded Hanna that there was another pirate ship. She pulled her blade from his chest, wiped it clean on his robes and then sheathed it. She turned and ran, grabbing her axe as she went.  
 
    The fight on the Lady was in full swing. Despite being outnumbered by the two ships of pirates the crew of the Lady were more than holding their own. In fact, they were starting to push the pirates back.  
 
    Hanna desperately looked around the ship. She spotted the leader of the pirates, he’d been the one barking orders on the ship she’d just left. Hanna ran through the groups of fighting men. She struck pirates as she went but her focus was on the pirate captain. He was fighting Rowan, and the young sailor looked like he was about to run his glaive through the captain when Hanna ran past him, pushing his glaive aside. She knocked the captain to the ground with her shield and then stepped down on his hand, crushing it to the point where she could hear bones break. The pirate captain yelled in pain and his hand released his sword. Hanna kicked the weapon away and sat down on top of the captain. Using her legs, she pinned the captain’s arms to his side.  
 
    The pirate captain tried to squirm but he was stuck under her. 
 
    She put the blade of her axe against his neck. “I am going to ask questions. You are going to answer. If I think you are lying or holding back I will no longer have a use for you and will ask someone else my questions. Do you understand?” 
 
    The pirate captain glared into her eyes, but when she pressed her blade against his neck he spoke. “I understand.” 
 
    Hanna could hear the fight going on around her, part of her mind, led by Thorodd and Anso was paying attention to it, she knew the battle was almost over and Rowan and Tayo were now standing guard over her back while she interrogated the captain. The rest of the crew were pushing the remaining pirates back. Many had already jumped back onto their own ship while the rest were trying make their way to it. 
 
    “Why did you attack us?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “Your cargo,” said the captain.  
 
    Hanna pushed the axe further into his neck. 
 
    “And we were paid,” said the captain. 
 
    “Who paid you?”  
 
    “The mage. He said you were carrying valuable cargo that he needed. He would take what he needed and we were to have the rest, along with a sizeable chest of gold.” 
 
    “Where was the mage from?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “I don’t know. I didn’t even know his name,” said the captain. “He made it clear all we needed to know was that we were to find the Lady of the Evening and take it.”  
 
    The pirates who’d survived the fight were back on the first pirate ship and were trying to sail away. A barrage of arrows from the crew of the Lady of the Evening was making that difficult. 
 
    Hanna removed her axe from the pirate’s neck. “If you swim fast you may make it back to the other ship before it disappears.” 
 
    The pirate captain stood up. He looked at Hanna but said nothing. Instead he ran towards the rail of the ship and jumped over it. He dove into the water and started swimming towards the retreating pirate ship. 
 
    Captain Rozad came up to Hanna. “Probably should’ve killed him.” 
 
    Hanna said nothing. She just watched the pirate swimming towards the fleeing ship. He made it almost half way before the sharks attacked. Hanna turned to Captain Rozad, her eyes an icy blue. “You were saying?” 
 
    Captain Rozad sighed. “Nothing.” 
 
    “How are the crew?” asked Hanna.  
 
    “The Hywett brothers both died. Wynn, Jordin and Helan Daner sustained injuries but none serious,” said the Captain.  
 
    Hanna frowned. Two dead, it was far less than it could’ve been, but it was still a loss. The Hywett brothers were good men. “Damn it.” 
 
    “Did you learn anything from the captain? Why did they have a mage? The Black Sword Gang has never had a powerful mage before.” 
 
    Hanna sat down and tried to pull off her boot. The burnt leather was stuck to her skin. “Could you cut this off please. My leg is killing me.” 
 
    “That is a nasty burn. You catch one of the mages fireballs?” 
 
    Hanna nodded as Captain Rozad carefully started cutting her boot. “Yes. And the Black Sword Gang doesn’t have a mage. He was their employer. He was after me and the gemstones.” 
 
    “You think the mage was working with the witches?” asked Captain Rozad. 
 
    “No. The mage called the witches meddlesome. I think the mage was the one behind the Skagge attacks.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose he was working alone, that would be too easy,” said the captain. 
 
    “He said we when referring to wanting the gem stones, so no I don’t think he was working alone. He also said something strange. He said I was like my father, irksome and dangerous.” 
 
    “This is going to hurt,” said Captain Rozad as he grabbed the chunk of boot leather stuck to her leg. He then ripped it off. Chunks of burnt skin came off with the leather.  
 
    Hanna clenched her jaw and hissed a string of curses so vulgar that Captain Rozad almost blushed. It was one of the most painful things she’d ever felt. 
 
    Azad, who’d seen Captain Rozad cutting the boot and gone below to get medical supplies, handed the Captain a container of salve and a thick, clean strip of cloth to wrap around her leg. 
 
    “You think he was talking about Merdem or do you think he was confused and thought Thorodd was your father?” asked Captain Rozad as he wrapped Hanna’s leg. 
 
    “I don’t know. Why would a mage know my father?” 
 
    “We used to do a lot of strange jobs for the king of Creyta. We encountered more than a few mages, some of which became enemies. It is entirely possible that the mage knew your father.” 
 
    Hanna’s father had been missing for years. It wasn’t likely, but what if the mage was connected to her father’s disappearance?  
 
    “Koyo and I will have a look at the body of the mage, see if we can find anything of note,” said Azad. 
 
    Hanna wasn’t sure what they expected to find, but they were right to look. It was troubling to know that powerful mages were also hunting her, as if witches and demon warriors weren’t enough. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Koyo and Azad returned from examining the mage’s body.  
 
    “Find anything?” asked Hanna. 
 
    Koyo frowned. “Yes. I think the mage is from Caruana. Or at least that is where is clothing is from. Caruana leather is impossible to mistake.” 
 
    “Caruana? Where is that?” asked Hanna. She’d sailed all over the world with the crew of the Lady and had never heard of Caruana. 
 
    Koyo shifted around uncomfortably. “It is far to the southeast.” 
 
    The farther east one traveled the wilder and more dangerous the journey became. Most sailors avoided the far east lands, the risk versus reward didn’t justify the trip. However, there were always sailors looking for new lands to discover. The Stoneblood trading company didn’t need to discover new lands to make a profit, so Hanna hadn’t sailed those lands and knew little of them. “What can you tell me of Caruana?” 
 
    “Not much,” admitted Koyo. “Nothing that Captain Rozad can’t tell you.” 
 
    Hanna’s brow furrowed. Koyo wasn’t one to avoid telling a story. What was he not saying? She turned to Captain Rozad and gave him an expecting look. 
 
    “One of the first voyages we took with your father as captain,” said Captain Rozad. “Back then we had been sailing on a Creytan merchant ship, until a pirate ship attacked. The owner of the merchant ship we were sailing on was so frightened of the pirate ship that he told the crew if they got back to Creyta without being ravaged by pirates he’d give them a share of the profits. We had no chance of outrunning the pirate ship and only a few of the crew were fighters. The owner of the merchant ship had good reason to be worried. Merdem spoke up and said “I don’t want any of your profits. If the pirate ship attacks us, I want it as my prize.” The owner laughed. He thought they were all likely to die and the idea of taking the pirate ship seemed unreasonable but he promised Merdem the ship if he stopped the pirates. When the pirates attacked, Merdem, myself and a few of the others counter-attacked. Much like we do now when a pirate ship attacks. Merdem captured the pirate captain and convinced him to have his men surrender. That is how Merdem got his first ship. The merchant ship owner was sad to lose a good chunk of his crew to Merdem, but he was so happy to get his cargo back to Creyta that he honored the deal. Merdem decided that the best way to make money would be travel east. Take the dangerous trips no one else wanted. Koyo was one of the first to join us our crew. I believe that trip to Caruana was his first with us.” 
 
    Koyo nodded. “Almost died three times on that trip. Sea monsters, storms like you wouldn’t believe and then we almost starved. We went further south and east than I ever imagined possible.” 
 
    “Don’t forget poison,” said Captain Rozad. “Our maps indicated an isle with fresh water and food east of Caruana. We found the water and it was fresh as promised, but every single plant and animal we found was poisonous. We had to turn back to Caruana. It was a disastrous journey, but in Caruana we were able to get enough goods to make the trip worthwhile. Caruana is a wild and dangerous place. The entire isle is jungle, filled with dangerous and magical beasts.” 
 
    “Did you meet any mages while you were there?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “No,” said Captain Rozad. “But we didn’t stay long. However, there is only one city in Caruana and we didn’t encounter any temples or anything of that sort. Of course, that was a long time ago. Things could’ve changed much since we were there.” 
 
    Hanna scratched her head. This mage business was frustrating. A possible link to her father, a very real threat to her, and she had no idea how many more mages were associated with the one she defeated. Caruana was the only clue they had, but it would have to wait. The priority right now was still the Fangris witches. The threat they presented was far greater. “We may have to visit Caruana when I’m done in Mykoznia. Sink the pirate ship and get us moving.” 
 
    Azad smiled. “The crew are looting it as we speak.” 
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    Demon warrior 
 
    It was good to be home, thought Katla.  
 
    She and Hester had arrived in Yanga late the previous evening and had stealthily slipped in under the cover of night. And it was fortunate that they were being cautious, as Katla spotted a man watching the entrance to her mother’s house.  
 
    “Watch your step,” said Katla as she beckoned Hester to follow her up the alley behind the house. She then slipped her way into the darkness, making her way to the ground below her bedroom. The room was on the second floor and only had a small window, but it was big enough for them to sneak into. Katla silently thanked the gods that Hester wasn’t fat or one of those broad-shouldered barbarians from Northern Solotine.  
 
    With practiced ease, Katla jumped into the air, leaping towards the wall and then bouncing across the alley to the opposite wall and back again, each time she climber higher and higher until she grasped the window sill of her room. With a flick of her a dagger Katla slipped the locking mechanism on the window and raised it. She slipped into the room, leaving Hester alone in the alley. 
 
    Hester looked around, and waited. After a few moments, a rope dropped down in front of his face. Hester grabbed the rope and gave it a gentle tug. Once he knew it was secure, he leaned back and started walking up the wall using the rope to balance himself and pull up. He smiled to himself as he climbed. His time training with the tower guards was paying off. On more than one occasion he’d practiced pretending to invade the towers. When he reached the window, Hester struggled to squeeze into the small opening. After considerable wiggling and Katla pulling on his arms, he popped into the room. 
 
    “Stay here. I’m going to go make sure everyone is safe,” said Katla. The watcher outside worried her. What if her family had been kidnapped? Katla couldn’t even imagine the fury she would rain down on anyone who tried to hurt her family. She crept down the hallway, listening for any sounds out of place. But she could hear nothing, and her instincts told her nothing was amiss. To be sure, she quietly opened the doors of her sister and mother, both were asleep. Satisfied that they were safe, Katla headed back to her room.  
 
    The room was still dark, and Hester was sitting against the wall beside the window. Hanna went to her closet and retrieved a couple of blankets. One she put over the window, the other she handed to Hester. “It is safe now. You can give us some light.” 
 
    Hester created a small orb of soft glowing light that floated to the ceiling basking the room in a gentle light. He then looked around the room. “So, this is what the room of a fabled King’s Guard turned assassin looks like.” 
 
    Katla threw a pillow at him, striking him in the head. “Whatever. I like my room.” The room hadn’t changed much since she was a little girl. The walls were mostly plain except for one large mural of meadow flowers that covered her wall. The mural, like the comforter on her bed was heavy in hues of pink and purple. Looking around Katla had to admit, it was a very girlie room for a famous killer, she turned so Hester couldn’t see her smile to herself. “You should sleep here tonight. We can’t risk you going to an inn and someone recognizing us.” 
 
    Hester frowned as he watched Katla check her weapons. “You going somewhere?’ 
 
    “I’m going to the palace to see Evetal. He needs to know what is happening with the witches and I’m hoping he has information about Lord Blackpool for me.” 
 
    “Why go alone? Wouldn’t it be safer to stay together?” asked Hester. 
 
    “No. Getting into Yanga is far easier than getting to the palace without being noticed, especially if they are on the lookout for two people. It is better if I go alone. You stay here, get some sleep.” 
 
    Hester sighed, he was reluctant to be left behind, yet he needed to trust her. “Be safe.” 
 
    “Relax, I’m not going to do anything foolish tonight. I’m just going for information. Now kill the light so I can go.” 
 
    Hester waved his hand and the magical orb of lights faded until the room was once again pitch black. 
 
    Katla slipped under the blanket covering the window and headed out. She didn’t drop down to the ground, instead jumping up she grabbed the edge of the roof and swung herself up. The moons were both hiding behind clouds, giving the sky a layer of darkness that offered more than enough cover for her to move around, but just enough light to see where she was going. Katla had been over these roofs enough times that she really didn’t need to see where she was going, she could jump from roof to roof relying on her memory to guide her. She used the roofs to avoid the man watching the front door, and anyone watching the main city streets.  
 
    … 
 
    “It’s not nice to sneak up on a man while he sleeps,” said Evetal. 
 
    Katla smiled. She’d snuck across the city and into the palace unnoticed but Evetal had waken despite her not making a sound.  
 
    “Really? I haven’t known many men complain when a beautiful woman sneaks into their room.” 
 
    “I think they would make an exception for women who come carrying blades,” said Evetal. “Now tell me where you stand with our witch problem.” 
 
    Katla couldn’t argue with Evetal’s logic. Most men feared the women of the King’s Guard, and with good reason, they were the finest assassins and warriors in the kingdom. “It isn’t good. I went to the Eastfell swamps with the apprentice mage, Hester, and we found the witches lair. He confirmed that the witches have channeled the spirit of Quivna or some other powerful demon spirit along with several other demons.” 
 
    “I figured as much. Since you left for the Towers of Gorro there have been attacks all over Mykoznia. I believe Quivna or whoever has her spirit, has used her magic to influence warriors to her cause. They’re building an army.” 
 
    “An army can be defeated, it’s the demon warriors that worry me.” Said Katla.  
 
    “It all worries me. There have been troubling things going on around here lately. The city is restless and on edge. Something bad is coming. As for demon warriors, the king’s mages have been keeping an eye towards Solotine. The Lady of the Evening has been spotted, she’ll be here tomorrow or the day depending on the winds.” 
 
    The Lady of the Evening, Hanna’s ship. Katla welcomed the news that the northern girl would soon be back in Yanga. “Good. We are going to need her. Now speaking of troubling events, Lord Blackpool has put a price on my head. He had men attack Hester and me. If not for Hester, I’d be dead.” 
 
    Evetal raised an eyebrow. “Lord Blackpool? That is interesting. His ranks have swelled as of late. He’s been pushing his weight around in council as well. On the streets, his men have been fighting with other factions. They’ve gained tremendous power of late.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Katla. “But when I’m done with Lord Blackpool there won’t be much left of him. I don’t take kindly to being attacked.” 
 
    “Just don’t make it too public,” said Evetal. “The king doesn’t want a messy fight between factions right now.” 
 
    A banging at the door interrupted them.  
 
    Katla slipped into the shadows. 
 
    “Enter,” said Evetal. 
 
    A palace guard entered the room. “Sir, there is an attack. Lord Blackpool and his men are storming the palace. The King’s Guard took out a group of assassins already but now more men are coming. We are going to be overrun.” 
 
    “Damn it,” said Evetal. “Thank you. Gather whatever men you can find in the barracks and return.” 
 
    The guard gave Evetal a quick salute and took off. 
 
    Katla stepped out of the shadows. “So much for not wanting a messy fight.” 
 
    Evetal ignored Katla as he quickly dressed in his armor. “I’m going to assess the situation, but I can tell you right now, most of the king’s men are not in Yanga right now. They are spread around the kingdom dealing with witch attacks. Lord Blackpool’s men will likely overrun the palace guards.” 
 
    “A perfect time for an attack on the king, with all the army out in the country,” said Katla. 
 
    “Yes,” said Evetal dryly. “Of course, Lord Blackpool was among the lords most loudly complaining about witch attacks and the king needing to send more men to the villages.” Evetal headed towards the door. “I’ll be going to the king. For Lord Blackpool’s plan to work he must capture or kill the king.” 
 
    Katla, as an ex-King’s Guard knew the routine. Evetal and the King’s Guard would take the king to one of the secure hiding places known only to the King’s Guard. “I’ll see myself out. But I think I’ll go through the palace, and take a look. Perhaps Lord Blackpool will be coming to the Palace. I would like to have a chat with him.” 
 
    “As would I,” said Evetal. “I retract my statement about being quiet about your business with Lord Blackpool. Deal with him as you see fit.” 
 
    Katla nodded as Evetal left to go to the king’s chambers. Lord Blackpool had committed treason against the king. It wasn’t an unfamiliar occurrence in the history of Mykoznia. The difference between hanging and becoming king was simple. If the king was alive; Lord Blackpool was a traitor. If the king died or Lord Blackpool captured him, all bets were off. The lords and royalty of Mykoznia would bitch and moan and then fall in line if Lord Blackpool held the capital.  
 
    Katla headed towards the sounds of fighting. The palace’s main entrance was ahead. When Katla came around the corner she could watch the palace guards fighting with the attackers. So far, the palace guards were defending the entrance, the attackers had the numbers but the palace guards were fighting as a unit and had the corridor blocked. It looked like they were going to hold them off. 
 
    But then a warrior approached, and Katla knew the guards were doomed. The warrior, like those she’d seen in the Fangris cave had black eyes and wore a gemstone amulet. A demon warrior. Lord Blackpool was in cahoots with the witches. Katla swore as the demon warrior slipped between two palace guards and slayed them. Lord Blackpools men followed the demon warrior and the defensive wall of palace guards broke.  
 
    Katla slipped into the shadows. To fight now was to die. Evetal was looking to the king, she needed to get out of the palace and make her way back to her mother’s house. As much as she would like to find Lord Blackpool and run him through, the presence of a demon warrior changed everything. Katla entered a small room and headed for the window. She grabbed a nearby chair and threw it through the window. The king had bigger issues than a broken window. 
 
    Outside was chaos. Random fights between supporters of the king and Lord Blackpool’s men, some of which looked foreign. Had Lord Blackpool’s forces been increase by using Quivna’s magic. It was logical to assume that if they were working together that would be the case.  
 
    When Katla was almost home she took a quick detour. She snuck up behind the man who was watching her mother’s house and put her dagger to the man’s neck. “What are your orders. Tell me a lie and your life is forfeit.” 
 
    The man gulped loudly. “I’m just to watch the house. If the daughter returns I am to report it.” 
 
    “Who are you to report to?” asked Katla. 
 
    “The bartender at the Stinking Mule,” said the nervous spy. 
 
    The Stinking Mule. It was one of Lord Blackpool’s establishments. Katla removed her blade from the man’s neck. She then hammered the pommel of her dagger into the back of his head, knocking him out. Katla then swiftly moved towards the house, using the front entrance she went to her mother’s room and woke her. 
 
    “Katla?” said her mother sleepily. 
 
    “Get dressed, we have to leave now,” said Katla before turning and going into her little sister’s room and waking her. She then went to her room, where Hester was waiting.  
 
    Hester was awake. “I heard you come through the front door. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Lord Blackpool and his men are attacking the palace.” 
 
    Hester frowned. “That is not good.” 
 
    “It gets worse. Lord Blackpool is working with the witches. There was a demon warrior in the attack.” 
 
    “How are the king’s defenses?” asked Hester. 
 
    “The king will be safe, Evetal and the King’s Guard will get him out of there, but most the army is spread around the kingdom because of the witch attacks. Lord Blackpool’s men will likely secure the palace tonight. It will take longer to secure the city but it can be done, especially with a demon warrior and witches to help them.” 
 
    “Damn it,” said Hester, slapping his hand against his thigh in frustration. “This is terrible news. If Yanga falls, the entire kingdom will be in chaos.” 
 
    “It isn’t all bad news. When I spoke with Evetal he said the king’s mages have been watching for the Lady of the Evening. She is due in port tomorrow or the next day. That is Hanna’s ship.” 
 
    Hester bobbed his head in agreement. “That is good news. Once she arrives we can start fighting back. What are we doing in the mean time?” 
 
    “Hiding,” said Katla. “My mother’s cousin, Sharla, will hide us and bring Hanna to us.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 16 
 
    Hanna arrives in Yanga 
 
    Small but thick clouds of black smoke rising from the city greeted the Lady of the Evening as it sailed into the port of Yanga. All over the city little fires were burning. The docks appeared untouched but Captain Rozad took no chances. All hands were on deck and armed when the Lady made its way towards the dock. 
 
    A dock worker greeted them. 
 
    “What is going on?” asked Hanna as she threw the worker a rope. 
 
    “Well,” drawled the dock worker. “If you are loyal to the king, it is treason. If you support Lord Blackpool it is a revolt. Most people in the city are in hiding. They aren’t taking sides.” 
 
    “The docks are safe?” asked Hanna. 
 
    The dock worker nodded. “Safest place in Yanga. Both the King and Lord Blackpool have money invested in the docks. That and no one is foolish enough to mess with the dockworkers. Between us and the crews of the ships in port, there are enough ruffians to protect the docks. 
 
    Hanna thanked the dock worker and returned to Captain Rozad.  
 
    “What do you want to do Hanna?” asked Captain Rozad. “He might be right about the docks being safe now. But if Lord Blackpools men win I doubt we would be safe. Not after the last time we were here.” 
 
    “I will go into the city with Tayo and Koyo. Once we are off the ship pull back into the harbor. If Lord Blackpool wants to fight with the Lady, he’ll do it on our terms.” 
 
    Captain Rozad glanced out at the black clouds of smoke. “Be safe.” 
 
    Hanna found Tayo and Koyo. They looked eager to head into the city. 
 
    “Tayo, we need to get to your mother with as little notice as possible.” 
 
    “That won’t be a problem. Follow me.” 
 
    Hanna and Koyo let Tayo lead the way. Tayo, being from Yanga, knew the city far better than them and had friends and family there. He would know who to trust and who to avoid. From the docks Tayo led them up a series of narrow streets and back alleys. Finally, he knocked on a door in one of the alleys. 
 
    The peek hole on the door slid open and someone inside took a look at Tayo and then the door opened. Inside was Tayo’s older brother, Muro. 
 
    “Welcome home, little brother. You picked a fine time to return,” said Muro as he hugged Tayo. He then looked at Koyo and gave him a quick hug as well. “Father, it is to see you as well.” Muro turned to Hanna. “We’ve been expecting you.” 
 
    “You have?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “Yes. The king’s mages have been using their magic to keep an eye out for the Lady. Katla has been working with the King’s Guard, trying to find out more about the witches. She has returned as well. 
 
    Hanna nodded. “Good. I was hoping she would be in Yanga. Can you tell me what is going on? Why has Lord Blackpool picked now to attack?” 
 
    “Lord Blackpool is working with the witches,” said Muro. “He has dozens of warriors that the witches have recruited, likely through Quivna’s magic, and there are two demon warriors in the city right now. They took the palace last night.” 
 
    Lord Blackpool was working with the witches? That was a troubling thought. The witches were moving fast. “Where is Katla now?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “A safe house. I’ll take you there now. Mother is there as well,” said Muro. 
 
    Leaving out the same door they entered. Muro led them further into the city. They walked into a bakery. Muro gave the old man at the counter a nod and then headed into the kitchen. He walked up to a wall with a row of shelves and reached up, grabbing a jar and moved it sideways. A clicking sound could be heard, and the shelves slid sideways revealing a hidden doorway. Muro led them down a set of stairs until he reached another door where he gave a series of knocks on the door. 
 
    The door opened and Muro led them into a large room. The outer walls of the room were weapons racks, filled with swords, spears, glaives, and other war weapons. The middle of the room held a large rectangular table. Around the table were Koyo’s wife, Sharla Pyrga, Katla, and three men Hanna didn’t know. One was young and standing beside Katla. While the other two men were middle age and on the other side of the table. Of the two middle aged men, one of them turned and greeted the new arrivals. 
 
    “Muro, Koyo. And you must be Hanna. I am Edward Pyrga, Sharla’s brother. This is my associate Trent Jurra. And the young man across from us is Hester.” 
 
    “Hello Edward,” said Hanna. “It seems we’ve come to Yanga at a difficult time.” 
 
    “Yes. Difficult indeed,” said Edward Pyrga. “That bastard, Lord Blackpool betraying the king and joining forces with the Fangris witches is more than just a difficult situation it is disastrous if we can’t defeat those demon warriors. They have destroyed the king’s defenses at every point. Hester and Katla here tell me that you may be able to help.” 
 
    “We’ll do the best we can. How many men do the Blackpools have?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “A sizeable force, but they are not the issue. Without the witches and the demon warriors we will be able to defeat them. We just finished planning our counter attack right now. We are going to leave you, Katla and Hester to do… well to do whatever it is that you need to do. Koyo you can go with Sharla, Tayo with Muro. We are going to organize our men for a counter-attack.” 
 
    As everyone left, Hanna was left with Katla and the young mage, Hester. 
 
    Hester nervously walked around the table and put out his hand. “A pleasure to meet you, Hanna. Katla tells me good things about you.” 
 
    Hanna raised an eyebrow and looked over at Katla. “Oh really?” 
 
    Hester blushed. “Well, she told me about how you two defeated the local coven of witches. I just mean she spoke highly of you.” 
 
    That Katla would compliment her was surprising to Hanna. They were in the gray world of warriors, not enemies but not quite friends either. Hanna didn’t hate Katla, despite what had happened in the past, but that didn’t matter now. What mattered now was finding a way to stop Quivna. “Hester, can you help us defeat Quivna?” 
 
    Hester put his hand to his face, rubbing his jaw. “I can help, but I don’t think you are going to like what I suggest.” 
 
    “You are going to suggest I bond with a demon spirit,” replied Hanna. 
 
    “Yes… how did you know that?” asked Hester looking perplexed. 
 
    “Thorodd and Anso, my spirits, warned me that the only way to defeat Quivna would be through a demon spirit. Even the spirit world is worried about the implications of Quivna rising to power.” 
 
    “It is not just you that needs to bond with a demon. More will have to accompany you. I feel just you isn’t enough.” 
 
    Hanna frowned. “I don’t like that. I’ve accepted that I will have to, but I have my spirits to guide me. I wouldn’t want anyone getting hurt because I’ve connected them with a demon. And I’ve only a few gems with me. The rest are safely hidden where only I can find them” 
 
    Hester looked relieved when Hanna mentioned she had spirit stones with her. 
 
    “What about just us?” asked Katla. “Hester has familiarity with demons, and I have been trained my entire life to have mental discipline, and understand my magical powers. The chances of a demon controlling us is low, and we are willing to take the risk that bonding with a demon will have negative side effects. Hester and I understand the consequences of what we are doing, and we understand what will happen if we don’t defeat Quivna.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” asked Hanna. “What if it goes wrong?” 
 
    “This is my home, Hanna. This is my kingdom they are trying to take. My mother, my sister, everyone I know and love is in danger as long as the Fangris witches have the power of Quivna.” 
 
    “I feel the same way,” said Hester. “I will do what is necessary to defeat Quivna, even if it means having a demon attached to my soul.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Hanna. “How does this work then?” 
 
    “I will summon demons. We’ll ask them if they want the opportunity to enter the mortal realm through our bodies. Most demons will jump at the opportunity, but trapping a demon that doesn’t want to be here would be far more dangerous.” 
 
    “The demons, will they try to take over our bodies?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “It is a risk,” said Hester. “But controlling the body of a host is difficult and you can push them out. You have more experience with spirits controlling your body than I do. Do your spirits tell you differently?” 
 
    “No,” admitted Hanna. “They say the same as you, that I am in control. I just worry about how a demon will be different.” 
 
    “I have no doubt demon spirits will be different from those of your mentors, but I have some knowledge of the demons that we will use. They are not evil, they are simple creatures from one of the realms of hell that are curious about our world. They are powerful, but not as nefarious as creatures who’ve died and been sent to hell.” 
 
    Katla walked over to a door that lead into another room. “We’ve been preparing, all we need now is you and the gemstones.” 
 
    Hanna followed Hester and Katla into the room. It was completely barren except for a set of markings on the floor. A circle with a hexagram inside. Each corner of the star had a circle inside it with runes drawn inside the circle. 
 
    Hester explained. “This is a summoning circle. It acts as a portal between spirit realms and our world. Demons can enter, but they cannot leave the circle and their powers do not work within it. Hanna I need you to take one of the gemstones and activate it.” Seeing the confused look on her face Hester added, “hold it and think about transferring magical energy to it. Once the stone has magical power in it, it can be imprinted upon, connecting the stone to the demon spirit.” 
 
    “What if someone else gets the stone?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “The person possessing the stone, and the demon connected to the gem must both accept the connection. Extremely powerful mages, and perhaps you, with your exceptional abilities, can force a connection, and same with the most powerful demon spirits. They could force their way into the mind of a weak person if they possessed the stone.” 
 
    Hanna took out one of the gemstones and closed her eyes. She let her magic flow into the stone the way she did with her own spirit stone. She could feel the magic in the stone, and it warmed to the touch, but where her spirit stone felt like it had a magical string attaching her to the spirit world the new spirit stone had no such connections. She handed it to Hester. “It is ready.” 
 
    Hester accepted the stone and put it into the middle of the circle. “Katla you will go first.” 
 
    Katla smiled. She understood why she would be going first. “Hanna if something goes wrong, don’t hesitate to destroy the stone, or me.” 
 
    “Nothing will go wrong,” said Hester. “We’re just taking precautions. Katla stand at the tip of that star, just outside the circle. Nobody try going inside the circle while the demon is in it. The magic that keeps them in will keep you out, and it can be rather unpleasant if you touch it.” Hester then lifted his hand and started chanting. Magical energy flowed to each of the small circles at the five corners of the tips of the hexagram. Each circle turned a different color and started to glow. The everything else inside the main circle turned black and started to swirl. Hester kept speaking in a language Hanna could not recognize. His voice was melodic and the strange language had an enchanting rhythm to it. 
 
    A dark form started to rise out of the swirling blackness. It was hard to see what it looked like beyond a cloud of darkness, like a shadow on a dark wall. However, the eyes were bright and red. The shadow of darkness looked around the room and then spoke. “Who calls on Vedoch?” 
 
    “Vedoch, before you stands Katla, proud warrior and protector of kings. She would invite you to add your mighty power to her own.” 
 
    “A spirit stone? Vedoch has heard of the demon witch who now exists on your world. Vedoch will not serve her or her kind.” 
 
    “We would kill her and her minions,” said Katla as she stared into the shadows of Vedoch’s form. 
 
    “Would you now?” asked Vedoch as it moved closer to Katla. “Vedoch has seen many so called brave warriors fall in fear at the sight of Quivna’s minions. But perhaps you are different. I would enjoy doing battle with the corrupted souls of her minions, even if they are contained in human bodies. I accept.” The form of Vedoch reached down and touched the gemstone. It then disappeared back into the floor. 
 
    When the floor returned to normal Hester turned to Katla. “Take the stone and hold it. Concentrate on your own magic and letting the magic from the stone into you. 
 
    Katla, who had experience with magic, understood what Hester was trying to say. She took the gemstone and closed her hand around it. The gemstone felt warm to the touch. She could feel Vedoch as the demon spirit made her way into her body. The power of the demon surged within her. She could feel Vedoch searching through her body, exploring, searching to see her limits. Katla then pushed the spirit back out of her body.  
 
      
 
    Hanna watched as Katla squeezed the gemstone. Nervous that the demon might take over Katla’s body, Hanna kept one hand on her axe waiting to see what would happen. Katla’s eyes, normally a bright violet turned darker until they were black.  
 
    Hanna took a deep breath and waited to see what would happen. When Katla’s eyes turned back to a bright violet, Hanna relaxed. 
 
    “Interesting,” said Katla. 
 
    “Okay,” said Hester. “I will go next.” Hanna repeated the process of charging the gemstone and handing it to him. He started chanting again and the floor changed once more. Unlike Katla’s demon spirit who was shadowy and hard to see, this one was easily visible, and looked like a cross between a goblin and a lizard.  
 
    “Sneaky little Hester. Why have you called on me this time?” said the demon. 
 
    “Hello, Koxuana. I have a proposition for you,” said Hester. 
 
    The demon noticed the gemstone and broke into a grin. Its mouth reminded Hanna of a sharks. “And who would I be serving?” 
 
    “You would serve me,” said Hester. “Your powers in exchange for the ability to visit the mortal plane.” 
 
    “Ugh,” said Koxuana. “I’d rather hitch a ride in one of your lady friends, they are rather lovely looking.” 
 
    “That offer is not on the table,” said Hester. “Do you accept the offer or shall I find a more willing demon to call upon.” 
 
    “Don’t be so hasty, Hester,” said Koxuana, its tone changing to a much friendlier one than it had been using before. “I just wanted to know my options. You know how interesting I find the mortal plane. I accept your offer.” The demon then touched the gemstone. The dark floor seemed to suck the demon back into it. Once it was gone and the floor returned to normal, Hester grabbed the gemstone. “Koxauna is an interesting little demon. He doesn’t have as much power as some others but he is a jumper. He can travel from the different realms of hell as he chooses. He is a valuable source of information into the spirit world.” 
 
    “Creepy little fellow,” said Katla.  
 
    Hester shrugged his shoulders. “He isn’t the politest demon ever.” 
 
    “I must keep an eye on you. If you start acting all creepy and lecherous I’ll know your demon is influencing you,” said Katla. 
 
    Hester blushed.  
 
    “Relax. I can handle a little creepy,” said Katla with a saucy wink pointed at Hester. “It’s Hanna’s turn. I’m assuming you saved her for last for a reason.” 
 
    “Yes. The demon I have in mind for Hanna is from the same realm as your demon, Vedoch, but it is older, much older. I don’t know if it will agree or not. However, it is the most powerful demon I’ve seen.” 
 
    Hanna handed Hester her amulet. “Let’s find out.” 
 
    Hester repeated the process, and once again the floor darkened and a shape came out of the darkness. This one was like an oily blob, dark and shiny that grew until it resembled the shape of a man. 
 
    The demon looked around and then it turned to Hester. The shape had no eyes or ears, it was as if someone had taken an oil soaked blanket and put it over a man. 
 
    “Botzhar,” said Hester. 
 
    “What do you want mortal?” asked Botzhar. 
 
    Hester pointed to Hanna. “A great warrior would like you to join with her.” 
 
    Botzhar turned to Hanna and then looked back at Hester. “This one already has two spirits connected to it. Why does it need me?” 
 
    “A demon witch has been summoned to the mortal plane,” said Hester. “We need your strength to defeat her.” 
 
    “I know the demon witch you speak of. She comes to my realm and takes my kind and turns them into slaves.” Botzhar turned back to Hanna. As it did the demons shape changed from that of a man to one of a woman. “You will hunt this demon witch?” 
 
    Hanna nodded. “I will.” 
 
    Botzhar reached out and place its oily black hand on Hanna’s amulet. Then sunk back into the floor. 
 
    It seems Quivna makes friends everywhere she goes,” said Katla.  
 
    “Yes,” said Hester. “It is good that Quivna has made enemies. I doubt Botzhar would’ve agreed. Botzhar is one of the few demons that I’ve dealt with that shows little interest in the mortal plane.” 
 
    Hanna picked up her amulet and put it back on. She took a deep breath and allowed her magic to flow into the amulet. She felt the familiar presence of Thorodd and Anso’s spirits, and then there was something else. Where the link between her and the human spirits looked like a glowing string in her mind, the connection to Botzhar was different, like a tiny dark vine that grew up from the ground until it reached her. Hanna could feel the power of the demon, she pushed the demon back, seeing if she could control it separately from the spirits of Thorodd and Anso. When the presence of the demon faded and Thorodd and Anso remained, Hanna was relieved. So far having a demon spirit wasn’t bad. 
 
    Suddenly Koyo burst through the door. Blood covered his face and an arrow was embedded in his side. “Ambush, the others are in trouble. You must hurry.” 
 
    Hanna grabbed Koyo before he could fall to the floor. His wounds looked really bad. He’d lost too much blood and his pulse was weak. She looked at Katla and Hester. “Go. I will look to Koyo.” Hanna pushed aside the maps from the main room’s table and placed Koyo on it. She inspected the arrow wound, the blood was black. 
 
    Koyo smiled. “It was a glorious battle, Hanna. You would’ve been proud of old Koyo. He slayed four of those traitorous bastards before taking a single wound. Another half dozen fell before they got this damn arrow in me.” 
 
    “It will be fine, Koyo. We’ll find a healer and you’ll be back on your feet in no time.” 
 
    “Shhh. You were never a good liar, Hanna,” said Koyo. He reached out and touched Hanna’s amulet. “I know you need the gemstones for fighting demons. But if you have one more, I would ask you to create a spirit stone for Tayo.” 
 
    Hanna didn’t want Koyo to die. She had lost so many of her mentors already, and Koyo was more than just a mentor. He was a close and dear friend. “What if I want your spirit for my own?” 
 
    Koyo chuckled between grimaces of pain. “You are the daughter I never had, Hanna Halfblood. But Tayo is my son. A son I never was there for. He has the potential to be a great warrior, even better than his dear old dad, but he needs guidance. Let me be his guide from the spirit world. Let me make up for the years where I did nothing for him.” 
 
    “You honored a promise, they are alive because of the sacrifice you made, I would not call that nothing,” said Hanna. She reached into her pocket, and took out one of the last two gems she’d brought to Yanga. She placed it in his hand. Koyo brought the gemstone to his side, making sure he covered it in his blood. He then put it back in Hanna’s hand. “Go save the city, save Sharla.” 
 
    Hanna slipped the gemstone into her pocket. She put her hand on Koyo’s cheek. “Farewell, friend. Until our spirits meet in the next realm.” Moving swiftly, Hanna headed up the stairs and out of the bakery. The sounds of battle met her ears. Ahead she could see Katla and Hester had reached the fight. Tayo, Sharla, and a group of men she assumed were loyal to the king, were surrounded by Lord Blackpool’s men. Bodies lay all over the streets, as it seemed the ambush had taken many of the loyal forces already.  
 
    Katla and Hester moved fast. It reminded Hanna of the first demon warrior she’d fought. They waded into the crowd and bodies went flying. Hanna already knew how dangerous Katla was, and the demon spirit only made her more so, but it was Hester that intrigued her. The mild-mannered mage was blasting men, sending waves of energy at them that sent the hurling through the air, smashing them into buildings or other warriors.  
 
    Further up the street Hanna could see a large force of men coming at them. At the front of the lines were the witch and the pair of demon warriors. Hanna relaxed, letting her magic flow through her body. She could feel all three spirits flowing into her body, their power amplifying her own. She charged forward. 
 
    … 
 
    When Koyo came crashing into the hidden bakery basement, Katla knew that it was time to use her new demon spirit. There would be no time to test and experiment with her new power. She ran outside and immediately saw the situation. The men loyal to the king had been gathering and making their way to the meeting place under the bakery when Lord Blackpool’s men ambushed them. As other men loyal to the king came to meet them, they joined the fight, but the numbers were against them. 
 
    Katla opened her magic, letting the demon spirit Vedoch flow into her body. The power was undeniable. As she reached the first warriors, Katla felt like everyone else was moving in mud. She slashed the first man she met, and then crashed into the next. Her movement never slowed. She could hear the ribs of the man crack as her shoulder slammed into his chest. Beside her, was Hester. Whatever reservations he had about fighting before were gone. He was slamming people with magic, sending them flying in every direction. The men Sharla and her brother Edward had gone to find started to regroup as Katla and Hester pushed back the attackers. 
 
    Then Katla saw Hanna running past her. She looked up the road. More men were coming. And at the front of the line were a witch and two demon warriors. Seeing the demon warriors triggered Vedoch. The demon seethed, Katla could hear it in her head, attack. 
 
    Katla turned to Hester. Get these men organized. I’m going to help Hanna.” 
 
    Hester nodded and then returned to smashing people with his magic. 
 
    Katla ran, and was a few feet behind Hanna when the new witch with the demons started to rush in. Katla watched as Hanna, in one smooth but swift motion pulled her axe and shield from her back and spun around with her arms fully extended. The edge of Hanna’s shield and the blade of her axe struck the first group of men rushing in. Hanna then ducked under a blade while bringing her axe up into one man while her shield went down, smashing into the foot of another warrior. Hanna surged forward making her way towards the demons. Katla arrived behind her and started in on the mass of men Hanna left in her wake. 
 
    It was a slaughter. The men, so focused on Hanna and stopping her from reaching the demons, hardly even noticed Katla and by the time they did it was too late. Her blades moved with speed and precision, keeping two steps behind Hanna. The crowd of men started to fall away as the warriors realized they were facing two warriors instead of one. From behind her a wave of magical energy slammed into a group of warriors on her right. Hester was now moving towards the witch and demon warriors as well.  
 
    As Hanna reached the demon warriors the crowd of men separated. Behind her, Katla was still killing men, and the sounds of the king’s men regrouping and joining them reached her ears, but her focus was on the demon warriors in front of her. They were dressed as warriors and had a calm almost arrogant demeanor, as if they expected to walk through Hanna like they had every other warrior they’d faced in Yanga. 
 
    Hanna waited despite the rage she felt. Her anger at losing Koyo was filling her with a desire to destroy, a feeling she could tell Thorodd shared and Anso approved of. From what Hanna could tell, the demon Botzhar was indifferent to the situation. The demon warriors attacked as one. With wicked speed, they attacked. Their swords sliced through the air, attacking from two directions at once. But Hanna was ready and more than up to the task. She blocked with her shield on one side while her sword blocked all the attacks from the second demon. As fast and powerful as these demon warriors were, Hanna could match them move for move.  
 
    Suddenly, Katla was beside her, fighting the demon warrior on her left, leaving Hanna only one demon warrior to fight. From the corner of her eye, Hanna could see the witch fighting with Hester. His magical shield stopping a vicious looking whip that was no doubt poisoned. 
 
    Focusing on the demon warrior in front of her, Hanna attacked. The demon warrior was skilled, powerful and fast, but even that wasn’t enough. The demon warrior made a critical error, raising his arm too high in an attempt to land an overhand strike to her head. Hanna twisted, bringing her shield up high against his arm preventing it from coming down while her own sword stabbed into the man’s heart. The demon spirit let out an ear-piercing cry as it was sent back to its own realm in the seven hells. 
 
    Hanna turned to help her friends, but Katla was standing above the other demon warrior, both of her deadly blades buried in the eyes of the dead demon warrior. Hester had defeated the witch and was looking around for another target.  
 
    Another group of men loyal to the king came into the battle and were now routing Lord Blackpool’s men. Without the demon warriors, the attackers had lost their advantage, and were now paying the price. Soon all of Lord Blackpool’s men were scattering off the streets. 
 
    Edward and Sharon Pyrga walked up. Edward had a cut on his arm and Sharon had a bruised face, but other than those small wounds they looked okay. 
 
    “Koyo?” asked Sharon. 
 
    Hanna shook her head. 
 
    “We were on our way back to meet with you,” said Sharon. “But one of the men we thought loyal to the king was a spy and led Lord Blackpools’ men to us. We were trapped, but Koyo led a charge to break through their lines. He fought magnificently until that last arrow struck him. He just looked back at us and said “I think it is time I went and got reinforcements. I fear my use in this fight has come to an end. Goodbye my love.” 
 
    “If it weren’t for Koyo we would all be dead,” said Edward Pyrga. 
 
    “What happens now?” asked Hester. 
 
    “Without the demon warriors Lord Blackpool and his men no longer have the upper hand. There are still plenty of men loyal to the king that haven’t been organized yet. These are only a small percentage of them.” 
 
    “I think I will go take a look for Lord Blackpool,” said Katla. 
 
    Just then a bird flew into the group, swooping down out of the sky and landing on Hester’s shoulder. The bird wasn’t alive though. It was made of paper. 
 
    Hester took the paper bird off his shoulder and ran his hand down the birds back. The bird turned into an envelope. Hester opened the envelope and read the letter inside. “Katla, I’m afraid your search for Lord Blackpool is going to have to wait. The Fangris witches are on the move. Quivna is coming to Yanga, and she is using her magic to recruit all the men in every village between here and Eastfell. Thousands are under her spell.” 
 
    “You know this for certain?” asked Edward Pyrga. 
 
    “Yes. When we left Eastfell, I sent a message back to the Towers of Gorro. Masters Wolden and Brutis led a group to keep watch on the caves. They have been following the witches and have witnessed what happens in the villages.” 
 
    “We can’t let them get to Yanga,” said Edward. “We would be fighting our own people.” Edward looked around at the bodies on the ground. “We already may be. Many of these men are not from Yanga. They could have been under Quivna’s influence.” 
 
    Hanna turned to Hester. “If Quivna is sent back to hell, does the spell on the villagers end?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Hester. “When the demon returns to hell the spell will be broken.” 
 
    Hanna turned to Katla. “Ready to go hunting?” 
 
    Katla grinned. “Absolutely.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 17 
 
    Quivna 
 
    Finding the witches was easy. Master Wolden sent magical paper birds from every village the witches hit. The witches were zig zagging across the map, but the path they were taking was predictable. They were hitting all the largest villages and towns on the way to Yanga. Between Yanga and the witches were the towns of Burton and Elm Grove. The witches would hit Burton first, and then Elm Grove. 
 
    Hanna, Hester, and Katla ran as fast as they could, which with the demon powers they all now possessed, was an impressive sight. On two occasions, they ran past galloping horses. Not only was their speed enhanced, but their stamina as well. They ran all day and part of the night. Arga, the smaller of Terak’s two moons was full, while Duno was in quarter cycle, giving them plenty of light to see the road. Not that they needed it. As darkness came they discovered that their night vision was also enhanced by their demon spirits. 
 
    They slowed to a walk as they approached Elm Grove. 
 
    “From the last report from Master Wolden, they should be close to Elm Grove now. But they wouldn’t march all night. The people may be under Quivna’s influence but they don’t have special powers. They will need food and rest.” 
 
    “Five miles east of Elm Grove is a wide-open field with a creek running through it. It is a logical place for them to rest for the night.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t take us long to get there,” said Hester. “Not with our new powers.” 
 
