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      “You should turn me into a dragon!”

      Sabine arched her eyebrow at the tiny pixie peering up at her with wide, hopeful eyes. Blossom’s purple and yellow hair was arranged in some sort of design that reminded Sabine of flower petals. Ever since she’d received a magical boost in the underworld, Blossom had begun matching her hair with her dress and using a splash of glamour to make them as colorful as possible. She’d be a tiny rainbow terror in dragon form, creating havoc and leaving a trail of glittering pixie dust in her wake.

      “I’m not turning you into a dragon,” Sabine said, turning back to stare across the horizon as a low thrum of fatigue plagued her. They’d need to land soon. She could feel Malek’s weariness through their bond growing with each passing hour.

      Pressing her hand against one of his sharp claws that gripped their carrier, she sent a fortifying wave of magic over him. The rush of love that swept over her in return was as intimate as a caress. She lowered her head and smiled, marveling at how even a touch of a dragon’s power could make her heart soar.

      Blossom’s wings twitched, her lips turning downward in a thoughtful pout. Sabine could almost see the wheels turning in the pixie’s head. The novelty of flying in a dragon’s clutches had worn off after the first day. Now Blossom was simply bored and looking for a new source of entertainment.

      “If I were a dragon, I could challenge Malek to a race,” Blossom said wistfully. “Think how fast we’ll make it to the Sky Cities!”

      Sabine made a noncommittal noise, peering over the edge of the makeshift carrier she’d created using branches from a silver tree. The ground rushed below them at an almost dizzying speed. The thought of going even faster had her stomach lurching in queasiness. Although, part of that could be Malek’s movements. No one said a dragon’s flight was smooth.

      “We’re going fast enough,” Sabine said, shaking her head. Pixies might have wings, but the fae were never meant to soar the skies like birds.

      “Give it up, bug. Sabine needs to conserve her strength,” Bane said, leaning back and closing his eyes. The demon had taken to resting while they were in the air and guarding them at night so she and Malek could sleep.

      Blossom landed on one of the carrier’s silver branches and glared at Bane. “You’re just jealous you don’t have wings.”

      Bane opened his amber eyes and glared at Blossom. “If I tear yours off, I’ll have a pair, won’t I?”

      Blossom squeaked and dove onto Sabine’s shoulder. “I knew it! You are jealous! Everyone wants wings!”

      Rika wrinkled her nose. “Been there, done that. I think I’ll pass on the experience.”

      Sabine’s mouth twitched in a grin as she glanced over at the dark-haired teenager flipping through a book she’d found in their bag. Several weeks earlier, an accidental transformation turned Rika into a part-butterfly humanoid. Magic didn’t act quite right around human seers, and Rika was growing into her powers with remarkable alacrity.

      “Sabine,” Malek’s voice slipped into her thoughts. The mind-touch speech ability was still new, but it was growing stronger every day.

      She immediately pressed her hand against his claw to reinforce their connection and asked silently, “What is it?”

      “We’re approaching Imenel, the city that acts as a gateway to the Sky Cities. We’ll stop there overnight and leave word for Levin and Esme before traveling to my clan’s home.”

      Sabine turned to stare in the direction they were flying. All she could see was a blanket of trees below them. It was a welcome sight compared to the vast expanse of barren land they’d seen during their travels. Centuries had passed without the touch of the fae in many parts of the world.

      She suppressed her instinctive desire to reach out to the land and focused on Malek instead.

      “How long until we arrive?”

      “I recognize some of the landmarks. The city and coast will be visible in another twenty minutes. I’ll land a distance away so we can enter on foot. It’s been several years since my last visit. I’d like to get a feel for things before we announce our arrival.”

      “Don’t push yourself too much, Malek. Another few hours won’t make much difference. I can feel your fatigue.”

      A gentle caress of Malek’s heated power trailed over her skin. “I’ll feel better once you’re safe within the Sky Cities. The Wild Hunt and your family can’t touch you there.”

      Sabine sighed, unable to argue the point. Her enemies wanted her dead, and there were scarce few places in the world where she’d be out of their reach. If someone had suggested a few short months ago she’d be safe hiding amongst her once-feared enemies, she never would have believed them.

      She pulled away and turned to her companions. “Malek says we’ll be landing soon. We may be able to stay in an actual inn tonight.”

      “Finally.” Rika closed the book and placed it inside the traveler’s pack. The magical bags had been a gift from Faerie and miniaturized the contents to make traveling easier. “The thought of a real bed and a bath that’s not a lake or river sounds fantastic. And food. Delicious food that’s something other than travel rations or burned rabbit.”

      Bane snorted. “Tired of traveling already, little seer?”

      Rika grinned. “I got spoiled living in the dwarven city.”

      Blossom rubbed her hands together. “Speaking of food, I bet they have some yummy new flowers down there. Lots of fae used to live in this area before the dragons claimed it. Only the bravest pixies still venture here. The ones who returned had all sorts of stories about what they’d found.”

      Sabine smiled at the pixie. “I’m curious about the plants and flowers myself.”

      Bane stood and leaned against the railing beside Sabine. He lifted his face to the wind and inhaled deeply. “I smell salt in the air. We’re approaching the coast.”

      Sabine took a deep breath but couldn’t detect anything. Bane’s senses were sharper than hers. “Do you know much about Imenel?”

      “It’s similar to Akros,” Bane said, referring to the mostly human city where she’d hidden from the fae for over ten years. “Many of the residents are human and closely allied with the dragon clans. The dragons and their hoarding tendencies have made it a fairly profitable port.”

      Rika attached the traveler’s pack to her belt and stood. “Have you been there before, Bane?”

      Bane didn’t reply right away. “Not in many years and never openly.”

      Rika started to ask a question, but Sabine shook her head in warning. The teenager pressed her lips together and nodded in understanding. Bane was often reluctant in sharing details about his past, and any such discussions needed to be handled delicately.

      Leaning against Bane, Sabine asked quietly, “Do we need to hide your identity?”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Bane said, running a hand over her hair to siphon off a trace of her magic. “There is no one among the living who would dream of betraying me.”

      Sabine nodded. Bane had been an extremely successful assassin for years. With his ability to sense and even manipulate someone’s life force, he had a natural affinity for such work.

      Blossom landed on Sabine’s shoulder and asked, “Do you think Esme will be there?”

      Sabine smiled. “I hope so. Malek said they’d planned to meet us in Imenel. Levin and Esme had a bit of a head start since they left Razadon weeks before we did, but we’ve traveled a more direct route. If they’re not there yet, we’ll leave a message letting them know to meet us in the Sky Cities.”

      Bane straightened and stared across the horizon, his clawed hand tightening around the makeshift railing. Sabine looked up at him and then in the direction he was staring. There was nothing but endless blue sky and clouds ahead of them.

      “What is it, Bane?”

      “I’m not sure yet. Something’s not right.”

      Sabine frowned. Trusting Bane’s instincts had saved their lives more than once. She’d be a fool to discount him now. She reached for him, supplementing his power with her own. His midnight skin glowed with an eerie blue light, his horns shifting to pale silver as he tapped into the full force of his magic.

      Bane’s eyes narrowed. “Six life forces traveling this way and moving in formation. They’re moving fast.”

      Blossom hopped up on the railing. “Life forces? Like a bear? They know all the good honey spots.”

      “Not unless bears suddenly have wings. Let the dragon know we’re about to have company.”

      Sabine pressed her hand against Malek’s claw and spoke over their mental connection. “Bane senses six life forces flying in our direction. Any idea whether they’re friend or foe?”

      “A wyvern squadron shouldn’t be patrolling this far from the Sky Cities unless something’s wrong,” Malek said. “If Bane senses them already, they’ll be within sight in moments. Can you hide yourself from view until we determine their intent?”

      Sabine quickly tapped into her magic, causing her skin markings to glow with a silver and gold light. Flinging her power outward, she used their shared bond to attach the illusion against Malek’s dragon scales. It wouldn’t stand against touch, but the glamour would shield the carrier and its occupants from view. Anyone who looked upon them from outside the carrier would see nothing but an obsidian-colored dragon soaring the skies.

      Sabine pinned the other end of the illusion in place. It pierced her skin, and she inhaled sharply at the sacrifice the magic demanded. All magic had a cost, and she would accept this one gladly if it kept her companions safe.

      “It’s done,” she said to Malek.

      “Then hold on tight,” Malek said wryly. “You’re about to discover how dragons greet one another. I’m afraid this dance may not be as pleasurable as the private one I had planned for you.”

      Sabine sent a pulse of her power outward to grow additional handholds in the branches of the silver tree. “Malek says our flight’s about to get a little bumpy. Hold on.”

      Rika quickly looped her arms through the handholds and gripped the branch tightly. “Seeing as how the nearest exit is plummeting to our death, I’ll stay inside.”

      Sabine arched her brow when Blossom landed on her shoulder. The pixie grabbed Sabine’s hair tightly, holding on to her makeshift reins.

      “Really, Blossom? What happened to all your talk about having wings?”

      The pixie grinned. “Safety first.”

      Bane tensed beside her, his eyes flashing silver as he readied himself. Sabine turned back to the horizon, watching as six dark shadows eclipsed her view of the pristine blue sky. They were huge creatures similar in appearance to Malek, but lacking his monumental size and grace.

      “Wyverns,” Bane muttered in disgust. “They’re the roaches of the dragon world. A pity they weren’t all exterminated millennia ago.”

      Sabine didn’t respond, captivated by the unfamiliar sight. The wyvern’s wingspans were nearly half the size of Malek’s, and instead of four legs, they only had two. Their coloring was different too. Malek’s scales were the color of polished obsidian, each one glittering with what appeared to be stardust. They shifted and changed in the light, camouflaging him against the night sky. These other creatures, however, possessed the deep jewel tones of precious gems rarely seen outside the dwarven mines.

      Without warning, Malek banked sharply. Sabine staggered, holding on tightly to the handholds while Bane and Rika did the same. The wyverns matched his movements, still on a path to intercept them.

      Blossom yanked hard on Sabine’s hair and shouted, “Wheeeee! Do it again, Malek!”

      Sabine winced. Despite her small size, the pixie had a powerful grip. “I’m rather attached to my hair, Blossom.”

      Blossom managed a sheepish grin. “Oops. Sorry, Sabine. I got caught up in the moment.”

      A sharp blast of Malek’s dragonfire trumpeted outward toward the approaching figures. Malek’s voice filled her head, the language strange yet eerily familiar as he called out to his brethren. Something about the cadence of his words reminded her of the ancient language of the gods, but she couldn’t make out the meaning.

      The creatures didn’t alter their course or speed. They were still on a direct path toward them. Sabine frowned, sensing Malek’s unease increasing through their bond.

      “What’s happening?” she asked.

      “They’re not responding, nor are they deviating from fighting formation. Hold on tight. We need to evade them.”

      Before she could call out a warning to her friends, Malek dove downward, narrowly avoiding a wyvern’s sharpened claws. Rika screamed, the sound slicing through Sabine’s thoughts and fracturing her hold on the illusion shielding them from view. A wyvern broke out of formation and dove toward them, his glowing serpentine eyes focused on the carrier in Malek’s grip.

      “Sabine, get down!” Bane yelled, covering her body with his as the wyvern’s jaws came within touching distance. Malek struck their attacker with the sharpened edge of his tail, but the wyvern merely renewed his efforts. Sabine lifted her hand and blasted the creature away from them with a strong expulsion of magic.

      “The glamour won’t hold!” Sabine shouted, realizing in dismay that Rika’s seer abilities were interfering with the illusion. The other wyverns had realized Malek was carrying passengers and were now focused on them. These weren’t simple beasts, but intelligent creatures working together to attack their chosen quarry.

      One of them slammed into Malek’s side, sending the carrier’s occupants sprawling across the floor. Rika crashed into Sabine with enough force to steal her breath. Malek banked sharply again and dove downward. Sabine’s silvery hair whipped away from her face as the ground rushed up to meet them.

      Letting out a panicked cry, she and Rika slid across the floor of the carrier. Bane caught Sabine’s wrist and yanked her upright. She looped her arm through the handholds again and reached for Rika just as Malek pulled up, narrowly avoiding a blast of dragonfire from one of the creatures. It was impossible to fight and hold on at the same time.

      “Hot! Hot! Hot!” Blossom screamed, yanking on Sabine’s hair again.

