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  Chapter one
A Blackened Heart


Gabrian touched his protruding cheekbones in horror. His brittle skin stretched taut and pale. Blue veins twined up his arms, coursing blood toward his weakened heart. He clutched his throat and gasped for air, stretching a trembling arm toward his nightstand to reach a brass handbell. Shaking uncontrollably, he knocked it to the ground with a rattling clang. “Brenna,” he whispered. 
His chamber door opened, and a scowling woman entered. 
“What’s the matter?” she gasped. “Gabrian, by the gods, what happened?”
He struggled to speak. “I slept . . . help me.”
She rushed to his side and helped him stand. Leaning heavily on her arm, he shuffled to a stone door at the back of his chamber. She whispered a chain of ancient words; the lock clicked open, and they entered a cramped, dark room. The air was stuffy and acrid, the walls stained with smoke. Gabrian wheezed and slumped into a heavy oaken chair.
Brenna brushed a tangled strand of hair away from his eyes. “I’ll get it.”
“Hurry,” he slumped and gasped for air.
A wooden chest sat in the corner. She lifted the lid, grimaced, and pulled out an oblong item enshrouded in black silk. It was grotesque, and she hated to touch it. She set it on the table at Gabrian’s side and returned to the chest to collect a silver goblet and a vial of black liquid. After lining up the items next to Gabrian, she stepped back. 
He unfolded the silk, revealing a desiccated piece of flesh—the last bits of a dragon’s heart. He groaned and set it on the table, carefully cutting off a tiny piece and placing it in the goblet. Each time the slices grew smaller, he was terrified of using the last bits before finding another way to stay alive. Why were the effects that once prolonged his youth for a hundred years only lasting several moon cycles? Perhaps the magic had faded over the centuries. Whatever it was, he was running out of time. If he wished to sustain his centuries-old body, he needed to draw energy from something living. Soon.
The rank liquid sizzled and popped as he poured it over the piece of heart. A sour, foul smoke escaped into the chamber. He chanted in the ancient tongue, causing the bits and pieces to dissolve in his bitter brew. Lifting the goblet with quivering hands, he raised it to his lips and drank several swift gulps. He pitched back in his chair, his arms and legs rigid, and the cup crashed to the floor. Within moments, his limbs softened, and his head fell forward onto his chest.

      [image: ]Brenna watched, as she had many times before, in horrified amazement as Gabrian’s hair grew thick and dark and the lines in his face softened. His muscles filled out, and the skin covering his wasted bones returned to its youthful glow. His assistant for many years, she was still mystified by the magic he drew from the heart. Whatever its secrets, they were worth a mountain of gold. She would keep him alive to share in its wealth and power. “Let me help you to your bed.”
He nodded and took her hand. “I’ll rest for a few days, but not for long. The Council needs to prepare.”
“Are they ready?”
“Not completely, but we can’t wait much longer. The last piece will be in place soon.”
“What have you discovered from your spies in Sigor?” she asked. 
“The mage we discovered is unhappy and restless. If she doesn’t arrive on her own, I’ll send a formal invitation.”
“What makes you think she’ll come?”
“The promise of power and a desire to resurrect a dragon.”
Brenna nodded. “And if she doesn’t come willingly?”
He smirked. “I’ll bring her here myself.”

      [image: ]Chairs scraped the floor, and robes rustled as the mages of Algowin waited for Gabrian to arrive in the council chamber. They assumed he was in seclusion for reflection and contemplation. It was not uncommon for him to disappear for days. They marveled at how refreshed and energetic he appeared after his chosen time alone—almost younger. Gabrian entered and greeted everyone as he made his way to the head of the table. He was confident in his standing. All the assembled mages, except for Cynwold, owed allegiance to him. The old man, who had been here from the beginning, slumped in the chair to his right. When Gabrian arrived to reclaim his family’s abandoned keep, he found the scraggly mage squatting among the crumbling walls. Discovering that the ancient mage had served many years in the king’s palace and had significant magical powers, Gabrian invited him to stay.
Sonlin sat by Cynwold. Gabrian’s men snatched him from prison in Sigor. His crime? Impregnating a wealthy merchant’s daughter and attempting to run away with her. The price to free a King’s Mage was high, the negotiations long and complex, but Gabrian paid with jewels and gold, with assurances that Sonlin would never use his magic against the crown.
Celina, a middle-aged woman with wild hair who dressed like a merchant from the southern desert kingdom of Sorathan, sat to Gabrian’s left. Glass beads woven into her braids sparkled in the candlelight, and round silver earrings jingled when she moved. Previously a trader in Sigor, she was cunning and powerful, acquiring the goods Gabrian requested and removing any obstacles, human or otherwise. She fled to Algowin ahead of the King’s Guard, avoiding arrest for extortion.
Next to Celina was Cardoc, a middle-aged trader from the Western Isles. Pirate is a more accurate term. He looked weather-worn and grim despite the richly appointed robes that draped from his muscular shoulders. Gabrian rescued him from the gallows, where he awaited his fate for stealing from the king’s ships.
They were free because of him, and each was chosen for their magic. Gabrian motioned for a servant standing behind his chair to bring a tray with a carafe of honeyed mead, which he had previously imbued with magic to ensure their compliance. Another servant followed, placing a silver goblet next to each of them and filling it with the fragrant golden liquid. Gabrian waited until everyone had a full goblet at their side. “Councilors. I chose you, and you willingly stayed to serve at my side. When I tell you what’s before us, we’ll toast our destiny. We’re bound, and there’s no turning back.”
A chorus of mumblings and questions filled the room.
He silenced them with a glare. “Let me explain.”
Celina looked up from her clasped hands and smirked. “It’s about time.”
Gabrian ignored her. “I promised dragon magic would return to our control, but didn’t tell you how. You know the history: mages and dragons stalemated at the end of the Great War, the dragons dead or dying, their Guardian allies decimated. The few mages left alive at Algowin scattered for safety. Only one mage stayed behind to be a vessel, to capture the last living shred of dragon magic.”
Celina glanced up and arched an eyebrow. “Ayleth? From the old stories?”
He nodded. “And she’s here.”
The room erupted. Impossible. What? Fairytales. Absurd!
Gabrian held up his hand for silence. “It’s true. She slumbers in a room above us, captive in a spell between life and death, waiting to be awakened.”
Cynwold turned and glared at Gabrian. “Why did you wait so long to tell us? Why the secrecy?”
“I wanted to be sure the time was right.”
Celina gaped. “You want us to awaken and release an unknown, powerful entity who trapped a dragon?”
Gabrian nodded. “Yes.”
Cardoc sniffed. “Is that wise?”
“We need her magic.”
Sonlin jumped up and knocked his chair over. “We’re waking up a five-hundred-year-old woman?”
Gabrian twitched. “Not exactly.”






