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Chapter 1

Late winter snow on a dark and quiet Christmas Eve had Grant Hayes in a certain kind of mood. He carried his daughter, Lia, in his arms as he smoothly multitasked a few too many things at once, answering the door as the bell chimed currently at the top of the list.

"You're early," he said.

"I'm right on time." His mother, Nora, smiled at him as she took off her gloves. "Fifteen minutes prior goes without saying when a toddler is part of the equation."

She stepped inside, bringing a gust of frigid air with her. Snowflakes clung to the rich wool of her dark blue scarf, miniature stars against the fabric. More flakes dusted her greying blonde hair, melting into tiny beads of water in the warmth of the entryway.

She wore an elegant charcoal coat, tailored and falling just below her knees, its clean lines accentuating a quiet grace. Her cheeks held a rosy flush from the cold, and her eyes, brownish hazel, seemed to burgeon with love for both her son and her granddaughter.

"Is she asleep already?" asked Nora, her voice soft as she looked at the bundle nestled against Grant's chest.

"Just about." He shifted Lia's weight carefully as she stirred slightly, a small sigh escaping her lips. "Long day for both of us."

"I should still give her the first of her many presents now," said Nora. "I'll help you with your bags once you help her open it."

"Already in the car, and aren't we on our way to Uncle Darren's for the presents, anyway?"

"This one will help her get there with a little more style and comfort." His mother flashed a smile that reminded him of just how beautiful she still was. "Just finished it this afternoon. The first of dozens she'll undoubtedly receive over the next few days."

He sat down with Lia on his leg and carefully aided her with opening the present. She let out a tired little sniff as she curled her fingers into the pink yarn of a freshly knitted toque.

"She has a hat already," said Grant. "The one Sara bought for her still fits."

"It's got a hole in it," said Nora. "You forget how often I dress her now that it's just you here."

The words stabbed at him like loose bits of glass against bare feet. He sighed, trying to use the moment as a warmup. Christmas Eve at the family party would be an endless series of similar questions asked by drunker and less tactful people.

Where is your wife, Grant?

"No word yet, I take it?" asked his mother.

"Not yet," he said, a little too quickly. "But it's Christmas tomorrow, and then Lia's birthday. She'll be here or call or… something."

Nora came up behind him on the couch and set one hand on his shoulder. "I'm sorry, Grant. You don't deserve this."

"Yeah, well, nobody gets exactly what they deserve," he muttered. "Not really."

Lia let out a tiny laugh and stuck the hem of her hat into her mouth. Grant gently excised it and slipped it onto her head, instead, covering up the downy blondish reddish hair she'd slowly been accumulating.

"Are you okay?" whispered his mother.

"I hate that question." He brushed the wrapping paper aside and scooped Lia up as he rose to standing. "I'm fine. I will always, from now until the end of time, be fine as long as I have the objective of looking after and protecting my daughter. It's her that I'm worried about."

He slowly paced around the living room of the modest two bedroom duplex he and Sara had been sharing up until the start of their current, unfortunate episode.

"It's just the fact that I don't know anything," he muttered. "She could be in another city, another state, or two doors down at the neighbor's house who always seemed so friendly to us."

"Do you really think…?"

"Bad joke." He tried for a wry smile and landed on more of a grimace. "But she could be. It's not like there were any signs that she was cheating, or even drinking again. She was just moody and depressed, and needed space at a time that made no sense."

"Oh Grant," said Nora. "I wish there was something I could do."

"So do I," he muttered. "I tried to file a missing person's report but her last text to me was literally that she needed some time to think on her own. They nudged me toward reaching out to her side of the family, which I did, but you know how much they dislike me. It was like asking strangers for spare change."

"Maybe… I could help with that?" she suggested. "We could search together. Ask around."

"My point is, I don't even know if she wants to be found." He wished he could brush the idea off, but he was so desperate that a part of him was just as eager to cling to it, to seize any solid conclusion. "She just left, Mom. Just up and left."

His mother came in close, touching his upper arm, other hand gently stroking Lia's cheek.

"I'm still here," she whispered.

"I know." He took a breath. "Come on. Let's get on the road. The snow is starting to come down pretty hard."



"I take it Sara took the Subaru?" asked his mother.

Grant sighed. "She did. I meant to buy new snow tires this season but it's just been… hard."

The car wasn't quite skidding, but the way the snow was coming down in front of them as they pulled onto the highway boded poorly. Grant checked on Lia in her car seat in the rear view mirror for the hundredth time before redoubling his focus on the road.

"Are you still up for that promotion at the restaurant?" asked his mother.

"Supposedly," he said. "It's been three months now and Michelle still hasn't filled the position, so make of that what you will."

He slowed down a bit as the wind blew a curtain of white across the windshield. The car's tires were less than obliging about maintaining traction, but the highway was blessedly straight.

"You've always taken that job seriously, and it's not like there's anyone who knows their way around fine dining and a kitchen in the area who is better suited for it," said his mother.

"I don't even care about the job," he said. "Just the paygrade bump that would come with it. It would let me have a little bit more flexibility with my schedule and Lia and… everything."

"I'm always nearby if you need me," whispered Nora.

"I know and I do, trust me." He reached over to touch her hand right as another sweeping veil of white cut off his vision of the winter night for an ominous moment.

When he could see again, he almost reflexively slammed on the brakes, only avoiding the impulse from an awareness of how badly it would end. A mass of mangled cars, at least a dozen if not closer to twenty, blocked the entire stretch of interstate in front of him.

He heard the honking as he attempted some defensive steering and gentle slowing, a chorus of car sounds otherwise lost amidst the highway noise and the dampening quality of the snow. The road beneath him abruptly shifted to sheer ice and he realized that there was no avoiding the crash, only deciding on the how and where.

"Grant!" cried his mother. "Oh God!"

"Hang on!"

The car shuddered, joining the collection of totaled vehicles without too much force, perhaps a twenty or thirty mile an hour collision. Enough to jolt Grant against his seatbelt, certainly enough to make him worry about Lia, but not enough to pose any major danger to the three occupants.

"Are you okay?" he asked, killing the engine as he looked over at his mother.

"Fine," she muttered. "For now, at least. Oh no… Look!"

She gestured ahead of them and he actually stopped to look at the two pinned cars they'd slid into. One was partially crushed, the doors stuck shut from the warping of the frame. Two children and a set of parents appeared to be in the process of panicking within, and it only took a single glance in the sideview mirror for Grant to get a sense of why.

"Fuck," he said. "Alright. We're getting out of here."

He opened his door while he still could and started to walk around to the back to get Lia out. A car seemed to appear from nowhere amidst the whiteout. He dodged backward as it sped through the space where he'd been standing an instant earlier, adding itself to the pileup with an ear-straining snap of metal.

"Grant!" cried Nora.

"It's too dangerous!" he snapped. "Stay in the car! I'll go up the highway and wave for people to stop."

"That wouldn't be any safer!" cried his mother. "Just get back in!"

"It's the only thing I can do that will help," he said. "I'm not just going to sit here and roll the dice with Lia's life!"

He slammed the car door shut before she could argue further. The frigid air bit his cheeks. Snow swirled, thick and disorienting, swallowing the sounds of crunching metal and the approach of distant sirens.

He scanned the chaotic landscape of twisted steel and shattered glass. A narrow path snaked alongside his car and the one jammed against its front bumper. He took it, boots slipping on the unseen ice beneath the fresh powder.

"Grant, please!" His mother's voice out the window was a faint cry, lost almost instantly in the wind's howl.

He pushed forward, eyes fixed on the murky silhouette of the highway shoulder, a darker line against the blinding white. Headlights flashed erratically through the blizzard, sudden and terrifyingly close.

He broke into a clumsy run, arms pumping, breath clouding before him. A sedan materialized from the swirling snow, horn blaring. Grant leapt back, stumbling over a loose bumper like a hidden tree root. The sedan fishtailed past, missing him by inches before it plowed into the growing accordion of vehicles.

He took a shaky breath and regained his footing. Deeper snow lay ahead, just past the last visible wreck. Safety as long as he could stick to the edge of the highway.

Another set of headlights flared, closer this time, accompanied by the high whine of an engine pushed too hard. He threw himself sideways, landing hard on his hip in a bank of plowed snow just off the pavement. The car, a small coupe, shot past where he had been a second before, disappearing into the white chaos ahead.

He pushed himself up, spitting snow. Almost there. Just a few more feet to get clear, to stand visible beyond the immediate danger zone. He saw where the highway dropped off along the edge, along with a few other people with similar ideas seeking to help and avoid the fray. He took a step, then another.

A monstrous shape suddenly filled his vision, roaring out of the snow. Twin headlights, high off the ground in that unsubtle, intentionally blinding way, bore down on him. The unmistakable grille of a heavy-duty Ford truck.

There was no time to react, no space to dodge. Just a wall of metal rushing forward. The impact was absolute, a brutal collision that stole the air from his lungs in a sickening crunch of bone mingled with the shriek of tortured metal.

He expected everything to go black, but instead time itself seemed to slow to a crawl. He was flipping through the air, his perspective rotating like the view from a rollercoaster with a few too many unforgiving loops.

Something that looked a lot like a scrap of the pants he'd been wearing, still adorning at least a portion of one of his legs, passed through his gaze. That wasn't right, given that the piece in question did not seem to be attached to him anymore, from the brief glimpse he had to examine it. His leg didn't feel like it'd been severed, but on that same note, there wasn't much feeling going on in regards to anything currently or formerly connected to his spinal cord.

He thought of Lia as he slowly descended, snowflakes falling, slow and indifferent and beautiful. His mother would look after her. He knew that with certainty, but that didn't make it feel any less unfair, any less like having the only thing he could still count on anymore stolen from him in his dying moments.

Was he dying? He thought about it for a second.

Yeah. Most definitely.


Chapter 2

"Don't worry. You're still needed."

Grant heard the voice clearly, from within his mind, but simultaneously from everywhere around him. He couldn't see anything, not in the way of formless darkness or blinding light, but on a deeper, abstract level. He was everywhere and nowhere at once.

Just as quickly and rapidly as the panic burgeoned in his chest, Grant found himself lying on soft grass. He took a breath, relief and confusion mingling into an odd blend. It felt as though no time at all had passed, as though he should be where he very clearly last remembered being — in the middle of a Christmas Eve pileup, tragically maimed and likely dying.

The fact that he wasn't and, on top of that, was somewhere he didn't recognize with unseasonably warm air and verdant foliage was perplexing. He sat up slowly, groaning as he rolled out a shoulder that still felt stiff from the chunk of driving he'd managed earlier that night.

Night? He could see faint sunlight shining through the tree canopy above him, wan orange in the way of sunset or perhaps a bold sunrise. He reached down and groped at his own legs. Still there, still attached. Was he hallucinating? Dreaming, maybe?

The question had an odd duality to it that he chose to confront. Either he was in the middle of a hallucination, possibly a reaction to whatever chemicals flooded the brain just before death, and it was taking the form of this forest… or the trip out to his Uncle Darren's with his mother and Lia had been the dream.

A part of himself he wasn't all too proud of began to invert that assumption. What if this was real and the past few months… right up until before Sara had run off… were the dream? The nightmare. It certainly felt real enough, but no, that didn't fit, either. His memory was too vivid, too specific.

"What is this…?" he muttered.

He rose to his feet and set about attempting to answer the basic precursor to the rest of his questions. He was in a forest of some sort, obviously, but as he stopped to examine the trees, he noticed numerous oddities.

The overgrowth defied categorization, unlike anything he'd encountered in the forests back home. Tree trunks gleamed like burnished silver in the waning light, the bark smooth yet textured with intricate patterns resembling unfamiliar script, or the designs his mother sometimes worked into her knitting. The canopy above swayed gently, leaves an impossible blue that seemed to capture and amplify the fading sunlight, casting everything below in a surreal, ethereal glow.

Grant approached the nearest tree, drawn by both curiosity and disbelief. His fingers hovered inches from its surface before he gathered the courage to touch it. The bark felt warm, almost vibrant beneath his fingertips, as if something flowed beneath its surface. When he pressed his palm flat against it, he sensed a subtle rhythm—not quite a pulse, but something eerily close.

"Jesus," he whispered, snatching his hand away.

He circled the tree, noting how the roots curved gracefully above the soil before plunging back down, creating natural arches. The moss beneath his feet emitted a soft phosphorescence with each step, tiny blooms of light following his path like footprints in luminescent snow.

He looked up and noticed small orbs of light drifting between the branches—fireflies, maybe? But they moved with purpose, sometimes pausing as if observing him before continuing their lazy trajectories.

Grant's restaurant manager mind—practical, analytical—struggled to process it all. These trees weren't just strange, but outright impossible. His scientific understanding of botany might be limited to basic high school biology, but he knew trees didn't glow, didn't pulse with energy, didn't host surreal, floating lights.

Fear and wonder warred within him. Part of him wanted to run, to find something familiar and safe. The other part—the part that had once dreamed of adventure before life narrowed to work schedules and daycare pickups—was both mesmerized and intrigued.

"Am I dead?" he muttered aloud. "Is this… some kind of afterlife?"

The question brought the greater part of his situation back to the fore, and not in the most pleasant of ways. He suddenly remembered the situation that his mother and Lia had been in, trapped within the car in a pileup being fed by the cold and hungry indifference of a winter snowstorm. Regardless of where he was, what this was, he still needed to find them, to make sure they were safe.

"Mom!" he shouted, feeling a bit younger somehow than his thirty-two years as the term of endearment left his mouth. "Lia? Mom?"

His voice bounced off the silver trees, the echoes twisting the familiar names into distorted noise. Silence answered him, heavy and profound, broken only by the soft rustle of the strange blue leaves overhead. He felt a knot of anxiety and unease forming in his stomach, tighter than the fear he'd felt facing the oncoming truck. Lia. His mother. Trapped in that metal cage while he was… wherever the fuck this was.

"Mom! Lia!" he yelled again, louder this time, raw panic sharpening his voice to an edge.

He collapsed to his knees, suddenly weak amidst a void of despair that seemed to steal his legs out from under him. The fireflies he'd noticed before reacted to his volatile emotional state, creeping toward him and reclaiming the space they'd yielded when he'd started shouting.

They seemed almost sympathetic as they clustered near him, and his panic subsided into a hollow resignation. One particular light, brighter than the others, hovered at eye level, close enough that Grant could see it wasn't a firefly at all.

The tiny sphere pulsed with silver-blue radiance, but where an insect would have solid form, this had none. It was pure luminescence with a swirling center, like a miniature galaxy contained in a perfect orb no larger than his thumbnail. As he watched, entranced, the light shifted through subtle hues—blue to silver to an impossible shade that seemed to exist somewhere between purple and green.

"What the hell are you?" Grant whispered.

The orb bobbed slightly, as if acknowledging his question. It drifted closer, and Grant felt an inexplicable pull toward it—not physical, but almost magnetic in a way that bypassed rationality and tugged directly at something deeper.

He lifted his hand slowly, index finger extended. The not-firefly hovered perfectly still, its glow intensifying as his fingertip approached. The moment felt stretched, significant in a way he couldn't articulate.

He let his finger make contact with the light.

The orb didn't simply vanish—it collapsed into his skin, absorbed like water into parched earth. A sensation like cool electricity raced up his arm and spread throughout his body in a heartbeat. His vision sharpened, colors intensifying until the forest around him seemed to vibrate with hidden meaning. The air itself felt different against his skin, somehow more present, more comprehensible.

The rush reminded him of his heavily weed-infused college days, that first inhale of smoke that altered reality just enough to make everything fascinating. But this was cleaner, more focused. His thoughts felt both faster and more ordered, as if someone had carefully organized the cluttered filing cabinet of his mind.

"Holy shit," he muttered.

The rest of the not-fireflies pulled back in response to the incident. As he turned his head to examine them more closely, they dispersed like a flock of wary birds. He hadn't realized how much of the light within the strange forest was the leakage of their ambience, and he had to blink a few times to make out anything out further than twenty feet or so around him with less illumination.

His initial concern about how it would make it harder for him to figure out where he was and make it back home brought a sense of urgency to the moment. He started walking, slowly at first, but in a defined direction, if one simply limited to forward.

The air was warm, and as he unzipped his bulky winter jacket, his attention was drawn to two facts. His pockets were empty, no phone to call for help, no wallet to pay for help, and no keys as the cherry on top. It was also clearly not late winter wherever he was, a fact which pushed him further in the direction of suspecting that he was in the grips of some weirdly detailed dream.

The not-fireflies weren't the only denizens of the forest. At the periphery of Grant's vision, larger shapes moved with deliberate grace. A creature that resembled a deer stepped into a shaft of fading sunlight, its coat shimmering like polished opal, shifting colors with each movement.

Instead of antlers, crystalline formations spiraled from its head, catching the light and fracturing it into prismatic patterns on the forest floor. It paused, nostrils flaring, dark eyes finding Grant with unsettling intelligence.

Further along, something serpentine and sinuous wound its way through the lower branches of the silver trees—a creature that seemed part bird, part snake, with a long body and long, translucent wings that reflected the phosphorescent glow of the forest floor. It paused, regarding Grant with eyes like liquid moonlight, before continuing on its silent journey through the strange woodland.

"What the fuck…?" he muttered.

The floating lights stopped following him as he aimlessly pushed forward, and it only took him a few more steps to see why. The forest seemed to shift abruptly, both in aesthetic tones and the general smell, which he hadn't really consciously noticed until that moment.

The border between the luminescent forest and whatever lay beyond wasn't subtle. The silver-barked trees with their ethereal blue foliage gave way to twisted, blackened trunks. Grant stopped short, a visceral revulsion washing through him.

The trees ahead stood like tortured sentries, their bark cracked and oozing a dark substance that looked unsettlingly like blood. The ground transitioned from vibrant moss to barren soil riddled with patches of oily black lichen. A sickly sweet odor hung in the air, cloying and wrong—like overripe fruit mingled with meat left too long in the summer heat.

The floating lights behind him retreated further, clustering anxiously among the healthy trees. The deer-like creature that had been watching him earlier pawed nervously at the mossy ground, refusing to approach the boundary. It wasn't all that hard to understand why.

A profound silence extended from the blighted section. No movement, no ambient sounds—just a dead stillness that felt more threatening than any noise could have been.

Just as quickly as Grant recognized that unnerving completeness of the eerie quiet, a distinct hum of activity cut through it from straight ahead. A low, vaguely mechanical growl that reminded him a bit of an idling chainsaw or a diesel engine.

A series of thuds, each one slightly closer and heavier than the last, emanated from the dark region ahead. Grant shook off his initial ominous reaction. Purposeful noise had to be a good sign, right? No animal he knew of sounded like that. He supposed it could be loggers, or maybe some type of vehicle, but help was help.

He took a few steps forward, again noting the way the strange forest's denizens held back. He came to an abrupt stop as a shape coalesced from the vague, unhealthy forest ahead. A shape he wanted nothing to do with.

A hulking aberration shambled from the shadows, its form a grotesque mockery of something that might have once been noble. What looked like a bull's head topped a body twisted by decay, its broad shoulders hunched at unnatural angles. Where horns should have been, jagged black protrusions erupted from its skull, dripping with the same viscous substance that oozed from cracks in its pallid flesh.

The creature's eyes burned an unnatural crimson, fixed on Grant with predatory hunger. Its chest heaved with labored breathing, each exhale emitting guttural chittering sounds that seemed to carry malevolent intent. The wide, powerful build might have once conveyed strength and dignity, but now spoke only of corrupted power.

It dragged one hooved foot forward, leaving a trail of withered vegetation where it touched the ground. The air around it seemed to dim, as though light itself recoiled from its presence.

Its eyes settled on Grant. He needed no further invitation to turn and run for his fucking life.


Chapter 3

Grant was fairly used to high pressure situations, having worked in restaurants in various capacities for the better part of his adult life. He'd had friends ask him before what's so stressful about being a chef, and he'd always given about the same reply. Anything is stressful when it has to be fast and perfect, especially when it also involves precision with sharp objects and open flames.

Running from a literal monster through a nightmarish dreamscape forest made him wonder if perhaps he'd oversold the precarious intensity of his work.

The ground shook and rumbled each time the hideous thing took a step, making it that much harder for him to keep his footing across the uneven ground. Every rock and tree root in the dim light threatened to trip him, and he suspected that if he went down, he wouldn't be getting back up, at least not within his own power.

The bullish monster followed in his wake, intimidating and indomitable. It collided with a midsized sapling and bowled it over like an average human might tip a standing lamp. Dark ooze dripped from its mouth, and its upper body shuddered with odd contractions that seemed separate from the focus of its legs.

"Help!" shouted Grant. "Someone! Anyone!"

He missed a step as the forest suddenly shifted from relatively flat, if uneven terrain, to an outright slope. His tumble down it was ungraceful and painful, but it at least kept him moving away from the monster. He scrambled to his feet as he came to a stop, eyes searching for anything nearby that might pose an opportunity for escape.

He was back in the healthy section of the forest and spotted a fairly broad river ahead of him, at the bottom of another slope. If he could get across it, just maybe it might be enough of an obstacle to deter the bull. Even if it only slowed the monster down, it might still be enough to give him a chance to gain some ground.

The ground shook so violently he swore he felt himself bounce a second time separate from his own footsteps. Grant risked a glance over his head and didn't like what it revealed in the slightest.

The monster was right behind him, raising a fist larger than Grant's skull balled into a fist that looked capable of bludgeoning through cinder blocks. Grant tripped at the least opportune time, his body trying to do too much to get away in the fashion of panicked animals of all shapes and sizes.

The not-fireflies were back, still seeming wary of drawing too near to him, but also assembling in a fashion almost formed a defensive shell around him. Grant suspected it would do less than nothing to stop a physical blow. He reached out for the strange lights regardless, too desperate to do anything else.

A few of them drew nearer to his hand seemingly in response to his beckoning. His fingers made contact with them, and it was the strangest sensation. A combination of warmth, presence, and potential of a variety that was alien to any other experience he had for comparison.

He drew whatever it was inward, his palm almost seeming to breathe three of the lights in like a vacuum sucking up floating bits of pollen. Instantly, Grant felt a rush, a sharpening of his senses, a flooding of strength and speed through muscles fatigued and lactic acid laden from the earlier chase.

The bull's fist came down with brutal accuracy and killing force. Grant scrambled for his life, rolling out of the way and popping himself back to his feet using arms that felt like they'd secretly been hitting the gym. They hadn't — his work schedule and the presence of a newborn precluded that — but the strength was still there, regardless.

He shot off toward the river, doubling down on the idea, hopes and energy buoyed by the mini moment of triumph. What he hadn't realized was how much further away from the river he actually was, the perspective only catching up with him running for a solid minute to reach its bank.

His first urge was to simply jump in and swim across, but it was a little too wide for that to be as viable as it first seemed. If it wasn't deep enough to actually deter the monster, nothing would stop it from wading in after him and simply claiming a now slightly cleaner body for supper.

He ran along the riverbank instead, choosing the direction that seemingly led away from the dark and twisted section of the forest. The bull gave pursuit, but it wasn't gaining on him quite as fast. He doubted he could outpace it, but maybe if he kept going, kept breathing, he could outlast it.

He tried to hurdle over a set of oncoming bushes. His foot caught a branch and he took a hard and unexpected tumble. One of his hands landed on something soft as he came to a stop, something incongruous for even a forest this weird. A small pile of clothing.

"Hey!" cried a woman's voice.

Grant looked up and saw someone bathing in the river. A naked someone. An attractive, busty,  red-haired, naked someone.

She stood waist-deep in the river, the current swirling around her hips. Droplets clung to her skin like tiny jewels in the fading light filtering through the silver trees. Her fiery auburn hair, darkened by water, clung to her shoulders and neck. Luminous green eyes, wide with surprise that quickly hardened into anger, locked onto his.

Water sluiced down her shoulders, tracing paths over the curves of her full breasts and athletic torso. She radiated a strength that openly defied her current vulnerability. Her hands hesitated, one hovering near her chest, the other clenching into a white-knuckled fist at her side, submerged just beneath the water's surface. The internal conflict was plain — the instinct to shield herself warring with her obvious pride.

A blush crept up her neck, a stark contrast to the cool pallor of her wet skin, yet her gaze remained locked on Grant, fierce and challenging. She took a half-step back, deeper into the water, the movement rippling the surface around her.

The river eddied around her thighs, obscuring her lower half but doing little to diminish the startling gravity of her presence. A small, glowing green sprite that Grant hadn't noticed before zipped nervously around her head, its light flickering erratically.

"That shirt was a gift from Lady Adelaide of Saratose," she said. "I'd appreciate it if you didn't rub it around in the moss."

One of her arms finally committed to wrapping around her gorgeous full breasts, and Grant felt a stab of disappointment before the ridiculousness of the situation struck him in full. The monster's heavy footsteps were still approaching, but he seemed to be the only one with anything resembling concern.

"Run!" he shouted. "There's no time!"

There really wasn't. In the very next instant, the corrupted bull was virtually upon him, knocking down a trunk of standing deadwood as it broke into a charge toward Grant.

His first instinct was to continue as he had been — that is, running for his fucking life. He might make it away… at the expense of this strange, naked young woman. Was he that much of an asshole?

No, and he never had been, despite trying the mantle on at work to tame particularly unruly kitchens a few times. Turning to face the monster, Grant took a breath and summoned as much resolve as he could to be a bulwark against his burgeoning terror.

He went on the offensive, figuring if he was going to die, he might as well do so aggressively. A whisper in the back of his head pointed out that, assuming it all was a dream, this would certainly make for a fitting end.

Some of the not-fireflies hovered above, right where the tree canopy grew denser. He felt them drawing toward him, almost pulled by his breath, or a matching impulse from within. Without hesitation, he tried to do what he'd done before and mostly succeeded, with about two thirds of the glowing sprites pressing into his head and back and flooding him with a surreal burst of energy.

The bull monster let out a disgusting roar, black flecks of spittle flying loose from its maw. Grant leapt at it while its posture was still open. He slammed a fist into its stomach with all the strength he had — far more than he'd assumed, and felt his knuckles connect with a satisfying dip into his enemy's dense flesh.

It grunted and recoiled a step, but unfortunately it neither exploded into meat stuff nor collapsed in defeat. Grant immediately pulled his arm back to hit it again, but the bull's hand shot forward with blurring speed and seized him around the neck.

He felt his eyes start to bulge out of their sockets and had a distinct thought about how he'd always assumed that was just an artistic choice in action movies and video games. The monster flung him like a rag doll, and he flew through the air fast enough to hear a whistle in his ears.

For but a moment. His body slammed into a tree trunk, one of the brawny, ancient ones with beautiful silver bark. It now had a rather less beautiful body print stamped into its core. Bits of bark and wood scraped at Grant's exposed skin as he groaned and tried to recover, surprised that he was still alive.

The woman was coming out of the river, still naked and walking in that careful way that people often do when barefoot in a river with a mixture of pointed and smooth rocks. She looked stunning, the rawness of her sexuality even more impressive in the moment, and also somehow unconcerned by the danger.

"…Run," Grant managed to cough out. "There's… still time."

The woman bent forward slowly, giving him a view of two plump and flawless buttocks. She held what Grant first thought was a stray branch as she straightened back to standing, but he adjusted that assumption into a quarterstaff as it began to glow with a brilliant silver-green light. It reminded him of the Northern Lights in how the energy rippled in ribbon like waves, twisting into spirals around the weapon.

She let out a grunt of exertion as she thrust the tip toward the bull. Grant watched, still recovering against the tree, as the silver-green light pulsed from the end of the woman's staff. It wasn't a beam, but a wave, a sudden expansion of pure energy that shimmered like heat haze on asphalt. The air crackled, smelling faintly of spring wind and damp earth.

The wave slammed into the bull monster's chest. It made a whooshing sound on impact and the creature flinched and staggered back, muscles jerking strangely. The bull shook its massive head, crimson eyes blinking, and fell to one knee, suddenly clumsy and uncoordinated. It looked dazed, like a boxer who took a hard shot to the jaw.

And like the boxer who'd issued said shot, the woman wasted no time in following up. She let out a surprisingly high-pitched grunt of effort as she leapt forward and swung her glowing staff at the monster's head. It connected like a baseball bat against the head of someone who owed a guy with a baseball bat money.

The monster let out a wet cough and staggered further downward, barely catching itself on all fours. The naked woman swung her staff again, the alluring bits and bobs of her body jiggling as she put in serious offensive work.

There was a crunching noise after a few more staff strikes to the head, but she kept going until they veered into gushy, meat-tenderizing territory. The bull monster lay still. The woman let out a satisfied breath and smiled, covering her breasts again as she walked over to dip the red speckled tip of her staff into the cleansing water.

"What a pain," she muttered. "Are you still alive, stranger?"

Grant tried to nod, but his hair was caught on the tree and the movement made him wince instead.

"Yeah," he said. "Still alive."

"Good." The woman stomped over to her clothing, eyes full of ire. "Then I expect you to answer for why and how you dabble in the profane."


Chapter 4

"Excuse me?"

Grant stared at the naked young woman — it was hard not to, for multiple reasons — and tried to make sense of her accusation.

"I saw what you did." The woman snatched up a rough looking towel and folded it around herself under the shoulder, finally covering most of the way up. "Even a traveler like yourself must be aware of how sacred the Sylvan Luminaries are to The Grove."

Grant shook his head, trying to connect her words to the situation. One of the not-fireflies, probably the Sylvan she was referring to, came to rest just above the woman's shoulder like an emerald green, free-floating LED light.

"Uh, okay, so I wasn't aware of that," said Grant. "I don't even know where the hell I am right now, let alone what's going on or how I did what I did."

"I somehow believe that," muttered the woman. "Your clothing is… rather odd."

Her tone had shifted, sounding curious, almost playful.

"At least I'm wearing clothing," he said, hitting the energy back. "Again. From where I come from and last remember being, this is how people dressed."

"So you claim." She took a step toward him, emerald eyes running up and down in that way that made it seem like she was reading deeply into every detail. "I'm surprised you're still alive after taking a hit from an Abyssal Auroch, let alone standing upright."

"Yeah, well, you weren't so bad yourself with that… spell of yours." He held her gaze, feeling all sorts of interesting vibes slipping into the fore. "And you certainly know how to swing a staff."

The woman tilted her head on a slight diagonal and gave him a tiny smile. "…What a curious find. I was worried this little outing would prove to be a far more boring affair than it's turning out to be."

"Always happy to keep things interesting." He matched her expression with a smirk of his own and closed the distance toward her. "Do you make a habit of bathing naked in forests with monsters stomping about?"

"I tend to do what I please, when I please." She turned sideways and made a show of slowly bending forward to pick up her shirt.

It was only then that Grant got a clear view of her shoulder, and what he saw there hit him like a bucket of ice water to the face. A curious combination of a birthmark and a mole, like a candlestick with a tiny black flame, stood out on the skin of her upper arm.

He'd seen it before. He saw it every day, every morning, every night.



"It almost looks intentional," said Grant. "Like it was traced on."

He ran his finger over his daughter's birthmark again, drawing a tiny circle around the flame shaped mole just above it. Lia pulled her mouth back from Sara's nipple, lips puckering, eyes blinking open and then closed.

"It's just more evidence of how special our little girl is." Sara gently drew their baby's head back in close to her breast, and she resumed nursing. "As though we needed any more evidence."

