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The Green Binds All

Traditional Druid Folk Song of Erthea



The green binds all, from stone to tree,
From star to stream, from wind to me.
It hears the cry, it knows the call,
It mends the wound, it breaks the fall.
The roots run deep where spirits dwell,
Beneath the moss, the fern, the well.
Speak soft your name, the land will hear—
The veil is thin, the dead are near.
O fire that danced in ash and bone,
O storm that carved the standing stone,
We walk in step with those before—
One breath, one path, forevermore.
So bless the rain, and bless the flame,
And bless the child who bears our name.
The green binds all—it does not break.
And in its arms, we all shall wake.
Optional funeral verse:
Sleep now, soul, in root and dew,
The world shall turn, and so shall you.
The green binds all, and never ends—
In death, in life, in kin, in friends.



By Flame and Sky

Traditional Atheran Song of Oath and Passage



By flame and sky, by stone and star,
We stand as one, no matter how far.
The world may break, the void may rise,
But oath and light shall not disguise.
Let fire judge what lies within.
Let wind erase forgotten sin.
Let crystal mark the soul we keep—
And silence guard the secrets deep.
One step, one breath, one thread of fate—
We walk the line and bear the weight.
So call us home or cast us wide—
Still flame and sky shall be our guide.


Chapter 1: Vivienne

“Bree, we’ve made it.” Vivienne Valeran pulled back the hood of her long black cloak, revealing her blonde hair, blue eyes bright with excitement. She grinned at her younger sister.

The floating islands of Estralia hovered in the vast expanse between the World Below and Atheria. Massive chunks of earth and stone suspended in air; their edges jagged where they had broken free from Erthea thousands of years ago. Wispy clouds drifted between them, and sunlight glinted off crystalline formations embedded in their undersides. Since their discovery decades back, they served as a line of defence between the three worlds and provided a home to the wardens of Estralia: skilled fighters and magic users who guarded the boundaries between realms, protecting innocent lives from creatures that slipped through the cracks between worlds.

Bree shivered from where she sat on her horse, her red hair catching the sunlight as she surveyed the islands. “It’s strange being back here.”

“I know. This place holds so many memories.” Vivi squeezed her sister’s hand, thoughts drifting to Diego teaching her to fly, soaring through clouds with his arms secure around her waist.

“Vivi, are you sure you want this?” Bree raised her brows. “I’m not sure they’ll let you in once they know who you are.”

“Don’t worry, I’ve got papers with a new identity.” Vivi patted her pack. “Here I’ll be Vivienne Rivers, from Andovia. A normal person. Not Vivienne Valeran, the Archdruid’s daughter.”

Being Rhiannon Valeran’s daughter meant living under constant scrutiny. The Archdruid stood as the highest spiritual authority on Erthea. Her word was law. Even kings deferred to her.

Bree looked unconvinced. “If Mama finds out —”

Vivi scowled. “She won’t. As far as she knows, we’re still travelling. As long as we check in, she won’t question it.”

“It’s harder to get past Mama than you think.” Bree glanced towards the floating islands. “You’ve heard the rumours, haven’t you?”

Vivi adjusted her pack. “Which ones?”

“About the breaches. Something’s getting through. They found a patrol drained last month near the southern cliffs. Not killed — emptied. No wounds. No magic left.”

Vivi’s hand froze.

“People are whispering again. Saying it’s the wraiths.”

“I thought they were sealed.”

“So did the council. But Mama’s been getting messages. Quiet ones. She’s scared. And she never shows it unless there’s reason.”

Mist curled between the islands, catching the morning light like spun glass. Yet the air carried a strange chill, whispering of things unseen. “Then we keep our heads down. Stay hidden.”

Bree’s voice dropped. “If this really is the wraiths again, hiding won’t be enough.”

Vivi nodded. It felt strange returning since the portals closed two years ago. The last time she’d been here, Diego had been beside her. She pushed away the memory of what came after — the creature’s claws, the scream, the way the void had opened and swallowed him whole.

“You alright?” Bree asked.

“I’m not the one who lost someone I loved.” Bree reached out and squeezed Vivi’s hand. “Must be worse for you, which is why I don’t understand why you want to be here.”

“Being a warden was always my dream. And Diego...” Her heart ached just thinking about him.

They had been friends since she was ten, since their first meeting in Atheria. He had understood her in a way no one else could.

The warden council had rejected him as they thought him void-touched, tainted. So she had cast a spell to remove the void essence from his blood.

Diego hadn’t wanted her to. She’d done it anyway.

The spell had bound them together, creating a connection that allowed her to sense his presence, his emotions, even across great distances.

When Bree had ventured into the Forbidden City and been attacked, Diego had fought the beast. In the struggle, he had been knocked into a void and plummeted into the World Below. She had searched everywhere possible, but the World Below remained inaccessible, surrounded by wild magic that tore apart most who tried to pass through.

Everyone assumed Diego dead, but she’d never believed that. The connection between them, though faint, had never broken.

“He was more than a friend, or else you wouldn’t have kissed him.” Bree grinned.

Vivi winced. “I don’t know if we could have been more than friends. I never got the chance to find out.”

“You still care about him.”

“Of course I do. I always will.” She looked away. “That’s why I’ve come back. I need closure. I’m not giving up on our dream. We always wanted to be wardens together, to protect people from the monsters that prey on them. I’m still going to do that.”

Vivi glanced over her shoulder, a habit developed since planning this secret journey. Her hand drifted to the forged papers in her pack as she imagined her mother’s reaction if she discovered what Vivi planned. Her mother would go ballistic if she found out.

“Come on, let’s get to the tavern. We can sleep there before I head to the island tomorrow.”

Bree had been tight-lipped about her own plans but had insisted on accompanying Vivi to Estralia. “I might go back to the academy, finish out my term there.”

“So what are you planning?” Vivi arched a brow.

“I haven’t decided yet. Not going to try and become a warden, if that’s what you’re worried about. I promise.”

“You can do anything your heart desires. As Papa always says.”

