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“The Green Binds All”

Traditional Erthean Druid Folk Song

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.
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.



“By Flame and Sky”

Traditional Atheran Oath-Song

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.
In storm or stars, we shall not yield.
The oath is sword, the truth our shield.
Through light or dark, we hold the flame—
And rise anew, without a name.



“We Guard What Must Not Wake”

Defender Hymn — Forbidden City Rites

We guard what must not wake.
We walk where others break.
Beneath the stone, beyond the veil,
We hold the line. We do not fail.
Let silence be our shield and blade.
Let duty stand when light has strayed.
No crown, no fame, no glory sought—
The oath remains. The price is bought.
The city sleeps. The seals endure.
We are the line. We are the sure.
Let none forget the vow we keep—
We guard the gate. We do not sleep.
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Briar Valeran straightened his ceremonial jacket and prepared to lie through his teeth.

The autumn gala was in full swing. Three hundred of the Archdruid’s finest crammed into Varden palace’s grand ballroom, all trying to out-dress and out-gossip each other. The noise made his head pound.

“Your Highness.” Lord Pemberton appeared at his elbow, already three drinks in by the smell of him. “Such a pleasure. Your mother mentioned you’d returned from your latest... adventure.”

“Hardly an adventure.” Briar snagged a glass of sparkling wine from a passing server. “Just visiting friends.”

“Of course.” Pemberton’s smile was all teeth, no warmth. “Though one wonders why the prince spends so much time away from court. Your sisters manage their duties well enough.”

There it was. The comparison that followed him everywhere. Vivi, the perfect heir, serving as a warden on the islands Estralia. Bree, their younger sister, training with the dragon riders on the same floating islands.

And Briar? The family wayward prince who vanished for weeks and showed up late to everything.

“My sisters are exceptional.” He raised his glass. “I could never hope to match them.”

Pemberton looked pleased with himself as he wandered off to spread gossip. Briar resisted the urge to bare his teeth. His lykae side didn’t appreciate the insult, even if he’d invited it.

He worked the room like always — deflecting questions about his future, dodging mothers with unmarried daughters, playing the charming wastrel everyone expected.

His senses picked up emotional undercurrents beneath the chatter. Ambition, envy, lust. But fear kept threading through conversations, making his instincts prickle.

“— dreadful what happened near the Forbidden City—”

“—found them drained, every last one—”

“—Shadowbound activity increasing—”

Briar’s hand tightened on his glass. The Forbidden City sat on the Varnrin in the world Atheria, not far from where his sisters lived on the floating islands of Estralia. It was ancient, abandoned city. Some parts of it served as prisoner for millennia old evils.

He drifted closer to a cluster of council members, pretending interest in a nearby painting.

“— wardens are stretched thin,” a woman was saying. “The void breaches keep multiplying.”

“The floating islands aren’t as safe as they once were.” Her companion shook his head. “My nephew serves there. Says even experienced wardens are going missing.”

“At least the Archdruid’s daughters are there. Princess Vivi has quite the reputation among the wardens.”

“And the youngest rides with the dragon corps. Fierce little thing.”

The woman leaned closer. “Though I heard they both left Estralia recently. Some mission to Atheria.”

Briar’s glass shattered in his hand.

“Your Highness!” Several people rushed forward. “Are you injured?”

Blood dripped from his palm. The cuts were already healing — lykae metabolism at work  but he let them fuss. It gave him time to think while someone fetched bandages.

Vivi and Bree had left Estralia? They hadn’t mentioned any mission in their last message home. Come to think of it, when was their last message?

“Briar.” His mother’s voice cut through the crowd. The Archdruid of Erthea radiated with unseen power, people parting before her without conscious thought.. “What happened?”

“Clumsy grip.” He showed her his bandaged hand. “Too much wine.”

Her blue eyes — the same shade as Vivi’s — saw straight through him. “Walk with me.”

It wasn’t a request.

They stepped onto a balcony overlooking the palace gardens. The cool night air helped clear his head, though his mother’s presence made his various bloodlines sing with conflicting instincts.

Fae, wyvern, lykae, druid. His blood was a tangled thread of legacies that never quite aligned. No single gift ever rose above the others.

“Your sisters missed their weekly check-in,” Rhiannon said.

“What?”

“Three days ago, they were supposed to contact me through the family crystal. They didn’t.” Her fingers drummed against the stone railing. “I thought perhaps they were busy with duties. But it’s unlike them.”

“Have you asked the wardens? The dragon riders?”

“I’ve made discrete inquiries. They’re listed as ‘on leave.’ She turned to face him. “But no one seems to know where they went.”

“They wouldn’t just vanish.” But even as he said it, Briar remembered Vivi’s last letter. She’d seemed restless, eager for something more than patrol duty. And Bree had been complaining about being treated like a child by the senior riders.

“Your father has contacts in Atheria. He’s checking the border towns.”

