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Chapter 1

	The Evergreen Palace stood near silent amidst the depths of night, though the glow of Sylvan kept the shadows at bay. The ancient tree tower had a quiet rhythm, seeming almost to breathe in and out with each gust of wind, the shift of nature outside.

	Grant Hayes moved with the silent steps of a man aware that there would be drama if he were caught, if not outright trouble. The survivors of what was now being referred to as The Battle of Jamala's Fury had all but limped back to Arboreal Concordat about a week earlier, and in the time since, he'd sensed the difference in how he was viewed.

	He padded quietly up to the turn of a corner, or what amounted to one in the tree tower's curved hallways, splitting and connecting with the organic elegance of old growth branches. The Council of Elders was suspicious of him, even without their usual leader, Favalina, stirring them up. Perhaps rightfully so.

	To the Grove warriors who'd witnessed the confrontation at Mount Jamala, what Grant had done must have seemed like nothing short of a profane miracle. He'd stood before the Demon Queen Seraphina, a creature of pure malevolent power, and somehow stripped her of her corruption entirely.

	But Grant knew the truth was far more complicated than any miracle. He'd drawn the Blight from Sara's twisted form using his Arcane Conversion, channeling all that concentrated evil through his own body and into the mountain's molten heart. 

	The act had been as brutish and drastic as anything Seraphina herself had committed. He'd felt every tendril of corruption flow through him as he channeled it, tasted the metallic tang of pure malice on his tongue, and for terrifying moments, he'd wondered if he would emerge from the process unchanged.

	The Grove warriors had watched him walk out of that inferno carrying Sara's unconscious form, her demonic features melted away to reveal the woman she'd once been. To them, it must have looked like divine intervention. The Sylvan Hope's mysterious companion somehow cleansing their greatest enemy through sheer force of will…

	They'd been watching him in the time since. Grant paused at an intersection, listening as much as looking. Was he still being followed even now, still being watched? It felt like it, even though he couldn't detect any stalkers through his senses. Was he being paranoid? Maybe. But he had reasons to be.

	He quickened his steps, the polished wood floors cool beneath his boots. Shadows clung to the branching walls, but the real weight pressed from within. Sara's face, stripped of horns and malice, haunted every stride. He'd saved her, ripped the Blight from her veins at the cost of his own fraying sanity, yet here she languished in chains below the palace roots.

	The air thickened with the scent of damp earth as he descended the spiral root stairs. What words waited on his tongue? Forgiveness? Accusations? Or simply questions, sad and reluctant, with answers he didn't know if he really wanted?

	He slowed as he reached the lower levels of the palace. Ahead, shimmering clusters of Sylvan Luminaries drifted through the corridor like wayward stars, their pale multicolored glows casting dancing shadows on the living wood walls.

	Without conscious thought, Grant extended his senses toward them. His Arcane Conversion responded like a call to an old friend, drawing their energy into himself with the subtle touch of a whispered wind. The Luminaries scattered and waned, their light dimming as they dispersed into the darker alcoves of the passage.

	The absorption was seamless, automatic as breathing. A gentle current of clean power settled into his muscles, sharpening his senses and steadying his nerves for whatever waited below. The technique had become second nature now, no longer the crude, desperate gulping of his early days in Eldoria, but a controlled sip that left the Luminaries intact, merely relocated.

	He strode through the deeper shadows, trying not to let the rush of power which came with the absorption distract him. The irony wasn't lost on him. Sara wasn't the only one who had changed during her time in this world. The man who had stumbled into the Grove months ago, terrified and fumbling with powers he didn't understand, was gone.

	In his place walked someone harder, more pragmatic. Someone who could disperse ancient spirits without a second thought, who had channeled the Blight itself through his body to save a woman who might not deserve saving. Someone who actively played with fire, crossing lines he'd once thought unthinkable.

	His hand came to rest on Theron's sword, his sword, which was now almost always at his side. It seemed to hum with old habits, old memories, though he told himself it was just a weapon and most of the time remained convinced so.

	The drift of Theron's memories into his dreams hadn't abated in the past few days, but it hadn't strengthened, either. He was still himself, at least in most moments. The sensation of having so many old experiences resurface from the man who was his otherworldly doppelganger manifested like constant deja vu, a feeling of having been here before, done this before.

	Grant pressed himself against the curved wall where the corridor branched, feeling the living wood's subtle warmth through his shirt. The enhanced Sylvan energy coursing through him sharpened every sense, from the whisper of air currents to the distant creak of settling timber, the rhythmic tap-tap-tap of approaching boots on polished floors.

	He held his breath as the guard rounded the corner, torch held high, casting flickering shadows across the organic architecture. The man moved with the practiced efficiency of someone walking a familiar route, but his attention seemed focused ahead rather than on potential threats lurking in alcoves.

	The guard's footsteps echoed down the main corridor, fading gradually as he continued his circuit. Grant counted a few silent seconds, giving the man time to round the next bend before moving.

	When silence returned, he slipped from his hiding spot and padded toward the narrow staircase that spiraled down into the palace's root system. The dungeon entrance lay just ahead, usually guarded but hopefully not at this hour. His heart hammered out rebellion as he approached the threshold, every instinct screaming that this was a terrible idea.

	But Sara waited below, and answers, terrible as they might be, waited with her. He took the stairs quickly, expecting the door at the bottom to be locked. It wasn't, but the one beyond that was closed with a form of lock that he knew at a glance would take no key.

	The ward glowed like trapped starlight against the final door, its white-blue radiance pulsing with a rhythm that reminded Grant uncomfortably of a heartbeat. Sylvan magic, woven with the kind of precision that could only come from Mara herself. Extra insurance against the greatest foe of the Sylvan people managing to escape… or be broken out.

	He breathed out slowly, again wondering what the hell he was doing here, what he'd even intended when he'd started this midnight descent. The rational part of his mind screamed that this was madness. 

	Sara, Seraphina, was contained for good reason. The woman who had once been his wife was also the Demon Queen who had terrorized Eldoria for years, who had commanded armies of Abyssal Ghouls, who had threatened everything the Grove held sacred.

	Yet still, he stepped closer.

	The ward's energy brushed against his consciousness as he extended his Arcane Conversion, feeling out its structure with the practiced touch of someone who had learned to read magical patterns like others read books. The weaving was elegant, sophisticated, with layers upon layers of protective intent bound together with threads of pure Harmony magic. It would take considerable force to break, force that would undoubtedly alert every guard in the palace.

	But breaking it wasn't the only option.

	Grant's fingers traced the air inches from the ward's surface, not quite touching but close enough to sense the flow of energy within. Mara had taught him control, precision, the ability to sip rather than gulp. 

	What if he could simply… absorb it? Not all at once, not the crude demolition he might have attempted months ago, but slowly, carefully, unraveling the ward thread by thread until it simply ceased to exist?

	The thought sent a thrill of possibility through him, followed immediately by a wave of self-disgust. Dangerous thoughts. This was exactly the kind of thinking that had probably led the woman he loved most down her own sinister path. The belief that power made a person exempt from consequences, that any problem could be solved through force and manipulation.

	But Sara was behind that door. His wife, stripped of her demonic corruption but imprisoned like a common criminal. She had answers he needed, explanations for what had happened to her, to them both. And maybe, just maybe, she held the key to finding a way back home.

	Light bloomed over Grant's shoulder, warm and familiar, carrying that distinctive pulse he'd come to recognize. He spun around, his hand instinctively reaching toward the glow, ready to dampen another wayward Sylvan before it could alert the guards to his presence.

	But his fingers froze inches from the dancing luminescence.

	Flicker.

	The little sprite bobbed in the air before him, its radiance subdued but unmistakably personal. Unlike the anonymous Luminaries he'd scattered moments before, this one had character, a mischievous tilt to its movements, a way of hovering that seemed almost inquisitive. Aurelia's faithful companion, wounded during their recent battles but recovering, its light still flickering with the erratic patterns that had earned its name.

	Grant's hand dropped to his side. He wouldn't dare draw from Flicker's energy, not when the sprite belonged so completely to Aurelia, not when it seemed as much a part of her as her voice or her defiant smile.

	Footsteps whispered against the polished wood behind the sprite's glow, and Grant's shoulders sagged with resignation rather than surprise.

	"You know…" Aurelia's voice drifted from the shadows, pitched low to avoid echoing through the corridor. "When someone sneaks out of their room in the middle of the night, they usually have the courtesy not to leave such an obvious magical trail."

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 2

	Aurelia stepped into view, fully dressed despite the late hour, green eyes reflecting Flicker's soft emerald radiance with a dual intensity that suggested she was no less alert.

	She looked impossibly young in the light of her pet Sylvan, her auburn hair catching glints of colored light as it spilled over her shoulders. The pale luminescence made her skin seem almost translucent, highlighting the delicate curve of her throat, the stubborn set of her jaw. 

	Twenty years old and carrying the weight of the Grove's hope on her shoulders, yet in this moment she looked vulnerable, uncertain, a girl lacking in the wisdom that comes from old emotional scars.

	Grant's chest ached with a familiar pain. Since Mount Jamala, since they'd crossed that final line in their tent while snow fell around them, he'd been fighting a losing battle against the pull she exerted on him. Not just the soul bond's relentless tug, though that was part of it, but something deeper. The way she looked at him like he held answers she desperately needed. The trust in her voice when she said his name.

	He'd been keeping his distance from her since their return, careful never to be alone with her for too long, never to let their conversations drift into dangerous territory. But distance was a cruel joke when their bond carried every spike of longing, every flutter of hurt when he pulled away. 

	The feedback loop was maddening. He knew his withdrawal wounded her. He could feel the way her pain echoed back to him through their connection, which only made him want to close the gap between them, which terrified him into pulling away again.

	Now here she was, catching him in the worst possible place at the worst possible time. Outside Sara's cell. Outside his wife's cell.

	"You don't have to explain why you're here," whispered Aurelia. "I know."

	The nexus bond thrummed between them, carrying not just her words but the complexity of emotion behind them. Hurt that he'd tried to sneak through the night without telling her. Fear of what he might do if he reached Sara. 

	And underneath it all, a desperate possessiveness that infuriated Grant, a partner for the same fierce protectiveness that had driven him to claim her on that mountainside, right or wrong.

	"Then you should also know better than to try to talk me out of it," he muttered.

	Aurelia came closer, slow steps, each one seeming to reverberate through the bond, strengthening it like small tugs on a tightening knot. He didn't want to look at her, didn't want to see her, acknowledge the resemblance she bore to both his wife and daughter. He couldn't not look at her.

	"Talk you out of what?" She jutted her chin up and out, the cocky edge of a young princess still testing her limits. "You weren't going to stage a prison break, Lord Hayes. I know you better than that by now."

	"You think you know more than you do, Princess."

	The words came out harsher than he'd intended, but Aurelia didn't flinch. If anything, her chin tilted higher, emerald eyes flashing with that familiar defiance.

	"I know you've been avoiding me since we returned from Mount Jamala." Her voice dropped, taking on a throaty quality that sent an unwelcome jolt through him. "Are you ashamed of what we did?"

	The way she posed the question felt almost like verbal foreplay, a deliberate test designed to make him squirm, to make him remember. But he could also sense the rawness beneath it through their bond, the genuine hurt she was trying to mask with bravado.

	"I'm not ashamed," he said, then immediately regretted the admission. "But it's not something we can do again. Even if…"

	He caught himself, but too late.

	"Even if what?" Aurelia echoed, stepping closer. Her voice turned sultry, dangerous. "Even if we both know the truth?"

	The nexus bond pulsed between them, carrying the weight of unspoken desire. Grant shook his head, forcing himself to focus on something, anything, other than the way Flicker's light played across her features, highlighting her flawless skin, her full chest.

	"Aren't you a little curious?" he asked.

	Aurelia blinked, her seductive guise slipping for a moment. "Curious?"

	"About the woman in the cell." The words felt like glass in his throat. "My wife. Your mother."

	The change in Aurelia was immediate. Her shoulders stiffened, and the sultry warmth in her eyes cooled to something harder, more guarded. Through their bond, he felt the shift as desire gave way to something more complex. Fear, perhaps. Anger. Curiosity, too.

	"Sara," she said, testing the name like it might burn her tongue. "That was her name back in… your world?"

	Grant nodded, unable to trust his voice. The nexus bond carried his tangled emotions outward, all the guilt over his wife, all the confusion about his feelings for her, the sick twist in his stomach every time he thought about the three of them in the same space.

	"No!" Aurelia suddenly snapped. "I won't do this. I won't join you in whatever decision you end up making here, Lord Hayes."

	"Then why did you follow me?" He took a step of his own toward her, intending to emphasize his words and feeling the brunt of the heat between them instead. "Why are you here tonight, Aurelia?"

	She glared at him, but the expression melted away as her eyes flicked down to his lips. Did she have to do this now? How would this night have played out had she caught him in his chamber, or the hall outside it? Why were those questions so insidious and compelling, hooking into him somewhere lower than his heart, lower than his gut?

	"Don't be an idiot," she whispered.

	Aurelia turned sharply, her auburn hair whipping around her shoulders as she spun away from him. The movement sent Flicker bobbing erratically, its light casting wild shadows across the corridor walls.

	"Fine," she hissed, her voice pitched low but trembling with suppressed fury. "Have your reunion. See if I care."

	Her footsteps echoed against the polished wood as she stalked back toward the spiral staircase, each step deliberate and angry. Grant felt the storm of emotions radiating from her. Hurt, jealousy, and underneath it all, a bone-deep fear that he couldn't quite understand.

	He watched her retreating form until Flicker's glow disappeared around the curve of the stairs, leaving him alone in the corridor's dim blue luminescence. The silence that followed felt oppressive, heavy with unspoken accusations and the weight of choices he wasn't sure he was ready to make.

	Grant hissed through his teeth, frustration and self-loathing coiling in his chest like mating serpents. He turned back to the ward, its starlight radiance pulsing with maddening consistency. The magical barrier seemed to mock him, beautiful and impassable, protecting everyone from the consequences of his terrible decisions.

	His fingers traced the air again, feeling the ward's structure through his enhanced senses. He remembered the method of controlled Arcane Conversion, the careful unraveling technique Mara had taught him. Thread by thread, layer by layer, until the barrier simply ceased to exist. It would take time, concentration, but it was possible.

	But as his power reached toward the ward's edge, something resisted. The magical weaving felt different than he'd expected. It was stiff and stubborn, as though Mara had anticipated exactly this approach. The threads of Harmony magic were wound tighter than normal, reinforced with additional layers that would make slow absorption nearly impossible.

	He pulled back, his hand dropping to his side. Of course she'd expected this. Mara knew his abilities better than anyone, had trained him herself. She would have warded Sara's cell with specific defenses against his Arcane Conversion.

	But he could still break it. Not through his own power alone. No, that would require more energy than he possessed, and the magical backlash would alert half the palace. But with more Sylvan energy... or the power of the Blight...

	The thought sent a chill through him that resonated with a lingering mark. He could feel it even now, the dark hunger that had grown stronger since Mount Jamala. The Blight he'd channeled through himself had left traces, whispers of corruption that promised easy power, simple solutions to complex problems.

	Grant shook his head violently, stepping back from the ward as though it had burned him. The weight of what he'd been contemplating crashed over him like a rogue wave. This wouldn't simply be seeing his wife, having a conversation, seeking answers to questions that haunted his dreams.

	If he went down this route, if he absorbed enough energy to break Mara's ward, whether from Sylvan sources or something darker, he wouldn't be able to hide what he'd done. The magical signature would be unmistakable. Every Elder in the Grove would know within hours.

	He would become a fugitive. Not just from the Council, but from Mara, from Aurelia, from everyone who had offered him sanctuary and protection. And once he'd freed Sara, what then? Two outlanders on the run, hunted by the very people who had shown him kindness?

	He would be committing to leaving Eldoria at any cost. Just like Sara had tried to do all those years ago, when she'd made her own terrible bargains with insidious power.

	The parallel struck too close to home, figuratively and literally. How many times had Sara stood at a similar crossroads, weighing her love for those she'd left behind against the price of the choices before her? How many times had she told herself that the ends justified the means, that any sacrifice was worth making if it meant getting back to his daughter Lia, back on Earth?

	Grant's legs felt suddenly weak. He leaned against the cool wood of the corridor wall, Theron's sword heavy at his side. The echoes of another man's memories whispered at the edges of his consciousness, memories of this same corridor, of desperate nights and impossible choices.

	He closed his eyes, feeling the weight of Sara's imprisonment pressing down on him like a physical thing. She was so close, just beyond that glowing barrier. His wife, stripped of her demonic corruption but still carrying the burden of everything she'd done. Every question he'd never been able to ask, every explanation he'd never received, every moment of closure that had been stolen from him when she'd simply vanished from their life.

	But the cost...

	He pushed himself away from the wall, his decision crystallizing with painful clarity. Not tonight. Not like this. Whatever answers Sara held, whatever closure awaited them both, it wouldn't come at the price of becoming the very thing the Grove feared he might become.

	He took one last look at the ward, its starlight radiance as beautiful and impassable as ever, then turned and walked back toward the spiral staircase. Each step felt like a small betrayal, but also like a choice. Possibly the first truly right choice he'd made in weeks.

	 

	 

	Chapter 3

	Grant's return walk to his chamber was unremarkable, with no need to dim Sylvan, no need to hide. He arrived back and was in the process of taking off his boots and preparing to retire for the night when a soft knock came at his door.

	A hooded figure stood on the other side of it, but he didn't need to see their face when the bond already shouted their identity. Queen Mara Veridian slowly pulled back the cloak to reveal her soft and beautiful features, beauty preserved by the strength of her Harmony magic. She was old enough to be Grant's mother, old enough to be Aurelia's grandmother, but presented as a well aged forty-year-old.

	"Don't," Grant said.

	"Don't what?"

	The bond didn't just reveal her identity. All at once, it flooded him with her concern, her worry, the sharp edge of her irritation. She knew. Or at least suspected what he'd done that night, simply from reading his mood through their connection.

	Grant stepped back, letting her into his chamber despite knowing exactly what was coming. A lecture. Judgment. Maybe worse. The door whispered shut behind her as he crossed to the small table by the balcony where he kept a carafe of wine.

	"You went to see her," said Mara.

	Statement. Not a question.

	He poured two glasses, the dark liquid reflecting the moonlight and Sylvan glows filtering through the branches outside. "Tried to see her. You already know how it turned out, given your ward remains unmolested."

	The night bathed Mara in ethereal silver, catching the verdant undertones in her ash-blonde hair, hazel eyes gleaming like polished jade. She looked regal, untouchable, but he'd learned by now how far that was from the truth. The bond hummed with her vulnerability, pulling at Grant like gravity in flux.

	Guilt simmered in his gut, mingled with that forbidden spark. She wasn't just a queen to him, nor was she just a reflection of his mother in another world. She was a woman. Their romance had been one of desperate rituals and stolen kisses, fueled by the nexus bond's volatile fire. A passion he'd justified as necessity, only to wake drowning in regret over her resemblance to the woman who'd raised him, the taboo of it all. 

	He'd been avoiding her too, like Aurelia, though the act of avoiding a busy queen was more the path of least resistance. Since Mount Jamala, they'd forged an uneasy truce of hearts, desire banked but not quite extinguished, all of it complicated by Sara's return.

	Mara stepped closer as he brought over the wine glasses. She wore a simple nightgown under her cloak, the fabric whispering in the silent chamber as it shifted. Wariness etched her features, but excitement flickered in her eyes, a dangerous thrill that told him that she was just as aware of how little time they'd spent alone in recent days as he was.

	"You tested it, however." Her voice carried accusation, softened by reluctant admiration. "My ward."

	Grant's pulse quickened. "Had to see if I could handle it."

	She took the wine, fingers brushing his, heat racing up his arm even just from the smallest contact. Grant watched her take a small sip while he took a much larger one of his own. Drinking had unfortunately become something of a crutch, between unwanted dreams and unpalatable reality.

	"Aurelia was there too," said Mara, her voice carrying the subtle weight of her displeasure. "I sensed it clearly through the bond. Her emotions were... tumultuous."

	Grant chuckled, the sound bitter in the quiet chamber. "If you think I roped her into it, then the two of you must clearly only barely be back on speaking terms. But what does it even matter? I didn't see Sara, in the end..."

	"Lord Hayes…" Mara came closer, somehow stern and concerned at once. "Grant."

	He took a deeper sip of wine, still not enough to wash away whatever was catching in his throat. "I didn't see her. I stopped at the door."

	The words hit him like a physical blow, accompanied by a flash of pain that seemed to come from somewhere outside himself. For a disorienting moment, he felt as though he'd lived this exact conversation before, standing in moonlight with Mara, discussing a woman locked away, the weight of impossible choices pressing down like a stone.

	Theron's memories.

	The realization sent another jolt through him. Had the prince stood here once, in this very chamber or one like it, wrestling with similar demons? The echo felt so vivid, so immediate, that Grant had to grip the table's edge to steady himself.

	"Grant?" Mara's voice carried genuine concern now, her irritation forgotten as she watched his face.

	He blinked, forcing himself back to the present. The nexus bond thrummed between them, carrying his confusion and pain directly into her consciousness. There was no hiding from her when the connection ran this deep.

	"Why did you come here tonight, Mara?" he asked, voice weighty but clear.

	Mara set her wine glass on the table with deliberate care, the soft clink still unnaturally loud in the chamber's silence. When she looked up, her eyes held the weight of unspoken truths.

	"My seemingly valid concerns were what summoned me from my bed," she said, her formal cadence softening around the edges. "Concerns for you, but especially for my granddaughter."

	The nexus bond carried the depth of her worry, layers upon layers of it. Fear for what Grant might do, yes, but also something sharper. Maternal protectiveness, fierce and primal, directed at Aurelia.

	"She is impulsive and stubborn," said Mara, stepping closer until the scent of her reached him, sweet like pollen. "And I know that the two of you have been... making mistakes at times. Together."

	Heat flared between them, sudden and dangerous. Grant set his own glass down with less grace than Mara had managed, the glass ringing like a bell against wood. The space between them felt charged, electric with possibility and peril.

	"So you suspected you'd find Aurelia in my chamber tonight?" His voice dropped lower, rougher. "Or had you hoped it would be just me?"

	The question hung in the air like a challenge. Through their bond, he felt her immediate reaction, a spike of desire quickly smothered by queenly composure, followed by something that might have been guilt. Her outward expression remained stern, controlled, but her emotions roiled beneath the surface like a storm-tossed sea.

	Mara's chin lifted with regal authority, though her voice carried the slightest tremor. "I am allowed to pay attention, as a grandmother. And as a queen."

	Grant stepped closer, close enough to see the way her pulse fluttered at the base of her throat, close enough to catch the subtle intake of breath when he moved. The bond thrummed between them, carrying heat and desire and the terrible knowledge of what they'd already shared.

	"What about as a woman?" he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

	"Lord Hayes," Mara breathed, the formal title escaping her lips like a prayer.

	Grant closed the final distance between them, his hand reaching up to cup her face as he leaned in. The moment their lips touched, the world around them dissolved.

	It was like stepping into another reality, as immersive and complete as the tiny shadow prism Sara had encased him in on Mount Jamala. Nothing existed beyond the warmth of Mara's mouth against his, the soft sigh that escaped her as their kiss deepened. The chamber, the palace, the weight of duty and consequence. All of it vanished into irrelevance.

	Grant's hand slid along her side, tracing the curve of her waist through the thin fabric of her nightgown. The material was silk-soft beneath his palm, but it was the warmth of her skin underneath that made him all hot and bothered. Mara's fingers found his chest, pressing against the linen of his shirt, her touch both tentative and hungry.

	Their touches meandered, grew bolder. His other hand tangled in her hair, marveling at its softness as he tilted her head back to deepen their kiss. Her hands roamed across his shoulders, down his arms, mapping the contours of muscle and bone with a reverence that made his breath catch.

	When Mara broke the kiss to trail her lips along his jaw, her breath hot against his skin, she let out a breathy moan that vibrated against his neck. The sound sent fire racing through his veins, and Grant's grip on her waist tightened, pulling her closer until no space remained between them.

	"Grant," she whispered against his throat, his name a confession, a surrender, a demand.

	And it unleashed something primal in both of them, as though he'd touched a part of her that triggered a passionate reaction like a mouse trap snapping closed. Mara came alive against him, her body pressing into his with heat and urgency, her hands clutching at his shirt with a hunger that matched his own.

	Grant kissed her again, deeper this time, his mouth claiming hers with an intensity that bordered on desperation. The nexus bond amplified everything, from her quickening pulse, to the soft catch of her breath, to the way her body melded into his. Through their connection, he felt her barriers crumbling, felt the careful composure she maintained as queen dissolving into raw, unfiltered need.

	His hands moved with deliberate purpose now, one sliding down to trace the curve of her thigh through the thin silk of her nightgown. The fabric was almost nonexistent, a whisper between his palm and her skin. Mara arched into his touch, a soft gasp escaping her as his fingers traveled upward with maddening slowness.

	When his other hand cupped her breast, feeling its weight through the silk, feeling the way her nipple hardened beneath his palm, Mara's composure shattered completely. She pressed herself against him with abandon, her own hands roaming his body with newfound boldness, mapping the planes of his chest, the strength in his arms.

	The emotional pressure that had been building between them for weeks found its release in this explosion of touch and sensation. Every argument, every moment of forced distance, every spike of jealousy and longing that had passed between them through their bond, it all poured out in desperate kisses and wandering hands.

	"Why?" Mara whispered against his mouth, her voice breathless and raw. "Why do we keep falling into this hole?"

	The bond carried her words directly into his consciousness, along with the weight of what she truly meant. She still looked at his face, stared into his eyes, and saw Theron, her son. And why wouldn't she? Grant kissed her again, feeling such a strange rush of desire and wrongness.

	Their shared self-destruction felt like strength in that moment, recklessness compounding and reverberating into blissful chaos. Grant's hand tightened on her thigh as he kissed her with building intensity, and Mara responded with equal fervor, her fingers tangling in his hair, pulling him closer as though she could merge their very souls through touch alone.

	Grant groaned her name into the curve of her neck, the sound raw and broken. "Mara."

	Her fingers fumbled at his trousers, unlacing with trembling urgency. Heat surged through him, cock hardening against the fabric, but doubt clawed in alongside arousal. What the hell was he doing? How far would this spiral before everything shattered? The nexus bond pulsed with her desire, mirroring his, making resistance feel like drowning.

	Mara arched against him with a soft moan. "Oh. Lord Hayes, what… what are you…?"

	He spun her then, gentle in his grip on her shoulders but firm enough to guide her back against his chest. The nightgown bunched under his hands as he pressed forward, grinding his freed length along the cleft of her ass. Silk whispered against skin, warm and inviting.

	One hand slid down, bunching the fabric higher, exposing the smooth plane of her thigh. His fingers found her crotch, rubbing slow circles over damp heat. She gasped, body trembling as he worked her, one finger grazing the one spot he knew would drive her wild. Lust swept him under, feverish need scorching every thought. He wanted inside her, wanted to claim what the bond screamed was his.

	But he had to stop. This taboo fire would consume them all. He could already feel Aurelia's pain echoing, distant but present through their bond, a warning stab. But Mara's wetness coated his fingers, her hips rocking back into his rhythm, and stopping felt impossible, like severing his own limb.

	She pushed against his hand, breath unsteady. The chamber spun with their shared frenzy, moonlight catching sweat on her skin. Grant nipped her earlobe, grinding harder, rubbing faster, lost in the blaze. He knew the cliff approached. Didn't care. Not yet.

	A sharp knock came at the door… and that was that. Mara pulled away with a level of speed and composure that made him wonder just how swept up she'd really been, if her hesitation was real or affected.

	"Lord Hayes?" The voice of Lycanthia, Mara and Aurelia's faithful palace servant, reached Grant's ears like the buzz of an annoying fly. "Queen Mara is not in her chamber. I was told by one of the guards that she may have been walking in the direction of your room."

	Grant glanced at Mara, giving her a chance to weigh in. She gave a tiny shake of the head. Too risky to be caught here even if they were still mostly clothed.

	"Haven't seen her," he called.

	Lycanthia made a noise of displeasure and stomped off. Grant turned back toward Mara, but it was too late to pick up from where they'd left off. Wordlessly, she turned and left his chamber, pausing in the doorway to cast one last inscrutable glance his way.

	 

	 


Chapter 4

	Grant drifted into uneasy sleep, wine heavy in his veins and Mara's scent still clinging to his skin. But rest brought no peace.

	The chamber looked the same, yet different. Moonlight streamed through familiar windows, but the furniture sat arranged wrong, older somehow. A younger man stood where Grant had been, dark hair catching silver light, broad shoulders tense with barely contained fury.

	Theron.

	The prince paced before the table, a wine bottle clutched in his white-knuckled grip. Mara stood near the door, her face decades younger but bearing the same expression of weary concern Grant knew so well.

	"Don't," said Theron.

	"I must." Mara's voice carried the authority of a queen, but underneath lurked a mother's desperate pleading. "You cannot marry her, Theron. Seraphina is... wrong. Dangerous. The Council will never accept—"

	"The Council?" Theron's laugh held no humor, only bitter edges that cut the air. "When has the Council ever understood anything beyond their precious traditions? She's not some demon, Mother. She's a woman, lost and alone, just like I was before I found purpose."

	Grant heard more than saw, trapped in Theron's memory, not quite aware, yet seeing the moment like an impressionist painting. The scene felt achingly familiar, the same chamber, the same moonlight, the same impossible weight of choosing between duty and desire.

	"She speaks of things that make no sense," said Mara, stepping closer. "Other worlds, other lives. Of how she can use the corruption… Bend it to her will as though it were her servant."

	"Enough!" Theron's roar shattered the night's stillness.

	He hurled the wine bottle against the wall with explosive force. Glass erupted in a shower of crimson and silver, fragments scattering across the polished wood floor like fallen stars. The crash echoed through the chamber, violent and final.

	The sound snapped Grant awake, thrashing in his sheets. He caught his breath quickly, groaning amidst sweat-soaked linens, but no sooner than he'd begun to calm down did he blink into the darkness and realize something really was moving in his chamber.

	His table had been knocked over in the chaos that had woken him up, sending his wine carafe crashing to the floor. Shards of glass scattered across the polished wood like crystalline teeth, catching moonlight and reflecting it back in jagged fragments. The wine pooled dark as blood between the broken pieces, but it only held his attention for a passing moment.

	An Abyssal Corvidian strode deeper into its chamber from the balcony, its massive wings folded against a body that was a grotesque mockery of the proud Phoenix Corvidians he'd met at Mount Jamala. 

	Where Zydra's people had been beautiful in their avian grace, this creature was a nightmare given feathers. Its plumage hung in molting patches, revealing diseased skin beneath. Talons like rusted iron gripped the stone sill, and when it turned its head toward him with jerky, unnatural movements, red eyes blazed in the darkness like cursed rubies.

	The thing's beak opened, releasing a sound somewhere between a crow's caw and a dying man's wheeze. Intelligence gleamed in those crimson orbs, but not the feral hunger of a ghoul. Purpose. Recognition.

	He flung himself out of bed, diving for Theron's sword. The Abyssal Corvidian was faster, launching to intercept him and knocking him sideways across the floor before he could get his fingers around his weapon's hilt.

	Grant hit the floor hard, sharp glass fragments biting into his bare shoulder as he rolled. The Abyssal Corvidian landed with a wet thud, its diseased talons scrabbling for purchase on the polished wood. Wine soaked through his sleep clothes, mixing with blood from shallow cuts.

	He'd absorbed a bit of Sylvan energy hours ago, but it had faded during sleep, leaving him with only mortal strength and reflexes. The creature lunged again, its massive wings beating frantically in the confined space, molting feathers drifting like ash.

	He rolled sideways, avoiding snapping jaws that reeked of carrion. His hand closed around a shard of the broken carafe, edges razor-sharp and slick with wine. The monster's weight crashed down where his head had been, talons gouging deep furrows in the wood.

	They grappled in the debris, the creature's unnatural strength forcing him onto his back. Its beak snapped inches from his face, rotten breath hot against his skin. Diseased feathers molted onto his chest as he fought to keep those rusted talons from his throat.

	He bucked upward, using momentum to flip their positions. For a moment, he was on top, the shard raised high, ready to strike. The Abyssal Corvidian's red eyes fixed on his, and its beak opened with that horrible wheeze.

	"Grant..." The voice was wrong, distorted by the creature's twisted anatomy, but carrying unmistakable intention and tone. Desperation. "Help me."

	The words hit him like ice water to the face. Not the creature's voice… Sara's voice, filtered through this nightmare messenger. His wife, reaching out through whatever dark magic bound this thing to her will.

	A snarl tore from his throat, primal and furious. Whatever game she was playing, whatever manipulation this represented, he wouldn't fall for it. Not here. Not now.

	He drove the glass shard down with savage force, piercing the soft flesh beneath the creature's beak. Dark blood sprayed across his face as the Abyssal Corvidian convulsed, its wings beating frantically before going still.

	He stayed crouched over the corpse, chest heaving, more unnerved by those two words than by the attack itself. The creature's red eyes had already dimmed to black, but Sara's voice still echoed in his memory, plaintive and afraid.

	Help me.

	The door to his room opened a moment later. The palace's guards were quick to secure the chamber, removing the monster's body and helping with the cleanup. Grant took a bath to get the blood off his body, and by the time he'd finished, dawn's light was already peeking through the window. 

	He didn't begrudge the passage of time, aware that he wouldn't have been able to get to sleep to begin with. Lycanthia was waiting for him outside his chamber just as he finished dressing, strapping on his sword, and making to start his day.

	"Queen Mara wishes to speak with you about the disturbance in the night," said Lycanthia. 

	"Of course she does," muttered Grant.

	Lycanthia stood with her arms crossed, her sturdy frame blocking most of the corridor as she studied Grant with those sharp brown eyes that missed nothing. She wore her usual practical woolen dress in earth tones, her thick dark hair pulled back in its customary neat braid, but there was something different about her posture this morning. More rigid than usual, if that was even possible.

	Her gaze swept over him with methodical precision, taking in his freshly washed hair, the faint marks on his neck where glass had nicked him during the fight, the way his shirt sat slightly askew despite his attempts to dress properly. She was cataloguing details like a scribe taking inventory, her freckled face set in lines of barely concealed suspicion.

	"You look unrested, Lord Hayes," she said, her tone carefully neutral but carrying an undercurrent of something sharper. "The guards mentioned seeing movement in the corridors. Even before the attack."

	Grant met her stare evenly, though he could feel heat creeping up his neck. "It was a restless night. I wandered."

	Lycanthia had always been protective of both Mara and Aurelia, but lately her watchfulness had taken on an almost predatory quality. He had hoped that after the incident where Favalina had manipulated her into leading him into a trap he might have earned some empathy on his behalf, but such was life.

	"The Queen is waiting in her private study," Lycanthia continued, her eyes never leaving his face. "She seemed... particularly concerned about checking in with you this morning."

	The way she emphasized the words made it clear she'd noticed Mara's absence from her chambers the night before, and perhaps had a few theories about where the queen might have been. Grant ran a hand through his hair, considering the situation, how to play the new card he'd been dealt.

	"Tell her I will meet with her at noon," he said. "Her and the Council of Elders."

	Lycanthia blinked at him, her earlier suspicion shifting into affront. "You… wish for me to attempt to call a meeting of the Grove's leadership on your behalf, Lord Hayes? Are you aware of how outrageous this would be?"

	"I wish for nothing more than for you to deliver the words I just spoke to Queen Mara's ear."

	He brushed by her, too tired to be annoyed, too tired for banter. He knew Aurelia would come looking for him soon. Through their bond, he could feel her curiosity building like pressure behind a dam, tinged with the hurt he'd inflicted by walking away from her questions. The inquisitive pull grew stronger with each step he took through the palace, but for once, he wasn't sure he wanted to be found.

	He meandered his way outside. The morning air carried the crisp scent of dew and blooming wildflowers as he began wandering through the winding streets of Arboreal Concordat. 

	Sunlight filtered through the canopy above, casting dappled shadows across the living architecture that still amazed him after all these weeks. Buildings grew from the earth itself, their walls breathing with the rhythm of ancient trees, balconies draped in flowering vines that seemed to pulse with their own gentle magic.

	He should have felt like an intruder here, a foreign element in this place of harmony and natural wonder. Instead, he felt oddly at home. The realization disturbed him, too confronting and revealing to sit still with.

	Grant moved through the marketplace where vendors were opening their stalls for the day. Sylvan Humans bustled around him, their pale skin and fair hair catching the morning light as they arranged displays of crystalline fruits and woven goods that seemed to shimmer with inner light. They were almost universally shorter than him, more delicate in build, but their movements held a grace he envied.

	A woman carrying a basket of luminescent flowers smiled at him as she passed, nodding with the casual familiarity of someone who'd seen him around town. A merchant adjusting the awning over his stall of carved wooden trinkets called out a cheerful greeting. Children chased small, glowing sprites between the stalls while their parents conducted business with the easy rhythm of a community at peace.

	This wasn't his world. These weren't his people. The logical part of his mind knew that, insisted on it with desperate fervor. He was Grant Hayes from Earth, father and chef, a man displaced by cosmic accident who needed to find his way home. He had a life waiting for him, a daughter who needed him, a mother who was probably drowning in grief thinking he was dead.

	But his feet knew these pathways now. His eyes automatically tracked the subtle shifts in the Luminaries' glow that indicated weather changes. When a delivery cart's wheel caught in a groove between living wood planks, he stepped forward without thinking to help the driver free it, exchanging easy pleasantries about the morning's prospects. 

	The interaction felt natural, automatic. He nodded to the man, along with the woman in the back of the cart sitting amongst the apples, holding a fair-haired baby in her arms.

	Lia.

	The thought of his daughter hit him like a physical blow, tightening his throat until breathing became difficult. Sweet, brilliant Lia with her gap-toothed grin and bubbly baby laugh. Time was still passing on Earth, albeit slowly, while he was busy playing house in a fantasy realm. 

	How much of her childhood would he end up missing if he let himself sink into this comfortable feeling, this new role he'd fallen into, bonds and swords?

	He stopped walking, one hand gripping the smooth bark of a nearby tree to steady himself. The urgency that had driven him those first desperate weeks felt dulled now, muffled by familiarity and the terrible comfort of having people who cared about him here. When had survival stopped feeling like a temporary arrangement and started feeling like... living?

	He wasn't sure. But it felt like betrayal.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 5

	Grant took the long way around, feeling no immediate urge to be back within the confines of the castle. The area along the edge of Arboreal Concordat was where the reality of the current situation in Eldoria was the most evident.

	The Phoenix Corvidian camp sprawled just beyond the city's outer ring, a collection of temporary structures that managed to look both makeshift and elegant. Canvas pavilions in deep crimson and gold stretched between tall trees that served as makeshift perches and watchtowers. Smoke from their cooking fires drifted upward in thin ribbons, carrying the scent of unfamiliar spices and roasted meat.

	What struck Grant most was how orderly everything appeared. The Corvidians moved through their camp with purpose, their iridescent feathers catching the morning light as they tended to tasks with quiet efficiency. No chaos, no desperation. Just displaced people making the best of an impossible situation.

	Zydra had shown remarkable tact in not simply forcing her host directly onto the city, much as Ambassador Hawthorne had with the Selsux army. The Phoenix Corvidians were allowed to come and go as they pleased through Arboreal Concordat's gates, but they generally maintained their distance, their own space. 

	The gesture spoke volumes about how much an alliance with the Grove would mean to her and her people, especially now with their home mountain still belching smoke and fire on the distant horizon.

	Grant paused beside a merchant's stall, pretending to examine carved wooden trinkets while he watched the camp's morning routine. A group of younger Corvidians practiced aerial maneuvers in the open space beyond the pavilions, their wingspans impressive even if most couldn't achieve true flight. Others worked at maintaining weapons or tending to the volcanic glass implements that seemed to be their specialty.

	Through it all, he looked for Zydra herself, but didn't see her. She usually stood out a bit from the rest of her people, as much in appearance as how they reacted to her, no, revered her. Her hybrid nature was evident in how she moved, as graceful as any Corvidian, treated as a prophet by her people, but scorned as a heretic by Selsux and worshipers of the Eternal Flame.

	Mara, to her credit, had welcomed the Hidden Flame, as Zydra had become known, into the palace. The two had begun meeting regularly about the still unsettled situation with Selsux and the Abyssal horde. The queen understood the value of allies, even unlikely ones. 

	Through their bond, Grant had felt echoes of those meetings, flickers of Mara's careful diplomatic maneuvering, her genuine regrets over how the mountainside battle had unfolded, and underneath it all, a shared understanding of what it meant to carry the weight of protecting one's people.

	The alliance was fragile, built on mutual necessity rather than deep trust, but it was holding. For now.

	Grant's attention was drawn to a commotion near the camp's edge. Several Corvidians had gathered around what looked like a makeshift shrine, their voices raised in harmonious song that seemed to make the very air shimmer. The melody was haunting, otherworldly, speaking of loss and hope in equal measure.

	A memorial service, he realized. For their fallen, for their lost home, for everything the eruption had taken from them. He listened for a time, letting the pain and beauty wash over him. Once it would have seemed like a contrast of clashing emotions. Now, he wondered if there was any real way to define where one ended and one began, presence and absence bleeding together on a spectrum of the heart.

	Grant let time get away from him without realizing it, stopping to buy fresh bread, and a bit of honey and butter to put on it. When he finally made his way back toward the palace, it was approaching noon, closer than he would have liked.

	Grant entered the Evergreen Palace through the main entrance, nodding to the guards who had become familiar faces over the past weeks. Their expressions remained professional, but he caught the subtle tension in their postures, the way their eyes lingered a fraction too long on his face. Word of the night's attack had spread quickly through the palace corridors, as it always did.

	He'd hoped to arrive early enough to catch Mara heading to her audience chamber, to prime her for what he was planning to propose. But the morning's wandering had cost him time, and as he climbed the spiral staircase toward the upper levels, he could hear the murmur of voices already echoing from the council chambers above.

	The guard stationed outside the ornate doors held up a hand as Grant approached. "Lord Hayes. The Queen and Council are already in session."

	"I'm expected," he said, though he wasn't entirely certain that was true.

	The guard's expression remained neutral, but Grant caught the slight hesitation before the man stepped aside to announce his arrival. Through the bond, he felt a flicker of something from Mara. Surprise, perhaps, or anticipation tinged with wariness.

	"Lord Grant Hayes of Earth," announced the guard, his voice carrying through the chamber's living wood doors.

	A pause. Muted conversation. Then Mara's voice, regal and measured. 

	"Send him in."

	The doors opened with their characteristic whisper of settling wood, revealing the council chamber bathed in afternoon light filtering through the crystal windows set into the ancient tree's bark. Queen Mara Veridian sat at the head of the crescent-shaped table, her blonde hair catching the light, her expression carefully composed despite the complex emotions Grant could feel thrumming through their connection.

	She commanded the chamber with the effortless authority of someone born to rule, her pale beauty enhanced by the soft light filtering through the windows. She wore robes of deep forest green that complemented her hazel eyes, and her hair was arranged in an intricate style that spoke of careful preparation despite the early hour. Every inch the regal queen, composed and untouchable.

	Grant's chest tightened as he looked at her. This was the same woman who had trembled in his arms just hours ago, breath hot against his throat, whose fingers had fumbled desperately at his clothes with unfulfilled needs that matched his own. The woman whose body he was beginning to know intimately, whose voice had whispered his name like a lurid prayer in the darkness.

	But sitting there in the formal confines of the council chamber, surrounded by the Grove Elders and bathed in the authority of her position, she might as well have been a stranger. The careful distance in her expression, the way she held herself with perfect queenly composure, it was all so ordered and controlled that made him question how volatile the passion between them really was.

	The resemblance to his mother struck him anew, that same delicate bone structure, the same intelligent eyes that seemed to see through pretense to the truth beneath. But Mara was also unmistakably Theron's mother, the woman who had raised the son whose memories now leaked into Grant's dreams. The woman whose maternal love had twisted into something dangerous and forbidden through the cruel alchemy of their nexus bond.

	Even the briefest contact of their eyes across the chamber sent heat spiraling through him, a reminder of how her skin had felt beneath his hands, how she had pressed against him with desperate hunger. The bond hummed between them, carrying echoes of that intimacy despite her perfectly controlled exterior. 

	It was all so twisted and complicated, but that dark and confusing depth fed into his desire for her, made him want her as badly in that moment as he had the previous night.

	He swept his gaze across the assembled council, taking in the familiar faces and noting the conspicuous absence. Princess Aurelia sat at Mara's right hand, eyes flashing with barely contained emotion as they locked onto his. 

	Her auburn hair caught the filtered sunlight, and he could feel the storm of feelings radiating through their bond. Hurt, curiosity, and that dangerous edge of possessiveness that had been growing stronger since Mount Jamala.

	To Mara's left sat Zydra, the Hidden Flame herself, her hybrid features striking in the chamber's natural light. Her dark feathers held hints of fire-red at the tips, and her keen black eyes studied him with the calculating intelligence he'd come to expect from the Phoenix Corvidian prophetess. 

	The Council of Elders filled the remaining seats upon the dais, their weathered faces bearing the weight of ancient wisdom and recent suspicion. But one seat sat conspicuously empty, its absence as pronounced as a missing tooth. Favalina was gone, but her influence lingered like a bad perfume.

	In her place, occupying what had traditionally been the next most prominent seat after the Veridian line, sat Elder Batarine. Grant had encountered her only briefly before, but her reputation preceded her. She was Favalina's devoted protégé, a woman who had absorbed her mentor's zealotry and somehow made it even more intense.

	Batarine was perhaps the youngest member of the council, no more than thirty, with the kind of severe beauty that came from absolute conviction. Her head was completely shaved, the pale scalp gleaming in the afternoon light, drawing attention to the elegant lines of her skull and the sharp intelligence in her striking blue eyes.

	Those eyes fixed on Grant with undisguised hostility, her emotions so intense they seemed to radiate outward like heat from a forge. Where Favalina had been calculating in her opposition, Batarine was pure fire, her anger and righteousness burning so bright it was almost painful to witness. Her full lips were pressed into a thin line of disapproval, and even seated, she seemed to vibrate with barely contained energy.

	Grant had hoped Favalina's betrayal and imprisonment might have softened the council's stance toward him, but looking at Batarine's expression, he realized he'd been naive. If anything, the younger woman's fury was more dangerous than her mentor's cold manipulation. Batarine didn't just oppose him. She hated him with the kind of personal intensity that made rational discourse nearly impossible.

	The silence stretched, heavy with unspoken tensions and the weight of recent events. Grant felt the nagging tug of the nexus bonds, Mara's carefully controlled emotions and Aurelia's more volatile feelings creating a complex web of sensation that threatened to overwhelm his concentration.

	"Lord Hayes," said Mara, her voice carrying the formal authority of her position despite the kisses they'd shared mere hours ago. "We understand you requested this audience."

	"I did," he said, simply. 

	Best to slow play the moment, let Mara lead a bit. She might not know what he intended or completely trust his political instincts, but she'd give him room to speak, frame the audience in a way that might just allow him to be heard.

	"Does it relate to the disturbance in your room this previous night?" asked Mara. "My guards tell me that they found you standing over the corpse of an Abyssal Corvidian."

	Grant caught the surprise that flickered across Aurelia's features, her eyes briefly widening before she caught herself and schooled her expression back to careful neutrality. Through their bond, he felt the spike of her curiosity, tinged with something that might have been hurt. She hadn't known about the attack. 

	Had she been aware earlier, he suspected he would have woken to find her checking on him first thing in the morning, if not immediately after the incident itself. Aurelia's concern for him ran deep, amplified by their nexus connection, and she would have come to him regardless of protocol or propriety.

	His gaze shifted to Mara, studying the careful composure of her expression. She had known, of course. The palace guards reported directly to her, and news of an Abyssal breach would have reached her ears within minutes. Yet she had chosen not to inform Aurelia, at least not immediately.

	Grant wondered about her reasons for withholding that revelation from her granddaughter. Was it simple protective instinct, shielding Aurelia from unnecessary worry? Or something more calculated, a desire to manage the princess's emotions and access to him? 

	Was she protecting Aurelia, her concern already primed from the knowledge that they'd been down at the door of the dungeon together? Or was she protecting herself, her own emotions, echoing her granddaughter's possessiveness toward the man they were both soul bound to?

	The bond carried whispers of Mara's thoughts, but her mental shields were too well-practiced for him to read clearly. Still, he caught traces of her concern, her careful political maneuvering, and underneath it all, a flicker of something that ran a little hotter.

	"Lord Hayes?" prompted Mara.

	He shook his head, trying to focus. It was more than just the bonds. The moment felt familiar, a creeping sense of deja vu, of having been in the chamber before, making a similar appeal. Theron's memories…

	"This is… about the prisoner," he said. "We can't leave her locked up. Sara… Seraphina, I mean."

	Seraphina.

	The name hung in the air like a curse, and Grant felt the chamber's atmosphere shift instantly. Through the bonds, waves of emotion crashed over him. Mara's carefully controlled dread, Aurelia's spike of pain and anger. His focus, already strained, felt like it was being pulled further taut.

	But it was the flash of memory that nearly staggered him. Suddenly he was Theron, standing in this very chamber decades ago, facing the same crescent of disapproving faces. The prince's voice echoed in his mind, passionate and desperate.

	"You need to listen to her! She's so much more than what you think. She's confused, lost, but she has power that could help us. These abilities she possesses, if we could just help her learn to control them, maybe even find a way to send her home…"

	Mara's voice cut through the memory, stern and sharp. "She fills your head with impossible dreams, my son. The woman is dangerous, has been since her arrival. You need to step back from this obsession."

	"I love her!" snapped Theron. "I trust her with my life, Mother. Can't you understand that?"

	"Your judgment is clearly clouded,"  said Mara, composure cracking, anger bleeding through.  "This madness ends now."

	Grant blinked, the memory fragmenting like broken glass. He was himself again, standing before the council while Batarine's eyes burned with righteous hatred. The parallel struck him like a physical blow, history echoing through time, the same arguments, the same fears, the same impossible choices.

	"Lord Hayes?" Mara's voice carried sharp concern now, both through the bond and in her tone. "I'm sorry, but the council and I are still discussing how to handle the situation with Seraphina. The Demon Queen. You need to be patient for now."

	He realized he'd been standing silent for long moments, lost in Theron's echo. "My… judgment isn't clouded. You don't understand! We can't simply keep her confined in the dungeon!"

	Batarine leaned forward, her shaved head gleaming. "Such concern for an enemy of the Grove is… conspicuous. Especially when paired with your supposed resemblance of our long lost prince. Do you not find it suspicious how perfectly you follow in his footsteps?"

	"That is enough, Elder Batarine." Mara's voice was sharp, perhaps more than it needed to be. 

	She wasn't speaking simply from her own authority or her own emotions. Grant knew what he was broadcasting through the bond, how it would land and unsettle both Mara and Aurelia.

	"In fact," continued Batarine. "We were in the process of discussing how the prisoner's execution would be held as recently as last night. It would be utterly foolish and irresponsible of us, as stewards of the Grove, to allow such a threat to continue to exist, even denatured as she appears to be."

	"That's not happening." Grant felt his voice on two levels, sounding like him, sounding like Theron. "I won't allow it!"

	Batarine's laugh was sharp as a blade, cutting through the chamber's tense atmosphere. The sound held no warmth, only the crystalline precision of someone who believed utterly in their own righteousness.

	"Guards," she called without taking her eyes off Grant. "Remove Lord Hayes from this chamber if he cannot control his tongue."

	Two palace guards stepped forward, their movements hesitant but obedient. Grant recognized them both, women who had nodded respectfully to him in the corridors, who might have fought alongside him against the Abyssal hordes. Now they approached with obvious reluctance, duty warring with personal sentiment on their weathered faces.

	The third guard, stationed by the door, stayed where he was. His hand rested on his sword hilt, but whether through restraint or hesitation, he refused to move. Grant could see the conflict written across his features, the impossible position Batarine had placed him in.

	Pain lanced through Grant's skull like a hot knife, sudden and vicious. The chamber tilted around him as another flash of memory crashed over his consciousness.

	Theron storming from this very room, his boots thundering against the polished wood, fury radiating from every line of his body. The prince's hand slamming against the chamber doors with enough force to make the ancient wood shudder. The sharp crack of the impact echoing through the halls like a gunshot.

	Grant's hands flew to his temples as the memory fragmented, reality bleeding back in disorienting waves. The pain was getting worse, Theron's echoes becoming more frequent, more vivid. Each flash felt like having his skull cracked open and someone else's life poured inside.

	Too much. Far too much.

	Every Sylvan Luminary in the chamber suddenly lurched toward him.

	The glowing sprites that had been drifting peacefully around the crystal windows, providing gentle illumination for the council's deliberations, abandoned their posts with alarming speed. They streamed through the air like shooting stars, drawn by the unconscious pull of his Arcane Conversion.

	The chamber filled with rushing light as dozens of Luminaries swirled around Grant in a brilliant vortex. The combined radiance was blinding, turning the afternoon sunlight pale by comparison. The ancient wood walls threw back a range of shadows as the sprites orbited his hunched form, their movements growing more frantic with each passing second.

	Through the maelstrom of light and his own splitting headache, Grant heard Aurelia gasp. Felt Mara's spike of alarm through their bond. Even Zydra shifted in her seat, her dark eyes reflecting the swirling luminescence with predatory intensity.

	The power rush was immediate and overwhelming. Each Luminary that joined the vortex fed more energy into his system, raw magical force that made his bones sing and his vision sharpen to supernatural clarity. 

	It was uncontrolled, accidental, and somehow, exactly what he wanted and needed in the moment. He was not a child. He wasn't here, pleading with a Council grudgingly placating the young prince with feckless words and minor allowances. He was… he was…

	Who was he?

	"Aurelia!" Mara's voice was as much plea as it was command. Grant felt the princess begin pulling at the Sylvan, attempting to end the display if not disarm him of the power.

	Grant's hand moved toward his sword with instinctive purpose, fingers seeking the familiar weight of Theron's blade. The Sylvan's power sang through his veins, making every movement feel charged with deadly potential. He wasn't sure what he intended, if to threaten or defend, or simply to have steel in his grip when everything inevitably went wrong.

	Aurelia was beside him in a heartbeat, her small hand settling firmly over his on the sword's hilt. Through their nexus bond, he felt her conflict, the concern, the panic, the determination. Her eyes locked onto his, fierce and protective, as though she could anchor him to himself through sheer force of will.

	"Grant," she whispered, her voice cutting through the chaos of swirling light and his own fractured thoughts. "Don't."

	Her touch burned against his knuckles, warm and real and immediate. For a moment, the wild dance of the Sylvan slowed, their brilliant radiance steadying as Grant hesitated. Aurelia's presence grounded him, reminded him who he was beneath the power and the pain and Theron's bleeding memories.

	The moment stretched, suspended between violence and restraint.

	Then something hard struck the base of his skull with professional precision. Grant's vision exploded into stars as he crumpled forward, consciousness fleeing like smoke. The last thing he registered was Aurelia's cry of outrage and the sudden scatter of Luminaries as his grip on their energy vanished.

	Darkness claimed him before he hit the polished wood floor.

	 

	 


Chapter 6

	Grant knew where he was as he slowly came back to reality, the pain in his head, the ringing in his ears. The dungeon of the Evergreen Palace had the scent and ambience of a root cellar, cool and earthy and dark.

	Well, that's one way to get past the ward, he thought.

	He sat up slowly, his head pounding with the rhythm of a blacksmith's hammer against an anvil. The throbbing intensified as he moved, and he had to pause, eyes closed, until the worst of the dizziness passed.

	His hand went instinctively to his hip, finding only empty air where Theron's sword should have rested. Strange how naked that left him feeling, how quickly he'd grown used to always having it on.

	He wondered grimly if the weapon had brought him more bad luck than good, but then again, only a poor craftsman blamed his tools. Especially when he'd landed in jail for attempting to brandish said tool during a tense situation.

	The cell was exactly what he'd expected from a dungeon. A narrow cot with a thin straw mattress, a ceramic pot in the corner that he didn't want to think too hard about, and iron bars separating him from the corridor beyond. The walls were smooth living wood, grown rather than built, their surfaces gleaming with a faint natural luminescence that provided just enough light to see by.

	No Sylvan Luminaries danced in the shadows here. No temptation, no possibility of drawing power for an escape attempt. Just bare wood and iron and the weight of stone overhead.

	Grant pushed himself to his feet, testing his balance against the lingering vertigo. His legs held, though his head continued its steady throb. The guard who'd struck him had known her business, delivering just enough force to drop him without permanent damage. Hopefully. Professional work.

	He moved to the bars, gripping the cold iron as he peered into the corridor beyond. Lamplight flickered from brackets mounted on the walls, casting complicated shadows that reminded him uncomfortably of the moment he'd lost control of the Luminaries upstairs. The light was warm but dim, creating pools of visibility separated by stretches of near-darkness.

	And there, across the narrow hallway, stood another cell identical to his own.

	Sara.

	She sat with her back against the far wall, knees drawn up to her chest, arms wrapped around her shins. Her reddish blonde hair hung in loose waves around her face, no longer the writhing mass of shadow it had been when she was Seraphina. She wore simple prisoner's garb, rough-spun cloth that looked almost childlike on her slight frame.

	Even in the dim light, even after everything that had happened between them, she was still beautiful. The demonic features were gone, the horns and claws and burning eyes replaced by the woman he had fallen in love with back on Earth. Her face held the same delicate bone structure, the same expressive dark eyes that had first captured his attention in that dive bar years ago.

	But there was something different about her now, something that went deeper than the obvious physical changes. A fragility that hadn't existed before, as though the process of being stripped of her corruption had left her somehow diminished. She looked smaller than he remembered, more vulnerable, like a bird with clipped wings.

	"Sara," Grant whispered, his voice barely audible in the dungeon's oppressive quiet.

	She didn't respond. Didn't even lift her head or acknowledge his presence. Her dark eyes remained fixed on some point beyond her knees, unfocused and distant, as though she were looking through the walls to something only she could see.

	He tried again, louder this time. "Sara. It's me. It's Grant."

	Still nothing. No flicker of recognition, no shift in posture. She might as well have been carved from stone for all the reaction he got. The silence stretched between them, thick with years of separation and the weight of everything that had happened since their last real conversation on Earth.

	Grant gripped the iron bars tighter, studying her face for any sign of awareness. She'd been like this since Mount Jamala, showing no interest in food or conversation or anything beyond the basic functions of staying alive across the entire journey back. The woman who had commanded armies of Abyssal Ghouls, who had bent the Blight to her will with terrifying precision, now sat motionless as a broken doll.

	He wondered what would have happened if he'd gone through with breaking Mara's ward the night before. Would he have literally had to drag his wife along with him, carry her catatonic form through the Grove while pursued by every guard in the Concordat? The image was both pathetic and terrifying.

	"She's not much for conversation, I'm afraid."

	The voice came from the cell diagonal to his, pitched low and carrying the bitter edge of someone who had fallen far from grace. Grant turned his gaze to find the speaker, though he'd already recognized the tone.

	Favalina.

	The former Council Elder sat in shadows that seemed deeper than the rest of the dungeon, her once-pristine robes now stained and wrinkled from weeks of imprisonment. Her sharp features, which had always held an austere beauty, looked gaunt in the lamplight. Her silver-streaked hair hung limp around her shoulders, no longer pulled back in the severe style that had been her trademark.

	But her eyes still burned with that familiar intensity, though now it was tempered by something Grant had never seen in her before. Defeat, perhaps. Or the kind of bitter wisdom that came from watching one's carefully laid plans crumble into dust.

	She looked like a shell of herself, hollowed out by circumstance and her own poor choices. More deserving of pity than wariness, though Grant wasn't sure he had the energy left to summon either. He pushed her out of his mind and turned his attention back to where it belonged.

	"Please," he said to Sara. "I know you can hear me."

	"She can't," said Favalina, with a dry snort.

	"Shut up!" Grant tightened his fingers on his cell's bars. "This doesn't involve you."

	Favalina let out a mocking laugh and stood up, leaning into a stretch. "Were that the case, we would not be speaking in the first place. But the open nature of our current accommodations offers little privacy, as you shall soon come to understand."

	"Try to listen," he said again to Sara. "Try to remember."

	Favalina's laugh turned sharper, more cutting. "Remember? Oh, I imagine the Demon Queen's memories at this point must consist entirely of wanton slaughter and corruption. Perhaps you should ask her if she even knows how much pain she's caused Eldoria in aggregate. How many families she's torn apart, how many innocents she's consumed."

	The words scraped at Grant like slivers of glass, each one deliberately chosen to wound continuously. He could see the satisfaction in Favalina's eyes, the cruel pleasure she took in having an opponent once more.

	"Enough!" Grant snapped, his voice echoing off the dungeon walls. "I'm trying to talk to my…"

	He caught himself, the word dying on his lips, but it was too late. Favalina's eyebrows rose with predatory interest, her mouth curving into an unnerving and genuine smile. 

	"Your wife, Lord Hayes?" she asked, the words dripping with mock sweetness. "Is that what you were about to say? I'd already suspected as much."

	The silence that followed felt heavy as lead. Grant's hands tightened on the iron bars until his knuckles went white, fury and shame warring in his chest. Across the corridor, Sara remained motionless, oblivious to the revelation that had just been laid bare between them.

	Favalina's smile widened, taking on the predatory satisfaction of someone who had finally found the missing piece of a puzzle. She stepped closer to her own cell bars, her gaunt face emerging fully from the shadows as she fixed Grant with those burning eyes.

	"Oh, but it goes so much deeper than that, doesn't it?" Her voice dropped to a silky whisper that seemed to slither through the dungeon air. "The resemblance was always too perfect, too uncanny. Your closeness to both Queen Mara and Princess Aurelia. Your instinctive knowledge of swordplay, your inexplicable pull toward the very woman who destroyed their family."

	Grant felt his blood turn to ice.

	"You're not Grant Hayes at all, are you?" She leaned against her bars, eyes gleaming with zealous triumph. "You're him. Prince Theron Veridian, somehow preserved and stripped of mind and personality. A shell carrying echoes of what you once were, drawn back to the women you loved and the demon who corrupted you. I am no fool, Lord Hayes. The patterns are too precise to be coincidence."

	Grant's laugh erupted from his throat, harsh and mocking, echoing off the dungeon walls with bitter amusement. "You think I'm Theron? Jesus Christ, Favalina. The darkness must be… testing your sanity."

	The amusement died in Grant's throat as Favalina's words splashed onto his confidence like acid eating through metal. His grip on the iron bars loosened, and for a moment, the dungeon around him seemed to shift and blur.

	The memories that felt too real, too immediate. The way his hands now seemed to know exactly how to hold Theron's sword, muscle memory flowing through him like water finding its course. The instant, overwhelming resonance he'd felt with both Mara and Aurelia before any soul bonds had been formed, that inexplicable pull that had defied rational explanation.

	His breathing grew shallow as the doubts multiplied, each one more disturbing than the last. What if his memories of Earth were the fiction? What if his life as a father, as a chef, was the dream, the fantasy his fractured mind had constructed to escape some unbearable truth? 

	The details felt so vivid, so complete, from Lia's smile, to his mother's worried phone calls, the pain of burns on his forearms from years of working in professional kitchens. But wasn't that exactly how delusions worked? The most convincing lies were built on foundations that felt absolutely real to the person living them.

	"Is it untrue, Lord Hayes?" asked Favalina. "I'm asking you directly. Is it?"

	He thought of the way Aurelia's birthmark had struck him with such profound recognition, the sick certainty that had flooded through him when he'd first seen it. Not because it reminded him of his daughter, but because it was his daughter's mark, seen through the eyes of a father who had loved her from the moment of her birth.

	The sword skills that came to him in moments of crisis, flowing through his muscles like remembered dance steps. The tactical knowledge that seemed to surface from nowhere when battles erupted around him. The way both Mara and Aurelia looked at him sometimes, as though they were seeing a ghost made flesh.

	"No," Grant whispered, shaking his head violently. "You're crazy. I remember my life, my daughter, my work. Getting married, buying my car."

	But the doubt was a living thing now, growing stronger with each passing second. What if Grant Hayes was just a story his damaged mind had told itself? What if Prince Theron Veridian had been overwhelmed by Seraphina's corruption, thrown into some kind of Abyssal void only to pop out later with hallucinated memories of another life, another identity entirely?

	The possibility made him feel sick, nauseous in a way that went deeper than physical discomfort. His hands trembled against the iron bars as he tried to hold onto the certainty of who he was, but it felt like trying to grasp smoke. Every memory he reached for suddenly seemed suspect, potentially manufactured, a house of cards built on nothing but desperate self-deception.

	Grant pressed his forehead against the cold iron, his breath coming in ragged gasps. The idea was ridiculous. Insane. He knew who he was, didn't he? But the knowing felt suddenly fragile, uncertain, like a man insisting the ground was solid while feeling it shift beneath his feet.

	No. There was proof, wasn't there? The gun he'd almost used to kill his wife. He'd given it back to Zydra, but he knew for a fact that it was Earth technology, and both its existence and his recognition of it would be impossible to explain without his memories being grounded in truth. He breathed out, acknowledging how shaken he was from both his circumstances and the blow to the head.

	"You've clearly had too much time to think down here, Favalina," he muttered.

	"Just wait." She came up to the bars, flashing a grin that looked crazed against her dirty features. "You'll experience the same gifts of isolation, I'm sure, Lord Hayes.

	 

	 


Chapter 7

	Favalina did not persist in attempting to sow seeds of doubt within Grant's very sense of identity. She went silent, lying down on her cot. Between her and his similarly silent wife, he was left alone with his thoughts.

	Shortly after, the guards brought food. Grant expected gruel or stale bread, but they delivered a wooden tray with fresh bread, sharp cheese, strips of dried meat, and a pitcher of clean water. Prison fare, but not cruel.

	He ate methodically, the food helping to clear some of the fog from his head where the guard had struck him. Across the corridor, Sara remained motionless, ignoring the identical tray that had been slid through the bars of her cell.

	"She's putting on a show, just as you are," said Favalina. "The trey goes untouched during waking hours, but it's always bare when the guards come to take it away."

	"You draw conclusions like a child scribbling on an iPad," muttered Grant.

	"A… what?"

	"Never mind." He sighed and finished the last of his food, feeling an urge to press a delicate point of his own. "Why did you betray Mara?"

	Favalina scoffed, the sound catching in her throat as she nearly choked on the water she'd been sipping. She set the ceramic cup down with deliberate care, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand before fixing Grant with those burning eyes.

	"Betray?" The word dripped with indignation. "From my perspective, Lord Hayes, it was Queen Mara who betrayed the Grove."

	She pushed herself up from her cot, moving to lean against the bars of her cell. Even in her fallen state, disheveled and imprisoned, she carried herself with the rigid posture of someone utterly convinced of their own righteousness.

	"Refusing to honor a treaty that might well have led to a war the Sylvan people had no hope of winning," said Favalina, her voice gaining strength as she warmed to her subject. "A treaty that could have secured our borders, protected our people from the Blight's advance. But no, the Queen chose to coddle Beastkin and demons instead of facing hard realities."

	Grant studied her face in the lamplight, seeing the fanatic's gleam that still burned in her eyes despite her circumstances. "That's all? You didn't trust her judgment on Ambassador Hawthorne's call to war?"

	"Oh, you have no idea." Favalina's laugh was bitter, edged with years of accumulated frustration. "Years of watching the Veridian line make one catastrophic decision after another. Years of seeing ancient traditions abandoned for the sake of... sentiment."

	"And you know so much better?" he asked derisively.

	She stepped closer to the bars, her voice dropping to a more intimate register. "Tell me, Lord Hayes. Can you even imagine what a disaster Princess Aurelia would be as queen?"

	The question hung in the air like a physical thing, weighted with implications that went far beyond simple political criticism. Through their bond, Grant could feel Aurelia's distant presence, her emotions a complex tangle of hurt and determination as she dealt with the fallout from his arrest.

	"She's young," Grant said carefully, unsure why he was even engaging with Favalina's provocations.

	"She's reckless," Favalina corrected sharply. "Impulsive beyond measure. Driven by emotion rather than wisdom, just like her father before her. Do you know what Prince Theron's greatest failing was, Lord Hayes?"

	Grant's hands tightened on his own bars. "Aurelia isn't Theron."

	And neither am I.

	"Oh, but she doesn't have to be, does she?" Favalina's smile was sharp as a blade. "Young, beautiful, convinced of her own destiny. Acting rashly, bonding herself in dangerous directions, ignoring the counsel of her elders. It matters not whose footsteps she falls in if she's going to make the same mistakes, regardless."

	"I see," said Grant. "This was never about the Grove. This is about your own ambition… with a touch of jealousy to top it off."