Grant chuckled and pulled his chair in a little closer. His wife looked serene, like an actual goddess, her reddish brown hair messy from all the sleep they'd been losing from the demands of their newborn, but her face glowing with new mother energy.

"You think it'll still look like that when she gets older?" he asked.

"Probably. I still have birthmarks and moles that I remember from childhood. It was the freckles that evolved over time."

"I love your freckles," muttered Grant.

He reached out and playfully began tracing a pattern across the faint constellation of dots on his wife's cheeks and nose. She kissed his finger and then held his gaze as she gently and provocatively sucked on the tip.

"It's right where a tattoo would go, almost," he pointed out. "Maybe she won't want to get one? She's already got nature's mark."

"Oh, trust me, if she's anything like me, she's going to want several." Sara flashed a wicked smile.

"Let's hope she isn't," he muttered.

"Hey!"

"Isn't like younger you, I mean," he said. "Back when you were still a handful."

"I may be slightly domesticated in recent years, but trust me." Her eyes flicked back to his. "I am still a handful."

"You don't have to tell me that." He touched the birthmark again and then reached down and set a hand on his wife's thigh. "We should put her to sleep soon."

"And then go to sleep ourselves," said Sara, with a wicked smile. "Or at least… to bed."



"…Lia?"

Grant gaped openly, his heart performing gymnastics as time seemed to stand completely still. Even setting aside the birthmark, the physical resemblance was so obvious between this woman and Sara that he felt like a fool for not suspecting it even earlier, the hair, the curves, the eyes, even her demeanor.

"Aurelia, actually," she said, with a slight frown. "Are you from the region after all? That doesn't fit. I've never seen anyone dressed like you and trust me when I say I'm adequately abreast on the current Eldorian fashions."

"How did you get here?" Grant closed on her and started to reach his arms out to take her by the shoulders. "How is this possible?"

Aurelia narrowed her eyes and flicked a hand, drawing her staff to her grip as though she'd yanked it by some invisible string. Grant froze, aware of what she could do with the weapon under pressure.

"What are you talking about?" she snapped. "I'm from here, obviously. I'm Princess Aurelia Veridian, daughter of Theron and Seraphina Veridian."

"You don't understand," he muttered, shaking his head. "I… know who you are."

She scoffed. "Everyone knows who I am. Obviously."

"That's not what I mean," he said. "I know you. I was there for your birth!"

Aurelia let out a laugh, but sounded almost defensive, or at least more confused than amused. "I can assure you that you were not. My birth was witnessed, of course, but by the Council of Elders, not by you. You can't be more than a decade older than me. What reason would a child have to be present in such an intimate moment within the Evergreen Palace?"

He didn't have a good answer for that, only more questions. The issue of her age was one that he found actively perplexing. If she truly was Lia, why would she be a woman in her early twenties as opposed to the two year old he remembered?

It brought him back around to the question of just what was going on, why he was in this surreal forest to begin with. It had to be a dream after all, but again, he found himself trying to force that logic onto a reality where it didn't quite fit. He could feel a splinter of wood in his shoulder from the impact with the tree, taste a bit of copper in his mouth from a tiny split in his lip.

"You're obviously a little frazzled from our scuffle with the Abyssal Auroch," said Aurelia, pulling her shirt on and freeing her hair from the neckline. "Why don't we focus on handling the corpse for now before the Blight spreads off it? My camp is just down the way from here. You can rest there once we're finished if you need more time to recover your wits."

"…The Blight?" Grant shook his head, so overwhelmed that he struggled to do more than just parrot back words of significance. "None of this… makes any sense."

Aurelia looked oddly sympathetic as she wiggled into a pair of tight leather pants. "Just gather any loose branches and dry firewood you see nearby and stack it onto the monster's body. Don't go far. We'll sit down and talk this through at my camp, stranger. Do you at least remember your name?"

"Grant…" he said. "Grant Hayes."

"Grant?" She smiled, a bit of the flirtation from earlier re-entering her expression. "Am I saying that right? Like a land grant?"

"I suppose."

"That's a bit of an odd name."

"Not where I'm from," he said, a touch defensively.

"It's not a bad name, just strange. Imagine naming someone deed, or contract, or bill."

"The last one is also a name where I'm from," said Grant.

"Well, now I have even more questions," she said, with another smile.

He found firewood without much trouble, given the density of the surrounding forest. It wasn't hard work, but effortful enough to make him take his jacket off. Aurelia didn't hide how she side eyed him in his t-shirt with the same interest and curiosity she'd showed before.

"Do you have a lighter?" he asked, as he set the last of the branches down over the Abyssal Auroch's body.

"A what?" She shook her head. "I can make sparks with my Harmony magic, if that's what you mean. Not a true fire spell like the pyromancers in Aethelburg throw about, but it should be more than enough for what's needed here."

The tiny green light which had been following her seemed to grow in luminosity as Aurelia extended a hand palm first toward the unlit pyre. A splash of sparks, more rainbow colored than orange, rained upon the dry tinder. It took a few seconds to catch properly, but once it did, the flames quickly spread across the wood.

The smoke smelled acrid, and he took a step as it began to get in his face and hurt his eyes. Aurelia was watching him again, and he felt an odd tug. At first, he mistook it for the playful, flirtatious vibe he'd unknowingly fed before seeing the birthmark. But he somehow knew it was more than just that.

There was an odd… connection between them. A subtle awareness that felt somehow both surreal and natural, like the silver bark on some of the trees around them. Grant suspected at first that Aurelia was doing something with her magic, but as he looked at her, he noticed the furrow in her brow, the way she seemed just as squirmy amidst the odd tension as he currently felt.

"It won't burn too hot," she said, in a low voice. "The moss holds a fair amount of moisture, so we can trust it to come down to a safe level from here."

"Good to know," he said.

"My camp is… not far." She made a small gesture to their left. "If you're still interested."

"I am," he said. "It's not as though I have anywhere else to be."

"You say the strangest things," Aurelia muttered. "Where were you planning on going, in that case?"

"To a Christmas Eve party."

She stared at him blankly. "A… what party?"

"Doesn't matter," he said. "Lead the way."


Chapter 5

Aurelia's camp was only a quarter of a mile away, a tent and a firepit set up amidst a patch of level, mossy earth. She'd apparently been using a fallen log as a bench, but Grant opted to take a seat on the ground across from her instead as she used her magic to rekindle the campfire to life with some nearby firewood.

"I want to know your story," she said, voice soft but earnest. "I can't remember ever meeting anyone quite like you before. Certainly not within the Grove. I know these lands well."

Grant exhaled slowly. "Where to even begin? I suppose with a question."

"I'll answer, if I can."

"Is this actually a dream?"

Aurelia laughed, and then frowned as she realized he was being serious. "No, Lord Hayes. Or at least if it is, it would be mine, rather than yours."

"Lord Hayes?" he repeated, with a chuckle.

"Am I wrong to assume so? Your clothing is strange, but it’s certainly nothing a peasant or commoner could afford."

He almost corrected her on reflex before deciding he rather liked the way it sounded. "No, that's fine. I suppose I was up for a promotion back in my world. Lord Hayes it is."

"Your world?" Aurelia smirked and motioned for him to continue. "Would you indulge me by telling me more of this place?"

There was an undercurrent to her tone that Grant recognized. She was incredulous, and perhaps rightly so. He considered how much to say, especially in regard to the fact that he was still struggling with a bone deep certainty that this woman couldn't look the way she looked, bear the mark she bore, and not somehow be a grown-up version of his daughter Lia. Aurelia, Lia… even her name seemed like more evidence.

"I'm from Earth," he said. "It feels strange to say that out loud, but this… isn't Earth, is it? There is no place with silver trees and monsters and magic on Earth."

"This… is earth," said Aurelia, reaching a hand down to prod the forest floor. "Your realm is named after dirt and soil, Lord Hayes?"

"Not the realm, the world," he said. "All of it."

He motioned as though gesturing to everything, but he suspected Aurelia didn't quite understand what he was getting at from the blank expression on her face.

"How did you arrive here in Eldoria?" she asked.

He shook his head slowly. "I don't know. I got hit by a truck, I suppose."

"A… what?"

The next few minutes were like a series of explanations which required further explanations, followed by a question which would seemingly restart the recursive process. Grant explained what a truck was only to have Aurelia ask about engines, about gasoline, spark plugs and batteries and electricity. She looked more flustered than curious by the end of it, which surprised him, given how interested she'd seemed in him and his clothing.

"You… obviously took quite a profound blow to the head after all," she eventually muttered.

"That's still a possibility," he said. "I could be on a hospital bed right now, or more likely in the ER."

"The… what?" Aurelia pouted and crossed her arms. "Lord Hayes, I must ask you to refrain from using terminology that's specific to your realm unless you also explain what it means."

"Don't worry about it," he said, with a sigh.

"Which begs the question how you even speak the Eld Tongue to begin with, if you're from this Earth place you speak of," said Aurelia.

"That… is a damn good question." He paused, suddenly realizing that he hadn't been speaking English, not since first shouting out to Aurelia when the monster had been chasing him. "I just can, somehow."

He shook his head, thinking back to the voice he'd heard in the middle of the blank expanse of nothingness he'd briefly experienced after the truck had hit him. The voice he'd heard there hadn't spoken in English either, but he'd understood it, the Eld Tongue, as Aurelia called it.

"You have a bit of an accent, but it’s more in your word choice than your tone," said Aurelia. "Are you making all of this up, Lord Hayes? There's no way you haven't been speaking Eld for at least a few years, given your pronunciation."

"I'm telling you the truth, at least as far as I know it myself." He stopped and ran a hand through his hair. "I need to wake up."

"You aren't dreaming," said Aurelia.

"Then I need to figure out what's going on," he said, shaking his head. "If I'm not dreaming… how do I get out of here?"

He wasn't ready to believe it just yet. Everything was too strange, too laden with magic and mysticism and things that shouldn't exist. Dreams often felt real when a person was in them. He couldn't remember the last time he'd had a dream this vivid, but maybe he'd just been overdue.

"It's getting late," said Aurelia. "Are you hungry?"

"Not especially."

"Good. I already ate." She stood up from the log and let out a little groan as she shifted into a little back stretch. "You can stay here at my camp for tonight. tomorrow, I'll bring you to the city and see what my grandmother makes of you."

"Your… grandmother?"

"Mara Veridian," said Aurelia. "Queen of the Sylvan Grove."

She disappeared into her tent for a moment. The not-firefly, or sylvan, as she'd called it, seemed wary of Grant in her absence, circling his head once before following after its apparent mistress.

He assumed that Aurelia was bringing him out a sleeping pad or blanket to set up outside, but when she opened the tent flap it was simply to beckon him in. Grant furrowed his brow, feeling an odd urge to chastise her for being so comfortable and unguarded around someone who was ostensibly a total stranger.

"There should be room for us both," said Aurelia. "I usually double my underlayer up so you won't have to lie on the ground. Though I have no spare quilt, so you'll have to do without."

"I'll just use my jacket," he said.

Aurelia nodded, her attention refocusing on his clothing as he put his jacket back on.

"What… manner of fabric is that, anyway?" she asked.

"Polyester." He smiled at her blank expression. "It's a type of plastic, I think, but I doubt that means anything to you."

"Can I touch it?"

"Why not?" He started to unzip it, but Aurelia simply walked over to him and reached her hand out, rubbing her fingers across the jacket and his chest.

"Fascinating." Her voice was a whisper, and both her closeness and her touch lent a sudden tension to the moment. "Perhaps I'll claim this garment as my own in exchange for lending you my aid, Lord Hayes."

Again, Grant felt a whisper of something more than just the rising and deeply inappropriate atmosphere between them. It was almost as though he could sense her emotions, as though they'd known each other far longer than they had, and perhaps far more intimately, as well. He swallowed, but didn't look away, holding her gaze.

"I need my jacket," he said. "Something tells me the nights in this forest are rather cool."

"If only there were another way to stay warm," she said, with a dangerous smirk.

He narrowed his eyes, feeling two reactions warring for supremacy. He could so easily hit it back, lean into whatever the hell it was that had this gorgeous woman so intrigued with him. But he could never do that, not knowing who she was, who that birthmark belonged to.

"I can think of a way," he said, leaning forward a bit.

"Oh?" Her eyes sparkled with emerald mischief.

He unzipped his jacket and slipped out of it. "Trade you for your quilt."

Aurelia's smile twitched into a mixture of annoyance and amusement. "You're funny, Lord Hayes."

"I try."

She made a show of slowly bending down to wiggle her way back into the tent. Grant ran a hand through his hair and prepared for what he expected to be a challenging night.

He readied a game plan, aware of how easily things might get out of hand if he crawled into the tent with the flirtatious young woman without a proper strategy. She looked so much like Sara that it was disorienting, regardless of whatever parentage she claimed. Between the birthmark, the eyes, the resemblance…

He took a breath, not wanting to let himself think about his daughter as he remembered her, not until he had a better idea of what was going on or, ideally, simply woke up from the dream. It was too real, too raw, of a subject. He needed to simply bide his time while ignoring the budding chemistry between himself and the oddly familiar and distractingly buxom princess.

He crawled into the tent and took his spot on the sleeping pad, doing his best to pretend like Aurelia wasn't lying there mere inches away. So close he could feel the heat coming off her, sense each inhalation, the release of every exhale.

Eyes closed, he set about forcing himself to go to sleep. It worked as well as it always does when the objective eclipses natural relaxation. He could even smell her, or what he thought was her, a mixture of dry leaves and sandy river scent.

He pushed out a breath and tried to make himself relax by force of will. Always a winning strategy.


Chapter 6

Half an hour crawled by with unreal slowness for Grant, a slow series of the kind of dragging moments that served as a close approximation to actual purgatory. It was beyond frustrating. He found himself wishing there was something he could do about it… other than the one thing he knew he shouldn't.

"Lord Hayes." Aurelia's voice, quiet and soft. "Are you awake?"

He willed himself with every ounce of his willpower to remain silent, say nothing, stick to the plan. Stick to the goddamn plan.

"I am," he whispered. "Technically."

Aurelia rolled onto her side. Grant lifted his head, catching her silhouette in the darkness of the tent but not anything more.

"A question keeps me awake," she said, slowly. "Why is it that there’s such strong… resonance between us?"

"I don't know what you mean."

"I think you do." The quilt rustled as Aurelia rose up to sitting. "Do you Earth people form soul bonds like the beastkin? Everyone… swapping with the seasons."

"Soul… bonds?" Grant finally rose onto his elbow, shaking his head. "What are you talking about?"

"Some light, Flicker?"

The tiny green Sylvan entered the tent and brightened, filling the small space with enough wane emerald light for Grant to make out Aurelia's face and body. She had the quilt pulled up to her chest, but her bare shoulders suggested that it was all she wore.

"If we're going to talk, you should at least put a shirt on," he said, trying to look away and almost managing to.

"What?" She let out an amused giggle. "It's not as though you haven't seen me in less."

Grant breathed out through his teeth, his frustration oddly mirroring his reaction to Lia sticking her toys in her mouth. "I'm tired."

"Then satisfy me," said Aurelia. "Answer my question."

"I don't know what you mean," he muttered. "I don't know what resonance, or whatever you called it, even is."

"It's the potential for a soul bond." Aurelia's voice came out quiet and slow, hinting at the depths of her intrigue. "When the resonance with someone is strong enough, it becomes rather difficult to ignore them. Even when they're trying very hard to pretend to be a sleeping log."

He wanted to brush the idea off, but he felt it, too. It was an awareness, a draw, that felt as potent as physical attraction, but more inexplicable.

"Is it… some kind of mind reading?" he asked.

"Mind reading!" Aurelia laughed again. "Not quite, though I suppose that's how people from outside the Grove might see it. We Sylvan Humans tend to be more aware of the potential for soul bonds than those of other cultures, so I don't fault you for your ignorance. Well, not entirely."

"Do they serve a purpose beyond distracting people from sleep?" he muttered.

"That depends on what you want out of them, I suppose," said Aurelia. "Can't you feel it? Like a string between us, pulled taut? That… unusual hum in the air?"

He couldn't deny it, but he wasn't about to lean into it, either. The situation was rapidly spiraling into weirdness. His heart was sending him mixed messages, telling him to think of the birthmark, the resemblance, while also shouting for him to pull her close.

"If this is simply a normal thing in your world, then why bring it up now?" asked Grant.

"It isn't normal for this level of resonance to exist out of nowhere," said Aurelia. "You just show up with your strange plactic clothing acting like you just fell out of the sky and have this level of resonance with someone like me?"

"Plastic," he corrected. "I still don't see why you're making such a big deal out of it. Am I a threat to the other soul bonds you've formed, or something?"

Aurelia was silent for a few seconds. "I'm the Sylvan Hope. I… haven't formed any soul bonds, aside from the affinity bond I share with my grandmother."

He suddenly realized why she'd been watching him so closely, with such rapt fascination. If there was anything he'd learned about attractive women from his own dating experience and especially Sara, it was that they were always drawn in by puzzles and anomalies. Which meant the quickest way to snuffing out this weird tension was simply to bore her away.

"We don't form soul bonds on Earth," said Grant. "Hate to disappoint you, Princess."

"I was simply curious!" she suddenly snapped. "Who said anything about actually forming one? I only meant that it was a curiosity that you seemed so… primed. You needn't be so rude!"

He swore he could feel a flash of her annoyance, the way it burned with something deeper, something hotter than mere irritation.

"Maybe you should focus more on getting to sleep and less on fantasizing about soul bonds," he said, unable to resist one last dig.

"I will!" The quilt rustled as she shifted downward. "You know, I do believe my back is hurting a bit from the ground. I'd like my extra sleeping pad back."

Grant sighed but complied, his own frustration seeming to intermingle with hers and priming the tent's interior in strange ways. "All yours."

He rolled off it and pushed it toward her. Her fingers brushed his as she took it, and they both held on for a second longer as though about to start a game of tug of war over it. One he knew he'd easily win, stronger than her as he was.

"Goodnight, Lord Hayes," said Aurelia. "I hope you get all the sleep you desire."

"Sleep tight, Princess," he said. "Don't let the resonance keep you up."

"I won't!"

He slept poorly, but he did sleep, somehow, as the exhaustion finally caught up with him. Aurelia wasn't in the tent when he woke up. She'd apparently given him the sleeping pad back at some point during the night, pushing it against the side of his shoulder, though he hadn't noticed in time to make use of it.

He gathered himself up, blinking against the dim light filtering through the tent fabric. It forced him to acknowledge that it wasn't the familiar pattern of his bedroom ceiling above him, as he'd hoped. No sterile white hospital tiles, either. Just the rough canvas weave of Aurelia’s tent. He was still in Eldoria.

A coldness settled over him, heavy and unwelcome. He wasn't waking up from a nightmare induced by painkillers or trauma. This forest, the silver trees, the uncannily familiar and flirtatious princess — it wasn't fading with the dawn.

He scrubbed a hand over his face, the stubble rough against his palm. Lia. The thought of her slammed into him, sharp and painful. This was it. This was officially the longest he had ever been away from her since the day she'd been born.

He’d done overnight shifts at the restaurant, sure, leaving her with Sara or his mom, but never more than twelve hours, tops. Never a whole night and into the morning with no idea when, or if, he’d see her again.

A knot tightened in his chest, thick with a sickening mix of anxiety and longing. He missed her weight in his arms, the funny little snuffling sound she made when she was falling asleep, even the demanding cry that meant she needed him. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to conjure her face, her smell. Trying to will himself back. Wake up, wake up, wake the fuck up.

He pinched the bridge of his nose, hard. Nothing. He could feel the uneven ground beneath him, hear the distant rustle of leaves outside, smell the lingering earthy scent of the Grove mixed with something faintly otherworldly.

It all felt distressingly solid, stubbornly real. The awful truth, the one he’d been pushing away, began to feel less like a possibility and more like a grim certainty. He might not be dreaming after all.

He cut the line of thinking off, knowing it would only lead to despair if not outright depression. Slipping out of the tent, he winced and blinked a few times as the morning's brightness hit his eyes. Aurelia was sitting at the fire, warming a few flat pieces of bread or maybe cake on a small pan.

She gave him an odd smile, tight and wary, but genuine. Her pet Sylvan, Flicker, hovered over one of her shoulders. He suddenly wondered how long she'd been out in the forest alone before he'd arrived on the scene. There was a… loneliness about her that tugged at his heartstrings a bit, in a way he wasn't sure he liked.

"Are you hungry, Lord Hayes?" she asked. "You look… a bit rough."

"Yeah, well, it was a rough night," he muttered.

"I gave you back the sleeping pad, but I think you were too busy snoring obnoxiously to notice."

He chuckled at that. "Yeah, so it would seem."

A few other Sylvan were floating around the campsite, harder to see clearly now that the sun was competing with their faint light. On a whim, Grant reached a hand up and tried to draw some of their power in as he'd done during the fight with the monster. It felt effortless to him and seemed like it might be a nice morning pick-me-up in lieu of coffee.

"Lord Hayes!" Aurelia shot to her feet, staff suddenly in hand. "What… are you doing?"

"What…?" He shook his head, perplexed by the question, despite it being one that he also had of himself. "The Sylvan. I'm not sure what it is about them, but… I think I can use them, somehow."

"Don't ever do that again," said Aurelia, voice low. "It's profane to draw upon them in such a way. To take beyond what they offer as extra is akin to robbing the Grove itself. That's an understatement, if anything. It's grotesque, almost akin to what the Blight afflicts upon our land."

"Jesus, alright," he said, holding his hands up in mock surrender. "I just got here. How was I supposed to know? I'm not even sure how I do it to begin with. It's like my body can just… breathe them in."

"And what do you think happens to them when you do that?" asked Aurelia.

He shook his head, again unable to really answer the question or fully grasp the gravity of the situation. What he did know was that he wasn't interested in seeing Aurelia make the expression she currently wore, if he could help it.

"Sorry," he said. "I won't do it again."

"I… would have to tell my grandmother about this, if you did," she whispered.

"Should I be worried about that?"

"Only if you prefer your head attached to your neck," said Aurelia.


Chapter 7

Grant ate breakfast across from Aurelia, both of them enduring silence and a somewhat stilted atmosphere after the Sylvan incident. The flat cakes were good, sweet in a subtle way, though not overly filling.

"Do you still wish to accompany me to Arboreal Concordat?" asked Aurelia.

Grant shrugged. "I don't exactly have anywhere else to be. If there is a way for me to return home, a city is probably the place to start looking for it."

"Why wouldn't there be a way for you to return to where you came from?" asked Aurelia. "You found a way here, no?"

"Not exactly," he said. "The last thing I remember on Earth is, well… dying. Or at least suffering grievous, life threatening injury."

Aurelia was quiet for a bit, chewing her flat cake with slow bites. "I wouldn't recommend attempting to recreate those circumstances in a bid to return."

"Not planning on it," he said. "At least not to start."

His answer didn't really seem to put her at ease. She had a cute way of pouting which he tried not to appreciate.

"How are we going to get to your city?" asked Grant. "Is it nearby?"

"More or less," said Aurelia. "We'll travel a bit south through the forest to the road. I'll let my carriage driver know where to wait for me."

"You going to give him a call?" joked Grant.

"A what?"

"In my world, we have devices that let us talk to other people at a distance," he explained. "Phones. When you use them, it's called making a call."

He saw the way his phrasing only made his explanation more confusing. Aurelia shook her head like she was dismissing the ramblings of a madman.

"A Sylvan missive should suffice for us, lacking your world's oddities, Lord Hayes."

She held her hands out and a few dozen Sylvan Luminaries seemed to respond to her unspoken summons. They arranged themselves into what seemed like a constellation of letters and words. Grant was reasonably sure he could read them somehow, but opposite her as he was, his view of the writing was backwards.

"There." Aurelia closed her hands over the arrangement, taking all of the Sylvan into a bright handful which she tossed off into the distance. "We should strike down my camp and set out. I have my own reasons for needing to get back to the Evergreen Palace so there will be an aspect of haste to our travel."

"The last thing I'd want would be to slow you down, oh mighty Princess."

"Are you mocking me?" snapped Aurelia.

Grant could feel a flicker of her indignation through the resonance, and let her feel his amusement in return. "I would never."

Aurelia rolled her eyes, but a small smile played on her lips. She began efficiently dismantling her tent, folding the canvas with practiced movements. Grant helped, gathering the last few items scattered around the extinguished fire pit. The awkward tension from the night before and the morning’s Sylvan incident still lingered between them, a low current beneath the surface noise of the forest.

They set off southward, Aurelia leading the way with her staff tapping lightly against the mossy ground. Grant let his gaze drift from the impossible silver trees to the young woman ahead.

She moved confidently and calmly, braided hair swinging against her back. She would have been fascinating to him even without the birthmark, outside of Eldoria, any context, really.

He tried to ignore the odd, inexplicable pull that went even beyond just that, the resonance she spoke of, distracting in presence and connection. He gated his focus instead to the uneven terrain and the lingering strangeness of this new world. Small lights, the Sylvan, drifted between the branches, their glows increasingly hard to discern in the strengthening daylight. Flicker, Aurelia's personal sprite, zipped around her head like an anxious hummingbird.

The dense forest began to thin. Sunlight slanted more directly through the canopy. The silver trees gave way to more familiar-looking oaks and pines, though still possessed of an unusual vibrancy. The ground underfoot firmed, transitioning from supple moss to packed earth. Grant saw it first — a distinct track, wider than a game trail, winding as they emerged into a clearing. A road.

"This is it," Aurelia said, stopping at the edge.

They waited. The quiet felt different here, less imbued with the forest's living pulse, more expectant. Grant shifted his weight, his winter jacket feeling out of place even simply hanging from one arm.

A few minutes passed before the sound reached them — the rhythmic clop of hooves, the gentle rumble of wheels. A carriage emerged from a bend in the road, pulled by two fairly normal looking horses. The carriage itself looked grown rather than built, flowing lines of dark wood seamlessly integrated, leaf patterns carved into its panels.

It pulled to a halt beside them. A man in simple green livery sat at the reins, his face weathered but alert. His eyes widened slightly as they fell on Grant, flicking from him to Aurelia with a questioning look.

"Princess Aurelia," the driver said, his voice steady despite the surprise. "And... company?"

"This is Lord Hayes," said Aurelia, a hint of challenge in her tone. "He requires passage to the city."

The driver nodded slowly, his gaze lingering on Grant's strange attire for another moment before he opened the carriage door. "As you wish, Your Highness."

Aurelia climbed in first, settling onto a plush bench upholstered in deep green fabric. Grant followed, ducking his head as he entered the surprisingly spacious interior. The air inside smelled faintly of cedar and wildflowers.

The door clicked shut. With a command from the driver and a jingle of harnesses, the carriage lurched forward, softly bouncing them down the forest road.

"Why were you out in the forest to begin with?" asked Grant, as much to blunt the growing tension within the confines of the carriage as to get an answer.

"I'm scouting out the Blight," said Aurelia. "It's been encroaching into the Grove more frequently these past few months. We have some natural boundaries against it — The Serpent's Coil, the river you found me in, to the west and south. But it hasn't been enough."

"The monster that attacked us is part of the Blight, isn't it?" said Grant.

"Yes, it was, though more of a whisper of the threat than a shout," said Aurelia. "There are entire armies of ghouls within the Blighted Lands, commanded by the Demon Queen, not to mention the cancerous effects of the Blight itself. Her influence grows stronger each season, and my grandmother is concerned. Rightfully so."

She eyed him again, and Grant sensed a scrutiny in her gaze that left him confused until he tried to fit his own context into what she was saying. Was she suspicious of him? He thought about the way she'd reacted to whatever it was he'd done with the Sylvan that morning. Maybe it was justified.

The carriage wheels rumbled over the packed earth road, the rhythmic clopping of the horses a steady beat against the otherwise quiet interior. Silence stretched between the two occupants, thick and charged. Grant could feel Aurelia's presence beside him, an awareness amplified by the strange resonance she’d mentioned. It hummed beneath his skin, a low thrumming connection that made ignoring her fundamentally impossible.

He shifted on the plush bench, watching her out of the corner of his eye, drawn to her profile against the window. The curve of her cheek, the line of her jaw, the fiery strands of auburn hair escaping her braid — it was all achingly familiar. He saw Sara in the set of her mouth, a hint of that same stubborn pride. He saw Lia in the luminous green of her eyes, though Lia’s held only toddler innocence, not the complex fire flickering in Aurelia’s.

Who was she? The question echoed in the hollow space where his certainty used to be. Lia. Aurelia. The birthmark. The uncanny resemblance. It felt like a cruel joke, a puzzle designed to torment him.

He wanted to grab her, shake her, demand answers he knew she couldn't give. He wanted to pull her close, tracing the candlestick mark on her shoulder until the memory superimposed itself perfectly. He wanted to push her away, disgusted by the treacherous thoughts that sparked between the memory of his wife and the image of the young woman who might somehow be his daughter.

The conflict churned inside him, a nauseating mix of nameless emotions. Something dark. Something forbidden.

He forced his attention to the window, watching the forest scenery slide past. The trees looked less alien now, more like the familiar oaks and maples of home, though everything still possessed an unnatural vibrancy. Gradually, the trees thinned further, revealing rolling hills and cultivated fields in the distance.

Then, cresting a rise, a city emerged in the distance. Arboreal Concordat, Grant could only assume.

From this distance, the outskirts looked… normal. Stone walls, timber-framed houses with thatched roofs, smoke curling from chimneys. It could have been a scene from a history book, standard late-medieval fare. But as his eyes tracked toward the city center, the ordinary dissolved into the extraordinary.

Massive structures rose above the conventional rooftops, structures that weren't built so much as grown. Towers that looked like colossal, ancient trees, their upper reaches woven into living architecture, balconies draped in flowering vines.

Bridges spun between them like hardened spider silk, flowing with organic curves. It was a city unlike anything he could have imagined, a place where nature and civilization didn't just coexist, but intertwined into something entirely new.

He glanced back toward Aurelia only to see her watching him, amused by his awe. Shifting in his seat, he matched her gaze, feeling the resonance stirring in an interesting, not entirely welcome way.

"How does Arboreal Concordat compare to the cities in your realm, Lord Hayes?" she asked.

"It's different, that much I'll admit," he said. "Though I suspect if you were to see one of Earth's large cities, or even a small one, you would be similarly impressed."

"I've traveled a fair bit, I'll have you know," she said, a touch defensively.

"I don't doubt it, but trust me when I say that it might be… a little overwhelming for someone from a world like yours."

Aurelia frowned, seeming to come to a decision. She reached through the front window and tapped the driver on the shoulder, drawing his attention.

"Drop us off at the gate," she said. "I think Lord Hayes would benefit from the fresh air and movement of a walk through the city."

"Of course, Your Highness!" said the driver. "Right away!"


Chapter 8

Grant was eager to stretch his legs as soon as he was out of the carriage. Despite Aurelia's comment about him benefitting from fresh air, the smell of Arboreal Concordat was not quite what he'd describe as fresh.

It wasn't unbearable, but it held subtle undertones that reminded him of a farm in fresh spring, right when the manure goes down. Aurelia seemed oblivious to it and he opted not to bring it up, given the unlikelihood of it ever changing.

"Your Highness!" The guards standing vigil to either side of the gate and along parapets of the wall all called out to Aurelia in unison.

"I've returned," said Aurelia, simply. "I have a guest with me. Send a runner to the Queen to inform her that I'll be at the palace imminently."

"Right away, Your Highness!"