“And?”

“Nothing concrete. But there are rumours of two young women matching their descriptions travelling east. Towards the Forbidden City.”

The Forbidden City. Ancient, dangerous, and absolutely the sort of place his sisters would find irresistible.

“I should go after them.”

“Absolutely not.”

“Mother —”

“You know what waits beyond our borders. You’ve trained in combat and magic, yes, but the Forbidden City is beyond anything you’ve faced.” She shook her head. “I won’t lose three children to whatever draws them there.”

“Then send someone else!”

“And cause a panic? If word spreads that two Valeran princesses have gone missing, it could destabilise everything we’ve worked for.” She gripped his shoulder. “They’re probably fine. Just being reckless.”

“You don’t believe that.”

Her mask slipped for just a moment, showing the fear beneath. “No. I don’t.”

“Mother —”

“Go back to the party, Briar. Smile. Dance. Be the wastrel prince everyone expects.” She released him. “Let me handle this.”

“Like you handled Bree getting attacked two years ago? Like you handled the increase in void breaches?” The words came out harsher than intended. “Maybe if you didn’t keep us all wrapped in —”

“Enough.” Her power pressed against him, not painful but undeniable. “You know nothing of the threats I protect you from.”

“Because you never tell us anything!” His own power flared in response — chaotic, unfocused, but strong enough to make her eyes widen. “You train Vivi to be your perfect heir. You let Bree play with dragons because it keeps her busy. And me? You don’t even bother trying anymore.”

“Briar —”

“Save it.” He turned away. “I’ll go play the fool like you want. But when something happens to them, remember who chose secrets over family.”

He stalked back into the ballroom before she could respond. The crowd swallowed him up, eager to include the prince in their revelry. He danced with whoever asked, laughed at terrible jokes, drank enough to make his wyvern blood sing but not enough to lose control.

All the while, his fae intuition screamed warnings.

The party dragged on past midnight. Briar found himself cornered by Lord Ashford’s daughter, who’d decided tonight was the night to secure a royal engagement.

“Your Highness, surely you must be thinking of settling down.” She batted her eyelashes in what she probably thought was an alluring manner. “Mother says every prince needs a proper wife to guide him.”

“Does she?” Briar spun her through the dance steps, calculating escape routes. “How fascinating.”

“I’ve been trained in all the courtly arts. I speak four languages, play three instruments, and my family has served the crown faithfully for generations.” She pressed closer. “I would make an ideal royal consort.”

“How wonderful for you.” He spotted his salvation across the room. “Oh, I believe your mother is signalling for you.”

As she turned to look, he slipped away into the crowd. Ideal royal consort. As if that made someone worth knowing. His sisters would have laughed themselves sick at such pretension.

“Running away from another admirer?”

Briar turned to find Lady Catherine watching him with amusement. Unlike most of the nobility, she’d never shown interest in pursuing him — already married to a merchant who adored her.

“Just preserving her dignity.” Briar accepted another drink. “No need to crush her dreams publicly.”

“So noble of you.” Catherine’s eyes sparkled. “Though one wonders how long you can keep dodging marriage proposals. Even playboy princes have responsibilities eventually.”

“Vivi will handle the heir business. I’m just the spare.”

“Ah yes, perfect Vivi. Heard she’s making quite a name for herself with the wardens.” Catherine swirled her wine. “And little Bree, taming dragons like she was born to it. Your parents must be so proud of their daughters.”

The emphasis on ‘daughters’ wasn’t subtle, but from Catherine it felt more like gentle teasing than cruelty.

“They’re exceptional,” Briar agreed.

“Makes one wonder what you might accomplish if you applied yourself.” She studied him. “All that potential, hidden behind parties and meaningless liaisons. Though I suspect there’s more to Prince Briar than meets the eye.”

“Careful, Lady Catherine. People might think you actually like me.”

“Perish the thought.” She smiled. “Just remember — playing the fool only works if you don’t become one.”

She drifted away before he could respond, leaving him to contemplate her words. Before he could pursue that line of thought, a commotion near the main doors drew everyone’s attention.

Edward Rohn entered, and the room’s energy shifted. Where Rhiannon commanded through power, Edward dominated through presence. Briar’s father moved like a warrior despite decades of court life, each step deliberate and dangerous.

Their eyes met across the room. Edward’s expression gave nothing away, but Briar caught the subtle gesture. A tilt of the head towards the side chamber.

Time for round two of parental disappointment.

Briar made his excuses and slipped away from the crowd. The side chamber was small, meant for private negotiations. Edward waited by the window, still as stone.

“Father.”

“You upset your mother.”

“She’ll recover.”

Edward turned. “Your sisters missed their check-in.”

“I know.”

“No, you don’t.” Edward moved closer. “You know they missed one check-in. You don’t know about the message we intercepted from the wardens. Three of their patrols have vanished near the Forbidden City. Experienced teams, gone without a trace.”