“Except Mama won’t let me do anything. It took months for her to even agree to let me join the academy. I’m not going home any time soon.” Bree scowled. “She’s been suffocating me ever since the attack.”

“She’s trying to protect us. That’s what mothers do.” Though Vivi couldn’t help but agree. Their mother, Rhiannon, had always been fiercely protective, perhaps too much. The attack on Bree had only intensified her vigilance.

“She’s suffocating all of us,” Bree said. “You’re too scared to tell her your plans. No wonder Briar wanders round flirting and sleeping with women all the time.”

“I don’t think Mama knows what to do with him.” Vivi chuckled. “You never told him where we’re headed, did you?”

“I’m not that stupid. The last thing we need is our brother following after us again.”

“I’ll meet you at the tavern later.”

“Where are you going?” Bree tilted her head.

“To the spot where Diego fell.”

“But the city has been sealed off. No one is allowed to go there.”

“Just part of the void. I need to remember him by being close to the edge.”

“I’ll come with you,” Bree offered.

“No, I need to do this alone.”

Vivi rode off in the opposite direction. The wind pulled at her cloak as she dismounted, boots crunching on the moss-covered stones. The ancient steps led downward towards the edge of the island, where mist hung thick, swirling like smoke.

A patch of bare earth caught her eye. No grass, no moss. Just scorched stone.

She stepped closer. A spiral had been burned into the ground — dark, charred lines curling inward. Fresh. Too precise to be natural.

Her fingers brushed her pack, checking for the crystal shard she still carried. It throbbed once — faint, but certain.

Her magic stirred, uneasy. The same sensation she’d felt during the ritual with Diego pulsed in her blood now. Cold. Watching.

This wasn’t just void energy. It was something older.

She moved towards the cliff edge, following the path where the land dropped away into open sky.

Steps led down to some of the smaller floating islands, which sat much further away than during her last visit. She should have travelled by dragon instead of the horses she had bought two days earlier.

Standing at the edge of the steps, Vivi took a deep breath. The wild magic wasn’t strong here until closer to the World Below. Safe enough to use her powers.

She transported out. Her body turned into a silver orb and whisked her away to the furthermost outcrop of an island.

The air grew colder, with a strange metallic taste. Swirls of dark energy twisted through the air like smoke, leaving trails of glittering dust. The stone beneath her feet hummed with discordant energy.

This was where she’d found Bree under attack, where she lost Diego.

She fingered the silver pendant that Diego had made for her. A small disc with intricate etchings of flames and wings intertwined. The last gift he’d given her before his fall.

Vivi knelt and touched the island’s surface.

Tears stung her eyes. Her chest tightened.

In the past years, she’d done everything possible to find him. Read every text, sought people from both worlds, tried entering places that bordered the chasm between worlds. Nothing had worked.

She placed her pendant on the ground. “Goodbye, Diego.” She wiped her tears. “I hope you’re at peace now. I hope somewhere, somehow, you found your way to a better place. You deserved better than what happened. You were trying to save Bree, save all of us and it cost you everything.”

The sense of peace vanished, replaced by anger. Anger at the beast that had injured her sister and taken Diego from her. She never found the monster despite weeks of searching.

Flames danced across her fingertips. As a druid, fire was her element, her strength.

The magic coursed through her. Her power wanted to flow free, to unleash the anger she’d in for so long.

The entire floating island trembled. With one thought she could blow them all apart. Destroy them until they became nothing but specks of dust.

“Why did you take him from me?” she screamed into the void. “Why?”

She had hoped for peace, but the anger remained.

She picked up her pendant and closed her free hand.

One by one the floating islands moved closer, forming stepping stones below.

Vivi jumped over them one by one until she reached the ground.

This place pressed against her skin. Strange whispers rose from the darkness, just at the edge of hearing. Shadows moved where nothing should move.

In the distance stood the spiralling towers of the Forbidden City close to the World Below.

She stared at her pendant, then tossed it onto the ground and pulled out her dagger.

Druids remembered the dead by shedding blood. She pricked a finger and drops fell onto her pendant. “I’m sorry, Diego. I’m sorry I couldn’t save you. I wish you’d come back to me.”

The breeze shifted, sharp and cold against her skin.

A pattern caught her eye. Charred spirals blackening the grass around her. She hadn’t drawn them, hadn’t seen them before.

She crouched and ran a finger across the edge of the nearest mark. Ash flaked off in a perfect curl.

Something shimmered in the dirt. She brushed it free. A sliver of bone-white crystal, carved with unfamiliar lines. It pulsed faintly, then went still.

She slipped it into her pouch, heart thudding.

The air thickened. Something unseen pressed at the edge of her senses. Not watching — waiting.

“Just wind,” she whispered. But the grass lay still.

Drip, drip, drip.

As the third drop hit the pendant, a faint blue glow emanated from the silver. The pendant trembled, then spin on the ground.

She wiped at her finger. The ground beneath her trembled. She stumbled as a vortex of energy swirled around her pendant.

The air crackled with power, raising the hairs on her arms. Light blinded her, and she covered her eyes.

Something landed with a loud thud before her.

Vivi lowered her arms.

A muscular man lay there with short black hair, wearing a dark tunic and grey trousers.

“Holy spirits.” She covered her mouth. “Diego, is that you?”

It seemed impossible. Diego had been gone for two years.

How could he be back, and why now?

She’d searched for him countless times. But it was him. More muscular and powerful than before. The scar above his left eyebrow, earned saving her from a fall when they were fourteen, marked him unmistakably.

No one returned from the World Below. They remained lost forever.

Her mother had sealed off the void. How could anything have come out?

Had her blood ritual somehow pulled him back across the barriers between worlds?

“Diego?” She touched his face. His skin warm under her fingertips, real, solid. “Please wake up.”

What would he be like now? Had he become more demon-like? No one knew much about the World Below except that monsters dwelled there.

“Diego, wake up!” She shook him.

He groaned and blinked at her. For an instant, something flickered in the depths of his eyes, something dark and unfamiliar, but it vanished.