	"Even if that were true, it's still a far more grounded base of action than whatever emotions have you intermingling with the Veridians as you do," said Favalina. "I know why I made my choices."

	He didn't have a good counter to that, but he wasn't really sure he needed one. He sat in silence for a while, realizing that it would be the defining motif of his imprisonment.

	Time crawled in the dungeon's eternal twilight. Grant had no way to track the hours without sunlight or the palace's usual rhythms to guide him. The lamplight never changed, burning with the same steady flame that cast long shadows across the living wood walls.

	He dozed fitfully on the thin straw mattress, waking periodically to check on Sara across the corridor. She remained motionless, a statue carved from flesh and regret. Even Favalina had fallen into periods of silence, though he could feel her watching him with those calculating eyes whenever he stirred.

	The bonds with Mara and Aurelia hummed in the background of his consciousness like distant music. Through their connection, he caught fragments of emotion. Aurelia's restless energy, tinged with frustration and worry. Mara's more controlled distress, layered with the complex calculations of a queen managing a crisis.

	But as the hours passed, those emotional currents began to shift. What had started as concern and anger gradually darkened into something more ominous. Grant felt his heart rate spike as waves of horror crashed through his connection with Mara, followed immediately by a surge of fury from Aurelia so intense it made his teeth ache.

	Something was happening above. Something bad.

	Grant pushed himself upright, his body protesting after hours on the uncomfortable cot. The bonds thrummed with increasing intensity, carrying emotions so raw and powerful they threatened to overwhelm his own consciousness. Whatever was unfolding in the palace above, it had both women in the grip of strong, conflicting feelings.

	The sound of the dungeon door creaking open made him freeze. Heavy footsteps echoed down the corridor, accompanied by the softer whisper of robes against stone. Grant moved to his cell bars, peering through the shadows toward the approaching figures.

	His heart sank as he recognized the lead figure. Batarine swept into view like an avenging angel, her shaved head gleaming in the lamplight, blue eyes burning with righteous purpose. She moved with the confident stride of someone who had just achieved a long-sought victory.

	Behind her followed two palace guards, their expressions carefully neutral but their posture suggesting they were following orders they didn't entirely approve of. The contrast between Batarine's zealous energy and their obvious reluctance was pronounced in the dungeon's oppressive atmosphere.

	Grant's gaze shifted to Sara's cell, wondering if this was the execution squad Batarine had threatened earlier. But the Elder's attention wasn't focused on the Demon Queen. It wasn't focused on him, either, strangely. She swept right past, instead coming to face the bars of her mentor's cell.

	The two women regarded each other through the iron, teacher and student separated by the consequences of choices that had brought them both low. Neither spoke immediately, but Grant could feel the tension crackling between them like electricity before a storm.

	"Elder Favalina," said Batarine. "I hope your time down here has been bearable, if not pleasant."

	"It's been an experience I shan't ever forget." Favalina came up straight, for a moment embodying the same poise that had unnerved Grant upon first meeting her.

	"An experience which will now come to its end," said Batarine. "Guards. Release her."

	Favalina's reaction was immediate and explosive. A cackle of pure delight erupted from her throat, sharp and grating in the dungeon's oppressive atmosphere. The sound bounced off the living wood walls like broken glass, each echo more unsettling than the last.

	"Finally!" she gasped between peals of laughter, her hands clutching the bars of her cell with white-knuckled intensity. "Oh, sweet vindication at last!"

	Relief flooded her gaunt features, transforming her from a broken prisoner into something that resembled her former imperious self. Her silver-streaked hair caught the lamplight as she threw her head back, her laughter taking on an almost hysterical edge that spoke of weeks of pent-up frustration finally finding release.

	Grant felt the horror and fury crashing through his bonds with Mara and Aurelia crystallize into understanding. His own anger joined the pile, a cold rage that settled in his gut like a stone. They'd done it. Batarine had somehow maneuvered herself into power, probably with his own outburst serving as the perfect justification for everything that followed.

	The guards approached Favalina's cell with obvious reluctance, their keys jangling softly in the dungeon's silence. One of them, a grizzled veteran Grant recognized from the palace corridors, shot him an apologetic look before fitting the key into the lock.

	Grant could barely watch as the iron door swung open with a rusty creak. Favalina stepped out of her cell like a queen reclaiming her throne, her posture straightening with each step until she carried herself with all the rigid authority he remembered from their first meeting.

	She paused directly in front of Grant's cell, close enough that he could see the zealous triumph burning in her eyes. Her smile was sharp as a blade, cutting and cruel, savoring this moment of reversal.

	"Enjoy your time with your wife, Lord Hayes," she said, her voice dripping with mock sweetness. "I do hope you'll have plenty of opportunity to reminisce about better days."

	The threat in her words was unmistakable, layered beneath the veneer of courtesy like poison in honey. She leaned closer to the bars, her voice dropping to a whisper that only he could hear.

	"Enjoy it… while it lasts," she whispered.

	He felt the urge to fling himself at the bars, but knew it was pointless and would only serve as further entertainment for his enemies. He took a page out of Sara's book instead, breathing and saying nothing, checking out mentally and ignoring the heat of his emotions underneath.

	Favalina swept from the dungeon with Batarine at her side, their robes rustling against stone as their footsteps faded up the corridor. The guards followed with obvious reluctance, leaving behind only the whisper of settling silence and the acrid taste of political upheaval hanging in the air.

	Grant sat heavily on his cot, the weight of his situation finally crushing down on him like an avalanche. His hands clenched into fists, knuckles white with suppressed rage. The urge to punch something, anything, clawed at his chest with maddening intensity.

	Fucking idiot. He should have attempted the jailbreak when he'd had the chance. Should have absorbed every Sylvan Luminary in the palace during his outburst and used that raw power to seize control of the situation entirely. Instead, he'd hesitated, held back by some misguided sense of restraint, and now Favalina was free while he rotted in a cell like a common criminal.

	The petulant fury of a man who'd made all the wrong choices in all the wrong moments burned through him. He felt helpless, impotent, reduced to watching events unfold from behind iron bars while zealots and fanatics shaped the fate of everyone he cared about.

	Out of nowhere, a soft voice drifted across the corridor, barely more than a whisper in the dungeon's oppressive quiet.

	"...Grant?"

	Across the narrow space, Sara stirred, dark eyes lifting from their thousand-yard stare to focus on his face through the shadows and flickering lamplight.

	 

	 


Chapter 8

	Grant pressed forward against the bars of his cell, staring in disbelief across the aisle. Sara approached the bars more warily, as though she'd just woken up, still groggy with bedhead. So many memories of her just like that danced on the periphery of his mind, lazy Sunday naps and sleeping in late on Christmas morning.

	"Sara…" he said. "You can hear me?"

	She nodded slowly, blinking faster. "Where are we? I'm… so tired."

	"Take a guess." He gestured to what they could both see of their surroundings. "Living wood, underground. Probably narrows it down a bit for you."

	She shook her head and let out a tired and somewhat pained sigh that raked Grant's heartstrings. "I don't know. I… can't remember."

	"You can't remember what?" He tried to look at her more closely, despite the very act of looking at her causing him conflict and pain.

	"Where I was last or… anything?" Sara pressed her fingers to her temples. "Where's Lia? If you're here… Oh God, Grant!"

	He furrowed his brow, suddenly uncertain. "Lia's… back on Earth. We're in Eldoria, Sara."

	"I remember that much!" she snapped. "Well, mostly. It's… ugh. It's hard to think about anything specific since I came here. I remember being in the forest… Arboreal Concordat. Prince Theron."

	She looked away, her expression taking on that guarded quality that he remembered all too well from their time back on Earth. Strange how her guilt landed on him and not at all as he would have expected. It soothed as much as it riled, confirmed a part of his identity he'd started to question. 

	"I know about Theron," said Grant. "You don't have to feel… well, I suppose you can feel however you want about what happened between you and him."

	He held back adding that he'd been stepping into Theron's life, essentially, right down to the strange flashes of memory. It was an irrelevant fact to their current situation unless some of those memories included lockpicking his way out of the palace dungeon.

	"I… remember so little." Sara reached an arm out through the bars toward him, though even if he'd done the same the gap was too wide for them to touch. "I missed so much, Grant. You don't understand."

	She let out a half-muffled sob and curled her fingers in open air.

	"No," he said, gruffly. "I think I do."

	He extended his own arm. The gap was still there.

	"What happened?" Sara's voice carried a note of desperation that cut through the dungeon's oppressive quiet. "The last thing I really remember is being so desperate to leave this place. To get home to Lia."

	Grant studied her face in the lamplight, searching for any trace of deception. Her dark eyes held the same lost quality he remembered from their worst fights back on Earth, when she'd retreated behind walls he could never quite breach. But there was something else now, a fragility that seemed to go bone-deep.

	"You don't remember... anything else?" he asked carefully. "Nothing about what you became here?"

	Sara's brow furrowed, confusion flickering across her features. 

	"I remember feeling so angry, so trapped. And there are people here who look like people I know..." She paused, pressing her fingers to her temples again. "Like your mother. This world's version of your mother. She was trying to teach me something about controlling power, but I couldn't focus. Everything felt like it was slipping away."

	Grant sighed. So her memory had gaps, convenient holes where the worst of her actions as Seraphina would have lived. Maybe too convenient.

	"Sara, I need you to think carefully," he said, leaning closer to the bars. "Do you remember absorbing the Blight? Drawing corruption into yourself?"

	Her eyes widened, genuine alarm flashing across her face. "Blight? What are you talking about? I would never... Grant, that stuff is poison. It kills everything it touches."

	The shock in her voice seemed real, but Grant had learned not to trust his instincts when it came to Sara. She'd always been skilled at presenting the version of herself that served her purposes, even when they'd been happy together.

	"My mother," he said slowly, watching her reaction. "This world's version of my mother. What was she teaching you?"

	"Mara." The name came out of her mouth as barely a whisper. "She said I had power, that I could learn to use it safely if I just... if I just stayed. But I couldn't, Grant. I couldn't stay here while Lia was growing up without us."

	Sara's voice broke on their daughter's name, tears starting to track down her cheeks. "She must be so much older now. How long have we been here? How much of her life have we missed?"

	Grant nodded slowly, his suspicion warring with the familiar ache of seeing Sara in pain. Her memory loss might be an act, but the anguish over Lia felt genuine. That particular wound had always been raw between them, even before Eldoria.

	"She's with my mother." He winced and shrugged a shoulder. "My actual mother. It's Christmas Eve back home, or close to it. Time doesn't work the same. It's faster here, slower back there. Sara, I've explained this to you before."

	He watched her, again attempting to spot any tells in her expression or gestures, but she merely shook her head, looking even more confused.

	"I don't understand," she whispered, her voice cracking with exhaustion. "Time works differently? I don't... Grant, none of this makes sense."

	She pulled her knees closer to her chest, making herself even smaller in the dim lamplight. The gesture was so familiar it made his throat tighten. Sara had always curled up like that when overwhelmed, retreating into herself like a wounded animal seeking shelter.

	"I miss her so much," she continued, fresh tears spilling down her cheeks. "It makes me feel like I'm having a panic attack. I keep thinking I hear her calling for me, and then I remember..."

	Her voice dissolved into broken sobs that echoed off the dungeon walls. Grant felt his chest constrict as she pressed her face against her knees, shoulders shaking with the force of her grief.

	"It's okay," he whispered. "Just try to breathe."

	"I felt like I was becoming someone else here," Sara gasped between sobs. "A completely different person. Can you even know how that feels? Like... like you're disappearing inside your own skin?"

	Unfortunately, he could. The Theron echoes, the bleeding memories, the way his own identity felt increasingly fluid with each passing day. But he couldn't tell her that, couldn't admit how deeply he understood that particular terror.

	"Sara…" he said.

	"I want my baby!" The words tore from her throat in a raw scream that made Grant's heart clench. "I want to go home! I want to hold her and tell her I'm sorry and that Mommy loves her so much, and…"

	Sara's voice cracked completely. She grabbed the iron bars of her cell and pulled against them with desperate strength, the metal groaning under the strain. Her knuckles went white as she shook the immovable barrier, tears streaming down her face.

	"Lia! LIA!" she screamed, her voice echoing through the dungeon like a banshee's wail. "Let me out! Let me go home!"

	Grant pressed himself against his own bars, reaching futilely across the gap between their cells. "Sara, stop. You're hurting yourself."

	But she was beyond hearing, lost in a spiral of grief and maternal desperation that Grant recognized with sick familiarity. He'd felt it himself, that clawing need to reach across impossible distances to touch his daughter's face, to prove to himself that she was real and safe and still remembered his voice.

	Sara's sobs turned to wordless keening as she collapsed against the bars, still gripping them like a lifeline. The sound was primal, devastating, the cry of a mother separated from her child by forces beyond her comprehension or control.

	Grant could only watch, his own eyes burning as her pain crashed over him in waves. Whatever else Sara had become, whatever she'd done as Seraphina, in this moment she was just a broken woman grieving for her lost daughter.

	The sound of her anguish seemed to penetrate the very foundations of the palace above. From somewhere in the darkness beyond the dungeon's corridors, Grant heard a responding disturbance. Raised shouts, the clatter of armor, urgent footsteps echoing through stone passages.

	"Sara." Grant looked down the hall toward the stairs leading up, and then back toward his wife as a sudden thought came to him. "Is that… you?"

	She curled up again, pulling her knees in to her chest. The sound of the disturbance continued, not getting louder, but not abating. 

	"Hey," he called across the hall. "Look at me. Try to breathe. Everything is okay."

	"How can you say that when we're both in here and Lia is…?" Sara shook her head, another sob fluttering forth. "I don't know where she is right now! Oh God!"

	"Sara!"

	She couldn't hear him now, or was choosing not to.

	"Damn it," Grant swore under his breath, frustration boiling over as he watched Sara retreat further into herself. 

	This was exactly how she'd handled stress back on Earth, always shutting him out, letting her emotions build until they exploded in ways that left everyone around her reeling.

	Except back on Earth, she hadn't been magically infused with the Blight. Back then, her breakdowns had been contained to their apartment, their marriage, their small sphere of damage. Here, with whatever residual connection she might still have to the dark forces that had transformed her into Seraphina, the stakes were higher. He thought about the monster in his chamber, whispering for help…

	The commotion above grew louder. Shouts echoed through stone corridors, the distinctive clang of weapons being drawn, the heavy thunder of boots racing across wooden floors. Grant's stomach clenched as he realized what might be happening.

	She was doing this somehow. Maybe not consciously, maybe without even remembering her capabilities, but Sara's emotional spiral was manifesting as something far more dangerous than tears and screaming. Just like when she'd been the Demon Queen, her pain was becoming everyone else's problem.

	The dungeon door burst open with enough force to make the ancient hinges groan in protest. Aurelia came racing down the stone steps, taking them two at a time, her auburn hair streaming behind her like a battle banner. Flicker bobbed frantically around her head, its light erratic with shared urgency.

	She skidded to a stop between their cells, eyes wide with a mixture of fear and determination. Her breath came in sharp gasps, and Grant could feel the spike of adrenaline coursing through their bond.

	"What's going on?" snapped Grant. The question almost felt redundant given the chaos still echoing from above.

	"Ghouls." Aurelia looked at him and shook her head, but it was the disturbed quality he sensed on a deeper level that carried her answer. "Hundreds of them. They're besieging the palace, coming from everywhere at once. The guards can barely hold the outer perimeter."

	She turned to stare through the bars at Sara, who had gone silent at the sound of voices but remained curled in her defensive position. Aurelia's expression hardened, suspicion and accusation warring with something that might have been fear.

	"Are you doing this?" she asked Sara directly, her voice carrying the unmistakable authority of the Sylvan Hope despite her youth.

	Sara's head snapped up, eyes wide with confusion and terror. She looked between Grant and Aurelia like a cornered animal, tears still streaming down her cheeks.

	"Doing what?" she whispered, her voice hoarse from screaming. "I don't... I don't understand what's happening."

	But even as she spoke, another anguished sob wracked her frame. From somewhere above, Grant heard the distinctive shriek of Abyssal Ghouls pushing into places they had no right to currently be.

	Heavy footsteps thundered down the stone stairs, accompanied by the rustle of robes and the measured tread of palace guards. Mara swept into the dungeon's dim light like a storm front, hair disheveled from unseen exertions, her usually pristine appearance showing signs of the chaos erupting above. Behind her came three guards, their faces grim beneath their helms, hands resting on spear shafts.

	"Aurelia!" Mara's voice cracked like a whip through the dungeon's oppressive air. "The outer defenders are breaking. We need you topside. Now."

	But even as she spoke, her gaze swept to Sara's huddled form across the corridor. The queen's expression shifted, something raw and complicated flickering across her features as she stared at the woman who had once been Seraphina, who had destroyed her son, who now sat broken and keening in a prison cell.

	"Hold on!" Grant pressed himself against the bars, desperate to be heard over Sara's continued sobbing. "Let me talk to her."

	He gripped the cold iron until his knuckles went white, leaning as close to Sara's cell as the gap would allow. When he spoke, his voice dropped to barely above a whisper, cutting through her anguish with the kind of gentle authority he'd once used to calm Lia during her worst nightmares.

	"Sara..." The name carried years of shared history, of quiet mornings and whispered promises. "Listen to my voice. Lia's okay. She's safe."

	Sara's head lifted slightly, eyes finding his through the tears and shadows.

	"She's with my mother," he continued, his voice steady despite the siege above and the weight of three sets of eyes watching him. "Mom's taking care of her. Reading her stories, making her hot chocolate. She's probably asleep right now, dreaming about all the presents we're going to give her on Christmas morning."

	Sara's breathing began to slow, the violent shaking in her shoulders gradually subsiding as his words reached whatever part of her still functioned as a mother.

	"We're going to find a way home," he said. "I promise you, Sara. We'll get back to her."

	The oath hung in the dungeon air like a blade, cutting through everything they'd built together in Eldoria. Grant felt Mara's careful composure crack, felt Aurelia's world tilt on its axis as his words confirmed her deepest fears. 

	Through their connections, he sensed the way his promise wounded them both, a declaration that whatever love they shared, whatever bonds had formed between them, his true loyalty still lay elsewhere.

	It wasn't that simple, but it was working, which was all that mattered. Sara's keening stopped, her death grip on the bars loosening as she focused on his face. Her breathing steadied, becoming deeper, more controlled.

	Above them, the sounds of battle began to fade. The shrieking of ghouls grew more distant, the clash of steel on claw becoming sporadic rather than constant. Whatever force had been driving the Abyssal assault was withdrawing, responding to Sara's emotional state like a tide following the moon.

	"Better?" Grant asked softly.

	Sara nodded, wiping tears from her cheeks with shaking hands. "I'm sorry. I don't know what... I didn't mean to..."

	"It's okay. Just breathe." He looked at Mara and Aurelia, hoping they were reaching the same conclusion he had. "She's not in control. This dungeon certainly isn't helping."

	"She's far more dangerous than her tears would suggest," muttered Mara.

	Aurelia said nothing for a long pause, but eventually frowned and gave a tiny shrug. "I… think Lord Hayes is right. Grandmother, we can still guard her even if she's comfortable. It might save lives."

	"Mara," said Grant. "Please."

	The Queen of the Grove let out a frayed sigh and slowly nodded.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 9

	Grant was brought back to his own chamber. He resisted the urge to insist on Sara being kept close to him, as much out of the knowledge that it wouldn't be allowed as an awareness of how much it would hurt Mara and Aurelia.

	"She'll be comfortable in her own chamber," said Mara.

	"Will she be held under guard?" he asked.

	She let out a sigh, more patient than frustrated. "Yes, Lord Hayes. It's non-negotiable."

	"Favalina was released," he said, rotating to his next concern.

	She nodded slowly. "On my command. The Selsux army has been sighted approaching the Grove, diminished but regrouped. I would prefer to present a unified front toward them, despite everything. Keeping Favalina imprisoned would only allow them to characterize the situation as a mad queen overruling her council."

	"If you say so," muttered Grant.

	"She is… an old friend, treachery or not." Mara let out a long sigh. "My feelings may not run as deep as yours toward your wife, but it is not a dissimilar situation. I need her for what she can do."

	She left without saying anything more, her departure as abrupt as it was necessary given the approaching crisis. Grant could feel her justification through their bond. The weight of leadership, the impossible choices that came with protecting her people. He recognized her position, but that didn't make her words sting any less.

	The parallel she'd drawn between herself and Favalina, between him and Sara, settled in his chest like a stone. Was that really how she saw it? Two people making compromises with dangerous allies because they needed what those allies could provide?

	Grant sank into the chair by his window, watching the afternoon light filter through the Grove's ancient canopy. The complications felt suffocating now, layers upon layers of conflicting loyalties and impossible choices. Sara's breakdown in the dungeon had confirmed his worst fears about her condition. She was still connected to the Abyssal forces somehow, her emotions triggering responses she couldn't control or even remember.

	And the previous night burned hot in his mind, more complicated than ever. Mara's hands fumbling at his clothes with desperate need. The awareness thrummed through their bond even now, a dangerous current that made rational thought nearly impossible. His wife was in the palace now, near enough that he could no longer pretend that what happened in Eldoria was separate from events on Earth.

	He was still stewing in his thoughts when Aurelia knocked and let herself into his chamber, not waiting for permission. He stood up and went looking for his wine carafe, but it hadn't been replaced yet, despite the shards having been cleaned up.

	"Come right on in," Grant said sarcastically, gesturing at the empty space where his wine carafe should have been. "Make yourself at home."

	Aurelia folded her arms across her chest, eyes flashing with something between irritation and concern. "You weren't going to be imprisoned for long. Just long enough to cool off."

	Grant shrugged, moving to lean against the wall where his balcony doors let in the afternoon light. "I suspected as much. But I'm glad to be back in my own chamber sooner rather than later."

	She studied his face for a long moment, and he could feel the complex tangle of emotions radiating through their bond. Curiosity, hurt, that familiar possessiveness that had been growing stronger since Mount Jamala. But underneath it all, something more vulnerable.

	"What did you talk about with..." she paused, the words seeming to catch in her throat. "With your wife?"

	Grant met her gaze steadily. "With your mother, you mean?"

	Aurelia nodded, her chin lifting with that familiar defiant tilt, though he could sense the cost of the acknowledgment through their connection.

	Grant sighed, running a hand through his hair as he considered whether he was doing her a favor or causing her pain by telling her the truth. The bond carried whispers of her emotions, the desperate need to know warring with fear of what she might learn.

	"She claims not to remember anything," said Aurelia, her voice carefully controlled but carrying an edge of skepticism that Grant could feel through their bond. "Not the years as Seraphina, not commanding the ghoul armies, not... any of it."

	Grant nodded slowly, studying Aurelia's face in the afternoon light. Her face held a guarded quality that reminded him painfully of Sara herself, the same defensive walls erected against truths too difficult to process.

	"That doesn't seem unbelievable," he said, considering his own experience with the Blight's touch. "The corruption could easily cause memory gaps, split personalities. Hell, it might even be a mercy."

	He thought of his own moments channeling that dark energy, the way it had felt like liquid malice flowing through his veins. The metallic taste that lingered for hours afterward, the whispered promises of easy power that still haunted his dreams. His hand unconsciously moved to his chest, where he could almost feel the echo of that corruption beneath his skin.

	A shudder threatened to work its way through him. Not revulsion, exactly, but something closer to the way an addict might remember their first taste of a drug they knew would destroy them. The Blight offered clarity, purpose, strength beyond mortal limits. Part of him missed it, and that terrified him more than Sara's breakdown ever could.

	"Do you truly believe her?" Aurelia asked, stepping closer until he could smell the subtle scent of wildflowers that always seemed to cling to her hair.

	Grant met her gaze, seeing the desperate need for certainty warring with hurt and suspicion in those luminous green eyes. "I don't know. But it might not matter in the end if she can truly calm and rile the ghouls the way she did today."

	Aurelia sighed. She looked away from him, toward a sunbeam stretching across his floor, as though it might hold an answer she was looking for.

	"What are you going to do now?" she asked.

	Grant knew what she was really asking. Would he become his wife's husband again? Would he once more put getting home ahead of everything else as his sole priority? The questions hung in the air between them, invisible but pronounced.

	"I don't know," he muttered, and the admission felt like swallowing glass. He really didn't know. Everything that had seemed clear just hours ago, his identity, his purpose, his path forward, all now felt as brittle as toffee.

	Sara was here, broken and lost, calling for their daughter with the same desperate ache that had driven him since the moment he'd awakened in this world. But she was also the Demon Queen who had terrorized Eldoria, whose very presence could summon hordes of Abyssal Ghouls without her even realizing it. The woman he'd once loved was trapped inside a shell that might always be dangerous, always volatile.

	And then there was Aurelia, standing close enough that he could feel the warmth radiating from her skin, close enough that their bond hummed with unspoken possibilities. 

	The woman who looked at him like he held the answers to questions she'd never learned to ask, who had offered herself to him on a mountainside with eagerness, who represented everything he should walk away from but couldn't.

	Aurelia didn't probe deeper into his uncertainty, but her eyes held him captive as she stepped even closer. The afternoon light streaming through his balcony doors caught the auburn highlights in her hair, made her skin glow like polished ivory.

	"Promise me something," she said, her voice dropping to that throaty register that never failed to send heat spiraling through him.

	Grant's pulse quickened despite his exhaustion, despite everything. "What?"

	"Meet with me tonight. Here, in your chamber." Her chin lifted with that familiar defiant tilt, but underneath the bravado he could sense her vulnerability through their bond. "I'll come to you after the evening meal."

	Every rational thought in his head screamed warnings. With Sara in the palace, with their situation more precarious than ever, the last thing he should be doing was encouraging whatever dangerous game he and Aurelia had been playing. The smart choice would be to push her away, to create distance, to resist the pull that grew stronger every time they were alone together.

	But looking at her vulnerable posture, feeling the desperate need radiating through their connection, sensing how much his promise to Sara had wounded her...

	He slowly nodded, unable to do anything else.

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 10

	Aurelia left his chamber, having secured her date night. Grant took a bath, still feeling a bit off timewise as he realized that it was early afternoon. He'd lost an entire night between his unconscious spell and his time in the dungeon, and his exhausted body was paired with a tired mind.

	Grant dried off with deliberate slowness, the rough-woven towel scratching against skin still tender from the previous night's glass cuts. The bath had helped clear some of the fog from his mind, but his body felt heavy with exhaustion that went deeper than physical fatigue.

	He needed to see Sara again. The thought pulled at him like quicksand, irresistible despite every logical reason to stay away. Her breakdown in the dungeon had shattered something inside him, stripped away the careful emotional distance he'd been trying to maintain since Mount Jamala.

	Grant dressed quickly and made his way through the palace corridors, following instincts that felt bone-deep, inherited. The path to Sara's new chamber lay on the opposite side of the palace from his own quarters, threading through passages that twisted and branched with the organic complexity of the ancient tree's growth.

	The familiar weight of wrongness settled in his chest as he walked, that creeping sense of deja vu that had been plaguing him more frequently. His feet knew these pathways. His hands traced the living wood walls with unconscious familiarity, fingers finding subtle grooves and imperfections that should have been meaningless to him.

	The realization hit him like ice water. He was heading toward what had once been Seraphina's chamber, the room where the prince's bride had been sequestered away before everything went wrong. He'd snuck into this chamber before. No, not him. Theron. The man whose memories now bled into his dreams.

	Grant paused at a corridor intersection, pressing his palm against the smooth bark wall as another wave of inherited memory crashed over him. Theron carrying Seraphina in his arms after their wedding ceremony. Her laughter echoing through chambers filled with morning light. The way she'd looked at him with misty eyes, expression so complicated. Who had she really been seeing when she'd looked at Theron that way?

	The echo felt so vivid, so immediate, that for a disorienting moment Grant couldn't tell where his own consciousness ended and Theron's began. The boundary between past and present blurred until he was both men at once, separated by decades but united in their impossible love for the same dangerous woman.

	He shook his head violently, forcing himself back to the present. He was Grant Hayes, not Prince Theron. Sara was his wife, not some inherited burden from another man's tragic love story. The chambers ahead held his future, not his past.

	But as he approached the familiar doors, flanked by two palace guards who straightened at his approach, the bone-deep certainty remained. This place knew him. These walls had witnessed his joy and his heartbreak, even if those memories belonged to another life entirely.

	"Lord Hayes," said the guard on the left, a weathered man Grant recognized from the palace corridors. "I'm afraid we have orders not to allow visitors."

	"From Queen Mara?" Grant asked, though he already suspected the answer.

	The guard nodded with obvious reluctance. "Yes, my lord. The prisoner is to remain isolated until further notice."

	Grant felt the familiar flare of frustration, but this time he didn't let it show. Instead, he straightened his shoulders and let authority flow into his voice, channeling something that felt borrowed but effective.

	"The Queen gave me specific permission to visit," he said with quiet confidence. "Check with her if you need to, but I suspect she'll be annoyed if you interrupt her preparations for the Selsux army's arrival."

	The guards exchanged uncertain glances. Grant could see them weighing their orders against the political complications of detaining someone who clearly had the royal family's ear. The lie sat easily on his tongue, convincing because part of him genuinely believed Mara would understand his need to see Sara again.

	After a moment's hesitation, both guards stepped aside.

	"Thank you." Grant walked by them, opening the door slowly and gently closing it behind him as he stepped through.

	Sara stood near the balcony, her hair still damp from what must have been a recent bath. She wore a simple linen robe that fell to her knees, her feet bare against the polished wood floor. The afternoon light streaming through the crystal windows caught the water droplets still clinging to the ends of her hair, making them shimmer like tiny jewels.

	She turned around slowly when she heard the door close, hesitating for a moment before her eyes focused on his face. A smile blossomed across her features, tentative but genuine, the first real expression of warmth he'd seen from her since Mount Jamala.

	"Grant," she said, and his name on her lips carried years of shared history, of quiet mornings and whispered promises.

	He watched her carefully, looking for any sign of the calculating woman who had once been Seraphina, but all he saw was Sara. Lost, confused, maybe wading through her own sense of disorientation and fleeting memories the way he'd been struggling with Theron's echoes.

	Grant moved toward her slowly, feeling the weight of complicated emotions settling in his chest like stones. Deep, tired love for his wife, frayed at the edges by recent events and the impossible circumstances that had brought them both to this place. The woman who had shared his bed for years, who had given birth to his daughter, who had disappeared from his life without warning or explanation.

	But underneath that familiar ache ran darker currents. The knowledge of what she'd become, what she'd done. The way her very presence could summon hordes of Abyssal Ghouls without her even realizing it. The months he'd spent in Eldoria, the bonds he'd formed, the women who had claimed pieces of his heart that Sara didn't even know were missing.

	Through his connection with Mara and Aurelia, he could feel their awareness of him, their emotions responding to his current state. Busy with their own concerns, from the approaching Selsux army, to the political landscape, but still mindful of where he was and what this reunion meant. 

	It was just as difficult for them, if not more so. Sara represented everything they feared most. His past, his true loyalty, his inevitable departure from their world. The woman who could summon him back to Earth with nothing more than tears and promises about their daughter.

	"Hey," he said. "How are you feeling?"

	"Overwhelmed," said Sara, her voice barely above a whisper. "Confused. But most of all... just really fucking glad to be out of that dungeon."

	Grant chuckled despite everything, the sound carrying echoes of their old domestic rhythm. "The palace is far more comfortable in its branches than its roots."

	He came closer, close enough to catch the familiar scent of her skin beneath the unfamiliar soap they'd given her. Close enough to see the way exhaustion pulled at the corners of her eyes, the vulnerability she'd never quite learned to hide from him.

	"Did you just take a bath?" he asked.

	"Yeah, just got out." Sara's smile was soft, tired but real. "First hot water I've had since... God, I don't even know how long."

	The moment felt achingly familiar, stripped of the cosmic weight pressing down on them both. Just a husband asking his wife about her day, the kind of casual intimacy that had once defined their life together. Grant found himself leaning forward, drawn by muscle memory and the desperate need for something normal, something theirs.

	He tried to kiss her.

	Sara turned away at the last second, his lips brushing her cheek instead of finding their intended target.

	"Sorry," she whispered, her voice thick with regret and something else he couldn't quite name.

	"It's fine," Grant said, even as the rebuke burned and stung in the strangest way. 

	The rejection felt like an old, unhealed wound, casually seeping open in response to a new jostling.

	Sara's eyes filled with pain as she looked at him. "It's not you. Oh, Grant. Oh God. I have something to tell you. Something you need to know."

	She moved away from him, putting distance between them as she wrapped her arms around herself. The simple robe made her look smaller, more fragile than he remembered. Her damp hair, somehow, again made it feel like they were back in their duplex.

	"About what I do remember from my time here in Eldoria," she continued, her voice dropping to barely above a whisper. "About Theron."

	Grant tensed, but he kept his expression neutral. "I already know."

	The words hung in the air between them, simple but weighted with years of unspoken truths. Sara's face crumpled, fresh tears spilling down her cheeks as she pressed her hands to her mouth.

	"I'm sorry," she whispered through her fingers. "God, Grant, I'm so sorry."

	"It's been… complicated for us both," he said.

	He felt like a coward for not saying it outright. But maybe that was why he'd cut her off. Maybe he'd spared her to spare himself from having to say it, having to confront his own twisted actions, the forbidden allure he'd given into.

	The words felt hollow even as he spoke them, a careful deflection that protected them both from the full weight of confession. He could have told her about Mara, about the nexus bond that pulled at him like a tide, about the way her resemblance to his mother made everything worse and better at the same time. 

	He could have explained about Aurelia, about crossing lines on a mountainside that still burned in his memory, about promises he'd made to meet her tonight. Even now, he felt the bonds reacting to his emotions, his distant presence. He could say it was complicated and call it a day, but the word barely even hinted at the depths of the situation.

	But it hardly mattered even if he'd tried to spare her. Sara was already breaking apart in front of him, tears streaming down her cheeks as she pressed her hands to her mouth. Adding his own betrayals to that pile would be cruel beyond measure.

	"I just want to see Lia again," whispered Sara, shaking her head as fresh sobs wracked her slight frame. "I just want to hold my baby and tell her I'm sorry."

	She looked up at him with those eyes that had once been his whole world, confusion and desperation warring across her features.

	"Grant," she said, her voice cracking. "Has it really been twenty years since the last thing I remember?"

	The question hit him like a physical blow. Twenty years. She thought she'd lost twenty years of their daughter's life, that Lia had grown from a toddler to a young woman while Sara wandered lost in corruption and madness.

	"No," he said quickly, reaching toward her before catching himself. "No, Sara. Time moves differently here. That's what we learned when I crossed over a few weeks ago. It's only been a month or two that you've been gone on Earth. Lia's still little. She's still our baby."

	Sara nodded quickly, wiping tears from her cheeks with the back of her hands. She stepped toward him with the kind of tentative movement that reminded him painfully of their early days together, when they'd both been afraid of saying the wrong thing, afraid of breaking whatever fragile magic existed between them.

	He hugged her on reflex. It started awkwardly, their bodies hesitating as they remembered how to fit together after everything that had happened. Grant's arms encircled her cautiously while Sara pressed her face against his chest, her slight frame trembling with residual sobs.

	But then muscle memory took over, and years of shared mornings and quiet evenings came to the fore, the way Sara's head fit perfectly beneath his chin, how her arms wound around his waist like she was anchoring herself to something solid. The familiar weight of her against him, the scent of her hair despite the foreign soap, the way she breathed against his shirt, it all came flooding back with devastating clarity.

	For a moment, the world narrowed to just that moment. Him, holding his wife, feeling her heartbeat steady against his chest, pretending they were still the people they'd been before Eldoria had tested and twisted them.

	Sara pulled back after what felt like both an eternity and no time at all, her eyes searching his face with desperate hope.

	"Grant," she said, her voice still thick with tears but steadier now. "Can you do me a favor?"

	He furrowed his brow, studying the expression on her face. There was something there he couldn't quite read, a mixture of vulnerability and determination that made him wary.

	"What?"

	Sara took a shaky breath, her hands still resting lightly on his arms from their embrace. "I had a locket. Of Lia. I got you one too, actually. It was going to be a Christmas present." 

	Her voice caught slightly on the word Christmas, and Grant felt his chest tighten with a familiar ache.

	"When I first came to Eldoria," she continued. "I had it with me. But when I realized that Theron was... when I realized he was interested in me romantically, I thought I needed his help to get home. And I was afraid that if he knew about you, about Lia, that he might not want to help me."

	The admission hit Grant like a punch to the gut, though he tried not to let it show on his face. So she'd hidden their family from Theron, let the prince believe she was available, unattached. It was pragmatic, calculating, exactly the kind of choice Sara would make when she felt cornered. But it still stung.

	"So I hid it." Her voice grew smaller, and fresh tears spilled down her cheeks. "The locket. I was so afraid of losing the only picture I had of her. Grant, could you bring it to me? Please?"

	He nodded without hesitation, even as questions swirled in his mind. "Where is it?"

	"It's in the Grove," she said. "The forest surrounding Arboreal Concordat. Not far. Well, not too far. You know what? I'll draw you a map."

	"A… map?"

	He watched as his wife began searching the room for pen and parchment, old memories of seeking out supplies for knitting projects, or food for pregnancy cravings, coming back in a deluge.

	 


Chapter 11

	Grant was patient while Sara drew the map, though with each line and detail she added, a bit more skeptical of whether he'd be able to accomplish the task. She blew on it to dry the ink as she finished and pressed it into his hands.

	"There," she said. "Just do your best."

	"No promises, but I'll try," he said.

	Grant studied the simple map Sara had drawn, tracing the lines with his finger. The path looked straightforward enough. He'd take a route through the Grove's outer reaches to what appeared to be a marked tree near three distinctly triangular rocks and a small stream. But something about the task felt heavier than it should, weighted with implications he couldn't quite grasp.

	He looked up to find Sara watching him. The afternoon light streaming through the crystal windows caught the lingering dampness in her hair, and for a moment she looked exactly like the woman he'd fallen in love with years ago in a dive bar back on Earth.

	The urge to kiss her again rose unbidden, stronger this time, fueled by the familiar domestic intimacy of the moment. He leaned forward slightly, drawn by muscle memory and the ache of everything they'd lost.

	But Sara's expression shifted, a flicker of something, guilt or simply exhaustion, came across her face. Grant caught himself, stepping back with careful control, the moment dissolving into awkward tension.

	"I should go," he said, folding the map and tucking it into his pocket. "Before the guards start wondering what's taking so long."

	Sara nodded, wrapping her arms around herself again. "Thank you, Grant. For everything. For not giving up on me."

	He left her chamber without another word, the weight of old emotions heavy on his shoulders. Heading back to his own room, he took his sword from where some kind soul had returned it to his table and went through the familiar process of strapping his belt on.

	The palace corridors felt different as he made his way back toward the main hall, charged with an energy he couldn't quite place. Perhaps it was his own restless mood, or perhaps something larger was shifting in the Grove's political landscape. Either way, he found himself walking with purpose despite having nowhere particular to go.

	As he entered the main hall, a familiar voice called out behind him.

	"Lord Hayes." The accent carried the distinctive cadence of the Phoenix Corvidians, melodic but edged with something sharper. "A moment, please?"

	Grant turned to find Zydra approaching, her hybrid features striking in the hall's natural light. Her dark feathers held hints of fire-red at the tips, and her keen black eyes studied him with that calculating intelligence he'd come to respect during their time at Mount Jamala.

	"Of course," he said, genuinely pleased to see her despite his complicated mood. "What's on your mind?"

	Zydra drew closer, her movements careful and fluid. Her voice dropped to a near whisper, forcing Grant to lean in to catch her words.

	"How did your time in the dungeon suit you?" she asked, her tone carrying an edge that surprised him.

	Grant blinked at the unexpected sharpness. "It's a dungeon. I'm sure you can imagine how I feel about it."

	"I would like to know, rather than imagine, how you feel about the current political situation." Zydra's dark eyes fixed on his with predatory intensity. "Do you trust the Veridians to float the draft?"

	Grant shook his head at the odd metaphor. "Float the what?"

	"To steer the ship," she clarified with barely concealed impatience.

	"I trust Mara and Aurelia," said Grant. "They're doing the best they can."

	Zydra's expression hardened, her feathers ruffling slightly in what he'd learned was a sign of agitation among her people. "A leader cannot do their best when they're undercut by their closest allies. And no, I am not referring to you when I say that."

	Before Grant could respond, she turned and walked away with quick, purposeful strides, leaving him standing in the hall with more questions than answers. Her words echoed in his mind as he watched her disappear around a corner, the implications settling like stones in his stomach.

	He seriously wondered if he should tell Mara and Aurelia. He reached out through the bonds, getting a sense of their current moods and states. Mara was busy, as queens so often are. Aurelia seemed to be either asleep, or resting. 

	Daylight would be scarce for him to make it out to Sara's locket, search for it, and get back. He decided to pursue the task he'd already committed to rather than one that would likely have to wait until later, regardless.

	The afternoon sun slanted through the Grove's canopy, painting natural patterns across the living architecture as he made his way through the winding pathways he'd come to know so well.

	The stables occupied a section of the palace complex where the ancient trees had been coaxed into forming natural stalls and paddocks, their living walls breathing with the rhythm of the forest itself. The scent of hay and horse sweat mingled with the ever-present fragrance of blooming wildflowers, creating an earthy perfume that had become comfortingly familiar.

	Grant pushed through the main entrance, scanning the shadowed interior for any sign of movement. Several horses occupied the stalls, their coats gleaming in the filtered sunlight that streamed through gaps in the canopy overhead. But it was the familiar chestnut stallion in the far corner that caught his attention.

	"Pepper," he called softly, approaching the stall with a smile tugging at his lips.

	The horse's ears perked forward at the sound of his voice, and for once, those dark eyes held recognition rather than suspicion. Pepper nickered softly, stepping toward the stall door with none of his usual skittishness around magic-touched riders.

	Grant reached out to stroke the animal's nose, remembering their rocky start during those first expeditions into the Blighted Lands. Pepper had bucked him off more times than he cared to count, sending him sprawling into mud and cursing his inexperience with horses. But somewhere along the way, through shared dangers and long miles, they'd reached an understanding.

	"Miss me, boy?" Grant murmured, scratching behind the horse's ears. Pepper leaned into the touch, blowing warm air against his palm in what might have been forgiveness for their prolonged separation.

	The horse looked well cared for despite his absence, his coat brushed to a healthy shine, hooves recently cleaned. Someone had been taking good care of him, probably under Larissa's watchful eye. Grant felt a pang of guilt for abandoning the animal during his flight from the palace with Mara, but Pepper seemed none the worse for wear.

	Grant glanced around the stable's dim interior, looking for the familiar figure of the palace's capable stable mistress. Larissa's practical wisdom and dry humor had been a welcome respite during his early days learning to ride, though he didn't see her sturdy form anywhere among the stalls. Perhaps she was tending to other duties, or simply taking a well-deserved break from watching over both horses and hopeless novice riders.

	Grant swung himself up onto Pepper's back with practiced ease, the familiar motion bringing an odd comfort amid the chaos of recent events. The horse stood steady beneath him, no longer the skittish animal that had once dumped him unceremoniously into every mud puddle between here and the Blighted Lands.

	He pulled Sara's map from his pocket, unfolding it carefully as Pepper shifted beneath him with barely restrained energy. The crude drawing showed a path winding northeast through the Grove's outer reaches, past what she'd marked as "crater hill" to a cluster of triangular rocks near a small tributary.

	"Alright, boy," Grant murmured, patting Pepper's neck. "Let's see if we can find a locket without getting ourselves killed."

	They set out at an easy trot, leaving the palace tree tower behind as the late afternoon sun filtered through the Grove's ancient canopy. The familiar rhythm of riding helped clear Grant's head, though Sara's situation still stung like a fresh wound. Her tears over Lia had felt genuine, but that careful distance when he'd tried to kiss her...

	Grant guided Pepper along the winding forest paths, following Sara's rough directions toward the Grove's eastern boundary. The deeper they rode into the forest, the more signs of recent violence became apparent. 

	Scorch marks blackened the bark of ancient trees where Luminary magic had clashed with darker forces. Broken branches littered the forest floor, and in several clearings, Grant spotted the telltale signs of recent ghoul activity. Deep gouges in tree trunks, patches of withered vegetation, the lingering stench of corruption…

	It was a reminder of the need to stay alert. Even with the main threats supposedly contained, stragglers could still be lurking in the shadows between the ancient trees.

	About a mile from the palace, Grant encountered a merchant caravan making its way toward Arboreal Concordat. Three wagons loaded with supplies, escorted by a handful of guards who looked travel-worn but determined. The lead driver raised a hand in greeting as they passed, calling out something about the roads being safer today than they'd been in weeks.

	The brief encounter made Grant think of Finn's troupe, the Tradewind Troubadours who had sheltered him and Mara during their desperate flight weeks ago. 

	He wondered where they were now, whether they'd found safe passage away from the conflicts that seemed to follow wherever he went. Finn's company had departed the Grove days earlier, heading east toward territories that promised fewer wars and more appreciative audiences.

	Grant checked the map again, then urged Pepper onward into the deepening shadows of the Grove. There were more markers of the Blight here, a thin trail of blood in one direction. 

	The thought came to him, sharp and unwanted, that if Sara's amnesia was an act, she would do something exactly like this. Sending him off into the forest thinking he was on an errand for her when in reality, he was riding into a trap.

	Grant shook off the paranoid thought, hard to stay in too sullen of a mood on such a beautiful day in the Sylvan Grove. The afternoon light filtered through ancient leaves in patterns that seemed almost choreographed, dancing across Pepper's neck as they moved deeper into the forest's embrace. Birds called from hidden perches, their songs weaving together into something that felt like welcome.

	Despite everything from the political upheaval, to Sara's return, the approaching Selsux army, there was still something profoundly peaceful about being here among the trees. The Grove had a way of putting things in perspective, of making human concerns feel manageable against the backdrop of something so much older and wiser.

	His wife was waiting for him back in the palace… and Aurelia too. The thought sent an unexpected flush of warmth through him that had nothing to do with the afternoon sun. Tonight, she'd said. After the evening meal. The promise thrummed between them through their bond, a dirty anticipation that was harder to ignore now that a bit of normalcy had crept back into their chaotic situation.

	He'd spent weeks trying to compartmentalize his feelings, to separate his duty to Sara from whatever dangerous attraction pulled him toward Aurelia and Mara. It would come to a head, sooner rather than later, and he still had no idea how best to handle it. And in this case, indecision was its own decision.

	Grant checked the map again, squinting at Sara's rough sketch as Pepper picked his way through the undergrowth. The afternoon shadows were lengthening, and he needed to find this stream before darkness made the search impossible.

	The sound of running water filtered through the trees ahead, which seemed vaguely promising. Grant urged Pepper forward until they reached a narrow creek that matched Sara's description, its banks lined with moss-covered stones and fallen logs. The water ran clear over smooth pebbles, chattering quietly as it wound its way through the forest.

	He dismounted and began searching north along the streambank, leading Pepper by the reins. The forest floor was thick with fallen leaves that rustled under their steps, and more than once he had to backtrack when the creek curved away from the direction he'd expected.

	After twenty minutes of fruitless searching, he began to wonder if Sara's memory was as fractured as she claimed. The triangular rocks could be anywhere, and twilight was approaching fast. He turned back toward where he'd started, a tired frustration budding with each step.

	Finally, he saw them.

	Three weathered stones jutted from the earth near the creek's edge, their surfaces worn smooth by countless seasons but still holding their distinctive pyramidal shapes. He couldn't believe he'd missed them the first time. They were more or less exactly where Sara had marked them on her crude map.

	The marked tree proved trickier to identify. Several ancient oaks clustered near the rocks, their trunks scarred by decades of storms and seasonal growth. Grant studied each one, looking for the distinctive marking Sara had indicated.

	Eventually, it jumped out at him. He noticed a deep hollow in one massive trunk, roughly circular and about the size of his fist. An old woodpecker nest, maybe, or damage from some long-ago lightning strike. The opening was dark against the oak's silvered bark, exactly as Sara had drawn it.

	Grant reached into the cavity somewhat skeptically, half-expecting to find nothing but rotted wood or biting insects. His fingers brushed against something cold and metallic.

	He pulled out a silver locket, surprisingly clean given the years in natural storage, the silver surface even feeling like it still held trace oil from being worn. For a moment, he could only stare at it, feeling like he was glimpsing across the gap between worlds. He pried open the clasp as though it were a delicate present, and in a sense, it was.

	Inside, protected by the locket's sealed interior, lay a photograph in perfect condition. Sara held their daughter Lia, both of them laughing at something just outside the camera's frame. Lia's smile beamed up at him, her chubby toddler hands reaching toward her mother's face with that fearless trust that only children possessed.

	The image hit him like a physical blow, so vivid and immediate that for a moment he was back in their apartment on Earth, watching Sara bounce Lia on her knee while humming nursery rhymes. The weight of everything he'd lost, everything that waited for him across an impossible gulf, crashed over him with devastating clarity.

	His hands trembled as he closed the locket, carefully tucking it into his pocket next to Sara's map. It was more than just a memento, for better or for worse. It was proof that another life existed, that the bonds he'd formed in Eldoria, however deep, were built on borrowed time.

	 

	 


Chapter 12

	Grant was about to start back toward where he'd left Pepper when a noise came from the nearby forest. He turned, drawing his sword slowly, staying quiet in case it ended up mattering.

	A figure strode from the treeline with confident steps, mail glinting beneath a torn cloak. The man was middle-aged, grizzled, with scars marking weathered skin and eyes that held the flat intensity of someone accustomed to violence. His sword remained sheathed, but his hand rested on the pommel with practiced ease.

	"You," the scout said, voice carrying the clipped authority of Selsux military. "Drop your weapon and come with us for questioning."

	Grant tensed, recognizing the uniform beneath the mud and travel stains. Selsux army. They'd found him alone in the forest, miles from any help. His grip tightened on Theron's sword as he assessed the situation.

	"Not happening," Grant said, turning to leave.

	Two more figures emerged from the shadows between the ancient trees, cutting off his retreat. Both carried themselves with the same hardened confidence as the first, their movements coordinated despite the apparent casualness of their approach. Grant chewed the side of his lip as he realized how exposed he was.

	The first scout stepped closer, his scarred face twisting into something that might have been a smile. "We ain't asking nice twice, stranger. Command wants words with anyone who looks out of place skulking around the Grove's borders."

	These men had the look of survivors, soldiers who'd made it through the disaster at Mount Jamala with their skin intact but their patience burned away. Grant could see it in their eyes, the kind of anger that came from watching comrades die for a cause that had gone sideways, the need to take that frustration out on someone, anyone.

	Grant hissed through his teeth, annoyance flaring as he weighed his options. Three seasoned warriors against one man with no ambient magic to draw from, no Sylvan Luminaries dancing conveniently nearby. He could feel the familiar hollow ache of his Arcane Conversion reaching for power sources that simply weren't there.

	Fighting wasn't an option. Not without something to fuel his abilities, not against odds like these. Which left him with surrender or running like hell, and one of those choices was clearly preferable.

	He dropped into a crouch and bolted toward Pepper.

	The horse stood grazing peacefully near the stream, blissfully unaware of the danger until Grant came crashing through the underbrush. Pepper's head snapped up, ears pricked forward, as Grant vaulted into the saddle with desperate grace.

	"Off we go!" Grant shouted, digging his heels into the horse's flanks.

	Pepper surged forward with the power of a horse bred for war, hooves drumming against the forest floor as Grant urged him into a full gallop. Behind them, shouts erupted from the Selsux scouts, followed by the crash of bodies pushing through underbrush in pursuit.

	Grant crouched low over Pepper's neck, guiding the animal along game trails that twisted between ancient trees. The horse's breathing was steady despite their desperate pace, his sure footing carrying them over fallen logs and around moss-covered boulders with practiced ease.

	No path in particular guided their flight, just whatever routes the forest offered that might shake their pursuers. He let Pepper choose their direction, trusting the animal's instincts over his own limited knowledge of the Grove's outer reaches. Left at the lightning-split oak, right where the creek curved back on itself, straight through a meadow dotted with Luminary-touched wildflowers that glowed softly in the gathering dusk.

	The sounds of pursuit faded gradually, voices growing distant as the scouts struggled to match their pace on foot. Grant allowed himself a moment of cautious optimism as they crested a small hill, the Concordat's distant lights visible through the canopy ahead.

	Then Pepper stumbled, his smooth gait faltering as they descended into a valley where the shadows seemed deeper, more oppressive. The familiar scent of the Grove's clean air gave way to something else, something that made Grant's stomach clench with recognition.

	Blight.

	The corruption was faint here, just wisps of taint carried on the evening breeze, but enough to explain why this section of forest felt wrong. Withered patches marred the undergrowth, and the trees themselves looked sickly, their leaves curled and discolored despite the Grove's protective influence.

	Grant couldn't help but think of Sara, locked away in her chamber while Blight energy responded to her emotional state like iron filings to a magnet. Was this residue from her years as Seraphina? Or something more recent, tied to her breakdown in the dungeon?

	The thought was interrupted by a sharp whistle that split the air like a blade. An arrow struck Pepper's flank with a wet thud, clipping into muscle just behind the saddle. The horse screamed, rearing up on his hind legs with explosive violence that sent Grant flying backward out of the saddle.

	He hit the forest floor hard, his shoulder taking the brunt of the impact as he rolled sideways into a patch of corrupted earth. The breath drove from his lungs in a painful whoosh, leaving him gasping as Pepper bolted deeper into the forest, the arrow's fletching bouncing with each stride.

	"Pepper!" he hissed.

	"There!" The lead scout's voice rang out from the tree line, triumphant and cruel. "Told you the bastard would head this way."

	Grant pushed himself up on his elbows, tasting blood where he'd bitten his tongue during the fall. Through the gathering shadows, he saw the three Selsux soldiers emerging from concealment, crossbows and drawn swords glinting in the fading light.

	"Someone go after that horse," called the leader, scarred face split by a predatory grin. "Good meat's hard to come by these days."

	Grant started to rise to his feet, muscle memory from weeks of training guiding his movements despite the disorientation from his fall. But the sharp click of a crossbow being aimed froze him halfway to standing.

	"Easy now," said the second scout, weapon trained on Grant's chest. "Slow movements. Hand away from that sword."

	The third soldier looked to their leader questioningly. "Should we take him in for questioning like you said?"

	The scarred leader's eyes swept over Grant with calculating coldness, taking in his fine clothes, the quality sword at his hip, the way he carried himself despite being outnumbered and outmaneuvered. When he spoke, his voice held the bitter satisfaction of a man settling old scores.

	"After the trouble he just caused us?" The leader spat into the corrupted earth beside his boots. "No need."

	Grant felt a hot flash of panic rise in his chest, but it was the sight of the locket that truly decided him. The polished metal pendant had fallen from his pocket during the tumble, lying open on the blighted ground beside him. Sara and Lia's faces gazed up at him from the perfectly preserved photograph, his daughter's smile bright against the gathering shadows.

	Lia.

	The image hit him with devastating clarity. His little girl, waiting for him on Earth, probably tucked into bed by his mother with promises that he'd be home soon. Lia needed him. Not just wanted him, but needed him to find a way back to her, to be the father she deserved.

	He had to make it back to her. Even if it meant sacrificing himself in ways that might leave a mark. Even if it meant crossing lines he'd sworn never to cross.

	He wondered if Sara had made a similar vow once. Desperate to return to their daughter, willing to do whatever it took to bridge the impossible gulf between worlds. Had she started with the same conviction he felt now, the same certainty that she'd draw back long before the corruption claimed her completely?

	But the locket lay there in the dirt, proof of what mattered most, and Grant knew he wouldn't have the luxury of gradual descent. The crossbow aimed at his chest made the choice immediate, binary. Live or die. Fight or surrender.

	His fingers dug into the blighted earth beneath him.

	The corruption was faint here, just wisps compared to the concentrated malevolence he'd channeled at Mount Jamala, but it was there. Waiting. Whispering promises of strength, of easy solutions to impossible problems. The familiar metallic taste flooded his mouth as his Arcane Conversion reached out, drawing the dark energy into himself with desperate hunger.

	The rush was immediate and intoxicating. Raw power flooded through his veins like liquid fire, sharpening his senses to supernatural clarity while darkness whispered seductive truths at the edges of his consciousness. The crossbow bolt meant to kill him would move too slowly. The swords raised against him would seem clumsy, predictable.

	But underneath the surge of strength came something else. Rage that wasn't quite his own, despair tinged with alien hunger, the echo of every corrupted soul the Blight had touched. Grant gritted his teeth against the emotional bleed-through, holding onto his sense of self even as foreign fury threatened to drown his consciousness.

	For Lia. Just enough to survive. Just enough to get home. He prayed he'd remember that promise when the fighting was over.

	The crossbow bolt snapped through the air with deadly precision, but Grant was already moving. The Blight energy coursing through his veins made everything else seem sluggish, crystalline. He rolled sideways as the bolt split the air where his chest had been, coming up in a fluid motion with Theron's sword singing from its scabbard.

	The first scout rushed him with a battle cry, sword raised high. Grant met the downward strike with bone-jarring force, steel screaming against steel as he deflected the blow and spun inside the man's guard. His pommel struck the scout's temple with a wet crack, dropping him instantly.

	The second soldier was already charging, but Grant's enhanced reflexes made the attack seem ponderous, telegraphed. He sidestepped the thrust and drove his blade between the man's ribs, feeling the steel slide through mail and flesh with sick ease.

	The third scout, the leader, backed away with wide eyes as his companions fell. He raised his sword defensively, but Grant was past the point of thinking clearly. The Blight whispered promises of easy victory, of taking what he needed from these men who dared threaten his path home to Lia.

	Dark energy gathered around Grant's free hand like smoke given substance. He'd seen Seraphina do this once, summoning barriers of pure corruption to pen him in. The technique came to him as naturally as breathing, muscle memory borrowed from absorbed darkness.

	The wall of writhing shadow erupted from the blighted ground between them, a barrier of concentrated malevolence that made the air itself recoil. The scout's sword strike hit the dark barrier and simply stopped, steel meeting something harder than diamond, more permanent than stone.

	Grant watched himself move like a puppet controlled by alien hands. His sword swept in a perfect arc, catching the stunned scout across the throat in a spray of crimson. The man dropped without a sound, joining his companions in the corrupted earth.

	The silence that followed felt absolute. Grant stood among the corpses, chest heaving, dark energy still crackling around his fingers like living shadow. The metallic taste of Blight filled his mouth while foreign emotions crashed through his consciousness in waves. Rage, hunger, the cold satisfaction of violence perfectly executed.

	He blinked, trying to focus, trying to remember who he was beneath the corruption's seductive whispers. The locket lay in the dirt beside his feet, Sara and Lia's faces smiling up at him from the photograph.

	Lia.

	The image anchored him, pulling him back from the edge of something he couldn't name, couldn't look directly at. Grant staggered, the borrowed strength already beginning to fade as the last wisps of Blight energy dissipated into the gathering dusk.

	Three dead men lay at his feet, and he couldn't quite remember deciding to kill them. Revulsion stabbed through him, and he had to brace himself against a tree as it manifested as a surge of nausea. His sword was covered in blood. He wiped it off against the grass in trembling hands and slid it back into its scabbard.

	 

	 


Chapter 13

	It took Grant half an hour to find Pepper. The arrow wound wasn't as bad as he'd initially feared, though it was hard to focus much on soothing the horse and treating the injury with the afterburn of the Blight still hissing through him.

	The arrow had only nicked through skin rather than hitting anything vital, though Pepper favored the injured leg as Grant led him back toward the palace. Blood had clotted around the wound, forming a dark crust that would need proper cleaning once they reached the stables.

	Grant's hands shook as he examined the injury, residual corruption making his fingers twitch with phantom energy. The Blight's whispers had faded, but echoes remained, alien emotions that felt like oil oozing through his thoughts. He kept seeing the scout's eyes widening in those final moments, kept feeling the sick ease with which his blade had found flesh.

	At the stables, a young stable hand emerged from the shadows between the stalls. Not Larissa, thankfully. Grant wasn't sure he could have managed a conversation with someone who knew him well. This boy was perhaps sixteen, with the gangly build of someone still growing into his height.

	"Lord Hayes?" The stable hand's eyes widened as he took in Pepper's condition. "What happened to him?"

	"Caught himself on a branch," he lied, the words coming easier than they should have. "Sharp piece of deadwood. Just a scratch, but it bled more than I expected."

	The boy nodded with the kind of easy acceptance that came from youth, already moving to examine Pepper's flank with practiced hands. He didn't question the story, didn't probe for details that might unravel Grant's careful deception.

	Relief flooded through Grant as the stable hand accepted his explanation without challenge. His head pounded with a vicious intensity that made thought feel like swimming through molasses. The aftereffects of channeling Blight energy, probably, though it could just as easily have been guilt manifesting as physical pain.

	He left Pepper in capable hands and hurried back toward his chamber, desperate for solitude, for time to process what had happened in the forest. The palace corridors felt oppressive now, every shadow potentially hiding accusations, every servant's glance seeming to carry judgment.

	In his chamber, Grant stripped off his sword belt with fumbling fingers and set Theron's blade carefully on the table. The polished hilt gleamed innocently in the lamplight, showing no trace of the blood he'd wiped from its surface. But he could still feel the phantom weight of what he'd done, the way the Blight had made killing feel natural, necessary, almost enjoyable.

	He pulled the locket from his pocket, cradling the polished metal in his palms like something sacred. Sara's and Lia's faces smiled up at him from the preserved photograph, untouched by the violence that had secured their retrieval. His daughter's smile made his throat constrict with emotion that felt clean, pure, utterly removed from the corruption that had claimed him in the forest.

	For Lia. Everything he'd done, every line he'd crossed, it was all for her. That had to count for something, didn't it? That had to justify the choices he'd made when faced with impossible odds?

	A knock came at his door. He swore under his breath. The last thing he needed was an audience to his turmoil. But he knew who was at his door, and he also knew she'd want more than to just say a quick goodnight.

	"Lord Hayes." Aurelia's voice carried an edge of annoyance, pitched loud enough to penetrate the heavy wood door. "Grant."

	The tone suggested she'd been expecting him, perhaps had already tried to find him earlier. Grant stomped across his chamber, his boots heavy against the polished floor, and flung the door open with more force than necessary.

	"I'm not really in the mood, Princess."

	Aurelia lifted her chin, that familiar haughty tilt that spoke of royal blood and wounded pride. Her eyes flashed with irritation, though something softer lurked beneath the surface.

	"You shouldn't have made evening plans with me, in that case." Her voice carried the crisp authority of someone accustomed to having her expectations met. "Where have you been? I came to your door twice already."

	Grant sighed, the weight of the evening's events pressing down on his shoulders like a physical thing. He stepped back, gesturing for her to enter his chamber with resigned acceptance.

	"Out," he said simply.

	"How wonderfully descriptive," she muttered, in a dry tone.

	His wine carafe had finally been replaced while he was gone, sitting pristine and full on the small table by his balcony. Grant moved toward it with deliberate purpose, grateful for the familiar ritual of pouring wine, for something to do with his hands while his mind still reeled from blood and corruption.

	"What's this?"

	Aurelia's voice carried a note of curiosity that made Grant's blood freeze. He turned to find her standing beside his table, the old locket dangling from her fingers like an accusation.

	"Don't touch that!" The words came out sharper than he'd intended, edged with panic and something rawer.

	Grant dropped the wine cups with a clatter, dark liquid splashing across the polished wood as he lunged forward. His hand closed around Aurelia's wrist with bruising force, fingers digging into delicate skin hard enough to leave marks.

	"Ow!" Aurelia yelped, startled by the sudden violence of his grip. "Grant, what's wrong with you?"

	But he didn't let go. Couldn't let go. The locket swayed between them like a pendulum, catching the lamplight as it twisted on its chain. Grant's other hand shot out to pluck it from her fingers, his movements sharp and desperate.

	"That's not yours," he growled, cradling the metal against his chest like something precious beyond measure.

	Aurelia stared at him, her eyes wide with shock that gradually shifted into something more complex. Understanding dawned across her features as she took in his protective stance, the way he held the locket like a talisman against forces she couldn't see.

	"That's..." she whispered, her voice cracking slightly. "That's Sara, isn't it? And your daughter."

	"What do you think?" The words came out harsh, cutting, fueled by the Blight's lingering whispers and his own raw guilt over what he'd done to retrieve this simple trinket.

	Aurelia continued to stare at him, her expression cycling through confusion, heartbreak, vulnerability, so much all at once that it threatened to overwhelm the bond between them. Through their connection, he felt the way his words hit her, each one landing like a physical blow.

	She knew what the locket meant. What it represented. Proof of another life, another love, another family that would always come first. The photograph inside wasn't just a memento, it was a declaration, a reminder that whatever they'd built together in Eldoria was temporary, borrowed, built on borrowed time.

	"If you really want to go back, so be it," she said, her voice barely above a whisper, each word carefully controlled despite the way it cracked at the edges. "I'll help you get back."

	The promise hung in the air between them like smoke, visible but choking. Grant felt the sincerity behind it through their bond, the desperate love that would sacrifice itself rather than cage him here against his will. It was the most generous offer imaginable, and it made him want to shake her until she understood how impossible that was.

	"If you really wanted to help me get back, you wouldn't be here," he growled, his own voice rough with frustration and something darker "You wouldn't be leaning into whatever the hell this is between us."

	The accusation hit its mark. Aurelia's face went pale, her carefully controlled composure cracking to reveal the raw hurt beneath. But instead of backing down, instead of fleeing like any rational person would, she stepped closer.

	"But I am here," she said simply.

	The words carried the weight of absolute truth, of acknowledgment and defiance rolled into three simple syllables. She was here, had always been here, would continue to be here despite every logical reason to walk away. Her presence was a choice, deliberate and stubborn, fueled by whatever force drew them together like gravity.

	Grant's teeth clenched with annoyance so sharp it felt physical, frustration boiling over until he wanted to grab her shoulders and demand she explain why she insisted on making everything so goddamn complicated. The feeling was so intense, so much like watching teenage Lia stage her own rebellion against common sense, that it made his chest ache with conflicted emotions.

	Without thinking, without planning, his free hand shot out and grabbed the fabric of Aurelia's tunic. The fine material bunched beneath his fingers as he pulled, hard enough to hear stitches pop, hard enough to expose the flawless skin of her neck and the swell of her breasts beneath.

	Then his mouth was on hers, a desperate kiss fueled by the Blight's lingering corruption and his own fractured emotional state. The kiss was nothing like their previous encounters, soft exploration or tentative discovery. This was  a seizure, possessive and edged with frustration and need that had nowhere else to go.

	Aurelia's lips were supple against his, soft and willing, her breath fluttering as he backed her toward the bed. Grant's fingers twisted in the fabric of her tunic, tearing it further with a sharp rip that exposed the full curve of her breasts. She gasped into his mouth, hands clutching his shirt, pulling him closer even as confusion rippled through their bond.

	He broke the kiss long enough to shove her down onto the mattress, the frame creaking under their combined weight. She landed on her back, auburn hair fanning across the pillows, expression dark with a storm of desire and conflict.

	"Grant—"

	"Quiet."

	He climbed over her, slipping between her thighs as he yanked at the laces of her breeches. The leather parted under his insistent pulls, revealing smooth skin that trembled under his touch. Aurelia arched up, helping him slide the fabric down her hips, her own hands fumbling at his belt with desperate urgency.

	The bond surged between them, her vulnerability crashing into his guilt like waves against rock. He stripped her bare, tossing clothes aside in a frenzy, exposing every inch of her athletic form, from the faint scars from battles, the birthmark that haunted him. His rough hands softened then, tracing the line of her collarbone, thumb brushing her nipple until it peaked.

	She moaned, fingers digging into his shoulders.

	"You're impossible," he growled against her throat, nipping the skin there while his hand slid between her thighs, finding her wet and ready.

	Aurelia bucked against his touch, her breath ragged. "Then make me possible. Make me yours."

	The words ignited him. He shed his own clothes in hurried motions, cock springing free as he positioned himself between her legs. Their eyes locked, hers pleading but fierce. He thrust into her with one deep stroke, burying himself to the hilt.

	She cried out, nails raking his back, legs wrapping around his waist to pull him deeper. Grant moved with relentless rhythm, each plunge spearing her, but his hands gentled, one cupping her face as he kissed her slower now, tongues dancing in contrast to the frantic pace below.

	He felt her pleasure build through the bond, mirroring his own rising tide, tangled with love that twisted like thorns in his chest. He angled his hips, hitting that spot that made her gasp wordless syllables, tenderness threading through the storm of their bodies colliding.

	Grant thrust deeper, each motion rough and deliberate, her warmth clenching around him like a secret she refused to release. Wrong. This was so damn wrong. 