“And Vivi...”

“Was last seen heading towards the same area. With Bree.” His father’s jaw tightened. “They told their superiors they were taking personal leave. They told us nothing.”

“Because they knew you’d stop them.”

“Of course we would have stopped them!” The windows rattled from a low, subsonic growl. Edward took a breath, reining in his power. “The Forbidden City isn’t some adventure site. It’s a wound in reality itself. The things imprisoned there —”

“Could be connected to the Shadowbound resurgence. Vivi mentioned finding something in her letters.”

Edward’s eyes sharpened. “Letters we didn’t see?”

Too late to take it back. “We keep in touch.”

“Behind our backs.”

“We’re adults, not children.”

“You’re my children.” The words carried weight beyond the paternal. “And I’ll protect you whether you like it or not.”

“Like you protected Bree when she went to investigate the void breaches two years ago?”

The temperature in the room dropped.

“Careful, boy.”

“She almost died because she went alone, unprepared. She still walks with a limp.”

“Your sister bears the scars of her recklessness.” Edward stepped forward. “Just as Vivi will if she continues down this path. Just as you will if you follow them.”

“Then teach me what I need to know instead of keeping secrets!”

“We’ve taught you everything we can. But knowledge and experience are different beasts.” Edward stepped forward. “The Forbidden City has claimed warriors far more seasoned than you.”

“I refuse to pretend I’m something I’m not.” Briar met his father’s gaze. “You want me to settle down, take on responsibilities, be the dutiful spare. But every time I try, you find some excuse to keep me locked away in this palace.”

“Is that what you think?” Edward’s voice went quiet. “That we’re trying to cage you?”

“Aren’t you?”

“No.” His father gripped his shoulder. “We’re trying to keep you alive long enough to figure out what you want to be. But you’re so convinced you’re useless that you’ve stopped trying altogether.”

“Father —”

“I know you’re planning to go after them.”

Briar stiffened. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“The same expression you had when you were eight and decided to rescue that fox kit from the hunters.” Edward’s smile was sad. “You’ve already decided. Nothing we say will stop you.”

“Then why try?”

“Because I’m your father. It’s my job to try.” Edward pulled out a leather pouch. “When you fail to listen,  which you will, at least take this.”

Briar opened it. Inside lay a compass that didn’t point north, three vials of luminescent liquid, and a small journal.

“The compass points to the strongest magical signature in your vicinity. Useful near the Forbidden City where reality gets... flexible.” Edward indicated the vials. “Concentrated moonlight. It will reveal things hidden by shadow magic.”

“And the journal?”

“Notes from my own visits to the region. Before I met your mother. Before I had responsibilities.” His expression grew distant. “I was young and foolish once too.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. Come back alive.” Edward turned to leave, then paused. “Your mother has the palace on alert. You’ll need to be creative getting out.”

“Already planned for.”

“Of course you have.” Edward shook his head. “Three hours. That’s how long before she notices you’re gone and sends pursuit. Whatever head start you’re planning, triple it.”

He left without another word.

Briar escaped to his chambers near dawn, dismissing his valet with barely concealed impatience.

Alone at last, he yanked off the ceremonial jacket and threw it across the room. His reflection in the mirror showed what everyone saw — a handsome face that smiled too much, clothes that cost more than most made in a year, the perfect picture of noble excess.

They never saw the rest. The way his muscles coiled with lykae strength. The faint scales that appeared along his spine when his wyvern blood stirred. The druid markings that flickered and changed rather than holding steady patterns.

His mother was right about one thing. He was undisciplined, unprepared for what waited beyond the palace walls.

But she was wrong about why.

Briar pulled out the bottom drawer of his dresser and removed the false bottom. Inside lay maps of Atheria, detailed notes on the Forbidden City, and something else — letters from his sisters that his parents didn’t recognise.

Vivi’s latest: The wardens found something near the eastern border. Old magic, older than the city itself. They won’t let me investigate, say it’s too dangerous for someone my rank. You know how well I handle being told no.

Bree’s: The riders whisper about increased Shadowbound activity. They think we don’t notice, but my dragon picks up their fear. Something big is coming, Briar. I can feel it.

Three days of silence. His sisters investigating something the wardens considered too dangerous. Shadowbound activity increasing.

He set the letters aside and reached deeper into the hiding place, withdrawing a worn leather case. Inside, nestled in faded velvet, lay his hurdy-gurdy. The instrument was old, its wooden body polished smooth by years of handling, the carved roses along its edges painted in colours that had long since softened to muted pastels.

Briar lifted it carefully, settling the strap across his shoulder and positioning his fingers on the keys. The wheel felt familiar against his right hand as he began to turn it slowly, drawing the first tentative notes from the strings.

The melody that emerged was one he’d been working on for months — sad, searching, never quite complete. His fingers found the keys by memory as the drone strings hummed beneath the melody line.