“Vivienne? Is that you? Where are we? How did we get here?”

“We’re on the floating islands near the Forbidden City. We —”

Diego pulled her to him, wrapped his arms around her. “I feel like I haven’t seen you in forever.”

She clung to him, running her hands over his shoulders to confirm he was real. The strength in his arms, the rhythm of his heartbeat against her, matched her memories perfectly. “You haven’t. You’ve been gone for two years. How did you get back?”

“Back from where?” He furrowed his brow.

“You don’t remember? Diego, you disappeared two years ago.”

“I... I remember looking for Bree. She...”

“Bree’s fine. She had damage to her leg and she limps now, but she’s fine.” She held on to him tighter. “I can’t believe you’re back.”

Diego brushed tears off her face. “You look different.”

“We’re both older.” She chuckled. “You fell into the void.”

“I did?”

“You really don’t remember?”

He shook his head. “Finding Bree is the last thing I remember. I saved her, didn’t I?”

“You fought the beast that attacked Bree. Briar and I got Bree to safety while you fought it. When I came back, you were gone.”

He glanced around. “How did I get back here? Did you bring me back?”

“I don’t know what brought you back. I’m just relieved you are.” She rested her head against his shoulder. “How can you not remember where you’ve been?”

“I don’t know. All that matters is I’m back.” He held her for minutes longer. “We should go.”

Vivi pulled away from him. “Go where?”

“Back to the academy. Wait, do I even have a place there anymore?”

“I returned home for a while after the attack.”

“I’ve been gone two years? I can’t go back to the academy now. I have no idea where —”

“We should get a healer to check you over.”

“Why?”

“Whatever you went through in the World Below... we need to know you’re alright.”

“I don’t know where to go after that. Aside from the academy, I have nowhere.”

“I’m staying nearby. I’m going to Estralia. I’m going to become a warden at last.”

“At last?”

“The wardens are accepting new recruits for the first time since you disappeared. They need more help with the increase in void beasts crossing the boundaries.”

Diego’s wings popped out of his back and unfurled. Unlike most wings which would unfold gradually, his snapped out in a single fluid motion. The dark membrane stretched between delicate bones, catching the dim light.

“Wait, your wings are intact. Can you still —”

“Fly? Of course. Why wouldn’t I?” He reached for her, ready to carry her as he had many times before.

“I saw your wings get damaged when you were fighting the void beast.” She wrapped her arms around his neck.

He picked her up and took to the air.

They soared through the clouds just like in their childhood.

“You never went to Estralia after all this time?”

She shook her head. “I couldn’t. My mother had the portal between the worlds sealed off. It’s only just been reopened.”

“I must have missed so much. Tell me everything. What have you been doing? How is your family?” Diego frowned. “Why do you keep staring at me like that?”

“I can’t quite work out if I’m dreaming.”

“If you are, it’s a damn good dream.” He smiled.

She had missed that smile. Missed talking to him.

But she wasn’t sure how to act around him now.

They had become close before he disappeared. Even spent the night together the day before he’d vanished.

“Will you come to Estralia with me?” she asked. “We were planning to go together, remember?”

“I’d like that, but... Will they even accept me?”

“People are being admitted again now. Besides, my spell should still work. Do you remember the spell?”

“Of course I do.”

“I should check you over.”

“What?”

“I’ve no idea what you’ve been through.”

“I’ll check you over, see if I can help. If it’s safe, let’s go to Estralia.”
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Chapter 2: Vivienne
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They flew to the nearby tavern where Vivi and Bree planned on staying.

The whole situation felt surreal. Diego back after his long absence seemed more fantastical than logical. He appeared dazed, his gaze drifting to the floating islands and the structures jutting from them, as if seeing them for the first time. Some of the smaller islands had changed position since his disappearance, drifting closer to the borders of Atheria.

Vivi scanned him with her powers but sensed little. They’d always been immune to each other’s abilities.

Bree, where are you? she called to her sister through thought.

In our room. Upstairs, first door at the end of the hall.

I have something to show you. Promise you won’t be too disturbed.

Why? What is it?

“Be prepared for screaming,” she told Diego and transported them out. Silver orbs sparkled around them as her magic swept them away.

They reappeared in the room where Bree stood. Her hair now fell in a short, practical plait around her face. The injury from the attack had left its mark s.

Her mouth fell open when she caught sight of Diego. “Yes, he’s here,” Vivi said. “And no, I don’t know how it happened.”

Bree opened and closed her mouth several times. “Did you resurrect him?” The question hung between them, weighted with family history.

Vivi scoffed. “Don’t be daft. I can’t resurrect people.”

“Mama resurrected Papa.”

“Papa was still alive — at least in part. I don’t know how Diego came back.”

Diego gave Bree a smile. “It’s good to see you.”

Bree embraced him. “Thanks for saving my life. I never got the chance to thank you.” She pulled back, studying his face.

“I didn’t —”

“Yes, you did,” Vivi insisted. “You got rid of the monster. We all might not be here if you hadn’t.”

“And you got Bree out, at least I think you did.”

“Where have you been?” Bree demanded. “The wardens sealed the borders after your fall. It took three councils and a royal decree to reopen the pathways.”

Diego shrugged. “I don’t remember anything since that day.”

Bree gaped at him. “How —”

“I’ll go and see if I can find a healer and book another room,” Vivi said.

“Why?” Bree frowned. “Diego, are you injured?”

“No, but your sister thinks I need to be checked over.”

“How are you going to explain this to a healer?” Bree raised her eyebrows.

A valid concern. If people discovered someone from the World Below had returned, it would attract unwanted attention and might impact their plans for Estralia. The wardens had grown suspicious of void-touched beings. The rumours spoke of new tests to detect traces of darkness.

“You should check him over, Vivi,” Bree suggested.

“I’m not a healer.” She shook her head.

“You learnt a lot from Papa. Your magic has grown stronger since everything happened. You could at least try.”

“No, we need a real healer. Someone familiar with wild magic. We’ll go down to the village and find one.”