Grant fell into step next to the spirited redhead as they passed into the city. "Why not just send the Sylvan, like you did before?"

"It takes stored magical power," said Aurelia. "Moreover, it's indulgent to simply use my Harmony magic when other mundane methods will suffice."

He sensed that she was still thinking about his incident with the Sylvan earlier that morning. If she wanted to bring it up again, that was fine by him, and he held her gaze, giving her the chance. It wasn't as though he'd known what he was doing, then or now.

Aurelia didn't take the bait. She simply continued walking, her posture straight, her head held high. The guards watched them pass, their gazes lingering on Grant's unfamiliar clothes before snapping back to attention. The heavy wooden gate creaked shut behind them, the sound echoing slightly in the enclosed space of the gatehouse archway.

They stepped onto a street paved not with cobblestones, but with smooth, tightly packed earth interwoven with thick, living roots that formed intricate patterns underfoot. Buildings flanked the street, simpler here near the outer wall.

They looked more conventional than the towering tree structures Grant had seen from a distance — timber frames filled with plaster, stone foundations — but nature asserted itself everywhere. Vibrant moss coated stone walls like thick velvet.

Flowering vines spilled from window boxes, their blossoms releasing a sweet fragrance that warred with the underlying scent of livestock and damp earth. Small trees grew directly through the eaves of some houses, their branches providing natural awnings.

People milled about, dressed in practical tunics, sturdy trousers, and simple dresses, mostly in earth tones — greens, browns, russets. He was more than a little surprised that everyone seemed somewhat… short compared to him.

They weren't tiny, not exactly, but a quick survey of the eyes was enough to tell him that he was on the upper end of the height range amongst the crowd. Which was a little surprising, given that he had himself been on the shorter end of average height back home.

He was taller than the locals, tanner than the locals, and clearly dressed in a manner they found unusual. They glanced at him, their curiosity evident, but quickly looked away when they met his eyes or noticed Aurelia at his side.

The air hummed with activity. Grant heard the clang of a hammer on metal from an open doorway, the murmur of conversation, the distant bleating of unseen animals. Flicker zipped ahead, the Sylvan darting playfully around passersby before circling back to Aurelia's shoulder.

"How much history does this city have?" he asked.

"That's a bit of an odd question," said Aurelia. "A few hundred years, I suppose. Though we Sylvan Humans haven't ruled for all of that. The Kingdom of Selsux invaded us about a century ago and stuck around for a while. You can see their influence in some of the architecture."

"Let me guess — they built their houses, rather than growing them?" he asked.

"Your tone makes it sound like you find our ways funny, Lord Hayes," said Aurelia.

"Not funny, just… interesting," he said. "Different. We only had stories of these sorts of things back in my world. Communing with nature and magic and sprites, it's all so…"

He trailed off as a woman with a set of young children bowed before Aurelia and began asking her something in a demure and quiet voice. Aurelia listened raptly, and Grant gave her some space, suspecting she was tending to something resembling a princess's duty.

He felt an odd spike of pride as he noticed her kindness, her compassion for the people and situation. It stirred the resonance between them, and he caught Aurelia suddenly glancing his way, distracted. The look she gave him didn't quite match with what he might have expected, more the smirk of a woman who'd just received a spicy compliment rather than a forlorn father's admiration.

He wondered, in that moment, whether she needed to know the truth. The fact that, as far as his heart seemed concerned, she was his daughter, a version of her if not Lia outright. But how could he tell her that? It sounded insane. It was insane.

"I like to help people as they come to me," Aurelia explained afterward, holding his gaze more intensely than the situation called for. "One on one. I think they appreciate the attention."

"I'm sure they do." Grant coughed and glanced around, trying to dispel the stubborn and inappropriate tension between them. "We should keep moving."

"Of course, Lord Hayes."

They walked deeper into the city. The streets widened, and the buildings grew taller, more elaborate. The integration of living wood became more pronounced. Balconies seemed sculpted from massive boughs, and walkways arched overhead, connecting upper levels of adjacent structures, looking like naturally formed bridges between colossal trees.

As they rounded a corner, the sheer scale of the central city structures made Grant exhale audibly. The tree towers he’d glimpsed from the road now dominated the skyline, colossal living monuments piercing the heavens. Sunlight filtered through their immense canopies, dappling the streets below. Walkways spiraled around trunks wider than houses, connecting levels impossibly high above.

One tree stood taller, more central than the rest, its upper reaches lost in the haze of altitude. Its bark seemed ancient, wise, etched with the passage of centuries. Leaves, luminescent shades of green and gold, drifted down constantly, a slow, silent snowfall of foliage against the vibrant blue sky.

Grant craned his neck, spotting tiny figures moving along the high branches and walkways — people, looking like ants traversing the limbs of a sleeping giant. He felt small, insignificant, utterly dwarfed by the breathtaking, impossible majesty of it all. This wasn't just a city, but a living wonder.

"Is this really so foreign to you?" Aurelia watched him with a curious expression, as though she could see something of his world reflected in his amazement.

"Honestly… yeah." He met her gaze with a furrowed brow. "Starting to believe that I'm telling the truth?"

"I never doubted," said Aurelia. "But I expect my grandmother will. It would behoove you to… think carefully about what you want to say to her. Both in terms of how and how much."

"Is she a serious woman?" asked Grant.

"Very much so."

"Is she… a dangerous woman?"

Aurelia pursed her lips but didn't answer.


Chapter 9

The tree towers were more or less at the city's geographical center, away from the wall, away from the river, poised as though everything Arboreal Concordat had to offer was either in service to or because of their existence. Grant followed alongside Aurelia as they approached the cavernous entrance to the largest and tallest one.

"This is the Evergreen Palace," she said, quietly. "My home. The largest of the heartwood towers. Where all decisions pertaining to the Grove are decided and debated."

"It's not bad," said Grant.

Aurelia snapped her gaze toward him with narrowed eyes, and he waggled his eyebrows back at her.

He couldn't tell if the entrance to the palace had been carved into the trunk of the tree, or if it had simply somehow grown that way. In either case, there were doors that seemed like they could slide shut across the entrance's gaping maw, though how many people it took to complete that action was an interesting question.

Grant noticed that both guards standing vigil outside were female, a fact which had also been the case for most of the ones outside the city. He glanced at Aurelia, but she seemed lost in thought.

"I'm realizing now that I haven't seen many men of working age within the city," he said. "Is that just a coincidence or…?"

"It's common for the men of the Grove to work abroad," said Aurelia. "A tradition, but not one we're necessarily proud of. The Human Kingdoms imposed slavery on our males for a time after the invasion, and even after we'd liberated ourselves, the custom only morphed rather than completely ending."

"Why not just work in the Grove?" asked Grant.

"Some do, farming or milling," said Aurelia. "There simply isn't as much gold in it as can be acquired elsewhere."

They both went quiet as they entered the palace itself. It adhered to much of the same motif as the rest of the city, with moss and plants growing within wherever the sun could reach through openings or windows. The hallways felt subtly impractical, just a bit too large and curved to be primarily intended for human habitation. The air was warm and faintly humid, reminiscent of a greenhouse.

The interior illumination, aside from the windows along the trunk's outer halls, came exclusively from the Sylvan Luminaries. It was beautiful, fascinating, and a bit unfortunate, at least for Grant.

The Sylvan seemed to avoid him, giving him a berth of at least a few feet that was incredibly obvious in a confined space. He tried to ignore it, but if anything, Aurelia seemed even more concerned, frowning and favoring him with lingering glances as though he was about to sprout fangs and claws.

They emerged into a curved hallway that seemed to encircle a large chamber at its center, as though one singular ring of a tree had been excised to allow passage. The guards at the door wore green tunics and carried wooden spears, but were otherwise unarmored. They bowed to Aurelia as she approached.

"The Queen awaits you," said the one on the left.

"Excellent." Aurelia gave Grant a somewhat uneasy smile. "Well then. Let's go. I'll explain things first and then you can answer whatever questions she has for you. I… wouldn't advise you to speak out of turn."

"I'll keep that in mind," he said.

"Please do, Lord Hayes," said Aurelia, with emphasis. "My grandmother can be rather harsh when her authority isn't properly respected."

He readied himself for anything as he followed her into the next chamber. Luminaries of a multitude of different colors floated through the air, illuminating a large space with an unnecessarily high ceiling and a dais made of overlapping tree roots in the far back. A throne of wood of a different color rose upward from the raised spot with a woman with regal bearing sitting upon it.

The Queen appeared younger than Grant would have assumed, given the fact that Aurelia referred to her as her grandmother. But that wasn't even close to what threw him completely off balance.

He recognized her. How could he not?

The Queen of the Grove… was his mother, Eleanor Hayes. How could that be? He stopped walking and stared at her, surprise and recognition making reality skip like an old CD player after a bump.

"I found an interesting traveler, grandmother," said Aurelia, still walking forward, oblivious. "Allow me to present Lord Grant Hayes of… Earth. Grandmother? What's wrong?"

The Queen was staring at him with a matching intensity, Grant's own confusion reflected in her expression. It was almost enough to make him break into a run toward the throne and pull her into a hug. The guards to either side of the royal throne, these ones with bows in addition to spears, were most of what stopped him.

"Lord… Hayes," said the Queen. "I see."

Her voice was the same, but as he came a bit out of his stupor, it was the details which didn't match that he fixated on. She was younger than his mother back on Earth, seeming no older than a well-aged forty or forty five.

Her hair, a cascade of moonlit ash blonde with subtle green undertones, was styled in an intricate arrangement that spoke of status, unlike the simple, practical styles his mother favored.

Yet, the color, the fine texture… it mirrored Nora's hair before time had woven in so much silver. Her eyes, a hazel green like moss on bark, held the same intelligent depth he knew so well, but they possessed an ancient weight, a sorrowful wisdom.

She sat upon the root-woven throne, draped in flowing silks of muted forest hues, her posture radiating serene authority. The woman looked like Nora Hayes plucked from Earth, dipped in an ethereal fountain of youth, and crowned Queen of a magical forest.

The resemblance was agonizingly precise in the shape of her face, the curve of her lips, yet utterly alien in its regal context and the faint Luminary light playing across her pale skin. It was his mother, but impossibly, undeniably not.

"I was also taken aback by the abject strangeness of him, especially his clothing," said Aurelia. "But overall, he seems like a good sort. He aided me against an Abyssal Auroch that came upon me while I was bathing."

"Yes…" said the Queen. "Yes, of course. Well, Lord Hayes, I appreciate you… lending such timely assistance to my granddaughter. I am Queen of the Sylvan Grove and surrounding lands, Mara Veridian."

"Mara… Veridian," he repeated.

She nodded, though it was unclear what it was in response to. She held his gaze, and Grant felt that same burgeoning certainty of identity that had sprung up the instant he'd seen Aurelia's birth mark.

There was an undercurrent of something more there, too. The resonance that Aurelia had explained to him. He wondered if that was more evidence of the truth his heart seemed to know, or simply more gasoline on an already sparking fire of confusion.

"Oh, come now, grandmother!" said Aurelia. "He's strange, but I assure you he's harmless. You needn't stare at him like he's dripping abyssal pus."

"Thank you for that fantastic mental image, Princess Aurelia," muttered Mara. "No, I just… wasn't expecting you to have company. You've been solitary these past few years."

Aurelia shrugged. "I have friends."

"Flicker doesn't count."

The green luminary seemed to speed up its path around Aurelia's personal space at the mention.

"Anyway," said Aurelia, with a touch of annoyance. "When I found him, he was confused about where he was, unarmed, and running from a monster. I thought the least I could do was to bring him back to the city and get him situated."

"I'm not from Eldoria." Grant looked back toward Mara as he spoke, emphasizing his words with careful gravity. "Everything here is new to me. I'm… grateful that Princess Aurelia was kind enough to bring me here. To you."

"I'm… grateful as well." Mara cleared her throat, emotion humming in the background despite her rigid expression. "We will of course aid you with whatever you need, Lord Hayes. The hospitality of the Evergreen Palace should more than suffice and you will receive full guest rights. A room, rest, and sustenance. You may stay as long as you require."

Her offer was followed by a somewhat stunned silence. Grant noticed two of her guards exchanging a curious glance. Aurelia blinked, looking at him as though she'd missed something that her grandmother had clearly picked up. Far closer to the truth than she realized.

"Do you have… questions for him, grandmother?" asked Aurelia, as the silence stretched. "Or for me? Anything else?"

"No," said Mara. "I'm sure Lord Hayes could use some rest after your journey."

"I would appreciate that," he said. "Thank you."

She gave him the smallest of nods, eyes still fixated on his with breathless depth and intensity.


Chapter 10

Grant hadn't realized how much work went into filling a tub with hot water in the time before heaters and interior plumbing. Aurelia had showed him to the guest room before heading off to her own quarters. A series of servants carrying buckets of steaming water had followed, each politely and wordlessly depositing their payload before hurrying off to scoop up another.

After taking a minute to simply sit down and breathe, he'd stripped off his clothing and lowered himself down into the hot water. The tub itself was a long oval of wooden slats, metal wire, with resin used for the caulking. It seemed to have a slight leak, but that was fine.

The room itself was on the third floor of the Evergreen Palace, a midsized chamber with all the essentials and a small balcony that jutted out over the city. It became real to him, as he lay there soaking, alone with his thoughts.

He was no longer on Earth. He was in Eldoria, and regardless of whether it was a real place or a figment of his traumatically injured brain, he had to accept it. He had to make choices and look after himself and, ultimately, adjust to the change.

The heat seeped into his muscles, easing the aches from the previous day's ordeal, but it did nothing for the tension in his chest. The palace room, the strange city outside, the impossible trees — it pressed in on him. He breathed out a faint sigh, fading into the steamy air above the tub.

Lia. Nora. The crash. It all felt like a lifetime ago, yet the images remained sharp, agonizingly clear. The twisted metal, the swirling snow, his mother's terrified cry.

He squeezed his eyes shut, water dripping from his hair. What happened after the truck hit him? Time hadn't stood still here in Eldoria. Why would he assume it would be any different back on Earth? Nora would have taken care of Lia, he at least could be sure of that much. She was resourceful, strong, loving and loyal. She'd take Lia home and keep her safe and happy. He clung to that certainty like a lifeline.

But what about him? Was there a body pulled from the winter pile up? A comatose patient in a hospital bed, tubes keeping him breathing? Or just… nothing? A mysterious missing person report gathering dust, the police promising they'd look into while taking minimal action. The thought sent a chill through the warm water, colder than the winter had been on that night. Dead. Gone. Leaving Lia behind.

He found himself wishing that the water was hotter than it was, feverishly hot, enough to drive away the thoughts. He was unraveling like a poorly knitted piece of clothing, and he was the one pulling the loose thread.

The water wasn't getting any warmer — that was a truth which he at least could address. He rinsed off and rose from the tub. The servants had brought him towels, clothes, even a carafe of what he assumed to be tea or another drink of some kind.

He dried off with the towel and had just begun wrapping it around himself when a soft knock came at his door. It opened before he could say anything, let alone invite or deny entry.

Mara Veridian, Queen of the Sylvan Grove and mother to Grant's eyes and memory, entered the guest chamber and carefully shut the door behind her. Grant was surprised, but the sensation felt sidelined by the immediate stirring of other, stronger, more volatile emotions. All of the fears and anxieties he'd laboriously picked over in the bath seem to crash back down on him, now with his mother's concerned face staring at him, making them real.

"It's you…" whispered Mara. "Isn't it?"

The question slammed into him like a ton of bricks. She started walking toward him slowly, her expression seeming to contain another ounce of emotional depth with each step.

It's you… isn't it?

"Yeah," he said, voice low and quiet. "It's me."

Her composure broke and she lunged forward, tears already welling in her eyes as she wrapped him tight in a hug.

Grant froze, the damp towel clutched tight around his waist. Mara’s arms encircled him, her face pressed against his bare chest. Her tears soaked into a spot on his chest he'd just finished drying.

A wave of relief washed over him, so potent it almost buckled his knees. His mother. It was her. It had to be. The impossible familiarity, the raw emotion in her embrace — it felt utterly real, cutting through the strangeness of this place.

But beneath the relief, other feelings stirred and rebelled. The closeness felt intensely intimate, bordering on uncomfortable given he was half-naked and she was… a queen?

A wild thought sparked in his mind. If he had been pulled from the crash, from Earth, into this impossible world… maybe Nora had been, too? Maybe the process had changed her, made her younger, brought her here at a different point in time? It was madness, but no more mad than silver trees or floating lights or talking princesses who looked impossibly like his daughter.

"Oh, my son!" Mara's voice cracked with emotion, simply too much in all ways. "It's been so long… What happened to you?"

"I… don't even know where to begin," he muttered.

"Start wherever you want." She pulled back slightly, though that did little to diminish the oddly tense intimacy of the moment. One of her hands stroked his bare chest. "My heart. This is… such a blessing. Theron, to have you back. This must be a dream!"

Theron. It took Grant several stupid seconds to recognize the syllables as a name, and not just an unfamiliar word. A lump formed in his throat, the dry ashes of burned hope. He couldn't speak around it, but apparently didn't have to. Mara reacted to the horror in his expression before he'd managed to find the words.

"My name… is Grant," he eventually said.

"You…" Mara shook her head slowly, the tears finally coming loose but for different purpose then to which they'd been born. "No. That's… no."

Her hand still rubbed at his chest, and she even dug her fingernails in for a second that felt like an honest expression of emotional irritation of a queen who likely was unused to not having her way. Grant shook his head slightly, understanding her disappointment all too well. It was the same as his own.

"I'm not… from Eldoria," he whispered. "You may have me… mistaken for someone."

"This…" Mara shook her head and pulled away from him. "You… must simply not remember."

She collapsed to sitting on the couch along the edge of the guest room as though her legs had given out once she'd reached it.

"Or perhaps…" she continued. "I'm simply deluding myself, as I was for so many years, back then."

He started to walk over, struck by an urge to comfort that ran deeper than it should have. Maybe he was seeking comfort as much as offering it. The towel, however, seemed like it might not be the best fit for sitting next to a queen on a couch.

He snatched up his pants and made a detour toward the changing screen. As he was pulling him on, his eyes drifted toward a painting he hadn't noticed in the corner of the room, a portrait that caught his eye due to a simple, undeniable fact. It was official artwork of what amounted to his fantasy doppelganger, a man with an honest smile, medium tan skin, and unruly brown hair posing for the sketch.

The caption underneath read Theron Veridian.

He came back around, still shirtless, but at least covered properly from the waist down. The silence in the room had grown thick, a fog of tension and tragic memories and unrealized hopes and dreams. The aftermath of love and loss.

"He was your son," said Grant.

He carefully took a seat next to her on the couch.

"I'm so very foolish," whispered Mara. "I should go."

She quickly rose to her feet. Grant grabbed her hand, his arm reaching out as reflexively as it might have pulled back from unexpected heat.

"Stay," he said, quietly. "There's… something I have to tell you. It's not what you want to hear, but… it's relevant. I think it is, at least."

Her eyes were red, but she regained her queenly composure as she stood for a moment, deciding. Then, she gave a small nod and slowly descended back to her spot.

She didn't let go of his hand, nor did he let go of hers. It reminded him of one of the last times his mother had come over to his duplex before the crash. He'd been losing sleep worrying about Sara, and she'd held his hand, told him that it would all work out, comforted him.

"As I said," he began, "I'm not from your world. I'm from a place called Earth. It's different from here. Completely different in every way… almost. My mother there, Nora Hayes… she looks exactly like you. Except a few decades older."

"I am older than I look," said Mara. "My connection with the Grove, the Harmony as we of the Veridian bloodline call it, keeps me from physically aging beyond how I looked around my fortieth year."

He let his thumb gently stroke across one of her knuckles absently, meaning it to be affectionate. It seemed to stir something up within the room, add an affectation to her words that he knew hadn't been intended. Grant cleared his throat.

"That's interesting to know," he said. "My daughter back in my world… she's only two years old. Her name is Lia, and she has… a birthmark."

"A candlestick," whispered Mara. "With a mole as the flame?"

He nodded. He saw Mara's expression shift, new hope or perhaps ancient hope stirring back to life. Was he being cruel to this woman, even if it was just the truth he was sharing? Was he being just as cruel to himself?

"There's more to this," said Mara.

"There has to be," he agreed. "What happened to your son?"

"He…" She paused in a way that added a silent you. "Fell in love. With a beautiful young woman who, for a time, I considered as a daughter. So much happened. She was... captivating, but there was always something cold beneath the surface. A yearning for things the Grove couldn't offer."

"This was Aurelia's mother?"

"Yes." Mara smiled, but it was as cold as it was warm. "She eventually went down a path that led her far from the Grove, into the shadows beyond. Theron, of course, followed her without hesitation, drowning in love as he was. I was left to look after Aurelia for what should have been a short interim of weeks or months. This was a little over twenty years ago now."

"I see." He swallowed, feeling so drawn in by her story, by her. "My own arrival here is equally mysterious, I'm afraid. I was taking my daughter and my mother to a Christmas party. There was a whiteout on the highway. I stupidly thought to try to wave down cars and ended up getting hit by a truck. That's the last thing I remember."

"…Christmas?" Mara furrowed her brow. "Truck?"

"Hard to explain."

"And your name is Grant?"

He nodded.

"Like a land grant?" she asked.

He chuckled, and saw Mara give him a bit of a genuine smile, despite seeming very confused.


Chapter 11

"You will be provided for here within the Evergreen Palace," said Mara. "Whatever you need, for as long as you need. I wish to… further examine the coincidences and anomalies surrounding your appearance here in Eldoria."

Grant had stood up to finally put his shirt on, expecting a little bit of modesty and distance to soften the room's emotionally tense atmosphere. It seemed to have done the opposite. Mara was on her feet again, and he felt a striking urge to be close to her, or lacking that, to stare at her endlessly.

He try to tell himself that it was simply the resemblance she bore to his mother, and while that was an undeniable fact, he sensed that his heart's reaction ran deeper. What was it Aurelia had said to him in the tent?

"Your granddaughter mentioned that her and I share an… unexpected resonance," he said. "Is this also one of the anomalies you're curious about?"

"Very much so…" Mara shook her head and came a little closer. "It extends to… the two of us, as well. You can feel it, can you not?"

He nodded slowly, sensing the truth in the hum of potential that had existed between them since he'd first laid eyes on her in the throne room.

"I can feel it," he said. "Aurelia said something about… soul bonds."

"Yes," said Mara, who seemed to be studying his face. "Soul bonds are old magic, pulling from the same root of ambient power as both the Sylvan and the heartwood, but distinct in its application. They form naturally here in the Grove, usually between close friends and family, or… lovers."

Mara swallowed, and Grant felt an odd urge to push deeper into the topic, regardless of whether it was relevant or not.

"I'm not overstepping by assuming that you shared a soul bond with Theron, given that he was your son, am I?" he asked.

"Your intuition is sharp, Lord Hayes," said Mara. "Yes. What you feel in that resonance is likely an echo of both my and Aurelia's soul bonds with Theron. The fact that it's responding to you is quite bizarre. It certainly fans the flames of this… confusing situation we now find ourselves in."

"I feel it," he said, slowly. "Both the echo and the… confusion. Do you think it's related to why I'm here? This… echo?"

"Perhaps." Mara swallowed, still watching him closely. "It at least makes for quite the odd situation. There's so much potential laden in this echo that establishing another soul bond using it would be trivial."

"If it would help find the truth, I'd gladly form one," he said, surprised at the way his body stirred at the idea. "With you or Aurelia or even… both."

"Ah." A flush ran up Mara's neck and she glanced away. "I… didn't mean to imply. You wouldn't know this, but the Veridian line does not, traditionally, form such attachments outside of family. Soul bonds can be… rather intense. Affinity bonds, in the most basic form, are usually stable, but…"

"An affinity bond is, what? The lowest level?"

"They are not tiered, necessarily, but in a sense," said Mara, with an odd shrug. "Concord bonds run deeper, and are always reserved for… life partners. Lovers, typically. Nexus bonds are the most volatile, by far. They can form through intense emotion on their own. Sometimes love, sometimes hate, sometimes obsession."

"I think I get it," he said. "I suppose I can see how a soul bond might affect a queen or princess's ability to focus on their duties."

"Yes, but still…" Mara ran a hand across her cheek, taking another step toward him, drawing within arm reach. "I would not rule the idea completely out, as of now."

"The idea of us… forming a soul bond?"

She swallowed and gave the smallest of nods. "If it might help me better understand the truth, of you and this… situation. Perhaps just a basic affinity bond, if carefully formed… and maintained for just a short while."

It felt like fireworks were suddenly going off in the resonance between them. Grant felt a near overwhelming urge to grab her, pull her into an embrace. A hug? Something more intimate? He didn't trust his body anymore than he trusted his heart.

"Queen Mara," he whispered. "I'll do whatever it takes to figure out what's going on."

"Oh…" Her eyes locked on his, blinking a bit fast as her mouth lolled open. "Lord Hayes…"

A knock came at the door and Mara flinched backward, startled by the intrusion. A young servant poked her head into the room.

"I'm to clean the bath, Lord Hayes, if you've finished your… oh!" The servant managed a hasty bow. "My Queen! I didn't realize you were honoring the guest with your presence."

"It's quite alright," said Mara. "I was just leaving. Lord Hayes."

She nodded to him, and he smiled and offered what he hoped passed for a serviceable bow of his own.

"Queen Mara," he said.

The words felt so strange when applied to her, his mother, but not. A woman, regardless, one suddenly entwined with his situation and circumstances. He watched her leave, wanting nothing more than to have her stay, share her company, understand her power, her pain, her presence.

The bath was cleared by a series of servants bailing water near as long as the ones who'd brought it to begin with. Grant put on the new clothes that had been laid out for him, the unfamiliar and strangely rough fabric making him feel the softness of the modern world baked into him.

He went outside onto the balcony, tired as much in mind as in body, but restless at the same time.

Leaning against the railing, the solid wood smooth and cool against his hands, he cleared his mind and opened his gaze. Below him, Arboreal Concordat sprawled outwards from the base of the Evergreen Palace, a tapestry woven from shadow, light, and living structures. Sunset had painted the sky in streaks of violet and bruised orange, colors now fading into the deep blue of twilight.

Lights began to bloom across the city. Not the harsh electric glare of Earth, but softer, gentler illuminations. Pinpricks of warm light glowed in the windows of the lower, more conventional houses near the city walls.

Closer to the palace, the Sylvan emerged as the dominant light source. They drifted along walkways, clustered around doorways, and gathered in the high branches of the tree towers like captive stars, casting a shifting, ethereal radiance. Pale green, soft blue, silver — their light pulsed with a quiet rhythm, making the city seem to breathe.

From this height, the integration of nature and structure was even more apparent. He could see walkways winding between massive tree trunks, connecting levels that seemed impossibly high. Vines cascaded down the sides of buildings, their leaves dark silhouettes against the glowing windows.

The murmur of the city drifted up to him as a blend of distant voices, the occasional laugh, the chime of unseen bells, maybe the faint strains of music from a tavern. It wasn't the cacophony of an Earth city, but a more organic hum, interwoven with the rustle of leaves and the chirp of night creatures settling in the vast canopy. Movement flickered below, tiny figures traversing the root-paved streets or crossing the high bridges.

He watched one of the Sylvan detach itself from a cluster and drift lazily downwards, its light tracing a slow spiral before merging with another group hovering near a lower balcony. It moved with purpose, with awareness. Like the pulsing bark of the silver trees, like the impossible creatures in the forest, like the resonance humming between him, Aurelia, and Mara. It was too detailed, too consistent, too real.

The raw sensory input, the undeniable solidity of the railing under his hands, the complex symphony of sights and sounds… it all battered against his desperate hope of waking up. This wasn't a hallucination born of trauma or painkillers. It wasn't a dream, not the kind you snapped out of with a gasp and the relief of familiar sheets.

This place, Eldoria, was real.

The weight of that truth pressed down on Grant, heavy and cold. Real. Not a dream. Not a coma. This strange, impossible world was his reality now. A sharp ache bloomed in his chest, a physical pain mirroring the chasm that separated him from Lia, from Nora, from the shattered fragments of his old life. He squeezed the balcony railing, knuckles white, fighting the urge to shout into the alien twilight, to rage against the unfairness of it all.

But beneath the heartbreak, a strange sense of release began to stir. The desperate hope of waking up, the constant battle against the evidence of his senses. Letting go of that felt… freeing. He wasn't lost in a hallucination anymore. He was stranded. And being stranded meant there was a direction. Home.

A fierce resolve sparked within him, replacing the despair. He would find a way back. Back to Lia, her tiny hand clutching his finger. Back to his mother, her unwavering support. Even back to Sara, his wayward wife and their troubled marriage. That was the mission now. No more confusion, no more denial. Just a single unwavering goal: Earth. The clarity felt like solid ground beneath his feet after days adrift at sea.

"Whatever it takes," he muttered.


Chapter 12

Grant stayed out on the balcony a while longer, not really having much else to do, sans phone and computer and all forms of modern entertainment. A faint glow that he assumed to be a passing Sylvan eventually swept over him, building until he almost felt like he was on stage under a multicolored spotlight.

He looked up and couldn't make out what he was seeing beyond that it was a clump of bright, descending sprites, bunched together to the point of combining into a near blinding glow. It made sense a few seconds later as the lights reached the balcony and the young princess amidst them became visible.

"You can fly," said Grant, smiling at Aurelia.

"It's more like… floating with grace, but yes," she said. "My chambers are above yours. It would have taken a fair bit more effort otherwise."

"Noted," he said.

She'd also apparently bathed, red hair still scraggly and damp, her body now clad in a longer and more casual tunic along with wool leggings. She eyed him as he eyed her, folding her arms and smiling.

"That shirt is a little tight on your shoulders," she muttered.

"A bit." He lifted his arms and tested the fabric's limits. "Nearly fits, though. I wasn't about to send it back after the lengths you and your grandmother went to with your hospitality."

"I'll bring you to the palace tailor tomorrow and we'll have everything adjusted," said Aurelia. "I'm quite interested in how you'll look once a bit of effort has been put into stitching a comfortable fit."

"Probably still like me," he said.

"Except with clothes that properly show you off," said Aurelia.

He shifted against the railing and tried to give her a less playful look than the one she was favoring him with. The resonance prickled in the background, different from the emotions swirling when he was around Mara. Primed. Excitable.

"Should the Sylvan princess really be taking such interest in the borrowed clothing of a random palace guest?" he asked.

"Perhaps not, but from what I've heard, the Sylvan queen also took an interest in our esteemed and unusual guest." Aurelia's smile faded into something more serious. "What did my grandmother have to speak with you about?"

"Oh, something tells me I should keep any and all conversations I have with the Queen between myself and her," he said, unable to resist adding a teasing edge to his voice.

"We're closer than you think!" Aurelia snapped. "I'm not seeking an opening to second guess or contradict her. She is incredibly wise and compassionate, and the fact that you're still here tells me most of what I need to know."

"Then why ask about the rest?"

Aurelia shrugged and issued a weaponized pout. "Just curious. I thought perhaps my willingness to escort you to this city, and take you into the castle, and put in a good word for you in front of my grandmother might have garnered some of your trust, but alas…"

Grant let out a sigh, feeling a bit like he so often did when Lia was fussy with her food or toys or bedtime. He felt a sudden stab of anxiety over what it would eventually be like to have a teenage daughter.

"We spoke of my situation," he said, slowly. "How I came to be here in Eldoria and… your father."