	Aurelia's face twisted in pleasure beneath him, eyes locked on his, defiant and hungry, echoing Lia's future rebellions in ways that twisted his gut. Yet that very wrongness ignited fire in his veins, a dark thrill that drowned the world.

	He blocked it all. Mara's confusion surged through their bond, sharp and probing, but he shoved it down, walled it off like sealing a breached hull. Sara's presence haunted the palace corridors nearby, his wife, his actual wife, waiting for her locket. None of it could reach him now. Only Aurelia existed, her nails scoring his back, her hips rising to meet his punishing rhythm.

	"Why do you want this?" he growled, voice rough against her ear, one hand pinning her wrist above her head while the other gripped her thigh, spreading her wider. "Why won't you stop coming to my room, Princess?"

	She pushed back, teasing with every arch and moan, her body a challenge he couldn't resist. 

	"Because… it's just what I want!" she gasped, legs tightening around his waist, pulling him impossibly deeper. "Take me. Oh, Grant!"

	He snapped then, restraint shattering. His pace turned feral, pounding into her with force that shook the bedframe, skin slapping skin in frantic cadence. She matched him, whispering provocations through gritted teeth, her free hand clutching his hair, yanking him down. Their mouths crashed together in a deep, all-consuming kiss, tongues battling as he drove harder, faster.

	Pressure built, coiling tight in his core, her walls fluttering around him. The bond amplified everything as her building ecstasy crashed into his, a tidal wave of shared release. She broke the kiss first, head thrown back.

	"Grant!" The moan tore from her throat as she came, body convulsing beneath him, milking every thrust.

	He followed instantly, unloading deep inside her with a guttural roar, the world narrowing to that exquisite pulse. Waves of pleasure ripped through him, blocking everything else in blissful oblivion.

	They collapsed together, breaths ragged, sweat-slicked skin cooling in the evening air. Aurelia's fingers traced lazy patterns on his chest, but Grant felt the first cracks in his mental walls. Mara's annoyance flickered back, distant but insistent. Sara's face loomed in his mind, innocent and waiting.

	Wrong. Thrilling. And now, the thrill faded, leaving only the cost.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 14

	Aurelia left midway through the night, which Grant had been expecting. What he hadn't was when she came back to his room, minutes later, her spot in his bed still warm in her body's absence.

	"You came back," he whispered to her.

	"Should I not have?" She paused by the edge of his bed.

	"Come here."

	He pulled her down gently. She'd only put her tunic on, no slippers, nothing underneath, and he briefly wondered if she'd scandalized a guard or two on her way down the hall or back. He kissed her, the taste a bit staler than it had been the first time around, but still sweet, still addictive.

	Aurelia settled beside him on the bed, her bare legs brushing his under the thin quilt. Flicker's soft glow danced across her skin from where the sprite hovered near the door.

	"I meant what I said earlier." Her voice carried that princessly command, softened by the vulnerability humming through their bond. "I'll help you do whatever you want. Even if that means sending you back to your own world. Whatever you want."

	Grant stared at the ceiling, feeling the weight of her words. "I'll let you know when I figure out what the hell that is."

	She let out a tiny laugh, breathy and sharp, like wind through autumn leaves. The sound sliced through the tension, pulling his gaze to her face, where amusement flickered in those emerald depths.

	He pressed his mouth to hers, punctuating the last echoes of her mirth. Heat surged between them, raw and immediate, her lips parting under his with a hunger that matched the storm in his chest. Grant rolled over her, stroking her hair out of her face with one hand while the other traced the curve of her neck, feeling her pulse jump against his palm.

	She arched into him, breath hitching as he broke the kiss and trailed his mouth downward. Nips along her collarbone drew soft gasps, her skin flushing warm under his tongue. He lingered at her breasts, circling one nipple with deliberate slowness, the peak hardening as he sucked, her body writhing beneath him in silent plea.

	Lower still, across the plane of her stomach, muscles tensing under feather-light kisses. Her tunic had ridden up, exposing the apex of her thighs, and Grant paused there, inhaling her scent, musky and intoxicating. Aurelia's eyes met his, wide with surprise, then narrowing in intrigue as she realized his intent.

	"Grant..." she whispered, curiosity as present as desire in her tone.

	She bucked, a startled moan escaping as he delved deeper, tongue exploring with insistent strokes. Surprise melted into something feral, her thighs clamping around his head while he worked her clit in tight circles, alternating pressure that had her hips grinding against his face. The bond flooded him with her building ecstasy, liquid heat, coiling tighter until she finally shattered.

	Aurelia convulsed, crying out as waves crashed through her, body arching off the bed in mindless release. Grant held her steady, drawing out every tremor until she collapsed, chest heaving, eyes glazed with aftershocks.

	He wiped his mouth, the taste of her lingering like forbidden wine, and slid up to kiss her. She was groggy and sex-dazed against him, which he found oddly satisfying. One of her hands slid down to play with his tool, which had hardened again from the symphony of her noises.

	Aurelia's fingers wrapped his length, stroking with deliberate slowness. She pushed him back against the pillows, her emerald gaze locking onto his.

	"My turn," she whispered, voice husky with intent.

	A strange impulse clawed at him, an urge to stop this, pull away before it twisted further. This act, her descending on him willingly, eagerly, felt even more wrong, somehow. It bordered on corruption, watching the princess choose to serve him like this, to dedicate her mouth and lips to handling his desire. But he stayed silent, muscles tensing as she slid down his body.

	She kissed his collarbone first, lips grazing skin still marked from their earlier frenzy. Her tongue traced the hollow of his throat, drawing a low groan from him. Downward she went, nipping his chest, circling a nipple with the same deliberate tease he'd given her. Heat pooled in his core, the bond amplifying her arousal back to him, a mirror of his building need.

	Her mouth ventured lower, pressing kisses along his stomach, muscles jumping under her touch. She paused at his hip, inhaling his scent, her breath hot against him. Those wide eyes met his again, intrigue flashing as she gripped him firmer.

	"Aurelia..."

	She bucked her head forward, taking him in with insistent strokes. Surprise melted into fervor; she worked him deep, tongue exploring every ridge. Her cheeks hollowed, rhythm building, feral intensity in how she claimed him. Grant's hand found her hair, fingers threading through auburn strands, caressing her scalp with gentle pressure that contrasted her eager motions.

	The lewdness hit harder now as she opted in deeper, throat working around him, moans vibrating through his length. It felt exposed, vulnerable in ways his dominance over her hadn't. The pleasure built like a backed up hose, heat surging as she alternated pressure, drawing him toward the edge.

	The ecstasy raced through him, white-hot and inevitable. He bucked into her mouth, fingers tightening in her hair, stroking as release crashed through him. He unloaded with a guttural groan, pulsing deep while she swallowed every drop, her touch never faltering.

	She pulled back slowly, lips glistening, eyes glazed but triumphant. Grant's chest heaved, the aftershocks rippling through him, her pride at the accomplishment echoing in the bond like forbidden wine. Grant wrapped his arm around her as she came back up to snuggle with him and let the sleepy satisfaction take over.

	 

	***

	 

	Grant was alone in his chamber when he awoke the next morning, but that was more of a relief than a disappointment. The regret was real, almost a physical presence in the room with him, a self-recrimination paired with knowing he should have known better.

	On multiple levels. Aurelia, at his door, welcomed in. The Selsux scouting party, three men he'd killed. It had been in defense of himself, but the blood spilled stained him no less. He wiped his hands over his face, wondering how the consequences would play out.

	His next wincing immediate impulse was of his wife. He wanted to find Sara and give her the locket. Not just to fulfill his promise, but because he needed to have a real conversation with her about everything that was happening. About what they were doing to each other, what they'd become in this place.

	He thought about how she'd rebuffed him when he'd tried to kiss her, but even back on Earth their dynamic had been strained. The fights that had grown more frequent in the months before Christmas, the way they'd started sleeping on opposite sides of the bed, the careful politeness that had replaced the easy intimacy they'd once shared.

	The idea of discussing divorce in a world entirely separate from the one where they'd said their vows felt absurd, but he knew he owed her honesty. About Mara, about Aurelia, about the bonds that had twisted his heart in directions he'd never expected. About the man he'd become since falling into this impossible place.

	Grant was pulling on his boots when a knock came at his door. He sighed, assuming it was Aurelia returning with some excuse to linger, to complicate things further.

	"Yes," he called out, not bothering to hide his weariness.

	Mara, rather than Aurelia, entered with the quiet authority of someone who owned every space she occupied, her blonde hair catching the morning light streaming through his balcony doors. She looked tired but patient, her eyes holding that familiar weight of responsibility that never quite left her shoulders. 

	So much like his mother it made his chest ache with complicated longing. Was she here about the scouts? He felt decidedly like a teenager who'd done something stupid while out late the previous night as he watched Mara, anticipated her ire.

	"Good," she said, taking in his half-dressed state with the practical assessment of a woman who'd raised children and ruled kingdoms. "You're already dressed."

	"You say that like I have somewhere to be," he muttered.

	"You do," said Mara, her voice carrying that measured tone he'd come to associate with royal pronouncements. "Unless you're too tired from your busy night."

	Grant winced, running a hand through his hair as heat crept up his neck. The bond between them carried more than just emotions. In all likelihood, it had broadcast enough of his activities with Aurelia to leave little doubt about how he'd spent his evening.

	Mara sighed, her expression softening slightly as she watched his discomfort. "I don't mean to attack you, Grant. Better Aurelia than Seraphina, I suppose."

	He strapped on his sword belt with jerky movements, the familiar weight of Theron's blade offering little comfort this morning. "That hardly makes me feel any better about it."

	"Good," Mara said simply, meeting his gaze with unflinching directness. "You shouldn't feel entirely at peace."

	The words hit him like a slap, cutting through his self-pity with surgical precision. She wasn't offering comfort or absolution, wasn't smoothing over the jagged edges of what they'd all become. Just stark truth, delivered with the kind of maternal authority that made him feel like a child caught breaking something precious.

	He tried to untense his jaw as he finished adjusting his sword belt, the leather familiar against his hips despite everything. Through their bond, he felt the complex tangle of Mara's emotions. 

	There was disappointment, yes, but also something that might have been relief. As though his night with Aurelia had at least been predictable, rather than a new surprise onto a situation that had been growing impossibly complex.

	"So where exactly do I have to be?" he asked, not entirely managing to keep the irritation from his voice.

	"Ambassador Hawthorne is requesting a three-way discussion about settling the current conflict," Mara said, her voice carrying the careful neutrality of someone delivering unpleasant news. "The Selsux delegation will be entering the palace within the hour."

	Grant let out a low whistle, shaking his head with dark amusement. "I expect it will end up like most three-ways, with someone feeling cut out."

	Mara blinked at him, her expression remaining perfectly composed. If she caught the innuendo, she gave no sign of it, her focus clearly on weightier matters than his crude humor.

	"I intend to give Selsux as little as possible," she continued, moving to stand near his balcony doors. "But I cannot simply give in to Zydra's urging to offer them nothing, or even demand reparations for Mount Jamala. We must tread very carefully here."

	Grant studied her profile as she gazed out at the Grove's canopy, noting the tension in her shoulders, the way her fingers traced the windowsill with unconscious nervous energy. He felt the weight of political calculation pressing down on her, the impossible balance between protecting her people and avoiding a war they couldn't win.

	"The Phoenix Corvidians want blood," he said, understanding the delicate position she was in.

	"Zydra has every right to her anger," Mara replied, her voice carrying the measured tone of someone who had spent hours weighing impossible choices. "Her people lost their home, their sacred mountain. But demanding justice from a position of weakness is a luxury we cannot afford."

	Grant finished adjusting his sword belt, the familiar weight of Theron's blade settling against his hip. "What do you want from me?"

	Mara turned from the window, her eyes meeting his with an intensity that made him feel pinned in place. Despite everything that had happened between them, despite the complicated web of bonds and desires that connected them all, she was still every inch the queen in this moment.

	"I want you to stand with me when the Aethelburg contingent enters the city," she said simply. "Present a unified front. Show them that the Grove's alliances extend beyond our traditional boundaries."

	The request hung in the air between them, weighted with implications that went far beyond simple diplomatic theater. She wasn't just asking him to play a role. She was asking him to lend her his power, commit to the Grove in a conflict that would shape Eldoria's future.

	Through their bond, Grant felt the vulnerability beneath her queenly composure, the desperate hope that he would stand with her despite everything that pulled him in other directions. Sara's presence in the palace, his promises to return home, the growing complications of his relationships. All of it made this simple request feel impossibly complex.

	He thought about asking for something in return, pushing the point of Sara remaining out of the dungeon or even trying to secure Mara's help in finding a way back to Earth. But looking at her face, seeing the trust she was placing in him despite the tumult of recent events, Grant found it hard to play hard ball.

	"Alright," he said. "You want me at your side? You got me."

	Grant felt a surge of pride and affection and… other things crash through the nexus bond that made it impossible to think clearly for a moment. The connection between them pulsed with heat, carrying emotions that had nothing to do with diplomatic strategy and everything to do with the way Mara's eyes softened when she looked at him.

	He recognized how trapped he was, emotionally as much as geographically. The almost addictive rush his bonds with Mara and Aurelia brought him sometimes, the way their feelings amplified his own until he couldn't tell where he ended and they began. 

	He wished desperately for a moment alone with Mara, just to talk, though he knew perfectly well it would only start with talking and end with his hands in her hair, her breath against his throat, another line crossed that couldn't be uncrossed.

	Grant shook his head, trying to focus, but the damage was done. Whatever he was radiating outward through their connection had Mara staring at him with a look that was equal parts dazed and distracted. Her queenly composure had slipped, revealing something raw underneath as early sparks of erotic tension flickered between them like static electricity before a storm.

	"Mara," he said carefully, her name coming out rougher than intended.

	She blinked, seeming to surface from whatever depths the bond had pulled her into. Color rose in her cheeks as she realized how intently she'd been watching him, how her breathing had changed without her permission.

	"Yes," she said, her voice slightly breathless. "The delegation. We should... prepare."

	 

	 


Chapter 15

	They encountered Aurelia on their way out of Evergreen Palace. She stood near the main entrance in her diplomatic finest, every trace of the previous night's passion carefully erased beneath layers of royal protocol. 

	Her auburn hair was swept back in an intricate style that spoke of careful preparation, and she wore formal robes of deep forest green that complemented her eyes. The transformation was so complete that Grant might have questioned his own memories if not for the secret smile she flashed him, quick and heated, before her expression returned to perfect princessly composure.

	"Grandmother," Aurelia said, inclining her head with the precise degree of respect due to the Queen Mother.

	"Princess Aurelia," Mara replied, her own voice carrying the measured formality of court.

	Grant felt the subtle tension crackling between the two women through his bonds, layers of unspoken conflict that went far deeper than simple diplomatic protocol. Aurelia's emotions carried an edge of territorial possessiveness, while Mara's carefully controlled irritation suggested she was still processing recent events.

	"Are we to welcome our enemies, once more?" muttered Aurelia.

	Mara straightened her shoulders, presenting as the commanding queen despite the complicated web of relationships threatening to undermine her authority. "Yes. And I would prefer if you refrained from any rash displays similar to the last time we greeted them."

	Aurelia's chin lifted with that familiar defiant tilt, eyes flashing with barely contained fire. "They were marching an army into our city last time, Grandmother. The circumstances were rather different."

	"Their army is back," said Mara sharply, her patience clearly wearing thin. "Diminished but still powerful. And we have need of every sword and spear and arrow available if the ghouls remain as riled as they are."

	The words hung in the air like a warning, reminding them all that whatever personal dramas consumed their attention, larger forces were still at work. Grant felt both women's awareness of how precarious their position remained, how easily the delicate balance they'd achieved could shatter under pressure.

	"Let's save the needling for negotiations," said Grant. "Are we ready?"

	"Zydra, as well, is to stand with us," said Mara. "She's already outside."

	They stepped outside into the overcast afternoon, gray clouds hanging low over the Grove like a heavy blanket. The air felt thick with moisture, threatening rain that hadn't yet begun to fall. Most of the usual foot traffic had vanished from the palace grounds, leaving the pathways eerily quiet.

	Grant couldn't tell if the empty streets were due to the weather or the approaching diplomatic crisis. Probably both. The few Sylvan citizens he spotted moved with purpose, heads down, hurrying between buildings as though lingering outdoors might invite trouble.

	The atmosphere felt ominous, charged with the kind of tension that preceded storms of all varieties, meteorological and political. Even the Luminaries seemed dimmer than usual, their soft blue glow muted by the oppressive sky.

	They found Zydra near the city's main gate, her hybrid form unmistakable even at a distance. She stood with straight and stiff posture, her dark feathers ruffled by the humid breeze, wings folded tightly against her back. Several Phoenix Corvidians flanked her, their own plumage catching what little light filtered through the clouds.

	Favalina and Batarine were present as well, though they kept their distance. He eyed them both, wondering what plots might exist behind their guarded expressions. The Grove needed unity, above all else, but he couldn't help but wonder if it remained out of reach.

	As they approached the gate, the sky above them suddenly filled with movement. Dozens of Corvidians descended from the cloud cover in a coordinated display, their wings spread wide as they circled overhead. 

	The formation was exact and calculated, a deliberate show of aerial superiority that spoke of suppressed intent. They moved like a well-trained military unit, each bird-person finding their position in the wheeling mass with practiced precision.

	Mara's fury hit him through their bond like a physical blow, sharp enough to make him wince. Her eyes blazed as she watched the aerial demonstration, the carefully controlled diplomatic mask slipping to reveal the anger beneath.

	"She took a page out of your book," Grant muttered to Aurelia under his breath.

	Aurelia's own irritation flashed through their connection, though whether it was directed at Zydra's theatrical display or Grant's comparison was unclear. Her eyes remained fixed on the circling Corvidians, jaw tight with barely suppressed emotion.

	"This is foolishness!" hissed Mara as she stomped off to confront Zydra. "She has no consideration for the stakes!"

	Grant felt a growing sense of dread as he considered the situation from a broader lens. The missing scouts from yesterday, the three men whose blood still stained his conscience, would soon be discovered. When they were, this display of Corvidian strength would look less like diplomatic theater and more like a declaration of war.

	He trailed after Mara, sensing through the bond that his outside touch might be helpful to keep the situation from escalating. She strode toward Zydra with purposeful steps, her royal composure barely containing the fury radiating through their bond. The circling Corvidians overhead cast shifting shadows across the gathering, their aerial display growing more elaborate by the moment.

	"Zydra!" Mara's voice carried the sharp authority of a queen accustomed to being obeyed. "Call your warriors off. Now."

	The Phoenix Corvidian prophetess turned slowly, her dark feathers catching what little light filtered through the overcast sky. Her keen black eyes met Mara's with unwavering intensity, and when she spoke, her voice carried the melodic cadence of her people tempered with something harder.

	"They're already on their way down, Queen Mara," Zydra said, her tone respectful but firm.

	Grant felt the air between the two women thicken with unspoken challenge. They stared at each other across the space separating them, their gazes locked with an intensity as heated as though they had guns aimed at each other's faces. The political weight of the moment pressed down on everyone present, each second stretching taut with possibility.

	"We need to focus outward," Grant said, stepping between the two women before their standoff could escalate further. "Present a unified front. Isn't that the point of this? The Selsux delegation will be here any moment."

	His words broke the spell of their mutual antagonism, though the tension remained thick enough to taste. Mara's eyes flicked to his face, her expression softening marginally as she acknowledged the wisdom of his intervention.

	"Are we unified?" Mara asked.

	Zydra's feathers rustled as she shifted her stance, wings settling more comfortably against her back. Her dark gaze swept over the assembled group, taking in Grant's positioning between the royal women, the way Aurelia stood slightly apart but alert, the careful choreography of their impromptu alliance.

	"That depends much on the queen's own choices," Zydra replied, her words carrying layers of meaning that extended far beyond the immediate moment.

	The atmosphere remained brittle, charged with unresolved tensions that could shatter at the wrong word or gesture. But as the sound of approaching hoofbeats echoed from beyond the Grove's outer perimeter, they stood together. A queen, a princess, a prophetess, and an outlander, united by necessity if not by trust.

	The gates of Arboreal Concordat began their slow, ceremonial opening as Ambassador Hawthorne's delegation approached. Grant found himself studying the Selsux party with tactical eyes, noting details that spoke to their army's current state.

	Hawthorne wasn't leading hundreds of armored men this time, just a small contingent of bodyguards and perhaps a dozen riders. Grant wondered if it was a deliberate choice, leaving the rest of the Selsux contingent camped outside the city to obscure the losses they'd suffered and how ragged her men had grown since their pyrrhic victory at Mount Jamala.

	The weight of yesterday's violence pressed against his conscience as he watched the approaching riders. The dead scouts would be discovered soon enough if their absence hadn't already been noted. What would he do if Ambassador Hawthorne pressed that point? How quickly could this careful diplomatic dance devolve into something far more dangerous?

	Ambassador Hawthorne approached Mara slowly, her steps measured and deliberate across the ancient stone path leading up to the Grove's entrance. Her pale features remained composed beneath the hood of her travel cloak, but Grant could see the calculating assessment in her eyes as she took in their assembled group.

	She offered a small, stiff bow, precisely the minimum required by diplomatic protocol, no more.

	"Queen Mara," said Sadia Hawthorne, her voice carrying that familiar blend of courtesy and condescension. "I trust you will still abide by the standard practice of nonaggression during negotiations?"

	The words hit like a slap across the face. Grant felt Mara's composure waver through their bond, a flash of genuine outrage that she quickly smothered beneath queenly control.

	"You insult me and the Grove by implying I wouldn't," replied Mara, her voice sharp as winter wind. "The sacred customs of parley have never been violated within these borders."

	Hawthorne's eyes flicked upward to the circling Corvidians still wheeling overhead, their dark forms cutting through the overcast sky like living shadows. Her gaze lingered on Zydra's hybrid features before settling back on Mara with renewed focus.

	"Curious, then, that you chose to surround our delegation with aerial forces," she said smoothly. "And even more curious that you've granted sanctuary to a dangerous heretic who has openly defied the Order of the Eternal Flame."

	Grant watched Zydra's feathers ruffle at the accusation, her dark eyes flashing with barely contained anger. Through the bonds, he felt Aurelia's spike of protective fury, while Mara's emotions carried layers of careful political calculation.

	"Furthermore," Hawthorne continued, "there remains the matter of the treaty which you refused to honor. The mutual defense pact that could have prevented so much unnecessary bloodshed."

	The accusation hung in the air, overstaying its welcome. Grant felt the weight of unspoken history in those words, the complex web of political obligations that had led them all to this moment.

	"It was honored to the extent it could be," said Mara, slowly.

	"I question how you would justify that statement." Hawthorne's eyes flashed in a literal sense, reflecting a burst of lightning in the distance that sounded as thunder a few seconds later.

	The rain began to fall, fat droplets that struck the stone with audible impacts. The overcast sky had been threatening for hours, and now it finally delivered on that promise. Within moments, the scattered drops became a steady patter, then a heavy downpour that sent everyone reaching for hoods and cloaks.

	"Why don't we finish this conversation somewhere warm and dry?" suggested Grant, raising his voice to be heard over the increasing rainfall. "Warm food and a roof overhead will give us all a better chance of listening to each other, no?"

	The rain was coming down heavily, already soaking through his shirt despite the brief time they'd been exposed. The diplomatic dance they were performing felt absurd under the circumstances, all of them standing in the rain trading accusations while pretending to ignore it. He thought of the ghouls and wondered how much the storm was a parallel to their threat.

	"I see the wisdom in that, Lord Hayes," said Aurelia, her voice carrying the authority of the Sylvan Hope despite her youth.

	Ambassador Hawthorne's eyes fixed on Grant with renewed interest, as though seeing him clearly for the first time. Her expression remained carefully neutral, but he caught the subtle shift in her posture that spoke of a predator recognizing potential prey.

	"Indeed," she said, inclining her head with mock courtesy. "Perhaps we should retire to more... civilized surroundings."

	 

	 


Chapter 16

	The newly arrived guests were given time to settle into the palace, which left Grant with an opening to visit his wife. He took the locket with him, feeling more anxiety than anticipation as he thought about what he needed to say to her.

	But it wasn't to be.

	The guards at Sara's door were different from the ones he'd encountered the night before, but their message remained the same. When Grant approached, both men straightened with practiced alertness.

	"Lord Hayes," said the older guard, a woman with graying temples and the weathered face of a career soldier. "I'm afraid the Queen's orders were quite specific. No visitors."

	Grant felt frustration bubble up in his chest, made worse by the weight of the locket in his pocket. "Since when?"

	"This morning, my lord," replied the second guard, younger but equally resolute. "Queen Mara reinforced the guest's need for rest. Complete isolation to aid her recovery."

	The careful phrasing didn't fool Grant for a moment. This wasn't about Sara's health, but damage control. With the Selsux delegation settling into the palace, with political tensions running higher than ever, Mara couldn't afford the risk of an emotional breakdown triggering another ghoul attack.

	Grant weighed his options. He could push past them, demand access through force or bluster. But that would only create more problems, more complications in an already volatile situation. And the guards were just following orders, doing their duty to protect both Sara and the Grove.

	"I suppose I could take this up with Queen Mara directly," he said, though even as the words left his mouth he knew how that conversation would go.

	"She's currently in session with the Selsux delegation, my lord," said the older guard with obvious sympathy in her voice. "She gave us explicit orders beforehand."

	He nodded slowly, irritated but forming a plan. Mara was busy now, locked in delicate negotiations that could determine the fate of the Grove. She couldn't be interrupted for personal matters, no matter how urgent they felt to him.

	Which meant the guards at Sara's door might well be needed elsewhere at some point during the day. Palace security would be stretched thin with hostile diplomats in residence, every available man assigned to critical posts. All he had to do was wait for the right moment, pick his time carefully, and he could slip inside unnoticed.

	The thought settled in his mind like a seed finding fertile ground. Patient. Calculated.

	"Fair enough," he said. "Duty first."

	He walked away feeling their eyes on his back, but his mind was already working through possibilities. The palace had rhythms, patterns of movement and activity he'd learned to read over these past weeks. There would be an opening. There always was.

	Grant found himself drawn to the stables, his feet carrying him along familiar pathways as guilt over Pepper gnawed at his conscience. The horse had fallen to the side of his awareness during the chaos of recent events, another casualty of the impossible situation consuming his attention.

	The stable complex occupied a section where ancient trees had been coaxed into natural stalls, their living walls breathing with the forest's rhythm. Afternoon light filtered through gaps in the canopy, warm across the hay-strewn floor. The mingled scents of horse sweat and wildflowers created an earthy perfume that had become comfortingly familiar.

	Grant pushed through the main entrance, scanning the shadowed interior until he spotted the horse in the far corner. Relief flooded through him as he saw Pepper standing calmly in his stall, head turning at the sound of approaching footsteps.

	"Hey, boy," Grant called softly, approaching with a smile tugging at his lips.

	The arrow wound on Pepper's flank had been cleaned and dressed with professional care, the injury already scabbing over in neat lines. What Grant had initially feared might be serious damage proved to be surprisingly shallow, though the horse still favored that leg slightly when he shifted his weight.

	Someone had tended the wound with skill and obvious affection. Pepper's coat gleamed with recent brushing, his hooves freshly cleaned, water trough filled to the brim. Grant felt a pang of guilt for abandoning the animal during yesterday's crisis, but clearly capable hands had been caring for him.

	"You're a trooper," Grant murmured, reaching out to stroke the horse's nose.

	"Lord Hayes?"

	The voice carried a musical quality he recognized instantly. Grant turned to find Larissa emerging from the deeper shadows of the stable, her practical woolen dress marked with hay and horse hair, thick dark hair pulled back in its customary neat braid. She approached with that efficient grace he remembered, though something in her brown eyes seemed different today. More serious, perhaps. Watchful.

	She carried a saddle over one arm, moving to set it carefully on a wooden rack before turning to face him fully. Her freckled face held the same kindness he remembered, but underneath ran currents of something more complex.

	"Larissa," Grant said, genuine pleasure warming his voice. "Thank you for taking care of Pepper. The wound looks much better than I expected."

	Her brown eyes studied his face with the intensity of someone reading a story written in subtle expressions. "Wound wasn't as deep as it could have been. Clean cut, missed anything vital. He'll be right as rain in a few days."

	"Good to know," he said.

	She moved closer, her gaze lingering on his features with obvious concern. "Question is, what kind of trouble lands on both you and your horse, Lord Hayes?"

	The way she emphasized the word 'trouble' made it clear she suspected more than an accident or simple misfortune. Larissa had always been perceptive, able to read situations with the sharp intelligence that came from years of serving the Veridians in more roles than just stable mistress.

	He smiled, enjoying her scrutiny to an odd degree. "The kind that finds you whether you're looking for it or not."

	"Aye, that's the worst kind," she said, stepping back to lean against a wooden post. "The kind that follows you home and settles in for a long stay."

	Her words carried layers of meaning that extended far beyond yesterday's encounter with the scouts. Grant wondered how much she'd pieced together from palace gossip, from observing the complicated dynamics between him and the royal family, from simply watching the way trouble seemed to orbit around him like a malevolent moon.

	"For Pepper's sake, I'll do my best to avoid it in the future," he said, the promise feeling hollow even as he spoke it.

	Larissa's laugh was short and sharp, lacking any real humor. "Will you now? Because from where I'm standing, trouble's become something of a habit for you, Lord Hayes."

	She gestured toward a saddled horse standing patiently near the stable's rear entrance, a sturdy mare with intelligent eyes and a coat the color of burnished copper. The animal was clearly prepared for travel, saddlebags packed and secured, reins hanging ready.

	"Going somewhere?" Grant asked, though something in Larissa's posture already suggested the answer.

	She nodded, her expression growing more serious. "Lycanthia and I both. We're leaving Arboreal Concordat."

	The announcement caught him off guard. Larissa had been a constant presence in the stables, as much a part of the Grove's daily rhythm as the ancient trees themselves. Her departure felt like another piece of normalcy crumbling away, another sign that the world he'd grown comfortable in was shifting beneath his feet.

	"Why?" he asked, though he suspected he already knew.

	Larissa held his gaze with unflinching directness. "Because I can sense the way the winds are blowing, Lord Hayes. And I've got enough sense to get myself and my sister clear before the storm breaks."

	She pushed away from the wooden post, moving to check her mare's saddle with the methodical precision of someone who'd done this countless times. Her hands worked with automatic efficiency, but Grant could see the tension in her shoulders, the careful control that spoke of difficult decisions made after long deliberation.

	"The palace isn't safe anymore," she continued, her voice dropping to barely above a whisper. "Not with what's coming. Not with the Selsux breathing down everyone's necks and ghouls stirring every time that woman gets upset."

	Sara. She was talking about his wife, though she was too tactful to name her directly. Grant felt a growing tension as he realized how obvious the connection had become to anyone paying attention, listening to palace rumors. 

	"Lycanthia agrees with this?" he asked.

	"Lycanthia's the one who suggested it," Larissa replied, her tone carrying a note of pride in her sister's wisdom. "She's terrified. Has been for weeks now. I think she finally reached the age where she was pulled into the scheming of the Council of Elders, just like I was. She won't talk about it, but I know something happened."

	Grant nodded slowly, a familiar but bitter taste returning to his mouth as he remembered how Lycanthia had drugged his water and all but led him into Favalina's trap. "I… think she'll tell you when she's ready. And she might just be right."

	She finished checking her tack and turned back to face him, her features soft with something that might have been affection. For a moment, she looked younger, less weathered by the responsibilities that had shaped her practical worldview.

	"I hope you'll be careful in the coming days, Lord Hayes," she said, stepping closer until she stood within arm's reach. "Whatever choices you're facing, whatever's pulling at you... just remember that some paths don't lead back to where you started."

	Before Grant could respond, before he could process the warning hidden in her words, Larissa rose on her tiptoes and pressed a gentle kiss to his cheek. Her lips were warm against his skin, the gesture carrying years of unspoken understanding and genuine care.

	"Be safe," she whispered against his ear, her breath warm and familiar.

	Grant stood stunned as she pulled away, mounting her mare with fluid grace. The kiss had been chaste, safe, but it carried the weight of her farewell in a way that made his throat tighten with unexpected emotion.

	"Larissa…"

	"No need for long goodbyes," she said, settling into her saddle with practiced ease. "Just try to remember who you were before all this started. That man might have better answers than the one you're becoming."

	She guided her mare toward the stable's entrance, pausing only long enough to look back over her shoulder. 

	"And Lord Hayes?" she called softly. "Keep in mind that neither the Queen nor the Princess are as elevated as they may seem. They're both still women. You can trust me on that one."

	With that, she was gone, riding into the late morning light with the quiet dignity of someone who knew exactly where they were going. He stood alone in the stable. Larissa's warning echoed in his mind, mixing with the weight of Sara's locket in his pocket.

	 

	 


Chapter 17

	Grant spent most of the afternoon biding his time, seeking out tasks for the sake of busying his hands rather than outright productivity. He trained a bit with Theron's sword, though it felt somewhat counterproductive. The sword habits which came to him seemingly through the fallen prince's memory didn't translate to him knowing what he was doing, though the instincts kicked in here and there.

	He climbed the spiral staircase from the training hall, sweat cooling on his skin despite the afternoon warmth. The sword work had been frustrating, fragments of Theron's muscle memory surfacing at odd moments only to dissolve when he tried to grasp them consciously. He wiped his face with a towel as he reached the main corridor, already planning a bath and perhaps some wine to wash away the lingering taste of inadequacy.

	"Lord Hayes."

	The voice carried that familiar blend of authority and barely concealed irritation that made his shoulders tense automatically. Grant turned to find Aurelia approaching from the direction of the royal quarters, expression loaded with something between amusement and exasperation.

	She looked every inch the princess despite the late hour, but there was something in her posture that suggested she'd been waiting just for him, hunting through the palace corridors with the determined patience of a predator tracking prey.

	"Princess," he said, unable to keep the wariness from his voice. 

	The last thing he needed was another complicated conversation with Aurelia, especially when he could still feel the weight of Sara's locket in his pocket like an accusation.

	"You look like you've been rolling in the dirt," she said, her tone carrying that familiar note of princessly disdain that somehow managed to sound flirtatious at the same time. "Don't tell me you've been playing with swords again." 

	Grant felt heat creep up his neck at her choice of words, the innocent comment carrying undertones that made his pulse quicken despite his exhaustion. "Training. With an actual sword. In the actual training hall."

	"How wonderfully literal of you," she replied, stepping closer until he could catch the subtle scents that always seemed to cling to her hair. "Though I have to say, you don't look particularly victorious."

	Her proximity sent familiar sparks of awareness through him, the nexus bond humming with unspoken possibilities that he really didn't need complicating his already fractured emotional state. Through their connection, he felt her own heightened awareness, the way her pulse quickened when she looked at his sweat-dampened shirt.

	"Did you need something, Princess?" he asked, though even as the words left his mouth he realized how they might be interpreted.

	Aurelia's smile turned predatory, her chin lifting with that familiar defiant tilt that never failed to send heat spiraling through him. "As a matter of fact, I do. Lycanthia's departure has left me with something of a... staffing shortage."

	The way she emphasized the words made it clear she was talking about more than just palace logistics. Grant sighed as he realized where this was heading, the implications settling in his stomach like stones.

	"Do you understand just how much of a pain it will be for me to replace my primary servant?" she continued, her voice taking on that throaty quality that made rational thought nearly impossible. "Someone who knows my needs, my preferences, my... particular requirements?"

	Grant nearly choked on his own saliva. "I'm sure you'll manage to find someone suitable."

	"Will I?" She stepped closer, close enough that he could see the way the afternoon light caught the green flecks in her eyes, close enough that their bond thrummed with dangerous intensity. "Or perhaps I should simply make do with what's available. Improvise. Adapt."

	"Aurelia..." he started, then caught himself. This was exactly the kind of conversation he should be walking away from, the kind of verbal sparring that inevitably led to places he couldn't afford to go. "It's your choice to make."

	"Is it now?" she asked.

	He stared down the mischievous challenge in those luminous eyes. The heat radiating through their bond like fever, bringing the previous night's intensity right back to the fore. But it wasn't what he needed right now.

	"You know what your problem is, Princess?" he said, leaning against the corridor wall with deliberate casualness. "You're a bit spoiled. You've had people waiting on you hand and foot your entire life. I get by just fine without a personal servant."

	Aurelia's eyebrows rose with obvious delight, her smile turning wicked as she recognized the game they were playing. "Is that so? And how exactly do you manage such independence, Lord Hayes?"

	"I look after myself," he said, counting off on his fingers with exaggerated seriousness. "Pour my own wine. Even manage to dress myself most mornings without assistance."

	"How terribly rustic of you," she replied, though her tone carried more admiration than mockery. "Though I have to wonder... do you do everything yourself? Or are there certain tasks that require a more... delicate touch?"

	The innuendo hung in the air between them, hot and humid. Grant felt his pulse quicken as Aurelia stepped even closer, her body heat radiating against his sweat-cooled skin in ways that made concentration nearly impossible.

	"Depends on the task," he said, his voice rougher than intended. "But I've been managing well enough for today."

	"Pity," Aurelia murmured, her gaze dropping to his lips before returning to his eyes with obvious hunger. "I do so enjoy being useful."

	Grant was about to respond, was forming words that would either escalate the flirtation or shut it down entirely, when the sound of approaching footsteps echoed through the corridor. Heavy boots on polished wood, moving with the purposeful stride of palace guards.

	They stepped apart with guilty haste, Aurelia smoothing her formal robes while Grant straightened his sword belt with studied casualness. By the time the guard rounded the corner, they stood at a respectable distance, though the air between them still crackled with unresolved tension.

	"Lord Hayes," the guard said, inclining his head with professional courtesy. "Princess Aurelia. Forgive the interruption."

	"No interruption at all," he lied, grateful for the excuse to escape before this conversation went somewhere he couldn't take back. "I was just heading to my chamber. Need a bath after my morning training."

	He shot Aurelia a look that he hoped conveyed both apology and warning, then headed up the corridor toward his quarters with measured steps. Behind him, he heard the guard addressing some minor palace matter with the princess, but his attention was already turning inward.

	A bath sounded perfect right now. Hot water to wash away the sweat and frustration of ineffective sword work, quiet solitude to process the weight of everything pressing down on him. And maybe, if he was lucky, enough peace to figure out what the hell he was going to do about the locket burning a hole in his pocket.

	Grant reached his chamber and, without even announcing his intention, had his needs met by the servant waiting at the door. A second servant appeared without being summoned, arms laden with a bucket of hot water, moving with the silent efficiency that made the royal household function.

	As he watched them work, pouring with practiced precision, Grant grudgingly found himself mulling over Aurelia's point. There was something to be said for having people anticipate your needs, for the seamless choreography of service that made even simple tasks feel effortless. In Eldoria, at least, where technology couldn't fill as many gaps, it made a certain amount of sense.

	But there was also something deeply unsettling about being waited on by people whose names he didn't know, whose lives existed solely to make his more comfortable. The inequality of it all, the way they moved like ghosts through his space, left him feeling more isolated than pampered.

	The servants finished their work and departed with silent bows, leaving Grant alone with his thoughts and a tub full of perfectly heated water. He stripped off his training clothes and sank into the bath with a grateful sigh, letting the heat work its way into muscles still tight from sword practice.

	The afternoon light slanted through his balcony doors, painting shifting patterns across the water's surface as he tried to make sense of the chaos his life had become. 

	Sara, locked away under guard with her memories fractured and dangerous. Aurelia, challenging him with every look and word, drawing him deeper into complications he couldn't afford. Mara, negotiating with enemies while their bond hummed with unspoken possibilities.

	And somewhere in the distance, three dead scouts lay cooling in the forest, their blood on his hands regardless of the circumstances that had forced his actions. He closed his eyes and let himself sink deeper into the hot water, searching for the clarity that always seemed just out of reach.

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 18

	The water had long since cooled. Grant was drifting, in and out of sleep. The chamber felt strange, but the same. Closer, but older.

	Theron's chamber.

	The realization hit him like a physical blow. He found himself standing in moonlight that belonged to another era. The furniture was arranged in subtle variations that spoke of a different occupant, a different time. Tapestries hung where none existed in Grant's reality, and the air carried scents he couldn't quite place. Parchment and ink, maybe. Wine and something sweeter.

	Prince Theron stood before an ornate wardrobe, his movements carrying the restless energy of someone who neither wanted to nor found himself able to settle down. Dark hair caught silver moonlight as he turned, and Grant felt the odd displacement of existing within another man's memory.

	"My lord?" A servant's voice, deferential but concerned. "Is there anything you require before I retire?"

	"No," said Theron, his voice carrying an edge that made the servant bow quickly and retreat. "Actually, yes. Has our... guest been made comfortable?"

	"The lady from the strange lands?" The servant's tone carried careful neutrality. "Yes, my lord. She's been given quarters in the east wing, as you requested. Though..."

	"Though what?"

	"She seems... unsettled, my lord. The guards report she paces her chambers at all hours, speaking to herself in that foreign accent. And she asks constantly about returning to her homeland."

	Theron's jaw tightened with familiar frustration. "She's far from home. Of course she's unsettled."

	The servant bowed again and departed, leaving Theron alone with his thoughts. Grant watched through borrowed eyes as the prince moved to his window, staring out at the Grove's moonlit canopy with an expression that mixed longing with something darker.

	Theron's obsession had a color to it, flavor and heat, the way his thoughts of the mysterious woman burned through him like fever. Sara. It had to be Sara, though the prince knew her by no name yet, thought of her only as the beautiful stranger who'd fallen from the sky speaking of impossible worlds.

	He moved through his chamber with restless energy, checking his appearance in the polished metal mirror, adjusting his clothes with the careful attention of someone preparing for an important encounter. When he finally left his room, his steps carried the determined purpose of a man who'd made a decision.

	The corridors Theron walked were the same ones Grant knew, yet subtly different. The walls were different, fresher somehow, and servants moved through shadows with the quiet efficiency of a palace in its prime. The prince's route led through passages Grant recognized, though they felt foreign filtered through another man's memories.

	He paused outside a chamber Grant knew intimately. It was the room where Sara now waited under guard, where she'd drawn her map and asked him to retrieve her locket. But in Theron's time, no guards stood watch. The prince simply knocked, a soft sound that carried through the door like a promise.

	"Enter," came a familiar voice from within.

	Theron pushed the door open to reveal a scene that made Grant ache with double edged recognition. Sara stood near the chamber's balcony, though she looked younger somehow, less weathered by the trials that had shaped her into Seraphina. Her hair caught the moonlight in waves of copper and gold, and she wore a simple shift that made her seem almost ethereal.

	She looked… like the woman he remembered from Earth, rather than the one he'd found in Eldoria.

	She was examining something in her hands, and he knew what it was as Theron drew closer. The locket. The same locket that now rested in his pocket, the one containing Lia's photograph that Sara had hidden from this very man.

	"I wanted to ensure you had everything you needed," said Theron, his voice too formal, too polite, too helpful. "The servants can be... reticent with strangers."

	Sara's smile was guarded but genuine, the expression so familiar it made Grant's throat tighten. "Your hospitality has been more than generous, my lord. Though I confess, I'm still trying to understand how I came to be here."

	"You still don't remember?"

	"Fragments." Sara moved to set the locket carefully on a side table, though not before Grant caught the way her fingers lingered on its surface. "I remember falling, a sensation of... tearing. And then I was in your forest, and you were helping me to my feet."

	Theron stepped closer, and Grant felt the prince's fascination radiating through the dream like heat from a forge. "You spoke of another world. Of people you'd left behind."

	Pain flickered across Sara's features, quick but unmistakable. "Did I? I... it's hard to remember clearly. Everything feels like a dream, or perhaps this is the dream and everything else was real."

	She moved away from the locket, wrapping her arms around herself in a gesture Grant recognized all too well. It was how she had always handled stress, making herself smaller when the weight of the world pressed too heavily on her shoulders.

	"You're troubled," Theron observed, his voice gentling with genuine concern.

	"Wouldn't you be?" Sara asked, turning to face him fully. "If you woke up in a strange place, surrounded by people who look like… you? Like people you know… but have never met? People who speak of magic as though it were commonplace? If you couldn't remember how you'd arrived or why you were there?"

	Theron moved closer, close enough that moonlight painted them both in silver and shadow. "I would be confused, at the very least. Perhaps terrified. But you don't seem afraid."

	"I'm excellent at hiding fear," said Sara, her smile turning rueful. "It's something of a specialty of mine."

	The conversation carried the rhythm of flirtation, though Grant could sense deeper currents beneath the surface. Sara was performing, presenting a version of herself that would serve her purposes, while Theron was falling deeper into fascination with each passing moment.

	"Perhaps," Theron said, his voice dropping to barely above a whisper. "I could help you remember. Or if not remember, then at least find peace with your new circumstances."

	Sara's expression shifted, becoming more guarded. "And what would that require of me, my lord?"

	The question hung in the air between them, weighted with implications that Grant felt through Theron's borrowed consciousness. The prince's intentions were honorable, at least in his own mind, but Grant could sense the deeper currents of obsession that would eventually consume them both.

	"Nothing that would impose upon you," said Theron, reaching out to touch her face with reverent fingers. "I ask only for your trust."

	Sara hesitated against the touch, but didn't pull back. Grant caught the calculation behind her apparent surrender. She was already planning, already considering how this man's feelings for her might serve her ultimate goal of returning home.

	He was seeing it all through Theron's eyes, knowing it all through the memories of his doppelganger. Did it make the sting of watching his wife standing so close to another man burn any less? Maybe. Maybe not. He thought of Mara, Aurelia, his own complications.

	"Trust," she murmured, as though testing the word. "Such a dangerous thing to offer a stranger."

	"Are we strangers?" Theron asked, his thumb tracing the line of her cheekbone with tender precision. "When I look at you, it feels as though I've been searching for you my entire life."

	"You barely know me," she whispered, though she didn't pull away from his touch.

	"Then help me learn," said Theron, his hands framing her face with infinite tenderness. "Whatever troubles you, whatever fears drive you, share them with me. Let me help."

	Sara's laugh was broken, edged with pain that cut through the dream like a blade. "You can't help with this, my lord. No one can."

	"Try me."

	For a moment, Grant thought she might tell him everything. Might explain about Earth, about Lia, about the life she'd left behind that called to her like a siren song. But instead, she pulled away and turned, showing Theron the distant side of her that Grant had known and been beguiled by back on Earth.

	"Perhaps," she whispered. "Maybe. In time. Perhaps we could learn to trust each other."

	The dream began to fragment as Grant felt himself being pulled back to his own reality, his own chamber, his own impossible circumstances. But Theron's emotions lingered, the prince's entrancement to a woman who was already planning her escape, already seeking to go back. Just like he'd been.

	Grant jerked awake in the cooling bathwater, heart pounding faster than it needed to, given the dream's content. It was late enough for his chamber to be just a bit dark and unwieldy. Nobody had come to collect him for dinner, but he suspected a servant would soon, if not Aurelia or Mara in person.

	He climbed out of the bath, skin puckered from the extended soak. The dream of Theron and Sara lingered like smoke in his mind, making the familiar motions of drying himself feel strange, borrowed. He pulled on fresh clothes with deliberate care, trying to shake off the disorienting sensation of having lived through another man's memories.

	His hand went instinctively to his sword belt, fingers finding the familiar leather and buckles. The deja vu hit him like a physical blow as he strapped on Theron's blade with something other than his own muscle memory, but still close enough to feel natural. Wrong. The prince's habits bleeding through again, making Grant question where his own identity ended and the borrowed memories began.

	A soft knock and a servant's voice interrupted his brooding. "Lord Hayes? Dinner is being served in the dining chamber."

	"Coming," he called back.

	The servant led him through corridors he knew by heart, yet the feeling continued to crash over him in waves. Had he walked this exact path before? Had Theron? The distinction seemed to matter less with each passing day, each bleeding memory that made his own identity feel increasingly fluid.

	Mara and Aurelia were already seated when he arrived at the grand dining chamber, their conversation dying as the servant announced his presence. Luminaries flickered between them, casting color and shadow across their faces, and Grant felt another surge of intense familiarity.

	He took his place at Mara's side, wondering how his presence would be perceived by Hawthorne and Zydra. But as he settled into the ornate wooden chair, the dissonence struck harder than ever before. The angle of the light, the way Mara's blonde hair caught the luminescent glow, it all felt like an echo of something he'd experienced before.

	Not me. Theron.

	"What's wrong?" asked Aurelia, her voice cutting through the haze of borrowed memories that threatened to drown his consciousness.

	"Nothing," muttered Grant, gripping the side of the table until his knuckles went white.

	The doors at the far end of the chamber burst open with enough force to make the Sylvan dance wildly. Zydra strode through the entrance, her dark feathers ruffled with obvious agitation, followed by two Phoenix Corvidians whose expressions carried barely controlled fury. Their entrance had the dramatic flair of a theatrical performance, but the anger radiating from all three was unmistakably real.

	From the opposite side of the chamber, another set of doors opened with more measured precision. Ambassador Hawthorne swept into the room like a storm front, her pale features composed beneath carefully styled hair, followed by a handful of Selsux elite whose hands rested casually on sword hilts. The timing felt coordinated, deliberate, as though both parties had been waiting for a signal to begin their face off.

	Grant found himself caught between two forces, his chair positioned perfectly to witness whatever confrontation was about to unfold. Through his bonds with Mara and Aurelia, he felt their shared tension, the careful political calculations racing through both women's minds as they prepared for diplomatic warfare.

	He breathed out slowly and hoped for the best.

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 19

	"Lady Zydra," said Mara. "Ambassador Hawthorne. Please, feel free to take a seat alongside your respective accompaniments."

	She gestured to the table, where chairs had been laid out so the Corvidians would be facing the Selsux contingent with the Sylvan queen and princess at the head of the table in between. Grant knew it was a deliberate decision, a way of framing the conflict that presented the Grove as a neutral party.

	He found it curious, though not in a bad way, that Favalina and Batarine weren't also seated at the grand table. He doubted their opinions would be anything resembling helpful in terms of negotiations, but it was still an omission that suggested Mara was directing her attention inside the Grove as much as outside of it.

	Servants moved through the chamber with silent efficiency, bearing platters that would have impressed even the most demanding royal palate. Roasted quail glistened with herb-crusted skin, their small forms arranged artfully around beds of wild rice studded with dried berries. Massive haunches of venison followed, carved into precise portions that steamed in the chamber's warm air, the meat dark and rich with the promise of perfectly timed preparation.

	Roasted potatoes arrived in earthenware bowls, their skins crispy and golden, while carrot coins that must have come from a tuber the size of a man's forearm had been glazed until they shone like amber in the Luminary light. Wine flowed from decanters that caught the dancing illumination, deep reds and pale golds that spoke of the Grove's finest vintages.

	It was a feast worthy of diplomacy between kingdoms, an impressive display of abundance designed to demonstrate the Grove's prosperity despite recent conflicts. Grant watched the careful choreography of service, wondering if Mara truly believed she could solve their problems by dazzling her guests with culinary excellence.

	For him, at least, the rich aromas and perfectly prepared dishes were certainly taking his mind off other problems. Delivering Sara's locket seemed less pressing when faced with the immediate reality of hunger and the theatrical drama unfolding around him. But even as he reached for his wine cup, his thoughts drifted back to his wife, to whether he'd get an opportunity to slip away while everyone remained distracted by political maneuvering.

	The irony wasn't lost on him that while three kingdoms negotiated the fate of Eldoria over roasted fowl and vintage wine, Sara sat alone in her chamber, probably picking at a simple meal while guarded by men who viewed her as the realm's greatest threat.

	"Let us eat, first and foremost," said Mara. "We can shift into open discussion of our mutual circumstances once we've settled in."

	Zydra settled into her chair with the fluid grace of her hybrid nature, her dark feathers catching the Luminary light as she folded her wings against the ornate wooden back. Her keen black eyes swept across the assembled feast with barely concealed disdain.

	"How generous of the Grove to provide such... comfort," she said, her melodic voice carrying undertones that made the compliment sound like an accusation. "One might wonder if such resources wouldn't be better spent aiding displaced refugees."

	Ambassador Hawthorne arranged herself with practiced diplomatic precision, her pale features composed as servants filled her wine cup with careful deference. She sampled the vintage with the air of someone accustomed to evaluating everything for potential advantage, her gray eyes never leaving Zydra's face.

	"Indeed," Hawthorne said smoothly, setting down her cup with deliberate care. "Though perhaps Lady Zydra's people might show more gratitude for sanctuary freely offered, rather than critiquing their hosts' hospitality."

	The barb landed with surgical precision, drawing a sharp intake of breath from one of Zydra's companions. Grant felt the temperature in the chamber drop several degrees as the Phoenix Corvidian prophetess fixed Hawthorne with a stare that could have melted steel.

	"Gratitude?" Zydra's voice rose slightly, her feathers ruffling with barely contained fury. "For what should we be grateful, Ambassador? For the privilege of watching our sacred mountain burn while Selsux armies march unopposed through our territories?"

	Grant reached for his wine cup and took a measured sip, letting the rich vintage coat his tongue while he watched the verbal sparring match unfold. The food smelled incredible, but his appetite had vanished the moment both delegations had entered the chamber. Foreboding settled in his stomach like a stone, heavy and cold.

	Through his bonds, he felt Mara's careful control and Aurelia's simmering tension, both women radiating the kind of focused alertness that preceded either brilliant diplomacy or spectacular disaster. The nexus connections carried their emotions like a constant undercurrent, making it difficult to separate his own anxiety from theirs.

	Hawthorne's smile never wavered, though something predatory flickered behind her composed expression. "As it happens, we've recently discovered evidence that might shed light on exactly what has been marching through these territories."

	She paused to take another delicate sip of wine, letting the silence stretch until every person at the table was hanging on her next words. When she spoke again, her voice carried the measured cadence of someone delivering a prepared accusation.

	"Three of our scouts were found dead this morning," she said, her eyes sweeping across the assembled faces with calculating precision. "Skilled men, veterans of numerous campaigns. Butchered with professional efficiency in the outer reaches of the Grove."

	Grant's wine cup stopped halfway to his lips, the vintage turning to ash in his mouth. The moment he'd been dreading had arrived with all the subtlety of a crossbow bolt to the chest. He felt Mara's spike of alarm and Aurelia's confused concern, both women clearly caught off guard by the revelation.

	Zydra leaned forward slightly, her dark eyes glittering with interest. "Bandits, perhaps? Or ghouls? The forest has become dangerous in recent weeks."

	"Perhaps," Hawthorne said, her tone suggesting she believed nothing of the sort. "Though the nature of their wounds suggests something far more... deliberate. Coordinated."

	Zydra's hand knocked against her silverware with a sharp clang, sending her knife skittering across the polished wood table as her feathers bristled with indignation.

	"What exactly are you implying, Ambassador?" Her voice carried the dangerous melody of a hunting bird preparing to strike, each word sharp enough to cut glass.

	Hawthorne let out a theatrical sigh, her pale features arranging themselves into an expression of weary patience that managed to be insulting in its condescension.

	"Ah, the passionate emotions of youth," she said. "So quick to take offense, so slow to grasp the larger picture."

	She set down her wine cup with deliberate precision, the gesture carrying the weight of a judge preparing to deliver a sentence.

	"The game is over, Lady Zydra," Hawthorne continued, her voice dropping to the measured cadence of absolute authority. "Your charade of injured innocence has run its course. The Aethelberg Conclave has reached its decision, and you will face their judgment in Selsux. Willingly or otherwise."

	Zydra's eyes blazed with fury as she pushed back from the table, her hybrid form radiating the kind of barely contained violence that made the air itself seem to thicken.

	"I am the Hidden Flame," she declared, her voice rising with prophetic fervor that seemed to make the very walls of the chamber resonate. "If the Conclave continues to deny my legitimacy, to blaspheme against the sacred fire that flows through my veins, they will face their own divine consequences."

	The threat rang out like a bell, clear and deliberate. Grant felt the tension in the chamber ratchet higher, watched the hands of Hawthorne's guards drift closer to their sword hilts while Zydra's companions shifted their weight with predatory readiness.

	"Ambassador, Lady Zydra, please." Mara's voice cut through the escalating confrontation, eyes moving between the two women with careful calculation, seeking some path through the minefield. "There are greater threats at play here than our... theological disagreements. The Abyssal horde cannot be reasoned with in the same way we might come to terms with one another. They require a unified response, not fractured alliances torn apart by old grievances."

	Hawthorne laughed, the sound sharp and crystalline in the chamber's tense atmosphere. Her eyes glittered with predatory satisfaction as she leaned back in her chair, fingers drumming against the polished wood with calculated rhythm.

	"Ah, but my ears are not immune to rumors, Queen Mara," she said, her voice carrying that familiar blend of courtesy and condescension. "And the whispers that reach me do, as you say, speak of far more pressing concerns than theological disputes."

	Grant felt the beat of his heart behind his ears as Hawthorne's gaze swept across the assembled faces, lingering on his own with obvious interest before returning to Mara with renewed focus.

	"It's said that you have the Demon Queen herself locked away in your dungeons," Hawthorne continued, her tone shifting to something that might have been admiration. "A commendable capture, I must admit, though a dangerous one. Especially considering how she still seems capable of calling her monsters to her side."

	Grant tensed, his hand moving instinctively toward his sword hilt before catching himself. He almost wished they'd stayed on the topic of the dead scouts. 

	"Seraphina is powerless now," he said, the words coming out rougher than intended. "Purged of corruption. She's not the threat she once was."

	Hawthorne's eyebrows rose with theatrical skepticism, her pale features arranging themselves into an expression of polite disbelief.

	"I find that extremely doubtful, Lord Hayes," she said smoothly. "Corruption of that magnitude doesn't simply... disappear. And frankly, the fact that Queen Mara would not immediately bring this critical development forward makes me question her judgment in these matters."

	Mara breathed out slowly, glancing at Grant with something that might have been apology before returning to Hawthorne with queenly composure.

	"It is... a matter that affects all of us," she said carefully, each word weighted with diplomatic calculation. "And I would be willing to let Seraphina be taken into Selsux custody, were it something you desired."

	"Absolutely not," snapped Grant.

	Mara's gaze swept his way, warning, pleading. He gritted his teeth, barely able to contain his anger as the words echoed like an ominous curse. What the hell was Mara doing? Why would she even make that offer?

	A whisper in the back of his mind provided the answer, bitter and unwelcome. Because Sara was simply an inconvenience to Mara, wasn't she? A dangerous complication that the queen would gladly hand over to Hawthorne if it meant securing peace for the Grove. One less problem to manage, one less threat to her people's safety.

	Hawthorne's laugh filled the chamber again, but this time it carried genuine amusement rather than diplomatic mockery.

	"How thoughtful of you, Queen Mara," she said. "But I have a counter-offer that I think you'll find far more... comprehensive."

	She paused to take another sip of wine, letting the silence stretch until every person at the table was hanging on her next words. When she spoke again, her voice carried the absolute authority of someone delivering terms that brooked no negotiation.

	"All of you," Hawthorne said with silky precision. "All of us. Together, we will travel to Aethelburg. Myself, Queen Mara. Lady Zydra. And yes, the Demon Queen as well."

	She waved a hand and a servant began pouring more wine into her glass, the sound of it slowly filling the only noise within the chamber.

	 

	 


Chapter 20

	Zydra was up from her seat and storming out of the chamber, the rest of the Phoenix Corvidians following, chairs scraping, silverware settling. Grant spared one glance at Aurelia before doing the same.

	"Lord Hayes," said Mara, in a low voice.

	She didn't stop him. She couldn't stop him, not with words, not even with the desperate plea for patience he felt roil through the bond. Aurelia was more muted outwardly, but just as conflicted inside, emotions waging a war as powerful as the one threatened by the breakdown in negotiations.

	Grant walked quickly through the palace corridors, more or less outright stomping with the purposeful steps of a man who'd reached his breaking point. The dinner had shattered any illusions he'd harbored about finding peaceful solutions to the impossible tangle his life had become.

	Hawthorne's demand that they all surrender themselves to Selsux custody wasn't just political maneuvering. It was a death sentence disguised as diplomacy. And Mara's willingness to hand over Sara like a bargaining chip had stripped away whatever notions he'd clung to about their intimate relationship transcending practical concerns. Had she been serious? What was her plan?

	His pace quickened as he approached the final corridor, almost breaking into a run. The weight of Sara's locket seemed to itch within his pocket, a constant reminder of what truly mattered, what had always mattered beneath all the complications and soul bonds and borrowed memories.

	Grant ducked into an alcove just before rounding the last corner, pressing himself against the living wood wall as footsteps approached. His enhanced hearing, still carrying traces from the Sylvan energy he'd absorbed earlier, picked up the distinctive heavy tread of palace guards making their rounds.

	He held his breath as one of Sara's guards walked right past him, torch held high, the man's attention focused ahead rather than on potential threats lurking in shadows. Grant counted the seconds, waiting until the footsteps faded completely before slipping from his hiding spot.

	The door to Sara's chamber stood unguarded, just as he'd hoped. Palace security was stretched thin with hostile diplomats in residence, leaving gaps in coverage that a patient man could exploit. He approached the door slowly, testing the handle with careful pressure.

	Unlocked.

	Grant knocked as softly as he could manage before opening the door, the hinges whispering against aged wood as he stepped through. The chamber beyond was dim, lit only by a single Luminary floating near the window, its pale blue glow casting gentle shadows across familiar furniture.

	"Sara?" he whispered.

	The sight of her, napping atop the quilt on her bed, made him lose all the urgency that had driven him through the palace corridors. She lay curled on her side, one hand tucked beneath her cheek like a child seeking comfort, her reddish-blonde hair spilling across the pillow in waves that caught the lamp's soft light.

	She looked so peaceful, so utterly removed from the chaos consuming the rest of the palace. The simple linen shift she wore made her seem smaller somehow, more fragile than the commanding presence he remembered from their life on Earth. This was Sara stripped of all pretense, all the careful personas she wore to navigate the world with control.

	Just his beautiful wife, sleeping.

	For a moment, Grant simply stood there drinking in the sight of her, remembering mornings when he'd wake first and watch her sleep in the early dawn light filtering through their bedroom windows. Before Eldoria, before soul bonds and political intrigue and the impossible weight of choosing between worlds. When his biggest concern had been whether Lia would sleep through the night or wake them both with her restless energy.

	The memory hit him like a physical blow, the longing so intense it threatened to drop him to his knees. That life felt like a dream now, something he'd imagined rather than lived. But the locket proved otherwise, carried the weight of everything he'd lost, everything he was still fighting to reclaim.

	Sara stirred at the sound of his entrance, eyes fluttering open with the slow confusion of someone surfacing from deep sleep. She blinked several times, focusing on his face with gradual recognition, and a smile bloomed across her features that was so familiar it made his chest ache.

	"Grant," she said, pushing herself up on her elbows, hair falling around her face in sleep-mussed waves. "How did you get past the guards?"

	"Occupied elsewhere," he said. "For now. Not sure how long we'll have."

	A pause settled between them, intimate and charged like they were sneaking time together while their parents were out. It was a thrill that pressed against the chamber's walls, making even basic eye contact feel conspiratorial.

	He drew out the locket from his pocket slowly, letting the polished silver catch the lamp's warm glow as it dangled from the chain. Despite everything that'd happened in the forest, the violence, the blood on his hands… he still couldn't help but smile at the way Sara's face transformed when she saw it.

	"Found it," he said simply.

	"Oh, Grant!" Sara swept him into a fierce hug that smelled of unfamiliar soap and familiar skin, her slight frame trembling against his chest with relief so pure it cut through every complication clouding his mind.

	When she drew back, it was slowly, her hands sliding up to frame his face with the reverent touch of someone handling something precious. Her eyes searched his features with desperate hunger, as though memorizing every line and angle after too long apart.

	"Thank you," she whispered, her voice thick with tears she was trying not to shed. "You have no idea what this means to me."

	Her fingertips traced the line of his jaw with butterfly softness, and Grant felt his pulse quicken despite feeling a mixture of emotions. This was dangerous territory, made more treacherous by the way her touch awakened muscle memory from years of marriage, of quiet Sunday mornings and whispered promises in the dark.

	She leaned in and kissed him full on the lips, soft and searching, carrying the weight of everything they'd lost and found again in this impossible place. It felt like their first real kiss since he'd last seen her on Earth. It wasn't the calculated seduction Seraphina had used to manipulate him, but Sara, his Sara, reaching across the gulf of time and corruption to touch something that had never quite died.

	He leaned into her warmth, one hand settling at the small of her back while the other held the locket carefully between them. For a heartbeat, the world narrowed to his wife's lips against his, the familiar rhythm of her breathing, the way she still fit perfectly against him despite everything that had changed.

	When they finally parted, Grant leaned forward to slip the chain over her head, his fingers brushing the nape of her neck as he settled the locket against her chest. The simple intimacy of the gesture felt profound.

	"It's wild how well preserved it is," he murmured, studying the locket's surface where it rested against her collarbone. "No rust, barely any tarnish. Like it was waiting for you."

	Sara tensed, freezing like a deer in the headlights.

	It was a small tell, barely perceptible to someone else, the way her shoulders stiffened just slightly, how her breathing changed rhythm for half a second before returning to normal. But Grant knew his wife, had learned to read the subtle signs of her discomfort over years of marriage. He'd seen that exact expression countless times back on Earth, usually when he'd ask where she'd been after a late night out.

	The realization hit him like ice water. She was lying.

	That perfect preservation, the locket's pristine condition despite years exposed to the elements... it wasn't remarkable. It was impossible. Metal didn't survive untarnished in forest hollows. The hinge alone should have seized up from years of grime, the chain corroded beyond recognition.

	Unless it hadn't been there for years at all.

	A noise came from outside the chamber, a heavy banging far outside the range of normal ambience. Grant turned and set a hand on his sword, glancing back once at Sara, wishing they had more time.

	"Stay here," he muttered. "I'll see what's going on."

	"Be careful." Sara squeezed one hand against the locket and sat down on her bed.

	Grant pulled open the chamber door cautiously, one hand still resting on his sword hilt. The corridor beyond was empty, but the sounds of commotion echoed from somewhere deeper in the palace. Shouts, the clash of steel, boots thundering against wood.

	He stepped into the hallway and nearly collided with a massive form charging around the corner. An enormous Auroch warrior stood before him, easily seven feet tall with shoulders broad enough to fill a doorway. Bovine features twisted with rage beneath curved horns, and when it saw Grant, it bellowed a challenge that shook dust from the ancient ceiling beams.

	"Surrender!" The word came out in broken syllables, mangled by the creature's alien vocal cords but unmistakably urgent.

	Grant dove sideways as the Auroch charged, hooves thundering against polished wood where he'd been standing. The beast's momentum carried it past him, but it wheeled with surprising agility for something so massive, eyes blazing with intelligence despite its bestial appearance.

	This wasn't one of the corrupted Blight-touched creatures he'd fought before. The Auroch's hide was clean, eyes clear and focused, no telltale signs of corruption. Its movements held purpose, not the mindless fury of Abyssal spawn. Which meant this was one of the uncorrupted Beastkin, possibly even from the Chaitera tribe he'd encountered previously.

	But why the fuck was it here?

	Grant's sword sang from its scabbard as the Auroch charged again, steel gleaming in the corridor's dim light. The beast's massive fist swept toward his head with bone-crushing force, but Grant ducked under the blow and slashed across the creature's thigh.

	His blade bit deep, drawing a bellow of pain that echoed through the palace corridors. Dark blood splattered against the living wood walls as the Auroch stumbled, its charge faltering. But instead of pressing the attack, Grant stepped back, raising his sword defensively.

	"I don't want to fight you," he called out, hoping the creature could understand more than it could speak. "What's happening? Why are you here?"

	The Auroch's response was another charge, though this one was clumsy, hampered by the wound Grant had inflicted. It swung wildly, off-balance, and Grant sidestepped easily before bringing his pommel down hard against the base of the creature's skull.

	The impact sent the Auroch crashing into the corridor wall with enough force to crack the ancient wood. It slumped forward, breathing heavily, dark eyes losing their focus as unconsciousness claimed it.

	Grant stood over the fallen creature, chest heaving, trying to make sense of what had just happened. Through his bonds with Mara and Aurelia, he felt a strange mix of emotions. Not the alarm he'd expected, but something more complex. Mara's presence felt distant, almost oblivious to the attack. But Aurelia...

	Aurelia's emotions carried an odd tension, sharp and focused but not afraid. As though she was dealing with something that required her full attention, but perhaps wasn't yet in combat.

	"Sara!" Grant called back toward her chamber. "Stay in your room. Lock the door if you can."

	He didn't wait for her response, already moving down the corridor toward the sounds of conflict that still echoed from deeper in the palace. Whatever was happening, it was bigger than one confused Auroch warrior. And if the bonds were any indication, both Mara and Aurelia were knee-deep in whatever crisis was unfolding.