      A few of the leaves on the carrier caught fire. With a pained cry, Rika jerked away from the flames. Sabine shot out her hand, using her magic to wrap vines around Rika’s waist. She did the same to herself and Bane before calling upon the merfolk’s power to summon water from the air.

      “Hold on!” she shouted, dousing the fire and weaving a protective barrier around the carrier to better withstand the heat. It wasn’t as powerful as Malek’s shield, but it was better than nothing.

      “You’re too vulnerable up here,” Bane snarled, his silvered eyes focused on the wyverns surrounding them. “We need to get you into the forest.”

      “We go together or not at all,” Sabine said.

      Blossom tugged on her hair again. “I like the forest idea! Let’s do that! Lots more places to hide.”

      Another blast of dragonfire shot in their direction. Malek banked sharply to avoid it, the carrier swinging wildly in his grip. Two of the wyverns broke free from the formation, trying to flank him. Malek dove downward again, the ground rushing to meet them before he zigzagged over the treetops.

      Malek was flying defensively, with the wyverns still in pursuit. They continued to harry him, using their superior numbers to force him closer to the ground. Two of them focused their attacks on the carrier, the heat from their dragonfire nearly scorching despite Sabine’s efforts. Perspiration coated her skin from the relentless heat.

      “If they ground him, we’re all dead,” Bane shouted. “I’ve seen these tactics before. He can’t fight them off while he’s carrying us, and you’re cut off from the land. Tell him to drop you. It’s our only chance. I’ll buy you some time to get to safety.”

      Bane was right. She and Bane had some immunity to dragonfire, but Rika and Blossom didn’t. Malek was using too much of his magic, trying to insulate them from the worst of it. He was already weary from the long flight.

      Reaching for Bane, she infused him with a powerful burst of magic. “Do what you need to do. Fight well, my protector.”

      He nodded and sliced his sharpened claws through the vines to free himself. Climbing on the edge of the carrier railing, he waited until the right moment and leaped into the air.

      Sabine inhaled sharply as he dove downward, landing hard on one of the dark blue wyverns. The wyvern reared back, pulling out of formation as he tried to unseat his passenger. Bane was using a combination of claws and horns to penetrate the wyvern’s thick scales as he climbed up the creature’s back.

      “Hold on tight,” Sabine yelled to Rika, who was staring at Bane with a mixture of shock and admiration. Rika whipped her head toward Sabine and nodded, her knuckles turning white from how hard she was gripping the handholds.

      Sabine scanned the forest below them. “Malek, drop the carrier!”

      She felt him immediately reject the demand. “I won’t allow any harm to come to you, Sabine. You’re mine to protect.”

      “Of all the highhanded dragon instincts,” Sabine muttered in frustration. Sending a sharp wave of reassuring power through their bond, she urged, “Don’t be foolish, Malek. Give me to the forest, so I can fight by your side.”

      Malek turned sharply again, causing Sabine to stagger. Rika squeezed her eyes shut, her face bright red and dripping with moisture. One more brush with dragonfire might be her last.

      Panicked, Sabine shouted, “Malek! There’s no time to explain. Trust me!”

      “Your word you’ll do whatever’s necessary to protect yourself.”

      “You have it. Now focus on taking care of my dragon.”

      “Always,” Malek promised. “I’ll take you as low as I can and try to draw them off.”

      “Watch for Bane,” she warned before turning to Rika. “He’s going to drop us. Hold on!”

      Malek dove downward, the forest floor rushing to meet them again. Sabine inhaled sharply as they brushed the edge of the forested canopy before pulling up from the dive. Malek released them and Rika screamed again as the carrier spun out of control. Blossom shrieked in Sabine’s ear, yanking hard on her hair.

      Sending out a wide blanket of magic, Sabine reached for the awareness of the trees below them. They met her willingly, embracing her power and unfurling their branches to greet the carrier forged from the bough of a silver tree.

      The carrier landed in the branches with a jolt. The trees pulled them downward, closing the canopy around them and temporarily shielding them from view. It would only take one burst of dragonfire to burn through the tree cover. They needed to get to the ground immediately.

      While the carrier lowered to the forest floor, Sabine said, “We need to move as soon as we touch down. Is everyone all right?”

      Rika winced and rubbed her ribs. The vines had held her in place when they’d fallen, but it hadn’t been gentle. Her arm was beginning to blister from where she’d been burned. “Mostly burns and bruises. I’ll live.”

      “My wing’s broken, Sabine!” Blossom cried. “I can’t fly!”

      Sabine sent a trace of magic over Blossom. The pixie glowed with a golden hue, her special brand of magic knitting the fragile wing back together. Unfortunately, she couldn’t do the same for Rika.

      Movement above them caught Sabine’s attention. Two of the wyverns had broken away from the group and were attempting to locate the carrier through the dense trees. They hadn’t yet seen where Sabine and Rika were hiding, but it was only a matter of time before they were discovered. She didn’t see the one Bane had been fighting, but she could sense the demon. At least he was still alive.

      “Stay close and keep quiet,” Sabine whispered, climbing out of the carrier and stepping onto the leaf-covered ground. Rika nodded and quickly cut through the restraining vines holding her in place.

      “The trees are screaming, Sabine,” Blossom whispered as she landed on Sabine’s shoulder. “The wyverns are burning them. They still remember the Dragon War and think this is the end.” She sniffed and wiped her eyes. “I don’t want the forest to die.”

      Sabine froze. If the forest retained enough awareness to converse with a pixie, there was another ally they could call upon. “Blossom, I need you to take Rika to the forest guardians on my behalf. They can hide her from the wyverns and heal her arm.”

      Blossom’s eyes widened. “But Rika’s human! They’ll demand⁠—”

      Sabine held up her hand. “There’s no time for negotiations. If they wish me to aid them in protecting what’s left of their forest, they will honor my request. We’ll settle any debts once the battle is won.”

      Blossom’s mouth clamped shut, and she nodded. “Come on, Rika. We have to hurry!”

      “Be careful, Sabine,” Rika said, before running after the small, glowing pixie.

      A sharp pain lanced through Sabine, but it wasn’t her wound.

      “Malek,” Sabine whispered, pressing her hand against her side. She reached out across the bonds she shared with both Malek and Bane. They were wounded but still fighting. She sent a wave of fortifying magic to them before turning to face the fire burning through the trees.

      This was her place of power, and she’d defend the land for as long as she had breath.

      It was time to kill some wyverns or die in the attempt.
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      Sabine slid one of her daggers from its sheath. Pressing the point of the blade into her skin, Sabine allowed a drop of blood to fall upon the forest floor. A pregnant hush filled the air. She crouched and pressed her hand against the ground, reaching for the essence of the land.

      Closing her eyes, she whispered in the language of her birth, “Nexulum.”

      The wind blew softly, trailing its light and feathery touch through Sabine’s silver hair. She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, allowing the magic of the forest to embrace her. Each of the marks of power on her arms and legs flared with an otherworldly luminescence.

      The sound of the trees screaming in agony filled her thoughts, urging her to act. Their pain was as sharp as a blade dancing upon her psyche, but she forced herself to breathe through it. She acknowledged their sacrifice and used it to further enhance the land’s magic, weaving it together with her own. Their deaths would add to her strength, and she would see vengeance enacted against those who caused their destruction.

      When she opened her eyes, her vision and other senses had sharpened. She had merged her power with that of the land, and in exchange, it offered her a gift of clarity and focus. The dark greens and browns of the forest were richer and more vibrant. She could sense each individual life essence contained within the forest’s boundaries. The forest animals cried out in alarm and fear as they raced deeper into the woods, with Rika and Blossom right behind them.

      A cracking noise overhead caught her attention, and she leaped out of the way as a burning tree came crashing down. She jerked her head upward, her gaze trapped by the glowing golden eyes of the two wyverns hunting her.

      Sabine inhaled sharply, the acrid scent of scorched wood and ash nearly choking her. This close, she could make out the individual details of each wyvern. One reminded her of flames with a deep red color that glowed like embers, except for the tips of his black wings. The other was topaz-colored with a jagged slash of red across his scaled face that made him appear like a creature pulled from one of her childhood nightmares.

      Summoning her magic, she flung it outward in a shocking blast toward the two wyverns. The one she’d dubbed Flame narrowly avoided it, but her power slammed into Slash and sent him flying backward. The nearby trees cracked and splintered from the impact, crashing to the ground.

      Sabine lifted her hands, directing her magic toward the largest still-standing tree near the fallen wyvern. Its branches stretched and stabbed, piercing his leathery wings and pinning him to the ground. He roared in pain and fury, unleashing his dragonfire to destroy his makeshift restraints.

      His friend, Flame, narrowed serpentine eyes on Sabine. Flapping his wings, his chest expanded as he readied his attack. Sabine dove to the side, narrowly avoiding a burst of dragonfire that singed the ends of her hair. Malek might have given her some resistance to dragonfire, but she wasn’t invincible. It could still kill her.

      She turned and ran, trying to lead the wyverns away from the direction Rika and Blossom had headed. She needed to buy them time to get to safety. Leaping over fallen trees and rocks, she raced through the forest as one who had been born to it. Branches moved out of her way, anticipating her movements before she could make them.

      Sabine flung condensed power toward her assailants as she fled. The wyverns overhead roared their frustration, burning the trees in their pursuit. Her magic was making them hesitate, deepening the divide between them. If she could find some cover, she could launch an attack.

      A sharp pull on her magic caused her to stagger. She fell, the rocks scraping into her palms. The wyvern’s dragonfire licked at the ground near her feet. Her blood boiled, and she cried out from the searing heat.

      A furious roar overhead shook the ground beneath her. Sabine scrambled to her feet and forced herself to keep running.

      Malek. It had to be him. If he was pulling on her magic, he was in serious trouble. Another roar caused the trees to tremble.

      The terrifying scream of a wyvern filled the air. She stumbled again, falling on the mossy ground. Breathing heavily, she pushed herself back up. The trees were burning around her at an alarming rate. None of them could keep this up much longer.

      The sounds of battle overhead were deafening. Malek was almost directly above her, fighting multiple wyverns. He was both fierce and merciless, using his sharpened tail and talons to subdue his opponents. He moved through the air with the precision of a surgical knife, slicing his assailants when they tried to press their advantage.

      Sabine caught sight of Slash and Flame among the remaining wyverns. They were still trying to locate her, but Malek was blocking their pursuit. He was expending too much magic trying to protect her, and she didn’t know how Bane was faring except he was still alive. A wyvern broke away and dove toward her, but Malek’s powerful jaws latched around the wyvern’s throat, driving him away from her.

      The marks on her wrist warmed. Sabine glanced down at the pulsing golden glow, understanding instinctively what the renegade goddess offered. Each mark represented the power gifted to the original races entrusted with safeguarding Aeslion. Combining the magic of the artifacts would give them the advantage they needed, but such knowledge would indebt her even more to Lachlina.

      One of the wyvern’s talons pierced Malek’s midsection, and Sabine pressed her hand against her side from the pain that lanced through their bond.

      Sabine narrowed her eyes, her magic building within her. She withdrew her knife and pricked her finger.

      So be it.

      “So it shall be, daughter,” a voice whispered on the wind. “Embrace your power, and glimpse your destiny.”

      Magic swirled around Sabine with the building force of a hurricane. Focusing on the marks the goddess had etched into her skin, Sabine traced the first symbol with her blood.

      It was the image of a chalice, the artifact entrusted to the fae. As the power rushed through her, she felt the nearby trees turn their attention toward her as the wind whipped around her. The branches rustled and shook, reaching for her like a child calling to their mother. The power was as familiar to her as breathing, and she embraced it willingly.

      “You must become the chalice—the vessel to hold all other magic,” Lachlina said, her voice slipping into Sabine’s thoughts. “Allow the power to fill you, and shape it as you will.”

      Understanding dawned, and Sabine traced the next mark—a priceless pearl that was the symbol of the merfolk’s power. As it pulsed in time with her heartbeat, rain fell, first slowly and then with greater force. It pelted the ground, soaking through her clothes and plastering her hair and clothing against her skin. Lightning struck the ground near her, filling the air with the sharp and metallic scent of ozone.

      She gathered the magic and sent it outward, directing the storm to extinguish the greatest threat. The smoky scent of charred wood filled her nose as the rain doused the burning trees. She extended her arms and lifted her head to the sky, feeling the power in the rain coating her skin. The storm that surrounded her was nearly as volatile as the one raging within her.

