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“Guardian felt like a soothing balm after the events of Exile. There is still plenty of excitement but tonally, I found it to be the perfect follow-up for book 1 in the Caein Legacy.” 

– C.B. Lansdell, author of Far Removed







“Guardian is an excellent sequel in The Caein Legacy series and one that will expand your understanding of the world and stakes.” 

– Under the Radar SFF Podcast







“AJ Calvin has written wonderfully deep and complex relationships within the family, as well as fantastic world building.” 

– Kat Kinney, author of The Everwood Falls series







“Guardian reminded me of The Witcher series at its best. Other than some surprisingly dark scenes, the tone is rather whimsical.” 
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AUTHOR’S NOTE




Guardian is ultimately a story of siblings, of the elder looking after and protecting the younger, even into adulthood. But more than that, it’s the story of the elder sibling watching their brother grow and find their own path. It mirrors much of my own experience.

Many of the interactions (and banter) between Andrew and Alexander were inspired by the relationship I share with my brother. While he may not have known it at the time, he was a major influence on that aspect of this book and the overarching series. The bond between siblings is often a strong one, and I certainly can’t escape my own, even while writing. 

The entirety of this story is set in the Southlands, but a return to Novania will happen in book three. For now, I hope you enjoy what is truly Alexander’s journey, though it’s told through Andrew’s perspective. 







			Thank you and happy reading,

				A.J. Calvin

















SOME FURTHER NOTES ON THIS BOOK




The Caein Legacy hosts a wide array of characters, but I have chosen not to include a character glossary in the text of the book. The story is told solely from Andrew’s perspective, and all of the other characters are seen through his eyes. 

I have set up a page on my website with a list of characters (including pronunciation guides) for those interested. You can find it at the following location: www.ajcalvin.net/books/the-caein-legacy/the-caein-legacy-character-glossary/

Additionally, Guardian contains some language, content, and situations that may not be suitable for some readers. I write for mature audiences, so please bear that in mind as you proceed.
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Dawn painted Alexander’s face in lurid and bloody shades of crimson, a portent of events to come if the Oracle was to be believed. I turned away from my brother, troubled by the implications.

We stood on the outskirts of the Citadel. The sky was awash in color, thin bands of clouds illuminated by the first rays of an early summer’s sun. In the distance, a graceful white tower rose from the city’s center. It was the home of the Oracle, the woman who had sent us on our latest journey. The tower was wide at its base, tapering as it rose skyward, only to flare outwards again near the top. Below the tower, the city was beginning to awaken. I could hear the sounds of the distant marketplace as merchants began to shout their wares to passersby, while the scent of baking bread wafted on the summer breeze.

	“I thought she would have been here by now,” Alexander grumbled. “This is where we were to meet.”

	I glanced at my half-brother. We were much alike in appearance, though I was several inches taller than he; we both had blond hair and green eyes, courtesy of our mother. His eyes were ringed with dark circles, a testament to his poor sleeping habits of late, but they were also alight with anticipation. Today we’d embark on his pilgrimage. It was little wonder he was impatient to be off.

	“Relax, Alex,” I replied. “She’ll be here. She said she’d need to acquire a horse and cart. Perhaps she was forced to wait for the merchants to awaken before she could carry out her business.”

	He sighed in frustration. “I know. I’m just eager to be off. With all that’s going on back home, I want to help Tom as soon as I’m able.”

	I nodded, sharing his sentiment. The latest news we’d received from Thomas had been worrisome. War was coming to Novania, and though I wished I could aid Thomas in his plight, my first priority was to see Alexander through his pilgrimage. I’d given my word I’d do so.

	The damned Oracle had seen to that.

	Alexander had inadvertently accessed his magical gift on at least one occasion, placing him in danger until he learned to control his abilities. Despite my own innate gifts, I simply couldn’t be present to help both of my brothers at once. I’d assist Thomas once Alexander’s safety was assured.

	The Oracle had provided supplies and a guide to lead us through the journey, and it was the guide we currently awaited. I had volunteered to guard my brother against the threats we might face along the way; after all, there were few others as well suited to the task as I.

	“Hmm,” Alexander said after a few moments, “I think I see her.” 

	He shaded his eyes with one hand to shield them from the sun while he pointed to a cart moving in our general direction. I could not make out the features of its driver from our present distance, but I could see the unmistakable wide-brimmed hat she wore. It was Chela, our appointed guide.

	“The sun hasn’t fully risen yet,” I replied with a smirk. “She isn’t late, you know.”

	He shrugged, seemingly uncomfortable. “I know. I’m ready to be away from this place. There are too many unpleasant memories in the Citadel.”

	He referred to his tense relationship with the Oracle, and the recent sacrifice I’d made on his behalf. 

	I rolled my shoulders experimentally. The wound at the center of my back ached dully with the motion as the flesh pulled and stretched uncomfortably, but it didn’t split open. It had healed significantly in the last ten days, but it would still take several weeks before I was fully recovered. 

	He frowned, his green eyes narrowed as he observed my motions. The armor that had been crafted for him would be on Chela’s cart, and I hoped he would use it when necessary. I remembered little of the process of its creation beyond the excruciating pain I’d endured. If it meant Alexander would be protected, then my ordeal had been worth it.

	While I understood Alexander’s position, I didn’t share his bitter outlook on the events that had transpired. Rather, they’d provided me with a measure of hope for our future. We’d been welcomed—and accepted—in the Southlands, a marked contrast to the common sentiment in our homeland to the north. There, we were considered dangerous anomalies, unfit to live amongst the populace, though neither of us had ever caused the people any harm. 

	Shading my eyes from the glare of the summer sun, I watched as Chela approached our chosen location. She was clad in a leather jerkin and pants, and her dark eyes sparkled at the prospect of adventure. Her face appeared ageless, neither old nor young—one of the hallmarks of a trained mage. The cart she’d procured was large enough to accommodate our supplies but held scant room within for passengers. She was perched at the front, driving the sturdy workhorse that dutifully pulled the wagon behind it. The beast was built for labor and didn’t look as though it could be coaxed into moving much faster than its current plodding pace. It was just as well; Alexander and I had fled our homes with nothing, and we had no means of attaining horses to ride ourselves. We were relegated to making the journey on foot.

