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Chapter 1

Grant had been anticipating the heat. The smoke had been an afterthought. Sweat beaded on his forehead as he tried to see past a wall of vivid orange-red, eyes narrowing as he silently acknowledged that this might well be his last chance.

"I can't breathe!" Aveline's cough was a hoarse old thing, as was she.

Grant ignored her, keeping his focus on the wooden shaft gripped firmly in his hands. He jabbed it forward, careful with his aim, all but glaring into the flames as he ever so carefully got the pizza peel underneath the edge of his creation.

"It worked," he said, with a chuckle.

The head cook for Queen Mara and the Veridian royal line, Aveline, grumbled and opened a third window as the smoke continued to lend its stinging haze to the Evergreen Palace kitchen.

"All this effort, and for what?" she asked him. "Five minutes of sustained heat?"

"Five minutes can be more than enough, under the right circumstances," said Grant.

Aveline made a show of scowling at him, but he knew that was all it was. Her opinion of Grant had done a rapid 180 the previous week when he'd offered to help out when the kitchen had been understaffed. A quick showcase of his knife skills had been enough to convince the old cook that he knew his business.

Though the effort of constructing a pizza oven had, admittedly, been somewhat of an ordeal. Grant had settled on repurposing an old pottery kiln, cleaning it out with soap and scrubbing with his arm at odd angles over the course of several long days.

His attempts with the standard ovens and over open flame had been ever so slightly off, which compounded with the ingredients being compromises, close to what he needed, but not quite exact.

The flour was rougher in Eldoria. He'd swapped out pepperoni for a spicy sausage that was cured and chewy. He'd spent a good half of the allowance Queen Mara had given him buying different Eldorian cheeses until he'd found one that'd melted. And though tomatoes were common across worlds, the ones they seemingly preferred in the Grove were eaten while still slightly green and wholeheartedly considered to be fruit.

"Are you sure you cooked it right?" asked Aveline. "It looks burned around the edge?"

"To perfection," said Grant.

The pudgy head cook adjusted her head scarf and leaned closer in, taking a skeptical sniff and then shrugging as though her nostrils had given it a good grade. Grant had been more about fine dining than pizza back on Earth, but his cravings were what had guided the direction of his culinary experiments.

He slid the pizza from the peel onto a large wooden cutting board. The crust, blistered and charred in spots from the intense, fleeting heat of his makeshift oven, puffed up invitingly. Melted cheese, a pale yellow Eldorian variety he'd painstakingly selected, bubbled in a molten landscape across the surface, glistening under the kitchen's ambient light.

The spicy sausage, sliced thin, curled at the edges, its rendered fat pooling in miniature lakes amidst the cheese. And beneath it all was the vibrant red sauce, rich with the aroma of herbs he’d scrounged and the sweet tang of ripe tomatoes.

The fruit vendor had looked at him like he’d sprouted a second head when Grant insisted on buying the reddest, softest ones, muttering something about "spoiled fruit" and "foreign madness." Aveline had been no better, shaking her head in dismay when she saw him simmering them in a pot.

"Looks like… a flatbread after some child's play," she said, peering closer.

"It's pizza," said Grant, eyes already searching for an appropriate knife. "Trust me when I say that it's considered to be one of the greatest inventions of all time back in my homeland."

"I believe that, and I do not mean that as a compliment," said Aveline.

He chuckled, appreciating the cook's chiding humor, but his smile shifted a bit as he felt a change in the resonance of one of his soul bonds. Aurelia was nearby.

She had been around constantly over the past week since their return from the Blightspore and Melfus, so much so that Grant had grown used to feeling her presence through the bond that linked them. The sensation always had a way of peaking when she was heading his way with intention.

The kitchen door creaked open, a sound almost lost beneath Aveline’s continued grumbling about wasted firewood. Grant didn't need to look. The soul bond, that strange, invisible tether connecting him to Aurelia, hummed with a familiar vibrancy, a signal more reliable than any bell.

It almost felt like a part of him now, if an unpredictable one. A low background awareness of her moods, her proximity. Sometimes a comfort, sometimes an infuriating distraction, often both at once. Right now, it spiked with a playful, anticipatory energy that was Aurelia at her finest.

He turned as she swept in, a bright contrast to the kitchen's smoky haze. The princess wore a gown the color of a summer sky, sleeveless and flowing, leaving her shoulders bare.

Her auburn hair cascaded freely around her shoulders, catching the light from the high windows. The change was striking. Aurelia looked younger, less like the Sylvan Hope or a princess of the Veridian line, and more… just a young woman. A very pretty young woman.

And then there were her eyes. Emerald green, alive with a blatant mischief that made Grant feel seen in both the best and worst ways. He felt the echo of their bond, a sudden warmth that spread through his chest, tinged with her amusement and a dare. That spark, that challenge, it was so familiar now, a constant background noise in their interactions since the night by the river.

"Something smells… unusual." Aurelia walked with slow steps, her voice light, playful, gaze flicking to the pizza. "Lord Hayes, are you attempting to poison the palace staff?"

Aveline snorted. "He might as well be, Princess. Calling this… food."

Grant felt Aurelia's amusement through the bond, a bright, almost giddy ripple. It was unnerving how easily he could discern her emotions now, this open channel into her feelings. It was a dangerous intimacy, one that tugged at the complex knot of his own reactions to her. The protective parental urge versus the memory of her pressed against him, the echo of his daughter's face clashing with the undeniable allure of the young woman before him.

"Just in time to try the first slice," he said.

He cut the pizza, sensing the bafflement of Aveline and Aurelia as he divided the pie as though it were, well… a pie. Using a knife as a makeshift spatula, he slid one triangular slice out and offered it to an openly skeptical looking Aurelia.

"What am I being offered, presently?" she asked.

"Pizza," he said, more amused than annoyed. "I'm not all that surprised that you don't have it in your world. It's a bit of a hybrid creation. A simple flatbread with tomatoes, cheese, and sausage on top."

"Tomatoes… and cheese?" Aurelia wrinkled her nose. "Fruit does not generally pair like that, aside from apples, at times."

"Wars have been fought over fruit on pizza back on Earth, though usually pineapple," he said.

"Are you making another one of your jokes?" asked Aurelia.

He ignored the question and motioned to the slice. "Try it. Just take one bite."

Aurelia eyed the offering, her skepticism a palpable wave through the bond. With a sigh that spoke more of indulgence than true reluctance, she took the slice. Flicker, her Sylvan companion, zipped nervously around her head, its emerald light pulsing.

Her delicate fingers held the pizza with no small amount of uncertainty, almost as if it might bite back. She brought it to her lips and took a small, overly cautious bite. The change was immediate.

Grant felt it, a sudden burst of relief and delight that sang through their connection, as clear and bright as a struck chime. Aurelia's initial skepticism melted away, replaced by an unguarded, almost childlike savoring.

He would have known she'd liked it even without the bond, the truth of her reaction plain on her face. A surprising warmth, a distinct satisfaction, bloomed in Grant’s own chest, unexpected and potent.

As she pulled back for another bite, a long, glistening strand of melted cheese stretched from the slice, defying gravity for a moment before succumbing and draping itself across her lower lip.

"Gross," she mumbled, as she caught the errant cheese with a finger and hurriedly scarfed it down.

The sight, so mundane, so familiar, hit Grant with the force of an unexpected wave. The simple act of her eating, the stray cheese, winning her over with food, it all made him ache for his life back on Earth. Suddenly, the palace kitchen, the magical Sylvan, the impossible princess, all faded.

The satisfaction he’d felt moments before curdled, replaced by a sudden, aching pang of homesickness so intense it stole his breath. Lia’s face, sticky with some puréed fruit, flashed in his mind. The messy joy of sharing a simple meal with his wife and daughter. The ache was too real, like missing a part of himself, a hollow gap where his heart should have been.

"Lord Hayes…" Aurelia blinked, reacting to his emotions in the same way he was subjected to hers. She breathed out through her nose and, almost defiantly, brought the pizza back to her mouth for a second bite. "I find this to be delicious."

"I'm glad," he said, forcing a smile.

"Perhaps I'll have this in lieu of my normal late night snacks," she said. "You can make more and bring it to my chamber. Hot and fresh."

"It's famously also good cold," said Grant, holding up a finger.

He readied himself for their usual game of banter, Aurelia always teasing and flirting while he attempted to gently coax her down with awkward, if affectionate humor. New arrivals at the kitchen's door cut them off before they could get started.

"Lord Hayes," said one of the palace's guards. "Queen Mara and the Council of Elders request your presence."


Chapter 2

"What's this about?" snapped Aurelia, annoyance spiking. "Why wasn't I informed there was to be a council meeting?"

"Apologies, Your Highness, but we were told only to bring Lord Hayes," said the guard.

"I'll go," said Grant, placatingly. "We'll see what's what."

"Your sword, milord," said the guard.

He shook his head, taking a few seconds longer than he probably should have to realize what the woman meant. He was wearing his sword, Theron's sword, as he typically did now on a daily basis. They were disarming him.

"Keep a close eye on this," he said, as he undid his sword belt. "It's a weapon that matters to more people than just me."

The guard eyed the scabbard with a furrowed brow as she accepted it. He felt a surprising pang at suddenly not having its weight at his side. It wasn't just any weapon.

It was Theron Veridian's former sword, the one Mara had gifted her son, the one she’d offered to Grant during a charged moment in Theron’s own room. A conduit, it felt like sometimes, to the echoes of the prince whose life had been a mirror image of his own, and to Mara herself, a physical link in the strange chain of their shared bond.

He could feel her now, a distant hum through their connection, a sense of her waiting. Waiting for him, her mood a complicated mixture of responsibility, hope, fondness, and harder emotions to name. It settled over him, a familiar pressure, a quiet awareness that underscored the situation.

Aurelia, still bristling, radiated a more immediate, more volatile energy through their own bond. Her irritation was sharp and demanding, and Grant felt his own curiosity prickle in response, twining with hers.

"What could they possibly want with you that doesn't involve me?" she asked, her voice low.

Grant shrugged, but her question mirrored his own. The Council of Elders. The wise women who advised the Queen and commanded power with the Sylvan Grove. What business did they have with an assistant restaurant manager from Earth that was serious enough to demand his presence, escorted and unarmed?

"I think we'll find out soon enough," he muttered.

Aurelia made to follow him, but the second guard cut her off with a raised hand. Grant heard the tone of her chewing the woman out, if not the exact words, not that he really needed specifics with the way her outrage infected the bond.

And it was an infection, one which bled into his own thinking as he followed behind the two Sylvan warriors through the twisting tunnels of Arboreal Concordat's largest heartwood tower.

The Evergreen Palace's interior felt like a living labyrinth. Winding hallways curved in ways that defied human convenience, passages lit by the soft, shifting glow of Sylvan Luminaries. Grant walked with the two guards, their silence a marked contrast to the lively chatter he’d left behind in the kitchen.

He felt like an outsider. A stranger. It wasn’t a label he disputed even if those who outright levied the accusation intended it to chafe. He was an outsider. Every rustle of his borrowed Eldorian tunic, every unfamiliar scent, every glowing sprite that drifted past, reinforced that truth.

Ever since returning from the Blighted Lands a few days earlier, he’d moved through the palace like a ghost, a curiosity. Servants whispered as he passed. Guards watched him with wary eyes. Aveline, despite her grudging acceptance of his kitchen skills, treated him like a peculiar, temporary fixture.

He hadn't pushed back against the designation. Why would he? He didn’t belong here. His primary objective remained unchanged, dormant but always burning, like a coal fire in an abandoned mine. He would find a way home.

A way back to Lia. Back to his mother. Back to the fractured, messy reality of his own life. Every interaction here, every new development, was just a means to that end, or an obstacle to overcome. He was a stranger, and that was fine. Strangers didn't put down roots. Strangers didn't need to belong. Strangers, eventually, left.

The guards led him down the last stretch to Queen Mara's throne room. Grant felt a sudden swell of anxiety, Mara's, rather than his own, as the doors were opened and he was announced. Knowing that the queen herself was concerned about the discussion about to transpire only further stoked his paranoia.

The throne room pulsed with a quiet, heavy energy. Sylvan, more numerous here than anywhere else in the palace, drifted through the high, vaulted space, their multi-hued light casting shifting patterns on the living wood walls.

Mara sat upon her throne, a construction of interwoven, living roots that seemed to grow directly from the dais. She looked every inch the Sylvan Queen. Her gown, the color of deep forest moss, flowed around her, its simple lines accentuating her slender strength.

Her ash blonde hair, threaded with subtle green undertones, hung loose about her shoulders, ironically having the same effect on her as it had her granddaughter. It made her look younger, unguarded, almost… vulnerable.

Her hands rested lightly on the armrests of her throne, still and composed. But it was her face, her eyes, that held Grant’s attention captive. Those hazel-green eyes, like ancient bark flecked with new moss, met his as he approached. So familiar. Too familiar. His mother's eyes.

They held the weight of wisdom and affection he’d come to recognize, but overlaid with a queen’s careful composure, an expression of serene authority. The bond hummed, a low thrum of her carefully managed anxiety beneath the regal façade.

Flanking the dais, arranged in a semicircle, stood the Council of Elders. Grant recognized Favalina immediately, her bone-white hair a stark contrast to her dark green robes, her sharp eyes already fixed on him with an unreadable intensity.

The other Elders, a dozen or so women, varied in age, but all carried an air of solemnity. They were the high priestesses and matriarchs of the Grove, their faces etched with the wisdom of years and the weight of their responsibilities.

Favalina, positioned slightly ahead of the others, radiated a quiet dominance, her posture unbent, her presence formidable. She was the one who mattered most here, the true counterpoint to the throne's power, as far as Grant understood it.

"Thank you for attending us on such short notice, Lord Hayes," said Mara. Her voice was serious and stern, but the bond underneath rippled with more heated emotions as her eyes lingered on his.

"Of course, Queen Mara," said Grant. "I would have come right away even without the aid of my… escort."

He glanced at the guards, again feeling the loss of his confiscated sword.

Favalina cleared her throat purposefully and stepped forward. "You presume too much, Lord Hayes. There are many who see you having free rein of the palace and city to be an unwise development."

Grant felt more than saw Mara exhale an annoyed breath. He felt Aurelia's curiosity, along with more annoyance, further off in the background. So many emotions, always swirling, always distracting. He felt a sudden flare of anger and spoke before he'd thought his words out.

"Would these many you vaguely speak of be interested in owning their accusation?" he asked. "Or are we just going to stand here and talk around each other, Elder Favalina?"

Dead silence. It felt like a sharper rebuke than anything else could, especially when paired with the way Mara's emotions seemed to skip a beat before plunging into despair like she'd just watched him willingly fling himself off a high cliff.

"And he provides clear evidence of exactly what I spoke of earlier," said Favalina, far too pleased with herself for Grant's comfort. "He snaps like a stray dog at the slightest provocation."

"You admit that you did provoke him, Favalina," said Mara.

"No more than the rest of the world will, given his strange ways and willful tendencies." Favalina shifted to lean on her staff, slowly shaking her head. "He has been afforded far too much access to both the Sylvan Queen and the Sylvan Princess, a fact which is self-evident and compounded by his profane ability."

Several of the other elders began murmuring in the background. Grant suppressed his own reaction, sensing that he was playing a game with no actual win condition. Atop her throne, Mara seethed as though the disagreement ran as deep as true betrayal.

"Elder Favalina," said Mara, the affection Grant had felt through the bond moments before now replaced by a chilling fury. "You tread dangerously close to discussing private matters. Matters which are not the concern of the full Council, let alone to be aired in an open audience."

The shift in Mara's demeanor was sudden enough to send a chill through Grant's bones. The queenly persona was back in place, but true anger seethed underneath, outwardly presented in stiff warning. He felt the volatility of her mood through their bond and was more than a little relieved to not be the target of her ire… this time around.

Favalina, however, seemed unfazed. She met Mara's gaze, her own sharp eyes unflinching. The older woman straightened from her staff, her posture radiating an authority that rivaled the Queen's.

"A private Veridian matter?" Favalina snapped, voice laced with a derision that silenced the other Elders. "When an outsider, a man of unknown origin and profane abilities, forms not one, but two soul bonds — one with the Sylvan Princess, our Hope, and another with the Sylvan Queen herself — it extends far beyond a private Veridian matter! It is a matter that threatens the very stability of the Grove, the sanctity of your bloodline, and the balance of Harmony itself!"

Mara's emotions were a storm, and Grant was right there, on the periphery. Contributing in some ways, even. He agreed with Favalina's point, if not where he suspected it was about to lead. His experience of the soul bonds even with careful and limited contact with Mara and Aurelia across the past week had been a rollercoaster of urges and feelings, desires and doubts.

The situation was made infinitely more complicated by the events under Mount Henrix, the appearance of his wife, Aurelia's mother, the Demon Queen. Mara had kept the truth from Aurelia, and the Sylvan Princess was still rightfully furious. In a sense, they were all still reeling, working through their reactions to a multifaceted situation of needling intensity.

"Elder Favalina." Mara gave a cold smile with more than a slight undercurrent of condescension. "This matter is one which I will decide upon."

"Not so, Mara," said Favalina. "The council is in agreement. Action must be taken regarding the outsider. It is far too dangerous to watch and do nothing. History may not always repeat, but it does often rhyme."

"I don't love the sound of that, to be entirely honest," said Grant.

Everyone present seemed annoyed at the fact that he'd spoken up, and he offered his least cordial smile in reply to impress that the feeling was mutual. He was sick of being whispered about, managed, and escorted. Being trapped in Eldoria was already sentence enough without adding what amounted to probation on top of it.

"Lord Hayes will not be harmed," said Mara, drawing out each syllable like an individual absolute statement. "He is my guest. I welcomed him into the Evergreen Palace as such."

"We did discuss executing him, more out of the knowledge of what Seraphina was and still is capable of," said Favalina. "But no. With the illicit soul bonds he's formed, bonds which we still don't understand the true nature of, executing Lord Hayes would put you and your granddaughter at far too great of a risk."

"I would not allow Lord Hayes to be executed," said Mara, voice now cold and leaving no room for argument.

"I certainly wouldn't go quietly, either," said Grant.

"As I said," said Favalina, "we discussed it as one possibility, and only in passing. We also considered simple imprisonment, though such a state would also affect Lord Hayes' emotional well-being in a way that might compromise the queen's ability to serve the Grove. Not to mention how it might land on the princess, who is just as fond of this man and far more emotionally volatile."

"You've got kind words for everyone, I see," said Grant.

"Lord Hayes." Mara shot him a look that he knew all too well from his mother, back home. "Please."

"The council's decision is for this man to be exiled," said Favalina. "He will be provided a travel stipend and sufficient resources to reach wherever he might seek to go."

"He will not, under any circumstance, be exiled," said Mara, rising slowly from her throne, voice resonating with an iron finality that brooked no argument.

The Elders stirred, a ripple of dissent passing through their ranks. Favalina’s lips thinned, her sharp eyes narrowing with furious intensity. Grant felt a surge of Mara’s protective fury through the bond, a fierce loyalty as warming as it was conflicting.

"Hold up," said Grant, raising a hand. Everyone in the room looked his way, more than a dozen sets of eyes settling on him with surprising weight. He cleared his throat and continued. "I appreciate the… sentiment, Queen Mara. But I'm not entirely opposed to the idea."

A stunned silence fell over the throne room. He could feel Mara’s shock through the bond, a sharp, painful jolt, quickly followed by a wave of confusion.

"I have to find a way home," he continued, his gaze sweeping across the stern faces of the Elders, then settling on Favalina. "If exile means being free to pursue my own path, to find a way back to Earth, then it's an outcome that I'm willing to accept."

He thought of Sara — Seraphina — and her chilling words in the cavern. The way back… is through the Blight. The memory sent a shudder through him. The thought of willingly embracing that corruption, of becoming like her to get home… it was a terrifying prospect. There had to be another way, a cleaner path, one that didn't involve sacrificing his soul.

"The decision extends beyond you, Lord Hayes," said Mara, voice and resonance surprisingly gentle after the more heated exchange. "For you to be outside the Grove alone would present a clear opportunity to the Demon Queen."

Her eyes lingered on Grant's as she spoke, and he judged from the intensity that there was at least one small aspect of their journey into the cave under Mount Hendrix that she'd kept from the council. He wondered if execution might still be on the table, were they aware of the fact that the Demon Queen was his former wife.

"In this, the council finds no flaw in your reasoning, Your Highness," said Favalina. "You are right. To simply allow him to walk out of the Grove with no supervision might well provide the Demon Queen with a new, powerful tool."

"I have a better solution," said Mara. "I shall… train him. Teach him to use his Arcane Conversion in the same way I once worked with Seraphina."

A ripple of hushed words seemed to run through the assembled Elders. Favalina’s scowl deepened, her annoyance a palpable force within the chamber. Grant felt like someone had lit a match next to his ear. Sara had been trained by Mara? The idea stirred mixed emotions within him, not just imagining the scene, but having the reality of the extra decades Sara had spent in Eldoria slapped in his face.

He stared at Mara, his mind reeling. The bond between them hummed, a confused tangle of his shock and her resolute, almost defiant, calm.

"You trained Sara… phina?" he asked, hurrying to cover his own slip. "What do you mean by that, Queen Mara?"

Mara slowly nodded, her gaze holding a hint of the shared complexity, the unspoken history, passing between them through their connection.

"When Seraphina first arrived in the Grove, years ago," began Mara, her voice steady, carrying clearly through the suddenly quiet throne room, "her ability to absorb and convert arcane energy was… volatile. Even more so than your own, Lord Hayes. Her control over drawing power from the Sylvan, in particular, was almost nonexistent. Destructive, even, in its crudeness."

She paused, letting the weight of her words settle. The Elders listened intently, their expressions ranging from grim remembrance to renewed suspicion.

"But over time," Mara continued, her eyes still holding Grant's, "with guidance, with focused effort… she learned. She developed a degree of deliberate control. Not perfect, certainly not as refined as Harmony magic, but control nonetheless. She learned to manage the absorption, to channel the flow, to mitigate the inherent dangers. For better… or for worse."

"And what if your training leads to the same result as before?" snapped Favalina. "How much of the Demon Queen's descent stemmed from an unfounded confidence in her own profane ability?"

"Grant is not Seraphina," said Mara, softly. "In this case, the soul bond is a boon, rather than a hindrance. I will sense his intentions as the training progresses."

"Do not think we've forgotten the soul bonds, Queen Mara," said Favalina. "The council remains wary of the additional risk they pose, and no amount of training will mitigate their direct influence. We would insist on observing the nature of them, as well, were Lord Hayes to remain in the Grove."

"I would permit that," said Mara, with a nod. "The truth you uncover about their nature may serve us. But I insist that only members of the Elder Council be permitted in this. No one else is to be told."

Grant saw all of the elders in attendance slowly, somewhat begrudgingly nod.

"So be it," said Favalina, with a sigh. "For the time being, we will accept this outcome, rife with danger as it yet seems."

"Thank you, my friend," said Mara.

The Elder Council adjourned, the older women leaving on a path that brought them by Grant, one by one. Most of them held his gaze, and he felt the seriousness and intensity through their eyes, shockingly vivid flashes of eye contact.

"Lord Hayes," said Mara. "Would you wait for me in the palace gardens? I need to explain to you what this… training will entail."

He let out a sigh, wondering what choice he truly even had. "Of course, Queen Mara."

"Speak to no one about this discussion," said Mara.

"When you say no one, do you mean…?"

"Aurelia, most of all."


Chapter 3

The transition out of the Evergreen Palace and into the gardens was almost seamless, the tree tower feeling as much a part of the foliage and flora as it fundamentally was. Grant walked slowly, breathing in fresh air within a pocket of nature amidst the rest of the somewhat bustling and built-up city.

Paths of smooth, grey stones wound between beds overflowing with plants that defied Earthly categorization. Flowers with petals like stained glass bloomed in impossible hues, their centers glowing with a soft, internal luminescence. Trees, smaller cousins to the heartwood towers, twisted their silver branches into intricate canopies, patterning the sunlight that filtered through.

Fountains, seemingly grown from polished stone and moss, spilled water that chimed like tiny bells as it cascaded into clear pools. Sylvan Luminaries in shades of soft gold and gentle blue drifted lazily through the air, their light adding to the garden’s ethereal glow. The air hummed with the buzz of unseen insects and the distant murmur of the city beyond the palace walls, a complex symphony of nature and civilization intertwined.

It was undeniably beautiful. A masterpiece of living art. And it stirred a strange ache in Grant’s chest, a hollow longing he couldn't quite name. It wasn't just the obvious homesickness for Lia, for his mother, for the familiar sights and sounds of Earth. This was different, more nebulous.

He ran a hand along a smooth, silver-barked branch, the wood cool and vibrant beneath his touch. The scent of alien blossoms, sweet and seductive, filled his nostrils. It was all so… perfect. So utterly, impossibly other.

And that, he suspected, was the problem. This place, for all its wonder, wasn't his. It lacked the comfortable imperfections of home, the familiar chaos, the worn edges that spoke of shared lives and messy histories. Even the achievement of the pottery kiln pizza, a slice of home in this foreign land, had felt like a beautiful, bittersweet lie.

The emotion was a fleeting one, and the resonance of the soul bonds felt like it was waiting in the wings as it faded. Aurelia was looking for him, and he sensed the moment she stepped into the gardens, the way each step closer seemed to amplify the strength of their ever-present connection. She was looking for him, and she was furious.

"What did the audience my grandmother summoned you for entail?" she snapped. "The Council of Elders was there. Did they come to a decision on your presence?"

"They did." He frowned, wondering how much he could actually say after being sworn to secrecy by Mara. "I'm not being imprisoned or executed, which are both wins in my book."

Aurelia’s eyes narrowed, the green depths flashing with a dangerous light. The bond between them, already thrumming with her approach, now surged with a wave of her indignation, so potent it felt like a physical shove against Grant’s chest. He could almost taste her anger, metallic and sharp on his tongue.

"That's not an answer, Grant!" she said, her voice tight, each word clipped. "What did they say to you in there? What did she decide for you this time?"

The way she spat the word "she" left no doubt who Aurelia meant. Her frustration with Mara, her sense of being sidelined, bled through the bond, raw and unfiltered. Grant felt a weary defensiveness rise in him, not his own, but a reflection of Aurelia's, amplified by their connection.

"It's… complicated, Princess," he said, trying for a placating tone that felt hollow even to his own ears. The garden's serene beauty seemed to mock the turmoil brewing between them. "Your grandmother is trying to find a solution. For everyone."

"A solution?" Aurelia took a step closer, her fists clenched at her sides. "Or a cage? You can't just let them control you! This is your life, not theirs to dictate!"

The sleeveless gown, meant for leisurely palace life, now seemed to accentuate the tense lines of her shoulders, the coiled energy in her stance. Her words were sharp with projected frustration, perhaps an echo of her own battles against the constraints of her royal role, the weight of the "Sylvan Hope" title.

The realization seemed to bring it all into focus for him as though he'd found the right setting on a telescope. Her chafing against expectations, her yearning for agency, so many long-held grievances now tangled up with a fierce, almost possessive concern for him. It was a bewildering cocktail of emotions to find himself in the middle of.

"Nobody is dictating my life," he said. "Not your grandmother. Not the council."

It sounded good, and certainly felt good to assert himself, but he wondered how true it actually was. He'd been a leaf in the wind since crossing over to Eldoria. He flexed the fingers of one hand, thinking of Sara, how she must have felt after being dropped into similar circumstances. Mara had known her, taught her, been there to see it all.

"Did they talk about… us?" asked Aurelia, her voice dropping slightly, the anger momentarily giving way to a flicker of vulnerability. "Our bond?"

The question hung in the air, heavy with unspoken implications. He thought of Lia, as he so often did when the two of them were alone. The comparison stirred an uncomfortable sensation in Grant's chest, a contrarian counter to the undeniable heat of the young woman standing before him, her eyes burning into his.

She's not Lia, he thought. I need that to be true.

He turned away from her, not wanting to work through even more complicated emotions at an already convoluted moment. Aurelia in Eldoria, Lia back on Earth. They were separate people.

He knew that, factually. But he also knew that they had the same mother. The same father? Where was the line between him and Theron? He touched his sword, trying to shake the thought off as Aurelia expressed her irritation with a heavy, annoyed hiss.

"This concerns me, too!" she snapped. "I will not be sidelined in decisions that affect my future as much as yours!"

"Aurelia." He took her by the shoulders, a risk, a mistake. His fingers brushed the bare skin left uncovered by her gown and he felt the thrill it gave her reverberate back into him, stirring all the wrong drives. "Take a breath."

"I… am breathing," she said, sounding breathless in a way that stole her momentum.

Footsteps, along with a slight rise in the resonance of his second bond. He let his hands drop from Aurelia's arms as Mara, the woman Grant still recognized as a version of his own mother, approached them across the palace gardens.

She walked toward them with measured steps, an even rhythm across the stone path, the moss-colored gown flowing around her. The garden's soft light caught the subtle green threads in her ash blonde hair.

Grant felt the shift in his bond with her immediately, a familiar hum overlaid with queenly composure, but beneath it, a distinct awareness of the tension already crackling between him and Aurelia.

Aurelia straightened as her grandmother approached, some of the youthful fire in her eyes hardening into defiance. The air thickened, charged with unspoken grievances.

The two women had barely spoken since they'd arrived back from Mount Henrix, at least as far as Grant had seen. Aurelia avoiding Mara had been expected, given the depth of her perceived betrayal. What had surprised Grant was how Mara had seemingly also withdrawn, struggling with the soul bond, recent events, and him.

"You lied to me!" Aurelia’s voice cut through the garden’s serenity, raw and accusatory, the words erupting after a week of simmering resentment. "About my mother! About everything! And now you're making decisions about Grant, about our bond, without even speaking to me?"

The pain in her voice was a palpable thing, a wave of hurt and betrayal that washed over Grant through their connection. He felt the sting of Seraphina’s reveal, still a fresh, seeping wound for the princess. Mara stopped a few paces away, her gaze steady on Aurelia, though Grant felt the flicker of her own pained response through their bond.

"Yes," said Mara, tone quiet and complicated and pained. "I did. I am sorry. Truly… I am."

"You just expect me to just… accept your apology?" Aurelia shook her head, hands balling into fists at her side. "Do you know how much this hurts, Grandmother? To know that all this time… I was being deceived?"

"My choices are for the protection of the Grove, including you, Aurelia." Her voice was quiet but firm, each word carrying the weight of a queen's authority. "I can't change the past, but I can guide us into the future. The situation with Lord Hayes is... unprecedented. And your bond with him is a matter of grave concern."

Aurelia’s hands clenched. "Grave concern? Or an excuse for you to interfere even more with my life? You have a soul bond with him too, Grandmother! How dare you seek to control me?"

"This is not about control," said Mara, a hint of weariness creeping into her tone. "It is about restraint. This situation is complex and requires a… delicate approach. One that I am better equipped to handle, given both my maturity and my closeness with Lord Hayes."

The implication, however slight, that Mara possessed a deeper, more significant connection to Grant, ignited a fresh surge of fury from Aurelia. Grant felt it, a hot, jealous spike through their bond.

"Can we all just slow down for a second?" said Grant, feeling emotionally exhausted. "Talk this through?"

He might as well have been addressing a squirrel in one of the trees for all the attention the two women paid his suggestion. Their argument was happening on a deeper level, emotions surging through the bond. His connection to both of them left him feeling like a lightning rod mid-storm, caught in the middle in all the wrong ways.

"I don't need your protection, Grandmother!" shouted Aurelia, her voice trembling. "And I don't need you to manage my life!"

"Princess Aurelia." Mara's voice was curt and sharp, but that was a gamble, and it didn't pay off.

"Don't you dare attempt to command me!" Aurelia snapped back. The Sylvan within the gardens suddenly swirled with activity, shifting through complicated patterns around Aurelia like an agitated swarm of hornets before returning to their places amid the trees.

She shot a final, frustrated glare at Grant, her emotions a maelstrom of justified hurt and smoldering assumptions. She shook her head once, breathed out heavily, and turned and fled, disappearing down one of the winding garden paths.

Mara let out a sigh and said nothing for a few seconds. Grant was still reeling from the emotional energy within the bonds, so many different feelings competing for his attention that it made him almost want to lie down, to simply feel from a stationary position. He tried to shake it off and resolved to get better at walling both women out, not out of coldness, but simply to preserve his long-term sanity.

"This is why I didn't want her present for the meeting with you and the council," said Mara, sad and wistful.

"She wouldn't have reacted so badly if you'd treated her as a princess, rather than your granddaughter," Grant pointed out.

"Perhaps," said Mara. "Or perhaps her tantrum would have simply had an audience. An audience who would be eager to use it as evidence for the… danger of the soul bonds."

Grant felt a stirring as she said the word danger, the friction between the Veridians having simmered down to a new, more enticing heat. He didn't let himself look at Mara directly any more than he'd stare into a flame, but the image of her remained burned in his eyes, all the same.

"You trained Sara," he said, simply. "My wife."

"Yes." Mara smiled, her expression gaining a far-off, nostalgic quality as Grant looked her way again. "We were close once, you know. Had I been sure of who you were to her, I would have told you this earlier. I never had a daughter… only a son. And Aurelia, of course. If she only knew how much she took after her mother, I think she might… better understand."

The comment landed strangely on Grant's ear, twisting his complicated feelings toward the Veridians into even tighter knots. He understood how much Aurelia took after Sara. He couldn't not see it. It was like a splinter in his heart.

"She still doesn't accept that Theron and I are… whatever we are." He shook his head, feeling annoyed at Aurelia, or perhaps just feeling Aurelia's own lingering annoyance through the bond. "Echoes. Doppelgangers. Alternate reality pairings. Whatever."

"It's hard to accept a notion when the mere act of articulating it is a struggle," said Mara. "But we're off subject. Your training is what I wish to focus on right now."

Grant nodded slowly, but felt an unexpected rise of anticipation. "I'm open to learning how to manage my ability, at least. This… Arcane Conversion. It's what led Sara to become what she is now, isn't it?"

Mara didn't say anything, but the bond practically screamed with emotions and intensity, the rawness of the subject to her.

"She absorbed the Blight," he guessed. "That's what happened, right? She tried to harness the power of the Blight and it overwhelmed her."

"She didn't listen to me," said Mara, her voice thin and tired, at the junction of heartache and regret. "I should have watched her more closely. I should have made my points to her more effectively. This time… will be different. It has to be different."

She stepped closer to Grant, watching him with such intensity even as her eyes seemed to be seeing back through time. Her words hung heavy in the fragrant air of the garden, the unspoken history of Sara’s transformation a dark shadow between them.

Grant felt the weight of it, the echo of past mistakes, the fear of repetition. His own Arcane Conversion, this innate ability Mara spoke of training, felt like a gift as much as a curse, a dangerous path already trodden by the woman he’d once loved.

He looked at Mara, truly looked at her. The Sylvan Queen, regal and composed, yet beneath the surface, he felt the tremor of her old grief through their bond, the raw pain of Theron’s loss intertwined with Sara’s corruption. The lines around her eyes, usually softened by the garden’s gentle light, seemed deeper now, etched by memory.

"This ability," said Grant, his voice low, hesitant. "Arcane Conversion. What did it do to her? How did it start?"

Mara nodded slowly, her gaze still distant, fixed on some unseen point beyond the vibrant flowers. "She sought power, a way back to your Earth, or so she claimed. The Blight offered a path, a dark, seductive shortcut. She thought she could control it, bend it to her will. But it consumed her instead. Changed her. The woman she was… she is lost within the Demon Queen."

The finality in Mara’s voice sent a chill through Grant. Lost. The word felt like a slammed door, a final, brutal judgment. He thought of Sara, the way she used to look at him before everything had fallen apart. He thought of the woman in the cave, her eyes filled with a chilling darkness, yet still, somehow, echoing the Sara he remembered.

"I can't believe that, not for certain," said Grant, building the words up like a levee to hold back the creeping despair. "There has to be a way. If she can be corrupted by the Blight, surely there's a way to cleanse her of it?"

Mara tensed, and a wave of raw emotion crashed through their bond… shock, a flicker of desperate, long-buried hope, immediately followed by a crush of heartache so potent it almost buckled Grant’s knees. He felt her internal war, the agonizing conflict his question had ripped open.

"I…" She looked away, her hand rising to touch the smooth bark of a nearby silver tree, as if seeking an anchor in the sudden storm of her feelings. "I cannot say for certain. Truly."

The admission hung between them, heavy and raw. The Queen of the Grove, admitting the limits of her knowledge, implying her own helplessness. It was a vulnerability Grant hadn't expected, one that unfortunately exacerbated his own sense of being adrift and out of control. She turned back to him abruptly, her expression hardening, the mask snapping back into place, but her eyes still held that flicker of pain.

"But what I do know," she said, "is that you must never consider such a path. To assume that you could use your Arcane Conversion to… to cleanse her, to draw out the Blight… it is madness. It would destroy you, Grant. Just as it destroyed her humanity."

She stepped closer, her gaze intense, unwavering, pinning him in place. The bond thrummed with her sudden ferocity, her desperate urgency.

"This is not a game." Mara's voice was low and fierce, leaving no room to argue at the edges. "The Blight is not some simple poison to be drawn out. It is a fundamental corruption, an insidious entity that warps the soul. Seraphina embraced it. To try and undo that… would be a fool's gambit. It would consume you. Promise me, Grant. Promise me you will never attempt such a thing."

"I… can't make that promise," he muttered.

"She may well seek to tempt you into trying." Mara took both of his hands and squeezed them. "What will you do if she does? That is the real question that matters, regardless of what you'll commit to."

"It wouldn't be the first time she's tried to push my buttons," he muttered. "Not even close."

His answer didn't seem to ameliorate Mara’s concern in the slightest. Her anxiety only fed deeper into his own uncertainty through the bond, and it felt like a place uniquely unsuited for the trust she needed to place in him.


Chapter 4

Mara left after confirming that his training would begin the next morning. There was a moment just after the last words had been spoken that almost demanded more, the two of them staring at one another, balanced amidst a state of primed and interesting tension.

Grant resisted the urge to do any of the things it called for, but only just. The overall sense of complication and tension was left smoldering at a level that made him wonder how much he'd actually learn the next morning during training.

He left the Evergreen Palace gardens, the weight of Mara’s words and the seriousness of his situation pressing down on him. He needed to walk, to clear his head, to escape the suffocating confines of royal expectations and forbidden desires. The streets of Arboreal Concordat, usually a source of alien wonder, now felt like a cage, each silver tree a bar, each glowing Sylvan a watchful eye.

He walked without a destination, his feet carrying him along the root-paved paths, past workshops and homes where life marched on, oblivious to his internal turmoil. The sight of children and families going about their day aided by Sylvan, once intriguing, now felt like a mockery of the domesticity he’d lost.

Lia. Her face, small and round, her laugh like wind chimes, swam before his eyes. With Sara here, twisted into the Demon Queen, Lia was an orphan. Truly an orphan, a world away from both her parents. The thought was a physical blow, doubling him over mid-step, stealing his breath.

Time. Mara had said it, Sara had confirmed it. Decades here for weeks back home. It still gave him hope, but what if he never returned, regardless of how hard he sought the path home?

The pain of that, the raw, visceral ache of potentially never seeing his daughter again, never holding her again, it was almost too much to bear. He pictured his mother, Nora, strong and capable, unwavering in her love. She would raise Lia, he knew that. She’d do it right. She’d pour all her love into Lia, just like…

Just like Mara had raised Aurelia.

The thought struck him with the force of an unseen blow, stopping him in his tracks. Mara, the echo of his own mother, raising Aurelia, the echo of his daughter.

The parallel was so sharp, so precise, it felt like a cruel joke. A strange conflict churned within him, a dizzying mix of empathy for Mara, a paternal protectiveness for Aurelia, and a confusing, unsettling awareness of the lines blurring between his two lives. He saw Nora’s face in Mara’s, Lia’s future in Aurelia’s present, and the reflection was agonizingly, terrifyingly complex.

He eventually made his way back into the palace, winding down in his chamber with too much wine, too much self pity. The sunset was always breathtaking from his balcony so high up on a heartwood tower, the majesty of the sinking star accompanied by the emergence of multicolored Sylvan across the night sky.

The wine did little to dull the ache within. Grant stared out from his balcony, the city lights of Arboreal Concordat a constellation of indifferent flickers below. Each Sylvan pulse seemed to mock his own dimming hope.

He was a ship adrift, a world away from home, from any semblance of the life he understood. The Council meeting, Mara’s pronouncements about training, the constant, invasive hum of the soul bonds – it all left him feeling raw, a puppet whose strings were pulled by forces with foreign motivations. His resolve to return to Earth felt like a distant shore, receding with every wave of Eldorian drama that crashed over him.

A faint knock came from his door, followed by a tiny sliver of emerald light zipping beneath it. Flicker. Grant sighed, sensing Aurelia as he let his awareness drift back to the ever-present hum of the soul bonds.

"Not now, Princess."

The door creaked open anyway. Aurelia slipped in, a silhouette against the hallway's dim Sylvan glow. She wore a simple robe of soft, dark fabric, closer to one to sleep in than to flit about. Her unbound hair cascaded around her shoulders, gleaming in the faint light from the balcony.

The soul bond flared, a burgeoning spike of heat and awareness. He felt her approach as a complex wave – determination, a nervous tremor of excitement, and an undercurrent of raw, undeniable desire. She, in turn, felt the weight of his emotional exhaustion, the simmering edge of his frustration.

"I couldn't sleep," she said, her voice a low murmur.

"It's still early," he pointed out. "You could make a second attempt."

"I suppose I could." She moved further into the room, the robe swaying with her steps, offering fleeting glimpses of the curves beneath. "What did Grandmother say to you? After I left the gardens?"

Her tone aimed for casual, a light inquiry. But the bond screamed otherwise, broadcasting the intensity of her need to know, the sharp edge of her curiosity. His initial impulse was to take the same stance as he had with her demanding to know about the council meeting, but it was one born of his own annoyance rather than logic or fairness.

"She wants to train me," he admitted. "To control my Arcane Conversion."

Aurelia blinked, a flicker of surprise crossing her features, followed by a rush of something else Grant couldn't quite decipher through the bond – flustered, maybe, a touch of something akin to… jealousy?

"Train you?" she asked, her voice a shade higher than usual. "Just… you and Grandmother? Alone?"

The question hung in the air, laced with an intensity that belied its simple phrasing. Grant felt her focus narrow, her entire being zeroing in on the implication. The robe, which had seemed casually draped, now felt like a deliberate statement in the dimly lit room.

"I assume so," he said, shrugging, though the gesture felt stiff, inadequate. "She mentioned needing to teach me control. That sounds like… focused, one-on-one work."

Aurelia took another step closer, her hair catching the faint light from the balcony. Her eyes fixed on his, bright against the dimness of the room.

"Can you not see what she's doing, Grant?" she asked, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper, frustration and a strange sort of accusation in her tone. "How clear it is? This… training. It's just an excuse. An excuse for her to… keep you close to her. To influence you."

He felt a jolt through the bond – her certainty, her suspicion, and beneath it, a raw, possessive ache. He opened his mouth to deny it, to dismiss her words as youthful fantasy, but paused.

"I don't think your grandmother thinks like that," he said, the words feeling a bit hollow even as he spoke them. "She has some experience with the nature of my ability. I think she's just trying to do what she thinks is best."

But even as he voiced the denial, a treacherous part of him stirred. Was it  about control, or simple proximity? The memory of Mara's touch, the heat of their shared kisses, the vulnerability he’d glimpsed behind her queenly façade…

The idea of being alone with her, even under the guise of training, sent a flicker of something undeniably hot through him. It was a dangerous thought, one he knew Aurelia could feel, the bond a live wire transmitting his own shameful, complicated excitement.

"You want to be alone with her," said Aurelia, voice petty with accusation and sulk.

"Just because you're mad at her doesn't mean I have to be."

"She lied to me!" snapped Aurelia.

"I know," he said. "And that really sucks. But I still have to keep figuring my life out. My life… here in Eldoria."

"Is it really so bad for you here?" Aurelia asked, her voice softening, the earlier sharpness receding. "In Eldoria? In the Grove?"

The shift in her tone, the subtle vulnerability he felt through the bond, caught Grant off guard. She moved closer, the dark robe rustling softly, drawing open at the chest in a way that highlighted the rather large task of keeping her breasts contained.

"You seem so… unhappy, Lord Hayes," she continued, her emerald eyes searching his. "Always brooding. Always looking for a way out. Maybe… if you weren't quite so moody all the time… you might actually find something to enjoy."

The flirtation was unsubtle, a playful challenge in her gaze, a deliberate warmth spreading through their connection. He felt the allure, the dangerous dance beginning anew.

"Moody?" Grant raised an eyebrow, a small smirk playing on his lips. "I think you're the one who's been in a mood all day, Princess. Storming out of gardens, stomping around the palace. I could feel your royal displeasure from three floors away through the bond."

Aurelia’s lips curved into a knowing smile. "Oh? And what kind of mood do you feel coming off me right now, then?"

She took another step, closing the distance between them until they stood inches apart. The air thickened, charged with the hum of the bond and the unspoken history sizzling between them. He could see the faint pulse at the base of her throat, the way the soft fabric of her robe draped over the curves of her body.

"Aurelia…" he said, voice a rough whisper.

He shook his head, a futile attempt to clear the fog of desire and confusion clouding his thoughts. The draw was undeniable, a magnetic pull toward something he knew was reckless, dangerous, and dirty.

"I never… thought much about men before, Grant," she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. Her fingers toyed with the tie of her robe, tracing its edge, a subtle, almost unconscious movement. "I always assumed… my path was set. A marriage for the Grove, some stuffy political arrangement. Boring, but necessary."

Grant watched her hand, the way her fingers brushed the soft fabric, the slight tremor in their movement. The air in the room grew heavier, the bond pulsing with her vulnerability, a dangerous companion to the desire he was fighting within himself. He tried to imagine Lia’s face again, tried to superimpose it over Aurelia’s, a desperate reminder and warning.

"You've got plenty to keep you busy without dallying in romance, Princess," he said, his voice a little rougher than he intended. "The Grove needs you. The Sylvan Hope has responsibilities."

He tried to inject a note of practicality, of gentle dismissal, hoping to cool the simmering tension between them. A noble effort, perhaps, but a futile one.

Aurelia's eyes burned with a hungry intensity that stole his breath. She took a small step closer, the robe parting open further, revealing the smooth curve of her collarbone, the hint of her shoulder.

"I can't stop thinking about it," she whispered, her voice husky, intimate. "That night… after the attack. By the river. How it felt… when you… when we…"

Her words hung in the air, heavy with unspoken memories, with the raw, undeniable power of the bond they’d forged in desperation and shared heat. He'd dreamed about it, relived the literal magic of their shared climax in a way that left him feeling guilty and frustrated come morning. She came closer still, the space between them shrinking until he could feel the warmth radiating from her body, smell the faint, clean scent of her skin.

Grant summoned every ounce of his willpower, pushing back against the intoxicating pull of her proximity, the insistent hum of their connection. "It felt wrong, Aurelia."

"And what if I don't care?" she whispered, her voice a dangerous challenge as her eyes narrowed with youthful defiance. "What if I want to feel wrong again?"

She closed the distance with one last step, struggling to hold her frame amidst the smoldering tension. Her free hand, the one not toying with the robe, waved forward a bit, almost like she was reaching out to touch his chest or even somewhere lower down, but it never made contact.

She was horny, but hesitant, a frustrating combination that he understood all too well. Grant's anger flared suddenly as he imagined Lia as a young twenty something, all but offering her body up to be used for any and every purpose.

"Do you even know why it feels wrong?" Grant snapped, his voice a low growl, raw with a jagged edge of arousal and a sudden, sharp anger. The bond pulsed with the volatile mix, her startled reaction prickling against his own heat. "Do you understand how much more wrong it could feel?"

He stepped into her space, crowding her, the air thick with unspoken desires and the ghost of their shared, illicit climax. Her robe gaped further, the soft curve of her breast a tormenting glimpse in the dim light.

Aurelia didn't flinch. Her chin lifted, a spark of rebellion igniting in her eyes, though he felt a tremor of something else – fear, excitement, maybe both – ripple through their connection. She met his anger with a simmering challenge of her own.

"Make me," she whispered, her voice husky, a dare that sliced through his remaining restraint.

A muscle twitched in Grant’s jaw. "Be careful what you wish for."

His hand moved, slow and deliberate, tracing a path from her hip, up the side of her body. He felt the soft give of the robe, the warmth of her skin beneath. He told himself it was a test, a way to scare her off, to show her the line she was so recklessly close to crossing. But it was a lie, a flimsy excuse.

His fingers brushed the underside of her breast, a fleeting, electric contact. He wanted to feel her heat, to map the curve of her, to reignite the memory of that night by the river, the one that haunted his dreams with vivid, forbidden what-ifs.

"Make me, Lord Hayes," Aurelia whispered again, voice taking on a husky, goading edge. "If you… think you're up to it."

Grant’s restraint finally snapped completely. The challenge in her voice, the infuriating, knowing look in her eyes – it was too much. He pulled her to him, not with tenderness, but with a raw, almost brutal urgency.

His mouth crashed down on hers, a punishing kiss that tasted of his own frustration and the wine still lingering on his breath. Aurelia gasped into his mouth, a sound of shock and immediate, answering fire. Her arms wrapped around his neck, pulling him tighter, her body pressing against his with an eagerness that fanned the flames higher.

The robe was a flimsy barrier. His hands went to it, yanking at the tie, impatient, rough. It fell open, and he found the soft, simmering warmth of her skin. One hand slid up, closing over her breast, large and firm beneath his palm. He squeezed, a possessive, almost angry gesture, and she moaned, a broken sound against his lips.

He pulled her toward the bed, their bodies locked together, a tangle of limbs and desperate kisses. It wasn't gentle, certainly not tender. It was a storm, a clash of hunger and friction and forbidden need. He pushed her, and she stumbled forward, hands landing on the edge of the bed, her backside arching out, a blatant, unintentional invitation in the dim light.

Fine by him. He was on her in an instant, his hands tearing the robe further open, exposing her full breasts to his evil hands, his hungry touch. His fingers roved, explored, claimed.

He lowered his head, breathing against on her neck, intent on tasting, devouring, losing himself completely in the escalating madness. He was going to teach her the consequences of being such a tease, to claim what she'd so carelessly offered, even if it damned him in the process.

With no warning, the door to his chamber slammed open. The sound was like a gunshot in the charged silence. Grant froze, every muscle tensing. Before he could even turn, before his eyes could register the intruder, he felt who it was. He realized there had been advance warning, cold and quiet in the background. A wave of sobering intensity crashed through him, the second soul bond suddenly eclipsing the first.

Mara stood in his doorway, disappointed and furious as a queen, as a grandmother, and as a woman.


Chapter 5

"Grandmother!" Aurelia hurriedly pulled away from Grant and fixed her robe. "You… have no right to simply barge into Lord Hayes' chamber!"

"I have no right?" asked Mara, her voice taking on a cold, dangerous edge.

"Did I stutter?" Aurelia stomped over to her grandmother. "Moreover, I suspect I won't much care for whatever it is you're about to say to me, so I think I'll just be on my—"

Mara's hand lashed out with surprising speed, slapping her granddaughter across the face without hesitation or restraint. Flicker pulsed a deep green and swirled around its mistress's head. Several Sylvan of Mara's own rose to hover above her shoulders from the hallway as though ready to provide backup, should the situation escalate.

"That wasn't necessary," muttered Grant.

Aurelia made a noise, half gasp, half sob, and fled Grant's chamber. The shame and anger that poured through her side of the soul bond was so intense that he suspected it would leave more of a mark than the slap had, potentially irreparable damage to an already strained relationship.

"How much of what's occurred tonight was necessary, in your opinion, Lord Hayes?" asked Mara. Her voice dripped with emotion, the fury and disappointment he'd felt when she'd arrived, but other, more complicated feelings. Hurt. Jealousy. Possessiveness.

Grant’s anger flared, a hot reflection of the lingering sting from Aurelia’s distress still vibrating through their bond. "I was speaking with Aurelia.

"Speaking with her." Mara gave the smallest shake of her head. "Indulging her, I think you mean."

"She's rightly pissed off that you keep cutting her out," he said. "Especially after everything with Seraphina."

Mara stepped fully into his chamber, the door clicking shut behind her with a soft finality. The dim light from the balcony cast long shadows, painting her in shades of forest green and deep night. Her gown, the color of moss after rain, clung to her form, and the scent of her, earthy and subtly floral, filled the small space. The bond between them pulsed, a heady mix of her lingering fury, a possessive ache, and a confusing undercurrent of desire that mirrored his own.

"She is young," Mara said, her voice low, intense. "She does not understand the complexities, the dangers."

"She understands being lied to," Grant retorted, taking a step toward her, irritation making him bold. "She understands being treated like a child when she's the Sylvan Hope. And right now, Mara, she understands that her grandmother just slapped her for wanting to know what the hell is going on."

The air thickened, the tension coiling tighter with each word. Grant felt a confusing swirl of emotions – his own anger, Aurelia’s residual shame, and Mara’s potent, simmering mix of queenly authority and something far baser.

How much of this churning frustration, this inappropriate heat, was even his? The lines felt blurred, his own feelings hopelessly tangled with the echoes from the bonds. He hated it… he loved it. Which was true?

"She is my granddaughter," said Mara, voice full of every kind of danger. "Who is she to you, Grant?"

He shook his head, not wanting to give the question its fair due. "Don't ask me that."

"Why not?" Mara came closer to him, jutting her chin out with the poise and intensity of a woman used to saying, doing, and being exactly what she wanted. "It is a question you must answer more or less immediately if you seek to be speaking to Aurelia in your bedchamber after dark."

"I don't have an answer!" shouted Grant. The heat was everywhere now, smoldering through the room, stoking his heart.

"Then why let yourself do it?" snapped Mara. "Why… did you do it? Do you…?"

She shook her head. Grant came even closer to her, so angry and hurt by the question. Disturbed by it, ripples spreading through the calm of his pond as though she'd lobbed a boulder into the center.

"Do I… what?" he asked.

Don't answer, he thought. Please… enough.

"Grant." Mara shook her head. Her eyes slid half closed amidst the stillness, and she lifted on hand, fingers curled as though trying to simply hold on.

He kissed her. It felt like the only answer. The wrong answer, but the one he had to give, the one she was waiting to accept, frustration and impatience and emotions awhirl in both their hearts and bodies.

He kissed her, and blamed everyone and everything but himself.

The soul bonds, a constant, invasive hum that amplified every stray thought, every forbidden impulse, into a deafening roar. Mara herself, for standing there, so much like his mother yet in her prime and radiant, dripping with dangerous heat. Aurelia, for being beautiful and reckless and stirring up a confusing protectiveness alongside darker impulses.

Sara, most of all, for vanishing and returning as a shadow of her former self, for leaving him adrift in this impossible world with these impossible women, forcing him to make these impossible choices.

His mouth moved against Mara’s, more insistent now, the initial flash of anger dissolving into a raw, hungry need. His hands, no longer hesitant, slid from her shoulders down her back, tracing the curve of her spine, the subtle indentation of her waist beneath the moss-green gown. The fabric felt soft, loose and yielding. He pulled her closer, pressing her body against his until he could feel the rapid beat of her heart against his own.

He groaned, the sound a low rumble in his chest, and deepened the kiss further, his tongue seeking hers. She met him with a soft sigh, a quiet submission that sent a fresh wave of heat crashing through him.

He slid one of his hands upward, tangling fingers through her loose ash-blonde hair, tilting her head back, giving him better access. The other roamed lower, over the swell of her hip, fingers spreading wide. He felt the give of her flesh, the warmth of her skin beneath the thin material.

Was this it? Had he lost the battle, tossed the dice and failed the willpower save? Would he simply be watching the consequences play out from this point on, locked into his own impulsive decisions, riding the wave and momentum of his mistakes?

Mara broke the kiss abruptly, her hands flat against his chest, shoving him back with surprising strength. The sudden void where her body had been was a shock, cold and jarring. Grant stumbled, his back hitting the cool wood of the chamber wall with a dull thud.

Before he could react, a rustling whisper filled the room. Sylvan Luminaries, dozens of them, streamed in through the open balcony door, a river of silver, gold, and pale green light jostling the hanging curtain on the way by. They swirled around Mara, their collective glow intensifying, pulsing with a rhythmic energy. He felt it through their bond – a surge of her Harmony magic, cool and controlled, forming a defensive barrier around her that shimmered like the shadow of clear water in the sun.

His first, stupid impulse was to lunge back toward her, to reclaim the heat, to touch and take. He took a half-step, then another, pushing against the unseen ward. It felt like walking into a strong, cool wind, a gentle but insistent pressure holding him at bay.

Frustration, raw and potent, clawed at him. He saw Mara through the shimmering air, her eyes wide, her chest heaving, the queenly composure shattered, replaced by a look of… fear? Regret? He couldn’t tell.

The bonds hummed, a chaotic tangle of their shared emotions – his frustration, her alarm, the lingering heat of their interrupted passion. It was too much, all at once, conflicting wants and forbidden needs.

One of the Sylvan, a small, pale gold light, drifted too close. Without conscious thought, without intent, Grant absorbed it, using his Arcane Conversion like he might suck in a breath after being underwater. He felt the familiar, illicit pull, the Sylvan’s light dimming as its essence flowed into him, a sickeningly sweet rush of stolen power.

"Do you understand now?" asked Mara, her voice gaining an unfair amount of composure.

"I… didn't mean to do that." He shook his head, unsure if he even meant just a single one of his recent mistakes. "It just… happened."

"It cannot happen, Lord Hayes," said Mara, stiffly. "This is why you need training. This is why you must learn control. Seraphina never did, and to an extent… neither did Theron. I won't watch another round of this cycle. I refuse."

The bond thrummed with her resolve, but it was a fence around the shame and confusion that yet lingered. Mara held his gaze, almost staring him down like he might imagine she'd face off against a ghoul. After a moment, she turned and swiftly left his chamber.


Chapter 6

Grant was acutely aware of the fact that he wouldn't be getting to sleep right away. Both his mind and his body were abuzz, not to mention the lingering disruption of the complicated emotions pouring through his soul bonds.

He sat on the edge of his bed, the dim light from the balcony casting long shadows across the room. He could still feel the phantom warmth of Mara's body against his, the lingering sting of Aurelia's anger, the ghost of their shared, illicit heat.

He closed his eyes, trying to parse the insistent hum of the soul bonds. Mara's presence felt like a distant storm, her emotions a chaotic mix of queenly fury, bruised pride, and a deeper, aching vulnerability. It was a maelstrom, veiled by layers of regal composure, making it difficult to grasp anything concrete beyond the sheer intensity.

Aurelia was a sharper, more immediate fire, her anger and hurt a raw, open wound throbbing through their connection. Beneath the outrage, though, he sensed a flicker of something else, a confusing swirl of possessiveness and a desperate, almost pleading desire for… what?

Understanding? Reassurance? More? The signals were muddled, too strong, too primed, like overpowered speakers distorting the music.

Mara had described Affinity Bonds as stable, familial, platonic. These connections, thrumming with barely contained desire, jealousy, and explosive anger, felt anything but.

He remembered her words about Nexus Bonds – volatile, dangerous, forged in intense emotion, obsession, or forbidden love. Favalina’s accusations echoed in his mind, the elder’s sharp voice cutting through his own rationalizations.

A matter that threatens the very stability of the Grove…

The old woman wanted him gone, no doubt, but the uncomfortable truth was, she might not be entirely wrong in her basis. Grant scowled, annoyed in that uniquely frustrating way when one’s enemy makes a damn good point.

He left his chamber, feeling a sudden urge to be moving with agency, if aimlessly. The Evergreen Palace, at night, possessed a serene, almost cathedral-like stillness. Grant wandered its winding, root-woven hallways, the silence broken only by the faint whisper of his borrowed boots on the polished wood floor.

Sylvan Luminaries, fewer now than during the day, drifted like captive stars, their soft, multicolored glows casting long, dancing shadows that made the organic architecture seem to breathe. The air felt cool and clean, carrying the faint, sweet scent of unknown blossoms from the palace gardens and the pervasive, earthy aroma of the living wood itself.

He passed arched doorways leading to darkened chambers, glimpsed empty courtyards bathed in moonlight. Most of the palace slumbered. It was a welcome contrast to the chaotic energy that seemed to follow him with Mara and Aurelia.

He shuddered, the memory of absorbing the Sylvan in his chamber, the almost instinctive pull of his Arcane Conversion, still vivid. That casual, unthinking consumption of its essence… Mara was right.

He needed control, needed to understand this dangerous gift before it, or his tangled relationships, consumed him. Her training, however fraught their connection had become, felt less like an option and more like a desperate necessity. Things were complicated, yes, an understatement of epic proportions, but her guidance was the only lifeline he had in this sea of unknown magic.

His legs seemed to know where they were taking him even if his mind consciously didn't. His legs, and apparently his stomach. He made his way down to the palace kitchens, remembering his afternoon experiment.

Aveline looked up as he entered, a hint of amusement in her eyes as she wiped down the last of the heavy wooden countertops. The smoky scent of his makeshift pizza oven still lingered faintly in the air.

"Anything left of my culinary creation?" he asked, trying for a casual tone.

"Ah, the pizza." Aveline’s smile widened, crinkling the corners of her eyes as she wiped a stray crumb from the counter with her cloth. "Princess Aurelia came by a short while ago. Said she was feeling a bit peckish after her… early evening."

"She did?" he asked, furrowing his brow.

"Claimed the lot of it," said Aveline, her voice laced with a knowing amusement that Grant found mildly irritating. "Every last slice. Said it was surprisingly palatable."

He processed that. Annoyance warred with an odd, unexpected affection. The princess, sneaking down to the kitchens for his leftover pizza. There was something undeniably flattering about the image. That she enjoyed his food, his creation from another world, sparked a strange flicker of pride deep in his chest, a chef’s quiet satisfaction amplified by their tangled connection.

The thought of Lia surfaced, unbidden. The memory of her tiny hands scooping up green peas, the delighted noise she'd made when he’d let her taste a forbidden spoonful of ice cream. Sharing food with his daughter, the simple joy of her innocent awe. He shook his head, his pride over the pizza suddenly feeling wrong somehow, almost traitorous.

Aveline showed him to some other accessible leftovers, and he returned to his room after demolishing a few slices of bread and ham. This time, he was able to find sleep without much difficulty.



The dream began, as they often did, with a disorienting sense of normalcy. He stood in the cramped kitchen of their old duplex, the familiar scent of his Earth-pizza clinging to the air. Late night. Moonlight, a pale wash through the grimy window above the sink. Sara cradled Lia, humming a soft, tuneless melody, her back to him as she swayed gently.

"Brought you a slice," Grant said, his voice thick with a weariness that felt bone-deep, yet comforting in its familiarity.

Sara turned, a tired smile gracing her lips. Lia, a small, warm weight against her mother’s shoulder, snuffled in her sleep.

"Kale and chorizo?" she asked, her voice a low murmur.

He sighed, a sound he’d made a thousand times in response to her culinary demands and specifications. "Yes, Sara. Kale and chorizo."

"It's really good, mister pepperoni supremacist." She shifted Lia carefully in her arms, the movement fluid, maternal. "Thanks."

She carried Lia into the small living room. He watched her set their daughter gently into the crib that always seemed to take up too much space. He grabbed a slice of his own pizza from the box on the counter and took a bite.

Sara returned to the kitchen doorway, leaning against the frame, her arms crossed. Her gaze, warm and brown, was fixed on the crib.

"She's so beautiful," she whispered, her voice soft, a quiet wonder in it that always made Grant's chest ache in a good way.

"Yeah," he said, walking over to stand beside her, their shoulders brushing. He looked down at Lia.

Her small face, peaceful in sleep, was framed by wisps of downy, reddish-blonde hair. His daughter. His heart swelled. Her eyes slowly blinked open, and Grant froze, unsettled by the sight. Her irises were no longer the familiar blue-grey of infancy.

They were black, abyssal voids that swallowed the dim light of the room. Tiny, wickedly curved horns, the color of polished obsidian, began to sprout from her forehead, pushing through her soft baby skin, flesh red and exposed around the edges.

"So beautiful," Sara whispered again, with a raspy and deviant edge.



Grant awoke to a soft knock at his door, followed by it opening and a quiet, questioning "Lord Hayes?" He shuddered, pulling back his sweaty quilt, the remnants of what felt like a nightmare fading from the fore.

"Morning…" he muttered, blinking his eyes open.

He assumed the new arrival was Lycanthia initially, Aurelia's somewhat irritable servant, but realized the tone of voice  was a touch too mature. Larissa, Lycanthia’s older sister, stood just inside his doorway, though it took Grant longer than it should have to recognize her.

Gone were the practical leather trousers and tunic he’d seen her in at the stables. In their place, she wore a gown of deep blue that hugged her full figure, its simple cut somehow accentuating her mature curves more effectively than any elaborate finery. Her dark hair, usually pulled back in a severe braid, was partially down, softened around her face.

"The Queen sent me," Larissa said, a coy smile playing on her lips. "To help you prepare for your training with her this morning."

Grant nodded slowly, still processing the transformation. "I thought you mostly dealt with the horses."

"There are a few other specific tasks Queen Mara asks of me, on occasion." She stepped further into the room, the smile widening, dark honey eyes playful. She moved with easy grace and confidence that her current attire did nothing to diminish.

Larissa came close to his bed, taking slow, deliberate steps. The scent of her reached him, not clean and basic, more like fresh hay mixed with a hint of perfume. Her mischievous smile, the way her eyes seemed to assess him with a knowing amusement, stirred something in Grant, a flicker of warmth that felt like a confusing echo of the previous night's chaos.

"Does Queen Mara have… specific attire for me to wear?" he asked, wondering if he was imagining the tension.

"I don't believe so."

