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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.

Through the Veil

A song for Vivienne and Diego

I watched the sky fall into ash,
Your name still carved into the stars.
They said, “Let go,” but how could I,
When even silence bore your scars?
I walked through fire with empty hands,
Chased echoes through forbidden lands.
The void had teeth, it swallowed whole—
But still, you called me from your soul.
I tore the sky to reach you,
Bled through the flame.
You pulled me back
When I had no name.
Through fire, through shadow, through every wall—
I’d risk it all... just to hear you call.
They built the worlds to keep us apart,
But distance bends beneath the heart.
Even when you fade from view,
The tether hums—I know it’s you.
They marked me monster, cast me away—
But your magic burned and made me stay.
They called it madness, cursed my spell—
But you’re the reason I fell and fell...
I tore the sky to reach you,
Bled through the flame.
You pulled me back
When I had no name.
Through fire, through shadow, through every wall—
I’d risk it all...
Just to hear you call.
You’re the storm inside my skin,
The name I wear beneath the wind.
No matter the cost, no matter the pain—
I’d fall again,
And tear the veil again.
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Chapter 1: Diego
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“Hurry up, that void won’t close itself,” Gwyn called out from behind him.

Diego gripped the ship’s controls as they lurched past the massive floating island. His knuckles turned white against the crystal steering mechanism. The island drifted like an ancient sentinel, its underside glowing with trapped wild magic. Rock and earth hung suspended in defiance of nature, large enough to hold an entire forest on its surface, trailing debris into the void below. 
“More voids will keep opening if the Archdruid has her way.”
The crystal beneath his palms pulsed with cold fire. Each adjustment sent shivers up his arms as the ship responded to his will. The mechanism had been carved from a single piece of crystal, its surface smooth as glass yet somehow gripping his skin. Sweat made his hands slip, and he adjusted his hold.

The ship bucked against the wild magic that battered them from all sides. Each wave of energy sent tremors through the hull, and Diego fought to keep them airborne. The barrier between worlds pressed against his consciousness like a living thing.

“Be careful, D.” Lance gripped the side of his seat. “We’ll fall out of the bloody sky if you’re not careful.”

“I’m aware of that.” Diego’s jaw clenched as another surge of magic slammed into them. The ship’s protective wards flared silver, then dimmed. They couldn’t take much more of this. The ward patterns etched into the metal grew fainter with each assault.

A month. It had been a month since Vivienne returned to Erthea without him. The Archdruid’s decree had come down like a blade. No more travel between worlds until the void rifts stabilised. But Diego knew better. The Archdruid wanted Atheria forgotten, wanted to sever all ties with the world that had caused so much chaos.

Beyond the island, empty air yawned like an abyss. No birds flew here. No clouds formed. Just the endless pale sky of Atheria stretching in all directions, broken only by the floating mass of land and the streams of raw magic.

“Are you sure this will work?” Lance asked. “The portals between worlds are sealed off. There’s be no way of passing to Erthea.”

“That’s why we’re taking a different route.”

The ship shuddered. The energy stabilisers groaned under the strain. Diego’s legs burned from maintaining his balance against the constant motion. His back ached from hunching over the controls.

“You do realise it’s never been done before, right?” Scarlet leant forward. “If we hit the barrier between worlds, we could disintegrate.”

Cracks spider-webbed across the nearest support beam. Scarlet ran her fingers along them, and metal flakes fell away. The ship’s bones were showing their strain.

Diego’s chest tightened. He knew the risks better than any of them. But Vivienne was on the other side of that barrier, and he’d been separated from her for too long. The void had already stolen years from them. He wouldn’t let politics steal more.

The crystal controls pulsed under his hands, responding to his intent more than physical manipulation. The ship recognised him as its pilot, but even it strained against the forces they faced. Frost spread across the crystal’s surface where his skin touched it. His breath misted in the sudden cold.

The island loomed ahead. A massive chunk of granite wrapped in dying trees. Diego pulled hard to port. The ship groaned but obeyed, missing the island’s edge. Loose stones rained down from its crumbling cliff face.

“Please tell me you’re not risking our lives just so you can see your princess again,” Lance said. “Because —”

“This isn’t just about Vivienne.” Though his heart hammered at the thought of seeing her face again. “The rifts have grown unstable. Three new ones opened last week alone. We have to convince the Archdruid that keeping the portal open is in the best interest of both worlds.”

The air grew thicker. Each breath took more effort. The wild magic pressed against them from all sides now, dense as water.

“The Archdruid doesn’t care much for Atheria,” Scarlet pointed out. “I think she’d rather forget about it.”

“Then we convince her otherwise.”

Being trapped on Atheria while Vivienne remained on Erthea had been torture. Yes, they had met in the vault, but those encounters only made the separation worse.

The last time he’d seen her on Estralia she’d stood at the portal with that determined set to her shoulders. “I’ll make them listen,” she’d said. “The United Magic Council needs to hear what happened here.” But the portal had sealed behind her before he could follow.

The ship dropped without warning. Diego’s stomach lurched. He hauled on the controls, forcing them to climb again. The crystal burned cold enough to numb his fingers.

Not to mention they had to find Randal. Their mentor had disappeared after helping them defeat the wraith queen in the Forbidden City. Randal had sacrificed himself to save them all. As a druid cursed to eternal life, Vivi insisted he’d return. But Diego needed to find him first.

The turbulence increased. The ship shook as they flew deeper into the wild magic, and Diego’s tattoos burned. The dragon along his forearm shifted under his skin, responding to the dimensional stress. Black ink writhed like a living thing, and sharp pain lanced up his arm. The serpent coiled around his bicep contracted, squeezing until his fingers went numb. He flexed them against the crystal, forcing feeling back.

More cracks appeared in the deck. One ran from bow to stern, widening with each impact. The protective wards flickered faster now. Silver light, darkness, silver light, darkness. Like a heartbeat growing weaker.

“Why not try something less suicidal?” Lance muttered. “Opening a portal like we did before seems much easier.”

“Vivi tried that. It didn’t work. This is our only option.”

The taste of copper filled Diego’s mouth. The air itself had turned metallic, charged with energies that made his teeth ache. Each breath scraped his throat raw.

Lance paled. “I’d rather find an option that didn’t mean certain death.”

“We’re not going to die.” The words came out harder than Diego intended. He couldn’t let doubt creep in now. Not when they were so close.

The ship bucked again. Metal groaned beneath their feet. The energy stabilisers sparked and flared. A shard of crystal fell from the ship’s roof, embedding itself in Diego’s palm.

“Don’t say that,” Lance warned. “You’ll curse us all.”

“For once I agree with him, Diego,” Gwyn said from where she studied her notes. The pages fluttered in the unnatural wind that had begun to howl through the ship. She pressed them flat against her lap, squinting to read her own handwriting. “No one has ever attempted this.”