  
  Chapter two
Down from the Mountain


The bear stumbled into the clearing, his heart pounding against his chest. Four days without rest and little food left his stomach rumbling with hunger. Sleeping in brief naps, his dreams were an endless charge through the woods toward a destination just past the horizon. He woke up hungry and surveyed his surroundings. Tree trunks littered the edge of the meadow. His sharp sense of smell turned the forest into a banquet. It led him to a rotted trunk across the meadow, and he ripped it open with his claws to discover a quivering colony of ants. He licked them off his paw and moaned. Meager pickings, but it was enough to keep him going. 
Whoosh. Twang. His head jerked to the side. An arrow rested in the tree just above him. He turned to flee, but not before a second arrow found its mark high on his right shoulder. He roared in anger and pain and crashed into the underbrush, running in the opposite direction from his attackers. Men shouted and cursed as they scurried to remount their horses. His instincts told him to turn on them and charge. He longed to rip their horses from underneath them and crush their skulls, but he couldn’t withstand another volley of arrows.
The bear charged up a steep embankment, scrambling over brush and rocks. Horses could not follow, and he could outrun men on foot. Despite the searing pain the arrow caused as it tore at his flesh with each lunge, he struggled upward. A low-hanging branch caught on the wooden shaft, and it shattered, driving the point deeper into his muscles, but he could not stop. He needed to distance himself from the men. Thick brush lined a narrow ledge that led south along a canyon. His footsteps faltered as he followed the ridge, his breath rasping in and out of his chest.
Weakened by pain and blood loss, he slowed to a walk. He pushed his nose between low-hanging branches and settled under a thick copse of pine trees. Turning to face the edge of the forest opening, he collapsed with a grunt. The broken arrow shaft protruded from a bloody patch of fur on his shoulder. He stretched his neck and tried to grasp it with his jaw, but the shaft rested a hand’s width too far. It must stay for now.
He remained quiet in the shadows of the trees until dark. An evening breeze rustled the leaves above his head, and night creatures scurried on the forest floor, but he heard no footsteps or breaking twigs. He thanked the ancestors that no hunting dogs approached to sniff out his hiding place. It appeared the men had given up their pursuit. He relaxed his head on the soft duff and tried to sleep, but his shoulder throbbed, and his front leg was stiff. By the ancestors, I’ll be awake all night. He shifted again, trying to get comfortable. After the moon rose and his breath frosted in the chilled air, he drifted into an unsettled slumber. In his fevered dreams, Grandmother Bear licked his wounds and nuzzled his ears. She spoke in a whisper. It’s not much further, Baern. Don’t give up hope. Find her. She will help. He woke, shaking jumbled thoughts from his head, and looked around in the dim moonlight. He was alone. The voice of Grandmother Bear disappeared into the mist of his dreams, and he gave thanks she hadn’t forgotten him.
Sunlight came late to the western edge of the mountain, and Baern did not stir until a breeze shuffled the pine needles and speckles of sun-warmed his nose. He woke, wondering why he was sore, and images of the men and their arrows returned. Groaning, he struggled to move, and a sharp pain exploded in his shoulder. He took a deep breath and willed himself to stand, snarling and snorting at the effort. On the third attempt, he rose to his feet on wobbly legs. He emerged from the trees and stood quietly, listening and smelling. A breeze blew up the canyon, but it carried no trace of men or horses. It did not relieve the heat that rose in his body from the infection that had inflamed his wound. He limped away, following the persistent whispering in his ears that directed him southward. Thankfully, Grandmother Bear promised he was close.

      [image: ]Lysia knelt next to the rough-hewn stone marker and traced the letters D-E-A-N-A with her finger. It spelled out the name of her mother, who was buried in this fragrant meadow a long way from home. Her mother’s silver bracelet jangled on her wrist, a memento of a woman she had never met. Amatia, her adopted mother, was visiting a grave as well. Ama’s mother lay buried a few paces away. When they reached the top of the mountain, they stopped together to remember and mourn. Lysia fe;t grateful that Deana and Celeste were placed together. It comforted her to know her mother was not alone in this foreign country, abandoned by her people and her husband.
“Ama, is there anything else you can tell me? Something you may have forgotten?”
“I’m sorry, Lysia. I had such a short time, and she was delirious with fever. I wish there were more to tell.”
Lysia stroked the bracelet on her wrist. “It’s so unfair. I never got to meet her.”
“I know what she’d tell you now.”
“What?”
Amatia leaned over and placed a small bouquet of wildflowers on her mother’s headstone. “That’s enough sadness for one day. Go pick berries and enjoy this beautiful afternoon.”
Lysia stood and brushed dirt from her trousers. She sighed. “I suppose you’re right.”
They picked up their gathering baskets and strolled across the meadow toward the creek. Lush blackberry bushes overflowed with their mid-summer bounty. Amatia bumped Lysia with her hip and pointed. “You go that way, and I’ll go the other.”
Lysia nodded and trotted along the creek.

