
        
            
                
            
        



  



The Sprites

Sprites are small magical beings with delicate, fairy-like features and a deep connection to nature and the elemental forces of the world. Their appearance often reflects the environment in which they live, from the colors of their clothing to the shape and shimmer of their wings. Though they are tiny, sprites possess keen senses, ancient knowledge, and magical abilities far greater than their size might suggest. Most prefer to remain hidden from larger folk, revealing themselves only to trusted friends or creatures in need.

Air Sprites make their homes among the highest branches of the forest, where sunlight touches the leaves and the wind moves freely through the canopy. Their villages consist of small houses made from bark, curled leaves, woven grass, and flower petals. Narrow rope bridges connect their homes to nesting grounds, gardens, gathering platforms, and hidden watch posts. From these lofty settlements, the Air Sprites tend the trees and protect the creatures that shelter beneath their leaves.

Through gentle winds and whispered songs, Air Sprites carry pollen between distant blossoms and guide falling seeds toward fertile ground. They direct fresh air into the deepest and darkest parts of the woodland, clearing away smoke, rot, and harmful vapors. During dry seasons, they gather morning mist upon their wings and carry precious droplets to young plants. Their work is rarely noticed, yet much of the forest depends upon their quiet care.

Air Sprites are playful, curious, and fond of harmless mischief. They may hide a traveler’s hat among the branches, braid flowers into the mane of a sleeping deer, or imitate birdsong from an unseen perch. Their laughter sometimes drifts through the leaves upon a warm breeze, though few outsiders ever discover its source. Those who show kindness to the forest may occasionally catch a glimpse of silver wings flashing in the sunlight.

Despite their gentle nature, Air Sprites are fiercely protective when their homes or woodland companions are threatened. Their rangers patrol the outer canopy upon trained wrens, carrying tiny bows, thorn spears, and slender needle swords. They use speed, teamwork, and knowledge of the branches to overcome enemies many times their size. Anyone who mistakes an Air Sprite’s small stature for weakness may quickly learn that even the smallest blade can turn the tide.

 











  Prologue — The First Sealing



Long before the Air Sprites built their homes among the branches of the great oak, fire ruled the eastern ridge. Black smoke covered the sky from morning until night, hiding the sun behind a permanent veil of ash. Ash Goblin furnaces glowed inside every hollow of the mountain, fed by a strange ore that burned without wood. The goblins called the place the Crown of Embers.

The miners had discovered the ore deep beneath the ridge while searching for iron. Its black surface was crossed by red veins that pulsed with heat, as though a hidden flame lived inside the stone. A piece small enough to hold in one hand could burn for many days without becoming smaller. The Ash Goblins named it ember ore and believed it was a gift meant for them alone.

Their forges soon grew larger than their villages. Goblin smiths shaped stronger axes, harder armor, and blades that remained hot long after leaving the fire. Forests were cleared to make roads for iron carts, while streams were diverted to cool the furnaces. Every season, the shadow of the Crown spread farther across the land.

The Ash Goblin king demanded that his miners dig deeper. He wore a jagged crown of black iron and believed the power beneath the mountain would make him ruler of every woodland realm. When miners warned him that the lower tunnels were becoming too hot to enter, he sent prisoners in their place. Many never returned.

At last, the miners broke through a wall of red stone. Beyond it rested a vast chamber untouched by tools or torchlight. At its center floated a sphere of living fire surrounded by rings of black crystal. The ground trembled each time the burning sphere pulsed.

The goblin king called it the Ember Heart.

He ordered his smiths to build iron chains around the sphere. The first chain melted before it touched the flames, and the second burst apart in a shower of red sparks. The king did not retreat. He commanded his servants to forge stronger bindings and continued until the Heart finally answered him.

Fire swept through the chamber without burning the king. It entered his armor, flowed along the edges of his crown, and filled his eyes with crimson light. The goblins watching from the doorway fell to their knees. Their ruler emerged from the chamber no longer fearing sword, arrow, or flame.

With the Ember Heart feeding his forges, the Ash Goblin armies became nearly unstoppable. Their weapons cut through shields, their armor turned aside ordinary blades, and their burning machines shattered the walls of forest settlements. Villages fled westward before the smoke. The living forest began to die.