	“Good morning, friends!” Chela called as she drew up the wagon nearby. “Are we ready to be off?”

	When Alexander nodded, she urged the workhorse forward once more. The path we were to take made its way west from the Citadel, disappearing into the forest not far ahead. Chela gestured that we should take the lead and she would follow behind with the horse and cart. 

	“We’ll be traveling through the wood for the better part of two days,” she said. “This close to the Citadel, the roads are free of danger, but as we near our first destination, we may run into some trouble. We’ll be passing through the Wailing Caverns on our way. There are always a few bandits and such hiding there, looking to waylay unsuspecting travelers.”

	“And how long will it be until we reach that point?” Alexander asked.

	“Hmm. Five or six days,” Chela replied. 

	“Let’s hope we don’t encounter any bandits,” Alexander said as he cast a worried glance in my direction. 

	I sighed in exasperation. “I can handle a few bandits, Alex. In five or six days, the healing will be farther along. I’ll be fine.”

	He frowned, his expression skeptical. “Belora said you needed at least another two weeks.”

	I crossed my arms, unyielding. We’d discussed and argued the same points the previous evening. The Oracle had named me Alexander’s guardian, and I would do everything in my power to ensure he made it through his pilgrimage safely. Ideally, we would have remained in the Citadel for another week before departing, but due to something the Oracle had seen in her visions, she’d urged us to leave sooner. 

	There was also the looming threat from Novania—and our brother, Colin—that we would be forced to deal with eventually. I felt my blood run hot with rage each time Colin entered my thoughts. What he’d done at Vinterry was unforgivable. I’d make damned certain he faced justice, despite his present status as king—even if it proved to be my final act on this world. 

	“A single bandit, or perhaps two, you might handle on your own,” I conceded, “provided that you are wearing your new armor. But I will not sit idly by if it comes to a fight, and you know that. You may be an excellent swordsman, but you’re not invincible.”

	He rolled his eyes and muttered something under his breath that I didn’t catch, though I distinctly heard the word “impossible.”

	I shrugged and chose to ignore him, then turned my attention back to our guide. “We’ll travel through the forest for a couple of days, then travel another three or four to reach these Wailing Caverns. What then?”

	“The caverns can be difficult to navigate,” she replied. “Luckily for you, I know my way through them. The bandits usually don’t stray far inside. It’s too easy to become lost. I believe we can make it through the caverns in a day if we don’t encounter any trouble. Once on the other side, we’ll descend into a broad valley, and at its far end, we’ll find the Ashen Shrine. It’s our first destination.”

	“That’s an odd name,” Alexander commented.

	“Not as strange as you might think,” Chela replied with a grin. “There was a great wildfire that swept through the valley many years ago. The shrine is still intact, but the exterior was charred. The building was once white and had another name, but it has been lost to the endless march of time. I’ve only known it as the Ashen Shrine.” 

	Our path had taken us into the forest proper. The summer air was considerably cooler beneath the canopy of branches that interlaced their leafy fingers above our heads. As the sounds of the Citadel faded, a deep and profound silence took hold, broken only by birdsong and the hum of insects, the creaking of the cart, and our own footsteps. Chela removed her hat to place it carefully in the cart behind her, revealing her tawny hair was pulled into a thick braid.

	“The Oracle informed me that you know little of these lands,” Chela continued after a time. “You’ve come from the north and will require more guidance on this journey than most.”

	Alexander snorted in frustration but made no reply. I sighed, knowing I’d be forced to explain our situation yet again. I understood he remained angry with the Oracle over what had occurred between them, and though he had apologized to her for his behavior, he was still bitter. It was our lack of knowledge about this land that had led to their rift.

	“We’ve been told little,” I replied while Alexander continued to brood. “Alex must undertake this journey. Along the way, he’ll learn how to use his magic. What it entails has not been explained to us.”

	“Hmm.” Chela frowned in thought. “We have at least a few days until we reach the Wailing Caverns, and there will be little to occupy our time beyond idle conversation. I’ll explain what I know of the trials.”

	“Trials?” Alexander asked over his shoulder, his tone moderately curious.

	“Yes. At each destination, you must complete a trial. Each trial is unique to the mage who enters and can only be determined by the elders upon your arrival,” Chela replied. “There will be elders at most of our destinations. There may also be others undertaking the pilgrimage, but in my experience, it’s rare. It seems fewer magi require this journey of late. It may be there are enough others about who can teach, or perhaps our numbers are slowly waning. I don’t know.” She shrugged. 

	I studied Alexander as we walked. An array of emotions flitted across his features as Chela spoke before they settled into an irritated frown. There was much about the Southlands we didn’t know, and its denizens often seemed to forget we were newcomers. The Barrier had shielded them from Novania for generations, and likewise, the people of our homeland feared traveling too near it. There had been little crossover between the two lands for centuries; our arrival had been unusual.

	We’d been taught that magi were terrible beings to be feared, and Novania’s laws stated that anyone bearing the Mark must be put to death. Alexander had managed to hide what he was for most of his life, but once his Mark had been revealed, we’d been forced to flee. It was only through my intervention that he was alive at all.

	Though we both understood the significance of his Mark and the necessity of his training, the details had been largely glossed over by the Oracle and her associates. Alexander resented her—not only for her lack of explanation, but also for her manipulations. We’d both been coerced by the Oracle, and while I believed she meant well, she’d left us mistrustful of her motives.

	“Can you explain the elders? What purpose do they serve?” I asked.

	Alexander glanced in my direction briefly, then nodded once to indicate he understood I was trying to help him. It had been difficult for me since our arrival in the Citadel; I was out of my element with the mysticism that had enveloped us, and I struggled with the concepts of magic. I was a warrior, a career soldier. I didn’t know how to help my brother with what he must do, but I was trying.

