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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.
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Chapter 1: Vivienne
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Cold seeped into her first. It became the first thing she was aware of. Cold seeped into her bones, into her very soul.

She had been floating through darkness for so long. That was all she had known. Darkness and swirling shadows. She didn’t know where she was. Where she had been. Or even who she was. Images flashed through her mind, but they were all jumbled and nothing really made sense.

Every time she tried to reach for a memory, an image or something familiar, it vanished like smoke. The more she tried, the further the images retreated. Her thoughts scattered like leaves in the wind, impossible to grasp.

For a few more moments, she drifted through darkness. Flashes came in and out. Images of fire and screaming. They made her want to scream and run away, but still she couldn’t move. Her body felt leaden and heavy. More cold seeped into her. She wanted to feel warmth again, to feel life again. Yet somehow here she was between... Stuck here in the shadows.

Her fingers twitched. The first movement she’d managed. Then her toes. The sensation crept back into her limbs like ice melting.

Why did she know that voice? She tried to remember who it was. Yet only flashes and more distorted images came to her. She wanted to wake up. She felt something solid and tangible again beneath her body. Stone, she thought. Cold stone. Yet her limbs felt like dead weight, almost as if her body couldn’t move from long disuse. Why couldn’t she move? Why couldn’t she wake up?

“You’ve been lost in the shadows far too long.”

The voice was female. Distinctive. It carried authority and something else. Possession, perhaps.

She wanted to wake up. Needed to wake up.

Panic clawed at her throat. A flicker of power pulsed beneath her skin, faint but also distant like everything else. Why couldn’t she wake up, open her eyes, see where she was? She wanted to know who that voice was. Her mind raced as it struggled to piece together what had happened to her. She tried to remember the last time she had been awake, whole and alive.

Again, nothing came to her. Just the void where memories should be.

Who am I, she wondered. What is my name?

She searched for something familiar in her blur of tangled thoughts, but again nothing came to her. It was like grasping at water. The harder she tried, the more slipped away.

She reached for the blurred images once again, trying to grab onto something tangible once more. Images of fire flashed before her, stone exploding, people screaming. Ash and chaos, flying through the air. Spirits. Dragons. Something vast and terrible overhead.

What had happened to her? Why were people screaming and fleeing?

Part of her wanted to look closer to make sense of the madness and chaos. Another part of her just wanted to run away and hide, flee back into the darkness where she might be safe. At least in the darkness, nothing could hurt her. In the darkness, she didn’t have to face whatever horror waited in those fragmented memories.

And no, she couldn’t go back into the darkness. In the darkness, she might never find any of the answers she wanted: her name, her life, whatever had happened to her. Deep down she knew somehow it must have been something bad. Something terrible.

The coldness in her grew deeper, biting at her limbs. Why couldn’t she feel any warmth? Why couldn’t she feel the heat of fire? Some instinct told her she should know fire. Should understand it. But that knowledge remained just out of reach.

Awareness came back. Someone moved around her, moving items, muttering under their breath. The scent of herbs hung in the air. Jasmine. That scent meant something. But what?

“Come back now, child. It’s time for you to wake up. You don’t belong in the shadow between. You must come back to me, my daughter.”

Daughter?

Did that mean that voice she kept hearing was her mother?

She should know who her mother was. Her voice, her name, her face. Yet when she searched for them, no answers came to her. Just a vague sense that something about that word felt wrong. Or right. She couldn’t tell anymore.

Her eyelids fluttered and bright lights stung her vision. She squeezed them shut again. Too bright. Too harsh.

“That’s it. Come back to me.”

Hands touched her shoulders. Gentle but firm.

She forced her eyes open again, blinking against the glare. Crystal torches hung on the walls, bare grey stone expanding in every direction. This place didn’t look familiar. Where was she? Why was she even here? What had happened to her?

The ceiling arched high above her head. Ancient architecture. Dragons carved into the stone; their mouths open in silent roars. The sight of them made her chest tighten with something she couldn’t name. Fear? Recognition? Both?

She opened her mouth, but no words came out. Her throat was harsh and dry, like she’d been screaming for days. Instead, she just made a faint rasping sound.

A woman with long dark hair and dark blue eyes came over. She had pale, almost translucent skin in the harsh crystal light. Beautiful in a cold, distant way. Did she know this woman? Again, she searched her mess of memories to find something familiar and tangible. Somehow she knew this woman, knew her voice, knew her face. Yet something seemed wrong somehow, but she couldn’t understand why.

The woman’s eyes held something calculating. Something that didn’t match the gentle concern in her expression.

“It’s alright, my child. You’re safe here.”

The woman reached out and stroked her long blonde hair. The touch should have been comforting. Instead, it made her skin crawl.

She closed her eyes again for a moment as the light made her eyes sting. Tears leaked from the corners. From pain or fear, she didn’t know.

“Viviana.”

The woman reached out and gripped her wrist. As if afraid she might disappear.

“It’s alright, child. You are safe here.”

Viviana. The name sounded familiar. Yet she didn’t know if it was her own. Why couldn’t she remember her name? Everyone had a name, didn’t they? The question seemed ridiculous, but nothing made sense anymore.

Tears dripped down her face, and the woman pulled her close. For a moment, she clung to the woman, breathing in her familiar scent of jasmine. That scent. It meant something. Home? Safety? The memory danced just out of reach.

“Where am I?”

Her voice came out weak and raspy, her throat raw and dry. Speaking hurt.

“What... happened?”

“What do you remember, Viviana?”

She scrambled up with the woman’s help as the woman grasped her arm. Her body ached and felt stiff from long disuse. Every muscle protested. How long had she been lying there? Days? Weeks?

Viviana. That name again. It still sounded wrong somehow. But she couldn’t understand why. Was it her name? It sounded familiar, but somehow didn’t seem to fit her. Like wearing someone else’s clothes. Close, but not quite right.

The woman held out a cup of something.

She took it with shaking hands, stared at it. It looked like clear, fresh water. But could she trust it? Could she trust anything in this strange place?

Reluctantly, she took a sip. It tasted rough, rich with minerals or something. Not poisoned, as far as she could tell. She drank deeply, her parched throat grateful despite her suspicions.

“What? What do you remember?”

The woman repeated, “Tell me.”

The insistence made her flinch. Who was this woman? How well did she know her? Why did she care so much about what she remembered?

“Who are you?” She frowned, studying the woman’s face for any flicker of recognition in her own mind. “Do I know you?”

The face, the voice, the scent all seemed familiar, yet different, wrong somehow. Again, she didn’t know why. Like looking at a painting that had been altered. The broad strokes were right, but the details were all wrong.

The woman laughed. A light, musical sound that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

“I’m your mother, of course.”

“Mother...”

The word felt foreign on her tongue. She should know her own mother, shouldn’t she? But this woman was a stranger. A beautiful, dangerous stranger.

“I’m Ravenna of Valerin. You are Viviana of Valerin. By the gods, you must have hit your head.”

She reached up to touch her head, running her hands through her tangled blonde hair. No lumps, no signs of injuries anywhere on her body. Her scalp felt fine. Her skull intact.

“I don’t know...”

She thought of her last memory. Searched for something tangible again. Nothing. Just fire and screaming and darkness.

“I-I remember screams, fire, stone exploding... What happened to me?”

“You have been through a terrible ordeal. All that matters is you’re safe.”

The answer was too quick. Too practised. As if Ravenna had prepared what to say.