“Doesn’t mean it can’t be done. We should be reaching the boundary soon.”

The light changed. Atheria’s pale glow took on a greenish tint. The air smelled of lightning and deep earth.

“And you know this how?” Scarlet wanted to know.

Diego’s grip tightened on the controls. The crystal had gone so cold it burned. “From Vivienne. She still has residual knowledge from when Ravenna possessed her.”

“I’m not sure we should trust that,” Scarlet said. “Given what Ravenna did when she possessed Vivi.”

Heat flared in Diego’s chest. “I trust her judgement.”

The ship dropped again. This time they fell fifty feet before Diego wrestled back control. His shoulders screamed from the effort. The crystal controls had frost spreading across them now, white patterns like frozen breath.

“Less than a year ago, you said yourself Vivienne is blind when it comes to that spirit,” Lance pointed out.

Diego’s tattoos pulsed. The mention of Ravenna always set them off, as if the ink itself remembered what she’d done to him. The dragon on his forearm twisted, its head rearing back in a silent roar. Pain shot through his bones. “Ravenna isn’t considered a threat now. Vivi wouldn’t trust her anymore.”

Lance frowned. “I don’t know, D. Ravenna was an Archdruid herself. I’ve never encountered a spirit that powerful. I don’t think she’d let go of Vivi so.”

“Another reason why I need to see her.”

The separation had been agony. Every day without Vivienne felt like another small death. The void had stolen enough from him. Fragments of memory, pieces of himself he’d never recover. He wouldn’t let the Archdruid’s politics steal Vivienne too.

Metal screeched somewhere behind them. The sound echoed through the ship like a scream. More ward lights died, leaving sections of the hull unprotected. Wild magic seeped through the gaps, making the air shimmer with heat mirages.

Thanks to Ravenna pushing him into the void, he still didn’t know where he’d gone or what had been done to him. Only fragments remained, like looking at his past through broken glass. What he did know was that Vivienne had brought him back. She’d found a way to reach him when everyone else had given up.

All that mattered now was getting to Erthea and dealing with the United Magic Council together. They’d meant to face it as a unit. Instead, she’d gone alone while he remained trapped by bureaucracy and fear.

The ship lurched to port. Diego’s feet left the deck for a moment before slamming back down. His knees buckled but he held on, fingers locked around the crystal despite the burning cold.

Gwyn read through her notes, which included information Vivi had shared during their last meeting in the vault. The pages were damp with condensation now, the ink starting to run. “The boundary should appear as green energy. A natural barrier that exists between the worlds.” She looked up. “Having access to Ravenna’s knowledge must be incredible.”

Diego’s jaw clenched. “I’d rather she was gone forever.”

Another impact. The ship’s frame creaked. Metal fragments showered down. One caught Diego’s cheek, drawing blood. He didn’t let go of the controls.

Gwyn read further, then gasped. “You never said some of this was only theories.”

Lance’s mouth fell open. “Wait, what?”

“I thought you had a way of getting through?” Scarlet shot Diego a glare that could have melted steel.

“If I told you it was theory, you never would have agreed to come.”

The temperature dropped further. Ice crystals formed in the air around them, glittering like suspended diamonds before the wild magic shattered them.

“I can’t believe you’re doing this just to get back to Erthea,” Scarlet said. “It’s my world too but —”

Gwyn shook her head. “I thought you knew a way through, Diego.”

“I do know how to do it.”

“How did Ravenna —” Gwyn began.

The vibrations became violent. Even the navigation crystals that usually projected stable maps flicker and fade. The ship groaned under the pressure, and Diego felt the controls fighting him. The crystal steering mechanism cracked down the middle. Not all the way through but the fissure spread with each passing second.

Green light flooded the horizon. Not the soft green of forests or seas, but a harsh, green that hurt to look at directly.

“We’re getting close.” Diego’s pulse quickened. Fear and anticipation warred in his chest.

“Turn around. Let’s go back.” Lance stood up. “This is madness.”

“I agree,” Scarlet said. “It’s too risky.”

“Diego —” Gwyn began.

“I can’t turn around. The wild magic is too strong for that. Don’t even think of trying to transport out magically. That would be suicide.” Diego gripped the controls and fought to keep the ship steady as energy crashed around them like ocean waves.

The boundary stretched across their path like a wall of emerald fire, crackling with energies older than memory. The wall rose from somewhere far below to somewhere far above, endless in both directions. It rippled and flowed like liquid light, patterns forming and dissolving in its depths.

Heat radiated from it. Diego’s exposed skin prickled with the intensity. The air tasted of storms and old magic.

“By the creator,” Gwyn breathed. “The boundary.”

The wall rushed towards them. Energy flowed through it like rivers. Scars showed where ancient paths had collapsed. Magic flared in concentrated bursts.

“And what’s to stop us from disintegrating when we hit it?” Lance demanded.

“There’s a hole in it where the two portals connect. Whenever people travel between worlds, they pass through this boundary. We need to find that opening and go through it.”

Diego scanned the wall. There, a section that flickered differently from the rest. Not a hole, but a thinning. A place where the green light pulsed in a different rhythm.

“You really have gone mad,” Lance said. “Then again, you fell in love with a Valeran, so we already knew that.”

As they neared the boundary, Diego increased the ship’s speed. It crackled with power that made his tattoos writhe. The dragon ink felt like it was trying to claw its way out of his skin. Every mark on his body burned as if fresh needles carved them anew.

The crystal controls were almost too cold to hold now. His palms stuck to the surface, skin threatening to tear if he moved too quickly.

“Why are we speeding up?” Scarlet yelped.

“We have to go fast or we won’t break through.”

The ship accelerated. Wind howled through the broken sections of hull. The energy stabilisers sparked and groaned, straining to keep the ship intact.

“If your trajectory is off...” Gwyn said.

“It’s not. I know how to control this ship. Hold on to something secure.”

The ship surged forward, the boundary filling their entire view. Its roar drowned out all other sounds. The green light painted everything in shades of emerald and shadow. Diego’s tattoos flared like wildfire, the ink bubbling under his skin.

The barrier rushed towards them. Close. Too close. The ship shuddered as they hit the boundary. Energy rushed around them like a tornado, and the others cried out as the dimensional pressure affected their ears. The world compressed and expanded at once, reality bending in ways that made Diego’s eyes water.

Blood streaked across the frosted crystal. He kept hold.

The ship lurched. Metal tore loose above them. Outer plating sheared away into the green fire outside. Stabilisers surged, then failed one by one. The wards flickered out. Only the ship’s core remained sealed.

Green light pressed in. Not heat — something deeper. It reached inside, pulled at muscle, marrow, thought.

Diego held on. The tether burned against his skin. He pulled it closer. If he lost his grip, they wouldn’t make it through.

The pressure snapped. The fire vanished.

They fell.