“How are you going to explain —” Bree asked.

“I can compel them to forget,” Diego remarked. “If Vivienne is right, I should get checked.”

“We’ll go. Bree, see if you can get another room for Diego.”

“I’ll get one for me. I’m sure you want to be alone.” Bree grinned.

“What do you mean?” Diego furrowed his brow.

Vivi shot her sister a warning look. Bree, don’t!

What? I thought you would want to be alone together? You’ve carried his pendant for years. You refused three suitors — including Lord Falmouth’s son!

“Let’s go.” She grabbed Diego’s hand and transported them out.

The village streets were quiet in the late afternoon. Stone buildings lined the main road, most with glowing crystals embedded in their facades that would illuminate once night fell. Traders packed up their stalls while tavern doors swung open for evening patrons.

“Is something wrong?” Diego asked.

“Why do you ask that?”

“You seem anxious. Especially when Bree suggested we might spend the night together.”

“Can we please just focus?” she snapped. “Let’s find a healer.”

The last thing she wanted was to discuss their relationship, not when the night they’d spent together before his disappearance still burned in her memory. And a memory he no longer possessed.

“Wait, what happened to my things at the academy?” Diego winced. “Were they given away?”

“No, I have everything. I kept it all in case you came back. Your crystal daggers, your journals, even that ridiculous feathered cap you won at the spring tournament.”

“We need to come up with a story when we get to Estralia.”

“Right. There should be a healer around here. I noticed someone at the end of the street.” She pointed ahead.

“Are you uncomfortable around me now?”

“No. Why?”

“I know you, Vivienne. You’re acting differently.” He glanced at her hands. “

Her heart skipped. “Things are different. We’re different.”

“Does that mean we’re not friends anymore?”

“No. We’ll always have that.” The word ‘friends’ felt bitter on her tongue, but safer than the alternatives.

“You needn’t be afraid of me. I’m still myself. At least I feel like myself.”

His fingers brushed against a nearby stone wall, and for a moment, Vivi thought she saw dark energy ripple from his fingertips. When she blinked, it was gone.

“Good.” She squeezed his hand. “No matter what happened to you, you’ll always have me as your friend.”

They soon came to a place marked “Apothecary.” The building stood apart from others, surrounded by a garden of herbs and strange plants that glowed with faint blue light. The scent of dried herbs and burnt ingredients wafted through the half-open door.

Vivi tapped on the door. “We need to be careful. We don’t want news of your return spreading.”

“Why?”

“Because if the wardens find out you spent time in the World Below they might refuse to let you join them. The council passed new laws after your disappearance. The Third Edict forbids anyone who’s crossed into the darkness from serving as a warden.”

“How will we explain my absence?”

“You could have gone back to Atheria.”

“No, it’s not my home. I hate it there. Going to Estralia was always my dream.” Diego’s hands clenched into fists.

The door opened. A red-haired young woman appeared with green eyes, wearing a tunic and trousers, a sword strapped to her back. Her arms bore the blue-inked marks of the healing order — marks that hadn’t been there when Vivi had last seen her.

“Hello, we’re looking for a healer,” Vivi said. “Can you —” She recognised the woman. “Scarlet?” She remembered her from their academy days.

“What do you need?” Scarlet frowned. “Princess Vivienne? And —” Her gaze shifted to Diego, shock washing over her features. “But you fell. The royal archives recorded your death.”

“She’s worried. Vivienne fears I may be infected with wild magic.” Diego stepped forward. “Could you check me for injuries?” His eyes flashed silver, and the air around him pulsed with energy.

Vivi had almost forgotten what his power felt like. Like a magnetic pull. If anything, it felt stronger than before, as if the void had amplified whatever made him different.

Your powers are working, she told him. You can still hear me, can’t you?

“Come in.” Scarlet motioned to them, looking dazed. “The council will want to know you’ve returned. The Archdruid has been seeking answers about void breaches for months.”

Yes, I hear you.

The apothecary’s interior was lined with shelves of glass jars containing powders, dried herbs, and things Vivi preferred not to identify. Bundles of plants hung from the ceiling, and strange instruments cluttered a long wooden table. The scent of incense couldn’t quite mask the underlying smell of something metallic and bitter.

Scarlet’s quarters had changed. Medals from the Healer’s Guild hung on one wall, and a map of the floating islands covered another — islands marked with red dots where void breaches had occurred.

“How did you fall into the void and live to tell about it?” Scarlet asked. “No one has ever returned. Not in the chronicles.”

“That’s not important,” Diego insisted. “Just check me over for any injuries.”

“Come through here.” Scarlet motioned.

“We’d appreciate if you didn’t tell anyone he’s back,” Vivienne added.

Diego’s eyes flashed silver again. “You won’t tell anyone about us being here, will you?”

Scarlet’s gaze turned distant. “Of course not.” She motioned for him to sit down. “Take off your shirt. Vivienne can wait outside.”

“I’d rather stay here.” Vivi crossed her arms.

Scarlet began her examination, hands glowing with the green light of healing magic. Her movements carried the precision of someone who had seen battle and its aftermath.

When Diego removed his shirt, Vivi noticed the tattoos looked darker and more prominent than before. Intricate dragon tattoos covered his arms, back and torso. The black ink now shimmered with a dark blue undertone, the dragon scales appearing to shift when he moved. He’d had them since childhood, their origin a mystery even to him.

“Interesting marks,” Scarlet said, trailing her fingers along one of the dragon’s spines. “They’ve changed.”

“What do you mean?” Diego asked, twisting to look at his shoulder.

“Dragon tattoos are rare, but I’ve seen them before. They shouldn’t move.” Scarlet leaned closer.

“Move?” Vivi stepped forward. “They’re just tattoos.”

“Look closer, Princess.” Scarlet pointed to where the tail of one dragon curled around Diego’s bicep. As they watched, the tip of the tail twitched — a tiny, almost imperceptible movement.

Diego pulled away. “Just check me over,” he insisted. “Be quick.”

“I don’t usually have an audience when I examine people.” Scarlet glanced at Vivi.