	“The elders are exactly as they sound,” she replied. “They are the oldest and wisest of the magi and have chosen to dedicate what remains of their lives to teaching others. At each destination, save one, Alexander will speak with the elders upon our arrival. The elders may choose to examine his Mark. They’ll ask him questions to learn more of his personality or past—then they’ll determine some of what his trial will entail. Each location has a special significance in the history of the magi.” She paused and looked at us quizzically. “Do you know the details of the Mage Wars?”

	I shook my head, but Alexander stunned me with his answer. 

	“I read a book on its history,” he replied. When he saw my surprised expression, he chuckled. “It was in Vera’s library.”

	My heart ached at the mention of Vera. I nodded and looked away, reluctant to pursue the topic further. 

	“Who was Vera?” Chela asked, curious. 

	Her question was innocent, but it rankled. She was unaware of our history, but I didn’t want to relive the pain I’d endured at Vera’s loss. I’d loved her dearly, but now she was gone, killed at the behest of Colin, the tyrant-king and my ruthless half-brother. 

	I shook my head again, unwilling to respond. I wasn’t certain I’d manage a sentence without grief cracking my tone or tears stinging my eyes.

	“Ah, Vera was Andrew’s wife,” Alexander said quietly after a moment. “Her estate had a library with many old books—some of which should have been destroyed under the laws of the kingdom. Our brother Tom spent hours in there, reading everything he could get his hands on. Vera was a good woman. She’s…dead.”

	Chela was silent for a moment, then said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

	“I don’t blame you,” I replied thickly. “I was unable to protect her from Colin, and one day I intend to make him pay.” The last came out as a growl as my temper flared.

	Chela nodded but did not reply. 

	We walked without speaking for a time. I listened to the sounds of the forest creatures in the trees and allowed my thoughts to drift to happier times. A time before Colin’s ascension, when I’d been at peace, Alexander hadn’t been hunted, and Vera had been alive. 

	Damn Colin. And damn Novania’s outdated laws. 

	The past few weeks had been the darkest of my life. I longed for the days that once were.
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“The trials often begin simply enough, but they won’t remain that way.” Chela peered at Alexander from beneath the brim of her hat. 

We’d been traveling for two days and had not yet exited the forest. During that time, Chela had spoken often of magic and its nature, but this was one of the few times she’d mentioned the trials outright.

	Alexander shrugged. “Countless others have passed. I’m confident I’ll be no different.”

	Chela lifted her eyebrows, nonplussed. “Some don’t survive their pilgrimage. You’d do well to remember that.”

	I narrowed my eyes but didn’t interrupt. Alexander tended toward recklessness, and during his trials, I’d be helpless, unable to intervene. It wasn’t a situation I was accustomed to; I’d always been my brother’s protector.

	“If they’re so dangerous, perhaps you ought to enlighten me.” Alexander kicked at a loose stone in the road but didn’t look up to meet her eye.

	“As I’ve said, the trials are unique to each mage. You’ll be tested, pushed to your limits, and perhaps challenged to harness your magic or die. I can tell you little more until you’ve completed a few.” Chela flicked the reins, but the horse, whom she’d dubbed Sienna, didn’t increase her pace.

	“You’re as vague as the damned Oracle.” Alexander released a sigh and kicked another stone. “I’ll survive this. I have to.”

	We fell into a tense silence and continued on. By evening, the trees had begun to thin and a carpet of knee-high grass had sprung up between them as the forest slowly gave way to the plains. Chela pointed to the dark outline of a rocky outcropping far to the west as we made camp. It was the only natural feature that arose out of the landscape as far as the eye could see.

	“The Wailing Caverns are located there,” she said. “It will take another few days before we reach them.”

	Alexander busied himself with setting up our tent and didn’t reply.

	I groaned, weary of his surly demeanor. “I’ll gather firewood.”

	Chela nodded and began to explain her own experience during the mage trials, undeterred by my brother’s dour attitude. I glanced at Alexander; he’d paused in his task to focus on Chela, finally keen to hear what she had to say. 

	I took a small axe from the cart and strode toward a thick stand of trees while they discussed magic. Alexander needed to learn all he could from Chela, and though I’d tried to reason with him, he remained stubbornly resistant after his dealings with the Oracle.

	I’d collected an armful of branches and had turned back toward camp when I realized the nearby forest had fallen eerily silent. The birds had ceased their twittering songs and even the insects had stopped their buzzing drone. I paused to listen intently while I wondered what predator was responsible for the abrupt and profound disruption. After a few seconds in which I strained my ears, the sound of heavy footfalls became clear, marking the passage of a large creature speeding through the undergrowth.

	I placed the branches on the ground and gripped the small axe in both hands, steeling myself for the appearance of the beast. Judging by the noise, it was headed directly toward my location. If the axe proved an insufficient defense, I could shift into my dragon form, though I wanted to avoid a rapid change if I was able. I only had one other set of clothing, and I didn’t want to ruin this one.

	As the creature drew nearer, its heavy and labored breathing could be heard over the sound of its passage. It was puzzling; most predators were built for sprinting, not distance running. Something must have been driving the beast. I adjusted my grip on the axe and drew a breath as I prepared to face it.

	An instant later, a brown bear burst through the trees and stopped abruptly as it spied me. A petite Merael girl perched atop the bear’s broad back, her dark hair loose and tangled from their rapid passage through the woods. She grinned broadly, waved to me, then hopped to the ground.

	“Emmarie?” I asked, stunned. I was delighted to see her again. I relaxed my grip on the axe and dropped it to my side.

	Emmarie smiled proudly and nodded once. She was smaller than an average human, and like all of her people, her skin was a shade of deep green, akin to that of the leaves overhead. Dressed in natural leathers, she blended into the forest with ease.

	She turned toward the bear, then made a series of growling noises it seemed to understand. It nuzzled at her hand briefly before trundling back into the forest. She turned to face me once more, a smirk playing at the corners of her mouth.

	“Andrew, it’s good to see you.” She flashed a grin. “I followed you here.”

	I shook my head, baffled, and began to collect the branches I’d abandoned on the ground. “Why?”

	“I ran away,” she replied with an unconcerned shrug. “My uncle sent me to the Citadel, but the Oracle assigned me to help that message-writing mage, Bryson Feige. Do you know him?”