      The third mark was that of a hammer, a sign of the dwarves. As she traced the mark, the power surged within her and the ground trembled beneath her feet. The unbridled fury and power of the land rumbled its rage, demanding justice for the harm these interlopers had caused. She reached for the damp earth, using her will to shape the wet mud into a giant, lifeless golem.

      As she traced the fourth and most recent symbol of a curved blade upon her skin, Sabine gasped as the power of life and death surrounded her. The glamour that had been shielding her true appearance fell away, causing her skin to shine brilliantly, like a beacon in the storm.

      “Animore,” she shouted, bringing awareness to the creature she’d crafted with the dwarven power. Like a puppeteer pulling its strings, she directed the golem to defend the land. As it hurtled fallen trees and boulders skyward, the wyverns were forced to dart out of its path, giving Malek an advantage.

      This power had never been Lachlina’s to wield, yet Sabine had come to know it intimately. As she continued to breathe life into the creature, Sabine felt the icy chill of death take hold. Her blood began to freeze, causing her fingers to tremble and teeth to chatter. This power had never been designed to be contained, but rather to act as a bridge between life and death. If she didn’t release it, death would consume her.

      With a strangled cry, she directed the magic toward the nearest wyvern. A streak of lightning shot from her fingers, straight into Flame’s chest. The wyvern staggered in midair and then plummeted toward the earth. He crashed into the nearby trees, bringing them down with his substantial weight.

      Sabine waited for the imbalance of the wyvern’s death to hit her, but nothing came. The realization rocked Sabine to her core. Instead of feeling off-center, she felt strangely energized as though this foreign magic had fulfilled some purpose that balanced a different sort of scale. This magic was seductive, and it would be too easy to lose herself to its thrall.

      Sabine inhaled sharply, catching sight of Bane still fighting on top of a wyvern. He was using his poisoned claws and horns to slice the creature into ribbons. With an agonized bellow, the wyvern began to fall. Bane leaped free just in time, narrowly landing on Malek’s back. The injured wyvern landed on the ground with a resounding thud that echoed through the forest. His blood spilled on the forest floor, and the land’s strength surged within her as the forest embraced his power.

      The wyvern reared his head, his serpentine eyes filled with intelligence and loathing as he glared at Sabine. He opened his mouth as though to send more dragonfire in her direction.

      Without thinking, Sabine lifted her hands to block his attack. The goddess quickly took hold of her, using the death magic at Sabine’s command. A flash of gray and silver lightning ripped out of her, slamming into the wyvern. He staggered back, his eyes becoming unfocused as small crystals of ice formed on his scales. A moment later, he collapsed in a heap.

      Sabine gasped, her vision swimming. She could dimly hear Lachlina’s laughter echoing in her thoughts. The forest floor quaked beneath her, lightning striking nearby. Another tree fell, its loss sending a shockwave through Sabine’s entire body. She shook her head, trying to distance herself from Lachlina’s influence.

      Bane grabbed one of the spikes on Malek’s back and crouched, his skin glowing with a bluish gleam as he tapped into his magic. He pushed off again and landed on another wyvern, digging his claws into the creature’s back.

      A second wyvern dove toward Sabine. She gathered her power, stopping abruptly as Malek’s powerful jaws closed around the creature’s throat. His claws tore into its belly. The wyvern flailed and let out a screech, trying to escape his ironclad grip. They plummeted downward, Malek using his more substantial weight to subdue it. Sabine could dimly hear him calling out to her, but he was too far away to make out the words.

      One of the fallen wyverns struggled to rise, but Sabine unleashed more of the death magic toward him. Her skin flared with a golden light as she embraced the power and sent the wyvern into the Beyond. The ground continued to rumble under her feet, the wind and pelting rain making it difficult to see the battle above her. Relying on her bonds with Malek and Bane to keep her aim true, she urged the golem to lift another giant fallen tree and send it speeding through the air toward one of their attackers.

      The goddess marks on her wrist glowed gold again, heating to an almost burning frenzy. Sabine shouted a wordless cry, unleashing the power in an explosive blast.

      It slammed into Slash with a wild ferocity, tearing through one of his wings. Malek dispatched the wyvern he was fighting and went after Slash, who was in a freefall and heading directly for her.

      Malek knocked the wyvern aside, landing protectively in front of Sabine. She struggled to pull back on her magic, refusing to give into the goddess’s increasing demands for more control. If her death magic accidentally touched Malek, it would catch him in its grip.

      The goddess’s fury raged within her. She cried out as the power continued to build, demanding to be used. None of these winged invaders belonged in Aeslion, including Malek. They needed to be eradicated, or the land would never be safe.

      “Separare,” she screamed, trying to separate her thoughts from Lachlina. She’d destroy herself before allowing any harm to come to the man she loved.

      “Release the power!” Malek shouted, his form shimmering as he returned to human form.

      She shook her head, trying to push it back. Lachlina was too powerful. The deaths of these wyverns had strengthened the goddess’s resolve. She had to separate her thoughts from Lachlina first.

      “Sabine, it’s over,” Malek said, walking toward her. “You must release the power. This isn’t you.”

      “Don’t touch me,” she warned, doubling over at the sharp pain whipping through her. The ground continued to tremble. Lightning struck a nearby tree, causing it to splinter down the center. She cried out as pain lanced through her arms, her skin glowing gold as Lachlina’s hold deepened.

      Malek ignored her and grabbed her arms, yanking her close. He winced as some of the power transferred to him, but Sabine battled it back. He met her gaze with his clear blue eyes, the intensity in them gripping her as intently as the magic coursing through her.

      “You can do this, Sabine,” he urged. “Push Lachlina back. We’re safe. Think of Rika and Blossom. You’re the one putting them in danger now.”

      Sabine took a shaky breath, focusing on Malek as she fought to separate herself from Lachlina’s will. It hurt. Oh, gods. The pain was excruciating. It was worse than the hours she’d spent with the Elders marking her skin. It was more intense than the death of her magic when the Wild Hunt had pursued her. It was almost as though her soul was being sundered from her body.

      “Focus on me,” Malek demanded, his tone brooking no argument. “I will not lose you to some self-centered bitch of a goddess.”

      Sabine continued to hold Malek’s intense blue gaze, determined not to let Lachlina win. She wouldn’t lose him either. Curling her fingers into his shirt, Sabine yanked him down and kissed him. Her magic wrapped around him, allowing the storm within her to change directions. If there was one thing Lachlina could never understand, it was the fierce and undeniable love she felt for this dragon.

      Desire and passion flooded through her, and he swept in, understanding instinctively what she needed. His heated magic wrapped around her, and he lifted her into his arms. She wrapped her legs around his waist, their tongues mating together as he consumed her mouth. Her power danced over his skin, and he groaned. His hardness pressed against her core, and she nipped at his lower lip. She ran her hands under his shirt, needing to touch him.

      Dimly, she was aware that Lachlina had fled from her thoughts. The ground had stopped shaking, and the wind died away. The golem had returned to the earth, leaving a crumbled husk of dried mud behind. The storm that had raged mere moments before eased away and the sun began shining once again.

      Yet none of it assuaged the passion-filled tempest Malek’s touch evoked.

      Gods. She wanted him.

      “Before you two start tearing off clothing, you might be interested to know that one of the giant flying lizards got away.”

      Sabine broke their kiss and turned her head toward Bane. His eyes still had a silvered glow from the recent battle. Blood covered him, with a deep gash on his head that was bleeding freely. He held his arm at an awkward angle, but he was alive.

      “Your timing is impeccable, as always,” Malek said dryly.

      Bane snorted.

      Sabine pulled away from Malek and rushed over to the demon. Pressing her hand against Bane’s midsection, she used the contact to send a powerful wave of magic over him. He wrapped his arm around her, holding her close as his injuries knit back together.

      “You’re all right?” she asked, watching as Bane’s eyes reverted to their normal amber.

      He gave her a curt nod and squeezed her waist. “I’m fine, little one. But this attack doesn’t bode well for our intended visit to the Sky Cities.”

      Malek’s jaw hardened as he stared at the bodies littering the forest floor. “I didn’t recognize this group. They refused to respond to my inquiries, nor were there any markings that might identify their allegiance.”

      “That’s unusual?” Sabine asked, wincing as Bane inspected her scraped hands and began healing them. At least Malek’s wounds usually disappeared when he shifted back to human form. She could still sense his exhaustion, but more than anything, he was incensed by this attack.

      “It should not have happened,” Malek said, lifting his gaze to study the sky. “I’m less concerned about not recognizing them. There are too many to know them all by sight, but they damn well should have answered my demands.”

      “Any idea why they didn’t respond to you?” Sabine asked.

      “All wyverns are oathbound to follow the commands of a greater dragon, unless prior orders countermand such directives. It happens, but it’s rare.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “We’re divided into clans, each with its own agenda and purpose,” Malek explained. “The wyverns are beholden to all greater dragons, regardless of their sworn clan affiliation. The only exception is if there’s a blood bond, similar to your relationship with your beastman protector. If a greater dragon enters such an arrangement with a wyvern, it often extends to the wyvern’s entire family. They become part of that greater dragon’s clan and fall under their protection.”

      Sabine tilted her head, considering him. “Then the only reason these wyverns wouldn’t have responded to you was if they or a family member were blood-bound to another greater dragon?”

      “Yes, and it would need to be a clan powerful enough to risk raising their hand against mine. There are few who might fall into that category, but I’ve been gone a long time. It’s possible the political situation has changed more than I expected.”

      Bane snorted. “One lizard is the same as the next.”

      Malek gave him a dry look. “Just as all demons are the same?”

      Sabine ignored their argument and studied the surrounding destruction. Without her aid, it would take centuries for the forest to fully recover. She was feeling ill-used from Lachlina’s influence, but she couldn’t stand by and allow the forest to wither and die.

      Bane reached out and touched her temple, his eyes flaring silver briefly. Another sharp stab of pain lanced through her as he healed her wound. She winced and absently touched her face, unaware she’d even been bleeding. Malek’s expression darkened.

      He stalked toward her, his gaze furious and promising retribution. Yet his touch was gentle as he tilted her head to inspect the area Bane had healed. He gave Bane a nod before bending down and lightly kissing her temple.

      In a low voice, he murmured, “Never again, Sabine. For every injury you suffer, I’ll see it returned to them tenfold.”

      “You shouldn’t make such promises to a fae,” she said, pressing her fingers against his lips. He kissed her fingertips and captured her hands, running his thumbs across her healed palms.

      Holding her gaze, he lifted her hands and placed a kiss against each of her palms. “I’m making that promise to you, Sabine. You’re mine to protect.”

      Bane tensed, his eyes gravitating toward the sky. “We have another wyvern incoming.”

      Malek straightened as an emerald green wyvern with gold-dusted wings flew into sight. His shoulders relaxed as he said, “It’s all right. It’s Levin. He might have some answers about the wyvern who escaped.”

      Sabine’s eyes widened. On top of the stunning wyvern sat a red-headed witch Sabine knew well. “Esme’s with him!”

      Levin landed on the ground in front of them, tucking his wings behind him. Esme waved from her seat on his back and called out, “Think you guys could have left a few trees standing? We felt the aftershocks all the way in Imenel’s port.”
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      Esmelle climbed off Levin’s back and landed lightly on the ground. The moment she touched the earth, her face paled and she collapsed.

      Levin’s wyvern shape disappeared in a flash of light. He reappeared a second later as a dark-haired human man. He crouched beside Esmelle and pulled her into his arms. “Esme! What is it? Are you injured?”

      Unable to respond, Esmelle simply shook her head and squeezed her eyes shut. Her entire body trembled uncontrollably, her teeth chattering from untold agony. Vines burst upward from the ground, snaking around Esmelle’s ankles and wrists. Levin began ripping them away from her, but twice as many sprouted up in retaliation for his attack.

      “Cesare!” Sabine shouted, accompanying her order with a sharp lash of power. The vines fell away, slithering back into the ground like a child being reprimanded.

      Sabine kneeled in front of the part-dryad witch. Clasping Esmelle’s hands, Sabine wrapped a tendril of questing power around her friend, searching for any signs of nefarious magic or influence.

      Sabine muttered a curse, not tearing her gaze away from Esmelle. The magic within this forest had a stronger pull than anything Esmelle had previously encountered. She didn’t have enough training to resist the forest’s call. Sabine hadn’t even considered warning her, a fact that she was now kicking herself for not anticipating.