Sunlight cut through the broken hull. Real light, not the cold glow of Atheria. Forest spread below them. Familiar trees. Erthean soil.

The ship spiralled. Smoke poured from the engine port. Diego pulled at the fractured controls. They resisted, but the ship tilted.

A clearing. Just beyond the ridge.

He forced the ship toward it.

Branches hit the hull. The canopy split. Leaves scattered. The ship dropped lower, caught by thick limbs that snapped and slowed their fall.

The ground rose. The ship hit.

Metal screamed. The vessel skidded through the underbrush, tore a path through soil and roots. Panels gave way. One engine pod detached and bounced away. The ship listed to one side.

Stillness.

Diego pushed himself up. His arms shook. Blood dripped from his fingers. Smoke curled from exposed vents.

A figure climbed out from a collapsed section of the wall. Another followed, limping.

More movement. One body dragged clear. Another pulled free, covered in ash and leaves.

The hull had held. Barely.

They were alive.

The crystal controls cracked beneath Diego’s hands. Fractures spread under his fingers, drawing blood, but he didn’t let go.

The ship lurched. Outer plating shuddered. Stabilisers flickered and dimmed. The wards died, one by one.

Green fire surged around them. The pressure closed in, pulling at skin and breath. The tether strained but held.

The ship broke through.

They dropped.

Sunlight hit. Erthean forest stretched below — dense, wide, full of towering trees. Smoke trailed behind them.

Diego pulled at the controls. They resisted but answered. A clearing lay ahead. He steered towards it.

Branches tore past. Some scraped the hull. The ship rocked but held course.

The ground rose.

Impact.

The landing gear struck first. A jolt ran through the frame. The ship skidded across the clearing, carving a furrow through grass and soil. It tilted as one side dropped into a shallow dip, then settled.

Stillness returned.

Diego released the controls. Blood dripped from his hands. The crystal had gone dark but the structure around him remained whole.

“Is everyone alive?”

Movement near the rear. Lance pushed himself upright, dirt in his hair and a gash along his temple.

Scarlet braced herself against a wall, breathing hard. Blood streaked her cheek, but she stood without help.

Gwyn crawled out from under a bench, notes still in hand.

Diego rose. The hull had held. The doorway glowed faintly. The wards had collapsed but the ship hadn’t broken apart.

He touched his forearm. The tattoos had stilled. The tether pulsed, no longer burning.

Erthean air filled his lungs. Warm, clean, real.

“Welcome back to Erthea.”
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Chapter 2: Vivienne
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“You do realise being here is a big risk, right?” Her twin brother, Briar, leant against the corridor wall, arms crossed.

“Don’t be such a baby.” Vivi shot him a glare as she tapped the torch holder. The ancient mechanism should have responded by now. The metal felt cold beneath her fingers, its surface worn smooth by centuries of use.

“Vivi needs help,” Their younger sister, Bree, said from where she examined another torch. “Be more supportive.”

“I was being realistic,” Briar protested. “What if this is a trap?”

Vivi glanced around the empty corridor. Stone walls stretched in both directions, lit by torches that burned without consuming their fuel. She tapped the torch holder again. Still no hidden door appeared. Her mother’s instructions had seemed clear enough, but nothing was happening.

The corridor remained silent except for their breathing. Somewhere in the distance, footsteps echoed through the palace halls. They needed to hurry.

“Are you sure this is how Mama said to open it?” Briar asked. “This is a bad idea.”

Bree punched him on the shoulder. “How about helping instead of whining, brother?”

“Why not announce it to the whole palace whilst you’re at it?” Vivi hissed. The footsteps grew closer. “I think you enjoy getting us into trouble on purpose.”

“Me too,” Bree scowled at their brother.

“I do not —”

Vivi tried tapping the torch in a different sequence. Nothing. Her chest tightened with frustration. Every moment they wasted here was another moment Diego remained missing. The silver marks on her wrist tingled, a constant reminder of the spell she’d cast to link them.

“What am I doing wrong?”

Bree moved to another torch. She pressed, pulled, twisted. Still nothing happened. The mechanism remained inactive.

“You’re messing it up,” Briar suggested.

Vivi shook her head. “There are intricate patterns here. I did see her use magic, but I’m not seeing anything now.” Vivi touched another torch holder. The metal felt different here and warmer. “What am I missing? Am I in the right spot?”

“Vault doors move,” Briar said. “It could be anywhere.”

“It’s here. I’m sure of it.” Vivi went back to the first torch holder and tapped it three times in rapid succession. The metal grew hot beneath her touch. “Bree, the other one. Hurry.”

Bree followed suit. The air shimmered. A glowing door materialised from the stone wall, its edges crackling with protective magic.

“Finally. Let’s go.”

Vivi stepped through first. A beam of light shot down from the ceiling to scan them, making her mutter a curse under her breath. The scanning spell passed over her, checking for threats, before fading away.

“What are we looking for?” Briar asked as he and Bree entered behind her.

“I need to find information about Randal. He might be the only one who can help us get back to the island and make sure Mama doesn’t seal the portal forever.”

The vault stretched before them. Shelves lined the walls from floor-to-ceiling, filled with books, scrolls and artefacts that glowed with their own inner light. The ceiling disappeared into shadows high above. Floating orbs of light drifted between the shelves, illuminating different sections as they passed.

The air smelled of old parchment and magic, thick with the weight of accumulated knowledge. Books rustled on their shelves as if alive, some floating free to rearrange themselves according to arcane filing systems.

“This place is enormous,” Bree breathed. She spun in a slow circle, taking in the magnitude of the collection. “Mama was right when she said this vault puts hers to shame. This could take forever to search through. Where do we start?”

“Look for a keystone book,” Vivi told them. “They’re usually larger, bound in black leather with gold clasps. They index everything else in their section.”

The siblings split up. Vivi headed towards a section where the books glowed brighter, their spines inscribed with runes she could read. Ancient texts on curses and immortality would be kept in the restricted areas.

“If Randal is cursed, do you think there’ll be any mention of him in here?” Briar frowned as he pulled a thick tome from a lower shelf. Dust swirled in the air.

“Ravenna cursed him. There has to be a record of it somewhere.” Vivi ran her fingers along the spines, searching for anything that might help. The books whispered as she passed, their magic calling out.

“Don’t you have her memories?” Briar asked.

“Some, but not all. She didn’t possess me for very long.” The reminder sent a shiver down Vivi’s spine. She avoided those memories. Too sharp. Too splintered. They cut deeper every time she tried to make sense of them.

A book floated past, its pages fluttering. Bree reached for it but it darted away, settling on a higher shelf.

“Do you really think Mama is going to let you return to the island?” Briar raised his eyebrows as he moved to another section.

“I’m free to go wherever I want. I only came back to smooth things over. It’s been weeks. I miss my friends.” She sighed, the weight of separation pressing on her chest. “I feel like I’ll lose my mind if I don’t see Diego soon. The soul tether is getting stronger.”