She gulped down the rest of the water, but didn’t detect any potions in it. Or at least as far as she could tell there wasn’t anything there. No bitter aftertaste. No magical residue on her tongue.

“What happened to me?” she demanded, setting the cup aside. “Tell me, why don’t I remember?”

The woman, Ravenna, hesitated. Just for a heartbeat. But it was enough.

It still didn’t feel right to call her mother. Nothing about this felt right.

“Our enemies attacked. You were injured during the assault. You had to go through a lot of healing. You should rest.”

Enemies. Attacked. Healing. The words should mean something. Should trigger memories. They didn’t.

She glanced down. She wore a loose nightgown, coarse and rough linen. Not what she would have expected for someone recovering from grave injuries. No bandages. No salves.

“But I’m not injured.”

She rose on shaky legs and stumbled. Her balance was off. Her body weak. But not injured. Not hurt.

Ravenna caught her elbow, steadying her.

“You were. Your injuries were grave. It took all my strength to revive you. I was afraid I’d lose you.”

Revive. The word hung in the air between them.

“What enemies? Why don’t I have any injuries?”

Ravenna hesitated, and that only made her more suspicious. Did this strange woman have something to hide? If this were her mother, why didn’t she feel any connection to Ravenna? Only suspicion. Only this gnawing sense that something were wrong.

“The Nethravain. They came to destroy us and our people. So we fled and came to this place of refuge.”

Nethravain. She knew that name. The sound of it sent ice down her spine. She shivered, but couldn’t explain why. Questions whirled through her mind like an oncoming storm. What had happened to her? And why couldn’t she remember much of what Ravenna had told her? Why did every answer feel like another lie?

“What did they do to me?” she demanded. Anger seemed a much easier emotion to grasp at than fear.

“Why can’t I remember anything?”

“Hush, child. You’re safe now. That’s all that matters. Your memories will come back.”

“But why are they gone?”

She flinched back when Ravenna reached for her, putting distance between them.

“Tell me everything.”

“You were injured. You came close to death. It’s normal for injuries to have side effects.”

Ravenna put her hands on her shoulders. Warm hands. Strong hands.

“In time, your memories will return. You are safe, Viviana.”

“That name... Do I have another name?”

That name still felt wrong somehow. As did all of this. All she wanted was to go home, to feel somewhere safe and familiar. To see somewhere familiar. To remember who she really was.

“I want to go home, come on. Take me there.”

Ravenna hesitated. The pause stretched too long.

“Your name is Viviana. You are my daughter. We don’t have a home anymore, child. They took everything from us.”

“Our home is gone? The fire and screaming... That was real?”

“Yes, but it was a long time ago. Much time has passed since then.”

“What do you mean?”

How much time? Days? Months? Years? The question terrified her.

“I know you have many questions. All that matters is you’re safe. We are safe here. I won’t let anyone take you from me again.”

Ravenna wrapped her arms around her, pulling her close.

She buried her face against Ravenna’s shoulder. This had to be some kind of nightmare. How could her home be gone? She couldn’t remember much of it other than a few flashes of grey stone and giant statues. Dragons carved in relief. The more she thought, the more darkness filled her mind.

She clung to Ravenna because what else could she do?

I just want to remember...

Good. She remembers nothing. I must be careful not to say anything or I may trigger memories of her old life as Vivienne.

She stiffened.

The thought had come clear as spoken words. But Ravenna’s lips hadn’t moved.

Oh no. Is she remembering something?

More words came to her. Not spoken. Thought. She was hearing Ravenna’s thoughts as if they were words spoken aloud.

This woman wasn’t her mother. It couldn’t be her mother.

Vivienne, was that her name? A nickname? It sounded close to Viviana, like Ravenna had called her. Again, it sounded like a memory from a dream. But it felt right in a way Viviana didn’t.

Get away from me!

Blue light flared between her hands without warning. Raw power surging up from somewhere deep inside. Ravenna cried out as the light slammed her against the wall with enough force to crack stone.

Vivienne — if that was her name, she would use it. She needed some way to feel almost like herself, even if her memories hadn’t returned yet. Some steady in this storm of confusion.

She stared at her hands in shock. Magic crackled between her fingers. Blue flames curled around her palms, dancing up her wrists. Yet they didn’t burn her. The heat felt natural. Familiar. Right.

An intricate dragon tattoo curled around her left arm from her wrist to her forearm. Dark lines that seemed to move in the flickering firelight. It crackled with light, responding to her panic.

“What’s... what’s this mark?” she gasped.

She hadn’t noticed it before. Had it always been there? The design was beautiful and terrifying.

What was this marks? Where had it come from? Had they always been there? Or was it new, like everything else that made no sense?

“It’s alright, Viviana. You —”

“Don’t lie to me! I heard your thoughts.”

The fire burned brighter, responding to her fury. The table she’d been lying on earlier ignited and exploded as if it had never existed. Wood and ash scattering across the stone floor.

She had to get out of there. Away from this woman who claimed to be her mother but thought of her as someone else entirely.

Vivienne clenched her fists and the fire snuffed out, yet more energy crackled beneath her skin. Waiting. Ready.

“Who are you?” Vivienne demanded. “What did you do to me?”

Her nails dug into her palms, more energy crackled. The fire wanted to come out again. Wanted to burn everything in this cursed place.

“I’m your mother, you’re my daughter, you must believe that.”

Ravenna scrambled up from where she’d fallen, brushing ash from her robes. Her expression had shifted. No more gentle concern. Now something harder showed through. Something ancient and dangerous.

Vivienne shook her head. “I don’t believe you. What did you do to me? Tell me,” she demanded.

“I helped save you. I brought you back from death. You should be grateful for that.”

Vivienne shook her head. She had to get out of here. Had to get away from this woman.

“You need more time to rest,” Ravenna said, moving towards her.

“No.”

She didn’t want this woman near her again. Fire crackled between her fingers once again. This time she let it loose. Blue flame shot towards Ravenna, slamming her across the room as her long black robe ignited.

Vivienne knew she had to run. She might not remember who she was, but she wasn’t about to stay here any longer.

She spun towards the doorway across the chamber. Her bare feet slapped against cold stone as she ran. Behind her, Ravenna shouted something. Vivienne didn’t stop to listen.

The corridor stretched ahead. More grey stone. More crystal torches. She ran without thinking, driven by pure instinct.

Her legs shook. Her breath came in gasps. But she kept running.

A turn. Another corridor. Stairs leading down.

She took them. Down and down. The light faded. The air grew colder.

The stairs ended in a passage. She stumbled forward in near darkness. Her hands found a wall. She followed it.

A shimmer ahead. Like heat rising off stone. A tear in the air.

Vivienne didn’t stop to think. Didn’t question it.

She ran straight through.

Cold hit her. Different from the stone chambers. Heavier somehow.

She fell. Hit ground hard enough to knock the breath from her lungs.

Grey fog surrounded her. Thick. Choking. The ground beneath her hands felt wrong. Shifting.

Where was she?

A sound cut through the fog. Not normal.

Vivienne pushed herself up. Her whole body hurt. But fire still burned beneath her skin.

She didn’t know where she was. Didn’t know what that sound meant.

But she wouldn’t go back to Ravenna.

Her hands ignited. Blue fire flickered across her palms.

Whatever was out there, she’d face it.