      “It’s wild magic,” Sabine said, weaving together a reassuring blanket of power to encompass Esme. It wouldn’t alleviate the pain, but it would hopefully insulate her from the worst of its effects and keep the forest from fracturing her psyche. The only person with the ability to rise above this sort of magic was Esme herself.

      “Wild magic?” Malek asked. “Is that similar to the power possessed by the Wild Hunt and the mark we share?”

      “Yes. This was once a Silver Forest, where the trees stood as sentient guardians. When the Dragon War destroyed them, the soil absorbed the magic and infused it into new growth. Without the fae nearby to direct the power, it’s become wild and unharnessed.”

      “What can we do to help her?” Levin asked.

      “Focus, Esmelle of Norwood,” Sabine demanded, infusing her voice with power. “You can rise above this. Trust in your inner strength and innate gifts.”

      With angry tears streaming down her cheeks, Esmelle lifted her head and declared, “The forest’s soul is broken, and the land weeps from its loss. Can’t you feel it?”

      “I do,” Sabine admitted. “But you must not let it rule you.”

      The vines broke through the ground again, trying to reach Esmelle. Sabine narrowed her eyes and slapped her palm against the earth in warning. A subtle shiver ran through the soil, and even the wind stilled. The vines curled into themselves, retreating to the safety of the earth’s embrace.

      “Why are the plants doing that?” Levin asked.

      “Esme is a kindred spirit,” Sabine explained, squeezing Esmelle’s hands gently to help focus the witch’s attention back on her. “The forest is crying out, and Esme’s magic is responding to its call.”

      Esmelle took a shaky breath and shook her head. “Oh, gods. This is beyond me. I can’t heal it, can I?”

      “No,” Sabine said softly. “Let it pass through you. You can survive this. Don’t fight the current—ride it.”

      Esmelle’s voice trembled as she exhaled. “I’m trying, but it’s dragging me under.”

      “What’s causing this?” Levin asked, looking around the forest. “If this place is hurting Esme, I can fly her out of here.”

      “She cannot be moved while the magic holds her captive, or you risk destroying her mind,” Sabine said, weaving another barrier to help buffer the forest’s song of lament. “She must navigate this on her own.”

      “Levin,” Malek said quietly. “Sabine obviously knows what’s going on. Let her concentrate.”

      Levin’s anxiety was only compounding Esmelle’s pain. Sabine’s fae blood recognized the suffering could be used as a magical offering, one powerful enough to restore the land. The marks on her wrist warmed as Lachlina’s desires once again aligned with her own.

      She sought to ward against it, trying to ignore Lachlina’s whispers to use the magic she’d absorbed through the artifacts. With a mere thought, she could help Esmelle and heal the land. It would be such an elegant and simple solution.

      No.

      Taking a deep breath, Sabine pushed aside the seductive thought. If she interfered, Esmelle would never learn how to navigate such magic. If this had happened when Sabine wasn’t around, Esmelle would have been lost forever. It was imperative Esmelle embrace her gifts if she had any hope of surviving them.

      The marks on Sabine’s wrist burned as Lachlina’s impatience grew. Sabine scrambled to quickly reinforce her mental barriers. She would not be a pawn to the renegade goddess, at least not more than she already was.

      “Sabine?” Malek asked quietly. “What’s wrong? Is it Lachlina again?”

      Sabine nodded, trying to clamp down on Lachlina’s influence. The goddess was growing stronger, her promises more enticing. That, combined with the residual magic in this ancient forest and her concern over Esmelle, was almost too much to withstand.

      A loud cracking noise filled the air. Sabine lifted her head, watching as a burned tree fell downward. It slammed into a healthy tree, toppling it to the ground. Sabine winced as the forest’s wail became even more frenzied. Esmelle cried out.

      The vines poked free of the ground, and Sabine glared at them. They quickly retreated.

      “This isn’t working,” Levin said, turning to Sabine with a plea in his eyes. “I’ve seen how powerful you are, Sabine. If you could create a forest in the middle of Akros, you can heal this one and stop Esme from suffering.”

      “She is trying to teach the witch,” Bane said, gesturing at Esmelle. “You do neither one any favors with your endless chatter.”

      Levin’s voice rose. “If there’s a price, I’ll pay it. Anything to end this.”

      “No,” Esme gasped. “You don’t speak for me.”

      Sabine stood and narrowed her eyes on Levin. The goddess rose swiftly, her magic coursing through Sabine’s body. The forest’s lament roared within her, demanding justice.

      Sabine flung her hand in Esme’s direction and said, “Your kind caused her suffering, wyvern. And now you cause her more by fracturing her focus. I owe your kind nothing. If you insist on bartering with me, it will be at the expense of your life.”

      “Sabine, no,” Esme managed on a gasp.

      “Levin, back off,” Malek said, taking a step toward Sabine and reaching for her. “This isn’t you, Sabine. Look at yourself.”

      Sabine glanced down. Her skin glowed a brilliant gold, nearly blinding in its intensity. If any humans had been around, they would have immediately become fae-struck. She would have doomed them to the mindless worship her kind could cause, even to the point they would forgo all interest in survival. It was a wonder Esmelle wasn’t affected.

      Sabine closed her eyes and tried to reinforce her mental barriers. She had to push back Lachlina’s influence, or she’d end up killing Levin. His magic was too similar to the wyverns that had nearly destroyed the forest. The smell of charred wood and smoke still choked her senses.

      Malek took her hands in his, causing a gentle warmth to trail over her skin. His voice slipped into her thoughts like a thief. “Tell me what you need.”

      She glanced down at Esme who was still trembling. “You have to get Levin away from here. Lachlina views him as a threat. She tolerates you, but she’ll destroy him without a second thought. I can’t protect him and help Esme. Lachlina’s too close to the surface.”

      “Take a walk, Levin,” Malek ordered. “Now.”

      Taking a deep breath, Sabine looked into Malek’s eyes that held all the mystery of a twilight sky. If her emotions were the catalyst needed to break Lachlina’s hold, then focusing on Malek was the best choice. Lachlina’s hatred for dragons was legendary. The goddess could never understand the depth of Sabine’s feelings for Malek, or the hidden strength she’d found in his love.

      “Sabine,” Malek murmured, his eyes softening. “When you look at me like that, there isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you.”

      Something eased inside her, and the marks on her wrist cooled. Lachlina’s influence slowly began to wane, but Sabine could still feel her lurking beneath the surface.

      “I’m not leaving her,” Levin said, crouching beside Esmelle. “You’re all standing around debating while she’s breaking. Someone has to care.”

      Malek’s hand shot out and wrapped around Levin’s throat. With a strength that could never be confused with a human, he tossed Levin backward into a nearby tree. Esmelle cried out as it splintered from the force. Sabine muttered a curse and tightened the protective barrier around Esmelle.

      “You’re out of line, Levin,” Malek growled, narrowing his eyes on the wyvern. “Control yourself, or I’ll do it for you. You don’t understand what’s happening here.”

      Levin roared and tackled Malek. They rolled on the ground, fighting with a viciousness that reminded Sabine of her time at the Unseelie court. The demons would often battle one another when they were seeking patronage from a powerful fae family. Sabine glared at the two men in irritation.

      “Perhaps demons and dragonkind have more in common than I expected,” Bane said, eyeing the battle between Malek and Levin with approval. “The technique isn’t bad, but your dragon fights with sheathed claws.”

      The vines tried to break free from their earthen prison again to embrace Esmelle. Sabine stamped her foot. The leaves flattened, like children caught misbehaving. If the forest’s magic had its way, it would consume Esmelle completely. She needed to stop this battle so she could concentrate on her friend, not the pointless dominance games between dragons and wyverns.

      Malek was making an obvious effort not to harm Levin, but he wasn’t gentle by any means. When one well-timed blow to Malek’s nose drew blood, it was enough to fracture Lachlina’s lingering hold. Sabine refused to allow any further harm to Malek, especially in her defense. She shoved Lachlina out of her thoughts and took a step toward the two fighting men.

      Flinging out her hand toward some of the still standing trees, Sabine called upon them with her power. With a creak and a groan, the trunk bent down and imprisoned Levin within its branches.

      “If you attempt to break free and damage these trees, you’ll only hurt Esme more,” Sabine warned.

      “Hmm,” Bane murmured, crossing his arms over his chest. “He would make a suitable sacrifice to restore the forest. That is, if your trees don’t mind a bit of indigestion.”

      Sabine gave him a dry look. “I’ll keep it in mind.”

      “Don’t hurt him,” Esmelle managed on a gasp, drawing Sabine’s attention back to her. “It’s the mating instinct. Levin warned me he would be overly protective right now.”

      “You stupid lizard,” Bane said with a snarl, eyeing Levin with distaste. “Sabine is the only thing keeping your witch from being eaten by the forest. She’s trying to teach her, not harm her. It’s a wonder how dragonkind in the mating frenzy survive their stupidity.”

      Malek wiped the blood from his nose. “It’s something we’ve wondered about as well.” Lifting his gaze to regard Levin, he added, “Think, brother. None of us intend Esme any harm. You know this.”

      Levin’s shoulder sagged, and he took a ragged breath. “It’s difficult to think clearly when she’s suffering.”

      Malek walked over to Levin and spoke quietly to the wyvern.

      Sabine kneeled in front of Esmelle again. She took her hands and wound another insulating blanket of power around her. “Ignore everything except for me and what you’re feeling. Harmonize your power with the forest’s song. Guide your magic with mine.”

      Esmelle added her magic to Sabine’s weaving, her efforts more confident and requiring less correction. The vines swayed gently, almost as though they were watching Esmelle’s magic take shape.

      Sabine squeezed Esmelle’s hands and said, “Allow me to act as the bridge between you and the land. I cannot take your pain, but you can give it to me.”

      “No,” Esme whispered, shaking her head stubbornly. “Their sacrifice needs to be honored. These trees and plants were innocent. Their lives were stolen. I’ll do my part to honor them and their sacrifice.”

      “A dryad’s place has never been to accept the pain of such a loss,” Sabine said gently. “Theirs is to protect and serve the forest. They are the guardians for those unable to defend themselves. Do not take on more than you were meant to.”

      Esmelle took a shaky breath and nodded. She closed her eyes, and Sabine watched as Esmelle’s body glowed with a faint bluish-green light. The magic cascaded over her and flowed down her arms and into Sabine.

      Sabine accepted Esmelle’s pain as her due, using it to reinforce the protective barrier around her friend. While Esmelle was a powerful magic user in her own right, she’d never had an opportunity to fully explore the other aspects of her dryad abilities. Sabine had tried to instruct her over the years, but their powers were vastly different. It was the equivalent of trying to teach Blossom how to perform major magic like the fae.

      The forest’s anguish resonated through every fiber of Sabine’s being. Once again, she heard the echoed cries of animals that had tried to flee, desperate to escape the wrath of the flames. She felt the loss of every majestic oak, each delicate fern, and hundreds of gentle blossoms.

      Sabine lowered her head, her hair falling in a silvery curtain over her face. The taste of ash was bitter on her tongue, but she accepted their sacrifice as her due. Her skin markings glowed brightly as the magic settled within her.

      She clamped down on the discomfort, knowing she’d need to find an outlet before it became uncontrollable. As a fae, she could wield a great deal of power, but it needed to be used or would bubble over like a boiling cauldron. If that happened, she wasn’t sure any of them would survive it.

      Esmelle managed a weak smile. “It’s manageable now. I still feel the pain, but I can handle it. This wasn’t exactly what I was envisioning as far as reunions went.”

      Sabine squeezed Esmelle’s hands one last time before releasing her. “No, but I’m glad to see you just the same.” She hesitated, looking down at the seemingly innocuous vines at Esmelle’s feet. They’d crept closer again while Esmelle had been sharing magic with her.

      “I think it would be best if you accompanied me when I retrieve Rika and Blossom,” Sabine suggested. “The forest will be out of sorts until we put it to rights.”

      When Esmelle nodded, Sabine stood and glanced down at herself. Her dress was wet, torn, and stained with dirt and soot, but at least most of her magic was suppressed. She couldn’t do anything about the faint glow until she purged some of her excess magic. As it was, she was as jittery as a pixie who had sipped nectar from a purple-speckled cavena plant.

      Even with Sabine’s magic this close to the surface, Rika’s seer abilities should give her some immunity from becoming fae-struck. At least, Sabine hoped. The longer Rika and Blossom remained in the care of the forest guardians, the riskier it would be to them. The guardians wouldn’t harm Blossom, but they viewed humans differently.