    Hana thought about it. Hitting the witches camp at night wasn’t a bad plan. Most of the influenced villagers would be sleeping. Keeping them out of the battle. “So, we attack tonight.” 
 
    They started to run again. When they got to Elm Grove it was easy to see the witch army hadn’t arrived yet, so they kept moving. Soon they could see the torches surrounding the horde. 
 
    “Our priority is to find Quivna,” said Hester. He reached into his pack and pulled out a piece of paper. He started folding the paper. 
 
    “Magical canaries. They will tell us where Quivna is,” explained Katla as Hester folded. 
 
    “They will fly over the camp and stop over the most powerful demon. It is a slightly different spell than we used in the witch’s cave,” said Hester. 
 
    “If you wait until Hanna and I are in the camp that will be even more helpful,” said Katla. 
 
    Hester nodded. “They won’t go into the camp until I tell them.” 
 
    “Wait here,” said Katla. She then disappeared into the night.  
 
    “Where is she going?” asked Hester. 
 
    “Probably killing all the night watchmen on guard,” said Hanna. She hadn’t bothered trying to follow Katla. The assassin had far greater experience in this area. Hanna was a fighter, stealth wasn’t her forte. Katla on the other hand was trained in all skills needed for assassination. The King’s Guard were all trained to stop assassination, so they trained as assassins to better understand the ways of those trying to kill their king.  
 
    Hester frowned. “I see.” 
 
    “I doubt they would use villagers for guard duty. The people she will kill are not innocent. They are the warriors loyal to the witches or their hired warriors. Need I remind you what will happen if we don’t stop Quivna?” 
 
    “I understand. I just wish there was another way.” 
 
    Hanna appreciated that Hester didn’t like killing, but when your enemy comes looking for you, you have to react. 
 
    Minutes passed before Katla returned. “We can enter now.” 
 
    “Were any of the sentries demon warriors?” asked Hanna. 
 
    “Two,” said Katla. She turned to Hester. Wait four minutes and then let your birds go. Stay here until you see the sign.” 
 
    “What sign?” asked Hester. 
 
    “You’ll know it when you see it,” said Katla. 
 
    While Katla talked to Hester, Hanna prepared for battle. She thought about what they would face in the witch camp. Two more demon warriors were now gone, plus the two they had defeated in Yanga. There would only be a couple left. The witches supply of spirit stones would be used now unless they had found a second source of the magical gemstones. Barring that, the odds weren’t bad as long as they defeated Quivna. The powerful demon spirit was the key. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Hanna followed towards the camp. “You don’t want Hester joining us?” 
 
    “Hester has a hard time with killing. I don’t worry about him during the fight, I worry about what would happen to him afterwards,” said Katla. “Besides, of the three of us, Hester is the only one with healing magic.” 
 
    Katla had been right to leave Hester behind. It surprised Hanna that the woman who could kill so easily was so considerate of Hester’s feelings. Was the assassin interested in the mage? Whatever her reason, she was right. Hanna had seen the way Hester had hesitated when told that Katla was killing the guards. For his own sake, it would be better if he missed the first part of this fight. Later, if needed, Hester could contribute. His magical birds, if they marked Quivna would be all Hanna needed. 
 
    They slipped through the woods along the outside of the meadow where the army of Quivna had camped. A cloud was covering Duno, but it looked like it would clear at any minute so they couldn’t rely on the darkness as their ally. Leaving the woods, they crept forward. Hanna spotted the body of one of the sentries. She ignored it and kept following Katla further into the enemy camp. The sounds of men sleeping filled the air. Deep steady breathing and the occasional snore. Most of the men were sleeping on the ground with only a blanket, some had been more industrious and gone into the forest to grab fresh tree branches to make a bed with. 
 
    In the middle of the camp was a fire. Katla started towards the fire. As they drew closer, Katla stopped and pointed towards a group of people sitting around the fire. Katla leaned in and whispered. Half of the witches are in that group. The other half are sleeping. I’m going to visit the sleeping ones. Hester’s little birds will soon be here.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Hanna waited nervously for the birds. Soon she would be fighting with the demon witch. Her nerves would be fine during the fight, but now, the moments before a big battle were often the hardest. With so much at stake, nothing short of sending the demon witch back to hell would be an acceptable outcome, even if it cost her her own life. Hanna needed to kill her, no matter what. She looked over at Katla. The former King’s Guard was calm and had a look of determination on her face. Just seeing the capable warrior at her side make Hanna comfortable. Hanna gave Katla a nod. It was time for Katla to find the witches who’d brought Quivna back, and make sure they joined Quivna in hell.  
 
    Katla snuck off, going around the fire towards the sleeping witches. Many of whom would never wake again. But Hanna didn’t feel sorry for them, if the witches got their way, thousands would die and those who lived would be their slaves, entrapped by Quivna’s magic. 
 
    Hanna watched the sky for the tiny little magical birds, finally the flock flew over the fire, swirling about the group of witches talking. Hanna groaned. She already suspected it was one of them. She needed something more exact. Suddenly the flock of magical birds dived down at one young witch. The birds swirled around her. That’s more like it, thought Hanna as the magical birds swirled around the witch. 
 
    Thank you, Hester, thought Hanna. She now knew exactly who to kill. The young witch was attractive, but her eyes, black as polished black onyx showed the truth; the demon witch was in her. 
 
    As Hanna started to run towards the young witch, Quivna stood and raised her hands and started chanting. The magical canaries all went up in flames and then the ashes fluttered to the ground. Quivna looked around for the source of the birds and spotted Hanna running at her. 
 
    While Hanna ran, she focused on her magical connection to the spirit stone. Her three spirits flowed through her. Power surged through her, as her spirits, human and demon joined her. 
 
    Quivna scowled and fired magical balls of flame at Hanna. 
 
    As the deadly magical balls of flame flew towards her, Hanna ducked, twisted and jump through the air avoiding them demon witch’s attacks. As she drew closer she was forced towards the camp’s fire pit. Soon only the fire stood between Hanna and Quivna. With a loud war cry, Hanna jumped over the fire and brought her axe down to strike Quivna. A fireball zinged past her head as she attempted to finish the demon witch with one might swing of her axe. 
 
    Quivna raised her hand and a magical shield went up. Hanna went face first into the shield and then bounced off it crashing to the ground. Quivna walked up to Hanna, pulling out a bullwhip. Quivna moved her magical shield over Hanna so that she was pinned to the ground. She then started striking Hanna with the bullwhip. 
 
    Each lash of the whip struck Hanna with deadly force. Even Hanna’s troll skin dress was getting cut by the witch’s whip. But Hanna was stuck, the energy shield had her pinned to the ground. Even with the strength of three spirits, Hanna couldn’t move. Her heart pounded, she knew she was in trouble. If she couldn’t escape the witch’s energy shield she would be whipped to death. Hanna struggled with all her might, but the energy shield held. Hanna was stuck and each blow of Quivna’s whip weakened Hanna faster. Her time was running out. 
 
    “Foolish mortal, did you think you would kill me? You are no match for me. You wouldn’t even make a good slave. I will scatter your bones to the four corners of the world for daring to attack me,” said a booming voice that couldn’t have belonged to the young witch holding the bullwhip. Quivna was speaking. “When I am done with you I will find your friends and kill them. When I am ruler of this land I shall send warriors to your homeland. Everyone you love will die for your insolence.” 
 
    Anger surged through Hanna’s body. Rage, her own and that of her spirts, fueled her. She pushed against the energy shield with more force than she had ever used before, but still she couldn’t get free. Quivna was too powerful.  
 
    Let me speak to her, said Botzhar in Hanna’s mind. Hanna was surprised to hear the demon in her mind. Neither Thorodd or Anso was able to speak to her, except during her dreams. But Hanna didn’t have time to reflect on the difference between Botzhar and her human spirits. Quivna was whipping her ass, literally. And soon she would be whipped to death. There was nothing to lose by giving her own demon control. Desperate for a chance to break free, Hanna gave Botzhar control over her voice. 
 
    Hanna didn’t recognize the sounds coming out of her own mouth. She was speaking in tongues. But as Botzhar spoke, Quivna dropped her whip and covered her ears.  
 
    “No. It isn’t possible,” said Quivna as she stepped away. 
 
    Hanna followed Botzhar’s lead as the demon moved her body towards Quivna. 
 
    “You should be dead,” said Quivna. Fear and confusion filled the demon witch as it stumbled back.  
 
    “You should’ve stayed in you little corner of hell,” said Botzhar. This time Hanna understood what the demon was saying. “This time when you go back to hell, it will be to my realm. You seemed to like visiting when you stole my family away to make your slaves.” 
 
    Quivna growled and pulled a wicked looking knife from her belt. “We’ll see who gets sent back.” Quivna attacked, slicing at Hanna’s torso. The blade sliced open a cut on Hanna’s midsection, adding another to the collection she’d started with her bullwhip. Hanna narrowly avoided the next attack as well. 
 
    Finish her, said Botzhar to Hanna as the demon released its control over Hanna’s body. Gladly, thought Hanna as she raised her shield to block the witch’s attack. Behind her, Hanna could hear an explosion as the camp fire suddenly roared to life, the flames jumping towards the sky. It was the signal for Hester to join the fight. Katla was either in trouble or had been discover and needed his help. Hester would have to be the one to help Katla as Hanna was starting to feel the effects of Quivna’s attacks. She wasn’t slowed, but her energy was fading fast. Hanna ignored the fire and focused on her battle as she surged forward trying to attack the demon witch with her shield and axe. But Quivna was too fast, and ducked under or side stepped each attack. 
 
    “Your mortal is weak,” mocked Quivna. “I will tear her heart out and eat it.” 
 
    Hanna could feel Anso’s spirit telling her to let go of the shield and axe. Anso wanted to fight with her eagle’s claw blades. While Thorodd’s spirit allowed Hanna to excel with the shield and axe, she’d grown up fighting and training with the daggers. She dropped the shield and axe, drawing her daggers. 
 
    Quivna laughed. “You should’ve kept your shield, you would’ve lived longer.” 
 
    Hanna ignored the demon witch’s taunts. Instead she focused on her magical connection to the spirit stone pouring as much of her own energy into it as she could. Like a valve was being opened, Hanna could feel more of the spirits power entering her body. Everything the spirits had to give, all their reserves were now flowing through Hanna for one last desperate fight. If Hanna didn’t defeat Quivna soon her energy stores, human and magical would be done. 
 
    Quivna attacked again. Jumping forward with a slashing attack meant to open Hanna’ guts. But Hanna spun, letting the demon witches arm goes past her, Hanna spun again, as she turned her arm straighten and her blade whipped around until it slammed home into the young witches back. 
 
    Quivna screamed. A blood curling sound that could be heard for miles. “No, this can’t happen,” cried the demon witch. 
 
    Hanna buried her second blade in the demon witches host body. She wasn’t going to give the evil bitch a chance to escape. 
 
    When the witch died, the spirit stone broke. Hanna could see the demon spirit leaving the body, dragged under the ground. Presumably to the realm of Botzhar, where Hanna could only imagine what punishment the demon witch’s spirit was going to face for stealing creatures from Botzhar’s realm. 
 
    Looking around, Hanna realized that the fight was over. While she’d been fighting Quivna, Katla had been dealing with the witches. Katla and Hester were both standing nearby looking at Hanna. Hanna gave her friends a half smile and nod. She was grateful to see both of them alive. 
 
    The villagers, no longer under Quivna’s control walked around like they were coming out of a long sleep. They talked with each other and glanced around nervously, but no one attacked. They no longer cared to destroy Yanga. 
 
    Hanna started to walk towards Katla and Hester, but as she tried to move forward she fell to her knees. She was unbelievably exhausted. Pulling on the spirits powers had drained her of her own energy. She felt like she would sleep for a year. Confused, Hanna looked to her friends. 
 
    Hester smiled as if he understood what she was thinking. “Don’t worry, Hanna. You’ve used too much magical energy. Your body needs to recover now. We’ll get you back to the Lady. You can sleep now.” 
 
    Katla nodded in agreement. “You did it, Hanna. You defeated Quivna. It is time to regain your energy.” 
 
    Hanna wanted to stay awake, a warrior didn’t fall asleep the second a battle was over, but her eyes started to close, she was so tired. It’s okay. Go to sleep. Your world is safe from Quivna now said Botzhar in her mind. Hanna could feel Thorodd and Anso’s spirits as well. They might not be able to talk but she could sense their agreement. The world was safe. For now. 
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 1 
 
    Hanna at Sea  
 
    The strong wind raced across the deck of the Bright Eye, blowing Hanna’s hair back, and her blouse rippled across her chest giving the sailors who dared to look a glimpse at her curves. Her bare midriff, flat and toned, showed many scars, and Hanna was proud of them. She’d earned each and every one of them. 
 
    As they sailed east, Hanna admired the speed and responsiveness of their new vessel. The Bright Eye was a small and sleek brigantine they’d captured during an attempted attack from the Black Sword Gang. One of the more notorious pirate organizations. This brigantine was significantly smaller than the merchant ships the Stoneblood Trading Company used, but what it gave up in cargo space it made up with speed and agility. It was no wonder the ship was preferred by pirates. 
 
    “She’s a beauty, Captain,” First Mate Dilare said. 
 
    “Yes. I should send the Black Swords a thank you note.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’d appreciate that,” Dilare said with a smirk. “Just like they appreciate the three other vessels of theirs we’ve destroyed in the last year.” 
 
    Hanna shrugged. “If they value their ships so much perhaps they should stop using them to steal our cargos.” 
 
    Dilare shook her head. “Fat chance that happens. Any merchant ship leaving Northern Solotine is going to be a target.” 
 
    “Yes. You are right.” Hanna knew exactly what Dilare was talking about. The market for black steel weapons had increased dramatically in the last few years. Rumor had it that the Sacred Blood were the biggest buyers and were taking everything they could get their hands on. Why they were hoarding weapons was the mystery. The dragon fanatics turned weapons dealers had plenty of customers, but to Hanna’s knowledge there were no major wars going on. Aside from the far east, the Stoneblood Trading Company had connections in almost every kingdom. None were reporting a war on the scale that would justify the increased demand in weapons. It was something to keep an eye on. But, in the meantime, they would keep destroying, or in the case of the Bright Eye taking, pirate ships that tried to attack them. The positive effect of the increased pirate activity was some of their competitors in the shipping industry had lost entire cargos to pirates and now the Stoneblood Shipping Company was the busiest they’d ever been. Which was why Hanna was using the new ship and not the Lady of the Evening for this voyage. All the merchant ships were fully scheduled, and they couldn’t justify taking one all the way to Caruana on a mission that wasn’t trade related. Sure, they’d loaded enough goods to make it a profitable venture, but still her main reason for the trip was to explore and search for information regarding her missing father. 
 
    The Bright Eye was one of two ships that had attacked the Lady of the Evening because of the mysterious mage who’d wanted her supply of spirit stones. Where the mage was from, or who he worked for, were unknown. The only things Hanna knew was the man wore Caruana leather and had knowledge of her father. Traveling to Caruana was a desperate attempt to find out more about the connection between the mage and her father, but it was the only lead she had. Her father’s disappearance had been a complete mystery. And for the mage to bring up his name had been a shock. Hanna was determined to track down any information she could. 
 
    “Want me to take the wheel. It looks like Tayo is eager for another lesson,” Dilare said. 
 
    Happy for a distraction from her brooding, Hanna nodded. Tayo was growing more like his father every day. Despite not knowing Koyo for most of his life, Tayo was like a younger version of her dear friend. Koyo’s dying request had been a spirit stone for Tayo, so he could connect with his son in a way he’d never been able to in life. Now, Tayo was going through what Hanna had when she’d gained Thorodd’s spirit. Learning to share one’s body with a spirit wasn’t easy. 
 
    “Captain, shall we dance?” Tayo asked with a wink. 
 
    Hanna couldn’t help but smile at the cocky young man. He was basically her own age, but in so many ways seemed younger, more innocent. “Yes, I do believe I could use a little exercise.” 
 
    Hanna stepped towards the weapons rack and, instead of grabbing her axe, picked up a heavy glaive. 
 
    Tayo frowned. She’d never sparred with him using a glaive before. But to his credit he didn’t complain about the new weapon. Instead, he lifted his sword and shield and took a defensive stance. 
 
    Hanna picked up the hefty weapon and let it rest on her shoulder blades. The glaive, aside from her eagle claw daggers, was the first weapon she’d learned to use as a child. She’d thought it had been her father’s influence that made her start with the heavy glaive, but later she’d found out her mother had been the one behind the decision. Her mother had been the one to teach her father to use a glaive, a fact that had come as quite a shock to Hanna, who’d never seen her mother use a weapon. 
 
    Casually walking towards Tayo, Hanna turned and started moving at an angle, making him shift his feet as he waited for her attack. With practiced ease, Hanna suddenly exploded into action. Pulling hard with her right hand, Hanna used her neck as a pivot and the glaive whipped around in a tight arc.  
 
    Tayo raised his shield to block the ferocious attack and her glaive struck the shield. The momentum of the attack sent Tayo sprawling backwards. 
 
    Hanna followed up the whip like motion with a jab, using the glaive like a spear. As she jabbed past the shield she jerked hard, sending the back of her blade into the shield, pushing it to the side. She jabbed again, this time stopping with her blade beside Tayo’s neck. 
 
    Embarrassed by his quick defeat, Tayo looked around at the crew to see if anyone was laughing at his expense. But to his relief no one was. The older crew members had all sparred with Hanna and knew what Tayo was experiencing, and the new members were too in awe of her to dare laugh. 
 
    “What did you do wrong?” Hanna asked as she pulled her blade away from his neck. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Tayo admitted. 
 
    “Did you not feel Koyo’s spirit? What was it trying to do?” asked Hanna. One of the hardest things about learning to fight with a spirit stone was allowing the spirit to move your body in a way you weren’t intending to move. 
 
    Tayo frowned as he thought about the sequence of events. “My feet weren’t set properly.” 
 
    Hanna nodded. “That was your first mistake. Everything after that just compounded matters. The glaive is a heavy weapon, just like an ax, if you aren’t properly set it will knock you back off balance even with a smaller person like me yielding it. Let’s start again. This time, don’t concentrate so much what you think you need to do. Concentrate on that feeling of Koyo pulling you towards where you need to be. Koyo is far more experienced than you when it comes to sparring against a glaive. Let him guide you.” 
 
    Tayo reset and nodded for Hanna to attack when she was ready. 
 
    Instead of stalking and making him shift, Hanna just attacked. She lunged forward with a double hand overhead attack. 
 
    Tayo flinched then raised his shield. The blow struck his shield and sent him a half step backwards. He was still resisting Koyo’s spirit. 
 
    Knowing how much she’d struggled with the same issues, Hanna just took a step back and let Tayo reset. The only way he was going to learn to fight as a spirit warrior was repetition, or necessity. Some of her own best progress had come from desperation, not practice. There was something about almost dying that liberated one from bad habits. Hopefully, Tayo would learn the longer way through repetition and instruction, not by being faced with death. Hanna attacked again and again. Each time she varied her attacks, not letting him know what was coming and each time Tayo failed. She could see Koyo’s influence, but it was taking him too long to accept it.  
 
    After a solid hour of training, Hanna stopped. “That is enough for today.” 
 
    Tayo looked frustrated and tired. 
 
    “You’re doing fine, Tayo. Learning how to fight as a spirit warrior is very difficult, it goes against most of the training you’ve already learned.” 
 
    “I can feel him, I know when he is pushing and pulling me towards a position, but they feel so unnatural.” 
 
    “Work on your forms then. Don’t even bother with sparring. Just get used to the feel of having that second influence and accepting it. As you become more in sync with how you do each maneuver it only becomes a subtle pull instead of a jarring one. With time you become accustomed to each other and fight as one. That is when you’ll truly understand how powerful you can be. And trust me, learning to fight with one spirit is much easier than multiple.” 
 
    Tayo laughed. “I can’t even imagine. Thank you for the advice.” 
 
    Hanna returned to the helm.  
 
    “He’s good,” Dilare said. “He’s not ready yet, but I can see it. He’ll be a fine addition to the crew.” 
 
    “And what about our other new crew members? What is your opinion on them?” 
 
    “Toma and Giant? They will be fine. They were on the Drunken Damsel crew for over a year. They can handle themselves,” Dilare said. 
 
    Hanna nodded. She’d been so preoccupied with her own adventures that her role in the company had been reduced. She didn’t know everyone like she once had. Toma was a hard worker but reserved. While Giant, another hard worker, was outgoing, cheerful, and a bit of a joker. His name was more apt as a description of his personality than his physical size as he was the smallest member of the fighting crew. Nino Baz and his son, Lohan, made up the rest of the fighting crew. The rest of the ship’s crew would fight when necessary, but it was the small fighting crew who mattered the most in a fight. It was the fighting crew who would board enemy ships as a counterattack to any attempts to take the ship. 
 
    Hanna’s thoughts were almost prophetic, as one of the crew called down from the crow’s nest. “Sail ho.” 
 
    “It looks like you might get to thank the Black Sword Gang personally,” Dilare said. “If I’m not mistaken that is their flag.” 
 
    It was strange, they were far out of the normal hunting grounds of the Black Sword Gang. The pirates preferred to stay in the waters to the west of Droll, where they could use the vast number of small islands as cover while they stalked the trade routes between Solotine, Droll, Mykoznia, and Creyta. The Bright Eye was already far to the southeast of any of those routes. “What do you think, Dilare?” 
 
    Dilare shielded her eyes as she examined the pirate ship. “They have the advantage if the wind doesn’t shift. I don’t know if we can outrun them. But they are far enough away that it will take a day or two for them to catch us. However, there is a storm on the horizon heading our way, and from the looks of it, a big one.” 
 
    Hanna looked at the black skies ahead and frowned. Their options were limited. Turn and face the pirates, or head into the storm and hope to evade them without fighting. It went against her nature to avoid a fight, but she had a mission to fulfil. With a little luck, it would be a quick little storm and they’d be through it. “OK. Full sails. We’ll give them a run and see what happens. Storm be damned.” Hanna had to smile. She’d never given the command to run away from another ship before. It was a strange thing to do. Normally, her ships were pirate hunters and welcomed the attack. The Lady of the Evening was a wolf in sheep’s clothing, but the Bright Eye was a different story, it was a darting little fox. 
 
    … 
 
    The Bright eye careened with the crashing waves, dancing atop the raging seas as a perilous storm threatened to tear the sails from the mast. Lightning ripped through the sky, lighting the impossibly dark clouds with a glowing neon blue. The thunder and the torrential rain sung a song so loud and fierce that Hanna was unable to hear her crew as they readied for battle.  
 
    The deck was the furthest thing from stable as the ship ebbed and flowed with the waves. The ship tipped to the left, allowing a giant wave to crash upon the deck. The icy-cold waters chilled Hanna upon first touch but she had more important things to worry about than freezing to death. This was a storm like she’d never seen before.  
 
    The wind whipped her hair across her face as she stared over the railing of the ship. Just a few meters to the right of them was the ship of their enemy, the Black Sword Gang. The pirates had followed them for the previous twenty-four hours. Hanna had hoped they would turn around once they saw the storm approaching but they followed them into the dangerous tides and now, they were stuck in the precarious situation of simply waiting.  
 
    Waiting for the storm to pass or waiting for their ships to collide. Hanna wasn’t optimistic for the former. She wasn’t worried about taking the pirates head-on in battle—even with a smaller crew, she’d easily be able to dispatch them, if only the weather permitted. She was worried that neither she or the other crew were going to be able to steady their ships and avoid the both of them sinking to the depths at the bottom of the seas.  
 
    There was a reason sailors and pirates never ventured too far southeast. The farther one travelled south or east, the more dangerous it became. Caruana was as far east as most sailors ever ventured to travel, and it was too far from Solotine to be part of their normal trade routes, but she reasoned that she didn’t have a choice. The mage had mentioned her father by name and there was nothing in the world that was going to stop her from following up on that lead; not the deadliest of storms and not some stinking pirates.  
 
    Tayo stood on one side of her and Dilare stood on the other. 
 
    “We’re taking on too much water,” Dilare screamed, her wet hair flat against her head and raindrops spattering against her lips.  
 
    Hanna only nodded to indicate she had heard her. They were at the mercy of the seven hells and all they could do was wait. She kept a close eye on the other ship though to make sure they didn’t attempt anything.  
 
    Standing guard near the edge of the railing, Nino Baz and his son were in place with their swords drawn. They were prepared to disenfranchise any cross-ship boarding. But not even pirates were crazy enough to attempt such an act of stupidity during such a cruel and unusual storm. At least she hoped they weren’t that crazy. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Hanna watched as Toma and Giant secured themselves to the main pole. It wasn’t a bad idea as many a sailor had fallen overboard in far calmer seas than this. 
 
    A bolt of lightning tunneled into the sea in the near distance. There was no end in sight for the storm and the pirate ship was too close, they were in danger of being smashed and likely capsized. Hanna could no longer wait. She needed to do something. She grabbed hold of Tayo’s shoulder and ordered for him to follow her.  
 
    They ran around the cabin along a narrow corridor between planks of wood on either side of them. Their boots slushed through the ankle-high water and, just as they were about to reach the stern, the ships collided.  
 
    Hanna stumbled backward, her head slamming against the wooden wall behind her. She watched, almost in slow motion, as Tayo’s body was thrown over the side of the ship, landing on the deck of the enemies’ ship.  
 
    There was no time to think. There was no time to weigh her options. She instinctively reached for her glaive, but it was back at the helm, so she grabbed a dagger from her boot instead and jumped from the Bright Eye and onto the pirate’s ship.  
 
    She readied the weapon in front of her as a crew of pirates raced towards her. She was outnumbered, outflanked, and on enemy territory. Worst of all, Tayo didn’t seem to be conscious, so she was all alone.  
 
    If it weren’t for the nagging feeling in the back of her mind that her ship was about to sink to the bottom of the sea, it would have been a far less difficult fight, but she was too distracted. She stepped over Tayo’s body and readied herself to fight with the dagger in one hand and the shield in the other.  
 
    She dispatched of the first two pirates with ease. The first she sent over the railing and into the cold sea with the blunt of her shield, and she kicked the other one backwards with her foot. By the time he recovered, she stuck her knife in his gut and kicked him backwards once more, just in time for another pirate to trample over his dying body.  
 
    From within, she could feel the three spirits vying for control. They weren’t working in unison as she had become accustomed to. It worried her that the three of them wrestled with each other for control because it made her feel as if they were afraid.  
 
    She was afraid, and Hanna Halfblood was never afraid. It had to have had something to do with the reason she was out on the high seas in the first place. She was so close to following up on the only lead she had ever had since her father went missing, and she was damned if she was going to go down without a fight.  
 
    The storm weighed heavily on her and she was tired, but no matter how bad things looked, she wasn’t the type of girl to give up. She prepared herself for the next onslaught of pirates. She closed her eyes for the shortest of moments and worked to calm the infighting between the three spirits. She allowed her grandfather’s calm strength in, allowed her mentor’s steady hand, and, finally, allowed the fortitude of the demon.  
 
    She was one step ahead of each of the men as they tried to take her over. Each of them either ended on the deck in a pool of blood or were thrown over the side. Once she had dispatched them all, she placed the dagger back into her boot.  
 
    She dropped to her knees, slapped Tayo in the face to wake him, then dragged him to his feet. He slumped one arm over her shoulder and the two of them stepped to the railing. She would need to time the jump perfectly lest the two of them end up in the raging sea.  
 
    She cautiously kept an eye out for any straggling pirates but thankfully didn’t see any. The crashing of the waves brought the two ships perilously close together once more, and the wooden vessels crunched and scraped together. Hanna assisted Tayo over the railing first then hopped the ledge just before the stormy seas pulled the ships back apart.  
 
    Tayo, breathless, dropped to take a seat. The water on deck splashed just above his waist but he was too tired to move. Hanna raced to the helm to meet Dilare and the fighting crew.  
 
    She leaned in close to her first mate and yelled, “I need you to take Toma and Giant, board the ship and try to steer it away from us.”  
 
    “You’re insane,” she screamed back, “but I’m insane too.” 
 
    “It’s the only way,” Hanna screamed and placed a comforting palm on Dilare’s shoulder. “Don’t steer it too far away in case one of the ships takes on too much water. This will give us options if something should happen.”  
 
    Dilare nodded in affirmation and rounded up the two men to take with her as well as a few deckhands to help assist in manning the pirate ship. The five of them ran to the side of the creaking ship and waited for the other ship to come close enough to board.  
 
    Hanna grabbed the wheel and gave it a hard turn to the right. She grinded her teeth together, using all her might to help steer the Bright Eye, but it was no use against the powerful storm.  
 
    Suddenly, the pirate ship slammed against the Bright Eye. The blow was strong enough to send everyone on deck to the ground. Hanna’s entire body went under the accumulating water on deck and when she sat up, she was forced to clear the salty water from her eyes. The taste of salt threatened to drown her.  
 
    She swallowed a nervous lump in her throat as she watched her crew board the other ship. They made a beeline for the helm, but with a flash of lightning that highlighted the pirate’s vessel, she understood her worst fears were about to transpire. The ship was taking on water in the hull and already it was buckling backwards.  
 
    “Abort,” Hanna screamed, but she knew Dilare couldn’t hear her over the storm. She raced towards the side of the ship and screamed out again. “Stop!”  
 
    Dilare spun her head to face Hanna. She had gotten her attention, but she still couldn’t hear her.  
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Hanna watched as a tall man in a black cloak emerged from the rear of the ship. Was he a pirate? No, he didn’t look one. He had to have been a mage. Hanna readied herself to leap to the other side, but the ships pulled apart, and the distance between them became too great.  
 
    Her eyes widened as the nameless mage held out an open palm, and quicker than she had ever seen it done before, the mage created a sphere of hot red fire. It grew bigger and bigger until it lit the entirety of both ships.  
 
    She had to do something, but what...  
 
    “No,” Hanna screamed. She raced forward, her boots kicking against the pooling water. When she didn’t think she could run any faster, she allowed the spirit of the demon to take over her body. Her grandfather and her mentor were great fighters, but the demon had no limits when it came to exertion. She lunged towards the mage, but it was too late.  
 
    The ball of fire landed squarely against her, knocking her onto her back. She looked up to the stormy sky first then to her side. That’s when her biggest fear came to pass. She just knew both ships were going to find themselves at the bottom of the seas.  
 
    The Bright Eye split in half, the water draining into the crater forming between the cracks. The last thing she saw before she fell into the open pit of the sea was Tayo reaching out to grab her, but all he could grab onto was the necklace around her neck.  
 
    She felt a quick tug and the chain broke.  
 
    She watched as Tayo let out a blood-curdling scream as she fell into the water...  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 2 
 
    Prisoner 
 
    The mage walked down the narrow, damp, stone hallway. At the end of the corridor he pulled a large key ring out of his pocket and opened the first lock, the second, and finally the third lock. With a loud click he pushed down the handle and gave the heavy iron door a push. He entered the cell and closed the door behind him.  
 
    The cell was small, a grown man could touch both sides without stretching. The only light in the room came from a tiny window which was reinforced with heavy iron bars. The only other feature of note in the cell was the small hole in the corner that acted as a latrine. 
 
    “Time to wake up, Merdem. It’s story time.” 
 
    The prisoner opened his eyes at the mage’s words. He lifted himself off the floor into a cross-legged position with his back to one of the walls. His voice cracked as he attempted to talk. 
 
    The mage shook his head. “My apologies. It seems the guards have been slacking in their duties. Here you go.” 
 
    The mage handed Merdem a flask. 
 
    Merdem accepted it and took a long swig. He then stared at the mage. He took another long swig then spoke. “You’ve news of my family?” 
 
    “Indeed. I know how much you enjoy learning of that beautiful wife of yours, and that exceptionally willful daughter. Unfortunately, I do have some bad news to pass along. Your father-in-law, the great Thorodd Stoneblood, is dead.” 
 
    Merdem frowned at the news. “You killed him?” 
 
    “No, we had nothing to do with it. It was a witches’ coven who arranged it. A clever bit of business too. They kidnapped the sister of a Mykoznian King’s Guard and made a deal. Nobody knows more about assassination than them, well almost nobody. Anyways, where was I? Oh, yes. The woman killed your father-in-law. It seemed one of Thorodd’s trading partners had discovered a source of soul gems, or spirit stones as some prefer to call them. The witches intended to use them for an evil plot.” The mage smiled. “Of course, they hadn’t taken your daughter into account. You’ll be pleased to hear Thorodd managed to convince his assassin to deliver a spirit stone, covered in his dying blood, to her. And, well, you know that heritage. Your daughter is now a spirit warrior. Old Thorodd’s spirit will be guiding her to the end of her days.” 
 
    Merdem closed his eyes and smiled at that. The death of Thorodd was troubling, but at least his spirit was still connected to Hanna’s. His father-in-law’s family had strong magical bloodlines and it didn’t surprise him to hear that his own daughter, Hanna, shared that magical connection to her grandfather. There hadn’t been a Stoneblood mage in centuries, but Merdem’s own family bloodlines were filled with magic users perhaps his marriage to the Stoneblood bloodline had reinvigorated the magical bloodlines? Or perhaps magic was returning to Solotine on its own. It truly didn’t matter how Hanna had gotten her magic, what mattered was that she had. The mages who held him were powerful, and if they went after her, she’d need all the help she could get.  
 
    The mage chuckled. “I thought you might like that. But don’t worry, the story gets more interesting. Your daughter goes to your old friend, Anso, for help. He teaches her about spirit magic, but the witches send a demon warrior who kills poor Anso. But, again, Hanna’s mentor manages to use his own blood to connect himself to Hanna’s spirit stone.” 
 
    Merdem’s brow furrowed. Anso had been a good friend and mentor, and his loss would be mourned. However, the news that Hanna had two spirits was confusing and exciting all at once. Even in the old tales Thorodd had told of his ancestors, there had never been a mention of a spirit warrior taking in multiple spirits. He hoped she would be able to handle it, but it certainly proved what he’d always believed of his daughter, her potential as a warrior was something special. 
 
    “And you would think your daughter would use those spirits to avenge her grandfather. You know how those northerners are about vendetta, and your people are just as bad. But no. Would you believe your daughter made an alliance with the woman who assassinated Thorodd? It’s true. Together they joined forces with a meddlesome mage from the Towers of Gorro. I still haven’t been able to find out how that transpired, but the happy little trio ended up battling a demon. It seems the witches’ coven’s whole plan was to use the spirit stones Thorodd had been trying to trade for to create an army for this demon to take over the world with.” The mage shook his head. “Luckily for us, your daughter and her new friends handled the situation. That would’ve made our lives here very awkward, could you imagine a demon army wandering around causing untold chaos. What a pain that would be. Oops, I got sidetracked there. As I was saying, your daughter and her new allies decided to take on the demon themselves. Or rather by using demon spirits. I don’t know which demons they used. But I can confirm that your daughter and her allies all connected with demon spirits. And it worked. They killed the demon and saved humanity. All very heroic, don’t you think. She even managed to kill one of our mages, who was sent to retrieve the spirit stones.” 
 
    Merdem’s eyes grew narrow and his nostrils flared, but he said nothing. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose you would be angry at hearing that we attempted to kill your daughter. Perfectly natural response. However, you can see our position on the matter can’t you. Every day your daughter lives she becomes stronger. That damn Stoneblood heritage gives her frightening abilities. That, and her propensity to accumulate powerful allies, makes her rather dangerous. But I will make you a deal. Give us what we want, and we won’t kill her.” 
 
    Merdem closed his eyes. “You know I’ll never give you what you want. All these years and you haven’t broken me. You think I would give it up now? My daughter was raised to be a warrior. Send all the men you want. All you would do is make her mad. I would like to see that. When she was young I would purposely agitate her during sparring sessions. Her temper is something to behold. I can only imagine what it would be like with Thorodd, Anso, and a demon fueling her with energy.” 
 
    The mage sighed. “Merdem, why do you resist? All these years of torture and confinement could end. You could join the spirit world and watch over your daughter like the rest of the men in her life. We were perfectly willing to leave her out of our business, but now she’s killed two of ours. Your daughter is going to suffer in ways you are very familiar with and some you can’t even imagine. But you could stop that. Just give us what we want, and she can be spared.” 
 
    Merdem opened his eyes and smiled. “You should run. If she’s even gotten a whiff of an idea that you’re hunting her she won’t rest until you are destroyed.” 
 
    “Not if we destroy her first. You’ve had your chance, Merdem, now I’ve no choice but to send our hunters out to get her.” 
 
    Merdem felt a shiver go down his spine. He knew the mage’s threat wasn’t idle. The hunters were killers like none he’d seen before. Even Hanna, with her spirit powers, would be in trouble if she were caught off-guard. Merdem recited a small prayer for his daughter. She’d need all the help she could get to face this new challenge.  
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    Katla’s demons 
 
    Down in a little hollow, carved out among the sea of cliffs that lined the ports of Yanga, Katla and Hester trained daily. There was no imminent threat but they both understood the power they held and were dead set on harnessing that power for good when the time would come.  
 
    Vedoch was a stranger in Katla’s own mind, body, and soul. The demon was a stranger that had taken up residence through the power of the bloodstone Hester and Hanna had imbued to prepare her to help assist in the battle against the Fangri coven of witches. They had won that battle but, from experience, Katla knew there would be more battles on the horizon. It was only a matter of time.  
 
    Katla had always been a fighter. From the time she was a little girl, she had trained to be a member of the King’s Guard. It was an important job handed only to the most qualified girls. She had trained for years and escaped the pitfall of death so many other girls had fallen into during their training. After her sister recklessly joined a coven of witches, she was forced to leave her old life behind and had to hang up her duties as a King’s Guard. She became an assassin for hire, or in her case in exchange for the life of her sister, and her target was none other than Thorodd Stoneblood of the Stoneblood Trading Company. His blood was the cost of her sister’s freedom.  
 
    Fate would have it that she would soon find herself entangled on a heroic journey with Stoneblood’s granddaughter, Hanna Halfblood. The two formed an uneasy truce, and, with the assistance of Hester Porel, a mage, would defeat the coven of witches whom had sought to unleash an ancient demon onto the world with the express purpose of ruling the entirety of the lands.  
 
    When the dust settled, Hanna and her men returned home to Irontide. Katla stayed in Yanga to watch over her family and welcomed her new friend, Hester, into her house as the two of them sought to master their burgeoning powers.  
 
    And just like every other day prior, the two trained along the sandy shores of the ocean. Waves crashed against the cliffs and sprayed overtop the rocks that lined that coast. Ocean water drenched Katla’s back as she stepped backward. She gripped a dagger tightly in each hand as she watched Hester carefully. She was waiting for him to make his move and was growing impatient.  
 
    The two of them locked eyes as if they were about to be engaged in mortal combat. That was a part of the training. If they were going to really learn to control their demons, then they needed it to be as real as possible. There was something about the total rush of adrenaline that real combat provided that turned the learning curve into more of a straight shot.  
 
    Katla was growing impatient though and if Hester didn’t soon make his move, she was going to hurt him for real. She pounded her boot into the coarse but wet sand.  
 
    Hester chuckled lowly. “What happened to you?”  
 
    “Whatever do you mean?” Katla cocked her head sideways, refusing to take her eyes off the boy. She reasoned that his questions could be nothing more than a simple distraction.  
 
    “You used to have patience.” 
 
    “I’m still standing here, aren’t I?” 
 
    He nodded his head gently, but his smile faded. “Your eyes are screaming you’re ready to move.”  
 
    Katla sighed and straightened her posture. Frustrated, she threw both arms out sideways and beckoned for him to stop playing games. “Then come make me move.”  
 
    “As you wish.” Hester snapped one hand and threw his arm forward, sending a blue ball of fire from his palm, immediately followed by another.  
 
    Katla sliced her dagger through the first fireball, cutting it in half so it fizzled out in midair. She jutted her hand outwards to cut through the second, but it grazed her wrist and petered out of existence. She shook her wrist and grinded out in pain before realizing there wasn’t any pain to be felt. 
 
    She shot the boy an icy glare. “That wasn’t even real.” 
 
    “You should be thanking me it wasn’t.” He wagged his finger at her and took a seat on the trunk of a half-rotted tree that had washed ashore during the storm the night prior. “If I was throwing real fireballs at you, you’d be out of commission for a week, at least.” 
 
    “You should know me better than that.” She stepped to the log and took a seat beside her friend. “The only thing that’ll ever stop me is death.” 
 
    “And what if I killed you just now? If it was real, I mean?” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes on him once more. “What happened to that shy, meek boy I first met back at the Towers of Gorro?”  
 
    “He grew up,” Hester said flatly with a shrug. “He grew in age and he grew in experience.”  
 
    “Well, sometimes, I very much wish I was talking to the old Hester and not the new and improved Hester.” She placed each of her daggers on the log beside her and sighed. “I wish a lot of things. I wish I could just get a handle on controlling this spirit.” She turned to the boy with a shake of her head. “Do you know that when you shot that fireball at me, I wasn’t even thinking about the spirit. I was thinking about survival, so I wasn’t even trying to tap into the spirit.” 
 
    “The mastery of the bloodstone will not come with perfection. There will always be a curve of learning, of learning how to coexist with the spirt, of learning how to control it at times, and contain it at others. You will spend the rest of your life learning and training as if it were any other weapon.”  
 
    “You don’t seem to have much trouble with it,” Katla said with a groan. “Neither does Hanna if I’m being honest, and she’s got three of them fighting for control. I don’t know how she does it.”  
 
    “We mustn’t judge our own progress against that of others. Hanna has two spirits that love and care for her to help guide her. That is far different from only having a demon spirit.”  
 
    “Are you telling me you never compared yourselves to the other apprentices back at the Towers of Gorro?” Katla was skeptical. She had seen firsthand the pressure the boy was under when she first arrived to recruit him for her mission.  
 
    “I’m telling you what I know and disregarding what I used to believe.” He held his hand up and formed a spark of electricity between his fingers. “I’m always learning, always evolving. Back then, I was unsure of myself and my abilities. It wasn’t until I was thrust into the heat of battle that I understood how truly powerful I could be.” 
 
    “I hate to break your bubble, but I’ve found myself in the midst of bloody violence since I was young.” She dropped her head sideways to rest on his shoulder. “My mettle has been tested, and if I’m being honest, I’m a little irritated someone like you has so easily been able to take control of a spirit.”  
 
    “Someone like me?” He laughed softly. “Someone intelligent? Or do you mean weak? Someone wise?” He stared out into the distance, out into the ocean where waves crushed upon each other before they could even reach the shore. Dark storm clouds painted the sky in the distance and soon, another storm would beat against the Yanga coast. “I do not understand what you mean by someone like me.” 
 
    “You know exactly what I mean.” She frowned. “You’re not typically strong. You’re not the warrior type, so I don’t get why you can so easily control the spirit.”  
 
    “It’s because of the magic,” he pointed out softly. “I’ve been training all my life. You’ve trained as well, but your training has been vastly different. Your mastery over your body is impressive, but that won’t help you with a demon spirit. You have to be able to control your magic, which is infinitely harder to do with a spirit stone. You can’t just access it when you need it like you would for a spell. Now you need to be in control all of the time.”  
 
    Katla frowned. Her training had been so different than what Hester was trying to teach her. Magic had been a part of her training, but, for the most part, it was used to supplement her fighting skills, not to control a demon. She wasn’t used to having to focus on her connection to her magic. “I still don’t understand how it is so much easier for you and Hanna. Are you saying my magic isn’t strong enough to contain my demon spirit? What happens if I can’t control it?” 
 
    Hester reached out and grabbed her hand. “You are the strongest person I’ve ever met. What I’m saying is that Hanna has strong magical blood that connects her to the spirit world, and I have extensive training with magic and demons, I also picked a demon I’ve summoned several times. I understood it before we ever started this. You are doing something harder than either Hanna or myself. It is going to be harder for you at first, but you will get it. It will just take time?” 
 
    Katla sighed. She hoped Hester was right. She feared there wasn’t enough time. 
 
    … 
 
    Katla found herself walking the streets of Yanga after midnight. It was unusually quiet as the coming storm howled in the distance. She needed out of the house and sought some much-needed alone time. It was easier to think if she stayed on the move, so by the time the first droplets of rain fell upon her skin, she had nearly walked the entire city twice.  
 
    She climbed a cobbled wall and took a seat as high as she could. From her vantage point, she could see the lights from within the King’s Palace. Every time she took a good look at the castle, she couldn’t help be reminded of her former life. She often thought about how her life would have been different if her sister had never joined the coven of witches. That one event, something she didn’t even have a choice in, altered the course of her life forever. The following things never would have happened if her sister hadn’t surrendered to her idiotic penchant for rebellion; She never would have left the King’s Guard, she never would have struck a deal with the coven and become an assassin, she never would have murdered Thorodd with a poisoned blade, she never would have met Hanna Halfblood, and she never would have embarked on a journey with a demonic soul attached to her.  
 
    That last part weighed heavily on her.  
 
    Some nights, she woke up screaming from the nightmares. It was as if the demon was tormenting her whenever she closed her eyes. Other nights, she felt absolute peace when she closed her eyes. The funny thing was she could always tell what kind of night she was going to have, and, on the nights when she knew the nightmares were going to come, that’s when she found herself alone in the city.  
 
    Looking out at the palace, she remembered when she used to wine and dine within those very halls. She remembered her life back when she had a purpose. That’s the kind of girl she was. She needed some kind of structure. It had been engrained into her from a very young age. She was suddenly directionless and anticipated the day when she’d be called into service again. 
 
    Footsteps on the cobbled street below stole her attention. She shot her gaze downwards and watched as a man cloaked in all black walked beneath her. With the exception of his boots against the hard ground, the man—or woman—nary made a sound.  
 
    Whoever the person was, they intrigued Katla. She climbed to her feet and walked along the tall wall, making sure to keep her eyes peeled in case the figure attempted to slink away into the darkness. As she followed him from above, she noticed his footsteps became more measured and set further apart.  
 
    Once she reached the end of the wall, where a pair of narrow streets met at a fork, she dropped down onto her feet and took refuge behind the thick trunk of a tree. When she peeked around the corner, she noticed the man had stopped. He craned his head in either direction. Katla figured he must have heard her. She wasn’t quite as sneaky as she used to be, but she waited for him to continue before following behind him.  
 
