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“The Green Binds All”

Traditional Erthean Druid Folk Song

The green binds all, from stone to tree,
From star to stream, from wind to me.
It hears the cry, it knows the call,
It mends the wound, it breaks the fall.
The roots run deep where spirits dwell,
Beneath the moss, the fern, the well.
Speak soft your name, the land will hear — 
The veil is thin, the dead are near.
So bless the rain, and bless the flame,
And bless the child who bears our name.
The green binds all — it does not break.
And in its arms, we all shall wake.



“By Flame and Sky”

Traditional Atheran Oath-Song

By flame and sky, by stone and star,
We stand as one, no matter how far.
The world may break, the void may rise,
But oath and light shall not disguise.
Let fire judge what lies within.
Let wind erase forgotten sin.
Let crystal mark the soul we keep — 
And silence guard the secrets deep.
One step, one breath, one thread of fate — 
We walk the line and bear the weight.
So call us home or cast us wide — 
Still flame and sky shall be our guide.
In storm or stars, we shall not yield.
The oath is sword, the truth our shield.
Through light or dark, we hold the flame — 
And rise anew, without a name.



“We Guard What Must Not Wake”

Defender Hymn — Forbidden City Rites

We guard what must not wake.
We walk where others break.
Beneath the stone, beyond the veil,
We hold the line. We do not fail.
Let silence be our shield and blade.
Let duty stand when light has strayed.
No crown, no fame, no glory sought — 
The oath remains. The price is bought.
The city sleeps. The seals endure.
We are the line. We are the sure.
Let none forget the vow we keep — 
We guard the gate. We do not sleep.
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The binding circle beneath the hall had cracked.

Xara knelt beside the carved stone ring, running her fingers along the split that cut through the symbols. The magic hummed beneath her touch. Weaker than it should be. She’s always been sensitive to magical disturbances which was why she had been assigned to this task.

“How many is that now?” Patyna asked.

“Seventeen since yesterday.” Xara didn’t look up. “All in the deeper buildings.”

She traced the crack. The stone was warm. Binding circles weren’t supposed to be warm.

“Regina wants a full report by evening,” Patyna said. “She’s worried about the pattern.”

Xara stood and brushed dust from her knees. The hall stretched ahead, arches disappearing into shadow. Ancient tapestries hung in tatters from the walls.

This had been a place of ceremony once. Before it became part of the prison.

“Has anyone spoken to the people?” Xara asked. “The ones in the damaged buildings?”

Patyna frowned. “That’s not custom.”

“I know. But if seventeen circles are failing the same way, maybe they know why.”

“They’re imprisoned for good reason. Whatever they say would be lies.”

Xara moved to the great doors and examined the binding circle carved into the threshold. No obvious damage, but something felt wrong. Restless.

She pressed her palm against the door. Ancient oak, reinforced with iron and enough wards to stop an army. Something moved beyond the barrier. Not physical movement. Something deeper.

The sensation touched her mind like whispered words just beyond hearing.

She jerked her hand back.

“What?” Patyna’s hand moved to her sword.

“Nothing.” But that wasn’t true. For a moment, she’d felt another mind.

They moved through the passages that connected the deeper levels. Most binding circles looked fine, but Xara noticed things. Magic flowing wrong. Warmth where there should be cold. A sense of attention.

Something was listening.

“The damage isn’t random,” she said, pulling out her notes. She marked the buildings they’d checked. The pattern was clear. Failures formed a spiral, working inward towards the oldest structures.

“Like something’s working its way in,” Patyna said.

“Or working its way out.”

They entered the tower. The spiral staircase wound down through seven levels, each older than the last. At the third level, stonework changed from cut blocks to carved rock. At the fifth, chisel marks disappeared. By the seventh level, walls showed no tool marks — as if stone had moved aside rather than been cut.

The tower earned its name from the echoes. Sounds made in certain chambers echoed back changed. Sometimes reversed. Sometimes in different languages. Defenders learnt not to speak carelessly here. Words had a way of returning with meanings you never intended.

“Did you hear that?” Patyna stopped at a landing.

Xara listened. Nothing but dripping water and air moving through ancient shafts.

Then it came again. Not sound — something felt. A vibration from the stone itself, so low it was more sensation than noise.

“The binding circles,” Xara breathed.