“Do you have a problem with her being here?”

“No, no problem. You two always were inseparable.”

Scarlet placed her hands on Diego’s chest and closed her eyes. A soft green glow emanated from her palms, spreading across his skin like water. The dragons seemed to shift away from the light, clustering on his back.

“Interesting,” Scarlet murmured.

“What is it?” Vivi stepped closer.

“Nothing’s wrong with him, at least nothing I can detect. But there’s... an echo where his memories should be. As if something’s been copied over them.” She moved her hands to his temples. “And a strange energy around him. Not void energy, but something preserved. Like fruit in honey, unchanged while everything around it ages.” She hesitated.

“And something else. Not void energy. Something colder. Older.”

Vivi stepped closer. “What do you mean?”

Scarlet’s fingers hovered just above his skin.

“It’s not active, but it’s there. Like something marked him. Like something’s watching.”

“What does that mean?” Diego asked.

“I don’t know. I’m not that kind of healer.” Scarlet removed her hands. “You seem healthy. Just different. Your body doesn’t show aging. Your muscles haven’t atrophied. Your skin hasn’t weathered. It’s as if you’ve been suspended in time.”

After leaving the apothecary, they moved in awkward silence through the village streets, now cast in the golden light of sunset.

“Are you satisfied I’m not going to turn into a monster now?” Diego broke the silence.

“I never thought that.”

“Anyone would think that since I’m already a monster from the void.”

“You’re no monster, just a big lug.” She smiled, but couldn’t help glancing at his arms, watching for movement in the tattoos.

“I miss this,” he said. “Talking like this.”

“So do I. What do you remember from that day?”

His smile faded. “Going to the city. Finding out I can become a warden. Your mad idea of changing my blood.”

She chuckled. “I had to do something, or you would have been sent back to Atheria.”

“Is that why you kissed me?”

Her step faltered. “You remember that?”

“I remember being in your vault and you casting the spell.” He rubbed the scar along his left wrist where she had cut him during the ritual. “Then I remember being in the city. Here, you dropped this earlier.” He held out her pendant.

She took it and slipped it back over her neck, fingers lingering on the silver disc. The familiar weight settled against her collarbone.

“Did anything else happen between us?” Diego asked.

“No,” she lied, looking away.

“Then why did you kiss me?”

“Does it matter? Diego, you know nothing can happen between us, right? That kiss didn’t mean anything. I don’t want to ruin our friendship.” The words tasted false.

Something flickered in his eyes — disappointment, perhaps — but it was gone in an instant.

“It won’t. We’ll always be friends, Vivienne.”

They wandered to the edge of the village, where they could see the floating islands stretching into the distance. The setting sun cast them in gold and crimson, their shadows elongating across the landscape.

“Let’s go back to where it happened,” Diego suggested. “Maybe it will help me remember.”

They explored the floating islands, Diego trailing his fingers over surfaces as if trying to extract memories from the stone itself. She showed him where the beast had attacked Bree, where he had fallen fighting it. Diego stared into the void below, his expression unreadable.

“Anything?” she asked.

He shook his head. “Nothing.” He knelt and pressed his palm against the spot where he had fallen. “It’s strange. I should remember something this important.”

She knelt beside him. “Maybe some memories are better left forgotten.”

“Is that what you believe?” He turned to her, his face inches from hers. “That some things are better not remembered?”

Her breath caught. “Sometimes, yes.” Like the way his lips had felt against hers that final night, the whispered confession of feelings that had grown since childhood.

As the sun set, they headed back to the tavern. The wooden building buzzed with activity, travellers and locals gathered around tables laden with food and drink. Music played from a corner where a woman plucked a string instrument Vivi didn’t recognise.

“See you in the morning.” Vivi turned and headed into the room she shared with Bree.

“Why aren’t you sleeping with Diego?” Bree asked from her bed. Her crutch rested against the wall.

“Because I told him we can’t be more than friends.” She settled on her bed and took off her boots.

“Why? We both know you have feelings for him.” Bree sat up.

“He doesn’t remember everything and I hope it stays that way. I’m glad to have my best friend back.”

“The man you’ve been in love with comes back from the dead and you told him you want to be friends?” Bree shook her head. “Unbelievable.”

“I never said I loved him.”

“The way you kept all his possessions when everyone else gave up. The way you dragged me across three worlds to come back here on the anniversary of his disappearance.”

“Diego and I are best friends. We’re good at that. Being a couple might ruin it, and I can’t lose him again.”

“You’re more dense than I thought.” Bree flopped back on her pillow. “Did you notice anything strange about him?”

Vivi hesitated, thinking of the moving tattoos and the dark energy she thought she saw. “No. He’s the same Diego.”

“If you say so.” Bree yawned. “Don’t come crying to me when he finds someone else to kiss.”

“Go to sleep, Bree.”

Vivi lay back on her bed, staring at the ceiling. She reached up to touch the pendant at her throat. It felt warm against her fingers, warmer than it should have been.

She closed her fist around it.

Diego was back. That was all that mattered.

But as sleep claimed her, a question nagged at the edges of her mind: if Diego couldn’t remember where he’d been, why did his tattoos tell a different story?
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Chapter 3: Diego
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Diego sat up in bed. He didn’t require much sleep, which left him with hours to kill.

The tavern room was small but comfortable, with wooden walls that creaked with each gust of wind. A crystal lamp on the bedside table cast blue-tinged shadows across the worn floorboards. Through the single window, he could see the floating islands silhouetted against the night sky, their edges glowing with the faint light of boundary wards.

Vivienne had returned a pack with all his things in it. Not that he’d had much to begin with. Getting out of bed, he arranged his books, clothes and items on the crystal shelf that jutted from the wall, its surface cool under his fingertips.

Everything felt familiar yet strange at the same time, like his mind knew he’d been away for a long time but couldn’t remember why. His hands moved from object to object, hoping each touch might trigger something lost.

He felt the same with Vivienne, familiar but distant. She was holding back from him. What was she afraid of?