	Grant's boots pounded against the polished wood as he ran toward the sounds of battle, Theron's sword heavy at his side. Behind him, Sara's chamber door clicked shut.

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 21

	Grant raced through the palace at a dead sprint, rounding each corner with the tip of his sword ready for attack. The picture of what was going on began making slightly more sense as he came upon one of the Grove's guards fighting off a Corvidian. Grant quickly slashed the Corvidian down, but the guard pulled back bloodied fingers from a gaping neck wound, already past the point of hope.

	"Zydra?" he whispered, crouching down to touch the poor woman's shoulder. "Did Zydra betray us?"

	He didn't expect a response, and he didn't get one as the guard's gaze turned glassy. With redoubled determination, he took off down the hall. He slid to a stop just before the stairs leading down to the main level. Aurelia was hurrying toward him with matching urgency.

	"Good, you're safe," Grant said, relief flooding through him as he reached out instinctively toward Aurelia.

	She pulled up short before him, eyes flashing with something between determination and distress. Through their bond, he felt the storm of emotions radiating from her. Anger, uncertainty, and underneath it all, a desperate need to make him understand.

	"Where's Mara?" he asked, scanning the corridor behind her for signs of the queen. "The Beastkin are attacking the palace!"

	Aurelia hesitated, her chin lifting with that familiar defiant tilt, but the gesture carried none of its usual confidence. 

	"I know, I..." she started, then stopped, her voice cracking slightly. "This isn't what it seems, Grant. Zydra said there wouldn't be bloodshed."

	Grant stared at her in disbelief for a silent moment, the weight of her words settling like stones in his stomach. The guard's blood was still warm on his hands, the memory of her dying eyes fresh in his mind. He shook his head slowly, pieces clicking into place with sickening clarity.

	"You helped Zydra attack the Grove," he said, his voice flat with accusation.

	"No!" Aurelia stepped forward, her hands reaching toward him before she caught herself. "Grant, listen to me. We'd planned to arrest the Selsux contingent, just the Selsux contingent. Hawthorne was making impossible demands, threatening to drag us all back to Aethelburg for trial and execution."

	Her voice rose with desperate intensity, tears starting to track down her cheeks as the full weight of what had gone wrong crashed over her. Through their bond, Grant felt her genuine horror, the way her carefully laid plans had crumbled into chaos and death.

	"This wasn't supposed to happen," she said desperately, her voice breaking completely. "You have to believe me, Grant. No one was supposed to die. Zydra promised—"

	"Oh, I believe it alright," snapped Grant, his jaw clenching as fury built in his chest like pressure behind a dam. "I believe you thought you could play politics with people's lives. I believe you made a deal with someone who still has every reason to want blood for what happened at Mount Jamala."

	Aurelia stomped her foot, the gesture so childish it would have been comical under different circumstances. Her eyes blazed with royal indignation, chin jutting forward with that familiar stubborn tilt that made Grant want to shake sense into her.

	"I'm the Sylvan Hope!" she declared, her voice cracking with emotion and authority she was struggling to maintain. "I'm the Princess of the Grove! Sometimes I have to make hard decisions to protect my people, even when they're... complicated."

	Grant shook his head, brushing past her with enough force to make her stumble slightly. "I don't have time to soothe your conscience right now, Princess. I need to find Mara."

	"Grant, wait—"

	But he was already moving, taking the stairs two at a time while Aurelia's footsteps echoed behind him. The sounds of combat grew louder as they descended, steel clashing against steel, the distinctive shrieks of battle cries mixing with shouts of pain and confusion.

	He burst into the main dining hall to find chaos.

	Queen Mara stood near the head of the great table, her ash-blonde hair disheveled from combat, formal robes torn in several places. Only three Grove guards remained at her side, their faces grim beneath their helms as they formed a protective circle around their queen. The elaborate feast lay scattered across the floor, broken pottery and spilled wine mixing with darker stains that made Grant's stomach clench.

	Facing them across the ruined chamber stood Zydra, her dark feathers gleaming with an ominous sheen in the flickering light. But she wasn't alone. A mixed force of Phoenix Corvidians and Auroch warriors flanked her, their weapons drawn and ready. The alliance, bird-people and bovine Beastkin united in common cause, spoke to the depth of planning that had gone into this betrayal.

	On the floor between the two forces lay three bodies, motionless and still. Grant's breath caught as he recognized them. Ambassador Hawthorne, her pale features frozen in a mask of surprised fury. Elder Batarine, her shaved head gleaming even in death, ice-blue eyes staring sightlessly at the vaulted ceiling. And beside them, Elder Favalina, silver-streaked hair spread across polished wood like spilled mercury.

	All dead. All of Mara's enemies, removed with surgical precision while the queen herself remained untouched. For now.

	"You shortsighted fool," Mara's voice cracked like a whip through the ruined chamber, her eyes blazing with fury as they fixed on Zydra. "Do you have any idea what you've done?"

	The prophetess of the Phoenix Corvidians stood unmoved, her dark feathers ruffling slightly in the charged air. When she spoke, her melodic voice carried the cold precision of someone who had weighed every consequence and found them acceptable.

	"A message needed to be sent," said Zydra, her keen black eyes never leaving Mara's face. "Hawthorne could not be allowed to return to Aethelburg with her demands. The Hidden Flame will not be dragged before a tribunal and accused of heresy."

	Mara's laugh was sharp and bitter, echoing off the vaulted ceiling like breaking glass. "A message? What you've sent is a declaration of war, you child! It's one thing to have a force that can capture a palace through subterfuge, and quite another to push back an army with a mandate for revenge."

	She gestured toward the chamber's tall windows, where the first hints of dawn were beginning to creep through the ancient crystal. "The moment that Selsux army realizes their ambassador and their soldiers are dead, they'll come for us with everything they have. And what then, prophetess? Will your divine fire protect us from their siege engines this time?"

	Zydra's feathers bristled, her wings shifting against her back as her voice rose with prophetic fervor. "The Eternal Flame burns brightest when challenged by darkness! If Selsux wishes to test their false doctrine against the true fire, they can step to their death."

	"Ah, to be young again," said Mara, her voice dripping with condescension that cut deeper than any blade. "When the world seemed so simple, when every problem could be solved with righteous fury and pretty speeches about destiny."

	"I would advise you to hold your tongue, Mara Veridian," hissed Zydra.

	The queen's expression hardened, royal authority reasserting itself despite her disheveled state. "This was a betrayal born of nothing more than a bruised ego, wasn't it? You couldn't bear the thought of facing judgment, so you've doomed us all to satisfy your wounded pride."

	Zydra's control finally snapped. Her dark eyes blazed with fury as she raised one taloned hand, pointing at Mara with accusatory precision.

	"Seize the Queen of the Grove!" she snarled to her warriors, her melodic voice turning harsh with command. "Show her the respect she's earned through her cowardice!"

	Grant's hand flew to his sword hilt, steel singing as it cleared the scabbard. The familiar weight of Theron's blade settled into his grip as he stepped forward, ready to cut through anyone who dared approach Mara.

	Before he could rush forward, Aurelia's fingers closed around his wrist like a vise, her green eyes wide with desperate pleading. Through their bond, he felt the full weight of her terror. Not just for herself, but for what his intervention might cost them all.

	"Don't," she whispered, her voice barely audible above the tension crackling through the chamber. "Please, Grant. Not here. Not like this."

	At the same moment, Mara's presence flooded through their connection, her mental voice carrying the full authority of a queen and the desperate love of a woman who couldn't bear to watch him throw his life away.

	Stay calm. Have restraint. Don't act like them.

	The dual pressure of their pleas hit him like a physical blow. Through the bonds, he felt their shared terror that he would charge forward, that his protective instincts would override his judgment and turn this standoff into a massacre.

	He forced his fingers to relax around the sword's hilt, though every instinct screamed against the restraint. His jaw clenched with the effort of holding back, muscles coiled with unused violence as one of Zydra's Auroch warriors stepped forward with heavy, deliberate strides.

	The massive creature's hooves thundered against the polished wood as it approached Mara, large and domineering. When the queen tried to pull away from its clumsy grip, the Auroch's massive hand clamped down on her shoulder with enough force to make her wince.

	"Careful with her," said Zydra. "She may yet serve a use."

	Grant watched with impotent fury as the Auroch roughly tied Mara's hands behind her back, the queen's composure never wavering even as crude bonds bit into her wrists. Her eyes found his across the ruined chamber, radiating the kind of strength that spoke of royal blood and unshakeable will. Her gaze swept to Aurelia next.

	Aurelia started to speak, her voice carrying that familiar note of royal authority despite the chaos surrounding them. "Grandmother, I—"

	"Don't bother." Mara's eyes blazed with disappointment so profound it seemed to echo through the ruined chamber.  "Your words are empty for me now."

	The dismissal hit Aurelia like a physical blow, expression fluttering through shock before crumpling into something raw and wounded. Through their bond, Grant felt her pain lance through him, the devastating weight of having her beloved grandmother's trust shattered in a single moment.

	Zydra's voice cut through the tension with calculated smoothness, her eyes fixed on Aurelia with something that might have been sympathy. "Princess Aurelia, your grandmother will not be harmed if she does not resist. This was never about causing unnecessary suffering."

	"Oh, please," muttered Mara. "Enough with your lies."

	The prophetess turned her attention to Mara, her dark feathers catching the lamplight as she inclined her head with mock courtesy. "This is simply a consequence of your tepid urge to play both sides, Queen Mara. Diplomacy has its place, but sometimes decisive action is required to protect one's people."

	Grant felt the weight of Zydra's gaze as it settled on him, calculating and sharp. Her melodic voice carried new interest as she spoke, though her tone remained carefully neutral.

	"And you, Lord Hayes?" she said, tilting her head with that distinctive avian precision. "Do you wish to join your dear queen in the dungeon? Or can I trust you to be reasonable?"

	Grant's jaw clenched as he weighed his options. In truth, he would almost prefer the dungeon. At least there, his position would be clear, his choices simple. Standing on principle felt cleaner than the compromises he'd been making, the lines he'd been crossing in the name of survival and political necessity.

	But through the bonds, he still felt both Mara and Aurelia begging him to hold his tongue, their desperation bleeding into his consciousness like water through cracked stone. He knew with bitter certainty that the best way to help Mara was to stay free, not to join her in captivity out of some misguided sense of solidarity.

	And there was Sara to consider. His wife, alone in her chamber, unaware of the chaos consuming the palace around her. If he ended up in chains beside Mara, who would protect her from whatever came next?

	The situation was too dangerous for him to do the stupid thing in place of the smart thing, no matter how much his pride screamed against the compromise.

	"I'm simply a man looking for a way home," said Grant, the lie tasting like ash on his tongue. "I have no horse in this race."

	Zydra's dark eyes narrowed with confusion, her head tilting further as she processed the unfamiliar expression. "Horse in... what race, Lord Hayes?"

	"I think it means that he would prefer to not be imprisoned," said Aurelia, voice still hoarse with emotion.

	The explanation didn't make the course of action any easier to accept. It was a betrayal even if it was one which bought time, a choice of dark pragmatism over clean principles, safety over solidarity. He felt Mara's understanding and Aurelia's relief, both women recognizing the terrible wisdom in his choice if not how it felt like inflicting a wound on his own heart.

	Zydra nodded slowly, her expression softening marginally as she accepted his capitulation. "Reasonable indeed, Lord Hayes. I hope you will find that cooperation serves everyone's interests far better than the alternative."

	 

	 


Chapter 22

	Grant had never been good at waiting. In the aftermath of the brief but effective bout of violence in which Zydra essentially, save for a few holdouts, took control of the Evergreen Palace, there was nothing to do but wait.

	He stood on the balcony of his chamber, hands gripping the smooth bark railing as his eyes swept across the Grove below. The night air carried the scent of betrayal, blood and smoke, faint but persistent.

	The palace had settled into an uneasy quiet since Zydra's coup, but the illusion of peace couldn't override what Grant could see unfolding in the darkness. Along the outer walls, Sylvan warriors moved with purposeful stealth, their pale forms barely visible as they organized defensive positions. Torches flickered between the ancient trees as patrol groups assembled, their light catching the glint of drawn steel.

	They were preparing to retake the palace.

	But that wasn't what made his stomach churn with dread. Beyond the Grove's boundaries, more torches blazed in organized formations that spoke of military discipline. The remnants of the Selsux army, no longer the diminished force that had limped away from Mount Jamala. Word of Hawthorne's death would have reached them by now, transforming a diplomatic mission into a crusade for vengeance.

	The worst part was the darkness between the two forces, where no torches burned at all. Grant's enhanced senses, still carrying traces of absorbed Sylvan energy, picked up movement in those shadows. Shapes that didn't move like men, sounds that spoke of something far more dangerous than human soldiers.

	The Abyssal horde was stirring again, drawn by the chaos like carrion birds to a battlefield. Sara's emotional state had been fragile before tonight's violence. Whatever she was feeling now, locked away in her chamber while the palace burned around her, it was calling to things that should have stayed buried in the deepest shadows of the Blighted Lands.

	He felt like he was standing in the eye of a hurricane, watching three separate storms converge on the same point. When they met, the Grove would be torn apart from all directions at once.

	The knock came exactly as he'd sensed it would, Aurelia's complicated emotional state rippling through their bond like stones thrown into still water. Guilt, defiance, and something rawer underneath… a desperate need for absolution she wouldn't find anywhere else in the palace tonight.

	Grant turned slowly from the balcony, his hands only reluctantly releasing the railing as though it could anchor him to something solid, something stationary.

	"What were you thinking?" he asked as she entered.

	Aurelia's chin lifted with that familiar defiant tilt, though the gesture carried a fraction of its usual confidence. "I was thinking about protecting the Grove from impossible demands. Hawthorne was going to drag us all back to Aethelburg for show trials and executions."

	"So you decided to hand the palace over to Zydra instead?" Grant's voice carried the flat tone of someone trying to contain his fury. "Because that worked out so well for everyone involved."

	"The plan was to arrest the Selsux delegation, nothing more," Aurelia insisted, stepping closer despite the anger radiating from him. "Zydra swore there would be no bloodshed, that we could force Hawthorne's retreat without violence. I never imagined—"

	"You're parroting Zydra's line," said Grant, shaking his head with bitter amusement. "She has taken you for a ride, Princess. Did she coach you on what to say when this all went to hell?"

	Through their bond, he felt how the accusation hit her like a physical blow. Her guilt was a living thing between them, writhing and desperate, mixed with the kind of defensive anger that came from knowing she'd made a terrible mistake but refusing to admit it fully.

	"I was trying to save lives," she whispered, but even she seemed to hear how hollow the words sounded in the aftermath of blood and betrayal.

	Grant had no interest in comforting her, not when Mara sat in chains, not when the palace reeked of death and political miscalculation. He had no interest, and yet he knew he would anyway. She looked too much like her mother for him to do otherwise.

	"Do you trust me?" Grant asked quietly.

	Aurelia blinked, confusion flickering across her features. "What?"

	"Do you trust me?" he repeated, his voice carrying an intensity that made the air between them feel charged.

	She stared at him for a long moment, searching his face for clues to whatever he was planning. Through their bond, he felt her uncertainty warring with something deeper, the instinctive faith that had drawn them together despite every rational reason to stay apart.

	"Yes," she said slowly, nodding as the word left her lips. "I do, Lord Hayes."

	"Then you need to trust me and be ready," he said, his gaze already turning back toward the balcony where the distant torches moved like fireflies in the darkness.

	"For what?" Aurelia stepped closer, her voice taking on that edge of royal authority that emerged whenever she sensed something important happening beyond her control.

	Grant shook his head, his hands again tightening on the railing as he watched the Selsux formations shift in the distance. "Still figuring that part out. But it's my turn to be impulsive, and we don't have time to wait around."

	The torches beyond the Grove's boundaries weren't dimmed in the usual patterns of a military encampment at sleep. They flickered and danced in ways that spoke of frustrated energy, of soldiers preparing for action rather than settling in for a siege. Not an attack yet, but certainly not at rest either. The formations suggested something more immediate than Grant had hoped, more desperate than he'd feared.

	Reaching into his other bond, he felt Mara's distant presence like a beacon in the darkness, her emotions muted but steady despite her captivity. She was alive, steady for now, but that could change quickly if the converging forces decided the Grove was too dangerous to leave intact.

	"Grant," Aurelia whispered, her voice carrying a note of understanding that made his chest ache. "Whatever you're planning, I want to help."

	He turned from the balcony to meet her gaze, seeing in those luminous green eyes the same desperate determination that had driven her to make a deal with Zydra. The same reckless courage that had led them both to this impossible moment, balanced on the edge of a precipice with no clear path forward.

	"Then be ready," he said simply.

	Grant moved toward the door, grabbing his sword belt and fastening it with practiced efficiency. He needed to see Sara and have an honest conversation about what they both had become in this strange world, along with what came next. The time for waiting and watching had passed.

	"Where are you going?" Aurelia asked, her voice carrying a hint of desperation beneath her princessly command.

	"To see my wife," he said without turning around.

	Through their bond, Grant felt the words land like a physical blow. Aurelia's emotions flashed hot. Pain, jealousy, and something darker underlying it all. He didn't need to look at her to know exactly what he'd see, the stubborn set of her jaw fighting against the hurt.

	"Now?" Her single word carried volumes of unspoken questions.

	Grant paused, hand on the door handle, and glanced back at her. Maybe she needed a little sting right now, he decided. A reminder that for all their bond's intensity, for all they'd shared on Mount Jamala and in his chamber just last night, reality was far more complicated than desire.

	"Yes, now," he said firmly. "While Zydra's forces are occupied with securing the palace and before the Selsux army decides to come knocking. This might be my only chance."

	He watched her swallow hard, her chin lifting with that defiant tilt that somehow made her look both regal and impossibly young at the same time.

	"Then go," she said, voice steadier than the emotions churning through their connection. "I won't stop you."

	Grant paused, wondering what he could say, before finally deciding there was nothing. He slipped through the door, leaving Aurelia alone with her wounded pride and the weight of her mistakes.

	The palace corridors were eerily quiet and his boots echoed against polished wood in the aftermath of Zydra's coup. The ancient living walls seemed to breathe around him, their organic curves and flowing passages both familiar and strange in the shifting light of scattered Luminaries.

	The palace felt different now, charged with an energy that had nothing to do with magic and everything to do with the violent transfer of power that had just taken place. 

	Phoenix Corvidians moved through the halls with the confident stride of conquerors, their dark feathers catching torchlight as they established control over their new domain. Auroch warriors stood guard at key intersections, their massive forms blocking passages with bovine stubbornness.

	Grant nodded to them as he passed, keeping his expression neutral despite the fury burning in his chest. His claimed neutrality bought him freedom of movement, but it sat like acid in his stomach. Every step felt like a betrayal of Mara, every casual acknowledgment of Zydra's forces another compromise with his own principles.

	But he was surprised by the sheer number of Grove inhabitants who seemed to have thrown their lot in with Aurelia's gambit. Servants moved through the corridors with practiced efficiency, tending to the needs of their new masters with the same dedication they'd shown the Veridian line. Guards who should have been defending their queen instead wore new allegiances on their sleeves, their loyalty apparently as fluid as the political winds.

	Maybe he shouldn't be shocked. These people were pragmatic survivors, reading the shifting tides with the keen instincts of those who'd learned that backing the wrong side meant death or exile. They picked their moments, chose their battles, waited for the right time to play their cards for maximum effect.

	Grant wondered grimly if that described him as well. Was his neutrality pragmatism or cowardice? Was he protecting Sara and buying time for a rescue, or simply taking the path that kept his own neck intact?

	Regardless, Mara would have wanted this. He felt certain of that much, at least. If she'd been free to give orders, she would have told her people to bend rather than break, to survive however they could until better options presented themselves. A queen's first duty was to her subjects, not her pride.

	The corridors leading to Sara's chamber were notably unguarded, just as Grant had hoped. Zydra's forces were spread thin, focused on securing strategic positions rather than maintaining the intricate web of surveillance that had characterized Mara's rule. The chaos of the coup had created gaps, blind spots that a careful man could exploit.

	Grant approached Sara's door with silent steps, testing the handle with careful pressure. Still unlocked. He slipped inside without knocking, his hand resting on his sword hilt out of habit more than expectation.

	Sara sat on her bed, fully awake despite the late hour, her dark eyes reflecting the single lamp that provided the chamber's gentle illumination. She looked up as he entered, and relief flooded her features with such intensity that Grant felt his heart pound with unexpected emotion.

	"Grant," she said, his name sounding so perfect on her lips. "I heard fighting. What's happened?"

	The question hung in the air between them, weighted with implications that went far beyond simple curiosity. Grant studied her face in the lamp's soft glow, searching for any sign of the calculating woman who had once been Seraphina, but finding only Sara. Lost, confused, clinging to the familiar anchor of his presence in a world gone mad.

	"Palace coup," he said simply, moving to lean against the wall near her window. "Zydra's taken control, with help from some of the Beastkin. And from Aurelia."

	Sara's eyes widened with genuine shock, her hand moving instinctively to the locket at her throat. "Aurelia helped overthrow her own grandmother?"

	Grant nodded, watching Sara's reaction carefully. The horror in her voice sounded real, but then again, Sara had always been skilled at presenting whatever version of herself served her purposes. The perfectly preserved locket remained a nagging question mark, a detail that didn't fit with her story of hiding it years ago.

	But looking at her now, seeing the way she curled into herself when overwhelmed by information, Grant found it hard to maintain his suspicions. This was the woman he'd married, the mother of his child, stripped of pretense and political calculation. Whatever games she might be playing, her fear seemed genuine.

	"Politics in this place are..." He gestured vaguely, searching for words that could encompass the insanity of the situation. "Complicated doesn't begin to cover it."

	Sara nodded slowly, her fingers still toying with the locket's chain. "I remember feeling so lost when I first arrived here. Everyone seemed to know exactly what they wanted, what they were fighting for. I just wanted to go home."

	The admission hit Grant with unexpected force, carrying echoes of his own desperate desire to return to Earth, to Lia, to the simple life he'd lost when he'd awakened in this impossible place. 

	For a moment, the barriers between them dissolved, replaced by shared understanding of what it meant to be displaced, yearning for a world that felt increasingly distant. But no. This was dangerous. This feeling, this rekindled connection… could he trust it?

	"Sara," he said quietly, moving closer to the bed. "Look at me."

	Sara met his gaze and shook her head, outwardly innocent and confused. "I... I am."

	Grant reached out to take the locket from her fingers. She hesitated for just a moment, but he grabbed her arm. 

	"Look!" he snapped.

	He wasn't sure if he was talking to her anymore or himself. He saw her on a deeper level then, not with his eyes, not with his heart, but with that deeper connection, the faint residual bond that he'd used to anchor her dark power on Mount Jamala. The connection flared to life like a struck match, and in that moment of clarity, he felt it.

	The careful construction of her amnesia. The deliberate gaps in her memory, crafted with surgical precision to present exactly the version of Sara that would serve her purposes. 

	The locket's pristine condition wasn't remarkable, but an oversight. She'd either placed it herself or had a ghoul run it into the forest for her, knowing she'd send him looking, knowing how it would tug at his heartstrings, knowing it would serve as a hook.

	The certainty chilled him like ice water. Sara wasn't broken. She wasn't lost. She was exactly who she'd always been, playing the long game with the same calculating precision that had once made her Seraphina.

	"It's all a lie," he whispered, his voice barely audible in the chamber's oppressive quiet. "It's all one big lie. Isn't it?"

	Sara saw the realization dawn in his expression and let out a tired sigh, the mask of confusion melting away like morning mist. When she looked at him again, her dark eyes held the familiar intelligence he remembered from their encounter in the Blightspore, sharp and calculating and utterly aware.

	"Husband," she said, her voice carrying none of the broken fragility she'd displayed moments before. "Stop asking questions. Let me lead us both home."

	 

	 


Chapter 23

	Sara reached out to touch his cheek with gentle fingers, the same tender gesture she'd used a thousand times during their marriage. But Grant seized her wrist before she could make contact, his grip firm enough to make her wince.

	"Stop asking questions?" he snapped, his voice rising with the fury that had been building since the locket's perfect condition first raised his suspicions. "Like I did back when you started coming home at 2 AM, 3 AM? And where did that lead us, Sara?"

	His grip tightened as memories flooded back. All the nights spent lying awake, wondering where his wife had been, accepting her vague explanations because confronting the truth felt more dangerous than living with doubt.

	"Where did that lead us?" he repeated, his voice cracking with the weight of everything they'd lost. "Seraphina!"

	Sara's expression transformed instantly, all the vulnerable humanity falling away like shed skin. Her dark eyes blazed with fury as she wrenched her wrist from his grasp, stumbling backward against the chamber wall.

	"You self-righteous bastard," she snarled, her voice carrying none of the broken fragility she'd displayed moments before. "You think you're so much better than me? You think your hands are clean?"

	Dark energy began to gather around her fingers like smoke given substance, writhing tendrils that made the air itself recoil. The temperature in the chamber dropped several degrees as corruption answered her call, responding to emotion and will with the terrifying efficiency he remembered from Mount Jamala.

	"I can smell them on you," Sara continued, her lips curling into a smile sharp enough to cut glass. "Both of them. The queen and her precious granddaughter. Tell me, Grant. How does it feel to fuck a woman who looks exactly like your daughter?"

	The words hit him like physical blows, each accusation landing with surgical precision in the places where his guilt ran deepest. Through the bonds, he felt both Mara and Aurelia react to Sara's presence, their emotions spiking with alarm and something darker as they sensed the Demon Queen's power stirring once again.

	Grant flung himself backward as Sara gestured with one corruption-wreathed hand, dark energy erupting from her fingertips in a blast that scorched the air where he'd been standing. The force of it slammed him against the chamber wall hard enough to rattle his teeth, stone dust raining down from the impact point.

	Sara advanced on him with predatory grace, power crackling around her like lightning given form. "Did you think I wouldn't know? Did you think I couldn't sense every sordid detail of your precious soul bonds? Every time you touched her, every time you whispered her name..."

	Another blast of shadow force erupted toward Grant, but he rolled sideways at the last second, feeling the heat of corruption sear past his face. The energy struck the chamber wall with explosive force, leaving a blackened crater in the living wood that began to spread like infection.

	"You have no idea what I sacrificed to get back to you," Sara screamed, her voice echoing with harmonics that belonged to something far more than human. "What I became, what I endured, all for the chance to hold our daughter again. And you repay that devotion by getting your rocks off with a woman who tickles your depraved fantasy!"

	Grant's hand found his sword hilt as he scrambled to his feet, steel singing as it cleared the scabbard. The familiar weight of Theron's blade settled into his grip, but he knew it would be useless against the kind of power Sara was wielding. Still, it was something to hold onto, some small comfort in the face of her fury.

	"Sara, please," he said, trying to inject calm into his voice despite the terror clawing at his chest. "Think about Lia. Think about what you're doing."

	The mention of their daughter's name seemed to penetrate Sara's rage, her advance faltering for just a moment. The corruption around her fingers flickered, uncertainty bleeding through the careful control she'd maintained.

	"Lia," she whispered, her voice cracking with sudden anguish. "My baby. How can you not understand? How can you bring her up and not see…?"

	Tears began to stream down her cheeks, but the dark energy continued to writhe around her hands like living shadow.

	"No," Grant shouted, his voice raw with desperation and rage. "I won't see you like this. I won't watch you become a monster again."

	He felt a surge of desperate hunger as he reached out with his Arcane Conversion, not just to deflect Sara's corrupted power this time, but to steal it entirely. What choice did he have? The dark energy flowing around her fingers responded to his call like iron filings to a magnet, streaming toward him in writhing tendrils of shadow and malice.

	The burn of Blight energy entering his system was immediate and intoxicating, a rush of raw power that made his bones sing and his vision sharpen to supernatural clarity. Every muscle in his body thrummed with stolen strength while alien whispers promised easy solutions to impossible problems. The corruption tasted like liquid metal on his tongue, carrying echoes of every soul it had touched, every life it had consumed.

	For a terrifying moment, Grant felt himself slipping toward the same precipice that had claimed Sara years ago. The Blight offered such clarity, such purpose. Why struggle with moral complexities when power could cut through every obstacle like a blade through silk?

	But he stomped down on the seductive whispers with iron will, remembering exactly why he was here, what he was fighting for. Not for conquest or dominion, but for the chance to save what remained of the woman he'd once loved. The image of Lia's oblivious smile shone in his mind like a beacon, anchoring him to himself even as foreign fury threatened to drown his consciousness.

	Sara's eyes widened with shock and something that might have been fear as she felt her power being drawn away. She lunged forward with desperate fury, fingers clawing toward his face with predatory grace.

	He knocked her aside with casual ease, the stolen energy making him far stronger than any mortal man had a right to be. His backhand sent Sara crashing into the chamber wall with enough force to crack the living wood, her slight form crumpling to the floor in a heap of tangled limbs and disheveled hair.

	She lay there for a moment, breathing heavily, dark eyes blazing with a mixture of pain and incredulous rage. When she finally spoke, her voice carried the bitter edge of someone who'd just had their certainties shattered.

	"Is this what you wanted, Grant?" she asked, pushing herself up on her elbows with obvious effort. Blood trickled from the corner of her mouth, dark red against pale skin. "What you've always wanted? To skewer me for my mistakes? To spit on me from atop your moral high ground?"

	"Don't," he growled.

	Her laugh was broken, edged with hysteria and something that might have been genuine hurt. "Look at you. Look at what you've become. You think you're so much better than me, but you're standing there drunk on the same power that led me down this path to begin with."

	There was far too much truth in her words for Grant's liking. He could feel the Blight energy coursing through his veins, could taste the metallic tang of corruption on his tongue, could hear the alien whispers promising that this was just the beginning. He suspected he was exactly where Sara had been years ago, balanced on the edge of a precipice with nothing but will and determination keeping him from falling.

	Grant stepped back from Sara's crumpled form, the stolen Blight energy still crackling through his veins like liquid fire. The metallic taste of corruption coated his tongue, but seeing his wife bleeding on the chamber floor cut through the power's seductive whispers like a blade.

	"I just want to go home," he said, his voice raw with exhaustion that went deeper than physical fatigue. "I want to hold my little girl again and still have her look up at me and see her dad."

	The words hung in the chamber's oppressive air, carrying the weight of everything they'd both lost, everything they'd become in their desperate attempts to bridge the impossible gulf between worlds. The fight drained out of both of them like water from a leaky cup.

	Sara's expression shifted, the calculating fury melting away to reveal something more fragile underneath. She wiped the blood from her mouth with the back of her hand, her movements careful and deliberate as she studied his face.

	"A part of me thought you'd decided to stay here," she whispered, her voice barely audible in the chamber's sudden quiet. "With them. With the Veridians. Do you love them, Grant?"

	He met her gaze steadily, feeling the weight of honesty pressing down on his shoulders like a physical thing. "Did you love Theron?"

	Sara's laugh was short and sharp, lacking any real humor but carrying a note of rueful acknowledgment. She shifted against the wall, wincing slightly as she found a more comfortable position. 

	"Touché," she said, simply. "I suppose I have no right to be jealous, even if a kernel of the urge might exist somewhere in this mess."

	The admission hung between them like an unwelcome but unavoidable house guest. Grant felt something ease in his chest, the first real honesty they'd shared since his arrival in Eldoria. No layers, no calculations, just two people who'd made terrible choices trying to find their way back to something that mattered.

	He crouched down beside her on the floor, close enough to catch the familiar scent of her skin beneath the unfamiliar soap they'd given her. Close enough to see the way exhaustion pulled at the corners of her eyes, the vulnerability she'd never quite learned to hide from him completely.

	"Sara," he said quietly, his voice carrying years of shared history and quiet understanding. "Will you help me save Mara?"

	The question settled between them with the weight of everything unsaid. He wasn't asking her to abandon her plans or give up her desire to return home. He was asking her to be his partner again, to help him navigate the impossible situation consuming them all.

	Sara nodded slowly, her dark eyes never leaving his face. "I'll help. But you already know what my price is."

	The bargain hung in the air between them, unspoken but understood. Her freedom for Mara's safety. Her cooperation in exchange for his commitment to finding a way home, together, to the daughter they both loved more than their own lives.

	Grant reached out to touch her face with gentle fingers, the same tender gesture she'd tried to make moments before. This time, neither of them pulled away.

	 

	 


Chapter 24

	Grant was not altogether surprised to find Aurelia standing in the hallway not far from the door to Sara's chamber, doing an admirable job of trying to act casual. He shut the door behind him and folded his arms, eyeing her levelly.

	"I know you were listening," he said.

	"I was just…" She trailed off, perhaps realizing how hollow a denial would seem. "Fine. I was, but only because I'm worried!"

	"So am I, though I suppose I'm not entirely sure it's for the same reasons," he muttered. "What are you going to do now?"

	Aurelia sighed, her shoulders sagging slightly as the weight of everything pressed down on her. The defiance in her expression faltered for a moment, revealing the exhausted young woman beneath the royal airs.

	"I won't tell Zydra," she said quietly, her voice carrying none of its usual princessly authority. "About... whatever you discussed in there."

	Grant studied her face in the corridor's dim light, searching for any sign of calculation behind the admission. Through their bond, he felt the genuine conflict radiating from her, the guilt over the coup's bloody outcome warring with desperate hope that somehow, some way, they could salvage something from the wreckage.

	"This isn't what I expected either," Aurelia continued, her eyes reflecting the scattered Luminaries dancing between them. "When Zydra approached me about arresting Hawthorne, she said it would be clean. Quick and easy. No one was supposed to die, except for..."

	She gestured vaguely toward the main palace, where the bodies of Batarine and Favalina still lay cooling in the ruined dining hall.

	"But they were in the palace," muttered Grant, his voice carrying the flat edge of someone stating uncomfortable truths. "Under Mara's protection. A confrontation was basically unavoidable."

	Aurelia's jaw tightened, that familiar stubborn expression flickering across her features before dissolving into something more vulnerable. "It doesn't matter now, does it? What I intended, what I thought would happen. People are dead because of choices I made."

	The admission hung between them like a confession, weighted with the kind of guilt that aged people before their time. Grant felt an unexpected stab of sympathy for her, remembering his own moment of brutal clarity in the forest when he'd killed three scouts in search of a piece of jewelry. Good intentions meant nothing to the dead.

	"No," he said, shaking his head slowly. "But what matters is what you do next."

	Aurelia lifted her chin again, searching his face with desperate intensity. "What do you mean?"

	Grant's hand moved instinctively to his sword hilt, feeling the familiar weight of Theron's blade against his hip. The borrowed memories whispered at the edges of his consciousness, fragments of another man's knowledge bleeding through like water through cracked stone.

	"I need you to distract Zydra," he said simply.

	"What?" Aurelia stepped closer, her voice dropping to barely above a whisper. "Grant, what are you planning?"

	"I'm getting Mara out of the dungeon," he said, the words carrying the weight of absolute certainty despite the madness of what he was proposing.

	Aurelia paused, eyes widening as she processed the implications of what he was suggesting. For a moment, he wasn't sure what she would say or do, whether she'd try to talk him out of it, insist on joining him, or simply walk away from the whole impossible situation.

	But then she nodded slowly, her expression resolving into something that reminded him powerfully of Mara's determination, the stoic way she accepted her duty.

	He doubted it would be enough, even with Aurelia providing him some cover. Breaking Mara out would require more than just distraction. It would need perfect stealth, overwhelming force, or both. It wasn't something he could do on his own, harsh as that truth was to face down.

	He opened the door to Sara's room without knocking. Seraphina's room. She was smiling like she expected to see him and her expression carried the satisfied air of someone whose carefully laid plans were finally coming together.

	"Back so soon, husband?" she asked, her voice carrying that familiar blend of affection and calculation that had defined so much of their marriage.

	Grant stepped inside, closing the door behind him with deliberate care. The chamber felt different now, charged with the energy of their recent confrontation, the air still carrying traces of the corruption that had flowed between them like a tide.

	"Can I trust you not to pull any surprises?" he asked bluntly, studying her face for any sign of the personas she wore so expertly.

	Sara's smile widened, though something genuine flickered beneath the surface. She rose from where she'd been sitting on the bed, moving with that fluid grace that belonged equally to the woman he'd married and the demon queen she'd become.

	"I need you," she said simply, her dark eyes holding his with unwavering intensity. "I need the Veridians. And I need to reach the door."

	"That wasn't an answer," he muttered.

	She paused, tilting her head with that calculating expression he knew so well from their life together. "You can trust that I'll act in regards to those three conditions."

	"Good enough," he muttered.

	It wasn't the reassurance he'd hoped for, but it was what he had. Sara's honesty had always been tactical, carefully measured to serve her purposes. But at least now those purposes aligned with his own, if only temporarily. The enemy of my enemy, and all that.

	"Great," said Sara. "Can we get on with it, then?"

	He narrowed his eyes, chafing at her prodding tone. "If you so much as breathe in a way that makes me question your intentions, I'll…"

	"You'll what?" she asked, with a familiar and infuriating smirk.

	He studied her face in the chamber's soft light, seeing in those features both the woman who'd given birth to his daughter and the creature who'd terrorized Eldoria for years. The duality should have been more unsettling than it was, but Grant found himself oddly at peace with the contradiction. Maybe he'd finally learned to accept that people could be more than one thing at once.

	"Just stay silent and follow my lead," Grant said, his voice carrying the edge of command that had kept him alive through countless crises.

	"I like this side of you," she murmured, her voice dropping to that throaty register that had once made his pulse race during quieter times in their marriage.

	A familiar heat flickered in her dark eyes as she stepped closer. She slid against him with predatory grace, her body pressing close enough that he could feel her warmth through the thin fabric of her shift. Grant's jaw tightened as she invaded his space, every instinct screaming warnings even as muscle memory responded to her proximity.

	"Don't," he said sharply.

	"Don't what?" Sara breathed against his neck, her lips barely grazing his skin as one hand traced a feather-light path down his arm. The touch was calculated, designed to remind him of everything they'd once shared, everything that still connected them despite the corruption and lies.

	"You know exactly what," Grant growled, but his voice lacked conviction.

	Sara's laugh was soft and dangerous, her breath hot against his throat. 

	"We have so much catching up to do," she whispered, her fingers trailing lower, brushing against the fabric of his shirt with deliberate purpose. "A night's worth, at least. Many nights' worth."

	Her hand drifted toward his crotch with the confident touch of someone who knew exactly what effect she was having. Grant grabbed her wrist before she could complete the gesture, his grip firm enough to make her gasp. 

	But he couldn't deny the way his body responded, heat flooding through him despite every rational thought screaming that this was wrong. More than wrong… dangerous, exactly the kind of manipulation that might lead him down a similar dark path.

	"Sara," he warned, his voice rough with conflicted desire.

	She looked up at him through her lashes, dark eyes glittering with satisfaction at his obvious arousal. "You still want me. I know you do."

	"Follow right behind me and be ready to conceal us when I give the word," he said, trying to regain control of the situation even as his grip on her wrist betrayed the effect she was having on him.

	"Okay," she purred, her free hand coming to rest against his chest where she could feel his racing heartbeat. "You know, it does things to me when you take control like this."

	"Keep it to yourself," he snapped.

	"I will. For now."

	He led Sara through the palace corridors with careful steps, his senses alert for any sign of Zydra's patrols. The ancient living walls breathed around them, their organic curves casting shifting shadows in the scattered Luminary light.

	His wayward wife moved behind him like a ghost, her presence so muted he had to glance back periodically to confirm she was still there. Whatever power she was using to mask their passage, it was far more sophisticated than anything he could manage with his own Arcane Conversion. The very air seemed to bend around her, creating pockets of darkness that swallowed sound and sight with unnerving efficiency.

	They approached the spiral staircase leading down to the dungeon levels, where Grant could hear the heavy footsteps of two guards echoing off the stone walls. Phoenix Corvidian warriors, by the sound of their movements, a light, brushy gait softer than Auroch hooves or human boots.

	"Now," he whispered.

	The shadows deepened around them instantly, reality itself seeming to fold inward as Sara's concealment took hold. Grant felt the familiar chill of her power, but this time it carried less of the malevolent hunger he remembered from Mount Jamala. This was surgical, controlled, a scalpel rather than a bludgeon.

	They descended the stairs in perfect silence, passing so close to the guards that Grant had to turn sideways to avoid literally brushing against one warrior's wing. The Corvidian's keen eyes swept right over them, seeing nothing but empty air where two figures moved with ghostly purpose.

	The dungeon corridor stretched ahead, dimly lit by flickering torches that cast dancing shadows across the curved wooden walls. Grant's heart raced as they approached the familiar iron-barred cells, each step bringing them closer to whatever confrontation awaited.

	He'd expected to find Mara's ward still glowing on the door, the same barrier that had kept him from Sara just days ago. But the corridor was dark. No starlight radiance pulsed against the final door, no threads of Harmony magic woven into protective barriers. 

	Which made sense, as he thought about it. 

	Mara had created that ward. Of course it was gone now that she was imprisoned. The magical protections died with their caster's freedom, leaving nothing but ordinary iron and ancient wood between them and their goal.

	They slipped into the dungeon proper, the familiar weight of stone and earth pressing down from above. The barred cells stretched to either side, most empty now, holding only shadows and the lingering echoes of recent violence.

	But not all empty.

	Grant's breath caught as he spotted the familiar figure slumped against the far wall of the end cell, ash-blonde hair catching the torchlight even in the dim space.

	Mara looked up at the sound of their approach, though she couldn't see them through Sara's concealment. Her eyes were alert despite her disheveled state, tracking sounds and shadows with the keen awareness of someone who'd learned not to trust the darkness.

	She was wounded more in pride than body, Grant realized with relief. Her formal robes were torn and stained from the struggle in the dining hall, and her hair had escaped its careful arrangement to hang in tangled waves around her face. But she moved with purpose as she rose from the stone floor, approaching the bars of her cell with the regal bearing that no amount of humiliation could quite strip away.

	The sight of her sent a surge of protective fury through Grant that nearly shattered his control. This was the woman who'd offered him sanctuary when he'd been lost and terrified, who'd taught him to harness his dangerous abilities, who'd trusted him with the most intimate secrets of her heart. The woman who, even now, was the identical image of his mother. Seeing her caged like a common criminal made his jaw clench with barely suppressed violence.

	Mara's eyes widened as they came into view, Sara's concealment dropping like a discarded cloak. For a moment, the queen's composure cracked completely, revealing the raw hope and disbelief warring across her features.

	"Grant?" she whispered, her voice barely audible in the dungeon's oppressive quiet. Then her gaze shifted to Sara, and something harder flickered in those hazel depths. "What are you doing?"

	"Getting you out of here," he said simply, already examining the cell's lock mechanism.

	The palace suddenly shook around them, a tremor that sent dust cascading from the ancient ceiling and made the iron bars sing with harmonic resonance. The vibration felt like a massive blow striking the Grove's outer defenses, powerful enough to reach even these buried depths.

	Grant hissed through his teeth, recognizing the signs of coordinated assault. The Selsux army had finally made their move, probably coordinating with the loyalist Sylvan forces to crush Zydra's rebellion between hammer and anvil. Which meant their window for escape was rapidly closing.

	He studied the cell door's lock, a complex mechanism of iron and ancient craftsmanship that would have challenged even a skilled thief under the best of circumstances. The bars were too thick, the mechanism too well-made for any chance of brute force to succeed. Without lockpicks, without proper tools, without time to work carefully...

	His Arcane Conversion reached out tentatively, searching for any source of magical energy he could draw upon. But the dungeon was… a dungeon. No Sylvan Luminaries danced in the shadows here, no ambient magic for him to absorb and redirect.

	Except...

	Grant's awareness turned toward Sara, toward the familiar presence of barely contained corruption that radiated from her like heat from a forge. She'd recharged somehow during their confrontation, the Blight energy flowing through her system with the same seductive promise he remembered from Mount Jamala.

	"We need to get her out of this cell," he said, turning to meet her dark eyes with desperate intensity.

	Sara's smile was sharp as a blade, carrying satisfaction and something that might have been pride. "I was wondering when you'd ask."

	She pressed a finger against the tip of the lock. Shadow seemed to flow outward, filling the gap and pushing on the metal from within. A tiny metallic pop came from the mechanism. Grant pulled on the door and felt it shift open after a slight hitch.

	"Come on," he said to Mara. "We need to move."

	Another shake rumbled through the palace as though to underline his point, followed by a heavier one that almost knocked him off balance.

	 


Chapter 25

	The situation revealed itself to be far more dire as Grant made his way up to the palace's main level with Sara and Mara in tow. The two women were silent, tension between them thick enough to feel even without bringing Grant's bonds into the equation.

	"Where is Aurelia?" muttered Mara.

	"I sent her to distract Zydra," said Grant. "We'll grab her and get out of here."

	The two Corvidians who'd been guarding the door were nowhere in sight, though neither was anyone else. Mara's question hung in the air as they moved through corridors that felt eerily empty, the usual bustle of palace life replaced by an ominous quiet.

	"Wait," said Mara, her voice carrying a sharp edge of alarm. "Is that smoke?"

	Grant could only faintly smell it at first. An acrid tang caught in the back of his throat like a whisper of something wrong. But as they took a few more steps toward the main level, the scent immediately thickened, burning his eyes and making him cough.

	"Christ," he muttered, the realization hitting him like a physical blow.

	"The interior of a tree tower seems like a uniquely poor place to weather through a fire," said Sara, dryly.

	The observation was disturbingly accurate. The Evergreen Palace wasn't built from steel and concrete like the similarly large structures Grant remembered from Earth. It was alive, a massive tree whose heartwood chambers and corridors were as vulnerable to flame as any forest. If fire had taken hold in the ancient wood, they weren't looking at property damage, but the complete destruction of everything the Grove held sacred.

	"We aren't leaving without Aurelia," said Mara. "Ah…" 

	She brought one hand to her temple, wavering slightly. Grant moved to her side, steadying her, but feeling through the bond how the damage to the heartwood was already affecting her. It was more than just a palace, but an aspect of her power, intrinsically linked to the Harmony magic of the Grove's Queen.

	"I'll go after Aurelia," he said. "You need to get out of here. Get outside. Wait for me by the entrance, but somewhere safe."

	He didn't wait for a reply, already turning toward the stairs that would take them to the upper levels as he finished speaking. The smoke was getting thicker with each step, tendrils of gray mist curling through the corridors like grasping fingers.

	He started running upstairs, taking the curved steps two at a time as urgency drove him forward. Behind him, he could hear Mara's and Sara's footsteps echoing along, but his attention was already focused ahead, toward wherever Aurelia might be trying to hold Zydra's attention while the palace burned around them.

	His lungs burned as he climbed, the hot smoke making each breath a struggle. Through the bonds, he could feel Aurelia's presence like a beacon in the chaos. She was alive, but tense, her emotions a volatile mix of fear and determined defiance that made his chest clench with protective fury.

	He encountered a Grove warrior on their way down, her face streaked with soot and blood, moving with the desperate urgency of someone fleeing certain death. Grant grabbed the woman's arm as she tried to rush past him.

	"Where's the princess?" he demanded, his voice rough from the smoke. "Aurelia. Where is she?"

	She shook her head frantically, dark eyes wide with terror. "I thought she went to see Zydra on the wall? Where the Hidden Flame had been trying to push back the Selsux assault."

	The wall. Of course. Aurelia listened to what he'd asked, finding Zydra to distract her. And Zydra would be on the wall, coordinating whatever remained of her crumbling rebellion. Grant released the warrior and turned around, hurrying back in the direction of Mara and Sara as fast as he could push through the smoke.

	The smoke stung his eyes, growing thicker at an impossible rate. The harsh gray tendrils seemed to multiply with each step, transforming from wisps into choking clouds that made navigation treacherous.

	He rounded a corner and ran straight into a wall of flame that shouldn't be there, but then again, when was inferno ever welcome? The fire crackled with unnatural hunger, consuming the living wood with horrifying efficiency. Orange tongues licked at the corridor ceiling, sending cascades of sparks dancing through the smoke like malevolent fireflies.

	The tower was igniting around him, and strangely, it almost seemed to delight the Sylvan. The thought lingered in his mind as dozens of Luminaries swirled through the burning corridors, their usual pale blue glow shifting to brilliant gold and orange as they fed on the destruction. They danced through the flames with oblivious joy, their light pulsing in rhythm with the fire's consumption, as though witnessing some sacred ritual of renewal rather than catastrophic loss.

	It was too much. Grant collapsed in a coughing fit, his oxygen-deprived body rebelling against the superheated air. The beautiful Sylvan continued their dance, glowing and spinning, oblivious to the violence consuming everything around them. They seemed to see only transformation, only the eternal cycle of death and rebirth that defined the natural world.

	But he knew what he had to do. His Arcane Conversion reached out desperately, pulling the Luminaries toward him with savage hunger. The energy flooded his system like liquid lightning, clean Sylvan power mixing with residual Blight corruption in ways that should have been impossible. But he was still uncontrolled in his drawing, unable to resist the needs of his oxygen-deprived body, still inhaling smoke with every ragged gasp.

	Power flooded through him and he staggered upright, surging forward through the wall of flame. His clothes caught fire immediately, the fine fabric of his shirt crumbling to ashen tatters at the hem as superheated air seared his exposed skin. But that was alright. The absorbed energy made him faster, stronger, more resilient than any mortal had a right to be.

	Grant dove through the inferno like a man possessed, his enhanced reflexes carrying him past collapsing beams and falling debris. The Sylvan energy coursing through his veins made the world around him seem crystalline, each potential path through the destruction mapping itself in his consciousness with supernatural clarity.

	He burst out of the tree tower's main entrance in a shower of sparks and smoke, his momentum carrying him several feet before he hit the grass and rolled to extinguish an errant flame that had caught on his shoulder. The cool night air hit his singed skin like a benediction, and he gasped in clean oxygen while patting out the last smoldering embers clinging to his clothes.

	Behind him, the Evergreen Palace burned like a massive torch against the star-filled sky, its ancient heartwood crackling and groaning as centuries of growth fed the hungry flames. The sight was both mesmerizing and devastating, a funeral pyre for everything the Grove had represented.

	Grant breathed heavily outside the burning palace, his lungs still raw from smoke inhalation. The air still burned his throat with each gasping breath, but at least it was clean compared to the suffocating inferno he'd escaped.

	"Husband!"

	Sara's voice cut through the chaos, and he turned to see her hurrying toward him across the palace grounds. Relief flooded through him until he spotted what, or rather, who, lay behind her. Mara had collapsed on the grass, hair spread around her like spilled moonlight, unconscious or worse.

	Grant's jaw clenched as he glared at Sara, suspicion flaring hot in his chest. "What did you do?"

	"Nothing!" Sara raised her hands defensively, though something in her expression suggested the situation was more complicated than a simple denial. "She just... collapsed. The tree burning, it's affecting her more than she let on."

	Grant dropped to his knees beside Mara, pressing his fingers to her throat to check for a pulse. It was there, steady but weak, her breathing shallow. Through their bond, he could feel her presence like a flickering candle flame, diminished but not extinguished.

	"She's connected to the Grove's heartwood," he muttered, understanding flooding through him. "When the palace burns, she burns with it."

	The Evergreen Palace towered behind them like a massive torch against the night sky, its ancient wood crackling with terrifying hunger. Each collapse of burning timber seemed to echo through Mara's unconscious form, her face tightening with pain even in sleep.

	"We need to get her away from here," he said, but even as he spoke, his attention was drawn to the sounds of battle erupting across the Grove.

	Selsux soldiers were clashing with Phoenix Corvidians and Grove warriors in a three-way melee that defied easy understanding. The torchlight revealed confusion more than strategy. Nobody seemed certain who was fighting whom anymore. Zydra's coup had shattered the normal lines of allegiance, leaving chaos in its wake.

	Grant helped Mara to her feet, her weight heavy against his shoulder as he tried to steady her swaying form. "Can you walk?"

	"I... think so," she whispered.

	He started leading them away from the burning palace, his arm around Mara's waist while Sara followed close behind. But his mind was racing with desperate calculations. Aurelia was still somewhere amidst the chaos and he had no idea how to reach her.

	Through their bond, he tried to call out to Aurelia, sending every ounce of mental energy he could muster toward that distant connection. The nexus link thrummed with effort, but everything was too loud, too chaotic. The burning palace, the clashing armies, Mara's weakened state… it all created a cacophony that drowned out any hope of clear communication.

	Come on, Princess, he thought desperately. Where are you?

	But the only response was the growing roar of flames and the distant screams of battle, mixing into a symphony of destruction.

	 

	 


Chapter 26

	Grant helped Mara forward, one arm draped under her shoulders, supporting most of her weight. Sara followed alongside them, though she seemed almost bored of the surrounding madness, detached from the situation as though it didn't quite meet her standards.

	"We must find Aurelia!" said Mara, voice weak.

	"That will have to wait until we get you somewhere safe," said Grant, his voice tight with frustration as he helped Mara stumble across the uneven ground. "Or until she comes to us."

	He tried to project confidence, but the truth was far grimmer. The battle was shifting around them like a living thing, cutting off escape routes with each passing moment. Selsux soldiers pressed forward from the east while Phoenix Corvidians wheeled overhead, their aerial advantage useless in the face of crossbow volleys that filled the air with deadly precision.

	"The girl will manage fine," said Sara with casual dismissal, her tone carrying the same detached amusement she might use to discuss the weather. "A little strife builds character."

	Mara's head snapped up despite her weakened state. "You would seek any excuse to dismiss the urge to care for Aurelia. To deny her as a person, even."

	The venom in Mara's voice made Grant wince, but it was the fragment of memory that truly staggered him. A flash of borrowed consciousness, vivid and immediate.

	***

	Seraphina standing in a moonlit chamber, barely a week after Aurelia's birth, her dark eyes cold as winter stone. 

	"She's not my daughter," she said. "I never wanted this. Any of this."

	Mara's face twisted with maternal fury, blonde hair wild from sleepless nights tending to a newborn while her son's wife retreated into calculating indifference. "How can you say such a thing? She's your flesh and blood!"

	"She's a chain," replied Seraphina, her voice carrying a sad and bitter edge. "Another anchor to keep me trapped in this nightmare."

	Theron's gentle hand settled on Mara's shoulder, his voice carrying the desperate hope of a man trying to hold his fracturing family together. "Seraphina is still recovering from the birthing. Give her time. She'll come around."

	***

	Grant shook his head violently, forcing himself back to the present. The memory felt so real, so biting, that for a moment he'd forgotten where he was, when he was. The distinction between his consciousness and Theron's seemed to be blurring even further.

	"Husband." Sara's voice cut through his disorientation, sharp with concern that sounded almost genuine. "We need to move. The fire spreads and consumes."

	He looked back at the Evergreen Palace and felt his stomach drop. The ancient tree tower blazed like a funeral pyre against the night sky, its heartwood crackling with terrifying hunger. 

	Shapes moved within the flames, oblivious and playful. Luminaries danced through the destruction in wild spirals and zooming lines, their light pulsing in rhythm with the conflagration as though greeting cousins in the embers and sparks.

	The sight was both beautiful and horrifying, a reminder that nature's cycles cared nothing for human concerns. To the Sylvan spirits, this wasn't tragedy but transformation, death becoming rebirth in the eternal dance of the forest.

	But to Mara, each collapse of burning timber was agony. Grant could feel her pain through their bond, the way her life force dimmed with every section of heartwood that fed the hungry flames. She was connected to the Grove in ways that went deeper than political authority. She was a part of it, and it was dying around her.

	"Grant!" Mara's hand pressed against his back, fingers digging in, directing. 

	Grant spun just in time to catch sight of a Selsux soldier swinging a massive greatsword at both of them from behind. He pivoted, still supporting Mara's weight as the Selsux soldier's weapon whistled through the air where his head had been. The blade bit deep into the earth, sending clods of dirt flying as the warrior struggled to free his weapon from the ground.

	The Sylvan energy Grant had absorbed from the burning palace still coursed through his veins like liquid lightning, making the world around him seem crystalline, each movement telegraphed with supernatural clarity. He drew Theron's sword in one fluid motion, the steel singing as it cleared the scabbard.

	The soldier yanked his greatsword free and brought it around in a brutal horizontal sweep. Grant ducked under the blow, feeling the displaced air ruffle his singed hair, and drove his blade up into the man's ribs. Steel punched through mail and flesh with wet efficiency, drawing a strangled gasp from the warrior.

	But even as the first soldier fell, two more emerged from the smoke and chaos, their faces grim beneath battle-worn helms. One carried a crossbow, already raised and aimed at Mara's chest. The other advanced with sword and shield, moving with the practiced coordination of veterans.

	Grant's enhanced reflexes made their movements seem sluggish, predictable, even. He helped Mara sidestep the crossbow bolt, gently pushing her aside to close the distance before the soldier could reload. Theron's blade found the gap between helmet and visor with surgical precision. Blood sprayed across the grass as the man crumpled.

	The third soldier was more cautious, using his shield to deflect Grant's strikes while probing for openings with quick thrusts of his sword. But the Sylvan energy made Grant faster, stronger, each parry wearing down the warrior's arm until his guard began to falter.

	Grant feinted high, then swept low, his blade catching the soldier behind the knee. The man stumbled, and another strike to the head dropped him instantly.

	Three more dead in as many seconds. The ease of it should have disturbed him more than it did, but the energy flowing through his system carried whispers of satisfaction, of violence perfectly executed. He shook his head, trying to clear the alien thoughts.

	"Behind you!" Sara's voice cracked like a whip.

	Grant spun to find another pair of Selsux soldiers advancing, but they weren't alone. A massive Auroch warrior thundered alongside them, its bovine head lowered in a charge that would have crushed bones like kindling. Beyond them, more figures moved through the smoke. Phoenix Corvidians diving from above, Grove warriors emerging from the tree line, all converging on their position with deadly intent.

	The absorbed power sang in his veins, but Grant could feel it beginning to fade. He'd burned through most of the Sylvan energy during his escape from the palace, and there were no Luminaries nearby to replenish his reserves. Just exhaustion waiting to claim him, and enemies on all sides.

	"There's too many," he gasped, his sword arm already growing heavy.

	"Grant," Mara whispered, her voice barely audible above the chaos. "The bonds. Use the bonds."

	He felt her meaning instantly. Through that connection, he could feel Aurelia's distant presence, her fear and determination blazing like a beacon in the darkness. She wasn't nearby anymore, and they had little reason to be, either.

	The click of a crossbow alerted him to a soldier taking aim, challenging him to a race against a metal tipped bolt that he would inevitably lose. He pulled Mara tight to him, readying himself to shield at least her from certain death if it came to it. Out of nowhere, a ghoul rushed from the shadows like a streak of living nightmare, its corrupted form barreling toward the archer.

	The monster struck the man with bone-crushing force, talons rending mail and flesh as it bore him to the ground. More ghouls poured from the darkness beyond the firelight, their red eyes gleaming with predatory hunger as they fell upon the Selsux soldiers with savage fury.

	Grant turned to stare at Sara, understanding flooding through him with cold clarity. Her eyes had gone wide and black, pools of absolute darkness that reflected no light. The careful control she'd maintained was slipping, her emotional state calling to the Abyssal forces just as it had in the dungeon.

	A low, ominous laugh escaped her lips, rich with satisfaction and something that might have been hunger. The sound sent ice through Grant's veins, a reminder of exactly what his wife had become during her years in the darkness.

	The ghouls swarmed over the remaining soldiers with terrifying hunger, their claws and fangs making short work of armor and flesh. Within moments, the immediate threat was eliminated, leaving only the stench of blood and corruption hanging in the air.

	"Sara," Grant snapped, his voice cutting through her satisfaction like a blade. "Pull yourself together if you're still coming along."

	She blinked, the darkness in her eyes receding like the tide pulling back from shore. When she looked at him again, her expression carried the familiar calculation he knew so well, though something more devious lurked beneath the surface.

	"Of course, husband," she said smoothly, as though she hadn't just summoned a pack of demons to do her bidding. "Shall we continue?"

	Grant helped Mara to her feet, feeling her weight heavy against his shoulder as they prepared to move deeper into the chaos consuming the Grove. Behind them, the ghouls melted back into the shadows as silently as they'd appeared, leaving only corpses and the echo of screams to mark their passage.

	 

	 


Chapter 27

	Finding Aurelia was their unstated objective, but it quickly became clear to Grant that it was one they would struggle to achieve.

	Grant recognized the bitter truth as soon as they crested the small rise overlooking the Grove's outer districts. Arboreal Concordat was burning, and it was as though Mara's heart and soul was burning with it.

	The queen stumbled against him, her breathing shallow and labored as another section of the ancient heartwood collapsed in a shower of sparks. Through their bond, Grant felt the maelstrom of pain and despair that crashed over her with each timber that fed the hungry flames. It wasn't just her home that was dying. It was a piece of herself, carved away with every crackling branch.

	He had to stay close to her, catch her when she faltered, one arm wrapped around her waist as they navigated the uneven ground. Her legs seemed to lose a bit of strength with each step, forcing him to bear more of her weight as they moved through the chaos.

	"We have to keep moving," he murmured against her ear.

	They passed a burning home with screams emanating from an impassable, fire-filled entrance. The wooden door had warped shut from the heat, trapping whoever remained inside while flames licked hungrily at the living walls. Mara jerked toward the sound with desperate maternal instinct, her weakened legs trying to carry her toward certain death.

	Grant swept her into his arms before she could take more than a step, lifting her slight form against his chest as she fought weakly against his grip.

	"Let me go," she gasped, her voice raw with smoke and anguish. "They need help—"

	The home's roof collapsed inward, and all noise from within abruptly ceased.

	"They're gone," Grant said harshly, the words cutting through her delirium like a blade. "And you'll be too if you don't focus on staying alive."

	Behind them, Sara made a sound of appreciation as she breathed deeply. "You know, smoke lends a crispness to the air. Rather refreshing after all that stale palace atmosphere."

	Mara's head snapped up despite her weakness, eyes blazing with fury that cut through her exhaustion. 

	"You heartless banshee," she snarled, the venom in her voice making even Grant wince.

	"Stop," Grant barked, his patience finally snapping under the weight of everything pressing down on them. "Both of you. Focus on the situation at hand."

	He set Mara back on her feet, though he kept one arm around her waist as she swayed unsteadily. The screams from the burning house had gone silent, leaving only the roar of flames and the distant clash of steel to fill the night air.

	"We need to get to the stables," he said, scanning the smoke-filled pathways ahead for any sign of clear passage. "Find horses. Get out of here while we can."

	"No." Mara's voice was weak but absolute, carrying the authority of a queen even in her diminished state. "We have to find Aurelia."

	Grant shook his head, feeling the futility of their situation pressing down like a physical weight. "Mara, we have to hope she finds us. The Grove is burning, there are three armies tearing each other apart, and you can barely stand."

	The admission hung in the air between them, brutal in its honesty but undeniable in its truth. Through their bond, Grant felt Mara's desperate need to protect her granddaughter warring with the pragmatic recognition that they were running out of options.

	Another section of heartwood collapsed somewhere in the distance, sending a fresh wave of agony through Mara that made her knees buckle. Grant caught her before she could fall, holding her against his chest as she trembled uncontrollably.

	Grant helped Mara walk through the smoke-filled Grove toward the stables, each step a struggle against the chaos consuming their world. The familiar scents of hay and horses had been overwhelmed by acrid smoke, but at least the structure itself hadn't caught fire yet.

	Most of the stalls stood empty, their occupants either fled or taken by fleeing riders. The few remaining horses stamped nervously in their confined spaces, whites of their eyes showing as they sensed the approaching flames.

	But there, in the corner stall where Grant had always found him, stood Pepper.

	The chestnut stallion reared up on his hind legs as Grant called his name, iron-shod hooves flashing dangerously close to Grant's head. The horse's eyes were open wide, white with terror, nostrils flared out as he caught the scent of smoke and death that clung to Grant's clothes.

	"Easy, boy," Grant said, stepping back with his hands raised. "It's me."

	Pepper's hooves crashed down inches from where Grant had been standing, the impact sending tremors through the stable floor. The horse backed against the far wall of his stall, snorting and tossing his head with wild energy.

	Grant's heart sank as he looked around the rest of the stable. Every other mount was gone, taken by fleeing servants or soldiers. Just empty stalls and scattered hay, the detritus of a household in full retreat.

	One horse couldn't carry all three of them. Even if Pepper would let them approach, even if they could calm him enough to saddle, the mathematics were impossible. The stallion might manage two riders for a short distance, but not three, not with Mara weakened and Sara's presence likely to spook any animal with sense.

	He moved to the stall's gate, working the latch with careful fingers. Pepper's ears pinned back against his skull, but he didn't charge again, just watched with suspicious intelligence as the barrier swung open.

	"Come on, Pepper," Grant said softly, stepping aside to give the horse clear passage to freedom. "Time to go. Run."

	He rubbed the horse's flank one last time, feeling the familiar warmth of muscle beneath his palm. The horse had carried him through battles and across impossible distances, had been his companion through some of the darkest moments since his arrival in Eldoria.

	"Get somewhere safe," Grant murmured against the animal's neck. "Find green grass and clean water and—"

	Pepper bolted before Grant could finish the sentence, thundering past him and out of the stable with the speed of an animal that had been waiting for exactly this opportunity. His hooves rang against the stone pathway as he disappeared into the smoke-filled night, leaving Grant standing in the empty stall with his hand still extended toward empty air.

	"Goodbye," he said to the space where his horse had been.

	"Good instincts," said Sara from the stable entrance, her voice carrying that familiar note of detached amusement. "Better to let him run than watch him burn."

	Grant shook his head, focusing back on the situation at hand. His saddlebag was still in the stall, and though it lacked food, it still carried his tent, sleeping pad, and quilt. He seized it and hoisted it over his shoulder before returning to Mara's side. 

	They were still on foot, three people trying to navigate a war zone with no clear destination and dwindling options. The Grove burned around them, and somewhere in that inferno, Aurelia was struggling for her own survival.

	Grant found himself facing another Selsux soldier as they tried to make their way through the chaos. The man came at him with desperate fury, sword raised high, but Grant's enhanced reflexes made the attack seem sluggish. He sidestepped the wild swing and drove his weapon through the soldier's chest, dropping him instantly.

	"More coming from the east," Sara observed with clinical detachment, pointing toward a cluster of torches moving through the smoke. "And there."

	Grant squinted through the haze and spotted what she meant. A mixed patrol of Selsux soldiers and Phoenix Corvidians were converging on their position, drawn by the sounds of fighting. The unlikely alliance spoke to how thoroughly the night's chaos had scrambled traditional loyalties.

	"This way," he said, pulling Mara toward a gap between burning buildings. "Into the trees."

	They veered off the main pathway just as the melee erupted behind them, steel clashing against steel as the Selsux patrol encountered a remainder of Zydra's forces. Grant didn't look back to see who was winning. All that mattered was putting distance between them and the violence.

	The Grove's ancient trees offered some shelter from the chaos, their massive trunks creating pockets of relative quiet amid the surrounding destruction. Grant helped Mara through the undergrowth, her breathing labored as she leaned heavily against his shoulder.

	Behind them, the Arboreal Concordat was no more than a haze of orange against the night sky, the familiar skyline transformed into something alien and terrifying. The Evergreen Palace continued to burn, branches dark and skeletal amidst the flames, its ancient heartwood crackling and groaning as centuries of growth fed the hungry fire.

	They pushed deeper into the grove, following deer trails and stream beds away from the worst of the fighting. Mara occasionally directed him with tiny tugs on his arm or single-syllable whispers, her voice too weak for much more. She knew these paths better than anyone, even in her exhausted state.

	The noise and chaos gradually fell behind them as they moved deeper into the forest's embrace. The sounds of battle became distant echoes, filtered through layers of leaves and bark until they seemed almost like memories rather than immediate threats.

	Finally, they found a spot nestled between a small hillock and a grove of silver-barked trees, sheltered enough to offer concealment but with clear sightlines in case they needed to run again. Grant helped Mara settle against the grassy slope, her pale features barely visible in the faint starlight filtering through the canopy.

	"Rest," he said simply.

	He remained alert, finding a spot on the ground with his sword still in hand as he scanned the shadows for any sign of pursuit. Sara settled beside a nearby tree with fluid grace, her dark eyes reflecting what little light penetrated their shelter. Despite everything they'd been through, she looked remarkably composed, as though fleeing through burning cities was simply another evening's entertainment.

	"So," she said conversationally. "What's the plan now, husband?"

	Grant glanced at Mara, who was already asleep from what he could feel through the bond. Too much, too fast, from the coup to the dungeon to the loss of everything. He breathed out slowly, exhaustion settling into his bones like lead.

	"Now we rest," he said to Sara.