Throughout the tower, every circle began emitting the same vibration. The sound built in layers until the entire structure resonated like a bell. Stone trembled beneath their feet.

Xara felt it in her bones, in her skull, in the spaces between her ribs. Too deep for normal hearing, but somehow she perceived variations. Almost like language. Not words, but communication.

The humming stopped.

In the sudden quiet, Xara heard something else. Whispers. Faint, but real.

She turned her head. The whispers came from everywhere and nowhere, drifting through stone like water. Tower words stayed elusive, but the rhythm was clear. Conversations.

The people were talking to each other.

“Can you hear whispers?” she asked.

“No,” Patyna said. “Should I?”

Xara moved to a sealed door and pressed her ear against metal-bound wood. The whispers grew stronger. Multiple conversations, overlapping but separate.

The door was warm against her cheek. Not ambient warmth — something that pulsed with the whispers beyond. As she listened, sounds separated into patterns. Turn-taking. Responses. Organisation.

Then, clear as daylight, she heard her name.

“Xara.”

She stepped back so fast she nearly stumbled. Patyna caught her arm.

“One of them spoke my name.”

“Impossible. The wards prevent sound and escape. Even if they could speak loud enough, they couldn’t know who’s in the passage.”

Xara knew Patyna was right. The wards were ancient and powerful, designed by people whose understanding surpassed anything today. Yet she’d heard her name with perfect clarity.

She moved to another door. This one showed more wear — scratches in the metal that might have been deliberate markings. The whispers continued, and now she distinguished separate conversations. Multiple people speaking, words overlapping like harmonies.

“They’re not talking to us,” she realised. “They’re talking to each other. But how? The wards should prevent communication between chambers.”

“Unless the wards are failing too,” Patyna said. “If the binding circles are deteriorating, maybe other barriers are compromised.”

That was troubling. The Forbidden City contained people imprisoned for centuries, some for millennia. They’d been separated not just to prevent escape, but to prevent coordination. If they could communicate...

“We need to understand what they’re discussing,” Xara said.

“No.” Patyna’s refusal was immediate. “We report this and let Regina decide. We don’t engage with prisoners.”

But as they walked back towards the main passage, Xara found herself listening harder. The whispers became clearer the more she concentrated. What had seemed meaningless resolved into something approaching words.

They weren’t discussing escape.

They were afraid.

The realisation stopped her mid-step. These were people powerful enough to require the most sophisticated magical imprisonment ever devised. Some had been gods in their own realms. Others were beings whose intelligence was so strange that communication had been deemed impossible.

What could make such creatures afraid?

“Below,” one whispered. “It stirs below.”

“The deep chambers wake,” another answered. “The old bindings weaken.”

“How long?” asked a third.

“Soon. The pattern breaks. The foundation cracks.”

Ice formed in Xara’s stomach. Below? The deepest structures were built on bedrock, carved from solid stone. The maps showed nothing beneath but earth and rock stretching to the sea floor.

“Xara?” Patyna noticed she’d stopped. “What is it?”

“They’re not discussing escape. They’re discussing something below us. Something that’s waking up.”

“There’s nothing below us. These are the deepest structures.”

“That’s what the maps show. But what if they’re wrong?”

The whispers continued around them, and now Xara could hear fear in them. Not desperate fear of trapped animals, but calculated fear of intelligent beings who understood a threat others couldn’t perceive.

“The thing below turns,” one ancient power murmured. “The deep foundation shifts.”

“Will the bindings hold?” asked another.

“They weren’t built to contain what lies beneath. They were built to hide it.”

The world shifted around Xara as implications settled into her mind. The Forbidden City wasn’t just a prison. It was a seal. Something had been hidden beneath it, something so dangerous that an entire complex had been built to conceal its existence.

And that something was beginning to wake up.

She moved to the nearest doorway and placed both palms against the metal bands. The whispers flowed through her like water, carrying impressions that made her head spin. Vast spaces carved from living rock. Chambers that breathed with their own rhythm. And in the deepest darkness, something immense and patient that had been buried beneath layers of earth and forgetfulness.

The visions came faster. Corridors stretching beyond light’s reach. Caverns vast enough to hold cities. And everywhere, the sense of something enormous and aware, something that had been waiting with infinite patience for the barriers above to weaken.