	I nodded. I’d visited Bryson twice during my stay in the Citadel. He’d sent messages to my half-brother, Thomas, and had even arranged for Thomas to send replies in return. 

	“Then you know what his ability is,” she continued. “I was bored. He didn’t need my help, and I didn’t want to be there. When I heard you and Alex had left, I asked around the city and learned which direction you’d traveled. I hadn’t gone far into the forest when I met Kavar, and he agreed to help me reach you.”

	“Is Kavar the bear?” I asked. I motioned that she should follow as I made my way back to our camp.

	“Yes, that’s what he called himself,” she replied. 

	“Why did you want to follow us?” I asked, still confused by her decision. 

	She was young, an adolescent, and was often impatient, much like her human counterparts of the same age. I was uncertain if she’d followed us for a significant reason or if it had simply been on impulse.

	She rolled her eyes and made a sound of exasperation. “Your brother is going on a pilgrimage,” she explained as though speaking to a child. “I wanted to leave the Thornhallow to see more of the world, and accompanying a mage on a pilgrimage is the best way to do so. Regardless, you could use my help. You’d never know if one of the wild creatures has important information that could help you along the way.”

	As we neared the camp, Chela looked up from where she was slicing potatoes and frowned in confusion as she noted I was no longer alone. Alexander had finished setting up the tent but faced away from us, his arms crossed and expression thoughtful as he contemplated something they’d likely discussed. I set the branches down a short distance from the cart, then began to stack them in preparation for a campfire.

	“And who might you be?” Chela asked Emmarie. 

	I heard Alexander turn and glanced up in time to see his face break into an amused smile. “Emmarie! I wasn’t sure we’d see you again,” he said. 

	“That’s because you don’t know me very well,” she replied with a smirk. “I wasn’t going to sit around the Citadel when something much more exciting was going on.”

	While Emmarie was introduced to Chela and explained to Alexander why she’d come, I worked to start the fire. 

	“While joining us in this manner is unorthodox, I won’t deny that your abilities will be welcome along the way.” Chela appeared confounded by the Merael girl’s decision but seemed to have accepted it. 

	“Of course, I can help you,” Emmarie replied matter-of-factly. “You know, my uncle told me that long ago, it used to be standard practice that the Oracle assigned a Wild-kin to each mage’s pilgrimage. Why do you suppose that changed?”

	Chela shook her head. “I’m afraid I don’t know the answer.”

	Chela didn’t comment further until Alexander had drawn Emmarie away for a time, leaving us alone to prepare supper. 

	“I don’t know if it’s wise to allow Emmarie to undertake this journey. It will be dangerous, and she’s young.”

	“I know. But if we send her away, she’ll only come back, and that could prove more dangerous than if she stays with the group.” I shrugged uncertainly. “What little I have learned of Emmarie is that she’ll do as she pleases, no matter what we tell her. If she’s determined to join us, I don’t see any way to avoid it.”

	I was concerned by Emmarie’s decision myself, though for different reasons. She’d proven impulsive, and at times had been irreverent to those in positions of authority. I didn’t know her history beyond our brief interactions prior to our arrival in the Citadel, but I sensed she’d been unhappy with her uncle’s decision to send her to work for the Oracle. She clearly craved adventure, but would her desire to explore new surroundings become problematic for our journey? I didn’t know.

	“So long as she doesn’t prove difficult, I suppose it can’t hurt to have her with us,” Chela conceded after a moment. “I hope she’ll heed my warnings. I don’t speak lightly of the danger we’ll face, and you aren’t healed yet.”

	I shrugged. “I’m better each day. I’ll be back to full strength soon enough.”

	She shook her head. “That wasn’t my point, Andrew.”

	She was worried what it would cost me to ensure the protection of yet another person, but I didn’t share her concerns. I knew my limits and trusted my strength would see us through the dangers ahead. Chela hadn’t yet experienced my dragon form, and I suspected she wasn’t aware of the sheer power I wielded. Few people were.

	“I can manage,” I replied. “I should be fully healed before we reach the Ashen Shrine.”

	She frowned, her gaze level and expression stern. “While I understand you are capable of some incredible feats, skin-changer, I will not put your brother’s life in danger due to the impulses of a mere teenager. She will mind herself, or she will be left behind.”

	I clenched my jaw, frustrated she’d even suggest I’d place Alexander’s safety behind that of anyone else. She clearly didn’t know me, nor did she understand the enormity of what we’d already endured—or the lengths I’d go to for my brother.

	“Alexander is—and has always been—my first priority,” I growled. “I assure you, the sacrifices I’ve made to get him this far were not made on a whim. You would do well not to question me when it comes to my brother’s welfare. I will protect him at any cost—even if it means no one else on this expedition survives.”

	I glared a challenge, daring her to contradict me a second time. She met my gaze for a few seconds before averting her eyes, then nodded in resignation. 

	“You have no inkling of the hell we’ve been through,” I added vehemently. “Don’t presume to speak of what you don’t know.” 




We didn’t speak until well after we’d broken camp the next morning. My temper had cooled somewhat, but I remained irritated by our previous conversation. I kept my distance, leaving Alexander to take up the post alongside the cart. Emmarie accompanied me a short distance ahead, though she said little. I wondered if she’d overheard Chela’s words and my own response, but she didn’t mention it.

	The landscape faded from the dwindling forest to a vast plain. The dark ridge that I’d glimpsed the previous evening remained prominently in our view but was a significant distance from our present location. The sun was high in the cloudless, late summer sky, and the air had become uncomfortably warm as the morning drew on. There were few trees and little respite from the sun’s intense rays. I grew thirsty and stopped walking to allow the cart to catch up.

	“What is it?” Alexander asked, curious. 

	“I only need some water,” I replied, to which Alexander laughed and nodded.

	Chela pulled Sienna and the cart to a halt, then reached behind her seat, producing a pair of water skins. She handed one to Alexander and the other to me. As I began to move away from her, she grasped my hand.

	“Andrew, wait,” she said hesitantly. 