	She rose from her spot beside the tree with that predatory grace he remembered, moving toward him with deliberate steps. "You certainly deserve one. For freeing both me and your precious queen from certain death."

	Before he could react, she straddled him where he sat, her thighs bracketing his hips as she settled into his lap with familiar intimacy. The simple linen shift she wore rode up slightly, exposing the smooth skin of her legs in the starlight.

	"Sara—"

	She silenced him with a kiss, her lips pressing against his with desperate hunger that tasted of smoke and something darker. For a moment, Grant remained rigid, refusing to respond, his jaw clenched against the familiar warmth of her mouth. He refused to kiss her back.

	Until he did.

	His lips moved against hers seemingly of their own volition, muscle memory responding to years of marriage, of quiet mornings and stolen moments. The kiss deepened despite every rational thought screaming warnings, her tongue darting between his lips with practiced precision.

	Sara's hands tangled in his hair, pulling him closer as she ground against him with deliberate friction. Through the thin fabric of her shift, he could feel her heat, her body responding to their proximity with an eagerness that made his pulse race despite everything.

	"I've missed this," she whispered against his mouth, her breath hot and urgent. "Missed you."

	Grant's hands found her waist before he could stop himself, fingers digging into soft flesh as she rocked against him. The movement sent fire racing through his veins, awakening desires he'd tried to bury beneath layers of guilt and complication.

	"Stop it," he managed, though his grip on her tightened rather than pushed her away.

	"Stop what?" Sara's smile was wicked as she traced the line of his jaw with her tongue, nipping at his earlobe until he groaned. "Touching my husband? Desiring my husband? We're married, Grant. Till death do us part."

	Her hand slid between his legs, finding his growing hardness beneath with the confident touch of someone who knew exactly what effect she was having. Grant's breathing grew labored as she stroked him through the fabric, her movements deliberate and maddening.

	The frustrated rage that had been building since the coup boiled over, transforming into something rawer, more dangerous. His wife was here, alive, pressing against him with desperate need while everything else burned around them. The woman who'd given birth to his daughter, who'd disappeared without warning, who'd become a demon queen and somehow found her way back to being Sara again.

	Wrong and right tangled together until he couldn't tell the difference anymore.

	He rolled her down onto the grass with rough urgency, his hands bunching the thin fabric of her shift as he pushed it up her thighs. The soft earth cushioned their fall, but he barely noticed, consumed by a need that felt both familiar and foreign.

	Through the bonds, he could sense Aurelia's distant presence, asleep or at least somewhat removed from the chaos consuming the Grove. The knowledge should have stopped him, should have made him pull away from this moment of madness. If she'd been awake, sensing every spike of his desire through their connection, would he have stopped himself?

	Honestly? Probably not.

	Sara's shift rode up easily under his insistent hands, exposing pale skin that glowed in the starlight filtering through the canopy. She arched beneath him with practiced grace, her legs spreading to accommodate his weight as he settled between her thighs with desperate hunger.

	"Finally," she breathed against his ear, her voice carrying the satisfaction of someone whose careful plans were coming to fruition. "My husband. Show me how much you still love me… or how much you still hate me."

	Grant's response was wordless, a growl torn from somewhere deep in his chest as he freed himself from his clothes with fumbling urgency. The cool night air hit his heated skin, but Sara's warmth drew him like a beacon in the darkness.

	He sank his cock into her with the rough desperation of a man claiming what had always been his. Sara's gasp turned into a moan of satisfaction, her back arching as she welcomed him with the eager familiarity of years of marriage. Her legs wrapped around his waist, pulling him deeper, demanding more.

	"Yes," she whispered, her nails digging into his shoulders hard enough to leave marks. "Take what's yours, Grant. Take your wife."

	Her words should have reminded him of all the reasons this was wrong, all the lines they were crossing. Instead, they inflamed him further, stoking the fire that had been building since he'd first seen her in that underground lake. This was Sara, his Sara, the woman who'd shared his bed and borne his child, stripped of pretense and political calculation.

	The woman who'd once looked at him like he held the moon in his hand, before Eldoria had twisted her into something darker.

	Grant's rhythm turned punishing, each thrust into her tight, hot, wetness driven by months of frustration and longing and the terrible need to reclaim something that had been stolen from him. Sara met him stroke for stroke, her body moving with the sinuous grace he remembered, her voice breaking into breathless gasps that mixed pleasure with something that might have been relief.

	But underneath the familiar dance of their bodies, something else moved. The woman beneath him was Sara, yes, but she was also Seraphina, the Demon Queen who'd terrorized Eldoria for years. The mother who'd abandoned their daughter, the wife who'd vanished without explanation, the creature who'd summoned ghouls with a laugh that still echoed in his nightmares.

	She was all of these things at once, and he loved her for it as much as he hated himself for the weakness.

	"You are still my wife," he growled against her throat, his teeth finding the sensitive skin there with possessive hunger. "Whether I like it or not. You're mine, no matter what you've become."

	"Always," Sara gasped, her hips rising to meet his with desperate urgency. "Always yours. Show me how you play with what you own."

	The admission should have broken his heart. Instead, it drove him harder, faster, chasing a release that felt like both salvation and damnation. Sara's cries grew louder, more desperate, her body tensing beneath him as she climbed toward her peak.

	When she shattered around him, it was with a scream that she muffled against his shoulder, her teeth sinking into his flesh hard enough to draw blood. The pain mixed with pleasure in ways that made his vision blur, and Grant followed her over the edge with a roar that echoed through the silent forest.

	They collapsed together in a tangle of limbs and desperate breathing, the scent of their coupling mixing with smoke and ash in the cool night air. For a moment, the world outside their hidden grove ceased to exist. There was no burning palace, no political chaos, no impossible choices waiting to tear them apart.

	Just a husband and wife, reunited in the darkness.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 28

	The next morning was cold and gloomy, though that was in part due to how early Grant was up and moving.

	He awoke before dawn, his body stiff from sleeping on the hard ground. The faint smell of smoke still hung in the air, a constant reminder of the devastation they'd fled. More events of the previous night came back to him in slow snippets. Sara's seduction, the sex. He winced, regretting giving in to temptation.

	Mara had curled up against the trunk of a nearby tree.  Her breathing was even, the slow and steady rhythm of sleep, pale features drawn with exhaustion. Through their bond, he sensed her life force flickering like a candle in the wind, weakened by the Grove's destruction but holding steady.

	The cold morning mist clung to the forest floor, making everything seem ghostly and insubstantial. Grant pulled on his sword belt with mechanical precision, his mind already turning to the practical concerns of survival. Food, water, shelter. Finding Aurelia. Getting them all to safety.

	But first, he needed to understand what they were facing.

	He climbed the small rise behind their makeshift camp, trying to get a better view of what remained of the Arboreal Concordat. What he saw made his stomach clench with dread.

	The ancient city was gone. Not damaged, not partially destroyed. Gone. Where the living towers and organic architecture had stood for centuries, only charred stumps remained, black scars against the green landscape. The Evergreen Palace was nothing but ash and memory, its heartwood consumed so completely that even the roots had burned.

	Smoke still rose from scattered fires, thin columns that dissipated into the gray sky like funeral pyres. The only movement came from scavenger birds wheeling overhead, their harsh cries the only sound in the desolate silence.

	"Quite the view," said Sara, appearing beside him with that silent grace that had always unnerved him slightly. She'd dressed while he wasn't looking, though her shift was wrinkled and stained from their night on the forest floor.

	"I can't believe it," muttered Grant, unable to keep the devastation from his voice.

	Sara nodded, studying the ruins with clinical detachment. "Fire is remarkably efficient when it has proper fuel. All that living wood, centuries of growth... it went up like a torch."

	Her casual tone made his jaw clench. "People lived there, Sara. Families, children—"

	"And many of them escaped," she interrupted, though her voice carried no real concern. "The intelligent ones, anyway. Natural selection at work."

	Grant turned to stare at her, searching her face for any sign of the woman who'd once cried over injured birds in their backyard. But her dark eyes held only pragmatic calculation, the same cold assessment that had made her Seraphina.

	"Do you feel anything?" he asked quietly. "Anything at all?"

	Sara considered the question with the same detached interest she might give to discussing the weather. "Relief, mostly. The obstacles to our departure have been... simplified."

	The admission hit him like a physical blow. He'd known she was calculating, had seen the way she manipulated situations to serve her purposes. But this level of indifference to suffering was something else entirely.

	"Those were Mara's people," he said, gesturing toward the ruins. "Men, women, children. Families."

	"Families of NPCs," replied Sara with a slight smile that didn't reach her eyes. 

	Grant gritted his teeth, unable to suppress his annoyance. "Convenient assumption. Lets you shrug off all responsibility, dodge the guilt. Is Aurelia an NPC too, Sara?"

	"Aurelia." She paused, seeming to taste the name. "Hardly matters either way, to be honest. Biology doesn't automatically create obligation."

	Grant felt something cold settle in his chest as he watched his wife dismiss an entire civilization's destruction with a shrug. Was it grief making her callous, trauma causing her to retreat behind walls? Was this who Sara had always been, underneath the disguises she so often wore?

	Was she the woman who'd abandoned their daughter without a second thought, the demon queen who'd terrorized a continent? Or was she simply his wife?

	Sara stepped closer, her hand settling on his arm with familiar intimacy. "Don't look at me like that, Grant. I'm being honest with you, finally. Isn't that what you always wanted?"

	He pulled away from her touch, suddenly needing distance. "I wanted my wife back. The woman who refused to watch sad movies when they were too sad."

	"That woman was a performance," said Sara simply. "Designed to give you what you needed to see. But I'm done pretending, husband. We have our daughter waiting for us back on Earth, and nothing else matters."

	Grant stared at her for a long moment, seeing clearly for perhaps the first time since Mount Jamala. The convenient amnesia, the calculated vulnerability, the perfectly preserved locket. All of it had been a game designed to manipulate his guilt and longing into serving her agenda.

	"You never lost your memory," he said.

	Sara's smile widened, taking on an edge that reminded him uncomfortably of Seraphina's predatory satisfaction. "I lost nothing. I simply chose what to remember when it served my purposes."

	The casual admission of deception should have enraged him. Instead, Grant felt only a hollow exhaustion, as though something vital had been drained from his chest. This was the woman he'd married, the mother of his child, the person he'd crossed impossible lines to save.

	And she had no qualms about being ruthlessly selfish.

	Grant walked back down the slope toward their camp, Sara following with that fluid grace that belonged to predators and politicians in equal measure. His wife. His responsibility. His burden.

	Mara was stirring when they returned, her eyes fluttering open with the gradual awareness of someone surfacing from deep unconsciousness. She tried to sit up, winced, then settled for propping herself against the tree trunk behind her.

	"The city?" she asked, though her expression suggested she already knew the answer.

	"Gone," Grant said simply, crouching beside her to check her condition. "All of it."

	Through their bond, he felt the wave of grief that crashed over her, raw and devastating and utterly without hope. Her life's work, her people's heritage, centuries of careful cultivation… it had all reduced to ash in a single night.

	But underneath the grief, Grant sensed something else. A flicker of desperate hope that made his heart race with recognition.

	"Aurelia?" Mara whispered.

	Grant closed his eyes, reaching out through their shared connection with every ounce of concentration he could muster. The nexus bond thrummed with effort, searching through the psychic noise of trauma and loss for any trace of the princess's presence.

	There. Faint but unmistakable, like a distant star barely visible through storm clouds. Alive. Conscious. Afraid, but unbroken.

	"She's out there," he said, relief flooding through him as he opened his eyes. "She's alive."

	Mara's face crumpled with emotion so intense it threatened to overwhelm their bond. Joy, gratitude, desperate maternal love, all of it crashed through Grant's consciousness in waves that left him dizzy.

	"Where?" she gasped, trying again to sit up despite her obvious weakness.

	Grant concentrated, following the thread of connection like a lifeline thrown across an impossible distance. The bond pulled him... northwest. Away from the ruins, toward the road back toward Selsux. Was the army pushing her into a desperate retreat?

	"That way," he said, pointing toward the forest's heart. "Maybe five miles, but she's moving away from us."

	It was too far for Mara to walk in her current condition, but Grant could see the determination building in her expression despite her physical limitations. She would crawl those five miles if necessary, drag herself through brambles and over fallen logs, anything to reach her granddaughter.

	"Then we go," she said simply.

	Sara made a sound of irritation, her eyes narrowing with unconcealed frustration. "She should have known better than to place herself so near to the mayhem. Every moment spent chasing after wayward children is another moment that could be spent finding our way home."

	"She's not a child," Grant said, his voice carrying a warning. "She's family."

	He spoke the word and meant it, though it came from Theron's lips as much as his own. The statement hung in the air between them, weighted with implication. Sara's expression shifted, calculation flickering behind her dark eyes as she processed what he'd said.

	"Family," she repeated slowly, tasting the word like poison. "How... quaint. And where exactly does that leave your actual daughter, Grant? The one waiting for her father to come home?"

	The accusation hit its mark, sending guilt lancing through his chest with surgical precision. Lia's face flashed in his mind, joyful smile, bright eyes, chubby hands reaching toward the camera in that precious photograph. His real daughter, his flesh and blood, growing up without him while he played house in a fantasy realm.

	But as the guilt crashed over him, Grant felt something else rise to meet it. Not defiance, exactly, but a quiet certainty that settled in his bones like bedrock.

	"Lia will always be my daughter," he said simply. "That doesn't change. But Aurelia and Mara... they're family now, too. Whether you like it or not."

	Sara's smile turned sharp, predatory. "How very evolved of you, husband. I'm sure Lia will understand when you explain that Daddy chose to play hero for his sordid harem of doppelgangers instead of coming home to the daughter who actually needs him."

	The words were designed to wound and they succeeded. But Grant had spent months learning to live with impossible choices, to accept that every decision carried a price that would have to be paid in guilt and regret.

	"Lia will be okay for the time being," he said. "She's safe, loved, cared for. Aurelia has no one but us."

	"Aurelia has her grandmother," Sara pointed out with clinical precision.

	Grant glanced at Mara, taking in her pale features and the way she trembled despite the warming morning air. The Grove's destruction had wounded her in ways that went deeper than physical exhaustion. She was alive, conscious, but hollowed out by loss.

	"Mara can barely stand," he said. "If we leave Aurelia out there alone..."

	He didn't finish the sentence. Didn't need to. They all knew what horrors roamed the forest, what forces were still at work in the aftermath of the previous night's chaos. A young woman alone, even one as capable as Aurelia, wouldn't survive long.

	Sara studied his face with the calculating intensity of someone reading a strategic manual, searching for the exact pressure point that would make him break. When she spoke again, her voice carried the silky sweetness of honey laced with poison.

	"Very well, husband. We need the Veridians for the power in their blood, regardless. But you need to come to your senses and quash these emotional attachments you've developed. We're going home. Why choose to suffer by indulging in a fantasy you'll soon wake up from?"

	He shook his head, past the point of listening to her, if not taking her seriously. Moving to help Mara to her feet, he did his best to support her weight as she swayed unsteadily. The queen's determination burned through their bond like a beacon, but her body was failing her in ways that couldn't be ignored much longer.

	"Can you walk?" he asked gently.

	Mara straightened her shoulders with visible effort, summoning the regal bearing that no amount of suffering could quite strip away. "I can do whatever is necessary to reach my granddaughter."

	Grant nodded, shouldering his saddlebag and checking that Theron's sword hung securely at his hip. The forest ahead promised its own dangers, but at least they had a direction now. A purpose that went beyond simple survival.

	Behind them, the ruins of the Arboreal Concordat smoldered in the morning light, sending columns of smoke into the gray sky like funeral pyres for a civilization that had taken centuries to build and only hours to destroy.

	Ahead lay uncertainty, danger, and the thinnest thread of desperate hope that they could reach Aurelia before the chaos consuming Eldoria claimed her too.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 29

	They traveled through the morning, watching the slow and somewhat tepid rise of the sun behind the overcast sky. Grant gave Mara his cloak as soon as there was enough light for him to see and recognize how underdressed she was, still wearing the gown she'd been taken to the dungeon in.

	"How gallant of you, husband," said Sara, with an edge of obvious bitter humor.

	She was underdressed as well, wearing just the shift she'd had on in the chamber that had amounted to her own prison.

	Grant tried to sidestep any true sympathy for her, pushing the feeling away with rationalizations about how he doubted she even felt the cold anyway. The corruption that had once flowed through her veins would have left her with resistances to discomfort that ordinary mortals didn't possess.

	The denial only lasted until they passed the first bodies.

	Two Selsux soldiers lay sprawled beside what had once been a side road, their armor gleaming dully in the weak morning light. One had taken a stomach wound that left him face-down in the dirt, while the other bore a pair of leg gashes that had bled out quickly.

	He stopped, studying the corpses with tactical eyes. Fresh kills, maybe six hours old. The blood had clotted but hadn't yet attracted the usual swarm of scavengers. Clean deaths, as these things went, with no signs of the corruption that marked ghoul attacks.

	"Stay close," he muttered, already moving toward the bodies.

	The first soldier's cloak came free easily, the fabric still warm from retained body heat but otherwise pristine. Grant shook it out, checking for tears or stains that might make it unwearable. Satisfied, he tossed it to Sara with more force than strictly necessary.

	"There," he said, already working the second cloak free from its owner. "Problem solved."

	Sara snatched the garment from the air, her dark eyes glittering with something that might have been amusement. She pulled the heavy wool around her shoulders, the military cut hanging loose on her smaller frame but providing adequate coverage.

	"Such thoughtfulness," she purred, stroking his arm with affectionate fingers. "You always did know how to provide for your family."

	The possessive way she touched him, the casual intimacy of the gesture, sent ripples of territorial anger through Mara that Grant felt like phantom heat against his skin. He pulled away from Sara's touch more abruptly than he'd intended.

	"They're clean enough," he said, his voice rougher than necessary as he settled the second cloak around his own shoulders. "Given how they died. We'll make do."

	Sara seemed to find the idea of wearing a dead man's cloak more intriguing than morbid, her fingers tracing the fabric's weave with the calculating interest of someone evaluating quality. 

	"I was always a fan of borrowing clothing," she muttered. "And Selsux tailoring is quite good. Neat and trim."

	She smiled at him with genuine warmth, the expression so familiar from their marriage that it made his chest ache despite everything. For a moment, she looked exactly like the woman who'd shared his bed for years, who'd laughed at his dumb jokes and stolen the covers on cold mornings.

	They continued through the forest, following the pull of Grant's bond with Aurelia like a compass needle pointing toward magnetic north. The undergrowth grew thicker as they moved away from the established paths, forcing them to push through brambles and around fallen logs with increasing difficulty.

	Mara's strength faltered a bit with each step despite Grant's support. Her breathing came in short gasps, and the tremor in her hands had spread to her entire body. Through their connection, he felt the way each footfall sent spikes of exhaustion through her consciousness, her life force dimming like a candle guttering in the wind.

	"We need to rest," Grant said, guiding her toward a moss-covered boulder that could serve as a seat.

	"No." Mara's voice carried the stubborn authority of a queen, though it cracked with exhaustion. "Aurelia needs us. Every moment we delay—"

	"Every moment you collapse is a moment we lose anyway," Grant interrupted, settling her onto the makeshift seat despite her protests. "Five minutes. That's all."

	The sound of running water filtered through the trees ahead, a cheerful babbling that seemed oddly out of place amid the devastation they'd witnessed. Grant moved toward the sound, hoping to find a stream where they could refill their water and perhaps wash some of the smoke stains from their clothes.

	What he found instead made his blood freeze.

	A surprising number of blight patches dotted the forest floor like black scars against the green landscape. They weren't large, with most no bigger than dinner plates, but they were everywhere. Scattered across the undergrowth like puddles after a violent storm, their edges still weeping that familiar corruption that made the air itself recoil.

	Grant knelt beside one of the patches, studying its structure with the careful attention of someone who'd learned to read the Blight's patterns. Fresh. Very fresh. The corruption still pulsed with malevolent energy, reaching out toward any living thing unfortunate enough to come within its grasp.

	"Interesting," Mara said weakly from behind him, having noticed his preoccupation. "The Grove's heartwood always held back manifestations like this. Its destruction must be allowing the Blight to seep through."

	Sara's laugh was sharp and mocking, cutting through the forest air like breaking glass. "How quaint. You have it completely backwards, Your Majesty."

	Grant turned to find his wife regarding the patches of corruption with something that looked disturbingly like hunger. Her dark pupils dilated as she crouched beside another blight spot, her fingers hovering just above its surface.

	"The heartwood didn't hold back anything," said Sara, her voice taking on the lecturing tone of someone explaining a simple concept to a slow child. "It grew atop the blight like a fungus grows on a rotting log. Parasitic. Feeding on corruption while pretending to be pure."

	Mara's eyes blazed with fury despite her weakened state. "I don't accept anything about that framing, Seraphina. We've had this discussion before."

	The name hung in the air between them like an accusation, carrying the weight of old arguments and deeper wounds. Grant felt the familiar chill of recognition as Mara's words triggered another surge of borrowed memory.

	***

	Theron standing in a moonlit forest, watching in fascination as Seraphina dipped her hand into a pool of writhing darkness. The corruption flowed around her fingers like liquid shadow, responding to her touch with eager hunger.

	"It's dangerous," whispered Theron, his voice tight with concern and something darker. "You don't know what it's doing to you."

	Seraphina's smile was radiant as she lifted her hand, dark energy crackling between her fingers like tame lightning. "I know exactly what it's doing, my love. I wish you could see how it feels. How... alive it makes everything."

	She leaned forward and kissed him deeply, her corruption-touched lips carrying the metallic taste of darkness and power.

	***

	Grant winced, pressing his fingers to his temples as the memory fragmented back into echoes. The prince's experiences felt more real than his own sometimes, more immediate than the forest around him. The distinction between past and present continued to blur with each inherited recollection.

	"You look wary, husband," said Sara, her tone carrying amused concern. "As though the blight might reach out and bite you."

	"It just might," Grant muttered, though he couldn't deny the way the corruption called to him. The patches promised easy power, strength enough to carry Mara through the forest without effort, speed enough to reach Aurelia before whatever dangers stalked her could strike.

	All he had to do was touch them. Let the familiar burn flow through his system one more time. What was another small compromise against the weight of necessity?

	Grant shook his head violently, stepping away from the nearest patch with deliberate care. He'd already crossed too many lines, made too many exceptions. The path Sara had taken started with exactly this kind of rationalization.

	"Come on," he said, moving back toward Mara. "We're losing daylight."

	Grant's heart raced as the familiar tug of their bond grew stronger, pulling him forward with increasing urgency. Through the connection, he could sense Aurelia's presence like a beacon in the distance, alive but tense, her emotions a volatile mix of fear and something else he couldn't quite identify.

	"We're close," he said, quickening his pace despite Mara's obvious struggle to keep up. "Another mile, maybe less."

	"I will try," muttered Mara, her breath coming in short, rough bursts as she leaned heavily against his supporting arm.

	The absence of Luminaries in this part of the forest struck Grant like a physical blow. Throughout their journey, he'd grown accustomed to the gentle multichromatic glow that marked the Grove's healthy reaches, the dancing sprites that brought life and light to even the darkest corners. Here, nothing. Just gray shadows and the oppressive weight of a natural world struggling without its magical heart.

	The destruction of the heartwood was bleeding into every corner of Mara's domain, killing the sources of power that had sustained the Harmony magic for generations. Grant could only guess at the toll it was taking on her, watching her stumble with each step while her life force dimmed like a guttering candle.

	"The bond," Mara whispered, her voice barely audible. "I can't... I can't feel her clearly anymore."

	He took that to be a very bad sign. If Mara was losing her connection to Aurelia through the Grove's collapse, it meant her power was fading faster than Grant had realized. The queen was weakening by degrees, each step taking her further from the magical sources that had sustained her for so long.

	They crested a small hill, Grant practically carrying Mara's weight as they reached the summit. What lay beyond it was far from what he'd been hoping to see.

	A Selsux encampment sprawled across the valley below, military precision evident in every tent placement and guard rotation. Banners fluttered in the morning breeze, the Eternal Flame's golden symbol blazing against crimson fabric. But it was the makeshift pens that caught Grant's attention, crude structures that held far more than supplies.

	Grove warriors sat huddled in wooden cages, their pale forms barely visible in the gray light. Phoenix Corvidians occupied a separate pen, their dark feathers dulled by captivity and defeat. Grant's enhanced vision picked out individual faces, proud warriors reduced to prisoners, hope dimmed but not yet extinguished.

	And somewhere in that camp, hidden among the tents and guards, Aurelia waited. He couldn't see her, but the bond pulled him forward with magnetic intensity, confirming what his eyes refused to reveal.

	"She's there," he whispered, his voice tight with the recognition of how impossible their situation had become.

	The camp was too well-defended, too organized. Whatever remained of Zydra's forces had clearly been overwhelmed, their rebellion crushed by the Selsux army. Aurelia was trapped among enemies who would understand the value of having captured the Sylvan Hope.

	"I don't see Zydra," said Sara in a detached voice, studying the Phoenix Corvidian pen through calculating eyes. "She's likely dead, though I'm sure they know Aurelia's worth well enough to hold onto her. Fascinating how quickly a coup can become a catastrophe."

	Grant's hand moved instinctively toward his sword, steel whispering against leather as he started to draw the blade. "We have to do something! We can't just leave her in there."

	"Stop being foolish!" Mara snapped, her voice cracking with exhaustion and frustration. "You'd be throwing your life away and doing nothing on the balance for Aurelia." 

	The queen's spirit blazed despite her weakened state, maternal desperation warring with the practical wisdom that had kept her alive through decades of rule. Grant's jaw clenched as he forced his hand away from the sword hilt, though every instinct screamed against the restraint. Through their bond, he felt Mara's own anger and anxiety, the same conflict he was warring with, falling on the opposite side of.

	Sara stepped closer, her dark eyes studying the encampment with predatory calculation. The morning light caught the hunger in her expression, transforming her familiar features into something that belonged more to the Demon Queen than the woman he'd married.

	"We wait for nightfall," she said, her voice carrying that silky confidence he remembered from their worst fights back on Earth. "Attempt it with a tide of ghouls at our back."

	"Ghouls…" muttered Grant. "You could… summon them?"

	She paused, tilting her head with that calculating expression that had once made boardroom executives nervous during her consulting days. "I would struggle to direct them, weakened as I am, but with you, perhaps..."

	The suggestion hung in the air like a foul odor. Grant felt the chill of her implication, the suggestion that he lean into channeling the Blight again. Maybe if he was careful, conservative in how he did it, he could harbor the darkness, harness it within his system while she guided the resulting chaos toward their enemies.

	Mara bared her teeth, a snarl twisting her elegant features into something feral and dangerous despite her weakened state. "Perhaps what? Perhaps you can lead him into the darkness, corrupt him again?"

	The word struck the morning air like a blade, carrying weight and accusation that made Sara's eyebrows rise with delighted interest.

	"Again?" Sara snorted, her dark eyes glittering with malicious amusement as she seized on the slip. "How fascinating, Your Majesty. Again, as though you were speaking of your son rather than a chef from Earth."

	She turned to Grant with that predatory smile he remembered from their worst fights, the expression that had once made corporate executives squirm in boardrooms back home.

	"Listen to her, husband," Sara purred, her voice dropping to that silky register that had always made his pulse race despite himself. "Hear how deluded she's become. How completely she's lost herself in fears and fantasies."

	Mara pushed herself upright with visible effort, eyes blazing with the righteous fury of a mother and a queen. Her legs trembled as she took a single, unsteady step toward Sara, royal composure cracking to reveal something raw and protective underneath.

	"I will not let you poison him the way you poisoned—"

	Her words dissolved into a gasp as her knees buckled, strength fleeing her body like water from a broken vessel. Grant lunged forward, catching her before she could hit the forest floor, her slight weight collapsing against his chest with devastating finality.

	Through their bond, he felt the wave of despair that crashed over her, the terrible recognition that her strength was failing when her granddaughter needed her most.

	But she was right, in the end. They couldn't save Aurelia. No amount of luck would make charging into the remnants of the Selsux army anything less than a sacrificial gesture.

	 


Chapter 30

	Grant's own exhaustion became a factor as they sought out a campsite a fair distance away from the Selsux army. His gnawing stomach and parched throat shifted his immediate priority from setting up stealthily for the night to handling other necessities.

	Fortunately, there were other refugees, some of whom were far more prepared for travel than he was. He still had his own coin purse along with the fairly generous allowance of gold Mara had given him that he'd collected more than spent. He purchased two full waterskins, a wineskin, dried beef, oats, and hardtack from a merchant leading a guarded caravan who seemed to be faring well through the chaos.

	They found a secluded spot nestled between a stand of silver birches and a moss-covered outcropping, far enough from the Selsux encampment to avoid patrols but close enough that they could monitor the situation. The overcast sky seemed less threatening now, the clouds holding their moisture rather than releasing it in the torrential downpour he'd feared.

	"This will do," said Grant, setting down his bag and surveying their temporary refuge.

	The clearing offered decent concealment while providing multiple escape routes should they need to flee quickly. A small depression in the earth would shield them from casual observation, and the birch grove would muffle sound if they kept their voices low.

	Grant pulled his travel tent from the saddlebag, the familiar motions of setting up camp providing a welcome distraction from the impossible situation they faced. Sara watched him work with that calculating expression he'd grown to distrust, while Mara slumped against a tree trunk, conserving what little strength remained to her.

	"I will seek out some firewood," said Sara, moving toward the edge of their small camp with surprising willingness.

	"No fire," Grant said sharply, not looking up from the tent stakes he was driving into the soft earth. "The smoke would give us away."

	Sara paused, her head tilting with that predatory grace that belonged more to the Demon Queen than his wife. "You'd have nothing to fear were you willing to embrace your gift as I have."

	Grant's hands stilled on the tent rope, her words as much a frustration as temptation. The casual way she spoke of corruption, as though darkness was simply another tool to be wielded rather than a poison that destroyed everything it touched chafed at him. 

	All he would have to do was reach out to those blight patches they'd passed, let the familiar burn flow through his system one more time. He shook his head, but the temptation was stronger than he wanted to admit. Without responding to Sara, he finished the last tie of the tent, letting the silence stretch between them in an all-too-familiar way.

	He split the food he'd purchased into portions, laying out the simple but hardy provisions on a flat stone that served as their makeshift table. The dried beef was tough and salty, the hardtack barely edible without soaking, but it was sustenance. In their current circumstances, that was enough.

	Mara nibbled at her portion with obvious reluctance, her pale features drawn with exhaustion that went deeper than physical fatigue. Her hands trembled as she lifted the hardtack to her lips, fingers so cold they looked almost bloodless in the fading light.

	"You need to eat," he said gently, crouching beside her. "Keep your strength up."

	When he touched her hand to encourage her to take another bite, her skin felt like ice despite the mild afternoon air. The chill ran deeper than surface temperature. It felt like the cold of someone whose life force was dimming like a sputtering candle.

	Through their bond, he felt the hollow ache where her connection to the Grove's heartwood had been severed. The ancient tree's destruction had raked across her soul, leaving her spiritually wounded in ways that no amount of rest could heal.

	"I know," she whispered, though each bite seemed to require tremendous effort.

	From across their small camp, Grant sensed Sara watching them with that familiar expression. She didn't need to speak. Her contempt for Mara's deteriorating condition was written clearly across her features, along with a hint of "I told you so" related to his decision for them to stealthily camp. The absence of a warming fire only made Mara's pallor more pronounced, her vulnerability more evident.

	Though of course Sara, by contrast, seemed utterly unaffected by the cold or their dire circumstances. She sat with casual grace against a nearby tree, the stolen Selsux cloak draped around her shoulders more for appearance than necessity. The corruption that had once flowed through her veins wasn't outwardly visible in the moment, but Grant wondered if it still left her with resistances to the cold beyond normal human capacity.

	As the sun disappeared behind the overcast sky, true darkness settled over their hidden camp. Not even the gentle glow of Sylvan Luminaries provided light anymore. All the sprites had fled or died with the destruction of their heartwood anchor. The absence felt oppressive, unnatural, a reminder of how thoroughly the Grove's magical ecosystem had been upset.

	Mara finished what little she could manage of her meal, then retreated to the tent with movements that spoke of bone-deep exhaustion. Grant helped her settle onto the thin bedroll, pulling his quilt over her slight form as she curled into herself like a wounded animal seeking warmth.

	"Rest," he said simply, though her eyes remained open, staring into the darkness with the unfocused gaze of someone lost in grief.

	Through their bond, he felt the weight pressing down on her. Not just physical weakness, but the devastating recognition that everything she'd spent her life protecting was gone. Her people scattered or dead, her city reduced to ash, her granddaughter trapped among enemies while she lay helpless.

	Grant stood slowly in the gathering darkness as he came back outside, every muscle protesting the day's exertions. The temperature was dropping rapidly without the sun's warmth, and the thin fabric of his shirt provided little protection against the night air.

	"Are you warm enough?" he asked Sara.

	She let out a mocking laugh. "Oh, husband. You are so very amusing."

	"I'm asking because I'll be sleeping in the tent tonight," he snapped, frustration and concern intermingling into something borderline contradictory in his voice. "I don't think Mara will fare well alone."

	Another of Sara's laughs drifted through the shadows. "How noble of you. Doting on your mother's fantasy doppelganger while your actual wife sits outside and twiddles her thumbs."

	"You can take care of yourself," said Grant, voice level. "She can't. Not right now."

	Sara said nothing for a long while, but when she did finally speak, her tone was far more calculating and neutral. "…So be it. We do need her alive to get home, after all. Likely Aurelia as well, when we retrieve her."

	The casual way she spoke of the princess, as though Aurelia were simply another resource to be collected and utilized, infuriated him. But he refused to take the bait. Sara was testing him, probing for reactions she could use to her advantage later.

	He ducked into the tent, kneeling beside Mara's still form on the narrow bedroll. Her breathing was shallow but steady, the slow rhythm of someone hovering on the edge of sleep. Through their bond, he felt her awareness of his presence, the small comfort it provided against the darkness pressing in from all sides.

	"Mara," he whispered, touching her shoulder.

	"Lord Hayes," she whispered back.

	Mara made no objection as Grant pulled off his boots and slid under the quilt beside her. The bedroll was narrow, meant for one person, forcing them to press close together in the tent's confined space. She shifted naturally to make room, her slight form curling against his side with the unconscious grace of someone seeking warmth and comfort.

	Her head found the hollow of his shoulder, hair soft like silk across his chest. He sensed her relief at no longer being alone with the darkness pressing in from all sides. The simple presence of another heartbeat, another breath, helped push back the tide of everything she'd lost.

	Within minutes, the shared body heat under the quilt became almost stifling. The tent trapped their warmth efficiently, creating a cocoon that grew uncomfortably warm despite the cool night air outside. Grant felt sweat beginning to bead on his skin where their bodies touched.

	He started to shift away, but Mara's quiet movements stopped him. She was sitting up carefully in the cramped space, her hands moving to the laces of her torn gown with practiced efficiency. The fabric whispered as she pulled it over her head, leaving her in just her thin undergarments.

	"Too warm," she murmured by way of explanation, though her voice carried an edge of something else.

	Grant nodded, watching with rapt attention as she carefully folded the gown beside the bedroll. Even in the tent's dim interior, he could see the pale curve of her shoulders, the delicate line of her collarbone. The sight sent familiar heat spiraling through him despite their circumstances.

	He pulled off his own shirt and trousers, leaving himself in just his underwear as the temperature continued to climb under the heavy quilt. When Mara settled back against him, there was far more skin contact, the warmth of her back pressing against his chest in ways that made rational thought difficult.

	"Better," she breathed, though the word carried undertones that had nothing to do with temperature.

	"Much."

	He wrapped his arm around her waist, pulling her closer as they found a comfortable position in the narrow space. He felt her gradual relaxation, the tension slowly bleeding from her muscles as exhaustion finally claimed her. It was intimate, enough to make him feel strange, like he was stepping right up to a line. Though of course, they'd tested the waters beyond that line before, found them dangerously inviting.

	 

	 


Chapter 31

	It was still dark when Grant awoke during the night, though with a fairly clear sky from the amount of starlight peeking into the tent. Mara was still nestled against him, a fact which his body seemed to know before his mind.

	Grant's awareness returned slowly, pulled from sleep by the gradual recognition that his body had responded to Mara's proximity in ways that made their current position decidedly awkward. The heat beneath the quilt had less to do with air temperature now, everything to do with the way her curves pressed against him through the thin fabric of their undergarments.

	He considered shifting away, to put some distance between them before she noticed his arousal, but the fingers of her hand curled almost in expectation of the movement. Not quite gripping, but tensing as though anticipating his retreat.

	The nexus bond flared between them, wild and uncontrolled in the darkness. Through their connection, he felt her own awareness bleeding through, from the way her pulse had quickened, the heat building out of proportion with the quilt's warmth, the dangerous spiral of need that threatened to consume what little restraint they'd managed to maintain.

	This is wrong, his rational mind insisted, even as his arm tightened around her waist. So wrong. Everything is falling apart and we're...

	But the bond carried Mara's emotions like a tide, washing over his consciousness with devastating clarity. Her desperate need for comfort, for connection, for something real and warm in a world that had taken everything from her. The way his presence anchored her against the crushing weight of loss, made her feel less alone in the darkness.

	And underneath it all, the raw desire that had been building between them for weeks, amplified by their shared trauma into something that felt both inevitable and catastrophic. It didn't matter that to her, he was a carbon copy of her son, or that she was an Eldorian version of his mother. Somehow it fanned the flames rather than dousing them.

	Mara's breathing changed, becoming shallow and deliberate as she pressed back against him with subtle movements that could have been unconscious but weren't. Through the bond, he felt her own internal war, the queen's composure battling against the woman's need, duty wrestling with desire in ways that left her trembling.

	"Lord Hayes," she whispered, his name barely audible in the tent's confining darkness.

	"Queen Mara," he replied.

	The syllables carried weeks of unspoken longing, of careful distance finally crumbling under the weight of shared loss and impossible circumstances. Her hand found his where it rested against her stomach, fingers intertwining with a gentleness that belied the fire building between them. Was she stopping him? Was she urging him on?

	He knew he should pull away, that he should remind them both of all the reasons this was madness. Sara's presence just outside the tent, Aurelia's captivity, the complicated web of relationships that bound them all together… it was all just too fragile. He knew. He didn't care.

	Grant leaned his head closer, breathing in the silk of Mara's hair, breathing in the familiar scent that reminded him so achingly of home, of his mother's gentle comfort during childhood nightmares. The resemblance should have stopped him cold. It didn't.

	The bond hummed with Mara's own conflict, desperate need warring with decency and propriety. The nexus bond pulsed like a living thing, rhythmic, accelerating bursts of sensation that carried whispers of what they both wanted, what they both feared, what they both knew they shouldn't need but couldn't seem to resist in the darkness of their shared exile.

	Grant gave in to the pull, hips rocking forward with a deliberate hump that pressed his hardness against the curve of her backside. Heat bloomed where they connected, thin fabric doing nothing to blunt the sensation. 

	Wrongness twisted through him like thorns, a dangerous rush that warped their bond from tender concern into something darker, more feral. Fondness curdled into lust, primal and forbidden, the nexus link thrumming with corrupted fire that burned away restraint.

	Mara rocked back, meeting his rhythm with a subtle arch that drew a low groan from his throat. Her fingers squeezed his, nails biting into skin. Warning him off? Pulling him closer? He couldn't tell. Didn't care. The uncertainty fueled him, made each press of their bodies feel like righteous defiance.

	His free hand traced her side, palm sliding under linen to explore the soft swell of her breast. She gasped, the sound muffled against the quilt, but the bond carried it straight to his core, spiking his pulse. 

	He kneaded gently at first, thumb circling the hardened peak until her breaths came ragged. Slow, deliberate, he explored lower, dipping fingers between her thighs to find damp heat that made her tremble.

	"Grant..." Her whisper broke on his name, hips circling against his touch.

	He answered by trailing kisses along her neck, teeth grazing the sensitive skin below her ear. She shuddered, pressing harder into his hand, the quilt rasping with each shift, dirty whispers of fabric on skin, promises of more. His mouth lingered at her pulse point, sucking lightly until she whimpered, the sound vibrating through him like thunder.

	He slid his hand back and forth, stroking the silken hair of her crotch with patient fingers, still grinding against her from behind. Sweat slicked their skin, the tent's confines amplifying every hitch of breath, every subtle scrape of quilt as she writhed. The weight of the taboo pulsed in the bond, twisting care into craving, making wrong feel intoxicatingly right.

	Outside, Sara slept. Or listened. The thought only sharpened the edge, drove him to tease Mara higher, drawing out gasps that echoed in the darkness. Sara could listen if she wanted to. She could torture herself, experience what he had so often imagined during her late nights out. This wasn't about her.

	Mara shifted against him, a slow turn that pressed her breasts to his chest, the movement deliberate in the tent's stifling heat. Her hand slid down, fingers brushing his erection through thin fabric. The touch teetered, a hesitant grip caught between pushing him away and stroking him harder, nails grazing skin in ambiguous torment.

	"Mara," he whispered against her ear, lips brushing the lobe.

	She trembled, breath fluttering as he kissed her cheek, salt-slick skin warm under his mouth. Their lips met, and all restraint shattered. Madness tilted in, erotic urges surging like a storm through the bond. Desire bled between them, raw and unchecked, her tongue tangling with his in fevered hunger.

	Grant's hands roamed her back, tracing spine to hips, pulling her tighter. She arched, gasp muffled against his mouth, legs intertwining as fabric rasped between them. The bond thrummed, carrying her need like wildfire, a desperate ache for oblivion in his touch, escape from loss that clawed her soul. He felt it all, mirrored in his own frenzy, the taboo sharpening every sensation to exquisite pain.

	Her fingers tightened on him, stroke now certain, drawing a groan from deep in his throat. Wrong. So wrong. But the heat built, relentless, drowning reason in sweat and whispered pleas.

	Grant freed his erection from his own underwear, the rigid length springing into the heated air between them. He rolled over her in one fluid motion, settling between her thighs, his weight pinning her against the bedroll. Their mouths crashed together in a final, desperate kiss, tongues warring, teeth grazing, her nails digging into his back as if to mark him forever.

	He couldn't take it anymore. He pressed forward, the head of his cock teasing her entrance, sliding through wet folds that parted eagerly for him. Heat enveloped the tip, drawing a guttural groan from his chest. She arched up, meeting the pressure, her body clenching around that first inch in silent demand for more.

	The bond thrummed with her wildfire need, mirroring his own frenzy, every sensation amplified until restraint dissolved completely. Wrong. Perfect. Inevitable.

	Grant eased into her with deliberate slowness, torturing them both with restrained pleasure until their bodies locked in a deep, enveloping union. Warmth spread through him as he bottomed out, her inner walls clutching him like a long-missed embrace, soothing the raw edges of his fractured soul. 

	He held there, buried completely, forehead pressed to hers, breaths mingling in shallow bursts. The bond surged with shared relief, her pain and his guilt weaving into something restorative, a quiet balm against the world's cruelty. Her arms wrapped around his neck, pulling him closer, bodies fused in perfect stillness.

	Time stretched in that connection, heartbeats syncing as if mending each other's damage. Then, all at once, the fire ignited and anything resembling control snapped like a dry twig.

	Pleasure ripped through him, raw and demanding, shattering the calm. He pressed his mouth to hers, devouring her gasps, tongues clashing in frantic hunger. Hips drew back and slammed forward, driving into her with relentless force, each thrust shaking the bedroll beneath them. 

	Pressure that had built for weeks, all the stolen glances, forbidden touches, nights of suppressed longing, it all erupted now, flooding every motion. He pounded deeper, loving her with ferocious intensity, one hand pinning her wrist above her head while the other gripped her thigh, spreading her wider.

	Sweat slicked their skin, bodies slapping in urgent rhythm. She bucked up to meet him, nails raking his back, urging him harder. The bond amplified it all, her ecstasy crashing into his like tidal waves, building toward inevitable release. Wrongness fueled the storm, made each plunge feel like claiming salvation from the abyss.

	"Oh," she gasped, hips grinding against his relentless pace. "Lord Hayes! Don't… stop!"

	He obliged, thrusting like a man possessed, pouring every pent-up day into her heat. Lovingly. Intensely. Completely lost.

	A sliver of starlight pierced the tent's canopy, silver beam slicing through shadow to paint Mara's features in pale luminescence. Grant thrust deeper, rhythm building, but that light caught her profile, her high cheekbones, the gentle curve of her jaw, hair spilling across the bedroll.

	Nora's face. His mother's face. The resemblance slammed into him, chest tightening even as pleasure coiled hotter. Those hazel eyes, moss-flecked bark, stared up with desperate want, mirroring childhood memories of comfort in Nora's gaze during stormy nights back home. Mara's whispered pleas echoed Nora's soothing voice, calming his boyhood fears.

	This is her, his mind reeled. Eldoria's cruel reflection of his mother, pressed beneath him, gasping his name. Wrongness surged, forbidden flame scorching every nerve, but his hips rolled onward, unstoppable as a boulder tumbling downhill. Too late. Far too late.

	Humid skin slapped in frantic cadence, her warmth clutching him tighter with each drive. The nexus bond crackled, feeding her ecstasy back into him, waves of bliss crashing, amplifying until thought drowned in sensation. She arched, nails scoring his back, urging deeper penetration that blurred lines between love and profanity.

	"Grant..." Her voice, loving and strained, was identical to Nora's gentle coos from his youth.

	He kissed her again, devouring the sound, tongue invading with possessive hunger. His climax ripped through him, extreme rush exploding from his core. He unloaded inside her, pulsing release flooding deep, pleasure so intense it bordered pain, a white-hot ecstasy that shattered restraint and left him shuddering against her trembling form.

	Bodies locked, breaths mingled in ragged gasps, the bond continued to thrum with aftershocks, her satisfaction bleeding into his haze. Wrong. Perfect. Inevitable. Stars winked through the canopy, indifferent witnesses to their fall.

	Mara curled against him as he rolled off, one hand stroking his chest even as she caught her breath. "…Don't go."

	"I'm not…" he muttered, only realizing what she meant as he spoke the words. 

	Don't go. Stay in Eldoria. Abandon your daughter. He couldn't make that choice, not for her, not for anyone? Could he? He shut his eyes tight, hating that the question could even exist. He didn't have an answer for Mara, not one he could speak aloud. But for now, naked and sweaty, still aglow in the aftermath of lovemaking, he could be there with her. For now, he could stay.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 32

	The morning was far more bearable than what Grant had steeled himself for. Mara and Sara were perhaps a little short of civil with one another as they nibbled on the remnants of their food, but the friction wasn't specifically tied to the previous night, the fact that he'd taken another woman mere feet away from his estranged wife.

	Grant wondered if Sara simply hadn't realized how intimate he'd truly become with Mara and Aurelia as he watched her, sensing the occasional glance his way, the reconsideration in her expression. 

	There was a new distance between them, as though she'd received confirmation. Confirmation of what?  The collapse of their marriage? Or simply the existence of complexities that no marriage counselor back on Earth would be qualified to address?

	"We can follow them," said Grant, mind turning back to the Selsux army as he stared into the morning mist. "Choose our moment."

	Mara said nothing, but he could sense the conflict in her emotions through the bond. Sara's dark eyes glittered with something that might have been anticipation. 

	"Any night would work, really. A little Blight absorption, a handful of ghouls as distraction..." Sara paused, her gaze flicking between him and the tent where they'd spent the previous hours. "Assuming you aren't occupied with other things."

	The barb landed exactly where she'd intended, sharp and cutting. Through their bond, Grant felt Mara's reaction to the words. Not guilt, exactly, but a flicker of something more threadbare. Resignation, perhaps. Or the weary acceptance of someone who'd stopped pretending their situation was anything approaching normal.

	She straightened despite her obvious exhaustion, summoning what remained of her queenly composure. 

	"It's not a price he should even be considering paying," said Mara.

	Her voice carried the measured authority of someone who'd spent decades making impossible choices, but Grant could feel the deeper currents through their connection. Fear. Not just for him, but for what he might become if he followed Sara's path too far down the darkness.

	"It isn't," he said, his hands working mechanically at the tent stakes as he avoided looking at either woman. "But we have to save Aurelia."

	He sighed, the sound carrying more weight than such a simple gesture should. The truth was stark and unforgiving, and they had no good options. Walking away meant abandoning Aurelia to whatever fate awaited political prisoners in Selsux custody. Staying meant watching helplessly while events unfolded beyond their control.

	The silence stretched between them, heavy with unspoken fears and the weight of decisions none of them wanted to make. Grant finished dismantling their camp with practiced efficiency, each familiar motion providing a welcome distraction from the impossible mathematics of their situation.

	They set off through the forest without reaching any real conclusion, three figures moving through early morning shadows with the careful steps of people who'd learned that survival meant staying quiet, staying hidden, staying ready to run.

	The sound of running water guided them to a clearing where the Serpent's Coil's tributary meandered through moss-covered stones. Berry bushes heavy with late-season fruit clustered around the water's edge, their dark purple clusters still plump despite the advancing autumn.

	Grant helped Mara settle against a fallen log, her pale features drawn with exhaustion that went deeper than their morning's travel. He could still sense the hollow ache where her connection to the Grove's heartwood had been severed, leaving her wounded in ways that no amount of rest could heal.

	"We should stop here," he said, already moving toward the berry bushes. "Get some food in us."

	Sara followed with that fluid grace that belonged to predators, plucking berries and pressing them into her pale lips like oversized droplets of blood. Her dark eyes swept the clearing with calculating interest, taking it all in silently as though expecting an attack.

	Grant gathered his own handfuls of the sweet fruit, the basic act of foraging providing a welcome distraction from the weight of their situation and what the next few days might hold. The berries seemed almost too delicious to be so abundant, tart and clean, a reminder that simple pleasures still existed even when the world burned.

	"Rest here for a while," he suggested to Mara, settling beside her on the log. "No need to push yourself past your limits."

	She shot him a look that was a mixture of relief and queenly frustration at her own weakness. But ultimately she nodded, accepting the necessity of conservation if not the comfort of admitting it aloud.

	"I'll scout the area," he said, rising and stretching his back. "Make sure we're not walking into any surprises."

	"Be careful," whispered Mara. 

	The forest felt different as he moved away from their small camp, charged with an energy that made his skin prickle with unease. He could sense as much as smell something wrong in the undergrowth ahead. A scent that didn't belong, a distortion in the natural rhythm of the woods.

	Grant pushed through a screen of low-hanging branches and froze.

	Another Blight patch spread across the forest floor like a cancerous wound, edges weeping corruption that made the surrounding vegetation wither and blacken. This one was larger than the scattered fragments they'd encountered earlier, roughly the size of a dining table, its surface writhing with barely contained malevolence.

	The familiar metallic taste flooded his mouth as his Arcane Conversion responded automatically to the proximity of so much raw power. The corruption called to him with seductive whispers, promising strength enough to rescue Aurelia, speed enough to outrun any pursuit, clarity enough to cut through every moral complexity that clouded his judgment.

	All he had to do was reach out. Touch it. Let it flow into  him like liquid lightning.

	Grant's hands began to shake, cold sweat beading on his forehead as he fought against the compulsion. The Blight sang to him now, its whispers more insistent than they'd ever been, playing on his desperation and fear in ways that made resistance feel like drowning.

	For Aurelia, the darkness promised. For Mara. For the power to protect them both.

	He couldn't pull away, couldn't make himself take the steps backward that would break the spell. His feet remained rooted to the spot while the corruption reached toward him with invisible tendrils, testing the boundaries of his will. The sound of footsteps behind him should have broken the trance, but the noise felt distant, unreal compared to the Blight's seductive call.

	"Struggling, husband?"

	Grant spun, his hand flying to his sword hilt with guilty reflexes. Sara stood just behind him, her dark eyes glittering with amusement and something hungrier as she took in his obvious distress.

	"No," he said, quickly. "I was just…"

	Her laugh cut through his denial like a blade. "Of course you were. I can smell the temptation on you from here."

	Sara stepped closer to the Blight patch, her movements carrying the confident grace of someone approaching a familiar pet. When she knelt beside the writhing corruption, Grant felt his stomach clench with recognition and dread.

	"What are you doing?" he snapped.

	"Watch and learn," she purred.

	Sara pressed her palm flat against the Blight's surface, her fingers splaying wide as she drew the corruption into herself with practiced ease. Dark energy flowed up her arm like living shadow, disappearing beneath her skin with no visible trace of strain or effort.

	But the sound she made... Grant's breath caught as a low moan escaped Sara's lips, her back arching with unmistakable pleasure as the power filled her. Her eyes rolled back, lashes fluttering, while her free hand pressed against her throat as though containing something wild trying to escape.

	"Oh," she gasped, voice breathy and broken. "Yes. God, yes."

	The ecstasy imbued within her reaction turned Grant on despite the wrongness of it all. Sara's body trembled as she absorbed the last wisps of corruption, her skin flushed with an inner glow that had little to do with health and everything to do with the dark energy coursing through her veins.

	When she finally opened her eyes, they held that familiar black depth he remembered from Mount Jamala, pools of absolute darkness that reflected no light. He let one hand settle on his sword, unsure.

	"Don't pull away," she whispered, rising with feline grace to close the distance between them. "Try it. See for yourself. Feel for yourself."

	Grant stepped backward, but Sara closed on him with unnatural speed. Her hands framed his face with gentle precision, thumbs tracing his cheekbones with the reverent touch of someone handling something precious.

	"Let me show you," she breathed against his lips, the words carrying promises that made his pulse race despite every rational thought screaming warnings. "How good it can feel to stop fighting yourself."

	Her mouth hovered inches from his, close enough that he could feel her breath against his skin, taste the metallic tang of Blight energy on her exhale. The kiss would be so easy, so natural, the same intimacy they'd shared for years of marriage. Why not? Was this what he'd been waiting for? A reunion with his wife, a potential path home, albeit one with a dark price…

	"Lord Hayes."

	Mara's voice was the embodiment of stern authority and motherly concern, cutting through the moment's dangerous spell. Grant pulled back from Sara's touch, though both his eyes and his heart lingered on her for a moment longer.

	The Sylvan Queen stood at the edge of their small clearing, her pale features set in lines of absolute determination despite the exhaustion that made her sway on her feet. Through their bond, Grant felt her protective fury, maternal instincts turned predatory in defense of someone she'd claimed as her own.

	"We need to keep moving," said Mara, her eyes flicking from Sara to Grant. "Aurelia needs us and the Selsux army won't wait for us to catch up."

	"You're right." Grant exhaled, turning both his eyes and attention away from the Blight. 

	 

	 


Chapter 33

	They pushed on through the day, following the Selsux army at a distance. There was no real need to maintain hard stealth as the army shifted onto the road. The stream of refugees following in the wake of the soldiers provided as much cover as the densest forest. 

	The rhythm was simple but brutal, at least to start. Wake before dawn, pack what little they had, walk until exhaustion forced them to stop. Purchase food when they encountered other refugees or traders willing to part with supplies. Sleep wherever they could find shelter for the night, never feeling totally at ease with their surroundings.

	Grant found himself taking point most days, his enhanced senses still carrying traces of absorbed Sylvan energy that helped him spot potential threats or opportunities ahead. Sara maintained her position in the middle, though she moved with a level of confidence that suggested she could handle herself if trouble found them. Mara brought up the rear, her strength gradually returning as they put distance between themselves and the Grove's destruction.

	The sleeping arrangements became another complication in their already tangled situation. Grant let Sara take his place in the tent alongside Mara on most nights, telling himself it was practical, that Mara needed the warmth more than he did. The truth was more complex, tinged with guilt over their night together and the dangerous current that still hummed between them through their bond.

	Sara accepted the arrangement without comment, though Grant caught the calculating look in her dark eyes whenever he made the offer. She knew exactly why he was avoiding intimacy with Mara, understood the power dynamics at play even when they remained unspoken.

	On the nights when rain forced all three of them to cram into the small tent together, they were usually too exhausted for anything but rest. The close quarters should have been unbearable, three people with their own complicated history pressed together while water drummed against canvas overhead. Instead, they found an uneasy peace in shared warmth and the simple necessity of survival.

	Grant slept poorly on those nights, hyperaware of every shift and sigh from the women flanking him. Sara's breathing carried the deep rhythm of genuine sleep, but Mara often lay awake, her tension radiating through their bond like heat from a forge. The effort of maintaining distance when they were touching packed together like sardines tested his resolve in ways that left him staring at the tent ceiling until dawn.

	After three days of pushing forward at a punishing pace, salvation came in the form of a half loaded wagon approaching from behind. Grant stepped onto the road as the driver approached, raising one hand in the universal gesture of someone seeking parley rather than confrontation.

	"Following the army?" he called out as the wagon drew closer.

	The driver was a weathered woman in her fifties, her graying hair pulled back in a practical bun beneath a wide-brimmed hat. She studied their small group with sharp eyes that missed nothing, taking in their travel-stained clothes, their obvious exhaustion, the way Mara leaned heavily on Grant's arm.

	"For the time being," she said, her voice carrying the careful neutrality of someone who'd learned that helping strangers could be profitable or deadly depending on the circumstances. "What are you offering?"

	Grant reached into his coin purse, pulling out a handful of silver that caught the afternoon light. "Coin for passage. And I'll serve as bodyguard if you need one."

	The woman's eyes lingered on Theron's sword, evaluating the quality of the blade and the way Grant wore it with unconscious familiarity. Her gaze swept over their small group once more, calculation flickering behind weathered features.

	"Two passengers, one guard," she said finally. "Two silver per day, meals included. And if trouble finds us, you earn your keep with steel."

	Grant exchanged a glance with Sara and Mara, both of whom looked relieved to the point of answering any questions about where they stood on the idea. "Deal."

	Their speed increased immediately once they were riding instead of walking, the wagon's steady pace covering ground that would have taken them hours on foot. More importantly, Mara could finally rest properly, settling onto sacks of grain with relief that radiated through their bond like warm sunlight.

	The city emerged from the valley mist like something from a fever dream, nestled between two towering peaks that seemed to scrape the belly of the overcast sky. Grant squinted through the afternoon haze, trying to make sense of the sprawling settlement that stretched across the valley floor like a massive scar against the green landscape.

	"Vaskins," Mara said, her voice carrying the weary tone of someone identifying a familiar landmark. She shifted against the grain sacks, wincing as another jolt from the wagon's wheels sent pain shooting through her weakened frame. "The furthest reaches of the Human Kingdoms. Home of the Wyvern."

	Grant felt his pulse quicken at the unfamiliar term. "What's the Wyvern?"

	Mara's smile held no warmth, just the bitter edge of someone who'd witnessed too much political maneuvering for one lifetime. "You'll see soon enough, Lord Hayes. Though I suspect you'll find the experience... illuminating."

	The wagon driver spat over the side of the wagon with obvious distaste and added her opinion with no small amount of loose resentment. "Vaskins. Where most of this savage army was raised from. Where they'll retire back to once they've finished their bloody work."

	Grant tensed as the implication settled on him like a stone in his stomach. If the Selsux forces considered this home territory, if they were bringing their prisoners here to rest and resupply...

	"Aurelia will be there only momentarily," said Mara, as though reading his thoughts. "They'll send her on to Aethelburg for whatever... judgment awaits her there."

	Through their bond, Grant felt the struggle behind those words, the maternal desperation that clawed at her chest like a living thing. Every mile they'd traveled had been a race against time, knowing that each hour brought Aurelia closer to whatever fate Selsux had planned for captured royalty.

	Grant nodded slowly, studying the city's defenses with tactical eyes. Even from a distance, he could see the massive stone walls that ringed the settlement, towers and battlements. Fortifications that spoke of a people who'd learned to expect violence as a regular feature of their lives.

	"Then we have to rescue her here," he said simply.

	Sara made a sound of appreciation, her dark eyes glittering with predatory interest as she studied the distant fortifications. "How very decisive of you, husband. Though I have to wonder about your methodology."

	Honestly, so did he. Vaskins wasn't some frontier outpost they could storm with overwhelming force. It was a fortress city, designed to repel invaders and likely patrolled just as heavily within. They would need a good plan and better luck.

	But the alternative to making the attempt was unthinkable. Letting Aurelia disappear into Selsux custody, carried off to Aethelburg where she'd face whatever twisted justice their Order of the Eternal Flame considered appropriate for captured heretics. The princess who'd trusted him, who'd fought beside him, who'd claimed his heart in ways that defied every rational thought.

	"The wall's already refusing refugees," said the wagon driver. "Gates been shut tight since word came down about the Grove burning. Might want to consider how you plan on continuing from here."

	Grant felt his heart sink as he spotted the evidence of her words. Camps sprawled outside the city's walls, clusters of makeshift shelters where displaced families huddled around small fires. The dispossessed of the Grove's destruction, turned away from sanctuary by people who viewed them as potential threats rather than victims deserving aid.

	"So the simple question," said Sara, in a bored and slightly detached voice, "is how exactly we intend to get inside when the locals are clearly in no mood for visitors."

	The challenge hung in the air between them, ominous and uncaring. Grant stared at Vaskins' imposing walls, his mind racing through possibilities. Only one seemed sensible.

	"We find somebody who can be convinced to let us in," he said.

	The queue moved with surprising efficiency, though Grant quickly understood why. Most of the refugees were being turned away before they could even reach the guards' inspection. A quick visual assessment, a few barked questions, and families were waved aside with dismissive gestures toward the sprawling camps beyond the walls.

	"Stay close," Grant murmured as they approached the massive iron gates.

	Their wagon driver bid them farewell with genuine regret, her weathered face creased with sympathy as she shook her head.

	"Can't risk my neck for you folks, no matter the price," she said, though her tone suggested she genuinely wished circumstances were different. "Best of luck to you all."

	Grant nodded his understanding, shouldering his pack as the wagon rolled away toward a side entrance marked for merchants. The driver's caution was perfectly reasonable. Getting caught smuggling fugitives past Vaskins' security would mean confiscation of her goods at best, but more likely imprisonment or death.

	They joined the dwindling line of refugees, three travel-stained figures among dozens of displaced families seeking sanctuary. The guards at the main gate wore the crimson and gold of Selsux, their armor bearing the Eternal Flame's blazing symbol. Professional soldiers, not local militia, which suggested Vaskins was under direct military administration.

	The inspection process proved brutally efficient. Merchants with proper documentation and valuable goods were waved through after brief questioning. Everyone else faced increasingly hostile scrutiny that ended predictably.

	"Next!" barked the leader of the guards, a grizzled veteran with a heavily scarred face.

	Grant stepped forward, Sara and Mara flanking him like a family unit seeking safe passage. The guard's eyes swept over them with practiced assessment, taking in their quality clothes beneath the travel stains, the expensive sword at Grant's hip, the way the women deferred to his lead.

	"Purpose in Vaskins?" the guard asked, though his tone suggested he'd already reached his own conclusions.

	"Trade negotiations," Grant said smoothly, letting authority creep into his voice. "We represent interests from the far west territories."

	The lie came easier than it should have, crafted to present them as exactly the kind of visitors Vaskins might welcome despite the refugee crisis. Merchants meant coin, trade meant prosperity, and prosperity meant taxes for the military administration.

	But the guard's face remained skeptical. "The far west… what? Documentation?"

	Of course they'd want papers, proof of legitimate business interests. He reached into his pocket anyway, pulling out what little remained of their coin as though it were an official credential.

	"Perhaps we could expedite the process," he said, letting the silver catch the afternoon light. "For the inconvenience."

	The senior guard's expression shifted instantly, professional courtesy vanishing like smoke. His hand moved to his sword hilt with practiced ease while his companion stepped closer, blocking any retreat.

	"You would think to bribe an officer of the Eternal Flame?" the man growled, voice carrying the dangerous edge of someone who'd found an excuse for violence. "That's a serious offense, stranger."

	Grant felt tension spike through both his bonds as Mara prepared to do something that would almost certainly make their situation worse. Her patience was cracking, queenly authority and righteous indignation building like pressure behind a dam.

	He reached out casually, taking her hand in what appeared to be a reassuring gesture but was actually restraint disguised as comfort. Through their connection, he felt her surprise, then grudging acceptance of his intervention.

	"Apologies," he said quickly, pocketing the silver with movements that suggested embarrassment rather than calculation. "Long journey."

	The guard studied them for another long moment, suspicion warring with the practical desire to move the line along. Other refugees pressed behind them, their murmured conversations creating a backdrop of barely contained desperation.

	"Turn around," the guard said finally. "Camps are that way. Wait with the rest of the refugees or travel on."

	"We should tell them who I am," whispered Mara as they stepped away from the guards. "Take the chance. We don't have time to wait if we're to rescue my granddaughter."

	Grant shook his head before she could finish the thought, his grip on her hand tightening. "That would not be a rescue, Mara. It would simply be throwing ourselves into the same situation she's already in. They'd snap up a queen just as quickly as a princess."

	Surprisingly, Sara nodded her agreement, her dark eyes glittering with calculation as she studied the fortified entrance. "My husband's right. Revealing your identity would be like presenting yourself gift-wrapped for transport to Aethelburg."

	Mara's eyes flicked between them with something that might have been annoyance or even hurt. But the logic was inescapable. A captured Sylvan queen would be worth more to Selsux than any amount of silver.

	Grant stared at Vaskins' imposing walls, his mind racing through increasingly desperate possibilities. The simple approach had failed. Bribery was impossible without proper setup. Revealing Mara's identity would end in disaster.

	Which left them exactly where they'd started. Three people without connections, without documentation, without any legitimate reason for the guards to let them pass.

	 


Chapter 34

	Grant found a spot in the refugee camp, but hesitated instead of immediately setting up the tent. He could sense a hierarchy amongst the refugees, one that suggested to him that perhaps there were people with ways of getting into the city that the guards might not approve of.

	"Wait here," Grant said to Sara and Mara, gesturing toward a relatively clear patch of ground between two family camps.

	Mara nodded without protest, settling onto a fallen log with movements that spoke of bone-deep exhaustion. Her pale features were drawn with fatigue that went beyond their day's travel.

	Sara's expression was more discerning as she studied Grant's face, dark eyes glittering with calculation. "We'll have options come nightfall."

	Grant repeated the word slowly, shaking his head with distaste. "Options."

	He could imagine exactly what kind of options his wife had in mind. Summoned ghouls creating chaos at the gates while they slipped through in the confusion. Or perhaps something more direct, corruption flowing through his veins to give him the strength to scale walls and snap necks with inhuman efficiency. The kind of solutions that left bodies behind and stained his soul a little darker with each application.

	"Not interested," he muttered.

	He turned away from her calculating smile, scanning the refugee camp for the subtle signs of organization he'd sensed earlier. Near the eastern edge, where the camps gave way to sparse woodland, he spotted what he was looking for. A group of refugees was dismantling a small campsite with the practiced efficiency of people moving under time constraints.

	Grant approached them casually, hands visible and empty, stopping just outside what any reasonable person would consider their personal space. The group consisted of perhaps eight people of varying ages, but they moved with the coordinated purpose of a family unit or traveling company.

	"Are you folks heading on to a different city?" he asked, pitching his voice to carry friendly curiosity rather than desperate need.

	The oldest among them looked up from where he was rolling a thin blanket into a tight bundle. The man appeared to be in his sixties, with dark hair gone gray at the temples and weathered hands that spoke of a lifetime of manual labor. His clothes were travel-stained but well-maintained, suggesting someone who took pride in his appearance despite their circumstances.

	When the man spoke, his voice was quiet, barely above a whisper, forcing Grant to lean in to catch the words.

	"No," he said, glancing around nervously before continuing. "We're heading into this one."

	Grant felt his pulse quicken with cautious hope. "How?"

	The old man's eyes swept over Grant, taking in his travel-stained clothes, the sword at his hip.

	"Talk to Antler," he said simply, jerking his chin toward the deeper shadows between the camps. "Though I expect he'll charge you a pretty price."

	Grant nodded slowly, moving off with a name and a general direction, but not much in the way of hope. Though as it turned out, Antler was easy to find.

	Grant spotted the man about thirty yards deeper into the camp, standing beside a wagon that had seen better days. Wild, curly hair sprouted from his head in chaotic directions that did indeed resemble branching antlers, though Grant suspected the nickname came from other factors.

	It was the way people moved around him that caught Grant's attention. Not with fear or obvious respect, but with the casual deference reserved for someone who provided a valuable service. A mother with two small children approached him briefly, exchanged quiet words, then moved on with a satisfied nod. An elderly couple lingered nearby, not quite close enough to eavesdrop but positioned to catch his attention when he became available.

	Most telling was the way a pair of Selsux guards had wandered through this section of the camp earlier, their eyes sliding past Antler without the suspicious scrutiny they'd given everyone else. That kind of selective blindness didn't happen by accident.

	Grant approached slowly, stopping just within conversational distance and waiting. Antler finished his discussion with a young man clutching a small leather pouch, then turned his attention to Grant with a slight nod of acknowledgment.