The first to resist were the elves of Wood Drow. Their root singers called walls of thorn and living wood across the goblin roads, slowing the iron carts. Woodland warriors attacked the supply lines beneath the cover of leaves. Yet even elven magic struggled against weapons forged with the power of the Heart.

The forest creatures soon joined the fight. Wrens carried messages between distant settlements, while squirrels chewed through leather straps and ropes holding goblin machines together. Great stags charged shield walls beneath the command of elven riders. Even the smallest creatures found ways to resist the spreading fire.

Among those defenders were the ancestors of the Air Sprites. They lived in scattered nests throughout the upper canopy and had not yet founded their village in the great oak. Their silver wings allowed them to pass above goblin patrols and through openings too small for any enemy to follow. They became the eyes and messengers of the forest alliance.

The war lasted through four seasons. Each victory cost the forest another stand of trees, and every defeat brought the Ash Goblins closer to the western lands. Smoke covered the stars, while red light shone from the ridge even during the darkest nights. The forest guardians understood that defeating the goblin army would not be enough.

The Ember Heart had to be sealed.

Seven root singers entered the ridge through a forgotten water tunnel. Air Sprites guided them through the upper shafts, while elven warriors fought in the tunnels below. Wrens carried silver cords, healing moss, and fragments of ancient stone into the mountain. Every member of the alliance played a part in reaching the lower chamber.

The goblin king waited beside the Heart. Flames covered his armor, and the black crown upon his head glowed like heated iron. He struck the stone with every step and filled the chamber with waves of unbearable heat. Three root singers fell before the others reached the central platform.

The eldest guardian carried no sword. She held a white staff grown from the first willow beside the Moonwell. When the goblin king attacked, she struck the staff against the ground and called upon every living root beneath the mountain. The forest answered.

Roots broke through stone and wrapped around the king’s arms and legs. Elven warriors pulled the black crown from his head, while Air Sprites cut the burning straps holding his armor together. The king fought until the Heart released a final burst of fire. Then the chamber collapsed around him.

The guardians could not destroy the Ember Heart. Its flame had existed beneath the ridge before the first tree grew and could not be extinguished by water, magic, or steel. Instead, they built seven seals around the chamber. Each one was formed from stone, living roots, silver water, and a fragment of the Heart’s own power.

The strongest seal was divided into several pieces. No single ruler, army, or people would possess enough power to open the chamber alone. One fragment was carried into the frozen northern mountains, another disappeared into the deep marshlands, and others traveled beyond the known forest. Their locations were hidden from all but a few sworn guardians.

The final fragment remained close to the eastern forest. Air Sprite messengers carried it beneath moonless skies to an ancient oak growing west of the ridge. The root singers buried the red stone deep beneath its heart-root and placed layers of living wood around it. Over time, the tree grew until its branches towered above the forest.

The guardians planted no marker over the hiding place. They erased every path leading toward it and allowed the forest to reclaim the ground. Only a small bronze map recorded the location of the divided seals. The map was broken into pieces and entrusted to different peoples.

Without the Heart’s power, the goblin forges cooled. Rivers flooded the lower mines, roots crushed the iron tracks, and the remaining Ash Goblins fled beyond the eastern ridge. Green leaves slowly returned to the burned land. The Crown of Embers became a place spoken of only in warnings and old songs.

Generations passed.

The ancient oak became the greatest tree in the eastern forest. Wrens nested among its branches, animals sheltered inside its roots, and Air Sprites built homes across its vast canopy. Rope bridges connected leaf houses, watch posts, and gathering platforms hidden high above the forest floor.

Few remembered what lay beneath the heart-root. The ancient maps faded, the guardians became stories, and the Crown of Embers disappeared beneath stone and tangled roots. Even the Air Sprites believed the great oak had always been only a home. The red fragment slept beneath them without sound or light.

Peace settled over the forest.

Children laughed across the bridges while wrens sang from the nesting grounds. Rangers guarded the outer canopy, though most expected to face nothing more dangerous than a snake, hawk, or sudden storm. The eastern ridge remained dark and silent beyond the trees.

Then, one spring morning, iron struck stone beneath the mountain.