Three years ago she’d cast the spell to remove the void essence from him so he could become a warden. Instead it had linked them together by magic. The connection had grown beyond what she’d intended and tuned into a soul tether. Now she felt his emotions, sensed his presence even across worlds.

“Soul tether?” Briar laughed. “Are you sure it’s not a soul bond? You have marks from it. Look at your wrist.”

She raised her left wrist where faint silver marks traced along her skin like delicate tattoos. The dragon shape seemed to move in the vault’s strange light.

“Right. And you can’t undo it?”

“Not without killing us both. It’s permanent now. We can pick up on each other’s thoughts and emotions.”

She moved deeper into the vault. Here the books were older, their leather bindings cracked with age. Some were chained to the shelves, too dangerous to be handled carelessly. The keystone book for this section should be nearby.

Pain shot through her chest like a lightning bolt.

Vivi doubled over, gasping. The agony came from nowhere, stealing her breath. Her knees buckled.

“What’s wrong?” Bree rushed to her side, dropping the scroll she’d been examining.

“Viv?” Briar called out from three shelves over.

She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t speak. The pain tore through her as if something was ripping her apart from the inside. She sank to the floor; her hands pressed against the cold stone. Her wrist burned so much she expected it to catch fire. She pushed up her sleeve to see the dragon marks glowing with silver light.

Books tumbled from nearby shelves. The floating lights flickered and spun. The vault’s defences were reacting to her distress.

“What do we do?” Bree asked as she and Briar knelt beside their sister.

“I think it’s the soul tether.” Briar gripped her wrist, examining the glowing marks. “Look, the tether marks are reacting. Something’s happening to Diego.”

Vivienne, I’m coming. I hope. Diego’s voice rang through her mind, strained with effort.

Coming from where? she cried back and clutched her head as it spun. The vault tilted around her. “Make it stop,” she sobbed as Briar cradled her.

“There’s nothing we can do,” Briar said. “We’ll have to wait it out. Whatever’s happening to him, she’s feeling it too.”

Bree reached for Vivi’s hand but Vivi pulled away, the pain too intense for touch. Even the gentlest contact sent fire racing up her arm.

Diego, where are you? What’s happening?

No response came. He couldn’t hear her. The connection flickered like a dying flame, strong enough to transmit his pain but not her words.

What was he doing? When she saw him they needed to have a serious talk about taking stupid risks.

She winced as more pain tore through her chest but bit back a scream. The marks on her wrist blazed brighter. Around them, more books fell. A protective ward flared to life, containing the magical disturbance.

Diego, please. Answer me. Where are you?

Her wrist burned hotter. The dragon mark writhed as if trying to break free from her skin.

Then she was somewhere else.

The vision hit her like a blow. She found herself on the ship. Diego’s ship as it plunged through green fire. The hull groaned. The deck tilted. Lance hit the wall. Gwyn clung to Diego. Scarlet held fast to a rail.

The boundary surrounded them, alive with ancient magic. Vivi raised her hand, then lowered it. If she cast now, she might make it worse. The wild magic would tear them apart, use her spell as fuel.

The ship twisted. Metal strained. Plates buckled, but the core held. Diego’s hands gripped the fractured controls, blood trailing down his wrists. His tattoos writhed. Pain scorched her through the tether.

She reached for the vessel with magic, but it resisted her. She could only watch.

The vision shattered.

She gasped as her eyes flew open. Her chest heaved as she fought to draw breath. The vault ceiling spun above her, floating lights dancing in dizzy circles.

“There must be something we can do,” Bree. “If Diego dies —”

“Don’t say that,” Briar warned. “This is what happens when you tether souls together. She’ll feel everything he does.”

“Mama and Papa are soul bonded,” Bree snapped.

“And that’s what nearly got them killed. At least their bond formed naturally. Vivi forced this one to save him.”

Vivi sucked in lungful’s of air. Her heart hammered so hard she thought it might burst. But the pain was fading now, settling into a deep ache. They’d made it through. She’d felt the moment they broke into Erthean air. The sudden shift from wild magic to familiar energy.

“What happened?” Bree asked. “Is Diego...”

“He’s alive or I’d be dead.” Briar helped her sit up. The vault had stopped shaking, books settling back onto their shelves. “What did you see?”

“Diego and the others broke through the boundary between worlds. They’re here on Erthea, but they’re in trouble. The ship’s falling.” She scrambled to her feet, swaying as blood rushed from her head. “We need to find them.”

“I thought Mama sealed the —”

“They’re here. I saw them. Let’s go.” She rushed back through the glowing door. No time to worry about being caught now. Diego needed her.

The corridor blurred past. She transported out in a flash of silver light, not caring who might see.

Wait for us! Briar called as he grabbed Bree and blurred after her in a swirl of light.

Vivi reappeared outside the palace courtyard. The afternoon sun blazed overhead, warming her face after the vault’s chill. Diego’s presence grew stronger through the tether, no longer muffled by dimensional barriers. He was moving towards her fast. Too fast. Where was he?

The courtyard spread before her, paved with ancient stones worn smooth. Guards patrolled the walls but hadn’t noticed her yet. Beyond the palace walls, forest stretched to the horizon.

Briar appeared beside her with Bree. “Where —”

A glint of metal caught the sunlight. There — something metallic spinning through the air, crashing through the clouds. The ship tumbled end over end, pieces breaking away. It screamed towards the forest beyond the palace walls, trailing smoke and magical discharge.

“Holy spirits,” Briar muttered.

“I can’t use magic on it.” Vivi watched helplessly as the ship spiralled towards the ground. Her spells slid off the hull. “We need to do something or they’ll die on impact.”

“Iona!” Bree called out. “I need you!”

Wind buffeted them as her sister’s massive dragon appeared. Iona’s scales gleamed deep brown in the sunlight. Her wings stretched wide enough to cast the entire courtyard in shadow. The dragon’s golden eyes fixed on Bree.

“Grab the ship before it hits the ground!” Bree pointed at the falling vessel.

The dragon launched into the air with a thunderous beat of wings. Stone cracked beneath the force of her departure. Guards shouted in alarm, pointing at the sky. Iona flew towards the tumbling ship, wings pumping hard. But the ship’s cylindrical shape made it impossible to grab. Her claws scraped across metal.

The dragon changed tactics. She slammed her massive bulk against the ship’s side, trying to nudge it onto a safer trajectory. The impact sent the vessel spinning in a new direction — towards a section of forest rather than the rocky hills.

“Not what I hoped for,” Vivi muttered. But it was better than nothing.

The ship spun once more, lower now, trees rushing up to meet it. Then it crashed to the ground with a jolt that shook the forest. Birds erupted from the canopy in shrieking flocks. A plume of smoke and earth billowed over the treeline.