	"You look like you're new here," said Antler. "Looking for something in particular?"

	"Depends." Grant glanced around one more time to ensure they weren't being scrutinized before leaning in close and lowering his voice. "Know a way into the city?"

	Antler held a finger to his lips and gave a slow nod, his eyes scanning the immediate area before settling back on Grant with the practiced wariness of someone accustomed to conducting business in shadowed corners.

	He jerked his head toward the west, where the refugee camp thinned out near a cluster of scrub oak. 

	"You're in luck," he muttered, his voice barely above a whisper. "Was just about to bring a group in."

	Grant felt a flicker of hope mixed with suspicion. Convenient timing had a way of being inconvenient in his experience, but desperation made him willing to overlook the red flags for now.

	"I can take maybe five more," Antler continued, glancing around again with the casual paranoia of someone who'd learned to watch for eavesdroppers.

	"It's only me and two others," said Grant.

	Antler nodded, his expression shifting to something approaching professional satisfaction. "I can do that. Won't be cheap though. Meet me on the slope to the north of the city in an hour. Bring all of the coin you have if you want to make this happen."

	Grant gave a brief nod and turned away, making his way back through the maze of makeshift shelters toward where he'd left Mara and Sara. He hoped Antler's price wouldn't leave them completely broke, but already knew he'd be willing to pay it either way. Through the bond, he could still sense Aurelia, impotent rage and despair trading off as her predominant emotional state.

	Grant found Mara and Sara sitting on opposite ends of the fallen log, maintaining a careful arm's length of distance between them. Neither woman spoke, but the air practically hummed with unspoken tension. 

	Mara sat with her hands folded in her lap, gazing toward the city walls with the distant expression of someone lost in memories. Sara picked at a loose thread on her borrowed cloak, her dark eyes occasionally flicking toward Mara with something that might have been calculation or contempt.

	"Found a way in," he said without preamble, settling his pack on the ground between them. "But I'm not sure we can afford it."

	Sara glanced up at him, one eyebrow arched in mild amusement. "Well, that makes two of us without deep pockets. Unless you're expecting me to conjure coin from thin air."

	Grant felt his jaw tighten at her casual tone, but before he could respond, Mara stirred.

	"I don't have my purse," she said quietly, her voice carrying the weight of everything they'd lost. "But we'll find a way. We have to."

	The determination in her voice settled it. Whatever the cost, they'd make it work.

	An hour later, they found Antler waiting in a grove of oak trees on the northern slope, positioned to overlook a section of the city wall that appeared unguarded. The man's wild hair seemed even more chaotic in the shadows, and his eyes swept over the three of them with the practiced assessment of someone accustomed to sizing up potential customers.

	"Ninety silver," he said without preamble.

	Grant's heart sank. He had perhaps thirty silver in his pouch, maybe forty if he scraped. "Can we haggle a bit?"

	Antler's gaze shifted to Mara, taking in the golden circlet still adorning her hair, the delicate chain at her throat, the rings adorning her fingers. His expression shifted to something approaching satisfaction.

	"Oh, I think we can," he said. "Your lady friend there must've been someone of means. That's a lot of gold for a refugee."

	Sara stepped forward, her voice dropping to something low and dangerous. "I would choose your next few words extremely carefully."

	"Easy…" Grant caught her arm, pulling her back before she could escalate the situation further. "It's just jewelry we're talking about."

	"Just jewelry," she repeated. "Men. You understand so much less than you think you do."

	Her fingers went to the locket around her neck, and Grant felt a mixture of annoyance and grudging affection. She'd used that locket to manipulate him, but he also knew that it mattered to her, even so.

	"I can part with some of my things," said Mara. 

	She took off a gold ring on her right hand, a piece Grant recognized as bearing the Veridian family crest.

	"Are you sure?" asked Grant.

	"Yes," she said simply, extending the ring toward Antler.

	The smuggler examined the piece briefly, his eyes widening slightly at its obvious quality and craftsmanship. "That'll do nicely."

	The process of sneaking into the city turned out to be anticlimactically simple. Grant had been bracing himself for elaborate schemes, guard rotations to memorize, or at minimum some kind of elaborate distraction. Instead, Antler led them around a bend in the wall where generations of freeze-thaw cycles had opened a crack just wide enough for a person to squeeze through sideways.

	"In you go," Antler said with the casual efficiency of someone who'd done this hundreds of times before. "Quick and quiet."

	Grant went first, the rough stone scraping against his shoulders as he wedged himself through the gap. The wall was thicker than he'd expected, perhaps three feet of mortared stone that left him feeling briefly claustrophobic before he emerged into a narrow alley littered with refuse and the detritus of urban life.

	Mara followed, her smaller frame making the passage easier, though Grant caught her sharp intake of breath as the stone caught at her borrowed cloak. Sara came last, moving through the crack with a fluid grace that perhaps spoke of her familiarity with navigating tight spaces.

	The moment all three emerged, Antler's other customers melted away into the maze of streets without ceremony or backward glances. Clearly, everyone understood that lingering near the breach point was poor survival strategy.

	Grant found himself standing in an alley that opened onto a street unlike anything he'd encountered in Eldoria. Where the Grove had been all flowing organic architecture and living wood, Vaskins was emphatically, aggressively urban. 

	Stone buildings rose three and four stories high, their exteriors decorated with elaborate trim and adornments that spoke of human craftsmanship rather than natural growth. The streets teemed with people, cart traffic, and the general chaos of a city built for commerce rather than contemplation.

	The air itself felt different. Thicker, somehow, laden with smoke from countless chimneys and the particular mixture of scents that came from too many people living in close proximity. Wood smoke, cooking food, unwashed bodies, horse manure, and something else Grant couldn't quite identify but that made his nose wrinkle.

	"Where are we going?" Mara asked quietly, moving closer to Grant as a group of merchants pushed past them, arguing loudly about grain prices.

	Grant realized he had absolutely no idea. He'd been so focused on getting into the city that he hadn't given much thought to what came next. Through the bond, he could sense Aurelia somewhere to the east, but that hardly constituted a plan.

	"Let's just walk around a bit and get our bearings," he said, leading them deeper into the labyrinth of streets.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 35

	Grant's first objective was to figure out where they'd be spending the night. The inns within Vaskins were fairly obvious, people entering and leaving, food smells and noise announcing their business as clearly as the hanging signs out front.

	The first one they approached turned them away without hesitation. The innkeeper at the Brass Lantern barely glancing at them before letting them know they'd been full for the past three days and returning to his ledger. 

	The second inn, the Merchant's Rest, didn't even let them finish asking. A harried woman in a stained apron shook her head before Grant could speak and pointed them to another inn called The Copper Bell just down the street.

	Which proved equally full and fruitless. Grant felt his jaw tighten as they walked away from the third rejection, his anxiety creeping higher as the day wore on.

	The city had clearly been letting in refugees early on, and those people needed somewhere to sleep. It didn't surprise him that accommodations were scarce, but knowing the reason didn't make their situation any less frustrating.

	Mara's hand briefly touched his arm as they walked. "We shouldn't start worrying just yet. We've only tried the inns nearest to the gate. The ones further into the city will be more likely to have openings."

	Sara walked slightly behind them, her expression unreadable. She didn't need a soul bond to read his mood. Years of marriage had taught her to recognize the subtle tension in his shoulders, the way his steps became more deliberate when stress mounted.

	"Let's just keep looking," said Grant, leading them deeper into the city along a main thoroughfare that sloped downward toward the interior.

	The buildings grew more elaborate as they walked, stone facades replacing timber and plaster, wider streets lined with gas lamps that cast steady light even in the afternoon gloom. This was clearly a wealthier section of Vaskins, where coin might still secure a room even in crowded times.

	A deep rumbling sound made Grant pause and look around. Below them, along one of the city's massive walls, a track ran parallel to the street. Following that track was something that made Grant's breath catch. 

	A massive steam car rumbled along, shaking the ground at a distance, easily five if not ten times the size of any train car he'd seen on Earth. The thing was enormous, a metal behemoth that shouted of a level of industry he hadn't been expecting from Eldoria.

	Steam poured from vents along its sides in great white plumes, but notably, there was no smoke. The engineering fascinated him despite their circumstances.

	"The Wyvern, I take it?" Grant asked, stopping to stare.

	Mara followed his gaze. "Yes. Steam transport. Pyromancers heat water to spin a wheel, though I don't completely understand the mechanism myself. They can move tremendous loads without horses or beasts of burden."

	Grant nodded slowly, his engineer's mind already working through the implications. "Probably a steam turbine, like they have back on Earth. Makes a certain amount of sense to do it with magic. No coal burning, which is certainly cleaner and less resource intensive. Clever."

	Sara moved past them both, her tone cutting through his momentary fascination. "Fascinating as industrial transportation is, we still need beds for the night."

	She was right, of course. Grant tore his attention away from the marvel of Eldorian engineering and resumed their search. He was considering the wealthier district, with higher, prices might thin the competition for rooms when he felt Mara tug at his arm.

	"Over there," she said. "By the rail."

	Grant followed Mara's gesture toward a ramshackle building hunched against the rail line like it was seeking shelter from the massive steam cars. The wooden structure looked tired, its paint peeling and shutters hanging at odd angles. A large sign swayed in the breeze, proclaiming it "The Iron Rest" in faded letters. Unlike the bustling inns they'd tried earlier, this place had almost no foot traffic.

	Grant shrugged his shoulders, eyeing the building with resigned practicality. "We probably won't get all that much sleep with those steam cars rumbling past every few hours, but it might actually have rooms available."

	Sara's voice carried that familiar edge of sarcasm. "I'm sure you'll find something to fill your time in lieu of proper rest."

	The comment hit exactly where she'd aimed it, and Grant felt his jaw tighten. "I'm sure I will. Saving Aurelia."

	The silence that followed felt heavy as they approached the inn's weathered door. Inside, the proprietor, a grizzled man with oil-stained hands, barely looked up from his ledger before nodding at their request. As Grant had hoped, the noise from the rail line had indeed kept other guests away. They secured a large room with four beds for a reasonable price, along with access to the communal bath.

	The room itself was sparse but clean enough, with narrow windows that looked out onto the rail line. Grant set down his pack and immediately moved to the window, closing his eyes and reaching through the bond for Aurelia. The connection felt stronger here, clearer somehow. She was alive, definitely close, but her emotions carried an undercurrent of frustration and anger that made him feel equally furious.

	"She's nearby," he said without opening his eyes. "Maybe a few miles. She's... annoyed, but hanging in there."

	"That's encouraging. If she's angry, she's not broken." Mara settled onto one of the beds with visible relief, rolling out one of her shoulders, working out the kinks from days of travel. "I need a bath. The road dust is making my skin crawl."

	Sara moved to the window beside Grant, though she kept her distance. "So do I. Hot water sounds divine after sleeping on the ground."

	For a moment, the two women regarded each other with barely concealed tension. 

	Mara's voice carried the unmistakable authority of a queen, even in their shabby surroundings. "Keep your distance. I have no desire to share your blighted presence."

	Sara's laugh held no warmth. "I had no expectation of falling into our old rapport, Your Majesty. Those days ended long ago."

	Grant felt an urge to say something, to break the tension crackling between them, but he bit it back. The weight of their shared history pressed against him through fragments of Theron's memories. 

	Glimpses of Sara and Mara as younger women, before corruption and loss had carved trenches between them. There were years of complexity here he couldn't begin to understand, moments of friendship and betrayal that belonged to lives he'd only touched the edges of.

	Whatever had existed between them once, it was buried beneath layers of pain and choices that couldn't be undone. Sara's transformation into Seraphina. Theron's death. Aurelia's abandonment. The destruction of everything Mara had built.

	He turned away from the window, letting them navigate their own minefield. Some battles weren't his to fight, and some wounds ran too deep for an outsider to heal.

	"I'll wait until you're both finished," he said.

	He descended to the common room while Sara and Mara negotiated their shared use of the bathroom. The common room was dimly lit by oil lamps, flames steady if meager.

	The rumble, when it came, was powerful enough to rattle every glass and plate in the tavern, shadows dancing along the walls. Grant's hand instinctively moved toward his sword hilt as the floor vibrated beneath his boots, the sound like thunder rolling through the earth itself. The walls groaned with the strain, and dust rained from the ceiling beams in thin streams.

	The bartender continued polishing glasses with mechanical precision, not even glancing up from his work. The tavern girl weaving between tables with a tray of ale didn't break stride, her movements as fluid as though nothing had happened at all. The handful of patrons scattered throughout the common room showed similar indifference, conversations flowing uninterrupted despite the earthquake-like disturbance.

	The Wyvern. This close to the rail line, the massive steam cars likely rumbled by regularly enough that the locals had grown accustomed to their bone-rattling passage. What would have sent him diving for cover back on Earth was apparently just another feature of daily life in Vaskins.

	Two men at a nearby table caught his attention, their voices pitched low but carrying in the aftermath of the rumble. Both wore the practical clothing of merchants or tradesmen, their weathered faces suggesting they'd seen enough of the world to form strong opinions about its workings.

	"Bishop Castleton's certainly eager to welcome the grand and victorious army," said the first man, his tone dripping with sarcasm as he gestured toward the window with his ale cup.

	The second man snorted into his drink. "Grand and victorious? Have you seen them? Half-starved, equipment falling apart, officers who look like they'd rather be anywhere else in the world."

	"Doesn't matter to His Holiness," the first replied with bitter amusement. "The Bishop seems keen on celebrating regardless. I hear he's got the Sylvan Princess as his cordial dinner guest for the night."

	Grant's blood turned to ice as the words sank in. Aurelia was both captive and evening entertainment. He found a seat at the nearest table and tried not to act like he was listening as intently as he was.

	"That's all he needs in the end," continued the merchant, taking another long pull from his ale. "Even if it costs all the taxes in the world to pay these troops, even if it does nothing but wreck trade for years to come in the region. A pretty hostage to wave around like a flag."

	The casual way they discussed Aurelia's captivity, as though she were simply another commodity to be displayed, infuriated him, but he sensed it would be the least of the provocations he'd likely endure over the next while. He spread a hand flat on the table, still listening, still thinking.

	"Drink, sir?" 

	The tavern girl materialized beside him, her voice cutting through his dark thoughts. She was perhaps twenty, with the kind of practical beauty that came from hard work and modest means. Her brown hair was pulled back in a simple braid, and her apron bore the stains of an honest day's labor.

	"No," Grant said quickly, his mind racing with what he'd just learned.

	Bishop Castleton. The man who held Aurelia prisoner was apparently some kind of religious authority, which meant she wasn't just being held for political leverage. She was in the hands of zealots who might hold her in the same regard as Zydra, a young heretic deserving whatever twisted justice their faith demanded.

	The tavern girl nodded and moved on to the next table, leaving Grant alone with the weight of this new information. Through the bond, he could sense Aurelia more clearly now that he knew where to look. Her emotions carried spikes of defiance mixed with genuine fear, the combination of someone putting on a brave face while trapped among enemies.

	Dinner guests. The phrase echoed in his mind with ominous implications. What kind of dinner party involved captured royalty and religious fanatics? Nothing good, he was certain of that much.

	Grant pushed himself up from the table, his mind already working through possibilities. They had a location now, a specific target. Bishop Castleton's residence, wherever that might be in this sprawling fortress city. And if Aurelia was being treated as a guest rather than thrown into a dungeon, it meant she was valuable enough to keep in relatively comfortable circumstances.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 36

	Grant waited in their rented room for Mara and Sara to finish bathing.  Using the few coins he still had left, he had purchased some beef stew and bread for them.

	The door opened with a soft creak, and Mara slipped inside wrapped in nothing but a borrowed inn towel. The rough-woven fabric clung to her damp skin, hair darkened with moisture and falling in loose waves around her shoulders. Steam rose from her pale form in wispy tendrils that caught the lamplight, and Grant felt his mouth go dry at the sight.

	"Seraphina is still finishing up," Mara said, her voice carrying that careful neutrality she used when treading dangerous ground. 

	"Did the two of you manage without colliding physically?" he asked.

	"Well enough." She smiled and tilted her head a bit sideways. "The bath was... larger than expected."

	She moved toward the small table where he'd set their simple meal, the towel shifting precariously with each step. Grant forced himself to focus on her face rather than the way the fabric gaped slightly at her chest, revealing glimpses of creamy skin that stirred him up.

	"I have some news about Aurelia," he said, his voice rougher than intended. "I overheard some merchants downstairs. She's being held by Bishop Castleton, but as a dinner guest. Tonight."

	Mara's eyes sharpened with interest, though something else flickered beneath the surface. Relief, perhaps, but tinged with an awareness of their proximity that made the air between them feel charged.

	"An opportunity," she said, stepping closer until he could smell the unfamiliar soap on her skin, clean and floral. "Perhaps the only one we'll get. If we don't seize the chance while we have it, we might miss our window entirely."

	He nodded slowly, but his attention was torn. He felt the nexus bond hum between them, carrying her awareness of how little separated them in this moment. Just a towel and his own threadbare restraint, both fragile barriers against the pull that had been building since their night in the tent.

	"You're right," he said, moving toward her with deliberate steps. "We have to act while we can."

	Mara's chin lifted slightly, that familiar tilt that spoke of confidence and dangerous decisions. The towel slipped another inch, revealing the swell of her breasts, and Grant's hands found her waist without conscious thought.

	"Grant," she whispered, his name carrying warning and invitation in equal measure.

	Their mouths met with desperate hunger, days of careful distance dissolving in an instant. Mara's arms wound around his neck while his fingers tangled in her damp hair, pulling her closer until no space remained between them. The towel was a whisper between their bodies, rough fabric rasping against his shirt as she pressed against him.

	The door opened just as Grant's hand found the towel's edge.

	"Well." Sara's voice cut through the moment like a blade, dry amusement lacing every syllable. "I see you've both been busy… strategizing while I was occupied."

	She stood in the doorway, hair still wet despite her being once more fully dressed, dark eyes taking in their compromising position with the calculating interest of someone gathering evidence for her suspicions. Her lips curved into a smile that held no warmth, only the dark satisfaction of being proven right. Grant shook his head slowly, feeling an odd satisfaction of his own at how much their roles toward one another had changed.

	"Lord Hayes," said Mara. "You should bathe as well. And you're going to need new clothing in order to get close to Aurelia."

	Grant nodded slowly, the weight of understanding settling between them like a stone dropped into still water. "You want me to crash Bishop Castleton's dinner party."

	The words hung in the air, matter-of-fact despite the audacity of what he was suggesting. Through their bond, he felt Mara's mixture of eagerness and concern, the careful calculation of a queen weighing risks against rewards.

	"Precisely," said Mara. "But I cannot accompany you. A Sylvan queen appearing at the Bishop's table would simply be delivering an even more valuable hostage into Selsux hands."

	Sara stepped fully into the room, closing the door behind her with deliberate care. Her dark eyes swept over the scene with predatory interest, though her smile suggested she found their predicament more amusing than threatening.

	"How delightfully romantic," she said, settling into one of the room's chairs with fluid grace. "The queen sends her knight on a dangerous quest while she waits safely behind. Though I suppose I could tag along, provide some... insurance."

	"Absolutely not." Mara's voice cracked like a whip, queenly authority reasserting itself despite her state of undress. "We're planning a rescue, not a massacre."

	The venom in Mara's tone left no room for argument. Sara leaned back in her chair, studying the queen with the calculating assessment of someone who'd found a particularly interesting specimen.

	"Such mistrust, Your Majesty," Sara purred, her voice dropping to that silky register that had once made corporate executives nervous. "One might think you don't appreciate the lengths I've already gone to in order to help."

	Grant felt the tension crackling between the two women like lightning before a storm, decades of history and betrayal compressed into a single moment of barely restrained hostility. He could sense the depth of their relationship with one another, the darkness… the complications.

	"I'll go clean up," he said, cutting through their standoff before it could escalate further. "Then we'll go shopping for whatever I need to look respectable enough for the Bishop's dinner."

	He moved toward the door, pausing only long enough to catch Mara's eye. 

	"Be quick about it," she said. "Aurelia needs us."

	Grant nodded and slipped from the room, leaving the two women to their tenuous stalemate. The inn's bathing facilities were mercifully empty, allowing him to wash away the road dust and sweat of their journey in peace.

	When he emerged fifteen minutes later, hair still damp but feeling more human, he found Mara dressed in the same outfit she'd been traveling in, which had seen better days. She was examining the contents of her jewelry with the methodical precision of someone conducting an inventory.

	"You might need some new clothes of your own," said Grant. "How much jewelry can you part with, exactly?"

	Mara's smile held rueful acknowledgment as she held up two more rings, their gold surfaces catching the lamplight. "Enough. Though I confess, each conversion does feel rather like severing another link to a better time."

	He felt the complex mixture of her emotions through the bond, the despair she harbored for the Grove warring against her ongoing, singular minded concern for Aurelia's safety. Grant nodded slowly and exhaled a long breath, aware of how rare simple choices and safe outcomes had become.

	They left the inn together, walking close at first, and then arm in arm as the crowd thickened and the risk of them being separated by the tide of bodies became real.

	Grant let Mara lead as they weaved through Vaskins' bustling streets, her arm linked through his as they navigated the press of bodies and cart traffic. The late afternoon sun slanted between tall buildings, casting long shadows that provided welcome respite from the day's heat.

	They wandered without a particular direction at first, Grant's attention caught by the stark differences between this human city and the organic architecture of the Grove. Everything here was stone and timber, built rather than grown, angular where the Concordat had been flowing. The people moved with purpose but lacked the serene grace he'd grown accustomed to among the Sylvan Humans.

	"There," Mara said, her voice carrying quiet satisfaction as she spotted a tailor's shop nestled between a bakery and what appeared to be a leather goods merchant.

	The shop's window displayed tunics and breeches of decent quality without the ostentatious embellishments that would mark them as wealthy. Perfect for their needs. Respectable enough for a dinner invitation, modest enough not to draw unwanted attention.

	Grant paused at the threshold, suddenly feeling out of place in a way that had nothing to do with being an outlander. The careful domesticity of shopping for clothes with Mara felt both familiar and wrong, an echo of married life that belonged to a different world entirely.

	"Come," Mara said, squeezing his arm with gentle encouragement. "We haven't time for hesitation."

	The tailor looked up from his work as they entered, a slight man with careful eyes and nimble fingers. His gaze swept over them with professional assessment, taking in their travel-stained clothes and obvious need.

	"Good afternoon," Mara said, her voice carrying just enough authority to command attention without revealing her true identity. "My husband requires proper attire. Something suitable for dinner with... important company."

	The word 'husband' hit Grant like a glancing blow, though he managed to keep his expression neutral. Mara's performance was flawless, her bearing suggesting a merchant's well-bred wife rather than exiled royalty.

	"Of course, milady," the tailor replied with practiced courtesy. "What manner of occasion?"

	"A child's blessing of the Eternal Flame," Mara said smoothly, already moving toward a rack of dark tunics. "He'll need something respectful but not ostentatious."

	Grant watched her work, selecting garments with the confident eye of someone accustomed to evaluating quality. Her fingers traced fabric with knowing touches, testing weight and weave with subtle expertise. The picture she presented, a concerned wife ensuring her husband looked presentable, was so convincing it made his chest ache.

	A flash of memory crashed over him without warning.

	***

	Theron standing in this very shop, or one just like it, shoulders rigid with barely contained frustration. The prince's voice carried an edge of petulance as he spoke to the same slight tailor, or perhaps his father.

	"I don't need new clothes, Mother. I'm perfectly capable of choosing my own attire."

	Mara's younger face held patient exasperation as she continued examining bolts of fabric. "You're meeting with Selsux nobility, Theron. Your appearance reflects on the entire Grove, not just yourself."

	"Since when do I care what those pompous fools think?"

	"Since you became heir to the throne," Mara replied with the kind of maternal authority that brooked no argument. "Now stand still and let me see how this color looks against your complexion."

	***

	Grant blinked, the memory fragmenting back into echoes. For a disorienting moment, he couldn't tell where Theron's experience ended and his own began. The shop felt too familiar, the rhythm of Mara's movements too practiced, as though they'd done this dance countless times before.

	"This one," Mara said, holding up a dark gray tunic that would complement his coloring perfectly. "The color will be perfect for your complexion. Try it on."

	Grant took the garment with hands that felt strangely unsteady, the deja vu landing with staggering force. He shook it off, focusing on the fabric, quality wool, well-tailored but not flashy. He moved behind the screen the tailor provided, pulling off his travel-stained shirt.

	The tunic slipped over his head with surprising ease, fitting his frame as though it had been made specifically for him. No adjustments needed, no awkward bunching at the shoulders or tightness across the chest. Just perfect, comfortable fit that made him feel oddly transformed. It was as though Mara knew his exact measurements.

	Theron's measurements. The realization hit him like ice water to the face. Of course the tunic fit perfectly. He shared the prince's build, his height, the broad shoulders. 

	"Lord Hayes?" Mara's voice carried concern that pierced through the borrowed memory. "Grant. What's wrong?"

	He emerged from behind the screen, the gray tunic making him look like a different person entirely. Respectable. Trustworthy. The kind of man who might legitimately receive dinner invitations from religious authorities.

	But Mara's eyes searched his face with the sharp intuition of someone who'd learned to read his moods through more than just observation. He sensed she could feel the disquiet radiating from him, the way Theron's memories had left him feeling displaced in his own skin.

	"Nothing, it's just…" he said quietly, glancing toward the tailor to ensure the man was occupied with other customers. "I've been having… flashes of memories. Someone else's memories, Mara. Not my own."

	The words hit Mara like a physical blow. Her face went pale, one hand rising to press against her throat as though she couldn't quite breathe. Through their bond, Grant felt the wave of horror that crashed over her, raw and devastating.

	She understood immediately what he was telling her. Not just that he experienced fragments of her son's past, but what it meant for their own relationship. Every touch they'd shared, every kiss, every moment of desperate intimacy in the tent. Was all of it now filtered through the growing presence of Theron's consciousness bleeding into his own?

	The wrongness that had always lurked at the edges of their attraction crystallized into something far more disturbing. Was she touching Grant, or some echo of her lost son? When she whispered his name in the darkness, whose face did she truly see looking back at her?

	Mara's hand trembled as she set down the tunic she'd been examining, her composure cracking to reveal the devastated woman beneath the queenly mask.

	"How long?" she whispered, her voice barely audible in the shop's quiet atmosphere.

	"Weeks," Grant admitted, the confession burning his throat like acid. "Since Mount Jamala, maybe before. At first I thought they were just dreams, but they're getting stronger. More vivid."

	The tailor approached with professional cheerfulness, oblivious to the emotional devastation unfolding between his customers. "How does it fit, sir? Any adjustments needed?"

	"It's fine," Grant said roughly, his eyes never leaving Mara's face as she processed the full weight of what he'd revealed.

	Her eyes held accusations that went beyond words, the terrible understanding of what their bond might truly represent. Not love between two separate people, but some twisted echo of her relationship with Theron, filtered through Grant's borrowed consciousness and amplified by their nexus connection.

	The edge of forbidden lust they'd been dancing across suddenly felt less like transgression and more like a trap, one that had been closing around them both since the moment they'd first sealed their fates in that riverside ritual. A trap, but one whose temptation still pulled as strongly as ever.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 37

	Mara wordlessly paid for the clothing and the two of them left the store. Grant found the vibe between them to be borderline unbearable as they returned to the inn, and despite it being the last thing he wanted to talk about, he knew they needed to hash it out.

	"Mara," Grant said as they walked, his voice cutting through the tense silence that had settled between them like a wall. "Talk to me. Tell me what you're thinking."

	She breathed out heavily, the sound carrying weeks of suppressed emotion finally finding release. Her pace slowed as they navigated the crowded street, her arm still linked through his but her grip lighter now, more tentative.

	"I don't know where to begin," she whispered, her voice barely audible above the urban din around them. "The memories you're experiencing... they change everything. Every conversation we've had, every moment we've shared..."

	Her words trailed off as a cart laden with grain rumbled past, forcing them to step closer together. When the noise faded, she continued, her voice thick with conflict.

	"When I look at you, when I touch you..." Mara's free hand moved to press against her chest, as though she could physically contain the turmoil radiating through their bond. "I see my son. I've always seen him, from that first moment in your chamber. But I told myself it was just resemblance, just the cruel coincidence of similar features."

	Grant felt her anguish crash over him through their connection, raw and devastating. The admission hung between them like a confession, stripping away the careful rationalizations they'd both built around their attraction.

	"But if his memories are bleeding into yours," she continued, her voice cracking slightly, "if his spirit is somehow merging with your own... then what does that make us, Grant? What have we become?"

	They reached a quieter side street, and Grant pulled her into an alcove between two buildings where they could speak without being overheard. The shadows provided blessed privacy as Mara finally looked directly at him, eyes swimming with unshed tears.

	"I don't know if what I feel is real," she said, the words tumbling out in a desperate rush. "I don't know if I care for you or if I simply love the ghost of my son wearing your face. The nexus bond makes it impossible to tell where my desires end and some… mockery of maternal love begins."

	Her hand came up to touch his cheek with trembling fingers, the gesture so gentle it made his chest ache. "And you... when you hold me, when you whisper my name in the darkness... are you Grant Hayes making love to a queen, or are you Theron's memories driving you toward something that should, by every metric, be forbidden?"

	The question hung between them like a blade, cutting through every moment of intimacy they'd shared. Grant opened his mouth to deny it, to insist that he was still himself despite the bleeding memories, but the words died in his throat.

	Because he wasn't sure anymore. The lines had blurred so completely that he couldn't tell where Grant ended and Theron began. When he'd held her in the tent, when he'd whispered her name against her throat, had those been his own desires or inherited compulsions?

	"I need time," Mara whispered, pulling her hand away from his face. "Time to think, time to breathe. The nexus bond... it may have clouded my judgment beyond repair."

	Grant stepped closer, his hands reaching for her waist with desperate need to maintain their connection. "Do you really think it's all the bond? That nothing between us is real?"

	But Mara shook her head, backing away from his touch with movements that spoke of someone fleeing temptation rather than rejecting it.

	"I don't know," she said, her voice breaking completely. "That's what terrifies me most. I can't trust my own feelings anymore."

	She turned and rushed back toward the inn, leaving Grant standing alone in the shadows while her words echoed in his mind like accusations. The weight of uncertainty pressed down on him, making even breathing feel like a struggle.

	They climbed the stairs to their room in suffocating silence. The door clicked shut behind them with quiet finality.

	"I'll… see about asking the proprietor for a second room," whispered Mara.

	"Mara…" He tried to touch her shoulder as she whirled about and departed just as quickly as she'd arrived. "You don't have to… Mara!"

	Sara looked up from where she'd been lounging on one of the beds, her dark eyes taking in their obvious distress with predatory satisfaction. Her smile was sharp as she watched Mara flee the room.

	"How heartbreaking," Sara said, her voice dripping with mock sympathy. "Trouble in paradise? Though I suppose it was inevitable, considering how much of yourself you put into playing along with all these actors, all these bots."

	The casual dismissal of everything Grant had experienced in Eldoria, everyone he'd come to care about, struck him like a match to kindling. Weeks of suppressed fury ignited instantly, all the frustration and guilt and impossible choices boiling over into something that felt dangerously close to rage.

	"Shut up," he snarled, spinning to face her with violence crackling in every line of his body. "Just shut the hell up, Sara. You have no idea what you're talking about."

	Sara's eyebrows rose with delighted interest, her smile widening as she recognized the depth of his anger. She'd always known exactly which buttons to push, which words would cut deepest when she wanted to draw blood.

	"Don't I?" she purred, rising from the bed with that fluid grace that belonged to predators. "Tell me, husband… when you fuck the queen, whose face do you see? Hers, or your mother's? Is it even a distinction that matters to you anymore?"

	Grant bared his teeth, something primal and territorial surfacing in his expression that made Sara's eyes glitter with recognition.

	"Don't," he growled, his voice dropping to a register that carried genuine menace. "Don't talk about my mother. And don't talk about Mara."

	Sara stepped closer, closing the distance between them with the confident grace of someone who'd never learned to back down from a fight. Her dark eyes blazed with malicious satisfaction as she invaded his personal space, chin tilted up in deliberate challenge.

	"What are you going to do about it?" she asked, her voice silky with provocation.

	Her laugh cut through the room's tension like breaking glass, sharp and mocking in ways that made his hands clench into fists.

	"Don't," he repeated.

	"God, you're so fucking predictable, Grant," she continued, her tone shifting to that familiar blend of condescension and bitter amusement that had characterized their worst fights back on Earth. "Always so quick to get mad at your bitch wife, the big bad demon queen. So easy to blame it all on me."

	The words hit exactly where she'd aimed them, striking the guilt he carried about their marriage's collapse, about the choices that had led them both to this impossible place. Grant felt his jaw clench with barely suppressed fury.

	"When so much of it is your fault..." he started, then caught himself, the admission dying on his lips.

	But Sara had heard enough. Her smile turned predatory as she stepped even closer, close enough that he could feel the heat radiating from her skin, close enough to see the way her pupils had dilated with excitement at drawing blood.

	"What?" she breathed, her voice dropping to barely above a whisper. "Say it, Grant. Tell me exactly what you think I'm responsible for."

	She moved until they were almost touching, her body invading his space with deliberate intimacy. Her hand came up to rest against his chest, fingers splaying wide over his racing heartbeat.

	"What are you going to do about it?" she repeated, her dark eyes locked on his with unwavering intensity. "Throw a tantrum? Glare and yell? Or are you going to stand there and take it like you always did back home?"

	"I don't need this," he said.

	"Don't you?" She bit her lower lip and looked him up and down, all the friction and toxicity suddenly transmuting into the raw heat that had attracted him to his chaotic wife in the first place.

	Grant's hands shot out before rational thought could intervene, grabbing the fabric of Sara's tunic and yanking her against him with enough force to make her gasp. The anger that had been building since Mara's revelation, since the coup, since everything had started falling apart, finally found its outlet.

	His mouth pressed against hers with hot intensity, all the fury and frustration and impossible longing pouring out into something darker than just a kiss. Sara's lips responded eagerly against his, her body melting against him with the practiced ease of someone who'd always known exactly how to defuse his rage by redirecting it.

	Her hands clawed at his shoulders, nails digging through fabric to find skin as she kissed him back with matching fervor. The familiar rhythm of their old toxicity reasserted itself instantly, anger transforming into heat, conflict becoming the twisted foreplay that had always defined their worst moments.

	Grant's fingers twisted in her clothing, tearing the fabric as he backed her toward the bed with predatory intent. Sara's laugh bubbled up between kisses, breathless and sharp, the sound of someone who'd finally gotten exactly what they'd been angling for.

	"There's my husband," she whispered against his mouth, her voice thick with satisfaction and something hungrier.

	They stumbled backward together, hands pawing at each other with desperate urgency. Grant's rational mind screamed warnings about Mara, about the dangerous territory they were crossing, but the Blight-touched corruption still flowing through Sara's system called to the darkness he'd absorbed, creating a feedback loop of need and anger that drowned out everything else.

	Her back hit the mattress and Grant followed her down, his weight pinning her as their mouths met again. Wrong, twisted, exactly like the drug analogy that had flickered through his mind. Because this felt like addiction, like falling back into patterns that would destroy them both but felt too good to resist.

	The door opened just as Sara's legs wrapped around his waist. He pulled away from Sara like he'd been caught with his hand in a cookie jar, though the analogy felt sickeningly inadequate. 

	He could still taste her lips on his, see her clothing ruffled where his desperate hands had sought purchase, all the evidence of what they'd been about to do was written clearly across both their faces.

	Mara stood in the doorway, her expression carefully composed despite the complex storm of emotions Grant felt crashing through their bond. She took in the scene with the detached assessment of someone who'd learned not to show weakness, even when it felt like her heart was being carved out with a dull blade.

	"Lord Hayes," she said, her voice carrying that measured authority that revealed nothing of the devastation underneath. "There isn't much time. You need to head out if you want to find a way into Bishop Castleton's estate and... rescue Aurelia."

	She paused, the words coming out as a statement yet somehow still sounding like a question. Grant nodded slowly, his throat too tight for words. Aurelia, the helpless captive. Aurelia, the reflection of his daughter. He needed to focus on what mattered.

	But, what exactly, mattered? What was he making trades for, setting as a priority? He wasn't sure he even knew anymore.

	The reality of what Mara had walked in on pressed against his chest like a stone, made worse by the careful way she refused to acknowledge it directly. Just the facts, just the mission, just the princess who needed saving while everything else burned around them.

	"I'll get her back," he said. "But I have to do it alone."

	Again, a statement that somehow sounded like a question. He couldn't take Mara with him. Far too dangerous and conspicuous. The Queen of the Grove would be recognized instantly, turned from rescuer into prize in the span of a heartbeat. Taking Sara would be just as much of a mistake, just pointed in a different direction. Her presence would guarantee chaos, blood, exactly the kind of massacre Mara had warned against.

	Which left him walking into the enemy's manor alone, armed with nothing but a blade and whatever desperate cleverness he could muster. He set a hand on the hilt of Theron's sword, wondering how the hell he'd pull this off, knowing he had to try even if he only had a snowball's chance in hell.

	Through the bond, Grant reached out toward Aurelia, trying to let her know that he was coming. But the connection felt muted, distant, like shouting across a canyon and hoping for an echo that might never come.

	"I'm counting on you." Mara drew closer and touched his shoulder. "So is she."

	Sara made a scoffing noise, but it wasn't enough to ruin the moment. Grant covered Mara's hand with his own, nodded to her, and left the inn.

	 

	 


Chapter 38

	The initial worry that Grant harbored that he'd struggle to figure out just where the hell he was going within Vaskins was nearly immediately ameliorated. A line of posh and expensive carriages no doubt ferrying along important riders streamed by, all in the same direction, all but serving as an arrow pointing to his likely destination.

	The steady stream of carriages made following them simple enough, but as Grant walked alongside the procession, a darker thought began gnawing at him. Aurelia was being "displayed" at this dinner. That was exactly what it was, wasn't it? A beautiful and exotic young princess, captured and paraded around like some kind of trophy for Bishop Castleton's guests to gawk at.

	The idea made his jaw clench with protective fury that felt both familiar and wrong. He knew exactly how stunning Aurelia was, her luminous emerald eyes, the way her auburn hair caught light, the youthful confidence that commanded attention wherever she went. 

	But more than that, he knew how much being treated like an ornament would infuriate her. The princess who'd stormed out of council meetings, who'd defied her grandmother's wishes, who'd charged into battle with Zydra's forces... reduced to dinner entertainment for Selsux nobility.

	His pace quickened, boots clicking against the cobblestones with increasing urgency. Thank God Mara had helped him select proper clothing. The dark gray tunic fit like it had been tailored specifically for him. Which, in a sense, he supposed, it had. Theron's measurements, Theron's build, another uncomfortable reminder of how deeply the prince's echoes ran through his consciousness.

	But the clothing served its purpose. The other guests streaming toward the same destination treated him like he belonged, moving aside with the casual deference reserved for someone of apparent quality. A few even offered respectful nods, mistaking him for minor nobility or perhaps a wealthy merchant's son.

	Maybe this wasn't quite as audacious as it had seemed back at the inn. If he could blend into the crowd, present himself as simply another dinner guest who'd received a last-minute invitation...

	He passed a dark alley and felt something prickle along his spine, an awareness that had nothing to do with potential threats lurking in shadows. His enhanced senses, still carrying traces of absorbed Sylvan energy, picked up something else entirely.

	Blight.

	The sensation hit him like recognition, that familiar metallic taste flooding his mouth as his Arcane Conversion responded to corrupted energy nearby. Not visible to his eyes, but present somewhere below the city streets, seeping up through stone and mortar like a slow poison.

	The corruption felt different here than it had in the forest patches. Older, perhaps. More concentrated. As though Vaskins had been built atop something that had been festering for far longer than the recent conflicts in Eldoria. The realization sent a chill down his spine.

	The Blight's whispers rose at the edges of his consciousness, subtle but insistent. Power, it promised. Strength enough to rescue the princess. Clarity enough to cut through every obstacle. All he had to do was reach out, let the familiar burn flow through his system one more time...

	Grant shook his head violently, forcing himself to keep walking. The temptation felt stronger here, more immediate, but he couldn't afford to give in. Not when he was about to walk into the heart of enemy territory, not when Aurelia's life might depend on his ability to maintain control.

	He mastered his focus through sheer will, pushing the Blight's seductive whispers back into the corners of his mind where they belonged. Whatever power the corruption offered, the price was too high. He'd seen what it had done to Sara, watched her transform from the woman he'd loved into something that could summon demons with a laugh.

	The stream of carriages led him through increasingly upscale districts, where gas lamps cast steady light on well-maintained stone buildings and the crowds grew more refined. Servants in livery moved with practiced efficiency, their presence indicating they were approaching territory where wealth and influence gathered like moths to flame.

	Grant straightened his shoulders, letting authority settle into his bearing as he prepared to walk into whatever waited ahead. The clothing Mara had selected gave him confidence, made him feel like he could belong among Vaskins' elite. All he had to do was act like he deserved to be there.

	Through the bond, he reached out one more time toward Aurelia, trying to project reassurance across the distance that separated them. Her emotions flickered back to him like distant starlight, a collage of anger, fear, and underneath it all, a desperate hope that someone was coming for her.

	Hold on, he thought, hoping the intention would somehow reach her. I'm coming.

	The carriages began to slow as they approached what could only be Grant's destination, forming an orderly queue outside an imposing estate that spoke of serious wealth and influence. Gas lamps lined the curved driveway, their steady flames casting warm light across manicured gardens that looked almost aggressive in their perfection.

	Grant fell into line with the other guests, adopting the casual confidence of someone who belonged among Vaskins' elite. The conversations around him carried the refined tones of people accustomed to power, their voices discussing trade routes and political maneuvering with the detached interest of those whose comfort rarely depended on such matters.

	He was three carriages from the entrance when everything went sideways.

	"Hold there." The guard's voice cut through the evening chatter like a blade, pitched to carry authority without causing a scene. "Identification, if you please."

	Grant's stomach dropped as he realized the guard was addressing him directly. The man wore ceremonial armor that gleamed in the lamplight, the Eternal Flame's symbol blazing across his breastplate in gold thread. Professional bearing, sharp eyes that missed nothing, the kind of soldier who'd earned his position through competence rather than politics.

	Shit.

	Grant straightened his shoulders, letting Aurelia's haughty arrogance settle into his bearing like a borrowed cloak. The princess had perfected that particular brand of aristocratic disdain, the ability to make anyone questioning her authority feel like they were committing a social transgression simply by existing. If he could channel even a fraction of that imperious, self-centered confidence...

	"Identification?" He edged his voice to carry the precise blend of surprise and affront that suggested the request was beneath his notice. "I was under the impression that Bishop Castleton's invitations were... exclusive enough to make such formalities unnecessary."

	Aurelia wouldn't be proud, exactly, but she'd recognize the similarity. The way he let confusion and mild offense color his tone, as though the guard had just asked him to prove he was worthy of breathing the same air.

	The guard's expression remained professionally neutral, though Grant caught the slight stiffening that suggested his performance was falling short of convincing. "Apologies, sir, but security protocols require—"

	"Security protocols. How wonderfully... thorough of you." He gestured casually toward the queue of carriages behind him, where genuine guests waited with increasing irritation. "Perhaps you could expedite this process? Some of us have rather pressing social obligations this evening."

	The guard's jaw tightened, but his stance didn't shift. Fuck. He'd gone a little too far. His attitude seemed to have hardened his resolve rather than intimidating him into compliance. Professional soldiers, Grant realized with sinking dread, weren't easily swayed by displays of aristocratic entitlement.

	"I'll need to see proper documentation or a written invitation," the guard said stiffly, his hand moving fractionally closer to his sword hilt. "No exceptions."

	Behind him, the other guests were growing restless, their polite murmurs shifting toward something more pointed. He was creating exactly the kind of scene he'd hoped to avoid, drawing attention when his entire plan depended on blending into the background.

	Through the bond, he felt Aurelia's distant presence spike with something that might have been hope. Could she sense him nearby? Was his proximity somehow reaching her through their connection?

	The thought gave him an idea born more of desperation than wisdom. If he couldn't talk his way past the guards, if his borrowed authority wasn't enough to convince them...

	Grant's hand twitched toward his sword, fingers brushing the familiar leather of Theron's blade. One guard at the gate, visible in the lamplight. But his enhanced senses picked up more movement within the estate's walls. Another guard with a crossbow positioned on the balcony overlooking the entrance. Two more with swords flanking the main door, probably additional security stationed throughout the grounds.

	Professional setup. Even if he could take the gate guard by surprise, the crossbow would drop him before he made it ten feet. And that was assuming no one inside the estate proper was armed and competent.

	Fighting his way in wasn't an option. Not alone, not against those odds, not when stealth was his only real advantage.

	Grant let his hand fall away from the sword, forcing his expression back to one of aristocratic annoyance rather than barely contained violence.

	"How terribly disappointing," he said, pitching his voice to carry just enough condescension to suggest wounded pride rather than thwarted criminal intent. "I suppose I'll have to take this matter up with the Bishop directly. When he inquires about my absence from tonight's festivities..."

	The threat was empty, but it carried enough plausible deniability to give him an excuse to retreat without losing face entirely. Grant turned away from the gate with movements that suggested he was leaving to pursue other avenues rather than fleeing in defeat.

	The guard watched him go with obvious relief, already turning his attention to the next carriage in line. Grant walked back down the driveway with measured steps, his mind racing through increasingly desperate alternatives.

	Back to the drawing board, then. The thought was infuriating, highlighting how ineffective he was when it came to having any real push or pull in Eldoria. Highlighting his failure twice over… Aurelia and Lia. No progress on reaching either of them.

	The failure burned through him like acid, feeding a fury that had been building for far too long, since watching Mara dragged away in chains, since finding Sara wrapped in lies and manipulation. Grant's hand returned to his sword hilt as he stalked away from the estate's gates, fingers tightening impotently while rage built like pressure behind a dam.

	He wasn't just walking anymore. He was stomping through Vaskins' upscale streets with the energy of a man seeking an enemy to strike down, boots hitting cobblestones with enough force to send echoes through the night. Pedestrians stepped aside with a different energy from earlier, recognizing the kind of barely contained violence that preceded either brilliant solutions or spectacular disasters.

	Fuck the careful approach. Fuck blending in. Fuck playing by rules that had been rigged against him from the start.

	Grant paused in front of the same alley where he'd sensed the Blight earlier, the temptation flooding through him as his Arcane Conversion responded automatically. The corruption called to him from somewhere below the city streets, seeping up through ancient foundations like a slow-moving infection.

	He tried to talk himself out of it, the rational part of his mind screaming warnings about addiction, about the path Sara had taken, about becoming the very monster he'd fought against. But what was the alternative?

	Going back to the inn to share his failure with Mara's disappointed eyes, her careful composure cracking as she realized he wasn't capable of saving her granddaughter? Returning to Sara's mocking sneer, her casual dismissal of everyone he'd come to care about in this impossible world?

	Watching Aurelia be bundled off even deeper into Selsux captivity, so far from reach that he might never get another chance to save her? The princess who trusted him, who'd claimed pieces of his heart despite every rational reason to keep his distance, reduced to nothing more than a political trophy for zealots to parade around?

	The thought of her trapped among enemies, displayed like an exotic pet for the entertainment of the same people who'd destroyed her home, made something primal and territorial surge through his chest. Aurelia deserved better. She deserved someone who could actually protect her, not some hapless transplant who got turned away at the first gate.

	Grant's footsteps slowed as he approached the gap between cobblestones where corruption had found purchase. The Blight pooled there like spilled engine oil, black and viscous, its edges weeping malevolence that made the surrounding stone seem to recoil. Old corruption, he realized. Concentrated. The kind that had been festering beneath civilized surfaces for years, growing stronger in the darkness.

	The whispers rose to a crescendo as he knelt beside the patch, his enhanced senses picking up every nuance of the power contained within. Just a touch. Just enough to give him the strength to do what needed doing. He could control it this time, couldn't he? He'd learned restraint, learned to sip rather than gulp. Sara had managed it in the forest without losing herself completely.

	For Aurelia, the darkness promised. For the woman who needs you. For the daughter who trusts you to come.

	Grant's hand trembled as it hovered inches above the corruption's surface, close enough to feel its malevolent hunger reaching toward him like grasping fingers. The power was right there, waiting. All he had to do was take it.

	Just like Sara had done, years ago, when she'd faced her own impossible choices. It was easy to blame her, to act like her downfall was her personal failing, the accumulative flaws in her character.

	He made his choice. It was no choice at all. He reached a hand down and drew in the Blight.

	 

	 


Chapter 39

	Power flooded through Grant's system with devastating intensity, corruption flowing from the alley's festering patch into his eager body. The metallic taste exploded across his tongue, but this time it carried undertones of something richer, more complex. Old Blight, aged like fine wine in the darkness beneath Vaskins' foundations.

	His vision sharpened to supernatural clarity while strength sang through his muscles like liquid fire. The city around him transformed, every shadow revealing potential paths, every sound mapping itself in his consciousness with crystalline precision. The whispered promises of easy solutions rose to a crescendo, unintelligible voices offering clarity through violence, purpose through destruction.

	Grant's hands shook as he pulled back from the now-depleted patch, dark veins visible beneath his skin before fading into normalcy. The rush was intoxicating, better than he remembered, making every fiber of his being thrum with barely contained potential.

	Just for Aurelia, he told himself, the rationalization sliding through his mind like silk. Just enough to save her, then never again.

	But even as the thought formed, he knew it for the lie it was. The same lie Sara had probably told herself a dozen times before the corruption claimed her completely. The same justification every addict used when reaching for one more fix, one more taste of something that promised to solve all their problems.

	The whispers promised more. Deeper patches. Stronger sources. All the power he'd ever need, just waiting to be claimed.

	Just this once, Grant repeated desperately. Just like last time. Then never again.

	Grant forced his mind back to Aurelia, the corruption burning through his veins like liquid lightning. She was in that estate somewhere, trapped among enemies, and he finally had the power to reach her.

	He hurried back toward Bishop Castleton's manor through side streets, his enhanced reflexes guiding him along pathways that avoided the main thoroughfares. The dark energy flowing through his system made every movement feel effortless, supernatural. He vaulted over a low fence separating two properties with fluid grace, landing silently.

	Another barrier appeared ahead, a wooden partition marking the boundary between residential districts. Grant approached it at a run and leaped without breaking stride, his hands catching the top edge as momentum carried him up and over in a smooth arc. He landed on the far side effortlessly, boots barely whispering against cobblestone.

	The Blight coursing through his veins had transformed him into something beyond mortal limitations. Stronger, faster, more agile than any human had a right to be. The power sang through his muscles with each movement, making impossible feats feel natural as breathing.

	The line between his own capabilities and the corruption's gifts blurred until he couldn't tell where one ended and the other began. Was this strength his own, earned through weeks of trial by fire in Eldoria? Or was it simply another manifestation of the darkness he'd absorbed, another step down the same path that had claimed Sara?

	The distinction felt less important with each passing second. What mattered was results, and the Blight was delivering exactly what he needed. Enhanced reflexes guided him through the maze of Vaskins' upscale district with predatory efficiency, every shadow offering concealment, every rooftop revealing new routes of approach.

	He didn't bother with the front gate this time. That approach had proven the guard's professionalism extended beyond simple intimidation tactics. Instead, Grant circled around the estate's perimeter, his enhanced senses mapping the layout with supernatural precision.

	The manor rose three stories from manicured grounds, its exterior lit by gas lamps that cast steady pools of illumination across carefully tended gardens. Too much light at the front entrance, too many guards positioned with clear sightlines. But around the back...

	Grant slipped through ornamental hedges that bordered the estate's rear boundary, their sculpted branches providing perfect concealment as he studied the building's unguarded side. The corruption flowing through his system made every detail sharp, immediate. Guard positions, patrol routes, the placement of windows and doors all mapped themselves in his consciousness with tactical clarity.

	Three stories. Stone construction with decorative trim that would provide handholds for someone with enhanced strength and reflexes. Several windows on the second floor stood open to the evening air, their interiors dark enough to suggest unoccupied chambers.

	The rational part of his mind noted how exposed he would be during the climb, how easily a single shout could bring every guard in the estate running. But the Blight whispered reassurance, promising speed beyond detection, strength beyond failure.

	Grant approached the wall with predatory confidence, his fingers finding purchase in the decorative stonework as he began his ascent.

	He climbed with easy movements that belonged more to a spider than a man, his corruption-enhanced reflexes making the ascent feel effortless. Each handhold appeared in his consciousness before he needed it, every shift in weight perfectly balanced as he scaled the manor's ornate exterior.

	The decorative stonework provided an abundance of options for someone with supernatural strength and coordination. Carved gargoyles jutting from the corners, elaborate window trim, even the mortar joints between stones offered opportunities for fingers that could grip with inhuman precision.

	Below him, a patrol of two guards rounded the building's corner, their torches casting flickering shadows across the ground where Grant had been standing moments before. He pressed himself flat against the stone, the Blight energy muting even his breathing as they passed beneath him without glancing up.

	The first window he reached was locked tight, its shutters secured from within with iron latches that would have taken precious time to circumvent. Grant moved sideways along the wall, testing each opening with careful pressure until he found what he needed.

	The second window stood slightly ajar, just a crack that suggested someone seeking evening air rather than security. Grant's fingers worked the frame with delicate precision, sliding the glass panel open with barely a whisper of sound. The gap widened just enough for him to slip through sideways, his compact form flowing into the darkened chamber beyond like liquid shadow.

	He paused just inside, crouched low in the darkness as his enhanced vision adjusted to the room's interior. Empty guest quarters, by the look of it. Elegant furniture draped in dust covers, walls lined with paintings of stern-faced bishops from generations past. The kind of formal space that existed more for show than actual use.

	Grant moved to the door with predatory silence, pressing his ear against the heavy wood as he listened for any sign of movement in the corridor beyond. Voices drifted from somewhere distant, the murmur of dinner conversation and clinking glass that suggested the evening's festivities were already underway.

	But nothing immediate. No guards stationed outside, no servants moving through the halls with the efficiency that would indicate active security protocols.

	The corruption whispered reassurance, promising that his enhanced senses would detect any threat long before it could pose real danger. All he had to do was trust the darkness, let it guide him toward his prize with the same inexorable certainty that had brought him this far.

	He tested the door handle with careful pressure, finding it unlocked. He eased it open just enough to peer into the corridor beyond, where gas lamps cast steady light on polished marble floors and paintings that spoke of serious wealth.

	Time to find a princess.

	Grant checked three empty chambers along the second-floor corridor, each one revealing nothing more than dust-covered furniture and the stale air of disuse. His enhanced senses swept through the spaces with supernatural efficiency, mapping every corner and shadow while the Blight energy coursed through his veins like liquid fire.

	The bishop's estate was massive, a maze of formal rooms and guest quarters that spoke of serious wealth and influence. But they were all wrong, too removed from the center of activity, too quiet for someone holding captive royalty.

	Through the bond, Grant felt Aurelia's presence like a magnetic pull, drawing him deeper into the manor's heart. She wasn't on this level. The connection tugged downward, toward the main floor where voices and clinking glass suggested the dinner party was already in full swing.

	Of course. She'd be at the dinner itself, a living, breathing display for the bishop's guests to marvel at. The thought made his jaw clench, a surge of protective fury that felt both familiar and dangerous, amplified by the corruption flowing through his system.

	Grant made his way to the grand staircase, his corruption-enhanced reflexes guiding him past potential sightlines and guard positions. All he had to do was listen carefully, step silently, only moving when the coast was clear. The marble steps felt solid beneath his boots as he descended toward the murmur of refined conversation.

	His confidence was illusory. A guard emerged from a side corridor just as Grant reached the landing, the man's ceremonial armor gleaming in the gaslight. He tensed, ready to strike, but the soldier merely glanced at him with professional assessment.

	"What are you doing here?" The guard's tone carried a mixture of respectful concern alongside the suspicion. "This area isn't open to guests."

	Grant straightened his shoulders, letting aristocratic irritation settle into his expression like a borrowed coat. "My wife wandered off seeking a tour of this magnificent estate. I don't suppose you've seen her?"

	The guard's expression softened with understanding sympathy. "Well, I haven't seen her, though I'm not surprised. It happens quite often during His Holiness's gatherings. Ladies do love admiring the bishop's art collection."

	"She mentioned something about that," he said. "I was growing quite bored of listening to her drone on and on…"

	The guard gestured toward the main corridor with practiced courtesy. "If you'd care to wait in the dining hall, I'll go looking for her. But she'll likely return once the meal is served, regardless. The art pales in comparison to the food."

	"Excellent suggestion," he said, relief flooding through him as the guard accepted his story without question. "Lead the way."

	The guard escorted him through wide corridors lined with religious paintings and elaborate tapestries, their footsteps echoing off polished marble. Grant studied each detail with enhanced clarity, memorizing the layout for whatever escape might become necessary.

	The dining hall doors opened to reveal a scene of refined opulence that made his breath catch. Dozens of guests mingled in the spacious chamber, their conversations creating a sophisticated buzz that spoke of serious wealth and influence. Gas lamps cast warm light across elaborate table settings, while servants moved with practiced efficiency to prepare for the evening's feast.

	A man who Grant assumed to be Bishop Castleton himself held court at the room's grandest table. He was a hefty man with what could only be described as a bowl cut, draped in ceremonial robes that spoke of his elevated position within the Order of the Eternal Flame. The jewelry around his neck and rings on his fingers gleamed in the lamplight as he gestured expansively, his voice carrying the practiced cadence of someone accustomed to holding audiences captive.

	Aurelia sat at the bishop's right hand, her auburn hair arranged in an elaborate style that spoke of careful preparation. She wore a gown of deep blue that complemented her eyes, though something about her posture seemed wrong. Too still, too controlled, lacking the vibrant energy that usually radiated from her like heat.

	Through their bond, Grant felt the muted quality of her emotions, as though they were being filtered through layers of cotton. Her presence felt distant despite the visual confirmation of her location, her reactions sluggish in a way he instantly recognized.

	Drugged. They'd drugged her.

	The realization sent rage spiking through him with volcanic intensity, the Blight energy responding to his fury by surging through his system like molten metal. His vision tinged red at the edges as he fought to maintain control, to resist the corruption's whispered promises of immediate, violent solutions.

	Aurelia's head turned slowly toward him, her eyes taking several seconds to focus on his face through whatever poppy haze clouded her consciousness. When recognition finally dawned, her expression shifted from distant confusion to sharp awareness that cut through the fog. Grant gave the slightest nod, his gaze locked with hers across the crowded chamber. 

	Wait, he tried to project through their bond. Be ready. Don't react.

	Her chin lifted with that familiar defiance, though the gesture carried only a fraction of its usual confidence. Through their connection, he felt her understanding, the desperate hope that someone had finally come for her. But underneath that relief lurked something darker. She could sense the change in him, the dark deal he'd made in order to find himself a way in.

	The Blight energy crackling through his veins felt like vindication and damnation in equal measure, a reminder that sometimes salvation required damnation, that sometimes the only way to protect what mattered was to dance with the devil.

	 

	 


Chapter 40

	Grant found a seat at a random table, doing his best to act like he belonged as he settled into an empty chair. The true struggle was attempting to keep his eyes from drifting back to Aurelia, to have her so near and yet so few options to do anything about it.

	Dinner arrived with surprising efficiency, servants gliding between tables with the practiced choreography of an establishment accustomed to hosting elaborate gatherings. Grant accepted the bowl placed before him with a polite nod, though his attention remained fractured between maintaining his cover and monitoring Aurelia's condition through their bond.

	The soup was a disappointment from the first spoonful, vegetables boiled so thoroughly they'd lost any distinctive texture, reduced to mushy fragments floating in thin broth that tasted of salt and little else. The bread looked promising with its golden crust, but Grant's teeth met dense, slightly stale crumb that required considerable effort to chew properly.

	"Lovely evening for a grand feast," said the woman seated to his right, her voice carrying the practiced pleasantness of someone making obligatory conversation.

	"Indeed," Grant replied curtly, not wanting to encourage extended dialogue while his focus remained split between the meal and Aurelia's distant presence.

	The sausage proved even worse, with tiny peppercorns embedded throughout the meat like miniature stones, impossible to chew and painful when accidentally bitten down upon. Grant found himself picking around them with growing irritation, the corruption flowing through his system making even minor annoyances feel amplified.

	"Are you visiting from the outer territories?" asked the man across from him, a portly fellow with the soft hands of someone unaccustomed to manual labor. "The Evytian Isles, maybe."

	Grant's gaze flicked involuntarily toward the head table where Aurelia sat beside Bishop Castleton, her posture still unnaturally rigid.

	"Yes, I am," Grant said tersely, returning his attention to the conversation with obvious reluctance. "I'm a… sea merchant."

	Through their bond, he felt Aurelia fighting against whatever they'd given her, her will struggling against the chemical fog clouding her thoughts. She was trying to appear alert for the bishop's benefit while simultaneously attempting to process Grant's presence and whatever rescue plan he might have in mind.

	"What sort of business brings you to Vaskins?" pressed the woman, her tone growing slightly sharper as she registered his obvious distraction. "We're a good way out from the sea."

	Grant forced himself to focus on his tablemates, recognizing that his inattention was drawing exactly the kind of notice he couldn't afford. "Import negotiations. Rather tedious, I'm afraid."

	The dismissive answer seemed to satisfy them, their interest waning as they turned to discuss local politics with the kind of detached fascination that suggested comfortable distance from real consequences. He again glanced toward Aurelia and saw two of the guards escorting her to the back door of the dining hall.

	Grant pushed back from the table with practiced nonchalance, dabbing his mouth with the linen napkin before rising from his chair. The woman who'd been chatting with him leaned closer, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper.

	"The Bishop will notice if you depart before dessert," she murmured, her eyes flicking toward the head table where Castleton held court. "He takes such things personally."

	Grant's gaze followed hers to where the bishop gestured expansively with his wine cup, his face flushed with drink and the satisfaction of a successful evening. Laughter erupted from his table as he regaled his companions with some tale that required elaborate hand movements to illustrate properly.

	"I'm sure His Holiness will find a way to sate his disappointment," Grant replied, letting dry amusement color his tone.

	The bishop was clearly distracted, drunk on wine and adulation, his attention focused entirely on maintaining his audience's entertainment rather than monitoring the comings and goings of individual guests. Perfect.

	He slipped from the dining hall through a side entrance, his corruption-enhanced senses mapping the manor's layout with supernatural precision. The corridor beyond was dimly lit by gas lamps that cast even shadows across polished marble, creating pools of visibility separated by stretches of useful darkness.

	His enhanced hearing picked up the echo of footsteps ahead, the faint rhythm of two sets of boots moving with military precision, escorting someone whose lighter steps suggested feminine grace despite obvious impairment. Aurelia. They were taking her somewhere along the edge of the estate, away from the dining hall's public atmosphere.

	He followed at a distance, his movements silent as death as he traced their route through the manor's labyrinthine passages. The Blight energy made every step feel weightless, supernatural, his boots finding purchase on marble without the slightest whisper of sound.

	But the corridors twisted and branched with bewildering complexity, formal chambers opening onto private galleries, servant passages intersecting with grand hallways in ways that defied easy navigation. Within minutes, Grant found himself completely lost.

	Shit.

	He paused at a four-way intersection, straining his enhanced senses for any trace of Aurelia's presence. The corruption flowing through his veins sharpened his hearing to impossible clarity, but the manor's stone construction muffled sound in ways that played tricks even on his enhanced ears.

	Through their bond, he felt her emotions like a faint breeze, muted by whatever drugs clouded her system but still present, still calling to him across the maze of corridors. But emotion wasn't direction. Knowing she was afraid didn't tell him which passage would lead to her location.

	He was about to pick a corridor at random when movement caught his peripheral vision. A soft glow approached from the eastern passage, gentle green light that danced through the shadows with familiar purpose.

	A Sylvan Luminary rounded the corner, its radiance pulsing with patterns he recognized instantly. Not the anonymous sprites that had scattered from his absorption in the palace, but something personal, individual.

	"Flicker," muttered Grant, relief flooding through him.

	Aurelia's faithful companion bobbed in the air before him, its light flickering with the erratic patterns that had earned its name. The sprite seemed smaller than usual, its glow dimmed by injury or exhaustion, but its presence was unmistakable.

	Without hesitation, Grant began following the tiny sprite as it danced ahead through the corridor's shadows. Flicker moved with obvious purpose, leading him deeper into the estate with the kind of confidence that suggested it knew exactly where its master waited.

	Flicker's light pulsed urgently as it approached a tall window at the corridor's end, its glow shifting from gentle green to agitated amber. The sprite bobbed before the glass like an excited firefly, clearly indicating this was their route forward.

	Grant approached the window cautiously, narrowing his eyes past the smear of reflection from the Sylvan and scanning the area for guards or witnesses. The heavy panes were designed to swing outward, their brass fittings gleaming in Flicker's radiance. Beyond the glass lay a narrow courtyard garden, shadows thick enough to provide concealment in the direction they were apparently heading.

	"Thanks," he whispered to the sprite as he worked the window's latches.

	The mechanisms yielded to his Blight-enhanced strength with barely a whisper of sound. Grant swung the window wide and prepared to climb through when Flicker suddenly darted ahead, zipping out into the night with frantic urgency.

	Something was happening. Something immediate.

	Grant vaulted through the window in one fluid motion, his boots hitting cobblestones with cat-like silence. Flicker's light danced ahead of him, leading him around ornamental hedges toward the estate's rear courtyard where lamps cast long shadows across carefully maintained grounds.

	"Keep her moving!" A guard's voice shattered the night's quiet, sharp with triumph and recognition.

	Grant froze in place as he spotted the source of the commotion. Aurelia stood near a covered carriage, her drugged movements sluggish as two guards flanked her with professional efficiency. Even at this distance, he could see the way she swayed slightly, her usual vibrant energy muted by whatever chemicals clouded her system.

	They were bundling her into the carriage with gentle but inexorable force, treating her like precious cargo rather than a prisoner. The realization hit him with devastating clarity.

	The Wyvern. They were taking her to that massive steam transport he'd observed earlier, preparing to ship her off to Aethelburg like freight. The dinner had been theater, a final display before the real business began.

	"Come on, Princess," one guard said with respectful firmness, his hand guiding her toward the carriage steps. "His Holiness has arranged comfortable accommodations for your journey."

	Grant's enhanced vision picked out every detail with crystal clarity. Aurelia's eyes struggling to focus through the poppy haze, her fingers gripping the carriage door frame as she fought against both the drugs and her captors' gentle insistence. Flicker zipped frantically around her head, its light surging with distress that matched Grant's own rising panic.

	Now or never.

	"Stop right there!" The shout came from directly behind him.

	Grant spun to find two estate guards rushing around the manor's corner, their ceremonial armor clanking with each hurried step. The corruption flowing through his veins made their movements seem sluggish, telegraphed, but their positioning cut off his retreat to the window.

	"Intruder in the gardens!" the lead guard bellowed, his voice carrying across the courtyard like a bell. "Seize him!"

	The first guard reached him with sword already drawn, the blade whistling through the air in a competent overhead strike. Grant sidestepped with supernatural grace, the Blight energy making the attack seem ponderous, and brought Theron's sword up in a devastating counter.

	Steel met steel with a sound like breaking thunder. The guard's weapon shattered like glass under the impact, fragments of metal spinning away in glittering arcs. The man's eyes widened with shock and terror as he found himself holding nothing but a sword hilt attached to three inches of broken blade.

	The second guard lunged forward with his own weapon raised, but Grant's backhand caught him across the jaw with enough force to send him spinning sideways. Bones cracked under the blow, and the man hit the cobblestones in a heap of jangling mail.

	The first guard dropped his useless hilt and scrambled backward, fumbling for the dagger at his belt with trembling fingers. Grant's boot caught him in the chest, launching him backward into the ornamental hedge with bone-crushing force.

	Leaves scattered like confetti as the guard's body crashed through sculpted branches, his armor grinding against stone as he slumped unconscious among the foliage.

	Grant didn't pause to check if either man would recover. The Blight coursing through his veins sang with satisfied violence, whispering approval at his efficiency. Two threats eliminated in seconds, barely even a skirmish by the corruption's standards.

	He sprinted toward the carriage where Aurelia struggled against her captors, Flicker's light streaking ahead like a comet. Through their bond, he felt her spike of recognition, hope blazing through the chemical fog as she realized rescue was at hand.

	The guards at the carriage spun toward the sound of combat, hands moving to weapons with professional reflex. But they were too slow, too mortal, too bound by human limitations that no longer applied to him.

	Theron's sword blurred with liquid grace, steel singing as it caught the torchlight. The nearest guard managed to draw his own blade halfway before Grant's blade dropped him instantly. The second guard raised his hands in surrender, backing away with the wisdom of someone who recognized overwhelming force.