      With a brief brush of her power, Sabine released Levin from his makeshift prison. He rushed over to Esmelle. She leaned into him, resting her head against his chest and murmuring something too softly for Sabine to hear.

      Sabine watched them for a moment, struck by the tenderness and care Levin was displaying toward her friend. Malek often looked at her the same way, as though she were the most important thing in the world. Sabine absently touched the goddess marks on her wrist, wondering if Lachlina would ever understand Malek and Levin weren’t their enemies.

      Malek approached Sabine and searched her expression. “Are you all right?”

      Sabine nodded and leaned against him. He wrapped his arms around her, accompanying his touch with a heated brush of his magic.

      Bane approached the newly sprouted vines and studied them. They were pretending to act like normal plants again, but Sabine knew their attention was focused on her and Esmelle. This entire forest possessed more awareness than any she’d seen outside of Faerie. It was surprising given their proximity to the Sky Cities.

      “I need to speak with the forest guardians,” Sabine said, watching as Bane poked at the vines with his claws. “Given what happened here, it would be best if you, Bane, and Levin remained here while Esme and I visit their grove.”

      Sharp thorns burst out of the vines. Bane leaned back and considered them.

      She sighed. “I would suggest not provoking the foliage while we’re gone. It’s already agitated.”

      New leaves sprouted and unfurled, revealing tiny dark blue flowers that began to bloom. As far as apologies for bad behavior went, the flowers were a nice touch. She noticed it decided to keep its thorns. Sassy little plant.

      Esme lifted her head and asked, “Rika and Blossom are with the forest guardians?”

      Sabine nodded. “It was the safest place for them.”

      Bane harrumphed and abandoned the vines. “A queen does not chase after her subjects. It would be more expedient to command the forest guardians’ attendance and be done with it.”

      Sabine arched her brow. “After we’ve destroyed their forest? A queen’s responsibility is to protect her people. I won’t cause further insult by forcing them to attend to me.”

      Malek frowned. “The wyvern who escaped could return with reinforcements at any time. Are you sure going alone is a good idea?”

      Sabine hesitated. “It’s not ideal, but it’s necessary. We’ve harmed them, Malek. You saw how the damage affected Esme. What they’re experiencing is far worse. The two of us can move through their grove unchallenged. If I can make amends, I must go.”

      Malek cupped her face and kissed her softly. “Then we’ll hold here until you return.”

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea,” Levin said, taking a step closer to Esme. “I’ve never seen you hurting like that before. What happens if Sabine’s not able to pull you out next time?”

      Esme arched her brow. “Are you suggesting we can’t take care of ourselves?”

      Levin winced and rubbed the back of his neck. “I just meant if I need to take you away from here quickly, I need to be close at hand.”

      “I won’t be caught off-guard again,” Esmelle said firmly. “Sabine and I have handled ourselves well enough in the past. If she believes we’ll be safe, I trust her judgment.” She jabbed Levin in the chest with her finger. “You should too. I told you before that Sabine’s been teaching me. She would never hurt me.”

      Bane shrugged. “As long as there’s one tree left standing in this forest, Sabine and Esme are far safer in the forest guardians’ grove than anywhere. Our presence will only make their negotiations more… challenging.”

      “How so?” Malek asked Bane. “I can understand their misgivings about a dragon in their presence, but you’re allied with the Unseelie fae.”

      Bane grunted and didn’t deign to respond. Instead, he walked over to one of the dead wyverns and began inspecting its scales.

      Sabine shook her head. “Bane’s dealt with the forest guardians in the past. They typically avoid men, unless they’re interested in creating new progeny. It’s unlikely they would consider any of you suitable candidates.”

      Esme walked over to Sabine and asked, “How do we do this?”

      Sabine took Esme’s hand and pressed the other one against the trunk of a nearby oak tree. She sent a pulse of power into the wood and murmured, “Avelare.”

      The bark shifted somehow, becoming almost translucent. Its image shimmered, forming a gossamer green veil over the surface of the trunk.

      Esme stared at the portal in shock. “You created a doorway to the in-between.”

      Sabine shook her head. “No. I merely summoned it. This doorway has existed for millennia, but it’s a carefully guarded secret.”

      Malek stepped forward, his brow creased in concern. “This doorway has been here undisturbed for this long? We’re less than a day from the Sky Cities. My people have traveled through this forest and never noticed it.”

      “It’s not stationary and very well hidden,” Sabine explained. “The forest guardians act as anchors in the sacred grove, allowing those with the necessary magic to move between connected forests. Even among my people, the ability to summon this sort of doorway is rare. It only responds to those with an affinity for the forest’s song.”

      Esme lifted her hand, hovering her fingertips in front of the greenish glow. It brightened as though sensing Esme’s presence. “There’s a resonance with my magic. It feels… welcoming. Is that what you’re talking about?”

      Sabine nodded. “Yes, but remember this is wild magic. What may appear welcoming on the surface often possesses hidden depths. You should be safe when we meet the forest guardians, but keep to the practices as though you were dealing with the fae.”

      Esme darted a glance at Bane and teased, “These guardians can’t be any more challenging than dealing with a pair of demon brothers for ten years. Let’s go get Rika and Blossom.”

      Bane scowled at her.

      Sabine grinned, but her humor faded almost immediately. “Hold tight to my hand and your sense of self. You may feel one with the forest, but you are not of it. Don’t lose yourself to the magic when we cross the threshold.”

      Esme’s brow furrowed, but she nodded. Without waiting a moment longer, Sabine stepped through the portal and into the sacred grove.
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      Malek and Levin stared at the tree, which now appeared to be nothing more than an ordinary oak. Malek flexed his fingers, trying to suppress the nearly overwhelming urge to go after Sabine.

      She wasn’t acting like herself. Lachlina’s thoughts were blending with Sabine’s more frequently, and it was taking her longer to come back to herself.

      He hadn’t missed the way she tossed and turned at night, or the quiet moments between them that carried an unspoken weight. She was worried, and Malek was at a loss on how to help her.

      “Watching that tree won’t make them reappear any faster,” Bane said, turning away from them. “They’ll be gone for at least an hour. Perhaps two, if the dryads prove to be more stubborn than usual.”

      Malek watched as Bane headed toward one of the fallen wyverns. The demon’s nonchalance was surprisingly reassuring. If Bane suspected Sabine might be in danger, he never would have allowed her to enter the sacred grove without him.

      “I don’t like this,” Levin muttered, still staring at the oak tree. “If Sabine was right, our magic won’t allow us to reopen the doorway to follow them.”

      “I can still sense Sabine,” Malek admitted. Their connection was tenuous, but it was growing stronger every day. He felt her pulse within his thoughts, a shining light hidden behind a veil.

      The thought made him pause. The few times they’d traveled through the in-between together had been… odd. The place was familiar somehow, calling to him on a deeper level. He shook his head. Some innate part of him knew he could navigate the darkness, especially with Sabine as his lodestone.

      Levin blew out a breath. “At least you have that much of a connection with Sabine. That sort of bonding is almost unheard of among non-dragonkin.”

      “We have to trust in their abilities,” Malek said, scanning the nearby trees. If this forest was truly sentient, he wouldn’t divulge any of Sabine’s secrets where they could be used against her. But Levin was right; he’d never heard of another dragon bonding so deeply with a fae. Something about Sabine’s magic was different.

      Malek turned to his friend and asked, “Do you honestly believe Bane would have allowed Sabine to go if this was dangerous?”

      “No,” Levin grudgingly admitted and scrubbed his face with his hands. “How the hell have you been dealing with this? I know how capable Esme is, but every instinct is screaming for me to take her to the Sky Cities where she’ll be safe.”

      Bane snorted and looked at them over his shoulder. “The witch would wear your skin as a cloak before allowing anyone to cart her off.”

      “He has a point,” Malek agreed with a wry smile. “Sabine would likely do the same, or worse, to me.”

      Bane shot him a wicked grin and crouched beside the wyvern. “Worse, much worse. But it hasn’t stopped you from attempting to take her to your den since almost the first moment you met her. I’m still hoping to watch that battle.”

      “I haven’t heard you objecting overly much lately. Could it be that you finally agree Sabine will be safe from her enemies once she’s in the Sky Cities?”

      “Perhaps from the fae and the Wild Hunt,” Bane said with a shrug and ran his dagger across the glittering scales of the red wyvern. “I’m more interested in whether you intend to let her depart the Sky Cities. That’s going to be the deciding factor in whether you’re the greater threat.”

      Malek arched his brow. “Is that a bit of respect I hear?”

      Bane scowled. “What are you going on about now?”

      “Obviously, I’m as fearsome as the Wild Hunt,” Malek said with a grin. “It’s about time you demons started respecting dragon might.”

      Bane snorted. “For now, you’re simply more useful than a block of coal. Let’s see if your so-called ‘dragon might’ can roll this wyvern. I want to check something.”

      Levin chuckled and walked over to the wyvern Bane was inspecting. “Might as well. It’ll give us a chance to get a better look at its markings.”

      They took up position on one side. On Bane’s signal, all three of them strained, pushing the large creature on his side to expose his belly.

      “Interesting,” Bane said, running his claws over the scales. Despite the attack, Malek couldn’t help the pang of regret at the loss. The wyverns’ survival rate wasn’t as abysmal as the greater dragons, but their numbers were becoming fewer every year. They couldn’t risk further infighting, or they’d never survive.

      Malek backed up and studied the reddish wyvern. The tip of each individual scale was dark at the edge, giving it the appearance of having been dipped in black paint. It was a striking and memorable design.

      Malek frowned. “Some of these markings are familiar, but I don’t recognize him. He’s younger than I first thought.”

      Levin frowned and walked around the body. He inspected the snout and rubbed one of the brow ridges. “Far too young to be running patrols. His markings would have likely changed over the next few decades. Did you identify yourself before they attacked?”

      Malek nodded. “Even if I hadn’t, my coloring is distinctive. Unless something drastic changed in the past several years, my father is still leading our clan.”

      “Fair point,” Levin acknowledged, checking the wyvern’s teeth. “Would you look at that? They’re way too small. I’d cut off my tail if he managed to hit the century mark.”

      Malek muttered a curse. He’d known the wyverns were inexperienced, but this one was younger than he’d thought. What the hell had their clan been thinking?

      Levin eyed the wyvern with a mixture of anger and grief. “I’ll check the others, but I suspect it’ll be more of the same. None of them should have been out here without an experienced flight commander. And they never should have challenged a greater dragon. That’s sheer suicide without a skilled and experienced wyvern squadron.”

      “They moved as a unit but didn’t fight as one,” Bane said, wedging his knife under a scale. It looked like the demon was trying to pry off one of the wyvern’s jeweled underbelly scales.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Malek demanded.

      “If an enemy falls on the battlefield, will you abandon his weapons for some bizarre sense of morality? Or will you collect them and learn what you can so you might continue the fight?”

      “Even if you remove a scale, it won’t possess any magic. Those must be gifted.”

      “You’re thinking too small, lizard,” Bane said, withdrawing a second dagger and using it to pry the scale loose.

      Malek shook his head and turned back to Levin. “Bane’s right about their tactics. I held back initially because of their inexperience. At least until they targeted Sabine.”

      “And in doing so, you have revealed your weakness to your enemies,” Bane said, walking over to another of the dead wyverns.

      Malek frowned, not liking the sound of that. If they knew how vulnerable he was because of Sabine, they would target her. He’d brought her here to keep her safe, not to thrust her into more danger.

      “There are only three or four clans in a position to challenge yours,” Levin said quietly. “If this was a move to take out the heir to the Obsidian Clan, they’ll try again. Your father could also be in danger.”

      “My father wouldn’t have held back as long as I did, and neither one of us are easy targets.” Malek crossed his arms over his chest, regarding the dead with distaste. Even if they managed to eliminate both him and his father, there was also his mother and sister who could lead their clan.

      “It’s more likely this attack was related to our mission,” Malek admitted. “Unfortunately, that gives us another problem to consider.”

      Levin arched his brow. “There’s something worse than an assassination attempt?”

      “A successful one,” Bane said, peeling off a scale and holding it up to the sunlight. It glittered brilliantly, like a priceless gem with a trace of the inner fire each dragonkin possessed. Bane tucked the purloined scale into a pouch at his waist. “I believe the dragon is suggesting someone learned of our plans. These attackers either knew or suspected our intended route and when we would arrive. Whatever method you were using for communication has likely become compromised.”