Everyone had seen him as a monster. A child found by the void, discovered alone and wandering with no memory of where he came from. Only his dragon tattoos hinted at his origins when he’d been found near the tear between worlds.

Pulling more items out, a crystal orb caught his attention.

Inside was what looked like a flower, its petals suspended in eternal bloom.

The sphere felt warm against his palm, buzzing with energy. His tattoos tingled, the dragon along his forearm shifting as if drawn to the crystal’s power. A wave of dizziness washed over him, and the room blurred.

He closed his eyes and let the memory drag him in.

“Come here, I’ll show you how to do it.” He pulled Vivienne onto his lap. “Now call on your fire and focus on the rock.” He gripped her hands.

Their fire merged and formed into a crystal.

“I did it,” Vivienne gasped. “We did it.” She rested her head on his chest. He held her whilst she fell asleep, her body warm against his, her hair smelling of vanilla and smoke.

“I’m afraid of losing you, mi amor,” he told her.

The words came from somewhere deep within him, from a place he couldn’t identify. He’d called her that since they were teenagers, a phrase that appeared in his mind from nowhere. The endearment had always felt natural on his tongue when they were alone, though never spoken in the presence of her family.

Jax’s warning flickered through his mind. “The Valerans have been kind to let you into their home, Diego. Remember your place. A demon blood can never be more than a friend to their bloodline. Break that rule, and you risk everything — for yourself and for her.”

The memory faded as the door creaked open, and Vivienne came in. Her blonde hair was loose around her shoulders, and she wore a simple nightgown beneath her cloak. In the crystal lamp’s glow, she looked younger, more vulnerable than she had earlier.

“Can’t sleep either?” he asked.

“No, I’m afraid you’ll be gone if I go to sleep. That when I wake up, this will all have been a dream.” She sat on the bed next to him.

“I can’t sleep either.” He held up the crystal. “You kept this?”

“I did. It’s hard for me to look at. It reminds me of the day I lost you.”

“You will never lose me.” He squeezed her hand. “Friends forever, remember?”

“Right.” She moved back. “Has anything else come back to you?”

“I remember us being in Atheria. Being near the void earlier didn’t do much to jog my memory.” He hesitated. “I also remember Jax warning me to keep my distance from you.”

Her eyes flickered to his. “Everyone warned us. My father, my mother, even Briar in his own way.”

“The laws of the Archdruid.” Diego traced the edge of the crystal with his finger. “No Valeran shall lie with a demon, nor wed one, nor bear their children.” The ancient decree that had shadowed their friendship since adolescence.

“Mother recited that law to me every spring solstice from the time I turned fifteen.” Vivienne’s fingers twisted in her lap. “She saw how I looked at you.”

And there’s the fact I want to kiss you again, he thought, but kept that to himself. His gaze dropped to her lips for a moment, and his heart quickened. He forced his eyes away.

If she wanted to remain friends, he’d respect that, though even she couldn’t deny the attraction still there between them. She stood to lose everything — her position as heir to the Archdruid, her powers, perhaps even her life if the old punishments were invoked.

“Perhaps you should use your powers on me,” he suggested. “Go into my mind. I need to know what happened.”

“My powers don’t work on you.”

“We could try. You might be the only one capable of bringing those memories to the surface.”

“But we don’t know the reason for your memory loss. It could be trauma, your mind’s way of protecting itself.”

“Either way, I want to try. Please, Vivienne. If it was you, wouldn’t you want to know?”

She shook her head. “What if something terrible happened to you?” Her fingers traced the edge of her pendant. “What if you’ve changed in ways we can’t see yet?”

“I have enough missing memories of my early childhood. I need to know why I’ve lost these years of my life.”

She sighed. “Fine, but I can’t guarantee any results.”

“I know. Just do it.”

“Lie back and relax.”

He did so and she placed her hand on his forehead and concentrated.

His skin tingled as her senses ran over him. “I can’t get into your mind,” she said.

“Try harder,” he persisted, his fingers clenching the bedsheet.

“It’s not working. My powers don’t work on you. Just like yours don’t work on me.”

“Come closer.” He pulled her near until they were almost forehead to forehead.

Her breath hitched and he could hear her heartbeat pick up. The scent of her filled his senses.

“We’re immune to each other,” she pointed out.

“You told me once your parents were able to pick up on each other’s presence despite being immune to each other’s powers. Why can’t we do the same?”

“That’s only because they had a soul bond. It’s rare. When two people connect so deeply their magical essences intertwine. They can sense each other across great distances, share emotions, even channel each other’s powers in times of need. And it’s forbidden between a Valeran and someone with demon blood. The Archdruid believes demon essence would corrupt our bloodline forever if bound through a soul bond.”

“Concentrate.” He closed his eyes and pressed his forehead to hers.

He thought about letting her in.

Energy jolted between them. His powers merged with hers. Almost as if they were one. A wall of resistance met him from her. She didn’t want to let him in.

I can feel you. She sounded surprised.

Are you in my mind?

This is odd.

Concentrate on my memories, he thought about everything that happened the day he disappeared. Can you feel that?

I feel emotions. I can’t see much.

Go deeper.

Her fingers brushed over his face, cool against his skin.

Wait, your mind has a shield, she said.

A shield?

Yes, I sensed it when I first met you.

How do I lower it?

When I lower mine, I open myself up to everything. I imagine a wall falling down. Try that.

Diego took a deep breath and imagined a stone wall crumbling.

Energy jolted between them again.

Vivienne gasped and pulled away, clutching her head. Blood dripped from her nose.

“What’s wrong?” He sat up and opened his eyes. “You’re bleeding.”

Had he somehow done this? Had he hurt her?

Diego reached out to her but she flinched away.

“Vivienne, I’m so sorry. I never meant...” He knelt in front of her. “You know I’d never hurt you.”

“The mental shield repelled me.” She clutched her nose.

“I didn’t do that on purpose.”

“The bleeding’s easing. Can you just hold me?” She buried her face against his shoulder and her tears dripped down his neck.