	He was close. He was there. He was all but a step away from the carriage as the horses suddenly burst into motion, carrying it off into the night. He started sprinting after it, moving on instinct, emotion, and the pull of the bond.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 41

	Grant raced after the carriage, but another encounter with the guards at the road leading off the manor's estate slowed him down for a few critical seconds. He left the guard unarmed and holding a slash along one thigh, but struggled to reset into the chase.

	His enhanced reflexes carried him through the encounter without much trouble, but precious seconds had already been lost. By the time he reached the main road, the carriage was nothing more than a distant rumble echoing through Vaskins' stone streets.

	He knew where they were taking her. The Wyvern, the massive steam transport he'd observed earlier. They were bundling Aurelia off to Aethelburg as feared, possibly with whatever other prisoners Selsux had collected during their brief occupation of the Grove.

	But knowing that wasn't the same as knowing where to go. Back to the inn, where Mara and Sara waited? Or to the surrounding area, where the main loading dock seemed to be? That was his best guess, though the city's maze of streets made even educated guesses feel like shots in the dark.

	He redoubled his speed, the Blight energy still crackling through his veins as he sprinted through increasingly industrial districts. The corruption whispered encouragement, promising that enhanced reflexes would guide him true, that supernatural strength would overcome whatever obstacles lay ahead.

	Through the bonds, he felt Aurelia's hazy hope mixing with Mara's anxious confusion. No time to check in properly, to explain what was happening or coordinate their response. He knew they'd be ready regardless of what played out, but the uncertainty of how this would all unfold gnawed at him like a stubborn splinter.

	The rail line appeared ahead, massive iron tracks that gleamed dully in the gaslight. Grant followed them toward the heart of the city's industrial district, where steam and smoke billowed from workshops and the air thrummed with mechanical energy. The loading docks would be here somewhere, probably near the junction where multiple rail lines converged.

	He rounded a corner and spotted his destination in the distance. The Wyvern sat like a mechanical dragon on the tracks, its metal bulk gleaming with brass fittings and elaborate pipes that released controlled bursts of steam. The thing was even more massive up close, easily the size of a city block, with multiple cars stretching behind the main engine like the segments of some enormous metal serpent.

	But between him and the loading platform stood a problem that would definitely need addressing.

	A dozen Selsux soldiers in full battle gear formed a perimeter around the transport, their ceremonial armor gleaming in the torchlight as they maintained professional spacing and clear sightlines. These weren't the manor guards he'd fought earlier, soft men playing at ceremony and awaiting their dinner leftovers. These were veterans, seasoned warriors who'd earned their positions through competence and violence.

	Grant pressed himself against the wall of a nearby warehouse, studying the guard deployment with tactical eyes. The corruption flowing through his system made every detail sharp, immediate. Patrol routes, weapon placements, the precise timing of their movements all mapped themselves in his consciousness with supernatural clarity.

	He caught a glimpse of auburn hair through one of the transport's windows as another group of guards escorted prisoners up the loading ramp. Aurelia, still moving with the sluggish grace of someone fighting chemical restraints, but alive. Conscious. Close enough that he could almost reach out and touch her.

	Almost.

	Twelve soldiers stood between him and the woman he'd come to save. Twelve professional killers with crossbows and steel, positioned to prevent exactly the kind of rescue he had in mind. The Blight whispered seductive solutions. 

	Take them all on. Let the corruption flow freely. Show them what real power looks like.

	Grant's hand tightened on Theron's sword, the familiar weight offering comfort and temptation in equal measure. He could do it. The energy coursing through his veins made him faster, stronger, more dangerous than any mortal had a right to be. A dozen guards would fall like wheat before a scythe if he embraced the darkness completely.

	But afterward? When Aurelia looked at him with drug-clouded eyes and saw a corrupted man, blood on his hands and dark murmurs in his ears? When she realized the price he'd paid to reach her?

	The thought made him hesitate, doubt creeping through the Blight's confident promises like water through cracked stone. There had to be another way. Something that didn't require him to become a monster.

	Through the bond, he felt Aurelia's awareness spike, her drugged consciousness somehow sensing his proximity despite the chemical fog. Her emotions carried a mixture of hope and terror, hope that rescue was at hand, terror of what form it might take.

	Time was running out. Steam began building in the Wyvern's massive boilers, white plumes venting through elaborate pipes as the transport prepared for departure. Once that metal behemoth started moving, he'd lose her forever.

	Grant closed his eyes, reaching deep into the darkness that had claimed his wife, that whispered promises of easy solutions to impossible problems. Just enough to tip the odds. Just enough to save Aurelia, the woman, the princess, the echo of his daughter who'd placed in him so much trust.

	The Blight responded with eager hunger, ready to transform him into something capable of walking through armed guards like they were nothing more than inconvenient obstacles.

	All he had to do was let it.

	The decision crystallized with brutal clarity. It was no decision at all, really. Grant flung himself from the warehouse shadows, no longer calculating odds or weighing consequences. This wasn't strategy, but a deeper protective instinct. He would do anything for Aurelia, just as he would for Lia.

	That thought burned like acid in his throat. Or maybe that was just the Blight.

	The first guard turned at the sound of his approach, crossbow swinging toward Grant's chest with professional precision. The corruption coursing through Grant's veins made the world simple and predictable, each heartbeat stretching into crystalline moments of supernatural clarity.

	He ducked under the crossbow bolt, feeling the wind of its passage ruffle his hair. His shoulder caught the guard's midsection with bone-crushing force, lifting the armored man off his feet and sending him crashing into a stack of cargo crates with explosive violence.

	Hold back, Grant told himself desperately as his sword cleared its scabbard. Don't become like her.

	But the second guard was already charging, steel flashing in the torchlight. Grant tried to disable rather than kill, his blade catching the man's sword near the cross guard and twisting with inhuman strength. The weapon went spinning away into the darkness, leaving the soldier defenseless. Grant slashed him at the level of the eyes, sending his helmet and a piece of his ear tumbling through the air.

	The third guard lunged with desperate fury, his sword seeking Grant's heart. He sidestepped and grabbed the man's wrist, crushing bones like dry twigs. The guard's scream cut through the night as Grant's follow up strike sent him sprawling.

	The darkness whispered approval as he waded into the remaining guards with savage efficiency. Theron's sword became an extension of his will, steel singing through air with movements that felt borrowed from another life. Blood painted the loading platform in abstract patterns as bodies fell with mechanical precision.

	One guard managed to land a glancing blow across Grant's ribs, mail parting flesh in a line of fire that should have slowed him down. Instead, the pain only fed the corruption's hunger, transforming injury into fuel for greater violence.

	Grant's return strike took the man's head clean off, the body standing for a surreal moment before toppling backward into the shadows.

	The last guard threw down his sword and ran, boots echoing against cobblestone as he fled into the industrial district's maze of warehouses. Grant let him go, his attention already turning toward the transport where steam continued to build in massive boilers.

	He looked around at the carnage he'd created, bodies scattered across the platform like broken dolls. The metallic scent of blood mixed with the peppery tang of coal smoke and corruption, creating a perfume that belonged in the deepest circles of hell.

	Grant wiped Theron's blade clean on a dead man's tunic, though his own clothing was already speckled with crimson evidence of what he'd become. The fine gray fabric Mara had selected was already ruined, torn by violence and stained with blood that would never wash clean.

	But Aurelia needed him. The Wyvern's whistle shrieked through the night as the massive transport began its ponderous departure, wheels grinding against iron rails with increasing momentum. Steam erupted from vents along its sides in great white plumes, and the platform beneath Grant's feet began to vibrate with the rhythm of mechanical power.

	He sheathed his sword and sprinted after the accelerating behemoth, corruption-enhanced reflexes guiding him alongside the moving cars as they picked up speed. The Wyvern was enormous, easily twenty cars long, each one the size of a building, connected by massive couplings that groaned with the strain of coordinated movement.

	Grant leaped toward the last car's rear platform, his fingers catching the iron railing as momentum tried to tear him loose. For a terrifying moment, he dangled beside the track while wheels thundered inches from his boots, the ground racing past in a blur of stone and shadow.

	Then his Blight-enhanced strength hauled him up and over the railing, dropping him onto the platform in a heap of torn clothing and burning lungs. He'd made it. Barely.

	The Wyvern continued to accelerate, carrying him and its precious cargo toward whatever fate awaited in Aethelburg. Behind them, Vaskins fell away into the darkness, leaving only the echo of violence and the taste of corruption on his tongue.

	Grant pushed himself upright, blood from his wounds mixing with sweat as the full weight of what he'd done crashed over him. So many dead guards. A loading platform painted with carnage. His own soul stained a little darker with each life he'd taken.

	So be it. Somewhere ahead, Aurelia waited. And for her, for the girl who'd trusted him with everything, he'd become exactly the monster Sara had warned him against… if he had to.

	The irony wasn't lost on him as he steadied himself against the car's swaying motion. Sacrificing himself for someone he cared about, for the needs of another, and corrupting himself beyond recognition in the process.

	Just like Sara had done, all those years ago.

	 

	 


Chapter 42

	Grant waited for a while on the rear platform of the last train car, expecting guards to burst out to attempt to throw him off at any second. None came, and after a few minutes, he became reasonably sure that none would come.

	The lack of immediate confrontation wasn't particularly surprising, Grant reflected as he steadied himself against the platform's iron railing. The Wyvern's massive boilers roared like caged thunder, drowning out all but the loudest sounds, and the crew would have their hands full managing a transport this size through the night. His dramatic boarding might have even gone unnoticed amid the mechanical symphony of steam and grinding wheels.

	Or maybe not. He eyed the door leading into the rear car with calculating wariness. Even if he could force it open quickly, charging through would be tactically insane. The cars were narrow, offering no room for stealth or maneuvering. 

	He'd be fighting his way forward through confined spaces, alert guards, and whatever obstacles they'd placed between the rear platform and Aurelia's location. A bloody slog that would end with him dead or captured long before he reached her.

	A familiar flicker of green light danced around his head, drawing his attention upward. Flicker bobbed in the rushing air, its glow erratic with shared urgency but unmistakably purposeful.

	"Good thinking," whispered Grant, understanding immediately. "Go find her. Then come back and show me where."

	The tiny Luminary zipped away into the darkness above the train, its light disappearing between the Wyvern's massive cars as it sought its mistress. Grant watched it go with something approaching affection. Aurelia's faithful companion had guided him this far. Hopefully, it could map whatever prison they'd constructed for her aboard this mechanical leviathan.

	Grant tested his grip on the platform's safety rail, then pulled himself up onto the car's roof with fluid grace. The corruption still coursing through his veins made the climb effortless, his enhanced strength treating the swaying, wind-whipped ascent like a casual stroll.

	The view from atop the Wyvern was breathtaking. Wind tore through his hair as the transport thundered through the night, wheels sparking against iron rails while steam erupted from vents along the massive engine's flanks. 

	The countryside blurred past in a river of shadows and scattered lights, farmhouses and villages reduced to fleeting impressions in the mechanical beast's wake.

	Grant crouched low against the wind, his enhanced senses drinking in every detail of their route. Behind them, Vaskins had already vanished into the darkness, leaving only the memory of blood and dead guards pressing against his conscience. Ahead lay uncertainty, danger, and whatever twisted justice awaited Aurelia in Aethelburg.

	But for this moment, balanced on the roof of a steam-powered behemoth racing through the Eldorian night, Grant felt something he hadn't experienced in weeks. Pure, unfiltered exhilaration.

	The wind stripped away the stench of smoke and blood, replacing it with clean air that tasted of freedom and possibility. The corruption flowing through him sang with approval, a whisper that this was what power felt like when properly embraced. Speed, strength, the ability to reshape impossible situations through sheer force of will.

	He understood now why train robberies had captured imaginations back on Earth, why the romance of outlaws and desperate rides had become legend. There was something primal about this, something that spoke to the part of human nature that craved motion, adventure, the thrill of racing toward an uncertain horizon with death nipping at your heels.

	The irony wasn't lost on him. He'd become exactly what Sara had always accused him of being. A man who chose violence, the easy way forward, when cleverness failed, who let corruption guide his choices when morality proved insufficient. 

	Whatever. No regrets. For her, he'd become a monster. If that was the price of keeping her safe, he'd pay it. To save her. To get home? He took a breath, trying to separate his own thoughts out from the corruption, his own drives and desires out from Theron's.

	Grant moved along the Wyvern's roof with as much stealth as he could manage, the corruption in his veins making each step feel weightless despite the transport's violent swaying. The wind tore at his clothes as he advanced toward the front cars, but his enhanced balance treated the treacherous footing like solid ground.

	The rhythmic clacking of wheels against rails should have masked his movement, but apparently it wasn't enough. 

	A figure emerged from a compartment midway along the train, poking his head up through what must have been a maintenance hatch. Hard to see much beyond a set of dark gray robes that whipped frantically in the rushing air, but Grant caught a glimpse of the man's face in the moonlight, expression twisting with surprise as their eyes met across the wind-swept metal.

	His hand flew to his sword, steel singing as it cleared the scabbard in one fluid motion. The Blight energy made the draw feel effortless, supernatural, the blade catching starlight as it settled into his grip.

	"It's not too late to pretend you never saw me," he called out.

	The robed figure pulled himself fully onto the car's roof with uncertain, but resolved movements and extended one hand toward Grant, palm up. Flames immediately began flickering across his skin like tame serpents. Orange light danced between his fingers, growing brighter with each passing second until his entire hand blazed with controlled fire that cast deep shadows across the train's metal surface.

	"Ah," Grant muttered, recognition flooding through him with cold clarity. "One of the pyromancers of Aethelburg."

	Perfect. Of all the encounters he might have had atop a swaying train car, facing off against a fire mage had to rank among the least pleasant. The narrow roof offered no room for maneuvering, no cover from magical assault. Just thirty feet of wind-swept metal between him and an opponent who could probably incinerate him before he closed half the distance.

	The pyromancer's flames grew brighter, coiling around his forearm like living jewelry. When he spoke, his voice carried over the mechanical roar with practiced authority.

	"I think you've made a rather unfortunate choice of targets, stranger," called out the mage. "It's not too late to make your exit."

	Grant acknowledged the humor in that observation with a bitter laugh that was lost to the wind. Both sides of the train tracks were currently a mess of rocky terrain that would all but guarantee broken bones were he to jump off. Not that he had any intention to.

	He crouched down low, muscles coiling like springs as the Blight energy sang through his enhanced reflexes. The pyromancer's flames danced hypnotically in the rushing air, but Grant's corruption-sharpened vision tracked every flicker, every shift in the mage's stance.

	It was a bold move. And as bold moves sometimes were, a poorly chosen one.

	The pyromancer unleashed a wall of flame that stretched the entire width of the car, orange death racing toward Grant with the inexorable hunger of a wildfire. No chance of blocking something that wide, no room to dodge sideways on the narrow roof.

	Grant dove down into the space between his car and the pyromancer's at the last second, his enhanced reflexes carrying him over the coupling mechanism as superheated air seared past overhead. The flames roared above him, close enough to singe his hair, before dissipating into the night sky.

	He landed hard on the metal coupling, the impact sending a jolt through his ankles despite his supernatural resilience. Through the glass door beside him, a woman's face appeared, mouth open in what was clearly a scream, though the Wyvern's mechanical thunder drowned out any sound.

	Her eyes were wide with terror as she pressed against the window, gesturing frantically for him to get inside. Passenger, not crew, and clearly confused. Just someone unfortunate enough to witness his dramatic arrival.

	Grant breathed out slowly, accepting what he'd known from the start. Stealth was only going to carry him so far aboard a moving fortress filled with trained soldiers. He'd hoped to locate Aurelia quietly, extract her without raising alarms. But hope was a luxury he could no longer afford.

	The door gave way to his Blight-enhanced strength, the lock mechanism snapping like dry wood as he forced his way into the passenger car.

	He found himself in what was clearly a dining car, though the elegant atmosphere was instantly shattered by his entrance. Opulently dressed passengers occupied plush velvet seats around polished wooden tables, their fine silks and jeweled accessories catching the warm gaslight that illuminated the car's luxurious interior.

	The moment he burst through the door, every conversation died. Wine glasses froze halfway to lips. Forks laden with delicate cuisine hung suspended in midair. The servant pushing the food cart opened his mouth, but seemed to hesitate rather than addressing Grant. Fair, blood splattered as he was.

	A woman in an elaborate emerald gown shrieked, her voice cutting through the mechanical thunder of the Wyvern's passage. A portly man in expensive burgundy velvet knocked over his chair in his haste to back away, his jowls quivering with terror.

	"Everyone get out of the way!" Grant shouted over the chaos, his sword still gleaming in his grip. "This is a robbery! I mean… rescue! This is a rescue!"

	A bitter chuckle emerged from his throat, the gravity and ridiculousness of the situation joining hands as the corruption whispered amusement at his slip.

	The pyromancer's boots thundered against the roof above before he dropped down to enter through the open door behind Grant, robes billowing dramatically as he left the windy exterior. Orange flames already danced around both hands, casting hellish shadows across the ornate dining car.

	Grant dove behind the nearest table as the mage carelessly unleashed his fire magic, a gout of flame that filled half the car with superheated death. 

	The blaze caught a woman's elaborately styled hair, transforming her coiffure into a torch that sent her screaming toward the far exit. A gentleman's silk jacket ignited instantly, forcing him to beat frantically at the spreading flames while other passengers trampled over each other in their desperation to escape.

	The dining car erupted into pure pandemonium, screams mixing with the roar of uncontrolled fire while wealthy passengers fled like stampeding cattle. Grant pressed himself flat against the floor as another wave of flame washed over his hiding spot, the pyromancer's attack as reckless as it was powerful.

	So much for precision, Grant thought grimly.

	Grant rolled forward as another gout of flame seared the air where he'd been crouched, his enhanced reflexes carrying him beneath the spreading fire. The passengers' screams grew more frantic as panic spread through the dining car like wildfire, bodies pressing against each other in their desperation to reach the exits.

	A woman stumbled directly into the pyromancer's path, her elaborate gown trailing behind her as she fled. The mage raised his hands again, flames coiling around his fingers with deadly purpose, completely oblivious to the innocent life about to be caught in his next blast.

	Enough.

	Grant surged upward, the darkness in his veins giving him strength and speed. His sword found the pyromancer's stomach with surgical precision, steel sliding between ribs as he drove the blade home with ruthless efficiency.

	The mage's eyes widened with shock and pain, flames sputtering out like doused candles as his concentration shattered. He collapsed forward against Grant's shoulder, blood frothing at his lips as life fled his body in rapid gasps.

	"Should have taken the exit," he muttered, letting the corpse slide to the floor.

	Flicker materialized beside him like a green star, its light pulsing with urgent rhythm as it zipped toward the dining car's forward exit. The sprite bobbed frantically, clearly indicating direction with movements that spoke of desperate purpose.

	Grant shouldered past the fleeing passengers, his blood-splattered appearance clearing a path more effectively than any shouted commands. They pressed themselves against the walls and tables, terror written across their aristocratic features as he moved through their midst like death given form.

	Through the forward doors, he found himself in a narrow corridor lined with sleeping compartments. The hallway stretched ahead like a tunnel, doors to either side suggesting private quarters for passengers wealthy enough to afford luxury travel. Flicker danced ahead, its light growing more agitated with each passing second.

	She was close now. Through their bond, Grant felt Aurelia's presence blazing like a beacon in the darkness, her drugged consciousness somehow sensing his approach despite the chemical fog clouding her thoughts.

	The corruption whispered satisfaction as he followed the sprite's urgent guidance, promising that nothing would stop him now. Nothing could stand between him and the woman he'd come to save.

	 

	 


Chapter 43

	There was another sleeping car after the first, this one with a few compartments open, a man and a woman chatting amicably across the hallway. They didn't react to Grant as he hurried past, which he took to be a good sign. Word of the chaos could only spread so fast, linear as the train was. 

	The next car's door proved far more substantial than the ones before it, heavy construction with reinforced hinges that spoke of serious security rather than simple passenger comfort. Grant tested the handle and found it locked tight, the mechanism built to withstand more than casual tampering.

	Flicker went wild outside the barrier, its light alternating frantically between amber and brilliant green as it zipped back and forth across the door's surface. The sprite's agitation was palpable, its movements carrying the desperate urgency of someone trying to communicate critical information without words.

	Behind him, Grant caught the sound of boots thundering against metal flooring, multiple sets moving with the coordinated precision of soldiers responding to an alarm. The pyromancer's death had finally been discovered, or perhaps the chaos in the dining car had reached the crew's attention.

	Either way, his window for stealth had well and truly slammed shut.

	The corruption flowing through Grant's veins surged in response to the approaching threat, dark energy crackling through his muscles like caged lightning. But he could feel it beginning to ebb, the initial rush of absorbed Blight slowly burning away under the strain of enhanced reflexes and superhuman strength. 

	A faint wooziness crept through his enhanced awareness, the first warning that his borrowed power wouldn't last indefinitely. Soon he'd be back to mortal limitations, facing whatever lay ahead with nothing but steel and determination.

	Now or never.

	Grant stepped back and drove his boot into the reinforced door with everything the corruption had given him. The impact rang like a bell through the narrow corridor, wood splintering around the lock mechanism as hinges groaned under impossible strain. The door held for one stubborn moment, then burst inward with a crack like breaking thunder.

	On the other side lay opulence that made the dining car seem modest by comparison. Rich burgundy carpets stretched across polished wooden floors, while gas lamps behind crystal shades cast warm light across furnishings that spoke of serious wealth. A step above and beyond first-class accommodations, it was no less than a rolling palace designed for the most important passengers the Wyvern could carry.

	Aurelia sat in an ornate chair near the far window, her hands bound behind her back with silk cord that looked deceptively gentle but held with professional efficiency. The drugs had cleared enough from her system that her eyes blazed with their familiar fire, though her movements remained sluggish as she struggled against her restraints.

	Relief flooded her face as she spotted him, quickly followed by something sharper, an anger that burned through their bond with volcanic intensity. She was clearly pissed off about her captivity, her treatment, the casual way she'd been drugged and displayed like a trophy.

	But underneath that fury lay unmistakable relief. Someone had come for her. Someone had kept their promise.

	"Sorry to keep you waiting," said Grant, already moving to slam the ruined door shut behind him. 

	"Oh, well…" Aurelia managed a shrug, glaring, though not at him. "I've been keeping busy."

	He grabbed the nearest chair and wedged it under the handle of the door he'd entered through, the wooden legs bracing against the frame with enough force to slow any pursuit. Not a permanent solution, but it might buy them precious seconds.

	"How?" She muttered her voice rough with emotion and whatever chemicals still clouded her system. "I was so sure that… there would be no rescue once I was bundled off into this stupid contraption."

	"Tell you later," he said, already working at the silk cords binding her wrists. The knots were professionally tied and he resorted to sawing at them carefully with the edge of his sword. "Right now we need to get you up and moving before—"

	The sound of approaching voices echoed through the corridor beyond their barricaded door, sharp commands mixing with the heavy tread of armored boots. Multiple guards, moving fast, drawn by the sound of splintering wood and his none-too-subtle entrance.

	Grant's hands worked frantically, pulling loose the last of Aurelia's bonds as Flicker danced around them both, its light pulsing with shared urgency. The corruption in his veins whispered promises of easy violence, simple solutions to complex problems. 

	"The other door!" shouted Aurelia. "It just leads to the engine and most of the pyromancers are resting!"

	He nodded and helped her up, wincing as he saw the way her first few steps wobbled.

	Grant led Aurelia through the door at the opposite end of the luxurious compartment. It took some serious kicking to get open, his corruption-enhanced strength starting to wane against the bulk of another reinforced barrier. But eventually it gave way, wood splintering as the door burst outward into the rushing night air.

	They stepped onto a narrow platform between cars, wind whipping their hair as the Wyvern thundered through the darkness. Grant could feel his borrowed power continuing to ebb, the Blight energy burning away like fuel in a fire. The wooziness crept deeper into his awareness, warning that his window of supernatural capability was rapidly closing.

	"Thank you," whispered Aurelia.

	Grant grunted, eyeing the next door and the ladder leading back atop the train next to it. "Save your thanks until we're free and clear."

	"I was thanking Flicker, not you," Aurelia said, though her eyes held warmth that contradicted her words. "Though I suppose your efforts also deserve a certain amount of admiration, if not more."

	The sprite bobbed between them with obvious delight, its erratic glow pulsing with something resembling pride. Grant managed a smile despite their dire circumstances, recognizing Aurelia's attempt to lighten the mood even while drugged and fleeing for her life.

	"Save the flirting for later, too," he said, grabbing her hand as they prepared to climb onto the train's roof. "We need to move…"

	His words died as they emerged onto the platform and he caught sight of what lay beyond the Wyvern's thundering bulk. They weren't traveling through countryside anymore, but suspended high above a massive river that stretched away into the darkness like a ribbon of liquid starlight.

	The bridge beneath them was an engineering marvel, stone arches spanning impossible distances while water rushed far below in torrents that caught the moonlight. But it was also a trap. If they jumped now, it wouldn't be into forgiving grass or soft earth, but into a churning river that would either drown them or dash them against the rocks.

	"Christ," Grant breathed, gripping the platform railing as vertigo made his head spin.

	"The Estherdine," Aurelia said, her voice carrying a note of grim recognition despite the drugs still clouding her system. "One of the main trade rivers running through Selsux. Deep water, fast current. We're probably a hundred feet up."

	The rushing water below seemed to mock their predicament, freedom tantalizingly close yet impossibly distant. Behind them, angry voices grew louder as pursuit finally reached their abandoned compartment. Ahead lay only one more train car, the engine, which likely housed the pyromancers creating the steam that powered the operation.

	The Wyvern let out a sudden screech, metal grinding against metal as the massive transport began to slow with all the ponderous inevitability of the trains Grant remembered from back on Earth. Brakes engaged along the entire length of the mechanical behemoth, sparks flying from wheels as momentum fought against iron and physics.

	"They plan on trapping us over the river until they get us apprehended," Grant muttered, understanding flooding through him with bitter clarity. "Clever."

	The corruption still crackling through his veins made the tactical situation crystal clear. Stop the train above the bridge, where jumping meant certain death, then flood the cars with guards until they overwhelmed him through sheer numbers. Professional thinking from professional soldiers.

	"We need to get the engine going again," said Aurelia, though her voice still carried the sluggish quality of someone fighting chemical restraints.

	Grant nodded, but his enhanced senses were already picking up the challenges ahead. "Might be tricky, given how I think it's powered."

	He was about to kick open the door to the engine room when his hand found the handle unlocked, turning without resistance. The door swung wide and a massive blast of hot steam erupted outward, humid vapor that left him wincing and shielding his eyes.

	The cloud cleared to reveal the engine's interior, where a handful of pyromancers worked stripped to the waist around massive boilers. Their robes hung on hooks near the walls while they tended their fire magic in nothing but their underwear, sweat gleaming on the pale, flabby flesh of their torsos as they channeled flame into the Wyvern's hungry heart.

	"Gotta deal with the heat somehow," Grant muttered, though the sight of clammy, hairless, fire mages made his stomach clench with distaste. "But still... gross."

	He drew his sword, the steel singing as it cleared the scabbard. He was about to explain his threat when one of the pyromancers raised his arms and flung a fireball like one might fling a loose pillow at someone who'd stumbled into their bedroom without permission.

	Orange death streaked through the superheated air, forcing Grant to grab Aurelia and haul her back onto the platform as flames exploded where they'd been standing. The blast scorched the metal door frame, leaving blackened steel that radiated heat like a forge.

	"Up," he snapped, already pulling Aurelia toward the ladder that led to the car's roof. "We need to get on top of the train."

	They climbed with desperate urgency, the Wyvern's swaying motion making each rung treacherous. Behind them, angry shouts erupted from the engine room as the pyromancers organized their response. Below them, the river rushed past with hypnotic power, a hundred feet of empty air separating them from churning water.

	Grant hauled himself onto the roof and immediately understood the hopelessness of their situation. The engine car stretched ahead like a metal plain, offering no cover, nowhere to hide. Behind them, the bridge's stone architecture provided equally little shelter.

	Even trying to climb down to the bridge itself would leave them as sitting targets, exposed on narrow stonework while crossbows and fire magic picked them off like stationary prey.

	They were trapped.

	"Can you float us down?" He let a trace of hope enter his voice, but he already knew the answer from the way Aurelia swayed on her feet, still fighting the drugs in her system.

	Aurelia shook her head. "I don't have the Sylvan, not here. Too far from the Grove, and what little connection I might have had is as strained as the land itself."

	The admission hung between them like a death sentence. Grant's enhanced hearing picked up the sounds of guards organizing in the engine car below, their voices sharp with professional urgency as they prepared to storm the roof. The corruption in his veins was fading fast, leaving him feeling increasingly mortal with each passing second.

	The Wyvern shuddered beneath them as the massive transport continued its deceleration, steam venting from pressure valves with explosive force that made the metal platform vibrate like a struck bell. The sound was deafening, drowning out the approaching voices but doing nothing to solve their fundamental problem.

	Trapped a hundred feet above a river that would kill them just as efficiently as any blade or bolt.

	The engine room door burst open again with violent force, disgorging a stream of half-dressed pyromancers who climbed up onto the train after them, hands already blazing with conjured fire. Their leader, a scarred veteran with burn marks covering his arms, spotted Grant and Aurelia instantly.

	"Surrender now and we'll make it quick!" he shouted over the mechanical thunder.

	Grant stepped protectively in front of Aurelia, his sword raised despite knowing how useless steel would be against coordinated fire magic. "Counter-offer. Let us walk away and nobody else has to get hurt."

	The pyromancer's laugh was sharp as breaking glass. "Look around, stranger. You're trapped on a bridge with nowhere to run. This ends one way."

	Orange flames began building around the mage's hands, growing brighter and more dangerous with each passing heartbeat. Behind him, his companions spread out across the narrow roof, their own fire magic painting the night in hellish hues.

	Grant felt Aurelia's weight against his back, her drugged system making balance treacherous on the swaying platform. Through their bond, he sensed her terror mixing with defiant rage, the princess refusing to show weakness even in the face of certain death.

	The first pyromancer raised his hands, flames coiling like serpents around his forearms. Grant tensed, preparing to shield Aurelia with his own body when something slammed into them from behind.

	A guard had gotten up onto the train from behind them, from where the Earth equivalent of a conductor would have sat to run the controls. He was quick to shift and turn. Aurelia, however, was shouting as she fell off balance and then sideways into open air.

	Grant lunged after her without thought, his own balance forgotten as he reached for her falling form. His fingers closed around her wrist just as she went over the side, her weight yanking him off the platform in a tangle of limbs and desperation.

	They fell together into the rushing night air, wind tearing at their clothes as the river raced up to meet them. Time stretched like hot taffy, each heartbeat an eternity of crystalline despair. The water below gleamed like obsidian in the moonlight, beautiful and utterly unforgiving.

	This is how it ends, he thought with detached clarity. Not in some heroic last stand, but falling like stones into darkness.

	Through their bond, he felt Aurelia's terror spike, then transform into something else entirely. Not acceptance, but fierce determination. Even drugged, even falling toward certain death, she refused to give up.

	A streak of brilliant green light suddenly whizzed past them, faster than any bird, brighter than any star. Flicker dove beneath their falling forms, its tiny body expanding with radiant energy as it drew upon reserves Grant hadn't known the sprite possessed.

	The Luminary's glow erupted outward in concentric waves, each pulse slowing their descent by precious fractions. It should have been impossible for a single Sylvan to do so much, but somehow, the sprite made it happen, transforming their fatal plunge into something merely dangerous.

	Grant felt their momentum bleed away like air from a punctured balloon, the crushing impact he'd expected softening into something that might not shatter every bone in their bodies. They struck the water with tremendous force, but force that flesh and bone could survive.

	The river's icy embrace closed over them like a fist, darkness swallowing the world in rushing, thunderous chaos.

	 

	 


Chapter 44

	It was all Grant could do to fight to reach the surface, steal a gasping breath, and flail about to keep himself afloat.

	The current swept them along with terrifying speed, the bridge already a surprising distance behind them in the darkness. Grant treaded water frantically, his waterlogged clothes dragging at his limbs while the last traces of Blight corruption burned away, leaving him feeling suddenly mortal, suddenly weak.

	"Aurelia!" he shouted over the river's roar.

	His voice was swallowed by rushing water and wind, but a flicker of green light caught his eye through the spray. Not starlight reflecting off the surface, but something warmer, more purposeful. He struck out toward it with desperate strokes, fighting the current's relentless pull.

	"Grant!" Aurelia's voice reached him from somewhere below the light, hoarse but unmistakably alive.

	He found her clinging to a piece of debris, the trunk of an old tree swept downstream by the current. Her auburn hair was plastered to her skull, eyes wide with shock and a bit of lingering haze from the drugs. But she was conscious, breathing, fighting.

	"Here," he gasped, reaching for her through the churning water.

	Their hands locked, fingers slipping on wet skin before finding purchase. Grant pulled her against him, both of them fighting to stay afloat as the river carried them downstream with inexorable force. The water was numbingly cold, mountain runoff that leached strength from their muscles with each passing second.

	Through their bond, he felt her terror mixing with relief, the princess's stubborn determination warring against exhaustion and chemical fog. Her legs kicked weakly beneath the surface, her body struggling against the dual assault of cold water and whatever poison still clouded her thoughts.

	"Can't... can't feel my fingers," she whispered against his ear as they clung together.

	Grant's own strength was failing fast, the Estherdine's icy embrace sapping what little energy the fading corruption had left him. His enhanced reflexes were gone, supernatural strength reduced to the desperate flailing of a mortal man fighting for his life. Each stroke was harder than the last, each breath a struggle against water that wanted to fill his lungs.

	The current swept them around a sharp bend, and Grant felt his heart leap with desperate hope. The river's depth was changing, the bottom rising toward the surface as the channel spread wider. His boots scraped against smooth stones, then found purchase on a gravel bed that actually supported his weight.

	"I can stand!" he shouted, planting his feet and hauling Aurelia upright beside him.

	They stumbled toward the shore until the water level was down to their waists, though the current still tugged at their legs with persistent hunger. Aurelia swayed against him, her balance treacherous even in the shallower depth. But they were no longer drowning, no longer at the river's mercy.

	Grant wrapped his arm around her waist, supporting her weight as they waded toward the bank through water that grew blessedly shallower with each step. Behind them, the Wyvern's lights had vanished around the river's bend, leaving them alone in the darkness with only Flicker's gentle glow for company.

	They'd survived. Against impossible odds, they'd escaped the mechanical leviathan and lived to tell the tale. But as Grant helped Aurelia collapse onto the muddy riverbank, exhaustion crashed over him like a tide.

	The corruption was gone, burned away by effort and desperation, leaving him feeling hollow, empty. His hands shook as he checked himself and Aurelia for injuries, the familiar tremor of someone coming down from an artificial high.

	"They won't find us here," muttered Grant,  voice rough with exhaustion as he helped Aurelia stumble further from the water's edge. Her teeth chattered so violently he could hear them clicking together. 

	"Brings back memories," she said through blue lips, wrapping her arms around herself against the shivering.

	Grant sighed, the sound heavy with recognition and something more tired and resigned. He remembered going over the waterfall on their first adventure together, that other desperate plunge into icy water that had changed everything between them. How he'd pulled her from the river then, how the cold and the loss of her horse had driven them together, how his resolve had finally cracked and he'd crossed a line he could never uncross.

	The memory warmed his chest even as his body shook with cold. That first time, when the soul bond had snapped into place between them like a physical thing, binding them in ways that still left him reeling.

	"We'll have no choice but to stay warm like that again tonight," he said, the words carrying weight they both understood.

	"I'm fine with that," said Aurelia. "It's not as though we can travel through the night anyway."

	"We'll be safe here," he said. "I doubt either those pyromancers or their guards have any interest in venturing far from the track."

	They spent a minute looking around, eventually finding a massive oak whose trunk could offer some shelter from the wind. 

	"Does Flicker have enough power left to spark a fire?" Grant asked, nodding toward the exhausted sprite.

	Aurelia started to shake her head, then paused, eyes focusing on her faithful companion with growing confusion. Flicker bobbed weakly in the air between them, its usual vibrant glow reduced to barely more than candlelight. The sprite's movements were labored, erratic, speaking of power pushed far beyond normal limits.

	"I still don't know how he did what he did," she said slowly. "One Sylvan Luminary shouldn't have anywhere near enough strength to slow our fall like that. When I do that trick in the Grove, I use hundreds of them working together."

	Through their bond, Grant felt the depth of her confusion, the way the sprite's impossible feat had shaken her understanding of magical limitations. Flicker's light pulsed weakly, as though even maintaining its current glow required tremendous effort.

	"Very mysterious," said Grant, already moving toward the tree line. "We can get answers later. For now, I'm just going to gather firewood and hope."

	He collected dry branches and tossed them back toward where they'd set up. The corruption he'd absorbed aboard the Wyvern had faded completely, leaving him feeling hollow but mortal again. No alien whispers, no enhanced reflexes, just the familiar ache of a man who'd pushed his body past its limits.

	Aurelia settled against the oak's trunk, watching him work while Flicker hovered near her shoulder like a dim star. The sprite's loyalty was absolute, its presence providing comfort even in its weakened state.

	"Try it," Grant said gently, arranging kindling into the best arrangement he could in the dark.

	Flicker drifted toward the small pile of wood with obvious effort, its light dimming further as it concentrated. For a moment, nothing happened. The sprite seemed too depleted, too exhausted from its impossible feat above the river.

	Then a tiny spark jumped from the Luminary's core, barely visible in the darkness but perfectly placed among the dry tinder. The spark caught, grew, spread with eager hunger until flames danced between the gathered wood.

	The fire was glorious, everything they needed in that moment. Grant slid in closer to it, reveling in the warmth, light, comfort against the night's chill. Orange tongues licked at the larger branches while Flicker's satisfied pulse seemed to echo the flames' rhythm.

	He pulled off his cloak, hanging the heavy wool on a branch to dry, steam evaporating as heat drove moisture from its fibers. His torn and bloodstained tunic came next, and he wrung as much river water from the fabric as he could before spreading it near the fire to dry. Some combination of the two would serve as bedding once they'd reached the point where they felt pleasant against skin.

	Aurelia drew near to him in just her underthings, her pale skin glowing in the firelight as she shed her own soaked garments. Water droplets clung to her shoulders like tiny jewels, and when she spoke, her voice carried that throaty quality that never failed to send heat spiraling through him.

	"Grant," she said quietly, his name a whisper that seemed to contain multitudes. "Warm me up?"

	He let out a sigh. "We've been here before, Princess."

	"And we'll be here again."

	He smiled despite everything, shaking his head as he opened his arms to her. "Come here, then."

	Aurelia settled between his legs with her back against his chest, both of them facing the fire's hypnotic dance. At first, it was simply practical. Two bodies sharing heat against the night's chill, nothing more complicated than survival.

	But practical warmth was the beginning, not the end.

	The firelight painted her skin in shifting patterns of gold and shadow as she leaned into him, her damp hair tickling his chin. Grant tried to focus on the flames, on the simple comfort of not being alone, but his body had other ideas. The soft curve of her back pressed against his chest. The way she fit perfectly in the circle of his arms, like she'd been designed for exactly this position.

	He tried not to notice the subtle scent of her skin beneath the river's mineral tang, the scent that somehow screamed Aurelia and made his pulse quicken despite his exhaustion. Tried not to register how young she felt against him, all smooth skin and supple muscle, vibrant life that called to something primal and masculine.

	Most of all, he tried not to see Sara's face in the tilt of her head, or catch glimpses of Lia's future self in the stubborn set of her shoulders. The resemblances were there, unavoidable, echoing through his consciousness like bells he couldn't silence.

	She isn't Lia, he reminded himself firmly. Just like I'm not Theron.

	But the denial felt halfhearted, hollow as smoke. Because sitting here with Aurelia curled against him, feeling her pulse steady beneath his palm, he wasn't entirely sure where Grant Hayes ended and borrowed memories began. The boundaries had blurred so completely that maybe the distinction didn't matter anymore.

	"Better?" he asked, his voice rougher than intended.

	"Getting there," she murmured, tilting her head back against his shoulder.

	The movement exposed the line of her throat, pale skin still beaded with river water that caught the firelight like scattered diamonds. Grant's breath caught as she shifted, the motion unconsciously sensual in ways that sent heat spiraling through him.

	He pressed his lips to her shoulder, the contact light as butterfly wings but carrying the weight of everything unspoken between them. Her skin was soft, slightly salty from their river plunge, and she made a small sound of contentment that vibrated against his mouth.

	"Grant," she whispered, his name carrying notes of warning and invitation intertwined.

	His hands began to roam without conscious permission, one sliding along her thigh while the other traced the curve of her waist. She was all silk over steel, feminine softness hiding the warrior's strength he'd witnessed so many times. The contradictions drew him in.

	Her breathing shifted, becoming deeper, more deliberate as his touch grew bolder. Her muscles tensed beneath his palms, back arching slightly as she pressed into his caresses. When his hand traveled higher on her thigh, fingers brushing dangerously close to territory that would shatter what remained of his restraint, she made a small, pleasured noise that sent fire racing through his veins.

	The sound was pure temptation, innocent yet knowing, carrying promises that tied his conflicting drives into knots. But his body responded anyway, heat pooling in his core as the familiar ache built between them.

	Through their bond, he felt her awareness of his reaction, the way her pulse quickened, how her breathing changed rhythm, all in response to his desire for her. The connection amplified everything, from his growing arousal to her own horny frustration, creating a feedback loop that made rational thought nearly impossible.

	"We should stop," he said, though his hands continued their exploration, contradicting his words with every gentle stroke.

	"Should we?" she asked, voice carrying that familiar challenge that had gotten them both into trouble before. "Will we?"

	Grant felt a surge of irritation flare through him, sharp and hot. The way she said it, that teasing challenge in her voice, the way she always pushed until he reached his breaking point. Always testing, always probing, always making him feel like he was the one losing control while she remained perfectly composed.

	"You're such a tease," he growled, his hands stilling on her skin. "Always pushing me, always getting me worked up, then acting like it's my choice."

	Aurelia's breath fluttered, surprise flickering through their bond. "Grant…"

	"No," he said, his voice dropping to something rougher, more dangerous. "It's my turn, Princess."

	His mouth found the curve of her neck, teeth grazing the sensitive skin just below her ear. The contact drew a sharp gasp from her throat, her body tensing as his lips trailed lower, finding the pulse point that hammered beneath silk-soft flesh.

	Grant's hands moved with deliberate purpose, one sliding up to cup her breast while the other traced slow circles on her inner thigh. He explored with patient precision, feeling the way her breathing grew ragged in response to his efforts.

	"You like being in control," he murmured against her throat, his thumb circling her nipple through thin fabric until it peaked beneath his touch. "Not surprising for royalty. Always commanding, always directing. Let's see how you handle being the one who follows."

	Aurelia squirmed against him, her hips rocking as his hand moved higher on her thigh. Through their bond, he felt her arousal building like fire in her veins, amplified by the connection until it threatened to overwhelm them both.

	His fingers found the damp heat between her legs, stroking with maddening slowness that made her gasp and arch against his chest. She was already wet, ready, her body responding to his touch with an eagerness that sent satisfaction coursing through him.

	"Grant," she breathed, his name breaking on a moan as he circled that sensitive bundle of nerves with deliberate precision.

	He could feel her climbing toward the edge through their bond, pleasure building like pressure behind a dam. Her thighs trembled against his hand as he brought her right to the precipice, then stopped.

	Aurelia's eyes flew open, blazing with frustration and desperate need. "Why…? Keep going!"

	"Should I?" he asked, echoing her earlier words with dark amusement. "Will I?"

	He resumed his slow torture, fingers dancing across her slick heat with just enough pressure to maintain the fire without pushing her over. Her hips bucked against his hand, seeking more friction, more pressure, anything to tip her into the release that hovered just out of reach.

	Grant's mouth returned to her neck, sucking at the tender skin while his free hand kneaded her breast with increasing intensity. He could feel her desperation through their connection, the way the pleasure coiled tighter and tighter without release.

	"Please," she whispered, the word torn from her throat like a confession.

	He brought her to the edge again, fingers working with practiced skill until her entire body went rigid with anticipation. Then he stopped, holding her there on the knife's edge of ecstasy while the firelight danced across her flushed skin.

	Aurelia's frustrated moan echoed through the darkness, raw and broken and beautiful. She twisted against Grant, her frustrated whimper cutting through the crackle of flames. 

	That sound shattered whatever restraint he clung to. Heat surged through him, bond-fueled need overwhelming every rational barrier. He gripped her hips and hauled her up, her surprised gasp mixing with his ragged breath.

	He positioned her against the oak, her palms flat on rough bark. Firelight traced her thighs and plump buttocks as she braced herself. No words now. Just raw want, amplified through their connection, her desire crashing back at him like a wave.

	Grant aligned himself and thrust in, burying deep in one fluid motion. Aurelia cried out, the sound primal, her body clenching around him. He set a rhythm, energetic drives that rocked her forward, each plunge drawing moans from her throat.

	"How's that?" he growled against her ear, one hand stroking her damp hair while the other clutched her breast.

	She pushed back against him, meeting his pace with fierce energy of her own. "Don't stop."

	Their bond turned every sensation electric, her building pressure feeding his, pleasure looping until thoughts dissolved into pure instinct. Grant's free hand slid down her stomach, fingers finding that sensitive spot again, working her in time with his thrusts. She trembled, walls fluttering around him, her breaths coming in sharp bursts.

	The tree bark scraped his knuckles as he drove harder, the mix of her softness and his force blurring lines between pleasure and edge. Not rough enough to hurt, but far from tender. Each movement claimed her, possessed her, while she arched into it, demanding more.

	His release built like a storm, wind and clouds and thunder ahead of the deluge. At the last second, he pulled free, spilling hot between her thighs. Aurelia ground back against him instinctively, squeezing him there with deliberate pressure, milking every drop as aftershocks rippled through them both.

	Grant wrapped both arms around her from behind, holding her close as she continued that slow, teasing grind. Their heavy breathing synced, bodies now slick with sweat in the place of the river's damp. Aurelia's satisfaction hummed back at him, warm and unrepentant.

	He pressed his face into her neck, inhaling her scent. "Warm enough?"

	"Getting there," she said, with a satisfied sigh.

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 45

	Grant slept surprisingly well, nestled in his cloak alongside Aurelia. The weather held through the night and their clothes were dry come morning. They dressed and set off without delay, relieved to see that the Wyvern had already moved on from the bridge.

	"We're a day out from Vaskins," muttered Aurelia. "I can't believe how far that stupid pyromancer engine carried us."

	Grant smiled at her, enjoying the perplexed look that came across her face in the dawn's light.

	"What?" she snapped.

	"If you could see how fast some trains travel in my world, it would make your head spin," he said.

	"Oh really?" Aurelia's eyebrows arched with that familiar blend of skepticism and intrigue that made her look impossibly young despite everything they'd been through. "Did you ride these contraptions often, Lord Hayes?"

	Her tone carried that bratty edge he'd grown to recognize, though her eyes sparkled with genuine curiosity beneath the royal disdain. Even exhausted and displaced, she couldn't resist the opportunity to tease him about his otherworldly origins.

	"Here and there," he said, shouldering his pack as they prepared to follow the rail line at a safe distance. "Though it was fairly standardized and routine. The most exciting part was back when I was a teenager and I'd occasionally dodge the fare."

	"Dodge the fare?" Aurelia fell into step beside him, matching his pace with the easy grace of someone who'd spent her life on the move. "Another one of your Earth mysteries, I assume. Like pizza and television and all those other oddities you claim existed in your previous life."

	Despite her dismissive words, Grant heard the fascination in her voice. Aurelia had always been curious about his origins, probing for details about the world he'd left behind with the persistence of someone who refused to accept that some questions might not have satisfying answers.

	"Something like that," he said, his attention already shifting to more immediate concerns.

	The rail line stretched ahead through rolling countryside, cutting through valleys and over gentle hills with the engineered precision that suggested serious investment in infrastructure. Following the tracks would provide them with a nearly direct route to wherever Mara and Sara were waiting, though Grant knew they'd need to maintain distance from the line itself to avoid any Selsux patrols that might be securing the route.

	But it was Aurelia's behavior that drew his focus, the way her green eyes kept shooting toward Flicker with barely concealed worry. The sprite bobbed weakly beside her ear, its usual vibrant glow reduced to barely more than candlelight. Every few minutes, its light would flicker and dim further, forcing Aurelia to cup her hands protectively around her faithful companion.

	Grant felt his own concern building as he watched the exchange. He sensed Aurelia's anxiety mixing with something deeper, a maternal protectiveness toward the tiny creature that had saved their lives above the river. Flicker had pushed itself far beyond normal limits to slow their fall, and both the toll and the source of its power to begin with were worth consideration.

	Though with that said, his own worries ran in a different direction entirely. Through the bond connecting him to Mara, he could feel emotional currents that made his jaw clench with familiar tension. Mara's presence carried the sharp edge of growing impatience, her queenly composure strained by uncertainty about their fate. Underneath that lay something darker, a worry that was rapidly transforming into the kind of desperation that led to poor decisions.

	"We need to pick up the pace," Grant said, his steps becoming more urgent as anxiety drove him forward.

	Aurelia matched his increased speed without question, though he caught the slight hitch in her breathing that suggested she was still fighting the last effects of whatever they'd drugged her with. Her eyes remained alert despite her obvious fatigue, scanning their surroundings with the tactical awareness that had kept her alive through countless battles.

	"How much further?" she asked, though the question carried undertones that suggested she already suspected the answer wouldn't be encouraging.

	Grant reached out through the bonds, following the familiar tug that pulled him back toward where he'd left the two women who'd claimed such dangerous pieces of his heart. The connection to Mara felt stronger now, clearer, distance working in their favor rather than against it.

	"We're almost there," he said.

	But underneath that reassuring presence lay the churn of emotional currents. Whatever was happening back in Vaskins, whatever plans were taking shape in their absence, time was running short.

	Vaskins emerged from the morning mist like a fortress carved from living stone, its massive walls rising between twin peaks that scraped the belly of gray clouds. Grant squinted through the haze, making out the sprawling settlement that stretched across the valley floor like a scar against the green landscape.

	Grant's stomach clenched as he studied the city's imposing defenses. Getting back inside might not be as simple as following their previous route. Too much time had passed, too much chaos had unfolded in their absence. The guards would be on high alert after last night's violence at the loading docks, and Antler's crack in the wall might already be discovered and sealed.

	Or so he thought. As they drew closer, he noticed that most of the refugees had either moved on, or the guards had relented and allowed them in. He didn't bother approaching the gates to see which was the case. The crack Antler had shown them remained exactly where they'd left it, unguarded and unnoticed amid the controlled chaos of a city under siege protocols.

	"Almost too easy," Grant muttered, glancing around for signs of surveillance or traps.

	Nobody challenged them as they squeezed through the gap. No guards appeared to demand explanations. For once, luck appeared to be on their side.

	The alley beyond felt eerily quiet as they emerged into Vaskins proper, their footsteps echoing off stone walls with hollow resonance. Grant's enhanced senses, still carrying faint traces of absorbed corruption, picked up the subtle wrongness that hung over the city like a shroud.

	"Something's different," said Aurelia, scanning the empty street with a fair bit of wariness.

	She was right. The bustling energy that had characterized Vaskins during their previous visit was gone, replaced by an oppressive quiet. The streets that should have teemed with merchants and pedestrians stood nearly deserted, only the occasional hurried figure scurrying between buildings with the furtive movements of someone avoiding unwanted attention.

	"Let's get to the inn," said Aurelia, though her voice carried an edge that made the idea sound more like a desperate hope. "Grandmother is probably worried sick."

	The Iron Rest stood exactly where they'd left it, though the building seemed to hunch even lower against the rail line, as though the weight of recent events had pressed it deeper into the cobblestones. Grant pushed through the weathered door, Aurelia close behind, both of them scanning the common room, tense and worried.

	The space was nearly empty, just a few patrons nursing ales in dark corners. But Grant felt Mara's presence like a beacon. She was alive, alert, already stirring with awareness of their approach.

	She emerged from the stairwell before they'd even fully entered, moving with the hurried steps of someone who'd been waiting, watching. Relief flooded her pale features when she saw them, and the feeling was mutual.

	"Lord Hayes," she breathed, his name carrying weeks of suppressed worry.

	He caught her as she reached them, her slight form pressing against his chest with desperate urgency. The embrace lasted longer than it should have, comfort and complication intertwining until he couldn't tell where relief ended and danger began.

	They stared at each other for a moment as it ended, and then both leaned in for a kiss. For a heartbeat, Grant forgot where they were, forgot who might be watching. There was only Mara's mouth against his, the taste of want and worry, the way her fingers gripped his shoulders like anchors.

	They separated with mutual awareness of their audience, though something electric continued to arc between them. Grant's heart raced out of sync with the moment as he caught the complex mixture of emotions radiating through their bond. Relief, desire, and underneath it all, the familiar guilt that never quite disappeared.

	"Aurelia." Mara's voice shifted as she turned toward her granddaughter, formal composure reasserting itself despite the intimate moment they'd just shared.

	The princess stood watching with guarded eyes, her posture carrying the rigid bearing of someone bracing for impact. Grant felt the storm of emotions she was fighting to contain, having just seen what she'd seen. Hurt, jealousy, and something deeper that might have been a grudging recognition of the complexities of their relationships.

	"Grandmother," said Aurelia. Her mouth stayed open, but it took her a moment to find the words to say more. "I… I'm so sorry. For everything. For thinking I could navigate the Grove's future better than you could. My choice, what I did…"

	Aurelia shook her head, the movement sharp and self-recriminating. Grant felt the crushing weight of guilt that pressed down on her like a physical thing. She blamed herself completely. Not just for siding with Zydra, but for everything that had followed. The coup, the deaths, the burning of the Grove itself.

	The terrible possibility that things might have played out differently if she'd made other choices, if she'd trusted Mara's wisdom instead of her own prideful certainty. The weight of that responsibility was eating her alive from the inside.

	"The Grove might still be standing if I hadn't..." Aurelia's voice cracked, eyes bright with unshed tears. "If I'd just listened to you instead of thinking I knew better."

	Grant felt his chest tighten as her despair crashed through their connection. She carried it all on her shoulders, every death, every lost home, every family torn apart by the night's violence. The Sylvan Hope, reduced to blaming herself for failing to live up to an impossible legacy.

	Mara stepped forward without hesitation, her arms opening as maternal instinct overrode every complication that had grown between them. She pulled Aurelia into a fierce embrace, one hand stroking her granddaughter's auburn hair with infinite tenderness.

	"I knew after it happened that I would never forgive you," Mara whispered against Aurelia's ear, her voice thick with emotion that had been building for days. "I was so angry, so certain that your choices had doomed us all."

	Aurelia's shoulders shook as sobs began to wrack her frame, weeks of suppressed guilt finally finding release. Through the bonds, Grant felt the storm of her emotions twinning and contrasting with Mara's, raw and devastating and utterly without pretense.

	"But I forgive you," Mara continued, pulling back to cup Aurelia's face with gentle hands. "My darling girl, I forgive you completely."

	Her thumbs brushed away the tears streaming down Aurelia's cheeks as she spoke, each word carrying the weight of absolute maternal love.

	"The Grove will rebuild," Mara said simply, her voice gaining strength as she spoke. "We will rebuild. Together."

	It was a touching moment, but a nagging realization emerged from the background as Grant glanced toward the inn's stairs and considered the situation.

	"Mara," he said. "Where's Sara?"

	"Seraphina…" Mara let out a sigh. "I'm sorry, Grant. She left. I couldn't stop her."

	 


Chapter 46

	"What do you mean she left?" snapped Grant.

	He tried to keep his frustration in check as he felt old instincts and impulses budding to the fore, the way he'd always felt back on Earth when Sara would suddenly up and leave without warning. Mara was already leading him and Aurelia back up to their rented room. She took a small missive off the side table once they'd entered and passed it to Grant.

	"For you," she said.

	"It's unsealed," he muttered.

	"It is." Mara didn't flinch away from the accusation in both his eyes and words. "I read it."

	Grant breathed out heavily, his fingers unfolding the small parchment with movements that felt both urgent and reluctant. The message was brief, written in Sara's familiar handwriting that had once graced grocery lists and birthday cards back on Earth.

	Husband. I've run off again. Old habits die hard, I suppose. The door home beckons. The Blight in Vaskins runs deeper than you know, thick and distilled. If you truly care about our daughter, you'll follow me. You know how to find the way.

	- S

	Grant's jaw clenched as he read the words, recognizing the calculated manipulation hidden beneath the seemingly straightforward message. Sara's breadcrumbs, leading him exactly where she wanted him to go. He crumpled the letter in his fist, the parchment crackling like dry leaves.

	"What is it?" Aurelia asked, moving closer until he could feel her warmth through his torn tunic.

	The princess searched his face with that familiar intensity, reading the storm of emotions he was fighting to contain. He knew she could feel the nature of his anger through the bond, the bitter recognition of being played by someone who knew exactly which strings to pull.

	"Lord Hayes, what did she mean?" asked Mara. "About finding the way?"

	Grant's teeth ground together as the implications crystallized with sick clarity. Sara wanted him to absorb the Blight. That was how he'd know where to go. By following the corruption's call, by letting it guide him to wherever she claimed the way home would be. 

	"She wants me to absorb the Blight," he said, his voice flat with resignation and fury. "That's how I'll know where to find her. Follow the corruption like a bloodhound following a scent trail."

	The admission hung in the chamber's stifling air like an accusation, weighted with everything they'd all lost to the seductive whispers of easy power. He felt a stirring of anxiety and temptation, that feeling of rushing toward a bus stop, knowing only minutes remained to get there on time. To make it home.

	"Absolutely not," Mara said sharply, her voice cutting through the inn room's tension like a blade. "Grant, you cannot even consider it."

	Aurelia stepped closer, eyes wide and then narrowing as the full implications of Sara's message crystallized. "On this, my grandmother and I are perfectly in step. It's too dangerous. Look what it did to her!"

	Grant rubbed a hand across his face, exhaustion and frustration warring in his chest as he stared at the crumpled letter. The weight of Sara's words pressed into him like tiny daggers, years of marriage teaching him to recognize when she'd backed him into a corner.

	"She wouldn't have left unless she was sure about this," he said, voice rough with reluctant understanding. "Her entire reason for helping me save Mara during the attack on Evergreen Palace was to try to use the power of the Veridians, of both of you, to open the door."

	He gestured toward the window, where Vaskins sprawled beneath the gray sky like a promise and a threat.

	"But the fact that she's left now means she doesn't even need it. Doesn't need us. She's found something through absorbing the Blight, tapped into a power that might even be greater."

	Mara took his hand, fingers intertwining with desperate pressure. "Look at me."

	Grant met her hazel eyes, seeing in them the same desperate maternal love that had driven her to risk everything for Aurelia, for him, for the people she'd sworn to protect.

	"It doesn't matter whether she's speaking the truth," Mara said, her voice carrying absolute conviction. "Whether she truly can open a way to your home world. If you have to corrupt yourself to pass through it, how could it be worth it?"

	Grant stared at her, words failing as the question hung between them like a blade. The rational answer was obvious. No door home was worth his soul, worth becoming the monster that had terrorized Eldoria for years. But the desperate father in him whispered different truths.

	What if returning to Earth would also cleanse him of the corruption? It wasn't as though magic was a thing back on Earth. Why should he assume the Blight would linger within him once he crossed back to a world where such forces simply didn't exist?

	Dangerous line of thinking. The kind of rationalization that had probably led Sara down her own dark path, one seemingly reasonable compromise at a time. He shook his head, trying to dispel the seductive logic even as it burrowed deeper into his consciousness like a parasite.

	"I have to," he said quietly, the words tasting like ash on his tongue. "I don't have a choice."

	"You do!" Aurelia pushed in closer, taking his other hand. "We're your choice! Grant… please."

	"Please what?" His voice came out, raspy and stretched cord thin. "Think of what you're asking me. Please… give up on going home? Give up on my daughter?"

	Grant turned away from them both, heat building behind his eyes as the weight of the impossible request crashed over him like a tide. The crumpled letter in his fist felt edged like broken glass, Sara's words echoing in his mind with the cruel precision of someone who knew exactly which wounds would cut deepest.

	If you truly care about our daughter, you'll follow me.

	The silence that followed was deafening. Through the bonds, he felt Mara and Aurelia's emotions shifting, their earlier urgency giving way to something more complex as the full depth and weight of his decision finally crystallized for them both. They'd known, intellectually, that he wanted to return to Earth. But hearing him speak it aloud, seeing the raw desperation in his voice when he mentioned Lia...

	They understood now. This wasn't just homesickness or wanderlust. This was a father's love, primal and absolute, the kind of force that would move mountains or burn worlds if necessary. The kind of love that made compromise impossible and sacrifice inevitable.

	"I need to think," he muttered, his voice rough with suppressed emotion.

	"Grant…" Mara's voice cracked behind him, carrying the desperate authority of a queen and the pleading of a woman who could feel him slipping away through their bond. "Lord Hayes!"

	But he was already moving, pushing through the inn's door without looking back. His boots hit the cobblestones with heavy thuds that echoed off the surrounding buildings, each step carrying him further from the women who'd claimed pieces of his heart and closer to a choice that would define whatever remained of his soul.

	He didn't know where he was going, but suspected where he'd end up. The Blight called to him even now, whispering from the cracks where it bubbled up beneath Vaskins' civilized surface, promising answers to questions he was afraid to ask.

	The corruption knew his weakness. It always had. 

	He retraced his path through Vaskins' winding streets, his path revealing itself through muscle memory rather than conscious thought. His legs were guiding him toward the alley where he'd first tasted the city's hidden corruption, and there was nothing he could do to stop it. The afternoon crowd parted around him, his expression apparently dark enough to discourage casual interaction.

	Behind him, through the bonds, he felt Mara and Aurelia's desperate concern bleeding across the distance like water through cracked stone. Their emotions rippled along the edge of his thoughts, maternal desperation from Mara, territorial possessiveness from Aurelia. He pushed it all down, walled it off like sealing a breached hull.

	He had to focus. Had to think.

	The sounds of the city washed over him as he walked. Merchants hawking their wares to anyone with coin. Children playing in side streets while their mothers bartered for necessities. Cart wheels grinding against stone while drivers cursed at stubborn horses. Lives playing out in miniature dramas, each person carrying their own weight of hope and loss and everything between.

	Grant paused at the mouth of the alley, watching a young couple argue over prices while their toddler tugged at his mother's skirts. The child's oblivious grin as she spotted a stray cat made his chest clench with recognition. Lia. Always Lia, lurking at the edges of every choice, every moment of doubt.

	He stepped into the alley's shadows, away from the innocent dramas of Vaskins' daily life. He knelt beside the gap between cobblestones where he'd first sensed the corruption, his enhanced senses still carrying faint traces that let him feel the Blight's presence beneath the city's foundations. It was stronger here than before, as though recent events had fed it, made it hungry for more.

	Daughter. The thought of Lia blazed in his mind, her toddler laugh echoing through his memory like a bell. Mother. Nora's worried face the night of the snowstorm, her hands gentle on his forehead during childhood fevers. Mara. The queen's eyes searching his face in moonlight, her breath hot against his throat as she whispered his name. Aurelia. The princess's indomitable spirit, her stubbornness, the way she looked at him like he held answers to questions she'd never learned to ask.

	All of them. All pulling him in different directions until he felt like he might tear apart.

	Grant pressed his palm against the corruption's surface, his Arcane Conversion reaching out with desperate hunger. Nothing at first beyond the familiar rush, metallic taste flooding his mouth as dark energy flowed into his system like liquid lightning.

	But then something shifted. Something clicked into place like a key finding its lock. The Blight in Vaskins was different, aged to perfection, if such evil could be so described.

	It didn't just give him power this time. It illuminated something, revealed a connection that had always been there, dormant in the background, invisible until corruption made it manifest. A thread of energy that stretched across impossible distances, thin as spider silk but absolutely real.

	Home.

	The realization hit him like a profound revelation. There was a way back. The door had sounded like a theoretical construct at times when Sara had spoken of it, but it existed. It was an actual pathway, a dimensional bridge that connected Eldoria to Earth through channels that ordinary senses couldn't perceive.

	The corruption showed him the path like a roadmap written in blood and charcoal, each twist and turn blazing in his consciousness with supernatural clarity. It was beautiful, terrible, exactly what he'd been searching for since the moment he'd awakened in this impossible world.

	All he had to do was follow it. Let the Blight guide him home.

	The power surge was too much. Too strong. The old corruption beneath Vaskins wasn't like the fresh patches he'd absorbed before. It was concentrated, distilled, fermented in darkness until it carried a potency that made his previous experiences seem like sipping rainwater.

	Grant's vision exploded into fractals of light and shadow, ears flooded with promises and threats in languages that predated human speech. The connection to Earth blazed brighter, closer, so tantalizingly near he could almost taste the snow of that Christmas Eve, could almost hear Lia's delighted squeal when she spotted presents under the tree.

	But his body was failing, mortal flesh overwhelmed by power it was never meant to contain. His legs buckled, consciousness fracturing like glass as he collapsed onto the alley's filthy cobblestones.

	The last thing he registered before darkness claimed him was the echo of Lia's laughter, calling to him across the gulf between worlds.

	 

	 


Chapter 47

	Grant's consciousness drifted in strange currents, voices bleeding through darkness like water through cracked stone.

	"He's waking up."

	The words felt distant, muffled as though spoken through thick glass. Grant's awareness floated between states, neither fully asleep nor awake, caught in liminal space where reality bent like heated metal.

	"Grant, can you hear us? Mr. Hayes?"

	Different voice now, professional, carrying the practiced authority of someone accustomed to dealing with trauma. Grant tried to respond, but his throat felt raw, voice trapped somewhere beneath layers of confusion.

	Light pressed against his eyelids, too bright, too clean. He forced them open despite the stabbing pain, squinting into fluorescent glare that belonged to a world he'd almost forgotten. White ceiling tiles. The antiseptic smell of disinfectant. Machines beeping with electronic precision.

	Hospital.

	"He's still nonresponsive," the voice continued, clinical detachment bleeding through concern. "Pupils are reactive, but we're not getting any verbal interaction."

	A man in scrubs leaned over him, features blurry but unmistakably human. No cloak, no ethereal beauty, just the weathered face of someone who'd spent years in emergency medicine. He shone a penlight into Grant's eyes, the beam cutting through confusion like a blade.

	"Mr. Hayes, you were in an accident," the doctor explained, his words slow and deliberate. "December twenty-fourth. A multi-car pileup on I-90. You've been unconscious for three days."

	The information hit him like scattered pieces of a puzzle he couldn't quite assemble. December twenty-fourth. Christmas Eve. The night he'd driven Nora and Lia through heavy snow, the night their car had slid into that massive collision.

	"Your legs are broken," the doctor continued, checking something on a chart. "Left femur, right tibia. You've suffered a serious concussion, but we're optimistic about getting the swelling down. We're going to try to get you through this."

	Legs broken. Grant tried to move, felt nothing below his waist. Panic clawed at his chest as the full weight of his situation crashed over him. He wasn't Grant Hayes the outlander, the man who'd learned to channel magic and forge soul bonds. He was Grant Hayes the accident victim, trapped in a hospital bed while his daughter waited for Christmas morning.

	"Ow," he managed, the word scraping past lips that felt like sandpaper.

	The room spun like a carnival ride, reality tilting on its axis as two worlds crashed together in his fractured consciousness. The hospital dissolved into fragments of light and shadow, fluorescent buzz giving way to the familiar whisper of wind against rustic wood.

	Eldoria.

	***

	Grant's eyes flew open to find himself back in the Iron Rest, dim candlelight replacing harsh fluorescents, the scent of wood smoke and unwashed bodies overwhelming clinical sterility. Mara sat beside his bed, her blonde hair catching the gentle illumination as her eyes searched his face with desperate concern.

	"Lord Hayes," she breathed, relief flooding her pale features.

	He blinked, trying to reconcile the dual realities crashing through his consciousness. Hospital bed and inn mattress. Broken bones and corruption-burned nerves. Doctor's professional concern and Mara's maternal worry.

	Which was real? Which was the dream?

	The nexus bond hummed between them, carrying Mara's emotions like a tide that washed away the hospital's antiseptic clarity. He felt her presence, solid and immediate, anchoring him to this moment, this world, this impossible life he'd built among people who looked like his family but weren't.

	Weren't they?

	Grant's head pounded with the rhythm of dual heartbeats, two lives bleeding together until he couldn't tell where one ended and the other began. The taste of corruption lingered on his tongue, metallic and cold, while phantom sensations of broken bones ached in legs that moved when he commanded them.