    She made sure to remain unseen and unheard and also made sure to keep her distance in case he was leading her into a trap. It was a ludicrous proposition, but she wasn’t ruling anything out. She simply didn’t trust people anymore.  
 
    A massive storm system was moving into the kingdom and only an idiot would be caught out in the rain once it really began. The sprinkles that continued to fall upon her was nothing compared to what was coming next. It took a lot to shut down a city like Yanga and based on the word on the street, this wasn’t going to be just any other storm.  
 
    So why was this man out walking the streets at night. Katla reasoned the man would probably ask her the same question, but she wasn’t going to allow things to get that far. She wasn’t going to be caught following him.  
 
    The cloaked figure crossed the narrow street and slipped into a dark alley. A sane, rational girl would have turned and ducked tail, but Katla didn’t consider herself to be either of those two things. She hopped over the wall, rushed across the same street and pressed her back against the stone exterior of the local blacksmith.  
 
    Perhaps the figure was one of Lord Blackpool’s men. It had been a while since they attempted to siege the palace with the assistance of the demon warriors, and though officially, the group had been disbanded, there were whispers on the streets the militia still stood.  
 
    The king had spared Blackpool and his men in the name of peace and prosperity. He had an image to uphold, one that painted his majesty in a sympathetic light. He would show mercy to those who betrayed him in a public act of kindness. Katla understood his reasoning, and even admired him for his act of decency, but secretly, she didn’t believe Blackpool was being treated well behind the steel gates of the jail cells.  
 
    That was his fault, though, and she really didn’t care.  
 
    She poked her head around the corner of the alley. It was dark and the only light that passed through was from the other end. She forced her eyes into a squint as she tried to locate the mysterious figure, but he was nowhere to be found. If Katla was the kind of girl to ever get scared, now would have been a perfectly reasonable time to do so.  
 
    But she wasn’t that kind of girl. Not even close.  
 
    She took a quick step around the corner of the dark alley and made sure to hug the wall to her right with one hand. It was a straight shot down the alley so there’s nowhere the man could have been hiding unless he had managed to slip inside one of the back doors to the numerous buildings that lined the narrow passageway. Perhaps he was looking to steal weaponry, or even nefariously, maybe he slipped inside the blacksmith’s shop to make a purchase away from the scrutiny of daylight. She had heard whispers there was a burgeoning market for swords recently, but she passed them off as nothing more than the wishes of those practically drooling for a new war.  
 
    Maybe war wasn’t so bad, though. At least then she’d have a purpose.  
 
    A cold chill ran over her spine, stopping her dead in her tracks. She stopped thinking about what the man was doing in the middle of the night and started thinking about where he was. She decided to listen to her gut and spun in a quick circle to find the mysterious figure standing right in front of her.  
 
    Katla’s brow furrowed. It wasn’t often someone got the drop on her. It was disturbing feeling.  
 
    She crossed her arms defiantly over each other. “Do you think it’s very polite to sneak up on a young girl like that?” 
 
    “Your hair is as beautiful and pure as the full moon,” the man said lowly, finally confirming that it was, in fact, a man. The features of his face remained cloaked in darkness, so all she could gather about the man was that he was tall, and he talked like he had gravel in his throat. It was that coarse. “I’ve never seen such beautiful hair.”  
 
    “First of all, the moon isn’t even out tonight.” She pointed up to the pitch-black sky. “Secondly, thank you for the compliment but do you mind telling me why the hell you’re following me?” 
 
    “It is you who have followed me.” 
 
    “Touché.” She nodded in agreement. “The tables have seemed to turn, however, and I asked you a question, so if you can drop the mysterious act and tell me what you’re doing—”  
 
    “Your hair runneth red under the darkness of the full moon.” 
 
    Katla didn’t like being cut off but she figured she’d let it slide. “My hair runneth red? Are you damaged or something? Did you get lost on your way to the bard’s convention?” 
 
    The man pulled a sharp hunting knife from his robe.  
 
    “Suddenly the red hair bit is starting to make a little more sense, but I should warn you I’m not worth your time.” She took a measured step backwards, only for her stride to be met in equal measure by the cloaked man. 
 
    “You are the one that’s enchanted with the spirit of a demon.” He dragged the dangling fabric of his cloak over the length of the blade. “Fate works in mysterious ways, and though I was looking for you, it appears you have found me and I’m not the kind of poet who argues with fate.”  
 
    “You say you know who I am but if you really did know who I was then you wouldn’t still be standing in this alley.” Katla liked to believe her reputation preceded her but there was still lots of people who needed to learn, apparently. “I’m going to give you one last chance to change your mind.”  
 
    It was a warning she wished the man would listen to, but one she also knew he wasn’t going to be responsive to. He took another step forward and, without warning, sliced the knife towards her.  
 
    She jumped backwards, her stomach arching out of the way of the weapon, but the blade still managed to slice a shallow cut into her blouse. She dropped her gaze to take a quick look and watched as the blade slashed an even more shallow cut into her flesh.  
 
    Now, she was pissed. The bloodstone hanging around her neck sizzled against her skin. It had always felt like a warm sensation, but this time it was different. It was as if it was searing against her flesh. She gasped but wasted no time jumping into a defensive position. She readied her fists in front of her and managed to dance out of the way of the next several blows.  
 
    The man was calculated in his thrusts and swings. His movements were methodical in nature as if each slice of his blade was synchronized to the rhythm of a simple dance.  
 
    A roar of thunder shook the buildings around her, and a flash of brilliant blue lightning lit up the sky. For the briefest of moments, she got a good look at the man’s face. He had to have been at least eighty years old—older than almost anyone she had ever known. His eyes were deep set and his face was painted with the passage of time that had not been kind to him. Scars hung draped under each of his eyes and his lips were the palest of white.  
 
    He definitely wasn’t one of Lord Blackpool’s foot soldiers. She wasn’t even sure he was human.  
 
    As the next bolt of lightning ripped across the sky, she raced forward and somersaulted past the man. When she landed on the other side of him, she ripped a dagger from her boot and plunged it into the man’s back. He didn’t react the way any mere mortal would react. He simply turned in a slow circle and, by the time the brilliant blue flashes of light lit up his face once more, his eyes were hollow, and blood sputtered from his lips.  
 
    He fell forward with a crack against the cobbled alleyway, dead with Katla’s knife in his back. She stared blankly ahead at the body of the complete stranger. He meant her great harm, but it wasn’t she who plunged the knife into the man’s back. Not really. It was her body that had done it, but she wasn’t in control of it. It was the demon and when she felt the stone cool against her chest, that’s when the gravity of what had happened sank into her.  
 
    She’d lost control.  
 
    She wouldn’t have killed the man without first learning about his motives, but the demon she now shared her body with had other plans. Was the demon simply looking out for her or were there more nefarious issues at play. She didn’t have time to ponder so she retrieved her weapon from the man’s back and ran down the length of the alley.  
 
    The storm shattered through the clouds above just as she broke free from the alley. In an instant, her entire body was drenched as the wind whipped and howled around her. 
 
      
 
    Katla grunted as she clasped her hand over the windowsill of her bedroom. Using all her strength, she pulled herself up through the window and landed with an uncouth thud against the floor. She grimaced, fearing she may have awoken someone, and when her eyes bolted back open, she groaned.  
 
    Hester was standing in the doorway to her bedroom with an orb of light in his hand. On his face was a disapproving frown. “Why are you venturing out to places in the middle of the night?” 
 
    “Why are you always asking so many questions?” She nonchalantly retrieved her dagger from her boot and hid it behind a book on her desk. She climbed to her feet, her knees cracking as she straightened herself out. “And why are you in my room?”  
 
    “I heard a thud and thought there may have been an attack.” He shrugged with apathy.  
 
    She dropped down onto her bed and removed her boots. “Well it’s a good thing you didn’t come loaded with fireballs.” 
 
    “I thought you weren’t afraid of fireballs,” he said with a low chuckle.  
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    “Everyone’s afraid of fireballs.”  
 
    She tossed her boot at the boy, and as he twisted out of the way, the orb of light fizzled from his hand. It only took a split second of the light passing over her hand to realize for the first time that she was covered in blood. She dug her hand underneath the covers and forced a smile, hoping he hadn’t seen the same thing too.  
 
    By the expression on his face and the lack of more questions, she was relieved to discover he hadn’t seen the blood. He wasn’t good at pretending and if he had seen the evidence, she would have known.  
 
    “Goodnight, Katla. I’m going to try to get some sleep before the storm really gets going.”  
 
    She watched him as he left the room, closing the door behind him. When she was alone, she retrieved her bloody hand from underneath the covers and examined it closely. She wasn’t looking for anything in particular, but she was drawn to the blood. The cloaked figure didn’t provide her any useful information about why he did what he did but she reasoned it didn’t matter.  
 
    In that alley, it came down to a decision. It was either his blood or hers and she wasn’t going to punish herself for choosing her life over his.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 4 
 
    Hanna Wakes Up 
 
    “You’ve been to the sea a thousand times and you’ve returned without fail,” Anso said to Hanna, standing in a cloud of fog at the edge of an eerie forest. “I see no reason why that should end now.”  
 
    It happened to be one of the rare occurrences the spirts of her mentor and grandfather came to her in her dreams. She welcomed the sight of them, but she also understood she was in trouble. That’s when they most often made an appearance, but something about this time felt different. The fog was thicker and more nightmarish, and there was a harrowing breeze blowing her hair behind her head.  
 
    “He’s right,” Thorodd added with a somber sigh. “You’ve been a warrior for as long as I can remember and you’re not going to surrender now. You’ve never given up. Not once. Not since you’ve been born. You’re not going to lose this battle against the changing tides.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what you mean.” Hanna frowned. She wanted to reach out and touch her grandfather, but he made sure to keep his distance at all times. How could he be so present and so far away at the same time? It was one of those things that would remain a mystery to her.  
 
    “You need to wake up,” Anso said. “There’s so much work to do and it won’t much matter if you are dead.”  
 
    “Why would I be dead?” Hanna asked, shaking her head. That’s when it hit her. That’s when she began to remember the battle at sea. “My ship...” She dropped her gaze to the forest ground in disbelief. “It went down into the sea.” She shot a glance towards Thorodd. “Am I dead?”  
 
    “You’re not dead. Find the strength to force the water from your lungs and wake up and do it now before they come for you.”  
 
    The third spirt, the demon Botzhar hid behind the two men, his eyes glowing from the forest between the two men’s shoulders. He grumbled something unintelligible, but it seemed to Hanna the demon was in agreement with her grandfather and mentor.  
 
    As it always happened, the voices began to fade first, followed by their faces. Eventually, the spirts became nothing but a blur as Hanna felt her mind and body being pulled away from the spiritual realm.  
 
    Her chest clenched in pain and her mind raced. She could hear the crashing of waves from somewhere, but it wasn’t from within the forest. There was a storm brewing in the trees, the limbs threatening to snap with a sudden onslaught of gusts. It took all the strength she had to remain standing as the wind picked up.  
 
    She dropped her hand to try form a fist around the bloodstone hanging from her neck, and she began to choke on water. Hanna was drowning from within. She could feel the weight of the water crushing her lungs, and it took every bit of strength she had to purge the water from her body.  
 
    Her vision went black then her eyes snapped open. She choked on a river of water as she vomited the seawater onto a white, sandy beach. She dug her fingers into the damp sand as she continued to cough. Her body cast a hollow shadow in front of her and she could feel the hot morning sun against her drenched back. She had lost track of time, and the battle at sea was still a blur. She wondered how long she had been out of it but couldn’t put the pieces together. Not when she was too busy trying to breathe. 
 
    She rolled over onto her back, her chest heaving as she fought to catch her breath. The sun beat hot against her face, an assault of its own but a welcome one nonetheless. Her teeth chattered from the impossibly cold water.  
 
    When she finally managed to catch her breath, she let out a relieved sigh and reached down to grab her stone necklace.  
 
    It wasn’t there.  
 
    She threw herself up into a sitting position and reached underneath her soaked blouse to discover that not only was the stone gone, so was the necklace. Hanna Halfblood wasn’t a crier, because she was a warrior. Warrior’s didn’t cry.  
 
    And yet, she could feel the weight of the tears welling up in the corner of her eyes, but the tears of sadness were nothing compared to the pangs of panic that followed. She leapt to her feet and raced towards the sea. With every kick of her soggy boots against the damp sand, she could feel her lungs threatening to give out. She needed more time to recover before she attempted any strenuous activity, but she couldn’t think rationally.  
 
    She searched the beach far and wide with her eyes. Everywhere she looked, it was all the same. Seaweed had been washed upon the shore and littered the sand more and more the closer she got to the tides. There were pieces of wreckage scattered about, planks of wood lodged in the white sand. Out in the distance, debris surfed among the waves. There was no way she was going to find the stone, but it didn’t stop her from trying.  
 
    Hanna Halfblood wasn’t a quitter.  
 
    Her boots kicked against the water until she was slushing through knee-deep seawater. There was something about the way the waves seemed to push her backwards that forced her to a standstill. 
 
    “No!” she screamed, throwing her arms out wide to her side. She screamed again and again until, finally, her legs gave out from underneath her and she collapsed onto her knees. The waves crashed against her body as she stared blankly ahead at the endless horizon as the sun rose into the sky. It was the most beautiful sunrise she had ever seen. Unfortunately, she had never quite felt so broken inside.  
 
    It wasn’t about the stone itself. Those were replaceable, even though they were rare. It was about the spirits connected to that stone. It was about losing that connection with Thorrod and Anso—not so much Botzhar. It was easier to accept their losses when she knew she could still see them occasionally. She had choked back her own sadness for months and months, but now she was unable to be strong. Would she be able to maintain her connection to the spirit world without the spirit stone? That she’d been visited by all of her spirits moments ago was good, but she’d been drowning and the line between life and death there was always a connection to the spirits. Perhaps she’d only see them again when she did die, which if things didn’t change soon could be far sooner than she’d like. 
 
    She was lost on a deserted island, surrounded by the wreckage of her ship, and there wasn’t a trace of her friends, companions, and crew. And though the island was a marvelous paradise of beauty, she felt trapped in a darkness that consumed her soul. She had set out to Caruana to find her father, or at least find out what had happened to him so long ago.  
 
    That mission was now put on hold. There were more important issues at hand, namely finding food and water, and ultimately finding a way off the island. She had heard stories of pirates and seaman lost at sea, and they never ended well. Hanna wasn’t going to become a casualty though. She was determined not to become a story passed down for generations, at least not for the reason being that she became lost at sea and was never found.  
 
    She was not going to let her name become a ghost of a memory where nobody ever knew what happened to her. She had lost her father when she was young and never knew what happened to him. That was the worst fate she could imagine for herself, and surely no matter how strong her mother was, it was the last thing she wished for the woman she loved more than anyone else in the world.  
 
    She dropped a hand to clutch at the bloodstone that was no longer hanging from her neck. Though it was gone, lost somewhere in the bottom of the sea, she could still feel the faintest connection to the three spirts. She wondered if it was simply a residual effect or if the feeling would fade with time.  
 
    The ocean breeze swept through her hair and the pressure brought tears to the corners of her eyes. She liked to blame the breeze for the tears, anyway. It was easier that way.  
 
    Soon, she would need to get to work. She needed to scour the area and try to find any other survivors that may have washed ashore. She needed to take care of her basic needs—food, water, and shelter. Most importantly, she needed to survive.  
 
    And if she was anything, it was a survivor.  
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    The trees towered towards the impossibly blue sky as the clouds drifted away from the island. They were a light grey and could bring about a sprinkling of showers but nothing more, nothing like the storm that had capsized both the Bright Eye and the enemy ship of the pirates. The forest was painted with the tallest trees that Tayo had ever seen, much larger than the ones found in the northern mountains, even. They were thin, too. Almost too thin as if the only thing that could possibly hold the weight of them up was magic.  
 
    Tayo had heard stories of enchanted forests, but he was pretty sure those were nothing more than fables, and if they were ever real, they existed back in a time before magic became something that was hidden in many corners of the world. 
 
    His boots slammed against the damp, but drying, ground, as he raced through the forest. His chest heaved with every deep inhale and every time he didn’t think he could continue, he forced himself to run faster and harder than before. There was no time to take a break, there was no time to catch his breath. There were at least a dozen men on his tail, each of them dressed in all black gear from head to toe, including masks that covered everything but their eyes. He hadn’t gotten a good look at them before they immediately charged, and they were relentless in their pursuit, chasing him from the beach and into the midst of the forest.  
 
    He cocked his head over his shoulder as he continued to run, and he could see the men darting between the narrow spaces between trees. They were spread out, but all seemed to run at the same speed. Though he had been training with Hanna for quite some time, he figured it was in his best interest to run instead of to stay and fight.  
 
    Tayo was a lot of things, but he wasn’t dumb. Trying to fight off a dozen trained men wasn’t a battle he was going to win. It would have been suicide to even try. His only chance for survival was to escape.  
 
    He took careful measure of the forest up ahead. To the left, the trees became thicker and further apart from the next. To the right, the forest became denser with more opportunities to hide and confuse his opponents.  
 
    He took a sharp turn to the right, just barely cutting through a pair of twin trees. The rough bark scraped against his bare arm and he let out a painful yelp. Out of the corner of his eyes, he spotted the blood trickling out from the deep scrape but continued until he could no longer hear the footsteps of the men behind him.  
 
    He came to a quick standstill and twisted around on his feet, ripping a dagger from the holster on his hip. He scanned the forest with his eyes and when he didn’t see the men following him anymore, he decided to take a quick breather. He took refuge behind a fallen tree that looked as if it had only recently stumbled to the bed of the earth. It was spliced through the middle from the top to the bottom and laid in a flat line across the forest floor. It appeared as if it had been split in half by lightning from the night prior.  
 
    No matter how hard he tried, in the quietest of moments, he couldn’t shake the look on Hanna’s face as she slipped between the cracks of the broken ship. He watched helplessly as she fell into the cold water of the sea, never to be seen again. He dug into his pocket and pulled out the bloodstone that he had ripped from her neck. Though he felt no connection to the spirits locked within, he felt a connection to Hanna. He curled his fist around the stone and leaned backwards to look up into the early morning sky before stuffing the stone back into his pocket.  
 
    Everyone aboard the Bright Eye was either missing or presumed dead. Tayo couldn’t shake the thought he shouldn’t have been alive. Everybody on that ship had more experience than him in both sailing and battle, and if anyone should have sunk to the bottom of the sea, it should have been him.  
 
    He closed his eyes, so tired and unable to sleep. That’s when he realized he wasn’t alone. He’d never truly be alone again. Kyro’s spirit comforted him, and an inkling of peace fell over him. If he was going to survive, defeat the mysterious men chasing him, and escape the island, he was going to need his father more than he had ever needed him before.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 5 
 
    Hanna Makes A Discovery 
 
    The back of Hanna’s throat was dry, and her lips were parched. One of the first things she learned when she first began her tenure at the Stoneblood Trading Company was that sea water would only dehydrate her more. There had to be a lake or a river, and she was determined to find one. That was the first thing she needed to do. Her growling stomach would have to wait, and it’s not like she could eat anyway.  
 
    She was sluggish in her movements as she walked along the soft beach, away from the sea and towards the trees. She had never seen trees so tall. Everyone had warned her the southern regions of the world were vast, dangerous, and mysterious, but nobody told her just how beautiful all that could be. It was a shame then she wasn’t able to truly appreciate the beauty of the island.  
 
    Almost dying had a way of putting a damper on that sort of thing. 
 
    She had searched the wreckage that had been swept upon the beach but didn’t find anything of use other than a long, sharp stick, which she carried with her in one hand. She moved the debris towards the forest edge so it wouldn’t be swept back into the sea come high tide. After she recovered, she would need to return to build a vessel so she could escape the island, even if that vessel was nothing more than a raft with a makeshift oar.  
 
    Even after losing everything, there was nothing that was going to stop her from venturing to Caruana. If anything, she was a girl who thrived on challenges. For as long as she could remember, she was always fighting some kind of battle. This one, she thought, was about to be the hardest she had ever faced, and it didn’t help she had lost the safety net that was her bloodstone.  
 
    That’s not something she allowed herself to think about though, because it would only drag her down. It was her weakness.  
 
    She made her way to the lining of the trees and took one last glance over her shoulder at the wreckage and the sea. She took a deep breath and headed into the unknown. There could be wild animals, or trolls, or some other kind of mysterious creatures lying in wait for her within the woods. She said a silent prayer she wouldn’t run into any trolls or other monsters, but also envied the thought of running into a wild animal. The difference between the two was there was no immediate reward for defeating a troll, but she was well-equipped to kill her own food, even with nothing more than her bare hands. All said, if there were in fact trolls on the mysterious island, she thought she could come back someday to round up enough trollskin for her mother to make as many trollskin suits her mother desired.  
 
    The first thing Hanna noticed when she stepped into the woods was how clean and untouched it was by humanity. More than that, the ground was padded with sand but otherwise remained void of debris or tree branches. The scenery was kempt, beautiful, and more than a little haunting. To her ear, she couldn’t hear even the faintest hint of birds singing in the trees. It was the quietest piece of the world she had ever stepped foot. Hanna didn’t do well with silence.  
 
    She walked a little further until the crashing of the waves became distant. Everywhere she looked, everything looked eerily the same. There was a perfect unison in the spaces between each of the trees as if they were methodically planted to paint a beautiful scenery. She had never seen anything like it. The forests she was used to traversing were dense with brushes and broken trees. There were wild animals abound. This place was nothing like that, and it began to make Hanna believe she was still dreaming, that she was still lost at sea.  
 
    Her gaze shifted to the right and what she saw made her freeze dead in her tracks. On the ground, she noticed a trail of footprints in the sand with what looked like drippings of blood marking the path.  
 
    A conundrum sprung upon her mind. On one hand, it was clear she wasn’t alone on the island as she had previously believed. On the other hand, she imagined the trail of blood would leave her to someone she knew or someone she didn’t want to know. Instinct and trepid curiosity took the lead.  
 
    She made sure to keep her wits about her as she followed the trail of footprints. In her many travels, she had stumbled upon traps and this had all the markings of a good one. More than that, if there was blood, that most likely meant the person she was tracking wasn’t alone. Her previous thoughts about the island being untouched by man might’ve been hasty. 
 
    She dropped down into a squatting position and dragged her long, sharp stick through the droplet of blood. It was fresh. Whoever it was had just passed through. She climbed back to her feet and hurried along the path until she came to a small clearing where a body lay face-down on the ground. She jutted forward and, without hesitation, rolled the man over so she could see his face.  
 
    “Nino,” she said softly in an attempt to not startle the older man. “What happened?” 
 
    The older man couldn’t force the words from his blood-soaked lips. His breathing was ragged and pained at the same time, as if he was about to take his last gasps. Hanna’s mind raced, wondering what had happened to the rest of the crew. Nino’s son had been on the ship when it went down, and though Hanna had no idea where Lohan was, she hoped Nino felt the slightest comfort he wasn’t alone in his final moments.  
 
    Nino took one last gulp of air before his eyes fluttered once then he was gone, his dead eyes staring blankly above at the beautiful morning sky only barely visible at the top of the towering trees. In that moment, Hanna was reminded the world was always going to be ugly, even on the most beautiful of days.  
 
    She lowered a hand to close each of the man’s eyes and offered him her final goodbyes. She’d known him practically her whole life and knew him as a courageous and strong fighter. Ever since she first set out on the journey to avenge the death of her grandfather, her role in the Stoneblood Trading Company had changed. Because of that, she no longer had as much time as she used to spend amongst the crew, but that didn’t mean she didn’t love him any less. Neno had been a part of her family. 
 
    She dropped backwards so her butt scraped against the ground. Now, there was even more to be done than before. On top of finding a drinkable water source, food, and shelter, she also needed to find the time and energy to give the man a proper burial. There was no such thing in Hanna’s mind as simply leaving a comrade to decompose above the salted earth. Especially now she understood how deeply spirits continued to linger in the world around them.  
 
    She dragged the back of her palm over her damp forehead and climbed to her feet, letting out a sigh. She would need to come back for the body but first, she had to continue to press on before dehydration sent her to an early grave. With a quick once-over with her eyes, she took the scene before her in once more and that’s when something clicked—the bloodied wound on his chest wasn’t a result of the sea.  
 
    Someone stabbed him, and based on the freshness of the wounds, it was something that happened recently. A chill trailed down her spine at the realization she wasn’t alone on the island.  
 
    From behind her, a twig snapped underneath the weight of what sounded like a boot pounding against the sandy ground. She turned in a slow circle to spot a man standing in all black garb. He was a good two feet taller than her and had to stand close to seven feet tall. He was bulky and muscular, his face hidden behind a black cloth. The only feature of his face she could make out was the pitch-black eyes that bored into her.  
 
    She took a measured step back away from the man. She wasn’t a girl who was afraid of much, but these weren’t ordinary circumstances. She was worn out and tired. Not to mention, it had been so long since she had been engaged in battle without the spirts of Thorodd and Anso with her. She took another step back and choked on her own breath as she tried to speak.  
 
    The man said nothing. Hanna assumed he wasn’t the speaking type, and based on the eeriness of his black eyes, she was reminded of the demon mages she had battled back home in Solotine and neighboring kingdoms. It didn’t make sense though that those same people—dead as they were—would follow her all the way to worlds end. No, this man belonged to some other faction, perhaps he was connected to the mage that had uttered her father’s name in his last, dying breath as they departed Yanga.  
 
    Yeah, that had to be it. There was a connection there. Unfortunately for Hanna, she wagered she wasn’t going to find out what that connection was. One way or another, there was about to be blood spilled and at the end of the battle, one of them would be lying dead on the ground next to Nino Baz.  
 
    The tall man reached behind his back and produced a long, steel blade. It seemed as sharp as any sword she had seen before, but it looked odd with nary the widening at the base typically found on swords.  
 
    For herself, the only weapon she had was the long, pointed stick she had found back on the beach. This wasn’t going to be an easy battle, but she wasn’t going down without a fight. Even without her spirit magic at its strongest she was a formidable foe. 
 
    She drew her stick out and held it in front of her as she eyed the man carefully. As long as he didn’t get the upper hand, and as long as she could keep him on equal footing, she stood the best chance for survival.  
 
    “You mustn’t know who I am,” Hanna quipped, though her voice was shaky and not as confident as it usually was. “I can inform you if you’d like, then maybe you’d think better of what it is you’re about to do.”  
 
    “Hanna Halfblood,” he snarled through the thin fabric covering his mouth.  
 
    The sound of her own name chilled her. He did know who she was, and he did speak. Two revelations, two birds and one stone.  
 
    “What do you want from me?” Hanna questioned. 
 
    “No more talking,” he replied simply. A period of silence followed where the two enemies took careful measure of each other.  
 
    It was in the silence that Hanna found herself zoning out. In the near distance, she could hear the crashing of the waves against the shore, and faintly, she could hear cries in the distance, but she couldn’t decipher if those cries were real or if they were figments of her imagination. She listened carefully as her heart raced, pumping blood through her body.  
 
    And that’s when the man sprung forward, slashing his sword through the air. She twisted to the left, just barely escaping the sharp side of the blade. The sound of the whooshing forced her hairs to stand on end.  
 
    She caught her balance and dug one boot into the sandy ground, readying the stick in front of her once more. If she was going to win this battle, she needed to wait for the right opportunity to strike. Though all she had was a stick, she knew many a man had been killed with far less.  
 
    The man chuckled underneath the black garb and reached behind his back to retrieve a second blade of equal length. Hanna’s eyes widened and, for perhaps the first time in her life, she gave serious though to the idea of running.  
 
    No. She shook her head defiantly and shifted in a slow circle as the man did the same. Each of them taunting the other, dancing in circles as they awaited their moment to strike.  
 
    Hanna tried to listen to the spirits that weren’t there. Her mind was muddled, and her movements were sluggish. Looking back, it might have been a good idea to continue to train occasionally without wearing the bloodstone, but she never expected she’d lose it.  
 
    The man charged forward, closing the distance between them. He slashed with the sword in his right hand at Hanna, followed immediately by the left. She leaped back, dodging each attack but was completely unprepared for what came next. He sliced each sword outwards, away from his body, and one of the blades cut through Hanna’s shoulder.  
 
    She yelped out in pain and dropped the stick she had been using as a weapon. When she attempted to swoop the makeshift weapon back into her hand, a sword cut across her arm, spilling blood onto the white sand beneath her. She stumbled backwards, surprised by the hard kick against her stomach that came next. She landed with a hard thud against the ground, hitting her head on a rock.  
 
    The man threw one sword to the side where it landed pointed-end into a tree, hanging out with the hilt teetering in the breeze. He lunged forward, brought the sword sharply above his head then brought it down in a frenzied pace. Hanna managed to roll out of the way, forcing the blade to slice through nothing more than sand.  
 
    Hanna kicked the man hard behind the knee, forcing him to drop to the ground but just as soon as he fell, he was back on his feet. She crawled until she was far enough away from him and leapt back to her own feet, readying her fists in front of her as he approached.  
 
    Her eyes shifted to the sword sticking out from the tree then back to the man. She didn’t know if she’d be able to make it past him without losing an appendage, but she knew if she didn’t, she might as well have been dead anyway. She ducked underneath the man’s arm and raced forward, tangling one fist around the hilt once she reached the tree. She grinded her teeth together as she ripped the sword from the trunk and felt the familiar whizz of sharp metal passing by her, the man’s sword stuck into the bark of the tree.  
 
    She spun around in a quick circle to stab the man, but he had already recovered and held his sword out in front of him as both a weapon and a shield of sorts.  
 
    Her breathing was labored, and her mind was still lost somewhere between battle mode and exhaustion. She waited for the right moment to come and it came sooner than expected. The mysterious man lunged forward once more, raised his sword into the air and then for some strange reason he froze in place...as if something were holding him back. 
 
    He had exposed his side to Hanna and she took the initiative to plunge the sword into the man’s stomach, cutting all the way through from the front to the back. He stumbled backwards and dropped his sword. He wasn’t dead, but he was about to be. Hanna raised her boot into the air and delivered a hard kick against his sternum that send him plummeting to the ground.  
 
    She could hear him gurgling underneath the cloth as she dropped down onto his body to remove the mask. Underneath, he didn’t even look like a man with his face scarred from what looked like burns. His black eyes flickered back and forth between the pitch-black color and a pure white, and blood bubbled from his mouth.  
 
    Hanna brought the sword to the man’s throat. “Why are you after me? And do you belong to the same pirates who tried to sink my ship?” 
 
    The man chuckled, but his lips didn’t curl with a smile. He was dying and intended to use his last dying breaths to taunt her. “Slice... my... throat.” He chuckled again, blood rolling down his chin. “Hundreds more will follow like a never-ending wave of darkness. Until the day you die, you will be fighting the tide of the hunters.”  
 
    “Is that who you are?” There was urgency in her voice. “Please,” she begged the dying man, “tell me why.”  
 
    “It’s his price to pay...” The man took one final gasp, his labored breathing coming to a sudden halt as his eyes flickered back to the purest white she had ever seen. They weren’t human eyes, but she was sure the man was human, so what did it all mean? 
 
    She dropped the sword to her side, rolled off the man, and stared up at the sun in the sky. Ever since she first discovered the magic that flowed through her veins, she’d been in a constant state of danger. She had no way of knowing if what had happened at sea, or what was now happening on the island, had anything to do with that, but all signs pointed to the fact it did.  
 
    Maybe her life would have been better without the bloodstone. She felt the pangs of guilt in her gut as she even floated the idea as a possibility, but she had to consider the rest of the world had no contact with their beloved after they had died.  
 
    Whatever. She just needed to rest. The cuts on her shoulder and arm burned from the sand that had scraped against them, but she didn’t much care. Her eyelids fluttered to a brief close.  
 
    A tree branch snapped from behind her. In a split second, she managed to reach for the sword, jump to her feet, and had the sword placed against the throat of a man.  
 
    “Please don’t kill me,” Tayo said lowly, his eyes bulging out of his head. “I really don’t want to die.”  
 
    “Tayo!” Hanna let the sword drop to the ground as she threw her arms around the boy. She pulled him in close and hugged him tightly. “Thank God, you’re alive.”  
 
    “You too.” He retreated from the hug, his eyes dropping to the two bodies lying on the ground. “What happened here?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” she said.  
 
    He furrowed an inquisitive brow. “He attacked you and you taught him nobody attacks Hanna Halfblood?”  
 
    She shrugged. “Not such a long story, after all.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 6 
 
    Katla and Hester Attacked 
 
    Katla was awoken by a frantic Hester not even a few hours after she had washed the blood off her hands and retired to bed. In the midst of a nightmare where she was forced to battle Vedoch for control of a tiny village on the outskirts of Yanga, she was summoned to the world of the living. It took her a few moments to collect herself and her frenzied eyes had worried Hester.  
 
    “Are you OK?” Hester asked. 
 
    “I’m fine. It was just a dream.” 
 
    Hester didn’t look like he believed her, but thankfully he let it go. 
 
    “We’ve been summoned to the Tower of Gorro for an emergency summit.” 
 
    Katla frowned while stifling a yawn. “What kind of emergency summit?” 
 
    “I don’t know, I was only told it was urgent. Before I could ask any more questions the messenger left saying he had to go. I haven’t the foggiest what this meeting would entail, but we should get going.” 
 
    Katla didn’t like surprises, but the urgency of the situation seemed to mean she didn’t have a choice. Though she had no commitment to the mages herself, she had entangled her life with Hester’s and that meant she would often be called to wherever he was summoned.  
 
    They gathered their things, including enough food and water for the trip, and random supplies often needed for cross-country treks. Neither had any idea how long they’d be gone but planned to be gone for at least a week or two. They said their goodbyes to Katla’s family and headed out on horseback at the crack of dawn.  
 
    It was a journey both had traveled before and, because they were familiar with the landscape, the first few hours of the trip went off without a hitch. Katla was uncharacteristically silent as she rode on her horse side by side with Hester along the muddy and beaten path. She couldn’t shake what had happened the previous night and how she lost control to the demon trapped within the bloodstone hanging around her neck. It’s all she could think about as she watched the scenery pass by.  
 
    “Why must you be so silent?” Hester questioned.  
 
    “Huh?” Katla cocked her head to him and forced a smile. “I’m just enjoying the view.”  
 
    “It’s the same view as every other view,” he pointed out. “I don’t possess the magical ability to read minds, but my intuition is screaming there’s something wrong. And my head is saying we’re friends, so I think that means you should let me know what’s happening and what’s going on.” 
 
    “We’re traveling to the Towers of Gorro for a top-secret summit and I’m tired. That’s the beginning and the end of what’s on my mind.” 
 
    “Right.” He nodded, but she could tell he didn’t believe her. “The problem I’m faced with is that you have the same look on your face you had last night.”  
 
    She turned away from him and wrapped her fingers tight around the reins of the horse. “I’ve just had a lot on my mind.” 
 
    Katla looked up to the sky and hoped it would be the end of the conversation. There were only a few clouds left. The storm they had been promised the previous night only stuck around for a few hours. It wasn’t rare, living so close to the coast, that storms would come and go so quickly, but there was real fear in the air for a storm that practically amounted to nothing. She figured that by then, someone had found the dead body lying in the alley. It would be the talk of the town and she wouldn’t be around to talk about it or be a witness. It was probably better that way.  
 
    “I know you went somewhere last night,” Hester said lowly. “I know the sound I heard last night was you trying to sneak back into the house. With your storied history of being an assassin for hire, I would’ve figured you would have done so with a little more stealth.” 
 
    She shot him a short glare. “I was only an assassin for a little while, and I was doing it to protect my family.”  
 
    “That’s never been the point, Katla.” He smiled at her. “I was merely joking. The truth is I know you went somewhere, and I do believe you’ll tell me where you went when you want to tell me.” 
 
    “Fine, I went somewhere.” She shrugged. “And I’d tell you where I went, but it’s a terribly boring story, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “And we’re on a terribly boring journey, so I’m terribly bored. Even a boring story would excite more than the sounds of birds singing in the trees.”  
 
    “You really want to know?” She turned to him once more with sunken eyes and a soft expression. Her eyes caught his and he must’ve seen something that stirred him as he forced his horse to stop. Was she really going to tell him she had killed a man the previous night? No, she couldn’t. “We were out of apples, so I went down to the market and stole one.”  
 
    “Really?” He cocked a curious brow, clearly not believing her.  
 
    “Yeah.” She shrugged once more. “It was nice and round, and the sweetest red.”  
 
    “I see.” He smiled flatly then began again, “And did that apple attack you?” 
 
    “What?” She scowled at him. “Of course not. It was an apple!”  
 
    “And yet, somehow, you climbed through the window well into the middle of the night with a nasty cut. Did you happen to slice your stomach open on the window sill?” 
 
    He knew too much. Maybe she’d have to kill him too. That wasn’t a funny joke and she regretted even thinking it, but that’s what terrified her. It was like the demon was trying to take control of her and, from her vantage point, he was succeeding.  
 
    “If you already knew something happened, then what was the point in trying to pretend you didn’t?” She shook her head defiantly and jumped off the side of the horse. She left Hester and the horses and made a beeline for the lining of trees to her left. From behind her, she could hear him following closely behind but she really wished he’d just give her space.  
 
    That wasn’t going to happen though. Hester wasn’t the kind of guy to read between the lines.  
 
    “Please stop following me,” she grinded out, batting a low-hanging branch from her face.  
 
    “I don’t think it’s a good idea to leave the horses by themselves in the middle of the road.” 
 
    “They’re horses. They’ll be fine.” She spun around in a quick circle to confront the boy. “Alternatively, you could turn back around and leave me alone as I asked.”  
 
    “I’m your friend,” he said meekly. 
 
    “You’re an acquaintance,” she fired back, immediately dropping her head in shame. She didn’t like the person she was turning into, but she didn’t feel like she had any control over the matter.  
 
    “We’ve battled together. I think that makes us a little more than simple acquaintances. We’ve fought side by side, have saved each other’s lives. You welcomed me into your home and, yet, we’re not friends.” The boy scoffed and dropped his head. “I don’t know what’s going on with you, but I’m done trying to figure it out.” He swatted his hand through the air and turned to head back to the road.  
 
    Katla stood motionless, dragging her tongue against her lower lip. “I killed a man!”  
 
    That got the boy’s attention. He turned back to her slowly with a haunted look on his face. “We’ve killed people, Katla.” 
 
    “No, I mean last night. I killed a man.” She couldn’t bear to look him in the eyes, so she cocked her head sideways. “I needed to be alone, so I went for a walk and I saw this mysterious man in a black hood. I followed him into an alley and he attacked me, so I killed him.”  
 
    Hester simply shrugged. “He attacked you. You mustn’t let that weigh heavily on your soul. Surely, there must be more to the story. I’ve seen you take lives with my own eyes and it’s never bothered you like this.”  
 
    There was more to the story, of course, but that’s the part she wasn’t sure she was ready to get into. She had always been a strong girl. From the time she was a young girl training for the King’s Guard, to when she was forced to give up her old life to save her sister. It wasn’t easy admitting she was on the losing end of the battle with the spirit forever connected to her.  
 
    One of the horses screeched from the road, which relieved Katla. Not because the horse could have been in peril but because it meant she didn’t have to continue talking about something she didn’t want to talk about in the first place. She sprung into action and raced past Hester, leaving him behind to catch up. Even with all his physical training recently, there was no way he was going to be able to catch up to her.  
 
    She left the forest behind and darted into the middle of the roadway, drawing a sharp dagger from her waist. There were three men dressed in all black attire, similar to the man she had fought in the alley the previous night. Standing in the middle of them was the tallest man, who stood a good seven feet tall. He was flanked on either side by muscular, brute men. She couldn’t see their faces, but she didn’t need to in order to know they meant trouble.  
 
    Hester joined Katla at her side, his breathing sharp and ragged. “Oh no,” he sighed.  
 
     “I’m going to give you one opportunity to change your mind,” Katla warned the mysterious men. “You have three seconds to comply before I end you all.”  
 
    “That’s laughable, little girl.” 
 
    “Little girl?” She chuckled, unable to hide her amusement. It was always a pleasure when enemies underestimated her because of either gender or size. It made the victory that much more savory. “Your three seconds are up, by the way.” 
 
    The men lifted their weapons, taking an attack position. It was all the invite Katla needed. 
 
    Katla lunged forward, swinging the blade towards the tallest man. He disappeared in a cloud of smoke, leaving her flanked between the two men. She threw an elbow to her left, knocking the first man in the chest. She was startled at how the man’s body felt like a brick and he nary flinched an inch. Each of the men ripped curved daggers from their cloaks and angled sharp blows towards her. She was able to parry each blow then somersault out of the way.  
 
    Looking back towards Hester, she watched the tallest man re-emerge with the same cloud of smoke circling around his presence.  
 
    “Hester,” she screamed.  
 
    “He’s behind me, isn’t he?” Hester’s eyes widened, but it was too late to do anything. The mage grabbed Hester by the back of the throat and lifted him into the air so his boots were left scraping against the rocks that littered the roadway beneath him.  
 
    Katla gasped, feeling a familiar burning sensation against her chest. It was the bloodstone growing uncomfortably warm against her skin. She gritted her teeth and pushed the pain to the back of her mind. She aimed at the mage and, with an impossibly fast flick of her wrist, she sent her dagger flying towards the man. Hester dropped to the ground face first as the mage disappeared once more, only to respawn right behind her.  
 
    “I hate mages,” she scowled, just in time for Hester to climb to his feet and shoot her an icy glare.  
 
    “Thanks,” he said, sarcasm practically dripping off the word.  
 
    “You know what I meant,” she replied with a faint smile as she twisted around on her feet to meet one of the two guards face-to-face. She brought her knee into the arm and landed a hard blow against the man’s stomach. Again, he didn’t flinch an inch. Either he didn’t feel pain or there was something more nefarious at play. She remembered how the demon warriors she had fought before were more resilient than any man should ever be. She let out a forceful breath of air, she’d fought worse, or at least she hoped she had.  
 
    Hester scooped Katla’s dagger from the ground and ran to join the girl at her side. He passed her the weapon and readied a blue orb of fire as the two of them backed towards the trees. The two guards approached from the front while the mage was nowhere to be found.  
 
    “You’re not the only ones with magic,” Hester said, the tenor of his voice verging on nervousness. He was putting on a brave face but Katla could tell he wasn’t as confident as he was trying to seem.  
 
    The two men charged forward. They were not afraid, indeed. Not one bit. Hester blasted the orb of fire against one of the men’s chest, forcing him into the air before landing with a hard thwack against the ground. Hester caught himself in a fit of nervous laughter. “Did you see that?” 
 
    “Yeah, I saw that,” Katla gritted out as she was thrown to the ground, the weight of the impossibly heavy guard on top of her. The guard dropped a single hand to her throat and began to squeeze. Though he was only using one hand, he might as well have been using three or four. He was that strong. Too strong.  
 
    She gasped for air, but her throat tightened more and more with every second the man continued to choke her. She fumbled for the blade beside her, her fingers tangling around the hilt of the dagger. She had seconds to live and not enough energy to do what needed to be done. She needed to drive the blade into the guard’s back.  
 
    The bloodstone burned hotter than before against her flesh as the demon itself was trying to escape from the stone. That’s when she found a newfound invigoration, brought the dagger up into the air and drove it into the back of the man’s neck. His black eyes rolled to the back of his head and his grip loosened enough so she could push his dying corpse off her.  
 
    “Thanks for the help, pal.” Katla dusted the dirt from her clothes and turned to Hester, but he wasn’t there. She cocked her head the other direction to find the mage holding a curved dagger at the base of Hester’s throat.  
 
    A dense, eerie darkness passed over Katla.  
 
    “Kill him.” She shrugged. “What do you think I care?” 
 
    “What?” Hester grinded out, his fingers clawing at the mage’s arm to no avail. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “He’s nothing more than an object standing in my way.”  
 
    “There’s a darkness inside you, that’s what those whispering in the wind say,” the mage finally spoke. “In another life, in another world, a girl like you could join the fray. Unfortunately for you, you chose another path. You chose another warrior, and, for that, you must pay.”  
 
    “It’s cute you presume to know anything about me.”  
 
    “It’s cute you’re still standing there as if you’ve ever been in control.”  
 
    The mage was talking in riddles and it was pissing Katla off. Her face flushed red while her mind raced. She could hear the words coming out of her mouth, but she didn’t agree with them, not when it came to what she had said about Hester.  
 
    The boy was helpless, and she was the only one that could save him, and yet... She couldn’t force herself to care.  
 
    “Katla...” Hester cried out.  
 
    The mage forced the blade closer to the boy’s neck, taunting Katla with sure death. Underneath the hood, she imagined he was smiling a sinister smile the way evil men tended to. The visual image alone made her want to kill the man. She toyed with the dagger behind her back, smiled at Hester and the mage, then launched the blade through the air.  
 
    Just before he disappeared once more, in the same cloud of smoke, his own blade sliced across Hester’s neck. Katla, suddenly caring a lot, lunged forward and caught the boy as he fell forward into her arms. She quickly inspected the wound and took comfort in the fact it was only a shallow cut barely through the top layer of flesh.  
 
    “That’s going to sting for a while,” she said, assisting him back to his feet. “I didn’t mean what I said.” 
 
    “I know.” He nodded and took a sharp inhale.  
 
    She knew he believed her, but she didn’t believe herself. She didn’t know much of anything for sure. The two of them stood back to back, waiting for the mage to reappear. When he finally did, Katla ran towards him, prepared to deal a death blow.  
 
    From behind her, she heard Hester scream, “Stay!”  
 
    And that’s just what the mage did. He froze in place as if there was a barrier surrounding him and he was unable to move. She stopped dead in front of him and watched as he was unable to do much of anything. She reached forward and placed a hand against the mage’s chest and felt his heart beating rapidly underneath his flesh.  
 
    He was human, even if he didn’t have a soul. The very idea she could face the same fate someday soon was enough to give her a short pause before she pressed the blade against the man’s chest, prepared to jab it into his heart. 
 