A crack opened inside a tunnel sealed for countless years. Red light spilled across the face of an ancient door, and warm air moved through passages long filled with dust. Somewhere beneath the ridge, the Ember Heart pulsed once.

The roots of the great oak trembled.

High above the forest floor, a young Air Sprite ranger named Tara Littleton stood upon an eastern branch beside her battle wren. She was no taller than a pine cone, with red hair, green armor, and silver wings shining in the morning sunlight. She closed her eyes and listened to the wind.

At first, the breeze carried only blossoms, damp moss, and fresh leaves.

Then the scent changed.

Smoke and iron moved through the canopy from the east.

The forest had remembered its oldest enemy.





  Chapter I – The Air Sprites



High above the forest floor, where sunlight touched the tallest leaves and the wind moved freely through the branches, the Air Sprites made their homes. Their villages were hidden within the crowns of ancient oaks, pines, and maples, safely concealed from creatures that wandered below. Small houses formed from bark, woven grass, and curled leaves rested in the forks of massive limbs. Narrow rope bridges connected the homes, watch posts, nesting grounds, and gathering platforms of the village.

The Air Sprites lived in harmony with the forest and considered themselves its caretakers rather than its rulers. They carried seeds to empty clearings, guided pollen between distant blossoms, and tended young plants damaged by storms or animals. They also watched over birds, insects, and the countless other creatures that depended upon the trees for shelter. Every sprite was taught that the forest would care for them only as long as they cared for it in return.

Most creatures never saw the Air Sprites, even when one was nearby. A flash of silver wings could easily be mistaken for sunlight reflecting from a leaf, while a soft voice might sound like birdsong upon the breeze. The sprites preferred to remain hidden from strangers who might capture them or destroy their homes. They revealed themselves only to trusted friends or to those in desperate need of their help.

Among the guardians of the eastern forest was a young ranger named Tara Littleton. She was slender even for an Air Sprite, with a small frame built for speed, balance, and agility. When standing upright, she was no taller than a fully grown pine cone, yet she carried herself with the confidence of a far larger warrior. Her long silver wings shimmered in the sunlight, their delicate veins resembling frost upon a winter window.

Tara’s red hair was the color of autumn leaves and fell around her face in loose, wind-tossed strands. She had tried countless times to tie it back, but the stubborn locks always worked themselves free before the end of her patrol. Her eyes were a clear forest green, alert and constantly searching for the smallest sign of danger. Even while resting, Tara rarely allowed anything around her to escape her notice.

She wore fitted green leather armor crafted from treated leaves and the softened hide of small forest animals. The material had been rubbed with oils and tree sap until it became flexible enough to move with her body while still offering protection. Small plates of polished beetle shell guarded her shoulders, forearms, and chest without adding unnecessary weight. A short cloak made from overlapping leaves rested between her wings and helped her blend into the canopy.

At Tara’s side hung a thin needle sword made especially for a warrior of her size. The narrow silver blade was light enough to wield while flying but strong enough to pierce leather, feathers, and the weak joints of an armored enemy. Green thread had been wound tightly around the hilt, giving her a secure grip even during rain or heavy wind. Near the base of the blade, a tiny silver leaf had been engraved as the mark of the sprite who forged it.

Tara was a ranger of the Air Sprites, trained to patrol the outer canopy and guard the nesting grounds. She inspected hidden pathways, watched for approaching predators, and carried warnings between the distant villages of the forest. Rangers were often the first to encounter danger and sometimes the only protection a remote nest or settlement had. It was a dangerous calling, but Tara had never wished to be anything else.

Though still young, she had already earned the respect of many older rangers. She had driven a tree snake away from a sprite nursery, rescued two young wrens during a summer storm, and guided an injured patrol through a swarm of hunting bats. Some elders believed she acted too quickly and took risks that a wiser ranger might avoid. Even they admitted, however, that Tara had never abandoned anyone who depended upon her.

The morning began like any other spring morning in the eastern canopy. Warm sunlight poured through the branches of the great oak, turning beads of dew into tiny shining jewels. Fresh leaves covered the limbs in soft shades of green, while white blossoms opened along the youngest branches. The air smelled of damp bark, wildflowers, and the rich soil far below.