She had to.
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Chapter 2: Diego
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It had been one month since he’d walked into that chamber and found Vivi’s body gone. An entire month of searching all over Atheria just to find out what happened. Everyone kept insisting Vivienne was dead now, that sealing the bond hadn’t been enough to bring her back after she had been trapped between worlds. But he couldn’t believe that. He wouldn’t believe it. If she were gone, he would know it. He would feel it. Yet he couldn’t deny the emptiness, the void that had filled him since he had discovered Ravenna had taken her body. He, Lance, Gwyn, and Scarlet, along with some of Vivi’s family, had all been searching for her. Ann, her mother and the Archdruid, had had people searching all over Erthea for any sign of Ravenna as well. But so far, no one had found anything.

Diego headed into the main workroom of the housing tower and found Gwyn slumped against the table asleep. Papers and maps surrounded her. Notes scrawled in her precise handwriting covered every available surface. She’d been researching again. Always researching. Trying to find answers in ancient texts that offered nothing but more questions.

“Gwyn,” he called out.

Gwyn jolted awake, her long dark pink hair falling over her face. “I’m awake.” She smashed a hand across her face. “By the creator, is it morning already?”

“Just past dawn.” Diego crossed to the table. Studied the maps she’d been marking. More locations. More dead ends.

Scarlet came in holding a mug of tea. “You are allowed to sleep. We all need it.” She looked at Diego. “Even you. I know you want to find Vivi. We do too, but you can’t keep running us ragged like this.”

“We’ll stop when —”

“When what?” Scarlet set the mug down harder than necessary. Tea sloshed over the rim. “When we’ve searched every single island? Every hidden cave? Every forgotten ruin? We’ve covered Atheria three times over. The Dragon Riders have scoured the skies. The Abyssal Watch has searched every coastline and underwater cavern they can reach. Even the defenders sent people from the Forbidden City to help.”

Diego’s hands clenched. Fire sparked between his fingers. Heat built beneath his skin. Always there now. Constant. “Then we search again.”

“Diego.” Gwyn straightened, pushing her hair back. Dark circles shadowed her eyes. She looked as exhausted as he felt. “We’re exhausted. You’re exhausted. When did you last sleep?”

“I’ll sleep when we find her.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only answer I have.”

He turned back to the maps spread across the table. Atheria. Erthea. Estralia. Varnrin. All marked with locations they’d already searched. Crossed out. Eliminated. Nothing.

His finger traced the coastline of Atheria again. They’d checked the old ruins near the western shore. The abandoned warden outposts where Ravenna might have hidden. The hidden caves carved into cliff faces. The underwater grottos were only accessible during low tide. All empty.

Every location yielded the same result. No trace. No sign. Nothing.

Diego’s jaw tensed. Somewhere out there, Vivi existed. He knew it. Felt it in his bones even without the bond confirming it.

The emptiness where their connection should be ached. A constant hollow in his chest. But the bond hadn’t broken. The marks remained. That had to mean something.

Footsteps approached from the corridor. Lance appeared in the doorway. His expression said everything before he spoke.

“The spirits?” Diego asked.

Lance shook his head. “I’ve asked every spirit I can reach. Even my usual contacts. The ones who’ve helped us before. Nothing. It’s like she’s beyond their reach entirely.”

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t know. The dead can’t find her. They can’t sense her. Whatever happened when Ravenna took her body...” Lance trailed off. Ran a hand through his hair. “It’s like she’s been severed from this world. Or placed somewhere the spirits can’t access.”

Diego’s jaw tensed. “She’s not dead.”

“I didn’t say —”

“You were thinking it.”

“Diego, I wasn’t —”

“Everyone’s thinking it.” Diego’s fire flared brighter. Heat radiated from his hands. “I can see it in your faces. In the way you all look at me. Like I’m chasing something that doesn’t exist anymore.”

Gwyn stood. Moved closer. “That’s not true.”

“Isn’t it?”

“We want to find her as much as you do.”

“Then why does everyone keep suggesting we stop looking?”

Silence answered him.

The door opened again. Rissa stepped in, her demon blood making her presence felt before she spoke. The air shifted. Grew heavier. Dark eyes swept the room. Took in the maps. The exhausted faces. The tension thick enough to choke on.

“Still nothing,” she said. It wasn’t a question.

“You talked to Ann?” Gwyn asked.

Rissa nodded. “I’ve been speaking with my aunt regularly. She’s tried everything. Every druidic ritual. Every scrying spell. Every connection to the old groves. She even consulted the ancient trees. Asked them to search through the root networks that span continents.” She paused. Looked at Diego. “There’s no trace of Vivi on Erthea. Nothing Ann has tried or done has worked. Nothing even indicates Vivi’s alive anymore.”

The words hit like a physical blow. Diego’s fire flared brighter.

“That doesn’t mean she’s dead.”

“I know.” Rissa’s expression softened. “I’m not giving up on her either, Diego. Vivi is... she’s family. She’s my cousin. We were close. But Ann keeps insisting we should all come back to Erthea. That we’re exhausting ourselves for nothing.”

“It’s not for nothing.”

“Ann doesn’t think —”

“I don’t care what Ann thinks.” Diego’s hands slammed onto the table. The maps jumped. Several scrolls rolled off the edge and hit the floor. “The bond is sealed. If Vivi were dead, I’d be dead too. That’s how soul tethers work. We’re bound. Connected. Her life tied to mine.”

Silence filled the room. Heavy. Uncomfortable.

No one argued. They all knew he was right. A sealed soul bond meant their lives were linked. If one died, the other followed. That was the price of that kind of connection.

Footsteps echoed in the corridor outside. Slower than the others. Measured. Deliberate.

Randal appeared in the doorway. The senior warden looked as tired as the rest of them, but his immortal curse meant exhaustion sat differently on him. He’d seen centuries of searching. Centuries of loss. Centuries of people who’d never been found.

“Still at it,” Randal said. Not a question. An observation.

“We’re close,” Diego insisted. “I know we are.”

“You’ve been saying that for weeks.” Randal crossed to the table. Studied the maps with eyes that had read countless others just like them. “You’ve searched every location twice. Some three times. The Dragon Riders, the Spellcasters, the Abyssal Watch, even the defenders have all helped. Every major faction has contributed people and resources. And you’ve found nothing.”

“Then we’re missing something.”

“Or there’s nothing to find.”

Diego’s fire exploded. Flames danced up his arms. “She’s alive.”

“Diego.” Randal didn’t flinch. Didn’t move. Just watched him with those ancient eyes that had witnessed too much. “You can’t keep searching forever. You don’t have real proof that she’s even alive anymore. No one can sense her. Not the druids. Not the spirits. Not even you through the bond.”

“The bond is sealed.” Diego yanked up his sleeve. Showed the dragon mark on his wrist. Dark lines that wrapped around his forearm in intricate patterns. Wings spread. Tail curled. The design matched the mark on Vivi’s wrist. Mirror images. Connected. “See this? This proves we’re still bonded. If she were dead, the mark would fade. The connection would sever. I’d feel it breaking. But it’s still there. Still whole.”

Randal studied the mark. Leaned closer. “Have you actually felt anything from her? Through the bond?”

The question hung in the air. Sharp. Cutting.

Diego’s fire dimmed.

“Have you?” Randal pressed. “Any emotion? Any sensation? Any hint that she’s on the other end of that connection?”

Diego’s hands curled into fists. His nails bit into his palms. “No.”