Larissa sat down next to him on the bed. Grant shifted further upright, realizing that his body was still primed from sleep, regardless of what his dreams had entailed.

"Is it related to… preparing my horse?" he asked, reaching for something resembling a guess.

"That would be between you and Pepper," said Larissa, her smile growing alongside the edge of play in her voice. "Are you… comfortable, Lord Hayes?"

Her hand brushed along his leg over the quilt and Grant finally understood her meaning. A low groan escaped him. All the teasing from the night before, both in body and through the soul bonds. The kissing, the arguing, tension building with no release.

"The Queen couldn't have asked you to… do this," he muttered.

"She did, and I accepted," said Larissa, with amusement. "It is for your training, from what I understand. To better allow you to focus, I believe is how Queen Mara presented it to me."

"Larissa…" Grant started to shake his head as her hand found its way under the quilt and onto his manhood. "You don't have to…"

"I'm well aware," said Larissa, with a little laugh. Her fingers softly ran up his length in a way that felt unspeakably good. "Queen Mara never forces me to lend aid to guests that I find distasteful. And if you truly want me to leave, you can always wait and see who she sends next, if you prefer."

"What I mean is…" He trailed off again, blinking in surprise as Larissa pulled the quilt up and slid her body underneath it.

What did he mean, exactly? It was hard to articulate an objection as he felt the warm breath of an attractive young woman teasing his sensitive and primed morning wood.

Grant let out a long, husky breath, the essence of guilty pleasure. He felt the rustle of fabric as she shifted, her movements surprisingly deft in the confined space. Her hair brushed against his thigh, a soft, ticklish sensation that sent an involuntary shiver through him.

"Just relax, Lord Hayes," Larissa whispered, her voice a low murmur against his skin, her breath warm. "Focus on clearing your mind. Queen Mara will need your full attention."

Her hand, lightly calloused from her work in the stables but surprisingly gentle, moved with a practiced confidence. He felt her fingers curl around his manhood, a firm, knowing grip that made his already primed body shudder with pleasure. She knew what she was doing and seemed to enjoy it. Larissa’s touch was direct, unapologetic, a statement of feminine purpose.

He swallowed hard, his throat hot and dry. The world narrowed to the exciting things taking place beneath the quilt, the trapped heat of their bodies, the intoxicating scent of her presence, and the insistent pressure of her hand. He tried to think, to form a protest, but his mind felt sluggish, and his body wanted exactly what she was offering.

The pressure changed. Her hand slid away, replaced by something softer, warmer, impossibly intimate. Her lips closed around the tip of his cock, a wet heat that sent a shockwave of pure pleasure through his system. Grant’s eyes snapped shut, his head lolling into a tiny, telling nod.

Her mouth moved with a skill that left no room for doubt, a slow, teasing rhythm that built heat with agonizing precision. He felt the pull, the gentle suction, the slick slide of her tongue. Each sensation was a fresh tease, erasing thought, leaving only raw, undeniable need. His hips moved involuntarily, a small, bucking motion under the quilt, seeking more, faster, deeper.

The tension that had coiled in his gut for days, the frustration, the confusion, the constant, warring desires stirred up and fed into by both Aurelia and Mara…

Whether intentional in the case of the former, or accidental for the latter, he'd suffered, nonetheless. Suffered and struggled in a way that fed his own horniness into the soul bonds, added to the distracting, recursive game of mutual forbidden attraction.

But now, it all came to a head, primed by the overwhelming power of the physical release she offered. This was… simpler. Cleaner, in a way. No soul bonds, no complicated echoes of past or future, just the undeniable reality of her mouth, her tongue, her lips, her focus.

He touched Larissa's head through the quilt, urging her on as his breath came in ragged gasps. The pressure built and built, coiling tighter, hotter, his body arching instinctively. It was too much, too fast, too intense. He was losing control, and a desperate, shameful part of him didn’t care. He just needed… this.

And he got it. His release was powerful and firm, days of pent up arousal coming to a head, a single, heart racing moment. He let out a couple of loud breaths as he unloaded, the pleasure dancing through him, Larissa's soft and practical hands running along the front of his legs, coaxing the last of his seed out of him.

The afterglow was brief and almost undercut by a feeling of guilt. At first, Grant thought of his wife, the fact that he'd just cheated on her… which was ridiculous.

She was the Demon Queen. The amount of pain and suffering she'd inflicted on Eldoria, according to Aurelia and Mara but also from his own brief observation, made the concept of fidelity seem silly.

But then, there was what he felt in the soul bonds. On one side, he felt a rise in excitement, but in an expected way, as though whatever he'd just sent out across the connection was of no surprise. Mara, almost certainly, having put Larissa up to this little morning ritual to begin with.

On the other side, however, Grant felt Aurelia's confusion and hyper awareness. He got the sense that she didn't know for sure whether he'd been with someone else or not. Masturbation was a thing that also reverberated similarly through the bond. Still, his pleasure seemed to be pushing all of her buttons, rendering her flustered, aroused, and angry, for some reason.

"How do you feel, Lord Hayes?" asked Larissa. "Was this an act the women from your realm were partial to?"

"On occasion."

He smiled, not trying too hard to hide his satisfaction.


Chapter 7

Larissa gave Grant directions to where Mara would be waiting for him to begin his training before she left. He felt oddly empowered by the expectation that he'd make it there himself, despite it not being more than a ten-minute ride from the palace. He was almost always accompanied or escorted or led, and it had a reviving effect on his sense of agency.

"Lord Hayes." Aurelia appeared at his door as he was pulling on his sword belt. "Enjoying your morning?"

"Thank you for knocking, Princess." He smiled at her in the mirror, where he could see her stepping into his chamber, looking around with suspicious eyes.

"I must have forgotten," she said. "How are you?"

Grant turned from the mirror, his smile fading slightly. "Awake. Well enough rested, I suppose. Why do you ask?"

Aurelia sauntered further into the room, her eyes scanning his features, a playful smirk dancing on her lips. The soul bond hummed with her curiosity, a bright, probing energy that made his skin prickle.

"Oh, no reason," she said, her voice light, innocent in a way that was anything but. "Just wondering if my grandmother happened to… stop by. To discuss your upcoming training, perhaps?"

He felt the pointedness of her question, the subtle accusation laced within the casual phrasing. "Queen Mara has many responsibilities. I wouldn't presume she'd prioritize a chat with a random palace guest first thing in the morning."

"Hmm." Aurelia tilted her head, her eyes narrowed. "So, she didn't come to see you then? No pre-training discussion? No… special royal wake-me-up?"

The air thickened, the playful energy shifting, gaining a sharper, more suggestive edge. Grant could feel her probing through the bond, a teasing exploration of his reactions.

"Just the usual palace routine," he said, trying for a dry tone. "Though I confess, I’m still trying to figure out if ‘special royal wake-me-up’ involves a trumpet or just a particularly enthusiastic Sylvan."

Aurelia chuckled, a low, musical sound that sent an unwelcome shiver down his spine. "Perhaps it depends on what the Queen… or her guest… is waking up from, or to. You seem surprisingly relaxed, Lord Hayes. You said you slept well?"

"Like a log," he lied, thinking of both his nightmare and Larissa. "A very sore, slightly confused log, but stiff wood nonetheless."

"Is that so?" Her voice dropped, a husky murmur that made the hairs on his neck stand up. "Perhaps you needed something to help you unwind. After all the excitement."

The verbal dance was escalating, her words like sparks near dry tinder of their analogy. He needed to deflect, to cool the rising heat.

"Unwinding usually involves a stiff drink," he said. "Not royal interrogations before breakfast."

"Interrogation sounds so rough," whispered Aurelia. "If only there was an alternative way for me to coax a real answer out of you…"

He turned to face her directly as he fixed his shirt, which felt like a mistake given how it immediately stoked the situation, the soul bond, the heat of her presence.

"If only," he said, holding her gaze.

A knock came at his door. Larissa poked her head in. Grant was impressed at his own lack of reaction, at least outwardly facing. It was impossible to completely subdue the new, interesting tension that existed between him and the multifaceted mistress of horses.

"I've readied Pepper for you, Lord Hayes," said Larissa. "You shouldn't keep Queen Mara waiting."

"Thank you, Larissa," said Grant.

"Yes, thank you, Larissa," said Aurelia, with a touch of annoyance that Grant wondered if even she fully understood. "I wish to speak with you again later today, Lord Hayes."

"Sure," he said. "Hope you enjoyed the pizza, Princess."

She shot him a scowl that was more bark than bite as she left his chamber in an exaggerated huff. Grant walked alongside Larissa through the palace out to his horse, neither of them saying a single word. By the time he approached Pepper, the tension felt so inflated as to risk popping on its own.

"Thank you," he said.

"Anytime," said Larissa.

He took a breath as she walked away, the wind blowing her hair around as an interesting breeze stirred it up. Pepper, his red-maned and somewhat irritable stallion, let out a rambunctious neigh and shuddered once as he made to climb onto his back. He was bound for the Spiral Stones, where Mara would await him for the start of his training.

Pepper moved with a grudging rhythm beneath him, the stallion’s gait still a little too jarring for Grant’s unaccustomed muscles, but no longer actively trying to unseat him with every other step. They followed a path that wound eastward from Arboreal Concordat, a ribbon of packed earth that Larissa had described as “a farmer's way,” somewhere below the main road but above a mere forest trail.

Sunlight, soft and golden, filtered through the high canopy of the silver-barked trees, painting shifting patterns on the mossy forest floor. The air hummed with the quiet symphony of the Grove. Grant immersed himself in the rustle of blue-green leaves, the distant chime of unseen water, the chirps of birds and buzz of insects.

It was beautiful, a profound, living landscape that felt a world away from the manicured lawns and asphalt streets of his suburban life back on Earth. There, nature was something to be contained, managed, edged neatly into submission.

Here, it was an overwhelming, immersive presence, wild yet harmonious. He found a strange calm settling over him, a perfect quiet that eased the greater weight of his anxiety and confusion. The forest wasn't just scenery. It felt like a breathing entity, ancient and patient. Even the soul bonds felt diminished amidst it, his own sense of peace enhanced and soothed by nature's embrace.

Larissa’s directions had been simple: follow the farmer's way east until he saw the Spiral Stones atop a hill to his left, just beyond a couple of old fallen logs. She'd said that it would be impossible to miss, which was one of those phrases that Grant always winced at, given how often it was an exaggeration.

If anything, this time, it was an understatement. Grant guided Pepper through a slight squeeze in the farmer's way, leafy branches scraping his shoulders like reaching arms. The path immediately opened up afterward, with a hilly clearing and a couple of fallen trees to his left.

Atop the most prominent of the hills stood what had to be his destination.

The Spiral Stones. They clawed at the sky from the crest of the hill, a ring of colossal, impossible structures that dwarfed anything Grant could have imagined. Not just stone slabs like what he'd been anticipating, but massive, twisting corkscrews of grey rock, each one easily fifteen feet tall, maybe more.

They spiraled upward from the earth with a bizarre, organic grace that defied their sheer bulk. The surfaces were weathered smooth in places, etched with faint, unreadable patterns in others, hinting at immense age. Sunlight caught the curves, casting long, contorted shadows across the grassy hilltop.

There was no question they were unnatural. No geological process Grant knew could have formed such intricate, uniform spirals on this scale. But the thought of carving them, of shaping tons of solid rock into these delicate, impossible forms, then hauling them here and erecting them with such precision… it boggled his mind. What tools, what techniques, what sheer, inhuman effort would that have taken?

Or just magic. He smiled, remembering where he was.

Mara stood beside the nearest stone, a slender, elegant figure against the ancient rock. She wore practical riding leggings of a dark, forest green and a pale green tunic that accentuated the lean strength of her frame.

Her hair was pulled back into a simple, functional ponytail, revealing the elegant line of her neck. Her horse, a placid-looking grey mare, was tied by its reins to a lower jut of the stone she leaned against.

She turned as Pepper crested the hill, her gaze meeting Grant’s. Even from this distance, he felt the shift in their bond, a tightening awareness, a quiet hum of her presence against the ancient stillness of the stones.

Grant set a hand on Theron's sword as he walked Pepper the last few steps up the slope. Mara seemed even shorter than she was in front of the stones, but he noticed how numerous the Sylvan were above and around the circle as he considered her safety. She might be a queen, but she was also a powerful user of Harmony magic, capable of moving about the Grove safely without an escort if she so chose.

"Queen Mara," he said, tying Pepper to the stone next to her horse.

"Lord Hayes." She nodded to him, but didn't smile. "I trust you were able to follow Larissa's directions effectively enough."

Grant chuckled, the sound light in the quiet of the hilltop. "Effectively enough indeed. Though I confess, I was somewhat surprised by the… breadth of her duties."

He saw the faint twitch at the corner of Mara’s lips. The bond between them warmed, a low acknowledgment of her reluctant amusement mixed with a familiar, proprietary tension.

"Larissa serves the Grove as needed, Lord Hayes," said Mara, her voice retaining its queenly composure, though her eyes held a flicker of something less guarded. "Her loyalty and discretion are… commendable."

"Commendable, is it?" Grant couldn't resist pushing, a playful smirk touching his own lips. He stepped a bit closer, feigning interest in the weathered patterns on the stone. "And what, precisely, will this training of yours entail? Are you certain you're up to the task of instructing such a student with such foreign and rambunctious ways?"

He let his gaze linger on her, a silent challenge. The air between them crackled faintly, the bond pulsing with her carefully managed reaction. She saw his game, felt the tease, but didn't rise to it in the way Aurelia might have.

Mara turned her head slightly, her gaze sweeping over the Spiral Stones, then settling back on him, cool and appraising. "You must learn to control yourself."

The words were direct, unambiguous, the perfect riposte. Grant smiled, but didn't look away, giving her room to continue or sink into the tension.

"Specifically, to control your abilities, especially around the Sylvan," she said, finally glancing to the stones. "Your Arcane Conversion, as you wield it now… it is a blunt instrument. You take, you consume. You must learn to draw from their power, yes, but without exhausting what they offer, without damaging their essence."

"I'm open to that," he said. "It would certainly be more useful if I could use it without being constantly accused of channeling the profane."

"It is possible, though it won't be easy." Mara gestured vaguely toward the Sylvan Luminaries drifting near the stones, their light a soft partner to the sun's brighter glow. "My Harmony magic is a deeper connection, an understanding of the Grove's energies. It is the natural way of things amidst the Harmony, to borrow, to share, to work in concert. Your ability is versatile, certainly, but crude. Not unlike yourself, in some ways."

There was a fondness in both her tone and the bond that hinted to Grant that she was seeing him twice. Once as the otherworldly outlander, strange mannerisms and a stranger power. A second time as an echo of Theron, imbued with the weight and leftover emotions of that loss.

"I'm ready when you are, Mara," Grant said, a flicker of something unreadable in his gaze. He shifted his weight, the leather of Theron's sword belt creaking faintly. "What exactly does this training involve? More… slow breathing exercises?"

He remembered the candlelit ritual by the river, the heat of her skin, the impossible intimacy of their soul bond forming. The memory sent a distracting warmth through their connection, a blush of shared history that Mara, to her credit, seemed to either ignore or master with queenly composure.

"Something a bit more active to start, Lord Hayes," Mara said, a faint smile touching her lips, though her eyes remained serious.


Chapter 8

Mara gestured with one arm as the Sylvan fluttered slightly, holding their positions in the air against the urging of the wind.

"Go to the center of the stones," she said. "Close your eyes. And then… spin around. Keep spinning until I tell you to stop."

Grant blinked. "Spin?"

"You heard me."

He hesitated, frowning a bit. This felt less like arcane training and more like a child's game, or perhaps a bizarre sobriety test. Still, she was the queen, the one offering guidance. He walked to the grassy midpoint of the Spiral Stones, the massive, twisting rocks looming around him like ancient, silent judges.

He closed his eyes, the world dissolving into a red-tinged darkness . Taking a breath, he began to turn, slowly at first, then picking up speed, his arms slightly outstretched for balance. The uneven ground made it a clumsy effort.

"Faster, Lord Hayes," Mara’s voice commanded, seeming to echo faintly off the stones.

He pushed himself, spinning more rapidly, the sensation of the sun warming his face, then the cool shadow of a stone, then sun again. The world became an affair of dizzying darkness. Just as a wave of true vertigo threatened to crumple him, Mara’s voice cut through the blur.

"Stop."

Grant stumbled to a halt, his head swimming. He instinctively reached out, bracing himself against the unseen air, fighting the urge to open his eyes.

"Now," Mara said, her voice suddenly different. It seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once, a disembodied sound that resonated within the stone circle. "With your eyes still closed… find me."

He stood there, swaying slightly, the world still tilting behind his closed eyelids, bemused at her proposition. Find her? How? He couldn't see, couldn't pinpoint her location by sound alone. What kind of test was this?

He took a tentative step, arms outstretched like a sleepwalker. "This is a bit like finding a needle in a haystack, Queen Mara. A very large, royal needle."

"Perhaps," Mara’s voice drifted from his left, amusement dancing in its tone. "But one that is allowing herself to be found. Or perhaps not."

Grant shuffled in that direction, hands still outstretched. "Eager or not, it doesn't make the haystack any smaller."

"Warmer, Lord Hayes," she said, her voice now seeming to come from slightly behind him. "Much warmer than you even realize."

He turned slowly, trying to pinpoint the sound. "Are you enjoying this, Mara? Watching your guest stumble about like a drunken fool?"

"Immensely," she said, the word laced with a dry wit that vibrated through their bond. "It's not often I get such… unvarnished entertainment. Oh, a bold choice, Lord Hayes. That way? Interesting."

He tried focusing on the bond, which usually gave him a general sense of where Mara and Aurelia were, but Mara had seemingly obscured herself through it along with throwing her voice. Grant sighed, taking another tentative step toward where he thought she'd spoken last.

"I'm searching for the mighty Queen of the Grove, completely blind," he said. "A little more guidance and a little less cryptic commentary might be in order."

"But are you truly blind, Lord Hayes?" asked Mara, her voice softer now, closer.

He paused, the question settling over him. Blind? Visually, yes. The world behind his eyelids was a swirling mess of residual light and shadow. But Mara's question hinted at something more. He stilled his breath, focusing inward, past the lingering dizziness, past the sounds of the wind rustling the grass.

He reached out with his senses, not his hands. The Sylvan. He could feel them, a faint, prickling awareness, like distant stars glimpsed on a cloudy night. They weren’t scattered randomly. They clustered.

A faint, almost imperceptible pull drew his attention toward one side of the stone circle. Were they… around her? A clue, perhaps? She was, after all, a practitioner of Harmony magic.

He took a cautious step in that direction, then another. The sensation of the Sylvan grew marginally stronger.

"Getting warmer?" he asked, a hint of a smile touching his lips.

"Perhaps you are finally opening your other senses," said Mara, her voice closer than he expected, but still elusive.

He moved toward the concentration of Sylvan light he perceived in his mind’s eye. As he did, he sensed a subtle shift in their energy, a swirling movement. They weren't static. They were moving with her. He was closing in, but she was circling, playing a game of proximity and evasion.

Grant kept his eyes closed, a faint smirk playing on his lips. The Sylvan were the clue he needed, but he wouldn't let on just yet. He took a deliberately slow, uncertain step in a slightly wrong direction, his hands still outstretched.

"This could take all day, Mara," he said, his voice laced with feigned exasperation. "Are you prepared for such a lengthy game of hide-and-seek? Not sure my patience is as boundless as this Grove."

Mara laughed, the sound clear and musical, echoing faintly off the ancient stones. The bond vibrated with her amusement, a warm, inviting hum. "Then we shall be here all day, Grant. With such beautiful weather, the sun warm on our faces, the wind whispering through the stones… there could certainly be worse ways to spend a morning and afternoon."

He heard the subtle shift in her position, a slight rustle of fabric as she relaxed, her guard lowering with her laughter. That was his opening.

Grant moved, abandoning his feigned clumsiness. He spun, his senses locked onto the swirling cluster of Sylvan light, the epicenter of her presence. Three quick, silent steps closed the distance. His hands shot out, not blindly, but with unerring precision.

He caught her from behind, his arms wrapping around her waist, pulling her back against his chest in a sudden, surprisingly intimate embrace. Mara gasped, a sharp intake of breath against his ear, her body stiffening in surprise before relaxing almost imperceptibly into his hold. The scent of her, earthy and floral, filled his senses.

"Found you," Grant whispered, his lips brushing the delicate skin just below her ear. The fine hairs there tickled against his skin.

Mara’s breath stuttered. He felt the subtle tremor that ran through her, a shiver of surprise, or perhaps something else. She leaned back almost imperceptibly against his chest, the movement slight but undeniable.

His arms tightened instinctively around her waist, his hands splaying across the soft fabric of her tunic, feeling the warmth of her body beneath. The bond between them pulsed, a sudden flare of her startled awareness, quickly followed by a nervous, fluttering excitement that mirrored his own.

"So you did, Lord Hayes," Mara said, her voice a low murmur, a little breathless. "And with such… surprising alacrity. I confess, I underestimated your… other senses."

He felt the soul bond stirring, a warm current of her reluctant amusement, mixed with that spike of awareness, a nervous energy that was undeniably arousal. His own body responded, a familiar heat coiling low in his gut. He shifted slightly, pressing himself more firmly against the curve of her backside, a deliberate, almost unconscious movement.

"Perhaps you simply underestimated my determination to find what I'm looking for, Your Highness," Grant said, his voice husky. One of his hands moved, his thumb tracing a slow, deliberate circle on her hip, feeling the slight give of her flesh through the tunic.

Mara’s breathing quickened. He felt the slight rise and fall of her chest against his arms. "And what is it you're looking for, precisely?"

The question hung in the air, loaded. He felt the shift in their bond, her curiosity sharpening, tinged with a daring anticipation. He lowered his head, inhaling the scent of her hair, earthy and clean. He let his hand slide up her body, feeling how she leaned into the touch, seeking the contact as his palm slid toward her bosom.

"Whatever… the training entails," he muttered.

The mention of his training seemed to snap Mara back to reality, for better or worse. The Sylvan swirled around them, and then in between, dazzling and blinding Grant as Mara slid forward from his grasp. He reached after her, too turned on to be dissuaded so easily.

But his hand stopped abruptly, pressing into what felt like an invisible barrier, not entirely rigid, but impossible to force through directly. It was translucent, but shimmered in a way that revealed its shape, almost like clear water glittering on a sunny day.

"We… should continue," said Mara, fixing her tunic.

"I was about to." Grant let his eyes continue smoldering as he watched her through the Harmony barrier.

"This time… reaching me will not be a matter of sensitivity, but raw power," said Mara.

"Raw power." He chuckled and shook his head, touching the barrier again, which felt even more solid this time around. "This is your Harmony magic. I've seen what you can do before. What are you expecting?"

"For you to try to push through it while staying in control," said Mara.

"That means just not using my Arcane Conversion," he muttered. "I seriously doubt I'll make much progress without it."

"Would it help if you closed your eyes again, Lord Hayes?" Mara's voice gained a teasing edge, and she even turned back around, raising her arms and arching her back slightly in a stretch. It conjured the previous moment back into existence, how he'd wrapped himself around her, held her firmly, felt her surrender.

That teasing edge from her voice suffused the character of the bond, simultaneously spurring Grant on and murdering his focus. He made a simple attempt at pressing his hand forward through the barrier. It was a bit like trying to force his hand through a mattress turned on its side, with faint ripples of light spreading out from where he made contact.

It pushed against him, bending without breaking. He took a step back, the invisible wall of Harmony magic humming faintly before him. The wind, which had been a gentle sigh, picked up suddenly, sweeping across the hilltop.

It caught Mara’s ponytail, whipping the loose strands out front across her face, pressing her pale green tunic against the lines of her body in a way that did little to cool the lingering heat between them.

She turned slowly, facing him fully, her expression unreadable. She said nothing, her silence significant against the backdrop of the swirling Sylvan and the ancient, silent stones. She simply watched him… watched and waited. The lack of words, the complicated friction of her quiet observation, stirred that familiar, frustrating tension that always seemed to coil between them.

He took a few more steps back, putting distance between himself and the shimmering, invisible barrier. He lowered his shoulder, eyes fixed on the spot where Mara stood, a regal, unmoving figure framed by the spiraling stones. He took a breath, then charged, a short, desperate burst of momentum.

His shoulder slammed into the Harmony magic with a dull, jarring thud. It was like hitting a wall of dense, unyielding air. The impact reverberated up his arm, stinging his shoulder socket, but the barrier merely let out an amused ripple. He bounced back, stumbling a step, the effort completely, utterly useless. He hadn't really expected it to work, but the sheer ineffectiveness was still galling.

"Do not pretend to be ignorant of why you are here, Lord Hayes," said Mara.

Her tone was just sharp and probing enough to make his anger flare, but he bit back a testy reply in favor of action. His Arcane Conversion did seem to have a habit of sucking up Sylvan, and ambient magic, really… but what if he went slow with it? Could he focus and draw enough power to do something useful without losing himself to the impulse to consume?

Grant eyed the shimmering barrier, then the cloud of Sylvan drifting lazily near one of the Spiral Stones. He could feel their presence, a gentle, ambient hum. His past attempts at Arcane Conversion had been desperate, greedy gulps of power. This time, he focused, reaching out with his will, not his hunger. He pictured a thin stream, a deliberate siphon, rather than a gushing torrent.

He targeted a small cluster of pale blue Sylvan, their light soft against the grey stone. He breathed in, slowly, imagining drawing just a thread of their essence. The first taste was a shock, entirely different from the raw, almost violent rush he’d experienced before.

This was clean, pure, like ice-cold spring water on a parched throat. Warmth spread through his limbs, not the corrosive heat of Blight-tainted power, but a vibrant, energizing thrum. It felt like the peak of a runner’s high combined with the focused buzz of a perfect lift, self-affirming, strengthening. His muscles tightened, not with tension, but with a feeling of controlled readiness.

He curled his right hand into a fist, the newfound energy coiling within him. Stepping forward, he unleashed a short, sharp punch at the invisible wall. His knuckles met the barrier with a solid thud. Ripples of silver-gold light spread from the point of impact, and the air shimmered, but the Harmony magic held. Stronger, yes. He felt it. But not strong enough. He needed more.

He pulled back, extending his Arcane Conversion to more of the Sylvan. What caught him off guard was that the Harmony barrier itself seemed to ripple, contort toward him slightly, pulled by the same current. Could he simply absorb it, too? No, not yet. The answer came to him like he was sizing up a meal on a half full stomach. Too much, too fast. But the Sylvan…

He shook his head, seeing Mara's expression, the concern edging into her eyes, furrowing her brow. Pulling his arm back, Grant punched the barrier again, feeling tangled emotions and conflicting drives clouding his judgment, pulling his strings. He wanted to suck in the Sylvan, smash through the barrier, and seize the woman on the other side. He wanted to take. It didn't matter what or why.

Grant clenched his teeth, the taste of raw power, addictive and exhilarating, flooding his senses. He pushed harder against the shimmering wall of Harmony magic, his Arcane Conversion flaring, losing the precision of a careful stream as it morphed into a greedy vortex. Sylvan Luminaries, dozens of them, were pulled into the current, their light dimming, their essence pouring into him in a burst of intoxicating energy.

The rush was incredible, a wildfire in his veins, burning away doubt, leaving only a savage hunger for more. He felt his muscles coil, his senses sharpen to an almost painful degree. The barrier before him wavered, thinned. He could break it. He would break it. He saw Mara through the distortion, her eyes wide with alarm.

"Grant! Stop!" Mara’s voice cut through the haze of his power-drunk state, sharp with command and a desperate edge of fear. "Breathe! Control it!"

He barely heard her. The desire to shatter the barrier, to consume every last Sylvan, to take anything and everything he wanted, was simply too strong. He leaned into the wall of energy, his fist crackling with absorbed power.

But the barrier didn't just resist. It shoved. A violent wave of pure Harmony magic slammed into him, not with destructive force, but with an overwhelming, irresistible push. It felt like being hit by a rogue wave, stealing his breath, flinging him backward.

Grant flew several feet, landing hard on his back, the air driven from his lungs in a painful whoosh. The world spun, a nauseating kaleidoscope of blue sky and swirling Sylvan light.

He lay there, gasping, the addictive echo of the consumed power still thrumming through him, a siren song urging him to rise, to take more, to lose himself in that intoxicating flood. He knew, with a terrifying certainty, that if he got to his feet, he wouldn't be able to stop.

Mara walked over to him with soft, quick steps. She dropped to her knees, her face etched with concern, but also judgment. Judgment alongside a searching question. Her eyes, so like his mother's, were looking for something deeper within him. She reached out, one hand holding his, while the other rested atop his chest, right over his fast beating heart.

"This is why you need to learn control," she said.


Chapter 9

Despite the fact that Grant had, ostensibly, failed his first lesson, he was still abuzz with newfound strength and power as he walked back toward the horses alongside Mara. She seemed to sense it, too, watching him out of the corner of her eye, though perhaps her interest was merely a version of her usual scrutiny.

"Just the one test for today?" he asked. "Is the Queen too busy for a longer lesson?"

Mara’s lips curved into a slow, knowing smile, a flicker of amusement in her  eyes. “It would be a waste of your considerable… energy, Lord Hayes. To test you again before you’ve properly spent what you’ve already absorbed would obscure the very lesson I intend to impart.”

The air between them thickened, the bond humming with a familiar, inappropriate heat. Grant took a step closer, the scent of her, earthy and subtly floral, filling his senses. He lowered his voice.

"And when the next lesson comes, Queen Mara…" he said. "Will you be sending Larissa to wake me again? To ensure I'm… adequately prepared?"

He saw Mara bristle, a subtle tightening around her mouth, her posture stiffening almost imperceptibly. The bond, however, was less subtle. A sharp, unexpected spike of jealousy, raw and possessive, shot through their connection, catching Grant completely off guard. She’d sent Larissa. Why would she feel… that?

"That… should not be necessary for future lessons, Lord Hayes," Mara said, her voice regaining a measure of regal coolness, though a faint flush stained her cheeks. "Now that you are aware of the… overall objective of the training. I hope that doesn't disappoint you too deeply."

"Oh, I'm sure I can still find a way to start my morning off right, Your Highness," he said. "One way or another."

She didn't say anything, not right away, and she didn't look away either. It wasn't until Pepper let out one of his puffy, irritated sneezes that the spell lost some of its power.

"We should ride back to the city now," she said.

"We should."

They rode in a silence that hummed with the residue of their encounter. The farmer’s way, brilliantly ordained with sunlight and shadow, felt intimate and cozy. Grant focused on Pepper’s rhythm, the creak of leather, the soft thud of hooves on packed earth.

He took slow breaths, feeling each glance Mara cast his way twice over, a silent question and a subtle acknowledgment of the currents swirling between them. The bond was a constant, always there underneath the surface of the quiet, charged with the memory of the morning's training and their last exchange.

The silver trees of the Grove gradually thickened around them, the path widening as they neared Arboreal Concordat. The distant sounds of the city grew clearer, resolving into individual people, common crowds. As they rounded a final bend, the main gate came into view, a familiar archway in the living wood and stone wall.

But the scene on the road was not familiar. A column of riders, brutish and metallic against the organic backdrop of the Concordat, approached the entrance, still a half mile or so out. The polished silver of plate armor and chainmail glinted in the afternoon sun, painful on the eye in comparison to the Sylvan leather. Behind them, a dark, enclosed carriage pulled by two massive black horses followed along as the escort of honor.

Mara reined her horse in sharply, her body tensing. Grant felt the shift through their bond, a sudden chill, an immediate wariness. She nudged her horse closer to Pepper, until their legs nearly brushed.

"Ambassador Hawthorne," muttered Mara, her voice low, tight with displeasure. "She sees fit to make another visit, it seems."

The name landed with a thud in Grant’s memory. Sadia Hawthorne. The sharp-eyed woman from Selsux, the one who’d tried to pry into his origins at the banquet, her words edged with subtle invitations and even less subtle threats.

"Is that good news or bad news?" he asked, keeping his own voice down.

Mara’s gaze remained fixed on the procession approaching her city. "Likely the latter, Lord Hayes. She has too large of a force with her. I don't understand what her purpose is, but I suspect it extends beyond diplomacy."

He was tense and ready as they rode toward the gate, crossing the ground in between a bit behind the Selsux forces. They didn't head immediately into the city, instead coming to a stop on the road and falling into lines. A single glance at the arched gate was enough to tell Grant why.

"Aurelia…" muttered Mara. "What is she doing?"

Aurelia stood atop the closed city gate, her staff planted firmly, a solitary figure against the backdrop of Arboreal Concordat’s living towers. Her expression was serious, jaw set, eyes fixed on the approaching Selsux contingent.

Sylvan began to gather around her. Not the gentle, drifting lights Grant had grown accustomed to, but a swarm, a tempest of emerald, gold, and silver.

They converged around Aurelia, a swirling vortex of pure Harmony magic, their collective light so intense it made the afternoon sun seem dim. With a subtle lift of her staff, she rose from the gate, hovering in the air, a beacon of defiant power, the Sylvan a shimmering, living cloak around her.

"Someone doesn't seem happy about these visitors," he muttered.

He felt the sharp spike of Mara’s frustration through their bond, a cold fury that reverberated through his own chest, though clearly not directed at him. He risked a glance at her. Her face was even with composure, but her knuckles were white on the reins, and the soul bond thrummed with her barely contained anger.

"She can't be doing this," muttered Mara. "But for me to challenge Aurelia, my heir, the Sylvan Hope… I simply can't. Not now, not with Hawthorne and her soldiers witnessing every move. To show such disunity might prove to be a fatal political misstep."

As Aurelia hung suspended in her incandescent glory, a different image flashed in Grant’s mind, unwelcome and vivid. The dream. Lia, his baby daughter, her innocent face twisting, eyes turning to black voids. The power, the defiance in Aurelia’s stance, suddenly felt… wrong, echoing that nightmarish transformation.

"Allow me," said Grant.

He swung his leg over Pepper’s side, dropping to the packed earth of the road. He gave the startled horse’s flank a reassuring pat before turning toward the Selsux soldiers, preparing to push through their ranks.

"Lord Hayes!" snapped Mara.

But he was already moving, and he knew she couldn't follow him anymore than she could confront Aurelia herself. The soldiers were packed tightly together, and several gave him annoyed and confused glances until he found a lane between ranks to run down.

"Hey!" A tall soldier with a high collared cape seized Grant's arm just as he was nearing the gate. "What's the meaning of this?"

Grant might have offered an answer, were it not for the other soldiers moving to surround him, closing in. He acted on reflex, yanking his arm free and attempting to continue forward. A second man raised a cudgel, poised to club him down for even the most mild act of rebellion.

Grant shoved the man with the cudgel, more out of instinct than intention. A surge of unexpected force coursed through his arm, a familiar, exhilarating thrum. It was the residue of his morning’s training, power he hadn't realized he still carried, now exploding outward.

The Selsux soldier, a man easily Grant's weight, flew backward as if struck by a speeding truck. He crashed into the surrounding soldiers, a tangle of flailing limbs and clattering armor. They went down like bowling pins, a chaotic heap of surprised shouts and scratching steel.

Everyone, including Grant, seemed stunned for a moment, the spell broken only by the wind whipping around the gate. He stared at the fallen soldiers, flexing his fingers experimentally amidst the fading rush of power. He could still feel it, a vibrant warmth humming beneath his skin, a hidden reserve of strength he hadn't consciously tapped.

He didn't waste the opportunity. He took two running steps, his gaze snapping up to the wall where Aurelia hovered, and launched himself forward, intending to leap over the tangled mess of soldiers.

The ground fell away with shocking speed. He wasn't just clearing the soldiers. He was clearing the fucking air. The faces of the Selsux contingent blurred below, but he still heard a few shouts of astonishment. The wind rustled his clothing and hair. He landed, not on the road, but with a solid thud on the wide parapet of the gate, right beside Aurelia.

"Grant?" Aurelia looked bewildered, and the Sylvan she'd been using to buoy herself up seemed to falter slightly along with her focus. "How… did you do that?"

She descended to touch down next to him, letting the Luminaries spread out a bit but still keeping them in her orbit. Grant pumped out a single squat to make his legs feel a little less like jelly from the sudden exertion.

"It seems like my training with your grandmother is already paying off," he said.

"She is going to be furious with you for making such a big scene," said Aurelia, setting her hands on her hips.

"I'm sorry, which of us are we talking about right now?" he countered. "It was your little stunt that inspired me to come over to begin with."

"How does that saying from your world go again?" asked Aurelia. "Partners in crime? I can think of worse company to make mischief with."

"You have no off switch, do you?"

"No more than you have an ability to speak plain," she said, playfully flexing her fingers.

"I think right now we both need to be choosing our words carefully," said Grant. "Mind explaining why you are currently in a standoff with what appears to be a Selsux army?"

Before she could start, another figure rose to join them on the parapet.

A swirl of golden and silver light, brighter and more concentrated than Aurelia’s earlier display, heralded Mara’s ascent. She rose from the road, carried by a dense cluster of Sylvan Luminaries.

Grant watched as several Sylvan detached themselves from Aurelia’s shimmering aura and zipped toward Mara, merging seamlessly with the Queen’s escort. A subtle, undeniable statement of authority.

Mara’s face, when it came level with the parapet, was rich with restrained fury, eyes narrowed, lips pressed into a thin, unforgiving line. Grant braced himself, unsure where the storm of her anger would break.

"We will speak of this later, Aurelia," said Mara, her voice a low, dangerous murmur that barely carried over the wind.

"Fine," snapped Aurelia, the single word sharp with resentment and defiance.

The air crackled, thick with their unspoken conflict. Grant felt the jarring dissonance through the soul bonds as Aurelia’s fiery indignation crashed against Mara’s icy displeasure. It was a turbulent current, pulling him in two directions at once.

Mara's attention shifted as Ambassador Hawthorne’s carriage door opened and the Selsux diplomat began to emerge from within the ranks of her soldiers.

Her composure slid back into place. The fury receded from her eyes, replaced by a cool, assessing calm as Hawthorne finally stepped onto the road, her dark, tailored attire and practical means of transport a blunt contrast to the Sylvan splendor.

She was an attractive woman, but in a serious way, with short dark hair and a slender build. Her eyes held a severe quality, like she was constantly judging the world as not quite being up to snuff, and her posture hinted at a military background.

"Queen Mara," Hawthorne called up. "Princess Aurelia. I appreciate the fanfare of your… unique welcome, Sylvan Luminaries and all. But I question why the gate remains closed. Are we being refused from your city?"

"It is good to see you again, Ambassador." Mara's voice carried much further, gently amplified by the Sylvan. "You caught us by surprise. Princess Aurelia was acting on my orders to be stringent in assessing all who pass through our walls. We have been seeing an uptick in both bandit and ghoul activity across the past few days."

"Of which we are neither, as I'm sure you can see," called Hawthorne.

"I do, of course," said Mara. "Though I am still left wondering why you travel with such a force this time around. This is more than a simple ambassador's escort."

Hawthorne let out a laugh in that way of people reacting to a thin insult, a veiled slight. "So perceptive, Lady Mara. You are correct. I have not come to deliver a missive on behalf of the Archbishop. The Aethelberg Conclave is invoking one of the old treaties between Selsux and the Grove. We seek the aid of the acclaimed Sylvan warriors against an aggressor, along with hospitality for our forces."


Chapter 10

Mara didn't say anything, the weight of Hawthorne's news apparent to Grant simply from the gravity in her expression. Aurelia shook her head, sighing out her worry.

"Hosting an army from Selsux," muttered Aurelia. "That's going to be no small imposition on the common folk. They might as well invade us for how most will react to it."

Mara's annoyance flared through the bond, though her granddaughter had spoken quietly enough to be heard by no one else. Slowly, eyes still locked on the Selsux host below, the Queen of the Grove nodded.

"We will open our gates for you, of course," said Mara. "But as one friendly realm to another. I must meet with you and gain a full understanding of the situation to verify the invoking of this treaty myself."

"You question the validity of the cause which stirs the battle monks to war?" called Hawthorne.

"That is not what I said." Mara smiled as though talking to a precocious child who'd overstepped. "I simply require complete knowledge of events to determine how best the Grove might lend aid."

Mara nodded to some of the Sylvan warriors on the parapet, who hurried about with their duties. The gates opened, Hawthorne climbed back into her carriage, and the Selsux army began passing into Arboreal Concordat.

Grant felt the tension in both Mara and Aurelia through the bond and got the strangest feeling that he was witnessing an event that would one day be written into their history books.

He watched the slow procession of the soldiers with a vague feeling of unease, the rhythmic tramp of their armored boots a heavy addition to the usual quiet hum of the Concordat. The air on the parapet still crackled with unspoken tension.

"Aurelia," said Mara, her voice low but firm, turning from the receding Selsux column to face her granddaughter. "If you ever intend to be taken seriously as a leader, as the Sylvan Hope, you must learn diplomacy. That display at the gate was a reckless, impulsive choice. It achieved nothing but to showcase our internal divisions."

Aurelia whirled, her green eyes flashing. "And what would you have had me do, Grandmother? Roll out a welcome mat for an army that historically enslaved our people? Perhaps you’d prefer I offered them refreshments and a tour of the Grove's defenses while I was at it?"

The bond flared with Aurelia’s bitter sarcasm, a sharp, stinging current.

"There is a vast difference between a welcome mat and outright provocation," said Mara, her voice tightening. "Hawthorne is no fool. She saw your defiance for what it was – a petulant outburst, not a calculated show of strength."

"Petulant?" Aurelia’s voice rose, trembling slightly. "You speak to me of recklessness after you lied to me for my entire life? After you… manipulate situations to your liking, regardless of who it hurts?"

The accusation, raw and pointed, hung heavy between them. Grant saw Mara flinch, a flicker of pain crossing her face. He felt the shift through their bond – a stab of Aurelia’s hurt, and Mara’s pained defensiveness, all tangled with the confusing, ever-present awareness of him standing between them.

"This is hardly the time or place for such dramatics," said Mara, her tone dismissive, though the bond betrayed the sting of Aurelia's words.

"Perhaps we could all just agree that surprise armies are rarely good news?" said Grant, trying for a light tone. "Maybe next time they can send a raven, or whatever the Eldorian equivalent of an RSVP is?"

Neither woman so much as glanced his way. Their attention remained locked on each other, the air swelling with the fresh, raw wounds of recent betrayals and unspoken grievances.

Grant sighed. This wasn't just about the gate, or Hawthorne, or even Seraphina anymore. This was deeper, a complicated knot of their shared history with their new dynamic with him twisted into the mix. It would take more than jokes to start the untangling.

Mara stayed to speak with the Sylvan warriors on the wall. Grant walked alongside Aurelia as they passed into the city, noting the distinct change in tone amongst the common folk of Arboreal Concordat.

The usual murmur of the streets was muted, replaced by a strained quiet. People moved with a new tension, their faces tight, eyes darting toward the Selsux soldiers with wary curiosity that quickly shuttered into neutrality when noticed.

Even the Luminaries, usually drifting with a lazy, playful grace, now seemed subdued. Their lights pulsed with a quicker, more anxious rhythm, and they hovered closer to the eaves of buildings or high in the branches of the heartwood towers, avoiding the main thoroughfares where the foreign soldiers marched.

Grant realized, with a sudden clarity, how open and at ease the people of the Concordat had been before. Their previous calmness hadn't been indifference, but a deep-seated peace, a quiet confidence in the Harmony of their Grove. Now, that peace felt fractured, infected by a palpable undercurrent of uncertainty.

Neither he nor Aurelia said anything until they'd entered the Evergreen Palace, weathering the mood alongside everyone else. They stopped where a hallway would bring him to his guest room and the stairs continued up to Aurelia's bedchamber.

"You'd have fought alongside me if they'd attacked, or if I'd attacked them," she said, bluntly. "Wouldn't you have?"

The question brought him back to that moment, which unfortunately included how Lia had come to mind, the nightmare of her corruption. He stared at Aurelia, trying to see the Sylvan Princess, rather than a grown up version of his daughter. She was Sara and Theron's daughter, but that hardly dulled his emotional reaction. The truth was, if anything, more unsettling than the uncanny resemblance.

"I would have done whatever was needed to make sure you were safe," he said, choosing his words carefully even as he worked through what he meant by them.

"Grant…" Aurelia blinked like he'd just admitted his love for her. But that was simply what she'd heard, not what he'd said… wasn't it?

Lia, he thought. I'm coming back. Whatever it takes. I'll get back to you and keep you safe.

Aurelia pressed forward, closing the small gap between them before Grant could process her intent. Her hands came up to touch his face, fingers surprisingly firm against his jaw, and then her mouth was on his.

For a stupid, betraying instant, he kissed her back. It was pure reflex, an automatic response to the unexpected pressure of her lips, the tension between them, the sudden intimacy. The soul bond flared, a dizzying rush of her smoldering excitement and a confusing, exhilarating triumph.

He pulled back abruptly as his mind caught up with his body. His eyes darted down the empty hallway, then up the curving staircase.

Empty. They were alone. Completely and utterly alone. He realized he'd been looking for an excuse, a reason to push her away, some external interruption to save him from himself, from her. There wasn't one.

Aurelia watched him, eyes wide and searching, lips slightly parted, still glistening from their brief contact. He saw the challenge in her gaze, the unwavering resolve, and something else – a vulnerability that mirrored the turmoil in his own chest.

He should stop this. He had to stop this. Lia. His daughter. Sara. His wife.

But Aurelia leaned in again, slower this time, giving him every opportunity to turn away. He didn't. Her mouth met his again, softer now, a seeking pressure that bypassed his crumbling defenses.

The fire she was playing with wasn't just desire. It was a conflagration of every forbidden thought, every confusing emotion he'd been fighting. Her mouth was a spark, her body against his, dry tinder.

He set a hand on her hip, intending to stop her. Grounding her, instead, as his other hand started up along the curve of her hip, higher, higher. He let his thumb brush the edge of her breast, and the way Aurelia shuddered completely torched his rational focus,. She was riding the moment in the bond as much as in her body, and the thought of what it would feel like, to follow it to the end, follow it right to the end…

Mara sensed them. It was a sudden snap of disapproval, like the way his mother back on Earth might set her glass down a little too hard in the wake of a tense dinner argument.

"Put my grandmother out of your mind," whispered Aurelia.

"It's more than just that," he said, the words feeling heavy, insufficient.

Aurelia pulled back a fraction, her eyes narrowing. The playful heat in the bond cooled, replaced by a familiar, indignant spark. "More than what, Lord Hayes? More important than me? Than what I want right now?"

He tried for a light touch, a deflection. "Well, if what you want is more pizza, I think you already claimed the last slice."

The joke landed with a thud, doing nothing to dispel the tension. Aurelia’s expression hardened, her lips pressing into a thin line. She let out an exasperated sound, a sharp hiss of frustration.

"You are impossible!" she snapped.

She spun on her heel and stormed up the curving staircase, her robe swirling around her ankles. Grant watched her go, the silence she left behind ringing in his ears. Which, he thought, wasn't the worst outcome.

His dress clothing had already been laid out for him in his room, which confirmed what he'd already expected. He would be dining with Queen Mara and Aurelia that night, along with Ambassador Hawthorne and whoever made the cut for the formal dinner.

He hadn't actually shared many meals with the Veridians since arriving back at the Evergreen Palace, mostly due to how busy they were. The outward appearance of him eating with queen or princess in a more private setting precluded much evening alone time, though Aurelia still found ways to rebel. Clearly.

Grant wrestled with the tiny, stubborn buttons on his formal coat, his mind wandering and landing in the same place it so often did. Lia… how was she doing back on Earth? How much time had passed for her?

Twenty-two years for Sara. Twenty-two Eldorian years, for what amounted to roughly a month back on Earth, maybe a little less, given her disappearance happened before Lia's second birthday and the current Christmas Eve setting of his own departure. He paused, a half-fastened button forgotten between his fingers.

If twenty-two years here was one month there… He did the rough math. A year in Eldoria would be… a little under a day and a half on Earth. A month here? A couple of hours. Singular days barely even rated, less than the amount of time a person might wait in line at the bank.

He had time. So much Eldorian time before Lia would even notice he was truly gone, before she’d be old enough to truly miss him in a way that childhood memory wouldn't eventually sand down. The thought should have been a relief, a weight lifted. It wasn't.

It didn’t feel like a gift, or extra wiggle room. It felt like an invitation to linger, to slow down, to enjoy the scenery of this impossible, captivating world. An invitation he knew he couldn't accept, shouldn't even consider.

He thought of Lia, her bright, curious eyes, the way her small hand fit perfectly into his. He pictured Nora, his mother, her unwavering spirit, her quiet love.

The ache of homesickness, a constant companion, was as sharp as ever. But then he thought of Aurelia, her passion and spirit, the confusing, undeniable pull of their bond. And Mara, the Sylvan Queen, her effortful composure warring with a vulnerability that echoed his own mother’s.

It was all so damn confusing, a contradiction of loyalty, desire, and impossible connections. He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, the images warring in his mind.

I have to get home, he thought. I have to get back to Lia. No matter what.


Chapter 11

Lycanthia was Grant's escort to dinner that night. He first mistook her silence as being related to her sister's extra duties, but reassessed when Lycanthia paused to peer out one of the heartwood tower's windows at a group of Selsux soldiers smoking outside an inn.

"I'm sure Queen Mara has a plan," he said.

"As am I!" snapped Lycanthia. "Keep walking. I have no interest in letting you make yourself late."

He chuckled, only just holding back from pointing out that she'd been the one to stop in the first place.

The dining hall, when Lycanthia finally ushered him in, felt starkly different from the previous banquet. The long side tables were gone, the cavernous space echoing with a subdued emptiness.

Only the central dais table remained, lit by a few strategically placed candelabras and the ever-present, softly pulsing Sylvan. Grant had expected a crowd, another display of Sylvan hospitality even with the Selsux army present. This felt more like a private, intensely focused gathering.

Mara sat at the head of the table, her regal composure a familiar anchor in the quiet room. Aurelia was beside her, not quite pouting but not quite happy, either. Favalina and two other women Grant recognized from the Council of Elders flanked the princess, their expressions unreadable.

Across from them sat Ambassador Hawthorne, her tailored black attire a distinct contrast to the Grove’s earthy greens and browns. Next to her, three men and two women in severe, practical Selsux uniforms exuded an air of disciplined military authority. High-ranking army commanders, Grant guessed, their faces hard, their eyes watchful.

His chair, pulled out for him by Lycanthia with a silent, pointed gesture, wasn't directly next to Mara or Aurelia, but a few seats down, still at the main table. It afforded him a clear view of everyone, placing him within the sphere of importance, yet distinctly separate. He slid into the seat, the smooth wood cool against his borrowed finery, shifting Theron's sword a bit to keep it from bumping the chair next to his.

The conversation around the table was still of the pre-dinner variety, small talk and anticipation. Grant introduced himself to one Captain Faircross, and struggled to give the man a sufficient answer about where he was from. Eventually, he segued into wine discussion, less interesting but more immediately present.

The food was served, chicken with potatoes and various other, less identifiable vegetables. Grant devoured his plate, feeling a growing appreciation for Eldorian cuisine. He sipped his wine slowly, not wanting to get too drunk in case he was, for whatever reason, called upon to weigh in on proceedings.

"All needed are present?" asked Hawthorne, right as most were nearing the end of the main course.

"Yes." Mara's voice was friendly, but deadly serious. "You have everyone who you wish to be included in this discussion?"

"I do." Hawthorne's smile was thin lipped and barbed. "I won't leave you in suspense if you wish to jump straight in, Queen Mara. A political incident in Selsux has inspired the Archbishop to finally contend with the Beastkin problem."

Mara didn't react outwardly, but Grant felt a distinct irritation from both her and Aurelia through his bonds. He remembered how much the Aurochs had aided them during the journey to Melfus. Whatever the Beastkin problem that Hawthorne was referring to had yet to make itself evident to him directly.

"Please, Ambassador, do continue," Mara said, her voice smooth, betraying none of the tension Grant felt simmering through their bond.

Hawthorne nodded, her dark eyes sweeping the table. "Bishop Carlisle, a senior member of the Aethelburg Conclave, was found dead in his chambers ten days past. The cause, as determined by the Archbishop’s own investigator, was a fast-acting poison, subtle and deadly." She paused, letting the weight of the pronouncement settle. "The poison was traced back to a gift presented by the Corvidian ambassador’s retinue during their most recent visit to the capital."

Grant felt a ripple of surprise from Mara through the bond, a sharp, questioning pulse. Aurelia’s anger, however, solidified faster.

"The Corvidians?" Mara asked, her brow furrowing slightly. "Are you speaking of the Phoenix Corvidians of Mount Jamala?"

Hawthorne’s lips curved into a humorless smile. "The very same, Queen Mara. Selsux, in its wisdom and eternal benevolence, has maintained diplomatic ties with that particular flock. Their… conversion to the Eternal Flame, misguided as it may be by their primal natures, offered a bridge. Or so we thought."

The ambassador's tone dripped with disdain, and Grant didn't need any more context to sense the undercurrent of Selsux’s prejudice against the Beastkin, even those who ostensibly shared their faith.

"What could the Phoenix Corvidians possibly gain by poisoning Bishop Carlisle?" Mara asked, her voice calm, measured, but Grant felt a thread of skepticism weave through their soul bond. "He was a scholar and relatively open minded, if I recall, not a man of significant political influence within the Conclave."

Ambassador Hawthorne stiffened, her dark eyes hardening. "Their motives hardly matter, Queen Mara. An assassination of a high-ranking member of the Eternal Flame’s clergy, within the sacred walls of Aethelburg, by a foreign delegation… it is an act of war. A declaration, plain and simple.

"The Archbishop does not make this appeal lightly. The Treaty of Cantor Hill, an accord forged in an era when our realms faced a common, savage foe, binds us. It guarantees mutual aid and combined strength against any Beastkin aggression that threatens the security of either Selsux or the Sylvan Grove."

Grant felt a cold wave of apprehension emanate from his soul bond with Mara. It was a distinct, visceral unease, a queen's burden made palpable. He saw her fingers tighten subtly on the stem of her wine goblet.

"The Treaty of Cantor Hill…" said Mara, her voice losing some of its earlier smoothness, taking on a careful, deliberate cadence. "It is an old pact, Ambassador. Forged in a different age, under different stars. Many of its tenets are… outdated, reflecting a world that no longer truly exists. But… the Grove honors its sworn obligations. If circumstances truly justify the invoking of such a treaty, then yes, we are bound by its word."

"I can assure you that these circumstances do." Hawthorne raised a hand over the table, one finger sliding along the edge of her wine glass. "Imagine, if you would, that a member of your own Council of Elders were to be… poisoned, in such a heinous way. Would that not warrant a full and immediate response? Out of principle, if not vengeance?"

A silence followed her suggestion, and Grant suspected he wasn't the only one left wondering if it held the essence of a veiled threat. He examined Favalina's face for any reaction, but the old woman was as opaque as a changing screen.

Aurelia leaned forward, her green eyes bright with a sudden, sharp intensity. "The Phoenix Corvidians can hardly be considered a major adversary. Their numbers are small, barely a few hundred, and their influence extends little beyond their mountaintop. How could such a limited flock, even if responsible for this alleged poisoning, pose a threat to the might of Selsux sufficient to invoke an ancient treaty?"

Ambassador Hawthorne let out a short, derisive laugh, the sound sharp and brittle in the tense silence of the dining hall. The mockery in it was palpable, a dismissive wave of a hand translated into sound.

Grant felt Aurelia’s reaction instantly through their bond, a surge of hot, indignant fury so potent it made his own jaw tighten. He reached out mentally, a clumsy attempt to soothe the rising tempest, a silent plea for restraint, fearing an explosive outburst that would only play into Hawthorne's hands.

"Necessity, Princess Aurelia?" Hawthorne's smile was condescending, her gaze flicking dismissively towards Aurelia before returning to Mara. "This isn't about abject necessity. It is about sending a message. A clear, unequivocal message to the Corvidians, and indeed, to all Beastkin who might contemplate similar treachery. You Sylvan Humans of the Grove are cousins to us in Selsux, in essence. Some lines, once crossed, demand an answer, from race to race."

"That seems like a rather simplistic way of seeing the world!" snapped Aurelia.

Hawthorne and the other members of the Selsux contingent broke into open laughter. Aurelia's irritation rose to a feverish level, and Flicker began flitting about around her like an angry hornet. Mara shot her a glance that only seemed to exacerbate her granddaughter's anger, rather than soothe it. With clear effort, the young princess managed to hold back from a direct outburst.

"We understand your position, I believe, Ambassador," said Mara. "Allow us some time to verify and organize in light of this development. You will have our support in… navigating this unfortunate situation."

"Interesting choice of words, Queen Mara," said Hawthorne. "You may wish to organize quickly. The treaty extends to providing Selsux with hospitality in times of war, so our soldiers will have a natural expectation of the comforts of Arboreal Concordat in the interim."


Chapter 12

The tension prickled, but never came to a head. The delicious sweetbread and dessert wine that followed the main course certainly helped. Grant let himself breathe, if not quite relax for the end of the meal. He wondered what a war, even one against an outnumbered opponent, would mean for the Grove.

Would Aurelia, the Sylvan Hope, be tasked with leading warriors into battle? She clearly had experience fighting ghouls and monsters, but people were another matter.

Was there a risk of the conflict spiraling out of control? He had to assume there always was, but in this case specifically, the idea of the Grove raising the ire of trading partners or even allies among the Beastkin worried him. But should it?

He was still planning on finding a way home. There was a need, no, an obligation, to separate his own plans from the future from the happenings and events within the Grove.

As much as he found himself increasingly caring about Mara and Aurelia, both from the soul bonds but also from genuinely becoming closer with them as people, he had to put his own future first. His family's future. Lia. His mother. Sara, too?

He exhaled, hating how hard every question that mattered seemed to be as of late. A little more wine seemed like the nearest he could get to a solution. He drained his glass and stood up from the table. Mara and Aurelia were speaking with Hawthorne to one side of the chamber, though the lack of an emotional flare up through the bond hinted at it being a discussion of less import.

Grant excused himself with a nod to Captain Faircross, the lingering taste of sweet wine on his tongue. The main event had concluded, the political chess pieces set on the board. He had no further role to play, no reason to linger amidst the low hum of post-dinner diplomacy and the quiet clinking of glasses. His chamber, with its solitary silence, felt like a more honest destination.

He walked through the grand, arching hallways of the Evergreen Palace. The Sylvan Luminaries seemed fewer here, their soft glows casting long, dancing shadows that stretched and contorted along the living wood walls, making the familiar passages feel slightly alien, more secretive. The air was cool, carrying the faint, earthy scent of the heartwood and the distant aroma of the palace gardens.

As he rounded a particularly shadowed bend, a figure stepped from the deeper darkness, coalescing from the gloom like a phantom. Grant started, his hand instinctively going to the hilt of Theron’s sword.

Favalina. The old woman's bone-white hair seemed to absorb the scant light, making her sharp features appear even more angular. She leaned heavily on her staff, her dark green robes blending into the shadows. Grant stifled an urge to keep his hand on his sword.

"Lord Hayes," Favalina said, her voice a dry rustle, like dead leaves skittering across stone. "A moment, if you please."

Grant suppressed a sigh. "Elder Favalina. I was just heading back to my room."

"So I observed." Her gaze, sharp and unblinking, pinned him. "The Queen finds herself in a rather… delicate position. A most unfortunate development, this business with Selsux and the Corvidians. What is your assessment of her current stance?"

He hesitated. She didn't want his opinion, at least not for the sake of valuing its wisdom. This felt like a test, a baited hook dangled in the murky waters of Grove politics.

"Queen Mara is in a tough spot," he said, choosing his words carefully. "From what little I understand of your world's affairs. Back on Earth, it wasn't uncommon for countries to get pulled into wars they didn't start, sometimes for reasons that weren't entirely justified."

Favalina’s head tilted almost imperceptibly. "Unjustified. An interesting choice of phrasing, Lord Hayes. For you to feel so, soul bound to our Queen as you are, is notable. Such a sentiment, however subtle, will undoubtedly color her judgment. Do you not see how that might present an issue?"

Grant met her gaze, refusing to be cowed by the implication. "My influence isn't as great as you seem to think, Elder Favalina. Soul bond or not."

He waited for her to reply, and when it seemed like she wasn't going to, he started to continue on his way.

"How do you know that?" she asked, her voice inquisitive, accusatory.

"…What?"

"Your bond." Favalina stepped toward him with a slow, somewhat hunched motion. "There is a way to know just how deep the connection truly runs, Lord Hayes. Assuming you were interested in confronting the truth."

"The truth…" He knew what she meant. He saw no reason to feign ignorance, but sensed the danger, all the same. "Have you spoken with Queen Mara about this?"

Favalina said nothing, and her silence rang as loud as any warning bell. Grant made to continue on down the hall, but something stopped him from immediately taking a step. Curiosity, maybe, or his own deep-set fear over whether being soul bound to the two most powerful women in the Grove would truly be sustainable.

"This…" Favalina reached into her robe and pulled out a gemstone hanging from a thin metal chain. "…is a soul stone."

He stared at the gem, which was a rounded oval, perfectly smooth like a river rock. It was somewhere between clear and opaque, faintly clouded glass that would have been unremarkable back on Earth.

"And what does a soul stone do, Favalina?" asked Grant.

She narrowed her eyes at the impertinence in his tone as she replied. "It will tell you of the nature of your bond, the emotions channeled through it. Most of the colors, blue… yellow… orange, green, violet… only hint at the mood of one of those feeling strongly. Either the wearer or someone bound to them. A soul stone, when worn by someone with a volatile Nexus Bond, can turn one more color. A deep shade of red, Lord Hayes."

He was already shaking his head, but despite that, he found it hard to look completely away from the stone. "Queen Mara already confirmed that if we were bound by a Nexus Bond, our emotions would be far harder to manage than they are."

He wondered at that, even as he drew the words up like a ward against a bad outcome. Mara had also suggested that his nature as an Earthling might lend itself to a new kind of bond. Grant had suspected that she might have it backward. Maybe his nature as an Earthling meant that Nexus Bonds were blunted, easier to endure?

But regardless of the truth, what would happen if the soul stone turned red? Why did Favalina seek to know the truth? Was she looking out for her queen and princess, or searching for an excuse to crush an interloper?

"Does this line of inquiry cause you discomfort, Lord Hayes?" asked Favalina.

"What's your angle?" he muttered. He realized it was a useless question, easy to dodge, easier to ignore, which made it all the more of a surprise when she answered.

"We will never have another Sylvan Hope," said Favalina, with a tired sigh. "Aurelia's father was the first, and for us to have her as a second is a miracle upon a miracle. I knew Theron well… I loved him near as much his mother. You wear his face, his sword, and yet you are not him and never will be.

"Will the truth revealed by the soul stone be a factor in how I view you, as both a threat and a liability to this realm? Yes, I won't deny it. But that same truth… might also help protect a great man's daughter. Our second hope, still so vulnerable. Still so young."

Grant breathed out heavily, hating how much her logic tracked with his own emotional rationality. He had a question, one that had been on his mind ever since Favalina had outlined her options for him during the council meeting.

"When I do find a way back to my… realm," he said, carefully. "Faroff as it is. What will really happen when I leave?"

"If it's an affinity bond, both Mara and Aurelia will mourn you," said Favalina. "It will be a deep grieving, a loss of a close friend and companion, but one they'll recover from. If your bonds are Nexus Bonds… Mara may weather it, though not without becoming a different person, closing herself off, fundamentally. Aurelia… I fear for her. Deeply."

He wished he hadn't asked the question, but knew it would have haunted him, regardless. Favalina was playing him, setting him up. He knew she was.

He reached out and took the soul stone.


Chapter 13

Grant set the stone down on his bedside table, but at some point through a moderately restless night, he succumbed to temptation and put it around his neck. It felt cool against his chest, and though he couldn't see its color properly in the dark, he didn't feel any change or think it was doing anything yet.

He was no fool. All he had to go on were Favalina's words about how the stone worked and what it revealed. His first objective would be showing the stone to a neutral party, someone outside the palace, and maybe finding a book on the subject to pore over.

He eventually took the stone off and fell into an uneasy sleep. The dream that followed began not with a bang, but a slow, seamless bleed of awareness, a shift in reality that felt both natural and utterly wrong.

He stood on the balcony of the room he now recognized as Theron’s, the cool night air of the Grove against his skin. A small, warm weight rested against his chest. He looked down. A baby, swaddled in a soft green blanket, clutched one of his fingers in a surprisingly strong grip. Her hair, what little there was, held the same auburn hue as the woman who stood beside him.

"She has a strong grip," he said, his voice feeling like his own, yet resonating with the edge of an unfamiliar accent. "Healthy. Just like her mother. And her father."

He watched the infant, feeling so many competing but perfect emotions. His beautiful daughter, to love and protect. His gaze drifted to the mark on her shoulder, the faint, candlestick-shaped birthmark with the dark mole just above, a tiny flame on pale skin. He brushed his thumb over it.

"Such a curious thing," he murmured.

He glanced over at Seraphina, expecting to share the quiet, perfect moment. She stood beside him, her gaze fixed on the baby, but her face was wet with tears, her expression a collage of confusion and a deep, unsettling sorrow.

"My love, what is it?" he asked, his own smile fading. "Why are you crying?"

Seraphina shook her head, a single, choked sob escaping her. She looked from the baby's shoulder to his face, her eyes filled with a pain he couldn't comprehend.

"It's her," she whispered, her voice cracking. "Why…?"



"Lord Hayes?" Aurelia's voice, along with soft but incessant knocking at his door, sunlight confirming the morn.

He groaned and rolled over in bed, the memory of his dream still razor sharp, not quite fading as it should have. Theron's room, his wife. His daughter? No… Aurelia.

He shook his head and wiped a bit of sweat from his brow, wincing at his similarly soaked sheets. Just a dream. Had to be. He glanced at Theron's sword, the weapon still right where he'd left it.