	I handed the water skin to Emmarie and met Chela’s gaze unflinchingly as I waited for her to continue. 

	“Alex told me your story.” She looked away, sorrow in her eyes. “I knew you’d lost your wife, but I didn’t know the circumstances. I know why you reacted as you did. I’m sorry.”

	I nodded once, jaw clenched. “Alex and Tom are all I have left. Colin has taken everything else, and I don’t intend to lose any more.”

	“I understand,” she said as she released my hand. 

	I recognized the empathy in her gaze, and the last vestiges of my fury rapidly dissolved. I realized she’d simply misunderstood my intent the previous evening, and a pang of guilt shot through my core. I had once again allowed my temper to take control of a situation where I should have known to rein it in. I sighed and raked one hand through my hair. 

	“It’s alright,” she said after a moment. “I won’t hold your anger against you. I would have reacted in much the same way had our circumstances been reversed.”

	While her words were meant to console me, they only made me feel worse about the situation. I sorely needed to be more mindful of my temper. It pushed people away, even those seeking to help, and that was something I could not afford. We’d come to the Southlands with nothing, and it was only by the charity of others that we’d managed to survive so far. 

	I nodded and took the water skin from Alexander when he offered it, drinking deeply. “I’m sorry,” I said finally, “but I meant what I said.”

	“As did I,” she countered. 

	I understood she referred to Emmarie and the possibility of leaving her behind should she prove “problematic.” While I hoped it wouldn’t come to that, it was difficult to judge how Emmarie would handle herself when faced with certain danger.

	I frowned but nodded an acknowledgment. We now understood one another, and I didn’t believe we’d have any further disagreements. 

	I glanced at Emmarie. She’d wandered a short distance away and was gazing toward the dark ridgeline that marked our next destination. I wondered if she knew what we’d discussed and if she had, what her thoughts were. Her features were expressionless and betrayed no emotion beyond mild curiosity directed toward the landscape spread before us.

	“I’ll speak with her,” I promised while Alexander strode ahead to accompany her.

	“Perhaps you can do so later. I’d like to speak with you regarding my earlier conversation with your brother.” 

	I lifted my eyebrows in silent question as she flicked Sienna’s reins.

	“I’ve been a guide to six other would-be magi prior to Alexander,” she said after a moment’s pause. “Four completed their journeys successfully, but the other two… They did not.”

	I frowned and glanced at Alexander. He was laughing at something Emmarie had said, seemingly carefree. 

	“What happened to the other two?” I asked.

	She shook her head, a pained expression on her weathered features. “There’s a dreadful place we’ll be forced to pass through after Alexander finishes his trials at the Ashen Shrine and the Ivory Spire. We call it the Venom-weavers’ Forest, after the arachnids who reside there.” She paused, her gaze locked on something far away as she recalled unpleasant memories. “One of my charges never made it through. We weren’t even within the confines of the forest when we made camp that night, but I awoke to screams just before dawn. Some of the spiders had come to investigate, which was unusual but not unheard of. The screams had come from the guardian as she defended our camp, but there were four Weavers to one woman. She didn’t survive.” 

	“I’m sorry.”

	She sighed and looked away. “I tried to persuade the mage to retreat. We weren’t far from the spire, but when his guardian perished, he went berserk. I couldn’t stop him. He was far more powerful than I’d believed, and his ability enabled him to conjure fire and bend it to his will. He summoned his magic but drew too much power. He lacked the training to properly handle it. He killed the spiders but sacrificed himself in doing so. It was a terrible tragedy, one I don’t wish to relive.”

	“It must have been difficult to lose them both,” I replied, though my thoughts were focused on how I’d handle a similar situation. I needed to learn more about the spiders.

	“It was that incident I recalled when we spoke last night,” she continued. “The Venom-weavers should not be taken lightly, although I believe we have a greater advantage over them than the typical group of travelers can claim.” She glanced at me appraisingly. “The spiders fear dragons, you know.”

	I raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t. Truthfully, there is still much I haven’t learned about myself. I never had the chance.”

	She nodded. “It’s understandable, given your upbringing. Alexander said you’ve both visited the Stone Grove and that you’ve spoken with your father.”

	The memory brought a faint smile to my lips, though the meeting had been bittersweet. “I spoke with him at length. He gave me his surname—something I didn’t have when we came to the Southlands.” I paused as I considered what she’d said regarding the spiders. “Why do the spiders fear the dragon-kind?”

	“Dragon scale is one of the few materials their fangs cannot penetrate,” she replied with a shrug. “Coupled with the strength dragons are rumored to possess, I believe they simply know when they’re outmatched.”

	“Hmm.” 

	Her explanation seemed too simple, too straightforward. The Corodan also feared the dragon-kind; I’d led many battles against them, but it had taken years before I learned they were fearful of my dragon form. Their leader had summarized the encounter with three words: Danger. Power. Death. 

	“You think it might be otherwise?” she asked, genuinely curious.

	I shrugged. “I’m not certain. I fought against Corodan for much of my adult life. I killed the Hive-queen in my dragon form, which resulted in peace for the first time in my memory, but it left a lasting impression on them. They feared me, but I don’t believe it was simply because I’m dragon-kind. The scene was…brutal.” 

	She nodded thoughtfully. “I’d heard the Corodan also feared dragons, though perhaps there’s more to it.” Her gaze drifted to the path ahead as she considered her next words. “I suppose you’d like to know what happened to the other mage who failed to complete the pilgrimage?”

	“Yes. I need to learn what we’ll face. If I’m to protect Alexander, there is much I can learn from the failures of others.”

	“Wise words.” Her eyes had drifted toward the horizon line once more, her expression distant. “The other mage’s tale is one that still confounds me. I wish I could give you a better account of what occurred, but I don’t know all the details.” She released a weary sigh, then pressed on. “We were nearing the end of the journey—the final destination upon the pilgrimage is in the highlands, far to the south and east, in the ancestral home of the dragons. Since the dragons’ departure, the trek has become arduous. I’ve been told there is a second passage, one which can only be opened by the dragon-kind, but it’s been inaccessible to us. I plan to lead Alexander to that entrance. It will save us much time. I believe you can open it.” 