I remember echoes, not the words, he sang softly, his voice barely above a whisper. Notes that drift like scattered birds.

The song pulled at something deep in his chest, a longing he couldn’t name. It was about his sisters, yes, but also about something more — the sense that there were melodies in the world he was meant to hear, harmonies he was meant to create, but couldn’t quite reach.

A voice I knew, a hand once held—
All vanished when the silence swelled.
His wyvern blood responded to the music, scales shimmering along his forearms as the emotional resonance built. The hurdy-gurdy’s voice grew stronger, filling the chamber with its reedy, ancient sound.

We were meant to sing, to write, to run—
Not count the ghosts, not fear the sun.
But here I am, and here I stay,
The song half-formed, the light half-grey.
The melody faltered as it always did at this part. He’d never found the right notes to carry the song forward, never discovered how to bridge the gap between yearning and resolution. His fingers stilled on the keys, the wheel slowing until only the drone strings continued their low, mournful hum.

Briar stared out his window at the distant mountains, imagining his sisters somewhere beyond them, facing dangers he couldn’t even comprehend. Had they heard him play this song during his last visit to Estralia? Had they understood what he was trying to say with the unfinished verses, the melodies that reached for something just out of grasp?

I hum the tune you used to know, he whispered to the empty room. It rises slow. It sinks below.

The final verse came easier now, as if his sisters’ absence had finally given him the notes he’d been searching for:

I keep it close. I let it ring—
The song we lost. The song we bring.
If you return, or if you fade,
The music holds what time betrayed.
One note, one name, one tethered thread—
The song we never sang... still isn’t dead.
He let the last note linger in the air before setting the hurdy-gurdy aside. The instrument had been a gift from a travelling bard when he was twelve — the first time he’d shown interest in something beyond swordplay and magic lessons. His parents had been pleased, thinking music a suitable hobby for a prince. They’d never realised it would become his truest language; the only way he could express the parts of himself that didn’t fit into their careful plans.

A soft knock interrupted his reverie. Three precise taps, then two,  the pattern Bree had taught him years ago for ‘coast is clear.’

But Bree wasn’t here.

Briar’s hand moved to the dagger at his belt as he approached the door. Through the keyhole, he glimpsed a figure in servant’s livery, someone he didn’t recognise.

“Message for His Highness,” came a whispered voice. “From the floating islands.”
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The night before his escape, Briar’s chambers were dark save for the soft glow of communication crystals. He’d been trying to reach his sisters for days, and the blue crystal pulsed with incoming magic.

Vivi’s face shimmered into view, her blonde hair pulled back in the practical style she favoured for patrol duty. Behind her, the distinctive architecture of Estralia’s warden quarters was visible.

“Evening, wastrel,” she said. “Or morning. Time between worlds makes everything confusing.”

“Charming as always.” He settled into his chair. “Missed the last check-in. Mother’s having fits.”

“Mother has fits about everything. Did she send you to scold me?”

“She doesn’t know I have this crystal. Where’s Bree?”

“Dragon patrol. The riders have them flying double shifts.” Vivi glanced over her shoulder. “Bree says hello and wants to know if you’ve managed to get yourself engaged yet.”

“Tell her I’m saving myself for true love.”

“She just made a rude gesture. Very unladylike.”

“She learnt from the best.” Briar leaned forward. “What’s going on? The court’s buzzing about Shadowbound activity.”

Vivi’s expression shifted. “It’s worse than they’re saying. We’ve lost fifteen wardens in the past month. All experienced fighters. No bodies. No signs of struggle. Just... gone.”

“Fifteen?”

“Every single one. Doesn’t matter if they’re fresh recruits or veterans. If they get close to certain areas near the Forbidden City, they vanish.” She rubbed her temples. “Command thinks it’s just bad luck.”

“But you don’t.”

“Would you? First it was Captain Howell, twenty years of service. Then Sergeant Morris and his entire squad. Now anyone who patrols the eastern borders is disappearing.” She pulled something off-crystal and consulted it. “Not just wardens either. Merchants, travellers, even a few nobles visiting from other realms.”

“Someone’s hunting in specific territories.”

“That’s what I think. But Commander Regina insists we need more evidence before —” A door slammed somewhere behind her. “Hold on.”

Muffled conversation filtered through the crystal. Briar caught fragments — “patrol” and “eastern border” and something that sounded like “blood traces.”

Vivi returned, expression grim. “I have to go. Another warden just vanished during patrol.”

“Vivi —”

“I know what you’re thinking. Don’t. Stay in Varden where it’s safe.”

“Since when have I ever done the safe thing?”

“Since never. Which is why I’m telling you again.” Her image flickered. “The crystal’s losing power. Tell Mother we’re fine. Tell her —”

The connection died.

Briar stared at the dark orb. Fifteen wardens. All experienced fighters. Someone or something was hunting near the Forbidden City, and his sisters were out there investigating.