      [image: ]Amatia smiled as she watched Lysia pluck berries and drop them into her basket. Her adopted daughter was no longer the chubby toddler she had to watch every minute to keep her from wandering off into the woods or the fearless eight-year-old begging to explore the creek on her own. At fifteen, Lysia approached womanhood and insisted on her independence. Amatia shook her head. Did every parent think their child was growing up too quickly? Lysia’s arrival, so heartbreaking and unexpected, had turned her life upside down. Every day, she rose and thanked Halia, the goddess of health and family, for bringing the girl into her life.
Amatia would never forget the day when Lysia’s father, a Guardian from Dragonswold, arrived with his pregnant wife deep in labor, her face twisted in pain. An image of Everon’s eyes, glazed with worry and fear, still haunted her dreams. Upon realizing their unborn child would be born a half-blood, Amatia thanked the gods that someone had guided them to her cabin, knowing she would not turn them away.
The young woman, Deana, fought to stay conscious and bring her daughter into the world. Lysia emerged, bruised and blue. Amatia whisked her away and rubbed her soundly with healing oils. Within minutes, the baby was clean and wrapped. She squirmed and fussed, but she was strong despite her difficult birth. Amatia tried desperately to save Deana, but she had lost too much blood. She died while her child suckled at her breast.
Lysia’s father, Everon, paced outside for hours and raged at the gods for taking his beloved. As a healer and midwife, she understood loss, so she let him grieve. He came in, weary and disheveled, to stare at his dead wife. His fingers gently traced her face and brushed strands of hair from her forehead. Amatia handed him the bundled baby, sound asleep in a blanket. He clutched her to his chest and wept. When she fidgeted and woke, he placed her into Amatia’s arms and left. She could not talk him out of going. He didn’t need to explain. She knew that half-blood children were not welcome at Dragonswold, and he was too weary to fight.
Lysia understood the details of her arrival, at least the ones Amatia could remember. Since last spring, she allowed her daughter to help attend to mothers in childbirth. She understood the dangers and knew how and why her mother had died. It was more difficult for Amatia to explain why Lysia’s father had abandoned her to strangers. There were many stories to tell Lysia of her father’s people, and she was finally old enough to understand. Amatia vowed to do it soon.

      [image: ]Lysia hummed and crouched on her heels to reach back into the thick bushes for the fat, ripe berries. Her hands were red from the juice. She smiled and ran a finger across her lips. I bet they’re red too. Amatia’s skirt rustled against the brush along the creek, and Lysia stood, glancing toward the sound. Her mother was no longer visible, lost among the trees.
Something crashed through the forest fifty paces to Lysia’s right. Something big. She set her basket on the ground and reached for the knife at her waist. Why hadn’t she brought something more lethal? She stepped into the open meadow and searched the tree line. Nothing appeared, but she heard a creature smashing through the underbrush and dry twigs, unworried that someone might hear it approach.
“Amatia,” she whispered. Then again, louder. “Amatia!”
Her mother stepped into view and froze. A massive brown bear pushed into the clearing from between the trees and collapsed at the far edge of the field.
“Ama. He’s injured,” Lysia yelped and bolted toward him.
Amatia raced after her. “Wait!”
Lysia dropped to her knees by the bear’s head and gently touched his nose. His eyes were closed, and his chest rose and fell in gasps.
Amatia knelt next to her and grimaced at the sight of the broken arrow shaft fluttering with each ragged breath. The fur next to the wound was matted with blood. She touched the shaft, and the bear groaned. She pulled her gathering knife from her belt. “I need to remove the arrow.”
Lysia grabbed her arm. “Amatia. Wait.”
“What is it?”
“That bird you had when I was a baby . . .”
“Yes?”
“Did she talk to you?”
“We communicated. But talk? No.”
“Ama,” Lysia whispered. “The bear spoke to me.”
Amatia’s brow furrowed. “I heard nothing.”
“Here.” Lysia tapped her brow. “In my head.”
Amatia nodded. “You’ve been bringing wounded animals home since you were old enough to walk. You’ve always had animal intuition.”
“No, Ama. He’s talking to me.”
A heavy unease filled Amatia’s chest. This was old magic, ancient Guardian magic. If her daughter possessed it, the Guardians would find out and take her away. She pushed the thought from her mind—there was no time to worry about that now. “We’ll discuss it later. Tell him to stay quiet.” She clasped the knife firmly and began to cut. The bear snarled and swung his head, knocking Lysia into Amatia. They landed on their backs, the knife flying into the dirt.
Amatia yelped. “Tell him to stay still!”
Lysia pushed herself up and crawled back to the bear. She whispered into his ear. “We can’t help if you don’t stay still.”
The bear’s head collapsed onto the ground.
Amatia approached slowly. She poked her finger into his side and waited for a reaction.
Lysia glanced at her mother. “He says go ahead.”
Amatia nodded and wiped the knife on her skirt. She began to cut. When she pulled the bloody arrowhead from his wound, the bear let out a sigh of relief and relaxed. She slashed a piece of cloth from her skirt, folded it into a bandage, and pressed it against his side. “There’s nothing more I can do without my healer’s kit. Go back and fetch it.”
Lysia grabbed her pack. “Anything else?”
“Have Guntram bring food and gear for us to camp for a few days. We can’t lift the beast, and I don’t want to leave him here defenseless. Grab clean clothes and a heavy thread and needle so I can close this wound.”
“That’s it?”
“An extra bottle of witch hazel and my jug of whiskey.” Amatia waved her daughter off.
Lysia bolted across the meadow and disappeared into the forest.
Amatia sighed. She was going to need a drink. Maybe several.