    “Katla,” Hester screamed. “Stop!”  
 
    “Why shouldn’t I kill him?” she questioned, not taking her eyes off the mage for a second.  
 
    “Because he’s going to tell us what we need to know.” Hester grabbed a coil of rope off the side of the horse and stepped to her. “We’re going to tie him up and torture him until he tells us what exactly is going on here. Call it a gut feeling but I don’t think we were summoned here by the instructors from Gorro. I believe we were summoned out of the city so that they could kill us and I’m going to find out why.”  
 
    Katla looked to the boy. There was a fire in his eyes and she was damn impressed. Still, she wanted nothing more than to stab the dagger through the mage’s heart. 
 
    Or maybe that was the demon Vedoch talking. She honestly couldn’t tell the difference anymore.  
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    Hanna and Tayo Reunited 
 
    There wasn’t the time to waste to dig a proper grave. They also didn’t have the necessary tools to do so. Hanna and Tayo climbed one of the trees and cut off enough branches and leaves to cover the body for a makeshift funeral for the fallen Nino Baz. At least it was something. There was no telling how many of the crew were lost at the bottom of the sea, but Hanna was hopeful she would find others on the island.  
 
    Hanna and Tayo said their final words for the man they knew so well and made the short trek back to the beach. Sitting in front of the crashing waves, the two of them watched as the sun continued to rise high into the early afternoon sky.  
 
    “I’m so happy you’re alive, Tayo.” Hanna turned to the boy with a half-smile. “It’s easier knowing I’m not alone in this.”  
 
    “Are you telling me you haven’t been fancying the thought of a vacation for a while now?” He passed her an uneven smirk, one that was torn between playfulness and being absolutely exhausted. “If we had to land somewhere, I’m positively happy that at least the Gods have some decency.”  
 
    “To my eye, I don’t think this place has ever been graced by the likes of humanity,” Hanna said lowly. “For that matter, I’m not sure there are any creatures here, either.”  
 
    “Just imagine if we never leave this place,” Tayo added. “We could make it our own little paradise.” 
 
    “My paradise is the sea,” she countered with a sigh. “Paradise only exists with the people we love. Without them, the world is nothing.” She dropped her head low to stare at the white sand beneath her. “I wish I had the spirits to guide me right now.”  
 
    “Holy crap!” Tayo jumped to his feet, stealing Hanna’s attention. He dug into his pocket and retrieved her lost bloodstone. “There was so much excitement going on I forgot to return this to you.”  
 
    Hanna wasn’t often speechless, but she couldn’t force the words of gratitude from her throat. She stared at the stone that Tayo had strung around a rope necklace and reached out weakly for it. In her mind, she thought she’d never see it or the spirits within ever again. She was filled with happiness that that wasn’t the case. As soon as she took the stone into her hand, she closed her eyes and could feel the connection to Anso and Thorodd, and that pesky demon too.  
 
    “I had a dream,” she said, draping the necklace around her neck. “It was before I woke up just over there on the edge of the shore. In that dream, I was talking to Thorodd and Anso, but I don’t know how because I didn’t have the bloodstone.” She turned to Tayo, looking for answers. “How was I still able to talk to them?” 
 
    “Beats me.” He shrugged, taking a quick look at his own necklace, peeking out from underneath his shirt. “Normal folk have dreams all the time. Maybe it was that?” 
 
    “Maybe. Parts of it did feel more like a nightmare and I’ve never not felt safe in the presence of their spirits.”  
 
    “I used to dream of my father before I knew him.” The boy smiled fondly, remembering the brief time he got to spend with his father, Koyo. “It used to feel so real. Maybe that’s a part of what makes us who we are as people. Maybe that’s what love is, like it’s just a connection that can’t be touched, but can only be felt.” He looked to her, his deep-set eyes catching hers. “And maybe it lives on long after we’re gone.” 
 
    “That’s uncharacteristically insightful, Tayo.” She couldn’t help chuckling, but she felt exactly what he was saying. 
 
    “I’m not all brawn.” He puffed out his chest with a wry smile. “I’m also brains.”  
 
    Hanna was easily reminded why it was so easy being around Tayo. There was something about the boy that always managed to lift her spirts. “Does that big brain of yours have any suggestions on how we’re going to get off this island?” 
 
    “We can either build a raft ourselves or we can commandeer one of their ships. If I’m being honest, I think the latter would be the smarter option and also the more adventurous one.”  
 
    “How do you know they have ships? Have you seen them with your own eyes?” Hanna questioned. Tayo had filled her in on everything he had faced since he washed up on shore. Namely that he had been chased through the forest by a dozen or so men like the one she battled back in the woods. 
 
    “Not with my own eyes, but it’s logical that they would have had to have arrived here somehow.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s true.” She dragged both palms over her head. The sun was growing hotter by the minute. “Sorry, I’ve got water-brain.”  
 
    He nudged her playfully with his elbow. “I think you’re just fine, with or without water-brain.” 
 
    Hanna blushed slightly and cleared her throat. “So, where do you think we’d find these fabled ships??” 
 
    “This island isn’t too big, and I’ve scouted most of the eastern coast, so my bet is they’re on the western side.” He peered down the length of the beach. In the distance, another island could be seen about a mile off the shoreline. “The only thing I know is that these people are here because we’re here.”  
 
    “That hunter, that’s what he called himself, he knew my name. I’m betting he belongs to the same group we battled out at sea.”  
 
    “Do you think it’s related to the mage back in Yanga?”  
 
    “You mean the one who uttered my father’s name?” she asked with a furrowed brow. “Yeah, I believe it’d all have to be related. It’s our job to find out why and how.”  
 
    “Well, Hanna Halfblood, if there’s anyone I trust to lead the way, it’s you.” He climbed to his feet then reached his hand down to assist her in joining him. “So, tell me what to do, Captain, and I’ll follow your lead.”  
 
    “First things first.” She placed a hand on each of her hips. “I say we go and find the rest of these warriors and show them they’re messing with the wrong damn people.”  
 
    Tayo passed her a knowing smirk.  
 
    She wasn’t sure if she could back up her strong words, but damn it all. She was going to try. 
 
    … 
 
      
 
    “In all the chaos, and all the depths of the never-ending sea, how did you manage to find my stone?” Hanna questioned.  
 
    The two of them sat along the edge of a creek that flowed through the center of the island. Finally, they had found a drinkable water source and they were waiting until they were well replenished before they continued their search for the warriors.  
 
    “I’m unsure how much you remember, but just before you slipped through the cracks of the ship, I reached out for you. All I could grab onto was your necklace, and it snapped. I held that stone tight in my hand and somehow managed to slip it into my pocket before Dilare and I found refuge on a plank of wood that had detached from the ship.”  
 
    “Is she...?” Hanna’s voice trailed off.  
 
    “Dead?” Tayo shook his head. “I’m not sure. The storm continued to rage. The waves were crashing all around us, and it was so dark that I didn’t see what had happened to her, but I noticed she was gone when a blue flash of lightning lit up the sky. I screamed out for her, but...” He dropped his head, defeated and ashamed. “I’m sorry I couldn’t do more.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to be sorry for,” she assured him, reaching across the way to lift his face by his chin. “The sea can be a dangerous and unforgiving place. Every time we venture out onto the water, we know we’re risking something, and sometimes that something is our very lives. But we also know with certainty that we live long after we’re dead.”  
 
    “That should make it easier.” He pushed his tongue against the inside of his cheek contemplatively. “I’m not sure if I feel the relief that should come knowing that, though.”  
 
    “It can be hard sometimes to see through the fog.”  
 
    Tayo stood and made his way to the creek bed and scooped another drink of water into his hands. He raised it to his mouth, devoured the water, then did it a second time before turning back to Hanna. “We have one quadrant left of the island to search, and my silver coins are betting that’s where we’re going to find our new friends.”  
 
    “Now that I have my stone back, I’m far more confident we defeat them.” Hanna climbed to her feet and picked up the sword she had commandeered off the dead man’s body. She slashed it through the air and made quick work practicing with it. “That is if I can get the hang of this unbalanced sword. I’ve never seen something quite like it.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t even classify it as a sword,” Tayo scoffed, picking his own off the ground and readying it before him. “However, it’s the best we can do for now and for that reason alone, we’re going to have to make it work.”  
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Hanna and Tayo hid behind two tree trunks that stood perfectly parallel to each other. They watched intently as eleven men dressed in the now familiar garb stood in a line along the beach. They had found them on the Western side of the island, but that’s not what fascinated the two of them so.  
 
    They were all standing in front of a pitch-black portal lined with a metallic purple aurora that flicked around the entirety of the magical portal. Hanna had never seen anything like it. She had never heard of such a thing actually existing, but they were far away from home and she had always been told the Isle of Caruana was a wild and mysterious place. It wasn’t until recently that she had laid eyes upon magic with her very own eyes.  
 
    Hanna nodded at Tayo, gesturing for him to retreat slightly back so they could have a quiet chat. The two of them met a good hundred feet back away from the edge of the forest and crouched down low to the ground.  
 
    “My eyes might be deceiving me but that looks like a portal,” Tayo whispered to her.  
 
    By the expression on his face, Hanna measured he couldn’t quite believe what he was saying. She was in the same boat. “My question is where in the seven hells does it go?” 
 
    “That’s a question I’m not sure I want to know the answer to, but it’s also a question I think we’re going to find out very soon.” She squinted her eyes, unable to believe the words about to come out of her mouth. “I think that portal might be the only way off the island.”  
 
    “No.” He shook his head furiously. “There has to be a boat somewhere, and we’re going to find it.” 
 
    She crept even closer to him. “And what if there isn’t?” 
 
    “Then we’ll build a raft,” he seethed through gritted teeth. He wasn’t angry, though. He was terrified. “I will shave bark off the tree to make my own twine. I’ll assemble the pieces of debris that crashed upon the shore into a raft and we will float away to the next island, and the island after that. We will travel the seas on a raft until we find a boat we can commandeer, but I am not going near that damn portal.”  
 
    “We don’t even know where we are,” Hanna said. “On a raft, we can navigate by the position of the sun, but who knows how long it’d take and if another storm should pass, we wouldn’t survive on a raft.”  
 
    “That portal could literally lead into the seven layers of hell for all we know.” 
 
    “I think that’s a little dramatic, Tayo.” 
 
    “Is it?” He shot her a cold glare. “Are you sure you want to find out?” 
 
    “Fine,” she scoffed. “We’ll kill ten of the men and leave one alive. If we promise him a quick death, maybe he’ll tell us where we’re going.” 
 
    “I don’t think these men are the type to break like that.”  
 
    “I’ll remove one eye at a time if I have to.”  
 
    Tayo rose slightly and took a measured step back away from Hanna then another.  
 
    “I’m not being serious,” she said, but actually... She was being totally serious. The very reason she went further south than she had ever dreamed of going before was because there was a chance she could find out what happened to her father. There was literally nothing she wouldn’t do. “We need to regroup then we’ll return just before nightfall.” 
 
    “Are you sure we can’t build a raft?” He cocked a curious, nervous brow.  
 
    “Look, if we get any indication that that portal is going to take us somewhere nefarious, then yes, the raft option is on the table, but we’ll take the logical route, not be ruled by fear, so the portal remains a viable option.” She frowned. “It might not even be a portal for all we know.”  
 
    She crept back to the edge of the forest where the trees met the sandy beaches and watched for a few minutes more. One of the cloaked men stepped towards the portal and stepped through it, his body disappearing amongst the pitch-black darkness.  
 
    “That’s a portal.” Tayo swallowed a nervous lump in his throat that was visible to the naked eye.  
 
    “It’ll be fine,” Hanna said lowly.  
 
    But she didn’t know if that was true. In fact, she kind of believed it to be the exact opposite of fine, but Tayo was already sheepish enough about the prospects of the portal for the both of them.  
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    Hanna escapes the island  
 
    Hanna and Tayo returned to the western beach just before sundown. The horizon was a magnificent color that was torn halfway between pink and orange. The sun hovered just over the water’s edge, the rays of light dancing along the calm tides.  
 
    In the time since they had first scouted the scene, the two warriors managed to get a few hours rest, but couldn’t find anything other than simple coconuts for food. For the time being, it did the trick, but once they escaped the island, the first thing they needed to do was to find a proper meal lest their hunger overtake their senses.  
 
    If the man Hanna had battled soon after she awoke on the beach was any indication, she was confident they could take the ten warriors that dotted the beach. It wouldn’t be easy, but it had to be done.  
 
    By her count, the warrior who had disappeared through the portal hadn’t returned. The portal itself stood as a stark contrast against the colorful vision of the sky behind it. After giving it more thought, Hanna agreed with Tayo that they should explore all other options before even thinking about leaping through that portal. Even if they had to build a raft and sail the seas on such a vessel, she calculated they’d have a better chance at survival simply because of her relationship with the sea. It could be uncertain at times, but she knew how to conquer the uncertainty of the sea. There was no telling what lay in wait on the other end of the portal.  
 
    Hanna cocked her head to Tayo to find a nervous look across his face. He exhaled softly, his fist tangled tightly around the hilt of his blade. There was a certain kind of fear in his eyes she’d recognize anywhere. Years prior, she had carried the same expression on her face at the advent of a new battle. It was simply a look all inexperienced warriors carried with them.  
 
    “It’s going to be fine,” she assured him, reaching to drop a comforting palm on his shoulder. “Just remember all your training.”  
 
    “I’m trying.” He swallowed nervously and turned to her with a frown. “I’m worried though that it’s all going to turn to mush when the battle begins.”  
 
    “You mustn’t think like that. Besides, I’ve seen you fight before. You’re a damn good fighter when you don’t get lost in your head own head.” She dropped her hand to his chest to press against his bloodstone. “Koyo will be there with you the entire time. If you can’t trust your own intuition, trust his. It’s prudent that you remember to keep your eyes open. Do not squander your attention on a sole enemy, and, whatever you do, don’t allow yourself to double-think any of your moves. I’ve seen hesitation kill one too many men, and if I’m being honest with you, I’m not particularly fond of the idea of traveling these unknown seas alone. Basically, what I’m trying to tell you is, please don’t die.”  
 
    “It’s not on the itinerary.” He smirked, but his amusement was short-lived. His eyes grew large as they scoured the beach ahead. “There’s only eight of them.” 
 
    Hanna shot her gaze towards the beach and squinted her eyes as she quickly took count of the warriors. Tayo was right. There were only eight when there should have been ten. Hanna took one calculated guess at where they could be. “They’re behind us, aren’t they?”  
 
    Tayo turned his head over his shoulder slowly as if he was afraid at what he might find standing behind them. “Yeah,” he whispered, but what was the point in whispering when they were already found out.  
 
    “There goes the element of surprise.” Hanna jumped to her feet, sword in hand. She twisted around just in time to parry the first blow of the warrior’s sword. Steel clanked against steel and from behind her, she could hear the rest of the warriors shifting into action. If they didn’t do something, they’d soon be surrounded. “Lead them into the forest,” Hanna said.  
 
    She jutted to the left and watched as Tayo went the opposite way. Each of them was followed by a single warrior. As the sun continued to disappear amongst the horizon, the forest became darker. Hanna had to squint her eyes to make her way through the woods until she finally came to a stop inside a small clearing. She twisted around to face the warrior and steadied each of her feet firm against the ground.  
 
    The warrior took no time drawing two blades from behind his back and charging forward. Hanna managed to parry each blow with her own sword, taking another long step backwards with every counter until she pushed against a tree. She leapt forward, did a forward somersault, rolled underneath the man’s arm, then quickly jumped back to her feet. With the warrior’s back still turned to her, she plunged the sword directly between his shoulder blades. The thrust of the sword sent the man forward against the tree, and the sword itself got lodged into the tree, holding the warrior’s dying body in place.  
 
    Hanna attempted to remove the sword but was distracted when another warrior grabbed her by the waist and threw her backwards onto the ground. When she looked up to the darkening sky, there were three warriors surrounding her. She leapt to her feet and managed to dodge the first blow, but a steel blade sliced across her arm when she moved to block another. She let out a painful yelp but didn’t allow the pain to distract her. She had been through far worse pain before and, though she was tired, this was a battle she had to win.  
 
    She searched for an opening and jutted between an open space between two of the men’s shoulders, her own body thudding against theirs. She raced forward and took refuge behind a particularly thick tree trunk. Then she waited for the first of the warriors to pass. When they did so, she threw her arm out sideways with a full fist. Her blow landed against his chest, sending him barreling to the ground to land with a crack of his back against the ground. She wasted no time scooping his blade into her hands and cut it through the air, decapitating the next warrior that charged at her.  
 
    The last standing man stopped and cocked his head sideways. Who were these men, anyway? And why did it matter if they hid their faces? She’d figure all that out later. The plan was to leave one alive and to kill the rest. She jabbed the blade downwards, ending the life of the warrior on the ground with a clean stab through his heart. It took a quick pull to retrieve the sword from the sandy ground and she readied herself for battle once more, shifting her weight from shoulder-to-shoulder as she appraised the situation before her. All she could see was the warrior’s eyes—they were a dark black just the same as the rest of them—but even her view of their eyes was wavering underneath the dying light of the sun.  
 
    The two continued their slow dance. Anso had taught her the virtue of patience and she could feel his essence guiding her. He had relayed to her how important timing was in the midst of battle. It was more important, even, than brute strength. But in the calculations involved with surviving and winning a battle, brute strength alone was one of the least determining factors. Just when she was about to take her shot, a sword pierced clean through the man’s chest. He lost control of his reflexes and the blade clattered against the ground. When his body fell forward, Tayo was standing behind him with blood staining the length of one arm and covering his shirt and face too.  
 
    Hanna passed Tayo an approving nod before stepping past him, blade in hand, and ready for more battles. “How many did you get?” 
 
    “Two,” he said, his breath ragged and his chest heaving. “I guess that makes it three.”  
 
    “Same.” Hanna didn’t say much. She was conserving her energy for the last four warriors. One of which would be lucky enough to live until maybe sunrise. She was going to get whatever information she needed from him then put him out of his misery.  
 
    “You know, you could catch a breather while I dispose of the rest of them.” A light chuckle could be heard from behind her. “Sit back and watch the student become the teacher.” 
 
    “Confidence is an admirable trait, Tayo,” she said without breaking focus on the path ahead. Up ahead, she could see the dark beach where the moon’s light gleamed off the currents of the sea. “It’s an important tool in the arsenal of survival, however, I’ve seen many men flounder under the weight of their own egos.” She took a moment to catch the boy’s attention. “Don’t let your confidence ever get you killed.”  
 
    “I don’t plan on dying.” Tayo grinned, then nodded forward. “The time will come for another lesson, I’m certain of it. Now is not the time.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Hanna swiveled her head, cracking the tension in her neck. “it’s time to kick some ass.” 
 
    Just up ahead, she spotted a warrior cloaked in all black at the edge of the forest. She smiled briefly at Tayo before racing forward. She had the element of surprise and she wasn’t going to blow it.  
 
    Her boots stampeded against the soft ground, ultimately snapping a twig underneath her weight that alerted the warrior to her presence. She inhaled sharply and ran even faster than before. The man turned on his feet and fled the woods, running straight towards the beach.  
 
    Hanna cocked her body sideways as she slipped through the slim space between two trees. With her focus aimed straight ahead, she watched as the warrior kicked sand into the air in his effort to flee. To her right, she couldn’t help become momentarily distracted by the swirling of the portal. It looked different than before with white cracks of magic cutting through the center.  
 
    Back to the task at hand, Hanna’s eyes followed as the warrior made a hard, left turn, forcing her to turn as well. She prepared to engage in combat, but her eyes went wide with what she saw. On the other side of the beach, there was another portal. It was larger than the one behind her—much larger. Other than that, it looked mostly the same but that’s not what worried her so.  
 
    Marching in formation, away from the other portal and straight towards her, was a sea of men cloaked in black. It was more than a platoon. It was more than a band of warriors. It was an entire infantry and Hanna knew she couldn’t take them all, certainly not when she was still so tired from the events that had unfolded over the past day.  
 
    Each carried a sword in their hand and with every sharp inhale, Hanna watched as they marched closer and closer to her. Within seconds, she’d be overrun and surrounded. She needed time to think, but time was a luxury that’d have to wait until she was dead.  
 
    Out the corner of her eye, she watched Tayo spring from the forest and run to her side, blade in hand. He was prepared for battle, but Hanna couldn’t find the words to tell him they wouldn’t be battling. She was courageous and strong, but she wasn’t stupid. Fighting an entire army wasn’t an option. There were only two viable maneuvers—to either jump through the portal or to run into the forest. The latter was a losing proposition. They were outnumbered, and they’d eventually be found. They wouldn’t have the time to break away from battle in order to build a raft, and there was no telling if there could be more warriors on their way.  
 
    “The portal’s closing,” Tayo yelled, a certain urgency in his voice. 
 
    “What do you want me to do about that?” Hanna fired back. “I’m not a mage!” 
 
    “Are we running or are we staying?” he questioned, taking a step forward as if to protect Hanna. But Hanna knew that if either of them needed protecting, it was him, not her. “We need to make a decision, fast!” 
 
    Hanna searched the beach with her eyes. It was lit only by the purplish aurora that surrounded the portal and the faint light of the moon that took refuge behind approaching storm clouds. At least a hundred men and she knew they didn’t have the energy to fight them all, not if they planned to live to tell the tale.  
 
    There was only one choice. “Retreat. Jump into the portal!” It was a decision that weighed heavy on her heart. It wasn’t in her makeup to run away from a battle, but by traveling to the ends of the earth, she traveled far out of her comfort zone. They were alone without the help of their crew, and for the first time in Hanna’s life, retreating was the only right move.  
 
    She waited for Tayo to turn towards the portal before she herself did the same. White cracks of magic cut through the center of the pitch-black portal. She ran forward and came to a sudden halt just before jumping through.  
 
    “I really wish I knew where this thing went,” she said lowly, her eyes watching carefully as the cracks of magic began to tear tiny little holes into the pitch-black darkness. When Tayo didn’t say anything back, she turned to him.  
 
    He was gone.  
 
    She shot her gaze towards the approaching militia and immediately swung her sword into the air, prepared to take every single one of the warriors on, even if it most certainly meant imminent death. She took a few steps forward, her eyes unable to break away from the helpless boy.  
 
    He was on his knees with a warrior holding him down with the full weight of his strength levied against his shoulder. He didn’t look defeated though. He looked strong and brave, and seemed to accept his fate. That was more than Hanna could do.  
 
    She took a measured step forward and shouted at the man, “Let him go!” 
 
    The warrior simply shook his head a defiant no.  
 
    Hanna gripped the hilt of the sword tighter and gritted her teeth. There were too many of them to fight alone but in the moment, she was willing to do whatever it took. Even if it meant fighting until she took her last breath. Even if it meant fighting until inevitable death, she wasn’t going to leave Tayo. She wasn’t going to leave him behind. Simply put, she had already lost too much.  
 
    Tayo said something but Hanna couldn’t make out exactly what he was saying. She squinted to try and read his lips and she thought she watched him lip the words, ‘Go now.’  
 
    She shook her head furiously, her throat closing on her as she tried to fight away the tears. Her mouth dropped open, her lips trembling. He was right. She knew that much to be true. Staying behind to fight would end up with both of them dead. If she turned and ran, then she reasoned they might keep Tayo alive to use as bait. Though she couldn’t be sure, she could feel it in her bones that running was the right thing to do.  
 
    She dropped a hand to the bloodstone strung around her neck and could feel the spirits within. They were all telling her to run.  
 
    And that’s just what she did.  
 
    The sword dropped from her hand as she spun in a circle. She was moving at full speed but watched the world around her as if she was running in slow motion. The portal began to come apart, sounding like mechanical gears grinding against each other. From behind her, she could hear the warriors stampeding against the sand.  
 
    She could feel the magic pulsating all around her, sucking her into the pitch-black darkness. There was a jolt of electricity to her soul as she tried to maneuver in the pitch-blackness of the portal. She was everywhere and nowhere at the same time and she couldn’t see where she was going. Her mind was racing faster than the fastest beasts in the wild.  
 
    Then she felt a familiar pain cut through her flesh. She dropped her head to see a sword had driven through her chest, the steel blade coated in her own blood. She tried to let out a scream, but she couldn’t hear anything.  
 
    Her eyelids fell over her eyes.  
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    Katla learns Hanna is missing. 
 
    Katla knew she was dreaming. Ever since she was a little girl, she had a precarious way of being able to separate reality from the land of dreams. For as long as she could remember, she hadn’t believed she ever fell prey to the illusion that a dream or nightmare was reality.  
 
    It was one of many gifts she was born with. Another gift was tenacity. Whatever obstacles stood in her way, she always managed to overcome them. She felt as if her luck had finally run out, though.  
 
    She stood on the outskirts of a village just outside Yanga. It was a small farming community named Terryn, but it only existed in Katla’s imagination. The village was on fire as villagers fled the scene of a raging battle between Katla and the demon Vedoch. He was taller now than she had remembered him being before, stronger too as if the powers at his disposal were a never-ending well of strength.  
 
    The closer he got to the village, the more the tiny community faced certain demise. Katla couldn’t deduce why he was there but relegated his presence to the idea that it was simply a battle for the control of her body and soul. It was a war he had been waging in both the land of dreams and the real world, and though the war had only begun, it was one she was tired of fighting already.  
 
    The demon approached her, his humongous feet pounding against the earth. Katla’s entire body trembled with each step the demon took. The weight and force of his body was enough to shake the ground beneath them.  
 
    “You are here because you need something, but your friends are somewhere else because they need something too,” the demon said, his voice more a guttural growl than the voice of a human. “And still you fight the inevitable, spending your energy on pointless endeavors of the heart.” 
 
    In her dreams, Katla brandished a broadsword that’s length rivaled her own height. She held it before her, the glare of the sun repelling off the bloodied-surface of the blade. She was prepared to strike but imagined she’d need more than a simple blade to defeat the demon.  
 
    He hovered above her, bending at his knees so he could meet her gaze straight on. Large horns erupted through the top of his head. “Your friend has trespassed into a world of grave danger. You must find her before it’s too late.”  
 
    She looked up to the demon, her eyes searching for the truth. In the middle of the battle they had been waging against each other, he now seemed friendly even if his blood-red eyes resembled something from the deepest depths of hell.  
 
    “What do you want from me?” she screamed, taking a measured step back and readying her blade once more. “There’s something, I’m sure of it. Tell me what it is.”  
 
    With his long, tentacle-like fingers, he pressed against her chest. The force of his touch was enough to send her fumbling to the ground, her sword dropping to her side. He lowered himself again, his long body stretched out just above her own. Embers of ashes dropped onto her face.  
 
    “I want your soul,” he said, gravel in the back of his throat. “The danger you’ve arrived upon is a danger to my connection to the world of the living.”  
 
    She swallowed a nervous lump in her throat. “You can’t have me.” The demon suddenly seemed far less friendly than he had a moment before. 
 
    “I already do.” He rose to his feet and, without saying another word, stalked towards the burning village, turning his back to her.  
 
    She jumped to her feet, grabbed the blade, and thrust it into the demon’s lower back. He screamed out in pain, but it sounded more like the roar of a wild animal. He spun in a quick circle and knocked her back to the ground with a swift swing of his extended arm.  
 
    Her head cracked against a rock, her vision going dark in an instant.  
 
    When she opened her eyes again, she shot up where she lay and looked around. It was early in the morning, the sunlight filtering through the trees overhead. She raised one hand to shield her eyes from the bright light and looked around the makeshift campsite. Beside her was a fire that had been extinguished recently. The smoke still swirled into the air and through a space between the trees overhead.  
 
    She threw the wool blanket from her body and climbed to her feet. Finally, she was awake, saved from the continuing nightmares she had been having about the demon Vedoch. She looked for Hester but didn’t see either him or the mage they had been holding hostage. Their two horses were lying on the ground on the opposite side of the fire.  
 
    Hester appeared from behind her, guiding the mage who was bound with rope behind his back. They spent the entire previous day trying to force the mage to talk but he was a tough nut to crack. It was a trait so many evil men had in common; they had iron courage to evade the truth even when their life depended on it.  
 
    “Has he said anything?” Katla questioned, digging into a sack of food for a morning snack. She retrieved an apple and bit into it.  
 
    “He’s talked about everything and nothing.” Hester pushed the mage onto his knees in front of the fire. “He has a penchant for speaking in riddles and I have a penchant for not understanding what he’s trying to say.”  
 
    The mage looked to Katla with a smirk. She passed him a similar smile before lobbing the apple against the side of his head. The mage grunted out and glared at her.  
 
    “I’m tired of waiting.” Katla retrieved a dagger from the ground and spun around the back of the mage. She dropped her head over his shoulder and threatened him with the dagger. “You have a name?”  
 
    “I have nothing.”  
 
    “Everyone has a name.” Katla held the sharp blade of the dagger against the mage’s throat. “You’re not going to have a life if you don’t start talking.”  
 
    He cocked his head to her, his eyes looking anywhere else, anywhere but straight at her. It was like he couldn’t force himself to make eye contact with her. Perhaps that was part of his training in order to avoid ever saying too much. From experience, Katla knew it was easier to lie or deflect without explicit eye contact. She circled him quickly, grabbed the man roughly by the cheeks and forced him to look straight at her.  
 
    “Start with a name or your blood will spill upon this blade.”  
 
    “Katla, is this necessary?” Hester asked, looking down at her as if she was some kind of monster.  
 
    Katla couldn’t look at Hester. He obviously didn’t know what she was capable of, and he was still his same old meek self, even if he was far more powerful than he realized. Tired of waiting for an answer, Katla jabbed the knife down into the man’s thigh. His eyes shot open and he let out a painful yelp.  
 
    “Katla!” Hester screamed, but she continued to pay him no attention.  
 
    “You’re going to give me a name or I’m going to stab the other leg.” 
 
    The mage narrowed his eyes on the assassin. “My name is Terryn, and I’ve come with a warning.”  
 
    His name sent a chill down her spine. It was the same name as the imaginary village she had been battling Vedoch over in her dream. She climbed to her feet and took a measured step back, a haunted look passing over her face.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Hester questioned, his eyes shifting back and forth between the mage and Katla. “Do you know that name?” 
 
    Katla shook her head first then nodded. She knew the name. She just couldn’t believe the mage before her shared the name with the imaginary place she had been battling the demon in her dreams. The demon had been warning her about something, and that something seemed to have had arrived.  
 
    “Where is Hanna Halfblood?” Katla seethed through gritted teeth. “You’re going to tell me or I’m going to kill you.”  
 
    Hester rushed to her side. “Wait, what?” 
 
    She took a quick glance at Hester and then looked back to the mage. She felt the familiar warming sensation of the bloodstone against her skin and lost control over what she did next. She plunged the dagger into the man’s heart, ending his life in the time it took for her to pull the blade back. The mage fell forward dead, landing face-first against the hard ground beneath them.  
 
    “What the hell was that?” Hester shouted. “We needed him for information.”  
 
    “If we strung him along with us, it’d only slow us down.” She sheathed the blade and woke the horses.  
 
    Hester followed closely behind. “The instructors at Gorro could have forced a truth spell upon him.”  
 
    “You still don’t get it.” She shook her head furiously. She grabbed everything that was laying by the fire and stuffed them into bags. “We’re not going to Gorro because they never ordered us there. It’s all been a trap to get us out of Yanga, so they could attack us.”  
 
    “None of this is making any sense.” Hester stood confused above her, not bothering to help her in her frantic attempt to pack.  
 
    “You’re a smart guy, Hester. One of the smartest I’ve ever known, but you’re not too wise, are you?” She tied the bags to the saddles of the horses and jumped on top, kicking both legs over the sides of the horse. “That’s a rhetorical question by the way.” 
 
    “You’re scaring me. You killed that man in cold blood.” 
 
    “He would have killed us. Don’t you ever forget that.” 
 
    Hester crossed his arms and frowned. “I’m afraid you’re turning into someone or something I don’t recognize.”  
 
    “You think I’m a monster?” Katla shot him a narrow gaze. “It’s okay to say it if you believe it.” 
 
    “I believe Vedoch has become too powerful for you.” 
 
    “That’s absurd, and you’re wasting my time,” she said, but she knew he was right. “Come on, let’s go.”  
 
    “Where are we going?” Hester begrudgingly climbed atop his own horse.  
 
    “To Solotine first then Caruana.” 
 
    “Are you mad?” Hester guided his horse to ride beside Katla. “You’ve lost your damn mind.” 
 
    “Hanna is in trouble and she needs us,” she said, her eyes focused on the narrow path leading back to Yanga.  
 
    “Saying you’re going to Caruana is one thing. Getting there is another.”  
 
    “You think I don’t know this?” She scoffed. “I’m going there with or without you. The demon warned me she was in trouble and the mage’s last words only proves he was right. Hanna should have killed me for what I did to her grandfather, but she didn’t. I owe her this. So, tell me, are you coming or staying?”  
 
    “I’m obviously going,” he said sheepishly. It was apparent in his voice he was nervous about the journey ahead, but he was braver than he had been when she first met him.  
 
    It was when Katla had a clear goal and was on a mission with a certain endgame that she felt most like herself. In many ways, she understood her need to save Hanna was a distraction from the battle raging within, but she also knew she hadn’t finished repaying her debt to Hanna.  
 
    There was also the idea that if Vedoch was indeed trying to take over her soul that Hanna could be one of the only ones to help her stop it. After all, the very magic that defined the bloodstones existed within Hanna’s very blood.  
 
    Whatever the case, Katla was now on the precipice of another long journey with trying battles ahead. She feared she wouldn’t survive like last time, but maybe death was the easiest way to defeat Vedoch. 
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    Hanna is injured 
 
    When Hanna awoke, she found herself staring blankly at the night sky. The stars looked different than they had ever looked before. They were brighter and closer together. Maybe, she figured, she had never really given them a solid look before.  
 
    She tried to ignore the pain she felt in her torso. There were sharp jabs of pain separated by seconds of relief at a time. The last thing she remembered was wading through the pitch-dark blackness of the portal, then she felt the blade of a sword cutting straight through her body. She had been on the receiving end of a blade one too many times and, though she didn’t actually see the steel sword tear through her body, the pain was unmistakable.  
 
    And yet, she was alive, staring up at the night sky. She couldn’t bring herself to glance down at her injuries. There was something about feeling pain and seeing the wound that caused the pain. Seeing it would somehow only make it worse.  
 
    Other than the portal, the last thing she remembered was seeing Tayo so helpless. He could have been alive. He could have been dead. It was best to not allow herself to think about that. If she thought about Tayo, she’d only wallow in guilt. She had been warned not to venture to Caruana, that it was a treacherous journey. She was prepared for the wicked sea, but she hadn’t figured being hunted down by an overwhelming group of warriors in the equation. That miscalculation proved to be fatal for almost her entire crew. Their deaths were on her conscience.  
 
    From beside her, she could feel the familiar warmth of a fire. It wasn’t a cold land wherever she was, but the heat was welcome in what she presumed was the middle of the night. A shadow stepped in front of the fire and the silhouette of a woman draped over her. Hanna cocked her eyes upwards to find an older woman with long, straggly, gray hair standing above her.  
 
    “Hi,” Hanna said softly, unafraid of the woman. There was a friendliness in the way the woman smiled politely towards her. “I’m Hanna Halfblood.”  
 
    “The name doesn’t spark a memory in my mind, but I do say I’m blessed to see you’re finally awake.” The woman dropped down onto her knees, the bones cracking in her elderly body. She wore a grey dress with a hem so low it dragged across the dirty ground, but her dress didn’t look dirty. She lowered a hand underneath Hanna’s neck and helped her to sit up. “The moon has come and gone three times over since I found you in the forest.”  
 
    “It’s been three days?” Hanna managed to eke out. The breath it took to force the words from her throat brought a sharp pain to her stomach. “How am I alive?” 
 
    The woman helped Hanna rise to sit on the trunk of a log that had been placed beside the fire. It was short, but it was big enough for both of them to have a seat. “I believe you have the spirit of a warrior, and that’s how you’re still alive.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Hanna said with a painful groan, “I don’t think I caught your name.” 
 
    “Cloudy Monroe, but no, I haven’t uttered my name in the time it has taken for an entire generation to grow up in this cold world.” The woman took two mugs and filled them with a stew that boiled in a pot above the fire. She passed one to Hanna and kept the other for herself. “You’re the first person I’ve made contact with in years, though I’ve seen the hunters trespassing through the forest from time to time. They’re much more active recently.”  
 
    “The warriors?” Hanna questioned. “You know of them?” 
 
    “Everyone knows of them, dear.” Cloudy took a short sip of the hot stew. “For the folk in the neighboring communities of Sarlin, it’s best to look the other way and allow them to do their own thing. As long as they’re not attempting to overthrow the power structure, then they are to be left alone. And, let’s face it, the hunters aren’t interested in mundane power. They’re after something far more sinister.” 
 
    “Sarlin?” Hanna cocked a brow. “Whereabouts is that?” 
 
    “You’ve no idea where you are, young one?”  
 
    Hanna blustered at the thought of being called young. It had always been used as an insult against her by those who didn’t know her well enough to know she’d kick their ass and all their friends’ asses too.  
 
    “I might look young, but I’ve been a warrior since I was a little girl.”  
 
    “Yes,” Cloudy said with a nod and reached for the bloodstone hanging from the girl’s neck. She smoothed her hand across the stone before Hanna jerked slightly away. “It’s been ages since I’ve seen a bloodstone.”  
 
    “You know what they are?” 
 
    “Yes.” Cloudy chuckled lowly. “Everyone used to know them very well. They’re not so common in the current landscape of the world. The last time I saw one...” She cleared her throat and climbed to her feet, sitting her mug of stew down onto the dirt. “I’ve said too much, but I’m afraid I haven’t said enough.” She narrowed her eyes in on the girl. “I understand the purview of coincidences just the same as I understand the magic of intuition. Using the power of both, I’ve harnessed a thought that perhaps I know why you’ve come here, and just the same, I am urging you to leave once your wounds have healed and you can stand on your own two feet. I urge you when that day comes to run.”  
 
    Hanna cocked her head slightly. She thought she understood exactly what the older woman was trying to say, but if she was right, the only place she was running was straight for her father. “It’s my estimation that you know something you’re not willing to say explicitly, so I’m going to ask you a question and I want the truth. “Do you know who I am, and more importantly, do you know of my father?” 
 
    The woman moved her lips to speak but didn’t say a word. “Your answers will come in time, but in the spirit of healing, I ask that you leave this alone for the time being.”  
 
    That wasn’t going to work for Hanna. She scoffed but just as she was about to object, she saw two warriors racing through the woods in the distance. They were lit only by the soft glow of the moon, but the imagery was unmistakable. They were dressed the same as the men back on the island. “Where is my sword? We must fight.” 
 
    “You are in no condition to fight,” Cloudy protested, speaking far too loudly when there were enemies nearby. “You mustn’t concern yourself with these men right now.”  
 
    “It’s either my life or theirs.” Hanna grunted in pain as she attempted to climb to her feet. She was sluggish and could feel the wound in her stomach ripping back open, but she was a fighter and she fought through the pain. Gritting her teeth, she wobbled as she stood.  
 
    Cloudy reached for her and steadied a frail hand upon either of her arms to hold her still. “They will never know you are here as they aren’t equipped to gaze through the veil.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    The woman guided Hanna back down onto the log. “Over the years, I’ve managed some tricks of my own.” She took a quick look over her shoulder and watched as the warrior disappeared into the sea of trees, then turned back to Hanna. “Magic is varied and common here in this part of Caruana.” 
 
    “You’re a mage,” Hanna said, taking in a sigh. In her experience, most mages were as bloodthirsty as the warriors that followed their lead. “A good one, though?” 
 
    “As pure as one can be after being hunted for the better part of two decades.” She smiled flatly. “I take pride in the goodness of my heart. It’s done me well all these years and, in that vein, I must only use the magic within for survival. There’s a shield all around us. They can neither see or hear anything within the sphere.”  
 
    Hanna allowed herself to take a breather. It felt nice but there were issues to still be discussed. “Will you answer my question now?” 
 
    “No.” Cloudy shook her head gently. “I promise answers will come but only once you’ve healed. You’re a warrior and because you’re a warrior, I don’t trust that you won’t run straight into danger before you’ve regained your strength.”  
 
    Hanna grumbled under her breath, but she wasn’t in any state to dictate what she did next. For some reason she couldn’t understand she trusted Cloudy explicitly and there was something about the woman’s presence that calmed Hanna’s spirit and soul. She would abide by Cloudy’s rules… for now. 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    The road to recovery was long, even with a potent healing salve Cloudy had applied every day, Hanna still felt the pangs of soreness whenever she exerted herself. She had lost track of the days since she first awoke in the middle of the forest. Every time she thought about what had transpired on the island, she felt the need to venture out into the city of Sarlin to find further clues about what the mages and warriors were after.  
 
    Hanna and Cloudy made their way through the forest at sunrise, scouting the woods for fresh berries. The wildlife down in Caruana was varied and interesting with creatures Hanna had never seen before. She longed for some meat but Cloudy was a pacifist and she hadn’t allowed Hanna to kill her food. Cloudy insisted the berries had magical nutrients which was something Hanna was skeptical of at first, but she had never healed from such a nefarious wound so fast, and yet the days still went impossibly slow.  
 
    In some ways, she enjoyed the slower pace. She imagined that if she survived until retirement, the way she had lived in the woods would be the way she would live in her elderly age. Looking that far ahead though was a daunting task. She was unable to picture her life without the sea. Thorodd himself had remained a traveling man until the day he died, and he was older than most men in similar careers.  
 
    Birds sang in the trees and Hanna found a growing comfort in them. When she was at her most anxious to pack up her things and head into Sarina, the birds were a calming reminder that she needed to stay where she was until she was fully healed. She had attempted to fight an army back on the island without her full strength and it ended up with the capture of Tayo.  
 
    She missed his smile and his always positive attitude. She missed the way he would look at her and make her melt. She felt something with Tayo and prayed every morning that she’d eventually find him alive. It made sense they’d want to keep hostages, though being held hostage was not a fate Hanna envied. She imagined if he were being held that he’d be tortured, and she couldn’t bear that thought.  
 
    “You’re thinking about that boy again, aren’t you?” Cloudy questioned softly. Her voice was always so soothing. “Try your hardest to think about the positive things.” 
 
    “That’s difficult to do, I’m afraid.” Hanna dropped her head low as they continued to traverse through the forest. “I feel responsible. It was my idea to come down to Caruana in search of my father based on nothing more than the utterance of his name from a slain enemy.”  
 
    “I wish you’d stop thinking about these things.”  
 
    “That’s even more difficult to do,” Hanna said. “I’ve been thinking about my father for as long as I can remember. Even when I pushed the thought of him to the back of my mind, it was always there on the surface. Whether he’s alive or dead, I just need to know the truth.” 
 
    “The truth is the most powerful thing in this world, but just the same, it can be entirely devastating.” Cloudy dropped her hand onto Hanna’s shoulder and pointed her to a patch of berries situated amongst a thick bush. They were a pearl-like purple and unlike any berries she had ever seen back home. “There’s our lunch.” 
 
    Hanna wasn’t worried about lunch though. She hadn’t had much of an appetite since she woke up in the forest, but she walked to the bush and helped the older woman fill a basket to the brim with berries. When they were done, they stood and headed back to the campsite.  
 
    Cloudy immediately got to work, smashing the berries atop a hot stone with a rock. She was skilled at what she did, making the finest jelly Hanna had ever tasted and she did it with nothing more than what the wilderness handed to her. Hanna dropped down onto the log and watched the woman work.  
 
    “You said you would tell me things,” Hanna said, hopeful. “Isn’t that day finally here?”  
 
    “Yes, I suppose it is.” Cloudy kept her eyes focused on the task at hand but continued to talk, “There have been rumors for years that a man has been kept at Fort Humble.”  
 
    “Fort Humble?” Hanna asked, her eyes widening. Finally, she was one step closer to perhaps finding out what had happened to her father.  
 
    Cloudy shot her a cold glare. “Please let me tell the story without interruption,” she said, then waited for Hanna to comply with a slight nod of her head. “Fort Humble is an old outpost that was abandoned after the Kiser family ascended to the throne using nothing more than force. The city of Sarlin operates within its own orbit and is an independent state from the rest of Caruana. It is a land filled with wonder, but it’s also filled with a sense of rebellion as the Kiser monarchy isn’t seen as legitimate by a good fraction of the people.”  
 
    “Because they took it by force?” Hanna questioned, only remembering she wasn’t supposed to interrupt her after she had already spoken. “I’m sorry. Please continue.”  
 
    “That’s one half of the equation but the truth is the people of Sarlin are deeply independent and thrive on an anarchy of sorts. It’s an absolute wonder the Kiser family has been able to hold onto power for so long when the longest leader I can think of sat at the head of the throne for a mere three years prior to them. Anyways, I fear I’m getting off track.” Cloudy cleansed her hands on a cloth before scraping the mashed berries into a bowl and adding a touch of a purple liquid. “The hunters came to Sarlin after the Kiser family ascended to the throne and they turned this place into their home. As I’ve told you before, they’re not bothered much here but they were forced out in a rather violent manner by the rest of Caruana. Nobody knows exactly what they’re after, but there are rumors they seek a powerful stone that would grant the possessor the ability to control the masses.”  
 
    “Like a bloodstone?”  
 
    “Nothing of the sort.” Cloudy shook her head, sighed, and took a seat beside Hanna. “It’s far more powerful. The storied legend of the Apoch Stone is that it was forged within the seven hells and somehow it made its way into the world of the living. The mages and warriors that encompass the hunters want nothing more than to find that stone. They believe deeply it exists and extinguish anyone who stands in their way.” 
 
    “Why don’t the people of Sarlin fight them?” Hanna rose to her feet. She was hit with a quick cut of pain, but it faded quickly. The berries were certainly aiding her healing process. “If the stone is as powerful as everyone believes, wouldn’t it be prudent to stop them before they find it?” 
 
    Cloudy peered up to her with a gentle smile. “Not if people don’t believe it exists.” 
 