“Then how do you know —”

“I know.” Diego met Randal’s eyes. Held his gaze. “I’d know if she were dead. The bond would break. I’d feel it. The emptiness would be different. Final. Like a door slamming shut. But this... this is like she’s just out of reach. Like she’s somewhere I can’t access. But she’s still there. Still alive. Still breathing somewhere in this world.”

“That’s not proof,” Randal said. “That’s hope.”

“It’s all I have.”

Gwyn reached for his arm. Her touch gentle. Careful. “Diego, maybe we should —”

“No.” He pulled away. Stepped back from the table. From all of them. “I’m not stopping. I don’t care what Ann says. I don’t care what the spirits report. I don’t care if we’ve searched the same places a hundred times. We keep looking until we find her.”

“And if we never do?” Scarlet asked. Gentle. Careful. Like approaching a wounded animal.

“We will.”

“But if we don’t —”

“We will.”

Lance exchanged looks with Randal. The older warden sighed. Centuries of weight in that single breath.

“You’re going to burn yourself out,” Randal said. “All of you. And when the next crisis hits — when the next breach opens or the next threat emerges — you’ll be too exhausted to fight. Too broken to defend anyone.”

“I don’t care.”

“You should.” Randal’s hand settled on Diego’s shoulder. Heavy. Grounding. “Vivi wouldn’t want this. You know she wouldn’t. She’d tell you to rest. To take care of yourself. To —”

Diego shrugged off the hand. “Don’t tell me what Vivi would want.”

“Then tell me what you’re going to do when you’ve searched everywhere and still found nothing. When every resource is exhausted. When everyone else has given up. What then?”

“That won’t happen.”

“It might.”

“It won’t.”

Diego turned back to the maps. His finger found a section of Atheria they hadn’t checked in two weeks. An old ruin near the northern cliffs. Mostly collapsed. Dangerous to access. But possible.

“We go here next,” he said.

No one responded.

He looked up. Saw the exhaustion in their eyes. The resignation. The growing belief that he was chasing shadows.

“I’m going,” he said. “With or without you.”

“Diego —” Gwyn started.

Heat built in his chest. In his wrists. The dragon mark pulsed. Once. Twice.

Then pain exploded through him.

Not his pain. Hers.

The mark blazed gold. Brilliant. Blinding. Searing heat shot up his arm. His chest. His entire body lit with fire that wasn’t his own.

Terror flooded through the connection. Raw. Desperate. Confused.

He felt her panic. Her fear. Her complete disorientation.

She didn’t know where she was. Didn’t understand what was happening to her.

The emotions crashed over him in waves. Overwhelming. All-consuming.

Then it was gone.

Cut off as it had appeared.

Diego gasped. Stumbled. His legs gave out. He caught himself on the table. Knuckles white. Breathing ragged.

“What —” Scarlet was beside him in an instant. Her hands on his shoulders. Steadying him. “What happened?”

He stared at his wrist. The mark still glowed. Faint now. Fading with each heartbeat. But it had been bright. Burning. Alive.

“Diego?” Gwyn gripped his other arm. “What’s wrong?”

“She’s alive.” His breath came in gasps. His whole body shook. “I felt her. Just for a second. She’s terrified. Confused. In pain. But she’s alive.”

“You’re sure?” Lance asked. Moved closer. Searching Diego’s face.

Diego looked at the mark. Still warm. Still. The heat beneath his skin confirmation that what he’d felt was real.

“I’m sure.”

Randal moved closer. Studied Diego’s face with those ancient eyes. “Where is she?”

“I don’t know.” Diego’s hands shook. He pressed them flat against the table. Tried to steady himself. “It was just a flash. A flicker. Then it faded. But it was her. I know it was her.”

“Could you tell anything else?” Rissa asked. “Any sense of location? Any —”

“No. Just... fear. And confusion. Like she doesn’t know where she is either.” Diego closed his eyes. Tried to recall every detail of what he’d felt. “She’s lost. Alone. Doesn’t understand what’s happening.”

Silence fell again. But different this time. Not defeat. Not resignation.

Hope.

Fragile. Tentative. But real.

“So we keep searching,” Gwyn said.

Diego nodded. “We keep searching.”

Randal sighed. But didn’t argue. “Then we do it properly. We rest tonight. Actually rest. Then we organise search parties. Coordinate with the Dragon Riders and the others. Cover ground we haven’t checked yet. Do this methodically instead of running ourselves into the ground.”

Diego wanted to argue. Wanted to leave now. Chase that flicker of connection.

But Randal was right.

If he exhausted himself, he’d be useless when the next flash came. When the next hint of her location appeared.

“Fine,” he said. “We rest. Then we search.”

“We’ll find her,” Scarlet said.

Diego looked at his wrist again. The mark had stopped. Back to its normal dark lines.

But for those few seconds, it had burned.

She was out there.

Alive.

And he was going to find her.
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Chapter 3: Vivienne

[image: ]


Pain came first when she hit the ground. Sharp, immediate, stealing her breath.

Vivienne lay on cold stone, gasping. Her whole body ached. Every muscle screamed. She forced herself to move. To push up on shaking arms.

Darkness surrounded her. Not the complete darkness of the void she’d fallen through. This darkness had texture. Weight. It pressed down from above like a physical thing.

She blinked. Waited for her eyes to adjust.

Shapes emerged from the black. Massive stone formations hung from a ceiling she couldn’t see. Stalactites. The word came to her without context. Without memory of where she’d learned it.

Faint light pulsed around her. Purple. Blue. Soft glows that didn’t quite illuminate but hinted at shapes in the dark. The lights breathed. Pulsed. Alive somehow.

She sat up. Her bare feet found stone beneath them. Wet stone. Cold. Slick with moisture that had been there for centuries.

Where was she?

Vivienne tried to remember how she’d gotten here. The woman. Ravenna. Fire exploding from her hands. Running through corridors of grey stone. Falling through that shimmer in the air.

Then nothing until she’d hit ground.

She pushed herself to standing. Her legs trembled but held. Barely.

The faint glow came from strange growths on the stone around her. Mushrooms, perhaps. Purple caps that pulsed with soft light. And crystals. Jutting from the rock at odd angles. blue and turquoise in the darkness. Some as tall as her. Others smaller. Clustered together like frozen flowers.

Not enough light to see clearly. Just enough to make out shapes. Shadows. The suggestion of vast space around her.

She took a step. Her foot splashed in water. An underground pool or stream. The sound echoed. Bounced off unseen walls. Came back to her distorted.

Everything echoed here. Her breathing. Her heartbeat. The drip of water from somewhere above.

Vivienne wrapped her arms around herself. The thin nightgown did nothing against the cold. Against the damp that seemed to seep into her bones. Her teeth chattered. Her skin prickled with goosebumps.

She had to get out of here. Had to find...

What? Find what?

Home. She needed to find home.

But where was home? What did it look like?

She closed her eyes. Tried to picture it. Home. Safety. Somewhere familiar.

Flashes came. Disjointed. Unclear.

Grey stone. Giant statues. Dragons carved in relief.

Fire. Screaming. Ash.

Green spaces. Trees. Someone playing music.

The images shifted. Changed. Wouldn’t hold still long enough for her to grasp them.

She couldn’t hold onto any of it. The images slipped away like water through her fingers. Like trying to catch smoke.

Frustration welled up inside her. Why couldn’t she remember? What was wrong with her?

Maybe if she could picture it clearly enough, her magic could take her there. Transport her. She’d done it before, hadn’t she? Used magic to travel?

She didn’t know. Didn’t remember.