      [image: ]The late-summer days were hot, and the evening breeze brought little relief. Lysia fretted over the injured bear that rested on a pile of hay inside her father’s workroom in the barn. When served food, he ate a small portion, his eyes filled with pain. Her presence seemed to calm him, so she pulled up a stool and read aloud to distract him from his discomfort. She stayed awake at his side and surrounded him with simple healing spells until her eyes drooped from exhaustion. 
Lysia argued with her parents when they refused to let her sleep in the barn overnight. She waited until they fell asleep and snuck out. They ceased their objections, and Guntram set up a cot next to a tiny wood stove at the end of his workbench. Amatia arrived with tea and hot porridge every morning and stayed to make sure Lysia ate all of her food. When she finished, Ama helped her apply a new poultice and fresh bandages to the bear’s wound. He stirred long enough to trundle stiffly outside to relieve himself and return, nodding at them before sinking onto his bed of hay.
Alarmed at the smell of bear, it was several weeks before the horses quit pacing in their stalls and the goats stopped trying to rush out of their enclosure whenever the gate was opened. Guntram checked in as he did his daily chores around the barn. Late in the afternoon, he returned with several rabbits, skinned and ready to be devoured. He smiled as Baern sat up and swallowed them in a couple of bites.
“Looks like he’s doing much better,” Guntram said, putting his arm around Lysia’s shoulder. “Good job, daughter.”
She leaned against his chest and sighed. “I was worried, but Amatia’s poultices relieved his pain and sped the healing.” 
Plates and cups rattled as her mother entered with a tray of food and a steaming teapot. Guntram held the platter while Amatia and Lysia spread a blanket on the ground next to Baern. They settled down to eat as the room was filled with the smell of lamb stew and fragrant tea.

      [image: ]A sharp cry startled the bear awake. He peered through the shadows at Lysia, who tossed and moaned on the cot. He lifted his head. “Wake up. You’re having a bad dream.”
She thrashed for a few moments and opened her eyes, squinting in the dim light. Who was talking? She rubbed her face and groaned. Her awareness sharpened, and she bolted upright. 
“It’s alright. I’m here,” Baern said.
Lysia padded over to check the dressing on his wound and touched his nose. “You’re not burning up anymore. That’s good. Do you feel better?”
“A bit.” He shifted on the bed of hay,  grunted, and sat upright. “I have you and the older one to thank. What’s your name?”
“Lysia. The older one is my mother, Amatia.”
“My name is Baern. I was afraid I’d die before I found you.”
Lysia frowned. “You were looking for me?”
He shifted his injured shoulder and groaned. “Yes. I’ve come a long way.”
“I don’t understand.” Lysia rubbed her forehead and sank onto the cot.
The bear’s eyes narrowed. “You’re a Guardian.”
“How did you know?”
He nodded toward the pendant resting on her chest.
She clasped the silver medallion. “It belonged to my father. I’m a half-blood.”
A prayer of thanks filled his chest. Grandmother Bear’s guidance had brought him to the right human. She had Guardian blood, and they could talk. That was enough.