He pulled open his desk drawer and removed a smaller crystal, this one amber instead of blue. It warmed at his touch.

Bree’s face appeared, wind whipping her red hair across her features. Dragon wings beat in the background.

“Can’t talk long,” she shouted over the wind. “On patrol.”

“Vivi says you’re flying double shifts.”

“Triple, actually. Lost two riders last week.” She adjusted her position on what must have been her dragon’s back. “They just vanished mid-patrol. Dragons came back riderless.”

“Were they...”

“Experienced? Yes. One had fifteen years with the corps, the other was training to be a flight leader.” The crystal’s view swung as her dragon banked. “Command says it’s unrelated to the other disappearances.”

“Of course they do.”

“Right? It’s like they’re afraid to admit someone’s hunting anyone who gets too close to the old ruins.” She paused. “The thing is, it’s not random. The disappearances follow a pattern.”

“What kind of pattern?”

“Geographic. Someone or something is working their way outward from the Forbidden City, taking anyone who might discover what they’re doing.” She shook her head. “We think it’s connected to the old magic stirring in the ruins.”

A roar echoed through the crystal. Not from Bree’s dragon — something else.

“Got to go,” Bree said. “Border breach. Stay safe, brother.”

“Bree —”

But she was gone too.

Briar set down the amber crystal and picked up a third, this one black as midnight. He hesitated before activating it. The black crystal connected to someone outside official channels. Someone who might have answers.

The image that formed was shadowy, indistinct. A figure in a hooded cloak, features hidden.

“Young prince,” the figure said. “This is unexpected.”

“I need information.”

“You want information. The question is what you’re willing to trade for it.”

“Depends on what you know about the disappearances near the Forbidden City.”

Silence stretched between them. Then: “That’s dangerous knowledge.”

“I’m listening.”

“There are whispers. Old magics stirring. Someone seeking to wake things that have slept since the First Age.”

“Who?”

“A name floats on the shadow winds. Nyssa. But whether that’s a person, a title, or something else...” The figure shrugged. “Your sisters have been asking similar questions.”

“You’ve been in contact with them?”

“Your sister Vivi is resourceful. She found me through back channels, seeking information the wardens wouldn’t provide.” A pause. “I told her what I’m telling you. Stay away from this.”

“What makes the Forbidden City so important now?”

“Ancient seals are weakening. The barriers that keep certain things contained. Someone is removing the guardians who might interfere with their work.”

“The missing wardens and riders.”

“Among others. Anyone with the skill to recognise what’s happening, the authority to stop it, or the power to reinforce the old protections.” The figure leaned forward. “Your bloodline carries particular significance in such matters. Royal blood has been tied to the great workings.”

“Valeran blood specifically?”

“Your family helped create some of the original bindings. Your ancestors’ power runs through the very stones of the Forbidden City. That makes you valuable to someone seeking to unravel their work.”

Briar’s mouth went dry. “Valuable how?”

“Blood magic requires specific components. Royal blood carries authority — the right to unmake what royalty helped make. But it requires willing participation, or at least, the participation of someone who thinks they’re acting out of choice.”

“You’re saying someone’s collecting people to use their authority against the seals.”

“I’m saying someone’s removing obstacles while gathering the tools they need. Every person who disappears is either a threat eliminated or a resource acquired.” The figure’s hood shifted. “Your sisters are walking into a trap. Everyone who investigates these disappearances becomes the next target.”

“Then I need to warn them.”

“Warning requires reaching them. And reaching them requires entering the hunting grounds.” A bitter laugh. “See the elegant simplicity? Bait that brings its own kind running.”

“There has to be —”

“Prince Briar.” The formal address stopped him cold. “I’ve given you what knowledge I can. What you do with it is your choice. But know this — the moment you leave Varden’s protection, you become prey. Your royal blood sings a song that certain ears are desperate to hear.”

The connection severed.

Briar sat in the darkness of his chambers, processing everything he’d learnt. Fifteen wardens vanished. Riders disappearing mid-flight. Anyone with authority or power being removed. His sisters investigating disappearances that targeted people who might interfere with some grand plan.

He tried the crystals again at dawn, but both remained dark. His sisters had gone silent.

And somewhere in Atheria, someone named Nyssa was eliminating obstacles while gathering the tools needed to wake things that should stay sleeping.

He rose and moved to his window, looking out over Varden city. Safe behind its wards and walls, protected by centuries of magical defences. His mother commanded here. His father’s strength ran through every growing thing.

But his sisters were out there, beyond that protection. Walking into danger with their eyes open but perhaps not seeing the full scope of the threat.

The wastrel prince would stay here, safe and useless.

But maybe it was time for the wastrel prince to die.

Briar turned from the window and began to plan. He’d need supplies, information, and a way to reach Atheria without triggering his mother’s extensive network of spies. The crystals had shown him the danger. Now he needed to act on it.