Tara moved lightly along one of the oak’s upper limbs as she began her morning patrol. Her boots made almost no sound against the bark, and her wings opened occasionally to steady her whenever the breeze shifted. She paused at every watch post, hidden bridge, and nesting hollow marked upon her patrol route. Nothing appeared damaged, disturbed, or out of place.

Wrens sang from branches throughout the canopy, filling the morning with cheerful music. Some perched beside their nests while others darted between the leaves in search of insects. Several younger birds chased one another around the oak, practicing sharp turns and sudden dives beneath the watchful eyes of their parents. Their quick brown shapes moved through the sunlight like leaves caught in a playful wind.

To most creatures, wrens were merely small birds with bright eyes, brown feathers, and surprisingly powerful voices. To the Air Sprites, however, they were trusted companions, loyal mounts, and fierce allies in battle. Sprites and wrens had lived beside one another for so many generations that no one remembered exactly how their friendship had begun. The oldest songs claimed they had first become allies during a great fire that threatened to destroy the entire forest.

Although Air Sprites possessed wings of their own, they were lightly built and unable to carry heavy burdens. Their silver wings gave them remarkable speed and allowed them to slip between closely spaced branches, but long journeys could quickly exhaust them. Strong storms and violent crosswinds were especially dangerous for sprites traveling alone. A sudden gust could carry one far from the safety of the canopy.

The wrens provided the strength, endurance, and weight the sprites lacked. A trained battle wren could carry a fully armed ranger through rain, wind, and thick tangles of branches. The birds used their beaks, claws, and powerful wings to defend their riders from predators and enemy warriors. In return, the sprites guarded the wrens from arrows, hidden traps, and attacks that came from behind.

Tara’s own battle wren was named Thunder. He followed her from branch to branch, hopping when she walked and taking to the air whenever she glided across a gap. Thunder was broader through the chest than most wrens, with powerful wings hidden beneath ordinary brown and gray feathers. Pale markings above his eyes gave him a fierce expression, even when he was only searching for a morning seed.

A tiny green leather saddle rested securely between Thunder’s wings. Thin reins passed loosely along his neck, while light plates of beetle shell protected his chest and the upper portions of his wings. The armor had been carefully shaped so it would not interfere with his movement or slow him in flight. Two small saddlebags contained emergency supplies, including bandages, dried seeds, and a curled snail-shell signal horn.

Thunder had been trained since hatching for scouting, rescue, and battle. He understood dozens of spoken commands, hand signals, and movements of Tara’s knees against the saddle. He was brave, loyal, and stubborn enough to ignore Tara whenever he believed she was leading them into unnecessary danger. He was also unusually fond of honey-coated sunflower seeds and could detect one from several branches away.

Tara stopped beside a hollow carved into the side of the great oak. Inside was a small ranger watch post containing emergency arrows, dried food, rope, and a signal horn. She checked the supplies and examined the entrance for signs that anyone had visited during the night. Everything remained exactly where it belonged.

She continued toward the eastern side of the oak and crossed a narrow bridge woven from grass and spider silk. The bridge swayed beneath her weight, though it was strong enough to carry several armored sprites at once. Below her stretched an enormous drop filled with leaves, branches, and shifting patches of sunlight. Tara crossed without hesitation, having traveled the same path nearly every morning since becoming a ranger.

A nesting hollow waited on the opposite side of the bridge. Inside, three newly hatched wrens lifted their heads and opened their beaks as Tara approached. Their mother perched nearby, watching the ranger with bright and cautious eyes. Tara found a small beetle beneath a curled leaf and placed it beside the nest before continuing her patrol.

The sun had risen higher by the time Tara reached the end of the easternmost branch. From there, she could see across much of the forest, its treetops rolling toward the horizon like a vast green sea. Ancient oaks rose above younger maples and birches, while dark pines stood among them like narrow towers. Somewhere beyond those trees lay the eastern boundary of Air Sprite territory.

Tara rested one hand against the branch and closed her eyes. Rangers were trained to experience the forest with more than sight alone. The snapping of a twig, the sudden silence of insects, or a frightened call from a distant bird could reveal dangers hidden by the leaves. Even the wind carried messages for those patient enough to listen.