Vivi ran. Her feet barely touched the ground. Bree and Briar followed, magic speeding their steps. They passed through the palace gates, past startled guards, into the trees.

Broken branches marked the ship’s descent. Deep grooves scarred the ground. The air smelled of scorched metal and torn soil. Smoke rose from patches of burned leaves where magic had struck.

The vessel rested at an angle at the end of a long trench, its hull scorched and dented. One side was crumpled inward where it had clipped the treetops.

Vivi skidded to a stop. She pressed both hands to the hull, searching for the door. The metal burned her skin, but she didn’t pull away.

Diego? Can you hear me? Are you and the others alright?

Nothing. The tether carried only a sense of pain and disorientation. He was conscious but dazed.

Only Diego could open and control the ship normally. She’d have to find another way.

How do I open the door?

“Any luck?” Briar blurred in behind her.

Vivi pressed her palms against the ship’s surface and focused. The ship only opened when Diego controlled it with his mind. But the tether linked them. Maybe she could mimic that connection, use their shared soul to trick the ship’s mechanisms.

She reached through the tether, feeling for Diego’s mental signature. Weak but present. She wrapped her magic around it, borrowing his essence.

The door slid open with a hiss.

Smoke billowed out. Inside, chaos reigned. Seats had torn free from their moorings. Crystal fragments from the shattered controls glittered everywhere. Blood spattered the walls.

“Scarlet!” Bree called into the wreckage. “Is everyone alright?”

“Not really, no,” Scarlet groaned from somewhere in the smoke. “That man is a bloody madman.”

Vivi climbed through the doorway. Glass crunched beneath her feet. She found Scarlet first, helping her crawl towards the exit. The healer clutched her ribs but seemed otherwise intact.

Vivi pushed deeper into the wreckage, heading for the front of the ship. Smoke stung her eyes. She could sense him through the tether, pain and exhaustion radiating from him.

“Diego?” She found him slumped over what remained of the controls, crystal shards embedded in his palms. Blood ran down his arms. But he was alive. That was all that mattered.

“Vivienne?” He looked up and gave her a weak smile. His face was pale beneath smears of blood and soot. His hands glowed and drew magic. Causing the cuts to close over.

“Are you injured?” She knelt beside him.

“I don’t think so. Nothing serious.” Diego pulled her into his arms, and she felt the familiar warmth of his embrace.

She gave him a quick kiss, tasting blood and smoke. Then she pulled back and slapped him across the face. “What the bloody hell were you thinking coming through the veil? You could have got yourself killed!”

He caught her hand and pulled her in for another kiss, deeper this time. “I missed you, mi amor.”

“Don’t ever do anything so reckless again.” But even as she scolded him, relief flooded through her. He was here. He was alive. The separation was finally over.

She helped him stand, supporting his weight as they made their way out of the wreckage. Around them, the forest settled back into quiet, only the crackle of dying fires and groans of cooling metal breaking the silence.

Behind them, the cabin lay in ruin. Lance and Gwyn hadn’t moved. Lance was sprawled near the wall, one arm twisted at a strange angle. Gwyn lay half-buried beneath a collapsed bench, blood streaking her forehead. Both still breathed, but neither stirred.

They’d have to deal with the palace guards soon. Explain the destroyed ship. Find somewhere for her friends to recover. Figure out what to do about the Archdruid’s ban on travel between worlds.

But for now, Diego was here.
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Chapter 3: Diego
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It felt odd being back in Andovia. Diego hadn’t seen this realm since he was a child, and the memories that surfaced were fragmented at best. The palace grounds stretched before them, manicured gardens and stone pathways that seemed both familiar and foreign.

Everything was so green. After the pale, washed-out colours of Atheria, Erthea’s vibrancy almost hurt his eyes. Rich emerald grass, deep forest greens, the brilliant jade of cultivated hedges. Even the sky seemed a more intense blue, unmarred by the strange atmospheric distortions that plagued the other world.

Briar and Bree helped them through the palace gates. Guards in silver armour stepped aside at Vivienne’s approach, though their eyes lingered on Diego and his companions with obvious suspicion. He couldn’t blame them. They’d just crashed a ship into the royal forest.

Diego’s ribs protested with each step. The impact had slammed him hard against the controls, and breathing sent sharp pains through his chest. He kept his expression neutral. No need to worry Vivienne more than necessary.

Lance and Gwyn remained unconscious, carried on stretchers by palace servants. Lance’s arm hung at an unnatural angle, and blood matted Gwyn’s dark hair. They needed proper healing, and soon.

“I can’t believe you almost killed us just to see Vivi!” Scarlet’s voice cut through his thoughts. She limped alongside them; one hand pressed to her side.

“It wasn’t just because of that,” Diego insisted. The soul tether had been pulling him apart. Another week and he might have gone mad from the separation.

“I already scolded him if it makes you feel better,” Vivienne added, shooting him a look that was equal parts exasperation and fondness.

Scarlet scowled. “It doesn’t, since you’re the reason we’re in this mess.”

“Hey, at least we’re all together again,” Vivienne said as she led them through a set of ornate double doors inside the palace. The corridor beyond gleamed with polished marble and gilt fixtures.

“Whoa, what is this?” Scarlet’s anger faded as she caught sight of the healing wing.

Rows of beds lined the walls, each surrounded by privacy screens painted with soothing scenes of nature. Crystals embedded in the ceiling cast soft light that shifted between pale blues and greens. The air smelled of herbs and healing incense. Healers in white robes moved between the beds with practiced efficiency.

“This is the healing wing,” Vivienne explained. She gestured to a woman approaching them with long pink hair that seemed to shimmer in the crystal light. “Everyone, this is my cousin, Nerida Maldon. She’ll be checking you all over.”

Nerida’s pale eyes swept over them, assessing injuries with a healer’s practiced gaze. Long turquoise hair fell past her shoulders, her skin shimmered with scales, indicating her mermaid heritage. Her expression grew concerned as she took in their various wounds.

“I have a few broken ribs, but I can heal myself —” Scarlet began. “Gwyn has head trauma. Lance has a broken arm and possible internal injuries. They need immediate attention.”

Nerida nodded and gestured to her team. White-robed healers converged on the stretchers, moving Lance and Gwyn to beds with careful precision.

“You as well,” Nerida said, pointing at Scarlet. “No arguments.”

While Scarlet grudgingly allowed herself to be led to a bed, Nerida turned her attention to Diego.

“You too. Behind the screen.” She grabbed his arm and steered him towards an empty bed.

“I’m fine,” Diego protested.

“Lie down. That’s an order.” Nerida shoved him onto the bed with surprising strength for someone so slight.

Diego raised his eyebrows. “An order from a healer or from royalty?”

“Both,” Vivienne said. “No arguments. You’re getting checked whether you like it or not.”

He grinned despite the pain in his ribs. “I’ll cooperate if it makes you happy.”