	"The Blight," he whispered, memory crashing back in waves. "There's… a way back."

	Mara's hand found his, fingers cool against skin that felt feverish despite the inn's chill. "Don't force yourself to speak yet. You've been unconscious for hours. Aurelia and I carried you from that alley, but we couldn't wake you."

	Hours. Not days. Not a coma stretching through Christmas while Lia waited for presents that would never come. Just hours, though the vision of that other world felt real enough to taste.

	The hospital had been a dream. It had to be. But the details lingered with vivid intensity, doctor's words echoing in his mind with the weight of absolute truth. December twenty-fourth. Multi-car pileup. Three days unconscious.

	Grant struggled to sit up, Mara's gentle hands supporting his weight as the room swayed around him like a ship in rough seas. The nexus bond carried her relief, her fear, the complex tangle of emotions that came from watching someone you cared about teeter on the edge of destruction.

	But behind that, he felt something else. Lia's distant laughter, so clear it might have been echoing from the next room rather than across impossible gulfs of space and dimension.

	Home. The pathway still blazed in his consciousness, corruption-revealed but absolutely real. Sara had been right about that much, at least. The way back to Earth existed, waiting for him to follow it into the darkness.

	All he had to do was choose. He could feel the pull, a distinct direction, a place where both Sara and the path home would await him. He wiped a hand down his face, clearing cold droplets of sweat, trying to focus on both thinking and figuring out what the hell came next.

	"I have to go home," Grant said, the words scraping past his throat like broken glass.

	He felt Mara's reaction through their bond before he saw it on her face. It was the way her breath caught, how her eyes darkened with something that might have been grief. Through their connection, her pain crashed into his consciousness like a tide, raw and devastating and utterly without pretense.

	"You need your sleep, for the time being," she said quietly, her voice carrying that measured authority that revealed nothing of the devastation underneath. "We'll rest. We'll heal. And when you're ready—"

	"I'm not Theron!"

	The words erupted from Grant with volcanic force, cutting through her careful composure like a blade. The nexus bond flared between them, carrying his fury and frustration directly into her consciousness. He could feel how the accusation hit her, the way it stripped away every rationalization they'd both been clinging to.

	"I'm not your son," he continued, his voice cracking with the weight of everything they'd never addressed. "These memories bleeding through, what they mean for us... we never talked about it. Never figured out what the hell we're doing when I touch you and see visions of his past, or when you look at me and see echoes of him."

	Mara's carefully controlled expression cracked, revealing the wounded woman beneath the queenly exterior. Grant felt the way his words landed like whip strikes, each one snapping into confirmation fears she'd buried beneath layers of desperate rationalization.

	But she recovered with the poise that had kept her alive through decades of impossible choices, straightening her shoulders as royal composure reasserted itself.

	"I know who you are," she said, her voice gaining strength with each word. "I know exactly who you are, Lord Hayes."

	She stepped closer, close enough that he could smell the familiar scent of her skin, see the way lamplight caught the verdant undertones in her blonde hair. When she leaned forward, her eyes held absolute certainty despite the storm of emotions churning beneath the surface.

	"You're the man who has saved my granddaughter multiple times over," she whispered, her lips hovering inches from his. "The man who pulled me from a dungeon when the world burned around me. The man who chose to stand with us when rationally, it would have made far more sense to walk away."

	"Mara…"

	Her mouth found his before he could get out a full response, soft but insistent, carrying the weight of everything they'd shared in darkness and desperate moments. The familiar warmth of her lips against his sent fire racing through his veins, the nexus bond surging between them like electricity given form.

	Grant's arms encircled her waist, pulling her closer as the strange hybrid energy built between them. Her hands found his chest, fingers splaying wide over his racing heartbeat as their mouths moved with desperate hunger. The kiss deepened, tongues dancing in rhythm that felt both familiar and forbidden.

	He could taste the wrongness on her lips, the way their attraction defied a sacred moral boundary. But underneath that transgression lay something else, something that felt like coming home to a place he'd never been but always belonged.

	He pulled her onto the bed next to him, his arms making her slight weight feel like nothing. She pressed against him eagerly, willingly, her mouth never leaving his as they shifted lengthwise onto the narrow bed.

	The mattress creaked under their combined weight as he settled her onto the threadbare quilt, following her down until his body covered hers completely. Moonlight slanted through the small window, painting her pale skin in silver and shadow as she gazed up at him with eyes that held both love and conflict in equal measure.

	"Lord Hayes," Mara whispered, her breath hot against his throat.

	Grant's fingers tangled in her hair, pulling her closer as their mouths met again. The nexus bond thrummed, carrying her desperation straight into his core, a storm of arousal and grief that mirrored his own fractured hunger.

	"Mara," he whispered back, her name dirty on his lips.

	She shifted beneath him, hands sliding up his torn tunic, nails scraping skin as she tugged at the fabric. He helped, lifting just enough for her to wrench it free. Cool air kissed his chest, but her palms chased it away, exploring the ridges of muscle and faint scars from battles that felt like another man's life.

	His turn now. Grant's thumbs hooked under her gown's straps, easing them down her shoulders with deliberate slowness. Fabric whispered against skin, revealing the elegant curve of her collarbone, then lower, exposing pale swells that rose and fell with her quickening breaths. She looked so timeless, so ethereal. But far too much like his mother, the resemblance a knife twist in his gut.

	Mara arched, helping him peel away the rest. The layers fell away, unveiling slender arms, the dip of her waist, hips that flared with quiet grace. Grant traced the path with his mouth, lips brushing her sternum, leaving a trail along bare skin. She gasped, fingers fumbling at his belt, loosening leather until his trousers slid down.

	Everything was deliberate, agonizing in its restraint. Grant kicked free of his boots, shed the last barriers. Mara did the same, stockings whispering off slender legs that wrapped around him as they finally pressed their bare bodies together.

	Heat exploded between them. No more slowness. Grant pressed his mouth to hers, hands gripping her thighs as he thrust forward. She was wet and waiting, and he sank his cock deep in one fluid motion that drew a gasp from her throat. The bond ignited, her pleasure crashing through him like wildfire, amplifying his own.

	No words now, just rhythm, fierce drives that rocked the bed, her legs wrapping tightly around his waist. He gripped her hips, angling deeper, each plunge chasing answers in sensation alone. The conflict surged alongside the pleasure, her face flickering between passion and shame, desire warring with taboo. But she met his intensity, fingers tangling in his hair, pulling him closer as if fusion could resolve the chaos.

	The nexus bond ignited, amplifying every sensation. The slick heat where they joined, her pulse hammering against his chest, waves of conflicted ecstasy crashing through them both. Grant drove harder, relentless, each movement a desperate search for absolution in flesh. She matched him, hips bucking, whispers turning to moans that filled the room.

	Wrong. It was all so wrong, this echo of forbidden love, her face blurring with Nora's in fevered flashes. But the bond drowned doubt in fire, her pleasure feeding his until thought dissolved. Grant flipped them sideways, pulling her atop him. Mara rode him with wild intensity, hands braced on his chest, ash-blonde waves cascading as she ground down.

	He surged up to meet her, hands running up her body. Their rhythm built frantically, bodies slick with sweat, breaths mingling in ragged gasps. The bed groaned under them, but neither cared, lost in the storm where love and taboo bled together.

	Grant felt her tighten, the bond carrying her climax like lightning through his veins. It shattered him moments later, release ripping free in pulses that left him trembling. Mara collapsed against his chest, their hearts pounding in sync, sweat cooling in the chill air.

	No words. Just tangled limbs and the bond's hum, carrying questions neither could easily answer.

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 48

	Grant watched the soft rise and fall of Mara's nude chest, hair still messy and askew from their exertions. She was asleep. He was sure of it from what he felt through the bond. Putting in some focus and effort, he tried to feel for Aurelia in the other direction, but their connection was suspiciously muted.

	So be it. He had to go tonight.

	Grant could feel what Sara had been talking about, where the corruption sought to lead him, and it wasn't far enough from Vaskins to be a major outing. In fact, he and Aurelia might have passed right by it on their way back from the river after escaping the Wyvern.

	He slipped from beneath the quilt with practiced silence, each movement deliberate and controlled. Mara stirred slightly but didn't wake, her breathing maintaining the deep rhythm of exhaustion-claimed sleep. Through their bond, he felt her consciousness floating in dreams that carried echoes of their shared intimacy, fragments of warmth and connection that made his chest ache with the knowledge of what he had to do.

	He carried his clothes out of the chamber, boots dangling from his fingers as he padded barefoot across the inn's creaking floorboards. The hallway felt colder than the room, night air seeping through gaps in the weathered wood, but he welcomed the chill against his skin. It helped clear his head, pushed back the lingering haze of passion and corruption.

	He dressed in the corridor's shadows, pulling on his old garments in place of his tattered new ones, blood stains still visible across the front despite his dip in the river. He thought of the guards he'd butchered at the loading dock, their lives sacrificed for a rescue that had led them right back to this moment of choice.

	The sword belt settled around his waist with familiar weight, Theron's blade hanging at his hip like an extension of his own arm. But it was as he tightened the leather, as the buckle clicked into place with quiet finality, that he really felt it. A flutter of anticipation, genuine excitement sparking in his chest like the first taste of something he'd been craving for months.

	Home. The pathway blazed in his consciousness, corruption-revealed but absolutely real. For the first time since awakening in Eldoria's impossible forest, he felt genuinely close to seeing Lia again. To holding his daughter, to proving he hadn't abandoned her when she needed him most.

	A dark part of him whispered seductive encouragements. He should absorb more of the Blight. It would let him move faster through the night, sense where he was going more easily. Another draw, quick and deep. More. The corruption called to him like an old friend offering exactly what he needed, when he needed it most.

	Grant's hands trembled as he pushed the impulse down, forcing it back into the corners of his mind like cramming cardboard atop an overfull recycling bin. The metaphor was just domestic enough to ground him, a reminder of the ordinary life waiting for him, calling to him, needing him. Mundane concerns like trash pickup and grocery lists, the comfortable rhythms of a world where magic didn't exist to complicate everything.

	But the Blight's whispers persisted, promising clarity he couldn't find any other way. Just enough to follow Sara's trail. Just enough to reach the door she'd discovered in Vaskins' corrupted depths. What was one more compromise against the weight of paternal love?

	He shook the feeling off physically as much as mentally, a full body shudder running through him as he took the stairs down into the inn's common room. Aurelia wasn't there, either, which came as a relief as much as it posed a question. Either way, he needed to press on while he had an opening, take advantage of the chance while it existed.

	The night air embraced him like an old lover welcoming him home. Each step through Vaskins' empty streets felt lighter than the last, his resolve crystallizing with every stride away from the Iron Rest and the complicated tangle of bonds that had defined his existence in Eldoria.

	Grant slipped through the narrow opening in the wall, unguarded in the pre-dawn hours, with practiced ease. He emerged into the plains beyond the fortress city, an oddly warm wind jostling his hair and cloak. Behind him, Vaskins' torches flickered like distant stars, but ahead lay only darkness and possibility.

	The Blight still coursed through his veins from earlier, a residual corruption that sharpened his night vision and made the world appear painted in shades of silver and obsidian. He could see the pathway Sara had shown him, not physically but as a burning certainty in his consciousness, pulling him forward across the grassland like a compass needle drawn to magnetic north.

	His boots found purchase on the uneven ground as he quickened his pace, each footfall carrying him closer to the impossible. Home. Earth. Lia's laughter echoing in the distance.

	The yearning drove him harder, faster, until he was nearly jogging across the plain. Behind him, Vaskins shrank to a collection of amber dots on the horizon. Behind him lay Mara's desperate whispers in the tent, Aurelia's fierce kisses by the river, the weight of their bonds pulling at his soul like anchors dragging him back toward depths he couldn't afford to explore.

	Grant paused at the crest of a low hill, turning to look back at the city one final time. The life in Eldoria that he'd grown comfortable with spread behind him like a discarded skin. Comfortable. The word tasted bitter in his mouth because it held too much truth. When had defending Aurelia started feeling natural? When had Mara's presence begun to feel like coming home?

	But Lia was home. Lia was everything that mattered.

	His feet carried him deeper into the night, following the mysterious pull Sara had revealed through absorbed corruption, each step a bit faster than the last. The Blight still enhanced his vision, letting see well enough as he navigated terrain that grew increasingly treacherous.

	The corruption whispered encouragement as he crested the hill overlooking Vaskins, promising that home lay just beyond the next horizon. The fortress city's lights dwindled to amber pinpricks, but ahead stretched only darkness and the certainty that his path led into places no sane man would venture.

	The landscape shifted as he descended the hill's far side. Rolling plains gave way to broken ground, rocky outcroppings jutting from earth that felt somehow wrong beneath his boots. The grass grew sparser, more brittle, as though something fundamental had been leached from the soil.

	Grant paused at the edge of what appeared to be a canyon, its depths lost in shadow so complete that even his corruption-enhanced vision couldn't penetrate the darkness. There was no trail leading down, no obvious path carved by centuries of use. Just sheer stone walls that dropped away into an abyss that seemed to swallow starlight.

	The smart choice would be to turn back, find another route, wait for daylight to reveal safer passage. But the pull in his consciousness burned brighter here, the pathway to Earth blazing like a beacon in directions his eyes couldn't follow.

	Besides, when had he ever made the smart choice? 

	Grant tested his grip on the canyon's rim, then swung himself over the edge with the fluid confidence that came from enhanced strength and reflexes. The rock face was rough limestone, weathered by countless seasons into handholds that would support his weight.

	He descended methodically, pausing every few feet to check the guiding sensation. The pull grew stronger as he climbed deeper, the prickle of excitement building like pressure in his chest. Whatever Sara had discovered down here, it called to him with the same inexorable force that drew metal filings to magnets.

	Halfway down the canyon wall, Grant noticed the first signs of wrongness. The stone itself was changing, limestone giving way to something darker, more porous. Veins of black mineral threaded through the rock like infected blood vessels, pulsing with faint luminescence that had nothing to do with reflected starlight.

	He paused on a narrow ledge, pressing his palm against the canyon wall. The stone felt warm, almost feverish, and his enhanced senses caught the faint rhythmic throb that suggested something alive beneath the surface. The Blight responded to that contact, corruption in his system resonating with whatever power flowed through the rock itself.

	Blightspore. He recognized it more through a deeper sense than sight or smell, a certainty carried on alien whispers that spoke a language native to Eldoria. This wasn't just corrupted stone, but actual outcroppings of a deeper power. Fragments of that primordial darkness bleeding through into the world above.

	He resumed his descent with growing anticipation, each handhold carrying him closer to answers he'd been seeking since the moment he'd awakened in Eldoria's impossible forest. The pathway to Earth was down there somewhere, hidden in depths where shadow reigned eternal and the boundaries between worlds grew thin.

	The pull in his consciousness blazed brighter with each step deeper into the abyss, guiding him toward whatever revelation Sara had discovered in these depths. All he had to do was follow it into the dark.

	Twenty feet below, the sheer drop opened into a cave mouth that yawned like a hungry throat. Grant climbed down the remaining distance with corruption-enhanced ease, his boots finding purchase on the cave's threshold as he stepped into the unknown.

	The transition from open air to enclosed darkness felt like crossing into another world entirely. The cave stretched ahead into depths that swallowed even his enhanced vision, but it wasn't silent. Somewhere in the distance, water ran with the musical tinkle of an underground stream, the sound echoing off unseen stone in patterns that spoke of vast spaces hidden beyond his sight.

	The familiar prickle of unease crept along Grant's spine as he drew Theron's sword, steel whispering against leather as the blade cleared its scabbard. The cavern ahead reminded him powerfully of that first confrontation with Sara, the vast underground lake where she'd waited beside corrupted water while secrets hung in the air like smoke.

	Different cave, different situation, he told himself, but the resemblance was unsettling enough to keep his weapon ready.

	Nothing emerged from the shadows to challenge his presence, no ghouls or corrupted creatures drawn by the scent of living flesh. The cave system ahead remained empty, silent except for the distant music of running water that seemed to beckon him deeper into the earth's bowels.

	Grant pressed forward with cautious steps, senses drinking in every detail of his surroundings. The walls here were different from the canyon above, smoother, more deliberately shaped. Not natural stone worn by wind and water, but something that suggested intelligent design, purpose beyond the random artistry of geological time.

	The pathway led him through a series of connected chambers, each one larger than the last, until he emerged into a broad cavern that took his breath away with its alien beauty. Luminescent moss covered the walls and ceiling in intricate patterns, casting the space in soft green and purple hues that pulsed with rhythms like a vast, slow heartbeat.

	The light was beautiful and wrong, organic illumination that had nothing to do with flame or sunshine. It revealed details that made Grant's enhanced vision feel suddenly inadequate, surfaces that seemed to shift and flow when he wasn't looking directly at them.

	But it was the far wall that drew his attention like a magnet, the place where the cavern's organic lighting focused with particular intensity. A crack in the rock ran from floor to ceiling, easily wide enough for a man to squeeze through, but something had been carved into the stone midway along its length.

	A seal. Ancient symbols that hurt to look at directly, geometric patterns that seemed to fold back on themselves in ways that defied rational geometry. Magic had shaped those markings, power older and deeper than anything he'd encountered in Eldoria. The corruption in his veins responded to the sigils with hungry recognition, whispering that this was what he'd come to find.

	A door. The realization hit him with the force of revelation. This was it, the actual pathway Sara had discovered, the route home that she'd promised lay hidden in Vaskins' corrupted depths. The crack was a doorway, and the power required to open it lay dormant in the Blight energy flowing through his system.

	But his eyes lingered on the carved symbols for only a moment before being drawn to something else entirely. Something that made his heart clench with familiar pain and desperate hope.

	Sara lay collapsed on the cavern floor directly in front of the sealed crack, her still form barely visible in the moss-light's gentle illumination. She wasn't moving, body crumpled like a discarded doll against the ancient stone.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 49

	Grant's sword clattered forgotten to the cavern floor as he rushed to Sara's side, dropping to his knees beside the woman who'd once shared his life, his bed, his dreams of ordinary domestic happiness. The corruption's whispers faded beneath the thunder of his pulse as he reached for her with trembling hands.

	"No, no, no..." Grant's voice cracked as he dropped to his knees beside Sara's motionless form.

	The words tumbled from his lips in a desperate litany as he gathered her into his arms, her familiar weight settling against his chest like a memory of their life together. Blood trickled from her nose in a thin crimson line, dark against pale skin that felt too cold, too fragile.

	Sara's eyes fluttered open at his touch, unfocused and glassy but undeniably aware. Her lips moved weakly, words barely audible above the cavern's eternal whispers.

	"I almost... almost had it," she whispered, her voice carrying the exhausted rasp of someone who'd pushed beyond all mortal limits. "But it doesn't want me to..."

	"What doesn't want you to?" he asked urgently, leaning closer to catch her fading words. He felt the echoes of whatever power had overwhelmed her, alien and vast and utterly implacable. Sara's head moved weakly from side to side, blood smearing against his tunic. 

	"Go back," she breathed, each word costing her visible effort. "Go to Lia. Tell Lia... tell Lia I love her."

	"Sara!" Grant's shout echoed through the vast chamber as her eyes began to drift closed again.

	An odd green light began to fill the cavern, soft at first but growing steadily brighter, casting eerie shadows across the luminescent moss and ancient stone. The illumination carried warmth, familiarity, a presence that made the dark whispers retreat like shadows before dawn.

	Grant turned toward the cavern entrance, his arms still cradling Sara's limp form. There, floating through the darkness with purposeful grace, came a sight that defied all expectation.

	Flicker drifted into the chamber, its tiny form pulsing with that familiar green radiance. But something was different. Grant watched in blank fascination as the sprite's light began to expand, its essence stretching and reshaping until it no longer resembled the diminutive Luminary he'd grown accustomed to.

	The transformation was breathtaking and impossible. Flicker's concentrated glow spread outward like unfolding wings, taking on a vaguely humanoid shape that stood perhaps six feet tall. Features emerged from the radiance, androgynous, ethereal, beautiful in ways that transcended mortal understanding. Not male or female but something beyond such distinctions, a being of pure Harmony given temporary form.

	"How is this possible?" he muttered, his voice barely audible above the cavern's eternal whispers.

	Flicker glided toward them with movements that defied earthly physics, not walking as a human would, but traversing the uneven stone with the fluid grace that marked all Sylvan Luminaries, just on a grander scale. Its expanded form shimmered with each step, light bending around its ethereal body like starlight given substance.

	When it spoke, the voice that emerged was faintly feminine, carrying harmonies that seemed to resonate from the very walls of the ancient chamber.

	"I am no simple Luminary," the being said, each word flowing like music through the moss-lit darkness. "I exist as an embodiment of the power behind them. A power with an interest in protecting Eldoria."

	The luminescent entity paused, its featureless face turning toward Grant with what might have been ancient recognition.

	"A power which brought you here," it continued, the admission hanging in the air like a confession. "And your wife years earlier."

	Grant looked down at Sara's motionless form in his arms, then back at the transformed Flicker, pieces of a vast puzzle clicking into place with devastating clarity. All those chance encounters, all those moments when luck had seemed to favor him in impossible ways. None of it had been random.

	"You brought me to Eldoria," he said, the words emerging as statement rather than question.

	Flicker nodded slowly, its radiant head moving with the deliberate grace of something that had waited eons to reveal this truth. Through the gentle light emanating from its core, Grant caught glimpses of expressions that played across its features like memories playing across the outside of a mind rather than within.

	"Your next question is known already," the entity said, its musical voice carrying notes of both sympathy and inevitability. "Whether I can send you back."

	Grant nodded, his throat too tight for speech. The answer would determine everything that mattered to him. Whether Lia's laughter would remain forever an echo from another world, whether the pathway home led anywhere but deeper into corruption and loss.

	Sara suddenly stirred in his arms, her fingers finding his wrist with surprising strength. Her eyes remained closed, but her lips moved with desperate urgency.

	"The door is open," she muttered. "Bring us home."

	He stared at her a moment longer, and then let his gaze snap up toward the seal, the crack behind running almost the  length of the section of the rock wall it was set into. It didn't look like an open door, but admittedly, few things were what they seemed in Eldoria.

	"Stop," said Flicker, as Grant made to stand.

	Grant shook his head, struggling to process what Flicker was telling him. The hospital vision still clung to his thoughts like cobwebs, making it difficult to separate reality from corruption-induced hallucination.

	"No," he said, his voice rough with confusion and desperation. "I have to go back. We both have to go back. To our daughter."

	The words tasted like ash in his mouth, but he forced them out anyway. Sara stirred slightly more awake at his definitive statement, awareness flickering like a candle in the wind.

	"I brought you both here," said Flicker, its musical voice carrying harmonies that seemed to resonate from the cavern walls themselves.

	Grant's brow furrowed as the implications hit him. "I don't understand."

	The luminescent entity drifted closer, its ethereal form casting sharp shadows across Sara's pale features. When it spoke again, the words carried the weight of long-held secrets finally released.

	"Sara was meant to be the Sylvan Hope's partner. The first Sylvan Hope, Prince Theron Veridian. She was brought as a replacement for the original Seraphina, lost in Eldoria shortly after her birth due to unforeseen circumstances."

	Flicker paused, its radiant head tilting with something that might have been regret.

	"But Sara from Earth failed spectacularly. Your wife embraced corruption, chose Blight over Harmony, became everything the Grove stands against. She was my first attempt at bringing someone from your world who might tip the balance."

	Grant shook his head slowly as pieces of a vast puzzle clicked into place with devastating clarity. Sara's arrival decades before his own. Her immediate connection to Theron. The way she'd always seemed to understand Eldoria's magic in ways that should have been impossible for an outlander.

	All of it orchestrated. Manipulated. Planned by an entity wearing the mask of Aurelia's faithful companion.

	"You were another gambit," Flicker continued, its voice carrying notes of satisfaction mixed with something deeper. "And so far, you have succeeded beyond all my wildest expectations."

	"How?" Grant demanded, gesturing toward the sealed crack behind them, toward Sara's motionless form. "How have I succeeded? I've barely managed to survive. The Grove is in ruins. If that's truly what you care about, I don't see any success."

	Flicker's luminescent form pulsed with gentle amusement, light rippling across its ethereal features like laughter given substance.

	"Such surface wounds will heal," it said simply. "Buildings can be rebuilt. Lives can be restored. The bonds you've forged with Mara and Aurelia, the way you've resisted the Blight, grounded the corrupted power of Seraphina and undone decades of her descent into darkness. It is a victory I could not have hoped for."

	The entity drifted closer to where Sara lay teetering on the verge of consciousness, its radiance painting her pale skin in shifting patterns.

	"Your wife sought only to use this world for her own ends. But you? You've become part of it. Protected it. Chosen sacrifice over selfish gain, again and again."

	Grant stared at the transformed Luminary, his mind reeling with the scope of manipulation that had shaped his entire existence in Eldoria. Every choice, every moment of connection, every bond forged in darkness and desperation, all of it guided by an intelligence far older and more cunning than he'd ever imagined.

	"No," Grant said, voice rough with exhaustion and desperation. "I have to go back. This isn't my world."

	He started to lift Sara from the cavern floor, her unconscious form surprisingly light in his arms. The familiar weight of her body against his chest sent a jolt of recognition through him. Countless mornings waking beside her, carrying her sleeping from the car to the house, the ordinary intimacies of a life that felt like someone else's memory.

	But Flicker's luminescent form shifted, power building around its expanded shape like gathering storm clouds.

	A blast of silver-green energy erupted from the transformed Luminary, striking Grant with the force of a physical blow. The impact knocked him off balance, arms releasing Sara as he stumbled backward against the cavern wall. Her body hit the stone floor with a sickening thud.

	"I cannot allow it," said Flicker.

	Grant stared at the entity, a coldness hardening inside him as he felt how close he was to home. Through the sealed crack behind Sara, he could sense Earth calling like a beacon across impossible distances. Lia, his mother, both so real he could almost taste the Christmas morning they'd never shared.

	"You don't understand," said Grant, his voice dropping to something harder, more dangerous. "I can't turn back. Not after spending so long trying. Not after being so close. You don't understand!"

	He took a step forward, his hand moving instinctively to Theron's sword. The corruption still flowing through his veins whispered seductive encouragements, a promise that one more compromise would give him everything he'd ever wanted.

	"You must," said Flicker. "Find the strength. Resist."

	"I will get back to my daughter," he said, steel entering his tone.

	Flicker's radiant form pulsed with what might have been regret. "I will not allow it."

	Grant's laugh was bitter as broken glass. "I don't think you can stop me."

	The truth of it blazed in his consciousness with devastating clarity. He could feel the Blightspore surrounding him, ancient corruption that had festered in these depths for millennia. The temptation this time was beyond anything he'd experienced before. Within the Blight here, there was power enough to defeat anything, power enough to tear through whatever barriers stood between him and home.

	All he had to do was reach out and take it. Absorb enough of the primordial darkness to overwhelm even Flicker's expanded abilities. Give in once, drink deep enough to shatter every obstacle, and he'd never need to touch corruption again.

	It was no choice at all, really.

	Grant wondered if Sara had felt the same way when she'd first encountered the Blightspore. The same desperate certainty that any price was worth paying for the chance to see their daughter again. How could Flicker call him a success and her a failure when their love for Lia drove them both to make the same choices, the same mistakes?

	The corruption responded to his need with eager hunger, threads of dark energy seeping up through the cavern floor like smoke. Grant reached out with his Arcane Conversion, drawing the Blightspore's power into himself with desperate greed. Raw, undiluted corruption flowed into his system like liquid lightning.

	This wasn't the surface Blight he'd absorbed before. That had been a weak, diluted echo of true power. This was the source, the primordial darkness that had spawned every corrupted creature in Eldoria. It filled him with strength that transcended mortal limitations, enhanced his reflexes beyond supernatural, made him feel like he could tear holes in reality through sheer force of will.

	Grant drew Theron's sword, steel singing as it cleared the scabbard. The blade caught Flicker's radiance and threw it back tenfold, corruption-enhanced metal gleaming with malevolent purpose.

	He would save Sara. He would open that door. He would go home to Lia, no matter what stood in his way.

	 

	 


Chapter 50

	Grant surged forward, slashing Theron's sword at chest level, though he was unsure whether it would actually inflict damage to Flicker, ghostly as the being seemed.

	Flicker twisted away from Grant's blade with inhuman grace, its luminescent form flowing like liquid starlight as steel whistled through empty air where its torso had been moments before. The dodge was effortless, supernatural, but the fact that it needed to dodge told Grant everything he'd wanted to know.

	He could hurt this thing. The corruption flooding his system made him fast enough, strong enough to be a genuine threat to an entity that had manipulated his entire existence in Eldoria.

	Flicker's ethereal hand gestured sharply, and a burst of silver-green energy erupted outward. Grant rolled sideways, the blast scorching stone where he'd been standing, leaving behind patterns of crystallized light that hurt to look at directly.

	"Grant Hayes!" Flicker's musical voice carried harmonies of desperation now, all pretense of serene authority cracking under the strain. "You do not understand the consequences of what you are doing!"

	Grant spun back to his feet, Blight-enhanced reflexes making the movement fluid as water. The primordial corruption sang through his veins like molten metal, promising that nothing could stop him now. Nothing stood between him and the daughter who'd trusted him to come home.

	"I understand perfectly," he snarled, lunging forward with renewed fury. "Why me? Why did you have to take me from my life, Sara from her life, both of us from our family? Why not someone else?"

	Flicker danced backward, its form rippling as another blast of harmonious energy missed Grant by inches. The attack left frost patterns across the cavern wall, nature magic turned destructive in ways that should have been impossible for a being of pure light.

	"Why not you?" Flicker shot back, its voice carrying alien harmonies that made the cavern walls resonate like struck bells. "All have a destiny, Grant Hayes. None have a choice in the grand design."

	The casual dismissal of his agency, his life, sent rage exploding through him like wildfire. The corruption responded to his fury with eager hunger, dark energy crackling along Theron's blade as he pressed his attack with renewed savagery.

	Steel met crystallized light as Flicker manifested its own weapon, a sword of pure Harmony that blazed with silver-green radiance. The impact rang through the cavern like breaking thunder, force enough to shatter stone, but both combatants held their ground.

	Grant pushed harder, drawing deeper on the Blightspore's ancient power. His blade carved through the air with movements that belonged to someone far more skilled than he'd ever been, Theron's muscle memory bleeding through the corruption to guide his strikes with deadly precision.

	"You stole my life!" Grant roared, his voice echoing off cavern walls as he hammered at Flicker's defenses. "You stole Sara's life! All for your precious fucking balance!"

	Their weapons locked at the crossguard, both combatants straining against each other with inhuman strength. Flicker's ethereal features showed something that might have been regret, but its grip on the Harmony blade never wavered.

	"Lord Hayes!" Mara's voice cut through the chamber's supernatural tension like a knife.

	Grant's head snapped toward the cavern entrance, his Blight-enhanced vision picking out two familiar silhouettes rushing through the moss-lit darkness. Mara and Aurelia, drawn by their bonds or simple determination, arriving at the worst possible moment.

	Through their connections, he felt their shock at seeing him locked in combat with the transformed Luminary, their confusion and growing horror as they took in Sara's motionless form and the corruption radiating from his enhanced blade.

	The weight of Aurelia and Mara's reactions crashed over him through their nexus bonds like a psychic avalanche. What had been manageable emotional currents suddenly became a howling storm that threatened to tear his consciousness apart from the inside.

	Through Aurelia's connection, he felt her recognition of Flicker's impossible transformation, the way her faithful sprite had become something vast and alien. Her shock hit him like a physical blow, betrayal, confusion, the shattering of everything she thought she understood about her companion. The sprite she'd loved, trusted, spoken to in whispered confidences, revealed as something that had been manipulating her entire bloodline for generations.

	But worse was Mara's reaction. Through their nexus bond, Grant felt her horror as she witnessed the corruption radiating from his blade, the way dark energy crackled around him like a living thing. 

	Her maternal instincts screamed warnings about the man she'd just made love to, the way his eyes blazed with inhuman hunger. She could sense the Blight flooding his system, transforming him into exactly what Sara had become.

	The emotions didn't just flow between them. They amplified each other, creating feedback loops that grew stronger with each passing second. Mara's terror fed Aurelia's shock, which intensified Grant's rage, which deepened Mara's despair, round and round like a microphone too close to a speaker.

	This is what nexus bonds really are, Grant realized with dawning horror as the psychic storm threatened to overwhelm him completely. Not a simple romantic connection or entwining of souls, but emotional weapons aimed in a Mexican standoff.

	He staggered backward from Flicker, one hand flying to his forehead as the deluge of shared feelings threatened to drive him to his knees. Through Aurelia's eyes, he saw himself as she did, corruption-drunk and wielding steel against the being that had been her closest friend. Through Mara's perception, he felt like a stranger wearing his own face, someone who'd shared her bed while hiding this capacity for darkness.

	The bonds that had once felt like gifts now felt like chains, dragging him down into an emotional maelstrom that grew more violent with each heartbeat. Their pain became his pain, which became their pain, a savage loop of psychic damage that threatened to shatter all three of them.

	"Grant!" Aurelia's cry cut through the chaos, raw with the kind of anguish that could only come from watching someone she loved transform into something unrecognizable. "Please…"

	But her voice only made it worse. The sound hit him like another layer of feedback, carrying her desperate need for him to stop, to come back to himself, to remember who he'd been before corruption claimed him. 

	And underneath that plea lay something darker, the terrible understanding that she'd known this moment would come, that some part of her had always feared he'd choose his wife over her.

	Grant's knees buckled as the emotional weight became too much to bear. The sword tumbled from his fingers, clattering against the cavern floor as he clutched his head with both hands. The Blight energy still coursed through him with demands of its own, but its pull felt suddenly hollow, empty, a poor substitute for the connections that were tearing him apart.

	Through their bonds, he felt Mara and Aurelia's relief at seeing him drop his weapon, their hope that maybe he could still be reached. But that hope hurt worse than their fear, carrying with it the weight of everything he was about to destroy. Lia. He had to go back.

	It would have been so much easier to run without them there, without seeing the consequences of his choices written across their faces. Without feeling their heartbreak echo through his own consciousness like the feedback from a broken speaker, growing louder and more destructive with each passing second.

	"Grant Hayes…" Flicker's voice carried strange harmonics that made the cavern walls themselves seem to resonate. "The door is open, but you do not understand what that means or entails. It is stuck open. The power your wife used to pry forth this path between worlds is not something I can interact with. Only you and those of your world. This is why you were needed so desperately in the first place."

	Grant shook his head, confusion cutting through the Blight-fueled rage like a cold blade. "What?"

	The luminescent being gestured toward the seemingly unsealed crack behind Sara's motionless form, its ethereal features carrying something that might have been ancient weariness.

	"If the door is left open, the Blight will spread to Earth, and the evils of your own world, to Eldoria."

	The words echoed in Grant's ears until the sound faded to a dull ringing, the implication cascading through his consciousness with devastating clarity. He groaned as images flooded his mind, visions of what such a catastrophe would mean. The Blight spreading across cities like a plague, unable to be contained or curtailed by modern science, by physical weapons that had no understanding of magical corruption.

	Hospitals overrun with patients whose bodies twisted into impossible shapes. Police forces helpless against creatures that shrugged off bullets. Military grade weapons becoming the only option against entities that fed on violence itself, growing stronger with each attempt to destroy them.

	But worse, far worse, was the reverse flow. He imagined machine guns in Eldoria, rifles that could cut down Sylvan warriors in seconds. Hell, nuclear bombs tearing through realms with no understanding of atoms and radiation, technology that could crack mountains and boil seas turned toward purposes that would make the Grove's destruction seem quaint and passing.

	The delicate balance that had kept both worlds separate, safe in their ignorance of each other, shattered like glass, sharp and edged and biting.

	Behind him, he heard Sara crying softly, the sound both a relief at her still hanging onto life and a splinter through his heart. Her voice was barely a whisper, broken and hollow with the weight of understanding.

	"I'm sorry," she breathed, each word scraping past lips that trembled with exhaustion and guilt. "Grant, I'm so sorry."

	Grant shook his head, more at Flicker than at her, his hands still pressed against his temples as the emotional feedback from his bonds threatened to tear him apart. The corruption felt suddenly cold and so obviously wrong, a mockery of an answer to a problem that still remained unsolvable.

	"You don't understand," he said, his voice cracking with the weight of paternal desperation. "None of you understand. I can't stay. I can't leave Lia as an orphan. I just can't. I won't!"

	The admission tore from his throat like a confession, raw and bleeding with everything he'd been holding back since the moment he'd awakened in this world. Through the bonds, he felt Mara and Aurelia's shock at the depth of his anguish, the way their own pain paled beside the crushing weight of a father's love.

	Flicker's luminescent form pulsed with what might have been sympathy, but its voice remained implacable when it spoke. "Only he can close the door now. And he must."

	Grant swallowed, his throat dry and raspy as the full weight of choice settled down on him with brutal responsibility. The solution burned in his consciousness with brutal clarity, a realization that felt both inevitable and impossible.

	"I'll close the door," he said slowly, each word falling into the cavern's silence like stones dropped into still water. "But only after... only after Sara goes through it."

	He closed his eyes, but tears spilled forth anyway, hot tracks down his cheeks that carried the salt of everything he was about to sacrifice. The bonds hummed with Mara and Aurelia's understanding, their recognition of what such a choice would cost him.

	No, no, no, he thought. …Yes.

	To save both worlds, he would have to lose the only chance he had of seeing his daughter again. To protect everyone he'd come to love in Eldoria, he would have to let Sara return to Earth alone, carrying with her whatever remained of his heart.

	The corruption still flowing through him whispered seductive alternatives, promising that he could force the door to remain open, that power was more important than consequence. But as he looked at Mara's tear-streaked face, at Aurelia's desperate hope, at Sara's depleted form sprawled before the threshold between worlds, Grant finally understood what making the hard choice really meant.

	Some doors, once opened, could never be closed again. Some prices, once paid, echoed through eternity. And some loves were strong enough to choose sacrifice over selfishness, long agony over short relief.

	"That is not acceptable," Flicker said, its musical voice carrying harmonies that seemed to make the cavern walls themselves vibrate with disapproval. "She still carries the seed of corruption within her. Send her through that doorway, and the Blight follows."

	Grant looked down at Sara's pale face, studying the familiar features that had once shared his breakfast table, his bed, his dreams of ordinary happiness. Her breathing was shallow but steady, blood still trickling from her nose in a thin line that spoke of power pushed far beyond mortal limits.

	"One of us has to go back," he said quietly, the words scraping past his throat like broken glass. "And only I can close the door."

	The truth of it settled in his chest like lead. Sara could barely maintain consciousness, let alone summon the strength required to seal a dimensional breach. If anyone was going to ensure both worlds remained separate, it would have to be him. After she was safely home.

	Grant sank to one knee beside her motionless form, his fingers finding her wrist to check for a pulse. Her skin felt too cold, too fragile, but her heartbeat thrummed beneath his touch with stubborn persistence. Still alive. Still fighting.

	He leaned closer, studying her face with the intensity of someone memorizing details. Was this Sara, the woman he'd fallen in love with all those years ago? The one who'd laughed at his terrible jokes, who'd cried when she'd first felt Lia kick? Or was this Seraphina, the Demon Queen who'd terrorized Eldoria for decades, her corruption merely dormant rather than cleansed?

	And even if it was Sara, which version was she? The selfish woman who'd made increasingly cold choices during their marriage, who'd prioritized her own comfort over his feelings? Or the passionate creature from their early days, who'd treated him like he was the only man in the world, who'd made him feel like anything was possible when she smiled?

	The distinction felt both crucial and meaningless as he watched her chest rise and fall with labored breaths. She was Lia's mother. That was what mattered. That was what had always mattered.

	"Sara," he whispered, his thumb tracing across her knuckles. "Look at me."

	Her dark eyes fluttered open, unfocused but aware. Recognition sparked in their depths as she found his face, a ghost of her old smile touching her dry, cracked lips.

	"I need you to promise me something," he continued, his voice steady despite the chaos raging in his chest. "Promise me you'll put Lia first. Always. No matter what temptations you face, no matter how hard it gets. She comes first."

	Sara's hand tightened weakly around his fingers. "I promise."

	"And you have to resist," he pressed, leaning closer so she could hear every word. "Whatever darkness might be left in you, whatever pull the Blight still has... you fight it. Every day. For her."

	"I will," Sara whispered, tears mixing with the blood on her cheeks. "Grant, I love you. I love you so much."

	The words hit him like absolution and damnation combined. How long since she'd said that and meant it? How long since he'd believed her when she did? But here, in this place between worlds, with everything they'd built and lost and found again hanging in the balance, it felt true.

	It felt like saying their vows again, renewing promises that had been broken and mended and broken again until they'd learned to live with the damage. For better or worse. In sickness and in health. Until death do us part.

	Grant's throat closed as he tried to force out his own response, the words tangled with everything he couldn't say. That he loved her too. That he'd never stopped, not really, not even when she'd become something monstrous. That the thought of letting her go home alone, of never seeing her again, felt like having his heart carved out with a rusty spoon.

	Instead, he managed something that felt simultaneously lighter and infinitely more painful.

	"And try to get along with my mother," he said, his voice cracking on what was meant to be a joke. "And tell her..."

	But the words died on his lips as the full weight of impossibility crashed over him. He couldn't send messages through Sara. Couldn't explain where he'd been, what had happened to him, why he'd never made it home from that Christmas Eve drive. 

	To Earth, Grant Hayes had most likely died in a car crash. His body was probably dying in the hospital, maybe already in a morgue somewhere, cold and stiff while grief-stricken relatives tried to make sense of senseless loss. He couldn't return from the dead without questions that would destroy more lives than they'd save.

	Sara's hand found his cheek, her palm warm against skin that suddenly felt cold as winter wind.

	"I'll take care of her," she said, each word carrying the weight of a sacred oath. "I'll take care of Lia and get along with Nora. I'll be a good mother. And I'll tell Lia... I'll tell her all about what a good man her father was."

	The past tense hit him like a physical blow, but he recognized the kindness in it. Sara was offering him the only gift she could, a clean death in his daughter's memory rather than an unexplained abandonment. Lia would grow up knowing her father had died trying to protect his family, not that he'd chosen to stay in another world.

	It was mercy, in its own twisted way.

	Sara's tears came harder now, silent sobs that shook her fragile frame. Grant pulled her against his chest, holding her tightly as they both grieved for the life they'd shared, the family they'd built, the future that would never be.

	When he finally released her, when he'd kissed her forehead one last time and helped her struggle to her feet, Grant turned toward the sealed crack that would take her home and leave him forever changed.

	The ancient symbols carved into the stone pulsed with expectant energy, waiting for him to make the choice that would define his future, Sara's future, everyone's future.

	He looked back at Mara and Aurelia, feeling their presence through the bonds like twin anchors in the storm of his fractured consciousness. They approached slowly, carefully, their footsteps echoing off the ancient stone as they drew near.

	Mara reached him first, her hand settling on his left shoulder with gentle pressure that carried all the weight of their shared history. Her touch was warm through the fabric of his tunic, steadying him as the corruption continued to burn through his system like molten metal.

	Aurelia's hand found his right shoulder a moment later, her grip firmer, more possessive. Through their bond, he felt her desperate need to hold onto him, to keep him anchored to this world, to her. The princess who'd trusted him with everything, who'd claimed pieces of his heart despite every rational reason to keep his distance.

	"We're here," Mara said simply, her voice carrying that quiet authority that had commanded kingdoms and weathered impossible storms.

	Grant nodded, not trusting his voice as he reached toward the sealed crack in the cavern wall. The ancient symbols carved into the stone pulsed with malevolent energy, responding to his approach with eager hunger. His fingertips hovered inches from the surface, close enough to feel the dimensional barrier's electric thrum.

	"I cannot maintain this form any longer," Flicker said suddenly, its luminescent body beginning to lose cohesion.

	The transformed Luminary floated toward Aurelia, its radiance dimming with each passing second as the power required to maintain its expanded shape finally reached its limits. When it spoke, its musical voice carried notes of exhaustion mixed with something that might have been relief.

	"You will see me again," Flicker said to Aurelia. "Though you may not know it."

	Aurelia's eyes filled with tears as she watched her faithful companion prepare to return to its diminutive form. Through their bond, Grant felt the depth of her gratitude, the way Flicker's presence had anchored her through countless dark moments.

	"Thank you," she whispered, her voice thick with emotion. "For everything."

	The Sylvan being's form dispersed into motes of green light that danced through the air like fireflies before coalescing into the familiar sprite Grant had grown accustomed to. The tiny Luminary bobbed weakly beside Aurelia's ear, its glow reduced to barely more than candlelight before snuffing out completely. 

	Grant finally pressed his palm against the ancient seal. The stone responded instantly, sliding away like a glass patio door with movements so smooth they defied the weight and age of the carved symbols. The ease of it was shocking. There was no grinding of stone against stone, no ancient mechanisms groaning to life. Just fluid motion that spoke of magic older than memory.

	The crack widened into a doorway that revealed not darkness but impossible brightness. On the other side lay Earth, a street he couldn't recognize at a glance covered in fresh snow that caught streetlights like scattered diamonds. Their Subaru sat parked at the curb, not the car he'd crashed but the reliable SUV they'd driven for years before that Christmas Eve. Other vehicles moved past with the quiet hiss of tires on wet pavement, their headlights cutting through the falling snow.

	The same holiday season he'd left. Time itself behaved differently between worlds, another obvious example of why the door needed to be shut. But it also meant that home waited exactly as he'd left it, pristine and untouched by the time he'd spent in Eldoria.

	Through the bonds, Grant felt Mara and Aurelia's bewilderment as they stared at his world. The mechanical precision of automobiles moving without horses or magic. Streetlights that blazed with steady radiance that had nothing to do with flame or Luminary energy. Snow falling through air that tasted of exhaust and urban life rather than forest purity and ancient secrets.

	It was alien to them, just as Eldoria had been alien to him that first night in the luminescent forest. The thought made his chest ache with recognition and loss in equal measure.

	Sara stirred, her dark eyes focusing on the doorway with desperate hope that cut through the weary haze clouding her consciousness.

	"Goodbye Grant," she whispered, her voice barely audible above the dimensional threshold's electric hum. "I love you."

	The words hung between them like a bridge across impossible distance, carrying the weight of everything they'd shared with one another, every morning and night, every commitment they'd made laid bare in this place between worlds.

	"I love you too," he replied, his voice cracking on the confession.

	He helped Sara to her feet, supporting her weight as she swayed against him. Her legs trembled with exhaustion and whatever power had overwhelmed her in her attempt to open the door, but she managed to stand, to take the halting steps that would carry her home.

	She looked so out of place stepping onto the snow-covered street in her Eldorian clothing, the flowing gown and soft boots marking her as distinctly foreign against the backdrop of suburban normalcy. Streetlight caught in her dark hair as she turned back toward the threshold, tears streaming down her cheeks.

	Grant watched her go, memorizing every detail as she walked toward their old life. His wife. Lia's mother. The woman who would raise their daughter while he remained trapped in a world that had claimed him completely.

	The sight of her disappearing into falling snow made his throat ache with grief so profound it felt like drowning, needing a breath of air that he would never get. But he couldn't watch for long. Couldn't torture himself with glimpses of the life he'd been forced to turn his back on.

	Grant grabbed the door's edge, trying to slide it closed, but the ancient stone refused to move. The symbols pulsed with malevolent energy, resisting his efforts as though the threshold had developed a will of its own.

	"Get back," he said sharply to Mara and Aurelia, urgency bleeding through his voice as he realized what would be required.

	They stepped away from him, their hands falling from his shoulders as he drew on the Blight corruption still coursing through his veins. But this time, instead of using the darkness for violence or selfish purposes, he turned it toward something that felt like its polar opposite. Using corruption to seal rather than open, to protect rather than destroy.

	The power fought him, a foreign presence screaming protests as he forced the dark energy against its essential nature. But Grant persisted, pouring everything he had into the effort, using his Arcane Conversion not to absorb but to expel, to push the Blightspore's ancient hunger into the very act of sealing the breach between worlds.

	The door began to move, this time grinding harshly as it closed with ponderous inevitability, the corruption fueling the motion battering against its own essence. Each inch cost him tremendous effort, the Blight burning away like fuel in a fire as he sacrificed the power he'd grown used to, been tempted into.

	The stone finally sealed with a sound like breaking thunder, the carved symbols going dark as the dimensional bridge collapsed back into dormancy. Grant collapsed with it, his legs giving out as the last traces of corruption burned away, leaving him feeling hollow and mortal and utterly exhausted.

	He hit the cavern floor hard, consciousness fragmenting as his body finally succumbed to the tremendous strain of forcing Blight energy against its own nature. The last thing he registered was Mara and Aurelia rushing toward him, their voices calling his name through gathering darkness.

	Was he dying? He couldn't tell, and the moment seemed to echo the one in which he'd first left Earth to begin with. Really, it didn't matter all that much. Both worlds were safe, the door between them sealed forever, and Sara would be going home to their daughter.

	It would have to be enough.

	 

	 


Chapter 51

	Nora rocked Lia back and forth in her arms, desperately wishing someone or something could soothe her in the same way.

	The cold barely registered to Nora, though her breath formed small clouds in the December air. She'd harbored the fear of outliving her only child in passing moments, as all parents do at one time or another, but it had never tortured her, never lingered. The possibility had seemed as distant as the stars, theoretical rather than real.

	Even now, standing on the frozen ground amid a wintry mix of slush and snow at her son's funeral, she desperately wanted to deny it. To refuse it. To wake up from what couldn't possibly be anything but a nightmare.

	A steady stream of well-wishers approached: her sister, her cousins, her friends, Grant's cousins, Grant's friends. They all offered some version of the same hollow comfort.

	"Sorry for your loss."

	"Can't imagine what you're going through."

	"If there's anything I can do..."

	No, no, no.

	The words washed over her like background noise, meaningless sounds that people made when confronted by grief too large for language. Nora nodded at appropriate intervals, murmured thanks through numb lips, but her mind remained elsewhere. 

	With Lia, mostly. The baby who'd lost her father before she was old enough to make memories of him, who would grow up with only photographs and stories to fill the space where Grant should have been.

	Her sister Margaret pressed a tissue into her gloved hand, though Nora hadn't realized she was crying. The tears felt foreign on her cheeks, too hot against skin made raw by winter wind.

	"The service was beautiful," whispered Margaret, her arm sliding around Nora's shoulders. "Grant would have loved Pastor Williams' words about duty to family."

	Nora tried to smile, though the expression felt like it might crack her face. Grant had never been particularly religious, but Pastor Williams had known him well enough to speak about the man rather than empty platitudes. His devotion to Lia. His protective nature. The way he'd died trying to warn other drivers about the danger ahead.

	A hero's death, the pastor had called it. Noble sacrifice.

	The irony tasted bitter in her mouth. Grant's last act had been one of selfless courage, stepping into traffic to flag down approaching cars, trying to prevent the kind of pileup that had already claimed his own vehicle. He'd saved lives that night, even as he lost his own.

	But heroism felt numbingly cold when it left a granddaughter fatherless and a mother burying her child.

	Nora walked slowly toward the parking lot, her steps measured against the snow-packed pavement. Nobody stopped her, questioned her decisions, or accused her of rudeness. How could they? She'd endured the service, accepted the condolences, played the role of the grieving mother with all the dignity she could summon.

	She didn't know if she was walking to the car to drive herself and Lia home, or simply to break down in tears in the front seat. Either seemed reasonable at this point.

	Her sister Margaret had offered to drive them, as had several cousins, but Nora needed the semblance of control that came from making her own way through this impossible day. Lia shifted against her shoulder, the baby's weight both comfort and reminder of the enormous responsibility that now rested solely on her aging frame.

	She'd done the math already, lying awake during the endless nights since the accident. She would be deep into her seventies by the time Lia turned eighteen. Could she do this? Could she give Lia what she needed? The poor child… to lose her father so young, after her mother had simply walked out, deserted her, disappeared without explanation or farewell.

	That thought was still so fresh and vivid in Nora's mind that when she looked up and saw the woman in question, Sara Hayes, Grant's emotionally complicated wife, she couldn't believe it at first.

	Sara stood beside the well-driven Subaru she'd shared with Grant, her dark red hair longer than Nora remembered, falling in waves around a face that seemed both familiar and strange. Her eyes were intense, calculating, almost.

	She hesitated before walking over, and Nora felt an odd reaction, like she was looking at someone she knew but didn't. Someone with unknown intentions, unpredictable. Dangerous?

	But then Sara's face crumpled, tears beginning to flow freely down her cheeks, and suddenly she was just a woman grieving the loss of someone she'd once loved. Someone who'd shared Grant's bed, his dreams, his ordinary hopes for their family's future.

	"Nora," Sara said, her voice rough with emotion as she drew close enough to speak without the entire gathering overhearing. "I'm so sorry. Oh God, Nora..."

	The tears streaming down Sara's face seemed genuine, carrying the weight of loss that transcended whatever complications had driven her away from Grant and their daughter. She'd lost him too, Nora realized. Whatever had gone wrong between them, whatever choices had led to their separation, Sara would have to live with the knowledge that they'd never have a chance to repair what had been broken.

	"He was… such a good man," Sara continued, her voice cracking as fresh sobs overtook her. "He deserved so much better. It isn't fair that he had to… make this sacrifice."

	Lia stirred in Nora's arms, small fingers reaching toward the familiar voice with innocent recognition. Sara's breath caught as she noticed the movement, her dark eyes focusing on her daughter with an intensity that made Nora a little wary.

	"Please?" Sara asked quietly, her hands already reaching toward the baby with desperate hunger.

	Nora hesitated for only a moment before transferring Lia's warm weight to her mother's arms. "She's yours." 

	The reunion was immediate and heartbreaking, Sara's tears falling freely as she held her daughter close, whispering words that were too soft for Nora to catch but carried the weight of months of separation.

	"I'm here now," Sara murmured against Lia's dark hair. "Mommy's here, sweetheart. I'm never leaving again."

	"Where did you go? How could you have…" Nora's voice cracked, the accusation hanging between them like a blade. 

	But she caught herself, realizing how accusational she sounded against a woman who was clearly grieving, who'd lost as much as anyone that Christmas Eve. More, perhaps, since she'd carried the additional burden of their failed marriage.

	Surprisingly, Sara nodded slowly, the guilt all too obvious in her expression as she completed the thought Nora couldn't finish.

	"If I hadn't left, none of this would have happened," said Sara, her voice thick with self-recrimination. "But it did, and I can't change any of it now. I can only do my best to raise her how he would have wanted."

	The admission hung between them like a confession, raw and unvarnished in its honesty. Sara's tears fell harder as she spoke, each word seeming to cost her tremendous effort. But there was something else in her voice now, something that hadn't been there during the worst days of her son's marriage. Genuine remorse. Real responsibility.

	Nora studied Sara's face in the winter light, searching for signs of the selfish woman who'd walked out on her family without explanation. What she found instead was someone who'd been through too much, someone who understood the weight of her choices and their consequences.

	"Will you stay close?" asked Nora quietly, the question carrying layers of meaning they both understood.

	Sara shrugged, a gesture that tried for casual but carried too much weight to succeed. "Would you mind… staying with us for a while? In Grant's house. My house."

	Nora felt something soften in her chest. Grant would have wanted them to work together. Would have wanted Lia to know both her mother and grandmother, to be surrounded by as much love as they could provide in his absence. 

	Whatever complications might exist between them, whatever old wounds might reopen, they were family now in ways that mattered more than the failures of the past. They had to be.

	Nora nodded slowly, then stepped forward to embrace them both. Sara's slight frame shook against her as they held each other around Lia's small body, three generations of women bound together by love for a man who would never come home.

	"Yes," Nora whispered against Sara's hair. "I'll stay. For her. For Grant. For all of us."

	The cemetery stretched around them in its winter quiet, snow falling steadily on granite headstones and careful arrangements of flowers. It was a sad day, maybe the saddest day Nora had ever had to endure, but in the background, something like healing began to take root.

	 

	 


Chapter 52

	It was early evening, and Grant Hayes listened to the wind gently jostling the surrounding grass and trees. Two weeks since Sara's departure, two weeks since their return to this quiet corner of the Grove where ancient oaks cast long shadows and the air carried only the gentle rustle of leaves rather than the acrid smoke of war.

	The hunting cabin Mara had led them to felt like sanctuary after months of chaos. An old outpost of the Veridians, the small heartwood dwelling had grown rather than been cut. It was fairly modest, nothing as grand as the Evergreen Palace had been, but solid, peaceful, carrying the weight of Mara's childhood memories in its weathered walls.

	The immediate crises had passed. The scattered ghoul hordes wandered aimlessly without Seraphina's unifying presence, more nuisance than threat. The Selsux army had withdrawn to Aethelburg, their attention consumed by internal politics that no longer concerned the Grove's handful of survivors.

	Grant looked over the sketches spread across his makeshift table, architectural plans that had nothing to do with fortifications or defenses. These were designs for growth, for the future. Careful diagrams showing where the new Heartwood saplings should be planted, how to arrange them for optimal harmony with the Grove's natural flow.

	He wasn't a visitor anymore, wasn't the confused outlander stumbling through a fantastical new world. He was now a resident, someone who understood that permanence came not from avoiding change but from growing something worth preserving.

	The bonds with Mara and Aurelia hummed in the background of his awareness, no longer the chaotic storm they'd once been. The nexus connection had settled into something manageable, stable, like background music that rose and fell at specific points rather than overwhelming the senses. They were together, approaching the cabin through the trees, their presence warm and familiar as they made their way toward the fire.

	Two weeks of quiet mornings and shared meals had taught them all new lessons in how to navigate the complex geometry of their relationships. Not simple, never that, but workable. Real. The kind of intricate emotional architecture that could support a life worth living.

	Grant smiled as he felt their approach, adding another line to his sketch of where the eastern grove could expand. Tomorrow they'd plant the first saplings. Tonight, they'd simply exist together a little longer in the pocket of peace they'd carved from the aftermath.

	The bonds carried contentment now rather than chaos, the steady warmth of people who'd chosen each other despite all the rational arguments against it. It wasn't the life he'd planned, but it was a life, one with decisions to make, a future to nurture, and people he cared about.

	Grant looked up at Eldoria's moon, hanging like a pale sentinel in the darkening sky. So similar to the one from Earth, yet not quite the same he could now see, its face marked by different craters, its light carrying a faintly silver quality that Earth's moon had never possessed. 

	The sight stirred memories of late nights on his old duplex balcony, nursing a beer after Lia had fallen asleep, staring up at familiar constellations while Sara worked a late shift.

	Different moon. Different life. Different man entirely, if he was being honest with himself.

	The pain was always there now, a dull persistent ache that had settled into his bones like arthritis. He missed Lia with a grief that felt physical, a phantom limb syndrome of the heart that no amount of time seemed to diminish. Some mornings he woke reaching for his phone to check on her baby monitor, only to remember that phones didn't exist here, that she was growing up in a world he'd chosen to leave behind.

	But the sharpest edge had worn away, replaced by something more manageable. Acceptance, maybe. Or just the simple recognition that some wounds never fully heal. They aren't meant to. They just become part of who you are, scars that ache when the weather changes but no longer threaten to destroy you.

	He thought about his old life sometimes, the comfortable rhythms of mundane concerns. Grocery lists and mortgage payments. The gentle boredom of Sunday afternoons spent watching football while Lia napped against his chest. Problems that felt enormous at the time but seemed impossibly small now. Whether to refinance the house, saving for retirement, the endless churn of politics.

	That life felt complete now, like a book he'd finished reading rather than an unfinished chapter. Not because he'd stopped caring, but because he'd finally learned the difference between loving someone and being able to protect them. Between wanting to be there and accepting that sometimes love meant letting go.

	He trusted Sara. The realization still surprised him sometimes, but there it was, solid and unshakeable in his chest. Whatever darkness had claimed her in Eldoria, whatever corruption had transformed her into Seraphina, he believed in the promise she'd made in that cavern in front of the door. Her love for Lia was real, the one true thing that had survived her fall and redemption. It would guide her now, anchor her to the choices that mattered.

	And Nora… God, how he missed his mother's quiet strength. But he knew her capabilities. He'd watched her weather his father's death and countless smaller storms with the kind of resilience that came from having lived through everything life could throw at a person. 

	She would love Lia with the fierce protectiveness that only grandmothers could summon. She would tell Lia stories about her father, help her understand that some people leave not because they don't love you, but because love sometimes demands impossible sacrifices.

	The acceptance hadn't come easily. There had been dark nights in those first days after the door closed forever, when the weight of his choice pressed down on him like a physical thing. Nights when he'd considered walking back into the Blight, letting the corruption take him rather than face another day knowing Lia was growing up without him.

	But Mara and Aurelia had been there through all of it. Not pushing, not demanding he pretend to be fine, just... present. Steady anchors in the storm of his grief who understood that healing meant acknowledging the wound rather than pretending it didn't exist.

	He would never see his daughter again. The truth of it sat in his chest like a stone, heavy and permanent and strangely peaceful now. Not because he'd stopped loving her, but because he'd finally understood that love didn't always mean being present. Sometimes it meant making sure she was safe, even if that safety came at the cost of your own happiness.

	She was loved. She was protected. She would grow up knowing her father had died a hero rather than abandoned her for another world. It wasn't the ending he'd hoped for, but it was an ending he could live with. He would have to.

	The bonds hummed gently in the background of his awareness, carrying Mara and Aurelia's contentment as they approached through the evening shadows. Different love than what he'd felt for Lia, but love nonetheless. The kind that grew slowly, earned through shared struggle and quiet moments, built on the foundation of choosing each other again and again despite all the rational arguments against it.

	Grant smiled as their footsteps drew closer, the weight of old grief balanced now by new purpose, new connections, new reasons to keep building something worth preserving. Tomorrow they'd plant saplings. Tonight, they'd simply exist together in this little pocket of peace and harmony.

	He felt the familiar tug of Mara's presence through their bond before he saw her emerging from the gathering twilight. Not the sharp urgency that sometimes marked her approach when crisis demanded attention, but something warmer, more domestic. The simple contentment of someone carrying evening tea and comfortable conversation home through the settling dark.

	She appeared through the oak grove's shadows with silent grace, a steaming cup balanced in her hands and the kind of easy smile that spoke of hard-won peace. The firelight caught the faintly verdant undertones in her blonde hair as she settled beside him on the fallen log they'd claimed as their evening perch.

	"You've been brooding again," she said, offering him the cup with gentle amusement coloring her tone.

	He accepted the tea gratefully, inhaling steam that carried hints of mint and honey. "Just thinking. Sketched out a map of where we might put the saplings in."

	"Mmm." Mara's eyes studied his work with the practiced assessment of someone who'd spent decades nurturing living things. "The Grove's expansion should follow natural patterns rather than imposed geometry. Let the land itself guide where the Heartwood takes root."

	Her voice carried that familiar authority even in casual conversation, though it felt different now. Softer around the edges, less burdened by the weight of difficult choices. The queen who'd once ruled a realm now offered gentle wisdom about saplings and soil.

	"I mean, we have to put the seeds in somewhere," he said. He smiled, feeling a bit like he had at times with Sara, his practical planning butting up against her spontaneity. 

	He felt the nexus bond hum between them as she leaned closer to examine his drawings. Her presence settled something restless in his chest, the way coming home to a favorite chair might ease the ache of a long day's work.

	"True enough," she continued, her finger tracing the carefully drawn lines. "These placements do look good. Though you might consider angling this cluster toward the morning sun. Young Heartwood craves the dawn's light."

	The conversation wasn't about survival or strategy or the complex emotional geometry that had once defined their relationship. Just two people planning for growth, discussing the mundane details of cultivation with the shared understanding that came from choosing each other despite every rational argument against it.

	Through their bond, Grant felt Mara's desire building like warmth beneath still water. Not desperate hunger but steady appreciation, the slow burn of partners who'd learned to appreciate both patience and opportunity. She shifted closer, her shoulder brushing his as her free hand settled on his thigh with deliberate intent.

	"But the planning sessions can wait for tomorrow," she murmured, her voice dropping to that throaty register that never failed to send heat spiraling through him.

	Grant set aside his sketches and pulled her closer, his mouth meeting with the kind of deep, deliberate passion that had become native to them over the past few days. The bond flared between them, carrying her satisfaction as his hands tangled in her hair, amplifying his own contentment until it felt like coming home to a place he'd always belonged but never expected to find.

	"Am I interrupting the 'planning session' again?"

	Aurelia's voice cut through the moment with that familiar blend of amusement and possessive irritation that made Grant smile despite himself. Her arrival announced itself through their bond as a spike of jealousy quickly followed by playful determination, the princess who'd never learned to wait her turn.

	She emerged from the oak grove's deeper shadows with borderline theatrical timing, auburn hair catching firelight as she moved closer. Her eyes held mock indignation, though the way she settled on Grant's other side suggested she'd planned this interruption with careful precision.

	"Just discussing tomorrow's planting schedule," he said playfully, though his arm opened to welcome her without conscious thought.

	Aurelia pressed against his other side with deliberate clinginess, her weight warm and familiar as she claimed her portion of his attention. "Of course you were. Because nothing says romantic evening like debating soil composition and root systems."

	Through their bond, he felt her satisfaction at disrupting whatever intimate moment she'd sensed building between him and Mara. Not malicious jealousy but the territorial instinct of someone who'd learned to fight for what mattered to her, who refused to be overlooked or excluded from the connections that defined her world.

	The bonds hummed in harmony now rather than discord, carrying contentment between the three of them like a shared secret. Not simple, certainly not uncomplicated, but workable. Real. The kind of intricate emotional architecture that could support a life worth building. A life the three of them would share, with communication, with awareness of each other's needs.

	Grant looked up at Eldoria's moon hanging in the darkening sky, its pale face marked by different craters than Earth's satellite, its light carrying that faintly silver quality that still caught him by surprise sometimes. A reminder that this wasn't the world he'd been born to, wasn't the life he'd originally planned.

	But it was his life now. His choice, made and remade each day through small decisions and quiet moments and the gradual recognition that home wasn't always where you started. Sometimes it was where you ended up, where you resolved to build something worth preserving simply because it was where you had to stay.

	"Have you bathed yet?" Aurelia asked, settling onto Grant's other side with that familiar blend of expectation and mischief that marked all her interactions.

	"He has," answered Mara. "And it's my night, Aurelia. You've warmed his bed for the past two."

	Aurelia's cheeks flushed pink in the firelight, though whether from embarrassment or irritation was hard to tell. She sighed dramatically, shooting her grandmother a look that mixed fondness with exasperation.

	"Why do you have to say it so bluntly, Grandmother?"

	Mara's laugh was rich and genuine, the sound carrying notes of amusement that had been absent from her voice for too long. "Honesty is often blunt, my darling. But it's still needed."

	She leaned closer, her lips brushing against Grant's shoulder before her hand settled on his thigh with deliberate intent. Her breath was warm against his ear, and she took her moment before issuing a quiet whisper.

	"Say when."

	The two simple words sent heat spiraling through him, his body responding with immediate awareness to both her touch and the promise it carried. He almost said it right there, the temptation to lose himself in the familiar comfort of Mara's embrace nearly overwhelming his restraint.

	But through their bond, he felt Aurelia's need for attention, the way she settled against his other side with the determined patience of someone who'd learned to wait her turn but wouldn't be ignored entirely. And here by the fire, with the warmth seeping into him from both sides, the simple contentment felt too precious to rush.

	Grant looked at the flames dancing between the gathered wood, then at the two women leaning against him, their combined presence driving away the last traces of cold from his river-soaked bones. His mind drifted across impossible distances, a prayer of love sent toward a daughter who would grow up never knowing anything more about her father other than the fact he wasn't there.

	Be safe, Lia. Be happy. Know that you were loved.

	Then he let the thought go, releasing it like a paper boat on moving water. The ache would always remain. Nothing could truly heal it. But he wasn't a man resigned to feeling torn between two lives anymore. He wasn't going to punish himself over the path not taken.

	He was here. He was home.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I hope you enjoyed reading! What comes next, now that I'm finished with Forbidden Grove? Be the first to find out! For earlier access to my work, consider becoming one of my extremely cool, intelligent, and handsome patrons. 

	It’s the best way to support me and keep my writing process sustainable. Patron extras include access to more of my uncensored series (Household Inheritance, Household Obsession and The Faremont Shelter), NSFW cover variants (some of which include NSFW animations), exclusive audiobooks, early access to new releases, and work that simply can't be published on Amazon.

	As always, if you enjoyed reading this book, I encourage you to leave a review on Amazon. It’s also a huge help! If you’re interested in hearing about my books as soon as they’re published, either follow me on my Amazon author page or click here to sign up for my mailing list. 

	Thanks for reading,

	Anya
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