      [image: ]Baern and Lysia rambled high into the forest. The days had grown shorter, and the air crisper as fall crept down the mountain. Lysia scoured the forest floor for dried seed pods and herbs while Baern wandered off, looking for something fresh to forage. She heard him in the distance, digging at an old, rotten log.
“What did you find, Baern?”
He snorted and licked his lips. “Grubs. Want some?”
“No!” Lysia laughed and scurried over to see his treasure. She leaned over to examine the fat, wiggly creatures that struggled to burrow back into the shredded wood.
“Eww.”
Baern stopped eating and curled his lips. “Ever try one?”
“No, thank you. You can have them all yourself.”
“Good,” he said and turned back to his task.
She shook her head and returned to gathering lungwort, the main reason for their long hike. After filling her pouch, she strolled across a meadow to sit by Baern, who was sprawled out in the sun. She reclined against his side and pulled out a couple of dried biscuits and a block of cheese. One of his eyes cracked open to peer at her lunch.
“I’ll take some cheese, but those dry things. Ugh. Grubs are better.”
Lysia scoffed and poked at his side. “I wasn’t offering you any.”
His lips curled up into something resembling a smile. She leaned back into his soft fur, being careful not to bump his injured shoulder. The outer wound was completely healed, but there was one spot that still pained him, despite her dedicated attention. Her eyes grew heavy, and she slumped deeper, her breath slowing to slumber.
Baern shifted his weight, and Lysia opened her eyes. Her limbs were relaxed and heavy from her nap.
“You slept a while. We should get back.”
She stretched her arms and yawned. All she wanted to do was relax in the sun and ask all of her unanswered questions.
“Baern. What’s the first thing you remember?”
“Hmm. I woke up in a dark cave and crawled out from underneath my brother. I saw a light above me and scratched my way toward it. It was the entrance to our den. I rolled out onto the snow, and my eyes burned from the brightness. I didn’t know what that icy, white stuff was. It was terrifying. I dislike snow. You?”
Lysia closed her eyes. “I was a toddler sitting on the floor on a blanket. Amatia wasn’t paying any attention to me because she was busy hanging up herbs to dry. I spied a piece of bread on the counter and was fussing, trying to get her attention. An injured bird, a kestrel she had rescued, flew over, grabbed the bread, and brought it to me.”
Baern’s eyes grew wide. “You can speak with creatures other than me?”
“Not exactly . . .” The sound of approaching horses interrupted her thoughts. Before they could get to their feet, two riders emerged on the meadow trail. Lysia spotted the bows attached to their saddles and the quivers full of arrows strapped to their backs. “Baern, they’re hunters. I’ll distract them. Get out of here.”
He growled. “I’m not going anywhere.”
“I’ll be fine,” Lysia insisted. “They won’t shoot me.”
Baern studied the men and their weapons. “Maybe, but they could do other harm.”
She put her hand on the hilt of her dagger. “Get behind me.”
He ignored her and stayed at her side.
A fat, balding man wiped the sweat from his brow with a tattered bandana. “Look what we have here, Luddy. A little girl with a tame bear.”
“He’s not tame,” Lysia yelled at the man as she stepped forward. “Leave. Now!”
He grinned, but it was not friendly.
The other man, a skinny youth with brown scraggly hair, reached back to untie his bow. “You can’t expect us to leave without gutting and cleaning that beast beside you. His pelt will bring us a bag of gold.”
“Would you rather die?” she answered with more bravado than she felt.
The older man laughed. “Who’s gonna kill us? You?”
Baern snorted. “Fools. Shall I?”
Lysia whispered into Baern’s ear. “No. Move back toward the woods. When we get to the trees, run.”
Baern sniffed the air. He recognized them. Those men shot the arrow into his shoulder last summer. A deep, low growl rose in his throat. “I’d prefer to kill them.”
“Don’t argue. They’ll have their arrows notched and sent before you get to them, and I’m not sure my magic can stop them.” She tugged on Baern’s fur. “Let’s go.”
The men pulled their bows forward and notched an arrow onto the sinew.
Lysia’s voice boomed across the meadow, and the words of a protection spell rolled from her lips.
They stopped and stared.
Luddy lowered his bow. “She’s a mage. Come on, Arlin, let’s get out of here.”
“You coward,” Arlin said with disgust. “So what? Look at her. She’s a child.”
“She may be, but she’s a Guardian child.”
Arlin scowled. “What are you talking about?”
Luddy pointed at the round silver disk that sparkled in the sun. “That pendant around her neck. I don’t care if she’s young. She’s a Guardian mage, and I’m getting out of here.”
Arlin ignored Luddy and released his arrow. Baern closed his eyes and grimaced. The arrow nicked the edge of Lysia’s spell and bounced harmlessly away. Arlin’s mouth dropped open in disbelief.
The other man yanked frantically on his horse’s reins. “I told you. Stay if you want, but you’ll get killed and eaten by that beast.”
Baern rose on his hind legs, stretched his massive paws wide, and roared. It wasn’t just any roar, but one that sent birds scattering into flight and rattled dry pine needles off the closest trees. The hunter’s horses bolted in fright as they crashed into each other, causing Arlin to drop his bow and grab his saddle horn. Both men held on tightly as their terrified mounts raced off up the trail.
Lysia and Baern watched them retreat. “Your magic held,” Baern said approvingly.
Lysia’s hands trembled as she searched Baern’s head for any wounds. “Ludager’s balls, Baern. Why didn’t you listen to me?”
He frowned. “I’m supposed to protect you, not the other way around.”
She put her dagger back into its scabbard and brushed her hands on her trousers. “It wouldn’t hurt at all if an arrow struck your hard head, you stubborn oaf.”
He ignored her. “Do you think they’ll come back?”
“I don’t think so. That was a good roar, by the way. It was you who scared them good.”
Baern’s eyebrows arched. “It wasn’t me. It was you and your pendant.”
Lysia held up her father’s medallion. “You think it had something to do with this?”
Baern snorted his agreement.
But why? Since she was a child, Amatia insisted Lysia practice casting simple spells until her words were perfect. All that time, her mother never mentioned Guardian magic or that Lysia possessed it. Amatia did not seem surprised when Baern appeared, and she and Guntram continued living as if it were entirely natural for her to talk to a bear.
There were other things as well. Amatia never wanted to discuss the Guardians or answer Lysia’s questions. Occasionally, during the long hours preparing potions and drying herbs, she caught her mother staring into the distance, a sadness etched on her face that betrayed a deep secret. There’s something Amatia is not telling me.

      [image: ]“What do you mean you have a half-Guardian son?” Lysia said, throwing her hands in the air.
Amatia reached forward to take her hand. “We’ll talk later.”
Lysia brushed it away. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
Her mother placed her elbows on the table and rested her chin on her hands. Her face was pale and drawn. “I was afraid you’d want to leave.”
“And go where?”
Guntram rose from his seat by the fire and stood behind Amatia, placing his hands on her shoulder. “It’s time she knew, Ama.”
Amatia’s face filled with sadness. She rose to collect the kettle that hung over the hearth. “I need a cup of tea.”
Guntram returned to the fire, leaving the discussion to the two women.
Amatia crushed mint leaves into the bottom of two ceramic mugs and filled them with hot water. She returned and set the cups on the table. “I was married to a Guardian before Guntram.”
“I know. He died in battle. You got me and married Guntram.”
“Yes. But before that, I had a son. Tadrun.”
Lysia was quiet for a moment. “Where is he?”
“Living with his grandfather at Dragonswold.”
Lysia set her teacup on the table. “You sent him away?”
“No. They came and took him.” Amatia’s eyes filled with tears.
Lysia glared at Guntram. “Why didn’t you stop them?”
“I was away with the wagon team, picking up supplies.”
“I’m glad he wasn’t here,” Amatia said. “They would have killed him, and I’d have lost them both.”
Her parents’ distress and pain shook her to her core. She had trusted Amatia and Guntram to protect her and tell the truth, but that childhood fantasy was shattered. Guntram, the aging soldier who now worked with wood rather than wielding a sword, could not protect Amatia and her son. Amatia, in turn, had not trusted her enough to confide in her. They were fragile and broken, and she could no longer expect them to take care of her. She was half-Guardian and possessed magic that frightened grown men. It was time for her to take care of them.
She took Amatia’s hand. “Why not visit him?”
Guntram sat in the chair next to his wife. “You think we haven’t considered going? Dragonswold has banned Amatia, and no matter how heavily armed I am, I wouldn’t make it past their borders. They shield them with magic and would know the instant I rode across.”
“I'm a half-blood, like Tadrun. Won’t the Guardians let me enter?”
The sadness in Amatia’s eyes deepened. “They know you’re here. I sent word not long after your father left, offering to bring you to his family. They don’t want you to come.”
“But they took Tadrun? I don’t understand.”
Amatia gazed into her mug. “His grandfather is the head of the Guardian Council. With his only son dead, Tadrun is his surviving heir.”
Lysia felt the blood rise to her cheeks. “Because he was a boy?”
“Partly.”
“What about my father, my grandparents?”
“I don’t know what happened to your father,” Amatia said. “Your grandparents may still be alive. Perhaps you can write to them.”
Lysia crossed her arms. “If they don’t want me, I’m not interested.”
Amatia and Guntram exchanged a glance. “It was a long time ago,” Guntram said. “Maybe they’ve changed their minds.”
“I don’t care,” Lysia said. “Tell me what happened to Tadrun. How old was he when they took him?”
Amatia clutched the warm mug against her chest. “Four.”
Lysia hated to cause her mother more distress, but she needed to know everything. “Tell me about Tadrun’s father.”
Amatia nodded and told her how she met Durmek, their courtship, the birth of Tadrun, and his father’s death. They continued until Lysia ran out of questions.
She stood and kissed her mother on the cheek. “I’m sorry, Ama.”
Amatia clasped Lysia’s hand and kissed her fingers. “I’m sorry, too.”
Lysia kissed Ama’s cheek. “Thank you for telling me,” she said and retreated to her bed in the corner. Sleep didn’t come, and she lay awake for hours watching shadows from the flickering fire dance on the ceiling.