    “What about you?” Hanna cocked a curious brow. “Do you believe there’s truth in the legend?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied flatly. “I know it exists because I helped a man who ventured here from the land of Solotine. He came here to dismantle the organization of the hunters from the inside, and when they found out I was helping him, they came for me.” She looked away, a haunted look passing over her glassy eyes. “I’ve lived in the forest ever since, hiding away from them. As for the man, well the story goes that he’s still being held in the keep at Fort Humble.”  
 
    There was a lot of information to process. The man she spoke of, it had to have been her father. She just knew it. But if he was going to the ends of the earth to try and save mankind, wouldn’t he have said something to Rowena? She became parched for both water and more information, but when she pressed Cloudy to tell her more, the woman refused.  
 
    “Please, I believe you speak of my father,” Hanna said, her voice breaking. “I need to know what happened to him.” 
 
    Cloudy turned to her with a forced smile. “In time, but now is not the time. The day will come when you have to make a choice. You can let the hunters destroy you or you can run. I can’t make that decision for you, but I can stop you from doing anything dumb until you’re fully healed.”  
 
    Hanna closed her eyes and dropped her head. She knew Cloudy was right, but she also knew there was no way she could stick around any longer. As soon as the sun would go down that night, she would sneak out and head into the city of Sarlin.  
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    Hanna looks for answers  
 
    Hanna was forced to take a guess which way the city of Sarlin was. She hadn’t dared ask Cloudy for fear of her catching on to what she was about to do. Hanna hadn’t learned the scope of the mage’s powers but didn’t want to gamble with alerting her to her plans for the fear that somehow, she’d be able to stop her. She felt a pinch of guilt in her gut that she had left as soon as the older woman fell asleep, but she simply couldn’t wait any longer.  
 
    She began to doubt she had chosen the right direction, heading Westward where the sun had set only an hour before. It wasn’t until the sounds of a city in full swing slowly began to protrude through her ears she realized she was heading in the right direction, indeed.  
 
    When she emerged from the forest, she came into a field on the outskirts of the city. There was a dozen or so kids waging war in a playful battle, each armed with harmless sticks. The moonlight shined just enough to light the field of tall grass. The kids parried each other’s blows and verbalized their joy with grunts and yells. So far, the city of Sarlin didn’t seem so bad.  
 
    Hanna arrived at a broken path of cobblestone where weeds cut through the broken stone. It was at the edge of the city and around her were old, run-down homes that looked to have been abandoned long ago. They too were broken, torn down by either war or time. She followed that path until she reached the bustling city of Sarlin.  
 
    Cloudy simply hadn’t done the city justice. The town square was packed with traders and merchants. Kids played freely in the streets. There were bards on every corner singing songs and playing violins, and in front of a quaint looking book store, there was a man charming a snake upon the cobblestone road.  
 
    Hanna couldn’t help but to smile at all the excitement, but she remained on alert. If the hunters were as prevalent in Sarlin as Cloudy had implied, she could stumble upon them at any moment. She wondered if they’d even know who they were looking at, but it seemed like they always knew somehow. She looked both directions before carefully tucking her bloodstone underneath her blouse and rushing inside a nearby tavern.  
 
    She froze in place as soon as she stepped through the swinging door. There were men literally swinging from the chandelier that hung atop the large, crowded room. Both screamed with absolute joy, their cackles echoing off the stone walls as they reveled in their rebellion. People would have been thrown in the keep back home if they acted such foolishly in public. Hanna, meanwhile, kind of enjoyed the scene before her.  
 
    It was elbow to elbow and shoulder to shoulder as she pushed her way through the crowd to try to find a less dense place towards the back. Someone there had the information she needed. It was only a matter of sorting out who that person could possibly be.  
 
    A tall drunk man bumped into her, his pint of ale spilling over onto her shirt. She gasped as the coldness of the drink made its way down her shirt. One hand balled into a fist but she thought better of starting a brawl in someplace as unorderly as Sarlin. She was forced to put on a fake smile and kindly excuse herself. She turned to the left but felt a hand fall upon her shoulder. Her reflexes kicked into gear. She twisted around on her feet and grabbed the drunk man’s hand, then twisted him so that she held his arm firmly behind his back.  
 
    All eyes were on Hanna, a young girl taking care of a drunk man in the middle of an unruly tavern. The attention was unnerving for her but soon enough the crowd erupted into a round of cheers. She let go of the man and took a measured step back. When he turned back to her, he was wearing a rather cheeky smile. 
 
    She really wanted to punch him then but refrained. Even if the crowd was cheering when she had put the man into his place, they might think differently if she drew blood. It wasn’t a risk she was willing to take.  
 
    “I like girls like you,” he said, edging closer until he was pressed against her and his eyes bore down into hers. “I spilled a drink on you and now I’m going to spoil you.” He grabbed her by the arm and pulled her through the crowd until they reached a small clearing in the back where there were four pints of ale atop a wooden table with two stools. “What’s mine is yours.” He leaned towards her and attempted to whisper but in his drunken state, it came out more as a scream. “What’s mine is yours.”  
 
    There were worse ways in which Hanna could spend her time. She shrugged with apathy before gliding down onto the stool opposite the man. He had deep green eyes and wore a fine layer of scruff upon his chin. His hair was buzzed, and he had a curious looking scar that cut around half his neck.  
 
    “Interesting scar,” Hanna pointed out as she reached for a pint of ale. The first sip was almost too bitter for her to take, but she was thirsty, so she forced it down. The last time she had drank, she was with her mentor, Anso. She didn’t plan on allowing herself to get drunk lest she’d get sloppy. She couldn’t afford to make a drunken mistake in a city she didn’t know surrounded by gods knows how many enemies. “How did you get it?” 
 
    “A personal question.” He rolled his eyes and pounded his open palm against the table top. A mischievous smile hitched across his lips, exposing perfectly straight teeth with the exception of a jagged corner tooth. “But, if you must know, I was walking home from this very tavern one day and some fooligan slit my throat and took all my currency.” He clanked his pint against Hanna’s and chuckled. “Poor sap didn’t realize I didn’t have any currency. That’s not the kind of people we are.” 
 
    “The kind of people you are?” Hanna took another short sip. “What kind of person is that?” 
 
    “Oh, you know the kind.” He rolled his eyes. “We’re feared across the lands but here in Sarlin, nobody bats an eye.”  
 
    It dawned on her instantly that he was saying he was a Hunter, a member of the band of warriors that had been hunting her for the past month. She recoiled slightly, and suddenly felt the back of her throat dry in an instant. She reached for the pint and gulped down half of it until ale was slipping out of the corners of her mouth. With one hand, she dried the evidence from her mouth and forced a smile.  
 
    “You look confused as if you don’t know what I’m talking about.” He frowned. “It’s been a while since I’ve met someone who doesn’t look at me like I’m a lost soul on a lost mission.”  
 
    Hanna strained to continue the charade.  
 
    She had been worried she’d say too much if she ingested too much alcohol, but, as it turns out, her fears were unfounded. The idiot sharing drinks with her should have been the one concerned. She wanted to take him into a back alley and kill him but didn’t want to risk being caught and thrown into jail, assuming they even had a jail in Sarlin.  
 
    It didn’t seem like the hunters to go and cut loose. In her experience, they were always on the job. She imagined his boss wouldn’t be too pleased with his drunken performance, but she encouraged the man to keep talking. He could talk until sunrise if he wanted to. Hanna didn’t have anywhere she needed to be, but she was sure getting all the information she needed. 
 
    “I’m Taz by the way,” the man said, seemingly to have forgotten what he was talking about. It might have been even easier than she already believed to bleed the man for information. “Does a pretty girl like you have a name or do I have to buy you another drink?” 
 
    “My name is Katla,” Hanna lied through her teeth. She regretted the fib once it passed her lips because there was always the chance the warriors knew who she was as well, but she reckoned it was better than telling him her actual name. “I’ve never seen you around here before. Do you live within the city?” 
 
    “Do I live within the city?” He chuckled and pointed squarely at her, as straight as he could in his current drunken state. “That’s a good one. We don’t live anywhere really. We’re marauders more than anything, staying in one man-made camp after another until we move on, and yet somehow, we keep ending up back here.”  
 
    “Well I’m certainly happy that I’ve stumbled into your presence.” Hanna’s smile exposed her entire top row of teeth. “Just one question though...” She leaned forward to whisper to the man. “In what direction would I happen to find Fort Humble.”  
 
    “Head through the forest and venture East. You’ll eventually end up over the cliffs or you’ll find yourself stumbling right into the old outpost.”  
 
    It was all too easy. Instead of torturing people, Hanna thought she’d just start getting her enemies drunk. “Hypothetically speaking, if a prisoner was to be taken to there, where would they be held?” 
 
    “In the keep, of course.” He shrugged with ignorance. “It’s hidden underground and is only accessible by a narrow path of stairs.”  
 
    “I see.” Hanna nodded, taking all the information in. Already, she could feel the effects of the alcohol clouding her mind, so she pushed her drink away so as to not indulge any further. “And how many hunters would you say are stationed there currently?” 
 
    “Depends if they’re back from Ares Island.” He shot her a narrow look. “You’re asking a lot of question.” 
 
    “I’m just curious.” Hanna cleared her throat. “I’m new here, so...” That was the wrong choice of words and she knew by the way he looked at her with widening eyes and a suspicious face that he was onto her.  
 
    He climbed to his feet, placed both palms on the table, and hovered above her. “You’re the girl,” he spit out. “You’re Hanna Halfblood!”  
 
    “Would you be quiet?” She scowled at him and reached for the back of his head. No longer did she care if anyone saw her, she couldn’t take the chance he would alert others to her presence. She attempted to slam his head down onto the table but he resisted and broke free from her grasp.  
 
    Just when she thought the worst, just when she thought she was going to have to make a run for it, he leaned in close to her, puckering his lips. She pulled back and cocked her head sideways, clearly in disgust. “What do you think you are doing?” 
 
    “I think I read the signals wrong,” he said, his eyes twitching sideways, confused. He glided back down into his chair. “You should go,” he said flatly. “I’m not going to tell anyone you were here, but someone will find out if you stay.”  
 
    “You’re going to let me go?” It was a confusing prospect for Hanna. After all, she was sure the price of her freedom would be the man’s own blood spilled upon the cobblestone. “Why would you do such a thing?” 
 
    “Because I’m drunk?” He shrugged his shoulders and reached for his pint of ale. “Maybe that’s why.”  
 
    Hanna didn’t believe his reasoning. It was stupid reasoning, after all, but she wasn’t going to fight him on it. “You seem halfway decent,” she said as she leaned over the table. “Which is why it’s unfortunate that I have to do this to you.”  
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    She grabbed him by the back of the head and slammed his face down onto the wooden table. There was a crack and she assumed it was the man’s nose, but she didn’t stick around long enough to find out. The man would be out of it for at least an hour or two. A few members of the crowd turned and looked but most just laughed and pointed before returning to their conversations.  
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    As the sun began to rise from the East, Hanna made her way down a wide path that snaked through the side of a cliff and landed at the bottom at the docks of Sarlin. Her head throbbed from the alcohol she had ingested the previous night, but it was a more tolerable pain than her stab wound.  
 
    The sights and sounds were beautiful, and she took solace in the crashing of the waves against the rocks at the bottom. In the distance, two large ships and a smaller ship were close to arriving as another cargo ship departed to the North.  
 
    The view from where she stood simply betrayed the vibe of the city as she had seen it the night prior. It was a chaotic scene unlike anything she had ever seen where parties reveled into the night with reckless abandon. While she understood the pleasantry such freedom could bring, she couldn’t imagine living in such a place. Perhaps that’s why so many had warned her about visiting the lands of Caruana since she was a little girl. Perhaps it was more than the treacherous sea that kept people away. However, Cloudy had warned that Sarlin was unlike the rest of Caruana, so maybe the lack of law and order didn’t extend beyond Sarlin’s borders.  
 
    She made her way to the bottom of the cliff and passed a gruff-looking line of pirates that had just disembarked a ship. Figures, she thought, even pirates were welcome in Sarlin. She continued walking until she was parked at the end of a dock and kicked her feet off the edge of the wooden platform. The waves crashed against her feet and she closed her eyes, and when she did that, she saw imagery of her father as she had remembered him—younger, loving, and colorful. He had left an imprint on her soul forever. Whether he was alive or dead, she was relieved to know she was on the precipice of finally discovering the truth. The drunk Hunter at the tavern had implied he was still alive, but she didn’t want to surrender herself to hope just yet. She placed a hand against her bloodstone and sighed with relief. She could feel the spirits within and they were all cheering for her.  
 
    When she opened her eyes again, she noticed the smallest of the ships was closing in on the docks. At first, she thought her eyes were deceiving her, so she climbed to her feet and placed a hand over her eyes to get a better look. She couldn’t help the smile that crept across her face.  
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    Katla arrives in Caruana 
 
      
 
    Katla placed a steady palm upon Hester’s back. He was slung over the railing, vomiting into the ocean. His face was a ghostly shade of pale contrasted against his purple lips. They had been out at sea for too long and he still hadn’t adjusted to the melody of the waves. Never in her life had she seen someone so allergic to the sea. Assuming they survived whatever was to transpire in the land of Caruana, she wasn’t sure he’d be willing to make the return voyage home.  
 
    In his mind, it might serve him better to become a native rather than to ever travel by boat again. At least it would save Katla the hassle of having to take care of the sick boy for the entirety of the multi-week journey.  
 
    Up ahead, waves crashed against rocks at the bottom of a towering cliff. They were closing in on the docks of a city by the name of Sarlin. It had been a long, difficult journey. Once Katla had dispatched the mage on the road to the Towers of Gorro, they returned to Yanga to gather supplies and say their goodbyes. They then ventured to Solotine and shared the news with Rowena who immediately commissioned a crew and a ship for a search party. The pain was written all over the mother’s face at the thought of losing yet another family member, but she had to remain strong as the leader of the Stoneblood Trading Company.  
 
    Poor Hester, though. Perhaps on a less treacherous journey, he might have been able to stomach the sea. Of course, the first time he traveled had to be when he was venturing through the most dangerous of seas. It was a journey not even hardened sailors dreamt of making and yet, here they were at the end of one long journey while they awaited the next journey to begin.  
 
    “You know I’m never going to let this go, right?” Katla taunted her ill friend as she continued to run slow circles over his back. “The first thing I need when I get off this boat is a long nap.”  
 
    “I’m never sailing again.” He retreated and dropped onto the deck, his feet kicked out in front of him. “You can me leave me here. You can leave me to die or you can leave me to become a man of the streets, earning a living with simple magic tricks.”  
 
    Katla couldn’t help but laugh at the dramatics. It was nice to be able to smile. For the past week or so, she hadn’t felt the same nagging of Vedoch. She felt more like herself than she had in months, and she prayed it would continue that way. Perhaps she had finally wrestled control back from the demon.  
 
    If only it were that easy.  
 
    Katla took a good look at the docks as they approached the shore. There was a girl sitting on the ledge, looking straight ahead. The girl rose to her feet and that’s when Katla realized who she was looking at.  
 
    It was Hanna Halfblood and she was alive.  
 
    “Hanna!” 
 
    “Katla. Am I ever glad to see you. How did you know to come looking for me?” 
 
    “A little demon told me?” 
 
    Hanna ran up and hugged her. “Who says demons are useless. Am I ever glad to see you.” 
 
    “Where are the others?” 
 
    “Gone,” Hanna said. Her voice started to crack up. “Most were lost at sea, when we wrecked during the mother of all storms. But Tayo survived only to be taken or killed by hunters. They are the ones who have my father.” 
 
    Katla squeezed Hanna. Life as a sailor was rough, and losing shipmates happened. But it was never easy, and she knew Hanna would carry the burden of the lost crew with her forever. “I’m sorry for the others, but I’m so glad you’re safe.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Hester lay upon wet rocks as he attempted to recover from the long voyage. The back of his palm lay over his eyes as Katla and Hanna discussed their respective journey’s. They both sat at the edge of the water in a space hidden underneath the towering cliffs above.  
 
    The crew of the ship would wait in Sarlin for as long as it took, however, the weather was good now, and the longer they waited the higher the risk of another storm or being spotted by the hunters.  
 
    Katla told Hanna about her progress when it came to harnessing the power of her bloodstone. She told her about how they were deceived into making a trip to the towers of Gorro, only to be ambushed along the way. She even told Hanna about her dream where Vedoch had told her Hanna was in trouble. What she didn’t tell Hanna was that she had killed the man in the alley or that she felt she was losing control of her own body to the demon. Looking back, she could see the assassin she fought in the alley back in Yanga was probably a member of the hunters.  
 
    Hanna relayed her own story, one fraught with tears, loss, and battles of her own. She recounted how they had been attacked at sea during a treacherous storm, and how the entire crew, save her and Tayo, had been presumably killed by either the hunters or the cruel hand of the sea. She told her about how she woke up on an island alone without her bloodstone only to be reconnected with Tayo. The two of them attempted to fight their way off the island. Tayo was captured just before Hanna jumped through the portal and was stabbed by an airborne blade.  
 
    She recounted how she was saved by Cloudy, and everything Cloudy told her. It was a lot of information, but it was all imperative to the success of the journey ahead.  
 
    “Do you think that Hunter was lying to you?” Katla questioned, referring to the man who referred to himself as Taz back at the bar. “Why would he give away such pertinent information unless it was a trap?” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a trap.” Hanna shook her head. “He seems much too stupid for that. Besides, he was drunk and drunk people say and do stupid things.” 
 
    “So, the plan is to storm the castle, so to speak?” Katla raised a curious brow. After being stuck at sea for so long, she was itching to get her hands dirty.  
 
    “I’m still working on a plan,” Hanna said, contemplatively. “I have an idea of what I want to do, but I’m weary of my emotions clouding my judgement. If they have both Merdem and Tayo, then I think that changes everything.” Hanna looked to Katla with glassy eyes. “There’s so much at stake, so I’m trying to look at it from every angle. I couldn’t bear the thought of getting so close to my father, only to lose him again because of a miscalculation.”  
 
    “Maybe you don’t hear it enough, but I’m here to tell you I have complete and utter faith in you.” Katla reached over and patted Hanna on the back. “You are the strongest girl I’ve ever known, and you’re going to survive this with grace, integrity, and wisdom.”  
 
    “Your confidence would make me blush if I weren’t so damn tired.” Hanna took a quick glance over at Hester then back to Katla with a smile. “Is it odd I find some strange comfort in watching that poor boy struggle?”  
 
    “It’s easy to forget he’s just a kid,” Katla pointed out. “It’s easy to forget that we’re all technically kids.”  
 
    “Nah.” Hanna disagreed. “Being a kid is a state of mind. The three of us have all had to grow up fast. I wouldn’t say I’ve been a kid since I was ten or eleven.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I hear you there.” Katla let out a sigh as she remembered the childhood she never had. She spent her youngest years battling for attention from instructors as she completed the rigorous and dangerous studies to become a King’s Guard. It all seemed so long ago—not just the training but the actual act of being a King’s Guard, something she had to give up in order to save her sister from the coven of witches back home. The further in time she got away from her decision to become an assassin, the less it seemed like she ever lived that life at all.  
 
    “Can I ask you something?” Hanna asked lowly but didn’t wait for an answer before she continued. “Why did you come for me?” 
 
    “I told you. It was the demon Vedoch who told me you were in trouble.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get that.” Hanna pushed her tongue against the inside of her cheek. “I’m just wondering why it is you came for me. The southern seas are an unforgiving place. I don’t know if I would have made the same journey for you and that’s just me being honest.” 
 
    “Look, you didn’t kill me.” Katla pivoted so she looked Hanna straight in the eyes. “You could have killed me easily, but you didn’t. And that means something.” In reality, this was Katla’s way of proving to herself she still had a soul. If she could venture to the ends of the earth out of the kindness of her heart, it meant there was still something worth fighting for. “Besides, after what we’ve been through together, I think we’re kind of bonded for life.” She nudged Hanna with her elbow and laughed softly, followed by a long, drawn out period of silence. “I’m sorry for what I did to your grandfather.” 
 
    “Please don’t speak on it.” Hanna closed her eyes. “I’ve forgiven, even if I can’t forget it completely. I understand why you did what you did, and I would have done the same thing if the shoe was on the other foot.” 
 
    “Please,” Katla scoffed playfully in a hurried attempt to change the mood. “Your feet are much too large to fit into my shoes.” 
 
    “All right.” Hanna squinted her eyes and glared at Katla. “Now, I might have to really kill you.”  
 
    They both laughed in unison. It was nice to be able to forget about their troubles, even if reality would soon return and crush their spirits. If the hunters were as deadly as they had been told, then there was a good chance they wouldn’t escape the island with their lives.  
 
    They watched the sun come up over the horizon together, all the while Katla hoped it wouldn’t be her last sunrise.  
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    Hanna and Katla plan 
 
      
 
    Hanna led Katla and Hester up the side of the cliff and into the city. The three of them made sure to keep their heads down and to not draw attention. As it was now daylight, it would be easier for someone to spot them. It was apparent by that somehow the hunters knew what each of them looked like. Katla joked they must have had a band of artists on hand who had sketched their faces and passed them out like fliers.  
 
    They made their way quickly through the city and Hanna couldn’t help but smile just a little that it was as wild and chaotic as it was the night before. The people of Sarlin didn’t seem to ever rest. It would be a nice vacation spot in the future if she ever felt the urge to brave the rough seas again, but she couldn’t ever picture herself living somewhere without some semblance of law and order.  
 
    The three of them cut through the same field Hanna had seen the kids playing the night prior. The field was now empty with the exception of a small wild creature running through the grass. It had long green legs and a thin body with rounded mounds upon it’s back. She had never seen anything like it. It must have been a creature exclusive to Caruana.  
 
    Once they arrived in the forest, they cut a straight line through the trees, heading East. Hanna was good when it came to directions and though she didn’t know exactly where she was going, she knew they’d eventually run into the camp.  
 
    Or maybe not.  
 
    “I just remembered something.” Hanna came to an abrupt stop, digging her boots into the ground. “The woman I told you about, the one who rescued me and healed me back to health, she lives in a cloaked sphere. Nobody can see inside it or hear anything from within unless you are inside the sphere yourself.” 
 
    “So, all we have to do is step inside the sphere,” Katla said with a shrug of her shoulders. “It makes it a little more complicated to find the camp, but if we spread out, then one of us will be able to find it.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple,” Hester added. “Even if we walk through the camp, we won’t see it. It’ll be as if we are still walking through the same trees.” 
 
    “Great,” Katla groaned. “So, what do we do now?” 
 
    “We keep walking and hope she spots us and allows us inside.” Hanna pushed forward, hoping she would be able to at least get a round-about idea of where the camp was. “I don’t know if she’ll drop the veil since I’m traveling with you two. She’s very paranoid about the outside world.”  
 
    “Based on what you told us, I don’t blame her.” Katla joined Hanna at her side. “Sometimes, I think it’d be better if I retreated permanently into the forest.”  
 
    “Why would anyone ever do such a thing?” Hester shook his head. He was recovering nicely from his bout of seasickness. “There are too many wild creatures, bandits, and men who are up to no good.”  
 
    “As opposed to anywhere else in the world?” Hanna questioned. “There’s danger around every corner. I don’t think it’s possible to escape that.”  
 
    “Your mage friend found a way to do just that,” Hester pointed out. “I’m a mage, too. I’m not as strong as your friend is, but the day will come when I will be and maybe then I’ll change my mind about exiling myself to live amongst the birds and trees.”  
 
    Hanna chuckled softly at the thought of Hester taking to the forest. As powerful as he could be, and as powerful as he would become as he got older, he just wasn’t the type to survive in the wilderness. She looked to him to make a playful joke, but when she cocked her head, she found herself looking right at Cloudy.  
 
    The older woman kept her distance on the opposite side of the smoldering fire with a frown upon her face. Hanna looked back to Katla and Hester who came to an abrupt stop, noticing Hanna wasn’t there. They spun around in circles before they frantically began to look for her. Hanna turned her attention back to Cloudy.  
 
    “They’re friends, I promise,” she said. “They came from Solotine to rescue me, but I’m not leaving until I know what happened to my father. I know you’re skeptical of the outside world, but these people mean no harm.”  
 
    “You left without saying a word,” Cloudy scolded her. “You left while I slept. You could have been killed and I wouldn’t have known better of it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Hanna said flatly, but in truth, she wasn’t sorry. She needed to venture into Sarlin for her own reasons and she ended up with useful information. She understood why Cloudy wanted her to wait—the dull aching in her stomach from her wound was a constant reminder—but Hanna didn’t have the luxury of time. If she hadn’t ventured into Sarlin first then down to the docks, she might not have ever ran into Katla and Hester. Fate was a force more powerful than any of them could ever comprehend and in that moment, Hanna believed strongly in the magical power of said fate. “I should have told you.” 
 
    “I would have told you no.”  
 
    “That’s why I left without saying anything,” Hanna countered. “I will eternally remain thankful for what you’ve done for me, and what you’ve still yet to do for me. All I ask for now is that you drop the veil for my companions so they may rest before we head out for Fort Humble.”  
 
    “You’re going there?” Cloudy shook her head, disappointed that Hanna hadn’t taken heed of her many warnings over the past few weeks. “You will fail, and it’ll cost you your life. Whatever you think you’re going to find there, it isn’t worth the bloodshed.”  
 
    “You don’t live in the real world, Cloudy.” Hanna circled the fire. “You don’t know what it’s like out there anymore. There are forces clawing at the very fabric of goodness all the time. I’ve become a warrior against those forces as if it’s my calling. This is something I have to do. It’s not a choice, but I’m asking you to make the choice to help me and my friends, even if it’s just to grant us safe harbor for the night.” 
 
    “One last rest before you get yourselves killed.” Cloudy sighed, dropping her head slightly. “I wish there was something I could say, but you’re hardened in your ways and I know I can’t convince you to save yourself.” The woman cocked her eyes to Katla and Hester still searching in the near distance, then with a blink of her eye, the two of them ran towards the campsite, coming to a stop beside the fire.  
 
    “Hester was right,” Katla said, her breathing ragged. “It’s an amazing illusion.”  
 
    “It’s not an illusion,” Cloudy said gravely. “It’s magic.”  
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    The four sat around the fire as the sun began to descend from the sky. Smoke spun towards an opening in the trees overhead. It was the same opening Hanna had woken to weeks prior and she hoped the clouds would wouldn’t come so Hester and Katla would be able to see the magnificence overhead.  
 
    Hester finished off his bowl of stew and sat it down beside him. “That was the most delicious stew I’ve ever had. It tasted of berries, but there was a peculiar bitter note.”  
 
    “I surmise you’ve never had berry stew before,” Cloudy questioned with a smirk. “Here in the land of Caruana, it’s a popular choice for an early evening meal.” 
 
    “Don’t let her fool you,” Hanna joked. “It’s all she eats.”  
 
    “We make do with what the wilderness surrenders to us.” Cloudy smiled at Hanna. “The stew will serve you well on your journey tomorrow. It’ll give you strength and clarity and maybe the wounds won’t cut so deep.”  
 
    “It’s true,” Hanna said. “There’s something about these berries that allowed me to heal so fast. They don’t have berries like this back home.” 
 
    “It’s a different world here,” Cloudy said. “It’s as if there’s something in the currents of the sea that changes the very fabric of reality somewhere between here and the lands to the west.”  
 
    “It’s a strange land,” Katla said, finishing off her own bowl. She wiped her mouth clean with the back of her palm and stacked her bowl atop Hester’s. “I grew up fast and hard, and remained principled in my discipline. I’m not sure if discipline is a matter that exists here.” 
 
    “Then you’re not looking hard enough.” Cloudy narrowed her eyes on Katla. “If you believe things are different, that’s acceptable. If you believe there isn’t discipline in Sarlin, then you’re a fool. It takes a lot of discipline to survive here.”  
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” Katla cleared her throat. It was an amusing sight for Hanna to see Katla so nervous. She was always the type of girl to have herself pulled together and yet, there was something about the older woman that sent Katla shrinking into herself. “I didn’t mean to offend.” 
 
    “Offending is often an accident which in itself is a forgivable offense.” Cloudy placed a hand upon each of her knees, and when she rose to stand, the bones in her fragile body cracked. The woman showed no signs of pain on her face though. “There aren’t enough blankets for the four of you, so I do apologize for the lack of accommodations. I assume you’ll need to be getting to sleep soon?” 
 
    “I’m afraid there won’t be much sleep to be had tonight,” Hanna said. “We must plan tomorrow with great care.”  
 
    Cloudy retrieved each of the bowls and rinsed them in a tub of water. “It’s not too late to change your mind.”  
 
    Hanna wasn’t going to fight her on the matter, but it was entirely too late to change her mind. There was nothing in the world going to stop her from storming the keep come sunrise. After nightfall, they would head down to the docks to grab all the equipment they would need from The Lost Pearl including weapons and armor. They would then return to the campsite to get a little rest before heading out in the morning to find the keep. That was the one glitch in her plan though because, even though she had a general idea where it would be found, she still wished she knew exactly where it could be found.  
 
    “Cloudy, please,” Hanna pleaded with the older woman. “We’re doing this with or without you, but with your help, we can do it faster. Our ship is leaving in two days’ time, so we need all the time we can get. The Hunter back at the tavern told me to travel East through the forest and I’d eventually stumble upon the old fort. Is that true?” 
 
    “It’s true. Fort Humble can be found amongst the jagged cliffs, but you won’t be able to get close enough without being spotted if you go through the forest.”  
 
    “There’s another way?”  
 
    “You said you have a ship?” Cloudy sighed and took a seat on the log opposite Hanna. “There’s a cove at the base of the cliffs. It’s hidden and that’s where you’ll find the ships of the hunters. If they know you’re on the island, which they must know because they’re the ones who opened that portal, then they won’t be coming or leaving anytime soon. You should be safe to find harbor there. There’s a path that snakes up the side of the cliff. Halfway up the cliff, you will find a tunnel that leads directly into the keep.”  
 
    “It’s a gamble but it could save us time.” Hanna looked to Katla. “What say you?” 
 
    “Saved time means nothing if we’re dead.” Katla turned to Cloudy. “If we steer The Lost Pearl into the cove and the hunters are present, it could spell death for all of us.”  
 
    “Not exactly,” Hanna said lowly then hooked a knowing gaze to Cloudy. “Not if Cloudy comes with us.”  
 
    “There’s no way I could.” The older woman retreated slightly, her face turning a haunted shade of pale. “I made a pact with myself long ago to stay out of their affairs. It’s why I’ve taken to hiding in the forest.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t ask for your help if I didn’t think it was imperative.” Hanna shook her head and bit into her lower lip. “I know I’m asking the world from you and I can’t help feel the pangs of guilt in doing so, but I also know that with your help, the odds will be shifted in our favor. You can stay on the ship if you must, but we need you to cloak The Lost Pearl so we remain undetected until it’s time we decide we want to be seen.”  
 
    “I swore I’d never leave these woods again, and I’m not good on the sea.”  
 
    “The trip should only take a few hours,” Katla said. “If I might offer you comfort, I’d tell you that doing something good can ease the burden of your past. Trust me, I know.” Katla passed a quick glance to Hanna. “A part of me will always regret the past, but by doing good, I can make up for the wrongs I’ve done.”  
 
    Hanna knew explicitly what Katla was referring to. She was talking about what she had done to Thorodd, but Hanna had already forgiven her. “Katla is right, Cloudy. You can’t run forever and maybe once this is finished, you can return home to Solotine with us.”  
 
    “No, I could never leave the forest.” Cloudy exhaled softly. “This is my home. I shall help you tomorrow but after it’s finished, I must return here to live out the remainder of my days. I don’t know the outside world anymore and if it’s as harsh as you say, I simply wouldn’t survive.”  
 
    Hanna wasn’t going to fight her on the matter. She understood how attached Cloudy was to the life she had carved out for herself and needed to respect that decision. No matter how lonely she imagined Cloudy must be, it’s what she wanted, and Hanna was in no position to try and tell her differently. Especially because Hanna was the same in that regard. Nobody was ever going to stop her from doing what she wanted or needed to do.  
 
    She was stubborn like that. 
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    The Lost Pearl sails East 
 
    “That must be the cove,” Hanna said, standing beside the mast with her eyes focused on a narrow opening in the side of a towering cliff. Waves crushed against jagged rocks, spraying seawater against the side of the cliff. Atop the high perch, there were tall trees shielding a tall building made of stone. That must be Fort Humble. “Be careful as to not graze the rocks. They look sharp enough to rip this ship wide open.”  
 
    “I’m well versed in matters of the sea.” Arwin Clarkson, the captain of The Lost Pearl said as he maneuvered the ship towards the narrow opening. “I’ve heard much about you over the years.” He cocked his eyes to her with a furrowed brow. “I always imagined you’d be taller.”  
 
    Hanna frowned. “I’ll take that a well-meaning compliment.”  
 
    “Touché,” he said with a light laugh. “I had only meant that of the stories I’ve heard, that you’d be taller. You’ve earned a reputation amongst the seas as a tougher-than-nails warrior.”  
 
    “I’m relatively sure you’re about to see with your own eyes the kind of warrior I am. When we return to the ship, I imagine I shall be covered in the blood of my enemies.”  
 
    “I enjoy your confidence. In that regard, I wish I possessed the same for myself. I have to be honest and say I was more than apprehensive at the prospect of traversing the rough and wild seas of Caruana, but your mother insisted I was the only man for the job.”  
 
    Hanna looked away, guilt clouding her gut. She hadn’t thought of her mother in what seemed like weeks. She was so far away, at the other end of the world, and she tried her best to not worry about her. Ever since Rowena took over the Stoneblood Trading Company, Hanna worried about her mother. There was already a target on her back but now she ran the company, she was sure to make more enemies from those who idolized the thought of power. Many across the regions expressed their displeasure that a woman was running such a wide-spanning organization, but Hanna was proof that the men of the world should probably start looking at women a little differently.  
 
    Shadows crept over The Lost Pearl as it navigated through the narrow opening of the cove. Hanna couldn’t see what lay too far ahead as the only light was reflections off the glistening sides of the cove. She held her breath by the minute. As sure she was that Cloudy was able to cloak their ship from sight, she always knew trouble could lie just around the corner.  
 
    She retreated from the mast and joined Cloudy at the pointed bow of the small ship. “How are you holding up?” 
 
    “I’m surviving one breath at a time.” The woman’s voice was softer than usual, filled with nerves no doubt. “I’m not so worried about the sea as I am that something could go wrong.”  
 
    “Life’s a gamble, Cloudy. And no matter what happens today, I need to thank you properly.” 
 
    “Your continued thanks are not necessary.” The woman forced a hesitant smile. “The truth is no matter how afraid I am, I feel it in my bones this is something I have to do. It’s like you said, I’m not sure there was ever a choice. Fate brought us together and now I must have faith in fate that it’ll allow us to leave this place with our mind, body, and souls intact.” 
 
    “Still, I must thank you one last time.” Hanna grabbed the woman by the arm and forced her to look her in the eyes. Even if she didn’t want to hear it, she was going to make sure she understood how deeply Hanna needed to thank her. “You saved my life. Without you, I’d be dead, and all this would have been for nothing. Whether or not I find my father alive in that keep, I’m hours away from the answers I’ve been seeking my entire life. If there’s ever been someone I needed to thank in the entirety of my short life, it’s you.”  
 
    “Thank you, Hanna Halfblood.” Cloudy placed a steady, comforting palm upon Hanna’s shoulder. “I wish I could have been more like you when I was younger.”  
 
    “Stubborn?” Hanna laughed, pulled away from the woman, and placed both hands steady against the railing of the ship. “Do you think he’s alive?” 
 
    “Your friend?”  
 
    “Tayo.” Hanna frowned. “It feels like it’s been so long since I’ve seen him. I’m responsible for what happened to him and if he’s gone, then I don’t know if I’ll ever forgive myself.” 
 
    “Surely a warrior such as yourself has lost comrades in battle,” Cloudy pointed out. “You mustn’t ever take the blame for the actions of evil men.”  
 
    This was different though because it was a chain of events Hanna herself had set into motion. When it came to Tayo, Hanna’s judgement wasn’t as sharp as usual. There was something about the young man she enjoyed immensely. She had never been in love and maybe she wasn’t in love now, but she felt something for the boy she was forced to leave behind on the island.  
 
    Katla joined Hanna and Cloudy at the bow of the ship. “How do you feel, Hanna? Surely you must feel something at the end of a long journey.”  
 
    “I feel nervous,” Hanna admitted. “I feel like I don’t want to get my hopes up because if I shouldn’t find what I’m looking for, it could break me. But I feel hopeful and I can’t change that.”  
 
    “I’m hopeful too,” Katla added. 
 
    Hanna looked over her shoulder only to find Arwin at the mast. It was a small crew of only four men plus Hanna, Katla, Hester, and Cloudy. There were two fighters by the names of Decker and Cracker. “Where’s Hester?” 
 
    A glowing smile hitched across Katla’s lips. “Let’s just say he doesn’t handle the sea well.” 
 
    “It’s hardly rough seas.” Hanna rolled her eyes. “I hope he’s able to recover quickly once we disembark.”  
 
    “He’s in the crew’s quarters resting. The last time we fought, it drained his energy. I think he’s afraid it’s going to happen again.”  
 
    “He’s vital to the success of our mission,” Hanna said. “If we should run into trouble, he’s our best hope at defense.”  
 
    “There we are,” Arwin said, and Hanna could feel the ship slowing to a steady crawl.  
 
    Hanna squinted her eyes and took notice of the scenery around them. Three ships were anchored in front of a landing with a steep set of stairs carved into the rocks. There were lit torches lining the walls next to the steps that lit the cove in a shallow yellow color. In the shadows of the darkness of the path ahead, she didn’t spot any hunters. It was as Cloudy said, there was simply no need for the hunters to leave Caruana when they already knew she was somewhere present.  
 
    Hanna took a deep breath and closed her eyes. She needed to find the strength from within to carry out the mission ahead. This was different than any other mission she had ever had. There were real emotional stakes at play and she spoke silently with the spirts of Thorodd and Anso to help guide her. They were right at her side, offering her strength and steadiness in her time of great need.  
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Decker and Cracker stood at the top of the stone steps, both watching guard at the base of another set of twisting steps that lead to the surface.  
 
    Hanna stood at the edge of the makeshift dock with a shield in one hand and a glaive in another. How thoughtful was her mother to send her the weapon? She must’ve known the mission would end in bloodshed. She watched as Hester disembarked the ship. They had only been at sea for a few hours and yet he looked as if he had just spent a month at sea.  
 
    “I’m going to need you to pull it together, Hester.”  
 
    “I’m trying,” he said lowly, a hand held against his stomach. “I don’t know how you all do it.”  
 
    “The seas are in my blood.”  
 
    Hester sat on the cold, damp stone beneath them and dropped his hands between his legs. With his head held down, he steadied his breathing. “Just give me a few minutes.” 
 
    “A few minutes you shall have but we must not waste another few more.” Hanna watched as Katla hurried off the ship, a longsword in hand. “You look like you’re ready for battle.”  
 
    “I’m always ready.” Katla shrugged. “You of all people should know that.”  
 
    “That, I do.” Hanna said as she waved at Arwin who stood at the bow of the ship. It was best he stayed behind as he wasn’t battle-hardened like the rest of the crew. He was ordered to leave if he spotted trouble, but Hanna figured he was too loyal to Rowena to leave her daughter stranded in enemy territory.  
 
    Hanna searched for Cloudy with her eyes but didn’t see her aboard the ship. She looked back over to the landing and saw Cloudy making her way up the first set of steps. When she reached the top, she tried to force a smile.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Hanna questioned. “You’re supposed to stay behind and cloak the ship.”  
 
    “I decided I need to be brave, not for you but for myself.” She shook her head and sighed. “I’ve spent so long hiding from the world, but I think it’s high time I confront it. The truth is I am far more useful to you than I am here. The path we must travel to get to the top is the same path the hunters would use if they were to come down here. That being said, there’s no point in cloaking the ship, not when I can use my powers to cloak you.”  
 
    “I always welcome another mage on the mission.” Hester stood and placed a hand on each of his hips. “Two mages waging battle is four times as powerful as myself alone.”  
 
    “I won’t be waging any battles, I’m afraid,” Cloudy said. “I’ve long ago forgotten the arts of offensive magic and even if I remembered, it’s much too draining for someone as fragile as I am. I practice only defense.”  
 
    “This is good.” Hanna nodded. “I don’t suspect you’ll be able to hold the veil in the middle of battle, but if you are able to cloak us until we find our way inside, we might be able to get the upper hand.” 
 
    “That is my intention,” Cloudy said. “But first, we must make it up the side of the cliff.”  
 
    “Does this mean I don’t get to kill anyone?” Katla asked with a frown. Hanna shot her a gaze, unable to tell if her companion was joking or not. Katla’s frown leaned into a smile followed by a light laugh. “It was a joke.”  
 
    Hanna wasn’t so sure of that, but there was no time to waste. “If everyone is ready, then let’s go.”  
 
      
 
    Hanna lead the way through the tunnel-like steps that eventually led to the surface of the cliff. There were no railings lined against the edge of the cliff and one wrong move could send any of them falling to near-certain death against the jagged rocks at the bottom. Katla and the two fighters followed immediately behind her with Hester and Cloudy in the back.  
 
    They were all cloaked in an invisible veil, so Hanna was hopeful they could keep the element of surprise. It would be a pivotal factor in determining how the battle ahead would play out. It wasn’t likely, but Hanna envied the idea they would be able to find their way inside without drawing blood. It’s not that she didn’t think she could fight them, but that she’d rather err on the side of caution. If, by some miracle, her father was still alive, she wanted to be able to grab him and escape without incident.  
 
    That was wishful thinking.  
 
    It took them an hour or so to arrive halfway up the cliff and just as Cloudy had said, there was an opening up ahead and to the right. Hanna raced forward, leaving the rest of the party behind so she could scope out the passageway. It was dark but there was enough sunlight bouncing off the walls to make her way through the passage.  
 
    At the end, there was a steel gate. She attempted to open it, but it was stuck in place. She looked around for a lock but didn’t see one, so she assumed there must have been a magical lock and she would need Cloudy’s help to unlock it. She returned to the winding path up the cliff to meet the others.  
 
    “You were right,” she said to Cloudy. “There’s a gate a little way back but I think it’s locked with magic. It’s a good thing you decided to come with us.”  
 
    “It was my intuition that I needed to come. I allowed myself to listen to that voice inside my head. I can’t promise I’ll be able to unlock it, but I can most certainly try. If you would lead me back there—” She stopped talking and cocked her head to the side. Her eyes got big and she pushed past Hanna. She stared straight ahead at the narrow path and shook her head defiantly. “There’s a storm coming.”  
 
    “I’m not afraid of a little rain,” Katla said. “A storm might give us cover when it comes to noise.” 
 
    “Not that kind of storm,” Cloudy added eerily. “I think we need to go, now.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Hanna questioned, taking hold of the older woman by both arms. “Do you see something?” 
 
    Cloudy continued to shake her head. Her lips trembled first then her whole body. “I don’t see. I only feel. There’s... There’s something coming.” Her mouth dropped open and she let out a painful scream. Her hands pressed against either side of her head and before Hanna could help her, they were all sent flying backwards.  
 
    Hanna landed against the side of the cliff, her head cracking against the rocks. When she opened her eyes, she heard Hester screaming for help and raced forward to the edge of the cliff. He was hanging on to a rock as his legs kicked beneath him, and his grip was slipping. She grabbed one arm while Katla grabbed the other and together, they dragged him back onto the path.  
 
    Hanna took a good look around her. Cloudy was grunting in pain as she climbed to her feet then pushed herself against the side of the cliff to regain her composure. Blood dripped from her nose. Hanna looked the other direction to find Decker looking out at the sea. Hanna looked down and saw a body floating in the water at the bottom. It was Cracker and though she couldn’t tell with any certainty, she assumed he was dead.  
 
    “What the hell happened?” Hanna asked, retrieving her shield from the ground. She approached Cloudy, slightly skeptical of the woman for the first time. “You said there was a storm coming. What were you talking about?” 
 
    Her lips trembled, and she sputtered. She pointed her finger towards the top of the cliff and whispered, “That. It must be a powerful mage to destroy my barrier like that.”  
 
    “Huh?” Hanna craned her head over her shoulder and immediately took a measured step back. There was a tall mage leading an army of hunters. There was as many of them as back on the beach. There had to be at least a hundred and Hanna was left with two choices; to either retreat or fight.  
 
    She steadied her glaive and shield in front of her as Katla and Decker joined her at her side. They were shoulder-to-shoulder and together spanned the width of the cliff. Hester stood behind them. Together, they had made the choice to fight. Hanna knew it was a losing proposition though, so she screamed for Cloudy to retreat into the passage to try and unlock the gate.  
 
    From behind her, Hanna could hear Cloudy’s shoes scraping against the ground as she disappeared into the passageway. “We don’t have to kill them all,” Hanna said flatly. “We just have to survive long enough for Cloudy to open the gate.”  
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to leave?” Hester questioned, his voice shaking. “We can always come back.”  
 
    “Nobody has to stay if they don’t want to stay, but I’m not leaving until I find what I came here for.”  
 
    And what she came there for was her father. Whether he was alive or dead, she wasn’t leaving until she had the answers she had been after since she was a little girl.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 15 
 
    Battle on the cliff 
 
    Hanna breathed in and breathed out. It was more than likely the last chance she’d have to catch her breath for the remainder of the battle. It had been a long time since she had fought so many enemies, if ever. Back on the beach, she and Tayo had managed to dispatch of a number of warriors, but they had the forest to use for cover. On the edge of the cliff, if they took one wrong move, they’d end up dead at the bottom of the rocks. It was an unforgiving battleground for mistakes but that also applied to the oncoming hunters.  
 
    Hanna would never understand why men such as the hunters were so willing to sacrifice their lives for something that wouldn’t even benefit them. The mental calculations it took for her to even try and reason how someone could end up like them were exhausting so she simply didn’t try.  
 