Aurelia furrowed her brow. "My father? How did that come up? I never knew him, you know. Or my mother."

Grant gestured for her to follow, not trusting himself to explain in a way that didn't sound insane. He brought her to the portrait next to the changing screen and let it make his point for him.

Aurelia's brow became even more deeply creased. "Yes, this is his portrait. What of it?"

"You don't notice anything about it?" asked Grant. He helpfully move to stand next to it and even managed an imitation of the faint and soft smile Theron Veridian had worn for the artist. "A certain resemblance, perhaps?"

"A passing resemblance, perhaps, but only in the hair and maybe the eyes… a bit of skin tone." Aurelia shook her head. "My grandfather on my father's side was from the Evytien Islands. It's common for men of that part of the ocean to bear similarities. Ever considered that it might be where you're really from?"

"I know where I'm really from," he said, stiffly. "There's more. I have a daughter back home."

"Ah. A wife or partner then, too, I suppose?"

"Well, yes, but she's… we're separated." He shook his head, getting back on track. "My daughter has a birthmark on her shoulder. One that looks suspiciously like… the one I saw on you."

Aurelia let out a laugh. "I'm not sure what's more ridiculous. The fever dream implications you seem to be grasping for, or the fact that you had a chance to see a princess naked and that's where your eyes chose to go."

"It's not ridiculous," said Grant. "The birthmark, I mean. I could draw it for you if you don't believe me. With more detail than I should remember from what little time I had to see it. Would that be proof enough for you?"

"Proof enough of what?" asked Aurelia. "Lord Hayes this odd… fantasy of yours is unbecoming. Insulting, even. I must insist that you refrain from ever bringing it up with me again. It's a waste of my time."

"Yes, right, because you seem so lacking for time to waste," he said, dryly. "Saving lost travelers. Bathing nude in the river."

Aurelia gave him a wicked smile. "So you did see more than just the birthmark…"

Her playful jab landed squarely, twisting the knife of his own inappropriate thoughts. Part of him recoiled, disgusted.

She might be Lia. Stop this.

The resonance hummed, a traitorous buzz beneath his skin, urging him toward banter he knew was dangerous territory. She stood there, watching him with those luminous green eyes, the dampness clinging to her tunic doing little to hide the curves beneath. It pulled at something base within him, something stupidly male that wanted to respond to the challenge, the invitation.

"Well," he said, clearing his throat and looking away toward the twilight city. "It was… an unusual situation. Hard not to notice certain… details."

"What else did you notice?" asked Aurelia.

She stepped closer, the scent of bath soap and clean clothing emanating from her body. The emerald light of Flicker, hovering near her shoulder, caught the damp strands of her hair. Grant imagined he could feel the warmth radiating from her, could practically taste the tension thickening the air between them on the balcony.

"My shoulders, perhaps?" asked Aurelia, her voice dropping to a near whisper, husky and suggestive. She tilted her head, letting a damp lock of auburn hair fall across her bare collarbone. "Or the way the water beaded on my skin?"

He swallowed, his throat dry. He remembered it all too clearly. The smooth curve of her shoulders, the droplets tracing paths down her back. Enough. This was wrong.

"Maybe… the line of my waist?" she continued, her gaze locked on his, daring him to do anything he wanted, everything he wanted. "Or my thighs, moving through the current?"

"I saw a young woman," he said, his voice tight, clipped. "Oblivious. Unguarded. Completely ignorant of what kind of trouble she could find herself in if she wasn't more careful."

Aurelia’s smirk widened, a spark of amusement dancing in her eyes. She leaned a fraction closer, the movement deliberate, provocative.

"Oh?" she asked, her tone laced with mock innocence. "And what kind of trouble might that be, Lord Hayes?"

His annoyance burgeoned into true frustration, and he wanted nothing more than to make her fully understand what he was talking about. The impulse was uncontrollable, lust intertwined with the more paternal irritation. If she kept teasing, she'd learn her lesson, that much was for sure.

A bell sounded within the city below, and to Grant, it was as though he could suddenly breathe again. Aurelia turned away from him, her disappointment obvious in a sobering, girlish way.

"What is that?" asked Grant.

"That… would be the breach bell," said Aurelia, with a tired sigh. "We had a few months without having it sounded. Almost half a year, actually."

"Monsters?" he guessed.

"Abyssal Ghouls, like the Abyssal Auroch that, well, you know." She smirked as though even describing the fight by the river was ground she'd reserved for flirtation. "The bell means they're within the city. I need to go and join the fight."

"Aren't there guards to handle this sort of thing?" he asked.

"There are, and far fewer of them will die if I'm there to absorb the brunt of the attack," said Aurelia.

He felt an odd stab of protectiveness as she made to climb over the railing and presumably fling herself downward with the assistance of the Sylvan. He grabbed her arm, the first bit of actual physical contact they'd shared since she'd come down to his balcony. Aurelia stiffened and the resonance surged unhelpfully.

"You should at least check in with your grandmother first," he said.

"She'll grumble about my safety, but ultimately send me into battle without delay." Aurelia touched his hand gently before pulling her arm free with a more determined motion. "I am the Sylvan Hope, Lord Hayes. This is my duty. You didn't think I was only in the forest yesterday to bathe in the river, did you?"

She set her hands onto the railing and vaulted over it, a multicolored swarm of Sylvan falling into formation to catch her as she fell.


Chapter 13

Grant watched Aurelia descend into the city, feeling like his own heart was descending into his stomach on the same trajectory. It made him feel physically ill to imagine her in danger, wounded… or worse.

He'd seen the Abyssal Auroch, how much damage it could both do and take. Aurelia had handled herself well against it, but how many would she be up against this time? Grant swore under his breath, wishing he'd simply kept his grip on her and refused to let her go.

He hurried back into his own chamber, fully intent on going after her. The room was still as it had been, but he scanned his eyes over it anyway, searching for anything that might be used as a weapon. No such luck.

He found the door unlocked, which was encouraging, but two guards were holding vigil on the other side of it, which was not. One of them moved to block his way as he attempted to take off down the hall.

"Queen Mara has instructed us to help you with anything you need while you enjoy your stay in your room, Lord Hayes," said the guard.

"And if what I need is to leave my room and go into the city?"

"She wishes you to remain her guest here until she next comes to visit."

"Must be so convenient to be a queen," he muttered, as he returned to his room.

Change of plans. He made his way back out onto the balcony and surveyed the tree exterior of the Evergreen Palace. He might, just maybe, be able to climb down if he really wanted to. Between the branches, foliage, bark, and occasional hanging vine, it wasn't as though he was necessarily lacking for handholds.

Though with that said, he was higher up than he expected. He'd counted three floors on the way up when he'd been brought to his room, but the high ceilings and uneven floor arrangements made it seem at least two or three times that height.

He took a breath and exhaled, knowing what he had to do, but paralyzed at the first step. Aurelia's face came to his mind, the determination he'd seen in her expression while fighting the Abyssal Auroch. Would determination be enough for her this time around?

He climbed over the railing, hanging on for a second as he reached out to grab a suitably handhold shaped section of bark.

The first few feet were surprisingly easy. The ancient tree's surface offered plentiful handholds — thick knots of bark like natural climbing grips, sturdy vines clinging tight to the trunk, even small ledges where branches had once been. He moved cautiously, testing each hold before committing his weight, the city lights swimming far below him. The height was dizzying, the wind whipping his unfamiliar shirt against his skin.

He traversed sideways, following a thick, low-hanging branch that angled downward. It felt solid, reliable. Reaching the end of the branch, he spotted a good handhold back on the main trunk, a protrusion of ridged bark just within reach. He stretched out his left hand, fingers finding the purchase. Good.

He began to shift his weight, preparing to swing his right foot onto a lower knob of wood. His left hand slipped. The bark crumbled slightly under his fingers. He let out a strangled gasp as gravity took hold with brutal immediacy.

The world became a blur of green and brown streaks rushing upward. Air screamed past his ears. Panic seized him, cold and absolute. He flailed, instinctively reaching for anything, but there was only empty space. Below, the ground rushed up to meet him.

Then, of course, came the impact. Not the bone-jarring finality he expected, but a series of sharp, tearing collisions. Leaves slapped his face, branches whipped across his arms and chest, slowing his descent in a violent, chaotic cascade. He crashed through layer after layer of dense foliage, the impacts lessening with each successive break.

He still hit the ground with a heavy, though survivable thud. He lay there for a moment, breathless and stunned, tangled in broken leaves and twigs. Pain flared along his arms, his side, his cheek where something had scraped him hard. He groaned, rolling onto his back, staring up at the distant lights of the palace through the gap in the canopy he'd created.

He sat up slowly, testing his limbs. A sharp sting ran down his left forearm where the skin was scraped raw. His hip throbbed from the landing. Bruises, definitely. Scrapes, for sure. But nothing felt broken. He could move. He pushed himself to his feet, wincing, spitting out a leaf.

Aurelia needed him. It wasn't as though he'd made the climb down, if that's what it could be called, on a whim. Grant oriented himself in the direction he'd seen her float off in and pushed his aching body forward.

The refined atmosphere of the palace grounds quickly gave way to the city proper. Root-paved streets, previously bustling with quiet purpose, now churned with panic. People surged past him, faces tight with fear, shouting warnings, clutching children.

Smoke stung his nostrils, thick and acrid, mixing with the once earthy scent of foliage and dung. He rounded a corner and saw the source. Flames licked at the timbers of a multi-story building further down the street, casting frantic orange light that danced with the softer glow of the Sylvan. Sparks showered down, adding to the chaos. The breach bell still tolled its heavy warning, a grim soundtrack to the unfolding disaster.

He pushed through the throng of people, his taller frame once an oddity, now just another obstacle in the panicked flow. His palace-issued tunic and trousers, rough as they felt, helped him blend in. No one spared him a second glance. Their eyes were fixed on escape routes or the ominous glow ahead. The anonymity felt strange after the scrutiny he'd received earlier, but welcome.

Sounds of fighting cut through the general panic. Sharp cries layered over weapon thuds and hissing arrows, along with a guttural chittering that made his skin crawl, unsettlingly familiar after his encounter with the Abyssal Auroch. He followed the noise, ducking down a narrower alleyway between two leaning, vine-covered structures.

The alley opened into a small plaza surrounding one of the smaller tree-buildings. It seemed like where the chaos was mostly concentrated. Four city guards, clad in simple leather armor and wielding spears, stood back-to-back, desperately fending off a swarm of grotesque figures.

The attackers were horrifying mockeries of humanoid forms. Hulking monsters with limbs that were too long, movements jerky and unnatural. Decaying flesh, the color of drying cement, hung loosely on their frames. Burning red eyes gleamed with malice from sunken sockets. Abyssal Ghouls.

The ghouls moved with a horrifying blend of clumsiness and brute force. They shambled forward, limbs flailing at awkward angles, yet their blows landed with bone-jarring impact when they connected.

One ghoul took a spear thrust clean through its shoulder, the weapon lodging deep in decaying flesh. It barely seemed to notice, simply ripping the spear free with a wet tearing sound and lashing out with elongated claws, forcing the guard back. Their chittering filled the plaza, a sound that vibrated unpleasantly in Grant's teeth.

The guards fought with grim determination, their spear points flashing in the mixed light of the burning building and the drifting Sylvan. They formed a tight circle, thrusting and parrying, trying to keep the creatures at bay. One guard managed to impale a ghoul through the chest, pinning it to the root-woven ground. But two more immediately swarmed him, dragging him down under a pile of gnashing teeth and grasping claws. His scream cut off abruptly.

Another guard stumbled back, her spear knocked aside by a heavy swing from a ghoul's arm. Before she could recover, a second ghoul lunged, sinking its teeth into her neck. She collapsed, gurgling.

The remaining two guards exchanged a desperate glance, their formation broken. They were overwhelmed in seconds, pulled down by the sheer weight of numbers, their armor offering little protection against the frenzied assault.

Grant watched, frozen, a cold dread gripping his insides. He remembered the Abyssal Auroch, the feeling of helplessness. His scraped hands clenched into fists.

This was real. Those guards were dead. Aurelia was out there somewhere, facing these… things. He couldn't just stand in place. Fear screamed at him to run, to hide, but the image of Aurelia, fierce and determined by the river, pushed back against it.

His eyes darted around the chaotic plaza and landed on a spear lying near the hand of one of the fallen guards. The dark wood shaft gleamed faintly with polish. An unfamiliar weapon, but still a weapon, nonetheless. He took a ragged breath, the smell of smoke and something fouler filling his lungs, and snatched up the spear. Turning, he faced the nearest ghoul, leveling the sharp tip with sweaty hands.

It shambled toward him without hesitation, without awareness of the weapon Grant had pointed in its direction. He let out a roar through gritted teeth and stabbed at face level. There was a sickening, meaty sound as the spear point found a path straight through an eye socket, and the monster went still.

He pulled the weapon back, setting a foot on the now limp ghoul to get the needed leverage to free it completely. A gust of wind blew a sudden squall of smoke in his face, harsh enough to make him cough and blink rapidly.

As his eyes refocused, he saw a cluster of Sylvan streaming off into the distance, like emergency lights back home signaling the direction of a fire or crisis. He knew with a dull certainty that if he followed the Sylvan, he'd find Aurelia.

He just hoped he'd find her in time.


Chapter 14

Not all of the Sylvan were streaking through the air to the aid of the Grove's princess. Grant noted that some of Arboreal Concordat's less royal defenders were also magically adept, though their spells seemed like pale imitations of the sorcery he'd seen Aurelia wielding riverside.

He felt somewhat vestigial with only the spear in his hands and whatever resolve he could summon in the moment, but he pressed forward, regardless. The core of the Sylvan seemed to be gathering near the gate where he'd first entered the city. Breaking into a run, Grant scanned the area ahead with adrenaline fueled intensity.

The closer he got to the gate, the thicker the smoke became, stinging his eyes and choking his lungs. The night sky pulsed with an angry crimson glow, reflecting the inferno that raged somewhere just beyond the walls, maybe even within them.

Screams echoed relentlessly, a horrific chorus of terror and pain that drowned out the distant tolling of the breach bell. The ground beneath his feet trembled, a low, intermittent rumble that vibrated up his legs, unnervingly similar to the heavy tread of the Abyssal Auroch. Buildings near the wall showed more damage, some roofs caved in, others spewing thick black plumes. Panic was raw here, absolute.

He sprinted into the marketplace area they'd passed through upon his first arrival into the city, sliding to a stop as he finally spotted Aurelia. Sylvan swirled around her, reminding him of a drone show he'd seen back in his own world, but more organic.

She was facing off against a true monster, a hulking mass of corrupted flesh at least three times as tall as she was. Grant thought it was simply a larger version of an Abyssal Auroch until he noticed that it seemed to be formed from a fusion of bodies, as though a collection of small ghouls had been melted together, eyes and faces still protruding visibly in some places. The wrong places.

"Aurelia!" He tried to run toward her, but another ghoul stumbled out of an alleyway, blocking his path.

"Get back to the palace, Lord Hayes!" she shouted.

The hulking monster swiped at her with an open hand and she dodged backward. Grant stabbed at the ghoul approaching him, trying to get it in the eye like he had with the last one. It was fast and dodged away, forcing him to circle, which felt like it left him exposed to more potential attacks from off angles.

He felt like he was holding the spear weirdly in his hands and he probably was. It wasn't a weapon he'd seen many capable practitioners of in the modern world, but it was what he had to work with.

With a snarl that would have been right at home in any historical action movie, Grant lunged forward and once more attempted to skewer the ghoul into submission. It dodged again, but he'd been expecting that. He whipped the spear in more of a baseball bat motion, tearing open a shallow cut across its neck that oozed black ichor.

It would have been rather convenient if the monsters had functioned similarly to humans after having their jugular sliced open. Grant was used to life being inconvenient, however, and his opponent seemed unwilling to buck the trend.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Aurelia take a hit, barely managing to get her arms and Sylvan up to shield her head as the massive monster slammed into her upper body with a brutal backhand. Grant's entire world seemed to pulse with red, though the anger that came with it was cold and calculated.

He had to help her. Which meant dealing with the little ghoul and then moving on to the big boss.

He let out another wordless snarl as he flung his spear at his current opponent like he'd seen in the movies, and watched it flip around to hit the monster with the wrong end, like he'd seen in real life. He tackled the monster in the aftermath, while it still seemed stunned, and then grabbed his spear again since he still kind of needed it.

Holding it a couple inches up from the point in the least spear-like grip imaginable, he simply plunged it into the monster's face a few times in quick succession. It didn't break the flesh on the first drop, a bit like a needle pushing against flesh without the requisite commitment, but it did on the second and third. The ghoul went still. Grant got up and turned his attention to the giant.

"That doesn't look like the other ghouls," he shouted, as he came up next to Aurelia.

It loomed over them, a grotesque collage of corrupted flesh. Multiple ghoul bodies seemed to have been melted together, limbs fused at unnatural angles, creating a lopsided, asymmetrical horror. Half-formed faces twisted in silent screams across its torso, their eyes vacant or burning with the same crimson malice as the smaller ghouls. The air around it felt heavy, thick with the stench of decay and the palpable aura of the Blight.

"It's a Grafted Ghoul," said Aurelia, through gritted teeth. "One of the Demon Queen's personal creations. It doesn't matter! Would you run, already?"

Her voice held a note of concern of a variety he recognized, desperate and resolved. Strangely, it reminded him of his own emotional state on the night of the crash, which ironically enough somewhat mirrored how he felt then and there. He brushed the thought away, focusing on the hulking Grafted Ghoul as its body moved with strange contortions ahead of its next attack.

The monster shifted its weight, its fused limbs scraping against the root-paved ground. Multiple arms, some ending in claws, others in misshapen fists, raised in preparation for a barrage of strikes.

Aurelia reacted instantly. She thrust her staff forward, not with the wave of force she’d used by the river, but with a sharp, commanding gesture. The Sylvan Luminaries swirling around her converged, Flicker leading the swarm. They shot toward the towering monstrosity like a cloud of incandescent hornets.

The lights struck with small impacts of physical force, but the greater effect was how they flooded the Ghoul’s multiple faces with blinding flashes of emerald and silver radiance. The creature recoiled, emitting a discordant shriek from several mouths at once, its main head thrashing blindly. One oversized hand pawed uselessly at its main cluster of eyes.

Grant charged, not about to stand on the sidelines when he saw an opening. He stabbed at one of the monster's legs, just about all he could reach even with the spear. The point struck true, and though the Grafted Ghoul was still blinded, it reacted like a person might reflexively swat a hornet mid-sting.

He saw a limb swinging toward him, had a split second opportunity to maybe dodge, and then was airborne again. Aurelia shouted something lost to the wind rushing by his ears. Grant landed hard against the side of a building, still clutching his spear somehow, but winded, tasting blood, and momentarily out of the fight.

He watched in a daze as Aurelia shifted herself and her Sylvan to stand between him and the Grafted Ghoul. Her long tunic, the same one that he'd tried not to let his eyes linger on up on the balcony, was torn across the back and along the bottom hem. A cut on the back of her neck showed a strip of red with dirt around the edges.

Yet still, she made to defend him, seeming calm, almost confident, amidst the mayhem. Grant felt his heart pounding in strange ways, concern intermingling with pride. He thought of Lia, how many times he'd imagined the kind of woman she'd grow up into while holding her, feeding her, changing her. There was too much there to let his mind linger in that territory for long.

Aurelia rushed forward, perhaps trying to surprise the hulking giant. It stomped the ground with unreal force at just the wrong moment. Aurelia's foot caught on a root and she stumbled. The Sylvan around her seemed to scatter briefly, confused but loyal.

The Grafted Ghoul whipped a long tendril arm forward, striking her across the upper body and knocking her down. It quickly moved to stand over her, its two largest arms coming together into what amounted to a bludgeon of corrupted flesh to issue what would inevitably be the final blow.

"No!"

Grant moved, no thought or hesitation harbored for the slightest time. His body felt bruised and creaky, but he still had the spear and his determination, practically crystalized into a literal, physical shield. Well, not quite, but it certainly would have been convenient for that to have been the case.

He slid to a stop just in front of Aurelia and realized that he could do more. The power he'd drawn from — the Sylvan. Aurelia had reacted to the little trick with horror, but she could be as appalled as she wanted as long as she was still alive.

He sucked in a breath, his lungs sounding raspy from all the smoke, and let the glowing lights of the Sylvan pull inward, drawn inexorably, magnetically. The Grafted Ghoul's attack came down. Grant stabbed his spear up, a tiny point against hulking evil.

The force of his strike was enough to split through its arms like a bullet through a watermelon. Aurelia let out a strangled gasp from behind him. The monster jerked and tried to pull back, but Grant was still stabbing, pushing forward as though he was wielding a massive drill rather than a stick of steel-tipped wood.

He felt a dizzying pounding at the edge of his vision, along with a dark, somewhat insidious pull that whispered for him to draw even more Sylvan in, consume all of the power available. It wouldn't have mattered even if he'd wanted to, even if he'd tried.

The Grafted Ghoul spasmed once, and then fell forward onto Grant, pinning him with enough force to snuff the world into blackness.


Chapter 15

The only light came from the digital clock on the cable box, its pale green numerals reading 3:17 AM. Grant sat motionless in the armchair, the familiar weight of Lia asleep on his chest a small comfort against his gnawing unease. Her breath came out in soft exhalations against his shirt, a tiny rhythm in the oppressive quiet of the living room. The house felt hollow, waiting.

He heard the scrape of a key in the lock, the soft click as the front door opened. Cold air ghosted into the room, carrying the faint scent of snow and something else, something smoky and strange he couldn't place. Sara’s silhouette paused in the entryway, framed against the faint streetlight filtering through the sidelight window. She stood still for a long moment, just breathing.

"Do you know what time it is?" he asked, his voice low, roughened by hours of silence.

Sara flinched violently, a sharp intake of breath cutting the quiet. Her hand flew to her chest.

"Grant! Jesus, don't do that. You scared me."

"Where have you been, Sara?"

"Out." She shed her coat, letting it fall onto the entryway bench without looking. Her movements seemed jerky, disconnected.

"Were you drinking again?" he asked. The question hung heavy between them.

"No." Her denial was flat, immediate. She walked past the armchair toward the kitchen, her steps unsteady. "But honestly, I think I need one now."

He watched her go, a shadow disappearing into deeper shadows.

"Sara, where were you?" he asked again, keeping his voice level, fighting the edge of desperation.

She stopped at the kitchen threshold, her back to him. She didn't turn around.

"Doesn't matter," she said, her voice distant. A beat passed. "Grant?"

"Yeah?"

"Do you ever feel like… like you're living someone else's life?" she asked. "Like this isn't quite how things are supposed to be? Like you woke up in the wrong skin?"

Before he could process the strangeness of her words, Lia stirred against his chest. A small whimper escaped her lips, escalating quickly into a thin, distressed cry that shattered the fragile quiet. He gently rocked her back and forth, comforting his daughter, wishing everything in life had such a straightforward solution.



The absence of Lia's weight against Grant's chest was what alerted him to the fact that he'd been dreaming, not waking from a dream. He blinked his eyes half open, wincing as they adjusted to the overbright illumination cast down on him by a few dozen Sylvan.

The memory of that night with Lia and Sara was bittersweet enough to burn. It was almost too much, the reality that he'd lost his daughter on top of his wife. It was unacceptable, a horror story and a curse and a life sentence all in one.

He shut his eyes tight, the sudden heat there no longer attributable to the goddamn fairies overhead. He would make it home, back to Lia, back to his mother, who he'd need to thank and apologize to for holding down the fort in the interim. At least he knew he could count on that.

Taking a few breaths, he mastered his complicated emotions and attempted to open his eyes again. He was in a mid-sized chamber of living wood, likely somewhere back in the Evergreen Palace.

His morose mood wasn't quite of a depth to keep him from appreciating that fact. He'd survived the fight, which meant that Aurelia likely had to. He let out a sigh of relief, feeling oddly proud at what he'd managed in his desperation.

The chamber he was now within had dozens of Sylvan floating through it, but at least two guards, as well. They snapped their gazes toward him as he made to sit up, body still bruised and battered.

"Stay where you are," said the female guard to his left.

"I'm not going anywhere just yet," he muttered.

"Good, as you are not permitted to," she said.

He nodded, wondering if he'd shifted from being a guarded guest to an outright prisoner. A thin linen blanket covered him, and he realized somewhat after the fact that he was naked underneath. He'd never been a stickler for modesty, but the idea that someone had stripped him out of his previous clothing made him a tad uncomfortable.

"I hear talking!" Aurelia's voice, insistent and a touch spoiled, came from outside the chamber's entrance. "I said I'd wait at the door until he's awake. Clearly, he now is. Move aside."

"My Princess, your grandmother will wish to be informed…"

"Then go inform her," said Aurelia. "Tell her if she has business for the stranger that precludes me speaking to him, then she'd better hurry."

She entered the chamber a moment later, now wearing a long robe of flowing green, red hair once more a bit damp as though she'd taken another bath, which made sense after all the action.

Her eyes immediately found Grant as Flicker zipped anxiously around her head. For a fraction of a second, her regal composure cracked. Relief washed over her face, stark and unguarded, her green eyes centered entirely on him. She took a sharp breath, mastering the emotion almost instantly, replacing it with a familiar, challenging smirk.

"Well, look who decided to wake up," she said, crossing her arms. "Sleeping through the aftermath of the climax, Lord Hayes? I expected more stamina from someone who looks so… sturdy."

Grant felt the resonance hum, an odd mix of her lingering relief and untamed flirtation. He pulled the thin blanket higher, suddenly aware of his nakedness under her appraising gaze.

"Just needed a power nap," he said, managing a weak smile. "Pretty sure I've earned one after coming to the mighty princess's aid after she tripped over a root."

"I'll have you know that I had a twisted ankle," she said, folding her arms with a pouty smile. "But thanks. Though… the means with which you came to my aid are something we need to discuss."

He nodded slowly, only then noticing that the Sylvan in the chamber, though numerous, seemed to all avoid him at a uniform distance. He had questions, more about where his clothes were than anything else, but more steps heralded a new arrival.

Queen Mara Veridian swept into the chamber, her ash-blonde hair catching in the light, hazel-green eyes finding Grant instantly. The serene authority he'd seen in the throne room remained, but now it warred with something else — a deep concern etched around her eyes, overlaid with a harder, almost severe set to her jaw.

Aurelia turned, her posture shifting subtly, losing some of its casual confidence. "Grandmother. I was just…"

"I know what you were doing, Aurelia," said Mara, her voice quiet but carrying undeniable weight. She walked closer to the simple bed where Grant lay.

Aurelia glanced back at Grant, a flicker of apology in her eyes. "I had to tell her, Grant. About… the Sylvan you used. She would have sensed their absence anyway. I didn't have a choice."

"That's alright." Grant held the Queen's gaze through the thickening tension and resonance. "It was to save Princess Aurelia's life. I had to do it."

"Do you even know what it was?" asked Mara.

He shrugged, and then sensing the gravity of the moment, added "No, I don't. I still understand very little of how things work here in Eldoria. I'll admit that."

Mara let out a soft sigh, the sternness in her eyes softening just a fraction. The resonance between them pulsed with a complex mix of her concern and a surprising flicker of empathy.

"I believe you, Grant," she said, her voice low, measured. "Ignorance does not excuse the act, but it explains it. What you possess is a rare ability, one we know as Arcane Conversion."

She paused, letting the term settle in the quiet room. Grant watched her, waiting. The Sylvan kept their distance, their light casting long shadows from the Queen and her granddaughter.

"You can absorb external magic," Mara continued, gesturing subtly toward the cautious lights. "When you drew upon the Sylvan, you weren't borrowing ambient energy. You were consuming their essence in its entirety. It damages them, Grant. Mortally, if done excessively. It weakens the Grove itself, thinning the Harmony that protects us. And… it carries inherent dangers for the user, costs you cannot yet comprehend."

He nodded slowly. He'd felt some of those dangers himself, the overall physical and mental load on his body along with another, more concerning alteration. It had felt like taking the Sylvan's essence within him had changed him, somehow, not necessarily in a  good or bad way, but in one that left a subtle imprint.

"If I hadn't done what I'd done, Aurelia would have died," said Grant.

"Princess Aurelia," stressed Mara, eyeing the guards within earshot. "But I will admit that I was not there. I can only take your word and hers on how much danger you were both in, and on this at least, the two of you see eye to eye."

"He saved my life, Grandmother," said Aurelia. "He shouldn't be a prisoner, even if his abilities are somewhat… volatile."

Mara's expression tightened, her lips thinning as she looked between Grant and her granddaughter. The lines around her eyes deepened, a map of worry etched onto her regal face. Grant felt a sudden, sharp pang of deja vu so strong it almost stole his breath.

It was the exact look his own mother, Nora, wore when faced with an impossible choice. Worry warring with duty, love tangled with frustration. He'd seen it when he'd told her he'd lost his first job in high school, seen it when he told her about Sara leaving. Seeing it now, on this impossible, younger looking version of her in this alien world, filled him with a wave of homesickness so profound it felt like a physical ache.

As if sensing his thoughts, Mara’s gaze snapped to his. The resonance between them flared, hot and confusing. Mother emotions, but not just. Mother emotions, but more.

For a fleeting instant, Grant felt an almost dizzying sense of shared understanding pass between them, a silent acknowledgment of the impossible parallels, heartache, and complicated emotions. Her concern for Aurelia, his own fierce protectiveness, their love for another version of each other — it all tangled together in that charged look, underscored by the decision now waiting on the queen's word.

Mara broke eye contact first, a slight flush coloring her pale cheeks. She took a careful breath, regaining a measure of her composure, though the conflict still flickered in her hazel-green eyes. She looked back at Grant, her gaze steady now, searching.

"Tell me, Lord Hayes," she said, her voice quiet but intense, cutting through the tension in the room. "If you were not confined? If you had the freedom of the palace, of the city… what would you do?"

He wanted to admit that he'd try to go home, but he might as well express a desire to swim up to the stars. Giving it a little more thought, Grant saw a string he could start tugging at, one that Mara would likely be fully in support of.

"I'd follow in your son's footsteps," he said, carefully. "Because I think that just might give me clues on how I could actually get home."


Chapter 16

Grant's pronouncement seemed to stir a reaction from only those who it hadn't been intended for. Both guards within the chamber exchanged glances, even murmuring quiet words that might arguably be undercutting their duties.

The princess and the queen, however, only stared at him. Eventually, Aurelia dared to fill the silence.

"You're really stuck on this idea, aren't you?" she muttered, shaking her head. "Grandmother, did you put this fool notion in his head, or was the genesis the other way around? A passing resemblance should not be a factor in someone's course in life."

Mara stayed quiet for another few seconds. She glanced at Aurelia, an odd sympathy entering her expression, and then finally looked back at Grant.

"Would you… care to look over Theron's room, Lord Hayes?" asked Mara. "That's where all that's left of him within the palace remains. His horse passed years ago, and most of those who knew him have moved on in life."

"Ridiculous." Aurelia let out an audible huff. "Grant, come find me once you and my grandmother have had your fill of this fantasy."

She stormed out of the healing chamber, stopping only to briefly pout at him from the door. Mara waited a minute, as though half expecting her granddaughter to burst back in for a final, indulgently dramatic pronouncement.

"She never knew her father," said Mara. "She doesn't understand the significance of the resonance surrounding you. I can't claim to either, but my memory forces me to at least seek the truth."