      [image: ]Amatia remained in her chair in front of the hearth, her eyes distant and tea long grown cold. She shifted in her chair and stood stiffly, setting her mug on the table. She waited and listened. Convinced her daughter was asleep, she tiptoed to an old trunk in the cabin and lifted the lid. Her hands dug down among the resting winter woolens and extra blankets to the very bottom. She retrieved a packet wrapped in linen and cradled it against her breast.
Lysia heard her rise but gave no hint she was still awake. She watched her mother kneel at the back of the cabin and cry as she unwrapped the bundle. It was too dark for Lysia to see what it was. She considered going to comfort her, but didn’t want to disturb Amatia’s private grief.
Lysia’s thoughts were in turmoil. Were there more secrets? Was her father still alive? Her grandparents? Why were the hunters afraid of her? How can she learn more about her magic? She prayed to the gods that there would be no more surprises.






  
  Chapter three
Shadow from the Forest


Translucent gray eyes stared back from the frozen pond, and moonlight shimmered off her silver fur. Werla frowned. The reflection in the ice differed from the other wolves in her pack. Her mother assured her it was a special gift from her ancestors, but her father’s words were less comforting—humans who spot you stalking in the twilight will see nothing more than a mist rising off the river. Their superstitions will convince them they’ve seen a ghost. She grunted. If she were a wraith, so be it. She followed a familiar path back to the den, her questions unanswered. 
Something ancient and unexplainable stirred in her during the long, frozen winter. In her nightmares, Werla raced across smoky battlefields with wild-eyed ghost wolves who snapped at an unseen enemy. She whimpered and thrashed on the cave floor as dragons roared across the heavens. For centuries, their home at the base of the Gundervelt Mountains remained peaceful, the dragons long dead. The old stories of dragons and their allies fighting a brutal war came alive in her dreams. Why now? What did it mean? The oldest member of their pack, her grandfather, had no answers. He gazed at her through his rheumy eyes and told her what his grandfather had told him. They must stay vigilant and guard against an ancient evil that might someday return.
During the deepest part of winter, the dream repeated itself night after night. As spring approached, the image shifted. She stood alone among the trees, and the forest was silent. No birds stirred, no deer munched leaves, and no mice scurried on the forest floor. Every living creature within her dream world had become still. A young woman’s face appeared, motioning for her to come.
Werla woke and glanced around the den. The others were sleeping soundly, undisturbed by their dreams. Why her? Was it a message from the ancestors? She listened to the sounds of the early morning. A roaring wind rattled the bare branches just outside their underground chamber, and a persistent humming assaulted her ears. She shook her head in annoyance and approached the den opening. When she emerged, the humming stopped. She trotted to a rocky overlook. The early morning light played tricks along the forest's edge. Was that a young woman standing in the trees' shadows? She narrowed her eyes to make out the dim figure, but the image motioned to her and melted away. Her head thrummed with an uneasy sound—a strange magic was calling.

      [image: ]Werla’s mother gently nuzzled her neck while her grandfather and the rest of the pack watched stoically from a distance. “They’re sad to see you go,” her mothers said, “especially the young ones. They don’t understand.”
“I wish I could promise I’ll see them again, but I don’t know how far I need to travel or what will happen when I get there.” Werla returned her mother’s nuzzle and trotted toward her gathered family. Out of respect, she approached her grandfather first. “Grandfather, watch over them. I’ll return as soon as I can.”
His eyes misted. “You’ve been called, granddaughter. Represent our clan well and serve wisely.”
She bowed her head. “I will. I’ll miss you, and . . .” 
He nudged her toward the other gathered wolves, who encircled her, licking her nose and nuzzling her neck. 
Werla returned the nudges and kisses and retreated to the edge of the meadow. “Be well, and take good care of grandfather.” 
Eyes heavy with sadness watched her turn and trot into the forest. The early morning air left crisp patches on the grass, and snow clung to the ground within the shadows of the trees. Delicate milkmaids, the first flower of spring, dotted the trail. Inside the borders of her pack’s territory, she traveled in the open with no worries of being hunted. The Guardians protected their range within Dragonswold, and they did not hunt wolves. The elders shared stories of a time when dragons and wolves shared the mountain and treated each other as distant cousins. They even shared food and shelter. It was a bond spoken of with great awe and reverence. After all these centuries, the wolves still yearned for dragons to return to Dragonswold. Many believed wolves and dragons would soon reunite. Did her unsettled dreams have something to do with their prophesied return?
Upon leaving the safe boundaries of her home territory, she traveled along the high slopes of the eastern mountains, moving behind the cover of thick pine forests that lined the ridges. She discovered a few isolated hunter’s cabins and cautiously skirted rusting traps left in the dirt. It was early enough in the season that their chimneys were cold and windows dark. She spent a freezing, rainy night inside one of the vacant lodgings, curled up on an old wool blanket, trusting her nose and ears to warn if anyone approached.