"Lord Hayes!" said Aurelia a second time with half the patience. "Grant! Wake up. I have to tell you something."

"You understand that people do need sleep, Princess?" He sighed and sat up, trying to turn his mind back to what was real. "Rest isn't just an optional luxury…"

The princess in question let herself in, smiling as though she found his morning grumpiness charming. "Sorry, I forgot how old people are about sleep."

"Old people? Excuse me?"

"What?" She shrugged with one shoulder. "You're always going on and on about how old you are, and how young I am. I thought you'd be pleased by me coming around to your way of thinking."

"Age is not the concern I was circling with that line of argument, but I think you're well aware of that," he muttered.

Aurelia spotted the soul stone immediately as she marched over to his bed. "What's this? Did someone give you a gift? Don't tell me you're courting on the side? What would your wife think, Lord Hayes?"

She made the last remark in a teasing voice, but it landed like a needle through his heart. Aurelia seemed to realize it just as he did, what it meant for her as much as him. His wife. Her mother. And her father's wife, a man who, as far as Grant could tell, he'd stepped into the life of. The dream came to the fore again. Dream… or memory?

"Favalina said that it could detect the nature of a soul bond," said Grant, forcing himself back on track.

"Favalina. Of course." Aurelia let out a little laugh as she picked up the soul stone and tried it on herself. "The only people who believe in the so-called magic of soul stones are old crones and little girls. They change colors with the humidity, with temperature. It's got nothing to do with souls…"

"Huh." He furrowed his brow, more unsure than ever of what to believe. "We called them mood rings back in my world. But Favalina seemed to think that there was… some validity to it."

"She's probably just trying to unnerve you to keep you from acting out of line," said Aurelia. "Anyway. I didn't come to discuss your fine new jewelry. I have a lead on some information that I think might interest you."

"I'm listening," he said.

"A trader who arrived just after the Selsux army claims to have information of a strange outlander taken in by the Beastkin." Aurelia paused for effect, still toying with the soul stone, which was a cool, faint blue in color. "One with unusual metal artifacts and bizarre clothing. Sound familiar?"

"A bit," he said. "Where is this person?"

"That's the funny part. The man is trying to sell his information. Claims it might be relevant to current events. Clever, but not clever enough. Obviously the Phoenix Corvidians are the ones who found this outlander if this man is attempting to seek rent on word."

"And where is this trader now?" asked Grant, pushing himself up in bed, the remnants of sleep clinging to him.

"Down in the city, near the Weaver's Guild," said Aurelia, tossing the soul stone back onto his nightstand. "I was just about to head down and pay him a visit. Coax the details out of him, one way or another."

"Shit." Grant scrubbed a hand over his face. "I'm supposed to meet your grandmother again this morning. More training."

He felt the familiar, complicated hum of his bond with Mara stir at the mention, a quiet rebuttal to the vibrant energy radiating from Aurelia.

"Just tell me what his name is," said Grant. "I can follow up after I'm done."

Aurelia’s laughter, light and teasing, filled the small chamber. "Oh, no. My information is far too valuable for such a casual handover. What would be the fun in that?"

The bond pulsed with her amusement, a bright, infectious current that tugged at him. Her excitement was infectious, an alluring whirlwind he found himself increasingly drawn into, despite every rational instinct screaming otherwise. It was too easy, too tempting, to get swept up in her energy.

"Alright, fine," he said, throwing back the quilt. "I'll go with you. But we have to make it quick. I can't keep Mara waiting."

Aurelia’s smile widened, a dangerous, knowing curve. "Quick, Lord Hayes? I prefer thorough, but I suppose… if the circumstances demand it… quick and effective can have its own charms."

Grant swung his legs out of bed, the cool morning air raising gooseflesh on his bare arms. He reached for the simple tunic and trousers laid out for him, pointedly ignoring Aurelia’s expectant gaze. The soul bond, however, was less easily ignored. It hummed with her playful anticipation, a bright, almost ticklish energy that made the simple act of dressing feel charged.

"So, the Weaver's Guild, huh?" he asked, pulling the tunic over his head, the rough fabric scraping slightly. "You sure this trader isn't just spinning a yarn to get some royal attention?"

Aurelia leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed, a smirk playing on her lips. "Worried I can't handle a simple merchant? Or are you just trying to play down a distraction from your very important training with Grandmother?"

The bond pulsed with her amusement, a teasing prod. He felt the familiar warmth spread through his chest, an unwelcome accomplice to her flirtation.

"Just making sure the Sylvan Hope doesn't get fleeced," said Grant, tucking the tunic into his trousers. He shot her a look, intending it to be stern, but his lips betrayed him, curving into a smile he couldn't quite suppress. "Some of us have actual work to do, Princess. Can't all be gallivanting around the city chasing rumors."

"Oh, I think you’ll find my gallivanting can be quite productive." Aurelia pushed off the doorframe, taking a slow step closer, the movement casual, yet undeniably purposeful. "And perhaps if you weren't so focused on my grandmother's 'training,' you might find other pursuits more rewarding, Lord Hayes."

She let her shoulder playfully brush his as she passed him, her touch sending a spark through him that the soul bond amplified into a wave of heat. He reached out, his hand closing around her arm, stopping her. The contact was electric, igniting the simmering tension between them.

"Careful," he said, his voice a low murmur. "You might start a fire you can't control."

"Who's spinning a yarn now?" whispered Aurelia, with just enough bored challenge to infuriate him. "We both know you're too worried about my dear grandmother's ire to back those words up."

His frustration spiked, and he felt her all but celebrating a victory through the bond, which only made it spike harder. He came up behind her as he was fixing his belt, close enough to be too close.

"Is that really what you think?" he asked, letting his voice get a little dangerous, a little breathy. "That it's just your grandmother's ire holding me back?"

Aurelia didn't turn, didn't move, but Grant felt the shift in the bond, a tightening awareness, a flicker of something that might have been anticipation, or perhaps just the usual, infuriating challenge. The air in the small chamber crackled with unspoken tension.

"Until proven otherwise," she whispered, her voice a low, husky murmur that vibrated through their connection. "This is exactly what she intended by forcing you into a second soul bond. You happily played right into her hand."

He stepped closer, until he stood directly behind her, so near he could feel the warmth radiating from her body, smell the faint, clean scent of soap and something youthful and enticing.

The soul bond thrummed, a relentless, insistent pulse that echoed the pounding in his own head. It was a dizzying mix of her proximity, her whispered challenge, and the constant, simmering heat of their connection.

"This isn't about your grandmother," Grant said, his voice a low rumble, barely audible above the roaring in his ears. He fought to keep his hands from reaching out, from touching her, from breaking the fragile dam of his restraint. "It's not about Mara. It's about… right. And wrong. It's about what's really happening here."

Aurelia remained still, her back to him. A beat of silence stretched, thick and heavy.

"Such a struggle, Lord Hayes," she whispered. "I feel for you. Truly."

His anger flared, a hot, useless thing. "You think this is just a game, don't you?"

"I don't know," she whispered, a challenge in her eyes. "Are we not playing?"

"Then let's play." His words were a low growl. "Let me see it."

Aurelia blinked, her playful confidence faltering for a beat. "See… what?"

"Your birthmark," he said, his voice flat, devoid of emotion. "On your shoulder. I want to see it again."

A slow, knowing smile spread across her lips. The bond hummed with her renewed confidence, a wave of feminine power that was both intoxicating and infuriating. "So demanding, Lord Hayes. Of all the parts of me you could ask to see again, you choose my shoulder?"

"Yeah," he said.

She still thought he was being ridiculous, continuing the flirtation. He let her. He watched as she turned slightly, presenting herself to him. With a languid, deliberate motion, she hooked two fingers under the collar of her tunic.

"If you insist," she murmured, her voice a low purr.

The rough fabric slid down, a slow, calculated reveal. The smooth, pale arch of her collarbone appeared first, followed by the elegant line of her shoulder. Grant’s breath caught. He watched, transfixed, as the tunic slipped further, inch by agonizing inch, the simple garment becoming an instrument of tantalizing allure in her hands.

And then, it was there.

The candlestick. A faint, brownish mark, delicate and familiar. Just above it, the tiny mole. The flame.

The image slammed into him, a memory so vivid it felt like a physical blow. The quiet of the duplex, Lia's soft weight against his chest, her milky scent, the feel of his own finger tracing that exact same mark on his infant daughter’s skin. A daughter who was not this woman, who could not be this woman, yet the proof was right there, branded on her skin.

A wave of dizziness washed over him, a nauseating vertigo that threatened to undo him completely. Theron's balcony, Seraphina, baby Aurelia. Had it been a dream? Why was it still so clear?

"Well?" Aurelia’s voice pulled him back, husky and triumphant. "Are you satisfied?"

He swallowed, the taste of ash in his mouth. He couldn’t look at her face, couldn't reconcile the fiercely desirable woman before him with the ghost of his child.

"More or less," he managed, his voice strained. He turned away, the sudden space between them feeling cold, charged. He almost wished he’d never asked. Seeing it again hadn’t been a test. It had been a confirmation.

"We should get moving," he said, the words hoarse. "The trader."

"The trader," Aurelia repeated, nodding slowly, the bond vibrating with her confused victory.


Chapter 14

Grant followed after Aurelia, letting her get a bit of a head start as he hung back to slip the soul stone on, tucking it away against his chest under his tunic. He didn't love the idea of trusting Favalina's word on its usage, but now, more than ever, he felt a pressing need to understand more about the soul bonds.

The heat remained a constant companion as Grant left the Evergreen Palace alongside Aurelia, only waning once they were out in the fresh air moving through the streets.

Sunlight filtered through the immense canopy of the heartwood towers, dappling the root-paved streets in shifting patterns of light and shadow. The air hummed with a quiet industry, the scent of sawdust and drying herbs mingling with the sweet fragrance of unfamiliar blossoms.

"Why the Weaver's Guild?" asked Grant, his gaze drifting from a shop where glowing Luminary crystals illuminated intricate woodcarvings. "What's a trader doing there?"

Aurelia side-stepped a Sylvan warrior leading a pack mule laden with supplies. "The Phoenix Corvidians have a unique silk, woven from silkworms found only within Mount Jamala's caldera. It's said to hold a faint warmth, though I think that's a bit of a myth. Still highly prized, both for its rarity and quality."

The city, for all its organic beauty, felt different today. The usual easy flow of people was disrupted, their movements more hurried, their faces tighter. Selsux soldiers, clad in their heavy chainmail, moved through the main thoroughfares, not patrolling, but present.

Their general vibe was tense, like a threat stirring beneath the city's usual serenity. It was a worrying development in an already complicated situation. He saw a mother quickly pull her child behind her as a group of Selsux soldiers rounded a corner, expression wary and guarded. The air felt charged, the Harmony of the Grove subtly, undeniably disturbed.

"I had a valid reason to keep this army from passing beyond the Concordat's walls," muttered Aurelia. "I hope my grandmother knows what she's doing."

The mention of Mara reminded Grant of his need for haste, and he sped up a bit. "Are we close?"

"Just up ahead," Aurelia said, pointing toward a large, circular building woven from living wood, its walls adorned with colorful tapestries that fluttered gently in the breeze.

Outside the guild, a vendor had set up a stall, displaying an array of woven clothing in earthy tones and intricately crafted baskets of various sizes. The sweet smell of dyed reeds and freshly spun wool hung in the air. The main door to the Weaver's Guild stood open, revealing a glimpse of a bustling interior.

As Aurelia and Grant stepped through the arched entrance, the hum of looms and the chatter of artisans filled the space. A woman with threads of silver in her braided dark hair looked up from a large tapestry depicting a forest scene, her eyes widening in recognition.

"Princess Aurelia!" she said, offering a respectful bow. "An unexpected honor."

"I'm looking for a trader," Aurelia said, her voice cutting through the ambient noise with regal authority. "A new arrival, possibly from out of town, dealing in caldera silk. He was said to be here."

The weaver nodded. "He was, Your Highness. A young man, eager to display his wares. He just stepped out, in fact. Said he was looking for a bite to eat. You might still catch him. Curly red hair, can't miss him."

"Did he say where he was getting food?" asked Grant.

She shook her head. Aurelia was already moving toward the door and Grant quickly thanked the woman and hurried after her. He was doubtful of their chances to find the man in question until he realized that his companion had her own methods of search.

Aurelia called a swarm of Luminaries to her, bright, but slightly less remarkable on such a sunny morning. She whispered instructions in a low tone, and then swished and arm through the air, urging them onward. They floated off with amusingly unhurried flight paths, like bumblebees trolling for pollen.

"I'm also hungry." Aurelia leaned into a stretch that did interesting things with the way her tunic hugged her body. "Could you eat right now, Lord Hayes?"

"I suppose, though I don't want to be any later for my training with your grandmother than necessary, so something we can grab quick would be preferable."

"I find it very unattractive when you put her needs before mine," said Aurelia.

Grant laughed, and then laughed more at the annoyed look she gave him. "You can't always get what you want."

She glared at him in a way that said that she both could and should, righteous indignation pulsating through the bond. One of the Sylvan returned and hovered a slow circle around her head. Aurelia hooked her thumb toward the direction it headed off in and they followed after it.

They found both the redheaded trader and an enticing place to get some food simultaneously.

The Sylvan led them to a bustling stall where the air hung thick with the savory aroma of roasting meat and charred vegetables. A young man with a shock of curly red hair, his back to them, leaned against the stall, eagerly devouring a skewer laden with glistening chunks of meat.

"Kebabs," Grant muttered, his stomach rumbling in agreement. "Haven't had those in a while."

Aurelia ordered two, her gaze fixed on the red-haired man. The bond hummed with her focused anticipation, a hunter’s quiet thrill before the pounce. Grant accepted his skewer, the spiced meat tender and juicy, a welcome contrast to the palace’s more refined fare.

They approached the trader, who turned, his eyes widening slightly as he recognized Aurelia. He quickly swallowed his mouthful, wiping his greasy chin with the back of his hand.

"Princess Aurelia," he said, offering a clumsy bow that almost sent his own kebab tumbling. "An honor."

"You have information," said Aurelia, her tone direct, leaving no room for pleasantries. "About an outlander. We're interested."

The trader puffed out his chest slightly. "Indeed I do, Your Highness. Valuable information. Information that has traveled far and cost much to acquire."

Grant felt Aurelia’s amusement through the bond, a silent laugh at the man’s self-importance. "The Veridian line is prepared to offer a fair price for credible word. Not, perhaps, what you imagine it is worth, but you will be… remembered."

The implied promise, or perhaps subtle threat, hung in the air. The trader visibly deflated, his bravado shrinking under Aurelia’s unwavering gaze.

"Very well," he said, sighing. "The Phoenix Corvidians of Mount Jamala speak of a stranger. Someone who… fell from the sky, they claim. Within their territory. This outlander carries artifacts of a type never before seen, metals worked with impossible skill. They say it is a sign. A blessing from the Eternal Flame."

Grant exchanged a look with Aurelia. Fell from the sky. The phrase echoed his own impossible arrival.

"Thank you for your candor," said Aurelia, her voice cool. She placed a few coins on the stall counter, a token payment that Grant suspected was far less than the trader had hoped.

They walked away, leaving the red-haired man to count his meager earnings. The bond still buzzed with Aurelia’s earlier excitement, now mingled with a thoughtful curiosity.

"Silly birds," Aurelia said, shaking her head as they moved down the street. "Always seeing their god in every falling leaf. But an outlander… with strange artifacts… from the sky."

"Sounds intriguing," he said.

She paused, her green eyes finding Grant's. "It could be someone from your Earth, couldn't it?"

Grant nodded slowly, still nibbling on the kebab as he worked out the implications. "It seems like an expedition to the Corvidians might be in order. For more reasons than one."

"I'm going to need your help convincing my grandmother," said Aurelia.

"Mara…" Grant winced, remembering the training he'd blown off that morning. "Let's walk while we eat."


Chapter 15

Grant and Aurelia made a beeline for the throne room as soon as they were back within the palace, sensing they'd find the queen there from a few petitioners seemingly headed in that direction. They found her there, and Grant and Aurelia were allowed entry in between audiences.

The throne room felt different than it had the night before, the air less formal, more fraught. Mara stood near the dais, not upon it, locked in a hushed, intense conversation with a woman Grant didn’t recognize from the council. The unfamiliar Elder wore a severe expression, her hands clasped tightly.

Grant felt Mara’s distraction through their bond, a low, anxious bubbling beneath her queenly composure, like the buzz of a trapped fly. He braced himself, expecting the sharp edge of that frustration to turn on him for his absence.

Instead, when Mara looked up and saw them, her expression softened with a flicker of weary relief. She dismissed the Elder with a quiet word, the woman offering a stiff bow before departing, her gaze lingering on Grant.

“Lord Hayes,” Mara said, her voice tired. “My apologies for this morning. I was… unavoidably detained.”

Grant blinked, surprised by the apology. He felt a wave of her stress through the bond, a tangled knot that, for a change, seemed to have very little to do with him.

"You weren't there," he said, more of a statement than a question.

“The Selsux presence has… agitated some of the local landowners,” she replied, rubbing her temples lightly. “Petitioners have been arriving since sunrise. It seems Ambassador Hawthorne’s ‘message’ is already creating friction.”

“It’s fine,” said Grant. “I understand completely.”

“We will continue our work tonight,” said Mara, her gaze meeting his. The bond warmed, a sudden, intimate heat that felt a bit out of place in the throne room. “In private. After the evening meal.”

Beside him, Grant felt a spike of childish sulking from Aurelia, a sour note of disappointment at how smoothly she'd succeeded in stealing him away for the morning.

"Grandmother," said Aurelia, annoyance bleeding through. "I've discovered something. Can I speak with you about it now?"

"Is it pressing, Aurelia?" asked Mara.

"Of course."

Mara let out a low sigh. She waved the council member back up, whispered something to her, and then nodded to various others in the chamber, guards and servants.

"Give us the room," she said.

The heavy wooden doors swung shut with a soft thud, the sound echoing in the sudden emptiness of the throne room. It was just the three of them now, a silent, charged tableau in the vast, Sylvan-lit space.

Grant felt it immediately, an odd tension coiling in the air. It wasn’t new, not entirely, but it had sharpened since their return, constant and distracting, the presence of the unresolved energy between him, Mara, and Aurelia.

It was a strange, fluttering feeling under his ribs, faintly exciting, faintly enticing, and undeniably forbidden. He was the fulcrum on which their own complicated relationship now teetered, and the weight of it was as thrilling as it was unnerving.

Aurelia broke the silence, her voice sharp with impatience and the momentum of her news. "A trader came into the city this morning. He claims the Phoenix Corvidians of Mount Jamala found an outlander. Someone who supposedly fell from the sky, carrying strange metal artifacts."

Mara, who had retaken her seat upon the throne, simply raised a curious eyebrow. "Interesting."

"He said fell from the sky, specifically," said Grant, the words feeling heavy. "I don't remember falling, but my arrival was… similarly sudden. And from a place they wouldn't understand."

The implication hung in the air. Another traveler from Earth? His curiosity was laced with hope of a variety that made him feel raw and desperate.

"It would make sense for me to go to investigate," said Aurelia, her tone careful, almost strategic. "I can travel to Mount Jamala and see what's happening there. Find out if this rumor is true. It would also be an opportunity to gauge the political situation on the ground. To see for myself if Hawthorne’s claims of war have any merit before we commit the Grove’s warriors. Perhaps… Lord Hayes could come, as well."

Mara let out a long, weary sigh, the sound carrying the weight of a queen, a grandmother, and a woman caught in an emotional storm she simply could not control. Grant instantly knew Aurelia had overplayed her hand. He felt a little annoyed that she hadn't waited for him to suggest going along with her, as he was now left in a position where it sounded like she was pulling him by the hand.

"I need to know the truth, Mara," he said. "If this might lead to a way home for me… I have to go. Regardless of anything."

His words landed on both women in a way that he felt through the bond, an oddly similar mixture of worried premonition and sadness. They didn't want him to leave. He'd known that already, on some level, but to feel it through the bond, twice over, no less, made it suddenly real.

"I trust you both when you say this rumor has merit," said Mara, slowly. "But now… is not the time. It simply isn't a politically feasible possibility. To send the Sylvan Hope into Corvidian territory, with Selsux already here on our doorstep demanding we honor an ancient treaty… think of how it would seem."

"I don't care how it would seem," snapped Aurelia, stepping forward, her voice ringing with a familiar, youthful defiance. "I care about the truth. I care about helping Grant find out more about why he's here, even if that means… helping him leave Eldoria."

The words felt forced, the last phrase catching in her throat. Grant felt the sharp sting of her internal conflict through their connection, a fierce possessiveness warring with her stated intent. She didn't want him to leave, not really, but she was smart enough to frame her argument in a way that served both her and him.

"Aurelia…" began Mara.

The princess pressed on, her tone gaining strategic weight. "And what of the cost of this war with the Beastkin? Do you truly believe this will end with just the Phoenix Corvidians? The other tribes, the Aurochs, they won't simply stand by while Selsux slaughters one of their own, no matter the pretext."

Mara’s jaw tightened, but she met her granddaughter’s impassioned gaze with cool resolve. Grant felt the queen’s own conviction, a weary pragmatism born of long years navigating the treacherous currents of politics.

"Have you given even a moment of thought to what will happen if we refuse?" asked Mara, her voice quiet but unyielding. "Selsux could bring far more pain to the Grove than any squabbling Beastkin tribes ever could. Ambassador Hawthorne is not here to ask. She is here to demand, treaty in hand."

"What right does she demand anything of us?" asked Aurelia, voice rising to a shout. "An old, archaic treaty that was signed in a time before the Beastkin had properly settled? Grandmother, are we really going to let the people who once occupied our city, killed our people, enslaved us… we're just going to sit back and allow them to dictate our choices?"

"Calm down," said Mara.

It was the exact right suggestion at exactly the wrong time. Aurelia shook her head once, opened her mouth as though to say more, and then spun and stormed out of the chamber. Grant looked at Mara in time to catch a hint of disappointment in her expression, quickly mastered.

He stood there in the echoing silence, the phantom energy of the argument still vibrating through him. It was a dizzying push and pull. Through the bond, he felt Mara’s tired certainty, the heavy, cold logic of a ruler facing down a greater threat, her desperation to protect the Grove from Selsux’s political machinations.

But he also felt Aurelia’s prickly, wounded righteousness, her desperation to discover what was really going on with the Corvidians, to assert her own will against a lifetime of being managed. Both were right. Both were terrified. The conflicting convictions slammed into him, two opposing tides meeting in the turbulent waters of his own mind.

He shook his head at Mara and turned, leaving the throne room without waiting for a dismissal. He had to go after Aurelia, had to try and quell the storm he felt raging through their connection.

As he pushed through the heavy doors, he saw them. Favalina and Ambassador Hawthorne stood near one another in the hallway, their hushed conversation cut short by his abrupt appearance.

They both looked startled, surprise flashing across their faces before being quickly suppressed. Favalina’s sharp eyes narrowed with their usual suspicion, while Hawthorne’s held a flicker of calculating interest. A brief, charged tableau of political maneuvering he had no time or desire to dissect.

He pushed past them without a word, breaking into a near run down the curving, root-woven passage. He followed the frantic, frustrated pulse of Aurelia’s bond, a beacon of raw emotion guiding him through the palace’s quiet corridors. He rounded a final bend just as she threw open a set of carved wooden doors, spilling out into the familiar greenery of the palace gardens.

She stood at the edge of the pond, taut with energy from what he felt through the bond, though a single glance at her shoulders would have told him as much. Coming up behind her, Grant simply stood there for a moment, letting his presence do the work while he sorted out the right words.

"She's in a tricky position," he finally said. "It seems as though your entire realm is."

"Why must you always take her side?" muttered Aurelia.

"Not always. And in case you forgot, I'm from another world."

She scoffed, the noise coming out reactive, like her jerking muscles were rejecting his pronouncement. "Was everyone on Earth docile and submissive to authority?"

"I was the authority, back in my little corner of the planet," he said. "While… assistant manager to the authority. What I mean is that I don't understand this situation enough to encourage you to do anything rash. What's going to happen if that treaty gets broken? Do we want to find out?"

Aurelia spun around, the frustration on her face melting away, replaced by a sudden, conspiratorial gleam in her emerald eyes. The bond between them shifted, her anger giving way to a bright, reckless excitement that felt both exhilarating and deeply unwise to Grant.

“Then let’s not give them a choice,” she whispered, taking a step closer. “Let’s go. Just us. Tonight. We can slip out of the city, take the old trails through the foothills. Selsux won’t be watching the western gate. We can be at Mount Jamala in three days.”

Grant sighed, the sound quiet against the garden’s serenity. He felt the pure, innocent impulse behind her words, a youthful craving for action, for defiance, for an adventure that sidestepped the thorny politics of her grandmother's court. It was a tempting fantasy, a clean, simple path. It was also incredibly stupid.

“No,” he said, his voice flat.

Aurelia blinked. The hopeful excitement in their bond shattered, replaced by a surge of white-hot fury so potent Grant felt a reflexive tightening in his own chest. Her lips parted, her jaw clenched, and for a tense moment, he thought she might scream or strike him, but she didn't. He had a sudden, overwhelming urge to pull her into a hug, to soothe the fierce, childish hurt he felt radiating from her, but he didn't. He kept his hands at his sides, not trusting where a simple touch might lead.

Aurelia just stared at him, her entire body rigid with containing so much emotion. Then, without another word, she whirled around and stormed away, her footsteps punishing the stone path as she disappeared back into the palace.

Grant hissed out frustration through his teeth, wondering if it was his own or his princess's. His chest felt hot, and he realized distantly that it emanated from a specific spot. Reaching under his tunic, he pulled out the soul stone.

What had he been expecting to see? What had he been hoping for? The stone, Favalina's cryptic, curious gift, bloomed with angry red, feeling hot to the touch as he held it in his hand.

His soul bonds, or at least the one he shared with Aurelia, veered into nexus territory, according to one metric. He wasn't sure he could claim to be surprised, given how many of the past few days had felt like weathering a tempest of powerful emotions.

"Lord Hayes." Lycanthia's voice surprised him, and he almost dropped the stone. "Queen Mara wishes you present in the audience chamber."

"Tell her I'll be right along," he said, shifting the stone out of sight.

He watched Lycanthia sketch a surly curtsey before hurrying along her way. Looking at the soul stone again, red like a demon's eye, felt more unnerving with every second he let his gaze linger.

So many questions, so many dangers. It almost made the overwhelming confusion he'd been saddled with upon first arriving in Eldoria seem like a simple thing. At least the solution to that had been obvious: find a way home, at any cost.

He would still find a way home. At any cost?

Grant closed his fist around the soul stone, holding it for a still moment, and then lobbed it into the pond.


Chapter 16

Mara was still standing in front of the throne when Grant arrived back, though she looked far more tired than she had prior to Aurelia's outburst. Grant came to her side, trying to focus on her and the situation rather than the new uncertainty over the soul bonds the soul stone had stirred.

"What's wrong?" asked Mara, voice quiet.

"Nothing." He winced, knowing more honesty was called for, but unsure of how to approach it. "Aurelia seems really upset."

"I know, but now is not the time for us to address it." Mara let out a long sigh. "Favalina just called a council meeting to order. It bodes poorly for her to be seeking a decision from the council, now of all times."

"Do you think she's going to try to force your hand?" asked Grant.

The answer came not from Mara, but the new arrivals to the chamber. The Council of Elders filed in with slow steps, each of the old, hooded women walking at their own, world weary, wisdom-embodied pace.

Favalina came last… with Ambassador Hawthorne once more at her side. Grant tried to resist the urge to scowl at them. The pairing did, for once, seem to draw attention away from his proximity to the Veridians, though that seemed like a small appeasement given the seriousness of other events.

Mara waited until the council had taken its usual place to the left of the dais, with Ambassador Hawthorne standing in front, as any petitioner would, before finally speaking. "I would normally be surprised to have all assembled in official capacity again so soon, but such is the speed of events. Ambassador Hawthorne, would you care to illuminate me?"

Though she directed the last question to the woman from Aethelburg, Mara's eyes were aimed at Favalina as she spoke. Hawthorne smiled and gave a small, seemingly innocent shrug.

"I did not mean to blindside the Grove's esteemed Queen," said Hawthorne, her voice smooth, yet carrying an edge of undeniable authority. "I merely seek to stick to the terms outlined in the treaty. The call for aid must be addressed 'expediently, within three days,' according to the document in question. The clock, I'm afraid, has already been ticking since our arrival."

Grant watched Mara, felt the cold spike of fury through their bond. This was a political ambush, plain and simple. The air in the throne room grew thick with the unspoken power play.

Favalina stepped forward, her staff tapping once on the root-woven floor. "In light of the pressing nature of the threat and the Grove's historical obligation, I sought to invoke the right of the Council to render judgment on behalf of the Grove."

The words hung heavy, absolute. Grant felt Mara’s composure crack, a fissure of disbelief and betrayal opening in their connection.

"The Council is in full agreement," said Favalina, her voice ringing with the finality of a closing tomb. "And as you well know, Queen Mara, full agreement of the Council of Elders takes precedent even over the queen's word."

Grant had a thought. He cleared his throat loudly, and more quietly, whispered sideways in a voice only Mara could hear. "Hasn't been three days."

She blinked, eyes flicking toward him, and nodded ever so slightly. "I haven't been taking this matter lightly. Of that, I assure you, Ambassador Hawthorne. Favalina, being as old and wise as she is, outstripping even myself in that regard, is a mite hasty to press forward on this specific detail, as of yet. We will come to a decision tomorrow, after thinking the entire situation through anew."

"The answer will be the same, Queen Mara." Favalina's voice was surprisingly gentle, not carrying the bite that Grant would have assumed usually accompanied a backstab. "As I already have stated… the Council is in full agreement."

"Hold now, Elder Favalina." Hawthorne held her hands up with a placating smile. "We of Selsux come carrying this treaty out of a desire to call upon the Grove as a friend, and as a friend, such a request is quite allowable. You must think carefully about this matter, Queen Mara. I think all present understand how true it is, in the face of the greatness of the threat you currently face."

"I appreciate that, Ambassador, along with the friendship of Selsux underlying it," said Mara, carefully. "We shall meet again on this matter tomorrow, and perhaps simply have the same discussion once anew, as you say, Favalina."

She nodded once, and even in a state of quiet rebellion, Favalina and the other elders were respectful enough to accept their dismissal. Grant waited outside the audience chamber after leaving. It was close to ten minutes later when Mara finally exited herself.

She looked even more tired than she had before, emptied in that way of too much emotion, too fast, unexpected. This time, Grant did go for a hug, sparing a quick glance over one shoulder to make sure they were alone before pulling her into a tight embrace.

"Lord Hayes," she whispered, with a hint of rebuke, even as her head rested against his shoulder.

"There's still a way forward," he said. "We just have to find it."

Mara’s body felt small in his arms, and she lingered for a moment longer than propriety allowed before she pulled away. "Your confidence is appreciated, but it may be misplaced."

"We'll see," he said, letting her go.

He thought of Aurelia’s rash proposal in the garden, to just slip away and ride for Mount Jamala. He’d dismissed it as reckless, but now, with Favalina and Hawthorne closing ranks, it felt less like a foolish impulse and more like a desperate, tempting alternative. He reached for his connection with her, the one that had pulsed with her anger and excitement just an hour before.

He found a wall. Not an absence, but a deliberate, stubborn silence. A muffled quiet where a vibrant hum had been. She was pushing him out, consciously damping the bond. The realization sent a fresh spike of worry through him, colder than the council's political maneuvering. A princess with a plan, now cutting him off from her thoughts. It was a recipe for disaster.

"You should talk to her," he said, his gaze shifting down the empty hallway where Aurelia had stormed off. "She's not going to let this go."

"We should both talk to her," corrected Mara, her voice holding a weary edge. Grant felt the subtle shift in their bond, her anxiety latching onto his own. "This outlander the Corvidians found… it affects all of us."

"I know."

She looked at him, her hazel eyes distant, searching. "Aurelia has a reason to seek this stranger out. A hunger for any connection to Seraphina’s world. To your Earth. It isn't the same as your need to return home, but it burns with its own fire, nonetheless."

"I have to get back," said Grant, the words feeling heavy, a reaffirmation of a truth that felt increasingly complicated.

The bond with Mara flared, a sudden, sharp ache that was entirely her own. He felt her reaction, a wave of unspoken protest, a deep, primal resistance to the very idea of his departure. It felt like betrayal, like abandonment. He looked at her, at the pained echo of his mother’s face, and the simple desire to go home felt like the cruelest cut of all.

"Let's go talk to Aurelia," he said, mostly to fill the air, to kill the moment. "Sit down and work through all of this."

"Let us do that," said Mara.

They went to the princess's chamber. Grant knocked and announced himself, and Mara opened the door after a minute without a reply. Aurelia wasn't there, or anywhere else within the palace they checked. They eventually found their way to the stables, where Larissa's confusion quickly shifted to unjustified guilt.

"I thought she was simply readying her horse for a ride, Your Highness," said Larissa. "She seemed in a mood to clear her head."

"She wouldn't have revealed her intentions even if you'd pressed her," said Mara. "Worry not, Larissa. I'm not displeased."

Grant walked back into the palace alongside her, speaking in a low tone. "She's going to Mount Jamala, with or without anyone else. She's also closing the soul bond to me."

"To me, as well, though that is a common occurrence as of late," said Mara.

"I should go after her," he said. "Someone has to."

Mara was silent for several seconds. "Not yet. Catching up to her would be impossible, regardless, given the mood she's in. And you do not know enough about Eldoria for me to have complete confidence of your abilities alone on the road."

"Ouch, but probably accurate." Grant let out a sigh and set one hand on Theron's sword. "I can't wait forever. I'm not going to let her run off into danger alone."

"Nor will I let you," said Mara.

Mara’s gaze lingered on him, her eyes holding a depth of understanding that was both comforting and profoundly unsettling. The symmetry of their situation was a cruel, perfect poem.

He looked at Aurelia and saw the ghost of his daughter's future. Mara looked at him and saw the ghost of her son's past. They were trapped in a rhyming tragedy, each a painful reminder for the other of all they had lost.

The urge to push back, to argue, was stuck in him like a lump in his throat. He wanted to insist that they leave now, that every moment of clear sky and good road they wasted was a victory for Aurelia’s recklessness.

But he couldn't push. The look on Mara's face stopped him cold. It was his mother’s face, etched with a familiar, weary plea, imploring him to listen, to trust, to just wait. Arguing with that face felt like a betrayal of something sacred, a line he couldn't bring himself to cross.

“Tomorrow,” he said, the word a concession torn from him. “Tomorrow decides everything.”

Mara nodded, the ghost of a smile touching her lips, though the worry never left her eyes. “Tonight, we will still have your training. We can speak more of this then. Come up with a plan. Perhaps even two.”

She reached out, her hand resting lightly on his shoulder. The simple touch was electric. A jolt of warmth shot through their bond, a sudden, sharp spike of awareness and inappropriate heat that hummed in the space between them.

"I'll see you later tonight then," he said.

She nodded slowly, fingers trailing off his shoulder a beat slower than necessary. "Yes, Lord Hayes. You will."


Chapter 17

Grant had never been the best at handling his own aimless energy on days when his emotions had it primed to a high. He wandered down into the palace basement, where the armory and the training hall both were.

The Grove's warriors seemed to be busy elsewhere, keeping balance with the Selsux soldiers in the city or perhaps out scouting and patrolling. He took Theron's sword out of its sheathe and squared off against one of the training dummies.

The dummy, stuffed with straw and wrapped in thick canvas, absorbed the first few clumsy strikes without complaint. Grant hacked at it, his swings wide and awkward, the weight of Theron’s sword unfamiliar in his hands. He worked late into the afternoon, sweat stinging his eyes, frustration coiling in his guts.

He stopped, his breath ragged, and went to the kitchens. Aveline offered him a slab of bread and cheese without a word. He ate it while walking the garden paths, but the quiet beauty did nothing to settle his thoughts.

His mind was a tangled mess, skipping between worlds with a jarring ease he found deeply unsettling. He thought of Lia, her small, trusting eyes, and a wave of fierce, paternal protectiveness washed over him.

The feeling bled seamlessly into a vision of Aurelia, her defiant eyes, her reckless charge toward the Selsux soldiers. He worried for his daughter, he worried for the princess. He thought of Mara’s quiet strength, the weight of her crown, and it felt like his own mother’s burden, Nora’s resilience reflected in a queen’s tired eyes.

He returned to the empty training hall, needing the simple, physical release of action. He faced the dummy again, the sword feeling a fraction less alien in his grip.

He raised the blade, intending a simple downward slash. Instead, his wrist twisted on its own, his body shifting into a stance he didn't recognize. The blade came around in a fluid, precise arc, a clean slice that would have disarmed an opponent.

Grant froze, staring at the sword, then at his own hands. He knew, with a certainty that chilled him, that he had held a real sword before, not a toy, not a prop. He had, but he hadn't, at least not back on Earth. He tried the movement again. If felt natural, like a flicker of muscle memory from a life he couldn’t recall.

"That's not possible," he muttered, shaking his head.

"Lord Hayes?"

"Jesus!" Grant dropped the sword in surprise and whirled around to find Lycanthia standing by the door. "Sorry. Surprised me."

"Who is… Jesus?" asked Lycanthia.

"Long story involving a virgin birth and… a couple of nails," he said. "What is it?"

"Queen Mara sent me to see if you needed anything," said Lycanthia. "More water? Some dinner?"

"It's that late already?" He shook his head. "Just water. I should head up soon."

She quietly refilled the jug he'd been drinking from and departed. Grant sat on one of the benches, not sheathing Theron's sword right away. It still had a clean polish to it, and he could see his face, albeit blurry, in the blade's reflection by the light of the Sylvan.

He felt an odd desire to have known Theron, or at least have met him. So much of his recent experience had felt like being dropped into a play midperformance, fumbling through his lines off context alone with heavy assistance from his fellow actors. What would Theron have done if his daughter had run off on a dangerous, spontaneous adventure?

He took a sip of his water, unsure whether he liked the question or not but well aware of the range of emotions it brought up. Mara would be expecting him for his Arcane Conversion training soon. He was exhausted from his swordplay, but excused himself for working so hard out of a suspicion that he'd be absorbing at least a bit of magical energy to refresh himself with.

The exhaustion hit him in full as he climbed the last staircase leading up to his chamber. It nearly doubled him over and he was left leaning against the wall, breathing heavily and standing on leaden feet.

"What… the hell?" he muttered.

Footsteps. A face appeared in front of him, familiar, and not in the good way. Favalina shook her head slowly, frowning as though she'd encountered a stray hornet tapping at the inside of her window.

"You did well, girl," said Favalina.

Grant glanced in the same way the old crone's gaze had turned and saw Lycanthia also standing a few steps behind him, face determined, but blinking fast. He tried to take another step, press on to his room. The water… what had been in the water?

"Take him to his chamber," said Favalina. "Much more plausible if it happens there."

"…No!" He tried to draw his sword. A hand stopped him, grabbing his arm. He noticed the chainmail and was both surprised and confused to see that Favalina had issued her command to a pair of Selsux soldiers.

The second man seized his other arm, yanking backward painfully and dismissing any charitable idea Grant might have harbored over the nature of their intentions. Elder Favalina was taking matters into her own hands, which meant he was a loose end on the verge of being tied.

Assuming he went willingly. Grant thrashed again, seeking to do as much damage as possible… any damage, really. His body was too fatigued, a combination of hazy mind and softened muscles. The two men began dragging him, but they were within the Evergreen Palace. A clump of Sylvan meandered overhead as they moved down one of the hallways leading to his chamber.

Grant fought against the soldiers' grip, his drugged muscles screaming in protest. The world felt syrupy, his movements sluggish and ineffective. Above them, a cluster of pale blue Sylvan drifted lazily, their soft light casting shifting patterns on the polished wood ceiling. Power. An answer.

He focused on them, his mind hazy but his intent sharpening into a desperate point. He remembered Mara’s voice at the Spiral Stones, her cautioning words about control, about sipping from the stream instead of gulping from the torrent.

But Mara wasn't here. Favalina was. The old crone’s face, etched with cold resolve, flashed in his mind. This wasn't training. This was an execution, or the next closest thing. Life and death. To hell with control.

He needed strength, power, whatever it took to break free. He inhaled, his will reaching out, a hungry hook cast toward the oblivious lights.

The Sylvan reacted, their slow drift halting. They wavered, drawn toward the invisible vortex of his need. He felt the first illicit taste of their essence, a clean, sharp power that promised to burn away the drug's sluggishness. The air crackled with a low hum.

A flash of movement, then a brutal impact against the side of his head. Pain exploded behind his eyes, a jarring, concussive force that rattled his skull. His vision swam with black spots. The soldier’s gauntleted hand, a blunt instrument of interruption.

The connection shattered. His focus, so precariously held amidst the fog of the drug, evaporated in an instant. The Sylvan, released from his pull, scattered in a panic, their soft blue light dimming as they fled into the high, dark recesses of the hallway.

Favalina watched the failed attempt, her expression hardening from grim amusement into outright horror. She shook her head slowly, a quiet, final judgment in the movement.

"The soul bonds were a grave enough concern," she muttered, her voice a low, cold whisper. "But to see it… the same profane hunger. The same evil magic. This solidifies it."

"You would have used anything as evidence," he growled, lips half numb.

Favalina only watched him, issuing no denial. His chamber wasn't far. They'd picked a convenient spot to ambush him, it seemed. Grant sucked in a breath, desperate enough to simply try shouting for help, but a dirty hand clamped over his mouth, preempting the attempt.

The Selsux soldiers flung Grant into his chamber. He stumbled, his legs refusing to cooperate, and crashed against the bedside table. He twisted, trying to use the table as leverage to get back to his feet, to get his hands on something. He lashed out with a clumsy kick, connecting only with empty air.

One of the soldiers stepped forward, his face grim under the dim Sylvan light. A gauntleted fist slammed into Grant’s gut. The air exploded from his lungs in a silent, agonizing rush. He doubled over, gasping, spots dancing in his vision. Before he could recover, a second blow, a brutal backhand, caught him on the side of the head. The world dissolved into a bright, painful flash.

The next thing he knew, he was on his bed, the rough fabric of the quilt scratching against his cheek. His head throbbed with a dull, nauseating rhythm. Favalina stood over him, her silhouette dark against the light from the hallway.

"Smother him first," Favalina said, her voice a cold, practical whisper. "Then fling him from the balcony. Lord Hayes is known to be deeply upset over losing his family. The grief became too much."

"No…" Grant’s voice was a choked rasp. He tried to push himself up, to rise, but one of the soldiers shoved him back down, a heavy hand pressing firmly on his chest, pinning him to the mattress.

"You may leave now, child," said Favalina, her gaze flicking toward the doorway.

Lycanthia stood there, her face pale, her eyes wide with a dawning, abject horror. She stared at Grant, then at the soldiers, her expression crumbling. With a choked gasp, she spun and fled, her footsteps echoing down the silent palace hallway.

"You won't just be… killing me," he said. "Mara. Aurelia. Severing the bond will ruin them."

He hated putting it that way, but he felt the truth of the statement as he said it aloud. Moreover, it brought his attention back to the soul bond, to Mara, who was still nearby even if Aurelia felt distant. He sent out a plea through their connection, desperate and loud.

"I wish it had not come to this." Favalina let out a heavy sigh, though it was hard to tell if it was real or exaggerated. "But it has, and it's preferable to the alternative. If Mara and her heir are too diminished by this result, then we will simply rally around a new queen. There was a time before the Veridians, and there shall be a time after."

Grant fought, a useless, frantic thrashing against the heavy hands pinning him. The drug in his system was a leaden blanket, smothering his strength. He twisted his right arm, muscles screaming, fingers straining toward where Theron’s sword still hung off his belt. So close. Just inches. The soldier holding him grunted, shifted his weight, and the hope vanished under an iron grip.

A pillow came down over his face, a soft, final thing that smelled of dust and old fabric. It pressed against his nose and mouth, stealing the air. Panic became his existence, hot and sharp, unlike anything he'd ever felt before.

He bucked against the weight on top of him, a desperate, animalistic heave. The action only burned through the precious air in his lungs faster. The blackness in front of his eyes narrowed, angry red pounding at the edges. His own blood roared in his ears, deafening, dying drumbeat.

Without warning, the world erupted in a splintering crash. A violent impact slammed into the bed, so hard the wooden frame shuddered and snapped. Grant tumbled sideways, rolling off the collapsing mattress and onto the cold floor in a tangle of quilt and broken wood.

The pillow fell away. He gasped, sucking in a ragged, life-giving breath that burned his raw throat. He pushed himself up onto his elbows, his head swimming, the room tilting.

Favalina and her Selsux soldiers lay strewn across the floor like discarded toys, motionless. Mara stood in the doorway, eyes narrowed to thin lines, furious face glowing in the light of the Sylvan Luminaries swirling around her.

"Are you alright?" she asked.

Grant sucked in another breath, air sweet as lemonade on a summer day. "Far better than I was thirty seconds ago."

He rose to his feet, still groggy from the drug, but surprised by how much of it had been burned off by the intensity of the moment.

"Favalina finally made her move," muttered Mara, moving to stand next to the old woman's limp form. "She has wanted more power since the moment she first joined the Council. I always suspected she would do just about anything to claim it… but never this."

"Something tells me she won't be getting back up," said Grant.

"Not right away, but I didn't kill her," said Mara. "I can't. The Council would assume it to be an attack on their sovereignty after the events of earlier today."

Grant shook his head slowly. "What are you going to do then?"

"To start?" She flashed a determined smile and motioned to the door. "Help you get to your horse."


Chapter 18

The wider extent of the conspiracy reached Grant in two ways. Mara's intensity and silence, first and foremost, along with the roundabout path they took to exit the palace, avoiding the common hallways that might hold encounters.

He said nothing until they'd reached the stables, moving by the light of Sylvan and the newly risen full moon. Larissa was nowhere to be seen, but Pepper was already saddled and even equipped with full traveling bags. Grant expected to give Mara one last hug before climbing on and disappearing into the night, but she'd pulled out a second mount alongside his - her own.

"You planned this?" he muttered, the realization dawning as he got into saddle. "Even before Favalina made her move. You were readying us to go after Aurelia left."

"Fortune favors the bold," said Mara, with a nod. "Let's hope that adage holds through the night."

They rode hard, hooves thundering a frantic rhythm against the packed-earth road. The wind whipped past Grant’s face, cold and sharp. Mara rode just ahead of him, a pale green and silver nimbus of Sylvan Luminaries swirling around her, cutting a brilliant but obvious path through the moonlit dark of the Grove.

He watched as one of the golden lights broke from the swarm, then another, peeling off into the trees like sparks from a firework. With each passing minute, another Sylvan vanished into the night, their collective glow dimming, shrinking their halo of visibility and rendering them slightly less conspicuous. Finally, as they veered onto a narrower, less-traveled path that wound into the deeper woods, Mara raised a hand.

She reined her horse to a halt. The last few Sylvan hovered for a moment before she gave a subtle dismissive gesture. They scattered, their light dissolving into the oppressive dark of the forest canopy, leaving them in near-total blackness. Not a moment too soon.

Grant heard them before he saw them. A rhythmic clinking, metal on metal, accompanied by the muffled tread of heavy horses. A flicker of orange light danced through the trees, back on the main road they had just abandoned. A patrol. Selsux soldiers, their plate armor catching the unsteady light of their torches.

Mara leaned closer, her voice a ghost of a whisper against the night sounds.

"They're undoubtedly searching for a kidnapped queen," she said.

A humorless smile touched Grant’s lips. "Well, if nothing else, it makes for juicy fodder for my growing legend."

"Always looking on the bright side, aren't you, Lord Hayes," said Mara, dryly.

The narrow path was rougher, a barely-there trail that twisted between ancient, gnarled trees and over slick, moss-covered rocks. They slowed their pace, the horses picking their way carefully through the darkness. The drug still left a faint, syrupy residue in Grant’s mind, a sluggishness that made the uneven terrain feel treacherous.

Mara kept only two Sylvan with them now. One, a soft silver, drifted on the left side of the path. The other, a pale gold, hovered on the right. They moved with the horses, silent, floating beacons marking the edges of the unseen trail, like detour lights around a forgotten accident scene back on Earth.

Grant focused on the steady thud of Pepper’s hooves, the creak of leather, anything to ground himself. The soul bonds, once an invasive storm, now felt like an anchor. He could feel Mara’s presence, a low, constant hum of emotion.

Anxiety, certainly, a faint tremor of fear for the dangers ahead and the Selsux soldiers behind them. But beneath it, a surprising current of excitement pulsed, a sharp, exhilarating thrill that was entirely her own. It was a strange and alluring mix.

His thoughts drifted to Aurelia. He tried to sense her through their bond, but it was like listening for a whisper in a storm, a distant, muffled quiet. Alone. She was out here somewhere, alone. The thought stirred a familiar, protective ache.

Lia abruptly came to mind as she so often did, which made him think of the outlander, the one who supposedly fell from the sky. Another traveler from Earth. Was it possible that they knew a way back?

The idea was a spark in the gloom of his own predicament. For the first time since returning to the Grove, he felt a clear sense of direction, the familiar pull of his own objective. He was moving forward again. Homeward bound, maybe.

"We'll camp here for tonight," said Mara, after another hour of introspective travel. "It looks flat, and we won't be visible from the road once I scatter my last two Sylvan."

Grant nodded. "We can tie the horses up in the trees, assuming they don't mind clopping through some bushes. Though there isn't much room to set up."

"We'll have to manage with a single tent." Mara eyed him as she climbed down from her mount, outwardly unchanged, but with a hint of something dangerous fluttering through the bond. "I… suspect that may be the case for much of the journey."

"We'll make do," Grant said, his voice a low murmur that felt heavier than the words themselves.

He felt the soul bond stir, a sudden, illicit warmth that had nothing to do with the cool night air. A carousel of excited possibilities, sharp and forbidden, spun through the connection. It was hard to tell where the feeling began and where it ended, his own treacherous thoughts tangled with the echo of hers until they were an indistinguishable, smoldering exhibit.

He swung down from Pepper, the motion feeling more natural by the day. He led both horses into the dense foliage, the leafy branches scraping softly against his tunic as he found a sturdy-looking sapling and tied the reins securely. The simple, physical task was a welcome distraction, a brief anchor in the swirling current of unspoken tension.

He returned to the small clearing to find Mara already kneeling, a tiny spark of golden light dancing between her cupped hands. She coaxed a small flame to life in a cleared patch of earth, feeding it with dry twigs and leaves. He pitched the tent, the unfamiliar and archaic canvas and poles still a clumsy puzzle in his hands, but he managed, the shelter taking shape in the flickering firelight.

Mara watched the flames catch, her face painted in shifting shadows. "I'll let it die out once we retire to our bedrolls. We won't need the extra warmth on a night like tonight."

The words hung in the air, seemingly innocent, yet loaded with an unintentional weight that made Grant’s stomach tighten. He finished securing the last tent stake, his knuckles brushing the cool, damp earth.

"I'm sure we'll stay warm enough," he said.

He took a seat across from her at the small fire, warmed by more than just the flame's burgeoning heat. Mara looked everywhere but directly at him, eventually busying her hands with pulling out some flatbread and sausage which she warmed in a tiny travel pan balanced precariously on the edge of a rock.

The silence stretched, thick and heavy, punctuated only by the crackle and hiss of the fire. The quiet did not bring peace. It was a canvas, and the soul bond painted upon it with strokes of raw, unspoken feeling. Grant felt a wave of heat from Mara, a flicker of longing so sharp it was almost a physical touch. It was a dangerous, unguarded thing, an invitation she would never voice.

He shifted on the log, tearing a bit of the rough bark. His own body responded, a low, coiling warmth in his loins that was part desire, part a confusing, protective possessiveness.

He felt his own urges reflect back at her through the bond, and then felt her awareness of them, a feedback loop that ratcheted the tension higher with every shared, silent breath. The air between them shimmered, not just from the fire’s heat, but with the weight of everything they refused to say.

Mara’s gaze lifted and met his. Her eyes held their own realm of conflict – the composed queen, the grieving mother, and the woman, raw and wanting. The bond pulsed, a dizzying surge of her restraint warring with a desperate, burgeoning need. She reached out and pulled the pan off the fire, and he wondered if she was trying to save more than just the food from succumbing to the searing heat.

"I intended for exactly this," she said, her voice a low murmur that barely carried over the crackle of the flames.

"Did you?" he asked.

Mara swallowed, her gaze fixed on the glowing embers. "Favalina and the Council… they cannot confirm their decision to go to war without me present. Tradition will take precedence over the old treaty against the Beastkin. The meeting tomorrow is now a formality they cannot conclude."

"And what's to stop them from just… taking what they want?" asked Grant, his voice carrying a roughness amidst the rising smoke.

A faint, knowing smile touched her lips. "They can't. Not without rallying around a new queen, a process that takes time, consensus. More time than Sadia Hawthorne will wish to sit still for. Tonight, Lord Hayes, I am exactly where I want to be."

"Good," he said, a slow smirk spreading across his own face. "I like the way your eyes light up when you talk about your schemes."

Mara let out a single, bell-like laugh. "Queens don't scheme, Lord Hayes."

"What do they do, then?" he asked.

"In truth… I wouldn't know," she said, her voice dropping, intimate and conspiratorial. "For tonight, and for the next few days… I am a simple traveler."

"Good to know." He watched her, holding back the thought that she was far too beautiful to make anything simple.


Chapter 19

The food helped Grant get his mind back on track, though the tension was still thick as they kicked out the fire and retired to bed. Mara unrolled hers with a gap between where he'd set his down, though in the close confines of the tent, it wasn't much of a buffer.

"Goodnight, Lord Hayes," said Mara. "Grant."

"Goodnight, Mara."

He expected to be awake and suffering, given the way the bond simmered, flirting with possibilities, closeness, and contact. He was, for a while, but eventually sleep's embrace found him in full.

If he dreamed during the night, he wasn't aware of it. The morning arrived, with a soft breeze fluttering the tent's canvas on a cool but not chilly dawn. He'd shifted during the night… as had Mara, it seemed.

A soft, breathing warmth pressed against his front, familiar and welcome. He opened his eyes slowly. Mara. He had shifted during the night, rolling onto his side, his arm draped over her waist, his body spooned tightly against hers. Their bedrolls, once separated by a respectable gap, now lay flush against one another as if drawn together by some unseen gravity.

The cool morning air brushed his bare shoulders, but where his body met hers, a deep heat radiated. He could feel the soft curve of her hip nestled against his groin, the gentle rise and fall of her breathing against his arm. And with that awareness came another, more immediate realization. He had a bad case of morning wood, hard and insistent, pressed firmly into the small of her back.

His quilt was half-draped over her, a shared blanket against the dawn chill. He imagined she'd gotten cold, reaching for the extra warmth in her sleep. She’d found it, along with a great deal more.

Grant let out a low groan, the sound a rough murmur in the quiet tent. He shifted, a fraction of an inch, an instinctive movement to ease the pressure, to create a sliver of respectable space.

Mara tensed instantly. A sharp, almost electric stillness shot through her body. The soul bond, which had been a low, sleepy hum, flared with a pulse of startled awareness so potent it was like a gasp in his own mind.

He froze. She had been awake. For how long, he didn't know. But she had been awake, unmoving, letting him hold her, letting him press himself against her. Awake, and enjoying it. The bond pulsed with a fresh wave of her emotion – not alarm, not anger, but a dizzying, flustered thrill, a guilty pleasure that echoed his own.

What else might she enjoy? He couldn't help but wonder as the question morphed into its evil cousin. What else might she let him get away with if he pushed… just a little further?

He let the moment stretch, a silent negotiation in the pre-dawn quiet. Then, slowly, as if his hand had a will of its own, his fingers began to move. It started as a barely-there caress, a ghost of a touch tracing the line of her ribs through the thin silk of her nightgown. An incidental shift, like his hand was simply settling more comfortably.

Mara’s breath fluttered, a tiny, sharp sound in the stillness. The soul bond, that ever-present hum between them, flared into a rise of pure, unadulterated excitement. It was a potent, intoxicating feedback, a confirmation of the game they were both playing. He felt her pleasure as if it were his own, a dizzying, shared secret.

Grant leaned closer, aroused and emboldened, his lips hovering just above the delicate skin of her neck, so close he could feel the warmth radiating from her. He exhaled slowly, his breath a warm whisper against her. He felt a shiver run through her, a tremor of anticipation that sang through their connection.

He rocked his hips forward, a slow, deliberate pressure that left no room for misinterpretation. His erection pressed firmly into the soft curve of her backside, a blatant declaration of his own desire.

Her response was a silent, answering surge of eagerness through the bond, along with a gentle backward rocking of her midriff. His hand began its own slow journey, sliding down from her waist, over the smooth contour of her hip. It settled on her stomach, his palm flat against the silk, his fingers tracing lazy, teasing circles around her navel, toying with the promise of more.

"Lord Hayes." Mara's voice was faint, flustered, and more than anything, reluctant. "Good morning."

"Good morning, Queen Mara."

His mind screamed at him to stop, to pull back, to inject a shred of sanity into the quiet madness of the tent. But his body was a traitor, deaf to reason, guided only by the insistent thrum of the soul bond and the undeniable warmth of the woman in his arms.

His hand slid lower, a slow, deliberate trespass from her stomach, his fingers brushing the top of her thigh. He rocked his hips into her more blatantly, the soft silk of her nightgown a frustrating, thin barrier.

A sound escaped Mara’s throat, half sigh, half moan, followed by a breathless little laugh that vibrated through her body and into his. "It seems we kept warm after all, Lord Hayes. Though now that it is morning… it is so mild. We do not even need the quilts."

The words were a release, a permission slip signed in the heat of the moment. He let his hand settle on the curve of her hip, pulling her even tighter against him as he continued the slow, grinding rhythm. For an eager and evil moment, he thought she would let him keep going, let him go further, let him take her as he pleased.

But she tapped him on the leg and cleared her throat, breaking the spell. It wasn't a cough, but a short, sharp sound, a familiar, maternal noise of disapproval he’d heard from his own mother a thousand times. It cut through the haze of lust like a bucket of icy water.

With a final, unsteady breath, Mara slipped from his embrace, sliding out from under the quilt and away from his touch. "I should… ready breakfast."

"Of course," he said. "I'm starving."

"I believe that."

They ate breakfast in a silence that vibrated with unspoken things. Mara handed him a piece of sweetbread, her fingers brushing his, lingering a second longer than necessary. The simple contact sent a jolt through their bond, a current of shared heat that was both welcome and unsettlingly intense.

Grant chewed his food, the savory flavors a muted backdrop to the tension coiling between them. He watched her packing up, the morning light catching the stray strands of her blonde hair.

It felt so easy, so dangerously natural, to be here with her. He wondered if they would even make it through another night, if they would even try. The thought of their inevitable surrender to baser needs felt less like a question and more like a simple, simmering fact.

"Can you feel that?" she asked.

He shook his head, trying to shake some focus back to the moment. "What?"

Mara smiled, a soft, sad curve of her lips. "Aurelia was the one who ran off, but I can sense she is the one worrying after us now."

Grant focused, reaching for his other bond. He felt it instantly, a distant, frantic hum of anxiety that was unmistakably Aurelia’s. She was out there, alone, and she was worried about them. He winced, imagining the princess’s fury and reaction toward what had nearly happened between him and Mara in the tent.

The balance Mara had sought by forging her own soul bond with him was now more of a balancing act. The memory of the soul stone, now resting somewhere in the muck at the bottom of the palace garden pond, surfaced unbidden in Grant's mind.

He saw it again, cupped in his hand, its surface blooming with an angry, undeniable red. A Nexus Bond. Favalina’s warning echoed in his thoughts, a cold premonition of danger and instability.

He glanced at Mara, who was efficiently rolling up her bedroll, her movements graceful and precise even in this simple task. Then his thoughts drifted to Aurelia, her furious, tear-streaked face after their argument.

He imagined the raw anger he'd felt from her through their bond, that fierce, childish hurt, amplified and twisted by the volatile nature of a Nexus connection. What would that look like? An uncontrolled surge of Harmony magic? A destructive tantrum that could level a section of the city?

The soul stone had felt hot against his skin, as hot as the emotional heat that constantly simmered between the three of them. A Nexus Bond formed through obsession, forbidden desire, intense emotion. They checked all the boxes.

He couldn't afford to roll the dice. He wasn't a fool. He had no interest in toying with magical forces beyond his control or understanding. He was practical and realistic, as is often the case with assistant restaurant managers and newly single fathers.

He had no interest in tempting fate just to see what would happen, regardless of how compelling the temptation increasingly seemed. That kind of reckless behavior was for young princesses who had never faced real consequences.

They set out once they were done striking camp, traveling at a good pace, but not a speed that made them stand out. Grant watched Mara ride just ahead of him, the rhythmic sway of her ponytail an interesting contrast to her usual style.

It was youthful, almost carefree, a look he had not seen on her often before. It softened the severe lines of her queenly authority, revealing a hint of the woman she might have been before the crown, or perhaps the woman she still was, underneath.

Her clothes added to the effect. She wore a simple, faded tunic of a dusty green and sturdy leather leggings, both showing the scuffs and wear of long use. He wondered if she had borrowed them from a Grove warrior of similar height and build, or if they were relics from her own past, a time before flowing silks and the weight of the Grove.

She glanced back, her eyes catching his. The soul bond, that ever-present hum, warmed slightly. A simple look, nothing more, but the connection between them made it seem like he might as well have just kissed her neck. He tried to shake it off, leaning back even as his traitorous heart leaned in.


Chapter 20

Grant and Mara continued for two hours on the winding side trail, watching as the dense woods slowly thinned and opened. The path merged onto a wider, more traveled road, a main artery cutting through the Grove. They were not alone anymore.

A merchant leading a pack mule trudged past in the opposite direction. A family with a small cart gave them a wide berth, eyes flicking over them with brief curiosity.

With each passing traveler, Grant felt his paranoia put another notch in its belt. Their faces were neutral, incurious, but he imagined them as Favalina’s eyes, Selsux spies. They were fugitives, a queen in hiding with a foreign stranger, and every glance felt like a judgment, a potential threat.

“Where are we, exactly?” asked Grant, keeping his voice low. “I mean, I know we’re on the run. How much did last night's detour set us off course?”

Mara guided her horse a little closer to his, the movement fluid and natural. The simple riding clothes she wore made her look less like a monarch and more like a seasoned traveler, an effect that was both disarming and distracting.

“We are still within the Grove,” she said, her voice a quiet murmur that didn’t carry far. “But we’ve moved from the southern roads, the ones that lead toward the Blight, to the western arteries. This road will eventually take us toward the foothills of the mountains.”

“West,” repeated Grant, the memory of their last unplanned detour surfacing. “That’s Beastkin territory, right? I seem to recall a less-than-pleasant encounter with some Aurochs on our last outing.”

A faint smile touched Mara’s lips, a flicker of shared memory that warmed their bond. “The Chaitera Aurochs hold territory to the southwest, yes. But the west is vast, Lord Hayes. It’s home to many peoples. Many are Beastkin, certainly, but they are far from a monolithic group. There are countless tribes, mostly nomadic, who live in these lands.”

"The Corvidians, too," he said. "I can surmise that much. I'm interested in seeing more of them and their culture."

"They are a resourceful people." She gestured to the woods around them, which seemed wilder, less tamed than the heart of the Grove. “The land here is still abundant in resources, but that won't be the case as we venture further. The western expanse asks more of its inhabitants. But those who live there have a deep connection to it, a resilience that is admirable.”

As if on cue, another group of travelers came into view in the distance to the west, a trio of figures on foot, their faces weathered and their clothes a patchwork of leather and rough-spun cloth. They carried long walking staves and their packs were laden with furs and what looked like dried herbs. They gave Grant and Mara a long, assessing look before nodding curtly and continuing on their way.

Mara offered a slight inclination of her head in return, an attempt at a casual, traveler’s greeting. Grant winced at their reaction. It was a fraction too graceful, too regal. It screamed of someone pretending to be common. He felt a wave of her self-consciousness ripple through the bond, a brief, sharp awareness of her own artifice.

He knew he wasn’t any better. He tried for a neutral expression, a nod that was meant to convey simple acknowledgment, but he felt his face tighten into something that probably looked more like a grimace.

He was a stranger in a strange land, a man from another world trying to act like he belonged on a backwoods trail in a magical forest. They might as well have been wearing signs that read ‘Fugitives This Way.’

They made good progress throughout the day, conspicuous as they were. Grant settled into the rhythm of the ride, the initial paranoia slowly giving way to a grudging acceptance of their visibility.

Pepper, the temperamental stallion who had once viewed Grant as a personal affront, now moved with a steady, mostly cooperative gait. Grant found his own body had adapted, the awkward bouncing of his early rides replaced by a more natural sway, his legs no longer cramping with the unfamiliar strain.

There was an odd satisfaction in it, a quiet pride in this newfound competence. He took in the sights and sounds of the road, the calls of birds he couldn’t name, the rustle of unseen creatures in the undergrowth, the scent of damp earth and strange, sweet blossoms. He liked this. He liked the creak of leather and the steady plod of hooves, the feeling of moving through an open, untamed world.

The realization was a sharp, double-edged thing. Back on Earth, his life had been a series of enclosed spaces. A car, a kitchen, a duplex. Here, under the vast, alien sky, he felt a part of himself awakening that he never knew existed. A resilience, a capacity for endurance and adventure he’d never been asked to summon.

But every moment he felt at home in this world felt like a betrayal of the one he’d lost. What would happen if he ever made it back? Would the man who returned be the same one who’d left? Would this journey, this constant dance with magic and danger, carve something out of him, or build something new that Lia and his mother wouldn’t recognize? Would he be able to trade a sword for a spatula, a living horse for a dead-engine car on a gridlocked highway?

He swatted the thought away, shelving it with a host of other unanswerable, terrifying questions. It was a problem for another day, another world. The problems of this one were more immediate, more pressing.