A warm breeze moved over Tara and stirred her red hair. At first, it carried the familiar scents of blossoms, damp moss, and newly opened leaves. Then the wind shifted and brought something unfamiliar from the eastern trees. Tara opened her eyes as the faint smell reached her.

Smoke.

It was mixed with the cold scent of iron and the rich odor of freshly disturbed earth. The smell lasted only a moment, but it was enough to send a chill through Tara’s slender body. No cooking fires were permitted near the eastern boundary, and the morning had been too calm for lightning. Smoke in that part of the forest could mean only danger.

Thunder stopped singing and lowered himself against the branch. His feathers rose along the back of his neck while his dark eyes fixed upon the distant trees. One by one, the nearby wrens also fell silent until their cheerful calls had vanished from the canopy. Even the squirrels paused and listened.

Tara placed her hand upon the hilt of her needle sword. She studied every opening between the eastern branches but saw no flames, smoke clouds, or approaching creature. No warning horn sounded from the nearest watch post, and no ranger flew from the trees to meet her. Everything looked peaceful, yet the forest had suddenly become unnaturally still.

The wind shifted again, and the strange scent disappeared. Slowly, the ordinary sounds of the morning returned as insects resumed buzzing and wrens began calling to one another. Thunder remained tense, his body low and his feathers raised. Tara stroked the side of his neck with one hand.

“You smelled it too,” she whispered.

Thunder answered with a quiet and uneasy chirp. His gaze remained fixed upon the eastern canopy as though he expected something to emerge from the leaves. Tara had learned long ago to trust his instincts, especially when they agreed with her own. Whatever had caused the scent was still somewhere ahead of them.

The forest had many voices, and its warnings were not always loud. It spoke through the bending of branches, the alarm cries of birds, and the changing direction of the wind. At times, it spoke through the absence of every ordinary sound. Rangers who ignored such warnings rarely remained rangers for long.

Tara resumed her patrol but moved more slowly than before. She searched the moss for footprints, examined the bark for claw marks, and checked the branches for broken twigs or loose feathers. Nothing suggested that a large creature had passed through the oak. Even so, the feeling of being watched followed her eastward.

Thunder remained close as Tara moved along the outer limbs. His head turned constantly, and his wings opened whenever the leaves shifted unexpectedly. The morning sunlight still shone warmly through the canopy, but the forest no longer felt peaceful. Every shadow appeared deeper, and every distant movement drew Tara’s attention.

To steady herself, Tara began to sing an old ranger’s song called The Forest Speaks. Her mother had taught it to her when Tara had been young enough to sleep inside an acorn shell. Air Sprite rangers sang the song before long journeys and dangerous patrols. It reminded them why they fought and taught them to listen to the land they had sworn to protect.

The Forest Speaks

Morning wakes on silver wings,
Where sunlight crowns the trees,
And every branch begins to sing
Its secrets to the breeze.

Above the roots, beneath the sky,
Where ancient oak limbs roam,
The wind is my road, forever wide,
And the leaves are my home.

Tara’s clear voice drifted between the branches and blended with the whispering leaves. Thunder followed beside her, occasionally adding a cheerful chirp of his own. The familiar melody eased some of the tension from Tara’s shoulders, though her hand remained near her sword. She continued toward the eastern boundary while watching every shadow ahead.

Though my sword is small,
And the night is deep and wide,
Even the smallest blade
Can turn the tide.

Tara spread her silver wings and glided across a wide gap between two limbs. The sunlight caught them as she flew, surrounding her with a brief shimmer of silver light. She landed softly on the opposite branch and continued singing without missing a word. Thunder crossed behind her with two powerful beats of his wings.

I fight so others may live in peace
Beneath the branches high,
Where children laugh and wrens may sing
Under an open sky.

Tara had nearly reached the final verse when something flickered beneath the distant leaves. She stopped singing and lowered herself against the branch. At first, she believed she had seen sunlight reflecting from the wing of a bird. Then the movement appeared again several branches farther east.

The shape was dark and broad, and it traveled against the wind. It vanished whenever it reached an opening in the canopy and returned beneath the thickest clusters of leaves. Whatever it was appeared to be deliberately avoiding the sunlight. Tara narrowed her eyes and moved to the edge of the branch.