But the dragon marks on her wrists pulsed. Warm against her cold skin. Alive. Power lived beneath her skin. She’d felt it when the fire had exploded from her hands. When she’d thrown Ravenna across the room.

Vivienne focused. Tried to build an image of home in her mind. Concentrated until her head throbbed.

Nothing came. Just fragments. Pieces that didn’t fit together. Nothing solid enough to grasp. Nothing clear enough to steady her magic to.

Her magic flickered. Blue light sparked between her fingers. She felt the power rising. Responding to her need.

But without a clear destination, it had nowhere to go. The light sputtered. Faded. Died.

Vivienne’s hands dropped. Her shoulders sagged.

She was trapped here. Wherever here was.

A sound cut through the dripping water. Through the echo of her own breathing.

Movement. Something shifting in the darkness beyond the crystal light.

Vivienne spun. Stared into the black.

Eyes stared back. Watching from the shadows. Unblinking.

Her heart slammed against her ribs. Fire built in her palms automatically. Heat chasing away the cold.

The eyes didn’t move. Just watched. Waiting. Patient.

Were they creatures? People? Something else entirely?

She couldn’t tell. The darkness hid everything but those eyes.

Vivienne backed away. Her foot caught on something. She stumbled. Caught herself against the stone.

Not natural rock. Carved stone. Shaped by hands. By tools.

She turned. Looked at what she’d found.

A wall. Grey stone blocks fitted together with precision. Ancient. Crumbling at the edges. Covered in moss and strange fungi that pulsed with the same rhythm as the mushrooms.

She followed the wall with her eyes. It stretched up into darkness. Part of a larger structure. A tower, perhaps. Broken. Half-collapsed. The top lost in shadow.

Dragon carvings decorated what remained. Serpentine shapes twisting around archways. Mouths open in silent roars. Wings spread wide. Claws extended.

The craftsmanship was exquisite. Detailed. Each scale rendered.

Something about it felt familiar. Like the chambers where she’d woken with Ravenna. The same grey stone. The same architectural style.

Was this home? Had this been home?

She reached out. Touched the stone. Cold. Damp. But solid. Real.

The dragon carvings seemed to watch her. Their stone eyes held the same expression as the eyes in the darkness. Waiting. Judging. Knowing something she didn’t.

Vivienne pressed her palm flat against the wall. Tried to remember. Anything. Any connection to this place.

Nothing.

Just the vague sense that she should know this. Should recognise it. That somewhere in her fragmented memories, this place existed.

But she couldn’t grasp it. Couldn’t pull the memory forward.

The eyes in the darkness moved closer. She heard them now. Footsteps. Multiple sets. Deliberate. Not trying to hide anymore.

They’d been watching her. Waiting for something.

She spun back towards the sound. Fire erupted from her hands without thought. Blue flames lit the cavern.

And revealed what surrounded her.

The space was vast. Impossibly so. The ceiling stretched high above. Stalactites hung like teeth. The walls curved away into darkness. More ruins scattered across the cavern floor. Broken towers. Collapsed archways. All grey stone. All covered in moss and growths.

And figures. Emerging from the shadows.

Tall. Cloaked in dark fabric. Moving with purpose. With coordination.

Not monsters. People.

But wrong somehow. Their movements too smooth. Like predators who’d hunted together for years.

“She’s here,” one said.

The language was strange. Harsh consonants. Guttural sounds. But Vivienne understood it. The meaning came to her without translation.

“The returned one.”

They moved closer. Forming a circle around her. Cutting off escape routes.

Vivienne’s fire burned brighter. Heat radiated from her hands. “Stay back.”

They didn’t. Kept advancing. Steady. Calm. Unhurried.

Like they knew she couldn’t escape. Like they’d done this before.

“She doesn’t remember.”

“Of course she doesn’t. Look at her.”

“We need her regardless.”

Vivienne’s breath came faster. Her heart hammered against her ribs. These people. This place. Something about it triggered memories that weren’t hers.

Confined spaces. Being watched. Examined.

Pain. Experimentation. Invasion.

Cold metal. Restraints. Unable to move.

She didn’t understand where the memories came from. Didn’t know if they were real or imagined. They felt real. Felt like things that had happened.

But not to her. To someone else.

Hadn’t they?

Terror flooded through her. Raw. Overwhelming.

She’d been here before. Or somewhere like this. With people like this.

No. That didn’t make sense. She’d only just arrived.

But the certainty remained. Visceral. Undeniable.

They’d hurt her. Studied her. Broken her.

Or they would. Would do those things if she let them catch her.

“No.” Vivienne backed against the ruined tower wall. Stone pressed cold against her spine. “Get away from me.”

The figures kept coming. Unhurried. Patient.

“We won’t harm you.”

“You’re valuable. Unique.”

“You survived death. We need to understand how.”

The words meant nothing. Just sounds. Lies.

All she felt was the rising panic. The certainty that she couldn’t let them touch her.

Couldn’t let them take her.

Not again.

Never again.

Heat exploded through her body. Not from her hands this time. From deeper. From her core. From somewhere primal.

Her bones ached. Shifted.

No. Not shifted. That was wrong. Bones didn’t shift.

But something was happening to her body. Something she couldn’t control. Couldn’t stop.

Pain tore through her back. Sharp. Agonizing. She screamed.

Wings.

She had wings.

They burst through her skin. Through the thin fabric of her nightgown. Black. Scaled. Veils stretching between elongated bones. Too large for her body. Heavy.

The cloaked figures stopped. Stared.

“By the depths.”

“She’s manifesting.”

Vivienne fell to her knees. Her hands slammed into stone. But they weren’t hands anymore.

Claws. Black. Sharp. Curved. Dragon claws.

Scales spread across her arms. Up her neck. Across her chest. Her face. Dark scales that gleamed in the crystal light.

She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think past the pain.

What was happening to her?

Her body was changing. Transforming into something else. Something that wasn’t her.

Wasn’t it?

The fire inside her grew. Hotter. Building pressure. Uncontrollable.

Blue flames erupted from her mouth. From her hands. From everywhere.

The ruined tower wall behind her ignited. Stone cracked under the heat. Exploded outward in chunks.

The cloaked figures scattered. Shouting. Reaching for weapons.

Vivienne tried to stop the fire. Tried to pull it back. Make it stop.

But her body wasn’t listening anymore. Wasn’t hers.

She was something else. Something wild. Monstrous.

Dragon.

The word came with certainty. With recognition buried deep in her bones.

She was a dragon. Part dragon. All dragon. She didn’t know.

But the form felt natural even as it terrified her. Like her body remembered even if her mind didn’t.

One of the figures lunged for her. Chains in hand. Metal links that gleamed.

Vivienne moved without thinking. Pure instinct. Lashed out with her new claws.

Tore through fabric. Through flesh beneath.

The figure fell. Blood pooled on stone.

She stared at her claws. At the blood dripping from them.

She’d done that. Killed someone.

The others backed away. Regrouping. Planning. Drawing weapons from beneath their cloaks.

She couldn’t stay here. Couldn’t let them catch her.

Her wings spread. Massive. Heavy. The muscles in her back screamed at the unfamiliar weight.

Could she fly with them? She didn’t know. Had never tried.

But staying meant capture. Meant chains. Meant whatever these people wanted to do to her.

Vivienne launched herself forward. Not up. She didn’t trust the wings yet. Didn’t know how to use them.