He glanced at the sky. What had been a clear, bright morning was slowly being overtaken by a thick blanket of bruised-looking clouds rolling in from the mountains. The sunlight dimmed, and the temperature dropped a few noticeable degrees.

Mara must have felt it too. He sensed a prickle of unease from her through the bond, a low thrum of anxiety that had nothing to do with their earlier tension and everything to do with the looming weather. It was the cautious worry of a seasoned traveler who knew what a sudden mountain storm could mean.

Then he felt something else, faint and surprising. A flicker of that same anxious energy, but from his other bond, the one he’d assumed was still deliberately muted. It was Aurelia. Her worry was a distant echo, a ghost of a feeling, but it was undeniably there, cutting through the self-imposed silence she’d wrapped around her connection.

Grant frowned, his gaze shifting toward the western mountains, now hazed by the gathering clouds. Was her bond weakening? Or were they finally closing the distance between them, the proximity amplifying the signal past her defenses? A third, more hopeful thought surfaced. Maybe she was slowing down. Maybe, for all her defiant independence, she was waiting for them.

"We should figure out what our plan is for tonight," he said. "Are we going to have to make camp again? Set up early, weather the storm?"

Mara glanced at the bruised sky, her expression mirroring the disquiet he felt through their bond. The thought of setting up camp early sent a jolt through him, part pragmatic concern, part something else entirely.

His mind, a treacherous committee of one, immediately leaped ahead. He pictured the single, small tent, the canvas walls closing in around them as the storm broke outside. Rain would drum against the fabric, a steady, hypnotic beat enclosing them in their own private world. The air would grow thick and humid, sticky with the heat of their shared breath and the dampness seeping in from the storm.

How would they pass the time? Trapped together for hours, maybe all night, just a few feet of empty space between them. They could talk, of course. Share stories. Get some extra rest. But his mind supplied other, far more compelling possibilities.

He imagined the quiet intimacy, the accidental brush of their hands and bodies in the confined space, lingering eyes leading to moments pregnant with possibilities. The simmering tension between them, with nowhere to go but inward, or outward, into action. Every idea was evil. Every idea was a temptation he wasn't sure he could, or even wanted to, resist.

"Staying at an inn seems… prudent," said Mara, swallowing heavily. "As opposed to rolling the dice in a tent."

Grant nodded, unable to push back against what felt like solid logic. "I don't disagree. Though if we stay at an inn, we will need to figure out what our cover story is going to be."

Mara blinked, her focus shifting from the clouds to his face. She looked puzzled for a moment, her brow furrowed as if he’d just asked a question in a foreign language. Then, comprehension dawned, a slow tide of realization washing over her features. He felt it through the bond, a flicker of her embarrassment at having overlooked such a basic, practical detail.

“Yes,” she said, her voice a little too quick, a little too formal. “Of course. A cover story. We can say… we are travelers from the south. Merchants, perhaps.”

Grant chuckled, the sound dry in the cool air. “It’s a start. But who are we to each other? Am I your hired guard? Family?”

The word left his mouth and he felt a sharp, painful pang through the bond, an echo of Mara’s old wounds. He thought of Theron, of the impossible mirror image they represented. He was asking a grieving mother to lean into what was already a confusing situation, given the link between him and her son. Too much.

Mara shook her head slowly. Her gaze drifted away for a moment, fixed on the road ahead, as if she were weighing the lies, searching for the one that would sit most comfortably. When her eyes returned to his, they held a new, unreadable glint.

“No,” she said, her voice quiet but firm. “The easiest story is the simplest one. The one that invites the fewest questions. You will act as my husband.”

The words hung in the air between them, charged and dangerous. A jolt, hot and immediate, shot through their soul bond. It was a chaotic surge of emotion, her nervous resolve, a flicker of something that felt suspiciously like hope, and a deep, resonant hum of forbidden desire.

“Just for the journey, of course,” she added, her voice a touch too faint.

“Of course,” said Grant, the words feeling hollow, amused, almost.

The bond went a little wild, a dizzying mix of her flustered justification and his own stunned, traitorous excitement. He looked at the storm clouds gathering over the mountains, then back at Mara. He wondered if being trapped together in a small room at an inn would truly be any less dangerous than being trapped in a tent after all.


Chapter 21

Thunder drummed overhead just as they reached what appeared to be their destination. Grant took in the sight of the roadside inn with a fair bit of surprise and appreciation.

The place was a beast. Grant had been expecting a quaint, rickety tavern, the kind of place where a single brawl could take out half the furniture. This was something else entirely.

The building was enormous, a wide, sprawling structure of thick, dark timber and grey fieldstone that rose a full three stories. Its roof was a steep pitch of slate tiles, designed to shed the heavy mountain snows.

To the side stood a stable that was nearly as large as the inn itself, its paddock cordoned off by a fence so tall and sturdy it bordered on being an outright wall. Lanterns, already lit against the storm’s gloom, cast a warm, inviting glow from its many windows.

Mara guided her horse to a halt beside him, her gaze taking in the structure with a familiar, appraising look.

“The Hearth & Hoof," she said. "A popular stop on one of the main arteries for trade in Eldoria. Merchants from the western coast, caravans from the human kingdoms, even some of the more agreeable Beastkin tribes, they all stop here on their way to or from the Grove.”

Grant nodded. "I can see why. A place this size, this fortified, makes sense as a last bastion of civilization before the wilder territories."

“We’ll be able to blend in for the night among the crowd,” said Mara, a hint of her queenly pragmatism surfacing. “Assuming we can get a room.”

Grant’s gaze followed hers to the front of the inn. A line of travelers, a motley collection of humans and what looked like a few burly, horned Aurochs, snaked out from under the covered entrance.

"I'm surprised it's so busy," he said.

As if in answer, a deafening crack of thunder boomed directly overhead, so loud it made Pepper shudder beneath him. The sky flashed, illuminating the bruised, churning clouds for a ominous, dramatic instant.

Right. The storm. Everyone within a ten-mile radius was scrambling for the same dry, warm shelter. He had flashbacks to trying to make last minute hotel reservations on busy weekends back home.

They quickly tied up their horses and took their spot in a queue that was even longer when they got back. Mara's expression pinched in a way that reminded him of Aurelia, annoyance and frustration with a distinct undercurrent of entitlement, a clear side effect of being a literal queen.

"Perhaps I could speak with someone here," she muttered. "It may be worth making the attempt."

"Too much of a risk," said Grant, shaking his head. "We always have the option of our tent if they do run out of rooms."

"They would make arrangements for us even if the inn was full, were I to make the request."

"Again, you would have to reveal yourself for that," said Grant, with a pointed look. "Which we've decided we aren't going to do."

He felt a spike of pure, distilled queenly indignation lance through their soul bond. It was sharper than mere annoyance, a specific flavor of irritation reserved for monarchs forced to queue with the common rabble. Mara’s composure was a carefully constructed fortress, but the bond was a traitor, broadcasting the turmoil within its walls.

She let out a long, weary sigh, the sound barely audible over the growing rumble of thunder and chatter of the inn's guests. “Very well, Lord Hayes. We shall wait. But if we are to maintain this… guise, then you should remember you are meant to be acting as my husband.”

Her voice was tight, a low murmur meant only for him, but Grant caught the challenge beneath the frustration. He saw the faint clench of her jaw, the subtle tension in her shoulders.

“I haven’t forgotten,” he said, his voice a low counter to hers. He decided to lean into the role, partly for the sake of their cover, and partly, a treacherous voice in his head admitted, just to see what would happen.

He stepped closer, closing the small, polite distance between them, and slid his arm around her waist, pulling her gently against his side. The reaction was instantaneous and electric. Mara stiffened for a barest fraction of a second, a sharp intake of breath the only outward sign of her surprise. But the soul bond screamed.

The simmering irritation vanished, utterly eclipsed by a tidal wave of flustered awareness. It wasn’t just surprise. It was a chaotic, dizzying mix of her shock, a flicker of outrage at his audacity, and a deeper, more treacherous current of raw, unwilling pleasure. Her body, pressed against his, felt like a live wire.

He felt the warmth of her through the worn fabric of her tunic, the subtle curve of her hip fitting against his. It was a simple, public gesture, the kind of casual intimacy a married couple might share without a second thought. For them, in the charged space of their complicated history, it felt like a monumental transgression.

It took them half an hour to make it to the front of the line, and Grant's hand was on Mara's side for all of it. They kept their playful banter up at first, but after a while, it was just the bond doing the talking. A hidden dance of emotions and urges, temptation and wordless flirtation.

"Rooms this way, food and drink that way!"

The hostess at the door, if that was the right word for it, smiled and directed them toward a side counter separate from the main bar. Grant let his hand trail off Mara, hearing the first torrent of rain coming down behind them just as they stepped into the inn's shelter.

"Seems like everyone has the same idea, getting inside on a night with weather like tonight," said Grant.

"Not just this eve." The hostess's curated smile waned for a moment. "Been rumors of monsters in the night. Ghouls and Blightwalkers catching those roughing it in the wilderness unaware… not the best season for traveling, this one."

Grant exchanged a glance with Mara, along with a bit of unspoken concern through the soul bond. They stepped further into the inn, adapting to the heat, noise, and savory smells that it harbored.

The air was thick with the scent of roasting meat, spilled ale, and damp wool, all underscored by the pleasant aroma of woodsmoke from a massive stone fireplace that dominated the far wall.

The common room was a chaotic but well-managed sea of bodies, merchants in sturdy leather, a few burly Aurochs sharing a table with surprising cordiality, and rough-clad travelers all seeking refuge from the tempest.

The hostess had pointed them to a small, less-crowded counter set against the wall, clearly designated for room rentals and separate from the main bar where a beleaguered-looking man was pulling ales as fast as his arms could move.

“One room for the night,” Grant said to the innkeeper, a balding man with a frantic energy who seemed to be juggling a ledger, a stack of keys, and his own sanity.

The man nodded, not looking up from his book. “That’ll be eight coppers. Bathwater’s extra.”

Before Grant could reach for the small pouch of coins Mara had given him, she stepped forward, her movements still imbued with a quiet, regal efficiency. She opened her own purse, a fine leather thing with a silver clasp that already looked out of place, and Grant felt a jolt of pure, undiluted panic.

The purse was stuffed. Not with a traveler’s collection of copper and silver, but with the gleam of gold. It was the purse of a noble, a queen, not a simple merchant’s wife. It was a glaring, stupid mistake, a detail so fundamentally wrong for their cover story that it felt like a lit signal fire in the dim room.

Mara, oblivious, plucked a single gold coin from the collection and placed it on the counter with a soft clink.

The innkeeper’s eyes, which had been darting around the room, snapped down to the coin. They went wide, just for a second, his weary expression momentarily replaced by one of stunned surprise. He looked from the gold piece to Mara, then to Grant, his professionalism wavering.

“Ah. Right. One… one moment, milord, milady,” he stammered, fumbling to open a heavy wooden lockbox beneath the counter.

Grant subtly shifted his position, trying to block the view of the transaction from the crowded room. He scanned the nearby faces, working to get a sense of the visibility of their misstep. A pair of travelers were deep in an argument over a map. A woman was laughing loudly at something her companion had said. No one seemed to be paying them any mind. He hoped.

The innkeeper returned, his hand full of silver and copper coins that he counted out with clumsy haste. He pushed the pile of change and a heavy iron key across the counter.

“Room seven," he said. "Top of the stairs, to the left. Enjoy your stay.”

Grant scooped up the key, quickly ushering Mara away from the counter before any more attention could be drawn their way. He felt a wave of her embarrassment through the bond, a flush of queenly frustration as she realized her own unthinking display of wealth. It was a small, humanizing crack in her regal façade.

They turned toward the main common room, the noise and warmth of the crowd pulling them in. Just as they did, a hush began to fall over the patrons, a ripple of quiet spreading out from the far side of the chamber.

At the end of the room, on a small, slightly raised wooden stage, an old man was stepping into the light of a single lantern. He had a long, wispy white beard that complemented his bald head oddly well, and his eyes, even from this distance, held a lively twinkle. Tucked under one arm, he carried a simple hand drum, which he tapped three times to draw the assembled crowd further into silence.

"Ladies and gentleman," said the man. "Assembled guests of the Hearth and Hoof and surrounding community. I am Finn Marley, of the Tradewind Troubadours, and I come before you today to tell a tale of—"

"Where's your ship?" boomed an obnoxiously drunk voice from the crowd.

Finn Marley winced in the manner of a man who, usually by random chance, has been prodded somewhere particularly sore. "We are between ships at the moment, but the tale we seek to tell tonight takes place on land, not sea. It is a tale of love and loss, a tale of timing and tragedy, a tale… of beauty… and buckets."

Grant glanced over at Mara, a half-smile playing on his lips as he felt an odd stirring through their soul bond. It was an emotion he hadn't expected from her, something akin to a bright, almost girlish curiosity. Her earlier frustration with the queue, the embarrassment over the gold coin, it all seemed to have melted away, replaced by a pure, uncomplicated fascination.

A pretty, brown-skinned teenager had stepped onto the small stage, her simple homespun dress humble but tailored. The girl wrung her hands, her face a mask of theatrical woe as she began to monologue, her voice rising and falling with practiced despair, lamenting some lost love or stolen heirloom.

It was rudimentary, a far cry from the sophisticated productions Grant imagined a queen would be privy to, but Mara was utterly captivated. Her eyes, which usually carried the weight of a kingdom, were wide and fixed on the stage, her posture leaning forward ever so slightly.

He realized, with a sudden clarity, that this was likely a first for her. Mara had surely attended countless performances, but always from a royal box, always as the Queen, the patron, the object of deference.

She would have been presiding, not participating. Here, anonymous in a crowded, noisy inn, surrounded by merchants and mud-spattered travelers, she wasn’t the Sylvan Queen. She was just another face in the audience, free to simply watch, to be entertained, to lose herself in a simple story without the weight of her crown.

He reached out, his hand closing over hers where it rested on the counter. Her skin was cool, her fingers long and elegant. She started at his touch, her gaze flicking from the stage to his hand, then up to his face.

He grinned, a genuine, easy expression that felt startlingly out of place amidst their usual tension. "Let's grab a table."

She smiled back at him, a radiant thing of pure, unburdened enjoyment that transformed her features, making her look younger, lighter, unburdened. She gave a small nod, her fingers tightening around his.


Chapter 22

Grant led Mara through the throng of bodies, his own interest rising as a well-built man wearing a bucket on his head stumbled onto stage from behind the curtain in back, arms outstretched, walking blindly.

"Our hero, a man of high fervor and low fortune, is of course, the Knight of Buckets." Finn drummed out an accelerating rhythm, and the man with the bucket on his head spun in a circle, flailing his arms. "Master of mops and slayer of suds."

The crowd, a tough audience of weary travelers and hardened merchants, was mostly unimpressed. A few scattered chuckles followed the Knight of Buckets’ flailing antics, but they were quickly drowned out by the murmur of conversations resuming and the clatter of tankards on wooden tables. The man with the bucket on his head eventually stumbled off stage to a smattering of polite, if unenthusiastic, applause.

Grant found a small, two-person table near one of the thick timber support pillars, a spot that offered a decent view of the stage while providing a sense of privacy from the surrounding chaos.

He pulled out a chair for Mara, a gesture that felt both natural and strangely formal in the rustic setting. She sat, her gaze still fixed on the small stage, a soft, genuine smile gracing her lips.

“Not exactly the royal theater, is it?” he said, leaning a little closer so she could hear him over the din.

“No,” Mara murmured, her eyes still twinkling. “It’s better.”

On stage, Finn Marley stepped forward again, his hands raised to quell the low grumble of the crowd. “But our tale is not one of mops and pails alone!” he boomed, his voice cutting through the noise. “For what is a hero, however humble his station, without a noble cause? And what cause is more noble than that of a princess in distress?”

He gestured dramatically toward the patched curtain at the back of the stage. “Behold! The fair Princess Annelise, lost and confused, torn from her home by cruel fate, frail and vulnerable in a world she no longer understands!”

A young woman emerged from behind the curtain. With her freckled cheeks and simple brown dress, she looked less like royalty and more like a farmer’s daughter playing make-believe, but she leaned into the role with an earnestness that was hard to fault. She took a few tentative steps, stumbling slightly as if overcome with woe, her hand flying to her forehead in a classic damsel’s swoon.

A tavern girl leaned over their table, tray laden with cups and a pitcher. Mara made to take out her purse and pay, but Grant smiled and held a hand over hers, not looking to draw more attention with the gleam of gold. He paid from his own pocket, nodding after the girl finished pouring and asked if they'd like some stew, as well.

He found the play amusing, with an evil witch being added to the equation with aims of trading bodies with Princess Annelise. The Bucket Knight's fumbled attempts to defend the princess earned a few chuckles from the crowd, but a general sense of drunken antsy permeated the common room.

"Dance for us, Princess!" shouted a drunken man at the bar. "Show us some skin!"

Finn Marley tried to drum over the murmur of agreement the crude comment stirred to mixed success. The dynamic was interesting, not necessarily antagonistic, but open ended in a way that made Grant think that the old theater actor was well used to such antics.

Before he could fall back into his narration, a sudden commotion came from the inn's entrance, doors slamming open to reveal both the storming evening outside and a wide eyed man in a soaked cloak.

"Selsux patrol headed this way!" shouted the man. "Seems like they're looking for someone."

"Hope it ain't me," shouted another man at the bar. "They tend to find what they look for!"

The casual joy of the evening crumbled to dust. Grant looked at Mara, trying to read her expression amidst the flickering candlelight. Her face was serious, the soft smile gone, her gaze sharp and assessing.

The simple cover story they’d adopted, a married couple seeking shelter from a storm, suddenly felt like a costume made of paper, thin and flammable in the face of this new threat.

They weren’t the only ones on edge. A nervous ripple spread through the common room, the man’s shouted warning acting as a catalyst. Chairs scraped against the wooden floor as a half-dozen patrons abruptly stood, tossing coins onto their tables and making for the back exit without a word.

A pair of merchants, who’d been haggling loudly over a map just moments before, now packed their belongings with a quiet, practiced haste. The mood had shifted from rowdy refuge to wary exodus. The Selsux patrol wasn't just a minor inconvenience. For many in this room, it was a clear and present danger, a signal to disappear into the stormy night.

To Grant’s surprise, the most urgent departure seemed to be happening on stage. The simple play was abandoned mid-scene. The man who’d been the bumbling Knight of Buckets moved with a swift, non-comical purpose, helping a severe-looking woman with raven hair pull down the patched curtain.

The young princess, her face now pale with genuine fear rather than theatrical woe, hurried to pack away props into a large wooden trunk. Finn Marley, the charismatic narrator, was no longer commanding the room with his voice, but stuffing his hand drum into a worn leather satchel with the grim efficiency of a man who knew exactly when it was time to run.

"We should get moving as well," said Grant.

"We'll be far more obvious than most others seeking to distance themselves from the Selsux patrol," said Mara. "It's not a simple matter of riding into the night."

"Let's at least get up to our room," said Grant. "This place is huge. What are the odds that they actually go room to room in their search?"

The answer, as it turned out, was fairly high. Their room was tiny, suitable for their married merchant cover identities, but without much in the way of additional hiding spots within. Grant listened at the door as he heard the Selsux soldiers knocking and barging into units to either side of theirs.

"Favalina is spurring Selsux into this," muttered Mara. "She may well imprison me if I'm captured. Claim that it's for my own safety, that my judgment has been compromised by grief or some such similar nonsense."

"In that case, we're going out the window." Grant began easing it open and was immediately greeted by the pounding and pattering of the hissing and spitting storm. "Can you cushion us with your Sylvan?"

They were on the third floor, not so high as to make it impossible to scramble down, but a tricky prospect in the wet and wild night.

"It would reveal us instantly," muttered Mara. "Few other Harmony mages could manage such a feat so near to the edge of the Grove."

"Your excellence is a problem," teased Grant.

"Is that so, Lord Hayes?" The bond sang with Mara's amusement, despite the stakes and situation. It left him even more frustrated that they'd had their relaxed evening, cozying up at an inn while feigning marriage, stolen away.

Grant didn't waste another second. He shoved the window open the rest of the way, the storm immediately lashing his face with cold, wind-driven rain. Without looking back, he swung a leg over the sill and found a precarious foothold on the wet timber frame. The stone felt slick and unreliable under his fingers as he started down, the world a blurry chaos of darkness and water.

He descended a few feet before reaching back up for Mara. Her hand found his, her grip firm and trusting in the gloom. She followed him out, her simple gown plastered to her form instantly, her usual queenly grace replaced by a climber’s grim focus.

Their cloaks were already soaked by the time they scrambled down to the narrow alley behind the inn. The rain was a solid, hissing curtain, turning the inn’s lanterns into hazy, distant smudges. Sounds were swallowed by the storm’s roar. Grant hurried forward, pulling Mara up with him. He grabbed her hand, the contact a small point of warmth in the freezing downpour.

"This way!" he shouted, his words stolen by the wind.

They ran, slipping and sliding in the thick mud, barely able to see two feet in front of them.

He pulled Mara around the corner of the building, aiming for the sprawling stables. The roar of the storm was briefly joined by the nervous whinny of horses. Lantern light sliced through the downpour, flashing off wet chainmail and the polished curve of a Selsux helmet. Soldiers. At least four of them were already at the stable entrance, speaking with a drenched stable hand who gestured frantically.

Grant swore under his breath. He pulled to a skidding stop in the mud, yanking Mara back with him into the deep shadow of the inn’s wall. The plan, simple as it was, had evaporated in an instant. Get the horses and ride. Now, their horses, their only means of escape, were under enemy guard. He stood frozen, rain plastering his hair to his forehead, mind racing and finding no purchase. What now?

Mara decided for them, seizing his arm with surprising strength. She tugged him away from the stables, back toward the main road. He followed without protest, her decisiveness a welcome anchor in the sudden chaos.

They reached the edge of the road, a muddy track already turning into a shallow stream. They pulled the hoods of their cloaks up, a futile gesture against the deluge that was already soaking them to the bone. Sticking to the darkened edge of the road, they began to walk, weaving between the trunks of the trees that lined the path, swallowed by the stormy night.

A shape stumbled out of the deeper forest.

His hand went to the hilt of Theron’s sword, the motion instinctive, the rain-slicked leather cool against his palm. He drew the blade, its quiet whisper of steel swallowed by the storm’s roar, expecting a Selsux soldier trying to flank them.

It wasn’t a soldier. The shambling shape staggered into the faint, distant lantern light. The elongated limbs, the decaying cement-colored flesh, the burning red eyes gleaming with malice. An Abyssal Ghoul. Grant froze, his mind jarring. Were there more? What were they heading into?

The ghoul lunged, a guttural chittering lost in the wind, its claws aimed for his throat. Grant stumbled back, trying to bring the sword up, but he was too slow.

A faint, silver-gold-green light pulsed from Mara’s outstretched hand. A shimmering net of energy, like woven moonlight, erupted in the space between Grant and the ghoul. The creature froze mid-lunge, its body seized, limbs twitching as the Harmony magic enveloped it.

Grant didn’t think, simply moved. The sword felt impossibly light, an extension of his arm. He swung the blade in a clean, horizontal arc. The steel sheared through neck bone and decaying flesh with a wet, sickening ease that defied his own strength. The ghoul’s head tumbled into the mud. The body collapsed a second later. Grant stared at the headless corpse, then at the sword in his hand, shocked by the brutal efficiency of the movement.

"Are you alright?" Mara’s voice was a strained whisper against the storm’s roar.

He nodded, his own breath ragged. Another shape shambled from the trees behind her. "Mara!"

Grant didn’t wait for her to turn. He yanked her back, her wet, shivering body slamming into his. He spun, bringing the sword around in a vicious slice that took the new ghoul’s arm off at the shoulder. The creature shrieked, stumbling back into the darkness.

He held Mara against him for a heartbeat longer, the cold of her soaked clothes a shivering contrast to the heat of the fight. The bond between them flared, a wave of her startled gratitude, her adrenaline, and something else, something hotter that left the arm he had around her feeling dominant… dangerous.

"We have to move," he grunted, pulling her back toward the muddy road. "Now."

They couldn't stand and fight. Not here. Not amidst the storm.


Chapter 23

They kept moving. Grant knew that in truth, they had no other choice. Even setting aside the enemies in the night, the storm itself was a force to be reckoned with.

The road was a river of mud, sucking at their boots with every step. The wind howled, tearing at their soaked cloaks, and each clap of thunder felt like the world cracking apart.

He felt the vibration before he heard it, a low, rhythmic thudding that traveled through the soles of his feet. Then the sound cut through the storm’s roar. Hoof beats. Not the steady plod of a single rider, but the heavy, coordinated canter of a patrol.

"Into the trees!" Mara’s voice was a sharp hiss beside him. "Quickly!"

He didn’t need telling twice. They scrambled off the road, plunging into the deeper darkness beneath the forest canopy. Branches whipped at his face, and slick roots threatened to send him sprawling. He pushed forward, blindly following the pale shape of Mara’s cloak just ahead.

It was too late. Torchlight sliced through the rain-swept darkness, pinning them like insects in a jar. The patrol emerged from the gloom, five Selsux soldiers on heavy-set warhorses, their polished plate armor gleaming wetly. They formed a loose semi-circle, cutting off any path of escape.

Grant’s hand fell to the hilt of his sword, fingers cold and numb. Five of them. On horseback. In the mud and rain. The math was brutal and simple. He drew the blade, regardless.

"There they are!" one of the soldiers yelled, his voice carrying over the storm. "Seize the Queen! She is not to be harmed!"

One of the riders spurred his mount forward, the horse splashing through the mud. Mara reacted instantly. She thrust a hand forward, palm flaring with a pulse of shimmering silver-gold-green light.

A wave of Harmony magic slammed into the horse. The animal grunted, staggering sideways, but its training held. With a powerful heave, it righted itself, its armored rider unshaken.

Another soldier dismounted with practiced efficiency, drawing his own blade as his boots sank into the mire. He advanced on Grant, his movements confident and deadly.

Grant swung Theron’s sword, the whisper of steel a small, defiant sound against the storm’s fury. The blade felt heavy, alien in his grip. The soldier came at him, sword leading.

Grant parried, the clash of their blades sending a jarring shock up his arm. The Selsux soldier was good, his attacks precise, relentless. Grant was just trying to stay alive, his movements clumsy, desperate.

He slipped in the mud, barely catching his balance as the soldier’s blade whistled past his ear. He swung wildly, forcing the man back a step. He could feel Mara behind him, the hum of the bond a chaotic thrum of her own fear and focused magical effort.

Another rider was closing in on her. Grant tried to move, to get between them, but his opponent pressed the attack. A flash of steel. He barely parried, and pain lanced through his wrist from the impact. He grunted, stumbling back, the world narrowing to the rain, the mud, and the armored figure advancing for the kill.

It was over. They were caught.

Without warning, the night erupted in a new kind of chaos. A high-pitched shriek ripped through the air, followed by another, and another. From the deep woods, a tide of grotesque shapes poured forth.

Abyssal Ghouls. Their elongated limbs moved with a jerky, unnatural speed, decaying flesh the color of wet cement slick with rain. Their eyes, burning crimson pinpricks in the dark, fixed on the Selsux soldiers with ravenous hunger.

A ghoul leaped onto the back of the nearest warhorse, its claws tearing at the animal’s neck. The horse screamed, a sound of pure terror, rearing violently and throwing its rider into the mud. The Selsux patrol, disciplined and focused a moment ago, dissolved into a whirlwind of panicked horses and desperate shouts.

Grant stared, frozen for a heartbeat, at the unfolding carnage. Saved? Was that the right word for it?

The soldier he’d been fighting whirled to face the new threat, his sword flashing. He cut down one ghoul, then another, but a third scrambled under his guard, sinking its teeth into his exposed thigh. He roared in pain as two more swarmed him, dragging him down into the mud under a pile of gnashing teeth and tearing claws.

"Grant!" Mara grabbed his arm, her grip shockingly strong. "Now!"

The world snapped back into focus. He didn’t hesitate. They turned and ran, plunging deeper into the storm-lashed forest, away from the chaos. The sounds of the fight, the screams of men and horses, the guttural shrieks of the ghouls, all faded behind them, swallowed by the wind and rain. They scrambled away, leaving the soldiers and the demons to their bloody, mutual destruction, two different kinds of monsters tearing each other apart in the dark.

It was a respite, but only in passing. Grant saw more shapes lumbering out of the darkness ahead on both sides of the road. He pulled Mara forward at a faster pace, their footing loose and shifting in the mud. Ahead of them, a larger scene resolved out of the darkness.

A wagon was stuck in the mud, several people outside with both lanterns and weapons desperately trying to defend their horses and livelihood. The choice to ignore or engage wasn't really much of a choice at all, not that Grant wouldn't have naturally been inclined to the latter.

"Get back!" shouted a young woman's voice. "I'll… hit you! I swear I will!"

Grant recognized the young woman from the theater troupe as he came closer, her costume plastered to her body by the rain, hands tightly grasping a metal pan as a makeshift cudgel. A brawny blond man, likely the Bucket Knight if Grant had to guess, was fending off the lion's share of the ghouls, swinging a massive great sword with surprising skill.

Finn Marley was attempting to push the carriage out of the mud, switching between his work and urging the horses forward. Grant gave Mara a gentle push in that direction before joining the battle on the side of the wagon the Bucket Knight didn't have covered.

Grant’s boots slid in the thick mud as a ghoul lunged, its claws scything through the rain. He parried with a clumsy but effective slash, the impact jarring his arm. The creature hissed, and he thrust Theron’s sword forward, burying the blade in its chest. He ripped it free as another one scrambled toward him.

Over the din of the storm and the shrieks of the ghouls, he heard the old man and the raven-haired woman yelling at each other by the stuck wagon.

“Push, you old fool!” the woman shrieked, her voice sharp with fury. “This was your idea, taking the low road!”

“It’s more scenic, as I pointed out!” Finn grunted, his shoulder braced against the wagon’s side. “A far better setting for true tragedy!”

“The only tragedy will be us dying in this cursed mud because you wanted better ambiance!”

Grant grunted, sidestepping another attack and cleaving into the ghoul’s shoulder. An argument mid-massacre. Dramatic insanity. He planted his feet, sword held ready, the cold rain doing nothing to cool the fire of the fight. The ghouls kept coming.

He took them on, slashing through one, dodging, and cutting down two more. The sword suddenly felt far too familiar in his grip. He was in the rain, but for an instant, it was as though he was somewhere else, a sense of martial déjà vu that stole his focus while reinforcing his skill.

More ghouls bolted out of the rain-soaked darkness, a chittering mob of decaying flesh and burning red eyes. They swarmed his side of the wagon, their numbers a chaotic advantage. His sword became a blur of silver in the dim, swirling fog.

Grant cut one down, then another, a strange, unbidden muscle memory guiding his parries and thrusts. The blade felt less like a tool and more like an extension of his will.

But the mud betrayed him just as he found his rhythm. As he sidestepped a lunging ghoul, his boot slid, throwing him off balance for a fatal fraction of a second. Another monster darted in low, its claws reaching for his exposed leg.

Before he could recover, a huge shadow fell over him. The Bucket Knight moved with a speed that defied his bulk, his massive greatsword hissing through the rain. It came down in a devastating overhead chop that cleaved the ghoul nearly in two, the halves flopping wetly into the muck.

“Thanks.” Grant scrambled to find his footing again, already searching for new opponents in the night.

The silent knight spared him only a brief, haunted glance, his eyes holding a far-off intensity before he turned back to the fight. Grant felt a sudden urge to make sure he kept the formidable fellow in his field of view.

"That's it!" shouted the old troupe leader. "One more push! We're free, folks. Time to load in and roll out!"

That was as much of an invitation as Grant needed. He grabbed Mara’s arm, pulling her through the sucking mud toward the now-moving wagon. Finn saw them coming, his gaze flicking from Grant’s sword to the carnage they were leaving behind. He gave a sharp, appraising nod and waved them toward the open back of the wagon.

“We return favors paid, stranger!” Finn’s voice boomed over the storm’s roar. “Hop on in!”

Grant hoisted Mara up onto the swaying wagon bed, then scrambled in after her, landing hard on the rough wooden planks. The silent blond man, his greatsword a silver arc in the gloom, lopped the arms off a ghoul that tried to leap onto the back.

He kicked another away with a heavy boot to the face as the horses strained and the wagon gained momentum. With a final, violent lurch, the caravan pulled free, wheels churning through the thick mire. They rumbled into the darkness, leaving the sounds of the massacre to be swallowed by the wind and rain.


Chapter 24

"Sneaking out again, Prince Theron?"

He paused, one boot half off, and tried not to look as guilty as he knew he was. The words, spoken with a quiet, knowing amusement, cut through the stillness of his chambers.

His mother, Queen Mara Veridian, sat in the armchair by the cold hearth, a solitary, elegant figure bathed in the faint moonlight slanting through the high window. It was as if she had a sixth sense for his transgressions, an almost supernatural awareness that was both comforting and deeply suffocating.

Grant felt a strange dislocation, a sense of being an actor in someone else’s play. These were not his memories, yet he felt the familiar rush of a teenager caught past curfew. It was Theron’s guilt, Theron’s resignation, but Grant’s own modern sensibilities screamed that this was all wrong.

“Mother,” Theron’s voice came from his mouth, smooth and laced with a fond exasperation. “Must you always wait up? I’m not a child sneaking out for sweets.”

Mara rose, her simple nightgown of pale silk whispering against the floor. She glided toward him, her movements fluid and purposeful.

“No,” she said, her voice a low murmur as she stopped just before him. “You are a prince, sneaking out for reasons I suspect are far more complicated. And far more dangerous.”

She reached up, her cool fingers brushing a stray leaf from his hair. The gesture was maternal, but it lingered a fraction of a second too long, her thumb tracing a slow, gentle path along his temple.

Grant felt a stirring of something close to what he felt through the soul bond with Mara, a mismatched sensation against the placid acceptance he felt from Theron’s own emotions.

“I can handle myself,” he heard himself say, the words a familiar refrain.

“Can you?” Mara’s eyes, so like the ones he’d just fled, searched his face. “What was so worth the risk tonight? What has the Sylvan Hope climbing up and down the heartwood trunk like a common thief?”

The accusation hung in the air, a phantom presence. He felt a flicker of Theron’s defensiveness, a warm flush of emotional complications he couldn't name or understand.

"I was just getting some air," he said.

“You always did have your father’s talent for beautiful lies.” Mara sighed, a sound heavy with a sorrow that felt ancient and immediate all at once. “If you insist on these nightly excursions, Theron, you should at least be better prepared. You have enemies you don’t even know about yet.”

She turned, her gaze falling upon the neatly made bed. With a sense of dawning dread, Grant watched her kneel, her movements graceful even in their purpose, and reach under the bedframe. She drew out the longsword, its wooden scabbard gleaming faintly in the moonlight. His sword. Whose sword?

She rose, holding the weapon in both hands, offering it to him not as a tool, but as a token of deeper emotions, deeper fears. “It’s meant for more than gathering dust. It’s a prince’s sword. It sings with the Grove’s strength. You should use it more, Theron.”

"It… isn't time yet," he said, shaking his head with a fond smile.

"Not time yet?" Mara furrowed her brow. "What do you mean?"

Theron opened his mouth to reply… and the wagon hit a bump.



They had traveled through the night, with nobody in the back of the wagon sparing much energy for words. It was spacious, but packed full with props and costumes and instruments in a way which had Grant and Mara pressed into the back left corner, wet and muddy but safe.

He'd fallen asleep at some point, weathered a dream that had felt too vivid for comfort, and awoken to the morning sun on his face, filtered through the canvas roof.

Mara was still sleeping against his side, head resting on his shoulder with unguarded intimacy. He put an arm around her and blinked a few times trying to shake off the vision of her in his room, in Theron's room… with his sword… Theron's sword.

He didn't move right away, still disoriented, in need of grounding. What was happening to him? Even now, he could feel the tug of the soul bonds, Mara's close and hot like freshly fed bonfire, Aurelia's distant but mesmerizing like the setting sun.

The soul stone had turned red… how much did that mean? He found it hard to examine his own behavior, separate himself out from his emotions to objectively and analytically unpack the problem of whether one or both of the bonds were of the uncontrolled and dangerous nexus variety.

That line of question was secondary. He had to remind himself of that. He was going home, back to his daughter who desperately needed him, and his mother, who he was relying on to look out for him much like Theron in the dream. He let that emotion take up space in his heart, pushing out the complicated questions that his time in Eldoria had begun fostering.

The urge to stay, to simply let the moment linger, was a potent, treacherous thing. It felt almost cruel to pull away, to disturb the unguarded peace on Mara’s sleeping face.

He stayed still for a long moment, listening to the soft whisper of her breath, feeling the warmth of her body seep into his own. He tried to focus on the distant, worried hum of his connection to Aurelia, to use it as an anchor, but Mara’s presence loomed larger, immediate and overwhelming.

She was beautiful in sleep, a fact that felt increasingly double-edged. Triple-edged, even. He couldn’t just see the woman before him, her features softened by slumber, the ageless lines of her face relaxed from their usual queenly composure.

He also saw the echo of his mother, Nora, a phantom of familiar comfort and unjudgmental intimacy. And now, clinging to the edges of his own consciousness, were the ghosts of Theron’s memories, adding a layer of borrowed, confusing affection. The stirring in his heart wasn't simple desire, not that it ever had been. It was a complicated knot of want, wrongness, and a strangely seductive nostalgia.

With a resolve that felt like a physical effort, he began to move. He gently, carefully, slid his arm from around her waist, his fingers brushing the soft fabric of her worn tunic.

He shifted his body back, inch by painstaking inch, the creak of the wagon’s floorboards sounding like cannon fire in the quiet morning. Mara murmured in her sleep, shifting to rest her head more directly on the wagon's side without waking.

He rose into a crouch, navigating the cluttered space. The wagon was a chaotic jumble of theatrical life, a stack of painted masks with grotesque, leering expressions, a trunk overflowing with colorful silks and velvets, and a lute with a cracked body propped in one corner. The air smelled of dust, old wood, and the faint, sweet scent of stage paint.

Pushing aside the thick canvas flap that served as the wagon’s back door, he was met with a flood of warm, clean light. The storm had passed, leaving the world washed clean. The air tasted crisp, carrying the scent of damp earth and pine. He hopped down, his boots landing with a soft thud on the grassy ground.

The Tradewind Troubadours had made camp in a small, peaceful clearing. The dying embers of a campfire sent a thin tendril of smoke into the morning air.

Finn Marley sat cross-legged beside it, his bald head gleaming in the sun. The old man was rubbing a cloth coated in wax over the surface of his simple hand drum in a meticulous pattern, his movements slow and practiced, his expression one of quiet concentration.

"The first of our unexpected arrivals awakens." Finn set the drum aside and laced his fingers together, smiling at Grant. "There's some food if you and your woman are hungry. Just porridge, but it'll fill you up."

"Thanks…" muttered Grant.

He took a seat on the other side of the fire, but didn't immediately set about accepting the offer of breakfast. Mara needed her sleep, but he would have liked to have her present as they worked through just what the hell they planned on doing next.

"Your timing last night was impeccable, to say the least," said Finn. "We were in quite the sticky situation on both sides, as you can imagine. No more a fan of the ghouls than we are of those uniformed in the ridiculous colors of the Selsux army."

"I can relate to that," said Grant.

Grant glanced over his shoulder just as a woman with striking, raven-black hair emerged from the woods, a stack of freshly washed wooden bowls in her hands. She was tall and lithe, with a face that held the echoes of a former great beauty, now etched with a world-weary cynicism. She walked with a purposeful stride, her sharp eyes scanning the campsite with a pragmatist’s efficiency.

Trailing a few steps behind her was the young woman who’d played the swooning princess in the inn. In the morning light, her beauty was less theatrical and more ethereal, her small frame and freckled cheeks giving her a timid, almost fragile air. She kept her gaze mostly on the ground, clutching a bundle of clean clothes to her chest as if for protection.

The older woman set the bowls down with a clatter that seemed intentionally loud, speaking with a voice that had a smooth, alto lilt. “Well, Finn, are you going to stare at the fire all morning or help me with the dishes?”

The back of the wagon opened again and Mara appeared, her hair slightly mussed from sleep and strikingly pretty in the morning sun. She stepped down into the clearing, her simple traveler’s clothes rumpled and dirty, yet she moved with an innate grace that even mud and exhaustion couldn’t diminish. She offered a small, polite smile to the assembled company.

“Good morning,” she said, her voice soft but clear.

Finn’s face broke into a broad, welcoming grin. “And a good morning to you, milady! I was just offering your husband here some breakfast. There’s plenty for you as well, if you’ve a mind for it.”

Grant felt the word ‘husband’ land between them with a tangible weight. He saw Mara’s composure flicker for a barest fraction of a second, a tiny, almost imperceptible hesitation before her easy confidence and smile slid back into place. The soul bond hummed, a complex chord of her brief surprise and a quick, strategic acceptance of the role.

“I’d love some,” Mara said, her voice warm. She walked over to the fire and, instead of sitting opposite him, she gracefully lowered herself onto the log right beside Grant, her hip brushing against his. She leaned in close, her hair tickling his cheek, and pressed a kiss to his cheek, making it seem casual despite being anything but.

The soul bond flared, a dizzying, chaotic mix of her calculated play-acting, a genuine flicker of her own excitement over her actions, and the deep, resonant hum of the lie they were now living. It made it impossible to think, to focus, to remember where the act ended and the devastatingly real temptation began.

The raven-haired woman set down a stack of bowls with a sharp clatter, her eyes narrowing at the scene. “That’s the last of the porridge, Finn. We’re feeding two extra mouths on what was meant to be our breakfast for the next two days.”

Finn chuckled, unfazed by her sharp tone. “And I’d rather feed it to our new friends than have the ghouls feed on our bodies, Phaedra. A fair trade, I’d say.”

The woman, Phaedra, shot him a look that spoke of a thousand similar arguments on a thousand different roads, but she ladled out two bowls of the steaming gruel without further complaint.

Grant accepted his with a grateful nod, the warmth of the bowl a welcome comfort. The troupe’s dynamic was a chaotic, familiar thing, a well-worn tapestry of bickering and affection.

It felt… real, a world away from the starched formality of the palace. Finn’s smile returned, his gaze settling on Grant and Mara with the keen interest of a storyteller sniffing out a new tale.

“So,” he said, his voice warm but demanding. “You two seem to have a story. What brings a handsome couple so far west in such a hurry?”

The question didn't catch Grant off guard, exactly, but he did glance at Mara before answering. It would have been ideal for them to concoct a little more of a cover story before departing, but events in motion had kept them in movement. He opted for a version of the truth.

"Trying to reach my daughter, mainly," he said. "It's been a long trek."

"Fair enough." Finn nodded, a bit of skepticism lingering in his eyes. "You seemed quite capable with that sword you wear. Might you be a warrior by trade?"

Grant chuckled and shook his head. "Cook, actually. The sword was a gift from the missus."

He reached his hand over and squeezed Mara's knee, indulging in a bit of return fire after her kiss. He felt numerous emotions through the bond, from surprise and confusion, to a baser frustration and excitement.

"We could use a cook!" The young woman took a step forward, finding a spot to sit on a rock to Finn's left. "I'm Bea, by the way."

"Grant," he said, touching his chest. "And this is…"

"Mara." The queen and hiding winced slightly, as though realizing how obvious she was being. "…Marian. Mara for short."

"Like the queen, then," said the older woman. "Quite the nickname to wear so casually. I'm Phaedra, and I'm the one who generally makes the hard calls on behalf of my former husband and our bright-eyed leading lady in training."

"What I believe my former wife three times over is trying to say is that our own situation is a bit complicated in itself," said Finn. "Sticky like the mud, as it happens."

"Are you traveling west, or were you just headed that way out of… circumstance?" asked Grant.

"Well, we certainly are now, whether we want to be or not!" said Phaedra.

"We would have, regardless, given the run of the towns and shows that usually have us," said Finn. "Not to mention a few compelling… other reasons."

"You left the Hearth and Hoof right as the Selsux soldiers showed up," said Grant, pointing it out with a lightness in his tone that the content of the words lacked.

The tall blond man came out from the trees, and he wondered if it was a coincidence how all of the troubadours looked his way in unison. The man said nothing, instead moving past the fire to the horses, tending to their needs.

"As did you," said Finn. "We saw you in the crowd and then again on the road. It was not the kind of night with which one goes on a casual moonlit stroll."

Grant glanced at Mara, wishing they could have a moment alone to work through their story. Impossible, with the eyes of the troupe on them, but maybe they had the next best thing. He felt her state through the bond, uncertain, but not panicking.

"We have our reasons," said Mara. "The unfortunate truth is we were forced to flee without our horses or supplies. What we do have, however, is coin. A modest amount."

Grant nodded slowly, liking her approach. "We can pay our way, if you'd let us travel with you for a bit."

He tried to make the request land as casually as his voice sounded rather than as desperate as he felt within. From Finn's mild frown and Phaedra's more open skepticism, he wasn't sure if he'd pulled it off.

"We don't have a cook," said Bea again, tone hopeful but unsure.

"A cook is not nearly as necessary as us keeping a low profile on the road." Phaedra shook her head and folded her arms. "Taking on these two would be tempting both the fates and the metal-clad cavalry."

"You make a fair point," said Finn, frowning. "I hope you understand, Grant and Marian. We must all be in agreement, as tough and rare as that oft is these days."

The blond man came back over, moving to stand across from Grant and Mara. He said nothing for a long moment, his eyes taking in both travelers in a way that felt intense and meaningful. Finally, he nodded to Finn and Phaedra.

"This is Silas," said Finn. "He doesn't talk much, but more often than not, he still manages to set the tone."

"So be it," sighed Phaedra. "But I want more than just cooking and coin! They should help with the setup and the chores. I'm not washing plates for rabble at large."

"We can manage that much," said Grant, patting Mara's hand. "Thank you."


Chapter 25

They traveled through the morning, alternating between walking alongside the wagon and riding inside. The Tradewind Troubadours were a tight unit, but still made friendly conversation. Bea and Finn seemed quietly curious about them both, whereas Phaedra was quietly suspicious and Silas… was just plain quiet.

"You speak the Eld tongue quite fluently for an Evytian Islander, Grant," said Finn, as they rounded a scenic bend that revealed rolling hills giving way to the western expanse.

"I'm from…  further out than that," he said. "But I have a surprising knack for the language."

"What about you?" asked Bea, turning her attention toward Mara. "You must be Grove born, no? The Sylvan seem to like you…"

"Ah…" Mara blinked, waving a hand in a bit of an overreaction as she shooed away a stray Sylvan that had been following her. "Yes… Grove born. But I've only returned recently after being away for some time."

"You and your husband both?" asked Bea. "Are you really married or are you just saying that?"

Finn laughed but shot Bea a more recriminating look. "She asks all sorts of questions. Feel free to answer or ignore them as you see fit."

Grant fought back a smirk, thoroughly enjoying the sight of the Sylvan Queen being so thoroughly flustered. He felt a wave of her panicked indignation through the soul bond, a chaotic scramble for a plausible lie. He let his own amusement ripple back at her, a gentle, teasing prod that earned him a sharp, private spike of annoyance in return.

She knew he was enjoying this. And he was. It was a small, petty revenge for all the times she’d put him in his place with her regal authority. Seeing her out of her element was, in its own way, disarmingly charming.

“Well,” Mara began, her voice a fraction too high as she searched for words. “Our… arrangement is… it’s a long story.”

Bea’s head tilted, her curiosity undiminished. “We’ve got time.”

“What she means,” he said, draping an arm casually around Mara’s shoulders, “is that it feels like a long story. Every day with this one is an adventure.”

He gave Mara a squeeze, feeling her tense under his touch. The look she shot him could have curdled milk, a promise of future payback that vibrated through their connection, warming him more than the midday sun. His smile faded as he saw the true intensity of her expression and began to suspect that Mara might actually try to invent a convoluted history on the spot.

“Our… union was a joining of two prominent merchant families,” she said, her tone a bit too formal, the words sounding improvised and unnatural. “A mutually beneficial arrangement to consolidate trade routes.”

"I thought your husband said he was a cook?" asked Bea.

"I cook only the rarest of ingredients for those with the most prestigious of palates," he said, with a smile. It was true enough, too. Back on Earth, he'd leaned more in the direction of fine dining at the restaurant he'd worked at.

"What do a cook and a merchant do to end up earning the attention of the Selsux army?" asked Bea.

Grant's answer was even vaguer, but that didn't stop the young troubadour from asking more questions, poking more holes until the fabric of their claims were more air than cloth. Finn called for a stop midway through the day right as they entered what felt like the transition from the Grove's edge into the western expanse.

"That's an angry sky if I ever saw one," muttered the old musician. "Best we set up camp here for the night, since at least some of us will be sleeping under the canopy."

Grant glanced at Mara, who was walking alongside the wagon, hair down and still somewhat messy from the previous night's harrowed flight. He would have been able to guess her thoughts from her expression, even setting aside the unambiguous emotion coursing through the bond.

They were no closer to Aurelia than they had been when they'd started, regardless of how charitable the young princess was being with her pace. Grant could feel Mara's worry, Mara's frustration, Mara's deeper maternal instinct, verging into the border of fury and panic.

He stepped closer to her and, remembering their guise, took her hand. It was oddly freeing to be away from the many eyes of the Evergreen Palace. They might be concealing their identities, but oddly enough, the deception left room for other emotions to present openly.

"We'll get to her," he said. "This is still the fastest route for the time being."

Mara nodded slowly, giving him a sad but appreciative smile. "I know. I just worry."

Bea approached them, her footsteps soft on the damp earth, a gentle smile on her face that seemed at odds with the menacing sky. “You wouldn’t want to be traveling in that, regardless. Storms in the foothills can be brutal. Better to be hunkered down than caught in the open.”

"We'll take your word for it," said Grant. "Especially after last night."

He eyed the area around them. They'd had clear lines of sight for most of the day and seen no sign of further ghouls, but that was a danger which might return come evening. Combined with a moody summer storm, and it wasn't the kind of night even a determined pair of travelers could simply push through.

“You mentioned your daughter,” said Bea, her head tilting with that same earnest curiosity as she eyed them holding hands. “How old is she?”

Grant felt Mara freeze beside him, a sudden, sharp stillness that was more telling than any word. The soul bond, which had been a low thrum of maternal anxiety, flared with more immediate worry.

He felt her mind race, a frantic scramble for a plausible number, a believable detail to flesh out their flimsy lie. It was a question that cut too close to the bone, a casual inquiry that landed on the raw, open wound of her relationship with Aurelia.

He squeezed her hand, a silent signal of support. After a beat that stretched a second too long, Mara found her voice.

“She’s… close to your age,” Mara said, the words coming out a little too soft, laced with a genuine ache too brutal to be anything but true. “Headstrong. Thinks she knows everything.”

“I know the feeling," said Bea. "Phaedra says I’m the same way.”

A flicker of shared understanding passed between Mara and Bea, a quiet acknowledgment of the universal trials of mothers and daughters. Bea eventually smiled and walked over to where Phaedra, ever the pragmatist, worked on the setup of a large, oilskin canopy. She was currently stretching it between the side of the wagon and two sturdy trees, a practiced task but a tricky one, even for two.

Grant saw Mara looking after the younger woman and gently nodded his head in that direction. "Go ahead."

"Are you sure?" she asked.

He nodded. "Best we make ourselves useful, given how much they're doing for us."

Bea and Phaedra seemed happy to accept Mara’s help, showing her how to tie the complex knots that would hold the canvas against the wind’s fury. Grant watched them for a moment, an odd sense of detachment settling over him.

The Sylvan Queen, the Grove's supreme authority, was fumbling with ropes and canvas, her brow furrowed in concentration as she followed the instructions of a girl young enough to be her granddaughter.

There was a quiet dignity in the act, a stripping away of rank and title that left only the woman, learning a simple, practical skill. He saw Bea offer a word of encouragement, and a genuine, unforced smile touched Mara’s lips. The bond warmed with a quiet, simple satisfaction, a feeling so different from the usual high-stakes tension that it caught Grant by surprise.

He turned his attention to Finn, who was assessing their makeshift kitchen. It mostly entailed the remnants of some other traveler's blackened fire pit, a tripod for a hanging pot, and a few sturdy logs for seating.

“I meant what I said earlier,” Grant said, approaching the old troubadour. “I’m a cook. If you’d be willing to trust a stranger with your larder, I’d be happy to take on the meal tonight.”

Finn looked up, his eyes twinkling with a storyteller’s keen assessment. “A man who can handle a sword and a skillet is a rare find on these roads. I’d be a fool to turn down such an offer. The kitchen, such as it is, is at your disposal.”

He gestured to a pair of large, reinforced chests strapped to the side of the wagon.

"Everything?" asked Grant.

“Help yourself," said Finn, with a smile that seemed to bloom out of his white beard. "We can restock in the next town and we pride ourselves on being better supplied than most.”

Grant opened the first chest, an appreciative whistle escaping his lips. It was an impressive haul for a traveling troupe. There were sacks of coarse flour and dried beans, links of cured sausage, and several large cuts of dried, salted meat.

The second chest held a surprising bounty of foraged goods, including but not limited to wild onions, earthy-looking mushrooms, a basket of tart, red berries, and a collection of hardy root vegetables. Tucked into a padded section at the side was a surprisingly well-stocked spice rack, the small wooden containers neatly labeled in a looping script. It would be a challenge, certainly, but an interesting one. He had more than enough to work with.

Mara came back over and touched his shoulder. Even just that tiny brush of contact stirred the bond, which was never dormant to begin with when she was in such close proximity.

"Phaedra says there's an offshoot of the Serpent's Coil just within the hills ahead," said Mara. "I was going to take a walk over, assuming we have time enough before the rain starts to fall."

"I can go with you," offered Grant.

She nodded slowly, eyes taking on a curious edge. Glancing at the others, she leaned in slightly closer, lowering her voice.

"Now would be a good time to continue your training," she said, quietly. "It is no less important simply because we're in motion. If anything, it matters more now."

"I'm open to that," said Grant. "As you said… we do have some time to burn."


Chapter 26

The offshoot of the Serpent's Coil was a river in its own right, one which certainly looked as though it'd just absorbed a night of heavy rain. The ambient sound of the water drowned out the usual bird and insect noises, and cool, humid air radiated outward from the banks.

Grant stood on a flat, mossy rock near the water’s edge, watching the current churn. For a place that seemed intent on either killing him or seducing him into a lifetime of complicated relationships, Eldoria sure knew how to be beautiful.

The water was clear and fast, rushing over smooth, grey stones. The trees on the far bank were a riot of deep greens and blues, their leaves catching the diffuse light of the overcast sky. It was raw and untamed in a way that stirred something quiet and deep within him.

"You are staring as though you have never seen such a thing," Mara's soft voice joined the familiar hum of their bond, a secondary current of her quiet curiosity flowing beneath the river’s roar. "Did your world not have rivers, Lord Hayes?"

Grant chuckled. "We had rivers, sure. But finding one this clean, this empty… that was the real fantasy. Most of the good spots were either on someone's private property you couldn't get to, or so crowded you couldn't hear yourself think. The rest… well, they weren't always a color you'd want to get too close to."

Mara was quiet for a moment, her gaze on the churning water. He felt a wave of her emotion through the bond, not pity, but a deep, sorrowful confusion, a genuine inability to comprehend such a world.

"A shame," she said finally, the two words carrying the weight of an entire philosophy.

"Yeah," Grant agreed, his gaze following a piece of driftwood as it was swept downstream. "This is a nice spot, but how exactly is a river going to help me train my Arcane Conversion? Aren't we a little short on your glowing friends?"

A slow, knowing smile spread across Mara’s lips, touching the corners of her eyes. It was a look that was both coy and entirely personal, and it did dangerous things to the rhythm of his heart.

She raised a hand, her fingers elegant and unadorned. It was a simple gesture, no grand pronouncement or intricate movement. She just held it there, palm open to the humid air.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then, the light itself seemed to shift. A shimmer appeared in the mist rising from the river, a mote of pale gold coalescing as if from the very air. Another, a soft silver, emerged from the dappled light beneath a large fern. A third, the color of new spring leaves, detached itself from the moss on a nearby tree.

In seconds, three, then four Sylvan Luminaries drifted before them, their gentle light pulsing in a calm, curious rhythm. They circled Mara once before hovering between her and Grant, their presence a silent, magical greeting.

"We are not so far from the Grove for nature's keepers to be entirely absent," Mara said, her smile widening as she saw the surprise on Grant's face. "They are everywhere the Harmony is strong."

"Good to know," he said. "Though something tells me I'll have more luck penetrating your barrier here than in Arboreal Concordat's backyard."

"Penetration…" Mara cleared her throat, looking flustered and a bit like she was trying not to smile. "…will not be the objective today, Lord Hayes."

"You need to get used to calling me Grant, Marian," he said, with emphasis. "Otherwise you'll never pass for a trader's daughter."

"When it's just the two of us, we can call each other whatever we so choose, Lord Hayes."

He looked at her and said nothing for a few seconds, letting the silence make his point. Mara held his gaze, though the bond fluttered with an odd sense of excitement as though it pleased her to be challenged through their banters.

"I want you to practice control again today." She turned and looked at the river, raising a hand toward the churning current. "It will be more than just an idle challenge, given we are limited in the number of Luminaries nearby. I want you to practice jumping, controlling the amount of ambient magic you absorb and apply to the task."

"I can do that," said Grant.

"Do you see that boulder in the river's center?" Mara gestured again, indicating a large outcropping in the river's center somewhere between a rock and a small island in size. "Do you believe you could jump to it?"

"I could jump clear across the river, if I had to guess," said Grant.

"I didn't ask you that," said Mara. "Can you jump and land on the rock?"

The challenge hung in the air, sharp and clear, but underneath it, Grant felt the familiar thrum of their unspoken dialogue. He watched her for a moment, the Sylvan Queen in her worn traveler’s clothes, a faint, knowing smile playing on her lips. The wind tugged at a loose strand of her golden hair, and the sight stirred something in him that had nothing to do with magic or training.

"Just to the rock, then," he confirmed, turning his gaze to the target.

It wasn't that far, really. Impossible for a typical human long jumper, maybe, but not out of reach of magically infused muscles. For him, with his Arcane Conversion and power at hand, the distance was arbitrary. It was the precision that mattered.

He stepped to the very edge of the bank, the moss slick and cool beneath the soles of his boots. He could feel Mara’s eyes on him, her focused attention a palpable weight, a steady, warm current in the river of their bond. He closed his own eyes for a second, pushing aside the distracting image of her waking in his arms that morning, and reached out with his senses.

The four Sylvan Luminaries pulsed nearby, their energy a clean, sweet hum in the air. He focused on them, not with the desperate, greedy hunger he’d felt before, but with a careful, deliberate intent. He imagined a thin, silver thread extending from his chest, a careful siphon.

He drew in, slowly. The energy that flowed into him was a shock of pure vitality, like a deep breath of crisp mountain air after being in a stuffy room. It was nothing like the corrosive, burn of the Blight, but addictive in its own right.

A welcome warmth spread through his limbs, a low thrum of potential that settled in his muscles, chasing away the last dregs of his rough night and even rougher sleep. It felt so damn good.

The challenge of the jump was entirely one of calibration. He needed enough power to clear the rushing water, but not so much that he’d overshoot the island and end up on the far bank, or worse, lose control and drain the Sylvan dry. He felt a bit like he was trying to fill a shot glass from a firehose.

He opened his eyes, feeling the contained energy buzzing just beneath his skin. He dropped into a quick, low squat, shaking out his legs in a familiar, athletic motion that felt like a relic from another life. He took one last look at the churning river, judged the distance, and then he jumped.

For a glorious instant, he flew. The world became a blur of green and grey, the roar of the river a distant hum beneath him. The power surged through him, a clean, controlled burn. He was going to make it. He was going to land perfectly, a testament to his newfound control. He was sure of his success.

Right up until he wasn't.

His boots came down not on solid, mossy stone, but into the churning, icy water with a spectacular splash. He’d misjudged it by a good five feet. The shock of the cold was a brutal, physical blow, stealing his breath and his balance.

The current immediately seized him, sweeping him sideways in water that was just a bit too deep to stand in. He fought to regain control, the roar of the water suddenly deafening, the world a chaotic tumble of rushing darkness and frigid pressure before his head broke the surface again, sputtering and gasping.

His panic rapidly evaporated as he swam a few feet back toward the shore and into shallower territory. Mara waited for him to wade his way back to the bank before slowly shaking her head and playing her role.

"Focus," she said. "Feel how much of the power you're allowing into your muscle. This is an exercise in holding back as much as a test of performance."

"I'm fully capable of both," he muttered. "Just need a few attempts. A little dip in the river isn't so bad after all the mud last night."

"Your attitude is commendable," said Mara.

He sloshed back to the mossy rock, leaving a trail of dark, wet footprints. The cool river water dripped from the hem of his tunic and trousers, a steady, irritating rhythm.

"Finesse, not force," he muttered.

"A lesson you seem to be struggling with on multiple fronts," said Mara, her voice laced with a dry amusement that did little to soothe his bruised ego.

The bond between them hummed with her contained laughter, a gentle, teasing current that grated on his nerves. He walked back to his starting point, the wet leather of his boots squelching on the moss.

This time, he drew in the Sylvan energy with more force, a greedier gulp. The warmth that spread through him was hotter, more volatile. He crouched, judged the distance with a narrowed gaze, and leaped.

He sailed through the air, a clean arc of motion. He was going to make it. His feet came down hard, right on the edge of the boulder, and slipped. The moss, slick with river spray, offered no purchase. He flailed for a comical second before tumbling backward into the churning water again with a frustrated splash.

Closer, but still a failure. He went under, the current tugging him again, and came up sputtering for the second time in as many minutes. He swam the few feet to the rock he’d just landed on, pushing off to traverse the churning river to arrive back where Mara stood, her hand now covering her mouth to hide a smile that was sneaking around at the edges.

"At least someone is enjoying this," he grumbled, climbing back onto the bank, now thoroughly soaked and annoyed.

He felt the tell-tale spike in the bond just before he prepared for his third attempt. He was crouching, gathering himself, reaching out with his senses to the patient Sylvan lights. He had to get this right. He was focused, blocking out the sound of the river, the feel of his wet clothes, the memory of her laughing at him. He was a coiled spring of intent.

And then he felt it. A wave of emotion, sharp and clear, that wasn't his own. It was Mara’s. A weary, preemptive disappointment. A quiet sigh translated into pure feeling.

She didn’t think he could do it. She was already anticipating his failure. Her disappointment was as much aimed at herself for concocting the task as it was him for failing it, which somehow made it land even harder.

The unexpected emotional blow shattered his concentration. It was like a needle skipping across a record, jarring and dissonant. His carefully constructed focus crumbled. He jumped anyway, a stubborn, reflexive action, but his timing was bad.

He overshot it all the way to the other side of the river, and not a spot that was good for a landing. His foot slipped on the slick moss of the bank, his trajectory wild. He pinwheeled through the air for a pathetic arc of two or three feet before belly-flopping into the water with a loud, undignified smack. It was, by far, his worst attempt yet.

He pushed himself up, the water barely reaching his knees, and slogged back to the shore, scowling openly.

“You need to clear your mind properly,” said Mara, her voice gentle, instructive, which only made him angrier.

“Clear my mind?” he snapped, whirling on her. “How the hell am I supposed to do that when the bond is screaming out your disappointment at me before I even leave the ground?”

Mara’s placid expression faltered, a flicker of surprise in her eyes. “The bond is a tool, Grant. A current you must learn to navigate, not be swept away by. The core of the challenge is within you.”

“Are you so sure about that?” he shot back, his voice raw with frustration.

"Completely," said Mara, voice stiff.

He took a step closer, the water squelching in his boots. “It's more than just me. Favalina gave me something, after the dinner with Hawthorne.”

He saw her tense, the name of her recent adversaries setting a discordant note in their riverside classroom.

“A soul stone,” he said, the words tumbling out now, a confession and an accusation all at once. “She said it would show the nature of our bond. So I wore it."

"Soul stones are… of debatable trustworthiness," muttered Mara.

"Aurelia said something similar, but do you know what?" He waited for a second, taking a frustrated breath. "The moment Aurelia got angry at me, the moment I felt that pull between us… it turned red. Blood red, as it supposedly only would for a Nexus Bond. Hot enough to feel it through my tunic.”

He watched her face, saw the carefully constructed composure begin to crumble.

“I threw it away,” he confessed, his voice dropping. “But that doesn’t change what it showed me. This is about control in terms of all of us, not just me. Not when Aurelia is running off on a rumor, and you're struggling to don a new identity to dodge a coup. This… volatility is affecting all of us."

The river roared, a constant, deafening rush that seemed to swallow his heavy words as soon as they left his lips. He stood there, soaked and shivering, still annoyed at his earlier failures. He’d thrown the truth at her like a stone, and now he waited for the splash, for the impact.

Mara said nothing. The silence stretched, thick and heavy, punctuated only by the churn of the water. He felt her reaction not in words, but through the raw, unfiltered channel of their bond.

It was a chaotic, painful symphony, a sharp, initial shock that felt like a fresh bruise, followed by a wave of cold, creeping dread. Then came the emotion that truly twisted the knife in his gut, a weary, heartbreaking resignation, as if he’d just confirmed a truth she had been desperately trying to deny.

When she finally spoke, her voice was a ghost of its usual self, stripped of its regal authority, thin and fragile against the river’s roar.

“I… had my suspicions,” she admitted, her gaze fixed on the churning water, unable to meet his. “The intensity… the way our emotions bleed into one another with such… violence. It felt like more than an Affinity Bond. More than a Concord Bond, even.”

She finally looked at him, and the pain in her eyes was a raw, open wound. It was the look of a mother who had watched one child fall to a sickness, only to see the first symptoms appearing in another.