      Levin muttered a curse. “The merchants. Since we separated in Razadon, we’ve been relying more heavily on them to smuggle messages through our network. Someone in our house must be working against us. They were the only ones who knew our method of communication and what the coded messages meant.”

      Malek nodded and rubbed his chin in thought. It had to be someone in their inner circle. Not even the council knew the details of his mission to seek out the fae. Before he left, they’d been divided on their stance regarding the Dragon Portal and the fae who guarded it. Some wanted to force the fae into revealing its location and take control of it, while others wanted to destroy the fae outright to prevent this from happening in the future.

      Given the volatile nature of the debate, Malek and Levin had decided it would be best to keep their mission as quiet as possible. But why send young wyverns to attack them? Were they hoping to incite the other clans to violence for these senseless deaths?

      He turned back to Levin and asked, “Did you already send word to your family about our arrival?”

      Levin shook his head. “No. We only arrived in port earlier today. The minute we felt the aftershocks from the battle, Esme knew it was Sabine. I heard your call a few minutes later.”

      “Don’t alert them yet. It might be wise to maintain a low profile while we’re in Imenel.”

      “What are you thinking?” Levin asked.

      “Many of Imenel’s residents work in the Sky Cities. If they’ve heard any gossip, they’ll speak more freely if they believe we’re also human. We’ll need some disguises, especially since we only have one warding medallion between us.”

      Levin held up his hand to stop Malek from handing it over. “It doesn’t hide you as well as the one you lost, but it’s better than nothing. A greater dragon will draw more attention than a wyvern. I’ve probably already been recognized. Perhaps the witch who crafted them can be persuaded to create another.”

      Malek hesitated and then nodded. Dealing with Idola was tricky. The witch wasn’t beholden to any dragons. Malek had never been sure where her loyalty lay.

      “We’ll speak with her before we head to Imenel. Either way, we’ll need to keep our distance when we’re in the city. If you make some discreet inquiries around the docks, I’ll see what I can learn in the trading district. Around this time tomorrow, I’ll take Sabine up to the city by way of the crystal lifts. That will give us a day to learn what we can.”

      “It would be wise to retrace your steps,” Bane said, glancing over at Levin. “Who did you speak with when you arrived? How many knew your ship by sight? Was your crew native to the city?”

      Levin frowned. “We lost a number of people during the merfolk attack. The newcomers were mostly picked up after we left Razadon. Sailors can be a rough lot, but no one stood out as being suspect. Most of them went on leave right after they received their wages.” He was quiet for a moment, rubbing his chin in thought. “The last storm hit us pretty hard. I met with the dockmaster to arrange for repairs and have what was left of our cargo unloaded. Esme and I had barely made it to the market square before she sensed Sabine. I don’t want to suspect him, but Kipp was the only one we had contact with.”

      Malek shook his head at the thought of the dockmaster being involved in the attack. “Kipp would cut off his arm before conspiring against us. Whoever discovered your arrival in Imenel likely had sentries watching the harbor for the ship. They may have been the ones to send word to the wyverns about our approach.”

      “That makes the most sense,” Levin agreed, but he didn’t appear pleased by that fact.

      Bane began prying off a second scale. “You’ve forgotten the wyvern who escaped. He will report back to his masters all he learned during the attack.”

      “There’s nothing to be done about that until we return to the Sky Cities,” Malek said, before turning back to Levin. “Did you recognize him?”

      Levin shook his head. “He might possibly be related to the Copper or Gold Clan. Without getting a closer look, I can’t be certain. I was too far away to make out any details.”

      Bane placed the second scale in his bag. He gestured deeper in the forest where another wyvern had fallen. “Another demonstration of your ‘dragon might’ is in order. Unless, of course, you’re unable to rise to such a challenge.”

      “You’re not going to tell me what you want the scales for, are you?”

      Bane smirked and didn’t reply.

      Malek crossed his arms over his chest and waited.

      Bane chuckled. “They are not for me, lizard. If Sabine shares their purpose with you, that will be her decision.”

      Malek nodded. He started to follow the demon, but Levin stopped him.

      “What about Esme and Sabine? If the doorway isn’t stationary, will they be able to locate us if we move away from this tree?”

      “I believe the small lizard is even more pathetic than you,” Bane muttered in annoyance.

      Malek bit back a grin. Over the last few weeks, Malek had noticed a marked difference in the way Bane treated him. Their trials together and Malek’s obvious loyalty toward Sabine had softened Bane’s distrust. While Bane still wasn’t overly friendly, his sharp tongue no longer had the same bite. Unfortunately, Levin hadn’t yet proved himself to the distrustful demon.

      “You seem very confident they aren’t in danger,” Levin said, his gaze suspicious. “What do you know about these forest guardians that we don’t?”

      “More things than you can count, worm,” Bane said.

      Malek gestured in the direction of the fallen wyvern. “It would be faster to just tell him what you know, so we can focus on getting your task done.”

      Bane let out an aggrieved sigh. “As I said before, Sabine will not remain in their sacred grove for long. While the dryads do not dare harm her outright, they will be eager for her to leave their haven as quickly as possible. As long as we remain in this forest and within their influence, Sabine will be able to locate us.”

      Malek studied Bane carefully. “Why will they be in a hurry to have her leave?”

      Bane’s eyes went half-mast and a cruel smile crossed his face. “Because with a flick of her wrist, Sabine can destroy their sacred grove and wipe out all dryads from Aeslion. They, however, cannot outright cause her harm. Her blood fuels their existence, for they were the children of Theoria, Sabine’s namesake. Did you not wonder why a part-dryad witch was chosen to teach Sabine how to hide among the humans?”

      Malek stared at him. “That’s why you conscripted Esme’s help all those years ago? Because of her dryad heritage?”

      “Indeed,” Bane said, his amber eyes briefly flickering to silver. “By her very nature, she cannot harm Sabine. And betraying Sabine would be a mistake that none would survive.”
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      Sabine exited the portal and landed lightly on the moss-covered ground. Ancient trees towered above them, their bark pulsing with glowing silver and gold veins that reached to the sky. The dark green foliage overhead created a dense canopy that cast the forest into eternal twilight. Glowbugs danced over the mossy ground, offering a hint of illumination while Sabine’s eyes adjusted to the darker setting.

      The trickle of a dancing river nearby filled the air with its song, accompanied by the faint rustle of the wind as it teased the branches of the trees with its playful touch. Sabine inhaled deeply, breathing in the rich scent of wild mint and other herbs. They sweetened the air with an intoxicating perfume that reminded her of the forests in Faerie. Closing her eyes, she allowed the magic of this place to envelop her in its embrace. It reminded her of home.

      Esme released her hand. Sabine opened her eyes, watching as Esme took several steps deeper into the forested area. The wind stopped abruptly. Even the trees seemed to take notice of their presence, their branches turning in Sabine and Esmelle’s direction. Instead of a welcome, the forest seemed wary of their arrival. Sabine’s skin pebbled, and she resisted the urge to rub her arms to rid herself of the uncomfortable sensation.

      “I’ve never felt anything like this,” Esme whispered, staring up at the trees. “This forest. I feel it like a second heartbeat, almost as though it’s part of me.”

      “It is,” Sabine admitted, holding out her hand to better read the land. The forest guardians were close, but she had the impression the forest’s attention was concentrated elsewhere.

      Curious, she sent her awareness outward, trying to get a better sense of what she was feeling. Her skin began to shimmer with a golden glow as the power within her began to build. She faltered and pulled back on her magic. The luminescence dimmed, but it didn’t fade completely. She stared down at her hands, realizing in shock that the golden color had nearly fully eclipsed the silver. This hadn’t been Lachlina’s doing. The goddess was silent within her.

      Her thoughts drifted to the mirrored image of herself she’d seen in the Hall of the Gods. The hellhound, Azran, had told her the golden glow was a reflection of what she was becoming. She just didn’t know what that meant.

      “Sabine?”

      Sabine lifted her head to meet Esme’s worried gaze. She managed a smile and shook her head to indicate they’d talk later. They appeared to be alone, but this forest possessed an awareness just like the ones near Faerie.

      “This place is part of your heritage,” Sabine said. “Once upon a time, we would have seen places such as this throughout all of Aeslion. This is but an echo of the magic that once spanned the world.”

      Esmelle glanced over at her. “You’re talking about the time before the portal? Before the dragons came?”

      Sabine nodded and began heading in the direction she sensed the guardians. “Yes. It wasn’t only the dragons and their kin who helped destroy our forests. Many of the gods didn’t consider the destruction and death they caused as anything more than collateral damage.”

      Esme made a noncommittal noise. “Knowing them as I do, I can’t imagine Levin or Malek destroying a place like this. Although, Levin was quick to threaten the destruction of the forest. They don’t see it the way we do, do they?”

      Sabine sent out a faint tendril of questing power as they walked, not wanting to alarm her friend yet. The guardians were working some form of major magic, but she couldn’t detect their intent from this distance. It was strange they hadn’t sent someone to escort them to the glade. Blossom should have sensed their arrival and come to find her, too.

      “No, they don’t,” Sabine said with a sigh. “Dragons can’t sense the aura of power that surrounds every living thing. To them, it’s simply trees, dirt, and water.”

      When Sabine had been forced into hiding among the humans, she’d been unsure whether it was possible for a fae to endure living in a colorless city made of dead wood and stone. She’d suffered every day, surrounded by the bones of ancient forests the humans had used to build their cities. It wasn’t until she’d formed a bond with Malek that he’d realized the pain it caused her and the scope of what he was lacking.

      Through her, he’d begun to develop an affinity for the magic in their world, just as she was gaining some benefits from his nature. But if they’d never met, Sabine suspected he would have set fire to the forest as easily as the other wyverns. It was one more reminder of their differences.

      “Will you tell me about this place?” Esme asked, glancing over at her. “It doesn’t feel like any forest I’ve been in. It feels… untouched.”

      “It is untouched, at least by human hands,” Sabine said, ducking under a low-hanging branch. “Few can enter this place, except by a forest guardian’s leave. You’re an exception, but only because of your dryad blood. As beautiful as it is, the grove’s origin story is not a happy one. The tale is often told to fae children, both as a warning and as a reminder of our purpose.”

      Esme brushed back her red curls. “Most of the Faerie tales you’ve told me aren’t happy ones. Will you share it with me?”

      Sabine hesitated and then nodded. “Yes, but this lore can never be shared with outsiders. I’ll have to bind your words to prevent them from passing your lips.”

      “I figured as much. Levin understands there are things I’m unable to tell him, especially where you’re concerned.” She straightened her shoulders. “If I have any hope of understanding my dryad side, I need to learn everything you’re willing to teach me.”

      “All right,” Sabine agreed. “There are many variations of this story, but the basic premise is the same. This is the version taught to me by my mother.”

      The wind blew softly, setting the tone for the story. A hush filled the forest as though even the trees listened. Magic gathered around Sabine, infusing her voice with power as she recited the tale.

      “Once upon a time, Aeslion was covered with ancient forests, lush mountains, and crystal-clear lakes. Animals that no longer exist moved throughout the land and oceans, unhindered by mankind. Magic was everywhere—in the air we breathed and surrounding every living thing. The gods walked this world then, confident in their power and place in the universe. It was a time of peace, bounty, and harmony. There were no wars to speak of… until the dragons came.”

      The wind rustled the leaves in the trees overhead, almost as though they knew what was coming. Esme shivered and rubbed her arms.

      “The dragons descended upon Aeslion, burning and destroying everything in their path. The merfolk attempted to extinguish the flames, but the water dragons forced them into the deepest recesses of the sea.”

      A light rain began to fall, the dampness clinging to Sabine’s skin. The forest darkened, and a chill filled the air. Several leaves began to fall, drifting to the ground. Esme stopped and caught one in her outstretched hand before allowing the land to reclaim it.

      “Our storms weren’t enough to squelch the fires,” Sabine said, staring up at the canopy of trees as they walked. “The aderyan, the winged race and messengers to the gods, were the first to fall to the dragons’ wrath. Once they no longer protected our skies, the dragons turned their attention to our forests. My people fought alongside the demons and dwarves, our cries echoing throughout the land as we were struck down. And as each fae died, the world began to die with it.”

      “Gods,” Esme murmured, pressing her hand against her stomach. “To hear you talk about it, I can almost see it.”

      “It was a time of profound suffering,” Sabine said quietly. “Fathers lost sons, mothers lost daughters, and the fires continued to burn across the land.”