He picked her up, holding her close as he sat back in bed. The weight of her in his arms felt right, familiar, despite the circumstances.

“I know you didn’t do that on purpose. I think that shield was natural. It was designed to repel someone like me. If I pushed harder, it would have been much worse.”

“Why would I have that?” Diego asked, more to himself than her.

“Perhaps whatever race you came from didn’t like druids.”

Diego stared at the wall. As a child found near the void, he had no knowledge of his origins.

A dragon tattoo along his forearm twitched, scales rippling beneath his skin.

“When I tried to push through,” Vivienne said, “I saw something.”

“What?” His arms tightened around her.

“It looked like a vast darkness filled with stars. And in the distance, something watching. It wasn’t a memory. It felt more like... a presence.”

The description sent a shiver through him. Something about it felt hauntingly familiar, like a dream half-remembered upon waking.

“Do you think it’s related to where I was?”

“I don’t know.” She pulled back to look at him. “But whatever it is, it doesn’t want me to see.”

“Could this be dangerous for you?” he asked, fearful. “If your mother found out —”

“She’d strip me of my title, possibly my powers,” Vivienne whispered. “What we just tried resembles the beginning stages of a soul bond. If anyone sensed our connection...”

The crystal lamp flickered, its light dimming for a moment before brightening again. Outside, clouds drifted across the moon, plunging the floating islands into deeper shadow.

“We should try again tomorrow,” Diego said. “Maybe if we’re both rested —”

“No.” Vivienne shook her head. “It’s too dangerous. Whatever that shield is, it’s powerful. Ancient, even. We need to find another way.”

Diego nodded, though disappointment churned in his gut. Another piece of himself lost.

“I should go,” Vivienne said, but made no move to leave his embrace. “If Bree wakes and finds me gone...”

“Stay,” he whispered. “Just to sleep. I promise.”

He knew the risk she took, even in this innocent closeness. If rumours spread that the Archdruid’s daughter spent the night with a demon, the consequences could be severe.

After a moment, she nodded. They lay down together, her back against his chest, his arm around her waist. Just like they used to when they were younger, before complications, before feelings neither of them wanted to name.

“Diego?” she murmured, already half-asleep.

“Yes?”

“I’m glad you’re back. No matter what happened, no matter what you are. I’m just glad you’re here.”

He pressed his face into her hair and closed his eyes. “So am I.”

But as sleep claimed him, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something watched, waited, from behind that mental shield. Something that knew what had happened during those lost years.

Something that wasn’t ready to be remembered.

And beneath his sleeve, unnoticed in the darkness, the dragon tattoo on his arm continued to move, its tail curling protectively around the crystal orb he still clutched in his hand.
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Chapter 4: Vivienne
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Vivi woke up, surprised she had fallen asleep next to Diego. His arm wrapped around her waist. She slipped out of bed and back into the room she shared with Bree.

Bree was awake. “Did you have a good night?” She waggled her eyebrows.

“If you consider me feeling like I got hit in the head with a battering ram and bleeding a good night, then yes, I suppose so.”

“What happened?” Bree’s grin faded.

“Diego asked me to help recover his memories. I got hit by his mental shield. Hard. The power was incredible — designed to repel someone like me.”

“Did he do it on purpose?” Bree sat up.

She shook her head. “He wouldn’t hurt me. I could sense his emotions — confusion, feeling lost, and...” She paused. “A strong desire for me.”

Bree smiled. “Most women don’t complain when a man wants them. Especially when they return that desire.”

“Bree, we’ve been through this —”

“Perhaps you’re afraid of getting hurt again. You had Diego once then lost him. If you love him, isn’t it worth fighting for?”

“I wonder if we’ll see Rissa on Estralia,” Vivi said, changing the subject. “She usually checks the new recruits.”

“Rissa?” Bree perked up. “I haven’t seen her since she left to two years ago. How’s she managing as a defender?”

“She loves it from what I gather. Flying patrols, fighting void creatures.” Vivi began packing. “At least the portal is open again now. So she can visit Erthea again along with anyone else who wants to come back.”

“Do you think she’d put in a good word for me with the Defenders?”

Vivi scowled “Absolutely not. Get ready. Diego and I are headed for Estralia this morning. Where are you heading?”

Bree shrugged. “I thought I might stay here a couple of days and then follow you to the island.”

Vivi noticed Bree’s travel pack, already half-filled. A folded map peeked out from the side pocket — one with a red border that looked like the Forbidden City.

“You know you can’t come with me —”

“I’m not going home or back to the academy. I’m tired of people feeling sorry for me. I need to find my place in the world.”

Vivi sat on the edge of her bed. “You should go and travel with Briar. Someone needs to keep an eye on him.”

Bree snorted. “So true.” Her hand rested on her travel pack, fingers tapping against a small crystal vial of something dark purple.

“What are you up to?”

“Nothing.”

“Bree —”

“I’ve grown up, Vivi. I know going into the Forbidden City was stupid. I live with the consequences every day. How can I find my way if everyone hovers over me all the time?”

“I’m sorry. I can’t help wanting to protect you.”

“I know. But you’re finding your place. Let me find mine.”

“Alright. Just be careful.”

“You be careful with Diego. I don’t want you to get hurt again.”

“Don’t worry about me.”

Outside the tavern, they said their goodbyes. Vivi put her hands on her sister’s shoulders. “Call me each day. If you’re in trouble, you will call. You won’t go near the Forbidden City, agreed?”

“Agreed. And I’ll be fine. Go and have fun on Estralia.”

Vivi embraced her. “I’ll miss you.”

“I’ll miss you too. Love you.”

“I love you, sister.”

“Ready to go?” Diego joined them, dressed in clean clothes.

“Yes, take her,” Bree said to him. “Or she’ll never let me go.”

“Be safe, little Valeran.” Diego hugged her.

“And you. If you break my sister’s heart again, I’ll end you.”

Diego glanced at Vivi, who tried not to flush with embarrassment. She took his hand and transported them out.