“A Nexus Bond,” she whispered the words as if they were a curse. “Formed in chaos, fed by it. It doesn’t just amplify magic, Grant. It amplifies the very emotions that forged it. The anger. The fear. The… desire.”

Her voice caught on the last word, a quiet confession of her own complicity. He expected her to lash out, to blame him, to retreat into elegant denial. Instead, she took a shaky breath, her gaze clearing, hardening with a familiar, steely resolve. The queen was returning, not to hide, but to fight.

“But this doesn’t invalidate the lesson,” she said, her voice gaining strength, each word a stone laid in the foundation of a new reality. “It makes it the only lesson that matters. For all of us.”

She stepped closer, the wet moss squelching under her boots, until she stood just before him. Her hand came up, not to strike him, not to push him away, but to rest gently on his drenched tunic, right over his heart. He could feel the faint warmth of her palm, a vivid sensation against the icy cold of his wet clothes.

"I'm listening," he said. "I am hearing you."

“This volatility you spoke of… it isn’t just happening to us." Her eyes held his, intense and unwavering. "It is us. It’s the bond, feeding on our reactions, and us feeding the bond in return. A self-perpetuating storm. Control is no longer a suggestion for your training, Grant. It is our only path forward. It’s the only way we survive this without letting it consume us.”

He felt the truth of her words settle over him, a cold, heavy responsibility. It wasn’t just about him learning to jump to a rock. It was about him learning not to lash out in anger. It was about Aurelia learning to temper her defiance. It was about Mara learning to manage her own disappointment and longing.

“It means we all have to be better,” she said, her voice now firm, imbued with the quiet authority he recognized. “I must find my balance. Aurelia must find hers. And you… you must find yours. Here.”

She tapped his chest gently, right over his heart. Such a small gesture, but the sensations and emotions it stirred within him were anything but. He held her gaze, feeling a warm wind blow through the small, insignificant gap between them as the bond roiled, a third party with a mind of its own, amused by their determination.


Chapter 27

Despite Mara's insistence that the bond was as much a matter of control as Grant's Arcane Conversion, she did give him some space for his continued attempts at the challenge. She walked further up the river, around the bend and out of view, far enough to give him a little breathing room in terms of the bond's intensity.

Grant got closer and closer across his next few jumps, until he actually managed to land on the rock again, only losing his balance and jumping off due to its awkward shape rather than more obvious mistakes on his end. He took a break, washing a bit of the remaining mud off his clothes and body, and decided to go looking for his fair queen.

It was only a short walk to round the bend, boots in one hand and Theron’s sword in the other, the leather of the scabbard cool against his palm. The sound of the rushing river was louder here, but another sound cut through it: a soft, gentle splashing. He slowed his steps, a flicker of curiosity pulling him forward.

Mara's mind had apparently gone in a similar direction. Her traveler’s clothes, the simple tunic and worn leggings, were hanging neatly from the low branch of a silver-barked tree, dripping faintly onto the moss below. His gaze drifted from the clothes to the water.

And there she was.

Mara stood waist-deep in a calmer part of the river, a small eddy sheltered from the main current by a tumble of large, smooth rocks. The water swirled around her, a clear, moving veil over the pale lines of her submerged body.

Her back was to him. Her wet hair hung in scraggly tangles, a few stray tendrils clinging to the elegant curve of her neck. The afternoon sun, breaking through the clouds, cast a warm, golden light across her bare shoulders, making the water droplets on her skin glitter like tiny diamonds.

The sight hit him like a physical blow, a quiet, breathtaking theft of the air from his lungs. The soul bond, which had been a steady, manageable hum, flared into a roaring, incandescent heat.

It wasn't just desire, though that was a potent, undeniable current in the flood. It was a sense of… rightness. Of inevitability. An echo of Aurelia’s first appearance, another woman bathing in a river, but twisted by the history, the intimacy, and the raw, dangerous power of the Nexus Bond they now shared.

He quietly set his boots and sword down on a dry patch of grass. He wasn't sneaking, not really. He was just… unwilling to break the spell. He watched her for a moment longer as she ran her hands over her pale arms and full breasts, her movements unhurried, graceful even in their simple practicality.

He felt her awareness through the bond, a quiet sense of peace, of a momentary release from the weight of her crown and her flight. He didn't want to shatter it. He wanted to join her in it. Also… he wanted a bit of revenge.

Taking a step back, Grant focused, drawing on the ambient power he’d been practicing with all afternoon. It came to him easily now, a clean, controlled surge. He didn't gulp it down. Rather, he sipped, channeling the energy into his legs, calibrating the power with a precision that was miles beyond his clumsy first attempts.

He took aim, not at the bank beside her, but at the water itself. A single, powerful leap carried him through the air in a silent, perfect arc. He landed with a loud splash in the waist-deep water just a few feet away.

Mara whirled around, a gasp escaping her lips, her eyes wide with shock. She stumbled backward, her foot slipping on a submerged rock. Grant reacted without thinking, lunging forward, his hands finding her waist to steady her.

The contact was electric. His fingers splayed across the bare, wet skin of her back, the heat of her a stunning contrast to the river's chill. Her hands landed on his shoulders for balance, her own surprise evident in the tremor he felt through her touch. She was soft and firm all at once, her body clean and warm against his.

The water swirled around them, trapping them in a world of their own. The roar of the river faded to a distant hum, eclipsed by the roaring in his own blood.

The soul bond erupted, a supernova of shared shock, forbidden desire, and a raw, overwhelming need that annihilated all pretense of control. He saw it all in her eyes, the queen, the woman, the mother, all warring and then surrendering to the single, undeniable truth of the moment.

Her lips parted, a word forming, a desperate, final attempt at the lesson she had just preached.

“Control,” she whispered, the sound a ragged, hopeless breath against the river’s rush.

It was a plea to him. It was a command to herself. It failed on both counts.

His brought his mouth to hers, drawn in by reckless abandon that she mirrored and matched as her lips met his. The kiss wasn’t gentle or tender. It was a storm, a desperate, hungry collision of pent-up frustration and simmering lust.

Her arms wrapped around his neck, pulling him closer, her wet body molding against his. It was a surrender, a mutual, damning acceptance of the volatile, beautiful chaos that bound them.

She let out a breath against his neck, the sound simultaneously new and familiar. A whisper of a memory edged into the back of his mind, and for an instant, he wasn't sure if it was from reality or one of his increasingly strange recent dreams. Dreams of Theron, dreams of another life, his own mother, Theron's mother.

Mara touched his face and made another needy little noise, her own conflict as primed and complicated within the bond as his personal struggle. What did she see when she looked at him now? He remembered her reaction when he'd first arrived in her audience chamber, but they'd been through so much in the time since. How much was too much?

He ignored the swirling questions in his head, the echoes of dreams and the ghosts of memory. There was only the here and now. The rushing water, the impossible heat of their soul bond, and the woman in his arms. He brought his mouth to hers again, and this time, there was no hesitation, no shock, just a shared, desperate hunger.

The kiss deepened, a raw exploration. He tasted the river on her lips, clean and cold, a perfect contrast to the fire that raged between them. His hands roamed, learning the contours of her back, the elegant line of her spine, the soft give of her skin beneath his palms.

She was all sensual warmth and firm muscle, a contradiction of elegant grace and baser needs. He felt a possessive pull surge through him, an urge to claim, to mark, to understand this impossible woman who was both his mother’s echo and a tempest of her own making.

His hand slid lower, a slow, deliberate journey down the curve of her spine. The silk of her skin was intoxicating under the water. His fingers brushed over the swell of her buttock, and he felt her gasp against his mouth, a small, involuntary sound of surrender.

He cupped her, pulling her tighter against him, hand teasing, the motion a blatant, undeniable statement of his intent. She didn’t pull away. If anything, she seemed to melt further into his embrace, her fingers tangling in his wet hair, her body molding to his with an eagerness that erased all thought.

A sudden, sharp sound cut through the roar of the river. A laugh, bright and girlish, followed by a cheerful shout.

“Looks like I found you!”

Grant froze, every muscle in his body locking up. He pulled back from Mara as if he’d been burned, his mind scrambling to catch up with the abrupt shift in reality.

Mara’s eyes were wide with a new kind of shock, a mortified horror that was instantly mirrored in their bond. They pulled apart, a clumsy, splashing separation that felt far too loud in the sudden silence of their own making.

Bea stood on the riverbank, one hand blocking her view of the drenched couple with exaggerated modesty. The setting sun caught the highlights in her brown hair, and she looked for all the world like an innocent wanderer who’d stumbled upon a quiet bend in the river.

"We were just, uh…" Grant sought something resembling an excuse and didn't find much. "Doing some swimming."

"Some swimming, is it?" She let out another easy laugh. “Finn guessed this is where you two would be, sneaking off for a bit of privacy. Nothing to be too ashamed of, and I'm sorry to interrupt your… bath. But I was sent to collect the cook. Phaedra says if you’re making dinner, you’d best start before the light’s completely gone.”

With another cheerful wave, she was gone, her small form disappearing back around the bend, leaving a silence that was a thousand times more charged than before.

Mara didn’t look at him. She couldn’t. A flush of deep, crimson shame radiated from her through the bond, so potent it made Grant’s own cheeks burn.

She moved with embarrassed haste, crossing her arms over her chest as she sloshed through the water toward the bank where her clothes hung. She snatched them from the branch, her back still resolutely turned to him, a portrait of frantic, regal modesty.

"Well,” said Grant, his voice a rough rasp. “I guess it’s a good thing we’re supposed to be married.”

Mara’s shoulders stiffened. “Don't jest about such things, Lord Hayes. Our cover story doesn’t grant us license for… for this.”

“For what?” he asked, wading toward the bank himself, a wry smirk he couldn’t suppress touching his lips. “For a husband and wife to steal a private moment? In the middle of wilderness, surrounded by friendly strangers. It’s the one time a little public affection won’t cause a scandal.”

She finally turned, clutching the damp tunic and leggings to her chest like a shield. Her face was a storm of conflicting emotions, embarrassment, frustration, and a lingering, undeniable heat in her eyes that betrayed the truth of the moment they’d shared.

“Perhaps it is not scandalous to them,” she said, her voice low and tight. “But it is to me.”

Grant stepped out of the water, the river’s chill a poor match for the warmth still humming through his veins. He picked up his sword, the familiar weight a grounding presence.

“And yet,” he said, his smirk widening into a knowing grin, “you still kissed me back.”

Mara refused to meet his gaze, but he felt her smoldering with righteous indignation and far less righteous frustration underneath.


Chapter 28

Thunder boomed in the far distance, but rain never came, and the air had a humid and charged quality to it as Grant and Mara made their way back to the campsite of the Tradewind Troubadours. The silence between them was thick with the memory of the river, of wet skin and desperate kisses.

Grant could still feel the phantom warmth of her body against his, a sensation amplified by the Nexus Bond that now pulsed between them like a second, wilder heartbeat.

“I wonder,” Mara said, her voice a quiet murmur that was almost lost to the wind, “what the sleeping arrangements will be like tonight.”

He glanced at her, at the way the fading light caught the damp strands of her hair. Her gaze was fixed on the path ahead, her expression carefully neutral, but he felt the flutter of her anxiety through the bond, a nervous energy that belied her calm tone.

“I’m sure Finn will let us borrow a couple of bedrolls,” Grant said, the words coming out before he’d fully processed them. “Some quilts, maybe. We’ll be fine.”

As the words left his mouth, he realized how utterly stupid they sounded. A couple of bedrolls. The lie they had stumbled into, the guise of a married couple, suddenly felt more real and far more complicated. Married couples didn’t ask for two bedrolls. They shared one. They sought warmth in each other, not in separate piles of wool and canvas.

The question wasn’t just about bedding anymore. It was about how far into this charade they were willing to sink. How deep they would venture into the pretense before it swallowed the last of their restraint.

The bond answered for him, flaring with a sudden, illicit heat that mirrored the charged, storm-brewing sky. It felt alive, a physical presence humming in the space between them, pregnant with furious and frightening possibilities. A Nexus Bond. Volatile. Dangerous. And right now, wonderfully, irresistibly present.

They split apart with unspoken mutual agreement as soon as they were back to the campsite. It almost felt as though the only two options the bond was permitting them were to seek space or snap together. Grant made his way over to where Phaedra was setting up a cooking spit over the fire. She eyed him a touch warily, but with more acceptance than he'd sensed that morning.

"You aren't going to flub things up if I set you to cutting vegetables, will you?" she asked him.

"I don't see that happening," he replied, with a chuckle. "I'll need a knife."

"You'll have one."

Phaedra returned a moment later, wiping her hands on her apron. She handed him a heavy-bladed knife with a well-worn wooden handle and pointed to a large, flat rock that served as a makeshift table. On it sat a rough-hewn cutting board and a small pile of root vegetables, lumpy, purple tubers and long, pale-orange roots he didn’t recognize.

The moment his fingers closed around the knife’s handle, something settled in him. The weight was familiar, the balance true. It felt like coming home in a way that was both comforting and deeply sad.

He set to work, the blade rocking against the board in a steady, rhythmic cadence. The motion was automatic, a piece of muscle memory ingrained over a decade and a half of passion and profession.

He felt Phaedra’s eyes on him, her initial wariness a palpable thing. But as he worked, her skepticism slowly melted away, replaced by a grudging respect. He didn’t need the bond to feel this particular vibe. It was plain in the way her posture relaxed, the way her critical gaze softened into one of genuine, surprised appraisal.

The reaction was so similar to Aveline’s back in the palace kitchen, as was the pride, warm and uncomplicated, it sparked in his chest. In a world where he was a novice at magic, a fumbling horseman, and a pawn in political games he didn’t understand, this was something he knew. This was his.

This skill hadn't come from a magical bond or a forgotten echo of a dead prince. He’d earned it through long nights on the line, through nicks and burns, through the simple, grinding work of perfecting a craft. Cooking had become a meditation, a tether to the man he’d been before his life had been hijacked by fate.

The chaotic noise of his new reality receded into the background as he considered the vegetables, the other ingredients he'd seen in the wagon's pantry. The confusing pull of the bond with Mara, the ghost of their kiss by the river, the phantom ache of his bond with the runaway princess, the unsettlingly vivid dreams of Theron’s life… it all became secondary to the simple question of what he could do for dinner.

"You're familiar with spices too, Grant?" asked Phaedra. "I was going to make a soup, or stew, of some kind. I generally just toss in whatever and hope for the best."

"Let me try a few things," he said.

He watched Phaedra frown, a woman so practical as to consider the stakes of even such a minor thing as whether to surrender control of a single dinner. In the end, she nodded, and Grant grinned back at her, more than a little excited to execute the recipe he'd idly been concocting.

He fell back into a trance of culinary skill and ingredient transfiguration as he began cooking onions and carrots, planning out his creation. Mara was busy, as well, laughing about something with Bea and Finn. Finn handed her a sheet of parchment, and Grant surmised from context clues that she'd been drawn into one of the theater troupe's line readings.

She let out a genuine laugh, a sound like clear bells that cut through the low rumble of the distant thunder. She was sitting on a log between Finn and Bea, a sheet of worn parchment held in her hands.

Her brow was furrowed in concentration, but a genuine, unforced smile played on her lips as she read aloud, her voice carrying the practiced cadence of an orator, yet colored with a novice’s hesitation.

“And what of my kingdom?” she read, her voice laced with a theatrical despair that was a pale imitation of the real burdens he knew she carried. “Must I wander these wildlands forever, a queen with no subjects, a ruler with no throne?”

The irony was so thick he could have diced it and thrown it in the stew. A fictional queen, cast out and traveling with new companions. It was a mirror of her reality, a play mimicking the life she was currently living. And as he watched, he saw something that made him smile even more. The role didn’t weigh on her. If anything, it seemed to liberate her.

Stripped of her actual crown, of the crushing weight of the Concordat and the Selsux army and a runaway granddaughter, she was simply playing a part. The act of performance, of pretending to be what she already was, somehow allowed her to be something else entirely.

She laughed again, a free, open sound as Finn corrected her inflection on a line. The regal composure, the carefully constructed walls she wore like armor, had dissolved. In their place was a woman who was vivacious and spirited, her eyes sparkling with a life that was usually veiled by duty and grief.

It was dangerous. More dangerous than any Selsux patrol or Abyssal Ghoul. As a queen, as an echo of his own mother, there was a barrier between them, a foundation of respect and deference that kept the worst of the bond's temptations at bay.

But this woman, this laughing, radiant actress… she was something else. A temptation without pretense, a raw, undeniable allure that bypassed every defense he had.

The hiss of scorching onions snapped him back to the moment. He hurried to the cooking spit, stirring the vegetables with a frantic energy, though they weren't yet close to burning.

An hour later, the air was thick with the rich, savory aroma of his creation. It was a simple thing, really, a hearty stew of spicy sausage, chunks of the pale-orange carrot-like root, and tender purple potatoes, all simmered in a broth he’d built with wild onions and a careful selection of Phaedra’s spices.

By his standards, it was rustic comfort food, nothing special, but after watching the troupe subsist on dry rations and bland porridge, it felt like a statement.

He lifted the heavy iron pot off the fire, the heat radiating against his face. The troupe gathered around with an almost comical eagerness, bowls in hand. Even Phaedra, her usual skepticism softened by the enticing smell, looked on with grudging anticipation.

Grant ladled the thick, fragrant stew into each bowl, a familiar, comforting rhythm. He felt an expectant flutter in his stomach, the same nervous excitement he always felt just before service, that moment of vulnerability when his creation was about to be judged.

Finn took the first bite, his eyes widening. He let out a booming laugh that was pure, infectious delight. “By the salty sea, man! This is… poetry in a bowl!”

Bea, after a tentative spoonful, beamed at him, her smile as bright and warming as the campfire. “It’s delicious, Grant! The best I’ve had in… forever!”

But it was Mara’s reaction he waited for. She took her bowl, her expression restrained but hopeful, and took a small, delicate spoonful. He watched as her eyes closed for just a second, a flicker of pure, unforced pleasure rippling across her features.

Through the bond, he felt a wave of her simple, straightforward satisfaction, a warm and uncomplicated glow that had nothing to do with their tension, their flight, or their shared pretense. It was just the honest joy of a good meal, and it filled him with a pride so profound he couldn’t stop the grin from spreading across his face.

This was what he did. This was who he was. Not a fumbling horseman, not a lord in a queen’s political game, but a cook, someone who could bring this small moment of comfort and happiness to others. The feeling was clean, simple, and for a fleeting moment, it made him feel truly at home.

And that’s when the memory hit him, a sucker punch of nostalgia so vivid it stole his breath. He saw Lia, not as a dream, but in a crystal-clear memory. She was propped in her high chair, banging a plastic spoon against the tray, a smear of mashed peas on her cheek.

She’d laughed, a pure, gurgling sound of unrestrained baby joy, as he’d made a funny face at her. The sound echoed in his head, a ghost in the crackle of the campfire.

The whiplash was brutal. The joy of this moment, of watching these new friends eat his food, curdled into a sharp, agonizing pang of loss. Home seemed further away than ever, the question of when he'd see Lia again dark and taunting and increasingly leaning toward what felt like the most tragic answer. He wiped a hand across his face and exhaled, suddenly tired in that way that left him feeling an urge to go to sleep and never wake back up.

He looked across the fire and saw Mara, and knew without having to examine her face underneath the shadows cast by the flickering flame that she'd caught a stray through the heart.

It wasn't about her, he wanted to say. But with the bond, everything was about everyone, all the time. Emotions that knew no border, respected no crown, and certainly no notion of time or proportionality.

"It's delicious… Grant," said Mara, holding his gaze, words carrying so much more than an opinion on food. "You must have been well regarded in your previous…"

Grant stifled a wince, giving her points for not addressing him as a lord, but clearly stumbling over the dismount in her praise. Finn seemed to be the only one to take notice, brow furrowed, eyes searching. But before he could say anything, a figure stumbled from the bedrolls under the canopy.

"Silas," said Phaedra. "Grab a bowl and… oh, hells! He's having another nightmare!"


Chapter 29

"A nightmare?" Grant shook his head at the upright figure stumbling toward them. "He's a… sleepwalker, then?"

He had a bit of play in his voice as he asked the question, but there was none to be found in Finn or Phaedra's expressions. Bea took a step toward Silas, arm outstretched.

"Don't, Bea!" snapped Phaedra. "Remember last time! Just give him all the space he needs, and a few cups more."

"He might just need…" Bea started to reach a hand toward Silas, just as the tall man stumbled into his sword with one foot and snatched it up on reflex. "…Some space, as you said, Phaedra! And a few cups more!"

A pained, guttural roar ripped from Silas’s throat, a sound of pure, sleeping agony. In one fluid, terrifying motion, he whipped the greatsword from its scabbard, the hiss of steel rising over the noise of the crackling fire. The blade, huge and deadly even in the dim light, gleamed with malevolent purpose.

Mara rose instantly, her body tensing. Grant saw her hand begin to lift, her fingers curling slightly as if to gather the ambient power of the Grove. A faint, silver-gold-green shimmer began to coalesce around her, the air growing thick with the scent of power. He felt her intent through the bond, a cool, focused wave of Harmony magic preparing to subdue the thrashing actor.

“Don’t,” Grant whispered, his hand shooting out to rest lightly on her shoulder.

The contact was a small, simple thing, but the effect was immediate. He felt a stab of her startled surprise through the bond, a questioning ripple that momentarily disrupted her focus. The gathering Sylvan light around her wavered, then dimmed, hopefully before any of the others noticed.

As much as Grant was beginning to like the troupe, trusting them with a secret like Mara's was a bridge too far. She hesitated, her gaze flicking from Silas to Grant, a silent argument passing between them in the space of a heartbeat. She lowered her hand, and he pulled her back a step, joining the others as they gave Silas a wide berth.

The silent man’s eyes were unfocused, glassy, seeing horrors that existed only in his own haunted mind. He stumbled forward, the massive sword held loosely at his side, a pendulum of sleeping violence.

“Dammit,” Finn hissed, his voice a low, worried rumble. “He’s going to walk right into the fire.”

And the stew, thought Grant.

He watched Silas take another clumsy step, his bare foot now inches from the ring of hot stones surrounding the flames. There was no time to wait for him to wake on his own. With a sigh that was part frustration and part resignation, Grant’s hand went to his own hip.

He drew Theron’s sword, the motion feeling smoother, more practiced than it had any right to be. He wasn't sure what he was going to do. Knock the man out, disarm him, maybe use the flat of the blade to steer him away from the flames?

He didn't have a plan. He just knew he was the one who had to act. He stepped forward, reluctant and uncertain, moving to intercept the sleepwalking warrior.

"Be careful!" shouted Bea. "And if you hurt him, I'll hurt you! I swear I will."

"I think he's the one more likely to be dishing it out, at the moment," muttered Grant.

The greatsword arced through the air, a whistling blur of deadly steel that cleaved the night. Grant didn’t even think about trying to block it. He simply moved, a quick, shuffling step backward that let the massive blade pass harmlessly in front of him, the wind of its passage stirring his hair.

Silas let out another roar, throaty and weary. He swung again, a wild, clumsy figure-eight that was pure, undirected aggression. Grant sidestepped, the tip of the greatsword gouging a furrow in the mud where he’d been standing a second before. He felt a sharp spike of alarm from Mara through the bond, a cold fear that was entirely unnerving to have directed his way, and it only added to the bizarre surrealness of the moment.

The sleepwalking man’s unfocused eyes, glassy and unseeing, seemed to snag on Grant’s movement. He turned, his body following his gaze, the heavy sword dragging slightly in the dirt.

Grant took another deliberate step backward, away from the fire, away from the wide-eyed members of the troupe who watched with a mixture of terror and familiarity. Silas followed, a moth drawn to a reluctant, sword-wielding flame.

He was herding him. The realization was absurd. He was gently leading a sleepwalking, greatsword-swinging giant away from the campfire and the stewpot. It was the most absurd thing he’d done since arriving in Eldoria, which was saying something.

Silas attacked again, but this time it wasn’t a wild, stumbling swing. He lunged, the greatsword thrusting forward with surprising speed.

“Grant!” Mara’s voice was a sharp cry of warning.

Grant’s body moved before his mind had a chance to catch up. There was no conscious thought, no plan. Theron’s sword came up, not in a clumsy block, but in a smooth, elegant parry that met the oncoming greatsword with a ringing clang of steel. Sparks flew, a brief, violent constellation in the dark. The force of the impact should have staggered him, but his stance was perfect, his arm steady.

He pushed the larger blade aside and stepped back, his own sword held ready. Silas came on, a flurry of slashes that were no longer clumsy. They were powerful, direct, the attacks of a trained warrior. Grant met each one, the sound of their blades clashing becoming a frantic, deadly rhythm in the night.

Parry, sidestep, parry. He wasn’t attacking, just defending, moving with a grace and precision that felt utterly alien. He felt a strange dislocation, a sense of being a passenger in his own body. His muscles knew the angles, his wrist knew the exact motion needed to deflect a blow that would have otherwise shattered his arm.

This wasn’t his skill. He knew, with a dull, hollow certainty, that he was pulling from instincts that were not his own. This was Theron’s training, Theron’s reflexes, a ghost in his nerves guiding the sword. The knowledge didn’t feel like a gift. It felt like a violation.

He wondered, dimly, how long this could even go on. Could you tire out an opponent who was already unconscious? The ridiculousness of it almost made him laugh. He parried another heavy, downward chop, the force vibrating up his arm, and then he saw it.

A flicker in Silas’s eyes. They weren’t glassy anymore. They were focused. Awake. And in the corners of the silent man’s mouth, suppressed beneath the grimace of the fight, was the ghost of a smile.

The bastard was enjoying himself.

The next swing that came was still powerful, but it lacked the killing intent. It was a test, a question asked in the language of steel. Grant met it with a weary sigh and an easy parry, the motion feeling almost lazy now. The fight had become a dance, the danger bled out of it, leaving only the ringing echo of their blades in the cool night air.

"I can tell you're awake now, Silas!" shouted Bea, with a fair bit of annoyance and concern. "Would you stop already?"

Silas's smile finally came out to play, and Grant matched it with one of his own. He was, as much to his own surprise as everyone else's, having fun. His body knew what to do, and his muscles felt invigorated as much by his recent tinkering with Arcane Conversion as his active lifestyle in Eldoria.

"Men." Phaedra uttered the judgmental syllable with equal parts appreciation and condemnation. "Best you both finish up before it starts thundering again and your naked blades earn you a strike."

They did finish up, but not until they were both sweaty and breathless. Grant came back to the fire, where Mara and Bea were waiting with a refilled bowl of stew for each of them. Silas took his with a nod before disappearing back off in the direction of his bedroll.

"He's got spirit, even if he doesn't have much of a voice," muttered Grant. "What's his story?"

The other three troubadours said nothing for a telling pause. Finn and Phaedra exchanged a glance that spoke of how long the two must have been with the company, eyes and expressions full of old memories, old pains, aged nostalgia.

"I'll tell it," said Bea. "I remember enough."

"I won't stop you." Finn let out a sigh. "Best if you don't break into tears this time around, though, my dear."

Bea glared at him, but it was more the affectionate ire of someone akin to a daughter than anything with actual edge. "That was one time! Go chew on your beard!"

Finn laughed, and Phaedra tried not to smile. The two elder statesmen of the Tradewind Troubadours stood up and walked over to where Silas was, handling a separate but equal task of emotional labor.

Bea fidgeted with her hands as though getting a bit of performance anxiety that Grant hadn't seen the merest trace of when she'd been in front of a crowd at The Hearth and Hoof.

"You should have seen him," she finally began. "Years ago. Before all this. Before he left."

She smiled at Grant and Mara, the tenor of the expression immediately telling him that Finn's comment about crying had been anything but a joke.

"This was… ten years ago, maybe a bit more." Bea let out a sigh and gave a small shrug. "I think I was nine, maybe ten when I first joined up. I'd lost my own family in an attack from disgusting Beastkin. There were more troubadours back then, enough of us that it was significant that Silas was always the leading man, in every play, regardless of how well he fit the role.

"He just had that… little extra spring in his step, you know? Everyone saw it. He had a different woman in his bed every night, and I do mean every night. I was just a girl back then, but even I idolized him. He used to tell me to come find him when I was older, and then he'd laugh and quickly add much, much older."

Bea smiled toward them, but not really at them, her eyes misty and far off. Grant wanted to hear the rest of the story, but almost didn't want to make her tell it, not looking as she did.

"He left when Selsux began their eastern campaigns, when the money for mercenaries got to be too good to resist," she said, shaking her head. "I cried for days, thinking I'd never see him again. I suppose in a way, I was right. He came back years later, all scarred up, tongue cut out. Finn and Phaedra… they couldn't turn him away, but he was… he is… a different man now. He's the Bucket Knight."

"I saw," said Grant.

"Only ever takes that bucket off for the crowd." Bea shook her head and hurriedly wiped a few tears away as though no one would notice if she was fast enough. "Sure, he doesn't wear it all the time. Not on his head. But it's always there now. He's the Bucket Knight."

"He seems a good man, from what little I've seen," said Mara.

Bea nodded a few times quickly, and then abruptly stood up and left the fire.


Chapter 30

Grant's earlier concern about his and Mara's sleeping arrangements was immediately ameliorated as the traveling party prepared for sleep. They were next to each other, bedrolls neatly laid out, but the communal nature of sleeping under the large canopy rendered it a moot point.

He went looking for Mara after helping Phaedra with the dishes. She was a short distance from the camp, in the direction where they'd had their training that afternoon. About a dozen Luminaries hovered in front of her, explaining why she’d sought privacy.

"A Sylvan missive?" he guessed.

She nodded without turning around to look at him. "Two. One for Aurelia, imploring her to slow down. The other to the most loyal members of the Elder Council, begging them to speed up. Ideally, the Grove's warriors will find us before the Selsux army."

Grant watched in muted fascination as the Sylvan moved through a pattern of runic letters. "What happens if they don't?"

"In truth?" Mara shrugged, the gesture too real for the uncertainty of the question. "At best, I'll be a figurehead, a political prisoner. At worst… I'll be killed on the spot."

"Ouch."

"They'll probably place the blame on you."

"Double ouch."

Mara let out a sigh, but her exasperation wasn't directed at him. "I'm worried for Aurelia. Can you feel that, through the bond? You must be able to, no? Your connection with her is even more direct and powerful than mine."

Grant nodded slowly. He could feel it, though there was a gap in the emotion, breathing space. He wondered if that was from the distance, from something Aurelia was doing, or his own reluctance to engage with the increasingly complicated undercurrent of sensation now that he knew it for what it was. A Nexus Bond.

Aurelia was in over her head. She wasn't sure what she was doing in that way that Grant remembered from his own youth, intimidating and overwhelming. She'd always seemed so confident to him in his short time of knowing her. Overconfident, if anything. But now, on her own quest to discover whether the rumors of the outlander on Mount Jamala might be a link to his - and her mother's - home world, she was confronting a new type of doubt.

"She'll wait for us if we both ask her to, I think," said Grant. "She must know that I'm with you, that we're coming after her. A little coaxing to wait up is all it should take."

"Perhaps." Mara was chewing one of her fingernails but stopped to frown at the Sylvan. "It isn't just for her sake that I wish us reunited. I need her at my side. She is both more powerful than she knows and more influential, as the Sylvan Hope."

"Theron was the Sylvan Hope before Aurelia, wasn't he?" asked Grant.

"Yes. He was." Mara left her answer at that, all but daring him to ask more, to delve into the legacy of her son, his identical counterpart. Another gap to cross. He couldn't find the words, the right question, so he left the stone unturned.



Nothing stirred through the night, not even Grant's often unsettled dreams. When he awoke, however, he blundered through a few seconds of increasingly rare confusion over where he was. He'd slept outside, which meant he was camping. Camping with a toddler? Had Lia slept in the tent?

The questions made him feel more than just foolish as he came back to where he was and what he was doing. It was all taking too long. He'd been in Eldoria for weeks now. Time might pass slowly back on Earth, but it still would pass. For him and his daughter both. No more delays.

The ghost of his daughter’s face faded with the last vestiges of sleep, leaving a sharp, determined ache in its place. Grant pushed himself up from his bedroll with a new sense of purpose.

He was a man with a destination, and every moment spent lingering was a betrayal of it. He moved with impatient energy that was a forced contrast to his usual morning grogginess, rolling his bedding with tight, efficient motions.

"The husband awakens with a fire in his belly," observed Phaedra, her tone dry, one eyebrow raised. "A pleasant development for those of use who like to see the work getting done."

"Just eager to get moving," said Grant, not missing a beat as he helped Silas load the rolled-up canopy into the back of the wagon.

The task was simple, physical, a welcome anchor against the swirling complexities of his bonds and dreams. He felt Mara watching him, a quiet, questioning warmth emanating from her side of their connection, but he didn't look her way. He didn’t want to get pulled into another silent, charged negotiation before the day had even begun.

They were on the road within the hour, the wagon rumbling westward. The land began to change, the last remnants of the silver-barked trees of the Grove giving way to hardier, more gnarled foliage. The ground grew rockier, the smooth path replaced by a rough-cut road that climbed into rolling foothills.

It was Finn who called for them to halt, his voice losing its usual theatrical boom. "Hold a moment. That… that wasn't there the last time we came through."

He pointed a long, bony finger off the side of the road. A hundred yards away, nestled in a shallow dip between two hills, was a patch of earth that was profoundly wrong.

The grass was a sickly, bruised purple, and the few skeletal trees that remained were twisted into grotesque shapes, their branches like blackened, arthritic fingers clawing at the sky. A faint, acrid stench, like burnt sugar and decay, drifted on the wind. It was the Blight.

Scattered within the corrupted patch were two corpses, their forms barely human. The Blight was consuming them, not with simple decay, but with a horrifying transformation. One body was covered in tumorous, fungal growths that pulsed with a faint, sickly light. The other was being slowly swallowed by the discolored moss, its limbs contorting at unnatural angles.

"That bodes poorly," said Phaedra, stepping closer to one of the horses to soothe it. "All the more reason to make it to Trader Sauter’s estate before nightfall."

"Trader Sauter?" asked Grant, tearing his eyes away from the gruesome scene. "A friend of yours?"

Finn turned from the grim vista, his usual twinkle dimmed by a rare solemnity. "More of an acquaintance, you might say. A wealthy man, and a paranoid one. Has a fortified estate a day's ride from here. It's the last stop for most travelers before they brave the pass. The last safe haven before the base of Mount Jamala."

He pointed toward the horizon, where the hazy silhouette of a single, massive peak rose above the surrounding hills. Grant stared at the distant spire, the way it seemed to rise in challenge, almost mockingly so. He would be climbing it in search of a clue that might lead him back to Earth, but regardless of his motivation, it was still a mountain.

He glanced at Mara, sensing her cool assessment of the situation, though he could feel a flicker of concern through the bond. First, however, they'd have to make it through another night.

He wondered if, in her long life as a queen and a political player, she had ever crossed paths with the trader they were about to seek shelter with. He didn't need to ask. He felt the answer through their connection. A flicker of recognition, a memory of a name, but no direct acquaintance.

Was that in answer to his question, or just both their minds leaning in the same direction? He waited, wondering if once more the answer would come through the bond, but Mara's focus had slid back to the patch of Blight and all it represented.

Finn clicked his tongue, a sharp sound that urged the horses onward. The troupe moved away from the grim tableau of the corrupted earth, but the silence that fell over them was heavier than before.

The easy chatter of the road was gone, replaced by the creak of the wagon wheels and the low, mournful sigh of the wind through the increasingly gnarled trees. The land itself seemed to hold its breath.

They traveled for another hour, the rolling green of the Grove giving way completely to the rocky, aggressive terrain of the foothills. The road became a scar on the land, a rough track that climbed and twisted. As the wagon crested a high ridge, Finn pulled the horses to a stop once more, his face grim.

This time, the Blight was not a small, contained patch. It was a vast, bruised stain on the valley below, a sprawling sickness that crept up the opposing slope.

From this distance, the details were lost, but the sheer scale of the corruption was horrifying. It looked as if a giant had spilled a bottle of dark, poisonous ink across the landscape.

Grant squinted, his eyes tracing the edges of the purple-black smear. At first, he saw no movement. Then he caught it. Deep in the distance were tiny specks, dozens of them, shambling aimlessly, gait jerky and unnatural. Ghouls. Too far off to be a threat, but their presence was evidence of how deeply the Blight had sunk its claws into this land.

Mara rode her horse closer to his, expression unreadable. The bond carried a sharp, personal edge, a current of queenly frustration and worry that vibrated through him.

“They are blind fools,” she muttered, her voice low and venomous, for his ears only. “Hawthorne and her masters in Aethelburg. They obsess over a single, convenient murder and prepare to harass the Phoenix Corvidians, while this… this cancer, spreads unchecked right under their noses.”

“They might not have a choice,” he said, his tone practical. “If they intend to march an army to Mount Jamala in any real numbers, they have to go through Corvidian territory. Seems like the Demon Queen is staking her claim on this whole region. An army can’t fight a war on two fronts.”

The title of Demon Queen, felt strange on his tongue, a theatrical styling for the woman who haunted his dreams and memories. Sara. The thought of her stirred the usual, complicated cocktail of emotions in his gut, the old affection curdling into fresh betrayal, pity warring with revulsion.

He wondered if she knew. Had the rumors of the outlander reached her, too, in whatever dark abyss she now called home?

He hoped not. The thought of Sara getting to this stranger first, of twisting this potential key to her own monstrous ends, filled him with a cold dread. He knew she wanted to go home, probably as desperately as he did. That shared, simple desire was the most terrifying thing about her.

It was a thread of connection, a glimmer of the woman she’d once been, that made the monster she’d become all the more tragic. It made her a rival in a race he couldn’t afford to lose.

Underneath all her dark choices, all her demonic power, was a woman who just wanted to get back to a world she understood. It was a frighteningly relatable motive, darkly inevitable, like a pit he was also standing on the edge of.

"Let's keep moving," said Grant.


Chapter 31

Trader Sauter's estate came into view late that evening, a collection of sturdy, practical buildings huddled together against the vast, darkening landscape. It wasn't a grand establishment like The Hearth & Hoof, more of a fortified ranch house built of thick timber and dark stone.

A high, solid fence enclosed a sizable grazing area where a few hardy-looking horses munched placidly, oblivious to the ominous sky. A large stable, its doors barred and heavy, stood adjacent to the main house. The entire compound radiated an air of defensive pragmatism, a clear statement that this was a place built to endure, not to impress.

The wagon rumbled to a halt a short distance from the main gate. Finn, ever the cautious leader, preferred to approach on foot. Grant hopped down from the back, his boots landing with a soft thud on the rocky ground.

He turned and offered a hand to Mara, who accepted it, her fingers warm and firm in his for a beat longer than necessary. The rest of the troupe gathered around, stretching their legs and gazing at their destination with a mixture of weariness and relief.

"Sauter's a good man, if a bit... cautious," said Finn, his voice carrying over the wind. "He'll give us shelter for the night, no doubt. But he'll expect a performance in exchange for his hospitality."

Phaedra scoffed and waved a hand dismissively. "He always does, and he always has his guards stand to either side of the stage like there might be an assassin among us. The man's paranoia could fortify a city."

"Be that as it may," continued Finn, "our repertoire is a bit thin. We’ve spun all our usual tales for him on past journeys. We might have to get a little… creative this evening."

As Finn spoke the word 'creative,' Grant felt a sudden, surprising ripple through the bond. It wasn’t the familiar hum of anxiety or the dangerous heat of their recent encounters. This was different. It was a bright, clean flicker of excitement from Mara, a stirring of eagerness so pure and unguarded it caught him completely off guard.

It reminded him of the night before, watching her read lines by the fire, the way her entire being had seemed to light up, stripped of the responsibility and weight she normally carried. This was the vibrant, spirited woman who lived beneath the crown, and the glimpse of her, however fleeting, was a dangerous, intoxicating thing.

Grant looked over at Mara. She was watching Finn, a faint, almost hopeful smile playing on her lips, her eyes alight with an electrified spark he hadn't seen before. The prospect of performing, of pretending to be someone else for a night, seemed to have ignited something within her.

There was no queue to get in, nor any real signage indicating that Sauter's estate was a place welcoming travelers. Grant waited at the edge of the fence with the wagon and Mara as Finn crossed the yard to the door and knocked on it. It opened after half a minute or so, and the old troubadour seemed to recognize the servant on the other side.

"Lead the wagon around to the stable," he called back to them. "We'll have a few guest rooms for the night, according to our host."

"Good to know," said Grant. He glanced at Mara, the bond stirring much as it had the previous day when the topic of sleeping arrangements had arisen.

A stable boy met them and enthusiastically helped detach the horses while Phaedra and Bea pulled some of what they needed for the night out of the wagon. Finn came out of the manor through a side door, his brow furrowed as he rejoined the group.

"As expected, Trader Sauter wants us to perform tonight," said Finn.

"Something new?" asked Phaedra.

Finn nodded gravely. "He was very specific about that point. He wants a play he hasn't seen before. Doesn't care if it's rough around the edges."

"We've only got The Queen of Quintara, but we don't have who we'd need for that…" muttered Bea. "Do we?"

She glanced at Mara, and then, nose a bit wrinkled, at Grant.

"We have six, assuming we adjust Silas's part to be a silent defender and toss all his good lines your way, Bea," said Finn.

"Hold on a second." Grant held up a hand. "We aren't actors."

"You may not be, but your wife is a natural!" said Bea.

The bond hummed with more of that new, anticipatory excitement from Mara. The sensation was youthful, almost shy, like a girl hoping to get the lead in her first school play.

"If needed, I don't see why we couldn't contribute our efforts," said Mara.

"One moment," said Grant, his voice a low murmur.

He gently took Mara by the elbow, pulling her a few steps away from the troupe, toward the shadows near the stable wall. The contact sent a tickle through him, a quickening of the bond’s rhythm that was both hers and his.

He leaned in close, his voice dropping to an urgent whisper that was lost to the wind for anyone but her. “Are you out of your mind? You can’t be serious. A public performance?”

“And why not?” Mara whispered back, her eyes alight with a defiant sparkle he hadn’t seen before. “I am a natural, as the girl said.”

“Bea is a teenager who’s impressed you can read,” he said, his own voice tight with a frustration that felt entirely practical. “This isn’t the palace theater, Mara. This is some random trader's estate, filled with strangers. Guards, merchants, who knows who else. What if someone recognizes you? What happens to our ‘simple traveler’ story then?”

The excitement he felt from her through the bond didn’t dim. If anything, it was reinforced by a new layer of cunning, a queen’s strategic mind finding a convenient justification for a personal whim.

“And what if that is the point?” she countered, her voice still a low, intimate whisper. “We are trying to find Aurelia, are we not? A performance… a public display of our presence, however small… the Sylvan are everywhere, Grant. If she senses us presenting so publicly, a ripple might travel through the Harmony. It could draw her nearer, a beacon she can feel.”

Grant stared at her, the logic of her argument feeling as thin as a single thread of silk. It was a plausible theory, just barely, but he didn’t buy it. Not for a second.

He could feel the truth humming through their connection, a truth that had nothing to do with tactics and everything to do with a woman who’d been trapped in a gilded cage for most of her life.

He saw it then, the raw, simple desire beneath the convenient excuse. When else would a queen get this chance? To stand on a rough-hewn stage, to lose herself in a role, to be judged not for her reign but for her performance.

For one night, she wouldn’t have to be Mara Veridian, the Sylvan Queen, grieving mother, and fugitive ruler. She could just be Marian, the merchant’s wife, the actress. She could be free.

The realization softened him in a way her flawed logic never could. He let out a weary sigh, a quiet surrender.

“Fine,” he muttered, shaking his head. “I’ll do it. But if I have to wear a bucket on my head, I’m drawing the line.”

Mara flashed a smile of a variety as rare as the yearning he'd felt through the bond. The Tradewind Troubadours were already smiling as he and Mara made their way back over, reading the vibe and knowing the outcome.

"We'll get everything prepared as soon as we're inside." Phaedra surprised Grant with a pat on the shoulder. "Worry not, Master Cook. You won't be saddled with more than a single line or two. Your wife is the one opting into the challenge."

"I'm ready for it," said Mara. "As is he."

Grant sighed. He wasn't a performer. He didn't suffer from severe bouts of stage fright, or anything, but anytime he needed to recite lines or embody a character, act, in the traditional sense, he just felt a bit wooden. His stage presence was about on par with an extra being paid in leftover catering food.

Finn led them inside, and Grant was immediately struck by the sheer scale of the place. From the outside, the estate had seemed sturdy and practical, but the interior held a surprising vastness.

The common room, which they only glimpsed as a servant led them toward a wide staircase, was a sunken space, several feet lower than the entryway.

This simple architectural choice gave the room an expansive, almost cavernous feel, easily rivaling most inns Grant had seen. A low stage, little more than a raised platform of dark wood, sat against the far wall, waiting.

They followed the servant up the creaking wooden stairs, the low hum of the common room fading behind them. The second floor was a long hallway lined with heavy wooden doors, each marked with a crudely carved number.

“The master has made three rooms available for you,” the servant said, a young man with a perpetually worried expression. “They’re at the end of the hall. Linens are fresh.”

He offered a quick, nervous bow and scurried back down the stairs, eager to be away from the strange collection of travelers.

“Three rooms,” Phaedra said, her voice practical, assessing. She glanced around at their motley crew. “That should do. Bea, you’ll be with me. Finn, you and Silas can take the second. Last room for our newest conscripts.”

The words landed in the quiet hallway with the weight of a dropped stone. Grant felt a stirring, a sudden, sharp burgeoning of heat through the bond that was both his and Mara’s. He risked a glance at her.

The playful sparkle in her eyes had been replaced by a deeper, more dangerous gleam. It wasn’t a look of surprise or protest. It was an acknowledgment.

The night ahead suddenly stretched before him, a landscape of dual performances. First, on the stage below, they would play at being characters in a story, their lines and actions dictated by a script. Then, later, in the quiet darkness behind that last wooden door, a second, far more perilous performance would begin.

They would play at being husband and wife, a role whose lines were unwritten, whose conclusion was terrifyingly open-ended. The look that passed between them was a silent, damning contract, an unspoken agreement that the charade on the stage was just the prelude.

The real play, the one where every line mattered, fueled by the volatile, hungry energy of their bond, would happen when the door was closed and the rest of the world was shut out.


Chapter 32

They were brought food, and members of Trader Sauter's staff met with Finn and Phaedra, gathering details about the performance. Grant had his role explained to him, which seemed simple enough. He would be Dread Captain Reynolds, the evil but dashing pirate seeking to kidnap the fair queen.

They gathered in Finn and Silas's room and Phaedra led them through an expediated line read. As promised, Grant only had a single line, though he would be stealing a kiss from the queen, Mara, immediately after.

"Remember, it's a stage kiss," explained Phaedra. "Make it seem dramatic, but also surprising. A spicy kiss, not a married kiss. Got it?"

"We can manage that." Grant's voice came out with a gruff quality, half challenge, half promise.

Mara nodded slowly, her eyes distant and vaguely dreamy. "…Yes."

They didn't practice the kiss right then, more for lack of time and a need to focus on Mara's lines, which were more substantial. She seemed confident in her ability to remember them, if anything, more so than he felt, despite only having a handful of words to recite.

Mara, Bea, and Phaedra left to prepare in the women's room. Finn expediently helped Grant pick out and put on his costume.

The buttons on the black pirate jacket he landed on were small, fussy things. He slowly worked his way up the front, his mind drifting away from the simple task.

The soul bonds hummed in the background of his thoughts, constant, invisible companions. Mara’s was a low, simmering heat, a dangerous and enticing and guilty flame banked just out of sight. But it was the other bond, the one stretching westward into the growing dusk, that captured his attention.

Aurelia. He could still feel her, a distant, muffled presence. She’d walled herself off, damping the connection with a stubborn resolve he could almost admire. It felt like sensing a runaway teenager who was determined to see her grand adventure through, not the least bit interested in making the walk of shame back home.

Yet, even through that self-imposed silence, he felt a flicker. A subtle, tentative probing. It was like she was peeking at him through a crack in the door, trying to see what he was up to without fully opening the line of communication between them.

A small smile touched Grant’s lips. Of course she was. The stubborn, curious princess couldn't stand not knowing. He missed her, he realized with a sudden pang. He missed her fire, her infuriating and endearing defiance.

The feeling twisted into something sharper almost immediately, the clean ache of missing her bleeding into the raw, gaping wound of missing Lia. The two emotions became hopelessly entangled.

Was this what it felt like to miss his daughter? Or was it something else, a strange, uncomfortable affection for the woman who echoed his daughter's future? He felt a familiar surge of guilt. This wasn't right.

His own motivations felt contorted, no longer just spurred on by the drive to find some far-flung clue about getting back to Earth, but to reach Aurelia. To make sure she was safe.

The drive to find her seemed to both compete with and complement the drive to find a way home, the two motivations now knotted together in a way that was both noble and deeply unsettling. What the hell was he supposed to do with a feeling like that?

He didn't manage to reach an answer, not that he expected to. He walked alongside Silas, who'd transformed into a warlock in a baggy cowl that hid his head and face, and Finn, who wore the same spiffy outfit he'd donned for their last performance at the inn.

He followed them out into the hall, where the women were just emerging from the room they’d been using.

Phaedra came first, a vision in theatrical villainy. She wore a robe of deep purple velvet, the fabric worn thin in places, adorned with oversized, obviously fake jewels that glittered with a cheap malevolence in the lantern light. A pointed hat, slightly crooked, completed the ensemble. It was the costume of an evil witch, but the cynical, world-weary scowl she wore was all her own, a perfect, unscripted accessory.

Beside her, Bea was a study in youthful pluck. She’d swapped the previous night’s princess gown for simple brown breeches and a loose-fitting cream tunic, cinched at the waist with a wide leather belt.

Her brown hair was tucked under a simple cap. She was meant to be the queen's loyal, tomboyish companion, a role that fit her earnest, wide-eyed curiosity far better than the swooning damsel.

When Grant finally saw Mara, the air seemed to thin, background noise  fading to a distant murmur. She was playing a beautiful queen on the run. The irony was so thick it was almost suffocating.

She wore a gown of deep emerald velvet, a dress that had clearly seen better days. The hem was frayed and a subtle, artful smear of dirt stained the sleeve, but it couldn't diminish the quiet, regal authority she radiated.

A simple, tarnished silver circlet rested on her brow, holding back the loose waves of her ash-blonde hair. She looked tired, hunted, and more beautiful than Grant had ever seen her.

It was the look in her eyes that undid him. The usual weight of her role and duty had been replaced by a bright, nervous excitement. This wasn't the Sylvan Queen playing a part. This was a woman tasting a freedom she’d never known.

The bond between them flared, a searing wave of her exhilaration and his own stunned, traitorous attraction. She caught his eye and offered a small, conspiratorial smile, a shared secret in the crowded hallway. In that moment, she wasn’t a queen, wasn't just an echo of his mother. She was just Marian, the actress, his stage wife, and that might well be the most dangerous role of all.

"She fits the part of a leading lady," Phaedra said to him, more than a touch grudgingly. "Not time to gawk, Dread Captain. Downstairs we go!"

Grant fell into step behind her, the others forming a strange, costumed procession down the wide, creaking staircase. The low hum of the common room grew louder with each step, a murmur of voices and the clinking of glasses that promised an audience.

The space was as vast as he’d glimpsed, a sunken hall filled with long tables where Sauter’s family and staff sat in clusters, their faces turned toward the small stage, lit by the warm glow of lanterns.

It didn't have the rowdy, chaotic energy of the Hearth & Hoof, feeling more like a large, private banquet where all the guests were old friends. It was intimate in a way that felt both less and more intimidating.

A servant led them not to the stage itself, but to a small, curtained-off area to the side. The humble backstage was a cramped, dusty space that smelled of old wood and forgotten props. A few mismatched crates served as the only furniture, not enough to serve as chairs for all of them.

Grant opted to stand, as did Mara, hovering so close he could feel the faint warmth radiating from her, amplified by the stuffy air in the small space. The bond simmered between them as was so often the case, a faint but dangerous heat that made the simple act of breathing feel like a conscious effort.

“Not much room for a Dread Captain to pace,” he muttered.

Mara looked at him, her eyes catching the faint light filtering through the curtain. The nervous excitement he’d seen in the hallway upstairs was still there, a bright, alluring flame.

“I would think a Dread Captain would be more concerned with plundering than pacing,” said Mara, her voice a low murmur meant only for him.

Before he could think of a reply that wouldn’t send them both up in smoke, Finn clapped his hands together, the sound startlingly loud in the small space.

“Alright, my brave troubadours,” he said, his voice a conspiratorial whisper. “Our patron is waiting. I’m just going to have a quick word with him, make sure the stage is set to his liking. Don’t start the tragedy without me.”

He slipped through a gap in the curtain, leaving the five of them in a pocket of shared, expectant silence. Phaedra settled onto a crate, arms crossed, her expression pinched with grouchy patience. Bea fidgeted with the belt of her tunic, silently mouthing her lines with animated excitement. Silas stood perfectly still in the corner, a silent, cowled statue.

Finn arrived back a few minutes later, quickly explaining a few last minute things to the assembled troupe. Grant fiddled with one of his jacket's buttons as the leader of the Tradewind Troubadours stepped out onto the modest stage and set the scene for the crowd.

Finn’s voice, a rich and resonant baritone, filled the common room, his words weaving a simple tapestry of royal intrigue. Grant listened from the cramped, dusty space behind the curtain, the story unfolding in muffled sounds and bursts of lantern light that bled through the thin canvas.

The play began. He heard the scrape of a chair, then Phaedra’s voice, dripping with a theatrical venom that was only a slight exaggeration of her usual cynical tone. She was playing the role of the evil witch, tempting the fair queen, Mara, with a goblet of supposedly enchanted wine.

Grant peeked through a small gap in the curtain. Mara stood center stage, bathed in the warm glow of the lanterns. She held the goblet, her hand trembling with a practiced, convincing fear. But the bond told a different story.

Beneath the thin veneer of her character’s terror, he felt a vibrant, thrilling current of her own excitement, the pure, exhilarating joy of the performance. It was a dangerous, intoxicating sensation even experienced secondhand, and he found himself basking in it.

He heard Bea’s earnest, high-pitched voice cry out a warning. The plucky servant, ever loyal, must have knocked the goblet aside. A smattering of applause, thin but appreciative, rippled through the audience.

Then came a pregnant pause, followed by a theatrical puff of smoke from a bit of flash powder Finn must have ignited. Silas, the mysterious wizard, had made his entrance.

The actors’ dialogue was interspersed with booming narration from Finn describing the queen’s daring escape, aided by her faithful servant and the silent, cowled sorcerer. The scene ended, and Phaedra slipped back through the curtain, her face still harboring well honed and theatrical fury.

“That went surprisingly well,” she whispered to him, adjusting her crooked hat. "Your wife is outperforming my expectations."

On stage, Finn’s voice rose again, setting the next scene and Grant's own introduction. “A man of the sea, a heartless pirate as feared for his cruelty as he was for his daring. A man known only as… Dread Captain Reynolds.”

Grant recognized his cue. He took a calming breath, the air thick with the scent of dust and old velvet. He felt Mara’s emotions from the other side of the stage, a warm, expectant current through the bond.

Her gaze locked onto him as he pushed through the curtain. Bea and Silas were both collapsed onto the stage, rendered indisposed by the witch's tricks. It felt all too easy to ignore them, along with the few dozen onlookers in the audience, in favor of Mara, the way the bond seemed to draw them together.

"Dread Captain Reynolds…" Mara perfectly acted her surprise, taking a step back. "I fail to understand what such a renowned pirate would want with a simple traveler."

He slowly closed the distance to her, remembering his line, remembering Phaedra's advice about the kiss, remembering how complicated their underlying dynamic was beneath it all.

"No simple traveler would have caught my eye in the way you have, fair queen," he said, the line rolling out smoothly, words strong.

He took the final few steps, the rough-hewn stage floorboards groaning faintly under his boots. The warm, lantern-lit air seemed to crackle, the space between them shrinking until it was a live wire of pure, humming tension. This was part of the play, a simple bit of blocking, but the bond didn't care about scripts. It only cared about proximity.

His hand shot out, clamping onto her hip, yanking her toward him with a pirate’s rough demand that felt entirely too natural. Mara gasped, a genuine, startled sound that was lost in the rustle of her velvet gown. He felt her stumble into his chest, her hands coming up to brace against his shoulders.

He kissed her.

It was meant to be a stage kiss, a dramatic, spicy illusion for the dozen or so onlookers. It was not. The moment his lips met hers, the pretense shattered.

It was a collision, not a caress, a rough meeting of hunger and frustration that had been simmering between them for days. He felt the shock of it run through her, followed by an immediate, answering fire. Her lips parted under his, not in soft surrender, but with a desperate, reciprocal need.

The bond between them erupted. It wasn't a gentle hum or a slow warmth. It was a flash flood of rolling emotion. He felt her shock, her fear, and beneath it all, a wave of her own desire so potent it was like a pleasurable punch to the gut. It crashed into his own want, amplifying it, feeding it, a feedback loop of volatile energy that threatened to burn them both from the inside out.

He deepened the kiss, his hand sliding from her waist to the small of her back, pressing her body flush against his. She was no longer just Marian the actress or Mara the queen. She was the other half of this storm, the swirling arm of a hurricane.

For a dizzying, terrifying second, the thought of the audience, the troupe, of Aurelia waiting somewhere in the west, it all slid away to nothing. There was only the heat, the intoxicating power of their connection, and the primal, damning urge for more.

He wondered, dimly, if they had finally danced too close to the flame, if they had fed this dangerous bond a meal it would never forget. He understood what it meant for their bond to be a Nexus Bond, finally caught a glimpse of the dark cliff it threatened to push them over.

He broke the kiss abruptly, pulling back just enough to see her face. Her eyes were wide, dazed, her lips swollen and glistening in the lantern light. The silence of the small hall pressed in on them. He had no idea what came next in the play. He wasn’t sure he cared.


Chapter 33

The crowd rose for a standing ovation at the end of the play, making a surprising amount of noise for their somewhat small number. Grant bowed alongside the rest of the cast, feeling a bit like he was receiving praise for a group project he'd hardly contributed to.

The other performers, namely Mara and Bea, were swarmed by admirers in the aftermath of the performance. Grant found a spot at the common room's small bar, enjoying free ale for the night, if not as much attention.

The booze did little to quell the heat stirring within him. Across the crowded common room, Mara was the inciting flame. She wasn't the Sylvan Queen at that moment, not the grieving mother or the fugitive ruler. She was Marian, the actress, bathed in the warm glow of the lanterns and the even warmer praise of their small but enthusiastic audience.

He watched her laugh, a genuine, open sound that reached him over the din of the room. He felt it through the bond, too, a bright, sparkling wave of pure elation that was so different from the usual currents of anxiety and regal tension. It was intoxicating, and it was a lie. All of it.

This was a detour. A dangerous, seductive pause in a journey that had a single, desperate purpose. He should have been thinking about Aurelia, alone and wrestling with her own demons somewhere in the western foothills. He should have been strategizing how to get to Mount Jamala, how to find this mysterious outlander who might hold a key to getting home, getting back to Lia.

The Tradewind Troubadours, for all their rough-edged charm, were a gravity well, pulling them into their orbit, slowing them down. Every hour spent here was an hour wasted, an hour off track.

But his thoughts kept snagging on the memory of the stage, on the searing heat of their kiss. That hadn't been an act. The moment his lips had met hers, the bond had flared between them like a flash of lightning, a raw, undeniable confirmation of the chaotic attachment they shared.

It wasn’t just a connection. It was a conspiracy between their secret desires, whispering of what could happen when the curtain fell for the night.

What he truly wanted, with a raw, desperate ache that overshadowed everything else, was to be back in their room upstairs. He wanted the heavy wooden door shut, the world locked out, leaving just the two of them in the quiet dark. Whatever that would entail.

The urge was a physical thing, a tightness in his trousers, a restless energy under his skin. He wondered if it was even his. Was this his own desire, raw and unfiltered? Or was it hers, a wave of her own pent-up need crashing into him through the volatile channel of their bond? Or was it something else entirely… an impulse born in the space between them, the bond manipulating and twisting their hearts with its own raw and hungry magic.

He took another deep drink of his ale. It didn't help. He could still see her face from the stage, eyes wide and dazed in the lantern light, lips carrying the memory of the kiss. He looked at her now, laughing with a stranger, and saw the ghost of his mother. Younger, yes, her aura entirely different, but the lines of her face, the shape of her eyes, all too familiar.

The recognition should have been a splash of ice water. It should have blunted the edge of his lust, shamed it into submission. It didn't. If anything, it fed the fire, twisted the desire into something sharper, darker, dirtier.

He could sense that Mara felt it too, tension rising like smoke from a flame as the evening began to wind down. Bea and Silas had already gone up to their rooms. Grant finished his ale and stood, heading for the stairs, aware of Mara excusing herself from her admirers and moving to follow him up without any word spoken between them, any plan for what might happen.

He waited for her by the door, one shoulder leaning against the rough-hewn timber of the frame. The boisterous energy of the common room was a distant, muffled sea, the quiet of the upstairs hallway another world completely. The air up here was still and heavy, thick with anticipation. He felt the bond, low and constant against his senses, a dangerous and active current.

Mara appeared, walking with a slow, deliberate grace, but not the measured gait of a queen. This was different. Her steps were lighter, almost hesitant, the walk of a woman treading on unfamiliar, exhilarating ground.

The lantern light caught the frayed hem of her emerald gown and the tarnished silver of her simple circlet. She looked like a figure from a half-forgotten legend, beautiful and hunted and entirely too real.

With every step closer, the hum of the bond intensified, a rising chorus of mutually chaotic emotions. He felt Mara's giddy, lingering excitement from the play, a bright, sparkling thing that was new and intoxicating. Beneath it, a nervous tremor of anticipation, a question she didn't dare ask. And under all of that, a deep, resonant heat, a desire that mirrored the ache in his own gut.

She stopped a few feet from him, her eyes finding his in the dim light. The playful actress had receded, leaving the woman, vulnerable and curious, in her place.

“You were quite convincing in your plundering, Dread Captain,” she said, her voice a low murmur that barely disturbed the quiet.

A slow smirk touched Grant’s lips. He pushed off the doorframe, closing the small gap between them. “You made it easy to get into the rhythm.”

Her breath caught, a tiny, sharp sound. The bond pulsed between them, a heady mix of her flustered awareness and his own bold challenge.

“I’m happy to be sleeping in a real bed tonight,” she said, her gaze dropping for a moment to the floor, as if the words themselves were too heavy to hold up. “It will be… so much warmer than camping outside.”

The invitation was as clear as if she’d shouted it. Grant felt the situation rapidly spiraling out of both their control, his body reacting as the blood flowed and parts stiffened.

“I bet we’ll both be real warm tonight,” he said, his voice a husky whisper.

He reached past her, his hand closing around the cool, rough iron of the door latch. He pushed it open, the heavy wood groaning softly, revealing the simple, shadowed space within. One bed. A small table. A single window looking out into the night.

Mara moved to enter, her velvet gown brushing against his leg as she passed. She paused in the doorway, so close he could feel the warmth of her body, smell the faint scent of perfume lingering on her costume. She looked back at him, her lips slightly parted, her eyes wide and dark in the gloom.

This was it. The precipice. The final, terrifying moment before the fall.

His mind screamed at him, a frantic chorus of every reason this was a catastrophic mistake. He saw his mother’s face, Nora’s kind, weary eyes, superimposed over Mara’s.

Wrong.

He saw Aurelia, her plucky defiance, her uncanny resemblance to Lia, and a wave of protective, paternal horror washed over him.

Wrong.

He saw his daughter’s face, the reason he was even in this godforsaken world, the single, shining purpose that was supposed to guide him home.

Wrong. So wrong.

He tried to hold onto those images, to use them as an anchor against the storm. But the bond was the weather, the ocean, and the waves all in one. He could feel her desire, a mirror of his own, a raw, aching need that had nothing to do with reason or propriety. It was an itch that demanded to be scratched, and it was mutual.

He couldn't resist. A part of him, a dark, honest part, admitted he didn't even want to. The fight was over. He had lost the moment she’d smiled at him on that stage.

He knew she wouldn’t stop him. He could feel it in the frantic beat of her heart he sensed through the bond, in the way her breath hitched, in the silent, desperate plea in her eyes. She was just as lost as he was, just as hungry, just as damned. The wrongness of it wasn't a barrier anymore. It was the very ground they stood on, forbidden territory they were about to claim together.

His hand came up, his fingers tangling in the soft, loose strands of her hair. He pulled her to him, and her soft gasp was met by his kiss. The door swung shut behind them, the latch clicking into place with a sound of utter finality, locking out the world, and locking them in with their beautiful, terrible mistake.

The kiss was a continuation of the one on stage, a plundering act that had nothing to do with theater and everything to do with the raw, undeniable hunger of the bond.

Grant felt like the Dread Captain again, not in costume, but in spirit. He was taking, and she was letting herself be taken. His hands, which had been tangled in her hair, slid down her back, pulling her flush against him.

He felt the smooth give of the velvet gown, the soft curves and firm muscle beneath. He yanked at the fabric near her shoulder, a rough, impatient gesture. A delicate seam gave way with a soft tearing sound, and the gown slipped, exposing the pale, smooth skin of her shoulder to the dim lantern light.

She broke the kiss, her breath coming in ragged pants, her chest heaving. "Grant…"

Her hands were on his chest, pushing, but it was a half-hearted gesture at best. A protest her body immediately betrayed. As she pushed with her arms, she ground her hips against his, a slow, deliberate friction that sent a fresh wave of desire through him.

The bond roared. He felt her conflict, a maelstrom of queenly propriety and raw, carnal need. The "shouldn't" was a distant, dying whisper, drowned out by the screaming, insistent "want." The wrongness of it all just made the heat more intense, a forbidden fruit that made his blood burn.