“Good. But never do anything that reckless again. Estúpido!”

“Me extrañaste?” Diego switched to his native tongue, reaching up to touch her cheek.

“I missed you too.”

“We have things to discuss.”

She sighed. “If you mean telling my parents about us —”

He cut her off with a kiss, deep and desperate. A month of separation poured into that contact, the soul tether humming between them.

“Am I interrupting?” a new voice asked.

Vivienne froze and pulled away. “Gran.”

Diego’s breath caught. Vivi’s grandmother, Nyx, stood at the gap in the privacy screen. The Queen of Andovia radiated power that made the air itself seem to thicken. Her long red hair fell in a neat plait past her waist, and her blue eyes missed nothing. Large green wings folded against her back.

“Your Majesty.” Diego rose, but sharp pain in his ribs forced him back down.

“Stay where you are.” Nyx stepped closer. “I take it you’re the reason my granddaughter has been moping about the palace for weeks?”

“Gran, I can explain —” Vivienne began.

“No need.” Nyx raised a hand. “I came to ensure the wardens are cared for. You came through the veil between worlds, I’m told?”

“In a ship,” Diego explained. “It wasn’t a smooth journey.”

Odd. He’d expected Nyx to demand explanations about finding them in a compromising position. Instead, she seemed almost amused. Then again, Nyx had always been impossible to read.

“Brave or foolish, I haven’t decided which,” Nyx said. “Still, you’re here now. Nerida, see that the wardens receive our best care.”

“Of course, Your Majesty.” Nerida bowed her head.

“Your majesty, I was hoping to ask you something.” Diego ran a hand through his hand.

Though he knew Nyx couldn’t read his thoughts. His mental shields were too strong even for her mind whisperer abilities.

“Yes?” Nyx raised her brows.

What are you doing? Vivienne demanded.

“I was hoping you could help with my memory problems,” Diego said aloud. “You examined me as a child, tried to help me remember what I am and where I came from.”

Nyx raised her hand, and a barrier of energy shimmered into existence around them. The sounds of the healing wing faded to nothing. Even Vivienne’s presence through the tether dimmed.

“We tried that before,” Nyx said. “My abilities don’t work on you. Your mind is... unique.”

“Things have changed. I’ve been remembering fragments. Perhaps if you tried again...”

“I see.” Nyx studied him with those unsettling blue eyes. “I’ll consider it. In the meantime, might I suggest you be more discreet about your relationship with my granddaughter? If Ann discovers what’s happening between you two...” She let the threat hang in the air.

The barrier dissolved. Nyx glided away without another word, leaving Diego’s head spinning.

Diego shifted on the bed, wincing. “She knows about us.”

“Of course she does. Gran knows everything.” Vivienne’s brow furrowed. “Good thing my soul tether mark looks like a tattoo. Why did you ask her about your memories? You know her power doesn’t work on you.”

“Because I need answers. Being apart from you, feeling the tether stretch across dimensions... it triggered something. I’m remembering things. Fragments, but more than before.”

“I know. I’ve seen them too through the tether.” She hesitated. “But, Diego, your mental shields are too strong. I don’t want Gran getting hurt trying to break through them.”

“I can lower them for you now,” Diego pointed out. “Maybe I can do the same for her.”

“Maybe.” Vivienne didn’t sound convinced. “Let’s focus on getting you healed first.”

Nerida returned. “May I examine you now?”

Diego nodded and pulled off his shirt, revealing the intricate tattoos that covered his torso. The dragon wrapped around his ribs seemed to shift in the healing wing’s strange light.

“His ribs are broken,” Vivienne said. “At least two, maybe three.”

Nerida frowned. “How do you —”

“I can feel it through our connection.” Vivienne’s cheeks coloured. “Just trust me.”

When Nerida reached out to touch Diego’s ribs, the tattoos flared with silver light. Energy erupted from the dragon’s mouth, flinging the healer across the room.

Nerida yelped as she hit the far wall. Healing supplies scattered across the floor.

“Nerida!” Vivienne rushed to help her cousin up. “I’m so sorry. I should have warned you.”

“What in the tides was that?” Nerida asked, shaking.

“His tattoos are protective,” Vivienne explained. “They react to any perceived threat. I’m not sure why they see healing magic as dangerous.”

“Could be because healers have hurt him before,” Briar suggested, appearing at the screen’s edge. “The tattoos remember even if he doesn’t.”

Vivienne shot her twin a glare. “Not helping.”

“Can you remove them?” Nerida asked, keeping her distance.

“I can’t control them,” Diego said. “They’re part of me. Have been since... since I can remember.”

“Try,” Vivienne urged.

Diego reached out and took Vivienne’s hand. The tattoos settled at her touch, their silver glow fading. He’d never liked people touching him except her. She could calm the defensive magic in ways he didn’t understand.

Nerida approached again. She held her hands above his ribs without touching, her magic probing with care.

“By the tides,” she whispered. “What are you?”

“Still trying to figure that out,” Diego admitted.

“I can sense the injuries but...” Nerida shook her head. “There’s something else. Your body is...odd. I’ve never encountered anything like it.”

“Can you heal the ribs or not?” Vivienne asked.

“I can try, but I’ll need to work around whatever protections he carries. This might hurt.”

“I can handle pain.” Diego had endured worse in the void, though he couldn’t remember the details.

Nerida’s magic pressed against his ribs, testing the tattoos’ tolerance. They stirred but didn’t lash out. With slow, careful movements, she began knitting bone back together.

Pain flared through Diego’s chest. He gritted his teeth, focusing on Vivienne’s hand in his. Through the tether, he felt her trying to take some of his pain into herself.

“Don’t,” he said. “You don’t need to suffer for me.”

“Too bad.” She squeezed his hand tighter.

After what felt like hours but was minutes, Nerida stepped back. “Three ribs were cracked, one broken clean through. They’ll be tender for a few days, but they’re mended.”

“Thank you,” Diego said, surprised his tattoos had allowed even that much.

“Don’t thank me yet. I couldn’t do anything about the bruising or the other damage. Your body rejected most of my healing.” Nerida gathered her supplies. “Whatever you are, you’re designed to resist magical interference.”

“Story of my life,” Diego muttered.

After Nerida left to check on the others, Vivienne helped him sit up. The movement hurt less than before, though his chest still ached.

“We need to talk about what happens next,” she said.

“You mean telling your parents about us?”

“That, and your memories, and the fact that you just broke several laws by forcing your way through the veil.” She sighed. “Mother is away for a few days, travelling with Papa. That gives us time to figure out how to approach this.”

“I came to talk to the council,” Diego said. “To convince them why both worlds need wardens on the island. The void rifts are getting worse.”

“The council won’t listen. Mama controls the council’s decisions, and she’s determined to keep the worlds separate.”

“Then I’ll have to change her mind.”