“Get away from there,” Patyna ordered, but her words seemed far away.

Xara could see it now, or feel it somehow. The Forbidden City was built on a foundation that wasn’t stone at all, but something organic. Something that had been bound with chains of magic and buried beneath layers of earth and forgetfulness. The complex above was both deterrent to keep people away and weight to keep the thing below pressed down into deep dreams.

But the thing below was stirring. The magical weight that held it down was failing as binding circles cracked and ancient spells weakened. Soon, it would wake.

And when it did, the Forbidden City would not be able to contain it.

The metal bands under her palms grew warm, then hot. The whispers rose to a crescendo that filled her head with sound and meaning.

“Xara!” Patyna’s hand closed on her shoulder and pulled her away from the door. “You’re bleeding.”

Xara looked down at her palms. Blood seeped from dozens of tiny cuts where the rough metal had scraped her skin. She hadn’t felt the wounds forming, hadn’t she was pressing against the door hard enough to hurt herself.

“I’m fine,” she said, though her head still spun with visions of vast spaces and sleeping giants.

“No, you’re not. Whatever just happened, it’s not normal. We’re going to Regina immediately.”

As they climbed back up the spiral staircase, Xara found herself looking over her shoulder. The whispers had stopped, but she could still feel the attention of the people fixed on her. They knew she had heard them. They knew she had seen what they had seen.

And they were waiting to see what she would do with that knowledge.

The stone steps felt different beneath her feet now, as if she could sense the vast hollow spaces that lay hidden far below. The Forbidden City had always felt solid and permanent, a monument to organised magical knowledge. Now it felt fragile, like a thin shell stretched over an abyss.

Each step upward took her further from the whispers, but not from their meaning. The binding circles that had seemed so permanent were failing in a pattern. The people imprisoned in the complex’s depths were afraid of something that lay even deeper. And that something was beginning to stir.

Behind them, in the deepest chambers of the ancient buildings, the whispers began again. But this time, Xara thought she could hear something else beneath them. A sound so deep and slow it was barely perceptible. The sound of something enormous taking its first breath in a thousand years.

The thing below was waking, and all their careful bindings and ancient wards were built to contain the wrong thing.
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Briar pressed his palms against the cracked binding circle, and the world tilted beneath him.

Magic responded to his touch with intensity that made his teeth ache. Power flowed through the ancient symbols, but it flowed wrong. Patterns shifted and warped as if the stone itself fought against the spells carved into its surface. The sensation was unlike anything he’d experienced before, a discord that resonated through his bones and made his skull feel too small to contain the pressure building inside.

He tried to channel his own energy into the damaged circle, hoping to reinforce the weakening barrier. The moment his magic touched the existing weave, pain exploded behind his eyes.

Images crashed through his mind like a flood breaking through a dam.

He saw the hall as it had been long ago, filled with people in robes of deep blue and silver. The fabric was rich and heavy, embroidered with symbols that seemed to shift when viewed. Their hands moved in intricate patterns as they carved symbols into fresh stone, each gesture precise and deliberate. The binding circle took shape beneath their combined will, layer upon layer of interwoven spells designed to contain something that should never be allowed to escape.

The stone beneath their tools was different from what Briar knew. Paler, softer, easier to work. It accepted the carved symbols like flesh accepting a blade, the magic seeping into the rock as naturally as water soaking into earth. The people worked in perfect synchronisation.

But Briar wasn’t just watching the memory. He was living it. The exhaustion in muscles wasn’t his own, the ache in shoulders bent over careful work for hours at a time. He tasted the metallic tang of overcharged magic on a tongue that belonged to someone long dead. His hands moved without his control, tracing patterns he had never learnt but somehow knew.

The sensation of inhabiting another body made him shiver. This other man was taller than Briar, broader through the shoulders, with hands that showed the calluses of a craftsman rather than a warrior. His perspective on the room was different, his understanding of the magical work more profound. Through these borrowed eyes, Briar could see layers of meaning in the binding circle that he had never noticed before.

The vision shifted, and he was deeper in the complex now, in chambers that didn’t exist on any current map. The architecture here was older, carved from living rock rather than built from fitted stones. The walls curved in spirals that followed natural lines of magical force, and the air itself felt thick with power.