"Mara," he growled, the name a rough, possessive sound.

He guided her backward, one stumbling step at a time, until the backs of her knees hit the edge of the simple wooden bed frame. She fell onto the mattress with a soft gasp, her gown slipping lower, the torn strap leaving one breast half-exposed, the curve of it a pale moon in the gloom.

Her eyes were wide, dazed, a mirror of the chaotic pleasure and confusion he felt churning inside him. He loomed over her, planting a hand on either side of her head, trapping her. But the moment he thought he was in control, the dynamic shifted.

Mara’s hands came up, not to push him away, but to cup his face. She pulled him down for another kiss, fierce and controlling. Her tongue met his, tangling with clumsy eagerness.

Her lips left his, trailing a hot, wet path down his jaw to the sensitive skin of his neck. He felt the gentle scrape of her teeth, then the warm, wet pull of her mouth. She sucked, a greedy, marking gesture that sent a stirring of pure, primal pleasure straight to his groin.

"Did you enjoy her?" she whispered against his skin, her voice a husky, venomous purr.

Grant’s mind went blank for a second, the question catching him completely off guard. "Her?"

"Larissa," said Mara, a surprising bit of jealousy leaching into her voice. "When she went to wake you. When I sent her to help you. Did you enjoy it?"

He couldn’t speak. He could only nod, a single, jerky motion, his head still reeling from the pleasure and the possessive, unexpected question.

The admission seemed to break something in her, or perhaps unleash it. A low, feral sound rumbled in her chest. She pushed him, not away, but onto his back, scrambling over him with a fluid grace that was all predator. She straddled his hips, her eyes burning down at him with an intensity that stole his breath.

The queen was gone. The actress was gone. This was another woman, raw and untamed.

"The bond is dangerous, Lord Hayes," she said, each syllable its own soft seduction. "For you to maintain control… especially now… do you need that help again?"

He nodded again.

Mara leaned down and kissed him, a deep, sucking one that tasted of victory. Then she began to move, her mouth leaving his, trailing slowly, deliberately down his body, over his chest, his stomach, leaving a path of gooseflesh in its wake.

He knew what she was doing, where the path would lead, but still couldn't believe it. Mara's breathing accelerated as she undid his belt and slowly began pulling down his trousers. The room was quiet other than the sound of fabric rustling against flesh. Grant was already hard, and the first brush of her fingertips along his erection drew a pleasured groan out of him.

"Mara…"

"Lord Hayes." She pursed her lips, fingers slipping into his underwear, slowly drawing downward. "This… must always stay our little secret."

A secret. The word was a joke, a beautiful, farcical lie in a room where the air itself vibrated with their shared, broadcasted sin. But Grant knew he could never speak of this, not to the troupe, not to Aurelia, not even in his own thoughts in the sober light of day.

To name it would be to give it shape, and the monstrous, beautiful shape of what was happening was something that chafed his mind. The wrongness of it, the sheer, catastrophic taboo of being with her, his mother’s face looking at him with an unholy fire in her eyes… It was an intoxicating drug, a dark accelerant poured on the flames of his desire.

His secret was already screaming through the bond, a rush of raw, possessive lust and triumphant want that he knew was echoing somewhere out in the western wilds. He could feel Aurelia, a distant but distinct pressure at the edge of his senses, a confused and frustrated voyeur peering into a fog of sensation she couldn't possibly comprehend.

He felt the phantom pang of her jealousy, the sting of her confused arousal, and perversely, it only fanned the flames higher. The thought of her, listening in, an unwilling audience to their dirty deed, added a dizzying, shameful layer to the act.

He could have stopped this. A word, a touch, a simple turning away. He still had that much control. The thought was a hollow echo in the roaring tempest of his own need.

He didn’t want to stop her. That was the most damning truth of all. He was a willing participant in this beautiful, terrible mistake, surrendering to the chaos he’d been fighting since the moment he’d laid eyes on her.

He let his head fall back against the pillow, a silent, absolute surrender. He let her keep going. He let her soft hand, so deliberate in her mannerisms, prove just as confident here.

It closed around him, a warm, silken grip that stole the air from his lungs. Her gaze never left his, her eyes dark pools of temptation, a silent question he answered by simply letting it happen, by letting his own hips rock upward in a small, greedy motion.

Her hand was not the hand of a hesitant lover. It was the hand of a queen, purposeful and firm, moving with a deliberate certainty that was at odds with the act itself. There was a subtle awkwardness to the motion, a lack of practiced, fluid rhythm, but she compensated with pure, focused intent.

He felt her watching him, her gaze as intense and assessing as her touch, and he knew she was learning him, cataloging his reactions, filing away each shudder and ragged breath like state secrets.

The bond was a roaring furnace. He felt her own strange mix of emotions. A heady determination to see this through, a surprising, almost academic curiosity, and beneath it all, a dark, hungry possessiveness that echoed his own. It was an evil feedback loop, his pleasure fueling her focus, her focus amplifying his pleasure.

Wrong.

The word was a useless, flickering candle in the hurricane of sensation. His mother’s face, a sacred image he’d held in his heart, was now superimposed over this beautiful, terrible act.

She leaned down, her hair a silken curtain that brushed against his thighs. He felt the warmth of her breath, a humid promise that washed over him, making the head of his cock twitch. His hands fisted in the rough fabric of the bedroll. She was so close now, the presence of her filling and overwhelming his senses.

He watched, mesmerized, as she lowered her head further. She turned her face sideways, a subtle, almost innocent gesture, as if she were leaning in to steal a kiss from his cheek.

Then her lips, soft and warm, pressed against him. It wasn’t a practiced, expert motion. It was a claiming. A tasting. A firm, wet pressure that sent a stab of raw, undeniable arousal straight to the base of his spine.

A choked groan ripped from his throat. Her mouth moved, an exploration rather than a seduction, the unpracticed slide of her lips and the hesitant flick of her tongue sending waves of sensation through him that were almost too much to bear. She was learning. And he was her textbook.

His hips bucked, a slow, tentative roll at first, an involuntary response to the overwhelming sensation. The movement was a question asked without words, a test of the boundaries of this beautiful, dirty act.

Through the intense heat of the bond, he felt Mara’s surprise, a sharp, startled jolt, but it was immediately swallowed by a fresh wave of her own arousal, a hot, liquid rush that was as rapid and undeniable as a roaring river.

She was not just a clinical observer anymore. She was a participant, caught in the same undertow that was dragging him down.

He moved again, more deliberately this time, his hips rising to meet the pressure of her mouth. He felt her falter, the unpracticed slide of her lips stuttering for a moment.

A small, muffled sound, half-protest, half-plea, vibrated against him. She tried to take him deeper, a clumsy, eager motion that sent another wave of dirty pleasure through him.

This was insane. The Sylvan Queen, the regal mother and grandmother, was sucking him off, her mouth working with a focused, almost desperate intensity. The sheer, catastrophic wrongness of it should have been an anchor, a dose of reality and sanity. If anything, it only made it that much harder to pull back, to turn away.

Mara had sent Larissa to him. To help him, she’d said. To clear his mind. He pictured the scene in his mind. The prim, proper queen, pacing in her chambers, her own desire a restless, caged thing, knowing he was with another woman at her command. Had she imagined this? Had she pictured herself in Larissa’s place, her own curiosity a secret, burning shame?

The idea sent a tickle up his spine. The thought of her, so controlled, so regal, secretly squirming with a desire so profound, so naughty, that she had to send a surrogate…

The veneer of queenly duty, of her training with him, it all dissolved, leaving only the raw, undeniable image of a woman consumed by a want she couldn’t admit, not even to herself.

“Mara,” he gasped, his fingers twisting in the rough fabric of the bed.

He felt her react through the bond, her own arousal spiking in response to his, a dizzying, damning feedback loop of shared sin. She made another small, choked noise, a sound of a woman losing control, and the sound shattered the last of his.

Grant gasped as he unloaded, chest heaving up and down. He ran his hands through Mara's hair, pulling her face in, spearing his cock deeper, spasming as he blew his load. She set her hand on top of his, locking it in as though the idea of being used like this was something she needed, too.

The pleasure was unreal, reverberating not just through him, not just through his bond with Mara, but outward to Aurelia, too. He sensed her annoyance, her confusion, and even as secondary as the emotions were, even they fed into the sensation.

"How do you feel, Lord Hayes?" whispered Mara. "Grant…"

"I feel…" He let out a small chuckle, unsure whether he'd ever experienced such a powerful orgasm. "…Like it's your turn."


Chapter 34

"My turn?" Mara's incredulity was obvious, even in the dimness of their room. "That's… not necessary."

She shook her head, moving as though to lie down next to her pretend husband on their shared bed. Grant shifted his way downward, hands reaching down to touch her thighs. Mara pulled them together, but it was a reflex, and she relaxed just as quickly.

"I think it is," he said. "Necessary, and enjoyable."

He was curious, not just in how Mara would react, but how it would feel through the bond. Everything was new and exciting again, connected to her as he was. It reminded him of his first experimentations with sex as a teenager, a thought that brought Aurelia to mind, which made him wince.

"I won't stop you if you insist on… Oh!" Mara sucked in a breath as he planted a kiss on her inner thigh.

"Good," he whispered, letting his breath tickle the wet spot he'd just kissed.

The word was a promise against her skin, a declaration of intent that sent a shiver through her he felt as keenly as if it were his own. He moved slowly, his mouth tracing a hot, wet path upward from her thigh.

He felt the subtle tremor in her muscles, the way her breath fluttered in her throat. The bond was a roaring fire now, a shared nervous system that transmitted every flicker of her sensation directly into his own gut, a dizzying, intoxicating feedback loop.

He reached her hip, his hands finding the simple waistband of her underwear. He didn't rush. He hooked his thumbs into the fabric, a slow, deliberate act of possession, and began to pull them down.

The scent of her rose to meet him, faintly musky, but not unclean. The raw scent of a woman who’d spent her day sweating under stage lights and her evening being stripped bare by a lover. It was the scent of arousal, of life, and it was intoxicating.

Grant tugged her hips toward him, pulling her all the way to the very edge of the bed until her legs could dangle free. She let him, a pliant weight under his hands, her quiet surrender a scream of anticipation and desire through the bond.

He knelt before her on the rough floorboards, the best place for doing real work, and felt his role from the play earlier flow back to mind. He was the Dread Captain, and this was his prize.

He parted her with his thumbs, his gaze taking in her glistening, swollen womanhood. He leaned in, breathing her in one last time before his mouth closed over her.

A choked gasp escaped her lips, her back arching off the bed as the first touch of his tongue sent a bolt of hot, unadulterated pleasure through their shared bond. He felt it as a dizzying rush, a wave of her shock and delight that crashed into him, stealing his own breath.

He worked with a focused, hungry intensity, his tongue and lips learning the terrain of her. He had a fair sense of what he was doing, though every woman was different. Sara had enjoyed this above all else that they'd done together. The thought felt traitorous, a splinter hiding out in polished wood, but it was easy to draw his focus back.

With every flick, every slow, deliberate suckle, he felt Mara unravel further. Her regal composure, her maternal nature, her actress’s poise, it all burned away, leaving only the raw, writhing pleasure of the woman beneath.

Her fingers tangled in his hair, not guiding him, but clutching, anchoring herself in the erotic storm he was creating. The bond reflected her wild pleasure, a chaotic symphony of her spiraling ecstasy and his own vicarious enjoyment. It was raw. It was dirty. It was everything he’d wanted since the moment he’d first laid eyes on her.

"Oh, Grant!" she cried out. "Oh! Oh, that's… that's…"

Had anyone ever done this for her before? Grant paused, breathing on her clit just as she was about to pass over the line. He felt her girlish annoyance at being denied a straightforward release rubber-band back into delirious pleasure as he started licking and flicking again, pushing her right up to the precipice.

He sensed it then, a subtle, intoxicating understanding of what was truly happening. This wasn’t just pleasure. It was power. Kneeling here, with the Queen of the Grove shuddering under the tip of his tongue, he had seized control of their entire, twisted dynamic.

He was no longer the lost outlander, the clumsy student, the echo of her dead son. He was the man who'd stripped her bare, the author of a memory that would be burned into her diary's secret pages, a craving she would feel in the quiet moments of the lonely nights to come.

The knowledge was dark and exhilarating. He would give her something her position, her duty, her entire lifetime of regal restraint had likely denied her. He would make her dream of this.

He went back to work with a renewed, vicious focus. The game of teasing was over. His tongue was a relentless battering ram against the gates of her composure, and as with a machine of war, it didn't take long at all.

He felt the exact moment her control shattered, the last vestiges of the queen giving way to the raw, primal woman beneath. Her hips bucked against his mouth, no longer a dainty surrender but a desperate, greedy demand.

Her climax ripped through her, but also through him. A silent scream of pure ecstasy tore through the bond, a wave of white-hot pleasure so intense it made his own vision swim.

Her thighs clamped down on his head, a soft vise of feminine flesh, her fingers digging into his scalp, pulling his face tighter against her, refusing to let the sensation end. He felt the frantic, shuddering pulse of her release against his tongue, bare and raw.

He stayed there for a long moment after the wave passed, letting the aftershocks tremble through them both. He wanted more. The animal part of him, the part that had been awakened by this impossible world and these impossible women, screamed at him to climb onto that bed, to slide inside her, to finish what they had so beautifully, terribly started.

But the Dread Captain was a patient plunderer. He knew he had already pushed too far for one night. He had breached the walls, planted his flag. Tonight was a victory, not the final conquest. He would let her savor this moment, let her learn the shape of her own desire in the quiet darkness.

Mara lay sprawled on the bed, a beautiful ruin in her tattered velvet, her chest still heaving, her eyes dazed and unfocused. He took the spot next to her and she rolled to rest her head on his shoulder as though it was a pillow with her name on it.

But only for a moment. He watched her blink a few times and then pull back, turning away from him. Her hand came up and brushed across her eyes.

"Mara…" he whispered. "It's okay."

"It's anything but." She took a shaky breath, fingers trying to quickly disperse more tears. "Why do you… have to be him? What did I do… for my fate to veer in such a twisted and confusing direction?"

He pulled closer to her, resting a hand on her hip and planting a kiss just under her ear. "I'd like to answer that same question for myself."

"We should sleep."

She tried to put more space between them, but he sensed that it wasn't what they needed. In some ways, that space left room for the darker side of bond to fester and ferment. He pulled her close again and she let him, resting her head back on the pillow of his shoulder, one hand giving in to the urge to lovingly stroke his chest.



They slept, but only halfway through the night. Grant coughed, senses sharpening as he recognized an acrid taste in his mouth. He shook Mara awake, blinking and trying to adjust his eyes to the darkness.

"Smoke," he muttered through another cough. "Get your clothes. We need to move."

Mara sat up straight, rolling out of bed and moving to the window, which she threw open with force. Half a dozen Sylvan immediately rushed in, brightening the space enough for the smoke's tinge to be pronounced and visible.

Grant pulled on his trousers and tunic with frantic, clumsy movements, his mind racing. Mara did the same in a blur of efficient motion, dressing with practiced haste.

“The door,” she said, her voice tight but steady.

Grant didn't hesitate. He yanked the heavy wooden door open and was met by a wall of roaring heat and thick, oily black smoke. Flames licked up the hallway’s timber walls, a furious, hungry orange. The air was a blast furnace, making him recoil, his eyes watering instantly.

“Finn! Phaedra!” he yelled into the inferno, the words swallowed by the roar. It was useless. There was no going back that way. They were on their own.

He slammed the door shut, but not before a cloud of choking smoke billowed into their small room, instantly making the air thick and unbreathable. He coughed, a deep, wracking spasm that bent him over. His lungs burned, and black spots danced at the edges of his vision.

“This way,” said Mara, her voice cutting through his panicked haze.

She pulled him toward the open window, the cool night air a blessed relief against his smoke-stung face. The half-dozen Sylvan she’d summoned pulsed anxiously, their light muted by the thickening gloom.

“The Sylvan,” she said, her voice urgent. “Take just enough. Focus, Grant. Control it.”

He looked from her determined face to the softly glowing lights. He remembered the lesson by the river, the volatile surge of the bond, her desperate plea for control. He nodded, his throat too raw to speak. He focused, reaching out not with a greedy grasp, but with a careful, measured pull.

He drew on the energy of a single Luminary. It flowed into him, a clean, cool current that washed the acrid taste from his mouth and cleared the fire from his lungs. He felt his strength return, the sluggishness of his near-asphyxiation burning away, leaving a sense of clear-headed readiness. He took only what he needed.

Mara gave him a sharp, approving nod. Without another word, she swung herself out the window. For a moment, she was silhouetted against the blinding glow of the burning inn. Then she dropped. The Sylvan swirled around her, a silver-gold-green nimbus that visibly slowed her descent, letting her land on the muddy ground below with the quiet grace of a falling leaf.

Grant followed, his own movements feeling sure and strong. He vaulted over the windowsill, the newly absorbed power making his body feel impossibly light. He landed easily on his feet beside her, the impact barely jarring him. The ground was slick with mud, and the air was filled with the roar of the fire and the distant, panicked shouts of others escaping the blaze.

They immediately broke into a run, heading first toward the stables and stopping when they saw what awaited them there. The chaos at the stables was cold and organized, night and day in comparison to the panicked flight of the inn’s other guests.

Dozens of Selsux soldiers, their plate armor a dark, wet gleam in the distant firelight, moved with a disciplined efficiency that turned Grant’s blood to ice. They weren't fighting ghouls or trying to douse the flames. They were forming a perimeter, their movements a clear, methodical caging of the entire estate.

A few soldiers were pulling horses from the burning stables, not to save them, but to prevent any unplanned escapes. Another group was methodically questioning the drenched and terrified travelers who had managed to flee the inn, their faces hard and unforgiving under the rims of their steel helmets. This wasn't a patrol stumbling upon a fire. This was an army that had lit the match.

Before Grant could take another step, another stupid, instinctual move toward the troubadour's wagon, Mara’s hand clamped down on his arm. Her grip was like iron, a queen’s command translated into pure, physical force. She yanked him back, away from the flickering light, behind the deep shadow of a thicket of rain-soaked bushes.

Through the gaps in the foliage, he watched the Selsux soldiers move on, their discipline a terrifying thing. They were hunters, flushing their quarry from its den. They were looking for Mara. For him.

The soul bond, which had flared so hot with their shared passion just an hour before, now pulsed with a different kind of intensity. He felt a wave of Mara’s emotion crash into him, potent and informative. It was a cold, bitter fury, laced with a sharp, gut-wrenching spike of guilt.

“He knew,” she whispered, her voice a raw, broken thing. “Trader Sauter… he recognized me.”

Grant turned to look at her, the question rising on his lips as he saw her face. "What are you saying?"

In the faint, reflected glow of the fire, her features twisted with anguish.

“He came to speak with me after the play,” she continued, her gaze fixed on the soldiers, but her eyes seeing something else entirely, a mistake replaying itself in her mind. “He said I fit the part of a queen a little too well, and then added… more quietly… that my secret was safe with him. He knew who I was.”

The memory of all the attention afforded Mara after their performance clicked into place with horrifying clarity.

“The brave, foolish man must have hoped to turn the soldiers away,” said Mara, her voice trembling with a sorrow that vibrated through their bond. “A foolish hope. These people are dying because of me.”

"No," he whispered back, his voice a low, fierce rasp against the storm’s roar. "You didn't do this. They did. This isn't your fault, Mara."

She stared at him, her eyes wide and haunted in the reflected firelight. He didn't give her time to argue, to sink further into the mire of her regret.

"Come on," he grunted, pulling her with him.

He tugged her away from the bushes, away from the horrifyingly organized chaos at the stables. They couldn't go toward the main road; it was a death trap. He veered left, pulling her along the perimeter of the sprawling yard, using the deep shadows cast by the outbuildings as cover.

The ground was a treacherous soup of mud and slick grass. Every step was a gamble. He could hear the panic of the other fleeing guests, distant, frantic shouts, but his focus was narrowed to the woman at his side and the immediate threat. They ran, a desperate, stumbling flight through the lashing rain, their breaths coming in ragged, white plumes.

They looped around the back of the main house, the roar of the fire now a constant, hungry presence on their right. Footsteps pounded all around them. He grabbed Mara and pulled her into the nearest cover he could see, a massive boulder emerging from the terrain ahead.

"Behind here!" he hissed.

They ducked behind the cold, wet stone, pressing themselves flat against its surface. Grant risked a peek around the edge just as another group of Selsux soldiers, torches held high, hurried past their hiding spot, their armor clinking with grim purpose. He pulled back, his heart hammering. Too close.

A rustle of movement on the other side of the boulder made him spin, his hand instinctively dropping to the hilt of his sword. A figure was already there, huddled in the darkness. A woman, tall and lithe, her dark hair plastered to her head, her face grim with resolve.

Phaedra. Grant started to breathe out his relief, but she whirled on them jabbing a finger first his way, then Mara's.

"I told Finn we needed to be done with you both the second he mentioned his suspicions!" she snapped. "Poor old sympathetic fool almost went and got us killed! We'll be lucky if we escape this, let alone poor old Sauter!"

Grant felt Mara's guilt through the bond as though she'd just been punched in the stomach. He took her hand as he slowly shook his head, feeling a surge of pointless anger of his own toward Phaedra.

"The soldiers burned the estate, not her," he said.

"The soldiers lit the match, but she was the flame." Phaedra spat on the ground next to them. "If we ever see you again, there will be violence."


Chapter 35

Phaedra didn't stick around to hurl accusations at them for longer than necessary. Grant waited behind the boulder with Mara only until the first opportunity they saw to sprint for safety, jumping the fence and disappearing into the night.

They traveled alongside the road, through the foothills, expecting the Selsux patrol to catch up with them on foot at any second. It never happened, but something else unexpected did.

Aurelia's presence through the soul bond began to shout outward like a beacon, calling them in a certain direction. Grant glanced at Mara, wondering if she could feel it, too. She frowned, following his lead as he began orienting them Aurelia's way, aware that his Nexus Bond with Aurelia was likely more sensitive than her own Affinity Bond with her granddaughter.

"We're getting close to her," Mara did eventually say.

"I think she's somewhere safe," he replied, with a nod.

The feeling grew stronger with every step, a magnetic pull that was less a vague direction and more a desperate, insistent summoning. It cut through the fog of his exhaustion and the lingering adrenaline from their flight. It wasn’t just a passive sense of her location anymore. This was Aurelia actively reaching for them, a psychic flare shot into the dark.

They moved off the muddy track, following the pull into a dense grove of gnarled, dark-barked trees. The ground was soft with years of fallen pine needles, muffling their footsteps. They were soaked, shivering, and covered in mud, but the insistent thrum of Aurelia’s bond was a promise of sanctuary.

They crested a small, rocky hill, and there it was. Nestled so perfectly into the landscape it was almost invisible, was a small, low-roofed cabin built of dark, weathered timber and overgrown with moss.

A hunter’s blind, maybe, or an old forester’s shack, abandoned to time and the elements. Smoke, so faint it was nearly invisible, curled from a stone chimney, a sign of life that made Grant’s weary heart leap.

Just as they started down the slope, the rough-hewn wooden door creaked open. A figure emerged, silhouetted against the faint, warm light from within.

Aurelia.

She saw them, and she didn't wait. She ran, scrambling up the incline toward them. She bypassed Mara completely, her focus entirely, intensely on Grant.

She crashed into him, her arms wrapping around his neck in a desperate, clinging hug. He stumbled back a step, catching her, his own arms coming around her waist automatically. She was trembling, or maybe he was.

"I was so worried," she mumbled into his shoulder, her voice thick with emotion. "I felt the fire… the fear. I thought…"

"We're okay," he said, his own voice rough. He held her tighter for a moment, the simple, solid reality of her a profound relief. "We're okay."

He could feel the frantic beat of her heart against his chest, a wild rhythm mirrored in the pulsing of their soul bond. The wall she’d erected between them was gone, lowered by her fear and relief, leaving their connection raw and open.

Finally, she pulled back, her hands still resting on his shoulders. Her eyes, wide and shining in the moonlight, scanned his face, searching for injuries. Her gaze eventually shifted past him, landing on her grandmother.

The warmth of the reunion evaporated as if it had never been. A wall of ice slammed down, a chill Grant felt not just in the cool night air, but as a sudden, sharp frost through both of his bonds. Aurelia’s hands dropped from his shoulders. Her expression morphed, the relieved young woman vanishing, replaced by the cool, guarded princess.

"Grandmother," she said, the word clipped and formal.

"Aurelia." Mara took a step forward, her hands half-raised as if to embrace her granddaughter, but she stopped when Aurelia didn't move. "Thank the Grove you are safe."

"I am capable of looking after myself," replied Aurelia, her tone leaving no room for argument.

Grant stood between them, caught in the crossfire of their cold war conflict. He saw the old wounds, the fresh betrayal of Mara's lies about Seraphina, etched in the rigid line of Aurelia's shoulders. But he saw something else, too. A new hurt, sharper and more personal, glittered in the depths of her eyes.

His stomach clenched with a familiar, sickening guilt. What had she felt last night? A vague sense of intimacy? A confusing warmth? Or had the Nexus Bond, in its volatile, treacherous power, given her a front-row seat to his and Mara’s erotic symphony? Had she felt the heat of their kiss, the desperate hunger, the damning, shuddering climax?

The not-knowing was its own unique torment. He watched Aurelia, searching for a clue, a sign, but her expression was unreadable.

"We should get inside," said Aurelia, her gaze flicking from Mara back to Grant, a silent, pointed exclusion. "You both look like you've been dragged through hell."

She turned and walked back toward the cabin without waiting for a reply, leaving the queen and her consort to follow in her wake, the unspoken accusations hanging heavy and cold in the night air.

The hunting cabin wasn't much, as far as accommodations went, but it was dry and relatively clean, if rustic and cramped. The interior smelled of old woodsmoke, pine needles, and the faint, lingering scent of rain-soaked earth.

A single, dusty cot was pushed against the far wall, its rough wool blanket rumpled in a way that spoke of a restless night. Aurelia's travel pack lay open beside it, a few items spilled out in a small, organized mess.

None of them said much as they settled in. The air was thick with unspoken accusations, the silence a heavier burden than their exhaustion.

Aurelia moved with a brittle, angry energy, pointedly ignoring her grandmother as she stoked the small, sputtering fire in the stone hearth. She didn’t look at Grant, either, but he felt the cold weight of her focus on him, a constant, chilling pressure through the soul bond.

Mara, looking weary beyond her years, found a spot against the wall opposite the cot. She sank down onto the dusty floorboards with a quiet sigh, pulling her damp cloak tighter around her shoulders. She looked small, a queen stripped of her court and her composure, left with only the raw, open wound of her granddaughter’s anger.

Grant took a spot against the wall near the door, a neutral territory that put him out of the crossfire of any flare ups. He leaned his head back against the rough-hewn timber, closing his eyes. The physical relief of being out of the storm was immense, but it offered no escape from the emotions raging within the small cabin.

He could feel the bonds, two distinct and painful currents of mood. From Aurelia, there was a wall of ice, a cold, furious silence that was more damning than any shouted accusation. It was a guarded, resentful fury that left him feeling hollow and weary.

From Mara, a different kind of pain radiated. It bordered on unbearable, a deep, conflict filled sorrow laced with guilt and a regret so profound it felt like a physical ache in his own chest.

He rested through the night but found no real sleep. He was trapped, an unwilling conduit for their shared misery, his own exhaustion a muted backdrop to their silent, vicious conflict.

The fire crackled, the wind howled softly outside, and the three of them sat in the dark, a fractured family held together by bonds that felt as much like chains as blessings.

He leaned his head back against the cabin's rough wood wall as the silence stretched. Closing his eyes, he tried to find something resembling peace against the weight of their multifaceted moods. A cold, sharp question cut through his exhaustion. What would happen to them when he was gone?

Would this chasm between queen and princess widen into an uncrossable canyon without him as the fulcrum for their conflict? Or would his absence allow them to find their way back to one another?

And the bonds? Would they shatter, leaving jagged, traumatic wounds on their souls? Or would they just… stretch? An invisible, agonizing tether across worlds, a constant, phantom ache with no hope of relief.

The questions stung, too many sharp edges to hold for long. He found both solace and despair in the fact that he was hardly any closer to getting home than he had been when he first arrived.

Lia, he thought. I will make it back to you.


Chapter 36

They were discovered early the next morning, though not by their original pursuers. Grant stumbled upright, drawing Theron's sword and trying to pull from what little lingering magical energy he still held onto to sharpen his senses.

"Hold a moment, Lord Hayes," said Mara. "I sent out a few more Sylvan late last night."

She opened the door to the stuffy hunting cabin, revealing a beautiful morning on the other side and three of the Grove's warriors. The tension in the warrior's expressions immediately faded to relief upon seeing their queen, and even more relief as Aurelia drew into view.

The three Sylvan warriors dropped to one knee in a motion of practiced, profound respect. Their armor, a practical mix of hardened leather and woven heartwood plates, was stained with the mud and grime of hard travel. Their faces, etched with weariness, now shone with an open, unguarded relief.

“Your Highness,” said the lead warrior, his voice a low, rough baritone. “You are unharmed.”

“We are." Mara took a step forward, her presence commanding despite the simple, worn clothes she wore. “Report. What is the state of the Concordat?”

The warrior lifted his head, his eyes meeting Mara’s with a directness that spoke of deep loyalty. “Elder Favalina has declared you… taken, Your Highness. Kidnapped by the outlander, Lord Hayes.”

Grant felt a muscle twitch in his jaw. There it was. The lie, spoken aloud, now echoing through the Grove. He was no longer just a complication. He was a villain, a convenient scapegoat for Favalina’s power play.

Mara merely nodded, her expression grim but unsurprised. “That is about what I expected. And Ambassador Hawthorne?”

“She and the Selsux army are aiding in the search,” the warrior continued, a flicker of something that looked like distaste crossing his features. “That is the official pretext. Their forces are moving west through the Grove, supposedly to cut off your abductor’s escape to the mountains.”

“To Mount Jamala,” Mara finished for him, her voice flat.

“Yes, Your Highness.” The warrior exchanged a quick, meaningful glance with his companions. “Their true intention seems… clear. They use this ‘rescue’ as an unquestioned right of passage. For our part, the Sylvan Guard obeys Elder Favalina’s command. We assist the Selsux patrols, but our true purpose has been to find you. Our loyalty is to the Grove, and its Queen. We feign cooperation with the foreigners only to contain them, and to limit whatever damage… this situation might cause Eldoria.”

The warrior’s gaze flicked to Grant for a fraction of a second, his meaning sharp and clear. This situation. Limit his damage. He wasn’t just the villain in Favalina’s story. To these loyal warriors, he was a live explosive, a dangerous unknown their Queen had inexplicably tied herself to. The weight of their suspicion, however professional and restrained, was impossible to ignore.

"Very well." Mara scanned the surrounding area, eyes taking in more than just the terrain. "We have to rejoin with the Sylvan Guard. It's too dangerous to continue like this now that Ambassador Hawthorne and Favalina have committed to this course of action."

“I have no intention of turning back,” Aurelia said, her voice cutting through the crisp morning air. She stepped out of the cabin, arms crossed, her expression one of open and stubborn defiance.

Grant felt Mara stiffen beside him. He didn’t need to look at her to know her reaction. A wave of cold, authoritative fury, sharp and immediate, washed through their bond, a jarring contrast to the peaceful morning. It was the anger of a monarch contradicted, a mother defied, and it felt dangerously potent.

“I would hope,” Mara began, her voice low and tight, each word meticulously controlled, “that the Sylvan Hope would understand the gravity of this situation.”

The title was a weapon, a pointed reminder of duty and responsibility. It slid past Aurelia without finding purchase.

“I do,” the princess countered, continuing forward until she stood nearly toe-to-toe with her grandmother. “That’s exactly why I need to go to Mount Jamala. Don’t you see? Hawthorne is using the Phoenix Corvidians as a pretext. She’s marching an army west, under the guise of rescuing you, straight toward their territory. I need to understand what she truly wants with them. Along with what's happening with this second outlander from the sky. We can't just ignore that thread.”

The words hung in the air, a direct challenge. Grant stood waiting between them, a lightning rod for their conflicting wills. He felt the clash through the bonds, Aurelia’s hot, righteous conviction crashing against Mara’s cool, pragmatic fury. He found himself agreeing with both of them, a frustrating, impossible position that suddenly made him the deciding vote in a battle of Veridian wills.

"Grant…" said Aurelia.

"Lord Hayes." Mara's voice was tighter than her granddaughter's, less gentle, and it had to be in front of the warriors. But knowing that fact didn't make it any easier for Grant to ignore the edge.

"Mara…" He winced, realizing his slip. Too late to recover completely, but propriety still demanded he try. "Queen Mara. I have to reach Mount Jamala. If this outlander is the clue I think it is, I can't wait and simply hope that the Selsux army doesn't reach it first, or burn it to the ground along with their enemies."

His words landed in the quiet morning air with the finality of a gavel. He had chosen a side. The wrong side, as far as Mara was concerned.

He felt the blow of his decision land on her through the bond. It was not the cold anger of a contradicted queen or the frustrated annoyance of a defied mother. This was the sharp, intimate pain of abandonment, of being left behind. It was a chaotic, silent scream of emotion that was utterly at odds with the woman who stood before him.

Outwardly, Mara showed nothing. Her expression remained a mask of cool, regal composure. Her posture did not shift. Her gaze did not waver. She was the Sylvan Queen, immovable and serene, assessing a tactical situation.

The dissonance between the woman and the bond was a worrying, painful thing for Grant to endure. All of that emotion, churning and raw, and not a single word he could say, not with her warriors in earshot, their faces a study in professional deference.

“Very well,” Mara said, her voice perfectly even, betraying none of the turmoil he felt crashing through their connection.

She turned to her lead warrior, her focus shifting with an efficiency that was terrifying in its control. “Divide your supplies. Princess Aurelia and Lord Hayes will require enough rations for at least two days’ travel through the foothills and up the mountain. Ensure they have fresh water and a spare tinderbox.”

The command was practical, clipped, a queen seeing to the logistics of a splintered party. But to Grant, hearing it while feeling the raw wound of her hurt, it was an act of astonishing fortitude. She was arming the very people who had just chosen to defy her, providing for the granddaughter who had publicly challenged her judgment.

“Grandmother…” Aurelia’s voice was small, hesitant. The defiance had vanished, replaced by a sudden, dawning awareness of what she had done.

Grant felt it through their bond, a prickle of shame, a sudden, childish feeling of having pushed too far. She had won the argument, gotten her way, but the victory felt hollow in the face of her grandmother’s cold, dutiful acceptance.

Mara turned back, her gaze meeting Aurelia’s. For a moment, her expression softened, the ice melting just enough to reveal the weary woman beneath. Grant felt the distance between them shrink, not close entirely, but lessen, a subtle thawing of the frozen chasm.

“Be careful, Aurelia,” said Mara, her voice quiet but firm, carrying the weight of a lifetime of worry.

With a final, sharp nod to her warriors, Mara turned and walked away, her escort falling into step behind her without a word. They disappeared into the trees, leaving Grant and Aurelia alone in the quiet clearing, the weight of their choice settling over them like the morning mist.

"We have to continue on to Mount Jamala." Aurelia's voice held more than a hint of justification, almost like she still thought she needed to convince him, or maybe herself. "We've already come so far. My grandmother has her own purpose and responsibilities, but that doesn't mean we should abandon our quest."

Grant took a step closer to her, smiling a little and silently acknowledging how much he'd missed her. "You're one hundred percent correct, Princess. I would have kept going even if you'd turned back with the queen."

"I was never going to turn back!" snapped Aurelia.

"I didn't say you were." He hesitated, considering how to phrase his next words. "I'm looking for a way home. If I find one, you have to accept that I'm going to pursue it."

"I… know that." Aurelia blinked a few times, caught off guard, but not wanting to show it, from what he could glean through the bond. "Perhaps I'll take a trip to your home realm alongside you, if and when that path presents."

He chuckled, but cut off as he realized she was deadly serious.


Chapter 37

They traveled at a brisk pace through the morning. Mount Jamala seemed much further away than it truly ended up being, owed mostly due to its size and the way the foothills hid the base.

"How long does it usually take to… climb a mountain like this?" he muttered.

"Really, Grant?" Aurelia laughed and shook her head. "What a strange question. Did they not have them in your world?"

"They did," he said, a touch defensively. "I just generally wasn't in the habit of scaling them."

He ran a hand through his hair, thinking back to his old life, his old habits. He hadn't been much of a hiker. Most of the cool, outdoor activities had fallen to the periphery of his existence once Sara had entered the equation, not to mention Lia.

Sara. The passing thought of his wife stirred his awareness of where he was, the thorns of his greater situation eager to prod their way into his mind. She was the Demon Queen, seeking her own way back to Earth. Was she on her way, acting on a similar awareness of this new outlander, fallen from the sky?

"Normally, it would be a two, maybe three day process to scale Mount Jamala," said Aurelia. "There's a path leading up, but it's certainly not a road or anything a wagon could simply roll along. It's long, arduous, and it snakes back and forth, making the distance much greater than one would assume."

"You said normally," Grant noted.

"For the two of us…" She gave him an appreciative smile, tilting her head a bit to the side. "I think we can do it in a day and a half, perhaps less. I can skip sections by using my Sylvan to float, and as long as you can manage a few jumps like when you launched yourself up to me when I was on the parapets, you should keep up well enough."

"In theory, that should be doable." He let out a breath, sizing up the challenge. His Arcane Conversion training with Mara had been rushed, but he still felt like he'd acquired the brunt of the lesson.

"Let me know if you need me to slow down, Lord Hayes," said Aurelia, the challenge in her tone clear and playful.

"Are there even enough…" Grant trailed off as a cloud of Luminaries swirled around Aurelia, driving her ahead of him at speed. "…Sylvan around?"

He watched her go, a shimmering comet of green and gold light against the drab rock of the foothills. He supposed that was one of the perks of being the "Sylvan Hope." Her little glowing friends probably ranged much further at her esteemed request. She was a beacon of Harmony magic, and they flocked to her like moths to a particularly radiant flame.

A few of the weaker lights, stragglers from her main swarm, lingered in the air behind her, their glow fading like sparks from a firework. He focused on one, a pale green orb pulsing with a gentle rhythm.

Remembering Mara’s warnings, the sting of failure and the river’s icy shock, he took a deep breath. He reached out with his will, not with the desperate, greedy grasp of his earlier attempts, but with a careful, measured pull. It was a conscious effort to sip from the stream, not to drain the well.

A clean, vibrant energy flowed into him, a cool hum of potential that settled deep in his muscles, chasing away the morning’s lingering weariness. It wasn't the volatile, explosive rush he’d felt when he'd lost control, but something steadier, more sustainable.

He let out the breath, a confident smile touching his lips. He launched himself forward, his boots finding easy purchase on the rocks, his body moving with an unnatural speed and lightness across the increasingly steep terrain. The race was on.

It was fun, the kind of fun that Grant had only found snatches of across his time in Eldoria. Though, as he thought about it, his life back on Earth hadn't exactly been a carnival in recent days, either.

The foothills gave way to the mountain proper, the path becoming less a trail and more a suggestion. Aurelia danced ahead of him, a whirlwind of auburn hair and green-gold light.

She didn't so much climb as flow, her Sylvan companions lifting her in short, graceful bursts, letting her feet touch down on ledges and outcroppings with impossible lightness before soaring onward.

Grant followed, a creature of earth and rock to her air and light. The steady hum of converted energy in his muscles was a clean, powerful fuel.

Where she floated, he bounded. A chasm that would have required a long, careful detour became a single, explosive leap, his boots kicking dust from the far ledge. A steep weathered slope was a frantic, powerful scramble, his hands finding purchase where there should have been none, his legs pumping with unnatural stamina.

He laughed, the sound swallowed by the vast, open space. Through their bond, he felt an answering echo, a bright, sparkling wave of her own enjoyment.

It wasn't just the thrill of the race or the freedom of movement. It was a pure, uncomplicated fun, the simple bliss of being together, unburdened by royal responsibilities and politics. Her happiness was infectious, a heady vintage that made his own heart feel lighter.

She waited for him on a narrow ledge, a silhouetted figure against the vast, blue sky. As he pulled himself over the final lip of rock, she grinned, her eyes alight with a challenge that was all play.

"Slowing down, Lord Hayes?" she teased, her voice bright against the wind.

He grinned back, his breath coming in satisfying, deep pulls. "Just giving you a head start, Princess. Wouldn't want to hurt your pride."

"My pride is tied to more than my ability to scramble over rocky terrain." She made a show of leaning into a stretch that did interesting things to the way her traveling tunic pulled taut across her chest.

"I can see that," he replied.

As much as he was tempted to continue with the game, a collection of ominous looking clouds reminiscent from previous days that week had gained the horizon. They continued up the next cliff face at a more leisurely pace, and then it was snowing.

Had they simply been further down, the snow likely would have hit as rain or hale. The fat, white flakes that began coating the rocky cliffs around them spoke to how quickly they'd been traversing the mountainous terrain.

"We can't keep going through this." Grant tested one of his boots against the terrain and felt how slick it had already become. "I can't, at least."

"The feeling is mutual." Aurelia caught one of the snowflakes on a fingertip, others landing in her hair, panes of fast melting crystalline white. "I don't have as many Sylvan on hand up this high either, Lord Hayes."

"We'll make camp here," he said. "It's fairly late in the afternoon, regardless. We've got a decent spot, along with some standing deadwood."

He gestured to where a section of relatively flat rock just above them and to their left, with a dead tree jutting out over thin air and a breathtaking drop. They crossed the last bit of distance to it and began setting up.

The snow fell in earnest now, thick, wet flakes that clung to their cloaks and melted on their skin. The world had shrunk to this precarious ledge, a small stage of grey rock against a swirling backdrop of white. The wind, which had been a playful companion during their climb, now carried a biting chill, whispering of the mountain’s indifference.

“Tent first,” Grant grunted, his words coming out as a white puff of air. “We need to get out of this.”

Aurelia nodded, her face already flushed from the cold. They worked with a focused, almost frantic energy, pulling the canvas and folded poles from their shared travel pack.

The space was a problem. The ledge was barely wide enough for the tent’s footprint, leaving them only a few feet of treacherous, snow-dusted rock to move around on. In a way, it felt like an analogy for their entire relationship. Too close for comfort, no room to maneuver, a devastating drop waiting for one wrong step.

Every movement was a careful, awkward negotiation of space. When he knelt to unroll the canvas, his shoulder brushed her hip, a fleeting contact that sent a rush of warmth through the soul bond, a little too welcome in the numbing cold.

He felt her flinch, a tiny, almost imperceptible recoil, and the bond transmitted a wave of her own flustered awareness. They were hyper-attuned to each other, two magnets forced into proximity, the push and pull of their connection a constant, invisible force.

“Hold this pole steady,” he said, his voice a little rougher than he intended.

She took it, her fingers brushing his. Their eyes met for a fraction of a second over the thin wood rod. In her gaze, he saw a reflection of his own turmoil, the raw, unspoken desire they were both trying to work through with mixed success. She looked away first, her attention suddenly fixed on the task with a furious intensity.

Finally, the poles were in place, forming the tent’s skeletal frame. He stretched the heavy canvas up and over the arched poles, the fabric groaning in protest. The snow was coming down harder now, a thick, swirling curtain that obscured the breathtaking drop in a precarious way.

"We're going to need that fire." Grant winced as he eyed the dead tree jutting out over the cliff.

"I'm not sure I can do much here, for once," muttered Aurelia.

"I should be able to pull it loose with what I have left of the magical energy I absorbed earlier." He took a few steps forward, realizing that part of the challenge would be not looking down and priming his vertigo.

As he reached the cliff's edge, something other than his objective caught his attention. The wind let up for a moment, and a humanoid shape materialized from the terrain, far down below them but still visible.

Not human. Ghoul. Grant recognized the monster more from its posture and gait in the fading sunlight than specific details. He breathed out through his teeth, sensing Aurelia coming to stand beside him.

“I was wondering if she would take an interest in this new outlander." Aurelia's words were quiet, but they landed with the weight of a dropped stone. “My mother. The Demon Queen.”

Grant said nothing. He watched the lone ghoul, a tiny, shambling speck of wrongness against the vast, indifferent landscape of the mountain. The Demon Queen. Calling her that felt like putting a costume on over the face of the woman he knew. Sara.

His wife. The woman he'd loved and lost. The mother of his child. Calling her anything but Sara felt like a lie, even though he knew it wasn't the present version of her two identities anymore.

Aurelia glanced at him, her green eyes searching his face in the fading light. He felt her focus through the bond, a quiet, probing question.

“You don’t like talking about her, do you?” she said.

He turned away from the cliff’s edge, away from the distant monster, his jaw tight. Of course he didn't like talking about her. He hadn't even back on Earth, when conversations had only revolved around her moody behavior, her disappearance.

“I’ll take the first watch tonight,” he said, seizing the practical reality of their situation like a lifeline. “We can’t risk a fire. The smoke would give us away.”

He looked at her, expecting a retort, a flirtatious challenge about the cold, some quip about sharing body heat. He braced for their usual dance, the push and pull that always left him feeling off-balance but wanting.

But she didn’t. Her gaze held his, and the playful spark was gone, replaced by a sober understanding that was almost more intimate.

“No fire, then,” she said.


Chapter 38

Grant kept watch into the night, aided by an unusually bright moon that lit up the mountainside's rapidly developing layer of snow. It was cold without a fire and the wind was brutal, which left him shivering in a way that guaranteed alertness.

His gaze drifted down the slope to where the ghoul had been, but the creature was long gone, swallowed by the swirling snow and shadows. He glanced upward, into the impenetrable dark where the mountain continued its ascent. There was no sign of the village, no flicker of distant light, but the idea of it was an anchor. A destination. Hope.

He thought of Lia, her face warm enough to push back the cold. For the first time in a while, the thought didn't just bring an ache of loss, but a spark of genuine optimism. Maybe he was closer than he realized. Closer to this outlander, closer to a clue, closer to home. He had to be.

A familiar, distant worry pulsed through his connection to Mara, a faint but steady hum of a queen's anxiety for her people and, he suspected, for him. Closer, more immediate, he felt Aurelia.

She was awake in the tent behind him, a quiet, potent awareness in the cold, thin air. He knew she was thinking of him, and he wondered if she, too, was staring into the dark, contemplating the strange path that had brought them together on this frozen ledge.

"I ringed the campsite with Sylvan." Aurelia's voice, though quiet, still echoed faintly. "Not that it would be easy for a ghoul to make it up here, regardless."

Grant didn't say anything. He didn't turn to look back at her in the tent, but his mind imagined her on the bedroll anyway. Curled up all cozy, wrapped in the quilt in just her underwear… or maybe less.

"You don't have to keep watch, Lord Hayes," said Aurelia. "That's my point. You can rest. Or do whatever you want. I don't care."

His shoulders ached from the cold, a deep, persistent throb that settled in his bones. He pulled his cloak tighter, a flimsy defense against the wind’s relentless assault.

The image of Aurelia, warm and bundled in the tent, was a potent temptation. But her dismissive, almost defeatist tone stung more than the cold. It was a challenge, a dare she expected him to decline but he was too stubborn to completely ignore.

“Worth keeping watch anyway,” he said, his voice a low murmur against the wind’s howl. “The Sylvan might alert us to a ghoul, but they won’t stop a Selsux patrol if they're smart enough to surround us.”

He heard a rustle of canvas, then another. Finally turning to look, he caught sight of her silhouette against the deeper darkness within. She was wrapped in the quilt, a cocoon of wool that hid all of her form but her messy red hair and pouty expression. The moonlight caught the silver threads in the quilt's fabric, making her seem otherworldly, a princess of snow and shadows.

She came to stand beside him, wearing the quilt as a cloak, bare feet leaving tracks in the snow. She didn’t speak, just stared out at the same unforgiving landscape, a silent partner in his vigil.

The bond between them, which had been a quiet, background hum, now pulsed with a more immediate, primed energy. He felt her frustration, a sharp, prickly thing that had little to do with their current predicament and everything to do with an urge to leap the chasm between them.

“You’re going to freeze,” she said finally, her voice flat.

“I’ve been colder.” It might have been true but only barely, a reflexive bit of male pride he couldn’t suppress.

Aurelia let out a sound that was half scoff, half sigh. “Don’t be an idiot, Grant.”

She moved closer, the quilt whispering against the snow. She didn’t ask. She simply stepped behind him and wrapped the heavy wool quilt around them both, pulling him into her makeshift shelter. The sudden warmth was dangerously welcome, a profound, enveloping relief that made his shivering muscles ache in protest.

He was pressed against her, the quilt a shared bit of armor against the biting wind. He could feel the warmth of her body seeping into his back, smell the faint, clean scent of her hair. It was too close. It wasn’t close enough. The bond flared, a dizzying surge of her proximity and his own traitorous gratitude.

“You didn’t have to stay with me on the mountain,” she said, her voice a low murmur against his shoulder blade. “You could have gone with her.”

He felt the question beneath the statement, the sharp, probing edge of her jealousy. She wanted to know what had happened during their time away. What had he and her grandmother done?

“You were alone,” he said, the words feeling inadequate. “I wasn’t going to let you face whatever is up here by yourself.”

“She almost didn't let you,” said Aurelia, her voice taking on a bitter edge. “She wanted to find some reason to keep you, some new ‘training’ to ensure you stayed at her side. She likes having you close.”

The accusation was a physical thing, a sharp sting he felt through the bond. He pictured Mara’s face, the flash of possessive jealousy in her eyes when she'd brought up Larissa. Aurelia wasn’t wrong. But she wasn’t entirely right, either. The truth was a tangled, messy thing that he couldn’t begin to unravel, not here, not now.

“It’s not like that,” he said, though the words tasted like ash.

“Isn’t it?” She shifted behind him, her body pressing more firmly against his. “I felt it, Grant. Even with the bond blocked. Little flickers. Moments. She was… happy with you. In a way I haven’t felt from her in years.”

He closed his eyes, the memory of their night at the trader's estate a searing brand on his mind. The play, the kiss, the single bed in the quiet room. The damning, shuddering climax that had echoed through the bond like a psychic scream. How much had Aurelia truly felt? How much had she understood?

“We were pretending to be married,” he admitted, the words a hoarse whisper. “It was a cover story.”

“And what about the day before?” she asked, her voice dropping, intimate and dangerous. “I felt something then, too. Was that just… training?”

His silence was a confession. He felt her reaction, a wave of cold, triumphant fury that was horribly, perversely satisfying. She knew. Maybe not the details, but enough to justify her own suspicion.

“I sensed it all,” she hissed, the sound a mix of pain and vindication. Her arms, still wrapped around him within the quilt, tightened, a possessive, almost angry gesture. “She can’t have you.”

Before he could process the raw, territorial claim, she moved. She spun him around, her movements surprisingly strong. Her eyes burned in the moonlight, green fire in the swirling snow. She leaned in closer, mouth nearing his.

“Aurelia,” he managed, the name a ragged whisper against the wind.

“What?” she asked, her voice a low, challenging murmur. Her mouth was so close to his, the warmth of her breath so compelling amidst the biting cold.

“Stop.” The word felt flimsy, a prayer against a hurricane.

A cruel, knowing smile touched her lips. He felt the shift through the bond, her triumphant satisfaction at his weak protest. “Did you tell my grandmother to stop?”

The question was a shard of ice in his gut. He had no answer. He hadn’t stopped Mara. He had participated, eagerly enough to damn them both. His silence was a confession, and Aurelia knew it.

“It isn’t right,” he said, the words tasting like ash. It was his last, pathetic appeal to a morality he’d already compromised.

“I don’t care if it’s right,” she whispered, her voice a dangerous purr. “And I don’t think you do anymore, either. Not with her. And not with me.”

His eyes darted to the curve of her shoulder where the moonlight caught the edge of the quilt. Poking out from underneath was the birthmark. Lia. The last, frayed thread  back to the truth his heart refused to set down.

“I still have a conscience," he muttered, trying to shore up the words like sandbags against a flood.

Aurelia let out a soft, dismissive sound. She leaned in, her lips bypassing his, trailing a slow, hot path along the cold, sensitive skin of his neck. A shiver wracked his frame, part pleasure, part surrender.

“Just push me away, then,” she whispered against his throat, her breath a warm promise of sin. “But you won’t.”

And he didn’t. When her mouth found his, it was all he wanted. A frantic, desperate meeting of lips that shouted of their shared need. He kissed her back with a hunger that was a confession, a dark submission to the raw, seductive power that had been simmering between them since the beginning.

They stumbled backward, crashing through the canvas flap of the tent. Grant’s mind was a whirlwind of frantic, useless protests.

He saw Lia’s face, a beacon of innocence in the storm of his transgression. He saw his mother, her disappointment a phantom weight. The ties grounding him to Earth, to the man he was supposed to be, to the respectable path forward… they were all snapping, one by one.

He pulled the heavy quilt open, a final, damning act of surrender. No underwear after all. The sight of her, pale and perfect in the moonlight, her body offered to him with a defiant, hungry vulnerability, shattered the last of his resistance. He pulled her down onto the bedroll, the soft wool a poor cushion for the fall they were both taking.

The world narrowed to the confines of the small tent, the roar of the wind outside a distant, irrelevant thing. Aurelia lay sprawled on the bedroll beneath him, a vision of pale skin and fiery hair against the dark wool, bathed in the moon’s cold, unforgiving light. The quilt lay discarded, a fallen standard in a battle that was already lost.

Her legs, long and athletic, rubbed together, a restless, squirming motion that was pure, undisguised friction. Her breasts, full and heavy, rose and fell with each ragged breath she took, their pale curves a lurid, stunning invitation in the gloom.

His hands, his traitorous, traitorous hands, moved on their own. He reached out, his fingers tracing the delicate line of her collarbone, the skin cool and smooth under his touch. An evil rush, potent and heady, surged through him. It was the thrill of the fall, the dizzying arousal of knowing he was doing something catastrophically, unforgivably wrong.

Aurelia shivered, a tremor of pure pleasure that he felt ripple back through their bond. Her eyes, wide and green in the dimness, held a look of surprised satisfaction.

She had won. She was getting what she wanted. The thought was so simple, so naively triumphant, it was almost painful. Through the bond, however, he felt none of that girlish victory. There was only a raw, screaming current of pure lust, an animal heat that stripped away all pretense of romance or affection. She was just as lost in the storm as he was.

With a clumsy, eager motion, she sat up, her hands going to the laces of his tunic. Her fingers fumbled, inexperienced but determined, pulling at the leather ties with a frantic energy.

He let her. He watched as she pulled the tunic up and over his head, the rough fabric scraping against his skin. The cold air of the tent hit his bare chest, raising gooseflesh. Her gaze dropped, hungry and appreciative, and she reached for the buckle of his trousers.

This was where her confidence wavered. Her movements became suddenly girlish, her fingers tracing the unfamiliar lines of his belt buckle with an exploratory curiosity that was at odds with the raw heat he felt from her through the bond. She fumbled with the clasp, her brow furrowed in concentration. When she finally unfastened it, her hand, soft and hesitant, brushed against his cock.

The contact snapped through him, a white-hot spark that traveled straight to his groin. He felt her touch it, a tentative, almost clinical grip as she worked his trousers down his hips. Her palm was warm, her grip surprisingly firm, curious but not reluctant.

He couldn't take it anymore. All thought of right and wrong, of Lia and his mother, of the impossible tangled knot of their lives, it all burned away in the face of this raw, overwhelming need. He was an animal, a beast, and she was the source of his maddening hunger.

He grabbed her, pulling her back down onto the bedroll, his mouth crashing down on hers. He felt a fleeting thought surface, a whisper of the man he was supposed to be, suggesting he slow down, that he give her the time she might need.

Too late.

The thought was as much a truth as a lie. It wasn't too late. He could have stopped, could have pulled back, could have injected one last, desperate dose of sanity into the madness. He just didn't want to.

A low, dominant growl rumbled in his chest, a sound of pure, possessive need. He pushed her flat onto the bedroll, the rough wool scratching against their skin. The moonlight, filtering through the tent’s thin canvas, painted her in shifting patterns of silver and shadow, a masterpiece of pale skin and luscious curves and auburn hair.

Her legs wrapped around his waist, a possessive, almost desperate gesture, pulling him closer. He was an inferno, and she was willingly throwing herself into the flames. He felt a surge of her emotions through the bond, exquisitely complicated and eager, fueling his own dark fire.

He positioned himself at her entrance, the heat of her a potent, undeniable promise, and pushed forward. The tip of his cock found its way between her lips. She was wet, slick, ready for him, her body betraying a need that was as deep and raw as his own. He sank his tool deeper, a slow, deliberate claiming.

A sharp, hissed intake of breath escaped her lips as he entered her, a sound that was half surprise, half exquisite pleasure. He felt it through the bond, a pulse of her startled sensation that was so intense it made his own vision swim.

Had she thought he'd pull back at the last second? Had he thought that, too? Now, it really was too late, both of them opting into the lurid ceremony, the volatile consequences. Her body was tight around him, a silken, welcoming sheath. He pushed deeper, seating himself fully within her with a single, smooth motion.

She cried out, a muffled sound against his shoulder, her nails digging into the muscles of his back. The bond erupted, a supernova of shared sensation.

He felt her pleasure as if it were his own, a dizzying, overwhelming wave that threatened to undo him before he’d even begun. This wasn’t just physical. This was magical, a raw, unfiltered connection that bypassed skin and nerve, a direct line into the core of her being.

He began to move, a slow, deep rhythm at first. With every thrust, he felt her pleasure build, a rising tide of sensation that crashed back into him through their connection.

Her girlish inexperience seemed to morph into a primal, instinctive response. Her hips met his, a desperate, rocking motion, chasing the feeling, demanding more. He pumped faster and faster. Aurelia. Aurelia.

The world narrowed to the confines of the small tent, and then smaller still, just to her. The howl of the wind outside was a distant, irrelevant thing. There was only the sound of their ragged breathing, the soft friction of skin on skin, and the roaring, deafening chorus of the bond. The bond was more than it should have been, a third participant, a connection as purpose built for enhancing sex as any intimate toy.

He lost himself in the rhythm, in the heat, in the sheer, overwhelming rawness of the moment. His mind, once a battleground of guilt and desire, was now a blank slate, wiped clean by the tidal wave of sensation.

He saw her face in the gloom, her eyes wide and dazed, her lips swollen and parted. She was beautiful, a vision of raw, untamed passion, and for a terrifying, exhilarating moment, she was all that mattered.

The pressure built, coiling tighter and hotter in his gut. He felt her climax approaching, a gathering storm of energy that pulsed through the bond. It was a frantic, spiraling ascent, still so new and unexpected to her. It pulled him along, their pleasure inextricably, chaotically intertwined.

He drove into her one last time, a hard, deep thrust that pushed them both over the edge. Her cry was a raw, vulnerable sound that was swallowed by his own far more bestial groan.

A blinding flash of white-hot light erupted behind his eyes, a surge of pure pleasure so intense it felt like his very soul was being electrified within his body. The bond screamed, a single, deafening note of shared ecstasy that seemed to shake the very foundations of the mountain.

The wave crashed, leaving them gasping, trembling, tangled together in a heap of sweat-slicked limbs and discarded quilt. The roaring fire of the bond receded, leaving only the quiet, crackling embers of its passage. Grant’s heart hammered out the last of his energy, a frantic, slowing drumbeat in the sudden, ringing silence.

He stayed inside her for a long moment, the warmth of her a fading comfort. Then, the cold reality began to seep back in, a slow, creeping tide of shame and self-loathing. The images he’d fought so hard to suppress flooded his mind… Lia’s innocent face, Nora’s disappointed eyes, the impossible, damning echo of Mara.

With a shudder, he pulled out of her, the movement feeling slick and final. The pleasure faded, a fog parted to reveal the bedrock of regret underneath. He rolled away, putting a few inches of cold, empty space between them. The air in the tent, once humid with their shared heat, now felt thin and stale.

Aurelia let out a soft, contented sigh, a sound that, for whatever reason, grated on his raw nerves. He glanced at her. She lay on her back, her body still languid with release, a small, triumphant smile playing on her lips. She had won. She had no idea what she'd done.

What she'd done? What they'd both done. What he'd done.


Chapter 39

Grant stood at the base of a grand staircase in an elegant two-story home, the kind he and Sara used to browse in magazines, dreaming of a future that had never arrived. Muted, nostalgic music drifted from another room, a slow, familiar melody that ached with a bittersweet comfort.

His arm was around Sara. She was smiling, her face bright, cheery, familiar. It was just Sara, his wife, a little cool, a little distant, but here. With him. She was here, and all was well. Better than well. He felt a swell of pride so pure and overwhelming it was almost painful.

He knew why. His gaze lifted to the top of the stairs, and his breath caught.

Lia.

She was descending, a vision of teenage beauty, poised on the cusp of womanhood. She stood vibrant and radiant in a simple, elegant gown of emerald that perfectly matched her eyes and felt so strangely familiar.

Her auburn hair was styled in a graceful bun, and her smile was a brilliant beam of distilled excitement. She was the perfect daughter, radiant and perfect, an impossible fusion of all the best parts of himself and the woman he loved.

“You look… so beautiful, sweetheart,” he said, his voice thick with an emotion he couldn’t name.

“Thanks, Dad.” Lia beamed, doing a little twirl at the bottom of the stairs. The green fabric swirled around her. “You don’t think it’s too much?”

“Never,” he said, the word a reverent whisper. He fussed with the knot of his own tie, a practiced, paternal gesture that felt like a memory from a life he hadn’t yet lived.

A young man appeared at her side, materializing from the soft shadows of the hallway. He was handsome, confident, maybe a little too slick for Grant’s liking.

He slid an arm around Lia’s waist, his touch familiar, possessive. Grant felt a sharply protective pang, the primal anxiety of a father meeting the boyfriend on prom night.

“You have her home by midnight, you hear me?” Grant said, the words feeling as natural on his tongue as his own name.

The boyfriend smiled, a polished, respectful expression that still managed to put Grant on edge. “Don’t worry, Mr. Hayes. I’ll take very good care of her.”

The young man turned to lead Lia toward the door. Grant’s gaze caught on a large, ornate mirror hanging on the wall as he followed them with his gaze. He saw the back of Lia’s emerald dress, the confident posture of the boy, and then… the reflection of the young man's face.

But it wasn’t the right face. It was his own he found himself staring down.

His own face, twisted into a predatory sneer. His own features, contorted with the same consuming lust, the same horrifying lack of control he’d felt in the tent with Aurelia, in the bed with Mara. His own eyes, no longer tired and kind, but glowing with an abyssal blackness, the unmistakable taint of absorbed Blight. It was his face, and underneath it… the monster wore his skin.

The scene shifted, the music warping into a discordant drone. He looked at Lia again, his perfect, beautiful daughter. Her innocent, excited smile was gone. In its place was Aurelia’s challenging, knowing smirk from the tent, her lips curved in a silent, damning dare.

Curved, wickedly sharp black horns pushed through the skin of her forehead. Her eyes took on a different kind of glow, burning with the same wild, desperate heat he had seen just before they… before he…

He awoke with a choked gasp, the images of his dream searing the backs of his eyelids, taunting him even as he begged them to fade. He sat upright, sucking down each breath with a claustrophobic panic, the cold air of the tent a brutal shock against his sweat-slicked skin.

Next to him, still naked, still vulnerable, still the perfect vision of his daughter… lay Aurelia. What had he done? Who the fuck was he, anymore? The idea that he could simply go back to Earth, pretend it all had never happened, move on with his old life. It was all a sick joke.

His thoughts turned to Sara, Seraphina, the Demon Queen. He wondered who had changed more for the worse. She'd succumbed to corruption, spreading the Blight across Eldoria and murdering its residents.

What had he done?

He'd defiled the one person who his heart had demanded he protect, the one person who trusted him completely. Sara had taken twenty-two years to lose her grasp on herself. Grant had speed run it in a few weeks.

The dream seemed to leave a toxic residue that clung to him like grave dirt. The cold was a welcome punishment, a sharp, clean pain that did little to scour the filth from his soul.

He quietly left the tent and sat on a flat rock just outside, staring at the endless expanse of snow-dusted rock and swirling grey clouds, his own clothes a flimsy barrier against the wind’s biting whip.

His stomach churned with a nauseating cocktail of self-loathing and shame. The Nexus Bond, once a simmering, dangerous heat, was now a live wire of raw, agonizing feedback. He could feel her stirring in the tent behind him, a slow, languid stretch.

He felt the echo of her satisfaction, a warm, contented hum of a still freshly fucked woman that felt about as satisfying as hot ash in his own gut. He felt her react, a brief flicker of confusion, a questioning ripple as she sensed the cold wall of his emotional state.

When she finally emerged, it was with the same triumphant confidence he’d seen in his nightmare. She was wrapped in the heavy wool quilt, a makeshift gown that left her shoulders bare to the biting air. Her red hair was a wild, beautiful mess, and her smile, when she saw him, was possessive and proprietary. It was the smile of a newlywed, and it made him physically ill.

“Did you sleep well?” she asked, her voice a low, husky purr. She was trying to reignite their game, to fan the embers of the fire they’d so recklessly started.

Grant couldn’t look at her. He kept his gaze fixed on the unforgiving horizon, on the jagged peaks that seemed to mock his own internal wreckage.

“We need to get moving.” His voice was flat, dead, a stranger’s voice in the thin mountain air.

He felt the impact of his tone through the bond, a physical rejection as sharp as a slap. Her smug satisfaction shattered, replaced by a surge of confused, wounded pride. The warmth in the bond iced over.

“What is wrong with you?” The playful purr was gone, replaced by a sharp, brittle edge. “Was last night not to your liking, Lord Hayes?”

The title was a weapon now, a frustrated jab meant to draw blood. The first of many she would find and try, he suspected.

He finally turned, letting her see the full, unpolished ruin of his expression. The raw pain, the bottomless self-disgust in his eyes, all of it. The anger on Aurelia's face faltered, replaced by a flicker of genuine alarm.