A cluster of leaves shook in the distance. Several finches suddenly burst from the canopy and fled westward without circling their nests or calling to one another. A group of squirrels followed, racing across the branches with their tails raised in alarm. Behind them, a heavy limb dipped beneath the weight of something Tara could not see.

“Thunder,” she called.

A sharp chirp answered from a lower branch. Tara turned and ran, her small boots striking the bark in quick and nearly silent steps. She leapt across a deep crack and ducked beneath a hanging curtain of moss. When the branch narrowed beneath her, she opened her wings and glided over it without slowing.

Thunder waited at the end of the limb with his wings partly spread. Tara caught the front of his saddle and swung herself onto his back in one practiced motion. She placed her boots in the tiny stirrups and fastened the leather straps across her legs. Her silver wings folded into the open spaces behind the saddle.

“Eastern canopy,” Tara said as she gathered the reins. “Quickly, but quietly.”

Thunder launched himself from the branch with a powerful beat of his wings. They plunged through the outer leaves of the great oak and burst into open air. The warm crosswind struck Tara’s face, pulling at her hair and rattling the scabbard against her hip. She leaned low over Thunder’s back as he turned toward the disturbance.

Rather than flying directly with the wind, Thunder approached from the side. The crosswind made the journey more difficult, but it prevented their scent and the sound of his wings from carrying ahead of them. Tara kept one hand on the reins and rested the other upon the hilt of her needle sword. Her eyes searched every shadow between the branches.

“There,” Tara whispered.

A dark shape moved beneath the leaves and vanished behind a heavy limb. Thunder changed direction immediately and dropped lower into the canopy. They flew between branches and twisting vines, using the foliage to conceal their approach. Tara shifted with every turn until rider and wren appeared to move as one creature.

A thick branch suddenly rose ahead of them. Thunder banked sharply, then beat his wings and climbed toward the sunlight. Tara recognized the maneuver and tightened her knees against the saddle. Thunder folded one wing and rolled into a smooth loop through the air.

For a heartbeat, Tara hung upside down beneath the blue sky. Her red hair streamed above her head while the green forest turned below. The saddle straps held her securely as Thunder completed the loop. He then dropped behind a screen of budding leaves on the far side of the branch.

The maneuver carried them above and around the hidden intruder without revealing their approach. Thunder opened his wings at the final moment and landed silently on a broad limb. Tara raised one hand, signaling him to remain still. From their position, they could look down into the disturbed section of the canopy.

Something moved beneath them.

Branches groaned beneath its weight, and fresh leaves tore as it forced its way forward. Tara heard wood scrape against metal, followed by a heavy impact that made the limb beneath Thunder’s claws tremble. Whatever traveled through the forest was far larger than a sprite. It showed no concern for the damage it left behind.

Tara carefully parted the leaves in front of her. Through the gaps, she saw only pieces of the intruder: a broad shadow, a flash of dull iron, and something long dragging across the bark. The shape disappeared behind another limb before she could identify it. Thunder’s feathers rose beneath her legs.

The scent of smoke returned, stronger than before. It was not the gentle smoke of an Air Sprite cooking fire or the sweet fragrance of herbs burning inside a healer’s chamber. This smoke was thick, bitter, and oily. Beneath it lingered the smells of metal, sweat, and scorched wood.

“I feel it too,” Tara whispered.

Thunder answered with a low chirp but did not move. Tara slowly drew her needle sword, allowing the thin silver blade to slide silently from its sheath. A narrow beam of sunlight touched its edge before she lowered it into the shadows.

Every lesson Tara had been taught urged her to return to the village and summon the other rangers. A lone scout was supposed to observe danger, carry a warning, and wait for support. Tara knew those rules had saved many lives. She also knew she could not give a useful warning without first learning what had entered their territory.

Thunder stepped carefully onto a lower branch. Tara guided him forward with slight movements of her knees, avoiding the use of the reins whenever possible. Leaves brushed against Tara’s armor and caught briefly in her red hair. She barely noticed them as she searched for another glimpse of the intruder.

A shadow passed directly beneath her.

Tara stopped breathing.