The same people worked here, but their faces were drawn with fear rather than concentration. Sweat beaded on their foreheads despite the cool air, and their hands shook with exhaustion. They carved different symbols now, binding circles within binding circles, layer upon layer of containment that went far beyond what should have been necessary for any single ancient power.

Through the borrowed memories, Briar could feel their terror. Whatever they were trying to contain wasn’t just powerful. It was aware of their efforts and resisting them. The symbols they carved into the stone fought back, trying to reshape themselves into different patterns. The magic they channelled into the bindings twisted and writhed like a living thing, requiring constant vigilance to keep it focused on its intended purpose.

“Not strong enough,” one of the people whispered. “The bindings won’t hold.”

“They have to hold,” another replied. “There’s no other choice.”

But even as they spoke, cracks appeared in the carved symbols. The stone itself seemed to rebel against the magic forced into it, developing cracks that spread outward from the binding circles like spider webs.

The memory shifted again. Now he was in a grand chamber where dozens of people argued in heated whispers. Two factions had formed, their disagreement fundamental and bitter.

One group, led by a tall woman with hair and eyes that burned with fanatic certainty, insisted on creating permanent bindings. They spoke of techniques that could lock the containment spells into the stone itself, making them unbreakable and eternal. Their voices carried the authority of people accustomed to being obeyed.

The other faction was smaller but more vocal, led by a younger man whose features reminded Briar of his own reflection. This group understood that magical bindings needed to flow and adapt, that permanence in magic was often another word for brittleness. They argued for temporary measures until better solutions could be found.

“The forces we contain require flexibility in their bindings,” the younger man said. “What you propose will create stress points that will eventually fracture.”

“And what you propose will fail within decades,” the silver-haired woman replied. “We need certainty, not theories about magical flexibility.”

The argument continued, but Briar could sense its outcome even through the borrowed memory. The unyielding faction had more supporters, more authority, more resources. They would win, and their victory would doom the complex to the very failures they sought to prevent.

“Briar!”

Patyna’s shout snapped him back to the present. He found himself lying on his back on the cold stone floor, blood trickling from his nose and his hands cramped into claws. The transition from the borrowed body back to his own was jarring. He felt smaller, weaker, less connected to the magical forces around him.

“What happened?” he asked, though his throat felt raw as if he’d been screaming.

“You collapsed,” Xara said, kneeling beside him and checking his pulse. “You were speaking in Old Vaelthric. Do you remember what you said?”

Briar struggled to sit up, his head still spinning from the intensity of the vision. The ancient language felt strange on his tongue now, as if the words belonged to someone else. He had studied it briefly as part of his training, enough to recognise basic symbols and translate simple phrases, but he certainly couldn’t speak it fluently.

“I don’t remember speaking at all,” he admitted. “I was trying to reinforce the binding circle, and then... I saw things. Memories that weren’t mine.”

The memory of inhabiting another man’s body lingered in his mind. He could still feel the ghost of unfamiliar muscles, the echo of thoughts that had never been his own. It was like wearing clothes that didn’t fit, except the clothes were his own mind.

Patyna helped him to his feet, her expression troubled. “This is the third time this week you’ve had one of these episodes. It’s getting worse.”

She was right, and that worried Briar more than he cared to admit. The visions had started as brief flashes — glimpses of unfamiliar faces, fragments of conversations in languages he didn’t recognise. But they were becoming longer and more vivid, and they always seemed to be triggered by his attempts to work with the failing binding circles. Each episode left him feeling drained and disoriented, as if part of his own ancient power had been temporarily displaced.

“What did you see this time?” Xara asked.

Briar rubbed his temples, trying to organise the chaotic jumble of images and sensations. The borrowed memories felt more real than his own experiences, charged with an emotional intensity that made his current reality seem pale by comparison.

“The construction of this place. Not just this hall, but deeper structures. Chambers that go much further down than our maps show.” He paused, trying to find words for the terror he had felt through another man’s mind. “The people who built it were afraid. Not just cautious or concerned, but terrified of what they were trying to contain.”

“The people spoke of something below us,” Xara said. “Something that was hidden rather than contained.”

“And I think I know why these circles are failing. They were never meant to last forever. They were designed as a temporary measure, needing constant maintenance and eventual replacement. But the knowledge of how to do it was lost.”