“It never should have happened,” he said, his voice a ragged, broken thing. “I still can't believe it. I wish I could take it back. It was a mistake. A catastrophic mistake. It can’t happen again.”

He couldn't explain the dream. He couldn't articulate the horrifying, profane way she and his daughter had become fused in the landscape of his mind, how the monster in the mirror had put on his face, how he wore it still. All he could do was push her away, build a wall of savage regret so high she could never scale it.

It wasn't easy, for either of them, but it was all he could do. Aurelia shook her head slowly, the scale of his turmoil finally dawning on her. The hurt that flowed from her in response was a palpable thing, a sharp, piercing ache that stabbed at him through their shared connection.

“A mistake?” she whispered, the word fragile in the cold air. She took a step closer, the quilt slipping slightly from her shoulder. “How can you say that? After… everything? The bond… what we felt… I know you felt it too.”

“The bond is the problem,” he said, turning away again, unable to bear the sight of her confusion, the way it mirrored the innocence he felt he had defiled. “It’s a sickness, Aurelia. And we’re feeding it.”

He could feel her trying to frame it differently, to reclaim both the old boundary and the gentle closeness they had previously shared. Her thoughts, her emotions, battered against the wall he’d erected, a frantic, desperate attempt to understand. Why? What changed? Was it me?

Each silent question was a fresh twist of the knife. His only answer was a deeper, colder silence. The guilt slamming against her hurt created a feedback loop of pure misery. The playful adventure was over, burned to cinders in the heat of their transgression. Now, there was only a grim, necessary journey ahead.

He stood and began to dismantle the tent with rough, angry movements, the canvas stiff and cold in his hands. Aurelia just stood there, clutching the quilt, a solitary, wounded figure against the vast, indifferent snow. The teasing was gone. The flirtation was dead. All that remained was the aching, volatile silence between them.

The next hour of the climb felt like a personal punishment for him. Each handhold on the slick, snow-dusted rock was an act of penance, each upward pull a strain against the leaden weight of his own guilt.

The vibrant hum of converted Sylvan power he’d felt the day before was gone, leaving his muscles feeling clumsy and weak, a dull ache that was a pale imitation of the one in his soul.

Aurelia climbed with a similarly grim efficiency, her movements stripped of their earlier joyful grace. Higher up the mountain, the ambient Harmony of the Grove seemed like a weaker, thinner thing, the Sylvan fewer and farther between. She couldn’t float anymore. She had to climb, just like him, and the shared labor did nothing to bridge the newly-formed gap between them.

The silence was a third climber on the rock face, a heavy, prickly presence. They moved as a unit, a curt gesture toward a solid grip, a muttered warning about a loose stone, but the easy banter, the playful teasing, it was all dead, buried under the fresh snow of their transgression.

Their bond, once a source of illicit, simmering heat, was now just a low, constant thrum of shared misery. Whatever had existed the previous night was buried under his exhaustion and shame, her frustration and unspoken hurt.

They finally pulled themselves onto a wide, windswept ledge, a moment of respite that offered a breathtaking, terrifying view of the world falling away beneath them. The storm had passed completely, leaving the sky a vast, clear, and unforgiving blue.

Aurelia walked to the edge, hair whipping in the wind. She scanned the horizon, and Grant saw the tension in her shoulders ease almost imperceptibly. She was the first to break the silence, her voice quiet but clear over the wind.

“No ghouls, at least.”

It wasn’t an apology or a question. It was an offering, a small, desperate attempt to find common ground in the face of their own internal turmoil. He moved to stand beside her, the small gesture an acceptance of her olive branch. He followed her gaze across the vast, blighted landscape stretching out below.

“Yeah,” he said, the word a quiet agreement. “Small mercy.”

As his eyes adjusted to the distance, he caught it. A faint glint of light, metal catching the sun, far off in the rolling foothills to the east, where they’d come from. He squinted, focusing.

It wasn’t just a glint. It was a thousand glints. A river of steel and dark fabric flowing through the valleys, a single, horrifying entity of unified purpose. The Selsux army, preparing to encircle the base of Mount Jamala.

“They’re moving faster than I thought they'd be,” he muttered, feeling the coldness of the wind combine with the chill of the situation.

Aurelia’s face hardened. “Grandmother will be with them. The Sylvan Guard will be forced to ‘assist’ in the search. At least she will be there to see what they do.”

“I doubt she can do much to stop them if Hawthorne decides to force a confrontation,” said Grant grimly. “Not without starting an open war between the Grove and Selsux.”

“Maybe,” Aurelia said, her voice regaining a spark of its old, challenging fire. “And maybe not.”

As she spoke, Grant felt a sudden, distant ripple through his other soul bond. It was Mara. A wave of her emotion, faint with distance but sharp and pointed, regardless. A deep, frustrated confusion laced with a dawning disbelief.

He realized that she must be sensing the charged, volatile energy between him and Aurelia, even from miles away. The thought of Mara being an unwilling psychic spectator to the aftermath of their night together sent a fresh wave of shame washing through him.

“Come on," he said. "We need to keep moving.”

Aurelia nodded, her own expression now mildly troubled. She took a step onto a snow-dusted section of the path. Her foot slipped on a patch of unseen ice beneath the fresh powder.

She cried out, a sharp gasp of surprise as she lost her balance, her arms pinwheeling as she stumbled backward, toward the cliff's edge.

Grant reacted on pure instinct. He lunged, his arm shooting out, his hand clamping around her waist and yanking her forward. She crashed into his chest, her body warm and solid against his.

The bond erupted. It wasn't the slow burn of their flirtations or the chaotic heat of their lovemaking. This was a violent, instantaneous flash fire, a single, overwhelming wave of shared, traitorous sensation.

He wanted to push her away, but at the same time, it was the last thing he wanted. The depth of the conflict was an all-consuming pit, one that he alternated between flinging himself into and climbing out of. Aurelia's emotions, intense, but vulnerable, certainly didn't make it any easier.

She wavered, her earlier composure faltering as had her step, green eyes searching his for understanding. "You… kissed me back? Didn't you?"

"I did," he said, with a sigh to end all sighs.

"Then why blame me?" she snapped.

"I blame myself," he muttered. "Just hard to tell where that stops when the bond makes it all so vivid."

Aurelia shook her head, her eyes looking so young, deepening the wrongness of the past night even now. "I'm sorry…"

"It's not your fault, Princess." He smiled, wanting to kiss her cheek or maybe her forehead, but not daring to bring his mouth in that close. "Well, not completely."

"I'm still royalty, Lord Hayes."

"I haven't forgotten," he said, with a chuckle.


Chapter 40

Grant began doubting the existence of their destination as they neared what seemed like the mountain's peak and still saw nothing. He glanced expectedly at Aurelia, but much of the tension was still there between them, primed and volatile if not actively lashing out.

"Do you have a question?" she asked, waiting for him to climb the next boulder.

"You're sure this is the right way?" He raised a hand and held it up toward the next section of climb.

She didn't answer, simply continuing onward. Maybe it was what he deserved. Maybe it was what they both needed to do, in light of everything, the night and the climb. Push onward and hope for the best.

As it turned out, the reason the village of Mount Jamala wasn't visible could be attributed to the fact that Mount Jamala wasn't a normal mountain.

The peak was the lip of an old caldera, a more classical looking one like out of a baking soda science experiment, rounded with a bowl at the center. The trail became obvious again, seeking a gap in the caldera like a tiny slot canyon through Jamala's peak.

Grant followed Aurelia through the narrow gap. The wind, which had been a constant, whipping presence on the mountainside, died abruptly, the sound swallowed by the tight, stone walls. The air grew still, the silence broken only by the crunch of their boots on the snow-dusted rock. For a few dozen yards, they were in a shadowed canyon, the sky a thin, grey ribbon far above. Then, the path widened, and they stepped out into another world.

The scale of it was staggering. They stood on a wide ledge overlooking a vast, bowl-shaped valley cradled within the mountain’s peak. It was the caldera, and it was alive. A thin mist, smelling faintly of sulfur and warm earth, rose from unseen vents, keeping the worst of the snow at bay and creating a strange, temperate microclimate.

But it was the settlement built into the caldera’s steep, curving walls that stole Grant’s breath. Massive structures, like the nests of some colossal bird, clung to the rock faces. They were woven from huge, dark branches and reinforced with mud and stone, some perched precariously on ledges, others tucked into natural alcoves.

Rope bridges, swaying gently in the misty air, connected the various aeries. Some nests were simple, open-air platforms, while others were more elaborate, featuring sloped roofs of woven thatch or slate that blended human architecture with the raw, avian design. It was a vertical city, a testament to a people who lived their lives on their wings.

Figures moved along the bridges and on the ledges, their forms both humanoid and distinctly alien. The Corvidians. They were nothing like the grotesque, blighted mockeries he’d seen flying in the distance around Melfus. They were Beastkin, and they were majestic.

Tall and lithe, they were covered in sleek feathers that ranged from the iridescent black of a raven’s wing to deep, stormy grey. Some, he noted, had feathers tipped with fiery orange and red, a subtle, volcanic accent.

Their faces featured sharp, keratinous beaks, and their eyes, keen and intelligent, watched the new arrivals with an unnerving focus. Their most striking feature was the pair of powerful, feathered wings that sprouted from their shoulders, folded neatly against their backs as they walked with a graceful, bird-like gait.

They were a beautiful, intimidating sight, a people perfectly adapted to their precarious home. The awe Grant felt was quickly eclipsed by a more immediate concern. Their welcome was anything but warm.

A sharp, cawing cry echoed from one of the higher nests, a clear alarm. In an instant, the casual movements of the Corvidians ceased. Heads snapped in their direction. He saw several of them reach for weapons, long, sharp-tipped spears and elegantly curved bows.

Before Grant could even process the shift, four Corvidian warriors dropped from a ledge above, their wings catching the air in a powerful downbeat that sent a gust of wind and loose snow swirling around them. They landed on the path a dozen yards ahead, their taloned feet making soft scratching sounds on the rock. They were silent, their dark eyes fixed on him and Aurelia, their spears leveled.

Grant dropped his hand to his sword. The tension was a palpable thing, inevitable and inescapable. He felt a sharp, focused current through the soul bond. It wasn't fear from Aurelia, but a cool, gathering resolve, the Sylvan Princess stepping forward as the warrior took a backseat.

She shot him a sideways glance, her green eyes hard and clear. “Let me do the talking."

"I hadn't assumed I even spoke the right language," he muttered back.

"They'll have at least someone here fluent in Eld."

She was correct, and it wasn't long before the armed Corvidians were stepping aside to allow their chosen mediator through.

The woman who emerged through their ranks was unlike any of them, and unlike anyone Grant had ever seen. She was a strange and striking hybrid, her form a bridge between the avian and the human.

Her face was more human than the others, with soft lips and a delicate nose, but her high cheekbones and keen, dark eyes held an unmistakable avian intensity.

A smattering of fine, downy feathers dusted her temples, blending into the dark, lustrous hair that was braided with strips of red and orange cloth. From her shoulders, a magnificent pair of raven-black wings, tipped with the vibrant colors of a volcanic sunset, folded with a quiet grace.

She moved with intentional calm, her simple robes of dark, woven fabric doing little to conceal the authority her peers afforded her. The Corvidians lowered their spears, posture shifting from aggression to a deep, unquestioning veneration.

Grant felt a stirring of something that wasn't attraction or wariness, but simple, appreciative awe. She was beautiful, but in a way that felt ancient and sacred, like a forgotten goddess stepping out of a myth.

"You trespass in the Phoenix Aerie, foreign folk." The woman's voice was high and musical, but as sharp as a blade. "I am Zydra, the Hidden Flame. The wind carries the scent of steel and foreign armies from the east. Tell me you do not march with the silver-clad butchers, or this conversation will be mercifully short."

Aurelia glanced at Grant again, seeming caught between seeking his approval and his read on the situation. She stepped forward slowly, almost trying to match the other woman's pacing and calm.

"I am Princess Aurelia, from the Sylvan Grove," she said, raising a voice to match in the same vein. "We come seeking knowledge, not conflict. The army you speak of follows its own dark path."

Her introduction landed with a dull thud in the thin mountain air. The Corvidian priestess, Zydra, remained unmoved, her expression a mask of cool, avian indifference.

‘Princess’ was a title that held weight in the lowlands, in the heart of the Grove, but up here, on this volcanic perch, it was just a word. To these people, facing down a Selsux army, Aurelia wasn’t the Sylvan Hope. She was just another outsider with a fancy name, too close to the ‘silver-clad butchers’ they so clearly despised to be welcomed with much beyond contempt.

Grant suspected, with a cold certainty, that they were seconds away from being impaled, thrown off the side of the mountain, or a combination of both. Aurelia was trying to negotiate from a position of authority she didn’t possess here. They had exactly one card to play, a single, dangerous, and honest one.

His.

The moment he committed to the gambit, he felt the soul bond between him and Aurelia flare. Aurelia's surprise through their connection, manifested as a spark of startled awareness, a silent, questioning What are you doing? that vibrated through the bond.

Grant took a step forward, moving past the princess, placing himself directly in the line of sight of the Corvidian leader. He held his hands up, open and empty, a universal sign of peace he hoped translated across worlds.

"My name is Grant Hayes," he said, his voice steady, carrying clearly in the still air of the caldera. "We are not with the Selsux army. We are looking for someone... another outlander. One who, like me, is said to have fallen from the sky."

Zydra’s composure flickered, reaction and youth sneaking through around the edges. For a barest fraction of a second, the ancient, sacred authority in her eyes was replaced by raw, unvarnished shock.

The change rippled through her warriors. The four Corvidians who had formed a wall of silent menace now shifted their weight, their spear points wavering.

The entire dynamic of the confrontation had been upended in the space of a single sentence. The immediate threat of violence evaporated, replaced by a new kind of tension, laced with a sharp, and utterly unnerving curiosity.

“Interesting,” said Zydra, the single word hanging in the thin mountain air, sharp and clear. “Very interesting. In that case, you are welcome in the Phoenix Aerie. We shall see if you truly are who you say you are.”

The hospitality was offered with the warmth of a blade’s edge. Grant felt a surge of indignant fury through his bond with Aurelia, a princess unaccustomed to being anything less than revered. Her mouth opened, a retort already forming on her lips, a protest against the veiled suspicion.

Before she could speak, Grant placed a hand on her shoulder, a firm, grounding pressure. He felt her bristle under his hand, but she held her tongue, her angry glare a smoldering testament to her restraint.

“We’re grateful for the hospitality,” he said, his voice steady, respectful. He met Zydra’s intense, dark eyes without flinching. “We’ve come a long way.”

Zydra gave a single, sharp nod, a gesture that was more bird-like than human. Her gaze lingered on Grant for a beat too long, a silent, unnerving assessment.

“Mikyna,” she called, her voice echoing faintly in the vast caldera.

One of the four warriors, a lithe Corvidian with feathers the color of a stormy sky, stepped forward, her spear held at a respectful angle.

“Show our guests to a roost,” Zydra commanded. “See that they are… comfortable.”

The unspoken part of the command was clear enough. See that they are watched.

Mikyna nodded and gestured with her spear toward one of the swaying rope bridges that connected their ledge to the wider, vertical city. Grant gave Aurelia’s shoulder one last reassuring squeeze before letting his hand drop. He followed the silent warrior, Aurelia falling into step just behind him, her displeasure cold and constant through their bond.

The first step onto the bridge was a test of nerve. It swayed under his weight, a dizzying motion high above the caldera's inner slope below, which was nearly as steep as the mountain's exterior.

He tried to match Mikyna’s graceful, sure-footed gait ahead of them. The Corvidian warrior moved with an easy confidence, her taloned feet finding purchase on the wooden slats as if it was a bridge across a dry stream.

Grant caught glimpses into the aeries as they passed. Some were open platforms where Corvidians sat sharpening blades or weaving intricate baskets, their dark eyes following the outsiders with undisguised curiosity. Others were enclosed nests, their entrances dark and mysterious, smelling faintly of woodsmoke and what he suspected might be avian feathers.

The entire settlement hummed with a quiet, purposeful energy. It was a city built on top of the world, a place meant for the Corvidians and none else. They were pragmatic, watchful, and exuded an air of self-reliance that was both intimidating and intriguing.

Finally, Mikyna led them to a nest perched on a relatively isolated ledge, one of the few set on solid ground. It was a simple but sturdy structure of woven branches and mud-plastered stone, its single, open entrance offering a staggering panorama of the caldera.

“This will be yours,” Mikyna said, her voice a low, raspy caw. She gestured inside with her spear. “Food will be brought. Do not wander.”

With a final, sharp glance, she turned and walked back across the rope bridge, her form disappearing into the misty air, leaving Grant and Aurelia alone in their precarious, magnificent cage.


Chapter 41

Grant and Aurelia settled in to the best of their ability. The roost was a single, circular space, its walls a surprisingly sturdy weave of dark branches and hardened mud.

It was spartan, furnished with little more than a pair of rough sleeping pallets and a cold fire pit in the center. The open entrance offered a breathtaking, terrifying view of the caldera, a constant reminder of their precarious position, suspended between the earth and the sky.

Aurelia wordlessly claimed one of the pallets, turning her back to him as she unshouldered her pack and began organizing its contents with a sharp, unnecessary focus. The silence between them was a heavy, suffocating thing, thick with unspoken accusations and the raw, jagged edges of their morning.

Grant dropped his own pack by the entrance, the thud echoing in the quiet. He didn’t know how to approach her, what to say. Sorry I fooled around with you and then had a complete moral meltdown didn't seem like a great opening line.

He felt a hot spike of annoyance, mostly directed at himself. He’d been so close, closer than ever to a tangible clue, a real path that might lead back to Earth. And he’d slipped up, complicating everything with a moment of weakness he couldn't take back.

He’d have to live with it now. He imagined being home, years from now, watching Lia grow up, grow into herself. The memory of this place, of Aurelia’s body under his in the moonlight, of Mara in the shared bed after their performance… it would all be there, inescapable, dark shadows tainting the simple joy of his family life.

Grant shook his head, forcing the thoughts away. He couldn't afford to drown in guilt. Not now. Not when he was this close.

Mikyna arrived back after half an hour, nodding to them and gesturing with an arm. "Come. The Hidden Flame has bid me to bring you to the baths."

The grotto Mikyna led them to was a world away from what Grant was expecting. It was a natural cavern deeper within the caldera, a series of terraced pools fed by a small, steaming waterfall that cascaded over dark, volcanic rock.

The air grew warm and thick with the smell of sulfur and wet stone. Soft, phosphorescent moss clung to the crevices in the rock, casting a gentle, ethereal light that made the whole place feel like a secret, sacred space. The water itself was a startling turquoise, its surface disturbed by the gentle rain of the falls.

"Clean yourselves," said Mikyna. "I shall wait just outside."

He nodded slowly, sharing a brief glance with Aurelia, who seemed relaxed, eager for the opportunity to wash off the road. Grant began to unlace his tunic, and only then did the memory of the previous night crash down on him in full.

The feel of Aurelia’s body under his, the raw, overwhelming power of their Nexus Bond as their emotions ignited. The nightmare, Lia’s innocent face twisting into Aurelia’s challenging smirk, the monster in the mirror wearing his own lust-crazed expression.

Guilt was a physical weight, an inescapable pressure. He couldn’t look at her. If he looked at her, he would see his daughter, see the transgression, see the monster he was becoming.

He turned his back to her before she could even begin to disrobe, a deliberate, pointed rejection of the moment. He quickly stripped down, the cool, damp air a welcome shock against his skin.

He slid into the nearest pool, the hot, mineral-rich water a soothing balm on his aching muscles but doing nothing for the chill in his soul. He faced the rock wall of the grotto, giving her his shoulder, making his message as clear as he possibly could. The bond hummed with his self-loathing and a desperate, new resolve.

He felt her reaction through their connection, a cold wave of annoyance as though he'd spoken his rejection aloud. The easy, triumphant confidence she’d worn since their encounter in the tent shattered, replaced by a sharp, wounded pride. He heard the rustle of her clothing behind him, then the soft splash as she entered the water.

“Find something interesting on that rock wall, Lord Hayes?” Her voice was a little too loud in the quiet grotto, the words sharp and brittle. “I was told the springs were the main attraction, not the geology.”

It was a jab, a classic defense mechanism, and he felt the sting of it. He didn’t turn around.

"Doesn't mean I can't appreciate both," he muttered.

“You can appreciate as much or as little as you choose to."

The silence stretched, thick and heavy, broken only by the gentle hiss of the waterfall. He finally took a breath, the sulfurous steam filling his lungs. He couldn't explain the dream, the horrifying fusion of his daughter and his lover in the landscape of his own guilt. But he could offer a piece of the truth.

He turned just enough to look at her over his shoulder. She sat on the opposite side of the pool, her arms wrapped around her knees, a shield against his coldness. Her red hair was darker now, slicked with water, and her green eyes held a confusion that was more painful to see than her anger.

“Aurelia,” he said, his voice raw, vulnerable. “It’s not you. It’s… complicated.”

The admission hung between them, a stark, clumsy apology. He saw her process the words, saw the hard, defensive shell she’d erected begin to soften.

“Tell me about her,” she said, her voice softer now, the brittle edge gone. “Your daughter, Lia. What is she like?”

The change in topic was a lifeline. Grant turned fully, finally able to meet her gaze without the crushing weight of the previous night between them. The intimacy of the grotto felt different now, less a stage for seduction and more a quiet confessional.

“She’s… perfect,” he began, a small, sad smile touching his lips. He leaned back against the smooth rock wall, the hot water swirling around his chest. “She has this laugh… it’s not a giggle. It’s this full-throated, booming thing. So expressive for just a tiny little girl. The way she laughed and the way she cried.”

He talked, and the words flowed with an ease that surprised him. He described the funny way she slept, on her stomach with her hands next to her head like a little frog. He told Aurelia how much being her father had changed him, how it had taken the messy, aimless parts of his life and given them a single, shining purpose.

“My mother, Nora… she’ll be looking after her,” he said, his voice growing quiet. “Until I get back.”

Aurelia listened, her head tilted, her green eyes wide and fixed on his face. She didn’t interrupt, didn’t tease. She just let him talk, a silent, attentive audience to the story of the life he was so desperate to reclaim.

“Of course,” she said, when he finally fell silent. “Until you get back.”

There was an edge to her voice, a faint, almost imperceptible note of doubt that he felt as a quiet pang through their connection.

The quiet that settled between them was fragile but real, the first comfortable silence they’d shared since the previous disastrous night on the mountain. He tried to see her not as an echo of his daughter or a woman in the spitting image of his wife, but as Aurelia, a young woman carrying her own impossible burdens. For a moment, it was enough.

The spell was shattered when a dark silhouette appeared at the grotto’s entrance, a shape against the grey mountain light.

Mikyna. The Corvidian warrior stood with a spear held loosely in one hand, her posture relaxed but radiating an unwavering authority. The phosphorescent moss cast a faint, ghostly green light on her stormy-grey feathers.

“The Hidden Flame awaits you,” she said, her voice a low, raspy caw that echoed slightly off the wet stone.

Grant nodded slowly. He met Aurelia’s gaze across the turquoise water. The truce was over. The bond, which had settled into a quiet hum of shared understanding, now pulsed with a reluctant acknowledgment of the new reality.

They had to face Zydra, the mysterious prophetess of this strange, precarious city. In that shared look, he felt a flicker of something new. It wasn't desire or anger, but a tired, shared resolve. They were still in this together, regardless of whatever personal storm thundered under the surface.

They dressed in a tense, business-like silence, soft voices and averted glances forgotten. Following Mikyna from the warm, steamy grotto felt like stepping from a dream back into a world of sharp, unforgiving edges. The cold mountain air bit at Grant’s damp skin, a reminder of their elevation and the alien nature of their surroundings.

The Phoenix Aerie was a marvel of practical, terrifying engineering. He kept his eyes fixed on the swaying rope bridge ahead, trying not to look down at the dizzying drop to the caldera floor.

The wind, no longer a distant whisper, now whistled through the thick ropes and wooden slats, a high, mournful sound that set his teeth on edge. The acrid smell of sulfur was a constant, sharp presence in the back of his throat, a reminder that they were living inside an active volcano.

As they crossed, he saw the Corvidians. They paused in their tasks to observe the new arrivals, their dark, intelligent eyes following the outsiders’ clumsy progress. A smith, his feathers tinged with the red of cooling embers, stopped hammering at a piece of dark metal to watch them pass.

A group of elders, their feathers a deep, stormy grey, ceased their quiet conversation on a wide ledge, their gazes sharp and assessing. They weren’t hostile, not overtly, but their watchfulness was absolute, a silent judgment that left no doubt as to who held the power here.

Grant felt a ripple of discomfort from Aurelia through their bond. She walked with her chin high, the very picture of a princess, but her composure was a thin veneer over a core of bristling indignation.

Here, her title meant nothing. She wasn’t the Sylvan Hope. She was just another ground-dweller, a curiosity to be scrutinized. He could feel her pride chafing against their guarded welcome, a friction that was both familiar and, in this alien setting, profoundly isolating.

It only reinforced how far they were from the Grove, from any semblance of a world he understood. This was a long, long way from both their homes.

"Try not to argue with Zydra, if you can help it," muttered Grant.

Aurelia's eyebrows shot up as though he'd just suggested they both fling themselves over the bridge's guard rope. "Excuse me?"

"You saw how cold she was toward us until I revealed I'm an outlander." He smiled and set a hand on Theron's sword hilt. "That's what's going to give us the most bargaining power. Not anything you can say or offer her."

"I will… make sure you have room to speak," said Aurelia. "But I am the Sylvan Hope, Princess of the Grove, and I—"

She stumbled, foot catching on an unexpected shift in the wooden slats beneath their feet. Grant was there in an instant, catching her before she could drop, though she'd fallen in a way that put her in no real danger.

"I hear you, Princess," he said. "Loud and clear."


Chapter 42

Zydra’s roost reminded Grant of a grand gazebo, the type of outdoor structure with vaguely reverent overtones superimposed onto its architecture. The walls were a sturdy weave of massive, dark branches, open to the misty air of the caldera.

In the center, a fire pit glowed with a core of deep red embers, casting dancing shadows across the packed earth floor. The air smelled of woodsmoke, strange, sharp herbs, and the faint, clean scent of recent rain on feathers. It was a place of raw, natural power, not political ceremony, and Grant felt a prickle of unease that had nothing to do with their precarious altitude.

Zydra wasn’t sitting. She stood by the fire, the warm light catching the fiery tips of her wings. Her back was to them, her attention focused on the wicked-looking obsidian knife she was sharpening with a smooth, rhythmic motion against a whetstone.

She didn’t greet them, didn’t turn. The silence stretched, a deliberate, calculated weight designed to unnerve. Grant felt Aurelia shift beside him, the soul bond vibrating with her impatient, bristling pride. Finally, Zydra spoke, her voice a low, musical counterpoint to the hiss of the fire, her words a philosophical test.

“The sky gives, and the sky takes,” she said, her back still to them. “It has given us a gift, or perhaps a curse. Which have you brought me, Princess of the Trees?”

Aurelia’s patience, already worn thin by the climb and their guarded welcome, snapped. “We didn’t come for riddles, Hidden Flame. We came for answers. About the other outlander.”

"The other outlander…" Zydra's gaze turned toward Grant, and she didn't attempt to conceal her intrigue. "I wonder… Was this one intended as a gift?"

"I'm no prize to be handed over, Priestess," said Grant. "We can talk. We can do business. But don't expect to get anything out of me if you try to play hardball."

"Hard… ball?" Zydra shook her head.

"It's a game from his world." Aurelia was looking out one of the roost's windows, gaze only slowly coming back to the other woman. "It means attempting to intimidate in a negotiation. On that note, the two of us are in agreement."

Zydra shifted her head sideways in a rather raven-esque manner, her dark eyes pinning Aurelia with an unnerving intensity. A faint, almost pitying smile touched her lips.

“Your surprise is plain, Princess Aurelia," she said. "I can see the questions in your eyes."

"As you should." Aurelia lifted her chin stiffly. "I ask what I'm sure most do. Why worship the god that the Aethelberg Covenant uses as justification for each and every atrocity they commit?"

"Your confusion is… not unwarranted," said Zydra. "To see a people as proud as the Phoenix Corvidians bowing to the god of their oppressors. You see the torch Selsux used to burn Grove villages and brand Beastkin slaves.”

“I do,” Aurelia said, her chin lifting in defiance. “The Eternal Flame is a butcher’s fire.”

“You see only the torch in the hand of the butcher,” said Zydra, her voice never rising as she gestured with the obsidian knife toward the vast, misty expanse of the caldera around them. “You don’t see the fire at the heart of the mountain. Our Flame is not their god. It is the lifeblood of this mountain. It is the heat that keeps the cold at bay. It is the fire of the phoenix, of rebirth from ash. We took their symbol and reforged it in the heart of our home. It is a symbol of our resilience, not our submission.”

Aurelia’s gaze lingered on Zydra for several intense seconds. “And what of Bishop Carlisle? The Selsux ambassador claimed that you had him assassinated.”

“Sadia Hawthorne would say anything, including this, it seems.” Zydra shook her head, shrugging with a motion that ruffled her wings. “Why would I seek the one bishop who listened to our claim dead? He was as close to a friend as we had amongst the snakes of Selsux. This is a purge of our belief and nothing less, and they must have judged the infection, as they see it, to have spread to one of their own.”

As they spoke, Grant found himself struck by their similarities. Stripped of their titles and their feathers, they were almost cut from the same cloth. He saw the same unyielding fire in both young women's eyes, the same sharp intelligence, the same stubborn refusal to yield an inch of ground.

Zydra was what Aurelia could become if she were forged in a harsher, more unforgiving world, her royal privilege burned away until only the hard, tempered steel of her convictions remained.

He felt it through the bond, a dizzying echo of Aurelia's own dawning realization of similarity. Two roaring bonfires of belief and pride, their heat radiating across the small space, leaning more toward competing than conjoining.

"We of the Grove harbor no love for Selsux, for our own reasons," said Aurelia. "They attempted to force their religion on us, as well. What does it say about my people that we were able to hold true to our old ways?"

Zydra narrowed her eyes, fury smoldering, but more than just that. Grant realized, in a moment of no small relief, that the priestess was impressed by her passion. Zydra wasn’t looking at a pampered princess reciting political talking points. She was looking at a fellow leader, another woman who would burn before she bent, give as good as she got.

“You have the fire of your convictions,” said Zydra, a flicker of genuine respect in her eyes. “A rare thing. It is that fire, not your title, that earns you the truth you seek.”

Silence held for a few seconds. Grant wondered if Aurelia was too proud to even risk making a guess at what the other woman meant. He had no such reservations.

"You'll let us see the outlander, then?" he asked. "The one who might be from my world?"

"Your world…" Zydra laughed at his phrasing but nodded slowly, her gaze drifting eastward, toward the hazy line of the horizon beyond the caldera’s rim. “It will do no harm, all considered. Besides, the silver-clad army crawls toward our mountain like a plague of beetles. We should seek any advantage this oddity can give us now while we can.”

She slid the obsidian knife into a sheath at her belt, the movement fluid and beckoned for them to follow. They trailed after her, walking another bridge that led down to a lower and smaller roost. Despite being nearer to the caldera's warmth, it was somehow colder, nestled in a crook of chill air currents.

Zydra gestured for them to follow, her silence more commanding than any order. They trailed after her across another swaying rope bridge, this one leading to a smaller roost nestled on a lower, more isolated ledge.

The air here felt colder, the geothermal warmth of the caldera less pronounced, as if this place was deliberately set apart. A heavy curtain of stitched animal hides covered the entrance, flapping softly in the chill breeze.

Zydra pulled the thick curtain aside. “He is as we found him.”

Grant stepped past her into the dim interior. The smell hit him first, sharp and unnatural. It wasn’t the familiar, earthy scent of decay he’d grown accustomed to in the Blighted Lands.

This was different. It was chemical, a sharp, acrid odor like burnt plastic and the faint, metallic tang of blood. It was a scent memory he didn’t even know he had, a ghost from a world away. He knew, with a sudden, sickening certainty, that the person inside was from Earth. And he knew, from the profound stillness and the unnatural cold that clung to the air, that they were dead.

The body was laid out respectfully on a flat stone bier in the center of the small, circular chamber. It was a man, dressed in a strange, one-piece suit of a material Grant recognized instantly as nylon or some other synthetic fabric. It was torn in several places, the edges melted and charred as if from intense heat or friction.

A complex harness of thick straps and heavy metal buckles was cinched tight across his chest, connected to a bulky, ripped pack on his back. Near the body lay a shattered helmet, its visor a spiderweb of cracks, a testament to a final, violent impact.

To Aurelia, who had followed him in, the sight was utterly alien. Grant could feel her confusion and revulsion through the bond, a quiet wave of unease. But to Grant, it was tragically, horribly familiar. The jumpsuit, the harness, the helmet.

He literally fell from the sky, thought Grant.

Zydra gestured toward the bier. “We have not touched him more than was necessary to bring him here.”

Grant hesitated, his stomach churning at the sight of the still form and the scent that clung to it. But his need for answers, for any scrap of connection to his old life, was a stronger, more desperate thing. He moved forward, kneeling beside the stone slab.

He saw it on the man’s wrist. A watch, its face shattered, but the hands and date were still visible beneath the cracked crystal, frozen in time. The hands pointed to 7:37, and the date dial showed 24. December 24th .

The coincidence wasn’t just a coincidence. It was a cold, brutal confirmation of a connection he couldn’t explain, a thread of impossible logic tying his death to this man’s. Whatever had brought the skydiver to Eldoria had grabbed him, too.

His gaze traveled down the body, past the torn nylon, and stopped at the man’s thigh. A holster, strapped securely, held the unmistakable shape of a modern semi-automatic pistol, a thing as alien to Eldoria as a spaceship.

His hands moved uncertainly as he touched a few bumps and protrusions. His thumb found something relevant and pressed it. The magazine, surprisingly light, slid into his palm. Empty.

With a bit of fumbling, he gripped the slide and racked it back. A single, unfired bullet ejected, landing in his waiting palm with a soft, metallic click. The brass casing was cool against his skin. One bullet left. Why?

“Why did you not search him more thoroughly?” Aurelia’s voice was a quiet intrusion into his thoughts, pulling him from his daze.

Zydra looked at the body on the bier, her usual sharp confidence tinged with a mixture of awe and fear. “His coverings. They are not of hide, nor wool, nor woven silk. They feel… dead. Cold. Like the skin of an insect. My advisors believe such unnatural things can trap a soul, or carry a lingering curse, and in this I did not seek a fight. We honored him as a sign, but we dared not disturb his spirit further by stripping him of his strange shell.”

"I see why now you were so eager to have me examine him in your place." Grant slid the bullet back into the magazine, the magazine into the gun, and the gun into the holster. "Don't worry, Priestess. I don't mind tempting the wrath of the flames in your place."

"Is he… always like this?" muttered Zydra.

"Always," said Aurelia, clearly trying to hide a smile.


Chapter 43

Grant was thorough in his search of the skydiver's body for clues, but found nothing else other than the gun and the watch. He was more relieved than disappointed to call an end to his efforts, given the smell.

The lingering smell of chemicals and old blood clung to the air in the roost, a scent that felt like a violation of the clean, thin mountain air. Grant’s mind was still processing the sight of the pistol, the single, gleaming brass bullet.

It was a tangible link to his world, a piece of mundane lethality that felt oddly profane in this place of magic and myth. Before he could fully grapple with the implications, the heavy hide curtain covering the entrance was thrown back with a violent flap.

Mikyna stood there, her normal stoic composure gone, replaced by a fierce urgency. Her feathers were ruffled, and her powerful wings were half-unfurled, tense and agitated.

“Hidden Flame!” she cawed, her voice a sharp, frantic cry that shattered the roost’s still air. “The silver-clads are on the mountain. Their ascent is rapid.”

Zydra shifted on a dime. The awe and curiosity she’d shown toward the dead outlander vanished, replaced by the cold fury of a leader whose home was threatened. She stormed out of the small roost without a backward glance, her obsidian knife already in hand, her warriors falling into silent formation behind her as she crossed the swaying rope bridge.

Grant’s gaze darted from the departing Corvidians to the pistol, still holstered on the dead man’s thigh. It was a foreign object, a piece of a world that didn’t belong here, a relic of a life he was trying to reclaim. But it was also a tool. A last resort. In a world of swords and sorcery, the shocking finality of a gunshot could be an ace he couldn’t afford to discard.

One bullet wasn't a strategy, but as a single, desperate card to play? He couldn't leave it behind.

"You can't just take that," muttered Aurelia.

"I'll give it back," he said. "Probably."

Ignoring Aurelia’s uncertain look, he unbuckled the holster from the body. The nylon felt cold and alien against his skin as he strapped it to his own belt. He pulled his tunic down, the rough fabric effectively hiding the weapon from sight. It felt heavy, a secret weight of steel and gunpowder.

"Unbelievable, Lord Hayes." Aurelia let out an annoyed sigh. "What is that contraption even meant for?"

"Ending lives." He said the words without a hint of humor, though from the incredulous way Aurelia reacted, he wasn't sure they landed as intended.

They hurried out of the roost, the air outside sharp and cold, filled with the urgent, cawing cries of the Corvidians as they prepared their defenses. Grant felt a flicker of frustration from Aurelia through the soul bond, a sharp, familiar spike of a warrior feeling powerless.

She raised a hand, her expression contorting with concentration, trying to summon her Sylvan companions. Only two or three weak, pale green lights answered her call, Flicker foremost among them. They struggled to maintain their glow in the thin, high-altitude air, their light pulsing with a pathetic faintness.

“There is too little of the Grove’s Harmony here,” she said, her voice tight with frustration. “I am not at my full strength.”

Grant glanced at her, at the proud princess forced to confront her own limitations. “Then let me do the fighting this time around, Princess.”

Ignoring the fresh wave of irritation he felt from her through the bond, he reached out with his senses toward one of her struggling Sylvan. He sipped its energy, a careful, controlled pull.

The small burst of clean power felt more potent in him than he suspected it would have applied to her uses, not this far from her home. He knew it was a slight, another line crossed, but with an army at the door, he didn’t have time for apologies.

He followed Aurelia out onto the main ledge, the wind a sudden, brutal slap after the relative calm of the cairn. It whipped his tunic against his body and tore at his hair, a wild, mournful howl that echoed the tension of the scene spread out ahead of them.

Along the clifftop, arrayed in a silent, intimidating line, were the Corvidians. Zydra stood at their center, a slender, dark flame against the grey sky, her hand resting on the hilt of her obsidian knife.

Her warriors, dozens of them, were a wall of storm-grey and midnight-black feathers, their long spears leveled, their wings half-unfurled and rustling with a sound like dry, whispering leaves. They were a people preparing to die for their home, and their focused, lethal stillness was terrifying.

Below them, snaking halfway up the treacherous mountain path, was the reason for their grim demeanor. A river of black banners and polished steel, the Selsux army had halted its ascent, its armored ranks a brutish, metallic intrusion against the raw stone. They were the unapologetic aggressors, a wave of disciplined force held in check only by the daunting sight of the aerie's defenders.

And caught between them, a small island of green and brown in a sea of grey rock and polished steel, was Queen Mara.

She stood on a narrow, flat section of the path, flanked by a handful of her Sylvan Guard. Grant recognized the serious, loyal faces of the warriors from the hunting cabin, their leather and heartwood armor looking tragically fragile against the adjacent Selsux plate. Mara, in her simple traveler’s clothes, still looked less like a queen and more like a desperate mother trying to talk down a wolf at her door.

Her posture was rigid, her hands clenched at her sides as she faced Ambassador Hawthorne. Even from this distance, Grant could see the strain in the lines of her body, the immense effort it took to project an aura of calm she did not feel.

The moment he saw her, the bond erupted. It wasn’t a slow warmth or a simmering heat. It was a brutal, overwhelming flood of her inner conflict, so potent it made his own stomach clench in sympathetic agony.

He felt the crushing weight of her impossible position. Choosing to stand with the Corvidians was to declare war on a nation that could bleed the Grove dry. But to side with Selsux was to sanction a massacre and endanger not just her own people’s integrity, but him and Aurelia. The raw, screaming helplessness of her choice slammed into him, a queen trapped between the executioner's axe and a slow, wasting poison.

He felt another spike of emotion, this one from Aurelia. Her frustration from the roost, her powerlessness, it all morphed into a white-hot lance of protective fury for her grandmother. She saw Mara down there, vulnerable, and the proud, defiant princess wanted to lash out, to rain down Sylvan fury on the silver-clad army.

Mara looked up, turning her gaze to find them on the high ledge. Her eyes locked with Grant’s. The bond between them, already pouring with emotion, intensified into a hurricane.

He felt a wave of her shock at their appearance, a flicker of something that might have been relief, immediately swallowed by a fresh surge of dread. It was a silent, desperate plea across the distance, an acknowledgment of the new, volatile piece now on the board.

You shouldn't be here, it screamed. Now they have even more leverage.

Grant’s hand fell to his hip, his fingers brushing against the cold, alien nylon of the holster. The weight of the pistol, the single, solitary bullet nestled in its chamber, felt impossibly heavy.

One bullet wasn't a strategy. But in a standoff between spears and swords, it was a terrifying, unpredictable piece of chaos he now held in his hand. It was an ending looking for a story.

The wind on the ledge was a physical thing, a blade of pure cold that sliced through Grant’s tunic and scraped at his skin. Zydra, however, didn’t seem to notice or mind.

“The woman who leads the Grove’s warriors,” said Zydra, her voice cutting through the wind’s howl with practiced ease as she turned her gaze to Aurelia. “The one who rides beside the silver-clad Ambassador… I am correct in assuming that is your grandmother, Queen Mara?”

Grant felt more protective fury from Aurelia through their bond, so much that it momentarily overwhelmed the ambient dread. He expected her to lash out, to match Zydra’s sharp tone with her own spirited defiance. Instead, when Aurelia answered, her voice was steady, but imbued with unwavering loyalty.

“Queen Mara is here to mediate, Hidden Flame,” she said, her posture straightening, the petulant princess of their recent arguments replaced by the Sylvan Hope. “She seeks to prevent bloodshed, not to cause it. Selsux invokes an old treaty, and my grandmother is bound by duty to honor its word, but she would never willingly lead an army against another free people.”

A flicker of surprise moved through Grant. After the anger, the hurt, the raw accusations she’d hurled at her grandmother in the days since their flight from the Blighted Lands, he’d expected resentment, not this fierce defense.

But he knew he shouldn’t have been surprised. When the stakes were this high, when the honor of her family and her people was on the line, Aurelia’s loyalty was absolute. The Sylvan Hope, indeed.

His thoughts drifted to the scene at the trader's estate, remembering the fire that had consumed the inn, the grim faces of the Selsux soldiers moving with methodical purpose. Favalina’s treachery, her soldiers complicit in the attempt on his and Mara’s lives.

How could Mara ride alongside Hawthorne after that? Set aside such a violent, personal grievance in the face of a greater political reality? The pragmatism of a queen, he suspected with a sudden, chilling clarity, was a cold and brutal thing.

Zydra listened, her expression unreadable, her dark eyes never leaving Aurelia’s. She didn't seem convinced by the words, but she acknowledged the conviction behind them.

“Her intentions matter little when she marches with butchers,” Zydra said, her gaze flicking down to the army below, then back to Aurelia. “But you have the fire of your people in your voice. If your queen wishes to speak, we will allow it. It is not our way to draw first blood, even when it is deserved.”

She turned, her gaze shifting from the Selsux army to a rocky outcrop jutting from the mountainside, a windswept cliff located roughly halfway between their aerie and the army’s current position.

“We will meet there. On neutral ground,” declared Zydra. Her attention snapped back to Grant and Aurelia, her eyes sharp and assessing. “You will come with me. Tell your queen to meet us. Let us see if her words are as peaceful as her granddaughter claims.”

She gave a sharp shout, a sound that was more caw than call. Two of her warriors, their faces impassive masks of storm-grey feathers, stepped forward from the line.

They moved with a silent, intimidating grace, their long spears held at the ready. Their intent was clear. This wasn’t an invitation,  but a summoning. They were now diplomatic hostages, collateral to guarantee the parley would take place.


Chapter 44

Grant and Aurelia made the walk to the precipice with silent, grim steps. The path was a narrow ribbon of stone, a natural walkway jutting out from the mountainside.

To their left, the cliff face soared upward, a sheer wall of grey rock disappearing into the swirling clouds where the Phoenix Aerie loomed like a fortress. To their right, there was nothing but a breathtaking, terrifying drop. The wind howled, loud and ruthless, the shrill cry of the mountain itself.

Grant kept his hand on the hilt of Theron’s sword, a nervous habit that had become second nature. The worn leather was a small, solid anchor, familiar and comfortable under his palm.

He could feel Aurelia’s tension beside him, a cold, rigid anger that vibrated through their Nexus Bond. It wasn’t a hot, explosive rage, not yet. It was the frigid fury of a glacier, slow-moving and capable of grinding mountains to dust.

Down below, spread out like a dark stain on the snow-dusted foothills, was the Selsux army. From this height, they were a river of polished steel and black banners, their disciplined lines a stark, geometric scar on the wild landscape.

Elsewhere on the mountain, hidden from view but still a palpable presence in his mind, Grant imagined the Grove’s warriors, scattered and concealed, waiting for their queen’s command. This was a stage, and two armies were the audience, ready for the play to turn into a war.

As they reached the flat, windswept edge of the cliff, Zydra and her two Corvidian guards came to a halt. From the opposite direction, another party approached.

Mara came first, walking with a queen’s regal grace that even her simple traveler’s clothes couldn’t diminish. But Grant saw the weariness in the lines of her shoulders, the deep exhaustion etched into her mannerisms.

Beside her, Ambassador Sadia Hawthorne moved with the predatory confidence of a hawk surveying its territory, her sharp eyes taking in everything. They were flanked by a stern-faced Selsux captain in immaculate plate armor and two of his soldiers, their expressions as hard and unforgiving as the mountain rock.

The two groups met in the center of the precipice, the howling wind whipping their cloaks and hair into a frenzy. Zydra stood tall, wings rustling softly.

“I am Zydra, the Hidden Flame of Jamala,” she said, her voice sharp and clear, cutting through the wind’s roar. “You stand on sacred ground, lowlanders.”

Ambassador Hawthorne offered a thin, dismissive smile. “Ambassador Sadia Hawthorne of Selsux. And this ground belongs to whichever army is strong enough to hold it.”

Mara’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly, but her voice was calm, edged with a cold authority. “They are owed the courtesy of parley, Ambassador. Let us not forget that.”

Before Mara could continue, Aurelia stepped forward. The cold anger Grant had felt from her through the bond erupted, flashing into a white-hot inferno of pure fury. The sudden surge was so potent it was like a physical blow, making Grant’s own stomach clench in a sickening knot.

“The courtesy?” she snapped, her voice trembling with rage. Her gaze was locked on her grandmother, ignoring everyone else on the cliff. “You stand with the woman whose soldiers tried to murder you!”

"Princess Aurelia…" said Mara, voice calm but deeply concerned.

Aurelia took another step, her hands clenched into fists at her sides. The wind tore at her loose hair, making her look like a vengeful spirit. “You speak of treaties while our enemies march through our lands. How can you call yourself Queen of the Grove and cooperate with them?”

"Easy…" Grant touched her shoulder, and the way she spun around as though to turn on him was enough to make him take a step back.

Instead of the heated argument Grant expected, Ambassador Hawthorne laughed. It wasn't a sound of mirth, but a short, sharp, condescending bark that cut through the wind’s howl.

"Ah, the fire of youth," she said, her smile thin and dismissive. "Such a simple view of the world, where all is black and white, enemy and friend. Princess, your grandmother and I have had a most... illuminating discussion. It seems I was acting on faulty intelligence provided by a treacherous member of your own council."

Hawthorne let the words hang in the wind-whipped air for a moment, a masterful piece of political theater.

"Elder Favalina painted a disturbing picture," the ambassador continued, her voice dripping with counterfeit concern. "Of Queen Mara's failing mental state, of a ruler whose grief had compromised her judgment. My army's presence was a regrettable necessity to assess the stability of my nation's ally. Of course, having spoken with your grandmother directly, I am immensely relieved to find those concerns entirely unfounded. We are not enemies here."

The statement landed with the elegant precision of a master duelist’s killing blow. Grant saw the chess move for what it was: a breathtakingly audacious spin that absolved Selsux of all aggression, cast Favalina as a traitorous scapegoat, and possibly put Mara in a gilded cage, all the same.

Hawthorne hadn't just dodged the accusation. She’d turned it into a weapon against the Grove’s own internal politics, picking a new side without undue prejudice.

He felt the desperate urge to speak, to throw his own piece onto the board. The outlander. The skydiver. The watch frozen on Christmas Eve, the pistol with its single, solitary bullet. It was the one real, tangible clue he had, a truth that could shatter this carefully constructed web of lies, but how to bring it to relevance?

He opened his mouth, but the words died as quickly as they reached his tongue, strangled by the sheer, overwhelming complexity of the moment. This wasn't a campfire conversation. It was a minefield.

Dropping a bombshell like that now, in front of Zydra, in front of Hawthorne's captain, would be reckless, its fallout unpredictable and potentially catastrophic. He might as well take his chances with the single pistol bullet if he was truly seeking a momentum flipping gambit.

Hawthorne, having established her "reasonable" position, pivoted, her gaze landing on Zydra with the focused intensity of a hawk spotting its prey.

"Now that this unfortunate misunderstanding is behind us," she said, her voice regaining its cold, formal edge, "I do hope we can address the true purpose of my journey. The Aethelburg Conclave has issued its judgment. Zydra of Mount Jamala, you stand accused of conspiracy, heresy, and fostering blasphemous rituals against the Eternal Flame."

Zydra stood unflinching, her fiery-tipped wings rustling softly against the wind’s assault. Her dark eyes, proud and ancient, met the ambassador's without a flicker of fear.

"The Hidden Flame answers to no foreign Archbishop," she said, her voice sharp and clear, a defiant cry against the storm. "I answer to my people. They would not stand for me to be taken."

Hawthorne’s thin smile returned, but it had lost all pretense of warmth. It was a chilling, predatory thing now, all sharp edges and cold intent.

"And the Conclave," she said, her voice dropping to a low, menacing purr, "won't stand for you to be left."

Grant almost didn't dare to breathe. The wind was the only living thing on the precipice, a third party to the silent tableau, whipping at cloaks and hair with an impartial, ruthless fury.

He could feel the moment crystallizing, hardening into a standoff that would be etched into Eldoria's history. The defiant Corvidian priestess, the smirking Selsux ambassador, the embattled Sylvan queen. It was a triangle of power, and he was somehow in the dead center of it.

The silence that followed Hawthorne’s purred threat was absolute, heavier than the mountain itself. The wind howled, a long, mournful cry that seemed to lament the peace that was about to die. Through the bond, he felt Mara’s despair, cold and complex. He felt Aurelia’s rage, a trapped fire ready to explode. It was all about to break.

Then it did.

A sharp, cutting thwip sliced through the wind’s roar. Something streaked through the air, a dark line against the grey sky. An arrow.

It missed Ambassador Hawthorne’s neck by a sliver, the fletching brushing against the high collar of her coat as it passed. It landed against the rocks further down the mountain, the shaft clattering with the awkward release of an unrealized fulcrum of a moment.

No one moved, not at first. All eyes were fixed on the arrow, a crude, dark-wood thing with angry red feathers. A declaration.

Then all hell broke loose.

“Treachery!” the Selsux captain roared, the word a gut-deep bellow of outrage.

In an instant, the peace was shattered. The two Selsux soldiers moved with brutal efficiency, their swords hissing from their scabbards as they formed a living shield around Hawthorne. The captain drew his own blade, its polished steel a hungry gleam in the bleak light, his eyes burning with murderous fury as he glared at Zydra.

Zydra’s guards reacted just as quickly. Their wings flared out, a sudden, explosive shield of black and fiery feathers. Their spears snapped forward, leveled at the Selsux soldiers, their dark eyes promising death.

"Aurelia!" Mara reached for her granddaughter, but it was just a gesture, the two far enough apart to preclude simply dragging her to one side or the other.

“If the Grove turns its back on you, then I will not.” Aurelia’s voice cut through the chaos, sharp and clear and utterly unwavering. “I stand with the Phoenix Corvidians.”

A small, fierce pride swelled in Grant’s chest. For all her petulance and princessly moods, there was a core of pure, unyielding badassery in her. But the pride was a flickering candle, one rapidly extinguished by a wave of raw, shattering agony from Mara through their Nexus Bond.

It was not the cold anger of a queen defied. It was the intimate, personal heartbreak of a grandmother watching the child she raised choose a stranger over family, a betrayal that cut deeper than any political maneuvering. The force of it was so profound it made Grant’s own chest ache in sympathy, a phantom pain as intense as any missing limb.

Beneath Mara’s agony, he felt a second, sharper pang. Aurelia’s was a mirror image of her grandmother’s sorrow, a fierce, desperate love tangled up in her righteous fury. She stood defiant, her back straight, her chin high, but inside, she was breaking her own heart.

The moment of opposition, the chasm she was carving between them, it was tearing them both apart. The bond was a conduit for their shared, contradictory love and anguish, and he was the unfortunate ground zero for the blast.

“Not so fast!” a voice roared, ripping Grant from the emotional maelstrom.

He turned just as one of the Selsux soldiers lunged at him, his face a mixture of fury and recognition. It was one of the men from Favalina’s ambush, one of the men who had held him down as the pillow descended.

“You will not escape this time, outlander!” the soldier shrieked, his sword a blur of silver aimed at Grant’s throat.

Grant’s body moved without conscious thought. He didn’t think about his training, didn’t think about his clumsiness. He simply drew Theron’s sword. The motion was fluid, impossibly fast, the blade seeming to leap into his hand.

He parried, the clang of their swords a sharp, ringing note against the wind’s howl. The impact didn’t jar him. His stance was perfect, his arm steady.

A flicker of a memory, not his own, flashed behind his eyes. A sunny courtyard, the scent of crushed grass, the feel of a different sword in his hand, lighter, faster. Theron’s memory.

The Selsux soldier pressed the attack, a flurry of powerful, straightforward slashes. Grant met each one, his body a whirlwind of practiced, deadly grace.

Sidestep, parry, riposte. The sword felt like a living thing in his hand, a familiar partner in a dance he knew by heart but had never learned. Another flash, the grim face of a sparring captain, a curt nod of approval after a perfectly executed disarm.

The soldier grunted, frustration twisting his features as his attacks found only empty air and singing steel. He overcommitted, a wide, angry swing that left him open for a fatal half-second.

Grant found the opening with his sword. It wasn’t a clumsy thrust. It was a surgeon’s cut, a precise, economical movement that slid past the soldier’s guard and punched through the gap in his plate armor, just below the ribs.

The man’s eyes went wide, a flicker of pained surprise replacing the fury. He looked down at the blade buried in his side, then back at Grant, a silent question on his lips. He crumpled to the stone, the sound of his armor a dull, final clatter.

Grant stared at the dead man, then at the bloodied sword in his hand. The manic cawing cries of the Corvidians from above brought him back to the moment. Dozens of them poured from the aerie, their wings beating against the wind, lining the cliff edges, bows drawn, spears leveled. The battle had begun.

He felt sick. The smooth, efficient movements hadn't been his. The cold, killing calm in the face of death wasn't his. Theron… The echo was no longer just noise. It was an infection, a hostile takeover of his own nerves and muscles.

He stumbled back from the body, his stomach churning. The wind howled, carrying the distant, clarion call of Selsux war horns from the army below.

He felt a wave of nausea, a dizzying vertigo that had nothing to do with the height. He looked at his hands, at the sword, at the blood. The face in the mirror of his nightmare, the monster wearing his skin, sneered back at him.

Who am I? Why was I brought here?


Chapter 45

Another Selsux soldier rushed Grant, though he quickly fended the man off with a series of thrusts and slashes. The sword moved with an eerie life of its own, a muscle memory that wasn't his.

Grant parried a heavy chop that should have broken his arm, his body shifting into a low, balanced stance he’d never learned. The soldier stumbled back, surprised by the ferocity of the defense, his eyes wide with confusion.

He didn't press the attack. Instead, he seized the precious second of breathing room to scan the chaotic precipice, the howling wind a deafening shriek in his ears. The world had dissolved into a whirlwind of steel, feathers, and desperate shouts.

Down the path, Mara was a small, resolute island in the storm. Her few Sylvan warriors had formed a tight circle around her, their leaf-shaped shields locked, fending off attacks from both sides. A furious Corvidian spear thrust here, a wild swing from a Selsux sword there.

Grant felt her conflict through the bond, a raw, screaming agony of indecision. She was a queen trapped between two collapsing walls, her people caught in the middle, and she had given no order to attack, only to defend. Her allegiance was to the Grove, and right now, the Grove was being attacked by everyone.

Near the center of the fray, Ambassador Hawthorne was a vision of cold fury. Her tailored coat whipped around her, but she stood unmoved, wearing her contemptuous rage like an additional piece of armor. Her ire wasn't just for the Corvidians, but for the Sylvan warriors, for Mara’s perceived weakness, for this whole situation spiraling out of her meticulously planned control.

As two Corvidian warriors dove from the cliff face above, talons extended, Hawthorne barely glanced up. She waved an arm, a simple, dismissive gesture. An invisible force, a blast of pure kinetic wind, slammed into the diving Corvidians. They dropped from the sky like stones, their wings folding uselessly as they crashed onto the rocks below.

Grant’s gaze darted past the scene, still searching, until he finally found her. Aurelia. She fought with a fierce, desperate grace, her heartwood staff a blurring extension of her body. She was formidable, but not her usual radian beacon of Sylvan magic.

Far from the heart of the Grove, her power was a sputtering candle in a hurricane. Here, she was a warrior, her face grim with concentration, her movements economical and deadly as she jabbed and spun, using the staff to block a soldier’s blade, then sweeping his legs out from under him. She was holding her own, but she was surrounded, isolated in the swirling melee.

The monster in the mirror of his nightmare sneered at him, mocking him for all of his weakness in the face of this new looming failure. Guilt and a fierce, primal protectiveness warred within him.

He had to get to her. He shoved the soldier he’d been fighting back with a push and an elbow, ignoring the man’s curse as he lost his footing. He began to fight his way across the narrow, treacherous stage, his eyes locked on the young woman in the chaos.

His path, however, was immediately blocked. The soldier he’d just fought was joined by three more, their faces grim masks of Selsux discipline under their steel helmets. They moved as one, a wall of interlocking shields and leveled swords, methodically forcing him back toward the cliff’s edge.

Grant’s body reacted, Theron’s ghost guiding his limbs. He parried a thrust, the clang of steel ringing sharp and clean against the wind’s howl. He sidestepped a downward chop, the soldier’s blade biting into the stone where he’d just been standing.

The borrowed skill was a cold, efficient thing, but it was a desperate defense, not an attack. For every blow he turned aside, another took its place. He was being herded, penned in, the sheer drop a hungry, waiting presence at his back.

He couldn't win this with a sword. There were too many, their discipline too absolute. He needed an answer they wouldn't expect. An answer Mara had been trying to teach him. There were no Sylvan around, however, and he'd already burned off what he'd absorbed from Aurelia's. Did he need them? There was something else, a deeper power…

A Hidden Flame.

For a fraction of a second, he closed his eyes, shutting out the chaos, the wind, the advancing steel. He reached out with his senses, not for the distant, gentle hum of Sylvan, but for the raw ambient energy of the mountain itself.

The geothermal heat simmering beneath the rock, nature's magic, was as powerful as the Sylvan if more familiar, more mundane. He remembered Mara's lesson by the river to sip, rather than gulp, but highly suspected the mountain had plenty of heat and power to spare.

A sharp, heated power flooded him, a current of pure vitality that burned away his fatigue and settled deep in his muscles. It was a controlled burn, a contained explosion waiting for a fuse.

He opened his eyes just as a soldier lunged. Grant didn’t parry. He pivoted, dropping low and spinning, channeling the entirety of the absorbed energy into a single, savage kick.

His boot slammed into the first soldier’s shield. The impact wasn’t just physical. It was a concussive blast, a shockwave of pure force that sent the man flying backward like a ragdoll.

He crashed into his comrades, a domino of armored bodies. They stumbled, collided, their disciplined formation shattering into a chaotic tangle of flailing limbs and surprised shouts. Two of them couldn't regain their footing on the narrow, slick stone. They tumbled over the edge, their screams snatched away by the wind, a sickening, final sound.

Grant didn’t have time to process the grim calculus of their deaths. He was already moving, sprinting across the precipice, his eyes locked on Aurelia.

She was in trouble. A hulking Selsux soldier had her on the defensive, his powerful sword strokes forcing her back step by step. Her heartwood staff was a blurring defense, but it was all she could do to keep his blade from her throat. With a brutal twist, the soldier wrenched the staff from her grasp. It went clattering across the stone. He raised his sword for the killing blow.

Grant hit him like a thunderbolt. He slammed into the soldier’s side, the last vestiges of his arcane enhancement lending his charge a brutal, unstoppable force. The man grunted, the air driven from his lungs, and went down hard. Grant was on him in an instant, the tip of Theron’s sword at his throat.

Aurelia scooped up her staff, her chest heaving, her face flushed with the heat of the fight. She looked from the downed soldier to Grant, a slow, brilliant grin spreading across her face.

“Lord Hayes,” she said, her voice a breathless, appreciative purr.

He glanced at her, offering a tired, lopsided smile in return. “Princess Aurelia.”

The moment passed as quickly as it arrived as a sharp, cawing cry cut through the din of battle. It was Zydra’s voice, and though he couldn't make out the Corvidian's native language, there was hardly any need.

The Corvidians were being slaughtered. Their aerial advantage was gone, negated by Hawthorne’s brutal elemental magic. For every Selsux soldier a Corvidian warrior cut down, two more of the bird-folk were plucked from the sky by invisible fists of wind, their wings rendered useless as they were slammed into the unforgiving rock. They were outnumbered, outmaneuvered, and dying.

“Come on!” Grant grabbed Aurelia’s arm, yanking her away from the fray. “We have to go!”

“I can still fight!” she shouted, pride as vivid in her voice as it was through the bond.

“You can fight from a wall better than you can from a grave!” he yelled back, pulling her toward the narrow gap that led back into the caldera. “We aren't exactly winning right now, Aurelia! Look!”

He didn’t need her to. He felt her see it through their connection, the desperation, the futility, the grim reality of the unfolding massacre. Her resistance dissolved. She scooped up her staff and ran alongside him.

They plunged back into the narrow canyon, the roar of battle instantly muted by the close-set stone walls. Corvidian warriors flew past them, a frantic, feathered river of retreat. Some were wounded, leaning on their spears, dark wings hugging tight around injuries. Others carried the limp forms of their fallen comrades.

The caldera became their fortress, the narrow entrance a natural chokepoint they could hold. For how long, Grant had no idea. He didn’t wait at the entrance.

He pulled Aurelia along, scrambling up a steep, winding path that led to the upper rim of the caldera. From that high vantage point, the chaos of the battle below was laid out like a horrifying tapestry.

He saw the Selsux army, a disciplined machine of death, pressing its advantage. He saw the Corvidians, falling back, their furious defiance melting into a desperate defense of their home. And then he saw Mara’s contingent.

They were a small, green-and-brown island in the storm, no longer caught in the middle but pushed aside, separate from the Selsux lines. They held their spears and shields locked in a defensive circle, ready to fend off stray attacks but making no move to join the slaughter. They were a neutral party in a war that had no room for neutrality.

Zydra appeared beside Grant on the rim, eyes cold and furious and fixed on the Sylvan Queen below. “The Sylvan Queen's hesitation, as contemptible as I find it, may have saved the day."

Grant glanced at Aurelia. She was watching Mara, her expression a complex mixture of emotions he could feel churning through their bond. Frustration, yes, but also a deep, dawning understanding laced with a surprising, gut-wrenching empathy.

“It must be an impossible choice for her,” whispered Aurelia, her voice so quiet Grant almost didn't hear it over the wind.

He looked from the embattled queen below to the conflicted princess beside him. “Then why be so angry at her if you know the position she’s in?”

The question was a quiet thing, not an accusation, but it landed with the force of one. He felt her flinch, a sharp reaction through the bond. Her gaze dropped. She had no answer.

The sun began its slow, merciless descent, painting the bruised sky in bloody streaks of orange and purple. Grant stayed on the rim, still alert with the power he'd absorbed from Mount Jamala, watching the armies below settle into a tense, ugly stalemate. The Selsux forces made no move to storm the caldera, and the Corvidians were content to hold their high ground.

A young Corvidian, his feathers the color of ash, brought Grant a piece of tough, dried meat and a skin of water. He ate without tasting it, his eyes never leaving the enemy campfires beginning to flicker to life on the mountainside.

The tension of the long wait was a physical thing, a tightness in his chest. As the last sliver of the sun vanished behind the western peaks, Aurelia rejoined him, her silhouette dark and slender and subtly vulnerable against the twilight.

“I doubt they’ll attack overnight,” she said, her voice flat and weary. “The slope is too treacherous in the dark, even for them. We can rest.”

Grant nodded, a wave of weary relief washing over him. "Let’s hope so. We should probably check in with Zydra, but assuming that is the case, we might still be able to grab some sleep in our hut."

“Wait…” Aurelia’s voice was a sharp whisper. She pointed a finger toward the valley below. “What’s that?”

Grant followed her gaze. At the base of the mountain, where the Selsux army had made its camp, a new army was arriving, if it could be called that.

He saw them first as shambling silhouettes against the flickering campfires, a tide of grotesque, lurching shapes pouring from the blighted lands to the west. Their eyes, burning red pinpricks in the gathering dark, gleamed with demonic malice.

The Abyssal Ghouls had joined the battle.