    With Anso’s steady hand guiding her, she waited until the opportune moment to charge forward. Her boots kicked against the hard ground beneath her as she lunged forward, cracking her glaive against the first Hunter then another. The sharpness of the blade slit the second man’s throat. She kicked the other man in the stomach, sending him barreling over the edge of the cliff. Two down, another hundred to go.  
 
    Out the corner of her eye, she watched as Katla battled at her side, brandishing her longsword with both hands. She was able to put more power into each thrust and swing of her blade that way. What she lacked in her ability to maneuver, she made up with sheer strength, no doubt increased with the help of the demon Vedoch within her.  
 
    Decker, ever the brave man, ducked underneath the two girls and took the lead. He was an agile man in his mid-twenties with a shaved head adorned with a tattoo of the sun on the back. He was quick on his feet, dancing around his enemies and using acrobatics to take the men by surprise. He brandished two curved daggers and was deadlier in combat than most of the men Hanna had ever seen. Rowena might have only sent a small crew to rescue her, but she apparently sent the best. It was a shame Hanna never got to see Cracker in battle before he was sent hurling over the side of the cliff when Cloudy’s veil exploded.  
 
    Hanna let out a battle yell and lunged forward once more. Jumping into the air, she brought the glaive down upon a Hunter’s head, forcing his black eyes to roll into the back of his head as he took his last breath. His body dropped to the ground and she wasted no time using his body as a stool of sorts. She arched her weapon out wide, slicing through a man’s stomach. To her left, a Hunter attempted to take her by surprise but with Anso guiding her, she was always on alert and managed to counter the blow of his sword with her shield. The steel blade clanked against her shield and she was forced backwards. She threw her arm up sideways, parrying another blow until she was pushed into a corner with her back against the rocky cliffside.  
 
    With her shield blocking their blows, she crouched down to try and get away from the men, but there had to be at least three of them attacking her. She couldn’t see from underneath the shadow of the shield, but she imagined they were losing the war. It was Thorodd’s voice in the back of her mind, screaming for her to get up that gave her the strength to carry forward.  
 
    She kicked her foot out underneath the shield and swept the hunters to their feet. As they crashed to the ground, she jumped to her own feet and stabbed each of the three men in the chest with the glaive. From behind her, she heard Katla scream out. Hanna’s head twisted so fast she felt it crack.  
 
    Katla was being forced to the edge of the cliff. Each time she blocked one of the Hunter’s blows, she was pushed back even closer until she was teetering on the edge, only barely remaining upright. There were too many hunters between Hanna and Katla to be able to get to her but there was a small opening and she took it.  
 
    Hanna pulled back her arm and threw the glaive through the air. It passed through the small opening in warriors and pierced through a warrior’s back. The man stumbled forward, falling over the face of the cliff with the glaive sticking out of his flesh. Hanna watched for a moment more as Katla recovered and centered herself in the middle of the path. Katla nodded her thanks then carried forward into battle.  
 
    Hanna, sensing another attack, threw her shield up into the air to block an approaching Hunter. The blow landed with enough force to send her flying to the ground. She rolled out of the way as the Hunter jabbed his sword towards the ground. Once more, she used her feet to kick the man’s legs out from under him. She climbed to her feet, stole the man’s sword, and pointed it at the man’s throat. Though his eyes were black, she could see the humanity in them.  
 
    It didn’t matter though. It was kill or be killed and she pierced the man’s throat. 
 
    To the front of her, there were still a sea of hunters approaching. For as long as she could see around the winding cliff, there was a line of them. It was never going to end, and she was already exhausted from battle. Spending a week in the woods allowed her to recover but she was out of practice. Instead of meeting the Hunter’s halfway, she retreated slightly to allow herself to catch a quick breather. 
 
    Decker and Katla did the same, the three of them standing as a united front against the never-ending tides of dark forces. The hunters continued their approach, weaving around the tall mage that stood in the middle of the cliff. Hanna figured the mage was waiting until she and her companions were well worn out before he delivered a particularly devastating blow.  
 
    She heard the sound of running behind her and instinctively turned on her feet to encounter the enemy, but it wasn’t an enemy. It was Hester. He was out of breath and folded down with his hands pressed against his knees. “She’s still working on it, but if I’m being honest, I don’t think she’s going to be able to get it open.”  
 
    That’s the last thing Hanna needed to hear. “We’re not leaving,” she said flatly, then turned back around, prepared to fight against the tide of hunters once more. “We’re not leaving,” she whispered again to herself. “We’re not leaving.”  
 
    Hanna took a deep breath then yelled before lunging forward. She ran sideways, brandishing her shield as a weapon and threw the weight of her body against the first warrior she encountered. She jutted her sword sideways, clanging the steel against another enemy’s weapon. The man countered her blow and landed with a thud against her shield, sending her protection soaring over the edge of the cliff.  
 
    Now, she felt naked. Without her shield, she wasn’t as effective in battle. She twisted her eyes sideways and watched Decker spin around a hunter and stake his dagger into the man’s back. He ducked out of the way of another warrior, spun around on his feet, and slit his throat. Just when Hanna was about to sigh a breath of relief, a group of warriors surrounded Decker. He threw his arms over his head to attempt to shield himself from the attackers, but his arms were no use against blades.  
 
    “No!” Hanna screamed and scrambled towards the man to save him, but she was cut off by a particularly strong hunter who picked her up by the throat and threw her backwards. She landed with a thud, her sword scattering across the ground. Katla attempted to rescue Decker too, but there were simply too many warriors. She had to retreat, lest she be surrounded to.  
 
    Hanna tried to force the sound of Decker’s painful screams from her mind, but it was no use. The man above her delivered a painful kick against her stomach, the same place she had been stabbed weeks prior. Hanna cried out in pain while trying to climb to her feet, but the hunter’s boot landed against her chin.  
 
    Bloodied and broken, Hanna looked around and it was as if the world was spinning in slow motion. Never before had she been on the end of a losing battle, but her luck had to run out at some point. She couldn’t help shed a tear as she saw her friends and companions being overtaken by the enemy. She blamed herself and only herself. If only her curiosity hadn’t brought them all to Sarlin in the first place, they’d all still be alive.  
 
    “Hester,” Katla screamed as she attempted to take on five men at once. Soon enough, she’d be overpowered just like Decker and there would be no recovering from that. “Do something.” 
 
    Hanna looked back to the warrior attacking her, locked eyes with him then kicked him hard in the knee. The man collapsed forward, dropping his sword onto Hanna. She scooped it up into her hand and drove it upwards so it made a clean pass through his chest. Blood sputtered onto her face. She kicked upwards and knocked the man’s dying body off her before climbing to her feet.  
 
    She heard Decker grunt out and that’s when she knew it wasn’t too late to save him. She ran forward, ducking underneath a hunter to try and get to him. There were small gaps between the hunters and she could see Decker, bloodied and dying, grabbing two of the hunters by their cloth clothing. He managed to stand up and Hanna couldn’t stop what happened next. 
 
    “Decker!” she screamed in protest, but it was already too late.  
 
    He pulled the two men to the edge of the cliff and sacrificed himself to the sea, taking the two men with him. Screams could be heard on the way down until the sounds of bodies crushing against the water and rocks below. The remaining hunters turned their attention to Katla and Hanna who met each other in the middle of the path. They were being forced further down the cliff and if Cloudy didn’t do something soon, they would have to retreat.  
 
    “We can’t take them all, Hanna,” Katla said, her words dripping with exhaustion and her chest heaving. “I know what this means to you, but it means nothing if we’re dead. We can come back.”  
 
    Hanna surveyed the scene. There still had to be close to a hundred men and they just kept coming, and yet even in the hopelessness of the battle, she couldn’t bring herself to retreat. She was too damn stubborn and wouldn’t even listen to the voices of Anso and Thorodd as they tried to steer her towards temporary retreat.  
 
    “We fight for a little longer,” Hanna said, gripping her blade tightly. “I have faith in Cloudy to get the job done.”  
 
    “You’re the captain,” Katla said. “I’m used to following orders so that’s what I’m going to do.”  
 
    “Move!” Hester screamed from behind them. Hanna had almost forgotten he was there with them for a moment but took no time in diving out of his way as Katla did the same.  
 
    The young mage stepped through the opening the two girls had made for him, his eyes large and his hands held out in front of him as if he was carrying a ton of steel in his hands. There was visible tension in his body like he might explode into a cloud of dust at any moment. His lips trembled, and his arms shook under the weight of whatever magic he was wielding.  
 
    Hanna scrambled to her feet and watched eagerly, waiting for the mage to do what he was going to do.  
 
    Finally, he let out a scream and threw his hands sideways. Then, just like the ocean tides, the hunters were sent barreling over the side of the cliff one at a time like a chain reaction. A sea of figures cloaked in black went tumbling down to the sea below and they were helpless to try and stop it. It had been forever since Hanna had seen what Hester was capable of and he was more powerful than she ever could have imagined.  
 
    Hester fell backwards, landing against the ground with a defeated sigh. There were still twenty or so hunters and the mage left, but what he had just done had given them a fighting chance. There was no proper way to thank him in the moment, but the show of appreciation would come.  
 
    Hanna and Katla both dropped a hand underneath his arms to guide him back to his feet. There was blood streaming from his nose and covering his chin. Whatever magic he had performed was clearly out of his league and it had taken its toll on him.  
 
    “It’s done,” Cloudy yelled from behind them. “We must go at once.”  
 
    Hanna nodded to Cloudy then slung Hester’s arm around her neck so she could assist him into the narrow passageway in the side of the cliff. Katla watched their rear and followed them into the dark tunnel. A part of her wanted to finish the battle on the cliff, but she didn’t want to gamble with any more lives.  
 
    From behind them, Hanna could hear the hunters as they began running, their boots stampeding against the ground. They weren’t taking their time anymore. Cloudy attempted to run, but in her old age, she wasn’t fast enough to do so. The deeper they got into the passageway, the closer the hunters got to them until finally, the four of them stepped inside the keep.  
 
    Hanna lowered Hester to the ground and stepped to the gate to slam it shut. The steel clanked against the mortal lock, but it wouldn’t be enough to hold the warriors and mage at bay. They were fast approaching, the mage in the lead now. Cloudy uttered a few words and passed her hand over the gate to lock it in place with her own magic just in time for the Mage to throw himself against the steel barrier.  
 
    Hanna jerked backwards, away from the gate and watched intently to see if he would be able to open it or not. The older man with sunken eyes and grey hair curled his fingers around the steel bars and tried to rip it from its hinges but it didn’t budge.  
 
    Face-to-face with the mage, Hanna had a sinking feeling that he alone was responsible for whatever happened to her father. There would be a time and place for her to make him pay but first, she needed to make sure Hester was oaky.  
 
    “How long will that lock last?” Hanna questioned as she dropped to her knees to comfort Hester. He was going to be fine but there was no way he was going to be able to continue. They needed to find a place to hide him away from the hunters. “Cloudy, how long?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” She shook her head slowly. “I guess it depends how bad he wants in here.”  
 
    “Okay, so we don’t have long,” Katla groaned. “We need to press forward.”  
 
    Hanna agreed, but first she just needed a damn minute to breathe.  
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    Hanna storms the keep 
 
    The keep was old and dingy with damp stone walls and pools of water collected upon the ground. Cloudy had said the place was long ago abandoned and Hanna could tell that was the truth. It was the perfect hideout for a group like the hunters. They were banished from Caruana but were allowed to find refuge on the outskirts of the chaotic city of Sarlin. They weren’t given explicit permission to exist, but nobody was looking to drive them out. Hanna had a feeling the people of Sarlin would change their tune if they only knew what exactly the hunters were trying to accomplish.  
 
    They were looking for something called the Apoch stone that would give the hunters control over the minds of everyone they came in contact with. With that power, they could not only take Caruana by force, they could take over the entire world within only a few short years. The bloodstones were dangerous in the wrong hands. The Apoch stone would mean a near-certain apocalypse in the wrong hands, assuming it even existed.  
 
    Hanna lead the way down a wide path. On either side of them were living quarters that looked like they hadn’t been touched in years. There were at least fifty different rooms dotted along the length of the corridor, each of them filled with relics and dust. If the hunters actually lived here, they were either disgusting or they lived on a different floor. Hanna assumed they did in fact live within the fort but found their living quarters elsewhere.  
 
    “This should work,” Hanna said, pushing open a creaky metal door midway down the corridor. It opened into a room with two beds, one on each side of the wall. She waited for Katla, Hester, and Cloudy to filter inside before she pulled the door to a close behind her. “We don’t have time to spare, so this is what I need you to do,” she continued as Katla ushered Hester to the bed. “Katla and I are going to look for Tayo and see if there’s any indication my father has been here. Cloudy, I need you to stay with Hester and watch over him. He’s too weak to continue.”  
 
    “I heard that,” Hester grumbled behind closed eyes. “It’s true, though. I’m weak. I’ve always been weak.”  
 
    “Don’t say that,” Katla said, pressing the back of her hand upon Tayo’s forehead to gauge his temperature. “Without you, we would all most likely be dead.”  
 
    “That’s true,” he whispered softly as if he were still in pain. “You should all kiss my feet.”  
 
    Katla shushed him. “Let’s not get carried away. I kiss nobody’s feet.” 
 
    Cloudy tore a piece of fabric from her long dress and wiped the blood from Hester’s face. It was dry, and she wasn’t able to get it all, but he looked somewhat better than he did before. “What if they come for us?” 
 
    “They won’t find you,” Hanna said flatly. “Hide yourself with another veil. I will mark this very room, so I know where to find you when the time is right.”  
 
    Cloudy turned to her with a serious expression. “What makes you think they won’t simply break through it again? It was disastrous last time.”  
 
    Hanna was confident that wouldn’t happen. “They’re not going to be down here looking for us. They most likely know exactly why we’re here and they’re not going to expect us to wait for them to find us down here. Whatever trouble lies ahead, it’ll be waiting for us upstairs.”  
 
    “I think Hanna is right,” added Katla as she retrieved a dagger from her boot. “But just in case, take this.”  
 
    Cloudy reached for the blade but then refused to accept it. “I’m not proficient enough with that thing to save my life. And, as I stated before, I’m not one for offense. I will guard this room to the best of my ability, but I can’t promise anything so please hurry and do what must be done so we can leave this place at once.” 
 
    “One way or another, this isn’t going to take long.” Hanna felt a wave of nervous energy crest over her body. “We will be back for you. Nobody else is dying today.” 
 
    “Then why do I feel like I’m dying?” Hester turned over onto his side with his nose pressed against the stone wall. “I think I’m dying.”  
 
    “You’re not dying.” Katla rolled her eyes. “Are you ready, Hanna?” 
 
    Hanna didn’t answer with words.  
 
    She answered with a smirk.  
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    With their swords sheathed behind their backs, Hanna and Katla reached the end of the long corridor. On either side of them was a path with stairs at the end. Hanna guessed they went the same way but chose to go towards the left.  
 
    Their boots padded against the hard, wet ground, splashing water up onto their legs. Hanna swallowed a nervous breath before she began to ascend the steps. There were twenty or so individual steps and they spiraled around in a circle until they reached the landing at the top. There was a steel door with a square opening towards the top that had steel bars attached.  
 
    “Mind giving me a lift?” Hanna cocked her head over her shoulder. “I want to see what’s inside.”  
 
    Katla dropped to squat and held out her hands cupped together so Hanna could climb onto them. Katla lifted her into the air and Hanna took a long glance out the bars. At first, there was nothing of note until a guard stepped into frame. He wasn’t like the rest of the hunters or mages. Instead of black fabric, his body was covered in armor, with a breastplate and helmet.  
 
    Hanna signaled for Katla to put her down and when she hit the ground she turned to Katla to whisper, “We need to create a distraction.” Hanna pointed downwards, directing Katla to go back down. When she disappeared around the curved corner, Hanna looked back to the door and pushed it open slightly. By the time it swung back shut, it creaked and clanked against the frame.  
 
    Hanna joined Katla at the base of the stairs, out of sight from the top landing. She heard the door swing open and, just as predicted, the guard was coming to check out what the strange noise was. The sound of his armor bouncing with each step echoed off the walls. Hanna held out her hand and took a curved dagger from Katla’s hand.  
 
    By the time the guard reached the bottom and spotted them, it was already too late. Hanna slit his throat and Katla caught the man as he stumbled backwards. She lowered him gently to the ground below so as to not make too much noise.  
 
    Hanna heard the door open once more and heard the familiar sound of armor as another guard ran down the steps. “This couldn’t have worked out any better,” she said to Katla with a wry smile.  
 
    The guard spotted them and reached for his blade. Katla jutted her body forward, crashing against the guard and holding him in place as his sword dropped to the ground. Hanna scooped the blade into her hand and ran it clean through an opening in the man’s armor.  
 
      
 
    Hanna much preferred troll skin armor, but in the interest of disguising themselves, they had donned the armor of the two fallen guards. Before they went back up the stairs, they hid the bodies of the two guards in the abandoned mess hall around the corner.  
 
    The upstairs area was better taken care of and hadn’t seen as much damage as the downstairs. The walls and floors were still damp but there weren’t pools of water gathered upon the stone floor. It took Hanna by surprise how quiet it was in the keep. Perhaps that’s because, with the help of Hester, they had killed the majority of their men.  
 
    She didn’t think they could have gotten that lucky.  
 
    She kept her eyes peeled as they navigated their way down the corridor. If they ran into any hunters, their plan was to continue minding their own business. They would only go on the defensive if they happened to get caught.  
 
    At the end of a hallway, they took a left turn into another corridor. At the end of the hall, there was an opening in the stone with tall, metal bars. The smell of salt water was a welcome relief. The sea always had a way of making her feel at home, even in the direst circumstances. There was something comforting about the smell, even after having almost been killed by the cruel hand of the sea. The sea, more than anywhere else in the world, was her home. 
 
    Once they reached the end of the hall, Hanna noticed it led nowhere. She turned on her feet, her armor clanking and looked at Katla. “Another dead end.”  
 
    “Don’t sound so defeated. We’re going to find him.”  
 
    Hanna didn’t know who she was talking about, Tayo or her father. “Don’t you find it suspicious that we’re basically here alone? It’s almost like they forced us into the passageway on the cliff with purpose.” 
 
    “Or maybe they’re just not very bright and haven’t realized it’d be quicker to gain access to their own building by climbing back to the top of the cliff instead of toying with a magic lock.”  
 
    “Or maybe—" Hanna was cut off by a man approaching from the end of the hall. It was a hunter, cloaked in the familiar black outfit but his face wasn’t covered. She immediately recognized the man as Taz, the hunter from the tavern and from the looks of it, she had indeed broken his nose. 
 
    “Aren’t you two supposed to be guarding the steps?” He walked towards them in a cool manner, one foot purposefully placed in front of the next with his hands held behind his back. He was a much different man when he was sober—cool, calm, and collected. He came to a stop just in front of the two girls and crossed his arms over each other. “Oh, that’s right. There are no women guards.”  
 
    Katla shoved Taz against the wall and held a dagger at his throat. He didn’t seem to mind much and laughed wildly.  
 
    “Shut up or I’m going to kill you.” 
 
    “Your friend here already broke my nose.” He shot Hanna a cold glare. “But there’s no need for violence.” 
 
    “There’s always a need for bloodshed,” Katla growled, catching Hanna off guard.  
 
    Hanna looked to her friend and saw something different about her eyes. They were darker than before, almost a pitch-black color. She assumed it had to be because of the lighting, but that couldn’t be the case because the sun was streaming through the iron bars behind her. “Katla, stop now!” 
 
    “Are you defending him?” Katla twisted her gaze to Hanna, her eyes retreating back to their normal shade. “I’m sorry.” Katla dropped the blade to her side and took a measured step backwards. “This is the man you were talking about at the tavern?” 
 
    “Oh?” Taz straightened himself out with a smile hitched across his lips. “She talks about me, eh?”  
 
    “Don’t flatter yourself,” Hanna snarled. “You’re lucky I’m not killing you myself.”  
 
    “I’m not an enemy,” he protested, raising his hands in surrender. “In fact, I was just about to tell you where you can find what you’re looking for.” 
 
    “You can’t trust him, Hanna.”  
 
    Taz pointed to Katla. “Do you always surround yourself with such negative people? No wonder you get your kicks assaulting drunk men.”  
 
    “He’s a hunter,” Katla seethed between gritted teeth. “He’s just like the rest because they can’t be different. It’s who they are.”  
 
    Though the assassin had a point, Hanna trusted Taz. She didn’t know why, but she did, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t going to keep a close eye on him. “Take me where I need to go.”  
 
    “Sure thing.” He grinned as he reached to the side and pushed his hand against the stone wall. A secret door rolled inwards, and he ducked inside. He was too tall to stand properly in the secret passage, but Hanna and Katla would have no problem doing so. He hooked his deep green eyes back to the girls. “You should probably follow me.”  
 
    Hanna stepped to the secret door but was stopped by Katla’s hand upon her shoulder. When she looked back to her, the other girl was shaking her head defiantly.  
 
    “You can’t trust him.”  
 
    “Maybe not,” Hanna said lowly. “I don’t really think we have a choice though. What’s the worst that could happen?” 
 
    Katla rolled her eyes and exhaled sharply. “He could be leading us into a trap.”  
 
    “Is that any different than what we face every single day?” Hanna questioned. “If he tries anything funny, I’ll kill him myself.” 
 
    “Hey,” Taz said with a soft laugh, “I heard that.”  
 
    “Good,” both Katla and Hanna said in unison.  
 
    Hanna hurried out of the suit of armor and disposed of it on the floor as Katla did the same. They would make too much noise wearing the armor in the confined space. Taz was growing impatient so Hanna quickly followed the man into the secret passage, with Katla following behind her.  
 
    As the door behind them closed by itself, Hanna couldn’t help but feel that maybe Katla was right and this was a trap. It was too late to turn back now but if Taz even thought about double crossing her, his broken nose would be the last of his worries. 
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    Hanna finds what she’s been looking for 
 
    As Hanna continued to follow Taz through the passageway, she couldn’t help but wonder what they’d find. She worried that Katla was right, but if there was still a chance—no matter how small—that the man was truly trying to help her, she would follow him as long as it took. But in the event he had nefarious plans for her and Katla, it would end with a sharp blade to his back. 
 
    Hanna cocked her head over her shoulder to Katla, but it was too dark to get a good look at the other girl. She was hoping to see if Katla was wearing the same expression of hesitation she was. She turned her attention back to Taz with squinted eyes as they hit a steady grade. They were going higher within the fort but Hanna suddenly remembered Taz had said back at the tavern that prisoners were held on the bottom floor.  
 
    None of it made any sense and she had to say something. “Taz, stop!”  
 
    He crouched low and turned to her. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I want to trust you, but I don’t think trusting you is in my best interest right now.” 
 
    “It’s a little too late to stop trusting me unless you’re going to stab me in the back with that blade.”  
 
    If he was nothing else, at least he was perceptive. He understood the risk of betraying her without having to even say a word. He also had a point. There was no point in not trusting him when they were in such cramped quarters. Trusting him could end in disaster, but they had already reached the point of no return.  
 
    “How much further until we get where we’re going?” 
 
    “It’ll take a few hours,” he said flatly. Hanna was sure he couldn’t see the frown that crept across her lips. “That’s a bad joke. We’re almost there.” He turned around and Hanna had no choice but to continue following him.  
 
    They came to a stop about a hundred feet ahead. Taz pushed open a revolving door of stone, and light flooded the passageway, forcing Hanna to squint her eyes from the sudden assault of daylight. Taz stepped out the passageway without a care in the world. Hanna and Katla followed him, closing the trap door behind them. They all stood at an intersection of another corridor. To either side of them were dead ends marked with barred windows that allowed the air of the sea into the corridor. To the front of them was a row of cells.  
 
    Traditionally, prisoners were kept in the lower levels of a building but the lands of Caruana were anything but traditional.  
 
    “Where are the guards?” Hanna questioned, unable to let her suspicions go. She kept her eyes peeled and turned to Katla. “Guard that secret passageway and kill anyone or anything that tries to come through it.”  
 
    “It’ll be my pleasure.” Katla’s eyes lit up with a devilish fire. It was slightly unsettling, but Hanna had bigger issues to tend to. “Go, find what you’re looking for and let’s get out of here before we’re found.”  
 
    “Most of the hunters were summoned outside when we became alerted to your presence. Time is of the essence, but I imagine it’s on our side, at least.” Taz grabbed Hanna’s hand and pulled her forward, down the long corridor of prison cells. They were all empty with nothing more than stone cots and barred windows. For the people who found themselves prisoner there over the years, Hanna imagined it was somewhat of a relief to know they had open views of the sea from their cells. It wouldn’t have detracted from the absolute horror of being a prisoner, but surely it must have given a little bit of peace to those who were held against their will.  
 
    Taz let go of Hanna’s hand and dug a ring of keys from his side. They jangled as he continued to run to the end of the corridor where there was another barred window with a view of the cliff they had battled the hunters on prior. Taz came to a stop outside the last cell and began searching for the right key.  
 
    On the other side of the iron bars, Tayo rose to his feet and rushed to the door to wrap his hands around the bars. He looked fatigued, with sunken eyes, a broken nose, and a bruised cheek. He was thinner than he was before, and the mass of his muscles looked to have deteriorated in the time he had been imprisoned. Hanna didn’t know exactly how long it had been, but she knew it was too long.  
 
    “I should have come for you sooner,” she said softly, averting her gaze. The guilt was too much for her to look him straight in the eyes. She took a quick peek out the window to her right and saw a gathering of hunters along the cliff. To her surprise, the mage hadn’t yet been unable to break through Cloudy’s barrier. Things weren’t adding up the way they should have been. That mage was more powerful than most, and offensive magic was so much stronger than defensive magic.  
 
    Something was wrong, but she didn’t have time to ponder what it could be. Taz finally spun the right key in the lock and Tayo used whatever energy he could muster to bolt out of the cell. He threw his arms around Hanna and hugged her tightly. All she could do was tap him gently on the back, her eyes shifting to Taz as Tayo embraced her.  
 
    “I knew you’d come for me,” Tayo said, pulling back, and brushing a hand on either of her shoulders. “I never doubted my faith in that or you.”  
 
    “I hate to break up this lovely reunion,” Taz said with a smirk. “But we must go, at once.” 
 
    “Where is my father?” Hanna questioned. “Take me to him then we leave this place, never to return.”  
 
    “It’s time to trust me again.” Taz turned on his feet and marched down the hallway, balling his right hand into a fist. “This is going to be the hard part.”  
 
    His words were only further confirmation her father was alive. She followed him without hesitation but Tayo didn’t seem as convinced. The boy was sluggish in his movements and was hardly able to keep up a moderate pace. It was time for a pep talk.  
 
    Walking side by side, Hanna dropped her hand to grab Tayo’s and she squeezed his hand firmly. “I know you’re tired and worn, and your soul is weary. Soon enough, we will be away from this place, but in the meantime, I need you to dig deep and find your strength to battle. The war will be over once we reach the bottom of the cliff.”  
 
    The three of them reached the end of the hall where Katla stood guard at the secret passageway. As they approached, she turned around to kick the door open, but Tayo insisted they go to the left. With confused eyes, Katla joined the three of them and they made their way to a landing of stairs that curved with every few steps.  
 
    “Where are we going?” Katla grumbled. “Shouldn’t we be going the same we came up?” 
 
    Taz shook his head. “That door doesn’t open from this side. It’s designed to keep the prisoners in. These stairs will lead to the bottom level and that’s where we shall find what it is you’re looking for.”  
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    At the bottom of the stairs, there was a small, rectangular hole carved out in the door. It was designed to be able to see into the other side. Taz took a quick peek before pushing the door open and holding it for the rest of the party. The door slammed to a close, the sound echoing off the damp stone walls.  
 
    Hanna took a quick glance around. They were in another corridor with cells on either side of the hall. Without thinking twice, she raced forward to scout each of the cells. Her head jerked from the right to the left until she reached one particular stall that smelled of rot. She grabbed onto the iron bars and peered inside to find a man lying on the stone floor covered in nothing but a damp blanket.  
 
    She dropped a hand to grab the lock before she realized she didn’t have a key. She cocked her head to Taz as he approached, holding a skeleton key in his hand. Hanna grabbed the key, twisted it into the lock and disposed of the key once she had it opened. She jutted inside and dropped to her knees before pulling the blanket off the man.  
 
    There he was. It had been ages since she had seen him and yet she remembered him so fondly. He was older and beaten, his body frail and his hair greyed. It was still him though. There was no doubt about it. Her eyes flushed with wetness, both sadness and happiness flooding her at the same exact time. Her lips trembled as she uttered just one word, “Father?” 
 
    He didn’t move when she said his name. He didn’t do much of anything. He just simply kept dreaming behind closed eyes. All of Hanna’s life, she had ruminated on the thought of what would happen if she ever met her father again. In the back of her mind, it was nothing more than a fantasy that would never come to pass, and now it had, and she didn’t know how to respond. She felt a careful caress upon her shoulder but jerked away from Katla’s comforting touch.  
 
    She dropped a hand to the man’s shoulder and shook him gently.  
 
    His eyes shot open, and he scurried away from her until his back was pressed against the wall. He was skittish and scared, but it only lasted for the shortest of moments before there was a realization in his eyes. He cocked his head slightly, his eyes threatening to close as he stared at Hanna, and as soon as his lips trembled, that’s when Hanna broke. Tears flooded her face as she scooted forward along the hard, damp, stone ground and met him against the back of the cell.  
 
    “It’s you...” He shook his head softly as if his eyes were playing tricks on him, as if he had been tricked before. When she went to caress his dirtied cheek, he jerked away. “No, it can’t be. They would have killed you by now.”  
 
    “They’ve tried.” Hanna cackled through the tears. “They have tried over and over again but they all failed. You’ve known it for as long as I’ve been alive. I’m stubborn as hell and I’m not going to stumble into my death at the hands of any man.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s you.” He forced a painful smile and leveled his rough palms against the stone wall behind him as he climbed to his feet. The bones in his knees and joints cracked and a visible grimace crept across his lips. “I don’t know how you’ve done it, but we must leave.”  
 
    “There’s so much to tell you. I don’t even know where to begin.” She shook her head and choked back tears. “Grandfather—"  
 
    “I know everything,” Merdem assured her. “Just as I know without warranty we must leave this place before it all becomes pointless. There will be much time to talk once we’ve escaped, but for now, I need you to prove that all the stories I’ve heard over the years are true.”  
 
    Hanna couldn’t help but smile. The sadness and happiness were blending together and she wasn’t sure what exactly she felt anymore. There was a sense of resolution because she had finally reached the end of one huge question only to now be confronted with another thousand questions. She was an impatient girl in the moment and wanted all the answers but knew she would have to wait until they battled their way to the bottom of the cliff and set sail on The Lost Pearl.  
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    There was no doubt that the injured Tayo and Merdem was slowing the rest of them down, but there was nothing Hanna could do about that. Her father and her friend had been beaten down by the hunters. Tayo had suffered weeks of abuse, but Merdem had suffered years. The fact he was able to walk at all was a testament to the strength of the Stoneblood blood.  
 
    They reached the door Hanna had marked prior and all hurried inside. Hester sat on the edge of the cot while Cloudy paced back and forth.  
 
    “Thank the skies above that you’ve returned,” Cloudy said with a frown. “I was beginning to worry the two of us were going to need to flee on our own accord and I don’t imagine that would go too well.” Then her eyes caught Merdem’s and she closed the distance between the two. She swept a hand through his hair and smiled. “I remember you like it was yesterday. The passage of time has never erased the guilt I’ve felt.”  
 
    “I remember you as well and you mustn’t blame yourself for anything that’s transpired. All that matters is you’ve helped Hanna. The world spins slowly, but it always comes full circle. You did what you could and the hell with what you couldn’t. In my quest, you were one of the only ones willing to help and I imagine you’ve paid the price.”  
 
    “Yes, but it’s a price I agreed to pay all those years ago.”  
 
    “So, that’s your dad?” Hester pointed to Merdem, barely able to stay sitting up with the slightest of movements. It was almost comedic how all the men—save Taz—were injured and weak, while the girls were holding up the fort, so to speak. “I can see the resemblance.”  
 
    “Yes, and we are all going to reminisce once we leave this place, but for now, I need you to find your strength because we need to leave.”  
 
    “Another question...” He grunted as he climbed to his feet, and Katla raced to his side to ensure he stayed upright and didn’t go crashing to the ground. “Who the hell is the other guy?” 
 
    Hanna paused, unsure if she wanted to say he was a hunter. It took a lot of faith for her to trust him, but she wasn’t sure everyone else would be on board. So, she lied by omission. “He’s a friend.”  
 
    “I’m actually a hunter, but I like to consider myself reformed.” Taz spun around in a circle to face Hanna and wagged his finger in the air. “Speaking of which, I kind of have to leave with you now because if I don’t, I’ll surely end up dead.”  
 
    “That’s not our problem,” Katla scoffed, throwing her arms over each other. “We appreciate the help but the last thing we need is some untrustworthy chap—”  
 
    “Excuse me?” He turned to her with a scowl. “I think my trust should be well-earned at this point. I could have killed you both.”  
 
    Hanna rolled her eyes, but she had made up her mind. “He’s coming with us.”  
 
    “You can’t be serious.” Katla shook her head defiantly and unsheathed a dagger, prepared to fight him. “He’s one of them.” 
 
    “He’s one of us until he proves he isn’t. And half of our party is down and broken. If we’re going to survive this next battle, we’re going to need as many hands as possible.”  
 
    Taz placed both hands in front of him and smirked. “These are hands you want in a battle.”  
 
    Katla approached the man and narrowed her eyes on him. “If I get the faintest whiff you’re up to no good, I’ll end you myself.”  
 
    “You both have attitude problems and I must say, it’s very impressive.”  
 
    Hanna rolled her eyes again, suddenly having the faintest whiff of a changed mind. Alas, she needed him as much as he needed them. It was time to come up with a plan. “Most likely, they are going to be waiting for us outside. We can’t battle all of them in our current state—”  
 
    “No need to battle,” Taz interjected. “At least not all of them. I assume you came in through the passage in the side of the cliff, but there’s another entrance from where the walls were blown out just down the hall. It’s not a guaranteed route to evade the hunters, but it will give us somewhat of a head start.” He turned to Katla with a cocky smirk. “See, that’s the part where you need me.”  
 
    “Enough, both of you,” Merdem scolded both Katla and Taz. “You two can kill each other for all I care. I’m not as forgiving as most these days, but for now, we must work together and that means shutting up and listening to Hanna.”  
 
    Hanna wondered if Merdem did in fact know everything, including that Katla had murdered Thorodd Stoneblood. That was another discussion that was going to have to wait, but she hoped he would be as forgiving as her once she explained to him just how much Katla had helped her. Again, that was a conversation for later. 
 
    “Katla, I’m going to need you to lead the way. Escort Cloudy, Hester, Tayo, and my father to The Lost Pearl. Taz and I will follow close behind but if we run into trouble, we will fight them just long enough to ensure you make it to the bottom of the cliff. If you see the hunters approaching with no sight of us, then leave.”  
 
    “I’m not leaving your side,” Merdem said lowly. “Not after all this time.”  
 
    Hanna turned to her father, wetting her parched lips. “I’m a fighter. This is what I do, and if you stay, you will distract me and get me killed. I can’t protect you like that. Not right now.”  
 
    “I’m your father.” He grabbed her by the hand and pleaded with her. “It’s not your job to save me.”  
 
    “It’s not your job to be stubborn,” she replied, letting go of his hand. “Not right now. Katla is going to take you to the ship. I will be right behind you. The only strength I need to survive is knowing that once this is over, I finally have my father back. Nothing is going to happen to me, Anso and Thorodd won’t allow it.”  
 
    “Yes,” he reached forward and caressed one finger over the bloodstone, “they are with you just as I am with you now.”  
 
    Hanna felt the familiar tug of sadness upon her but smiled through the pain. The truth was she was scared all this was going to be for naught, that she would meet an untimely demise at the hands of the hunters. For her father, she needed to be brave though. And brave she was. “It’s time to get to work.”  
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    Return to the cliffside 
 
    As Taz had promised, there was an alternate route out of the keep. They passed the path they had originally entered and took a detour through a winding passage that was as dark as it was narrow. Pools of dirtied water littered the ground and water leaked from the stones overhead. Green vines grew out the side of the walls, between cracks in the stone. At the end of the passage, light filtered into the dark space between vines that hung from above.  
 
    Just before arriving at the end of the passage, the group took a moment to collect their bearings. The plan was for Hanna and Taz to exit first to make sure the coast was clear. Katla would then lead Merdem, Tayo, Hester, and Cloudy to The Lost Pearl, and Hanna and Taz would soon join them.  
 
    When Merdem attempted to offer his goodbyes, Hanna shook her head defiantly and told him they were never going to say goodbye again. It felt permanent and the last thing she needed was to be distracted by the thought of losing her father once more.  
 
    “Are you ready?” Taz questioned, pulling back a few of the long, twisted vines that hung from the stone above them.  
 
    “I’m ready to finish this once and for all,” she said, but she knew it was far from over. Assuming they were all able to escape with their lives, there was no guarantee they wouldn’t be followed back to Irontide. At least there, they would have numbers in the form of a militia. It would be an easier battle to win than simply the seven of them combined. Before stepping out into the light, Hanna turned to Katla one last time. “I trust you with everything I have in me.”  
 
    “I owe this to you, and I owe you so much more, but I wish I could stay and help you fight,” Katla said. 
 
    “That’s why you must lead the way and guide them to safety. I can’t be there for them right now, but there’s nobody else in the world I trust more to get this job done.”  
 
    “Kick their asses,” Katla said with a half-torn smirk. “They really don’t know who they’re messing with.”  
 
    “That’s what I keep telling myself.” Then without another word, Hanna slipped out of the passageway. The brightness of the sun hanging high in the sky threatened to momentarily blind her, but the strength of the sun was outweighed by the familiar smells of the salty sea. It empowered her. Taz followed closely behind as they hugged the rocks of the cliff. She leaned outwards and peeked further up the cliff to find about twenty or so hunters standing about outside the passageway that was locked with Cloudy’s magic.  
 
    She cocked her head over her shoulder to see Katla ushering the others out of the tunnel. They too stayed as close to the side of the cliff as possible in order to remain undetected. Merdem offered Hanna a final parting glance and the next thing she knew, they disappeared around the corner.  
 
    There was no way in hell she was going to allow that parting glance be the last time she saw her father. She had traveled to the ends of the world and survived so much. Twenty hunters and a mage didn’t have the power to stop her. She felt strength from within and could feel Anso and Thorodd’s spirit holding her close, even the demon spirit seemed anxious for battle. That’s when she found her courage again. She allowed herself a few deep breaths before turning back to the hunters.  
 
    Though she was somewhat confident she could take them, she wanted to avoid battle if she could. If they could all remain undetected, their escape would go much smoother. Taz crouched down beside her and passed her a smile.  
 
    “What are you smiling for? You know I’ll use you as bait if push comes to shove.”  
 
    “I don’t even doubt that the tiniest bit.” He chuckled softly. “You’ve got a fire in you Hanna Halfblood. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen.”  
 
    “Are you flirting with me?” Hanna cocked an uneven brow.  
 
    “You’re not my type,” he huffed and rolled his eyes. “I’m not fond of entangling myself with someone who can kick my ass.”  
 
    “Funny, that’s not what you said at the bar.” 
 
    “To be fair, I was drunker than a homeless minstrel.” He shrugged and looked away. “I’m not sure if you’ve ever been drunk yourself, but we are often one person under the illusion of alcohol than we are sober.”  
 
    Hanna had been overly intoxicated once or twice in her life. It wasn’t something she enjoyed, a few drinks with the crew was fine, there was a time and place for everything. However, there was something about losing control that had always frightened her. It must have been her time at sea since she was a young girl. Many sailors and pirates were drunks, but that’s not the life Hanna wanted for herself. She wanted to be alert at all times, because that was the most powerful weapon she had in her arsenal. Just the same, she didn’t allow Taz’s conversation to derail her focus on the hunters ahead.  
 
    The mage returned from the passageway and gathered the hunters around him. She couldn’t make out what he was saying, not even when she cocked her head to the side with her ear perched towards the conversation. Curiosity got the better of her and she found herself inching forward, making sure to continue hugging the wall.  
 
    Taz grabbed at the back of her shirt, but she pulled away from his grasp. She crouched down lower the closer she got until she could vaguely make out the conversation.  
 
    “Your work here today is almost done,” he said to the crowd of hunters. “Then we shall rest, but the mission is far from over. Remember, the illusion of defeat is the most powerful illusion of all. That older woman thinks she bested us, but the truth is far more potent than that. That little girl will soon come to understand she hasn’t won. Not even close. In fact, I imagine the look on her face when she discovers the truth—" The mage cut himself off and cocked his head slowly to the left until his eyes were aligned with Hanna’s.  
 
    She swallowed a nervous lump in her throat. Her curiosity had just tipped the scales. Somehow the mage had spotted her. She couldn’t piece together what the mage was saying, but she imagined it wasn’t anything good. Just the same, her and Taz were going to be forced to fight. If only she hadn’t been hit with a burning urge to listen to the mage’s harrowing words.  
 
    “Apparently, the girl is rather stupid,” the mage quipped and jutted one finger forward, ordering the hunters to attack.  
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Katla periodically glanced over her shoulder to make sure they weren’t being followed. It was her charge to lead everyone to safety and that burden weighed heavily on her. If anything should happen to any of them, it would be on her and she didn’t want to let Hanna down.  
 
    She held up the rear while Hester and Tayo led the way with Cloudy and Merdem following closely behind them. Logically, if they were to be ambushed, she reckoned she wouldn’t be able to save them all. A part of being a warrior meant making the difficult decisions and if things took a turn for the worse, she would focus on saving Merdem before the rest. Hester was weakened, but with his bloodstone, she imagined he’d be able to help in a pinch. The same for Cloudy. Merdem and Tayo were worse for wear and though Tayo too had a bloodstone of his own, he was simply too beaten down from being imprisoned to be of much use when it came to battle.  
 
    Merdem came to a slow and waited for Katla to arrive by his side before he continued. He wore a severe face as if there was something on his mind. Though he was older and battered, there was something about his presence that scared her. Katla wasn’t the type to ever be afraid.  
 
    “My daughter trusts you with her life,” he said, his voice sounding like there was gravel in the back of his throat. “I trust my daughter to make the right decisions, but I’d be lying if I said I trusted you completely.”  
 
    Katla swallowed a nervous lump in her throat. Did he know what she had done to his father? Or could he sense her demon? “I’m an ally. Not an enemy,” she assured him without saying too much. “I ventured down here on my own accord to help her because I was told she was in trouble. A foe would never make that same journey. They’d lie and wait for her to return, if ever the day would come.”  
 
    “I’ve been cut off from the world for so long, but I’ve known what has transpired. See, my captors had a penchant for storytelling as if it were some art form to torture me, but it only made me stronger. They told me stories of the world I was ripped away from. I think they thought it would break me, but it only gave me hope that the people I loved were doing quite all right.” He stopped, grabbed Katla’s arm and forced her to look at him. “You took the life of my wife’s father and though I’ve a vague understanding of why the events came to pass, I’d be lying if I said I’m ready to forgive you. But I work in trade, and if you shall prove yourself to me, then I shall grant you my forgiveness. It seems such a small thing, but I understand the power of forgiveness, and the absolute destruction that lies in its wake when it’s not given.”  
 
    Katla’s gaze bore into his. She had never seen such a strong man on the inside who was so broken and fragile on the outside. It was no wonder where Hanna had gotten her strength. It was directly inherited from her father. “I’m sorry for what I’ve done. I really am. Not today will I make excuses, but in time, I hope you shall see me for who I really am.”  
 
    “I can see it now. Right here. I can see it today, but the problem is I’m not yet sure I believe it. I’ve seen too many illusions of both magic and the mundane. Even the best of people lose their way.”  
 
    There was nothing more Katla could offer him other than those same familiar words, I’m sorry. It was easier to make it right with Hanna, but there was just something that scared her about Merdem. She couldn’t understand what it was but in all her years, she had learned it was imperative to trust her gut. If it was telling her something, it was usually true.  
 
    Merdem dropped a calming hand upon her shoulder and passed her a nod before heading back up towards the front of the pack. Katla took a peek over her shoulder and sighed a sigh of relief that they still weren’t being followed and more importantly, there didn’t seem to be any signs of a clash from further up the cliff.  
 
    Katla picked up the pace and joined Cloudy at her side. The woman was still and calm as if she was unfazed by the danger they faced. Cloudy’s eyes were focused dead ahead as if she was in some deep form of thought.  
 
    “You look distracted by the thoughts in your own head,” Katla said. “I don’t intend to pry too much, but may I ask what’s on your mind?” 
 
    “I’m not sure if that’s a good idea.” Cloudy shook her head and sighed. “Sometimes, I find it better to ruminate on thoughts before unleashing them upon others.”  
 
    Katla pursed her lips in contemplation. It seemed as if nobody trusted her except Hester. Merdem had his reasons but she questioned what it could be that would make Cloudy place mistrust upon her. “Do you not trust me, either?” 
 
    “Nothing of the sort,” the older woman assured her with a gentle smile. “I’ve just come to learn misspeaking is a form of unleashing bad karma upon the world. If I’m thinking something, I’d rather know for certain it’s true before speaking up.”  
 
    “I’d be lying if I said you don’t have me worried.”  
 
    “Fine,” Cloudy sighed. “But I don’t think it’s a good idea to have this conversation in front of the others.”  
 
    Katla looked out the corner of her eye to see Tayo glancing at her. She ushered for him to come to her with a wag of her finger. “Cloudy and I must talk about something. Keep going and we will catch up with you shortly.” 
 
    “Is it that important that you’d risk stopping?” He cocked his eyes back and forth between the two women. “I think we should all keep moving.”  
 
    “It’ll only be minute,” Cloudy assured him. “And it’ll be nice for me to catch a quick breather. I’m older than most, but you knew that all ready.”  
 
    “Okay.” Tayo nodded before joining the others once more.  
 