"I'll look over Theron's room," said Grant. "I can't imagine I'll find much you haven't after so many years."

"I'm not asking you to," said Mara. "I just want you to know him, too."

He was surprised when she also left the chamber. For a while, he simply lay back, getting a little extra rest that his body apparently needed. Silence reclaimed the air, though the two impassive guards were still present along with a swathe of hovering Sylvan.

Grant eventually pushed himself upright, swinging his legs over the side of the simple wooden bed. The thin blanket pooled around his waist. He flexed his fingers, rotated his shoulders. The deep aches from the fall and the fight were gone, replaced by a faint soreness, the ghost of exertion.

He ran a hand over his forearm where the bark had scraped it raw. Only faint pink lines remained, the skin smooth, already healed. The throb in his hip had vanished. Even the scrape on his cheek felt closed, no longer tender. It was faster healing than he'd ever experienced.

His gaze drifted to the Sylvan floating near the ceiling, their soft lights pulsing rhythmically and chromatically. He had a strong suspicion they were responsible, their ambient energy knitting him back together.

As he watched them, a strange restlessness prickled under his skin, an odd twitchiness in his muscles. It wasn't just nervous energy. Observing the lights drift, their essence shimmering, stirred something else inside him, a low, insistent hum or pull. It felt like hunger, sharp and specific, a craving somehow directed solely at the Sylvan. He wanted to reach out, draw them in, feel that rush of power again, the clarity and strength it provided.

The intensity of the urge startled him. This must have been what Mara warned about, the danger inherent in Arcane Conversion. It wasn't just about harming the Sylvan. It very much felt like something that could consume him, too.

He tore his gaze away from the lights, forcing his attention inward. Closing his eyes, he focused on the rise and fall of his own chest. Inhale. Hold. Exhale. He chased the rhythm of his breath, seeking the quiet center he knew existed somewhere beneath the turmoil, pushing back against the unnatural craving. He needed rest, real rest, not the artificial high the Sylvan offered.

But it seemingly remained illusive, as is so often the case when one seeks sleep rather than being sought by it. Eventually, Grant opted to rise and resume the day. The first step in doing so was, of course, addressing his currently nude state.

"Are my clothes around anywhere?" he asked the guards.

They seemed unwilling to engage with him, but one eventually went out and returned with a new set of plain trousers and a tunic with leather ties in front. He pulled it on, once more feeling a bit like he was trying to force himself into an outfit he'd outgrown. The fit was tight, almost prohibitively so, but technically passable.

He left the healing chamber after taking a little while to realize that the guards were no longer barring his exit. A servant almost immediately came up to him once he'd shifted into the cavernous wooden hall.

"The Queen has advised my to escort you to our departed prince's chamber," said a female servant a few years younger than Aurelia in a tightly measured tone.

"And you sound so pleased about it," he said. "Please, lead on."

The servant glared at him as she offered a small bow and Grant made a mental note to keep his damn mouth shut. He was reminded of how it sometimes was back at the restaurant, the tact required for interacting with new hires and giving them advice.

The servant led him higher into the tree palace. The stairs were all grown roots, arranged at the behest of the tree's rhyme and reason. There was no central staircase leading up to all the floors, but numerous segmented climbs joining two or three floors, some even necessitating one to walk outside along the tree's exterior.

He wasn't sure what floor exactly Prince Theron's room was on, just that it was fairly high up and prominent. The servant bowed to him again, opened the door to the chamber, and departed with quick steps without looking back.

Grant hesitated on the precipice, as though crossing the threshold into a space reserved for his doppelganger was equivalent to crossing a mental boundary of commitment.

He took a breath. This did feel like crossing a line, didn't it? Stepping into the private space of a dead prince who looked identical to him. It meant accepting this wasn't a dream, wasn't a hallucination. It meant accepting Eldoria and his apparent connection to it.

But acceptance didn’t mean surrender. He had to get home. Back to Lia, her messy toddler hair, her gummy smile. Back to his mother, her unwavering presence. Even back to Sara, if she was still there to find.

He’d do whatever it took. Crawl through mud, fight monsters, even step into the life of a man who could have been him in another world. If understanding this ghost, this reflection, offered even a sliver of a chance, a single clue pointing toward Earth, then so be it.

He pushed the door open wider and stepped inside. On first pass, there wasn't much that jumped out at him from the space beyond that it was elegantly furnished and clearly intended for a regal occupant.

Theron Veridian. He let his eyes scan the room, searching for traces of a man that he wanted to understand.

The air hung still inside, thick with the scent of old wood, dried herbs, and the pervasive aroma of dust undisturbed for years. It wasn't neglected, precisely, but preserved, like a museum exhibit dedicated to a single life paused mid-moment. Sunlight streamed through a tall, arched window, illuminating floating dust motes dancing in the beams.

The bed, large and carved from the same living wood as the palace walls, was neatly made, the covers pulled taut, a deep green quilt smoothed without a wrinkle. It looked like no one had slept there in decades.

He shifted to scanning the walls, taking it all in. Polished wood panels held decorative, almost ceremonial weapons. A glaive with an intricately carved haft leaned in one corner, its blade gleaming dully. Beside it hung a double-headed battle axe, impractical for anything short of cleaving logs or maybe heavily armored monsters.

On the opposite wall, a longbow rested on wooden pegs. It was a thing of beauty, crafted from pale, shimmering wood that seemed to hold its own faint light, strung with something that looked like spun silver. Grant couldn’t imagine drawing something so large, let alone aiming it.

Near the window stood an easel, draped with a thin cloth. Curiosity pulling him forward, Grant gently lifted the covering. A painting, incomplete, rested there. It depicted a woman in a flowing gown of rich blue fabric, the folds rendered with surprising skill.

But the canvas was blank above the neckline. No face, no hair, just the primed, empty space where the subject’s identity should have been, as though the artist fell victim to a bout of hesitation at the penultimate moment.

He let the cloth fall back into place and turned away, drawn to the room's focal point: a large wooden desk positioned beneath the window. Its surface was mostly clear, save for a few specific items. He walked over, running a hand over the smooth, cool wood.

A small stack of books sat neatly arranged to one side. He tilted his head to read the spines. One was bound in worn leather, simply titled Atlas of Eldoria. Another, thicker volume, was A History of the Concordat and Its Neighbors.

The third book made him pause, a faint smile touching his lips despite the strangeness of it all. It was a cookbook, its cover depicting illustrated vegetables and roasting meats. No journal, though. No leather-bound volume filled with angsty princely thoughts or convenient truths about interdimensional travel. He supposed that would have been too easy.


Chapter 17

Grant moved to the bed next, not expecting to find much. Crouching down, he glanced underneath, seeing no reason not to be thorough, especially when it came to such a time-honored hiding spot. There was something there, which surprised him. A longsword in a wooden scabbard lay on the floor, looking forgotten and lonely.

He reached out to it, his fingers closing around the cool leather of the scabbard. He took the weapon from under the bed, surprised by its heft. It felt balanced, solid in his hand despite his complete lack of experience with anything sharper than a chef’s knife. He rose, holding the sword, turning it over.

It wasn't ornate. No flashy gemstones, no elaborate gold inlay. The blade itself was clean, unadorned steel. The hilt was simple wood, wrapped tightly in dark, worn leather that molded perfectly to a gripping hand. A plain crossguard and a modest pommel completed the straightforward design.

Yet, even to his untrained eye, the quality was undeniable. Every line was precise, every component fitted with seamless perfection. This wasn’t some mass-produced wall hanger. This was a serious tool, crafted by a master, and likely cost a fortune.

He placed his thumb on the crossguard and slowly drew the blade partway from the wooden scabbard. The steel slid out with a soft, well-oiled whisper. It caught the sunlight streaming through the window, reflecting the room back at him.

He saw his own face staring out from the polished surface — tired, confused, out of place. Then, for just a fraction of a second, the reflection shifted. The lines of his face seemed subtly different, the expression softer, the eyes holding a distant echo of the man in the portrait. Theron. The image vanished as quickly as it had been imagined, leaving only his own familiar face looking back.

"It was a gift."

Grant jumped, startled, spinning around toward the doorway. Mara stood there, her expression unreadable, watching him.

"From me," she continued, her voice quiet. "For his twentieth naming day."

Grant slid the weapon back into the scabbard, eyes taking in the Sylvan queen, heart still beating a bit fast from the surprise.

He felt the resonance shift as Mara stepped fully into the room, a familiar warmth tinged with something sharp. Was it her memory, or simply her reaction to seeing him hold the blade? He offered a small smile, trying to lighten the sudden weight in the air.

"A gift fit for a prince, I'm sure," he said. "Though I have to ask… any particular reason he kept such a fine weapon tucked away under the bed like a dirty secret?"

She took a few steps forward, closing the distance between them slightly. A faint shadow crossed her features, a fleeting melancholy that softened the regal lines of her face.

"He preferred something… less conspicuous," she said, her voice barely above a whisper, laced with a familiar blend of remembered affection and a mother's quiet ache. "A simple soldier's blade, worn and reliable. He claimed it felt more honest in his hand."

Her tone held a tired sadness, the stinging memory of a favored gift set aside, yet it was layered thick with an enduring affection, the love unmistakable. Grant carefully set the weapon against the bed and folded his hands in front of him.

"I think it's a bit of a shame for such a beautiful weapon to not receive more attention," he said.

Mara gave a tiny, almost hidden smile, the corner of her mouth lifting just enough to betray her agreement. A warmth bloomed in the resonance between them, a familiar echo of the previous night's charged discussion of resemblances and soul bonds before the servant’s interruption.

"I heartily agree, Lord Hayes," she said, her voice regaining a touch of its regal smoothness, though the undercurrent remained. "Perhaps someone might give it the attention it deserves, in time."

The implication hung there, thick with possibility. He felt that strange pull again, the desire to understand this woman, this echo of his mother, so similar but so different. He shifted his weight, clearing his throat.

"So far, the room seems focused on princely pursuits," he said, gesturing vaguely at the weapons and the atlas. "Though I can't say I expected to find this."

He walked back to the desk and picked up one of the volumes, holding it up with a questioning look.

"A cookbook," he said, a teasing note entering his voice. "Seems a bit… domestic for a prince destined for great things."

Mara’s smile returned, softer this time, fond. "Theron walked his own path, often to the consternation of the Council, and sometimes even myself. He found solace in simple things. The turn of the seasons, the satisfaction of a well-made meal."

"That's a path I know well," said Grant, surprise flickering through him at this unexpected connection. "I… love cooking. I suppose you could say it was my path in life back in my world."

Mara’s eyes widened slightly, a spark of genuine interest lighting their hazel-green depths. She took another step closer, the space between them shrinking, the resonance humming with a new frequency. The scent of her, something like rain on dry earth and subtle florals, reached him.

"Truly?" she asked, her voice lowering slightly, intimate and present in the moment. "That surprises me, though I know so little about your world that perhaps it shouldn't."

"Would you like to learn more?" He took a step this time, the entire world seeming to narrow into a tunnel with a familiar but beautiful face at the end of it.

Mara cleared her throat, blinking a few times fast as the resonance seemed to reach a distracting, insistent hum. "Was there anything else that caught your attention, Lord Hayes? In the room."

"Relevant to the mystery of your… son's disappearance?" He exhaled, refocusing. "Unfortunately not. I was seeking a journal, I suppose, or a map with a location circled. But when are things ever that simple."

"I have my son's journal," said Mara.

Grant noted that she didn't offer it to him, nor did he think to ask her for it. The line separating what she would allow from what she wouldn't was likely as complicated and sporadic as what he sensed in the resonance, the feelings in her heart, even.

"I've read it so many times that I all but know it from memory." Mara pulled her arms across her chest as though gently soothing herself with a hug. "Theron went looking for Seraphina, his wife. Aurelia's mother, and never came back. This was no more than a year or so after Aurelia's birth."

"Seraphina…" Grant's eyes snapped to the painting, and he suddenly longed to see it finished with a head and a face. "She left him?"

"She left, though whether it is fair to say she left him is not for me to say," said Mara.

"Where?" he asked. "Do you know? Is there anything I could go off? Hell, I'll even take a basic compass direction as a start."

"He went to Melfus." Mara breathed out a long, pained sigh. "It's a town now within the Blighted Lands. An old settlement of the Human Kingdoms, formerly of Selsux, but now mostly left to its own devices."

"Within the Blighted Lands? Is this a… dangerous place?"

"I would say so." Mara watched him, searching for a reaction, though whether it was his or her own wasn't clear. "Few who travel to Melfus ever seem to return, regardless of whether they depart seeking trade or adventure."

"That's not necessarily a fact that dissuades me," he said, taking a few more slow steps toward her. "Maybe they don't come back because they accidentally stumble upon a path between worlds."

Mara cleared her throat, her composure momentarily faltering. The air in the room crackled, thick with unspoken history and the complicated needs of their hearts.

Her eyes, those familiar hazel-green pools, searched his face, a storm of emotions swirling within them — fear, a strange hope, and something else, something deeper and more primal that resonated with the thrumming connection between them.

"You speak lightly of such things," she said, her voice low, intense. "The path to Melfus is not merely dangerous, Lord Hayes. You'd be traveling across a wound on the world, where the land festers with the Blight's corruption. To go there… chasing memories, what might await… would you truly dare to go down such a path?"

Her words were a warning, but they felt like a challenge, a test. He met her gaze squarely, the image of Lia’s face burning sharp and clear behind his eyes. Home. That was the only path that mattered.

"I need answers, Mara," he said, the name feeling natural, necessary in the charged intimacy of the moment. "I need to find a way back. If Melfus holds even a sliver of a chance, a hint of how Theron… or anyone… could cross between worlds, then yes. I'll dare it. I won't back down."

A long moment stretched between them. The sunlight caught the subtle green undertones in her hair. She seemed to weigh his resolve, her expression shifting, softening almost imperceptibly. The resonance pulsed, a shared frequency of grief, longing, and a terrifying, magnetic pull.

"Then… will you take it?" She turned her gaze to the sword resting against the bed and her voice regained some of its queenly measure, though it was still thick with underlying emotion. "His sword. Will you take it? Use it… as you please?"

The offer hung heavy in the air. Her son's sword, hiding under the bed like a dirty, forgotten secret. A weapon given with love now offered again to a stranger. Primed and ready to be unsheathed.

"As I please?" asked Grant, the words barely a whisper. He needed to hear the confirmation, needed to understand the permission she was granting.

Mara gave the smallest of nods, her eyes locking with his. The distance between them collapsed without a single step taken. The resonance surged, overwhelming thought, overwhelming propriety. It was a physical force, pulling them together like opposite poles.

He moved, or maybe she did, or maybe they both met halfway in a rush of desperate need and impossible connection. Her hands found his chest, fingers gripping the rough fabric of his tunic. His hands went to her waist, pulling her closer, feeling the warmth of her body against his.

He claimed her mouth with burning intensity, a collision of longing and confusion, grief and desire. It was a kiss born of shared echoes and impossible circumstances, fierce and searching. She tasted familiar but inexplicably sweet, a beacon of solace erected in the most forbidden place imaginable.

"Lord… Hayes!"

She breathed his name as his kisses began running over her cheek, down her neck. Her fingers twitched and tightened through his shirt, as though she might simply yank it off by tearing it at the seam.

Footsteps sounded from down the hall, and all it once, it was over. Mara pulled back. Grant finally took a breath and realized, with no small amount of horror, what he'd just done.

The same irritated servant who'd led him to the prince's chamber appeared again, the tired and annoyed expression on her face somehow far more appropriate against the new, hidden context.

"Oh!" She quickly bowed upon seeing Queen Mara. "Your Highness! I simply came to see if your guest was quite finished."

"I believe he is," said Mara, swallowing hard. "Are you not, Lord Hayes?"

"Yes," he said, almost choking the word out. "Quite finished. Thank you for… the sword."

She was already leaving, walking down the hall about as fast as a person could feasibly manage without breaking into an outright run. Grant picked the sword up and made sure it was properly in its sheathe where it belonged, for everyone's safety.


Chapter 18

The reality of what Grant had just done quickly caught up to him as he began walking through the palace. He'd kissed a queen. He'd kissed a queen who looked like a young, fantasy version of his mother. He'd done all of this, but most importantly of all, he had just cheated on his wife.

The justifications almost immediately began flowing, as desperate as water out of a leaky sink. He was in Eldoria, a literal world away from Earth. He had a strange connection to Mara, this resonance, whatever it was. He was even aware of the power dynamics at play, the complications of having chemistry with a queen that he'd obviously never considered before.

And on top of it all, his wife had left him.

He pushed the thought away, the sour taste of self-pity bitter in his mouth. Sara had left, yes, walked out on him and Lia just weeks before her second birthday, leaving a hole in their lives colder than the winter night.

But using that pain, that raw wound, to excuse this… it felt cheap. Worse, it felt like accepting the separation as final, like slamming a door he still desperately hoped might stay open.

Lia’s face flashed in his mind — her smile, bubbly baby laugh. Sara’s face followed, the complicated mix of love and distance he’d seen in her eyes before she vanished. Earth. Home. That was the mission. Not navigating forbidden kisses with grieving queens who looked disturbingly like his mother.

He needed to focus. Whatever this resonance was, whatever pull existed between him and Mara, or even him and Aurelia, it was a distraction. A dangerous one. Getting back to Lia, figuring out what happened to Sara, that had to come first. Always.

He descended the winding root-stairs of the palace, still carrying the longsword in one hand, a heavy, tangible reminder of the prince whose life he seemed to be echoing.

He knew he couldn't just ignore Mara, not if he wanted a good outcome. She was the Queen, ruler of this Grove, the one person who might possess the knowledge or resources to help him find a way back. Pissing her off, especially after… that… wasn't an option. He needed her goodwill, or at least her tolerance.

It was a tightrope walk, then. Keep his eyes fixed on the prize, on getting home, while carefully placing each foot, maintaining balance, not falling into the messy complications swirling beneath him. He had to manage Mara, keep the connection cordial, useful, without letting it spiral into whatever forbidden territory they’d just stumbled into. A fine fucking line, indeed. Sans the fucking.

It was a lot for him to take in and consider at once. More than anything, Grant simply wanted a bit of control back, over himself, over his circumstances. He reached a floor within the palace that he recognized and oriented himself toward the front entrance.

Nobody stopped him as he walked out, though plenty of glances were thrown in his direction. It was already midafternoon. He hadn't realized how much of the morning he'd slept and healed through. It was a nice day, cloudless and sunny, and he saw no reason not to spend some time getting fresh air.

A shout came as he was walking out of the shadow of the Evergreen Palace, but from so far off and above that he assumed it couldn't have anything to do with him. A sudden glow of multicolored lights that seemed centered just above him made him reassess.

Aurelia, apparently, had leapt down from the palace's upper branches, coasting groundward in a flock of Sylvan. She landed right next to him, touching down with casual ease, expression curious and questioning.

"Trying to escape already, Lord Hayes? Or just admiring the view?" She flashed a smirk that did interesting things to the air between them. "You look like you've seen a ghost, or perhaps just had a conversation with my grandmother. Come on. You haven't truly seen the Concordat yet. Let me show you around properly. Maybe some exposure to the city will help you ground yourself."

"I'd appreciate a tour," he said. "Though after last night, I wasn't sure if the city would be the kind of place open to wandering visitors."

He let his gaze linger on the princess. Her hair was loose and messy, a few stray wisps escaping around her face, framing her slightly flushed cheeks. Flicker zipped nervously near her shoulder, its emerald light casting shifting highlights across her skin and catching the intense green of her eyes.

Aurelia didn't look away as their eyes met, a familiar mix of challenge and curiosity in her expression, the ever-present resonance humming between them like a plucked string. He couldn't deny the pull, the strange familiarity that warred constantly with the impossible circumstances.

"The damage will be repaired," said Aurelia. "It always is."

She followed Grant as he started walking, finding a natural place a step behind him and just to his side.

"Are attacks like last night's common?" he asked.

"I'd say we've gotten one every few months for… a few years now," said Aurelia. "Recently, we had a half year break, but Grandmother says the Blight is growing in strength."

"Is it always you defending the city every time monsters show up?" he asked.

"Obviously," she said, with a bit too much pride. "I am the Sylvan Hope, after all."

He slowed down as he looked at her, letting his attention linger until it held weight. Aurelia blinked, matching his intensity at first before smiling and looking away first.

"Did you choose that for yourself?" he asked.

"The title or the responsibility?"

"Either."

Aurelia shrugged. "I already told you that I have no wish to speak with you about my father, Lord Hayes."

Now that was interesting. Grant stopped completely and folded his arms.

"I didn't realize the two subjects were intertwined," he said.

Aurelia let out a somewhat indulgent sigh and rested her hands on her hips. "He carried much of the people's hopes for the future, from what I understand. It wasn't just my grandmother who was devastated when he disappeared. I've always been… following the path that I think was intended for him, in many aspects of life."

"That must be challenging."

Grant felt a complicated rise of emotion, sympathy, but also pride, of a sort. From what he'd seen, admittedly quite little, she wasn't exactly doing a bad job of picking up the slack in the wake of the original Hope's disappearance.

"It is what it is," said Aurelia, flatly. "I manage."

"The Harmony magic that you use with the Sylvan," said Grant. "Were you also born into that? I saw a few others wielding Sylvan based spells but none of them seemed quite as adept as you."

Aurelia preened slightly, a small, self-satisfied smile curving her lips. "Well observed, Lord Hayes. You have a keen eye for power, it seems. Are you perhaps… impressed?"

The playful glint returned to her emerald eyes, the resonance between them warming with her renewed confidence. He could almost feel her enjoyment of his attention, the way she basked in what she perceived as admiration.

"Impressed might be overstating it," he said. "Let's go with intrigued."

"I like the sound of that even more," she said, tilting her head slightly, her tone taking on a conspiratorial edge. ""Harmony magic is indeed tied to the Veridian bloodline. A gift from the Grove itself, passed down through generations. It's part of why we… why the royal line… treads carefully with soul bonds."

She paused, letting the implication hang in the air. "An affinity bond is one thing, but anything deeper… it would have to be with someone of truly exceptional magical potential. Someone whose power could complement, even amplify, our own. Someone… worth the risk."

"That sounds like an awfully lonely way to live," he muttered.

"How would you know? You just discovered soul bonds exist a day ago."

"A day and a half, to be precise," said Grant.

Aurelia shifted her walk to playfully let her shoulder bump his. Even just that small amount of casual contact seemed to reverberate through the hidden resonance between them in a way that shouted for attention, for closeness, for more.

It was there, in the background, however. It was still his choice whether to listen.


Chapter 19

It wasn't the signs of recent battle, the scorch marks on wood or the hastily boarded-up windows, that truly held Grant's attention as they walked. It was the dancing lights. The Sylvan. They were everywhere, woven into the very fabric of daily life in the Grove in a way that felt both mundane and profoundly alien.

At intersections where shadows pooled beneath the high canopy, clusters of Sylvan hung like living streetlights. Soft pulses of green, blue, and silver illuminated the root-paved ground, their presence accepted, unquestioned.

No cages, no conduits, just spheres of light hovering patiently. People walked beneath them without a glance, their soft glow as natural as sunlight. He saw an old woman, her back bent with age, pause before a step formed by a particularly gnarled root.

A single silver Luminary drifted closer, brightening just enough to show her the way, before dimming again as she murmured a quiet word of thanks and moved on. Grant shook his head slightly, the memory of sucking them into himself feeling suddenly crass, invasive. They were thoughtful, obliging companions, and he'd all but treated them like batteries.

They passed an open workshop, the scent of fresh sawdust mingling with the earthy aroma of the city. Inside, a man hunched over a workbench, meticulously carving intricate patterns into a piece of dark, lustrous wood — walnut or mahogany or something similar.

Hovering steadily just above the tip of the carver's tool, a single, bright blue Sylvan provided focused, unwavering light. The artisan worked with a quiet reverence, his movements precise, occasionally pausing as if listening to the subtle hum of the light beside him.

Further down, in another open stall, a woman stood before a complex loom, threads shimmering in a rainbow of colors. Several small Sylvan, each a different hue, floated near her fingertips, illuminating specific sections, shifting slightly as if anticipating her next pass of the shuttle.

It was a partnership, a pact of silent cooperation. They worked together, easily and naturally, whereas he'd just grabbed and stolen. He felt his hands clench, remembering the sensation of their essence flooding into him. It had been such a rush, almost drug-like in its intensity, with a craving which still lingered for him, even now.

"Your home is rather different from the Grove, is it not, Lord Hayes?" asked Aurelia.

"You could say that," he muttered. "I've mentioned this to you already, but we don't have Sylvan. I suppose I'm still adjusting to… just how much of a change that actually is."

"Many other regions of Eldoria don't have Sylvan," said Aurelia. "It isn't that strange. The Human Kingdoms are almost entirely lands of free, ambient magic. Likewise with the Beastkin."

"We don't have magic on Earth," he said. "We have electricity. Engines. Semiconductors."

She stared at him, openly perplexed. "You'd have to… explain to me what any of those things are for me to even begin to understand what you mean by that, Lord Hayes."

"Maybe some other time." He sighed and fought another stubborn wave of recurring homesickness.

"Anyway, I think I need to bring you to the tailor sooner, rather than later," said Aurelia. "I forgot to send a runner to let mine know to come to the palace today. You need clothes that fit, and you look strange carrying that around in your hand."

She nodded to the sword, which Grant still held at his side, not having returned to his room to put it away.

"Will it take long?" he asked.

"Does that matter to you? It's not as though you have anywhere else to be."

"I might," he said. "Perhaps I've spent the morning making new friends."

He was surprised how the prod landed, Aurelia scrunching up her face with a touch of something that looked an awful lot like jealousy.

"If I were you, I would try to keep the mystery and curiosity swirling about you from going to your head," she said, in a somewhat bossy tone. "Grandmother and the servants will ease off their fascination within a day or two."

He almost said aloud that he planned on being gone in a day or two, but suspected it might land wrong to her ear.

"Am I going to need a belt for this thing?" he asked instead, turning the sword to hold it vertically in front of him.

"Only if you want it to be useful," she said, dryly.

"Does it go around the waist or across the shoulders?"

She blinked several times, mouth hanging slightly open. "You have the oddest sense of humor, Lord Hayes."

The tailor was further into the outskirts of Arboreal Concordat, a squat, somewhat cramped building midway down the street. Aurelia led him inside, and an older woman with greying hair immediately set her stitching aside and rose to offer a bow.

"Your Highness," she said, tone friendly rather than outright reverent.

"It's good to see you Jean," said Aurelia. "This is… the Queen's guest, Lord Grant Hayes. He had a mishap while traveling and needs to have his new wardrobe adjusted."

"Let's start immediately, then."

Grant had only been measured for clothing once, a wedding he'd been a part of in his early twenties for a friend who, both in hindsight and at the time, had seemingly had no business getting married.

Jean took him into the corner of the small store, behind a fitting curtain, and began using a long ribbon to take his measurements. She was thorough and far from modest, putting her hands on him as needed, and sometimes seemingly beyond.

"Interesting," she whispered, taking the measurement of his inseam through a technique that apparently involved quite a bit of crotch contact. Her repositioning of his package was done with more groping and rubbing than a few of his early sexual encounters had entailed.

"I think I have what I need," said Jean. "You say you come from the Evytien Islands, Lord Hayes."

"I don't believe I said that, no," he said.

"Oh. Perhaps I just assumed. They say men from the Evytien Islands are… very spry."

He nodded slowly, feeling deeply uncomfortable but still buzzing a bit from her shameless fondling. Jean took the last measurement across his shoulders and then hurried off elsewhere.

"Try everything I put over the screen on," said Jean. "If it fits perfectly, toss it to the left. But only if it fits perfectly."

"Got it."

He expected to try on a shirt or two, maybe a single pair of pants, but the clothes kept coming and coming, increasingly requiring him to tie ties and button buttons. One jacket in particular had just about the most buttons he'd ever seen, each one small and stubborn. A head popped around the curtain, visible to him in the changing mirror without Grant needing to turn around.

"Need some help with that?" asked Aurelia.

"Not help so much as an excuse to skip putting it on in the first place," he muttered.

Aurelia chuckled, a low, musical sound that sent an unwanted shiver down Grant’s spine. Flicker darted around her head, the Sylvan's light seeming to pulse in time with her amusement.

"Nonsense," she said, stepping fully around the curtain. The small space suddenly felt impossibly cramped. "Where's the fun in skipping things? Besides, some tasks are simply… easier with an extra pair of hands."

Her emerald eyes held his in the mirror, sparkling with a mischief that felt both playful and predatory. Grant watched her reflection approach his own. He knew he should put a stop to this, step away, create distance. Tell her he could manage.

But the resonance hummed, a low thrumming vibration in the air between them, amplifying the heat rising in the small space. It pulled at him, a current dragging him toward the rocks despite the warning bells clanging in his head.

She stopped directly in front of him, so close he could feel the warmth radiating from her body, smell the faint, clean scent of soap clinging to her skin. He looked down at her, forced to meet her gaze directly now, no mirror intermediary. Her expression shifted, the bold confidence softening into something more hesitant, almost shy, though the underlying determination remained.

"Allow me," she whispered, her voice barely audible.

Her fingers, surprisingly deft, brushed against the rough fabric of the jacket near the collar. He felt the whisper-light contact against his chest, even through the layers of clothing. She fumbled slightly with the first small, stubborn button, her brow furrowed in concentration.

The gesture seemed innocent enough, helpful even. But the way she leaned in, the way her gaze flickered between the button and his face, the way her proximity filled his senses — it was anything but innocent. He could see the fine texture of her skin, the faint dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose, the way a stray auburn curl brushed against her cheek. It was agonizingly familiar, achingly wrong.

She got the first button fastened, her knuckles brushing his chest in the process. He swallowed hard, his throat suddenly dry. The resonance pulsed, stronger now, a dizzying mix of her focused intent, her shy curiosity, and his own roiling conflict. She moved to the next button, her movements slow, deliberate, each small touch sending sparks across his skin.

Her focus was intense, her breathing shallow. The air grew thick, heavy with unspoken tension. Grant felt trapped, both by the small space and the overwhelming proximity of this young woman who looked so much like his wife's past and, terrifyingly, his daughter's future.

"How's the fit?" Aurelia asked, her voice a low murmur as she finished the second button. Her gaze lifted, meeting his.

"Tight," Grant admitted, his own voice slightly strained. "But… good. Your fingers are definitely better suited to these delicate things than mine."

He reached out, intending just to gently stop her progress, to create a fraction of space. He took her hand. Her skin was warm, soft against his calloused palm. The resonance flared instantly, a jolt passing between them. It wasn't meant as a power play, just a simple touch, but the air shifted, charged with sudden significance. Her fingers curled slightly within his grip.

Aurelia stopped breathing for a beat. Her gaze dropped from his eyes to his mouth. Her own lips parted slightly, her emerald eyes half-lidded, pupils dark, wide. The playful challenge was gone, replaced by something raw, an open invitation. A dare.

"Aurelia," Grant whispered, the name escaping him before he could stop it, heavy with the weight of his impossible knowledge, his conflicted heart.

"I'm older than I look, Grant," she said, her voice husky, misunderstanding his hesitation completely. "Old enough to make my own choices."

"I know," he said, the words laced with a sorrow she couldn't possibly grasp. "That's what breaks my heart. And will keep me from breaking yours. Not making the same mistake twice in one day."