His instincts stirred uneasily, warning of paths once taken that couldn’t be untaken. Something growled of pack members in danger. His heritage whispered of skies that needed defending.

But broken abilities would have to be enough.

In the morning, he’d attend court as usual. Play the fool. Smile at the right times. Let everyone see what they expected to see.

And then, when the moment was right, he’d disappear.

His sisters might not want his help. The wardens might see him as a liability. This Nyssa might consider him nothing more than another tool to collect.

They were about to learn otherwise.

Briar pulled out his maps of Atheria again, this time marking the locations where people had vanished. The pattern suggested movement towards the Forbidden City.

Or movement away from it.

Either way, that’s where answers would be found.

He spent the remaining hours until dawn memorising patrol schedules, guard rotations, and the hundred small details that would make the difference between a clean escape and capture before he even left the palace.

When the first light touched his windows, Briar was ready. Bathed, dressed in court attire that screamed ‘harmless noble’ every inch the disappointment his parents expected.

Time to play the game one last time.

The rest of that day at court had been a performance worthy of the finest actors. Dancing with vapid nobles, deflecting marriage proposals, drinking just enough to seem dissolute. All whilst his mind raced with plans and contingencies.

The escape from Varden palace had been easier than expected. His parents’ guards were looking for someone fleeing in panic, not someone who walked through the gardens at dawn. By the time they noticed his absence, he was hours gone through the portal to Atheria.

Now, Atheria hit him like a physical blow.

Briar paused at the crest of a hill, taking in the view. Two moons hung in the sky despite the rising sun — impossible on the world of Erthea but normal here. The air crackled with wild magic, making his mixed heritage itch beneath his skin.

The Forbidden City’s spires dominated the horizon, their twisted architecture defying physics and good sense. Somewhere between here and there, his sisters had vanished.

First things first. He needed information.

The nearest settlement was Greenvale, a trading post that served travellers brave or stupid enough to venture near the Forbidden City. Briar had been there once, years ago, during one of his escapes from court. The locals had been friendly enough once his coin proved real.

The walk took three hours. By the time he arrived, the morning crowds were out in force. Merchants hawked their wares, travellers negotiated for supplies, and everyone avoided mentioning the increased warden patrols or the nervous way people glanced east.

Briar pulled up his hood and made for the Laughing Griffin. The tavern served decent food, better ale, and most importantly, hosted the kind of gossip he needed.

Inside, the breakfast crowd provided perfect cover. He claimed a corner table and ordered food he didn’t want, then settled in to listen.

“— third patrol this month,” a merchant was saying. “The wardens are getting desperate.”

“Can’t blame them,” his companion replied. “Whatever’s out there isn’t taking prisoners.”

“You hear about those two girls asking questions? The blonde and the redhead?”

Briar’s attention sharpened.

“The ones claiming to be scholars? Load of rubbish. Scholars don’t move like fighters.”

“Or ask about pre-First Age ruins.”

“Taggard swears the blonde had Valeran eyes. You know, that particular shade of blue?”

“Don’t be daft. What would Valeran royalty be doing out here?”

“Same thing as everyone else. Dying.”

They moved on to other topics, but Briar had heard enough. Vivi and Bree had been here, asking about ruins. His hand moved to the tracking amulet at his throat — a family heirloom that could locate his siblings if he got close enough.

Still no pulse. They were either too far away or...

No. Not thinking about that.

“You looking for someone?”

Briar glanced up. A woman had appeared at his table — middle-aged, weathered, with the kind of eyes that missed nothing.

“Just passing through,” he said.

“Course you are. Just like those two girls were ‘just passing through’ last week.” She sat without invitation. “You got the same look. Like you’re hunting something that might hunt you back.”

“Did you see them?”

“Maybe. Memory’s fuzzy. Coin helps clear it up.”

Briar slid silver across the table. It vanished into her sleeve.

“Pretty things. The blonde asked about the old paths — the ones sensible folk avoid. The redhead kept checking the sky like she expected dragons.”

Because Bree expected her dragon to find her. But if it hadn’t...

“Where did they go?”

“East. Towards the Sunken Library.” The woman leaned closer. “But if you’re smart, you won’t follow. That place has been waking up lately. Lights where there shouldn’t be any. Sounds that make your teeth ache.”

“I’ll take my chances.”

“They all say that.” She stood. “Word of advice? Whatever you’re after, it ain’t worth it. The Forbidden City doesn’t give back what it takes.”

She left before he could respond.

Briar finished his untouched meal and headed for the market. He needed supplies for a journey into hostile territory. The coin he’d brought would cover basics, but he’d have to be careful.

As he haggled over dried meat and travel bread, the tracking amulet pulsed.

Just once. Barely there. But enough.

His sisters were alive and somewhere to the east.

“You feel that?” The merchant had gone pale.