	When I nodded, she continued. “Without a dragon or a skin-changer to aid us, we were forced to take the long road to the highest peaks. We had perhaps two more days of travel, and all seemed well. The mage wasn’t acting strangely, and her guardian had done an excellent job throughout our journey. I was confident the pilgrimage would finish successfully within the week. But it was not to be.” 

	She shook her head sadly. “Something happened while we were camped for the night, but I don’t know what. When I awoke in the morning, all seemed well. The guardian awakened sometime later and mentioned it was unusual for our mage to sleep so late. He felt something was wrong, then went to her tent to wake her. She was gone. We searched our campsite for any sign of her departure, but we found nothing to indicate which direction she may have gone. We searched for several days but never found her. I don’t know what became of her.”

	“Does that happen often?” I asked, suddenly concerned for Alexander in a way I hadn’t been previously.

	“No, but it isn’t unheard of. Sometimes a mage falls into madness without any warning. I fear it’s what happened to her, though I’ll never know for certain. Magi are particularly vulnerable in the last stages of their journey.”

	She peered at me, her eyes boring into my own. “Andrew, if the madness strikes your brother, there is nothing that you—or anyone else—can do to save him. And I fear he will be more susceptible than most. His power is vast. He’s tapped into it at least once without knowing he did, based on what he’s shared of his imprisonment. The only way to prevent the madness entirely is to complete the pilgrimage.”

	She shook her head, her expression fearful. “But you must realize that completion does not rely solely on surviving the physical dangers of this land—he must also survive the danger he poses to himself.”

	I nodded and averted my gaze as the unfamiliar sensation of helplessness washed over me. What good was a guardian who could not protect their mage from every danger they encountered?

	The spiders I could deal with. Bandits, too. But I was powerless against the forces of magic.
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The afternoon was fading into evening when I finally spoke with Emmarie. We’d stopped for the night, the tents were erected, and Chela was stoking a campfire. Alexander had departed to fill our water skins; a lake glimmered in the fading light a short distance south of our campsite.

I drew Emmarie aside, dreading the pending conversation. I hoped she’d understand Chela’s concerns, but I wasn’t certain how she’d react. She’d remained unusually quiet throughout the day, and I wondered once more if she’d overheard what had been said the previous evening.

	Before I had the opportunity to broach the subject, Emmarie blurted, “I know why you want to talk.”

	I raised my eyebrows. “Then you understand why Chela is worried.”

	She sighed heavily. “Yes, and I’m sorry. I know I can be impulsive, but it only happens when I’m bored. I’ve been dreaming of an adventure like this since I was a child, and I won’t let the opportunity pass me by!” Her dark eyes shone with emotion while her lower lip began to tremble.

	“I don’t want to leave you behind,” I replied evenly, hoping my words would ease her fears. “I truly believe you’ll be of great help, but I gave Chela my word that I’d speak with you. She’s concerned for Alex’s safety, as is her duty.”

	She swallowed hard and nodded, her eyes brimming with tears. “I promise I won’t do anything to put us in danger. I know what lies ahead just as well as she does. I’ve heard many tales from the birds I’ve befriended.” She hung her head as the tears began to fall. “I…I only wanted to help!”

	I drew a breath and put one arm around her narrow shoulders in an attempt to comfort her. “Emmarie, I understand. I do. And I truly believe you have nothing to fear from Chela. I’ll watch over you.”

	She sniffed and raised her eyes to meet mine. “Do you truly mean that, Andrew?” 

	Her voice held equal notes of desperation and hope. She’d wagered everything in her young life to follow us on this journey, and if we sent her away, she’d return home in disgrace. I’d met her uncle briefly in Dark Heart; he’d seemed an influential man amongst the Merael, but Emmarie had alluded to his strict and unyielding nature on more than one occasion. I didn’t believe her people would take her disobedience well, and even less so if we refused her offer of aid. 

	I didn’t possess the constitution to knowingly ruin her young life. She’d stay with us, no matter how vehemently Chela might argue against it.

	“Yes, I mean that,” I replied. “You should speak with Chela and explain this to her exactly as you did for me. She will understand.”

	She swallowed again, then nodded, blinking away her tears. “I hope so.” She drew a shaky breath and pushed herself away. “Thank you,” she whispered before turning back toward our camp. She squared her shoulders and strode toward Chela, determined to explain herself and secure her position within our group.

	I managed a faint smile. I had no doubts Emmarie would prove herself to Chela in the days to come. 




Three days passed. We trudged through the grassland toward the dark ridge that loomed ever closer as the miles disappeared in our wake. I asked Chela a myriad of questions regarding the Venom-weavers, the caverns that lay ahead, and the bandits we might encounter there. She answered patiently, understanding my unspoken desire to glean every tidbit of knowledge she had to spare regarding Alexander’s defense.

On the evening of the third day, we reached a location a short distance from the ridge where a grove of trees surrounded a small pond. Chela indicated we should make camp for the night, and as Alexander and I set up the tents, an eerie, keening wail pierced the air.

	I froze, unnerved by the sound. The land immediately surrounding us had fallen still and silent as the wailing drifted to us upon the breeze. I was unable to determine the source of the noise and hoped it wasn’t a sign of trouble. Alexander paused as well, his eyes wide as he surveyed our surroundings.

	“Don’t concern yourselves with the sound,” Chela called as she waved one hand dismissively in the air. “That’s merely the caverns. The rocks are porous. When the wind blows past the ridge just so, it creates that noise. It’s why we call it the Wailing Caverns.” She flashed a knowing grin.

	“It’s unsettling,” Alexander grumbled before returning to the tent. 

	I agreed. The sound was akin to the cry of someone in the throes of anguish. If the wind continued to blow and produce that unearthly racket, I’d manage very little sleep during the night.

	“We’re near enough to the caverns that we ought to post a watch overnight,” Chela said after a moment. “There may be bandits nearby. It would be wise to remain vigilant.”