They materialised at the edge of the village. The path to the docks stretched ahead, winding down the hillside towards a vast expanse where the edge of the world seemed to disappear into misty nothingness.

The morning air carried a crisp chill, scented with the strange metallic tang that hung near the boundaries between worlds. Birds with iridescent feathers darted between the trees lining the path.

“What did Bree mean about me breaking your heart?” Diego asked as they began walking.

“Losing you hurt me more than you know,” she admitted.

“You know I would have never left you by choice.”

“I know. It doesn’t matter. You’re back now. Are you ready for Estralia?”

“I’ve been ready for a long time. Are you?”

She nodded. “Perhaps you coming back is a sign we’re meant to go now.”

As they rounded a bend, the docks came into view. Several ships were moored there, their distinctive fly sails furled tight against tall masts.

“We need to make sure we have a story in order,” Diego said.

“You’ve been travelling for a few months and now you’re back. If they test your blood and the spell doesn’t work, we could tell them we’re married.”

His eyes widened. “You want to tell people we are married?”

“It’s plausible. I’m using a different identity on the island anyway.”

Diego stepped closer. “So you would pretend to be my wife? Share quarters with me? Be expected to act like we’re in love?”

The thought sent an unexpected flutter through her stomach. She imagined waking up beside him every morning, his arms around her like last night.

Vivi swallowed. “If needed. It’s just a story, Diego.”

“Just a story,” he repeated, a strange expression crossing his face.

“We need to remember our powers might not work well on Estralia. Stick close to the truth — it’s easier to keep our story accurate.”

“Are you sure people will believe your disguise? I know you can glamour yourself but —”

“I can’t tell anyone my true identity. My mother would send the entire council to drag me home.”

“Won’t Randal know who we are?”

“He will. But I trust him to keep my secret. He’s the one who wanted us to become wardens.”

“If anyone gets suspicious —”

“No, don’t use your powers on the island. We don’t know what kind of protection the other wardens will have. There are more security measures in place now.”

“There’s one more thing. The way you look.”

She furrowed her brow. “What’s wrong with how I look?”

“You look like a princess. Like your mother.”

“I doubt anyone will recognise me. I’ve only been there once.”

“You have the Valeran eyes. Anyone who’s seen your mother would recognise them.”

“I think Lance will be joining us,” Vivi added, leading them down towards the docks.

“He will?”

“He wanted to join before. I don’t think he would reveal my identity. Lance helped me look for you.”

“You looked for me?” Diego halted, staring at her.

“Of course I did. Did you think I’d just give up?”

“I didn’t —”

“I figured if I could get to the void, I might be able to get you back. Between the wild magic and the seals my parents put around it, I could never get through.” She looked away. “I tried for months, Diego. Every spell I knew, every contact I had. I bargained with creatures I shouldn’t have spoken to. I risked everything.” Her voice cracked. “Nothing worked.”

Diego’s hand reached for hers, his fingers gripping tight. “You could have been killed.”

“I didn’t care.” The words slipped out before she could stop them.

He pulled her into an embrace. “Thank you,” he whispered against her hair. “No one has ever...”

Vivi allowed herself a moment in his arms before stepping back. “We’d better get moving or we’ll be late.”

They headed to the dock. The dock itself seemed to hover over a misty abyss, the planks extending out into swirling clouds. The air shimmered with unnatural colours. Rippling purples and greens that twisted together where the boundaries between worlds grew thin.

The ship’s fly sails glowed with captured magic, pulsing like living things, shifting between silver and pale blue as they caught different magical currents. Crew members moved with practiced efficiency, checking tension lines and calibrating navigation crystals.

The wood creaked beneath their feet as they approached the gangplank. The scent of ozone and wild magic grew stronger, tingling in Vivi’s nose.

Once on Estralia, she would become Vivienne Rivers — just another recruit hoping to join the wardens. No longer a princess or the Archdruid’s daughter. Wardens lived dangerous lives, patrolling the borders between realms, hunting void creatures that breached the boundaries, sealing tears in the fabric of reality.

As they approached the ship, a figure caught Vivi’s eye. A woman stood at the top of the gangplank, scroll in hand, checking names as recruits boarded. She wore the distinctive blue-grey uniform of the Defenders, with silver piping along the sleeves.

“By the spirits,” Vivi muttered.

“What is it?” Diego asked.

“Rissa. My cousin. She’s here.”

Rissa looked up, her long dark hair catching the strange light of the boundary. Her dark blue eyes — so different from the Valeran blue — scanned the crowd before landing on Vivi. For a moment, she froze.

“Will she recognise you? Will she say something?” Diego whispered.

“Oh, she’ll recognise me. But she won’t reveal me.”

“You’re sure?”

“Positive. If anyone understands keeping secrets from the family, it’s Rissa.”

They joined the queue of recruits waiting to board. When they reached the top of the gangplank, Rissa’s face remained neutral.

“Names?” she asked, as if she’d never seen them before.

“Vivienne Rivers,” Vivi said. “And Diego Drakos.”

“Purpose of travel?”

“Warden recruitment.”

Rissa made a show of checking her list. “Rivers... Rivers... Ah, yes. And Drako.” She paused, her gaze lingering on Diego. “You look familiar.”

“I’ve been told I have one of those faces,” Diego replied.

“Hmm.” Rissa checked something off. “Proceed to the main deck for orientation. We depart in thirty minutes.”

As they moved past her, Rissa’s hand brushed Vivi’s arm. Find me when we’re underway, came her cousin’s thought, slipping through Vivi’s mental shields with practiced ease.

I will, Vivi said.

The ship’s deck buzzed with activity. Other recruits gathered in small clusters, exchanging nervous glances or boisterous bravado. The crew called to each other in the specialised jargon of fly-sailors, terms that merged nautical tradition with the unique demands of aerial travel.

Diego took her hand as they found a space by the starboard rail. “Together?”

Vivi nodded. “Together.”

The boundary magic swirled around them as the ship prepared to depart, a tingling sensation washing over her skin. This was it. The start of everything they’d dreamed of.

Whether they were ready or not.
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