      Sabine swallowed, her heart hurting at the devastating loss. She may not have been alive to see it, but the Elders who had lived it had been marked. Her mother had spoken of the dragons with such fury that even the forests outside Faerie had trembled from her rage.

      “When the war threatened the very existence of this world, Theoria went to her father. Although she was descended from gods, Theoria was a child of Aeslion. She was the first of the fae and a demigoddess in her own right, but her powers were tied to the land. She knew the loss of the forests would mean her certain death.”

      “Theoria. As in Sabin’theoria?”

      “She was my great-great-grandmother,” Sabine admitted. “Vestior, Ruler of the Underworld and Keeper of the Balance, controlled the doorways to the in-between. He had immeasurable power, yet despite Theoria’s pleas, he refused to evict the dragons from this world. Instead, he gifted his only daughter with this forest, so she might seek refuge from the dragons’ assault. She evaded the dragons, but remaining here was never part of her plan.”

      “Wait,” Esmelle interrupted. “The ruler of the underworld created this forest?”

      Sabine nodded. “The gods all had many names, and the underworld wasn’t always what it is now. After his daughter’s death, Vestior became known as Harbinger of Nightmares. In his anger and grief, every living creature was thrust into horrific dreams, forced to repeatedly relive the pain of Theoria’s death. Many were driven mad and claimed by the Wild Hunt, while others sought to fade from this world in a desperate attempt to escape the nightmares he unleashed.”

      “If he was that powerful, why didn’t he stop the dragons when Theoria asked?” Esme asked. “Wouldn’t that have made more sense than allowing them free rein to destroy everything?”

      Sabine hesitated, absently rubbing the marks on her wrist. After meeting the Huntsman, she’d begun to realize there was much more to these old stories than she’d realized.

      “I’m not sure,” Sabine said with a frown. “This story, as it was told to me, was passed from mother to daughter. If Vestior shared his reasons with anyone, his words have been lost to the ages.”

      Esme stumbled over a rock, but it quickly disappeared into the earth. Several other nearby rocks sank beneath the soil, making their path less hazardous.

      “Okay, that’s kind of cool,” Esme said, pressing her hand against a nearby tree she’d grabbed to catch her fall. The leaves on the tree shook slightly, almost like a dog wagging its tail enthusiastically. Esme stared up at it in surprise and then tentatively ran her hand over the bark.

      Sabine stopped walking and sent out another searching pulse, trying to locate the forest guardians. They still hadn’t moved. The strange power she sensed seemed to encompass an area far larger than she’d originally thought. Whatever the guardians were doing didn’t feel like any normal dryad magic she’d encountered before.

      Sabine frowned, growing increasingly worried about Blossom and Rika. Too many things weren’t adding up. They’d been walking for a considerable amount of time. Normally, magic was quick to obey her unspoken commands. Yet, for some reason, the doorway had dropped them off a great distance from the heart of the grove. At least the forest was still responding to them, as evidenced by the disappearing rocks.

      Esme released the tree and turned back to Sabine. “You mentioned Theoria never planned to stay here. Why not?”

      “Ah,” Sabine murmured, weaving her power into her voice as she continued the story. “After the aderyan fell, the dragons turned their attention to the fae. Knowing her children’s lives were at stake, Theoria made the ultimate sacrifice. As her lifeblood spilled on the forest floor, she threaded the roots of the trees through reality to create a bridge for the fae to pass. She summoned the fae from the farthest reaches of the world and transported them back to Faerie, where they were strongest. With her dying breath, Theoria breathed life into the forest guardians to act as anchors, so this place might exist in perpetuity. She died, so the fae might live and one day have a chance to reclaim Aeslion.”

      At Sabine’s words, the wind picked up and turned colder. Brushing her hand against a nearby tree, Sabine sent a reassuring touch of power through the woods. The breeze softened, warming slightly from Sabine’s touch.

      Esmelle swallowed. “She died to bring life to this grove?”

      “Yes. Without her sacrifice, I’m not sure any of my people would have survived. We’ve been able to maintain Faerie’s borders and safeguard our forests, but little else. We don’t have the numbers to venture beyond our borders to heal the rest of Aeslion.”

      A single white flower bloomed in front of them, a symbol of hope and rebirth. Its petals were impossibly fragile, yet the rich fragrance that filled the air was nearly intoxicating. Sabine bent and cupped the flower, breathing deeply of its magic. With a smile, she returned a trace of her power to the land in exchange for its offering.

      She straightened and continued walking. “Dryads act as sentinels or gatekeepers, protecting the forests from invaders and allowing the fae and their allies to move throughout the world, unseen by the dragons. In return, the sacred grove shelters and nourishes them. Each fae who passes offers a gift of power to help sustain them. As long as the dryads remain to anchor this grove, Theoria’s magic lives on.”

      “That’s why you call them forest guardians,” Esme murmured. “They guard the doorways to the forests and alert the fae when the land needs their touch.”

      Sabine nodded. “Yes. The relationship between us is symbiotic. As the number of my people have declined, so have the number of dryads. The forests have suffered as a result.”

      The marks on Sabine’s wrist burned with renewed vigor. Sabine clamped her hand over her wrist and reached out with her senses. The strange magic was building even more rapidly now. They were getting closer to its source, but it wouldn’t take long before it reached a tipping point.

      “Come on. We need to find Blossom and Rika quickly. Something’s wrong.”

      Sabine hoped Rika’s seer abilities would offer some resistance to this strange magic. Blossom was attuned to the natural elements of the forest, but Rika didn’t have any such protection. The minute she sensed Sabine’s magic, Blossom should have sought her out. The fact she hadn’t meant something was seriously wrong.

      Esme blew out a breath. “Where? This is ridiculous. We’ve been walking forever. How do we find these blasted forest guardians?”

      At Esme’s words, some of the nearby glowbugs lifted away from the moss to illuminate a winding pathway in front of them.

      Sabine gestured toward it and said, “That way.”

      “Clever,” Esme said, arching her brow. “New trick?”

      “I wasn’t the one asking for a path to show us the way to their glade,” Sabine said with a teasing smile and hastened her step. “I was simply following the forest’s call.”

      “Wait, what?” Esmelle asked, scrambling to keep up with her.

      “Magic will be quick to obey your commands here, even when those wishes are unspoken. This is part of your birthright, as are the consequences of using your innate gifts.”

      Esme arched her brow. “So I need to be careful, even with my thoughts?”

      Sabine gave her a curt nod. “Just like Faerie will often anticipate my wishes, you’ll find this place responding to you. But don’t rely upon it or be ambivalent with your intentions. Wild magic frequently acts in ways we don’t understand, especially when it believes it holds a claim over you. Embrace the magic, but do not let it rule you.”

      “Embrace the magic,” Esme murmured, her expression turning thoughtful. The forest brightened and flowers sprung from the moss, their emerald leaves unfurling as though stretching from a long slumber. They grew rapidly, their blooms exploding in a riot of color. The deep red hues of their petals reminded Sabine of Esme’s hair when the dawn light danced upon it.

      Esme grinned. “I could get used to this.”

      Sabine stopped abruptly and whirled around to face her friend. “All magic has a cost. You’re part of this place, even if you’ve spent your life outside of it. The more you use this magic to create, the more entwined you’ll become. Tread carefully, Esme. What happens over the next few minutes may shape the rest of your life.”

      “No pressure, right?” Esme blew out a breath and flexed her fingers. “All right. Point taken. Let’s find these forest guardians, so we can get back to the boys.”
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      Sabine continued leading the way, following both the path of the glowbugs and the building power she sensed deeper in the forest. A strange metallic tang in the air reminded her of the corrupted magic she’d experienced back in Razadon.

      As they passed another tree, Sabine brushed her hand against the bark. The corruption hadn’t permeated its core yet. Whatever was affecting this place was recent enough that the forest guardians had been able to resist its influence. But the recent attack on their forest must have weakened them. It was only a matter of time before the corruption spread. That might explain the building magic, especially if they were taking steps to purge the infection.

      The tree line ended abruptly, revealing a large clearing. A thin greenish barrier sprung from the earth, barring their way forward. It reached upward, curving in a dome to encompass the entire glade. The air was dense here, almost like syrup steeped in power. Whatever magic was contained within the pulsing barricade called to her, beckoning her forward. Sabine took a step closer, trying to see what lay beyond the hazy surface.

      In the center of the glade stood an ancient oak, larger than any Sabine had seen outside of Faerie. Standing in a circle around it were a dozen dryads, their hands clasped together as they swayed back and forth. Vines encircled their wrists and traveled up their arms, connecting them with the land.

      Esmelle stopped in front of the barricade. “What is that? Some kind of ward?”

      “Don’t try to cross it,” Sabine warned. All her instincts were screaming that one misstep could prove disastrous.

      She crouched and pressed her fingers into the dirt, trying to sense the depth of the barrier. It was almost as though the ground had been severed where it had entered. Whatever this ward was, it was likely designed to contain and amplify the power from the magical working. If she could sense it from out here, the potency of what lay within had to be extraordinary. The backlash from simply shattering the ward could have dire consequences.

      Blossom appeared almost in front of them, but on the other side of the barrier. The tiny pixie’s wings were tinged with red, and judging by her panicked expression, they’d barely arrived in time. Blossom pointed to the area behind her and shouted something.

      Sabine shook her head and said, “We can’t hear you. Tell the guardians to lower the ward.”

      “I don’t see Rika,” Esmelle said, trying to peer through the barrier. “It’s hard to see much of anything through this thing.”

      Blossom scrunched up her face in confusion, shedding glittering pixie dust wildly. If the pixie became any more upset, she might burn herself out before Sabine could reach her.

      Sabine frowned and shouted, “Calm down, Blossom. Are you okay? Where’s Rika?”

      Blossom’s eyes widened and nodded hastily. Her image shimmered briefly before becoming a tiny tree with wings. Sabine blinked at the strange floating apparition.

      “An oak?” Esmelle asked, taking a step closer. “Did you know Blossom could turn into a tree?”

      Sabine shook her head. “I think it’s a new ability.”

      Blossom’s image flickered again, and she became a flying, miniature version of Rika. A second later, she was back to normal. She cycled through the same illusions twice more before reverting to her normal appearance. Such an expenditure of magic would have once rendered the pixie unconscious. Ever since Blossom had received a magical boost in the underworld, her capacity for glamour seemed to have increased.

      Pounding her tiny fists against the barrier, Blossom shouted something else. Sabine wasn’t much of a lip-reader, but it looked an awful lot like Blossom was saying, “They’re turning Rika into a tree!”

      Sabine froze. They wouldn’t dare do such a thing.

      Esmelle darted a glance at Sabine. “Tell me I misunderstood.”

      Sabine shook her head and stepped closer to the barrier. This was going to be dangerous, but she had to know for sure. She lifted her hands and pressed them against the barrier, infusing her magic into it. The image cleared slightly, allowing her to better see what lay beyond the ward.

      Rika was standing beside the ancient oak in the center of the dryad ring. Some sort of vined magical tether was tied around her waist, connecting her to the oak. A strange silver glow surrounded her and brightened with every rhythmic motion of the dryads. And with each pulse, Rika’s image faded a bit more. She collapsed onto the ground, tears streaming down her face.

      Rika clawed at the connection around her waist, trying to rip it away. She shouted something, but no words came out. She was too far gone from this reality. The merging had already begun. That’s what Blossom had been trying to tell them.

      Esmelle whipped her head in Sabine’s direction. “I thought only fae faded like that. What the hell are they doing to her?”

      A blinding fury swept through Sabine. The ripples of her anger sent shockwaves through the grove, and the ground beneath her feet trembled. The greenish color of the barrier shifted, taking on a golden hue as her emotions bled into it. The wind stilled. The glowbugs retreated. The surrounding plants began to wither. Leaves drifted from the trees, curling and shriveling as they touched the ground. Blossom dove under a fallen leaf, her red-tipped wings poking out and quivering.

      “Sabine, stop! You’re changing the forest,” Esmelle shouted.

      Sabine yanked her hands away from the barrier, clamping down on her emotions. Just like in Faerie, the sacred grove was responding to her whims. If she lost control, she would endanger Esmelle, Blossom, and Rika. At least the disruption had slowed the progression of the ritual and bought them a few more minutes.