	I glanced toward Alexander, who nodded once in confirmation. We had long ago determined when we needed to post watch, he’d take the first, and I’d take the second. It had been our routine for years while on campaign for the late Novanian king. Chela’s eyes darted between us, uncertain as to what had transpired, and I broke into a grin.

	“We’ve followed the same plan countless times,” Alexander said for her benefit. “I’ll take first watch, he’ll take second. That’s our arrangement.”

	She blinked once, then nodded. “I’m unused to a mage participating in the watch on these journeys,” she replied with a laugh. “Most magi aren’t trained warriors.”

	He shrugged. “I’m capable enough with a sword. I’m not as effective as my brother, but I’m better than most.”

	What Alexander had omitted was in terms of technique, he was often superior, but I possessed a decided advantage due to my unusual strength and longer reach. 

	Chela arched one eyebrow at Alexander. “I doubt there are any left who can rival your brother in combat.”

	“My uncle used to tell me stories of the Mage Wars,” Emmarie broke in. “He told of the dragon-kind descending from the highlands to make the journey north, toward the Barrier. A pair of skin-changers once came through Dark Heart. They weren’t welcome in the Thornhallow, but one of our people accompanied them on their journey. The story claimed they were unmatched on the battlefield.”

	Finished with the tent I’d been assembling, I straightened and met the Merael girl’s gaze. “This isn’t the first time since we met that I’ve been told my kind aren’t welcome in your forest. Why is that?”

	She sighed and looked away. “My people have always felt a union between two different species is fundamentally wrong, that it should not be. A dragon should not pursue a human romantically, but it was once commonplace. Skin-changers are a reminder of what such a union can produce, and my people have always believed it unnatural, that it defies the laws of nature.” She shook her head, her dark hair falling to obscure part of her face. “I think those beliefs are old-fashioned and based on superstition. I don’t share them, Andrew.”

	When we’d passed through the Thornhallow, I’d been instructed to remain in my dragon form for the duration of our journey. If what I truly was had been revealed, the Merael would have been furious. I had no doubt they knew the truth now, and it was unlikely I’d be welcomed a second time.

	“I won’t be able to return, will I?” I asked. 

	It was irksome I should be made an outcast due to the choices of my forbears. It wasn’t the first time such a situation had arisen, and I knew it wouldn’t be the last, yet it rankled all the same.

	She shrugged. “I’m certain they know what you are now, but since you’re the last of your kind, they may make an exception. I don’t know. It will be up to the Elders to decide.”

	“Fortunately, none of the sites we seek will take us that far north,” Chela replied cheerfully. “Negotiating passage through the Thornhallow with the Merael will be a task for a later date.”

	While I’d known little of the history surrounding the dragon-kind prior to our exile from Novania, I’d gleaned some information during our travels and more from speaking to my father. I understood skin-changers had always been a rarity; the circumstances between the dragon-mage and their chosen partner had to be aligned precisely, else nothing would come from the union. My father had insinuated skin-changers had always been considered outcasts by larger society and had only been welcomed by the dragons themselves. 

	My experience had shown some humans revered me, the Merael believed I was an abomination, the Corodan feared me… 

	It had only been my father, Caelmarion Zorai, and Vera who had seemed to accept me as I was without hesitation. Even Alexander had been fearful when I first revealed my dragon form to him. 

	Thoughts of Vera stirred the deep anguish I’d been attempting to bury over the past few weeks. I’d been so fortunate to have met her, so happy sharing my life with her. She had not only accepted what I was, but she’d encouraged me to learn more about my dragon half. Colin had ordered her death and left me reeling, even now. I was hollow, angry, heartsick, and bitter. 

	I missed her calming presence, her inquisitive nature, the beautiful smile that lit up her face and sparkled in her eyes. For weeks, I’d been plagued by nightmares, forced to relive the devastation Colin had visited on Vinterry and the discovery of her lifeless form amongst the charred vineyards.

	The wound he’d rent in my heart flared. Tears threatened, but I refused to let them fall. Damn Colin for all he’d done.

	I sighed and turned away from the others, my thoughts focused on the memory of the woman I’d lost and continued to mourn.




Sleep proved elusive during the night. The unearthly keening from the nearby ridgeline was impossible to ignore. When I did finally drift off, my dreams featured the unsettling sound, and it was a relief when Alexander awakened me to take over the watch. We spoke briefly before he turned in for a few hours rest.

	“All has been quiet if you discount the wind,” he said. “I’m not certain I’ll sleep with that racket.” He glanced toward the cart, where Chela was asleep amongst our supplies, unperturbed by the noise. “At least someone is getting rest.”

	“Relax, brother,” I replied, trying to make light of the situation. “You’ll be asleep in no time.”

	He snorted and rolled his eyes in response, then ducked into the tent I’d just vacated. 

	I sat alongside the dying embers of our campfire but didn’t bother to stoke the flames. The air was cool but not cold, and I didn’t require the heat to keep warm. I listened to the other sounds around our camp; the chirp of crickets, the occasional call of an owl, the buzz of some insects high in the trees. I peered at the sky and noted the moon had shrunk to a thin sliver, its pale light so faint most of the stars outshone it. Nothing stirred across the landscape. All was well, as Alexander had indicated.

	I’d been at my post for perhaps an hour when I heard rustling from Emmarie’s tent. I turned to note she’d emerged to study the campsite. Her eyes were rimmed in red and her face was haggard.

	“May I join you?” she whispered after a moment. “I can’t sleep.”

	“Of course.”

	She shuffled forward and sat down carefully near the remnants of the fire. “I’d hoped the wind would stop during the night, but there is just enough breeze that it continues.” She shook her head, her jaw set in an expression of frustration. “That sound is unnatural.”

	“I didn’t sleep much, either,” I replied. 

	“Chela said bandits often lurk in the caverns. How can they stand the noise?” 

	I shrugged, knowing well what desperation could force a person to endure. “I don’t know the history of these bandits, but if they’re like those I’ve encountered from Novania, they’re here to avoid someone or something. If they’re determined to remain hidden, they’re likely to push themselves farther than most when it comes to enduring hardships. The sound may have become nothing more to them than the crickets’ chirping seems to us.”