    Cloudy grabbed Katla by the hand and pulled her towards the edge of the cliff. The breeze from the open sea tangled through Katla’s hair and a chill ran over her body. “I pray I’m wrong about this, but nothing seems to be adding up.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean...” Cloudy cleared her throat and shook her head. Whatever she was going to say, she seemed hesitant to do so. “I mean, do you not feel it?” 
 
    “The only thing I feel is confusion. What has you worried so?” 
 
    Cloudy leaned in, wetted her lips, and said in a hushed tone, “This has been too easy. I’ve encountered the hunters before and they’re well-trained and formidable opponents. My magic isn’t as strong as it used to be. That mage up there should have been able to break through the barrier spell I cast within minutes at most, and yet it never happened. Why?” 
 
    Katla tilted her head sideways and smiled. “I think you’re stronger than you could ever imagine.”  
 
    “Again, I don’t want to put this out into the world for the fear of it not being true, but my gut is telling me there’s something terribly wrong here.”  
 
    Katla was used to trusting her gut. She stood up straight and felt the chill down her spine become colder. “If there’s something you know, then you need to tell me.”  
 
    “I don’t know anything, but I feel something. And that something is I think we’ve all stumbled into a trap of the worst king.” Cloudy leaned in closer to whisper. “The very reason Merdem has been kept all these years? I think that’s the very same reason we were allowed to escape with such ease. It’s the reason the mage didn’t bust down the barrier, and it’s the reason we were able to get in and out of that keep without too much trouble.”  
 
    Katla knew what Cloudy was saying was true. She didn’t want to believe it though, so she denied it with a defiant shake of her head. It wasn’t easy believing she had been baited into a trap. “We lost men on that cliff. We battled and we all almost died.” 
 
    “Yes.” The older woman snapped her fingers and gritted her teeth. A haunted look passed over her wrinkled face. “It was an illusion to make us believe we had won. It was easier to sell the truth if we thought we earned it, but we didn’t. We should all be dead, but we’re not. I think they plan on allowing Merdem to escape so he will lead them to the very thing they’re after.”  
 
    The bloodstone hanging around Katla’s neck burned warmly against her flesh. She shook off the discomfort and tried to reason with Cloudy. If they had fallen into a trap, they would have to deal with the consequences. If what Cloudy was saying was true, then the simple thing to do would be to warn Merdem not to go near whatever it was that he was hiding. Now they possibly knew what was actually happening, they could counter whatever the hunters had planned. Knowledge was power and because of Cloudy’s quick thinking, that power was on their side.  
 
    But the bloodstone became hotter, hotter than it had ever been before. Katla’s chest heaved and she clutched her hand against the stone. The heat and the pain became too much to bear so she reached for the necklace to try and rip it from her neck, but she could feel her control of her own hands slipping away from her. It was like the demon Vedoch was taking over her body.  
 
    Katla grinded her teeth and grimaced, her body crouching down as she tried to fight the demon off, but it was too much. She had always been somewhat able to take back control but this time she felt powerless. She felt Cloudy’s hands fall upon her shoulder, but she violently jerked away from the woman’s touch. Her eyelids passed over her eyes, and when they jutted back open, the pain went away.  
 
    “Is something wrong?” Cloudy questioned, her voice ridden with panic. “What just happened?” 
 
    “It’s...” Katla scratched the side of her cheek and chuckled uncomfortably. “I’m fine.”  
 
    “You don’t seem fine.” The older woman hooked her eyes up to meet Katla’s and her face turned a haunted shade of pale. She took a step backwards away from the assassin, her lips trembling. “Your eyes... They’re black.”  
 
    Katla felt her hand move, but she wasn’t in control of it. She felt her palm slip around the cold blade of her dagger and on the inside, she was screaming for control of her own body, but Vedoch had won the battle. Katla watched in horror as her own arm lifted her dagger readying it to thrust into the older woman’s stomach. 
 
    Katla desperately fought to push the demon back but she had no control. The demon saw Cloudy as an obstacle it needed to remove. Suddenly, Cloudy stepped back and lifted her hands. The movement took her farther away from Katla, but also was a powerful use of magic. Katla was frozen in place. Even with her demon fully in control of her body, Katla couldn’t move. 
 
    “I suspected as much. Poor child. What a burden to bear.” Cloudy stepped up to Katla and removed her necklace.  
 
    Katla could feel her connection to the demon slip away. It was still there, but no longer was it in control of her body. 
 
    Cloudy waved her hands again and Katla was no longer frozen in place. She slumped over, exhausted by the whole exchange.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Katla said. “I couldn’t control it. I tried so hard.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, dear. I know a little about demons and the tricks they play. I can’t imagine how hard it has been for you, being connected to such a powerful demon. I suspect even your friend Hester didn’t understand how dangerous it was for you to bond with a demon spirit.  
 
    Katla smiled, but her heart was broken. She’d almost murdered Cloudy. “Thank you. I don’t know if I would’ve been able to live with myself if I’d killed you in cold blood the way the demon wanted to.” 
 
    Cloudy put her hand on Katla’s shoulder. “This place only makes it worse. Once you are back to your home it will be easier, but even then, you’ll have moments when you are a danger to others. Not until you master your fears will you truly be able to control your connection to the demon. In the meantime, I’ll hold onto your necklace. When the time is right, we’ll sit your friends down and explain things to them. For now, we should keep this to ourselves. Hanna’s father already has his doubts about you, I believe he can sense your demon magic and the effects it is having on you. I could feel it as well, but not until it tried to kill me did I fully understand you’d lost all control to it. Your necklace is a powerful magical artifact.” 
 
    “It certainly is. I don’t think I should ever wear it again.” 
 
    Cloudy gave a soft sad smile. “I’m afraid it isn’t that simple. Even without the necklace you are connected to the demon. That connection will grow now that demon knows it can possess you. You will need to deal with that regardless of whether you wear it or not. And I’m afraid you’ll need to be able to draw on the demon’s powers if we’re to defeat the hunters, and their masters.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can do it.” 
 
    Cloudy took her by the arm and led her towards the ship. “We shall do it together. One step at a time, child. One step at a time.”   
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    Escape from Caruana 
 
    Hanna delivered a powerful kick to the hunter’s stomach that sent the man tumbling over the side of the cliff. Four down. Sixteen to go. For whatever reason, the mage simply stood in the background not doing much of anything. Hanna imagined he was biding his time, allowing the hunters to wear her and Taz down before making his move.  
 
    Just as Taz had promised, he had completely switched sides from the hunters. There was surely no going back now because he didn’t even bother to wear a mask to hide his face from his former allies. He sliced his sword through a warrior’s chest, cutting his body in half, then jumped backwards as another warrior charged forward.  
 
    Taz was as trained as the rest of them and because he knew the enemy, he could counter their moves. It’s as if he knew what was coming next at any given moment. He was a good ally to have in what she hoped would be her final battle with the hunters on that precarious cliff side. Hanna passed him an approving glance before focusing on her own enemies.  
 
    They approached in a pair, both wielding swords that glistened underneath the light of the sun. Hanna made sure to keep her eyes steady on the two warriors. She leveled her own sword in front of her and shifted into a defensive stance Anso had taught her years ago. She wavered back and forth and made each of the two men believe she was prepared to strike. They would then believe they’d have an opening and when they’d make their move, she’d counter their blows with a deathly blow of her own.  
 
    As expected, the man on the right took a swing, mistakenly believing she was about to do the same. She thrust her weapon to the side, knocked the sword out of his hand then plunged her own sword through the man’s chest. The other one charged forward, swinging with reckless abandon. She ripped the sword from the dying man and parried the blow of the other. The brunt of his strike sent her backwards and towards the cliff’s edge. Her feet threatened to give out from underneath her, a fact that was only complicated by the man’s next blow, a wicked swinging attack that forced her back even further. 
 
    Hanna was ready to counterattack, when the rock she’d been standing on broke loose and she started to slide back. She jumped forward to avoid falling down the cliff but as she did the hunter slashed again, she partly blocked the attack, but his sword struck her hand. Pain shot through her and her sword dropped to the ground as she involuntarily flexed her wounded hand. 
 
    Now she was facing the hunter with no weapon. She threw her hands out in front of her, knowing her hands were no match for his sword, but it’s all she had. She allowed Anso to guide her as she ducked below the first swing and spun sideways away from the second. She waited for her chance to make a move and when she saw an opening, she kicked out her foot to try and trip the man, but he was able to recover easily. She dove forward and attempted to grab the man by his collar but was cut off with a slice of his sword against her already wounded hand. The Hunter knew she was hurt and was now targeting her sword hand. 
 
      
 
    She let out a yell filled with pain and frustration and recoiled. Her eyes dropped to her bloodied hand. That’s when she realized she had screwed up. She had taken her eyes off the enemy. She knew where his sword was, but she’d forgotten to watch the rest of his body. His free fist came crashing toward her face. By the time she cocked her eyes upwards, his fist had connected with her jaw and she was knocked back to the ground, her head hanging over the cliff’s edge. The hunter dispatched of his sword to the side and wrapped both hands around her throat. He was strong and heavy, and she was unable to wiggle out from under him. She clawed at his arms, but he didn’t seem to care. His eyes were pitch-black and the veins in his neck were popping out of his throat. 
 
    “I’m not supposed to kill you,” he grinded out between gritted teeth. “I’m not supposed to, but I am. And they’ll champion me as the legend that finally put an end to you.”  
 
    The world around Hanna teetered on the edge of going black. Only vaguely could she hear Taz battling the hunters in the background. She fought to breathe but felt as if her head was about to pop from the pressure of the hunter’s hands around her throat. She ignored her panic and focused on allowing her spirits power to surge into her hands. But before she could tear the hunter’s hands free  
 
    blood splattered over her face and when she opened her eyes once more, she watched as Taz retrieved his sword from the slain hunter’s chest. She raised her knee upwards and flipped the dead body over her head, sending the dead warrior over the edge of the cliff. Taz dropped his hand to assist her to her feet and on her way back up, she snatched the fallen warrior’s sword off the ground.  
 
    “See, I told you that you would need me,” Taz said with a cocky grin before turning back to do battle with the remaining hunters. He ducked under one blade then countered another. He was a sight to behold, fighting his opponents with an eagerness in every stride. That’s precisely when Hanna knew she was so damn happy he was on her side. There were warriors who simply showed up to do a job, then there were people like Hanna and Taz who fought with every piece of their heart and soul.  
 
    Hanna jumped back into the fray, she’d let her concentration falter when she’d been struck on the hand, and it had almost cost her her life. She could feel her spirit magic urging her forward and she let it flow. With renewed strength she sliced into opponent after opponent, slashing, cutting, and weaving faster than humanly possible.  
 
    A pair of hunters dove at her, the first took her sword through his stomach, but his momentum drove her back, and the second hunter hit her high on the shoulder, sending her towards the ground, but this time she was fully prepared, and she could feel Anso’s spirit guiding her to twist her body. As she fell her body turned and her second blade whipped around, catching the second hunter in the neck. She hit the ground on one knee and a hand, but both the hunters were dead. As she rose, Hanna could see only a few hunters remained between them and the mage, and as Taz fought with the two remaining hunters she turned her attention to the mage. 
 
    The mage grinned at her. “An impressive display child, but it is all for naught. Now you die.” 
 
    Hanna tangled her hands around the hilt of the blades. She prepared herself to lunge forward but stopped when she watched the mage disappear up ahead. As soon as he did so, she felt his presence behind her. She spun around as fast as she could and drove the blade into the mage’s chest. As he stumbled backwards, she let go of the sword and watched as he fell to the ground, landing against the hard surface with a loud thud. The sword swayed back and forth while still stuck in the dying corpse.  
 
    “That was way too easy.” Hanna shrugged, ripped the blade out of the mage’s chest, then twisted on her feet, prepared to finish off the last of the hunters.  
 
    … 
 
      
 
    When Katla and Cloudy caught up with the rest of the group, she caught her first suspicious look from Tayo, then Merdem. It was obvious her strange actions had caused distrust, and she couldn’t blame them. 
 
    “What are you all standing around for. Get to the ship,” Cloudy said “Is everything OK??” Merdem questioned, his eyes searching the near distance. “Have you seen Hanna yet?  
 
    “No, we haven’t seen her.” Katla was relieved everyone’s attention was focused on Hanna and not her, she felt sure they’d see right through her and know she’d almost killed Cloudy. That no one had noticed she wasn’t wearing her necklace was a blessing.  
 
    “Damn it to hell. She’s going to get herself killed,” Merdem said and attempted to push past Katla, but the assassin held him in place.  
 
    Merdem’s face hardened and he stared at Katla. “Please do not believe you have the authority to stop me from going to her and making her reconsider.”  
 
    Katla needed to think fast on her feet. “Please do not think you have the authority to stop me from completing my mission. Hanna entrusted me to lead you safely to The Lost Pearl, and I will not divert from that mission. Hanna knows what she’s doing, and we have to abide by her decision. You have no idea what she’s doing and if you leave now you could jeopardize all our lives. 
 
    “I hate having left her like that,” Tayo said with a disappointed shake of his head.  
 
    Cloudy stepped between Merdem and Katla. She gently put her hand on Merdem’s arm to calm him. “I wouldn’t worry about Hanna. She’s the type who’ll find a way to survive. We need to do as she asked and make our way to the ship.”  
 
    There were a few rumblings more before the group turned their attention away from Cloudy and headed down the remainder of the cliff. Once they reached the bottom, they raced towards The Lost Pearl and quickly boarded the ship. Arwin had turned the ship around so they would more easily be able to make a quick escape if need be, but if they were met by hunters, they would be forced to battle to the death. They were nothing more than sitting ducks as they waited impatiently for Hanna and Taz to return.  
 
    Katla stood at the stern of the ship, her hands wrapped tightly around the rails as she watched the stairs of the cavern intently. She waited with bated breath, hoping Hanna and Taz would show at any moment, but the minutes ticked by uncomfortably slow. The entire reason she had come to Caruana was to rescue Hanna. She hoped it wouldn’t have all been for naught. It was more than that though. Katla knew if she was going to conquer the demon fighting to take control of her body, she was going to need the help of her friends, and Hanna was her best friend.  
 
    Katla began to question Vedoch’s reasoning for steering her towards Caruana. Based on everything that had happened with the demon living inside her stone, she began to believe Vedoch didn’t have the best intentions. What if somehow, he knew why the mages were holding Hanna’s father? And that’s the reason it was brought to Katla’s attention that Hanna was in danger all the way on the other side of the world?  
 
    She felt a gentle breeze as Merdem approached her from behind. He leaned over the railing and pushed his tongue against the inside of his cheek. “I want to believe you, but I have good instincts, and something tells me there is something off about you.”  
 
    “I’m sorry you feel that way.” She couldn’t bring herself to look at the older man for fear he’d be able to tell she was lying. “I’ll spend the rest of my life proving myself if I have to.”  
 
    “For your sake, you’d best pray Hanna returns to the ship.”  
 
    Katla brought a finger up to scratch nervously at her brow. “I know,” she said as low as a whisper. It was a reckoning that even though the man was older, and his body had taken a beating over the years, he had power to him she didn’t quite understand. He was a formidable man and she was confident his threat was a promise. In that regard, she began to believe she should fall upon her knees and confess to him before Vedoch could do any more damage to the people she cared about.  
 
    Only, she couldn’t confess.  
 
    She imagined that was because Vedoch wouldn’t let her. The control he exemplified over her was terrifying, even without the stone she could feel his presence, lurking in the back of her mind, waiting. It was supposed to be the other way around. Hester and Hanna didn’t seem to have a problem controlling the demon spirits within them, so then why was she so burdened? 
 
    “Did you think she was coming?” Katla questioned, then clarified she was talking about Hanna.  
 
    “In the back of my head, I always knew she’d come for me. Whether it was wishful thinking or a prophecy, I just knew the day would come. As sure as I knew she’d come for me, I’m sure she’ll come running down those steps any moment now.”  
 
    “Yeah, I think so too.” She rolled her lips and waited patiently. Side-by-side, both her and Merdem waited for what they both knew was coming. It wasn’t a matter of if. It was a matter of when.  
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Hanna was winded, her lungs feeling as if they were about to collapse on her. Sweat rolled down her cheeks and burned her eyes. She was wounded, tired, and ragged. Oh, and there were another hundred hunters giving chase to her and Taz. As soon as they had dispatched what they believed was the last hunter, they turned and prepared their descent down the cliff. Moments later, another portal opened and out came another large group of hunters. Knowing they couldn’t fight them off, they were left with one last choice.  
 
    The choice to run. 
 
    Hanna Halfblood never took retreat lightly, but it was her only option. It was to either fight and surely die or run and hope Arwin could steer the ship out of the cavern without the loss of life. It would be difficult to pull away from the docks with so many hunters on their tail. They would most definitely manage to board the ship and overtake it.  
 
    Hanna needed to come up with a plan and she needed to do it fast. That was a difficult task when the only thing she could think about was continuing to breathe. 
 
    Taz was right behind her. In the short time she had known him, he wasn’t the perfect gentlemen, but he insisted he take the rear so he could take any blows meant for Hanna. She hoped neither of them would need to take a blade for the other.  
 
    Once she reached the steps that led down into the cavern, she began to yell. “Cloudy!” she yelled for the woman, exerting all her breath she had in her lungs with each sharp-pitched wail. “Cloudy!”  
 
    Once they reached the landing of the cavern, they both raced forward. No doubt the crew aboard the ship had heard her screams, because the ship was already pulling away from the docks. Cloudy had hear her and removed her magic so the ship was now visible to everyone. 
 
    Hanna dove off the edge of the dock and swam to the ship. Katla dropped a rope for her and Taz to both climb aboard and when they did, Hanna rushed to the stern and watched as the hunters came filing out onto the docks. Some of them boarded a neighboring ship, others jumped into the water, and others began firing arrows towards The Lost Pearl.  
 
    Hanna and her mates dropped down to take refuge behind the wall of the ship. She cocked her head to Katla, her chest heaving. “Everything OK??” 
 
    Katla simply shook her head but didn’t say a word.  
 
    In Hanna’s mind, that meant something had happened but there was no time to ask questions. “Hester?” 
 
    “I’m right here.” Hester stood before them, barely able to remain standing. He reached one hand in front of him and cast a barrier spell. When he had finished, he dropped down onto the deck of the ship.  
 
    Katla checked on him while Hanna climbed to her feet and looked over the stern.  
 
    Hunters fired arrows towards the ship, but they were blocked by a magical barrier. It wouldn’t hold long, but it would hold long enough for Arwin to steer them out of the cove. What happened next was anyone’s guess but, for now, Hanna allowed herself the chance to catch her breath.  
 
    She dropped back down to sit and kicked her feet out in front of her. When she cocked her head to the left, she met her father’s gaze. She passed him a smile, and he passed her the same damn smile right back.  
 
    Finally, she had her father back.  
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    The unforgiving sea  
 
    The vessel creaked, the old wood screaming with every toss of the waves of the unforgiving sea. Hanna had weathered her fair share of storms on the open seas, but nothing quite like the storms off the coast of Caruana. It was a magical place, unlike anywhere she had ever been before, but she had no intentions to ever return. One time was enough. Even for an adventurous sailor like she, she understood that making the journey twice and surviving to tell the tale was a feat all on its own.  
 
    It was late in the night and most everyone was asleep. It had been a little over a week since they had escaped Caruana. Merdem, Tayo, and Hester spent the bulk of that time recovering while Cloudy worked with Katla. It had been a full day of sailing before Katla pulled Hanna aside to tell her what had really happened. 
 
    Hanna didn’t blame Katla. It wasn’t her fault she had a powerful demon connected to her. They’d done it to save the world. Now they would just have to deal with the repercussions of that together. Cloudy and Hester’s mages would teach Katla what she needed to know. Hanna felt bad for her friend. She could tell it was eating at her, the things the demon had done, and would’ve done if Cloudy hadn’t taken the necklace away. 
 
    Merdem had slept for six days straight, so when Hanna was joined in the crew quarters below deck by her father, she was relieved she’d finally be able to have a real conversation with him.  
 
    There was so much to talk about. She didn’t know where to begin. The two of them sat on opposite benches over a wooden table. They shared a bottle of Ale. Hanna wasn’t much of a drinker, but the wild crashing waves of the sea ensured she hadn’t slept in a good two nights. The ale would surely give her the kick she needed to fall asleep.  
 
    She took a sip of her drink, but it was only a brief sip. It tasted old and watered down at the same time.  
 
    Merdem smirked. “Not to your liking.?” 
 
    Hanna chuckled. “It’s not the worst thing I’ve ever had.” 
 
    “Certainly not the best either,” Merdem said. “I can’t wait to have a good wine and a proper meal. It is little things like that that kept me going. I couldn’t think of you or your mother, as they would twist that against me.” He paused for a moment to reflect before taking another healthy swig of his drink. 
 
    Again, Hanna took a small sip absentmindedly as she thought about all her father had gone through. She could only imagine the isolation and solitude, not to mention the torture and manipulation the mages had used to try extract his secret. 
 
    Merdem raised an eyebrow. “Smallest sips I’ve ever seen a sailor take. You OK? Or just not a drinker?” 
 
    “I’ll drink, but I like being alert,” she said simply. “I guess there’s no harm in letting loose right now, though. It’s not like anyone is stupid enough to attack us in the middle of this storm.” She dropped her head and laughed. “Well, I guess the hunters would be stupid enough to do that considering they’ve done it before.”  
 
    “Tell me daughter. How did you end up connected with three spirits and an assassin for a friend?” 
 
    She dragged her palm over the length of her face and groaned. “It’s a long story.”  
 
    He shrugged. “I have all the time in the world.”  
 
    So, she told him the story from the beginning. She began with what had happened to Thorodd, most of which he had already known. It seems the mages had kept him in the loop about the important things happening back home. She detailed how she met Katla first then Hester, and how they managed to defeat the coven of witches, but not without losing Kayo in the battle. Kayo had been an old friend of Merdem, so he offered his respects and the two of them bonded over the separate relationships they had each had with the colorful man.  
 
    She told him about how the dying mage uttered his name, and how she and Tayo set sail for Caruana to learn the truth. There was a battle at sea that killed most of her crew and she had been separated from her bloodstone for a short period of time. They were outmatched on the island by a horde of hunters and that’s how Tayo ended up captured while Hanna ended up with Cloudy in the middle of the forest, recuperating for weeks before she ventured into the city of Sarlin to find clues. It was ultimately Taz who renewed her mission to find Merdem, and the rest was history.  
 
    “I was young once,” Merdem said in reference to Hanna’s many stories. “I was young like you, but I hadn’t experienced half as much adversity or heartbreak. You are the strongest girl I’ve ever known, and I’ve said that since you were a young girl.”  
 
    “I’m still young,” Hanna said flatly.  
 
    “Your body is young, but your spirit is so much older than that. Your experiences are unmatched, and your strength is something else entirely.” He finished off his drink and dragged the back of his palm over his wet mouth. “Katla’s a strong warrior, isn’t she?” 
 
    Hanna could tell by the tone of his voice the conversation ahead wouldn’t be necessarily a pleasant one. “You should pour me another glass before we have this conversation.” 
 
    “Touché.” He filled both their glasses and carefully eyed her. “I know why she did what she did. I understand it because I would have done the same thing she did. In fact, I’ve probably done worse things over the years, but that doesn’t mean I believe I’ve earned forgiveness.”  
 
    “I don’t think it’s that simple.” Hanna shook her head. “I think the only reason she came all the way down here was to continue trying to make amends. And let’s face it, without her help, there’s a good chance we’d all be dead by now. If I hadn’t seen her on the docks of Sarlin, I probably would have charged that keep on my own and I probably would have died.” 
 
    He looked away for a moment and yawned. He was older, and he got tired quickly, but he was also still recovering from years of torture and confinement. Hanna wouldn’t have blamed him if he slept for the next year and a half. “Do you believe Katla can be trusted?” 
 
    “I see no reason not to trust her.” Hanna shrugged and took a sip, unable to take her eyes off her father. “It isn’t Katla we have to worry about but the demon, Vedoch.” Hanna didn’t want to admit it out loud, but she was worried about what would happen if they didn’t find a way for her friend to control the demon, but her fear was outweighed by the part where she knew Katla was a good person deep down and that she’d eventually gain control. And she didn’t want to talk to her father about what had happened with Cloudy. His mistrust of Katla was already high enough. Hanna would help her friend without bringing her father into the situation. 
 
    “I trust your judgement.” Merdem leaned back and cracked his neck. “I’ll trust it until you don’t, then I won’t say you were wrong. I’ll say it’s a lesson you didn’t deserve to learn.” He let out a loud yawn, steadied both hands against the top of the table, and climbed to his feet. “I’m suddenly tired again, but I’ll see you on the other side of the moon.”  
 
    “Yeah, see you soon.” She smiled back at her father and watched as he slipped into the shadows of the hallway just outside the quarters. Though their time together was often brief, she cherished very chance she had to talk to him. There were still so many stories to share, but she noticed he hadn’t really talked about his time being captured. Maybe that was by design. Maybe he didn’t want to worry her about everything he had been through over the years, but that’s what she needed to know.  
 
    The details of what he had been through was probably heartbreaking, but her curiosity yearned to know the whole truth. It would help her piece together so much of what she missed when he disappeared when she was so young. It would also give her the drive to end the hunters once and for all. Whatever they wanted with Merdem or herself, there was no way they were finished.  
 
    They would come for them, and when they did, Hanna would work to eradicate them from the earth. The coven of witches trying to raise a demon army was one thing. Messing with her family was another and all those who united with the hunters would face the full might of her wrath.  
 
    … 
 
    Katla lay awake in her bed, unable to sleep. It could have been the crashing of the waves that tossed the ship around like a predator toying with its prey, or it could have been because of the guilt that threatened to drown her, fragile piece by fragile piece.  
 
    She sat up in bed, threw the blankets from her body, and dressed in a hurry. She needed fresh air and to hell with the massive storm outside. She’d rather get soaked from the rain than spend another moment in the hull of the ship. She blew out the candle burning beside her cot and raced out the door.  
 
    It was in the middle of the night, and she was sure everyone was asleep except for Arwin. He and Hanna were splitting shifts so there was always someone keeping watch. She punched the door open that led to the deck and stepped outside into the storm. Pools of water sloshed across the deck as the ship teetered from one side to the other, and the rain pounded from above, drenching the entirety of her body in an instant. 
 
    She made sure to avoid the bow of the ship to stay out of sight of Arwin and headed for the stern. When she looked out at the sea, lit only in short increments one lightning bolt at a time, she became terrified the storm would swallow them whole. Maybe that’s what she deserved though. She rubbed her neck where the necklace used to be. Sometimes it felt like she was still wearing it. 
 
    The bloodstone made her a stronger warrior than she otherwise was, but at the same time, it came with a cost. That cost seemed to be increasing more and more, and she was terrified that eventually, she would lose complete control over her body and soul permanently and there wouldn’t be anyone there to stop her like Cloudy had.  
 
    She wished so bad she could control her fears, but Vedoch’s continued presence, despite not wearing the necklace seemed to fuel her fears. She felt a familiar wetness trailing down her cheeks, but she couldn’t differentiate the rain from the tears.  
 
    Then, standing alone on the deck of the ship in the middle of a deafening storm, she finally realized what was happening. Briefly, Hanna had told her of a stone more powerful than any other stone in the world. It was the reason Merdem had been imprisoned because he knew where it was. It was the reason Hanna’s life had been threatened, because it was the only way the hunters thought he’d give up the location of the stone. When threats didn’t work, they allowed Hanna to rescue her own father because he would lead them straight to the stone.  
 
    Cloudy had said as much right before Vedoch forced Katla to try plunge a dagger into the older woman’s stomach. There was still a piece of the puzzle missing, and that was why Vedoch was so hell bent on Katla saving Hanna.  
 
    Vedoch needed the stone for himself and he was going to use Katla to get it. 


 
   
  
 

 21 
 
    Making a Plan 
 
    “I know why Vedoch has been acting out.” 
 
    Hanna looked at her friend, there was a confidence there she hadn’t seen in days. Ever since the demon had possessed her and tried to kill Cloudy she’d been a mess, filled with self-doubt and guilt. “And what does the shit-eating spawn of hell want?” 
 
    “The Apoch stone.” 
 
    Hanna frowned. If everything she’d heard about the Apoch stone was true, having a demon-possessed Katla gaining the stone would be catastrophic and possibly the only scenario worse than the mages who’d captured her father finding it. “My father and Cloudy know more about the stone than I do. Perhaps it’s time to tell my father the full truth.” Hanna had held back telling her father about the demon overpowering Katla. But if Vedoch was after the stone, he needed to know. 
 
    “You’re right. But I think it’s time we told everyone about what happened,” Katla said. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Katla nodded then lifted her chin stoically. “They need to know. Hester already knows I’ve been struggling with the demon, just not about what happened with Cloudy. Your father can tell us about the Apoch stone, but Captain Arwin and Tayo need to know as well if I am a threat. Cloudy wants me to wear the stone again, she thinks it would be worse if I quit wearing the stone altogether.” 
 
    Hanna wasn’t so sure about that. She’d lost her necklace when Tayo had grabbed it and knew how much stronger her connection to the spirits was with the necklace. But if Cloudy was right, the connection would grow over time without the stone, leaving Katla’s mind even more vulnerable to the manipulations of the demon. And if Katla was right about the demon wanting the Apoch stone it might explain why the demon was trying so hard. But at least Katla seemed ready to face her fears and telling the crew about what had happened seemed a good place to start. And besides, it was high time they formulated a plan on how to deal with the Apoch stone. “OK, let’s get everyone together and have a chat about demons and magic stones forged in the seven hells.” 
 
    … 
 
    Katla looked around the captain’s quarters at the assembled people, expecting to see looks of hatred and mistrust. She’d just finished telling her story of how she’d been battling the demon ever since they’d defeated the witches, and how Vedoch had finally completely had control of her body when she’d attacked Cloudy. At times Hester had interjected information but other than that the group had been silent.  
 
    Merdem stared at her, but his look wasn’t one of hate, but sorrow. “Forgive me Katla. I’ve judged you very harshly since we’ve met. Your actions have always been guided by doing right by those you love.” He paused for a moment, struggling to find the right words. “… Even killing Thorodd was done to protect the ones you love, that is something I should understand better than anyone. And accepting a bond with a demon to save the world was a terrible burden, you shouldn’t have to wear that weight on your shoulders alone. I know my daughter will help you without hesitation, and you’ll have my help as well.” 
 
    “We’re all here for you, Katla,” Tayo said.  
 
    Hester smiled at her. “We’ll get through this together.” 
 
    Katla felt a flood of emotion as the crew all gave her their support. She wasn’t alone in her fight against the demon. Her friends and family weren’t judging her for losing control over the demon. It meant the world to hear it from them. “Thank you,” Katla said softly. 
 
    “Now we all know what Katla’s been dealing with, it’s time to talk about what to do about it,” Cloudy said. “The Apoch stone is a powerful weapon and there are those out there who will stop at nothing to find it.” Cloudy looked over at Merdem. 
 
    “You can be sure of that,” Merdem said in agreement. “They kept me alive all this time in hope that one day I’d slip up and reveal the location of the stone.” 
 
    “How did you do it?” Hester asked. “How did you survive the torture and mind tricks mages can play?” 
 
    “Simple. When I originally found the stone, I didn’t know what it was, I could sense it was very powerful and that it came from the seven hells, but I didn’t know what to do with it. I’d been in an ancient tome on a southern isle and was looking for a different artifact altogether. I returned home and took the stone to a powerful mage in Solotine. He told me what he knew of the stone and we agreed it needed to be hidden from the world or destroyed. The mage, Amaden Blugroson, agreed to find out how it could be destroyed while I hid the stone.” Merdem paused for a moment. “It was shortly after that I was approached to take a secret mission for the King of Creyta. But it turned out the mission was a setup, the mages who captured me had heard about the stone, I’m guessing one of Amaden Blugroson’s inquiries into the stone caught their attention. Luckily for me, Amaden had known people would come looking for the stone, and after I hid it, he placed a spell on me to forget where the stone was. Being a sailor, I’d been all over the known world, so a search based on my travels was almost impossible. Not that they didn’t try.” 
 
    “Wait, so even you don’t know where the stone is? How are we to find it?” Hester asked. 
 
    Cloudy laughed. “A powerful mage this Blugroson. If the mages who held you couldn’t break his spell. I suppose only he can break it.” 
 
    Merdem shook his head. “No, there is another way.” 
 
    “What is it?” Hanna asked. 
 
    “Not what but who,” Merdem replied. “Your mother is the key to this puzzle. She’s the only one besides Amaden who can break the spell.” 
 
    “Mother?” Hanna had spoken to her mother about her father’s disappearance and she’d never mentioned a spell. 
 
    Merdem could see the look of confusion on Hanna’s face. “She didn’t know about the spell, I just asked her to hide something for me and that one day she’d need to give it back to me, and only me. It was to remain hidden until I asked for it again, and that it was a secret between the two of us. No one could know, not her father, not anyone. I didn’t know anyone was looking for the artifact only that it was evil and powerful. I wanted to protect the you both from anyone who’d try take it. The less everyone else knew the better. That’s why I kept the stone a secret.” 
 
    “What about these mages? Who are they? And where do they find all these warriors to follow them?” 
 
    Merdem looked over at Taz, who’d been quiet so far. “I have some theories, but perhaps our new friend can answer better than I.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you everything I know, but it isn’t much,” Taz said. “I’ve only met a few of the mages. They would take turns overseeing the prison at Fort Humble. Real creepy fellows; call themselves the Circle of Darkness. I didn’t know any of that when I signed up.” 
 
    “How did you sign up?” Merdem said as he stared at the hunter with distrust. 
 
    “Was in a bar in Bridgewater, a real dive called the Mermaid’s Tail. Ever heard of it?” 
 
    Hanna nodded. Anyone who traded in Southern Seron knew the Mermaid’s Tail. That Taz was from Seron was plausible, but even though she’d trusted him so far didn’t mean she believed everything he said. She was waiting to catch him in a lie, as there was still a chance he was a spy planted by his employers. She didn’t believe that to be the case, but she wasn’t going to be caught off-guard. She fully intended to keep an eye on her new friend. 
 
    “Anyways, I was in the Mermaid when I was recruited as a mercenary. I was told we’d be hunting treasure. Sounded like a good gig at the time, but they don’t tell you about the magic when you sign up.” 
 
    “What magic?” Hanna asked.  
 
    Taz scratched his chin while trying to find a way to describe the magic. Finally, he looked at Hanna then Katla. “I think it’s actually sort of like your magic.” 
 
    “You’re possessed by demons?” Hanna asked. It would explain the dark eyes and the lack of human emotions she’d seen during most of her encounters with the hunters. 
 
    “No. We’re possessed by the mages from the Circle of Darkness. But they don’t possess one Hunter at a time. One mage can control dozens of us at a time. We don’t spend all our time possessed, but during any operations or fights they control us. They send us through portals to fight their enemies, steal magical items, anywhere they need warriors.”  
 
    Hanna turned to her father. “This sound right to you?” 
 
    Merdem nodded. “Yes, that is what I suspected for the most part. I believe the Circle of Darkness are a demonic cult.” 
 
    “The way Taz describes the power of the Circle Mages, I believe they already have an artifact similar to the Apoch stone. If I believe rightly, whoever controls the Apoch stone would have the same power as the mages, except over far larger numbers.” 
 
    “So, power-hungry mages who can turn thousands of men into hunters. That sounds great,” Tayo said. 
 
    Katla shivered at the thought. She’d fought dozens of the hunters and they were formidable even in small numbers. An army of the warriors would be near unstoppable. And even worse was the thought that Vedoch wanted to control such an army. She shook her head. No way was she going to let that happen. She’d do whatever it took to prevent it. The same with the Circle of Darkness. They were as evil as Vedoch. The solution was finding and destroying the stone. “How are we going to do it? I mean how do we destroy the stone?” 
 
    Merdem sighed. “I don’t know but Amaden was researching it, I hope he found a way.” 
 
    “Tayo and Katla when we reach Irontide I’ll need you to go fetch us a mage.” 
 
    Katla nodded. “We’ll leave the moment the ship lands.” 
 
    “Once we speak to Amaden and find out how to destroy the stone, we’ll leave immediately to find it. Father, I’m afraid you’ll only have a few days with mother before we take you on another adventure.” 
 
    Merdem looked at Hanna and the rest of the crew with a wistful smile. “A reunion I’ve waited years for. And something I’m eternally grateful to all of you for. But it would be a wasted reunion if we don’t destroy the stone, so I’m sure I have one more adventure in me.” 
 
    Katla smiled. It was good to see Hanna reunited with her father. Returning to Irontide was going to be a wonderful time for Merdem and Hanna, even with peril they still faced, they would be together again as a family when they visit Hanna’s mother, Rowena. Katla was almost sad she’d miss it, but she meant it when she’d said the moment the ship landed she was going to go find Amaden Blugroson and learn how to destroy the stone.  
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    Katla faces her demons 
 
    “Are you ready to face your demon?” 
 
    Katla sat alone with Cloudy. They’d been working on how Katla could deal with Vedoch and Cloudy had said that since Vedoch was attacking her during her dreams and using them to manipulate her she needed to fight the demon in her dreams.  
 
    “Are you sure this is going to work?” Katla asked. 
 
    Cloudy nodded. “Yes. The potion will put you into a dream state. You’ll be aware, but it will open that connection to Vedoch. Dreams are where we are most attuned to the spirits. Vedoch is using that against you. I fear Vedoch is a far more powerful demon than your friend Hester originally thought.” 
 
    “But what if I can’t defeat him? What if he takes over my body again?” 
 
    “Then I shall see your eyes. That is the one thing he can’t hide. Your eyes will always tell the world the truth. At least for now. If he possessed your body for long enough he would eventually be able to hide himself. But for now, it’s simple. Clear eyes mean you’ve maintained control over your body, and if they turn, I’ll freeze you and remove the necklace. Don’t worry, dear, you can do this.” 
 
    Katla sighed. She knew Cloudy was right, and she certainly had the power to stop Vedoch, she’d already proven that. The problem wasn’t that Katla didn’t trust her, the problem was she didn’t trust herself. But if she was going to regain her control over the demon spirit she needed to learn to master her own dreams. “OK. Here we go.” Katla drank the potion. It tasted like cinnamon and bumbleberries but with a bitter aftertaste. 
 
    Cloudy handed Katla her necklace. 
 
    Katla paused and took a deep breath. She was nervous about putting the necklace back on, but she could feel the potion kicking in. She needed to put it on before she fell into the dream state. She slipped the necklace around her neck. Right away she could feel the presence of the demon. He’d been waiting, lurking in her mind until the she put the necklace back on. 
 
    Laying down on her bed, Katla closed her eyes.  
 
      
 
    Katla stood on the outskirts of the village outside Yanga. She was back in Terryn. The village was still on fire as villagers fled the scene. He was even taller than the last time, his form was growing as his powers over her grew. Despite being in the dream state Katla could remember everything Cloudy had told her.  
 
    Vedoch approached her, his humongous feet pounding against the earth. Katla’s entire body trembled with each step the demon took. The weight and force of his body was enough to shake the ground beneath them. Like every time she faced him in her dreams, she responded in fear. Just being near him caused her fear. Katla closed her eyes. She was in a dream. There was nothing to fear here. This wasn’t the real Vedoch, only his presence in her mind.  
 
    “You’ve done well,” the demon said in his deep guttural growl. “You found your friend, and her father. But still you fight the inevitable. Your body will be mine. Taking off the necklace won’t stop me it will only slow me down, every night I’ll feed on your fears until you accept me as your master.” 
 
    Katla lifted the massive broadsword that’s length rivaled her own height. She held it before her, the glare of the sun repelling off the bloodied-surface of the blade. “No. Every night I’ll slay you like the lowly beast you are until you understand you’re a guest in my body. You’ll never fully control it again.” 
 
    Vedoch roared and charged at her.  
 
    Katla slashed at the demon, ducking under his attacks. The broadsword glowed with power as she whipped it around, slicing Vedoch’s forearm. 
 
    The demon screamed out in agony. She’d hurt it. Her fear diminished as she realized Cloudy was right. She could defeat Vedoch. She grinned as Vedoch stepped back. “Oh no you don’t. Come here, little demon, I just want to talk. And by talk, I mean slash you into little pieces.” 
 
    Katla sliced away, the massive glowing broadsword sliced into Vedoch, and a bright green fluid flowed from the wounds. The demon started to shrink, and as she slashed at it more it shrunk more. Until finally it disappeared. 
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    Hanna returns home 
 
      
 
    The ragtag band of survivors didn’t get as many looks as Hanna had suspected they would as they exited The Lost Pearl first then the docks of Solotine. Hanna herself was greeted by many of the workers of the Stoneblood Trading Company who knew her well, but nobody seemed to recognize her father. Had it been that long since anyone had seen him?  
 
    Merdem had took a while preparing himself to exit the ship. Back in the day, he was noted for his colorful ways, and he wanted to look as good as possible for his return home after all his years in captivity. Hanna believed it took him so long to get off the ship because he was nervous about returning to his old life. He had confided in her he still felt like he was dreaming and none of it was real. In his mind, he was terrified he was going to wake up in his prison cell and his rescue had only been a dream. It didn’t matter how much Hanna and the others tried to convince him otherwise.  
 
    Hanna instructed the others to take Merdem to the Stoneblood household. Rowena wouldn’t be there at first, so Hanna headed for the Stoneblood Trading Company to check up on her mother first. Then Hanna would take her home to be reunited with her husband.  
 
    Hanna found Rowena at her desk in the back of the building. She closed the door behind her and swallowed a nervous lump in her throat. The sound of the door closing stole Rowena’s attention. The older woman hooked her gaze upwards at Hanna and smiled before she climbed to her feet, circled her desk, and met Hanna on the other side.  
 
    “I knew you’d be back,” Rowena said, caressing her palms over the sides of Hanna’s arms. “You’ll always come back. If I lose my faith in everything else in this world, I’ll never lose faith in you.”  
 
    “You always know the right thing to say,” Hanna said, her throat dry. “How are you?” 
 
    “Things have been busy, but I just received a shipment of some exquisite troll skin from the dark forest. It’s white and glistens under the powerful light of the sun. You are going to look absolutely feverish in it.”  
 
    “Yeah...” Hanna scratched nervously at the back of her head. “I’m definitely going to be needing some new armor. It was destroyed in the wreckage.”  
 
    “I’m sure you’ve so many stories to tell.” Rowena went to circle the desk once more to take a seat, but Hanna grabbed her by the arm and held her in place. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing of the sort,” Hanna said, releasing her mother’s arm. “It’s just... We need to talk about some things and I don’t think believe this is the proper venue.”  
 
    “Okay.” Rowena nodded, opening the office door. “Let me walk you home. I’ll make you a nice meal. I’m sure your appetite is strong and endless after such a treacherous journey.”  
 
    Hanna simply smiled. Not just because the thought of her mother’s stew delighted her, but because Rowena had no idea of the stories Hanna brought back with her. They wouldn’t all be pleasant stories, but there was one, she was sure her mother would particularly enjoy.  
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Hanna and Rowena strolled down the seaside town’s streets with familiar faces. Northern Solotine was a rugged land filled with dangerous beasts and tough clans of warriors. Irontide was mostly a calm place. There were occasional bouts of excitement, but nothing compared to the wild magical lands of Caruana. Sarlin had been such a chaotic place, so Hanna relished the simple beauty of the land she called home. It hadn’t always been that way. Growing up she’d been an outsider, the natives of Solotine looked with mistrust at foreigners, and her being the daughter of the wildly colorful ex-pirate Merdem had made her a target. However, as her mother kept the family company filled with Merdem’s people the town eventually warmed to them, and as the company grew and prospered, so did the town. Which made Rowena one of the town’s most important people, something Hanna was proud of. Her mother had taken Thorodd’s company and grown it even larger and stronger.  
 
    Rowena walked with her hands folded behind her back as she spoke. “There’s a new tribe of wannabe bandits that have surfaced just outside the city. They’ve been raiding our caravans.”  
 
    “Would you like me to put an end to that?” Hanna quipped with a smile. Compared to dealing with hunters and mages dealing with the rough northern bandits seemed almost fun. “I have some things I need to tend to first, but if the bandits continue to harass our men, I will take care of things the Stoneblood way.”  
 
    “We have it handled,” Rowena cautioned. “They only believe they’re strong. In reality, they lack the careful skill and cohesion required to be a threat. I imagine the threat will die down within a week’s time.”  
 
    “That’s good news,” Hanna sighed. The closer they got to their house, the more nervous she got. Her innards in her stomach threatened to twist around each other with each forward step. There was a part of her that thought she needed to tell her mother what lay in wait once they arrived at the house, but there was another part of her that wanted it to be a surprise. “Aren’t you going to ask me if I found what I was looking for?”  
 
    Rowena stopped and turned to her with a dropped head. “I believe that in time, I will come to know everything that transpired in the land we don’t speak of. I trust your judgement in telling me all the tiny details when the timing is right. Right now, I suspect, the timing is not correct.”  
 
    “I found everything I was looking for, if that tells you anything.”  
 
    Rowena looked away, puckering her lips, and squinting her eyes. There was so much pain and sorrow at the very thought of Merdem. She had done so well hiding her pain over the years, but Hanna always knew she was haunted by the ghost of Merdem.  
 
    “I will explain everything once we return home,” Hanna continued. “I’ll tell you some things, and you will be able to infer the rest.”  
 
    “At the end of the day, all I need is knowledge. It is in those answers I shall find my peace.” 
 
    Hanna and her mother came to a still just outside the front door of their home. “You’re about to get all those answers, but I’m going to let you do it alone. I think that’s the least you deserve.”  
 
    “I don’t understand what it is you’re trying to say.” Rowena cocked her head sideways, confused.  
 
    Hanna reached for the door and pushed it open. “I’ll be out here waiting, just enjoying the breeze. Go inside and get your answers.” 
 