"Twice…?" Aurelia's brow furrowed slightly, but she neither asked for details nor let herself be distracted. "What if I make the mistake first?"

She leaned in, closing the last inch between them, tilting her head, her lips aiming for his. Grant reacted on instinct, turning his head just enough, blowing softly. The puff of air caught the stray auburn strand near her cheek, sending it fluttering away from her face.

She froze, blinking, the kiss aborted inches from his mouth. In that instant of confusion, he stepped forward, wrapping his arms around her, pulling her into a hug instead. It was the closest thing to an appropriate gesture he could manage, an attempt to offer comfort, connection, anything but the kiss she sought.

But even the hug felt wrong, charged with heat. Her body, surprisingly solid and strong beneath the tunic, molded against his. He could feel the rapid beat of her heart against his chest, the warmth of her breath near his neck. The resonance pulsed violently, a dangerous current flowing between them, making the simple embrace feel intimate, precarious, a different kind of mistake waiting to happen.

His hands felt traitorous. One rested on the curve of her lower back, fingers splayed, feeling the warmth seep through the thin fabric of her tunic. The other slid upward, tracing the line of her spine, his thumb brushing against the hem near her neck.

He fought the urge to let his hand drift lower, down the swell of her hips, to cup the curve of her butt. Fascination warred with restraint and reason. He wanted to explore the lines of her body, feel the shape of her beneath his palms, see her skin flush under his touch. The impulse was intoxicating, infectious, a terrifying intrigue that bypassed logic entirely.

"Lord Hayes?" Jean, the tailor, called out from beyond the curtain, her voice loud and practical. "Are you finished with that jacket yet? We have others waiting!"

Grant flinched as if struck. Reality crashed back in — the tailor shop, the borrowed clothes, the impossible truth of who this young woman might be. He released Aurelia abruptly, maybe a little rougher than intended, pushing her gently back toward the opening of the curtain.

"Almost," Grant called out, his voice hoarse.

Aurelia stumbled back a step, catching her balance. She looked up at him, her cheeks flushed, her green eyes bright. A slow, knowing smile spread across her lips, infuriatingly smug, as if she'd achieved exactly what she wanted, pushing him right to the edge. It stoked a flicker of anger within him, a sharp, unwelcome desire to wipe that look off her face, to teach her the danger of the game she was playing.

The tailor tossed a pair of tight trousers over the changing curtain. Grant took a slow breath, aware that it would be a solid minute before he could squeeze into them even if they were measured to fit.


Chapter 20

The procession of clothing finally came to an end. Grant was surprised to find that Aurelia had simply left him at the tailor's, disappeared off to handle other business or simply reinforce the tension of the moment they'd ended on.

He had a very Earth-like worry about how to pay the tailor, who waved off his questions as soon as he began asking what he owed.

"You are the guest of the queen and the princess," said Jean. "Do they not have royalty where you're from, Lord Hayes?"

"Uh… only on TV, basically," he said.

"I… see," she said, without a trace of understanding in her tone.

He found his own way back to the Evergreen Palace, and then surprised himself by even finding his way back to his room. He was still wearing his untailored clothing, the set he'd put on after waking up in the healing chamber, and wanted to change into his Earth clothes to reduce the chafing.

Annoyingly, it seemed as though the servants had already raided his chamber for the requisite items to bring to the tailor, including his jeans and t-shirt and winter coat. He wondered only briefly how Jean would react to them before wincing at an image of what changes she might make before bringing them back.

A knock at the door brought his attention back to the moment. He opened to find the teenage servant girl who kept glaring at him standing on the other side, glaring at him once more.

"You've been invited to eat dinner with the queen and princess," she said, stiffly. "Your clothing for the evening."

She shoved a bundle of folded clothes into his hands. He nodded and tried for a smile, landing on more of a tired grimace.

"Thank you," he said.

"Will you be needing anything else, milord?" asked the girl, after an awkward, expectant moment.

"…No?" he said, unsure of what he was being asked.

She offered a stiff, tiny bow that seemed more like a head butt into an invisible opponent before spinning and stomping off down the hall. Grant closed the door, opened the bundle of clothing, and immediately understood what she'd been waiting for.

The buttons on the outfit he'd been given to wear made the ones on the tight jacket in the tailor's seem gargantuan in comparison. Grant put on the underwear, the trousers, the tunic, and then slowly set about pulling on the jacket and setting all the accents into place. His fingers cramped. He took a break. They cramped again. He laid on his bed and groaned, his old first world problems now evolved into fantasy world problems.

He was also hungry, to add another petty grievance to the list. He'd missed breakfast in the healing chamber and then skipped lunch while shopping with Aurelia. The prospect of a quiet dinner with her and Mara, possibly candlelit, seemed appealing, if still somewhat emotionally complicated and heavy. Food, wine, stories of Earth that would have them asking disbelieving questions — it honestly seemed like just what he needed.

It was not, however, what he got. The angry servant showed up to escort him to dinner about half an hour after he'd finished dressing. She brought him to a massive dining hall, that was already mostly full of people, with Mara and Aurelia sitting together at a grand, central table that he somehow suspected did not have a spot reserved for him.

He tried to find the Queen's gaze for a moment, still carrying so many different emotions from their kiss that he wasn't sure what to do with. She never looked his way, seeming almost conspicuous in how she did it, like she wasn't ready to face her own emotions, either. So be it. He turned his attention to the room.

The dining hall was cavernous, easily large enough to house his entire duplex back home several times over. Living wood soared upward, forming arches that felt more like a cathedral’s vaulting than a living tree.

Countless Sylvan drifted high above, casting a soft, multi-hued glow that supplemented the flickering candlelight from dozens of candelabras placed along long tables. The air hummed with conversation, the clink of cutlery, and the murmur of perhaps a hundred people dressed in varying degrees of finery.

Elaborate carvings adorned the walls, depicting forest scenes and creatures both familiar and fantastical. Tapestries woven with shimmering threads hung between the arches, adding splashes of rich color. The central table, clearly reserved for the royals, sat on a slightly raised dais, draped in deep green cloth and laden with gleaming silverware and crystal goblets.

Platters overflowed with food unlike anything Grant had ever seen. Roasted birds glistening with strange herbs, mounds of vibrant purple tubers, pyramids of iridescent fruits, loaves of bread shaped like intricate knots, and tureens steaming with fragrant, unidentifiable stews. The sheer abundance felt overwhelming, a feast meant to impress as much as feed.

Just as Grant's survey returned to Mara and Aurelia at the head table, another figure joined them. A woman with sharply cut short dark hair threaded with silver strands walked confidently to the dais. She wore tailored clothing of black and grey, practical yet elegant, starkly different from the flowing robes and tunics common in the Grove.

A knowing smile played on her lips as she greeted Mara with a nod and Aurelia with a brief, familiar touch on the arm. She took a seat between them, clearly the intended guest of honor.

The servant girl nudged Grant forward with more force than necessary, steering him away from the central spectacle. She led him not to the head table, but to one along the side wall, nestled amongst several others.

"I suggest you be on your best behavior," she said, in her usual stiff voice. "In a sense, you represent the honor of House Veridian as a guest, receiving the special treatment that you have."

"Yes, well, I seem to be getting the best of treatment from everyone, except for you." He stopped in place, forcing her to stop too instead of dragging him by the elbow. "What's your name?"

"Lycanthia, milord," she said, eyes narrowing even further.

"I can see that you're very loyal to your queen, Lycanthia, but I'm not looking to make trouble. For Queen Mara or for myself. With anything."

He tried to stress the last sentence, speaking from what he honestly felt.

"I serve Princess Aurelia," said Lycanthia. "And you, Lord Hayes, have already made trouble for her simply by existing."

Lycanthia gave his arm one last pull, dropping him off at his assigned seat like one might discard the remnants of an apple while hiking in the forest… after finding a worm in it. Grant fixed his coat and carefully pulled his chair out.

He found himself seated between politely smiling older men and women, their clothes subtly rich, their gazes observant but silent. They nodded greetings, their eyes flicking over him with curiosity before returning to their quiet conversations or silent contemplation. Grant felt distinctly like a sideshow attraction placed conveniently out of the main spotlight.

The arrival of the food did a great job of smoothing over any disappointment or lingering complaints he harbored. Servants moved with quiet efficiency, placing generous helpings of roasted bird, purple tubers, and steaming stew onto Grant's plate. Another filled his goblet with a deep red wine that smelled faintly of berries and spice. He dug in without hesitation, hunger finally getting its due attention.

The bird was tender, the skin crisp and seasoned with herbs unlike anything he recognized. The tubers tasted earthy and sweet, a pleasant contrast to the savory stew thick with chunks of meat and unfamiliar vegetables.

He devoured it all, washing it down with long swallows of the smooth and sweet wine. Plate after plate, goblet after goblet. Everything tasted good, complex and satisfying in a way that simple ingredients rarely achieved back home.

He appreciated it twice over as a chef, recognizing the true skill involved.   A warmth spread through him, mostly unrelated to the wine's flush. Whatever else happened here in Eldoria, at least he wouldn't starve.

He glanced over at the royal table every now and then. Mara's expression was serious, and she was clearly engaged with the dark clothed visitor on important topics. Aurelia, on the other hand, seemed to have a sixth sense for whenever Grant was looking her way and would hold eye contact and smile back in a manner that almost felt like a challenge.

He considered it for a second and realized, with the strange resonance between them, she basically did have a sixth sense for his attention. All the more reason for him to be careful.

He silently debated whether he should go for a third goblet of wine. It was a bit on the weak side, but was still pushing him fairly squarely into the realm of inebriation. He was about to raise his goblet to get a servant's attention when the guest of honor walked right up to his table, a tiny smile adorning her face, arms folded behind her back like a commander surveying their troops.

"You are Lord Hayes?" she asked. "The traveler from abroad that everyone seems to be talking about?"

"That's me." He smiled and stood to his feet, unsure of the right protocol. "I see my reputation precedes me, miss…"

The woman blinked a couple of times. "Ambassador Hawthorne."

He extended his hand, and her curiosity shifted into outright confusion as she uncertainly shook it, the gesture seeming foreign to her. Grant decided a third goblet might be pushing it after all.

"Nice to meet you," he said. "What can I do for you?"

"Why don't we walk while we talk, Lord Hayes?" suggested Ambassador Hawthorne. "I'm most interested in hearing your story."

Grant nodded slowly, feeling a sudden suspicion that perhaps it was a story he should only tell in part.


Chapter 21

The dining hall had a gateway into the expansive palace gardens in back. Grant walked alongside Ambassador Hawthorne, who seemed as adept at watching him out of the corner of her eye as she did at making small talk.

"I assumed when I first say you that you were a man of Brittlebon, or perhaps the Evytien Islands," said the Ambassador. "Many seek their fortunes within the Blighted Lands and travel to the Grove first to prepare for their journeys."

"I'm from… further off than that," said Grant. "Considerably so."

"Yet you speak the Eld Tongue," said Hawthorne. "As fluently as a native born."

"I have a talent for language that surprises even myself," he said.

"Would you consider yourself a man of many surprises, Lord Hayes?"

He stopped beside a large tree unlike any he'd seen yet, its leaves almost perfectly circular, shimmering faintly in the twilight. Sylvan, pale yellow and silver, swirled languidly around its upper branches like living ornaments. He turned his full attention to Ambassador Hawthorne.

She stood poised, watching him, the garden's soft light catching the silver threads in her dark hair. Her tailored clothes spoke of refined, understated power. Elegant, yes, beautiful in a sharp, tempered way, absolutely. But Grant saw more than just aesthetics.

Her eyes, dark and alert, held a keen intelligence, a mind that missed little. And beneath the diplomatic polish, something else flickered. A subtle hardness, a glint of danger that warned him to tread carefully. This woman played games, and likely played them well.

"I'm more or less what I seem," he said. "A man in a strange land. A father… trying to return to his family."

"Yes, Queen Mara mentioned that in passing," said Hawthorne, her voice taking on a curious edge. "The way she spoke of it, however, left me wondering why the Queen of the Sylvan Grove cares so much for a passing stranger."

"That seems like a question for Queen Mara."

"The question, perhaps, but the answer might be found elsewhere," said Hawthorne. "Stop dodging around my interest. Tell me where you came from."

Her voice carried a practiced snap of authority that almost drew the details out of him. But only almost. He wondered why this ambassador was so keen on knowing more about him, and whether he might play her curiosity to his own advantage.

"No," he said. "I'm not telling you shit. Not without something in return."

"You seek to bargain with an ambassador of Selsux?" Hawthorne let out a laugh as though the very notion was naïve and amusing. "Well, now that is certainly evidence of you being from far outside the realm, without a doubt!"

"From where I'm standing, it seems more like an ambassador of Selsux seeks to bargain with me," said Grant. "You sought me out. You asked for this little chat. Tell me what you want and what you're offering and I'll think about it."

"I am offering you a chance to speak to me, Sadia Hawthorne," she said, anger smoldering in the background. "Do you have any idea the power my family wields within Selsux? I have access to resources that make what the Sylvan Grove could offer you for your secrets seem like what it is — useless fairies and tree worship."

Grant held her gaze, unmoved by the name-dropping or the casual dismissal of the Grove's power. He'd seen what Mara and Aurelia could do, felt the power within the Sylvan himself even if through profane means. They were far from useless fairies.

"I appreciate the offer, Ambassador," he said, his tone level, hiding the faint tremor of anger her words stirred. "But I suspect what I truly want isn't something wealth or political influence can provide. Not even in Selsux."

Hawthorne tilted her head, a slow, considering smile touching her lips. The hardness in her eyes softened, replaced by something unexpected, assessing, almost intimate.

"You might be surprised, Lord Hayes," she murmured, her voice dropping, losing its diplomatic edge and gaining a low, smoky quality that slid under his guard. "What a man truly wants... is often simpler, and closer, than he imagines."

He was tempted. Sadia Hawthorne was far from an unattractive woman, and she was certainly removed from the baggage and complications and confusing feelings that Mara and Aurelia consistently stirred within him.

But he was a married man. He was a father. He had priorities, and Ambassador Hawthorne seemed only capable of games and intrigue, perhaps with a side of seduction.

"Not interested," he said. "Now, if you'll excuse me, I need to refill my goblet."

"I would advise you to think very carefully about who you choose to make a friend and who you choose to brush off, Lord Hayes," she called after him.

"Trust me, I am," he said.

A hiss of wind briefly stole his attention, so strong and seemingly intentional that it almost stripped the goblet from his hand. He resisted the urge to slow his stride or look back.

Most of the servants seemed busy with other guests as he reentered the dining hall. He made to slip around the edge of the chamber and almost immediately walked into Aurelia, who was smiling with folded arms, seeming far too pleased with herself. No, he realized, looking closer. Far too pleased with him.

"You were listening in, weren't you?" he asked.

"Well, yes, but… so was grandmother!" Aurelia shrugged, seeming surprisingly abashed. "It was also what that bitch Hawthorne intended. She wanted grandmother to hear how easily she could pull someone into her sphere of influence. Make a point of providing you with help and spiriting you off to Aethelburg."

"What is with this Aethelburg place, anyway?" he muttered. "Do they have trampolines or waterslides there, or something?"

"Trampo… what?" Aurelia shook her head. "It's the capital of Selsux and the base of power for the Order of the Eternal Flame. Much of what's decided there effects all of Eldoria."

"Well, as you undoubtedly already heard me say, I don't give a shit," he muttered. "I need to get back to my daughter. My family. This… has gone on for too long."

He started to lift his goblet, realized it was empty again, and began looking around for a servant.

"I know where to find the wine," said Aurelia.

She slipped her arm through his as though it were the most natural thing in the world. It felt nice, and Grant walked with her like that, appreciating the closeness in a way that felt slightly more right than wrong, for once.

Her hair was up for the banquet and she wore a dress of green and gold that fit her perfectly without showing off too much. An odd feeling of pride stirred within him and he had to remind himself not to look at her too much or too openly.

She surprised him by leading him out of the dining hall. The path she led him on through the Evergreen Palace became increasingly familiar until he realized, just as they reached the door to his chamber, where they were headed.

"I was looking for wine, not sleep," he said, gently slipping his arm free from hers.

"There's a wine rack in your chamber." Aurelia opened the door and gave it a casual push on its hinges. "I thought you might wish to know where its tucked away in case you missed it."

Grant stepped through the doorway, Aurelia following close behind, her presence filling the suddenly quiet space. The distant murmur of the banquet faded completely behind the heavy wooden door as it swung shut with a soft click. They were alone. The air felt instantly thicker, charged with the silence and the low hum of the resonance between them.

His room looked the same, lit softly by the Sylvan drifting near the ceiling, their gentle glow casting long shadows. The wine he’d drunk buzzed pleasantly in his veins, blurring the edges of his resolve, amplifying the warmth spreading through his chest whenever he looked at her.

Just show me the wine rack, he thought. And leave before I do something stupid.

Aurelia moved past him, her green and gold gown rustling. She walked toward a carved wooden cabinet near the balcony doors, her movements fluid and confident. Flicker zipped ahead, hovering near the cabinet like a tiny, glowing sentinel.

"See?" she said, turning back to him with a small smile. She opened the cabinet door, revealing several dusty bottles nestled within. "Well stocked, as befits a guest of the Queen."

He watched her, his thoughts a tangled mess. Lia’s face. Sara’s absence. Mara’s kiss. And now Aurelia, standing here, impossibly familiar, undeniably desirable, the embodiment of every forbidden impulse warring within him.

The wine whispered that it didn’t matter, that this world had different rules, that he deserved some comfort after everything. Reason screamed back about his daughter, his wife, the sheer wrongness of it all.

He remembered the tailor shop, the almost-kiss, the frantic beat of her heart against his chest during the hug.  He remembered Mara, the forbidden heat of their embrace in Theron’s room.

Guilt warred with a confusing blend of attraction and the insistent thrumming connection. The wine wasn’t helping. It dulled the guilt, sharpened the desire, made it harder to remember why this was so incredibly wrong.

"What are you in the mood for, Lord Hayes?" Aurelia ran her fingers over the stems of a few bottles, still wearing that small smile. "Your choice."

Grant looked from the dusty bottles back to Aurelia. The Sylvan light caught the curve of her neck, the soft swell of her breasts beneath the green and gold fabric.

"What would you recommend, Princess?" he asked, his voice a low murmur. He took a step toward the cabinet, closing the small gap between them. The resonance spiked, a tangible pulse in the air. "Have you… sampled any of these yourself?"

Her breath hitched almost imperceptibly. She turned her head slightly, her profile sharp against the soft glow. Flicker zipped nervously, its light intensifying.

"Perhaps one or two," she admitted, her gaze fixed on the bottles, though he felt her awareness of his closeness like a physical touch. "Grandmother keeps a varied cellar."

He leaned closer, resting one hand on the cabinet frame just above her shoulder, effectively boxing her in slightly. He could smell the intoxicating combination of the faint scents of soap and clean fabric. He saw the rapid pulse at the base of her throat.

"This one," she said, her voice suddenly husky. Her finger tapped against a dark bottle, almost black, with no label he could decipher. "It’s… potent. And it has this sweetness… unexpected, almost dangerous. I’ve never been able to quite… resist it."

The way she said 'resist', the slight catch in her breath, the heat radiating from her skin, it all hit Grant like another draught of wine. Her lips were slightly parted, the invitation undeniable, terrifying. The resonance surged, a dizzying wave of shared heat and forbidden possibility.

Was he really going to do this? Could he really do this? Aurelia inched nearer to him, forcing an answer to those questions, one way or another. Her face reminded him so much of Sara's, which had been a powerful deterrent normally, but now seemed like safe harbor amidst a raging storm.

To have her, to hold her close, would feel so nice. If he could only turn off the part of his brain that recognized the wrongness of it, shield his eyes to the truth of her impossibly unique birthmark, or the deeper truth in his heart.

"Want me to open it for you, Princess?" he whispered.

He let his fingers close around hers on the stem of the bottle. Her eyes flickered like he'd torn open her dress or ran a hand smoothly across a buttock. She nodded slowly, looking breathless, ready for anything, ready most of all for one, singular thing.

Grant’s fingers tightened around hers on the bottle's neck. The resonance screamed, a siren song drowning out the frantic warnings echoing in his skull. He saw the ghost of his daughter in the back of his mind, saw his wife’s face superimposed on the princess before him. It should have been enough. It wasn't.

He pulled the bottle free, his other hand rising, cupping Aurelia’s cheek. Her skin felt impossibly soft, warm. Her eyes fluttered closed, a soft sigh escaping her lips. He leaned down, his mouth finding hers.

The kiss was immediate, inevitable. A collision fueled by forbidden desire, the wine’s lingering sweetness, and the agonizing conflict tearing him apart. It wasn’t gentle. It was raw need, frantic lust, his lips bruising hers. He tasted the wine on her tongue, felt the tremor that ran through her body as she pressed herself against him, returning the kiss with an eagerness that both thrilled and horrified him.

His hand moved, hungry, urgent. He slid it down her back, pulling her impossibly closer, feeling the athletic curve of her waist beneath the fine fabric of her gown. She leaned closer, deepening the kiss.

This is her, a small, cold voice screamed somewhere deep inside. What she'll be. What she'll grow into.

He ignored it. His fingers traced the line of Aurelia's jaw, her neck, dipping lower to the delicate hollow of her collarbone. He needed to know her, feel her, map the reality of her body beneath his hands, exorcise the ghost of his daughter with the undeniable presence of the woman.

His palm skimmed over the swell of her breast, the nipple hardening instantly against his touch through the fabric. Aurelia gasped into his mouth, arching against him.

He broke the kiss, trailing heat down her neck, feeling the hot pulse beneath his lips. His hand roamed, exploring the slope of her back, the curve of her hip, the firm shape of her thigh. Every touch was a betrayal, every caress a sin, and every answering tremor from her body only fanned the flames higher.

"Princess!"

Grant's least favorite person burst into his chamber and all but charged across the floor. Lycanthia, with an expression as horrified as it was scandalized, thrust herself between Grant and Aurelia.

But she didn't stop there. Grant felt the sting of a slap across his face, issued so quickly that it took his drunken mind a second to catch up with the situation. Lycanthia physically leapt onto him, forcing him backwards at an angle that had him dropping the wine, bumping into the open cabinet, and then tripping downward.

"Lycanthia, By the Lights!" snapped Aurelia. "Get off him!"

Lycanthia had her hands around Grant's collar and glared at him as though she would have deeply preferred them throttling his neck. "I'll get off him as soon as I'd get off a rabid dog, milady! He's out of control!"

The worst part was that Grant agreed with her on just about every level. The resonance, the inebriation, the moment, even considered together, they made for a poor justification of his horny behavior. He'd seen how she'd looked in the dress and been turned on. He'd seen her resemblance to his wife, his daughter, and been turned on.

"Lycanthia!" repeated Aurelia. "I am ordering you to get off Lord Hayes. We were simply having an… interaction."

Lycanthia finally pulled back and hurried to her feet. "Milady, that was no mere interaction."

"If you ever attack one of my guests again, within my palace, I will do more than just dismiss you from my service!" hissed Aurelia, genuine rage entering her voice.

She gave Grant one last glance over her shoulder as she left the room with her maid, face flushed with embarrassment and whatever emotions still lingered. Grant found the bottle of wine blessedly unbroken on the floor, but opted not to open it.


Chapter 22

Grant's night was, to put it bluntly and crudely, a rough and horny affair. He could only find sleep in short stretches. His dreams were vivid, first featuring Aurelia doing unmentionable things, only for him to wake up, fall back asleep, and dream of Mara doing unspeakable things.

He fought back against the fantasies, turning his thoughts to the one person in his life who qualified as an appropriate target for his lust: Sara, his wayward wife.

He let his imagination run wild with scenes of her. How she'd looked on lazy Sunday mornings wearing one of his t-shirts and panties. How she'd always show off at the pool or beach in a manner that drew the attention of more than just Grant, annoying him and inevitably leading to some of the best sex between them. How playful she'd always been, confident and sensual, going after what she wanted.

It worked, in the end, but it was hard to call it a clean victory. Grant felt no small amount of dissonance over the fact that he needed someone so badly who had made it so clear in the end that she didn't need him.

He'd fix things with her when he got back, and he would get back. He held onto the words, a promise, a shield, a mantra, all in one. He would get back home. He would take care of his family. He would make things right.

The mood carried through into the morning. As soon as Grant was up and dressed, he ventured out into the hallway. A servant was waiting outside his room, though they seemed to be under no instructions to limit his movement as the guards had.

"I'd like to see the queen," he said.

The servant, a boy on the younger side of teenage, looked immensely perplexed. "Milord, that's, um… not how it works. At all."

"She'll see me," he said. "Let her know I seek an audience, or whatever the phrasing is."

"I can let her know, but…" The boy shook his head and turned his palms up.

Grant was thinking through how to explain the situation in a way to motivate the lad properly when another servant rounded the corner and swept into a bow as soon as he saw him.

"Lord Hayes," said the new arrival. "Queen Mara wishes you to attend her at your earliest convenience."

"What was it you were saying just now?" Grant asked, with an edge of humor.

"I… stand corrected, Lord Hayes," said the boy, smiling.

Grant followed the second servant, a man whose neutral expression was a relief after the boy’s open confusion and Lycanthia’s outright hostility. The winding passages of the Evergreen Palace felt slightly more familiar this time, though no less grand or imposing.

He ran a hand over the smooth wood handle of the borrowed sword at his hip, Theron's sword, its weight a constant, physical reminder of the strangeness he was navigating. Apprehension warred with a grim determination. He needed Mara’s help to get home, which meant facing whatever awkwardness lingered from their encounter in Theron’s room. No more mistakes. Focus.

The servant stopped before the large, root-framed doorway to the audience chamber, the same one he’d entered yesterday. The muffled sounds of conversation drifted from within. The servant announced his presence, his voice echoing slightly in the vast space beyond.

Grant stepped through the archway. Mara awaited him, sitting upon the throne woven from living roots, her posture regal, her expression composed. Sylvan drifted in the high-vaulted space, casting their soft, shifting light. Guards stood impassively along the walls, spears held perfectly still.

But this time, the chamber wasn't empty save for royalty and guards. Several women stood clustered near the dais, clad in robes of deep green and brown, their faces serious, attentive. Advisors, perhaps members of the council Aurelia mentioned. And Aurelia herself stood near her grandmother, arms crossed, a subtle tension in her stance.

His gaze immediately found Mara’s. For a heartbeat, the formal audience chamber seemed to fade. He felt the resonance flare, a silent, potent hum beneath the surface quiet, thick with the memory of the kiss, the shared heat, the impossible connection.

Her composure was perfect, not a flicker of acknowledgment in her expression, yet he sensed the echo of both the passion and the guilt hanging heavy in the air between them. It was the first time their eyes had truly locked since she’d fled Theron’s room, and the public setting made the private memory all the more surreal.

He tore his gaze away, glancing toward Aurelia. She wasn't looking at her grandmother with annoyance, not exactly, but her focus snapped to Grant the moment he looked in her direction. A faint flush colored her cheeks, and her eyes held a familiar spark, a possessive fire that seemed to smolder with the knowledge of their own interrupted encounter. The look held a clear message.

We aren't finished yet. We haven't even begun.

Grant took a breath, centering himself amidst the swirling undercurrents. He walked forward onto the mossy floor, the eyes of the advisors following his approach. Stopping a respectful distance from the dais, keenly aware of the sword at his hip and the weight of unspoken events, he swept into a bow, addressing the Queen, the Princess, and the deeply complicated situation he now found himself in.

"Queen Mara," he said, projecting his voice with a respectful but confident tone. "Princess Aurelia. I was just about to seek an audience with you both, as it happens."

The robed women exchanged glances and murmurs, a few even glaring at him as though he'd overstepped by even making such a suggestion. Mara's reaction was more muted, at least on the surface. The resonance hummed with interesting emotions, though it was a little hard to separate out which belonged to queen, and which to princess.

"One does not seek an audience with the Queen of the Grove without the most sufficient of reasons," said one of the robed women, an old woman with bone white hair and sharp eyes.

"He is my guest, Favalina," said Mara. "As I explained to you, he is a traveler from far abroad, a land of great abundance known as Earth."

"That is correct, Your Highness," said Grant.

He waited, sensing that the humble approach was the one based in wisdom.

"Lord Hayes, I considered your request to see more of the Blighted Lands on behalf of your people," said Mara, carefully. "As it happens, I was in the process of putting together a new scouting expedition to confirm both the extent and severity of the blight in the region south of the Grove."

The mention of Blighted Lands snapped Grant's attention to what Mara was really suggesting. Melfus. The town she'd mentioned. This scouting mission… she was giving him his chance. His way in.

"Your Majesty." Favalina, the sharp-eyed elder, stepped forward slightly, her voice crisp with disapproval. "The Council feels strongly that our strength must remain consolidated. The Blight encroaches, yes, but the patrols from Selsux grow bolder along the northern ridges. We cannot afford to send warriors chasing shadows when the heart of the Grove needs guarding."

Her gaze flickered toward Grant, laden with suspicion. It was clear who she thought was influencing the Queen's judgment. The other robed women murmured agreement, their faces set in lines of concern.

"It needn't be a large force, Elder Favalina," said Aurelia, cutting in and stepping forward beside her grandmother, a familiar spark of defiance in her green eyes. "I will accompany the expedition. My Harmony magic will be more than sufficient support."

A collective frown rippled across the faces of the Council Elders. Even Mara’s lips tightened, her gaze flicking toward her granddaughter with an expression Grant recognized instantly. It held the weary exasperation of a parent dealing with a headstrong child making impulsive decisions. The resonance in the room shifted, thick with disapproval and Aurelia's unshaken confidence.

"Mara," said Favalina. "I suggest you educate the young princess on both the dangers of the Blight and the frailty of our homeland as a sanctuary."

"It is a yet ongoing education," said Mara, with a sigh. "Aurelia. This expedition is not of such importance to require the presence of the Sylvan Hope. I won't seek to govern your choice, but I hope you are aware of the significance of your presence and actions."

Aurelia sighed and, for a moment, it seemed as though her resolve was slipping. "I am, Grandmother. I think beyond simply defending the borders of the Grove as they stand, we should take a proactive approach to understanding the shifting nature of the blight."

"This entire notion of venturing into the Blighted Lands is a flirtation with disaster," said Favalina. "Please, Queen Mara. Consider what your realm needs."

"I have, and I think… there may be some validity in this," said Mara.

Grant felt the indecision more in the resonance than her tone. He watched her face, trying to imagine the complexity of the situation from her position as a ruler, as a grandmother, as a grieving mother. She met his gaze again briefly. He gave the smallest of nods.

"So be it," said Favalina. "But let it be noted that the Council of Elders advised against this."

"You will have your chance to say I told you so should this venture fare poorly," said Mara. "I assure you of that."


Chapter 23

Grant was unprepared for the immediacy of preparations for the expedition into the blight. He was brought back to his room by the same servant who'd brought him to the audience to begin with and served breakfast, but immediately after was ushered out into the palace's courtyard.

"You'll need a horse for the journey," said the servant. "I've been advised by Princess Aurelia that her servant Lycanthia will assist you in selecting a mount and reviewing the basics of riding."

"Fantastic…" said Grant, not trying to hide his disappointment.

His least favorite person in Eldoria made her way over, doing about as much to hide her disdain for him as he was doing in reverse. They both owned their share of the tension as they silently made their way over to the stables.