For one brief moment, she saw a metal edge, a leather-wrapped handle, and a hand far larger than any sprite’s gripping the branch below. The skin was rough and scarred, and dark soot covered the thick fingers. Then the hand disappeared as the figure continued eastward.

Tara remained frozen until the leaves stopped trembling. Thunder looked back at her, his dark eyes wide but steady. Somewhere beyond the next cluster of branches, wood cracked beneath another heavy step. The sound was followed by the frightened cries of fleeing birds.

The forest had spoken.

Now Tara intended to discover what had frightened it.


 























  Chapter II – The Mark of Iron


Tara remained motionless upon Thunder’s back as the heavy figure moved beneath them. Her needle sword rested across her knees, its narrow blade hidden within the shadow of the leaves. Another branch groaned below, followed by the scrape of metal against bark. Whatever had entered the eastern canopy was climbing toward the great oak.

Thunder shifted his claws against the branch, but Tara placed a calming hand upon his neck. His feathers remained raised, and a low vibration trembled through his small body. Thunder had faced snakes, hawks, and violent storms without hesitation, yet the scent rising from below clearly frightened him. Tara felt the same warning tightening inside her chest.

She leaned forward and carefully separated two leaves with the tip of her sword. Through the narrow opening, she saw the intruder climbing along a thick branch twenty wing-lengths below. Iron hooks had been fastened to its hands and boots, allowing it to grip the bark with every movement. A heavy leather pack rested across its broad shoulders and released thin curls of dark smoke.

The creature was shorter than a human but still enormous compared with a sprite. Its hunched body was covered in patched leather, rough fur, and pieces of rusted iron armor. Gray-green skin showed between the plates, while two pointed ears extended from beneath a dented helmet. A wide mouth filled with crooked yellow teeth opened as the creature breathed heavily through the climb.

Tara recognized it from the drawings preserved in the ranger hall.

It was an Ash Goblin.

The Ash Goblins lived beyond the eastern ridge in a region scarred by old fires and abandoned mines. They dug iron from the hills, burned trees to fuel their furnaces, and left the ground poisoned wherever they settled. Most avoided the living forest because they feared its magic and the creatures protecting it. Tara had never expected to see one so deep within Air Sprite territory.

The goblin stopped beneath a young branch and pulled a black iron spike from its belt. It drove the spike into the bark with a small hammer, causing the limb to shudder. After securing the spike, the creature tied a strip of red cloth around it. A strange black symbol had been painted upon the cloth: a circle crossed by three jagged lines.

Tara had seen similar marks near the borders of burned woodland. Ash Goblins used them to identify paths, valuable trees, and locations chosen for attack. The mark upon the branch was not a warning to keep others away. It was a sign meant to guide those who would follow.

The goblin continued climbing, dragging the smoking pack behind it. Wherever the pack brushed the bark, a dark oily stain remained. Small insects fled from the smell, and fresh leaves curled at the edges as the smoke passed over them. Tara tightened her grip upon the hilt of her sword.

She needed to return to the village and sound the alarm. A single Ash Goblin was dangerous, but the trail markers suggested that more were coming. The eastern watch posts might already have been discovered or destroyed. Every moment Tara remained hidden gave the enemy more time to approach her home.

Then she heard a faint chirp from inside the goblin’s pack.

The sound was weak, frightened, and quickly silenced. Thunder heard it as well and lifted his head sharply. Tara listened until another muffled chirp escaped through the smoke-stained leather. Something alive had been trapped inside.

The goblin climbed onto a broad platform formed by several interwoven branches. It removed the pack and dropped it heavily against the trunk. A frightened fluttering came from within, followed by the scrape of tiny claws. The goblin grinned and struck the side of the pack with the back of its hand.

“Quiet, little singer,” it growled. “You will call your winged masters when I tell you.”

Tara felt anger rise within her, hot and immediate. The goblin had captured a wren and intended to use its cries as bait. Any ranger hearing a wounded bird would hurry toward it, unaware that an enemy was waiting nearby. The Ash Goblin had not wandered into the forest by accident.

Tara looked toward the west, where the hidden village lay among the branches of the great oak. She could leave, summon the other rangers, and return with enough warriors to overwhelm the intruder. By then, however, the captured wren might be dead or carried deeper into danger. The goblin could
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