      Lachlina’s thoughts hovered at the edge of her mind, threatening to seep into hers. The marks on her wrist burned with a scorching heat. The goddess wanted to crush this barrier and destroy everyone who threatened the sanctity of this place, regardless of the consequences. Calling upon her reserves of strength, Sabine tried to reinforce her mental barriers to keep the goddess at bay.

      “You’re glowing again,” Esmelle said softly. “It’s not like you to lose control. What’s happening?”

      “It’s Lachlina,” Sabine said. “For now, let’s just say these so-called guardians have manipulated Theoria’s gift for their own ends. They’re trying to turn Rika into one of them.”

      “What are you talking about? Dryads are born, not made.”

      “Not always,” Sabine said, pressing her hand against the ground and sending a reassuring wave of power throughout the land. The trees unfurled with new growth, and the green of the leaves deepened until a threading of silver veins once again appeared.

      Blossom crawled out from underneath the leaf where she’d been hiding. The pixie brushed small flecks of dirt off her pink dress and looked over her shoulder to inspect her wings for damage. She gave Sabine a thumb’s up sign and flew into the air.

      With a relieved sigh, Sabine straightened. “When there’s a remarkable need, the land can transform a sympathetic human into a guardian through a ritual. If they’re successful, Rika will become part of the root system anchoring this grove to Aeslion. I can’t allow that to happen. She’ll be tied to every sentient forest remaining throughout the world.”

      Esmelle’s brow furrowed. “To what end?”

      “Should any tree or plant in any of their forests be harmed, I’ll have a duty to defend them unto death. If Blossom told them Rika was under my protection, they may be looking to capitalize on that oath.”

      Esmelle bristled. “Okay, not only is that wrong, but Rika’s a seer. Magic doesn’t affect her like a typical human.”

      “Normally, you’d be right. They must have found a loophole.”

      “Can’t we just blast the stupid thing apart?” Esmelle asked, glaring at the barrier.

      Blossom waved her hands to get Sabine’s attention. Her image shimmered brightly. The pixie reformed a moment later as a tiny hooded skeletal figure wielding a staff.

      Sabine stared in shock. “The Huntsman?”

      Blossom changed her illusion back to herself. She staggered in midair and plummeted toward the ground, narrowly stopping the impact before she crashed. She spun around and landed belly first on the ground, her wings twitching before going completely still. She crossed her eyes and stuck her tongue out of the side of her mouth. A second later she made a face and spit out dirt, scrubbing at her tongue with a vengeance. With a look of annoyance, she flung herself back on the ground, resuming her dramatic death scene.

      “Has she gone mad?” Esmelle asked, staring at the pixie. “Is the nectar more potent here or something?”

      Blossom opened one eye to find them still watching her. She gestured to the barrier again before snatching up a nearby piece of clover. The pixie rolled over onto her back, holding the clover over her chest as a burial bouquet. She huffed and nodded toward the barrier expectantly.

      “She’s trying to warn us against bringing down the barrier,” Sabine said with a frown. What Blossom was suggesting was beyond far-fetched, but it had the ring of truth. “I think she’s trying to tell us this is another doorway, not a ward designed to keep us out.”

      “What? You got all that from Blossom’s weird dance?”

      Sabine nodded. “Blossom can’t cross the threshold because it’s forbidden, not because of any lack on her part.”

      “I’m still not following.”

      Sabine studied the shimmering barrier more carefully. If this was truly a doorway, she’d never seen one so large. The amount of power needed to sustain it was staggering. “The Huntsman made Blossom swear not to manipulate any doorways for one lunar cycle. I’m forbidden from doing the same.”

      Esmelle frowned. “But we came through a doorway to get here. So did Blossom.”

      “It was an established crossroads doorway,” Sabine explained. “The guardians anchor the forest doorways around the world, allowing access to the grove from any location under their control. They always take some of our magic in exchange for passage.”

      Sabine paused, considering the implications. The dryads didn’t possess enough power to do this on their own. If they had primarily used Sabine’s excess magic to move part of the grove, she would be feeling far weaker. Something else was powering it. Something forbidden.

      “You’ve thought of something else, haven’t you?”

      “This is speculation on my part,” Sabine said. “Rika’s mortal, and her resistance to magic makes her unsuitable for their purposes. By moving her farther betwixt, to a place between life and death, they’ve stripped her defenses and opened her up to the magic of the universe. Only a great source of power could have moved part of this grove.”

      “They didn’t get all this magic from either one of us,” Esmelle said, her expression turning thoughtful. “What are you thinking?”

      Sabine relaxed her eyes, staring into the barrier. A hazy and hooded figure loomed at the edge of her vision. As soon as she tried to focus on it, the image wavered and disappeared. A cold chill rushed through her, stealing her breath.

      The Huntsman was observing them, and he was furious. Whatever these dryads had done to move the grove had invoked his wrath, as well as Lachlina’s fury.

      After Sabine had met with him in the underworld, he’d told her the Wild Hunt would not pass beyond the boundaries controlled by the Sky Cities. They couldn’t take a chance the dragons would learn his identity. In truth, he was the god Vestior, one of the Tuatha Dé who had stood by his brethren while they waged war upon the dragons. Vestior, in his Huntsman guise, wouldn’t have appeared now unless the situation was dire.

      Sabine turned to Esmelle and spoke quietly and urgently. “I need your oath, Esme. Swear to me, by blood and magic, that anything you learn, see, hear, or experience while we remain outside of our reality must remain a closely guarded secret.”

      “You know I would never betray you.”

      Sabine grabbed her hand and said, “I cannot protect you unless you swear to me. There are things at play that are beyond my ability to ward against. For the sake of our friendship, I need your sworn oath.”

      Esmelle shivered as though a cold wind settled over her shoulders, but she nodded. “I, Esmelle of Northwood, swear by blood and magic that anything I learn, see, hear, or experience while we remain outside of our reality, or within this grove, shall remain a closely guarded secret.”

      Wild magic swirled around them, acknowledging Esmelle’s spoken words. Sabine blew out the breath she’d been holding. For good or ill, it was done. At least Esmelle now had a chance to survive what was to come.

      “When I traveled to the underworld, I visited the Well of Dreams and drank of its power,” Sabine explained. “The dryads must have discovered that connection and are somehow pulling magic directly from the Well. It’s the only thing left in our world that has enough power to break apart reality. Unfortunately, its magic is dwindling. The sooner the Well is exhausted, the sooner our world will die.”

      “You’re serious?”

      Sabine nodded.

      Esmelle narrowed her eyes. “Oh, hell no. I don’t care what excuses they have. They’re supposed to be guarding the forests, not endangering the rest of the world. We need to get Rika out of there and stop them.”

      Sabine gathered her power, the glow of her skin cutting through the surrounding shadows. “On that, we’re in agreement. They made a serious mistake by moving her to a place between life and death. No matter what restrictions have been placed upon me regarding doorways, it’s my duty to restore the balance.”

      “What can I do to help?”

      Sabine’s magic faltered at Esmelle’s words. Despite her heritage, Esmelle was still mortal. “You need to leave before I attempt this.”

      Esmelle stared at her in surprise. “What?”

      “Return the same way we came,” Sabine said. “The doorway back to the forest should open for you. If you warn Malek and Bane, they may be able to stop me before I go too far.” She touched the marks on her wrist, trying to shake off the foreboding sensation. “If I tap into my full strength without a buffer, I may not be able to recall myself.”

      “You’re talking about using those marks, aren’t you?” Esmelle asked, gesturing to Sabine’s wrist.

      “Not intentionally, but when my interests align with Lachlina’s wishes, the boundaries between us blur. It’s dangerous, but I can’t utilize my full strength without drawing upon her power.”

      “No,” Esmelle said, her tone firm and unyielding. “I may have been a mess back in that forest when you were trying to talk me down, but I’m not blind. I know something’s going on with those marks. I’m not willing to give the goddess any more opportunities. We’ll do this ourselves.”

      Sabine hesitated. She’d seen this stubborn glint in her friend’s eyes countless times back in Akros. When the street children had needed help, Esmelle had been a fierce protector and advocate on their behalf. Now that Rika was in trouble, Sabine knew nothing less than physically removing Esmelle from the grove would stop her from trying to help.

      “This will be incredibly dangerous, especially for you. Even if I help shield your mind, you’ll be standing against the combined strength of twelve dryads with centuries of experience. If you waver in your resolve, even for a moment, you’ll lose control of the magic. This grove may not survive if that happens. Neither will you.”

      Esmelle frowned at the barrier. “Nothing like a little pressure, right?”

      Sabine took a step closer and said, “If you have any doubts, I’ll do this on my own. I’m not willing to lose one friend in an effort to save another.”

      “And I’m not willing to lose you to an angry goddess,” Esmelle said, crossing her arms over her chest. “Now stop stalling. Tell me what I need to do.”

      “Very well.” Sabine nodded at Esmelle’s fierce determination. “Take off your shoes. You’ll be stronger if you connect with the land. Until the dryads recover from the interruption of their ritual, you’ll be the only thing standing in defense of this grove. It needs to feel your touch. The contact should also help to keep you grounded.”

      Esmelle quickly kicked off her shoes. Sabine reached over and traced a protective rune on Esmelle’s forehead, infusing her magic into the symbol. In the language of Faerie, she murmured the words for resolve and focus. The rune glowed briefly before fading from view, but the enchantment would linger for some time. She prayed to whatever gods might still be listening that it would be enough.

      Esmelle reached up to touch her forehead. “Any other last-minute advice?”

      “The timing will be critical,” Sabine said, unsheathing her blade. “Just focus on directing my power into the barrier. As soon as you feel the barrier weakening, you must break contact with it. If I shatter the bindings while you’re touching it, you’ll be caught in the magic.”

      “Gods,” Esmelle muttered, glancing at Sabine’s knife in annoyance. “We’re doing the cutting and rhyming thing, aren’t we?”

      Sabine smiled. “All magic requires a sacrifice, and rhyming helps focus your intent.”

      “Yeah, but just once I’d like to help you perform major magic without having to open a vein or pull a rhyme out of thin air. Did I ever tell you I ran away from the orphanage before I finished school? They made me recite awful rhymes too.” Esmelle straightened her shoulders. “Fine. I’ll wing it. Let’s do this.”

      Sabine pressed the tip of the blade against her finger. She pierced her skin, watching as her offering welled to the surface. Three drops of blood fell to the ground.

      The air stilled, creating an uneasy silence in the glade. Sabine passed Esmelle the knife and watched her repeat the gesture. The moss under their feet began to shift. Small tendrils of vines emerged from the ground, gently weaving around Sabine and Esmelle’s legs.

      Sabine sheathed the blade and took Esmelle’s outstretched hand. Threading her voice with power, Sabine called out, “By blood and by magic, we align our purposes into one. By will and by might, we return that which must be undone.”

      The wind began to blow, softly at first and then building with power. Sabine’s silvery hair whipped away from her face. An eerie howl filled the air, and a strange green glow filled the forest.

      Esmelle pressed her hand against the barrier and shouted into the wind, “Our powers and wills are merged, bound with friendship and love. I am the vessel, directing the power at hand.” She paused, her nose wrinkling. “We stand as guardians, in protection of the land.”

      Sabine winced at the terrible rhyme. It wasn’t the worst she’d ever heard, but it was close. She reminded herself it wasn’t so much the words as it was the intention. Without Esmelle being able to invoke the ancient language of the fae, this was the best they could do under the circumstances.

      The trees above them shook, the branches trembling at the raw power filling the air. Sabine reached for the magic contained in the depths of the soil that gave the trees and flowers life. Infusing it with the Huntsman’s death magic, she took a deep breath and allowed the pressure within her to build. Her skin began to glow, softly at first, and then building with intensity. The power of life and death clashed within her, threatening to overflow.

      “Valithen,” Sabine shouted, sending a tidal wave of power through Esmelle and directly into the barrier.

      Esmelle screamed, arching her back as magic ripped through her. The ground rumbled. Deep spidery chasms erupted from the earth, creating a starburst pattern around the barrier. Sabine could feel the dryads turning their attention to Esmelle.

      “Keep going!” Esmelle shouted, tears streaming down her face. “I’ve got this. You can’t let them have Rika!”

      Trusting Esmelle at her word, Sabine took a deep breath and called upon even more power at her command. She pulled on her ties to both Malek and Bane, using their magic to strengthen her focus. She combined the strength of her bloodline with the ancient power that had first formed this grove, sending all of it toward Esmelle. The greenish barrier began to thin, its surface bubbling and wrinkling. She took everything she had and sent it outward in a blinding blast.
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