"Will you be accompanying Princess Aurelia on this journey, Lycanthia?" he asked, eventually finding the vibe unbearable.

"I will be accompanying the supply convoy and tending to the needs of Her Highness evening through morning," said Lycanthia.

"There's… going to be a supply convoy?" muttered Grant. He'd been picturing a much leaner traveling party in his mind, him and Aurelia and a handful of warriors.

"You cannot forage for food and water reliably within the Blighted Lands or expect fair and regular trade," said Lycanthia. "Only a fool would assume to safely traverse the region to the south without bringing everything they need."

Grant met her glare with his own, deciding to treat her like an irritable employee that he couldn't escape working with. "Well, I need a horse. Didn't you say you were to assist me in selecting one? Can we focus on that outcome?"

Sometimes, leaning into the friction was the only path forward when a person had sandpaper on the palms of their hands. Lycanthia let out a huff, but moved with new energy as they entered the stable and began walking down the line of horse stalls.

The stable smelled earthy and sweet, a familiar mix of hay, animal sweat, and manure that was somehow less offensive than the faint undertones he’d noticed in the city streets. Sunlight slanted through high, dusty windows, illuminating beams swirling with disturbed chaff.

The building itself followed the Grove’s aesthetic — stalls crafted from dark, living wood, the grain smooth and worn in places from years of use. The rhythmic crunch of horses chewing hay and the occasional soft snort echoed in the relatively quiet space.

They walked down the central aisle, paved with packed earth. Horses poked their heads over stall doors, their coats gleaming with health. Mostly deep shades of black and brown, but a few with the same pearlescent sheen as the carriage pair.

Some watched them pass with placid curiosity, large dark eyes blinking slowly. Others tossed their heads, ears pricked, neighing softly as Lycanthia passed, clearly recognizing her. Grant noticed intricate leaf patterns carved into the stall doors, small details reinforcing the connection between this place and the forest outside.

Lycanthia stopped abruptly before a stall near the far end. Inside stood a horse significantly larger than most of the others, its coat a vibrant reddish-brown, the color of paprika or autumn leaves catching the sun. Muscles rippled beneath the glossy hide. It held its head high, regarding them with intelligent, dark eyes that seemed almost challenging. It looked powerful, healthy, undeniably impressive.

"This is Pepper," Lycanthia said, her tone flat, offering no hint of enthusiasm. "He's the only mount we have to spare suitable for a journey of such… uncertain outcomes."

Grant eyed the magnificent creature. It looked less like a spare nag and more like a prime warhorse. Suspicion prickled at him.

"He looks like a fine horse," Grant said carefully. "Why doesn't an animal like this already have a rider?"

Lycanthia opened her mouth, that familiar pinched expression tightening her features, clearly readying a retort designed to put Grant in his place. Before she could utter a word, another voice cut through the stable air, warm and clear.

"Because he's spooked by the lights," the newcomer said.

Grant turned. A woman emerged from the shadows near Pepper’s stall, wiping her hands on a rag tucked into the waistband of sturdy leather trousers. She moved with an easy confidence, her posture straight, her presence commanding attention without effort.

She was tall, nearly eye-level with Grant, a noticeable contrast to her shorter sister. Her dark brown hair, the same shade as Lycanthia's, was pulled back in a practical braid, though loose strands framed a face that shared a resemblance but possessed a striking mature beauty Lycanthia yet lacked.

High cheekbones, a strong jawline, and eyes the color of dark honey regarded him with open curiosity. She wore a simple linen tunic beneath a worn leather vest, clothes chosen for function, yet they did little to conceal a full, womanly figure. Large breasts strained against the confines of the practical garments. She looked close to his own age, maybe a few years younger, carrying an air of competence and quiet authority.

"Can't blame him, really," the woman continued, stepping closer. "It's not a natural thing to have those sprites buzzing around your head. Larissa."

She offered Grant a calloused hand, her grip firm when he took it.

"Grant Hayes," he said. "I take it this is your domain?"

"Been the stable mistress for a few years now, along with some weapons training here and there," she said. "And this prickly thistle is my younger sister."

Larissa jerked a thumb in Lycanthia's direction, and the servant seemed even younger than usual as she scowled and remained silent.

Larissa’s dark eyes ran over Grant, taking in his unfamiliar clothes, the sword at his hip, his general disheveled state from the previous night's chaos. It wasn't a judgmental appraisal, more an open assessment, frank and direct. He felt himself mirroring the look, drawn by her straightforward manner and undeniable presence.

"He's here for a horse!" snapped Lycanthia. "Not to fraternize and waddle away time, Larissa."

"She's like this with all boys and men," said Larissa, as though her sister wasn't even there. "Don't take it personally."

"I've been doing my best," said Grant. "So I have a question. Why not just have a rider who isn't strong in Harmony magic take Pepper, in that case? I saw plenty who weren't using it during the ghoul attack the other night."

Larissa and Lycanthia exchanged a glance, sympathetic on the elder sister's end, derisive on the younger's. He sensed something between Larissa and Lycanthia, more than just the loving antagonism so common to siblings of all ages and backgrounds.

It was similar to the resonance that he felt around Aurelia and Mara, but stronger, stable and reliable, with a different sensation to it experienced from the outside. He was suddenly sure that the two of them shared a soul bond, an affinity bond, maybe.

"I can tell you aren't from around here, Grant," said Larissa. "The mounts of the Grove come from true wild stock. Only way to hold their attention when they get uppity is to guide them with Sylvan. That's the only method of riding that's taught here in the Concordat, both to the horses and their riders."

"I see." He nodded slowly. "Well, I suppose that means I'll have to ride him the old fashioned way, then. No Sylvan."

Larissa and Lycanthia went silent, and Grant sensed that perhaps a few rumors about him might be swirling further in the background than he realized.

"The Human Kingdoms have their own techniques for bumbling about on horses without having a true, nature based connection with their animals," said Lycanthia in a haughty tone. "I assume you are at least familiar with the basics of their methods, Lord Grant? Otherwise, you will struggle."

"I might… have to figure some of this out as I go," he muttered.

He'd never ridden a horse before in his life. In fact, he wasn't sure if he'd ever even touched one in the time before coming to Eldoria. Horses weren't that rare back on Earth, but he had no real memory of ever even being close to one.

"I'll get Pepper equipped," said Larissa. "I have some of the stuff from the Human Kingdoms for the ambassador and other visitors and whatnot. The reins they attach to the bridle to pull on it, or however they work. Let me know if I'm putting them on correctly or not, Grant. This is pretty new to me, too."

"Uh, yeah, I will," he said.

The humor began to fade as the stakes of the situation became clearer to him. Pepper was a unit of a horse, a large stallion with rippling muscles, a thick mane, and strong I do what I fucking want energy. Even from what little he did know about horses, Grant suspected that Pepper would not fit into the archetype of "horses for beginners."

"Princess Aurelia is expecting you to meet her with your horse near the city gate, where the expedition will be meeting before departure," said Lycanthia. "Please refrain from wasting anymore time, Lord Hayes."

"Indeed, Lord Hayes!" said Larissa, mocking her sister a bit as Pepper pushed out a quick poop. "Not a second to waste here."

He was smiling as he led Pepper outside the stable, somewhat awed by how large the horse seemed outside its stall. Pepper followed him easily enough, though it felt a bit like a fragile and uncertain arrangement.

"So I just, uh…" Grant made as though to set his hands on the horse as he came around to the side. "Do I just climb on? What's the protocol here?"

Larissa and Lycanthia exchanged another glance, this one more concerned than annoyed or amused.


Chapter 24

Grant's first foray into riding on horseback ended as quickly as it began. With some advice from Larissa, he managed to get one foot into the stirrups in a way that let him jump onto Pepper's back, where he remained comfortable for about seven seconds before the horse casually bucked him off.

"He's like this with everyone," said Larissa. "Though… it might help if you keep a tighter hold on him next time around."

"Noted," muttered Grant.

He rose to his feet, trying to brush a grass stain off his ass, deterred but not defeated. Pepper snorted and seemed to hold his gaze as he moved to give the horse a second try.

The second try was quickly followed by a third, which had him on horseback for a solid few minutes before Pepper bucked him again as he arrived at the gate. Aurelia was waiting on her own horse next to about a dozen of the Grove's warriors, all of whom had a front row seat to Grant's struggle.

"Pepper has always been a… temperamental mount," said Aurelia, getting down and coming over as he picked himself up. "He'll be a good match for you in time. If you can figure out how to get him to listen to you without using Sylvan."

"That's what Larissa said." Grant rubbed his stubble — he really needed to shave at some point — and observed the other Sylvan Humans on their horses, each with at least one hovering Sylvan drawing their mount's attention, guiding its focus.

"You met Larissa?" Aurelia frowned slightly. "I suppose… she would be at the stables, as the acting stable mistress."

"She seemed nice," said Grant.

"Yes," said Aurelia, stiffly. "She's very nice."

"They have a soul bond," he said, his curiosity veering in a direction that seemed to surprise the princess. "Don't they? Larissa and Lycanthia. I could sense it, I think."

"That's interesting," said Aurelia. "Most from outside the Grove aren't that sensitive to soul bond resonance. Yes, they have an affinity bond with each other and various other bonds to their friends and family and loved ones. It's fairly normal."

He nodded slowly, wanting to ask the obvious question but uncertain how it would land. He knew that Aurelia didn't form many soul bonds as the Sylvan princess, nor Mara as the queen. They had one with one another, from what he understood, but that was it.

What must it feel like to be surrounded by people forming such bonds freely while being so restricted in them for oneself? Sensing the hum of emotional connection and activity, while being forbidden it by tradition?

"It must be… comforting," said Grant. "We don't have soul bonds where I'm from. Even with close family."

"None at all?" asked Aurelia. "Are they considered heresy, like in Selsux?"

"They just aren't a thing," said Grant. "It makes me oddly curious about them."

There was a definite hum in the resonance between, a heat, a yearning, that was so pronounced that it was all Grant could do to stare at Aurelia for a second. She was so beautiful, and the topic of soul bonds made him think of Sara, how confusing their separation was. How much simpler it would be if they shared that extra level of connection. Simpler… or simply more complicated?

Aurelia’s gaze held his, her green eyes shimmering with an unnerving combination of vulnerability and intrigue. The heat was there, undeniable, pulling him toward something forbidden, something he couldn't afford to explore.

"Well," she said, glancing away and waving a hand toward the impatient-looking Pepper. "Comforting or not, you won't be feeling much of anything if you can't stay mounted. This journey south won't be a gentle stroll, Grant. It's going to be long and rough, and you'll need stamina."

"I'll manage well enough, Princess," he said, smiling.

For the most part, he did, though only with a slightly generous definition of well enough. The small company moved south along one of the Grove’s main arteries, a wide track of packed earth and interwoven roots snaking beneath the towering silver canopy.

The rhythmic clopping of hooves echoed softly, a steady beat against the ambient hum of the forest. Aurelia rode beside him, her posture straight, Flicker serving as her horse's lead, hovering just within the animal's field of view. The dozen Sylvan warriors followed, their faces composed, their movements economical.

Grant risked a glance over his shoulder. A short distance behind them rumbled the supply convoy. It was relatively modest, two sturdy wagons pulled by stout, less elegant horses than the riding mounts. He spotted Lycanthia perched on the driver’s seat of the first wagon, her expression predictably sour as she met his gaze.

A few other servants bustled around. Seated stiffly in the second wagon were two hooded women draped in the same dark green robes he’d seen on the Council Elders in the throne room. Their presence felt like a quiet weight, an official stamp of scrutiny on this whole venture.

He turned back, facing forward. He hadn't seen Mara before they left. A part of him felt a sharp pang of regret, a missed chance for… something. Closure? Another complicated conversation? He wasn't sure.

Given the heat of their last encounter, maybe distance was for the best. Still, the thought lingered that if Melfus held the key, if he actually found a way back to Earth, he might never see her again. Never understand the full depth of the connection, the impossible echo. A wave of unexpected sadness washed over him, a hollow ache beneath the urgency of his mission.

Right then, Pepper apparently decided Grant had moped long enough. The horse gave a sudden, powerful buck, a fluid ripple of muscle that sent Grant airborne with embarrassing ease. He landed hard on the packed earth beside the road, the impact jarring the breath from his lungs. Dust puffed up around him.

He lay there for a second, stunned, the world momentarily tilted. His annoyance flared, hot and immediate, but mellowed out almost as quickly into a chuckle in the face of absurdity. Getting tossed onto his ass really was an effective cure for melancholy.

The Grove's warriors filed by him on horseback, each one with a tiny Sylvan leading their mount, seeming to reinforce Grant's lack of aptitude. He picked himself up and, after trying to impose his will on Pepper by staring the stallion in the eye, he hoisted himself back into the saddle.

They continued south along the road through the Grove for most of the morning and afternoon. The silver trees of the Grove gave way to sparser woods, then rolling hills carpeted in late-summer grasses, finally sloping down toward the wide, slow-moving Serpent's Coil.

Across the water, the landscape shifted. Grant reined Pepper in, the horse surprisingly compliant for once, perhaps sensing the change in atmosphere as much as its rider.

The Blight wasn’t the immediate nightmare he’d first encountered. Not here, not at the borderlands softened by distance and the river's expanse. Instead, it was an insidious creep.

Patches of vegetation across the river displayed an unhealthy yellowish tinge, like bruises on otherwise green skin. Stands of trees looked gaunt, their leaves sparse, some branches skeletal and bare despite the season.

A thin, greyish haze hung low over the distant ground, obscuring the horizon in a way that felt unnatural compared to the crisp air of the Grove. There was a stillness to it, a lack of birdsong or animal movement that felt deeply wrong after the vibrant life they'd ridden through.

Aurelia raised a hand, signaling a halt. The dozen warriors pulled their mounts up smoothly, relaxed postures tightening into tense readiness. They shifted in their saddles, hands resting near sword hilts or spear shafts, quiet chatter, replaced by a watchful silence.

Even Flicker zipped closer to Aurelia’s head, its light pulsing with a faster, more anxious rhythm. The air grew heavy, charged not with resonance, but with a shared, unspoken gravity. Grant watched them, the casual mood of the journey evaporating in an instant. They knew this enemy. They respected its reach.

"Melfus is another full day and a half's journey to the south," Aurelia said to Grant as he brought his horse up next to hers. "We'll have to camp at least one night within the Blight, regardless. I suppose the question is whether to push on for today or camp early for tonight. Thoughts, Lord Hayes?"

She watched him with pensive eyes, and he considered the question, surprised his opinion carried any weight at all with her given his foreignness to the land. They both glanced toward the bridge where they'd be crossing, an ancient stone arch that held a tiny watch tower on the Grove side with a scout stationed in it who'd already waved to them on approach.

Grant searched what he could see of the Blighted Lands for movement and saw nothing. They still had a couple of hours until sunset, but the sky overhead was spattered with dark, fast moving clouds, the sunlight coming and going like an indecisive lover.

"It could rain tonight," he said. "I wouldn't want to be across the river if a full on storm picked up."

"It could, but that's always a risk," said Aurelia, letting out a breath. "It's not as though we can predict or control the weather. Some things need to be treated as inevitabilities, rather than obstacles."

"How about we set up camp near the bridge and do a little bit of scouting just across the river?" suggested Grant. "Best of both worlds. The potential storm will pass by tomorrow and we'll be able to move with more confidence come morning."

Aurelia considered his suggestion, a slow smile spreading across her lips. "So cautious, Lord Hayes. Are you worried about getting caught out in the rain with me? Afraid things might get a little wet?"

Grant felt the familiar heat rise in his cheeks, annoyance warring with the undeniable pull of her playful challenge. The resonance hummed, picking up on her amusement. He glanced at the darkening clouds, then back at her mischievous eyes.

"Just trying to keep the princess dry and comfortable," he said, his tone aiming for dry wit but landing closer to strained flirtation. "Wouldn't want the Sylvan Hope catching a cold."

She laughed, a bright sound against the quiet tension hanging over the river. "Don't worry about me. I can handle whatever is thrown at me."

Her gaze lingered on him, and Grant felt that familiar tightening in his gut. Being out here, away from the palace, the structure, the watchful eyes… it felt different. More isolated. The thought entered his mind that this resonance, this chemistry, it might be even more dangerous on the road, with fewer distractions and nowhere to run.


Chapter 25

Grant went with the scouting party, feeling a bit too energetic to sit and wait through the initial camp setup as the supply convoy caught up with them. Aurelia rode alongside him and two other Grove warriors on horseback as they crossed the stone bridge.

The moment Pepper’s hooves left the stone paving of the far side of the bridge, Grant felt a distinct change. The air, which had held the warmth of a late summer afternoon, grew noticeably cooler, carrying a damp chill that had nothing to do with the gathering clouds overhead.

An unpleasant odor met his nostrils, faint but persistent, like damp soil mixed with something vaguely metallic and sour, maybe rotting vegetation or whatever grows in stagnant water. It wasn't overpowering, but it coated the back of his throat, a constant, low-level unpleasantness.

What struck him most profoundly, however, was the silence. The cheerful chirping of birds, the hum of insects, the background symphony of life he hadn't consciously registered until it vanished — it all stopped abruptly.

He could still hear faint birdsong drifting across the river from the Grove behind him, reaching his left ear. But the land ahead, the Blight spreading before them, was utterly devoid of such sounds. The contrast created a bizarre, disorienting sensation, as if he'd suddenly gone deaf in his right ear, the world unnaturally muted on one side.

"How long has it been like this?" asked Grant.

The Grove warriors glanced at him, eyes somewhat derisive as they silently brushed off his question as an outlander's ignorance. Aurelia was game to answer, however, and he found himself appreciating her warmth even if it oftentimes burned a bit too hot.

"It started creeping outwards about twenty years ago," said Aurelia, her voice quieter now, losing its earlier lightness. "Around the time... well, around the time my father disappeared. But it was slow then, contained far to the south and east."

She gestured vaguely toward the hazy horizon. The river continued, meandering into lazy curves and descending into a waterfall in one spot where the terrain abruptly changed level. Flicker zipped closer to her ear, its light pulsing gently.

"Only in the last five or six years has it pushed this far north, right up to the Serpent's Coil. It feels like the Demon Queen's power grows, her corrupting touch reaching further than ever before. Why it stopped at the river… no one truly knows. There's no inherent magic in the water strong enough to hold it back indefinitely. It just… hasn't crossed. Yet."

The quiet uncertainty in her voice was more unsettling than outright fear. It held the implication that the Blight wasn't predictable, wasn't following rules she understood. As though matching its master's mood, Aurelia's horse let out an anxious neigh and took a stuttering step back toward the bridge.

"Easy, Blossom," Aurelia whispered, running a hand along the horse's neck.

"Well," said Grant, trying for a reassuring tone, though the silence of the land ahead made it difficult. "Sounds like it's up to the Sylvan Hope to figure out how to stop it for good, then."

He meant it lightly, a gentle prod at the title she wore with such overt pride. But Aurelia didn't smile. Her shoulders seemed to tighten almost imperceptibly, the easy confidence draining from her posture.

"Yes," she said, her voice flat, lacking its usual spark. "It is."

The two warriors exchanged a few quiet words, and one of them gestured to a nearby hill, a rocky and barren rise that seemed like it might give a decent view of the area. Aurelia nodded and the woman immediately stirred her mount into motion, making the climb from the hill's least steep side.

Grant let his hand settle on the hilt of Theron's sword, feeling a growing sense of anticipation and unease. The warrior suddenly tensed, turning back to them and waving a hand a touch too wildly for her meaning to be fully clear.

"Ghouls!" she shouted. "They saw me!"

"They'll draw others," said Aurelia, leaping down from her horse and pulling her staff free from her back. "Bring my horse back to the camp. I'll deal with them."

"Not alone, you won't," said Grant.

"Lord Hayes." Aurelia's voice gained an edge that he suspected usually got her just whatever she wanted from whoever she wanted. "I appreciate your presence immensely, but it isn't required here, and the danger is far more than you realize."

"Too bad," he snapped back. "I'm not letting you face them alone."

Aurelia turned back to face him fully, planting her staff butt firmly on the blighted ground. The movement pulled the fabric of her short-sleeved tunic tight across her shoulder. For the first time since the riverbank, Grant saw it again — just the bottom curve, the delicate base of the candlestick shape etched onto her skin. Lia’s mark.

He clenched his fist on his sword hilt, fingers cold and tight. It wasn't just protectiveness, not just the echo of Mara’s concern or the confusing pull of resonance. This was sharper, deeper.

Fear. Raw, visceral fear for her, for this young woman who bore his daughter’s mark, who mirrored his lost wife. The lines blurred — Lia, Aurelia, Sara — love and loss and impossible connection tangled together and focused entirely on the fierce princess preparing to face down savage monsters.

He couldn't explain it, couldn't rationalize the wave of near-panic washing over him. It was insane, fraying the already taut and tangled emotional chords of his heart. It was undeniable, overriding logic, overriding the strangeness of Eldoria. He just knew, with bone-deep certainty, that he couldn't simply stand by. He couldn't watch her get hurt, especially not when the entire expedition had been his idea in the first place.

"I'm not leaving," he said, his voice rougher now, thick with emotions he couldn't name. He drew Theron’s sword, the unfamiliar weight grounding him slightly. "Whatever comes, we face it together."

"Fine." Aurelia let out a sigh, but the tiniest of smiles snuck through her guard. "Try to stay back from my Harmony magic. It's still potent this near to the Grove but given the Sylvan's… unusual reaction to you, I don't want to risk anything that might throw off my spells."

He nodded, lifting his sword, wishing that he'd had at least a bit of time to practice and train with it ahead of the journey. The two warriors were not as stubborn and disobedient in the face of their princess's authority and were already spurring the mounts back toward the bridge.

And not a moment too soon. Grant was taken aback by how quickly the Abyssal Ghouls spilled toward them, seeming to rise from the other side of the hill and sprint down the slope with the momentum of a landslide of decaying flesh.

He watched, fascinated despite the imminent danger, as Aurelia raised her staff. Flicker zipped around her head, a bright emerald spark, but the real spectacle began across the Serpent's Coil. Sylvan Luminaries, dozens of them, detached from the trees on the Grove side of the riverbank.

They streamed across the water like ethereal messengers answering an unspoken summons, ignoring the stone bridge entirely and converging on Aurelia in a swirling vortex of silver, green, and gold light. The air around her crackled, humming with contained power.

She didn't hesitate. As the last of the Sylvan lights integrated with the swirling energy around her staff, she launched herself forward. Not a cautious advance, but a fierce, immediate charge directly into the tide of shambling ghouls pouring down the barren hill. Her movements were fluid, explosive, a stark contrast to the jerky, unnatural gait of her opponents.

Seeing her leap into the fray alone, surrounded by those grotesque mockeries of life, hammered home the reality of his decision. She’d wanted him gone, not out of dismissal, but practicality. If he couldn’t hold his own, if he became a liability she needed to protect, he wasn’t just useless — he was a danger to her. His presence could hinder her Harmony magic, distract her focus, get her killed.

He gripped the hilt of Theron’s sword tighter, the polished wood solid beneath his palm. He wasn't defenseless. He'd taken down ghouls before, albeit clumsily. He had the prince’s blade and could at least hope the phantom weight of the man’s skill perhaps lingered in the steel. He wouldn't be a burden to her. Even if it meant dying a convenient death instead.

Grant watched Aurelia plunge into the mass of decaying bodies, her staff flashing with emerald light. He shifted Theron's sword into something resembling defensive posture, the weight still feeling foreign, wrong. He wasn't a swordsman. He was an assistant restaurant manager with vague recollections of having swung a plastic bat or two in a few softball games.

One of the ghouls, maybe dumber or just slower than the others, peeled away from the main pack descending the hill. It fixed its burning red eyes on Grant as it shambled toward him, chittering low with jerky, unpredictable motions.

He swept into a slash as it came within striking distance, putting most of his strength into it. The blade tore an ugly gash into the monster's chest, but hardly slowed it down. It lumbered forward, claws reaching for his throat, not even stumbling from the pain.

In the distance, Aurelia let out a shout, not one of pain, but raw effort and exertion. Grant needed to get to her, to help her, to protect her, most of all. He swung the sword again, hacking into the monster with both less elegance and less hesitation.

Another ghoul lumbered into his field of view from the side, quickly followed by three more behind it. The idea of helping Aurelia suddenly seemed as remote as getting back to Earth. In both cases, however, giving up simply was not an option.

He pulled back, sword dripping with dark blood. The first ghoul collapsed into stillness, giving him a small amount of room if a smaller amount of respite. The others were closing in. He couldn't hack them all down with Theron's blade, regardless of how sharp and well made the weapon was.

Did he need to?

There was something else there, within the blight. Different from the Sylvan, lacking anything resembling the innocent vivaciousness that burned and frolicked inside the multicolored sprites.

It was still power, still magic, but subtly wrong. Like the smell of exhaust fumes from a massive truck, or a beach with a dead fish washed up on it. A power not meant for consumption… but present, available, regardless.

The ghouls closed on him, and Aurelia grunted from the hilltop. He couldn't see her anymore and that, more than the danger he faced himself, was what decided it.

Grant pulled in a breath and the strange power along with it, the act as natural to him in the moment as leaning toward a fire to inhale the smoke. A headache stabbed through the left side of his skull, and he tasted blood in the far back of his throat, like something within his body was acutely unwell.

His fingers clenched the hilt of Theron's blade with unconscious strength, fingers pained by the intensity of it. He took a step into a more readied sword stance and felt his leg jerk weirdly in his hip socket as though the motion had become profoundly alien.

The first two ghouls came at him in unison. Grant let out a shaky breath, head still pounding, and slashed his sword at chest height, not trusting himself to get a clean hit if went for the obvious target of the neck.

It hardly mattered, in the end. The slash was so fast and powerful that he shouldn't have even been able to see it, but his eyes caught every detail as though in HD slow motion. The sword connected with the first ghoul with the force of a sledgehammer catching a watermelon… with similarly messy results.

His slash continued into the second ghoul, losing some strength, but still nearly bisecting the monster just under the rib cage. A faint trail of what seemed like dark smoke followed in the wake of his blade arm. He noticed more rising from his shoulders as he looked toward the third ghoul, as faint as evaporating dry ice.

The third ghoul was still fearlessly, mindlessly, charging toward him. Grant closed the distance to it with speed that shouldn't have been possible, stabbing it straight through the chest. His sword went in with so much force that the action wasn't clean, more like the damage of a high caliber bullet, a messy hole-punch of a wound.

He turned toward where he'd last seen Aurelia only to find that she was no longer in need of his assistance. She was coming down the hill, eyes scanning the area for a threat… and finding him.

"Lord… Hayes," she muttered.

Her gaze dropped downward, toward his feet. Grant thought she was surveying the blood splatter he could feel on various parts of his body until he also looked down.

The desolate off color that seemed to infect the ground within the Blighted Lands seemed, for whatever reason, to have been pushed back around him. He was standing in the middle of a tiny little oasis of healthy looking soil that had not existed five minutes earlier.


Chapter 26

Aurelia walked toward him slowly, her face filled with a level of awe only common to the unjaded young. She did a full circle around the cleared section of blight as Grant wiped his sword and hands clean as best as he could.

"What... what did you do?" Aurelia asked, her voice hushed, eyes wide as she completed her circuit around the small patch of healthy earth where he stood.

Grant shook his head, the movement making the dizziness worse. "I'd tell you if I knew myself, Princess."

A wave of heat washed over him, sudden and intense, prickling at his skin despite the cool air. His stomach lurched, a nauseating churn that felt sickeningly familiar, like the worst kind of food poisoning mixed with a fever spike. He swallowed hard against the rising bile.

"But… it was like before, wasn't it?" Aurelia rushed closer, her earlier awe replaced by bubbling excitement. "With the Sylvan? You… absorbed the Blight! You converted its energy! Just like Harmony magic, but… the opposite! Grandmother mentioned Arcane Conversion. This must be another facet of it!"

He managed a weak nod, the world tilting slightly. "Felt a bit like it. Except… breathing in poison instead of light."

He wavered and the ground seemed to rush up to meet him. His vision swam, black spots dancing at the edges. He collapsed heavily onto one knee, bracing himself with a hand against the strangely vibrant soil, Theron's sword clattering beside him.

"Grant!" shouted Aurelia, rushing toward him, her face tight with concern.

"Stay back," he gasped, thrusting out an arm to ward her off. The effort sent another wave of nausea through him. He didn't know why, but a primal instinct screamed at him that she shouldn't touch him, shouldn't be near whatever foul energy he'd just consumed. "Just… stay back."

She didn't come any closer, and Grant managed to breathe through the fugue and eventually rise back to standing. He stepped out of the cleansed circle, shuddering once, his shirt now sticking to him with cold sweat.

"Rest here," said Aurelia. "I'll go get the others! They have to see this! It's… unbelievable. I knew there was something about you. I just knew it… from the moment I first saw you. I knew, somehow!"

"Don't," he muttered. "Let's just go back. Don't say anything about this."

"…What?" She shook her head, wearing another expression only common to the young, unguarded and open confusion. "Why not? Grant. Lord Hayes. This changes everything. Even if it's just a tiny circle… you pushed back the Blight!"

"I know," he muttered.

The realization had come to him too, right in that moment when he'd seen her awe and realized what it meant in context. He'd given the Sylvan Hope a bit of hope of her own. But he'd strip it away just as soon.

Lia. Sara. He had to get back to Earth. He had to go home.

Aurelia seemed to realize it too without him needing to verbalize the painful, conflicted thought. A small blessing that, for whatever reason, stabbed into his heart like a sewing needle. She nodded slowly, containing her disappointment everywhere but within her beautiful green eyes. Maybe she wasn't so young after all.

"I see," she said. "Well. I will have to tell my grandmother, but… I suppose after. Days from now. After I return to Arboreal Concordat."

"I wouldn't ask you to keep it secret from Queen Mara," he said. "Maybe there's still some benefit in her knowing, even if it's just as a possibility."

He made to fall into step next to her, but Aurelia kept a few paces ahead. Such a tiny thing, but it cut him unexpectedly deep. He breathed out through his teeth, feeling the relief of the fever spell fading, juxtaposed against a new confusing internal conflict.

They mounted their horses, met up with the other scouts, and rode back to camp. Much of the setup had been taken care of in their absence, but it was clear that the entire expedition was on high alert, midway through now unnecessary preparations to come to the aid of their princess.

"Just a minor skirmish," said Aurelia. "Nothing of note."

"I would like the details of it, regardless."

Grant snapped his gaze toward one of the hooded women who'd he'd assumed was one of the members of the Council of Elders that Mara had seemed beholden to, at least in part. He'd been wrong. Queen Mara, herself, slowly pulled back her hood, unveiling her disguise with no fanfare beyond a small, somewhat mischievous smirk.

"Why do you insist on calling me out for my impulsive and spontaneous decisions when you so often make them yourself, grandmother?" asked Aurelia, half pouting, half smiling.

"You may just yet understand once you have children and grandchildren of your own," said Mara.

Grant slid off Pepper’s back, his legs shaky from more than just the unaccustomed exertion of riding. He handed the reins to one of the waiting warriors, the man taking them with a nod that held a trace of grudging respect, or maybe just professional indifference. The brief, intense fight and the subsequent sickness had left Grant feeling drained, hollowed out.

Another warrior, a younger woman with practical brown hair and a steady gaze, approached him. “Lord Hayes. Your tent.”