Vivienne shook her head. “You don’t know how stubborn she can be.”

“I have some idea.” He grinned. “You had to inherit it from somewhere.”

She swatted his shoulder, careful to avoid his injuries. “I’m serious, Diego. When she finds out about us...”

“What’s the worst that could happen?”

“She could strip my powers. Banish me. Remove my title.” Vivienne’s voice dropped. “She could send you back to Atheria and seal the veil for good.”

The possibility sat heavy between them. Diego had known the risks when he chose to break through the barrier. A Valeran heir couldn’t be with someone like him. Someone with no family name, no proven bloodline, no idea what he even was. A possible demon.

“I knew the risks,” he said. “I’m ready for whatever happens. No one could take your powers. They’re part of you. I don’t care if you’re a princess or a commoner. As for your family...” He touched her cheek. “They love you too much to turn their backs on you.”

“What if Mama banishes me and strips my powers?”

His eyes widened. “You think she would?”

Vivienne shrugged. “I can’t predict what she’ll do. That’s what terrifies me. I can’t lose you again.”

“You won’t.” Diego pulled her closer, ignoring the protest from his ribs. “I’d never leave you by choice. No matter what happens, I’m in this. Even if your parents banish me, nothing in any world will stop me from finding you again. That’s a promise.”

“Good. Because I won’t let you go either. “I should check on the others. Make sure they’re healing the right way.”

“And I should put my shirt back on before someone else sees the tattoos.”

“Wise choice.” She helped him stand, steadying him when the room spun. “Take it easy. Nerida might have healed the bones, but your body went through a lot.”

As they left the privacy of the screen, Diego saw Lance sitting up in his bed, looking pale but alert. Gwyn remained unconscious, but her breathing seemed steadier. Scarlet argued with a healer about proper treatment procedures.

“How are you feeling?” Diego asked Lance.

“Like I got thrown around inside a metal box during a portal crossing,” Lance said. “So about normal for travelling with you.”

“I did warn you it would be rough.”

“You said it might be bumpy. There’s a significant difference between bumpy and near-death.”

“We survived. That’s what matters.”

“By a thread.” Lance’s expression grew serious. “What’s our next move? We can’t stay here forever.”

“First, everyone heals. Then we figure out how to convince the Archdruid to see reason about the void rifts.”

“Simple as that?”

“Nothing’s ever simple,” Diego admitted. “But we’ve faced worse odds.”

Lance snorted. “Let’s hope the Archdruid doesn’t turn us all into toads for almost crashing into her palace.”
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Chapter 4: Vivienne
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Vivi headed into the meeting chamber where Nyx sat in a high-backed chair. The room stretched wide, its vaulted ceiling painted with constellations that shifted and gleamed with their own light. Ancient tapestries covered the walls, depicting the history of the Valeran line in threads of silver and gold. Protective wards hummed in the air, making her skin prickle.

She decided to talk to her grandmother before Diego arrived. Her hands trembled as she smoothed her skirts.

“Gran, about what you saw earlier...” she began. “I can explain.”

“I know the two of you are connected. It’s not hard to notice the way you look at each other.” Nyx’s fingers traced the carved armrest of her chair.

“How did you —”

“I noticed how devastated you were after Diego vanished. And I always knew there was something between you.” Nyx’s wings rustled against the chair back. “I hope you know there will be consequences to this.”

Vivi slumped into another chair, the velvet cushions doing nothing to ease her tension. “I know that.”

“Then why are you linked to him? Please tell me you aren’t soul bonded.”

“We became linked when I cast a spell to save him. It’s a long story.” She sighed.

“You love him?”

“Yes, I do,” she admitted. Odd. She’d never let herself say those words aloud before, not even to herself. “I know I shouldn’t. Believe me, I’ve tried not to. But... it’s different with him. We understand each other better than anyone.”

“Vivi, I know what it’s like to be young and in love. But I didn’t fall in love with a demon.”

“You fell in love with a Valeran. Is that so different?”

She knew her grandparents had endured many hardships in their relationship. Even death hadn’t kept them apart.

“I always knew what Darius was. Although I did face opposition, yes.” Nyx leant forward. “But we knew his bloodline. His heritage.”

“Diego isn’t a demon. That’s one reason why he wants your help. We need to know what he is.”

“Have you considered he might be a demon?” Nyx raised her eyebrows. “Despite what you want to believe?”

“I know what it means. I won’t be allowed to become Archdruid. That’s fine. I just don’t want to lose my powers or my family.”

“Vivi, there are strict rules about our family getting involved with demons for good reason. Look what happened with Urien.”

“I know. I’ve heard the story many times.”

“Good. Then you need to be sure this is what you want. If you become soul bonded, it can’t be undone. Some parts are harder than others. Even more so if one of you falls.”

“I know things won’t be easy, but I’m sure. Diego is the only one I’ve ever wanted to be with.”

“You must tell your parents soon. Better they hear it from you rather than finding out another way.” Nyx’s expression softened. “Your mother won’t take it well.”

Vivi nodded. “I know. But will you try and help Diego recover his memories?”

“I’ll try. But from what you’ve told me, I think his mental shield will prevent me from reading him.”

“Diego,” Vivi called.

He appeared in a blur of shadow and silver light, materialising beside her chair. Nyx stared at him.

“How long have you been able to do that?” Vivi asked.

He shrugged. “A while.” He bowed his head to Nyx. “Your Majesty.”

“Please skip the formalities.” Nyx waved a hand in dismissal. “I know you want help recovering your memories. Please sit.” She motioned to the chair beside Vivienne.

Diego settled into the chair. The soul tether thrummed between them, carrying his nervousness despite his calm expression.

“I know you have reservations, Your...Nyx.”

“Have any memories come back to you?” Nyx asked.

“A few. I know I was underground at one point. I see flashes of things.” His hands gripped the armrests.

“We think Diego could have been in stasis like you were,” Vivi added.

“What makes you think that?” Nyx asked.

“Being underground is my earliest memory. And more has come back since I returned from my two-year absence in the void. When I was found, I woke up in a tunnel. I was dazed and confused, like I’d been asleep for a long time,” Diego explained. “Before that, I’ve seen flashes. Strange images of places that feel ancient.”

“He knows things sometimes too,” Vivi added. “Things no living person should remember. Like controlling technology that hasn’t existed for millennia. Plus, Ravenna acts like she knows him.”

“I hope you’re not interacting with Ravenna anymore. I don’t trust that woman.” Nyx scowled, her wings flaring.

“I’m not. I’ve learnt my lesson,” Vivi assured her.

I forgot how much I like your grandmother, Diego remarked.

“Still, she’s possessed you and your mother. I would rather she was banished for good,” Nyx said. “There could be other reasons why you know such things, Diego. I’ve never heard of stasis lasting thousands of years. Not on a child.”