But forward. Running on legs that felt wrong. Too strong. Too fast. Her claws scraped stone with each step.

Fire poured from her as she ran. Lighting the darkness. Revealing more ruins. More caverns stretching into nothing. More eyes watching from the shadows.

The cloaked figures pursued. Their voices echoing behind her. Bouncing off stone. Multiplying.

“After her!”

“Don’t let her escape!”

“We need her!”

Vivienne ran deeper into the caverns. Away from the voices. Away from the ruins. Away from everything.

Her new body carried her faster than she’d thought possible. Over broken stone. Through pools of water that splashed up around her claws. Past crystals that blurred in her peripheral vision.

She didn’t know where she was going. Didn’t know what she was. Didn’t know anything except the desperate need to escape.

To survive.

Her wings scraped against stalactites. The veils tore. Pain shot through her back.

Her claws gouged stone as she scrambled up a slope. Left deep scratches in the rock.

Blue fire burned everything in her path. Mushrooms ignited. Moss smouldered. The air filled with acrid smoke.

And still she ran.

Into the darkness of the World Below.

Alone.

Terrified.

And transforming into something she didn’t understand.
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Chapter 4: Scarlet
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Scarlet watched Diego from across the workroom. He hadn’t moved in five minutes.

That should have been reassuring. A month of frantic searching had done this to him.

He stood at the table. Maps spread before him. His hands flat on the surface. Not shaking. Not clenched. Just resting there. Steady.

His dragon mark had stopped ten minutes ago. But he kept staring at his wrist. At the dark lines that proved Vivi lived.

The others had left to give him space. To process what had just happened.

All except Scarlet.

She couldn’t leave him alone. Not when he looked like that.

Too calm. Too focused. Like something inside him had clicked into place.

Scarlet had seen Diego under pressure before. Seen him face void breaches and Nethravain attacks and threats that would have broken most wardens. He’d always fought with fire and fury. With desperation that burned hot and fast.

This was different. This wasn’t desperation anymore. It was certainty.

And it scared her.

Because desperate Diego could be reasoned with. Could be slowed down. Could be convinced to wait, to plan, to think.

This Diego? This version who stood calm and still and decided?

He’d already made his choice. Already committed to whatever came next.

If Vivi was alive somewhere in this world — or beyond it — Diego would reach her. He’d burn through every obstacle. Every warning. Every person who tried to stop him.

He’d burn the world if that’s what it took.

Scarlet had never been more certain of anything.

“You should sleep,” Scarlet said.

“I will.”

“When?”

“Soon.”

His tone was flat. Empty of the desperation that had coloured every word for the past month.

That emptiness worried her.

Footsteps approached from the corridor. Lance appeared in the doorway. Took one look at Diego and stopped.

“He’s still standing there?”

“Hasn’t moved.” Scarlet kept her eyes on Diego.

“That’s not good.”

“I know.”

Diego heard them. “I’m fine.”

“You’re not.” Scarlet crossed to him. “You felt the bond. That’s huge. That’s everything. But you look like you’re about to walk out that door and not come back.”

“I might.”

“Diego —”

“If the bond flickers again, I’m following it.” He looked up and met her eyes. “I’m not losing that connection a second time.”

The certainty in his expression cut through everything else.

Lance moved into the room. “You don’t know where it’s leading.”

“Don’t care.”

“You should.”

“I don’t.” Diego turned back to the maps. His finger traced routes across Estralia’s platforms. Then down to Atheria below. “She’s somewhere. That’s enough.”

Scarlet exchanged looks with Lance. This was worse than the desperation. At least desperation could be reasoned with. Could be slowed down.

This? This was purpose. Decision. And nothing would stop it.

“What did it feel like?” Lance asked. “The bond.”

Diego’s hand stilled on the map. “Terror. Confusion. Pain.”

“Hers or yours?”

“Hers.” Diego’s fire flickered around his fingers. “She doesn’t know where she is. Doesn’t understand what’s happening to her.”

“And you got no sense of location?”

“No. Just her. Just the feeling.” Diego’s jaw tensed. “Then it cut off. Like a door slamming shut.”

Scarlet moved closer. Studied the burns on Diego’s hands. They’d worsened in the past hour. The skin angry and red.

“Let me treat those,” she said.

“Later.”

“Now.”

“Scarlet —”

“Sit.” She pulled out a chair. “You can plan while I work.”

Diego hesitated. Then sat. A small victory.

Scarlet gathered her supplies from the corner of the room. Healing salves. Clean bandages. A bowl of water.

Gwyn appeared in the doorway. Her pink hair dishevelled. Eyes red like she’d been crying.

“Is he alright?” she asked.

“Define alright,” Lance said.

Gwyn came in. Sat across from Diego. “You felt her.”

“I did.”

“That’s good. That means she’s alive. That means we can find her.”

“I know.”

Gwyn’s hands twisted together. “I’ve been researching. Resurrection magic. What it does to people who come back.”

Diego’s attention snapped to her. “And?”

“It’s not good.” Gwyn pulled a book from under her arm. Opened it to a marked page. “When someone is brought back, they’re changed. Memories fragment. Magic alters. Sometimes they don’t remember who they were at all.”

Silence filled the room.

Scarlet took Diego’s hand. Started cleaning the burns. He didn’t flinch.

“So she might not remember me,” Diego said.

“She might not remember anyone.” Gwyn’s expression was pained. “I’m sorry. But you need to know what we might find.”

Scarlet’s hands stilled on Diego’s wrist. The salve cool against his burned skin.

She might not remember anyone.

The words hung in the air like smoke. Choking. Inescapable.

What if they found Vivi and she looked at them with empty eyes? What if she didn’t recognise Diego? Didn’t know her own family? Didn’t remember anything about the life she’d lived?

What then?

Scarlet forced herself to keep working. To wrap the bandage. To stay focused on the practical.

But her mind raced.

Changed, Gwyn had said. Memories fragment. Magic alters.

What did that mean? What kind of changes? Physical? Mental? Magical?

Vivi’s magic had always been powerful. Spell weaving. Druidic gifts. If resurrection had altered that...

Scarlet tried to imagine it. Tried to picture what they might find.

And couldn’t.

Because the Vivi she knew — strong, determined, fierce — might not exist anymore. Might have been replaced by someone else entirely. Someone wearing Vivi’s face but holding none of her memories. None of her heart.

The unspoken question burned in Scarlet’s throat.

What if Diego found her and couldn’t reach her? What if the bond meant nothing to someone who didn’t remember it existed?

What if they brought her home and she was a stranger?

“I don’t care if she remembers me.” Diego’s fire flared. Scarlet had to pull her hands back. “I just need her alive. We can deal with everything else after.”

“It might not be that simple.”

“It is that simple.” Diego stood. Scarlet’s supplies clattered to the floor. “She’s out there. Terrified. Alone. And I’m going to find her. That’s all that matters.”

He paced to the window. Looked out over Estralia’s platforms. The other islands floating in the distance.

Lance picked up the fallen bandages. Handed them to Scarlet. “He’s made up his mind.”

“I can see that.” Scarlet gathered her things. “The question is how we keep him from getting himself killed.”

“We can’t stop him.”

“I know. But we can prepare.”

Gwyn closed her book. “Prepare for what?”

“Whatever comes next.” Scarlet moved to the table. Started making a list. “We need supplies. Healing kits. Protection wards. Food. Water. Everything for a long search.”

“How long?” Gwyn asked.