      [image: ]Werla smelled him before she saw him and stopped to listen. A bear rummaged around the forest floor, pushing branches aside and shuffling through the duff. She let out a sigh of relief. At least it wasn’t a hunting party. She wasn’t sure which she hated more, men or bears. Both were loathsome creatures, and they smelled awful. She glanced toward the sound and spotted the bear in a small clearing, tearing at a rotten log. Good. He wouldn’t notice as she slipped around him. She raised her front paw and froze. What was she hearing? A voice? She searched the clearing for humans and saw no one. There it was again. Her ears pricked forward, and she confirmed that the gravelly voice belonged to the bear. What strange magic was this? Bears and wolves can’t speak to each other. Why in Oshar’s heavens would the ancestors want me to talk with one now? 
“Too early for berries,” the beast muttered. “Maybe there’s some acorns.”
She inched into the clearing to see him better, but not close enough for him to catch her if he charged. “Bear? Can you hear me?”
He rotated his head from side to side and searched for who had spoken. He spotted her and slapped the ground with his forepaws. “What do you want, wolf?”
Werla moved back a few paces. Bears didn’t tolerate wolves either. “This is very strange. I’ve never spoken to a bear before.”
His lip curled. “Say what you need and leave.”
“Aren’t you surprised?”
“No. I can speak with a human, so . . .”
“A human?” Werla interrupted. Was it possible? Had the gods sent them on the same mission? “A young woman?”
The bear scowled, and his eyes narrowed. “Who said anything about a woman?”
What could she say to gain his trust? “It’s a long story. I’m here because of a dream.”
“Dream?” He sat with a grunt. “Tell me.”
Werla circled closer but did not sit. “I’ve had dreams of a young woman who never speaks, but beckons for me to come.”
The bear snorted. “It’s a big forest. How did you make it here?”
“A buzzing in my head. It calmed when I headed south and became unbearable if I turned in any other direction.”
“Me too. I thought it was Grandmother Bear. Guess not.”
Werla shook her head. Weren’t bears dull and incapable of receiving wisdom from their elders? How did he arrive before me? “I need to speak with the girl. Will you take me to her?”
He shifted his weight from one side to the other. “Why?”
“She may be in danger.”
The bear’s forehead creased, and his eyes narrowed into tiny slits. “How do I know you haven’t come to harm her?”
Werla rolled her eyes and stepped closer. She could not believe she was having to justify her presence to a bear. Her lips curled. “Think bear. How could I have found you if I wasn’t supposed to be here?”
His lips curled. “Why does she need a wolf? She has me.”
Werla laughed. “You think that highly of yourself? How many attackers can you fend off? I see your limp. How fast and far can you run? Who defends her if you get hurt again?”
He curled his lips. “It might be good to have help. I sense something is wrong, but I don’t know what.”
“Then you believe me?”
“Maybe,” he snarled. “If you threaten her, I’ll break your back and throw you to the vultures.” He turned and crashed along a narrow path among the berry vines and willow trees.
Werla followed at a safe distance, shaking her head. The ancestors are out of their minds to send me to stand guard with a bear. What a nightmare. She followed him to a creek. They crossed and marched down the mountain.