“Feel what?”

“Magic. Wrong magic.” She started packing up her stall. “Market’s closed.”

All around, others were doing the same. In minutes, the bustling square had emptied. Doors slammed. Shutters closed.

Briar stood alone in the sudden silence.

Then he felt it too. A crawling sensation, like ice water in his veins. His instincts screamed danger. Everything in him recoiled. Even his dormant abilities stirred uneasily.

Shadowbound.

A figure stepped from an alley. Shaped like a person but wrong, moving with the jerky precision of a marionette. Its eyes were holes that reflected nothing.

“Prince Briar. How convenient.”

“Do I know you?”

“Not yet. But my mistress knows all about you. The failed prince. The royal disappointment.” It tilted its head too far. “The one who’s going to help us break the seals.”

“Pass.”

“Oh, you misunderstand. That wasn’t a request.”

Two more figures emerged from other alleys. The temperature dropped twenty degrees.

Briar’s hand found his sword. Not much use against Shadowbound, but the weight was comforting. “Your mistress can get in line. I’m busy.”

“Looking for your sisters? They’re beyond your reach now. But don’t worry. You’ll see them again. Briefly.”

The tracking amulet pulsed again, stronger this time. East. They were east.

“Here’s a counter-offer,” Briar said. “You walk away. I pretend this never happened. Everyone stays intact. Well, as intact as you were before, which admittedly isn’t saying much.”

The creatures laughed, a sound like breaking glass. “The wastrel prince thinks he has teeth.”

“No.” Briar smiled, letting his canines extend. “I know I do.”

They attacked at once.

Briar moved on instinct, dropping low as shadow-claws raked where his head had been. He rolled, came up running, and put a market stall between him and pursuit.

The Shadowbound flowed around obstacles like smoke. His sword passed through one without resistance. Of course. Physical weapons were useless here.

Think. What would Vivi do?

Something clever with fire magic. And make it look easy.

What would Bree do?

Call her dragon and burn everything. Then complain about the smell.

What could Briar do?


Run. 
He was excellent at running. Years of escaping court functions had to count for something.

He vaulted another stall, muscles singing with supernatural strength. The Shadowbound kept pace. They were herding him, he realised. Away from the eastern road.

Away from his sisters.

That made him angry.

Briar skidded to a stop and turned. The creatures paused, perhaps surprised by prey that stopped fleeing.

“Changed my mind,” he said. “Let’s dance.”

His father thought he’d never paid attention during lessons. Truth was, he’d paid too much attention. Every fighting style, every magical theory, every transformation technique — he’d absorbed it all.

He just couldn’t do any of it right.

But wrong? That he could manage.

Briar reached for his shifting nature and pushed. Bones cracked and reformed, but not into a wolf. He stopped the transformation halfway, leaving himself with claws, enhanced speed and flexibility. His heritage let him blur — moving at supernatural speed that made him appear as streaks of motion.

Then he reached for his wyvern inheritance. Heat bloomed in his chest,  not enough for true dragonfire but sufficient to charge his claws with burning energy.

His fae heritage he let flow freely, sharpening his perception until he could see the threads connecting the Shadowbound to whatever animated them.

And his dormant power? Still useless.

Three out of four would have to do.

The first creature lunged. Briar blurred sideways, appearing behind it in a streak of motion, and met it with burning claws, tearing through shadow-flesh that sizzled and smoked. It screamed and retreated.

The second tried to flank him. Fae intuition warned him in time. He blurred again, moving faster than the eye could follow, then raked claws across its binding threads. The creature collapsed into smoke.

The third hesitated.

“Not so funny now, is it?” His words came out rough, distorted by partial transformation. “Want to try again?”

It fled.

Briar held the form for another heartbeat, then let it collapse. The backlash hit — muscles cramping, vision blurring, the taste of copper in his mouth.

Worth it though.

He stumbled to a water barrel and dunked his head, washing away blood and worse. When he straightened, an old woman watched him from a doorway.

“You’re him,” she said. “The prince who can’t transform proper.”

“That’s me.”

“Could’ve fooled me just now.” She tossed him a cloth. “Your sisters went east three days ago. Took the old road despite everyone warning them.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. Just find them before the Shadowbound do.” She paused. “Or before they find what they’re looking for.”

“Which is?”

“Same thing the creatures have been searching for. The same thing that’s got the Forbidden City stirring.” Her eyes were too knowing. “The thing that needs royal blood to wake it.”

The tracking amulet pulsed again. Stronger. Urgent.

Time to go.

Briar gathered his scattered supplies and headed east. The old road was barely a path, overgrown and treacherous. But it led towards the pulse in his amulet, towards his sisters.

Towards whatever they’d gotten themselves into this time.

Behind him, Greenvale stayed locked and silent. Ahead, the Forbidden City’s spires seemed to lean closer, as if eager to welcome another Valeran into their embrace.