“As long as it takes.” Diego turned from the window. “I’m not coming back without her.”

The certainty in his expression left no room for argument.

Scarlet kept writing. “We’ll need ward stones. Enough for six people.”

“Why six?” Lance asked.

“You, me, Diego, Gwyn, Rissa.” Scarlet paused. “And Randal. He’ll insist on coming.”

“Seven,” Diego said. “Damian will come too.”

Scarlet added another name to the list. “Fine. Seven.”

“How long to gather everything?” Diego asked.

“Two days. Maybe three.”

“Too long.”

Scarlet looked up. “Diego —”

“One day.” His fire blazed brighter. “We have one day. If the bond flickers before then, I’m going. With or without supplies.”

“That’s reckless.”

“That’s reality.”

Gwyn stood. Moved to Diego. “We want to find her too. But rushing in won’t help.”

“Neither will waiting.”

“We’re not waiting. We’re preparing.”

“Same thing.”

“It’s not.” Gwyn’s hands clenched. “Vivi is my friend too. I want her back. But I want all of us to survive the search. That means being clever about this.”

Diego’s expression softened. “One day, Gwyn. That’s all I can give you.”

“Then we make it count.” Gwyn looked at Scarlet. “What do we need first?”

Scarlet scanned her list. “Ward stones. I can make those tonight. Lance, can you check with the spirits again? See if anything’s changed?”

Lance nodded. “I’ll try. But they’ve been silent for weeks.”

“Try anyway. Maybe the bond flicker changed something.”

“Alright.” Lance headed for the door. Paused. “Diego. Get some rest. You’re no good to her if you collapse.”

Diego didn’t respond.

Lance left.

Gwyn gathered her books. “I’ll keep researching. See if I can find anything about locating someone after resurrection.”

“Thank you,” Diego said.

Gwyn’s expression was sad. “I just hope we find her in time.”

She left too.

Scarlet and Diego stood alone in the workroom. Maps between them. The weight of everything unsaid hanging in the air.

“Sit down,” Scarlet said. “Let me finish treating your hands.”

This time, Diego didn’t argue. He sat. Held out his hands.

Scarlet worked in silence. Cleaning the burns. Applying salve. Wrapping bandages.

Diego watched her. “You think I’m being reckless.”

“I think you’re being desperate.”

“Same thing.”

“Not quite.” Scarlet tied off the first bandage. Started on the second hand. “Desperate means you’re still thinking. Still weighing options. What you’re doing now? That’s beyond desperate. That’s decided.”

“And that’s worse?”

“Yes. Because decided means you won’t stop. Won’t slow down. Won’t listen when someone tells you to be careful.”

Diego’s jaw tensed. “She’s alive, Scarlet. After a month of nothing. After everyone telling me to give up. I felt her. And I’m not letting that go.”

“I’m not asking you to let it go.” Scarlet finished the second bandage. Met his eyes. “I’m asking you to be clever about this. To let us help. To not charge off alone the second the bond flickers again.”

“I can’t promise that.”

“I know.” Scarlet gathered her supplies. “That’s why I’m going with you. So is Lance. And Gwyn. And everyone else who cares about Vivi. We’re not letting you do this alone.”

Diego’s expression shifted. Gratitude. Recognition. Something close to relief.

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet.” Scarlet moved to the door. “We might all be walking into something we can’t survive. But at least we’ll do it together.”

She left him there. Still standing. Still planning.

The corridor outside was quiet. Empty. Most of the wardens had gone to bed.

Scarlet stopped. Leaned against the wall.

Her hands shook.

She pressed them flat against the cold stone. Took a breath.

They weren’t prepared. Not really. One day wasn’t enough time to gather everything they needed. To plan for every possibility. To protect against threats they couldn’t even name.

The bond had flickered. Vivi was alive. That was good.

But alive where? Alive how? Alive and changed into something they wouldn’t recognise?

Scarlet didn’t have answers. Didn’t have a plan that felt solid. Didn’t have any certainty that this wouldn’t end in disaster.

But she was going anyway.

Because Diego needed her. Because Vivi needed all of them. Because walking into danger together was better than letting Diego walk into it alone.

Scarlet pushed off the wall. Headed for the supply rooms.

One day. They had one day to prepare.

It wouldn’t be enough.

But it would have to be.

Because ready or not, Diego was leaving. And the rest of them would follow.

Into whatever danger waited.

Into whatever had stolen Vivi and left her terrified and alone.

Scarlet just hoped they’d all survive long enough to bring her home.
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Chapter 5: Gwyn
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Gwyn had been reading for three hours. Her eyes burned. Her head throbbed. But she kept going.

The book in front of her was ancient. Leather binding cracked with age. Pages so delicate she barely dared turn them. But it held answers. Or at least hints of answers.

Resurrection magic. Soul displacement. The price of bringing someone back from death.

Every text said the same thing. You couldn’t truly resurrect someone. Not without consequence.

The soul left marks when it departed. Tore pieces of itself away crossing into death. And when something, or someone, pulled it back, those pieces didn’t always return.

Memories fragmented. Scattered like broken glass.

Magic altered. Twisted into new shapes.

Identity itself could shift. The person who returned might wear the same face. Carry the same name. But be different underneath.

Gwyn closed the book. Rubbed her eyes.

Vivi had been dead. Trapped in limbo between worlds. Then her body vanished. Taken by Ravenna.

And now Diego felt her through the bond. Alive. Terrified. Changed.

But how changed?

Gwyn pulled another text towards her. This one newer. Written maybe two centuries ago by a warden who’d studied death magic.

She scanned the pages. Found a section on soul retrieval.

The returned often carry memories that are not their own. Fragments from past lives. Echoes from others who died nearby. The barrier between self and other becomes thin. Permeable.

Gwyn’s stomach dropped.

Past lives.

Vivi carried multiple bloodlines. Druid. Fae. Lykae. Wyvern.

If resurrection had weakened the barriers between those lives...

Gwyn didn’t want to finish the thought.

She made notes. Her handwriting messy. Rushed.

Memory fragmentation. May not recognise family or friends. Magic altered. Extent unknown.

Gwyn shook her head. Forced herself to keep reading.

Vivi had survived something impossible. Had been trapped in limbo and somehow returned. That kind of survival required strength. Required power.

The door opened. Gwyn looked up.

Hazel stood in the doorway. Dark hair pulled back. Eyes tired. She held two mugs of tea.

“You’re still awake,” Hazel said.

“Can’t sleep.”

“I know.” Hazel crossed to the table. Set one mug in front of Gwyn. “But you need to rest.”

“I need to find answers.”

“You need both.” Hazel sat. Looked at the books scattered across the table. “What have you found?”

Gwyn gestured at her notes. “Nothing good.”

Hazel picked up the nearest book. Read the title. Soul Displacement and Resurrection Consequences. She set it down. “That’s grim.”

“It’s accurate.”

“Is it helping?”

“I don’t know yet.” Gwyn took a sip of tea. Hot. Sweet. Just what she needed. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Hazel watched her. “You look exhausted.”

“Everyone’s exhausted.”

“You more than most.”

Gwyn didn’t argue. Couldn’t. The past month had drained all of them. But she’d spent every spare moment researching. Trying to find something. Anything that might help.

“She’s my cousin,” Hazel said. Her hands wrapped around her mug. “Vivi. She’s family.”

“I know.”

“And you’re trying to save her.”

“We all are.”