“Gran, you were in stasis for nearly a century,” Vivi pointed out.

“Yes, but there’s no telling how that much time would affect anyone. The power required would be unfathomable.” Nyx shook her head.

“Did you lose your memories from being in stasis?” Diego asked the queen.

“No, my memories were cloaked by my grandmother. But coming out of stasis is confusing. It’s easier to manipulate a child’s mind,” Nyx said. “What else have you learnt about yourself? How do you know this knowledge isn’t some kind of latent ability? That’s possible since none of us know what you are.”

“I don’t,” Diego admitted.

“Him being alive and thousands of years old would explain why no one knows what he is,” Vivi remarked. “Can we get started then?”

“Do you two share power?” Nyx wanted to know. “Are you sure this tether isn’t the start of a soul bond?”

Heat flooded Vivi’s cheeks. Couples sharing power was intimate, private. “Why does that matter?” Vivi asked. “And no, we’re not soul bonded.”

“Because becoming bonded can change you. It can release repressed memories,” Nyx said. “Can you pick up on his memories?”

“I told you, no. It happened after I cast a spell to remove the void energy from him. Yes, I pick up his memories sometimes.” Vivi nodded.

“But you two are immune to each other’s powers.” Nyx paled. “This wasn’t a forced bonding, was it? To save one of your lives? Be honest with me.”

Vivi scoffed. “No, Gran. Why do you keep asking so many questions?”

“Because your mother will ask these same questions. I want to make sure you’re both prepared. Both for revealing your relationship and for whatever these memories might reveal. If we can recover any of them.”

“We are,” Diego insisted and squeezed Vivi’s hand. “Whatever happens.”

“I asked about soul bonding for a reason,” Nyx pointed out. “Diego, if something happens to you —”

Vivi blew out her breath. “Gran, we know the risks. And it’s not a soul bond. We’re just linked from an accidental spell. That’s all.”

“Yet you have marks on your left wrist.” Nyx motioned to Vivi’s arm.

Vivi glanced down at the silver dragon marks that traced along her skin. They seemed to pulse with their own light. “The spell left these. But he comes from a different world. Like I said, it’s only a link.”

“A magical link doesn’t usually allow people who are immune to each other’s powers to sense what the other is feeling.” Nyx’s wings shifted, casting shadows across the floor.

“I told you, it’s fine. We can probably undo the link if we decide to.”

“Very well. Just don’t expect any results.” Nyx rose and motioned for Vivi to get up. “I’ll need space to work.”

Vivi hesitated. The soul tether pulled at her, wanting to keep her close to Diego. “I’m right here if anything goes wrong.” She gave him a quick kiss then moved away.

She preferred to stay near him, especially when someone was about to scan his mind. But Nyx would need to touch him for her powers to work properly, and it was dangerous for anyone to get too close when mind magic was in use.

“His shield doesn’t work like ours, Gran,” Vivi warned.

Diego leant back and closed his eyes. The tattoos on his arms seemed to darken in anticipation.

Nyx sat beside him and pressed her hand to his forehead. She closed her eyes, her wings spreading wider as she gathered her power. The air in the chamber grew thick with magic.

Vivi sent a silent prayer to the spirits for this to work.

Diego’s forehead creased. A low sound escaped his throat. The temperature in the room dropped.

Light flared over Diego’s body. His intricate tattoos burnt silver, spreading from his arms across the visible parts of his chest. The dragon design writhed as if alive, scales rippling with each breath. The marks climbed up his neck, reaching towards his face.

This couldn’t be good.

Nyx screamed as silver light erupted from the tattoos and struck her power. The sound tore through the chamber, high and terrible.

“Gran! Diego, stop!” Vivi rushed forward. “Diego, stop. Please.”

Diego’s eyes flew open. They blazed blue instead of their usual brown, bright as lightning.

Light blasted from him in a wave. Nyx flew backwards, her wings crumpling as she hit the wall with a sickening thud.

“Diego, what...”

Glass shattered. The tall windows that lined the chamber exploded inwards. Something dark burst through, moving too fast to track.

Light exploded through the room. Vivi covered her eyes to shield them from the glare. A strange wailing sound tore through the air, so high-pitched it made her teeth ache. The protective wards on the walls flared and died.

She tried to cast her senses out, to understand what was happening. All she could hear was that awful wail. It pressed against her mind like needles.

“Diego!” she cried out and clutched her head as the sound intensified.

Strong arms wrapped round her. He lifted her against his chest, his body a shield between her and whatever had invaded the chamber.

She could make out the glow of his eyes through the blinding light. Being near him dulled the wailing to something bearable. The soul tether hummed between them, a lifeline in the chaos.

“Diego, what’s happening?” She groaned against his shoulder.

We aren’t alone, he told her.

Vivi narrowed her eyes, grateful for her lykae vision. It was one of the few useful traits she’d inherited from her father’s bloodline.

Arrows whistled through the air. A dozen, two dozen, more. They came from all directions at once.

Diego moved. His wings erupted from his back. He wrapped them round both of them, creating a cocoon of protection.

Most of the arrows struck his wings and bounced off, but several found their mark. Diego cried out as black shafts pierced through gaps in his wing defences, embedding themselves in his back and shoulder. Silver light flared with each impact, but the arrows’ poison worked fast.

Through the soul tether, Vivi felt his pain like fire racing through her own body. The arrowheads burned with something vicious and ancient.

“Diego!” She felt his strength faltering as the poison spread.

Stay close, he managed through gritted teeth. They want me, but they’ll kill you to get to me.

Who would be attacking them? Here, in the heart of the palace?

Why aren’t we fighting back? She asked through the tether.

Because I don’t know where they are. And this poison... His mental voice grew weaker. Something’s wrong.

No answer came after that. His attention had turned inward, fighting whatever the arrows had delivered into his system.

“We can’t stay like this forever,” Vivi said. She tried to get a look round his wings, to assess their situation.

Someone lurked outside the chamber, their presence a cold weight against her magical senses.

The poison was working faster than Diego’s healing could counter it. His grip on her loosened, and she felt his consciousness wavering through their bond.

“Diego, stay with me,” she whispered, but his eyes were already rolling back.

He collapsed, his wings folding as he hit the floor. The arrows protruding from his back drove deeper with the impact.

A cloaked figure materialized from the shadows beyond the broken windows. They moved with fluid, predatory grace into the chamber.

“You should not exist,” the figure hissed, advancing on them.

Vivi rolled aside as a blade struck where her head had been. She came up in a fighting stance, magic crackling between her fingers. Through the soul tether, Diego’s weakening presence made her own magic unstable.

The figure moved like water, each attack flowing into the next. Vivi blocked and dodged, her body remembering years of combat training. She struck out with fist and magic both, but her opponent seemed to anticipate every move.

She reached out and touched the attacker’s mind. A mental shield slammed against her senses, solid as stone. She
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