Chapter 46

The last of the sun’s light died, surrendering the mountain to the cold, indifferent watch of the moon. Below, the Selsux campfires flickered like a malevolent constellation, a city of enemies at their doorstep. The arrival of the second army, a shambling tide of Abyssal Ghouls, had transformed the tense stalemate into a waking nightmare.

“Is… she with them?”

Aurelia’s voice was a raw whisper against the wind’s howl. She didn’t need to say the name. Grant felt it echo in the sudden, cold dread that seized him. Seraphina. His wife, corrupted and monstrous. Her army.

He scanned the shambling horde below, searching for a single, commanding figure, for the chilling, demonic perfection he’d faced in the cavern under Mount Henrix. He saw nothing but a chaotic, blighted mass.

“I don’t know,” he said, the words tasting like ash. The lie felt thin. Of course she was here. This was her handiwork, her brutal signature on the unfolding tragedy. This was a question she wanted an answer to as badly, if not worse, than he did. How does one get from Earth to Eldoria, Eldoria to Earth?

The bond between him and Aurelia, raw and frayed from their morning’s conflict, now pulsed with a new, shared despair. It was a miserable, unifying thing, a common enemy that momentarily overshadowed the chasm between them.

“We need to find Zydra," he muttered. "We can't freeze up now."

They left the rim, plunging back into the vertical city of woven nests and swaying bridges. The mood in the Phoenix Aerie had turned grim. The earlier defiance was gone, replaced by a quiet, determined preparation for a siege they couldn’t possibly win.

Wounded warriors were being tended to in open-air roosts, their pained hisses lost to the wind. Others stood watch, eyes fixed on the valley below, feathered wings drawn tight against the cold.

They found Zydra in her main roost, the fire in the central pit casting long, dancing shadows. She was surrounded by her advisors, a grim council of grey-feathered elders. A crude map of the mountain was scratched into the packed-earth floor, and she was moving stones across it, her face etched with frustration and exhaustion.

“The board has changed,” Zydra said, her voice flat. “The silver-clads now have threats of their own.”

“It isn't that simple,” said Aurelia, her voice tight with an urgency that bordered on a demand. “My grandmother is trying to skirt an impossible balance. Her and the Grove's warriors… they’ll be caught in the middle. They’ll be slaughtered.”

Zydra moved a black stone across the map, pushing it against a cluster of white ones.

“Why should I?” she asked, voice a low hiss. “They march with our enemies. Let the ghouls thin their ranks. It is no concern to me if my enemies devour each other.”

“They are not your enemies!” Aurelia snapped, taking a step forward. “My grandmother is down there trying to prevent a war, not start one! You can’t just stand by and watch her die!”

Grant felt the explosion of Aurelia’s fury through the bond, a white-hot spike of desperation and loyalty. He saw a matching fire in Zydra’s eyes, a cold, unyielding flame. Two young leaders, forged in different cultures, clashing with the force of opposing elements.

“Your grandmother made her choice when she allied with Selsux,” said Zydra, her gaze lifting from the map to pin Aurelia with its cold intensity. “Now she will live with the consequences. As will we all.”

“Wait," said Grant.

He stepped forward, moving to the edge of the roost’s open entrance, his eyes fixed on the scene below. He could sense Zydra’s irritation, and feel Aurelia’s frustrated confusion on an even deeper level. He ignored them. He was seeing something they had missed.

“Look closer,” he said, pointing. “Your grandmother isn’t engaging, Princess. She’s retreating.”

Aurelia and Zydra joined him at the edge. In the flickering firelight below, the scene was a chaotic mess, but Grant had observed correctly. Mara’s small contingent of Sylvan warriors wasn’t fighting.

They were moving, a slow, disciplined withdrawal, not back down the mountain, but up. They were ceding ground to the Selsux forces, using the larger army as an unwilling shield against the encroaching ghouls as they made a desperate, fighting retreat toward the caldera.

“She’s coming to us,” said Grant, the realization settling with a heavy weight. “She’s trying to get her people to safety. Inside your city.”

Zydra’s expression hardened. “This is our home, not a sanctuary for every army that finds itself on the losing side of a battle.”

“She’s not an army,” said Grant, turning to face the Corvidian leader. “She’s a queen whose own council has betrayed her, trying to save the handful of warriors still loyal to her. Do you really want to be the one who slams the door in her face?”

He saw the flicker of hesitation in Zydra’s eyes, the warrior’s pragmatism warring with the leader’s pride.

“Let them fight,” muttered Zydra, though her voice had lost some of its conviction. “Let the Abyss and Aethelburg bleed each other dry. We will deal with whichever is left standing.”

“And you think that will be you?” snapped Grant, his voice low and urgent. “You saw what Hawthorne can do. You see that horde of ghouls. Whoever wins that fight won’t be in the mood for negotiations. They’ll come for you next. Saving Mara’s warriors now doesn’t just save them. It gives you allies. The Grove will not forget that you gave their queen sanctuary when her own people turned against her.”

He took a step closer, his gaze shifting from Zydra to Aurelia, drawing the two proud, stubborn leaders into a single, shared space.

“You don't have to inherit the old way of thinking,” he said, the words coming to him with a sudden, sharp clarity. “The future of this mountain, the future of the Grove… that’s you two. An alliance between the Phoenix Corvidians and a Grove led by its next queen… that’s a power Selsux can’t ignore. That’s a power the Demon Queen will have to reckon with.”

The silence that followed was absolute, broken only by the mournful howl of the wind. He had laid his cards on the table, a desperate gamble that hinged on appealing to a pride and ambition he could only guess at.

He felt the shift through the bond first. A flicker of Aurelia’s surprise, her anger at Zydra dissolving into a dawning, grudging respect for his gambit. Then he saw it on Zydra’s face. The pragmatism or maybe outright cynicism slowly cracked, revealing a flicker of something else. He had offered her not just survival, but a vision of the future where she was not a victim of circumstance, but a kingmaker. A queenmaker.

Zydra looked from Grant to Aurelia, her dark eyes holding a new, unnerving light.

“You have a serpent’s tongue, outlander, but you aren't wrong,” she said, a slow, dangerous smile touching her lips. “We will give the Queen of the Trees her sanctuary. For now.”

Zydra gave a command in her own language which was met with the deep, resonant blast of a horn, a sound that seemed to shake the very rock of the mountain. Grant hurried after her, Aurelia at his side, as they made their way back to the caldera’s rim. The decision had been made, but the reality of it, of welcoming a Sylvan queen and her warriors into a besieged city, felt fragile, a temporary truce in a world of shifting alliances.

They arrived at the precipice just as Mara’s beleaguered contingent began making a beeline toward the opening gates. The Sylvan warriors were a small, determined knot of green and brown, fighting their way up the last treacherous stretch of the path, the horde of ghouls a hungry tide at their heels, held back only by the unwilling shield of the Selsux lines.

“They’re not going to make it,” muttered Aurelia, her voice tight with a fear that stabbed at Grant through their shared bond. “The ghouls are breaking through.”

As if summoned by her words, a new shadow fell over the mountain. Grant looked up, his eyes catching a flurry of movement against the rising moon. He thought they were birds at first, or maybe bats, a massive flock disturbed by the chaos below. A dark, swirling cloud of them blotted out the moonlight for a moment, their numbers staggering.

Zydra noticed them, too, her head snapping upward, her avian posture tense and alert. She called out a question to one of her warriors, and Grant could guess what it was. Reinforcements… or new opponents? A cold certainty settled in Grant’s gut. He’d seen them before, a dark omen in the sky on the road to Melfus.

“Those aren’t scouts,” he muttered, his voice grim. “Abyssal Corvidians. The Demon Queen has a fair number of your kind under her command.”

Zydra let out a low, guttural snarl, a sound of pure, venomous fury that was more animal than human. “Of course she does…”

The corrupted birds descended, not with the graceful soaring of their untainted kin, but with a jerky, unnatural flight, their tattered wings beating against the wind. They swooped low, their target clearly Mara’s small, desperate band, now caught between the ghouls below and this new death from above.

The math was brutal. Mara and her warriors were still a few hundred yards from the caldera’s entrance. The Abyssal Corvidians would be on them in seconds.

“No!” cried Aurelia.

Before Grant could react, she was moving, her staff in hand, ready to charge from the ledge, to fling herself into a battle she could not possibly win. He lunged, his hand clamping around her arm, yanking her back from the precipice.

“Don’t be an idiot!” he yelled over the wind.

“Let go of me!” she shrieked, struggling against his grip, her eyes wild with a desperation that felt almost like a physical blow through the bond. “I have to help her!”

“You’ll die before you make a difference!” he shot back, wrestling to hold her. He knew, with a sickening certainty, that if she broke free, he’d be right behind her, a fool following his princess into oblivion.

Zydra shook her head, sharp and dismissive. She stepped past their struggle, moving to the highest point of the caldera’s rim, a solitary, defiant figure against the swirling snow and distant fires. She turned back, her dark eyes locking onto Grant and Aurelia, burning with a fire that seemed to push back the very cold.

“Stay where you are, Princess of the Trees,” she called out, her voice cutting through the wind’s howl with an impossible clarity. “I will show you why they call me the Hidden Flame.”

He still held Aurelia, though she'd mostly stopped struggling in his arms, as his attention shifted completely to the lone figure on the caldera’s rim. Zydra’s movements began, slow and deliberate, a contrast of motion against the chaotic battle unfolding below. She inhaled, a long, deep, and impossibly loud breath that seemed to draw the very air into her lungs, a sound like a blacksmith’s bellows.

As she exhaled, the sound wasn’t a sigh, but a low, resonant hum that vibrated through the rock beneath Grant’s feet. Her arms rose, not with sharp, angry gestures, but slow and flowing, with the grace of a dancer. Her hands, tipped with their sharp black talons, carved intricate, unseen patterns in the air. It was a ritual, ancient and strange, and utterly mesmerizing.

Grant felt it before he understood it. A new kind of power began to pulse through the mountain, a deep, primal energy that resonated with his Arcane Conversion in a way that was entirely different from the cool, clean sip of a Sylvan or the corrosive burn of the Blight.

This was hot. It was the planet’s lifeblood, a slow, titanic heartbeat deep beneath the stone. The Hidden Flame. She wasn’t just a priestess of some abstract concept. She was tapping into the very geothermal heart of Mount Jamala.

The hum intensified, the rock vibrating with a low groan. Grant felt Aurelia go still in his arms, her own struggle forgotten as she, too, sensed the shift. He looked down the mountainside and saw it. The small, dark openings he’d dismissed as shallow caves on their climb up now began to glow from within, a malevolent, cherry-red light pulsing in their depths.

“What is she doing?” whispered Aurelia, her voice a fragile thing against the wind.

Zydra’s arms swept downward in a final, sharp gesture, her body coiling and then releasing the gathered power like a striking serpent. Her mouth opened, and she let out a piercing, hawk-like scream that was both a command and a release.

The mountain answered.

From the glowing cracks in the rock face, magma first began to seep, quickly building to an outright gush. Thick, incandescent rivers of molten rock erupted from the mountainside, a sudden, horrifying display of terrestrial fury. The light was blinding, the heat a physical blow even from their high vantage point.

The rivers of fire carved paths down the slope, not random, but seemingly guided by Zydra’s will. They converged on the shambling horde of Abyssal Ghouls with terrifying speed.

The creatures shrieked, a sound of pure, unholy terror as the magma wave hit them. Flesh and corrupted bone vaporized in clouds of black, acrid smoke. Entire swaths of the demonic army were simply erased, consumed by the raw, elemental power of the earth.

The lava flows were not precise, however. One river of fire, wider than the others, swamped a flanking contingent of Selsux soldiers, their screams of agony a brief, sharp addition to the ghouls' inhuman shrieks before they, too, were silenced.

The sight of the sheer, indiscriminate destruction was enough to break the discipline of the remaining Selsux forces. The retreat began not as an ordered withdrawal, but as a panicked, every-man-for-himself flight down the mountain, away from the priestess who commanded the volcano’s fire.

Aurelia stared, eyes wide with stunned disbelief. “I’ve… I’ve never seen a Corvidian wield fire magic. And any elemental power of this magnitude… it’s unheard of.”

Grant’s gaze settled on Zydra. The Corvidian leader stood panting on the rim, the tips of her wings seeming to smolder in the afterglow of her cataclysmic spell.

He saw her then, not just as the priestess, but as the hybrid. Half-human. Was this power a part of her avian heritage, or something else entirely, a gift from her human bloodline? The question felt conspicuous, another mystery on a mountain that was already full of them.

The immediate threat from Selsux was gone, and the Abyssal Corvidians, seeing the shifting and immolated ground, broke off their attack on Mara’s warriors and wheeled back into the sky, disappearing into the dark clouds. The magma had been a devastating blow, a wave of pure destruction that had scoured much of the mountainside clean.

But it wasn’t over.

The remnants of the ghoul army, a writhing mass of corrupted flesh that still numbered in the hundreds, did not flee. Mindless, driven by the abyss, they simply readjusted.

With burning red eyes locked unblinking upward, and with a unified, guttural snarl, they began to climb, their elongated limbs finding purchase on the cooling, blackened rock. Amongst them, near the back, a new figure walked forward, surrounded in a cocoon of crimson and radiating an aura that Grant unfortunately recognized too well.

The Demon Queen had arrived to claim her due.


Chapter 47

"She's here, isn't she?" Aurelia's gaze landed upon Grant alongside so many confusing and conflicting emotions through the bond. "The Demon Queen. Your wife. My… mother."

“Yeah, Princess,” said Grant, his voice a rough, quiet thing against the wind’s mournful howl. “Looks like it.”

He didn’t know what else to say, what else there was to do. The world had narrowed to this impossible, frozen precipice, the past and present collapsing into a single, monumental moment. He felt a strange, chilling familiarity, an echo of a thousand late nights back on Earth.

Sara, breezing through the door at 2 am, a cryptic smile on her lips, smelling of cigarettes and perfume. He’d always tried at those times to wield his anger like a surgeon’s scalpel to cut to the heart of the issue, instead of just bludgeoning her with the blunt, messy instrument of his own hurt feelings.

This was the same, but infinitely worse. Down there, at the head of an army of monsters, was the ultimate cryptic smile, the ultimate betrayal. He felt the old, useless anger rise in him, but it was a cold, tired thing now, a ghost against the sheer, overwhelming unreality of it all.

What was there to say to the woman who hadn't been his wife in decades from her perspective, a woman adopting the role of a monster intent on a conquest he couldn’t begin to comprehend?

A sharp caw from one of the Corvidian guards drew his attention. Below, Mara’s small contingent had finally reached the caldera’s entrance. The Sylvan warriors formed a tight, defensive semi-circle as their queen passed through the gate, their grim faces turned back toward the climbing horde.

“Come on,” said Grant, finding Aurelia’s arm with his hand. It was warm under his fingers, soft and real, the contact a small bit of grounding in the face of the chaos.

They moved away from the rim, their steps pounding with a new, shared dread. They met Mara just inside the entrance to the aerie. The Sylvan Queen looked exhausted, her traveler’s clothes torn and stained with mud, but her eyes held a fierce, unyielding resolve. She looked past Aurelia, her gaze locking onto Grant, the bond between them a silent, screaming question which she barely needed to put to voice.

"Is it her?" she asked him.

He gave a single, grim nod. That was all the confirmation she needed. The despair he felt from her was a cold, sharp thing, a queen watching her worst fears march upon her doorstep.

But she didn’t waste time on greetings or comfort. She strode past them, her focus absolute, her purpose unwavering. She was a monarch again, a commander assessing her battlefield.

She made straight for Zydra, who was leaning heavily on a spear, her feathered wings drooping with a weariness that seemed bone-deep. The fiery tips of her feathers, which had glowed with an inner heat just moments before, now looked like cooling embers.

“Hidden Flame,” she said, her voice cutting through the wind, stripped of all pleasantries, the voice of a queen giving an order. “That fire you summoned. Can you do it again? We need a proper defense. We need to hold this entrance.”

Zydra lifted her head, a slow, pained movement. Her dark, avian eyes were clouded with an exhaustion so profound she looked as if she might collapse at any moment.

“What I did,” she rasped, her voice thin and brittle and defensive, “was not a simple spell, Queen of the Trees. I tore a piece of the mountain’s heart out and threw it at our enemies. It is not a trick to be performed again on command.”

She wavered, and one of the Corvidian warriors steadied her with a gentle hand on her arm. The cataclysm had clearly come at a cost, one that had nearly broken its wielder.

Grant looked from the spent priestess to the resolute queen. The truth of their situation flaunted its cold, brutal finality. The mountain’s fire was a one-shot weapon, and they had already fired it.

The gun hanging from his belt suddenly seemed significant again, with its single bullet, its own one-shot. A scalpel, not a bludgeon. The thought made him feel suddenly queasy, vertigo pulling at the edge of his vision, the sickening heat of despair flooding over him. He would find another way. There had to be another way.

But the ghoul army was relentless, and their numbers seemed like an endless tide. Against that, what did they have? A handful of exhausted Sylvan warriors, a few dozen battle-weary Corvidians, and three deeply compromised leaders.

The Corvidians could leave. He saw it in the way some of them glanced at the open sky, their wings rustling with a restless, nervous energy. They could take to the air, abandon their home, and escape the slaughter. But Mara, Aurelia, the Sylvan Guard… they were all bound to the earth, shoulder to shoulder with him against an impossible stream of foes.

Grant’s gaze settled on Zydra, the Corvidian priestess who held the mountain’s fire in her veins. He tried to read her, to see past the exhausted slump of her shoulders and the weariness in her eyes. What was she thinking? Was she calculating the cost of this fight, or the speed of her people’s flight?

Her head snapped up, her eyes, keen and sharp as a hawk’s, locking onto his. He didn't flinch, despite an intense feeling of being caught, of having his desperate thoughts laid bare.

“I know what you are thinking, outlander,” rasped Zydra, her gaze flicking toward the open sky, then back to the climbing horde. “You think we will flee. Abandon our home to the horde and leave you lowlanders to your fate.”

Grant didn’t deny it. "It would be the smart move. The only move, in all likelihood, that makes sense for your community."

“And you would be right,” said Zydra, a bitter edge to her voice.

She turned to one of her warriors, a grizzled elder with feathers the color of ash, and spoke in a series of sharp, cawing commands. The elder nodded once, then took to the air, his powerful wings carrying him toward the aerie’s upper roosts.

“I will send them away," continued Zydra. "The young, the old, those whose hearts are not suited for a last stand. They will be better served in the sky than dead on this mountain. Those who can fight will stay.”

Grant felt a surge of gratitude, a simple, human respect for a leader making an impossible choice. He glanced at Mara and Aurelia, noting the two of them acknowledging the seriousness of the decision in their own way.

“Thank you,” he said, the words quiet but sincere.

Zydra let out a sound that was half scoff, half bitter laugh. “Do not thank me, outlander. Look closely. Do you not see?”

She shifted her weight, and for the first time, Grant saw the way her magnificent, fire-tipped wings hung at an odd, unnatural angle. They were beautiful, but they were also… wrong.

"Your wings…" he muttered.

She gave a slight, pained shrug, a movement that did little to lift the heavy wings. “I cannot fly. Never could. I have the heart of a Corvidian, but the bones of a human.”

The admission landed with a quiet, stunning force. Zydra looked away from him, turning her gaze to the mountain's descending slope as though even now, gravity's toll was drawing her inexorably downward.

“My father… he was human. An outlander, like you. A man from another world who found his way here, somehow. It is why I took such an interest in your friend from the sky. I had hoped…” Zydra trailed off, shaking her head. “It does not matter. Some of us will stay. We will face our fate together.”

Grant stood there, speechless. Behind him, he heard a sharp intake of breath. He turned to see Aurelia, her face brimming with a mixture of stunned recognition.

“The same was true for me,” she said, coming around to meet Zydra’s gaze amidst the sudden, impossible bridge of shared heritage. “My father was a man of the Grove, yes, but my mother… she was…”

“Aurelia,” Mara’s voice cut through the air, sharp and cold as glacial ice, a queen’s command that tolerated no dissent. “That is enough.”

Aurelia froze, the words dying on her lips. She stared at her grandmother, a flicker of her earlier defiance warring with the shock of Mara’s tone. Grant felt the crushing weight of Mara’s will through the bond, a desperate, panicked move to slam a door on a secret she would not allow to be spoken.

Not here. Not now. The truth of Seraphina, of a Demon Queen’s human past and parental ties to the Sylvan Princess, were revelations too dangerous for so many ears to hear.

The moment of history and despair was fleeting. In almost the same instant, the air filled with a sound like a rising storm, hundreds of pairs of wings flapping in unison. Grant turned, drawn back to the caldera’s rim.

The exodus had begun. Flock after flock of Corvidians launched themselves from the aerie’s many ledges, a torrent of black and grey feathers against the bruised twilight sky.

They climbed, circling once over their abandoned home in a silent, mournful salute before turning west, disappearing into the gathering dark. It was a beautiful, heartbreaking sight, a people taking to the sky to survive, leaving their nests, their history, their very world behind.

Zydra watched them go, her face unreadable. She didn’t linger. She spun, her tattered, fire-tipped wings a swirl of color, her voice cutting through the wind’s howl.

“To the gate! Hold the entrance!”

The remaining warriors numbered no more than a few dozen Corvidians and Mara’s handful of Sylvan Guard, but they moved with grim efficiency, forming a defensive line across the narrow gap in the caldera’s rim.

Mara’s archers took positions along the high ground, their bows drawn, arrows nocked, the pale wood of their weapons nature brown against the dark, volcanic rock. The few Corvidians who remained airborne circled above, spears held ready, a small, desperate air force against a climbing tide of death.

Grant found a spot on the rim next to Aurelia, his hand resting on the hilt of Theron’s sword. He felt like a fifth wheel, a spectator at his own potential execution.

Down below, the ghoul army surged forward. They weren’t a disciplined force like the Selsux soldiers. They were a chaotic, shambling wave of hunger, tripping over the cooling magma flows, using the bodies of their own fallen as handholds.

The first arrows flew, silent streaks of fletching that found their marks with deadly precision. Ghouls tumbled from the rock face, their dying shrieks lost to the wind. The flying Corvidians dove, spears flashing, impaling the climbers with vicious, aerial attacks. But for every one that fell, three more swarmed up to take its place. It was a battle of attrition, and they were desperately short on ammunition.

It was during a brief lull, as the first wave was cut down and the second prepared its ascent, that Grant saw her. Seraphina stood at the forefront of her army, a still point in the swirling chaos.

She wasn’t fighting. She didn’t need to. She was a queen, and her very presence was an act of war. The moonlight caught the subtle, iridescent sheen of her skin, the elegant curve of the dark horns that emerged from her hairline. Her gown, a creation of living shadows and dark, impossible silk, clung to a form that was a horrifying, perfect echo of the woman he’d once shared a bed with.

She was evil. She was a monster. She was, in a way that made his stomach churn with a sick, traitorous heat, incredibly sexy. It wasn’t just the perfect, demonic beauty. It was the confidence, the absolute, unshakable certainty in her posture.

She held herself with the casual authority of someone who knew, without question, that she was the most powerful being on the mountain. He remembered that look, that confidence.

It was the same look she’d had when he'd met her for the first time in the bar. It was the same look she'd had whenever she’d told him she was going out for the night, a chilling, unassailable self-possession that had left no room for argument.

He felt the old anger rise, a useless ghost against the raw, undeniable pull of his own past. He’d loved this woman. He’d made a child with this woman. And now she stood at the head of a demon army, a figure of chilling, familiar allure, ready to burn the world to the ground. The wrongness of the attraction, the sheer, catastrophic profanity of it, didn't dampen the heat. It was the fuel.


Chapter 48

Grant heard a voice, impossibly loud and chillingly familiar, boom from the valley below. It wasn't the raw, inhuman shriek of a ghoul or the cawing cry of a Corvidian.

It was her. Sara.

Amplified by some dark magic, it washed over the mountain, a sound of casual, conversational cruelty that was more terrifying than any battle cry.

“What a pleasant stroll this has been!” she called out, her tone light, almost musical, as if commenting on a lovely afternoon walk. “The mountain air is so… invigorating. And you’ll never guess who I met along the way!”

Grant’s hand tightened on the hilt of Theron’s sword, his knuckles white. Beside him, he felt Aurelia go rigid, the soul bond vibrating with a fresh surge of her cold, simmering rage.

From the mass of climbing ghouls, a small group broke off, dragging several figures with them. They were pushed and prodded forward, stumbling on the treacherous, cooling rock. Even from the rim of the caldera, Grant recognized them instantly. His stomach plummeted.

Finn Marley, his theatrical robes torn and mud-stained, eyes twitching with pale terror. Phaedra, her usual cynicism shattered, her dark hair plastered to her face by sweat and fear. Silas, the silent knight, was bound, his greatsword gone, his head bowed in a posture of grim defeat. And Bea… Bea was weeping, her small frame shaking uncontrollably, her face streaked with dirt and tears.

The Tradewind Troubadours.

A wave of pure, unrelenting agony slammed into Grant through his bond with Mara. It was so potent, so overwhelming, it almost buckled his knees. It wasn’t just a queen’s horror at seeing innocents threatened. This was a raw, personal guilt, a self-recrimination so profound it felt like a physical wound.

My fault…

“Such an interesting band of performers!” Seraphina’s voice continued, a melodic accompaniment to the horror she was orchestrating. “They swore they had friends in high places. Said they even knew a queen. Imagine my surprise.”

Grant stared down at the small, terrified troupe, a nauseating mix of fury and helplessness churning inside him. They were good people, honest folk, unquestioningly giving them shelter, food, passage. They had rehearsed and laughed with them around a campfire. And now they were hostages, pawns in a monstrous game played by the woman he had once promised to love and cherish.

“You see,” said Seraphina, her voice taking on a tone of magnanimous, counterfeit reason. “I am not the monster this realm paints me to be. I do not seek the death of every soul on this mountain. Unlike those Selsux zealots, those barbarians in their banded plate, my aims are precise. Restrained, even.”

She gestured with a slender, pale hand, the movement elegant, almost lazy. A few ghouls shoved Finn to his knees.

“My demands are simple.” Her voice echoed, a chilling promise across the battlefield. “Turn over the outlander who fell from the sky. And, of course, yourself, Queen Mara, along with your granddaughter. Do this, and the troupe of storytellers, along with the rest of you huddled on this rock, will be allowed to live.”

The offer hung in the cold mountain air, a choice between impossible betrayal and certain death. Grant looked from the terrified faces of the troubadours to Zydra, whose expression was a mask of cold, unyielding fury.

He felt Mara’s despair, a cold, bottomless pit that threatened to swallow him whole. He felt Aurelia’s rage, a white-hot inferno demanding violence, demanding justice, demanding anything but this.

“Who are they?” Aurelia’s voice was a low hiss beside him, sharp with a warrior’s need for information. “Grant, who are those people?”

He didn't answer right away, still dazed by the surrealness of the moment. Who were they? Good people. They were just good people.

“They helped us,” said Mara. “When we fled the inn… when the Selsux soldiers burned the estate… we would have been caught. Killed. They saved us. This is my fault. They're in this position because of me.”

Her voice was a raw, broken whisper that vibrated with a pain Grant felt as keenly as if it were his own. The bond was a conduit for her agony, a wave of pure, self-lacerating guilt that crashed over him.  She took a shuddering breath, the sound swallowed by the wind.

Grant looked over at Zydra. The Corvidian priestess’s expression was firm, but her dark eyes were troubled. She knew what this was. A no-win scenario, a checkmate played with human lives.

The choice was as much hers as it was theirs. Grant tried to breathe, tried to think, tried to simply exist while staring down the demonic ghost of his wife as she offered them all a bargain with hell.

From below, Seraphina’s voice, amplified and dripping with condescending patience, echoed up the mountainside. “I know you can hear me up there! Perhaps you need a little… incentive? A sampler, to whet your appetite for what's to come?”

A cold dread, sharp and absolute, seized Grant. He knew what was coming. He watched, helpless, as two hulking ghouls grabbed Silas, yanking him from the small group of hostages.

The silent knight didn’t struggle. He walked with a stoic, grim dignity, his head held high even as he was shoved forward and forced to his knees on a flat, blackened section of rock.

Bea’s choked sobs were a faint, heartbreaking sound that even the wind couldn’t entirely swallow. Phaedra, her face pale and contorted with grief, turned away, one hand flying up to cover her eyes, unable to watch.

Seraphina gestured with a lazy, elegant wave of her hand. A ghoul, larger and more intelligent looking than the others, stepped forward. It carried a massive, crudely-forged axe, its rusted edge pitted and stained. It lumbered toward Silas, its movements slow, savoring the moment.

The silent knight, the man who had faced down his own nightmares with a greatsword, now faced his end with the same quiet resolve. He closed his eyes, his head bowing slightly, ready.

Then he moved.

It was an explosion of pure, desperate violence. In a blur of motion too fast to follow, Silas lunged, not away, but toward the executioner. He slammed his shoulder into the ghoul’s legs, sending the creature stumbling.

His bound hands shot out, snatching the axe from the monster’s grip as it fell. The ropes around his wrists snapped with a sharp crack, strength born of pure, defiant will.

For a glorious, impossible instant, Silas was the danger. He spun, the heavy axe a whirlwind of brutal steel. He cut down the first ghoul, then a second that tried to swarm him. It was a beautiful, magnificent, and utterly hopeless last stand.

He was a single, mortal man against a tide of monsters. A third ghoul scrambled under his guard, sinking its teeth into his thigh. He roared, a sound of pure agony, and swung the axe, cleaving the creature’s head from its shoulders.

But two more were on him, then three, their claws and teeth a maelstrom of tearing, corrupted flesh. They bore him down, a torrent of abyssal hunger.

One of the ghouls, the one he had disarmed, snatched the axe back up. It raised the blade high, ready to bring it down on the downed warrior’s neck.

Grant surged forward. The guilt, the helplessness, the fury, it all coalesced into a single, white-hot point. He took a step toward the edge of the caldera, his hand dropping to the hilt of his own sword, his eyes fixed on the monstrous tableau below.

“Grant!” Aurelia’s voice was a sharp cry of alarm. "You can't!"

He felt Mara’s panic, Zydra’s startled surprise. He ignored them all. He couldn't stay a spectator. He was a participant. A husband.

"Lord Hayes!" snapped Mara. "Do not act in haste. If you try to intervene without my consent, I'll—"

“Stay the fuck back,” he growled, his gaze sweeping over the three stunned women. “And let me talk to my wife.”

He took another step forward, this one into open air, and landed on the sloping battlefield below.


Chapter 49

It was as though the entire world held its breath as Grant started forward toward the army of ghouls and his wayward, demonic wife.

His boots crunched on the blackened, cooling rock, the only sound in a world that had gone abruptly, unnervingly silent. The ghoul with the axe, its rusted blade held high over Silas’s neck, hesitated. Its grotesque head swiveled back, its burning red eyes seeking guidance from its queen.

Seraphina’s expression shifted. The cruel, detached amusement that had been playing on her perfectly sculpted features dissolved, replaced by something Grant hadn’t seen on her face since they’d lived in the same duplex.

Genuine, startled intrigue. A flicker of the old Sara, blindsided and curious. A slow, dangerous smile spread across her face, not of malice, but of a predator who had just seen its prey do something unexpected and fascinating.

With a flick of her wrist, an elegant, dismissive gesture, she sent the executioner stumbling back. Silas, who had been kneeling with a stoic’s resolve, slumped forward, his body shuddering with a relief so profound Grant could almost feel it from a hundred yards away.

Seraphina’s full, undivided attention was now on him. There was more than just surprise in her abyssal black eyes. He could clearly see a flicker of something that felt like it had been stewing since their last encounter in the cave, a volatile mix of memory and monstrous desire.

“My husband,” she called out, her voice a melodic but pained echo that carried across the battlefield. “Always so dramatic.”

He came to a stop a respectable distance from her, close enough to see the intricate, living shadows that writhed at the hem of her gown, far enough that he might have a half-second to react if she attacked.

“You’re wasting your time, Sara,” he said, the name feeling both right and wrong on his tongue. “I was looking for the same thing. The outlander. There was nothing. Just a dead man with no answers.”

The pistol felt impossibly heavy under his tunic, a secret weight of steel and gunpowder. Could she sense it, somehow? He'd found a weapon, not an answer, but he suspected she'd react no differently to him hiding it.

“Nothing?” Seraphina shook her head, a slow, deliberate movement. A lock of her shadowy hair drifted across her pale cheek. “I don’t believe you.”

“Why wouldn’t you?” he snapped, his voice raw with a frustration that felt ancient. “I want to go home just as badly as you do.”

“You know nothing about how badly I want to go home,” she whispered, the words a venomous caress on the wind.

“Then explain it to me,” he called, the words torn from him, a desperate plea to the ghost of the woman he knew.

She extended her arms, eyes flaring with a dangerous gleam. His hand instinctively went to the hilt of Theron’s sword, his body reacting to the shift in her, the coiling of her power. But instead of ordering an attack, instead of conjuring a weapon of pure Blight, Seraphina simply took a slow breath.

A soft, swirling mist of crimson energy, the color of spilled wine and old blood, poured from her palms. It didn’t lash out. It spread, a silent, beautiful fog that billowed forward, enveloping them both.

The roar of the wind, the distant cawing of the remaining Corvidians, the faint, dying screams from the battlefield all faded into a muffled, distant drone. The world outside the mist blurred into indistinct shapes of grey and black.

They were alone now, caught in a silent, swirling bubble of her power, a private stage for a tragedy that had been decades in the making. The crimson energy swirled, thickening from a transparent fog into an opaque, churning wall of blood-red mist.

The ground beneath Grant’s boots shifted, the hard, volcanic rock softening, resolving into the familiar, worn grain of hardwood flooring. Walls of swirling shadow rose around them, the patterns slowly coalescing into the slightly-too-ornate, gold-flecked wallpaper he and Sara had argued about for a solid week before finally settling on it.

A phantom couch, the one with the wine stain she always tried to hide with a throw pillow, shimmered into existence. And in the corner, a crib. A simple, white-painted crib.

It was a magical diorama of their old life, a memory piece carved from pure, blighted power. But it was wrong. The light that filtered through a non-existent window was a sickly, weak red, and the air, thick with the smell of decay and a faint hint of sulfur, held none of the familiar comforts of home.

Seraphina stood beside the phantom crib, a dark, elegant specter in their mundane, remembered space. The graceful curve of her horns, the abyssal black of her eyes, the living shadows that clung to her gown, all were a horrifying contrast to the domesticity of the scene. And yet, when she spoke, the Demon Queen was gone. Her voice was soft, stripped of its power, achingly familiar. It was Sara.

“I try to remember it,” she said, her gaze lost in the empty, phantom crib. “Every day. The way the light came through the window in the morning… the crack in the ceiling just above her crib. But the details… they fade, Grant. Is this right?”

She turned to him, her expression fragile with raw vulnerability, a look he hadn't seen on her face in years.

"Is what right?" he muttered.

“The armchair… was it leather? I can’t remember if it was leather.”

He saw it then. This wasn't a display of power. It was a cry for help. A desperate, humanizing act from a woman clinging to the ghost of a life she’d lost.

It was her pizza, her pathetic attempt to recreate a slice of home in this hellscape, just as he had done in the palace kitchen. It was the most dangerous thing she could have possibly done.

He hated himself for what he was about to do, for the part of him that felt compelled to play along. But he couldn't stop the words from forming, a quiet answer to the ghost of his wife.

“Yeah,” he said, his voice a rough whisper. “It was leather. The cheap kind that always felt cold in the winter.”

He moved forward, the floorboards of his memory groaning faintly under his weight. He walked toward the phantom armchair, a shimmering, imperfect thing, as if he could really reach out and feel the cracked, cold surface for himself.

His hand brushed against hers as he passed. The contact was a bare, fleeting whisper of skin on skin, but it sent an intense rise of heat through him.

They locked eyes. In the abyssal blackness of her gaze, he saw not a monster, but a woman drowning in a sea of forgotten details, a woman as lost as he was.

And in that shared, desperate space, something old and terrible stirred. Desire, hot and undeniable, old and familiar. It was a longing not just for her, for the beautiful, impossible woman she was, but for what she represented.

She was home, the concept if not the place. A dream of return, a phantom of a life he was so desperate to reclaim.

What did that say about him? That standing in a magical illusion conjured by a demon queen, a monster who threatened to burn this world to ash, all he could feel was how much he missed his beloved and beautiful wife? Was he a good husband? A traitor on the cusp of being seduced by dark forces? Or just a man, a father, doing his best?

“Sara,” he whispered, the way her name felt on his lips hitting like a guilty, dirty admission.

His hand, which had been hanging limp at his side, came up. The movement was slow, deliberate, as if he were wading through the thick, heavy tar of their shared past.

He let his fingers trail along her arm, over the strange, silken fabric of her gown that felt cool and unnervingly alive beneath his touch. She flinched, not pulling away, but a subtle, almost imperceptible tremor ran through her.

She looked away, her gaze falling to the empty, phantom crib, as if ashamed of the raw, human vulnerability she had just shown him. Ashamed of being Sara, even for a moment.

He wouldn’t let her hide. Not now. He cupped her cheek, his thumb brushing against the impossibly smooth skin. He turned her face back to his, a gentle but firm command. Her abyssal black eyes, no longer burning with demonic fury but shimmering with a confused, unshed sorrow, met his.

And then he kissed her.

It wasn't a choice, not really. It was inevitable. It was the culmination of every argument in their shitty duplex, every shared, silent meal, every lonely night since he’d woken up in this impossible world. His lips met hers, and the pretense of the Demon Queen, the grieving husband, the political maneuvering… it all burned away, leaving only this.

Passion flared between them, hot and immediate. For a terrifying, exhilarating instant, she was just Sara again. She still kissed like she used to, a fierce, almost angry claiming that was both a challenge and a surrender. The familiar taste of her, a memory he hadn’t known he’d kept, flooded his senses, drowning out the scent of ozone and blight.

His hands, acting on a memory older and more potent than any of Theron’s borrowed skills, began to move. They roved over her as they had a thousand times before, a desperate cartography of a changed landscape.

The curve of her shoulders was the same, the delicate line of her collarbone a familiar, aching landmark. But her body was different. The limbs were subtly elongated, the flesh firm with a power that wasn't human. Her skin, impossibly smooth, seemed to hum with a low, latent energy beneath his palms.

His hands slid down her back, pulling her flush against him. The gown, a thing of living shadows, felt like cool, liquid silk against his fingers. He pulled her closer, his hips pressing against hers, and a low groan rumbled in his chest.

Lust, raw and undeniable, a primal hunger for Sara he hadn’t felt since before Lia’s birth, flared to life. But it wasn't just the memory of his wife he wanted now. It was the demonic perfection of the woman in his arms.

The gown, the curve of her horns just barely visible in the crimson gloom, the way her body opened so eagerly at his touch. It made for a dark, intoxicating cocktail, and he was chugging it down without a second thought.

His hand slid from the small of her back, a slow, deliberate journey down the impossible curve of her hip. He traced the line of her thigh, his fingers finding the seam of her dress, a fragile border between the monstrous queen and the woman he remembered. He pushed his hand upward, between her thighs, his knuckles brushing against the impossible heat of her.

She tensed.

It wasn't a rejection, not even close. It was the sharp, coiled stillness of a predator that had just been touched, a silent, dangerous acknowledgment of his trespass.

He felt the tension radiate through her, a current of surprised, electric energy. He leaned in, his lips leaving hers to ghost along the pale, elegant line of her neck. He breathed against her skin, a warm, human breath against her demonic perfection, and felt a shudder rack her frame.

Arousal, hot and undeniable, flooded him. He was so turned on it was a physical ache, a primal urge to press forward, to take her right here on the phantom floorboards of their old life, to reclaim this monstrous, beautiful echo of his wife with a brutal, possessive finality. To hell with the ghouls, to hell with the armies watching from the cliffs. To hell with everything but this.

But it wasn't that simple.

The truth was a splash of icy water in the inferno of his lust. This wasn't their duplex. This was a lie woven from blighted magic, a stage set in the middle of a battlefield. Silas was bleeding out in the mud. Bea was weeping. Mara and Aurelia were watching from above, feeling every damning ripple of this madness through their shared bonds.

He pulled back, just an inch, breaking the spell of their embrace. The air between them felt thick, charged with unspoken sin.

“Leave with me,” he whispered, his voice a raw, desperate thing against the shell of her ear. “Sara. Just… walk away from this. We can head down the mountain, find somewhere to set up for the night. Just for tonight.”

It was a fool’s plea, a desperate attempt to pull the woman from the monster, to find a path that wasn't paved with blood and blight. He saw her consider it.

For a fraction of a second, the Demon Queen vanished. He saw Sara’s face, her dark eyes shimmering with a familiar, human conflict. He saw the temptation, the flicker of a life she’d lost, the ghost of a choice she could no longer make.

Then she shook her head, a slow, final movement that felt like a door slamming shut somewhere deep inside him.

“I can’t,” she whispered, her voice once again laced with the cold, sorrowful power of the queen.

“This isn't real, Sara,” Grant said, the words a rough tear in the fabric of her memory-spell.

The crimson mist wavered. The phantom wallpaper flickered, the gold flecks dissolving into blighted motes of dust. Her face, which had been so close, so achingly familiar, hardened. The sorrow in her eyes was consumed by a black, furious fire.

“It’s the only thing that’s real!” she hissed, the voice of the Demon Queen returning, sharp and venomous. She pulled away from him, her touch vanishing, leaving his skin feeling cold and empty. “Don’t you see? This world… Eldoria… it’s the fantasy. That room, our daughter, that’s home.”

The illusion of their duplex shuddered, the walls of mist churning violently. Seraphina gestured toward the empty, phantom crib, her expression twisting into one of desperate, righteous fury.

“I’ve been trying to get back for twenty-two years, Grant. Twenty-two years trapped in this gods-damned fairytale while our daughter grows up without a mother. What wouldn’t you do to get back to her?”

Her words were a blade, aimed at the softest, most vulnerable part of him. He thought of Lia, of her weight in his arms, of the impossible strength of his love for her.

What wouldn’t he do? He looked at the woman before him, at the monstrous power coiling around her, at the army of ghouls waiting just beyond the veil of her magic. He had his answer. He wouldn’t do this.

Seraphina stepped away from the crib, the last vestiges of Sara’s vulnerability burning away, leaving only the cold, polished perfection of the Demon Queen.

The phantom room dissolved around them, the worn hardwood floor melting back into blackened, volcanic rock, the swirling crimson mist evaporating into the cold mountain air. They stood once more on the battlefield, the sounds of the wind and the distant, shrieking ghouls rushing back in.

“I found a way, Grant,” she said, her voice now a low, menacing purr that dripped with triumphant certainty. “A door. But it's locked, and it's going to take a lot of power to force it open. The kind of power this mountain harbors. The kind of power the Grove hoards. The kind of power the Veridians hold in their blood.”

"No." He shook his head, not even hearing anymore, not even needing to. "Not like this."

A cold, dismissive smile spread across Seraphina’s lips, a chilling masterpiece of demonic condescension. The last trace of Sara’s pained vulnerability vanished, replaced by the polished, unbreakable ice of the queen.

“Oh, Grant,” she said, her voice a silken whisper that scraped against his raw nerves. “You still think you get a vote. It was never for you to decide. Not now. Not back on Earth.”

"Sara…"

She took a slow, deliberate step back, the living shadows of her gown swirling around her feet. “For all that I loved you, and make no mistake, I did, in my own way… you were always a spectator. Too hesitant. Too willing to let the world happen to you. I’m not.”

“You won’t do this,” he said, the words a low growl, more a desperate prayer than a statement of fact.

Seraphina let out a dark, musical laugh, the sound echoing unnervingly in the sudden quiet of the battlefield. “Oh, I won’t? Is that right?”

The mockery in her voice, the casual dismissal of his defiance, was the final spark on dry tinder. A hot, stinging pressure built behind Grant’s skull. It was the heat of futility, of furious helplessness, of a love so twisted and corrupted it was now a weapon aimed at his heart.

This wasn’t Sara. The woman he knew, the woman he’d clung to the memory of, was truly gone, replaced by this beautiful, terrible monster.

He was done being a spectator.

He drew the pistol.

He fired.


Chapter 50

Grant couldn't see exactly what happened next, not with his eyes blurred, couldn't hear it from the ringing in his ears. But when he finally blinked the world back into focus, not a single thing had changed.

Seraphina stood exactly where she had been, brushing a crumpled piece of lead from the spot right between her large breasts. His desperate shot, his one and only gambit, had left nothing more than a reddish hickey in its wake, a lover's mark from a gun.

Her eyes, which for a fleeting moment had held the confusion and sorrow of the Sara he remembered, were now obsidian black voids burning with pure, demonic fury. She bared her teeth in a snarl that was all monster, no woman.

With no hesitation, she surged forward, closing the distance in a single, terrifying motion. Her hand, impossibly strong, seized him by the neck, her long fingers digging into his skin, lifting him until the tips of his boots scraped the blackened rock.

"This was your plan all along, wasn't it?" she hissed, her voice a low, venomous purr that vibrated through his skull. "To feign affection, to play on my memories, just to get close enough for this pathetic little trick?"

Panic, cold and absolute, seized him. But it wasn’t just his own. A wave of pure terror crashed into him through the bonds, a frantic, screaming feedback loop from Mara and Aurelia on the cliff above.

He could feel their own desperate intent to act, a secondary terror of his own, and he feared what new, reckless thing they might do in an attempt to save him.

“The worst part is, I really did love you, Grant,” she whispered, the venom in her voice curdling into a raw, aching sorrow. “God help me, I still… really do.”

Her free hand, the one not crushing his windpipe, came up. It was a gesture of impossible, tender violence. Her fingers, long and cool, brushed through his hair, even as her other hand squeezed tighter, making black spots dance at the edges of his vision. Air became a forgotten luxury, a concept from an earlier time.

“Grant,” she breathed, the sound a mix of his name and a sob. “I’m so sorry.”

Then she pulled his face down to hers, her lips meeting his in a kiss that was a sensual eulogy. Somehow, in that moment, in that press of her mouth against his, the world dissolved into pure, screaming sensation.

The terror from Mara, a frantic, icy dread. The rage from Aurelia, a white-hot, protective inferno. They slammed into him through their bonds, a psychic whirlwind. But this time, something new joined the chorus. A third connection, faint and structured and achingly familiar, hummed to life in the chaos.

It was a frayed, dusty thread, a bond weakened by disuse and decades of neglect, but it was undeniably theirs. An old connection to Sara, not Seraphina. An ancient, broken thing he now felt thrumming beneath the demonic tempest.

He felt everything. The seething, hungry Blight radiating from Seraphina. The deep, patient heat of the Hidden Flame, the mountain’s geothermal heart, still simmering beneath the rock. The volatile, electric crackle of his bonds with Mara and Aurelia. He was at the center of it all, a nexus of his own, a frayed knot in a web of impossible power.

An idea, born mostly of desperation and instinct, ignited in the grim darkness of his mind.

Arcane Conversion. It wasn’t just about absorbing. It was about connecting. Transforming. He was a bridge. He was a conduit.

He didn't know what would happen. It was a fool’s gambit, another stupid, reckless thing, but maybe that was just his jam now. They were still kissing, lips promising a final, loving oblivion. He knew this last trick was literally all he had left. One last little snipe from a jilted soon to be ex-husband.

He stopped trying to fight her grip and instead reached inward, not to absorb, but to open the floodgates. He became the conduit. He pulled at the raw, screaming energy of the Blight, not into himself, but through himself, anchoring it to the deep, patient fire of the mountain below.

The world dissolved into a low, deep hum, a vibration that started in his bones and rattled his teeth. It wasn't the wind, and it wasn't the battle. It was the mountain, answering his desperate, silent call.

Seraphina shrieked, a sound of pure, violated power. Her grip on his throat vanished as she staggered back, her eyes wide with a confusion that was all his wife. Grant dropped to the blackened rock, collapsing onto his hands and knees, hacking and gasping, the fresh mountain air a brutal, glorious fire in his starved lungs.

The ominous rumble intensified, the very ground shaking beneath him. The calls of the ghouls faltered, their relentless climb sputtering to a halt. They milled about in confusion, grotesque heads cocked as if subjected to a high-pitched whistle only they could hear, their connection to their queen severed or scrambled.

Without warning, the Demon Queen ignited. The fire didn’t explode from Seraphina. Rather it bloomed on her, a corona of purple flame that clung to her skin like a second, hungrier gown. She screamed again, this time a sound of pure, human agony.

The violet fire consumed her demonic attire, the living shadows hissing as they were eaten away. Then it turned on her. It devoured the iridescent sheen of her skin, burned away the subtle, monstrous perfection of her form. Her elegant horns crumbled into dust, last but not least.

Grant's horror was complicated and inescapable. He'd been willing to shoot Seraphina with a pistol mere moments before, but watching this was different, worse, somehow. But what… was he even watching? He realized that the flames weren't just burning her. They were scouring her, excising the Blight from her very soul, a violent, agonizing purification.

When the last of the purple flame died with a final, hungry hiss, it was not the Demon Queen who lay on the slope. It was Sara. Naked, unconscious, and utterly vulnerable. What struck him the most was the traitorous thought of how much she looked like Aurelia, sprawled out nude, red hair vibrant against the black rock.

Grant shook his head, his ragged breaths forming white plumes in the cold air. The rumbling of the mountain deepened, a low, angry groan that spoke of a titanic power disturbed.

What the fuck had he just done? The mountain, no, the volcano, answered his silent question with another deep, shuddering growl, promising a different kind of wrath. He had traded one monster's power to another, but would the end result be functionally different if they all died, regardless?

A high, keening cry from above ripped Grant’s attention from the angry rumbling of the mountain. He looked up, his body still trembling with the aftershocks of the energy he’d channeled.

A final, desperate flock of Corvidians launched themselves from the village, a frantic swirl of black feathers against the bruised and churning sky. The last of the defenders. Zydra’s people were abandoning their home.

“Shit,” he cursed, the word a ragged puff of white in the frigid air.

The mountain groaned again, a deep, protracted sound of immense displeasure. He sensed that, unfortunately, he had done more than just purify Sara. He had disturbed something ancient and powerful, revived it with a quasilegal gas station energy drink.

He scrambled to his feet, his gaze falling on the still form lying on the blackened rock. Sara. He approached her cautiously, the memory of her demonic strength a fresh, terrifying ghost. He knelt beside her, his fingers hesitating before touching the side of her neck.

Warm. He felt a steady, human pulse beneath his fingertips. Her skin was soft, vulnerable, no longer iridescent or unnaturally perfect. The horns were gone, the living shadows of her gown replaced by the simple and bare reality of her nakedness.

He saw the faint lines of ordinary stretch marks on her stomach, a relic from a life and a pregnancy he now knew had happened in this world. She was just… Sara. Alive. Breathing.

The sound of voices and pounding feet made him look up. Mara, Aurelia, and Zydra were rushing toward him, flanked by the few remaining Sylvan warriors.

Aurelia saw the body first. She skidded to a halt, her eyes so wide and profoundly confused that it felt like a physical blow through their bond. She stared at the naked woman, at the auburn red hair so like her own, at the face that was a softer, more human echo of the monster she’d seen leading the ghoul army. This was her mother, stripped of all her demonic power, a stranger made of flesh and blood.

Mara’s reaction was a storm. He felt it crash into him, a tidal wave of pure, unadulterated hatred, followed by a gut-wrenching dread, all of it warring with a stunned, unwilling disbelief. She saw the woman who had helped destroy her son, who had brought this ruin to their doorstep, now lying helpless at their feet.

“We have to go.” Zydra’s voice was a blade, cutting through the maelstrom of their shock. “This entire peak is unstable. We need to get down the mountain. Now. There is no time to waste.”

She pointed a shaking, taloned finger at a new crack that was spiderwebbing across the rock face nearby, a faint wisp of steam rising from its depths. Her warning spurred them into motion. The Sylvan warriors began moving down the mountain, heading in the direction Zydra was waving them off in.

“Wait,” said Grant, his voice raw. He didn’t move from Sara’s side. “We have to take her with us.”

The world seemed to stop. Mara and Aurelia froze, turning to stare at him as if he’d just grown a second head. The shock from both of them was a silent, deafening scream through the bonds.

He looked from the horrified queen to the bewildered princess, his own expression hovering on the cusp of desperate, ragged pleading.

“Please,” he rasped, the word torn from him.

Aurelia was the first to break, the ice in her eyes cracking, replaced by a flicker of pity, maybe, or a daughter’s morbid curiosity. “If… if the Blight has truly left her, then we can’t just… leave her here to die.”

“You don’t know this woman,” Mara hissed, her voice a low, venomous thing. She took a step toward Grant, her eyes blazing with the cold fire of a queen who had seen too much betrayal. “You have no idea how dangerous she is, even like this.”

“I know her,” he shot back, his gaze locking with Mara’s, the words a painful, damning truth that he had to finally speak aloud. “She’s my wife.”

The impact of the statement was immediate and catastrophic. He felt the bonds rupture with pain. Mara recoiled as if struck, a wave of despair and emotional agony washing over him from her. Aurelia just stared, her face pale, his words landing as a quiet, devastating blow that rippled through their own connection with a sickening lurch.

Mara held his gaze for a long, silent moment, the unspoken history of their own passionate missteps a raw, open wound between them. Then, with a sigh that seemed to carry the weight of the entire mountain, she finally, brokenly, relented. She gave a sharp, curt wave to her warriors.

“Take her,” she commanded, her voice flat, devoid of all emotion.

Four of the Sylvan women moved forward without question, scooping Sara’s unconscious form up and cradling her with a practiced, impersonal efficiency. They turned and began to run, their movements swift and sure on the treacherous ground, a grim procession racing against the mountain’s fury.

As Grant and the others followed, a small group of figures stumbled out from behind a cluster of rocks where they’d been hiding. The Tradewind Troubadours, free from their captivity now that the ghoul army was a leaderless, milling mob. Finn Marley, his face pale but his eyes holding their familiar, assessing twinkle, trotted over to Grant, falling into step beside him.

“Friends in both high and low places, it seems,” the old man muttered, his voice a wry flutter against the deep, angry groan of the mountain. "Never quite know who you're rubbing elbows with around the campfire."

"Consider yourself lucky this time around," said Grant.


Chapter 51

Mount Jamala did explode, but more in smoke and upward flame than the rolling lava and layers of ash that Zydra seemed to fear. She led them down a secret path, one that was blessedly easy for Grant and the ground-bound Sylvan humans to follow in the dead of night, traveling once more by the thin light of Mara’s and Aurelia's Luminaries.

They set up camp at the mountain’s base in the thin, weary hours that bled from night into morning. Grant sat on a log, watching the slow, even rise and fall of the quilt that covered Sara. She hadn’t stirred, a still point in the chaotic aftermath. The air smelled of sulfur and distant smoke.

A soft crunch of boots on volcanic ash made him look up. Zydra stood over him, wings drooping, her face a mask of exhaustion.

“The metal contraption,” she said, her voice a low rasp. She held out a hand. “Give it to me.”

Grant didn't argue. He unstrapped the holster from his belt and handed the pistol over, butt-first. Zydra took it, her gaze sharp and assessing. She turned it over in her hands, then pointed it at a distant, skeletal tree.

He watched her thumb press against the side, her index finger squeeze the trigger guard, then the trigger itself. Nothing happened. A flicker of frustration crossed her features.

“How does it work?” she demanded, her curiosity overriding her fatigue.

Grant managed a tired smile. “It’s complicated. But I’ll explain it, to the best of my ability, as thanks. Once we have the time.”

Zydra’s eyes narrowed. “You would so easily share the secrets of your world’s weapons?”

A small, weary chuckle escaped him. “This isn't a secret that will do you much good, I'm afraid. Trust me, the hard part isn't going to be pulling the trigger.”

Zydra said nothing for a time and then gestured toward Sara with her head. "What did you do to her? Is that… truly the Queen of the Blight?"

He didn't answer, unsure of the truth of either question. Zydra eventually wandered off, cradling her reclaimed treasure in both hands like it might shatter if she dropped it.

He heard someone new approach, the soft crunch of her boots on the fine volcanic ash distinct from Zydra’s heavier tread. Aurelia. He didn’t look up, not right away.

He felt her through the bond, a fragile, tentative current where a fiery torrent had been just hours before. The anger was gone, the defiance extinguished, replaced by a quiet, hollowed-out vulnerability that felt more unsettling than any of her previous outbursts.

She came to stand beside the log, not sitting, just watching the slow, even rise and fall of the quilt that covered her mother. In the thin, grey light of the pre-dawn, she looked impossibly young.

The fierce warrior, the petulant princess, the confident seductress, all were stripped away, leaving a young woman staring at the ghost of a parent she’d never known.

He wondered how much of that illusion of youth was real and how much was just his own perspective, skewed now by the simple, jarring presence of her mother. Seeing them both here for comparison, so similar in appearance yet so different underneath, reset the scales of his perception.

“She was your wife,” said Aurelia.

It wasn’t a question. It was a statement, an attempt to place a solid, factual stone in the churning river of her own confusion. Grant offered a shrug, a gesture that felt woefully inadequate.

Was.

The past tense felt wrong, a lie of grammar. For him, the separation was still a raw wound, only a few months old. For her, it had been a lifetime. He remembered Sara's face in the crimson illusion, the pain of twenty-two years etched into her sorrow. What was the right word for a love that had died in two different timelines?

“Will she wake up?” Aurelia asked, her voice a fragile whisper against the pre-dawn quiet.

He knew what she was really asking. It wasn't about consciousness. It was about consequences.

What happens when she wakes up?

What happens when the woman who was a Demon Queen, a mother, and a wife opens her eyes in a world she tried to burn? What would she remember? What would she want? And what the hell were they supposed to do then?

He looked from the unconscious woman who shared his past to the young woman who haunted his present, and the full, crushing weight of his impossible situation settled over him. He had no answers. He was just a man from another world, standing in the shadow of a smoldering volcano, caught between a mother and a daughter who were both strangers to each other, and to him.

“I don’t know,” he said, and it was the most honest, terrifying thing he’d said since arriving in Eldoria. "I just don't fucking know."

Aurelia was quiet for a long moment, the pre-dawn light painting her face in shades of grey and pale rose. He felt the echo of his own exhausted despair in her through the bond, a shared, hollowed-out space where the fire and fury had been.

She gave a single, small nod, as if accepting a truth too heavy for words, then turned and began to walk away, her boots softly crunching against the fine volcanic ash, Flicker following close behind.

Grant watched her go, a solitary figure against the backdrop of the smoldering mountain. He felt a sudden, sharp pang of loneliness, a feeling that was entirely his own. Then she stopped.

She stood with her back to him for a beat, finding a stillness. He saw her take a shuddering breath. When she turned back, the vulnerable, lost girl was gone. In her place was the princess, the Sylvan Hope, her eyes burning with a fierce, reckless resolve.

She closed the distance between them in three quick strides. Before he could react, she grabbed him by the front of his tunic, her grip surprisingly strong. She yanked him forward, off the log and onto his feet, and kissed him.

It wasn’t like the desperate, hungry locking of lips in the tent, fueled by lust and jealousy. This was different. It was a kiss of raw, defiant solidarity. It was a promise, a plea, and a branding, all at once. Her lips were chapped and tasted faintly of smoke, which reminded him so much, oddly enough, of her mother.

Just as quickly as it began, it was over. She pulled back, leaving him breathless, the ghost of her touch a warm imprint on his lips. She kept her hands gripping his tunic, her forehead resting against his for a moment.

“We’ll figure it out, then,” she said, her voice a fierce, determined whisper against the fabric of his shirt.

He let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. He squeezed the hand she still had in his shirt, letting his fingers cover hers. He was in full agreement with her, but the conflict burned hotter and heavier than ever.

What would it mean if and when Sara woke up? Her demonic power seemed to have been grounded into Mount Jamala, channeled away by his Arcane Conversion, but the choices she’d made, the lives she’d taken… she had been fully prepared to sacrifice Mara and Aurelia to achieve her goals, even. Grant shook his head, a futile attempt to dislodge the question he couldn't begin to answer.

Not yet.

Someone cleared their throat behind him, a polite but pointed sound that cut through the quiet intimacy of the moment. Grant let go of Aurelia’s hand as she stepped back, a faint blush staining her cheeks in the grey light.

Finn Marley approached them, his long white beard stained with a bit of soot, but his eyes holding their familiar, assessing twinkle. He gave Grant a strange, theatrical little bow, a flourish that was both respectful and deeply amused.

“I suppose,” Finn said, his voice a low, rumbling baritone, “that the marriage between you and dear Marian was a play within a play.”

Grant managed a weary sigh. “In a manner of speaking.”

Finn nodded, his gaze flicking from Grant to the unconscious woman under the quilt, then back again, the pieces of a far grander story clearly clicking into place in his sharp, storyteller’s mind.

“Well,” the old man said, his tone shifting from amusement to a more practical concern. “It seems the world has been turned on its head. My troupe and I… we find ourselves without a clear path forward. The roads are unsafe, our reputation is as thin as it's been in years, and our purse is considerably lighter than it was yesterday. We were wondering if we might… stick with you lot for a bit. Just until we all know what’s what.”

“I don’t see why not,” said Grant. "Though you may have to run the request up the chain."

"Think you'd be surprised by how your voice carries, milord," said Finn. "Your name seems to be on everyone's lips right now. Not that I'm eavesdropping. Words tend to carry on quiet nights like these."

Finn wandered off, leaving Grant with the weight of his words and a new, unspoken responsibility. His gaze returned to the quilt-covered form of Sara.

The slow, even rise and fall of her chest was a quiet, maddeningly normal rhythm in a world that had tilted on its axis. He didn’t know what to do with the fact that he was both relieved she was breathing and terrified of what would happen when she woke up.

Mara came over a few minutes later. He didn’t look at her right away, bracing himself for the conversation he knew was coming. She sat down on the log beside him, a good foot of empty space between them, but the bond made it feel like she was pressed against him, a phantom heat against the cool dawn air.

He felt the storm of her emotions, a chaotic symphony of concern for him, wariness of the situation, and a deep, cold hatred so potent it felt like a shard of ice in his own chest. It was aimed, laser-focused, at the woman sleeping under the quilt.

“I know what you’re going to say,” he said, his voice a low, tired murmur.

Mara didn’t look at him. Her gaze was fixed on Sara, her profile only just maintaining regal composure that was a stark lie against the tempest he felt raging within her.

“To know what I am going to say, Lord Hayes, you would have had to live the last twenty years of my life," she muttered. "You would have had to watch my son, your counterpart, throw away his future, his honor, his very life, all for the woman lying right there.”

“Or,” Grant countered, his own voice quiet but edged with the weariness of their shared connection, “I could just be soul-bonded to someone who was there for it.”

She finally turned, her green eyes finding his in the grey light. He saw the flicker of painful acknowledgment. She knew he could feel it, the depth of her loathing, the years of sorrow.

“She’s my wife,” he said, the words feeling both like a defense and a confession.

“She,” Mara said, her voice dropping to a low, venomous whisper, “is a monster who brought war to my doorstep and ruin to my family. I have my own relationship with Seraphina, Lord Hayes. A long and fraught one, steeped in violence and betrayal.”

“Her name is Sara,” he shot back, a desperate, useless correction.

“It doesn’t matter what you call her,” said Mara, her voice flat, dismissing his plea with a chilling finality. “A poisonous serpent is still a serpent, no matter what name you give it.”

He watched her, at the tight line of her jaw, the rigid set of her shoulders. The hatred he felt from her was a cold, absolute thing, but beneath it, there was something else. A tremor. A deep, primal fear.

“You’re afraid of her, aren’t you?” he guessed, the words a quiet revelation.

Mara’s queenly composure finally cracked. A bitter, humorless laugh escaped her lips. “The world is afraid of her, Grant. And for good reason.”

“Then help me get her back,” he said, the words tumbling out in a rush of desperate, naïve hope. He knew how stupid it sounded even as he said it, a child’s plea for a simple, happy ending in a world that had none to offer. “Help me get her back to my world. I’ll take her away from here. And… everyone gets to be happy in the end.”

He felt the words land on Mara’s heart like a volley of tiny, poisoned daggers. It was a tragic sensation through the bond, a surge of pain so profound, so utterly wounded by his foolishness, that it stole his breath. He wondered if he’d ever said anything quite so stupid, quite so cruelly misguided, in his entire life.

She stood abruptly, her movement a sharp, final rejection of him, of his impossible fantasy. She turned to leave, to walk away from his idiocy and the woman who was its cause.

He felt the finality of her turning away like a physical blow. The bond, which had just been a screaming conduit for her pain, now felt like a fraying, snapping thread. He couldn't let it break. He couldn't let her break.

He was on his feet in an instant, his own exhaustion forgotten. His hand shot out, his fingers closing around her arm. The touch was a static spark, a desperate plea for connection. He pulled her back, emotions surging, all of them at once in a way that defied words.

She let herself be drawn against his chest, and he wrapped his arms around her, pulling her into a fierce, tight embrace. Her body was stiff with distance and sorrow, but he held on, holding her, shielding her against her world, against his choices.

He saw her then, in that single, crushing moment, in all her impossible, contradictory facets. The Sylvan Queen, burdened by the weight of a crown of responsibility couldn’t comprehend. The grieving mother, haunted by the ghost of a son he wore like a second skin. And beneath it all, just Mara. A woman, raw and hurting, tangled with him in a bond that was a beautiful, terrible curse.

“We’ll figure it out,” he whispered, the words rough, desperate, but sincere. “We have to.”

For a long moment, she remained still, a tense, resisting weight in his arms. Then, with a shuddering breath that felt like a surrender, she leaned into him, her head coming to rest on his shoulder. Her hands, which had been clenched at her sides, came up to rest on his back, a silent but open acceptance of their entwined fates.

“In this,” she murmured, her voice fragile against the fabric of his tunic, “we both agree, Lord Hayes.”
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