Briar knelt beside the damaged circle again, careful not to touch it this time. His newfound understanding made the pattern of failures obvious in a way it hadn’t been before.

“Look at the pattern of the cracks. They’re not random. They follow the lines of magical stress, but they also follow something else.”

He traced the fractures with his finger, hovering just above the stone. Through his senses, he could see the way magical energy moved through the circle — not smoothly as it should, but in stuttering, disrupted flows that created pressure points where the stone couldn’t bear the strain.

“These symbols here, and here — they’re not part of the original binding. They were added later, by someone who didn’t understand the original design. The original techniques used flowing curves and organic patterns that worked with the natural flow of power. These angular additions fight against that flow, creating stress points that eventually crack under the pressure.”

Xara leaned closer to examine the markings Briar indicated. “How can you tell?”

“The magical signature is different through the borrowed memories, I can see the difference clearly now.”

“We need to report this to Regina,” Patyna said. “If the binding circles are failing because of flawed repairs rather than simple age, we might be able to fix them.”

Briar wanted to agree, but something in the vision-memories made him hesitate. The people who had argued for permanent bindings — he had seen their faces, and the younger man who looked disturbingly like his own reflection made his stomach clench with unease.

“Briar?” Xara was watching him with the same expression she’d worn when she’d first started hearing the whispers. “What aren’t you telling us?”

He almost lied. But these were his friends, his partners in protecting the Forbidden City. They had trusted him with their discoveries, and they deserved the same honesty.

“I think I’m connected to this place,” he said. “Not just as a defender, but... personally. One of the people I saw looked like me.”

The admission felt like stepping off a cliff.

Patyna’s frown deepened. “Your records go back generations. If an ancestor had helped build this place, it would be documented.”

“Would it? How much do we really know about the city’s construction? The official histories are vague, and most original records were lost or sealed.”

He stood and looked out over the complex from one of the narrow windows. From this height, he could see the layout — not random placement of buildings, but a deliberate pattern. The structures formed connections, channels for magical energy that flowed between them in ways that weren’t immediately obvious.

“The buildings aren’t just placed for convenience. They form something larger. A pattern.”

He took a breath, steadying himself for what he needed to say. “I think the reason I see these memories is because of a magical link. Someone from the past tied me — or someone like me — to this place. And the visions are getting stronger as the seals weaken.”

Xara’s expression grew troubled. “If you’re linked to this place, and the visions come when you work with the circles...”

“Then every time I interact with them, something down there learns more about how they work. It might be using me to figure out how to escape.”

The idea chilled them all. Briar’s attempts to help maintain the failing bindings might actually be providing information to whatever was causing the failures in the first place.

“We still need to tell Regina,” Patyna said now. “Even if it’s dangerous, she needs to know what we’ve discovered.”

“Especially because it’s dangerous,” Briar agreed, though the thought of revealing his connection to the complex’s ancient builders filled him with dread. Regina would have questions he couldn’t answer, suspicions he couldn’t allay. But the alternative was to keep silent while the binding failures continued to accelerate.

They made their way up through the layers of the complex, passing through areas where the architectural changes told the story of the prison’s evolution. The original stonework, smooth and fitted, formed the foundation levels. Later additions showed different techniques. Rougher cuts, different tools, the marks of builders working with less skill but greater urgency. Most recent of all were the iron reinforcements and magical additions, layered over everything like attempts to patch wounds that refused to heal.

The corridors they travelled were lined with cell doors, each one marking the location of another dangerous ancient power held in magical bondage. Some doors showed the steady glow of functioning containment. Others flickered. A disturbing number had gone dark.

“Forty-three confirmed failures, with another dozen showing signs of breakdown,” Patyna said, consulting her notes as they climbed. “At the current rate of degradation, we’ll have massive containment failures within days. And our repair capacity is three master artificers, working constantly, managing maybe one complete restoration per week. We’re losing ground every day.”

The mathematics were inescapable. They were facing a crisis that demanded immediate action, but they lacked the resources to implement any solutions. Each decision became a choice between disasters, each priority a gamble with lives they couldn’t afford to lose.

As they approached Regina’s office in the Central Spire, another sound echoed through the stone around them. Not the hum they’d heard in the tower, but something deeper and more disturbing. A rhythmic
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