    “You’re not coming inside?” Rowena jerked back slightly. “Why did you drag me all the way over here...” Her words trailed off, a glimmer of hope in her eyes. It was at that moment Hanna imagined Rowena knew exactly what was waiting for her inside. “I see,” she said as softly as a whisper. She straightened herself, inhaled a deep breath and disappeared inside the Stoneblood household, closing the door behind her.  
 
    Hanna pushed herself back against the exterior of the house and let out a relieved sigh. Knowing her family was about to be reunited together for the first time since she was a little girl was enough motivation for her to prepare herself for the journey ahead. It was going to be long and difficult, deadly too. But there was nothing, not a single person in the entire world, capable of stopping her now. She had the strength of Thorodd and Anso guiding her, she had the love of a family on the verge of reconciliation, and she had the power of her friends to assist her.  
 
    There was no way she was going to lose.  
 
      
 
    … 
 
      
 
    Hanna waited outside the door for what felt like hours. At times, her patience wore thin. She wished to bust down the door, but she also understood Rowena needed her time alone with Merdem. After all, Hanna had spent the last month with him. It was only fair to afford her mother some privacy as she accepted her new reality.  
 
    For so long, Rowena had believed Merdem to be dead, all the while Hanna held onto some hope it wasn’t true. Because of Hanna’s faith her father could have still been alive somewhere out there, it was less of a shock to the system to her than it was for her mother. It was easier to adjust when she never really believed he was dead in the first place.  
 
    Finally, the front door peeled open and Rowena gestured for her to come inside. Hanna did as commanded, but once she stepped inside the door, she didn’t see her father. Her eyes frantically searched for him, but he was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    “I can see the worry in your eyes, and trust me when I say it’s misplaced,” Rowena assured her. “Your father is asleep upstairs. He’s had a harrowing journey, which I’m sure you’re aware. He’s tired and there’ll be a period of adjustment.”  
 
    “I’m sorry for springing this on you like this,” Hanna said and took a seat at round table. Rowena brought two cups of hot tea to the table and sat down across from her. “I know you have a lot of questions, but—"  
 
    “It’s fine,” Rowena said, taking a short sip of tea. “There’s not many ways to tell a woman her long-lost husband is alive. I imagine the only proper way is to see it with one’s very own eyes.”  
 
    Hanna sunk in her seat. “That’s not what I was talking about.”  
 
    “Oh?” Rowena’s attention was piqued. “It’s not anything good, is it?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not.” Hanna pondered not telling her anything at all. The last thing she wanted was to sour her mother’s mood and soul just after finding such relief, but there was simply no way to beat around the bush without putting everyone in danger. “It’s not over, yet. The men who held him captive all those years are going to come for him. They’re going to come for us.” 
 
    “Your father made no mention of this. Not that I blame him of course.” Rowena reached across the table and took Hanna’s hand in her own. “If there’s anyone in the world that can put an end to this, it’s you. You know that to be true just as I know it. I can feel it in my heart and my bones, and my soul too.”  
 
    “I have faith in my ability to end this because the alternative is that I lose him again, and maybe even lose you.”  
 
    “It’s a grave threat, then?” Rowena shook her head and pushed away her tea. “I’m suddenly not interested in anything other than sleep.” 
 
    “I told Father not to bring this up on his first meeting back with you, I wanted you two to have a few moments to yourselves first, but we have to hurry. The mages that captured Father, they want a magical artifact, one that Father has hidden away.” 
 
    Rowena frowned at the mention of Merdem’s capture and long captivity. “What do you need to do to stop them from coming back?” 
 
    “We need to destroy the artifact, something called the Apoch stone. But first, we need to find it.” 
 
    “I see,” said Rowena. “You’re letting Merdem recover for a day before taking him away again. Where are you headed?” 
 
    “That is the thing. We don’t know.” 
 
    Rowena’s brow furrowed. “Merdem forgot where he put a dangerous magical artifact?” 
 
    “Exactly. But he did it on purpose. Before Father left he told you to hide something and only give it to him. You need to give it to him.” 
 
    Rowena raised an eyebrow. “That was very trusting of your father. What if I’d forgotten what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “To be fair, I don’t think Father ever anticipated he’d be gone over a decade, and there is another option. I’ve sent Katla to fetch Amaden Blugroson, the mage who helped Father. He can break the spell as well, but things would go much faster if you remember where you put whatever it is Father had you hide.” 
 
    Rowena nodded. “I see. Your father knew this item was powerful and dangerous and did all this to protect us.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Hanna said. “If he hadn’t hidden it so well, he’d be dead, and the world would be a far darker place right now.” 
 
    “In that case, put on some tea. I’ll be back in a few minutes.” 
 
    While her mother was gone, Hanna started to heat some water. As she waited for it to boil, Merdem entered the room. He looked refreshed, as if reuniting with Rowena was a shot of energy. That or the short nap he’d taken. But Hanna preferred to believe it was the former. 
 
    “Where’s your mother?” 
 
    “Gone to fetch whatever you left for her,” Hanna said. 
 
    Merdem sighed. “I see. You told her everything.” 
 
    “I told her enough. I don’t think she’s under any illusions that your time in Caruana was pleasant. And she knows not to ask questions she doesn’t want answers to.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. I can’t say I blame you for telling her right away. I almost did it myself, but I wanted to enjoy our reunion, not inform her that all our lives are still in peril. You do know this is a trap.” 
 
    Hanna nodded. She’d been thinking it for a while now, they had escaped too easily. Only one mage on guard, and several of the hunters had held back from killing her when they’d had the opportunity. “Yes, of course it is. They want you to lead us to the stone, so they can take it from us.” 
 
    “I see you’ve inherited your mother’s smarts.” 
 
    Hanna smiled. If she was half as smart as her mother, she’d be just fine in life. 
 
    “Have you a plan on how to deal with that? I’ve been thinking about it for years and haven’t come up with anything. I partly feared if I did come up with something ingenious they’d extract it from me with their magic. The best plan I could come up with was to not make a plan.” 
 
    Hanna laughed. “Just like the best memory of hiding the stone was no memory.” 
 
    “Yes. Not the most eloquent of solutions, but it worked. Even now I worry they might have control over me the way they do their hunters and are only waiting for us to find the stone before activating me.” 
 
    “I thought of that,” Hanna said. “There are four possible plants. You, Taz, Tayo, and Cloudy. You four are the only ones who were either locked up by the hunters or we met during our search for the stone. You and Tayo were both prisoners of the Circle, so they could’ve easily added you to their legions. Taz was already one of them, who conveniently switched sides, and Cloudy the powerful mage who lived on the same isle as the Circle.” 
 
    “What about your friend Katla? She’s been erratic and has a demon spirit.” 
 
    Hanna nodded. “I didn’t include her because I believe Vedoch to be a competitor to the Circle for control of the stone. So, while she’s still a risk to betray us, she isn’t the Circle’s spy.” 
 
    “And was it just coincidence you sent her and Tayo to find Amaden?” 
 
    “No, well not entirely. I need Katla to regain her mojo. She needs a win. Finding Amaden and learning how to destroy the stone will help her recovery. I sent Tayo instead of Hester so Katla wouldn’t feel like we didn’t trust her to do it on her own without Hester or Cloudy watching over her.” 
 
    Rowena returned carrying a small box. She gave it to Merdem then sat down at the kitchen table beside Hanna. 
 
    Merdem looked down at the box. “Amaden’s spell worked really well. I have no recollection of this box.” He then opened it and inside was a small vial and note. Merdem. Drink this to find what you seek. 
 
    “It’s definitely my writing. I recognize my chicken scratch anywhere. Well, here goes nothing.” Merdem pulled the stopper from the vial and downed its contents. He made a sour face at the taste and shook his head. “By the gods, that is nasty. I hope to never taste that again.” 
 
    “And your memory?” Hanna asked. 
 
    Merdem closed his eyes. “I remember it all now.  
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    Katla finds a mage 
 
    Katla and Tayo got down from their horses, both were lathered in sweat from the hard riding they’d done to get to the home of the mysterious mage. 
 
    Tayo looked over at Katla. “You think this is it?” 
 
    “A cave near the bottom of a steep mountain of dark-red rock beyond the second creek west of Whelps Bluff. If this isn’t the place I’d be very surprised.” Finding the mountain hadn’t been difficult. But the entrance to the cave was well hidden by an overlap in the rock and a few bushes in front of the opening, they’d almost missed it. 
 
    “Crawling into a creepy cave in search of a powerful and possibly crazy mage… such a great idea,” Tayo said as the entered the cave. 
 
    “I’d hardly call having to bend over to enter a cave crawling. Quit being a baby and keep quiet.” Katla was actually a little nervous herself but Tayo, like his father before him, had a natural flare for the dramatic.  
 
    As they got further into the cave the narrow and short tunnel started to get bigger until it opened into a large room. Inside the room, was the home of the mage. Who was standing at a wooden shelf sorting through a series of vials. 
 
    “State your name and business,” said the mage. 
 
    “Katla, here on behalf of Hanna Halfblood and Merdem Mirzan.” 
 
    “Ah. Is it finally time? Has Hanna found her father?” Amaden asked. 
 
    “Yes. He’s with her in Irontide now.” 
 
    “Excellent. Although the timing is bad. How long has he been home?” 
 
    “We arrived in Irontide yesterday morning. Tayo and I got off the ship and onto horse. We’ve been riding nonstop.” 
 
    Amaden nodded as he started taking vials off his shelf and stuffing them into hidden pockets within his robe. “That isn’t as bad as I thought, but time is still against us. Who had Merdem?” 
 
    “The Circle of Darkness.” 
 
    “As I feared. They’ll be waiting for Merdem to retrieve the stone before portalling in a small army of hunters to retrieve it. We’ll just have to be ready for them.” 
 
    “How soon can you be ready to leave? And do you have any spare horses? Ours are spent,” Tayo asked. 
 
    “I’m ready to leave right now, just grab that hammer in the corner.” 
 
    Katla found a huge black steel hammer leaning against the cave. She wasn’t sure if the cave actually had corners or not, it seemed pretty round to her, but she wasn’t going to argue with a mage over something so trivial. She picked up the surprisingly light Warhammer. The handle was five feet long and the hammer was a thick rectangle that was bigger than her head and neck combined, yet only weighed a few pounds. It also had runes that glowed as soon as she touched it. 
 
    Amaden turned. “Well, that is an interesting surprise. You don’t look like a demon.” 
 
    Katla frowned. “I’m not a demon. Well, not exactly.” She showed him her necklace. 
 
    “A spirit stone? That must’ve been Merdem’s child’s doing.” 
 
    Katla nodded. 
 
    “What in the seven hells made her connect you to a demon spirit? You know what, never mind. You can tell me later. This is a fortuitous turn of events, it means we don’t have to summon a demon.” Amaden dug through his pockets and returned two vials to his shelves. “OK. Let’s get going.” 
 
    “Horses?” Taya asked. 
 
    “We aren’t taking horses. We don’t have the time. We need to get to Merdem as quickly as possible in case the Circle decides not to wait until he has the stone before attacking. Come. This way.” Amaden then lifted a blanket hanging on the side of the cave revealing an opening. 
 
    Katla and Tayo followed Amaden into the dark opening. The mage waved his hand and a small ball of magical light lifted into the air and floated in front of them, lighting the narrow tunnel. They walked until the tunnel branched into a Y. They turned right then walked until they hit the next Y in the tunnel. They turned right again then did it once more. Katla frowned. She was sure they were just walking in one big circle. And how big was Amaden’s network of caves? 
 
    They spotted light ahead of them and exited the cave system. Katla blinked and readjusted her eyes to sunlight. She then spun in a circle. They had come of the cave in an entirely different area. They were on a forested hillside, and the large red mountain was nowhere in sight. 
 
    Amaden strode forward until he hit a small trail which he started to follow. Katla looked over at Tayo. “That was weird.” 
 
    Tayo nodded. “I’ll say. I thought we were traveling in circles, the next we are back at the coast.” 
 
    Katla looked around. She couldn’t see the sea, but Tayo was right. She could smell it. Then she saw a familiar landmark. They were only a few miles from Irontide.” 
 
    “Hurry up you two. We don’t have all day to diddle daddle.” 
 
    Amaden was only walking, but he was already more than a few dozen yards ahead of them. Katla wondered if he was using magic to walk so fast or was just an exceptionally quick mover. Either way, she started to jog to keep pace. They would be back in Irontide in no time. And the mage was right about one thing. They didn’t have all day. Katla could feel Vedoch’s excitement at the prospect of the stone being recovered. Could she hold her demon back? So far, she’d been able to contain it, Cloudy had been very helpful in learning to control the demon, but what if Vedoch was just playing nice because it knew it just had to wait for the right moment to strike?  
 
    Katla shook her head. No. She wasn’t going to let the demon hurt her friends. She’d been weak and let it play on her doubts but now she was going to control her beast. Because if she didn’t Hanna would have to kill her. And Katla had no plans on dying at the hands of her best friend.  
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    Hanna heads to Rock Dove Cove 
 
    “They’re back,” Hester said as he barged into the house. 
 
    Hanna looked at the red-faced mage with surprise. They had only been gone a day. The trip should’ve taken twice that long at the minimum. “Is the mage with them?” 
 
    “Yes. They’re just coming into town now. Shall I bring them here?” 
 
    Hanna shook her head. “Have them meet us at the docks.” 
 
    As the excited Hester ran back outside. Hanna went to her parent’s bedroom. She knocked on the door. 
 
    “Come in.” Merdem said. 
 
    Hanna walked in. Her father was looking at the mirror on the wall. He was wearing a bright red shirt that fit far too loosely. 
 
    “I was thinking I’d wear one of my old outfits for this last adventure, but I’m afraid they no longer suit me.” 
 
    “Mother could hem that up in a minute,” Hanna said. “You lost some muscle over the years.” 
 
    Merdem took off the red shirt. “It’s not the size I was concerned about. It was the color. I was always wearing bright, and flashy colors. I’m afraid that isn’t my style any more. I don’t want to be the center of attention. I’ll be quite happy to let you finish this adventure off while I watch. You’re a far greater warrior than I ever was, and I have a feeling you’ll need all your skills before we’re done.” Merdem picked up a tan-colored shirt. “There, much better.” 
 
    “Katla has returned with Amaden. I told them to meet us at the docks. We’ll head down to the warehouse and meet with Mother. She has some armor for you. And a new outfit for me. I will be flashy and bright and the center of attention.” 
 
    Merdem smiled, took one last look in the mirror, and seemed satisfied with his new look. “The mantle has been passed.” 
 
    Hanna was pleased her father liked the fact she’d taken to wearing loud outfits in his honor. Although her last one had been lost, she knew her mother had several more in the warehouse. Holding her father’s arm, Hanna led them down to the warehouse. 
 
      
 
    “Merdem, put this armor on.” Rowena instructed when they entered the warehouse. “Hanna, you know where your armor is.” 
 
    Hanna went into the small storage room. Her mother had created a room just for her armor and weapons. Hanna spotted a new outfit. It was black with gold trim. She grabbed it and inspected it closer. The troll skin armor was lightweight and incredibly strong. She looked around the room, but nothing else caught her eye. She slipped on the armor and grabbed a glaive and her eagle’s claw daggers. The weapons had been a gift from her old instructor Anso. The eighteen-inch blades were made with black steel, but in the ancient Creytan style, that represented her father’s heritage. It seemed only appropriate to wear the blades into battle with her father. 
 
    Hanna exited her storage room to see everyone was assembled outside. Merdem was greeting an old man, who Hanna suspected was the mage, Amaden, while Hester was talking to Katla about the huge hammer in her hand. 
 
    Hanna stepped out onto the street to join them. 
 
    Merdem turned to look at her. “That is the most widely inappropriate armor I’ve ever seen. A skirt? And way too much cleavage young lady.” He then grinned. “It’s perfect.” 
 
    Rowena slapped her husband. “You’re damn right it’s perfect. I put a lot of effort into her armor.” 
 
    Amaden stepped forward. “I think you look lovely, child. A most beautiful bringer of death.” 
 
    “You must be Amaden.” 
 
    “Amaden Blugroson at your service.” 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you Amaden. I hope you have good news for us. That you know how to destroy the stone.” 
 
    “Indeed, I do.” Amaden glanced over at Katla and the hammer. “We have everything we need to destroy the stone.” 
 
    Hanna pointed to the ship. “Time to go finish this.” 
 
    Amaden frowned. “A ship? I’m not fond of ships. I find mages don’t do well at sea.” 
 
    Hanna chuckled as she looked over at Hester who was nodding in agreement. “Don’t worry. We haven’t far to travel.” 
 
    Merdem explained their destination. “Rock Duck Cove.” 
 
    Hester scratched his head. “Where is that?” 
 
    “Only a short trip up the coast. The cove is small and surrounded by high cliffs. It’s only accessible from the sea.” 
 
    “A perfect place to hide an artifact,” Cloudy said. No trails to it, and no reason for anyone to be there.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Merdem said. 
 
    Katla handed the war hammer to Hanna. “Here, I think it best if you were the one in charge of this.” 
 
    As Hanna accepted the hammer, it started to glow. 
 
    Amaden raised an eyebrow. “You too? Just how many people did you connect with demons?” 
 
    “Three, and it wasn’t like we had a lot of choice. It was the only way to defeat the witches,” Hanna said defensively. 
 
    “I see,” Amaden said. “And who is your third demon spirit warrior?” 
 
    Hester raised his hand. “I am, but I’m not a warrior.” 
 
    “No, but you are a mage. I can sense your powers, between you and your friend over there, I can sense very strong magical powers. At least we won’t be at a disadvantage if it becomes a magical fight,” Amaden said as he pointed at Cloudy. 
 
    Cloudy nodded. “I sense your powers as well.” 
 
    “So, what is the big ass hammer for?” Tayo asked. 
 
    Katla groaned. “Seriously? We have one mission. You can’t put two and two together. 
 
    Tayo shrugged. “It looks more like a battle weapon then it does a magical tool.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s a weapon,” Amaden said. “But it’s purpose is destroying demonic artifacts. But it can only be used by a demon. Since we have three people connected to demons, that is no longer an issue. All we have to do it retrieve the stone and smash it with the big hammer.” 
 
    Hanna suspected there would be a lot more to it than just smashing the stone, but she did like the sound of it. It would be nice to accomplish something without having a huge fight. Although she wouldn’t bet money on that happening. Everything pointed towards another encounter with the Circle of Darkness.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 25 
 
    Hanna and the Apoch stone 
 
    Rock Duck Cove, named for the way the rocks of the mountain resembled the fowl in question, was a barren place. As the group rowed into the cove, Hanna wondered if they were really prepared. 
 
    Between Amaden, Hester, and Cloudy they had three strong mages, and they had a strong handful of warriors. Aside from Taz, Tayo, Katla, and herself, they’d taken trio of the Stoneblood Company’s best warriors, Martin, Calvin, and Bulvar. It was a small group, but Merdem had given them a valid argument for a smaller group. Rock Duck Cove was small, and even if the Circle of Darkness mages opened a portal they wouldn’t be able to send a large number of men into it at once. A small number of warriors and mages could hold off anyone trying to come through the portal. 
 
    As they rowed to the cove and landed, Hanna couldn’t help but wonder if they’d made the right decision. 
 
    Amaden, who seemed to be reading her mind, spoke, “Don’t worry. I’ve a surprise or two for the mages. If they do show up they won’t like what happens.” 
 
    Merdem walked up towards the middle of the cove, he looked around at the cliff walls of the mountain surrounding the cove and aligned himself. He pointed to the ground. “Dig here” 
 
    Martin and Calvin took their shovels, tools Rowena had smartly reminded them to take, and started digging while the rest set up a perimeter and waited. 
 
    Hanna walked up to Katla. “How are you?” 
 
    “I’m good. I can feel Vedoch he wants the stone badly, but I can control him now. He won’t ever take my mind over again. Thanks to Cloudy.” 
 
    Hanna heard something in Katla’s voice, something that sounded like she was trying to convince herself as much a she was anyone else. “Atta girl.” Hanna knew she’d have to keep an eye on her friend. Vedoch was a powerful demon and he would try hard to get ahold of the stone.  
 
    “We got it,” said Martin. He dug a small wooden box out of the ground and handed it to Hanna. 
 
    Suddenly Merdem grabbed the case from her.  
 
    Hanna turned to her father, “Rela—” Hanna froze. Merdem’s eyes were black. He was being controlled by the Circle.  
 
    A portal opened a few feet away and a group of hunters rushed out.  
 
    Merdem started running towards the portal, but before he could get there Hanna tackled him. She took the box from him. She held her father down, he was so much stronger under the spell of the mages. She didn’t know how long she’d be able to hold him.  
 
    As more hunters poured out of the portal, Amaden weaved a spell.  
 
    Beneath her, Hanna saw the darkness leaving her father’s eyes. She looked to the hunters, and they also had regular eyes. 
 
    “Hurry,” Amaden said. “My spell will only block the mages for a little while.”  
 
    The hunters were still attacking, but without the magical connection to the mages of the Circle they weren’t coordinated or working as one. Now they were just mercenaries working independently. 
 
    Hanna let go of her father and jumped up. She opened the box. The Apoch stone was the size of a goose egg, and it had a glow to it. She threw the stone on the ground and picked up the magical Warhammer. A Hunter attacked her, and Hanna took the Warhammer and smashed him in the head. Taz and Tayo rushed to stand between Hanna and the hunters.  
 
    “Hurry, Hanna. We’ll slow them down,” Tayo yelled. 
 
    Hanna wasted no time. She turned her attention back to the stone. She was going to destroy it right now. She brought the hammer down on the stone with all her might. The stone didn’t break. 
 
    Hanna cursed and hit it again. Nothing happened. She looked around for help 
 
    Amaden yelled at Hanna. “Your connection to your demon isn’t strong enough. Give the Warhammer to Katla.” 
 
    Hanna hesitated. If Katla couldn’t control the demon now, they were in trouble. She took a deep breath and called her friend over.  
 
    Katla heard Hanna’s call. She kicked the Hunter she’d been fighting in the chest, then ran to Hanna.  
 
    Hanna threw the Warhammer to Katla. “Smash the stone. Hurry.” 
 
    Katla held the Warhammer. She looked down at the stone. Her eyes started to turn dark but then went back to normal. She yelled a loud war cry and swung the hammer. 
 
    Hanna watched as the Apoch stone shattered into a million pieces. Tiny fractions of the stone went flying in all directions. 
 
    A mage, who was hiding in the portal came out. “No! You fools have ruined everything. He started a spell to throw a magical fireball at Katla. 
 
    Hester jumped in front of Katla and created a magical shield. The fireball struck the shield and fizzled out. 
 
    With the stone destroyed, Hanna turned her attention to the mage. She ran towards him, but his attention was focused on Katla and Hester. He didn’t even bother to look at Hanna as he started creating another fireball. Hanna pulled out one of her eagle’s claw daggers and thrust it into the mage’s heart. He turned his head in shock. Seeing Hanna for the first time.  
 
    “You!” the mage hissed as he looked at Hanna. 
 
    “That was for my father,” Hanna said as she yanked the dagger out of his chest and attacked the nearest Hunter. 
 
    Behind her, Hanna could hear another mage yelling, but her attentions were now turned to the hunters who were pushing Taz and the others back towards the beach. Hanna could feel her spirit magic flowing through her. She moved with incredible speed and precision. Slicing her way through the crowd. Out the corner of her eye she spotted Katla. She was moving equally fast, crushing men with the magical Warhammer. When she looked the other way, she could see Hester and Cloudy attacking another mage who’d come out of the portal.  
 
    Slashing and stabbing with her eagle’s claw daggers, Hanna was cutting through the enemies like a hot knife through cheese, and from the looks of it Katla was inflicting similar damage. Despite being outnumbered they were taking the fight to the hunters. Without the mages controlling them, the hunters were no match for Hanna, Katla, and the rest of their crew. 
 
    Suddenly, the remaining hunters’ eyes went black. Hanna thought they’d resume their attack, but instead they all ran into the portal. Hanna stepped back, going to her father to make sure he didn’t try follow the hunters through the portal, but his eyes were clear. Meanwhile, Katla was chasing down the fleeing hunters inflicting as much damage as she could before they escaped back to Caruana or wherever else the mages had pulled them from. 
 
    As the last of the hunters disappeared, and the portal closed, Hanna checked on her father. “Are you OK?” 
 
    “Better than OK. We did it! You did it, Hanna. The world is safe from those bastards.” 
 
    “It wasn’t just me. Everyone here did their part.” Hanna looked around, she’d been so focused on her father she hadn’t yet checked to make sure the rest of the crew was safe. She saw Taz had a wounded arm, and Martin was limping. Katla was covered in blood, but Hanna suspected the majority of it was Hunter blood and not her own. “Katla?” 
 
    Katla came and hugged her. “I almost couldn’t hold Vedoch back. When you threw me the hammer he pushed so hard. He was going to throw the hammer into the portal then take the stone.” 
 
    “You did it, Katla. You controlled him, and once again helped me save the world. Although no one will know it.” 
 
    “This hero business is overrated. I’m taking a vacation. Hester, you and I are going to the Tower of Gorro. I need to work on my magic and you need better attack spells.” 
 
    “Hey. I did good,” Hester protested. 
 
    Hanna laughed. “Yes, you did, Hester. We all did.” 
 
    “What about me? Did I do enough that you believe me yet?” Taz asked with a wink. “I know you thought I was a spy.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure,” Hanna admitted. “But you proved yourself Taz. Thank you.” 
 
    “A pleasure. Being a free man again and not under the control of the circle made all this worth it. Katla, you mind if I tag along with you and Hester. I’ve always wanted to see a magic school. I think I could be a mage someday.” 
 
    Katla shrugged. “I have no issue with it. Hester?” 
 
    “I think something could be arranged.” 
 
    Cloudy coughed. “If you are accepting refugees, I wouldn’t mind accompanying you as well. I’m without a home at this time.” 
 
    “The Tower would be lucky to have you,” Hester said. 
 
    Hanna was too relieved with the outcome of the battle to be sad that so many of her new friends were leaving but what mattered was they’d defeated the Circle of Darkness. The stone was destroyed, and her father was home safe.  
 
    Life had become complicated in so many ways, but now things were, for at least the time being, simple. She had her family back, she had her friends. It was enough. Hanna was happy. 
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 Prologue 
 
    Velaina dipped her finger into the drink then slowly ran the wet digit across her lips. An old habit, one her mother’s family had ingrained in her. The dinner was in the royal courts, the drink a simple fruit juice for the expecting mother and her considerate husband. While the rest of the guests drank wine, a servant had filled their goblets with the nectar. Suddenly she felt it, a startling and unexpected tingle in her lips. Poison she thought to herself as she leaned over to her husband Soron. “My dear, I am not feeling well. Would you mind taking me home?” 
 
    Soron gave his young wife a puzzled look, knowing something was out of sorts. “Of course, my love,” he said. 
 
    Her mind was racing at the realization someone was trying to kill them. She signaled the servant who had poured their drinks to come to the table. 
 
    The young serving girl came over with a smile. “What can I get for you, your grace?” 
 
    Velaina studied the girl closely, sensing no guile or sinister intent. “Where did you get the juice you served us?” 
 
    The girl replied honestly, “The man in the kitchen said you were with child and would not drink wine, that you would prefer this instead.” 
 
    “What man?” asked Velaina. 
 
    “I… I don’t know your highness. It happened so fast I never got a look at him. He just put it in my hands and told me you would prefer it instead of wine. He said there was only a little of the juice and to only serve it to you and your husband.” The servant looked at the jug of juice suspiciously, worried she had done something wrong. “Did I make a mistake?” 
 
    Again, she sensed innocence. The girl was not the one trying to murder them. Velaina smiled. “It’s okay, the mistake is not yours.” She poured her goblet of juice and her husband’s back into the jug. She handed the jug to Soron as she rose from the table. “Take that with us my dear, we wouldn’t want anyone else drinking it.” 
 
    Soron frowned and furrowed his brow as he realized what she meant. His marriage to Velaina had made many unhappy in both families. The impending birth of their child may have awoken old angers. Soron looked about the room. He smiled as if nothing was amiss; his protective instincts were fully aroused. Attentively he helped fasten his young bride’s cloak, as they graciously excused themselves. 
 
    The journey back to their cottage was made in silence, with an eye to every shadow, an ear to every noise. Behind their locked and barred door, they collectively sighed in relief. Soron gathered his wife into his arms, hugging her, comforting her. The city of Venecia was no longer a safe haven. Their marriage had caused divisions, created enemies. But until they knew who was behind the attack, all they could do was to be careful and alert. Venecia was now a dangerous city for them. 
 
    … 
 
    The salty coastal air mingled in with the scents of the market. The blend was exotic and yet familiar, it was one of the things Soron liked most about Venecia. Today as he strolled through the market with his lovely Velaina he smiled, the previous night’s near fatal events momentarily forgotten. Glancing at the blonde-haired, blue-eyed goddess he called wife, he noted the color in her cheeks and the sparkle in her eye. When his glance went down to the protruding belly, he saw the unmistakable sign of her carrying a special package inside. Motherhood suits her, he thought to himself. She is as lovely today as the first time I saw her. 
 
    His musings on the bliss and happiness brought into his life by this wonderful woman were cut short by pain in his hand. His lovely wife was squeezing the life out of it. Velaina had always been able to sense the emotions of others, a trait shared among a few of those with magic blood; motherhood had heightened this mysterious ability. Her clenching of his hand was a warning. Someone in the market had evil intentions toward them. 
 
    Alerted to her concern, Soron casually looked around. The multitude of vendors and throngs of citizens mulling their way through the large city market had now caught his attention. He did not need to share his wife’s magical sense to note the pair of men ahead of them who were trying not to stare as they stalked Soron and his young bride. Stopping at a spiced meat cart, Soron stalled. He inspected the cooking spiced meat, haggling with the vendor all the while watching for signs of other possible dangers. Two more men who had been walking in the same general direction as they were had suddenly stopped walking when Soron paused at the food vendor’s stall. 
 
    Soron smiled at Velaina as he took a bite of his hot and savory chunk of charbroiled venison. Pretending to make a funny observation, he smiled then leaned in to whisper, “I see four of them. What does your magic tell you?” 
 
    Velaina gave a half-hearted attempt at laughter, understanding her husband’s ruse. She leaned in close and whispered back, “Five. There is one farther back in the crowd. Are we going to be okay?” 
 
      
 
    Soron gave her a reassuring smile. “Of course we are my love. I waited my whole life for the joy of having such a lovely wife. Nothing in this world will thwart me from seeing my child born. Besides, five men is not enough, not nearly enough.” Soron was not idly boasting to his wife. On more than one occasion, he had been in a battle where the odds were stacked even higher against him. His being alive today—along with a multitude of scars across his body—were testimony to his battle skills. Knowing the number and intention of his enemies before their impending attack was a huge benefit to Soron. He could now manipulate the circumstances to increase his odds of victory. His first priority was the safety of his wife and unborn child. 
 
    Leaving the food vendor’s stall, he steered Velaina in a new direction. Before, they had been meandering through the markets, heading north towards the city center. Now, he veered west toward the nearest stable. As they approached the building, Soron was able to get a few quick glances of the men following them. The assassins were closing in. They could tell the stable was the intended destination and likely thought it was a good place to spring their attack. 
 
    Walking into the cool, darker and confined space of the stable, Soron quickly surveyed his surroundings. Against one wall leaned a pair of tools: a pitchfork and a shovel. These would have to suffice, he thought to himself. He was carrying his dagger but other weapons would help. He grabbed the shovel in both hands and drove the handle down across his raised knee, snapping the end of the shovel off. He handed both parts to Velaina. “If anyone gets close to you use the metal end as a shield and spear them with the jagged end of the handle.” Soron paused, looking around. “Hide in that first empty stall; they won’t be able to get to you without passing me.” 
 
    Velaina silently took the makeshift shield and spear from her husband. In the two years they had been together, she had never seen this side of the gentle giant she loved. She knew his history as a warrior but never witnessed the intensity of his anger or any hint of his violent past. She could sense the change in his mood today. The deep, inner rage for the unknown assailants plotting to harm his family was disguised by a cool veneer of calm. That calm, a product of training and experience, gave him the level-headedness to harness his internal rage. Velaina no longer felt fear, only pity for the families of the men about to die. The assassins deserved no mercy. 
 
    Closing the thick, oak door of the stable stall behind Velaina, Soron turned his focus to the coming battle. First, he took out his dagger and whittled the bottom of the pitchfork until it was sharp. The stable tool so handy for moving hay was now a two-sided weapon as deadly as he would need against most foes. Then, with the loose soil and hay of the stable floors hiding the deadly pointed addition he had made to the already dangerous tool, he stood waiting. 
 
    The stable doors slowly opened. Carefully, four men slid into the building. Silently they stalked closer, pulling out clubs and swords, making no pretense of being in the stable for any reason other than to deliver death. As they approached Soron, they formed a horseshoe around him. The stall door protected his back, but he now had attackers on both sides. 
 
    “Gentlemen, tis a fine day that brings us here together at this moment in time,” said Soron in a solemn voice. “If you don’t mind, I would like to say a small prayer for those about to leave us for the next world and whatever gods occupy it,” he continued with his head slightly lowered as if in prayer. 
 
    The thug to his left gave a grunt of dismissal before replying. “You can save the sermon, your highness. Northern prince or not, you are about to die and your body will be thrown to the pigs. No royal burial for you.” The would-be assassin smirked as he shifted his sword between his hands. 
 
    Another of the men spoke, “Now Rory, don’t be so hasty. This is a nasty bit of business no matter how you look at it. Having the gods’ mercy might not be a bad thing. Someone is going to die any moment now. Only the number remains in question. Let the prince say a word or two.” He grinned and gave Soron a wink. 
 
    Soron scanned the faces of the other two men. The first seemed to be nodding in agreement with the second man, while the last warrior’s stoic face showed nothing. Soron took the silence as a sign to continue. “Right then, may all the gods witness this. As we stand here today, four souls are going to the beyond. The crime they attempt: murder of a woman and unborn child. May the fate they suffer in the next realm be slower and infinitely more painful than the end I bring to their worthless existences today.” 
 
    The attackers were taken aback. They had thought the prince would ask for mercy upon himself and his family, not say words to damn them. As they realized the significance of his words and started to react, it was already too late. 
 
    As the grunter to his left moved to attack, Soron flew into action. With his left hand holding the pitchfork, he blocked the swinging sword. As the tines of the pitchfork caught the incoming sword, Soron smoothly, with practiced hand, pulled his dagger out and stepped into the assailant. His dagger slid into the man’s belly. The attacker’s eyes bulged as the blade worked its way through his innards. While the man slumped forward dying, Soron reversed his direction, pulling back hard on the pitchfork. 
 
    As he lunged backwards, Soron stabbed the second attacker in the throat with the sharpened handle of the pitchfork. The assassin had not noticed the deadly modification before the wood punctured his throat. Using his momentum, Soron spun around towards the stoic attacker, throwing his dagger into the man’s chest. The man looked at the blade in his chest then up at in Soron in disbelief. Without delay, Soron quickly grabbed the sword out of the hand of the second dying warrior. 
 
    The fourth warrior already had his sword speeding through the air towards Soron. Soron was able to raise his borrowed sword in time to partially block the attack. His enemy’s sword sliced into his shoulder before his blade rose to counter. Soron pushed the attacker back. The man stumbled back, unused to dealing with the extraordinary strength of a northerner, he was caught off guard by the forceful push. Soron surged forward, bringing down an overhand attack. The off-balance mercenary tried to block the attack, but the mighty force continued down into the man’s head despite his attempts to stop it. Pulling the sword out of the assassin’s skull, Soron took a step back and recovered his dagger from the body of the once-stoic, third man. Despite the four dead men at his feet, Soron stood ready, weapons in hand, waiting. Finally, slowly entering the stable, the fifth attacker made himself seen. 
 
    The man wore a long, grey cloak with a hood which hid the man’s face and body well. The mysterious man undid the concealing garment, letting it slide to the ground. Although the cloak was gone, the man’s identity was still unknown; however much could be told from his physical appearance. The well-toned muscles, encased in a honey-brown skin, hid behind a veritable map of tattoo’s covering the man’s entire body. Even his face and clean-shaven skull were covered with intricate designs. Soron had seen many sailors with tattoos and had heard of the tribes of island warriors that would celebrate the death of an enemy with an additional marking. The tattooed warrior stood there, his eyes going over the scene in the stable, looking at the carnage of blood stained hay where the four bodies rested. He then looked at Soron standing defiantly before the stable stall that he was blocking. Finally, the warrior spoke in a low and surprisingly warm voice. “The man who hired me said he was sending these men and I was just to make sure the job was done. I told him these men were a waste of time. He should have sent for a half-dozen of my tribesman. He laughed and said these men had never failed and I should not worry so much.” 
 
    Soron was not fooled by the friendly tone of the warrior’s voice. He knew from experience that when a snake is rattling its tail is not when it is most dangerous. When the noise stops, that is when it attacks. This warrior, like a deadly viper, would soon strike. 
 
    Ignoring the warrior’s attempt at conversation, Soron simply prepared himself. He lowered his body slightly, putting the weight of his large, lithe body on the balls of his feet, relaxing his hands while keeping his eyes focused on the warrior. 
 
    The warrior smiled, this northern prince was no fool. He pulled out his ornate, silver handled scimitar. Stepping sideways almost like a dancer, he moved rhythmically from side to side as he worked his way towards Soron. In an explosion of cat-like speed, the tribal warrior lunged at Soron, his blade slicing through the air. Soron’s sword adeptly blocked the attack, while the threat of Soron’s dagger kept the warrior from moving any closer. The men stood there trading parries, a flurry of attacks and counter-attacks that displayed the deadly skills of both men. 
 
    The tattooed warrior drew first blood, catching Soron with a quick strike that sliced a shallow but long cut across his thigh. Neither man slowed at this successful blow. The tribal assassin continued to press the attack, his scimitar sliced through the air only to find the cold steel of Soron’s blades blocking each attack. The warrior, thinking his opponent should be slowing soon, spun around in a pirouette. The risky maneuver brought him alongside the northern prince and should have ended with his scimitar in the large man’s back. Instead, the dancing blade found nothing but air. Soron had countered his maneuver with a spin of his own. His dagger found a home between the warrior’s shoulder blades. 
 
    As the assassin dropped to the stable floor, Soron slumped against the stable wall. His wounds were superficial, but the loss of blood and physical excursion of battle had exhausted him. 
 
    Velaina opened the door to the stall and reached out for her husband. Ignoring the bodies on the floor, she grabbed the assassin’s cloak off the ground. Taking Soron’s dagger from him, she cut the fabric into long, narrow strips to secure his wounds. Silently, she worked while her husband regained his breath. With the bleeding stopped, they cautiously headed home, keeping a wary eye on the shadows for further danger. 
 
    Back in their cottage, Velaina cleaned Soron’s wounded shoulder and thigh, and then applied a salve. As she carefully worked on the small wounds, they discussed the attack. Velaina had sensed the men’s intentions during the walk. All five attackers had the same goal: death of her, her husband and their unborn child. She shared this insight with Soron. “Those men were hired to kill the three of us, I could read their emotions. My death was more important to them than yours, Soron. They want to prevent the birth of our child. Two attempts on our lives in two days. Someone wants us dead very badly.” 
 
    Soron sighed, he had feared as much. Someone had gone to a lot of effort: poison, then a group of four assassins with a fifth warrior as a backup in case they failed. Whoever wanted them dead was a dangerous enemy, and since they wanted Velaina dead to prevent the birth of their child, it seemed likely that the root of the attack had to do with the forbidden crossing of bloodlines. The question was whose family? His father was a northern king, with many enemies who would gladly see him and his unborn child dead. Her father was a Baltan king, in a land where magic and intrigue were commonplace. The threat could have come from either family. They had hoped living here in Venecia would keep them an arm’s length away from the politics and superstitions of their families. That hope died with the attack. “We shall leave in the morning.” 
 
    “Where shall we go?” asked Velaina. 
 
    Soron looked at his royal wife with a sorrow-filled gaze, saddened by the turn of events forcing them from their home. They had chosen to live in Venecia because it was away from both of their families influence, but now it was obvious that they needed a new home. To avoid their unknown enemies, they’d have to go somewhere remote where no one would recognize them. “North, we will go to the one of the small villages south of the Applomean Mountains. Those villages don’t belong to any kingdom. We shall go and live as commoners for the safety of our child. And anyone dares follow us I’ll send them straight to the seven hells.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    L 
 
    ying on the cool, mossy, forest floor, Nathan wondered what the heck just happened. One minute he had been running through the forest chasing his friend Ava, the next minute he was looking up through the trees into the blue sky above. While he sat there trying to regain his senses, he noticed how interesting the sky looked from this angle, sprawled out flat on his backside. The delicate, white clouds deviously danced through the treetops while the sun wrestled with them, fingers of sunlight trying to push their way into the trees. Nathan would have stayed there a while enjoying the artistic display had not giggles and the shadow of the girl standing above him brought him back to reality. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Ava asked demurely, as she tried not to giggle. Her concern for his well-being was suspect. He detected a distinct lack of sincerity in her query. 
 
    “My head hurts and I may have a bruised backside. What the heck happened?” Nathan asked. He had a sneaking suspicion that he knew what had transpired, but waited for a reply anyway. 
 
    “You were running past that big cedar when you tripped over a stick,” said Ava. 
 
    Ava was not smiling but Nathan saw a look of mischief written all over her freckled face. The dimples were a dead giveaway despite her best attempts to look contrite. 
 
    Nathan, still lying on the ground, tilted his head back and looked behind him to the big cedar in question. Sure enough, a long stick sat at the base of the tree. He was sure the stick had not been there a few moments ago. “Where did that come from? I totally didn’t see that there at all.” 
 
    Ava broke into laughter, no longer able to hold a straight face. “Well, it may not have been there the whole time. I might have been holding it and accidentally lifted it when you came around the tree.” 
 
    Nathan groaned. Her lifting the stick just as he was running by certainly did not sound like an accident. “That is not playing fair, tripping and trying to kill me is not part of the game.” 
 
    Ava smiled to herself, getting away from Nathan was getting harder all the time; he was getting bigger and faster. Luckily, she could still outsmart him and was willing to play dirty to win. “Well you always catch me if I don’t cheat. Besides, you are barely bleeding. You are certainly not dying… I swear sometimes you are the biggest wimp ever.” Ava reached down and wiped a small bit of blood off his cut lip. “All better. Now let’s go, we are almost there and I want to pick flowers.” The ‘there’ Ava mentioned was a small meadow hidden within a fortress of thick pines. A gentle, flowing creek sliced through the meadow and, at the bottom end of the meadow, ran into a small, dark pond that was great for swimming and fishing. It was their special place. 
 
    “Since when do you pick flowers?” asked Nathan. He tried to picture Ava as a demure lady, dressing fancy and picking flowers, but the image didn’t fit at all. Ava was anything but ladylike. 
 
    “Oh shut up. I promised Rose I would bring her some flowers. It was the only way to keep her from tagging along,” said Ava. She didn’t mind bringing her little sister once in a while but sometimes it was nice when it was just the two of them. 
 
    Ava grabbed Nathan’s arm and yanked him to his feet. Side by side, they walked through the forest to the waiting meadow. It was a gorgeous, sunny day and despite Ava’s commands to get moving, they were in no hurry. 
 
    While Ava picked through the assortment of wild flowers growing throughout the meadow, Nathan carefully tiptoed his way across the top of a mossy log which had fallen across the creek. Keeping his arms out wide for balance, he carefully walked one foot directly in front of the other over the slippery moss covered surface. 
 
    “If you fall in, I will laugh so hard.” Ava said while she sat down beside the pond, placing the flowers at the water’s edge so the stems stayed wet. She gave Nathan a dirty look that warned him not to make any more comments about the wildflowers. “Hurry up and get to your side of the pond. I am going to kick your butt.” There really was no winner to this game but her competitive nature made everything a contest. 
 
    Nathan laughed to himself at Ava’s bold exclamation. As if, he thought to himself as he claimed his usual spot, parking himself beside his leftover cache of pebbles. They were sitting on opposite ends of the pond playing their customary game of splash, a simple game of throwing rocks at each other’s feet attempting to get the other player wet without the rock hitting the shore, when Ava froze mid throw. Not wanting to make a sudden move, she slowly lowered her hand and spoke to Nathan in a soft, deliberate voice. “Nathan turn around very slowly. There’s a wolf behind you.” 
 
    Nathan read the expression on Ava’s now pale face. This was not one of her normal jokes, which she often tried to play on him; there was a touch of fear in her voice. Slowly, he turned and scanned the edge of the forest. Ava was not lying; a big grey wolf was sitting there looking right at him. 
 
    Nathan, surprisingly calm, looked back at the large predator. The wolf stopped its advance. For what seemed like forever, the wolf and Nathan just sat there staring at each other. After several minutes, the wolf walked towards Nathan. 
 
    Now nervous and starting to get scared, Ava spoke, “Nathan-” 
 
    Nathan cut her off mid-sentence before she could suggest some plan involving him jumping into the pond and her throwing rocks at the large and potentially dangerous beast. “Shhh, it’s okay Ava. He is not going to hurt me.” 
 
    Nathan did not know how he sensed it, but he was certain that the wolf posed no threat. Even as it continued walking closer and closer, Nathan did not panic. Finally, the beast was right in front of Nathan— so close he could reach out and touch the magnificent beast. The wolf had golden eyes, glossy, healthy fur and glorious black and grey markings. The animal was now near enough to Nathan that he could hear its breathing. His heart pounded with excitement; Nathan was fascinated by what was happening. The wolf stopped and sniffed at Nathan then studied Nathan’s face. Nathan could tell the wolf was curious about him. He was not sure why, but it was almost seemed like he could understand the wolf, as if he could read the thoughts of the creature. Seconds passed before the wolf turned and walked back into the forest, looking back only once, as if it too was unsure of what to make of this meeting. 
 
    Once the wolf disappeared back into the forest, Nathan turned and looked at Ava. Some of the color had returned to her face. He gave her a confident grin. “See, I told you it was going to be okay.” 
 
    Click here to keep reading SON OF SORON 
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