      [image: ]Lysia balanced her staff against a willow tree and lowered herself to the ground with a satisfied grunt. She had done well today. The last several parries had crashed through her defenses because she was too stubborn to admit she was tired and needed a break. After the encounter with the hunters, Guntram insisted she start training. Amatia had fretted over her daughter’s bruises, but had not interfered with the mock battles. She wanted Lysia to prepare as well. Lysia shuddered. Her magic was enough that time, but what if it had been a larger hunting party? 
A blotchy purple bruise darkened on her arm, and her strained muscles complained as she removed her boots and leather leg bracers. She plopped them on the grass beside her and dunked her feet into the cool stream. Oshar’s sword! I’ll be battered to pieces before I figure out how to defend myself without magic.
Across the stream, twigs snapped, and birds twittered in alarm. Lysia jumped to her feet and clasped the hilt of her dagger as Baern emerged with a wolf close on his heels. “Baern,” she sputtered, “why are you with a wolf?”
Werla stepped around the bear and stepped onto the bank. “My name is Werla, and I wish to speak with you.”
Lysia rubbed her temples. Sweet Halia. Another animal that can talk.
“I heard the bear muttering to himself and thought it was odd I could understand. Then he told me he could speak with a human, and I asked him to bring me to you.”
“But why? How?”
“I’ve traveled a long way to find you,” Werla said. “The bear and I are on a common mission.”
“Did you run into any hunters? Are you injured?”
“No. Just tired from my journey.” Werla nodded at Baern. “I found my way here the same way he did.”
Lysia collapsed onto the riverbank and dipped her hands in the creek to splash her face. “I’m not sure what to think. Baern tells me he’s here to protect me. From what? Now you’re here? What’s going on?”
Werla trotted through the creek and sat at Lysia’s side. Baern stomped after her and plopped behind the wolf. She glanced over her shoulder and grimaced. “Do you have to sit so close?”
Baern’s eyes narrowed. “Yep.”
“If I were a danger to her, I’d have already pounced.” Werla tilted her head. What should I tell her? I followed my instincts here, and I don’t know why. Her eye caught the sunlight sparking on a pendant hanging around the young woman’s neck. “You’re a Guardian?”
“My father is, but I’ve never been to Dragonswold. I grew up here with my adopted parents.”
Why was a half-blood Guardian child with animal magic being raised outside of Dragonswold? She should be with her clan. “Did anyone from your father’s family come looking for you?”
“No. Why?”
Werla contemplated how much she should share. The bear had not told Lysia of the danger or that he had been called here because the ancestors feared for her life. This young woman knows nothing of her heritage or Dragonswold and their history with the dragons. This is not good.
“Did the people who raised you teach you about your father’s family?” Werla asked.
“Not much. I know that the ability to talk with animals is Guardian magic, inherited from my father.”
“That’s it?” Werla scowled at Baern. The stupid bear had no insight into the power of Lysia’s magic or the danger that approached. He’s sitting around waiting for trouble to find them. It was time to take charge. “There is a threat to your safety, and we need a plan. Soon.”
Lysia rubbed her hands. “I’m not defenseless. My father is teaching me to fight with a staff.”
Werla shook her head. “I’m not talking about a physical attack. It’s a threat of magic. The bear should have told you.”
“What do you mean?” Baern growled over her shoulder.
“She’s a Guardian,” Werla said curtly. “What about training her to use that magic?”
“Magic?” Baern huffed. “I’m not a mage. I can’t teach her that!”
“We’d better find someone who can.”
Lysia bristled. “I know how to throw a defense spell.”
Werla groaned and shook her head. It’s a good thing I found them. I can’t believe the potential heir to Dragonkeeper magic is living here in plain sight. Right now, she should be training in Dragonswold.

      [image: ]A stocky man with a scarred face and gray-peppered hair stepped onto the trail and drew his sword. Werla stopped abruptly and snarled. Baern stumbled into her. The grizzled man grabbed Lysia and pulled her to his side. He pointed the tip of his sword at Werla’s head.
Lysia raised her hands. “Guntram, stop. She’s come for me, just like Baern.”
Guntram did not lower his weapon. “How do you know?”
“We can talk.”
His sword dropped to his side. “Oh.”
Werla huffed. “Have him withdraw his weapon.”
“I’m safe, Guntram. Put that away.” She turned to Werla. “This is my father. He used to be a soldier and insists on having his sword with him, except when he sleeps. Then it’s under his pillow. He won’t harm you.”
Werla was uncertain. She remained on alert, her ears flattened, and her tail lowered. She relaxed when Guntram sheathed his sword.
Lysia pulled on her father’s arm. “Let’s go tell Ama.”
He blew out a long breath. “She’s not going to believe it.”

      [image: ]A long, low whistle startled Ama from her work. She brushed bits of dry sage from her palms and stood. The whistle sounded again. Guntram. She wiped her hands on her apron and scurried to the front porch. Her husband emerged from the forest trail at the end of their compound, followed by her daughter Lysia, Baern, and a wolf. Ama’s eyes narrowed. “Lysia. What are you . . .”
Lysia waved. “It’s alright, Ama. This is Werla. I can talk with her, just like Baern.”
Ama stepped off the porch and approached her daughter, glaring at Guntram. “Why did you allow . . .”
Guntram draped his arm around Ama’s shoulders. “It’s alright. Come inside and allow them to talk alone.” 
“But . . .” Ama glanced at the wolf.
“Ama. Stop. They’re fine. I’ll fix you some tea.” He coaxed her through the door and shoved her gently toward a chair. “Sit.”
She glanced over her shoulder and clasped her hands to keep them from shaking. “Guntram, she’s called a wolf to her. What next? I’m worried.”
He placed a teacup in front of her and returned to the fireplace to retrieve the kettle of hot water. “We can’t stop what the gods have started. You’ve always expected someone to come looking for her, and we both knew Baern’s arrival was a foreshadowing.”
Ama cradled the steaming teacup between her palms and sighed. The situation was worse than she imagined. I’ve postponed Lysia’s destiny but not changed it.

      [image: ]Werla paced while Lysia settled on a bench at the front of the barn. “Your mother is not happy I’m here.”
“It’s not that. It’s just . . . she was surprised.” Lysia dropped her fighting gear on the bench. “She’ll get used to it.” 
“If she’s comfortable with a bear, a wolf should be easy,” Werla said. She curled her lips and nodded toward Baern resting in the shade. “When did he get here?”
“Late last summer. He arrived with an arrow stuck in his shoulder, and I thought he was going to die.”
Werla glanced at the rotund bear sprawled in the shade. He looked healthy and content— too content. Was he having the same disturbing dreams and visions that she was? She would ask later. Right now, she wanted to learn more about Lysia.
They rested in the shade most of the afternoon. Werla asked a few questions and let the girl talk. Baern was either too dull to realize danger was not far away or had become complacent. Werla was not sure which. Based on the startled look she received from Amatia, she suspected Lysia’s mother knew more than she had shared with her daughter. They must have an idea that Lysia’s magic is rare. If Baern and I found her, others would as well. Lysia could not hide here forever. If history were to repeat itself, corrupt men would search for a way to regain power through dragon magic, and once word reached them, they would come for her.
Darkness came, and the air cooled. Lysia was called in for dinner, leaving them alone. Baern went into the woods to scrounge for grubs, and Werla’s hunger led her off to hunt. She followed a trail west and remained alert for any unusual sounds or smells. Her best hope was
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