	She tilted her head to one side, her brow furrowed in thought. “I didn’t consider that.” She looked up at the starry sky and was silent for a time.

	“What is the land north of the Barrier like?” she asked after a while.

	I chuckled. “The land itself isn’t much different than this one. The people are different, to be sure. There are only humans, unless you travel far enough to reach the Gloaming Highlands. Those belong to the Corodan. I don’t know what lies north of their lands.”

	“There are Corodan in the southern reaches, beyond The Green,” she replied. “I’ve never met one. Have you?”

	“Some. Often, our meetings were bloody. Novania was at war with the Corodan since before my birth. Before my tyrant half-brother took the throne, I spent most summers traveling north toward the highlands to fend them off. They’d often raid towns and villages, killing the inhabitants senselessly and burning what structures they could before fleeing to the highlands.”

	“I didn’t know the Corodan were violent,” Emmarie replied thoughtfully. “They aren’t here. The Merael of The Green trade with them. Why did those in the north attack?”

	I shook my head. “I don’t know. A little more than a year ago, we negotiated peace with them. When we fled Novania, the Corodan had kept their word. It was still peaceful.”

	“How did you do that?” she asked, genuinely curious.

	I smiled grimly into the darkness and shared the tale of what had transpired in the frozen north of Novania kingdom. The Corodan had sought to draw me out, as I’d been the commander of the king’s army. They believed if they killed me, it would throw our forces into turmoil. The Corodan hadn’t known I was anything but human, and it had been the downfall of their devious plan. I’d met with their Hive-queen, on their terms, and had walked directly into an ambush. 

	Unfortunately for the Corodan, I wasn’t visible to my own forces and wasn’t averse to shifting into my dragon form to defend myself. I’d slain the Corodan responsible for the ambush and their Hive-queen. The next day, a new emissary from the Corodan arrived, seeking peace.

	Emmarie’s eyes widened as I described the devastation I’d left in my wake. It wasn’t a moment I was proud of, but I’d acted out of necessity. She was silent for some time, gazing into the darkness, her expression troubled. I wondered what she thought of me now that she understood the horrors I was capable of. 

	I listened to the sounds of the night creatures and realized belatedly that the moaning of the wind had ceased, and the first glimmer of dawn was beginning to lighten the eastern horizon. 

	“I understand why you reacted as you did,” she said, “but I think I’m beginning to understand why the Elders of my people have always feared your kind. If what you said is true, your power must be terrifying.” She looked down, a range of emotions playing across her features. “I know you’re a good person and that you try to do what’s right. I know you fought the Corodan in self-defense. But… It goes against everything I’ve been taught. The Merael believe all life is sacred, even that of our enemies. The life you have led is so different than the one I’ve known.” Her tone became somber as she spoke.

	I sighed and leaned back. “I’ve always been a soldier, a warrior. Alexander’s father tried to negotiate with the Corodan several times, but to no avail. When they began to attack settlements, we were dispatched to end the threat. On the battlefield, there is little room for peaceful negotiation. You fight to the death against each and every opponent. If you don’t, it’s your blood that’s spilled.”

	“My people avoid conflict,” Emmarie replied somberly. She hugged her arms around herself and refused to meet my eyes. “I don’t know if I could stomach such violence. Do you think we’ll be forced to fight the bandits?” When she raised her eyes to meet mine, they were shiny with unshed tears. 

	“I don’t know,” I replied gently, “but I am prepared for that eventuality. I’ve sworn to protect my brother.”

	She nodded. “I know, but I’m afraid.”

	“I won’t let anything happen to anyone in our party, Emmarie. I promise I’ll do my best to keep you safe.”

	She shook her head. A single tear escaped the corner of her eye to trace its way down her thin cheek in the gray pre-dawn light. “No, that isn’t what I was referring to. I’m afraid of you.”

	I looked away, ashamed and at a loss for words. I couldn’t help being what I was, and I’d never taken a life without reason, but I didn’t know how to allay her fears. 

	I felt light pressure on my arm and turned to find she’d placed one of her small green hands there. 

	“This isn’t your fault. Please understand.” She looked away for a moment, appeared to steel herself, then continued. “Your ways are so different from the Merael’s. Alexander’s as well. He is so much like you. I suppose I misspoke when I said I was afraid of you, because it isn’t you, but what you represent. The thought of war coming from the north frightens me.”

	I nodded, a small part of me amused that our conversation had shifted from my attempts to console her to her doing the same for me. 

	“War is ugly, brutal, and terrifying,” I replied grimly. “Even with my enhanced abilities, I was fearful each and every time I stepped onto a battlefield. Even the most well-laid plans can disintegrate into chaos in a matter of seconds. There is little one can do when that happens but do their utmost to survive.” I shook my head. “I also fear what war would do to this land. The people here are innocent, trying to live their lives in peace. Colin won’t allow it if he has his way. He’ll never stop his pursuit of us. Not until one or the other of us falls.”

	“I promised Alex that I’d help as I can throughout his journey. I want to travel with you as long as you’ll allow it.” She looked down. “When I spoke to Chela, she seemed to understand, though I still don’t think she trusts me. She said I was impulsive and flighty.”

	Emmarie made a face of disgust, and I chuckled. 

	“You are young,” I said when she frowned at me. “I don’t think she knows what to make of you.”

	“I want to help,” she replied fiercely. “I may be young, but I know what I’m capable of. And I will help, even if it means you’ll be traveling north after the pilgrimage is done. Alex told me what the Oracle said to you. No matter how terrifying the prospect of war is, I think it’s also inevitable. The Oracle said it herself, and she’s rarely wrong. If I let my fear stand in the way, what good am I to anyone? I must do this.”

	I admired her determination. I decided in that moment that if she should ever require my assistance, she’d have it. After all, we’d only been brief acquaintances prior to our arrival in the Citadel, and she’d defied her uncle’s orders to follow us and offer her skills. She’d risked her future to join us on Alexander’s journey.

	And I believed her heart was in the right place, even if I secretly agreed with Chela’s assessment of her character.
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