“But you’re the one reading books until your eyes bleed.” Hazel’s expression was soft. Worried. “I love that about you. Your dedication. But it scares me too.”

Gwyn reached across the table. Took Hazel’s hand. “I’m fine.”

“You’re not. None of you are.” Hazel squeezed her fingers. “Diego looks like he’s going to burn himself to ash. Scarlet’s trying to hold everyone together. Lance keeps talking to spirits that won’t answer. And you’re buried in books about death magic.”

“We have to find her.”

“I know. But you have to take care of yourselves too.”

Gwyn wanted to argue. Wanted to say there wasn’t time for rest. For self-care. For anything except finding Vivi.

But Hazel’s eyes held too much concern. Too much love.

“I’ll rest,” Gwyn said. “After I finish this section.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

Hazel nodded. Released her hand. “Then I’ll help. What are you looking for?”

“Anything about locating someone after resurrection.” Gwyn gestured at the books. “Normal tracking methods won’t work. The spirits can’t sense her. Druidic scrying found nothing. Even Diego only got a flicker through the bond before it cut off.”

“So she’s somewhere hidden.”

“Or somewhere unreachable.” Gwyn pulled her notes closer. “The bond flickered. Diego said it felt distant. Like she was out of reach. Not just physically far. Something more.”

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t know yet.” Gwyn tapped her notes. “But every text says the same thing. Resurrection changes the nature of a soul. Where it exists. How it connects to the world.”

Hazel leaned forward. “You think Vivi’s in a different realm?”

“Maybe. Or between realms. Or somewhere magic doesn’t work the same way.” Gwyn’s frustration bled through. “I have theories. No proof.”

“What are the theories?”

Gwyn hesitated. Then decided Hazel deserved honesty. “Vivi died. Was trapped in limbo. That’s a space between worlds. Between life and death. Between realms.”

“Right.”

“Ravenna took her body. We don’t know why. Don’t know what she did. But Diego felt the bond flicker. Which means Vivi’s alive again.”

“That’s good.”

“Is it?” Gwyn met Hazel’s eyes. “What if being resurrected left her stuck between worlds? What if she’s not in any realm? What if that’s why no one can sense her?”

Silence fell between them.

Hazel’s expression shifted. Understanding. Then fear. “You think she’s trapped somewhere we can’t reach.”

“I think she’s somewhere different. Somewhere the normal rules don’t apply.” Gwyn looked at her notes. At the books. At everything she’d learned. “And I don’t know how to find her.”

The admission hurt. Gwyn had spent weeks researching. Reading everything she could find. And still had more questions than answers.

Hazel moved her chair closer. Put an arm around Gwyn’s shoulders. “You’ll figure it out.”

“What if I don’t?”

“You will. Because you’re brilliant. And stubborn. And you won’t stop until you find the answer.”

Gwyn leaned into her. Just for a moment. Drew strength from Hazel’s presence.

Then she straightened. Pulled another book towards her. “Help me look through these. Anything about spaces between realms. Places spirits can’t reach. Locations outside normal magical detection.”

“Alright.” Hazel picked up a book. Started reading.

They worked in silence. Turning pages. Taking notes. The candles burning lower as the night stretched on.

Gwyn’s mind raced. Pieces clicking together. Fragments forming patterns.

Vivi had been in limbo. Between worlds. Between life and death.

Ravenna took her body. Did something. Brought her back somehow.

But the resurrection didn’t return Vivi to the normal world. Didn’t put her back where she belonged.

Instead, she ended up somewhere else. Somewhere distant. Unreachable.

Where?

Gwyn flipped through another text. Found a section on a between-place.

Spaces that exist between established realms. Neither one place nor another. Accessible only through specific thresholds. Often collapse when the threshold closes.

Thresholds.

Gwyn’s breath caught.

Thresholds between worlds. Between realms. Between life and death.

The void.

But not just the void. Something deeper. Something beneath.

She grabbed her notes. Started writing faster.

A between-place. Between realms. Void as threshold. What lies beneath? What exists in the space between worlds?

Her hand cramped. She ignored it. Kept writing.

If Vivi was in a between-place. A place that existed between established realms. That would explain why no one could sense her. Why the spirits couldn’t find her. Why even the bond struggled to reach.

Because she wasn’t in any world. She was between them.

And reaching her would mean crossing through the void. Through the threshold that separated realms.

It would mean going somewhere no one was meant to survive.

“Gwyn?” Hazel looked up. “What is it?”

“I think I know where she is.” Gwyn’s hands shook. “Or at least the type of place. The kind of space she’d be trapped in.”

“Where?”

“Somewhere between. Not Atheria. Not any realm we can easily access. Somewhere you’d have to cross through the void to reach.”

Hazel’s eyes widened. “The void? That’s suicide.”

“I know. But think about it. The spirits can’t sense her because she’s outside their realm. Druidic magic can’t find her because she’s not connected to Erthea anymore. Even the bond barely reaches because she’s in a space that exists where the worlds don’t hold.”

“That’s...” Hazel trailed off. “That’s terrifying.”

“Yes.” Gwyn stood. Started pacing. Her mind wouldn’t stop. Wouldn’t slow down. “But it makes sense. Ravenna worked with threshold magic. With spaces between worlds. If she took Vivi’s body and tried to resurrect her, she might have done it in one of those spaces.”

“Why would she do that?”

“I don’t know. Control? Privacy? Maybe she didn’t have a choice.” Gwyn’s thoughts raced ahead. “But if Vivi woke up in a between-place and ran. If she’s trapped there now. That would explain everything.”

Hazel stood too. “You need to tell Diego.”

“I don’t have proof.”

“You have a theory. That’s more than anyone else has.”

Gwyn looked at her notes. At the books. At everything she’d pieced together.

It was thin. Based on fragments and guesswork. But it felt right.

The bond flicker had been distant. Cut off quickly. Like trying to reach through a door that kept slamming shut.

Because Vivi was in a space that existed between worlds. A place where normal connections didn’t hold. Where magic worked differently. Where even the bond struggled to maintain contact.

“I need more proof,” Gwyn said.

“You need to tell him what you’ve found.” Hazel crossed to her. Took her hands. “Diego’s planning to leave the moment the bond flickers again. He needs to know where he might be going.”

“Into the void. Into a between-place. Into somewhere that might kill him.”

“Then he needs to be prepared.”

Gwyn closed her eyes. Took a breath.

Hazel was right. Diego would leave. With or without information. With or without preparation.

Better he knew what he might be facing.

Even if it was worse than any of them had imagined.

Even if it meant crossing into a space where survival wasn’t guaranteed. Where the void itself might consume them. Where Vivi might be so changed they wouldn’t recognise her.

Gwyn opened her eyes. Met Hazel’s gaze.

“Alright,” Gwyn said. “I’ll tell him in the morning.”

“Good.” Hazel squeezed her hands. Released them. “Now come to bed. You’ve done enough for tonight.”

Gwyn looked at the books. At the research still unfinished. At the questions that remained unanswered.

But exhaustion pulled at her. Her eyes burned. Her head throbbed. Her hand cramped from writing notes.

She’d found something. A direction. A theory that felt solid enough to share.

The rest could wait until morning.

“Alright,” she said again. Let Hazel lead her away from the table. Away from the books.

But her mind kept working. Kept piecing together fragments.

A between-place. Thresholds. The void.

Somewhere beneath. Somewhere between.

That’s where Vivi was. Gwyn was certain now.

They just had to figure out how to reach her.

And survive the journey.
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