His partial transformation had left him shaky, but functional. Good enough. He’d pushed himself harder during his escapes from court, though never with lives on the line.

The path wound through dying forest. The trees here grew wrong — twisted into spirals, bark weeping black sap that smelled of rot. No birds sang. No insects buzzed.

Just silence and the pulse of the amulet growing stronger.

A mile in, he found the first sign. Bree’s hairpin, the silver one shaped like a dragon. No blood, thank the spirits. But it lay in the middle of the path like bait.

Which it was. His sisters might be impulsive, but they weren’t careless. Not with treasured possessions anyway. With their lives? Different story.

He pocketed the pin and kept moving. The forest grew worse with each step. Trees bent at impossible angles. Moss grew in patterns that hurt to look at. The very air tasted wrong.

The amulet’s pulse became a steady thrum. Close now. Very close.

That’s when he heard the screaming.

No more time for memories. No more time for doubt.

Briar ran towards the sound, the tracking amulet burning against his chest.

Time to find out if the wastrel prince could become something more.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3
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The scream cut through the corrupted forest like a blade through silk.

Briar ran towards the sound, branches clawing at his face and clothes. The tracking amulet burned against his chest, pulsing faster with each step. Close now. Very close.

The trees grew thicker as he pressed forward, their twisted trunks blocking out what little sunlight filtered through the dying canopy. Black sap wept from bark that looked diseased, and the moss beneath his feet squelched with each footfall. The very air tasted of decay and something worse — old magic gone wrong.

Another scream. Definitely Bree’s voice, high and furious. But underneath it, something else. Vivi shouting, the sound of steel on steel, and a low chittering that made his teeth ache.

Briar pushed through a curtain of hanging vines and stopped short.

The forest opened into a bowl-shaped depression, as if something massive had struck the earth and left a crater. At the bottom, partially collapsed stone structures jutted from the ground like broken teeth. The architecture was wrong somehow — angles that didn’t quite meet properly, surfaces that seemed to shift when he wasn’t looking directly at them.

And there, among the ruins, his sisters fought against things that defied easy description.

Vivi danced between opponents that looked like they’d been assembled from nightmares. One had too many joints in its arms, bending at impossible angles as it swung a weapon that seemed to be made of crystallised shadow. Another moved on legs like a spider’s, its torso twisting to track her movements while its lower body scuttled sideways.

Bree levitated and crouched atop a broken pillar, hurling bolts of raw energy at something that kept dissolving into mist whenever her attacks came close. It would reform seconds later, slightly closer than before, its form never quite the same twice.

The Shadowbound weren’t like the ones Briar had faced in Greenvale. These were older, more sophisticated. Where those had been crude imitations of people, these were deliberate perversions of natural form. They moved with purpose and intelligence, coordinating their attacks with disturbing efficiency.

“Vivi!” Bree’s voice carried clearly across the crater. “The centre structure! There’s something in there!”

Vivi’s response was lost in the clash of weapons, but she nodded and began fighting her way towards a larger ruin near the depression’s heart. Her attackers moved to block her, their coordination perfect and inhuman.

Briar had seen enough.

He leapt down into the crater. He conjured a sword, the blade singing as he drew it from its sheath. The sound caught everyone’s attention. Vivi’s face showed relief and exasperation in equal measure. Bree grinned from her perch.

The Shadowbound turned to assess this new threat with movements that were too fluid, too coordinated.

“Briar!” Vivi called out between sword strokes. “What are you doing here?”

“Saving your lives.” He moved towards the nearest creature, noting how it shifted its stance to accommodate two opponents instead of one. “What are these things?”

“Shadowbound,” Bree shouted from above. “But not like the ones in the reports. These are older. Stronger.”

“Wonderful.” Briar reached for his mixed heritage, feeling the familiar heat building in his chest. “Any other helpful information?”

“They’re guarding something,” Vivi pointed towards the central structure with her blade. “Something in that building. Every time we try to approach —”

One of the Shadowbound lunged at Briar, its crystalline weapon whistling through the air where his head had been. He blurred sideways, appearing as a streak of motion, and brought his sword around in a vicious arc.

The blade bit deep into the creature’s torso, and unlike the crude Shadowbound from Greenvale, this one didn’t simply disperse. Instead, it shrieked and staggered back, black ichor streaming from the wound. The iron was affecting it, but not destroying it.

“They can be hurt,” Briar called out, dodging another strike. “The iron works!”

He blurred again as another Shadowbound attacked, this time appearing behind it to rake burning claws across its back. The creature convulsed and spun to face him, its form rippling like water before solidifying into something with more teeth and claws than before.

“They adapt,” Vivi warned, parrying a strike from her own opponent. “The longer you fight them, the more they learn.”

“Then we don’t give them time to learn,” Briar replied, letting his transformation flow more freely.

His form began to shift and change, bones cracking and reforming as he embraced
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