She guided him through the process, her instructions clear and concise. Grant fumbled with the unfamiliar poles and canvas, his movements clumsy compared to her practiced efficiency.

The tent wasn't complex, just a simple A-frame design, but he hadn't been much of a camper back on Earth. He finally wrestled it into shape, securing the stakes into a healthy patch of ground near the edge of the burgeoning campsite.

As he finished, the smell of roasting meat drew him toward the main campfire. A large fire pit glowed brightly, casting flickering light on the faces gathered around it.

The warriors laughed and talked quietly, their earlier tension eased by the successful setup of camp and the lack of further ghoul sightings. Food circulated as it finished warming and cooking, a few roasted birds, thick slices of dark bread, small travel cakes dense with bits of fruit.

Grant found a spot on a log slightly apart from the main group, accepting food as it came around to him. The meal was, once again, excellent. Savory, filling, the flavors rich and unfamiliar. He ate hungrily, the simple act grounding him. The general mood was light, almost celebratory, a noticeable contrast to the blighted quiet just across the river.

He risked a glance toward the center of the gathering. Aurelia sat near the fire, laughing at something one of the warriors said. She seemed deliberately angled away from him, her attention focused entirely on her conversation, never once letting her gaze drift his way. It felt pointed, a distinct withdrawal after their earlier friction over his strange ability.

Mara sat next to her granddaughter, closer to Grant's side of the fire, though still separated by several others. She conversed quietly with the other hooded woman who'd come along on the expedition, her face composed, regal.

Yet somehow, Grant still felt her awareness like a physical presence. He sensed her attention fixed on him, even when her eyes were elsewhere, the resonance between them a low, persistent hum beneath the crackle of the fire and the murmur of conversation. It was an unnerving counterpoint to Aurelia's pointed disregard.

They still hadn't spoken about the kiss, and as much as it really, really wasn't a conversation Grant wanted to force, he wasn't sure if he could endure the complex tension for the entire journey. He turned his focus back to his dinner, missing his old world, despite its own complications.

After he finished eating, Grant rose and slipped off from the camp to take care of his bodily needs and clean himself up a bit in the river. The meal was dying down when he arrived back, and he didn't see Aurelia or Mara anywhere.

Lycanthia, however, was waiting for him as he began to make his way back to his tent. He was no more thrilled to see her than she appeared to be to see him, but at least managed a tired smile in response to her scowl.

"Queen Mara wishes to speak with you in the privacy of her tent," said Lycanthia.

"Lead on." Grant motioned toward where the other tents, unsure himself which one belonged to the Grove's Queen. "Didn't you tell me that you were Aurelia's servant, not the Queen's?"

"Her Majesty was unable to bring her usual help, given the circumstances of her departure," said Lycanthia, stiffly.

He walked alongside her and found himself unable to resist another comment. "Your sister, Larissa, seems nice. The two of you are close, aren't you?"

Lycanthia whirled around with a sudden movement, jabbing a finger in Grant's chest with sharp aggression. "If you so much as issue a flirtatious comment in her direction, I'll gouge at least one of your eyes out in your sleep."

"You are going to make some poor man absolutely miserable one day," he muttered.

There were no further comments or threats as she continued leading him through camp.


Chapter 27

Lycanthia finally stopped before a tent noticeably larger than the others Grant had seen, including his own and Aurelia's. It occupied a prime spot near the center of the temporary encampment, positioned slightly elevated on a small rise overlooking the river and the stone bridge.

The canvas appeared finer, a deeper shade of forest green than the standard issue, and taut lines secured it firmly against the breeze coming off the water. Small, decorative carvings, perhaps inlaid wood or bone, adorned the ridgepole ends, subtle markers of status even in this field setting.

A pair of guards, silent and stoic, stood sentinel outside the closed flap, their presence reinforcing the tent's importance. It wasn't ostentatious, but it clearly belonged to someone in charge, a command post amidst the humbler shelters.

Mara came to meet him at the tent's entrance flap, her ash blonde hair loose, wearing a more casual and relaxed gown than she'd had on at dinner. Her eyes seemed to hang as they met his, the resonance skipping a beat, setting an interesting tone.

"I'll speak with Lord Hayes in private," she said.

The two guards exchanged the briefest skeptical glance before bowing and departing with a whispered Your Majesty. Lycanthia scowled for a few extra seconds before also offering a curtsey and moving along. Without looking away from him, Mara drew back, giving him room to enter her tent.

Grant stepped inside. The tent was larger than his own, spacious enough to stand comfortably. A thick woven rug covered the packed-earth floor, lending a surprising degree of comfort.

Light came from a single, ornate lantern resting on a small, polished wooden travel table. Its flame cast a warm, steady glow, unlike the flickering Sylvan he was growing accustomed to. Beside the table sat a basin filled with water, its surface catching the light, resting on a simple wooden stand.

Across the space stood a camping cot, wider than average, draped with deep green blankets that looked plush and inviting. The overall impression was one of functional comfort, practical for a journey, yet imbued with understated touches of queenly refinement.

He let his eyes turn back to Mara last, knowing how much complexity and confusion awaited him there. Her expression was intense, but unreadable, at odds with the way the swirling resonance between them tugged distractingly at his attention.

"I'm surprised you snuck along for the journey," he said, breaking the silence right as it veered into lingering territory.

"Yes…" Mara blinked, still seeming a bit distracted. "I must admit that it's a bit… unorthodox for me to travel under the guise of anonymity, though I have done so a few times before."

"Won't the Grove miss its absent Queen?" he asked, a touch playfully.

"Outside of a crisis, a major political visit, or holidays, the Queen of the Grove is in fact afforded quite a bit of downtime." Mara walked to the other side of the tent with slow, deliberate steps. "I felt this… unusual situation required my direct presence."

"Trust me, I can understand that impulse," he said.

They both looked away as though on cue, breathing through the thickening tension.

"Aurelia mentioned that you encountered some… difficulties while scouting across the river," said Mara.

"A few ghouls attacked us, yeah," said Grant. "Did she… say anything else?"

"She did not." Mara's eyes narrowed slightly, but she also smiled a little. "She was, in fact, oddly sparse on the details."

Grant shrugged. "It was only a brief attack."

He felt a surprising surge of relief over the fact that Aurelia had kept his secret about how he'd pushed the blight back from her grandmother. She was, ultimately, the Queen of the Grove. It wouldn't have surprised him in the slightest if her duty to her people and land extended to viewing a stranger with the unique power to push back the Blight as a tool rather than a person. A tool to be claimed and kept and used as needed.

"She has a great deal of trust and admiration for you," said Mara, quietly. "I get the sense that she has yet to acknowledge its true source. It must be so confusing, both for her and for you."

Grant nodded slowly, the weight of her words settling heavily in the quiet tent. He took a step closer, the rug soft beneath his worn boots. The lantern flame flickered, casting shifting shadows across Mara's face, making her expression even harder to read.

"Sometimes," he said, his voice low, measured, "confusion points toward complicated truths."

Even as he spoke the words, ostensibly about Aurelia, the statement hung between him and Mara, dense with unspoken meaning. His own confusion in the form of the undeniable pull toward this woman who wore his mother’s face was impossible to brush off.

He struggled with the memory of her lips against his, the resonance humming between them like a live wire. It was like holding a compass with the needle pointing somewhere interesting but dangerous. The intensity, the strangeness, the forbidden temptation burning just beneath the surface…

Mara swallowed, one hand playing absently with a corked bottle of wine on the table. "What's true in your eyes, Lord Hayes?"

Grant took another step, the small space shrinking further. The moment felt loaded, cocked with the residue of their kiss in Theron’s room, the unspoken questions, the impossible connection. The lantern light continued flickering, casting her face in shadow, hair in gold, blurring the familiar lines just enough to make the confusion sharper.

"I see…" he started, his voice rough, "someone who reminds me of someone I care deeply for. To an uncanny degree."

He watched her face, searching for a reaction, seeing only a slight tightening around her eyes.

"But I feel a…" He paused, the word compulsion all but burning the tip of his tongue as the resonance pulsed, hot and insistent. "Something else. Something that makes no sense. It pulls at me, Queen Mara. This… feeling. This echo. I don't know what to do with it."

Mara’s gaze dropped from his, focusing on the worn wood grain of the travel table. Her hand, still resting near the wine bottle, trembled almost imperceptibly. The silence stretched, primed with the unspoken gravity of his admission.

"Neither do I, Lord Hayes," she whispered, her voice raw, stripped of its usual queenly composure. "This echo… it feels like him. Like Theron. But… it isn't just that, is it?"

The question hung between them, a fragile bridge built over a chasm of forbidden feelings. She finally looked up, her hazel-green eyes shimmering with unshed tears, locking onto his.

"I don't know," he admitted, his voice hoarse. "Maybe. But maybe… not."

He took the final step, closing the remaining distance between them. The air crackled. He could see the faint pulse in the vein along her neck, smell the subtle scent of flowers clinging to her hair.

"Sometimes," she murmured, her hand lifting, hesitant, as if reaching for a phantom. "I almost forget. But is this… remembering?"

Her fingertips, cool and trembling slightly, brushed against his cheek. The touch was feather-light, exploratory, perhaps seeking the ghost of her son's features, yet it sent a jolt through Grant, igniting the resonance into a demanding fire.

He didn't pull away. Couldn't. His breath went ragged. His instincts screamed wrong as much as right, ravishing beauty, motherly affection. The physical pull, the sheer magnetic force of her presence, the potent hum of shared, impossible connection, it all overruled everything that should have been true. Her touch wasn't just uncanny and familiar. It was all he could see now, real and electrifying.

"Grant…" she whispered, her thumb brushing his lower lip.

That was all it took. The fragile dam that was his restraint finally gushed open. He pulled her to him and she came, pressing herself against him, not with queenly grace, but with raw, human need, their mouths finding that perfect, illicit match.

The kiss wasn't gentle or exploratory like the first touch. It was desperate, hungry, a collision of shared confusion and undeniable heat. Too much and not enough. She tasted of wine and the sugar coating of the fruit cakes. Her hands slid up his chest, gripping the rough fabric of his tunic, pulling him closer, demanding a response that he was going to give her, and give her, and give her.

A frantic voice screamed somewhere deep inside, from just beyond the roar of the resonance. His mother's voice, his mother's face, disappointed and heartbroken and yet still imbued with unconditional love.

Not enough. His body betrayed him in spectacular fucking fashion. He kissed Mara back with horny, reckless abandon, his arms wrapping around her waist instinctively, pulling her flush against him.

The soft curves of her body felt both excitingly new and achingly familiar, another piece of the paradox that fueled the fire. He tilted his head, deepening the kiss, his tongue seeking hers. She met him as a complicit partner, a soft moan escaping her throat, a sound of surrender and desperate need.

One of his hands slid up her back, tangling in the loose strands of her ash-blonde hair. The other rested on the curve of her hip, feeling the warmth of her body through the thin, insubstantial gown. Their shadows flickered on the tent walls, a perfect mirror of the chaotic dance of emotion and sensation consuming them.

His mind felt foggy, lost in the heat and the impossible closeness. Grant rocked sideways, suddenly possessed by the idea of getting her onto the cot. He needed more, needed the soft give of the blankets beneath them, the lurid completion of this insane, reckless impulse.

Mara tapped his chest lightly, a quick, almost apologetic beat against his own racing heart. Before he could process the gesture, her hands flattened against him, shoving him back a step. The sudden space felt empty and jarring, like the exposed dirt under a rock.

Her eyes burned into his, a storm of conflicting emotions — grief, desire, fear. For a breathless moment, he thought she would come to him again, thought the tempest would break.

But no. She shook her head and wrapped her arms tightly around herself, eyes on the verge of tears as she summoned a bulwark of arms and emotion against their undeniable passion.

"Please go," she whispered, her voice strained, fragile.

He didn't say anything, his body still on a different page then his mind. He nodded with a stiff motion and made his legs work, removing himself from the madness of the tent.


Chapter 28

Lycanthia wasn't waiting to lead Grant back to his own tent, nor was Aurelia anywhere in sight. He made his way through the camp alone, trying to shrug off the sensation of the Grove's warriors watching and judging him.

He knew they were doing just that, though not for any reason concerning his most recent fuckup. He was still an outsider, strange and foreign, made all the more separate from the unusual treatment he received from both their queen and princess.

His tent felt dark and cold, almost hostile to his needs and presence. He took his boots off, tried to fumble his way through lighting a lantern by his bedroll without really knowing what he was doing. Eventually, he gave up and simply wrapped himself in his quilt, intent on getting as much relief from sleep as he could.

It didn't come to him immediately, despite how tired he was. He couldn't stop thinking of Mara and his mother, the two identities twinning off in a way that had him wincing and cringing over the conundrum of where one relationship ended and the other began.

How would he ever face his mother, Nora, upon returning home? He could tell himself that Mara was a fundamentally separate person all he wanted, but his heart seemed to know a different truth.

So much had happened across the day, but really, nothing had changed. He had to make it back to Earth. If anything, he felt a building pressure to get home as quickly as possible, before his situation and circumstances could confuse him, damn him, any further.

He could still feel her lips against his, feel the softness of her body against him. Her thin nightgown, how it had practically begged to be torn off like the paper wrapping of a present. She'd stopped him, but she hadn't wanted to stop him. All Grant could think about was how hard it made him to imagine giving her what she really wanted.

The evil thoughts were, at the very least, not an obstacle to sleep. He drifted off to the sound of birds and insects, a gentle reminder of the fact that they were still safe within nature's embrace, with the river between them and the Blight.

That sense of comfort was challenged midway through the night when Grant heard his tent flap rustle open. He reached for his sword on reflex, surprised that his mind remembered exactly where he'd put it. His sword? Theron's sword, he'd meant.

"Grant…"

Aurelia's voice, so quiet that he would have thought he'd imagined it if not for feeling his bedroll shift as she crouched at its edge. That, along with the ever present resonance between him, made her all but impossible to ignore.

"What…?" He groaned and sat up, realizing his dreams had reflected his last few thoughts as his trousers shifted against his firm manhood. "Princess. You can't be here."

"I can't sleep," she whispered.

She pulled his quilt back and slid into bed with him. There wasn't much room to begin with, and she draped one of her thighs over his leg, her knee brushing his hard on. Grant forced out a breath, trying to think quickly enough to stop what he knew was about to happen. What he knew a part of him wanted. Craved.

"Is it so bad here for you?" she asked him. "Do you hate the Grove? Are you really that unhappy?"

"Aurelia…" he muttered. "It's not about happy and unhappy. I have… had a family. A wife. A daughter. A life to return to."

"Did you have soul bonds with them?" Aurelia nestled in closer, her breath coming hot against his neck. "You didn't, did you? This is… as new to you as it is to me. This… feeling. Why can't I do anything to brush it aside?"

The resonance stirred, hot and insistent, a near physical ache mirroring her words. He knew exactly what she meant. It was a constant, gnawing distraction, a pull toward shores where he knew he shouldn't lay anchor. Her closeness now, the feel of her thigh against his erection, only amplified the disgustingly fascinating conflict.

"Because you aren't trying," he muttered, the lie tasting bitter. He shifted, needing space, needing air. "I'm going for a walk. Call of nature."

Before he could push the quilt aside, she moved, fluid and quick. Aurelia rolled fully onto him, her weight pressing down, pinning him effectively. Her hair spilled around her face, framing eyes that burned with fierce determination in the dim light. The heat of her body seeped through his thin trousers, an undeniable brand against his skin.

"After," she whispered, the single word both a promise and a plea.

Flicker slipped into the tent, the green Sylvan invading its master's private time like pets are so want to do. Grant knew that it meant more than just a spillage of wane green illumination. Aurelia was, consciously or unconsciously, readying her Harmony magic to give her the strength to pin him down if need be.

"I can… feel that," she said.

She rocked her hips against his manhood, a part of his body that seemed eager to engage in active betrayal against the needs of his heart, the logic of his mind. Her body was an unbelievable mixture of petite curves and early twenties athleticism. She let out a tiny moaning noise and got a pace going, back and forth, rubbing herself on him with clumsy enthusiasm.

"That… isn't what you think," he muttered, the words sounding hollow and lame as de-escalation. His increasingly steam-fogged mind couldn't think of anything better.

"I know what it means," said Aurelia. "You want me. You have ever since you saw me naked in the river."

"Aurelia…" he whispered.

"And you know what?" She leaned forward, still dry humping him, and let her lips brush his neck. "I want you, too."

Her lips sought his neck, his jaw, anywhere she could find purchase as he turned his head, dodging the direct kiss. A pathetic defense. His hands were already traitors, sliding down her back, feeling the athletic strength beneath the soft fabric of her robe.

One hand found the swell of her backside, fingers spreading to cup it instinctively, pulling her tighter against his erection. The robe shifted, the tie at her waist loosening under the pressure, the fabric parting slightly near her hip. Skin. He felt the smooth warmth of her skin beneath his fingertips.

The situation spiraled, gravity pulling them down into something hot and inevitable despite the frantic warnings screaming in Grant's skull. Flicker drifted lazily past Aurelia's face, its emerald glow washing over her features for a fleeting moment.

He saw her expression clearly — eyes half shut, lips parted, a look of pure, desperate wanting etched onto her face. Raw need. Unfiltered longing. It mirrored the treacherous surge within himself.

"No," he muttered. "Aurelia, when I look at you… when I see your face. I don't see a woman."

"Excuse me?" Her eyes fluttered with annoyance and lips took on a challenging pout. "Well, I don't care! Why should that mean I still don't get what I want?"

"Spoken like a true princess." Grant rocked up into her, his annoyance manifesting in all the wrong ways.

"If you don't like my attitude, maybe you should do something about it, Lord Hayes," she whispered, voice all tactical seduction. "Teach me how a woman should act… if you think you're up to the task."

There was both nothing he wanted more in that moment and nothing that terrified him more. He had to stop her, had to stop himself. Kissing Mara had been bad enough, but that was in an entirely different realm of wrong from… this.

He might genuinely not be able to live with himself afterward. The idea of going back to his Earth, back to Lia, his daughter, his world… only to watch her slowly grow up and turn into a woman who he'd known in a night of frantic, wanton passion. It was like opting into a curse of shame that he'd never be able to scrub his hands clean of.

Aurelia shifted a hand down, tugging gently on the waistband of his trousers as she lifted herself up slightly. Grant reached a hand up to gently push her back and, somewhat expectedly, traitorously, it found her breast instead. So plump, more than a handful, but buoyant and youthful with a distinct nub that he longed to tease his thumb over.

"I can't!" he hissed.

He pushed her sideways, using the moment from what amounted to a boob grope to tip her off him. Flicker's light flared, mirroring its master's annoyance from the surge of new emotion Grant felt through the resonance. Aurelia didn't immediately persist in her seduction efforts, which was both somehow a relief and disappointment.

No. It seemed more like she was poised to run away, unsettled by rejection. Or worse… like she was about to cry.

Was this really the best of his bad options?

The snap of a broken branch came from somewhere outside the tent, followed by the splash of river water and a shout. Grant sat up, the cool air kissing his bare chest. Aurelia fixed her robe and rose to one knee, Flicker brightening to illuminate the tent's interior.

"Did you hear that?" muttered Grant.

Someone screamed, and then all hell broke loose.


Chapter 29

Aurelia was in motion within seconds of the scream without offering so much as a word of apology or farewell. Grant felt an odd surge of pride, though it seemed so curious that she could be seduction incarnate one second and the Sylvan Hope the next. He wondered if those two facets of her really needed to be mutually exclusive.

He pushed himself into a similar state of readiness, quickly pulling on his shirt and boots. He snatched up Theron's sword and stumbled out through the tent flap, his body creaky from sleep and still compromised around the crotch region.

What awaited him was the ambience of a nightmare. The campfire, which had been a comforting beacon moments ago, now cast frantic, elongated shadows that danced with monstrous shapes. Shouts echoed through the camp, with sharp cries of alarm mingling with the guttural grunts of Abyssal Ghouls.

Figures scrambled in the chaotic light. Warriors, roused abruptly from sleep or quiet conversation, struggled to form a defense. One man, bare-chested, frantically buckled on a sword belt while fending off a lunging ghoul with a shorter blade. Another woman, tangled in a discarded blanket near an overturned cookpot, screamed as claws tore into her leg. They were caught off guard, unprepared.

Ghouls swarmed from the darkness near the riverbank, their pallid-grey forms slick and grotesque in the firelight, eyes burning crimson. They moved with that unsettling blend of jerky speed and brute force, overwhelming the perimeter guards who hadn’t stood a chance.

Grant gripped Theron's sword, knuckles tense and tight. He scanned the chaos, his eyes darting from the struggling warriors to the shadowy spaces between tents. No sign of Aurelia. No sign of Mara. His stomach dropped out, coldness and fear abruptly excising the lingering heat from the tent.

A low rumble vibrated through the ground, deeper than the thudding footsteps of the monsters. Thunder. It rolled across the sky overhead, a long, ominous growl, adding one more complication to the mix.

Almost immediately, fat drops of rain began to splatter against the canvas tents and the packed earth, cold and sparse at first. The scent of damp soil mingled with the acrid tang of blight and the metallic smell of fresh blood. Another clap of thunder boomed, closer this time, and the rain picked up, turning from sparse drops into a steady, insistent drumming.

The nearby river began to churn, aggressive with the addition of storm water, like the switch had been flipped on an artificial wave pool. Grant moved through the camp, uncertain of whether he could safely contribute to the defense or was simply turning himself into a water soaked liability. But standing still wasn't an option.

He wiped a few wet strands of hair back, tightening his slick grip on Theron’s sword. A ghoul lunged at him, its gurgling cry swallowed by the downpour. He sidestepped clumsily on the muddy ground, swinging the blade in a wide arc. The steel bit into decaying flesh, sending black blood flying. The creature stumbled but didn't fall, its red eyes fixed on him with mindless hunger.

Grant gritted his teeth, rain stinging his eyes. He stabbed forward, putting his weight behind the thrust. The sword plunged into the ghoul's chest with a sickening squelch. It shuddered, claws scrabbling weakly at the blade, before collapsing into a heap at his feet. He wrenched the sword free, breath ragged, heart pounding against his ribs.

He scanned the camp through the sheets of rain. Chaos reigned. Ghouls were everywhere, pouring out of the darkness beyond the flickering firelight. Warriors fought desperately, but they were clearly outnumbered, caught completely by surprise. This wasn't just a random pack drawn by the scent of life. The way they attacked, pressing specific points, ignoring easier targets to swarm more threatening defenders… it felt coordinated. Planned.

His gaze swept toward the center of the camp, toward the main fire pit. The flames sputtered violently under the deluge, casting dying, erratic light. There. He saw Mara. She stood near the dying embers, her simple gown soaked, clinging to her form. Four guards formed a tight circle around her, their spears flashing as they held back a cluster of ghouls.

Sylvan Luminaries, fewer than he’d seen before, hovered around the Queen and her protectors, their light muted by the rain but still visible. They pulsed rhythmically, seeming to focus their energy inward, toward the guards.

He saw a faint shimmer around the warriors nearest to Mara, a subtle reinforcement of their movements, their strikes seeming to land with just a bit more force.

Harmony magic. She was bolstering them, lending them her strength. But against the sheer number of ghouls pressing the attack, against the relentless assault under the storm-lashed sky… Grant felt a cold knot of dread tighten in his gut. Was it enough? He didn't know, couldn't rest on his hopes, not yet.

He pushed himself forward, sword slick in his grip, rain plastering his hair to his forehead. He scanned the chaotic melee, desperate to find Aurelia. His eyes followed the line of guards protecting Mara, their circle straining against the onslaught. Then, beyond the sputtering campfire, beyond the immediate press of bodies, a flicker of baleful light caught his attention.

Across the churning Serpent's Coil, on the blighted hills opposite their camp, a demonic feminine figure stood silhouetted against an unnatural, pulsing crimson glow. Even at this distance, obscured by rain and darkness, the presence felt immense, radiating palpable menace.

The demoness wasn't alone. A horde surrounded her, spilling down the slopes toward the river. A countless number of Abyssal Ghouls, their red eyes pinpricks of hate in the gloom. But amongst them moved other shapes, larger, twisted forms that Grant didn't recognize but felt were somehow wrong.

Hulking silhouettes with horns like the Auroch he'd fought, but corrupted, their flesh darker, their movements more predatory. Winged shapes swooped low through the rain, not the graceful Sylvan, but sharp-angled, leathery things with cruel talons. Corrupted Beastkin, sworn to her service.

Just then, a flash of emerald light erupted near the riverbank, closer to the bridge. Aurelia. She appeared as if from nowhere, staff already blazing, Sylvan swirling around her like angry wasps.

Her eyes, burning with intensity and power, fixed instantly on the distant figure across the water. A low growl escaped her lips, audible even over the storm's roar. She took a step toward the bridge, poised to charge, ready to launch herself across the stone arch into the heart of the enemy.

"No!" Mara's voice cracked through the chaos, sharp with fear and command. "Aurelia! Pull back!"

The Queen, still within her protective circle, thrust her hands forward. The Luminaries near her surged, leaving the guards momentarily less protected. They flowed like liquid light, coalescing directly in front of Aurelia, forming a shimmering wall of silver-gold-green energy between the princess and the bridge. It pulsed with contained power, cutting her off. Aurelia slammed into the barrier, recoiling, her charge abruptly halted.

Mara’s face strained with effort, her focus entirely on maintaining the conjured wall, holding her granddaughter back from a potentially suicidal charge. In that moment, her attention diverted, a bolt of pure darkness shot from the female demon's outstretched hand across the river. It moved with terrifying speed, aimed directly at the momentarily stalled princess.

The shadow blast struck Aurelia squarely in the chest. She gasped, the sound of it cut off by the thunder like a scene from a silent movie. The impact threw her backward, but she steadied herself, Sylvan swarming around her shoulders to hold her up like a cloak of multicolored spheres.

Grant moved her way without thinking, desperate to put himself in between her and the ghouls moving to take advantage of her unbalanced state. The camp was true chaos now, with Mara and the Sylvan warriors near her waving their arms and seeming to signal a retreat. Retreat where? Lacking any other option but to stand and die, Grant suspected it hardly mattered.

He slid to a stop next to Aurelia, slashing back a ghoul with a sword strike that, for once, seemed to work completely as intended. Aurelia stiffened her back as soon as she saw him, heated pride overtaking the resolve in her expression.

"Get to safety, Lord Hayes," she snapped.

"After you, Princess."

He slashed off another ghoul, but two more were right behind and the first hadn't even really gone all the way down. Aurelia unleashed a blast of silver-green Harmony magic that went off like an elegant and soft grenade amidst the group, scattering their decaying bodies across the ground, into the river.

"Princess Aurelia!" Mara's voice boomed through the battlefield, for an instant as loud as the thunder and pelting rain. Was she calling for her granddaughter? Or was she reminding the warriors who they must protect, above all else. The Sylvan Hope.

A hiss of air alerted Grant to another blast of distilled shadow heading their way. A big one, dark against even the dark of night, seeming to trail traces of evil as it shot straight toward them.

He didn't think and he didn't hesitate. He put himself in between the shadow blast and Aurelia, this princess, this girl, this version of the one person who he would always lay down his life for.

"No!" she cried. "Grant!"

Other words followed, but they were cut off. Grant thought that thunder boomed in the moment the blast hit, but more likely it was just the deafening effect of energy involved.

He tried to do what he'd done with both the Sylvan and the Blight, draw it into him, even if it killed him. Even if it changed him. He managed it, at least to the point of partial success. He felt a deep certainty that had he not tried, the blast would have wiped them both of the face of Eldoria.

The energy was blunted, but not contained. He heard Aurelia grunt with pain, saw the world suddenly flip around, upside down, feet leaving the ground, flinging him out of the action. He landed heavily, and had a sideways view of the river as he tasted blood on his mouth and felt his head pound with dark pain, vision blurring with scarlet evil.

Aurelia was in the water, too dazed to even swim properly and being swept down the storm fed river at wild speed. The ghouls weren't the only danger, the only way for a young headstrong princess to die a tragic early death.

Once more, he didn't think and he didn't hesitate. He stumbled toward the water and flung himself in.


Chapter 30

What took Grant by surprise was how unbelievably fucking cold the water was. The shock of the icy river stole Grant’s breath, a brutal hand clenched around his lungs. It seeped through his clothes instantly, biting deep into muscle and bone. 

Eldoria seemed, at least in the current season, to be almost ideal, climate wise. Warm mornings, hot afternoons, cool evenings. It pushed all the right buttons compared to the slushy late winter climate he'd been ejected from back on Earth.

But the Serpent's Coil river was as cold blooded as any snake. He immediately understood that the coldness of the water would be just as much of an impediment to Aurelia staying afloat as a concussion from the shadow blast, or the general effort of swimming.

The river was basically flooded on that last point and would have been a pain to swim through with intention even without all the other awful factors. His own clothing felt weighted and leaden, and Theron's sword at his waste seemed like a rudder with a broken tiller.

The current grabbed him, strong and unforgiving, pulling him downstream with alarming speed. Debris — broken branches, clumps of torn vegetation — rushed past him in the churning, muddy water. Rain hammered down, blurring the chaotic scene on the riverbank behind him.

He thrashed, spitting out gritty water, searching frantically through the storm-lashed gloom. There. Further downstream, a flash of green and gold fabric, fiery auburn hair plastered against pale skin. Aurelia.

She struggled against the current, her movements sluggish, uncoordinated. Her head bobbed precariously low above the surface. He saw her gasp for air, saw the disorientation and panic in her wide eyes even from a distance.

"Aurelia!" he yelled, his voice swallowed by the roar of the river and the crashing thunder.

He forced his numb limbs to move, swimming with clumsy, desperate strokes, fighting the relentless pull of the water. The cold clawed at him, stealing his strength, but the sight of her spurred him on.

She drifted toward a cluster of dark rocks jutting from the river’s surface. He saw her try to push away, saw her hand slip on the slick stone. Her head struck one of the submerged rocks with a sickening thud. She vanished beneath the turbulent water. Only her hand, flailing wildly for a desperate second, broke the surface before she disappeared completely.

"No!" Grant pushed harder, ignoring the burning ache in his muscles, the icy grip tightening around his chest. He reached the spot where she'd gone under just as her head broke the surface again. She gasped, choking, eyes wild with panic.

He lunged, grabbing a handful of her soaked tunic, pulling her toward him. She latched onto him with desperate strength, nearly dragging them both under.

"Lean on me!" Grant sputtered, trying to keep their heads above water. "Don't panic!"

She thrashed anyway, her fear overriding his words, her limbs tangling with his in the icy churn. He couldn't blame her. The cold was terrifying, the current relentless. He held her tight, trying to shield her slightly with his body as they were swept downstream.

The sound of the river changed ahead, the steady roar deepening into something louder, more violent. Grant looked past Aurelia’s panicked face, squinting through the rain. The water ahead seemed to drop away, disappearing into a curtain of mist and spray. The waterfall. The one he’d seen from the hill earlier. Straight ahead, with the current eagerly speeding toward it.

He looked for something, anything, to grab onto and arrest their momentum. He tried to kick, shift their angle forward to put them against the bank before it was too late. It was already too late. Another idea came to him, and he squeezed Aurelia, tried to get her attention.

"Use your Sylvan!" he hissed. "Float us down. Aurelia!"

She coughed and struggled to suck in a clean breath amidst the swirling spray and pelting rain. He thought he saw her shake her head. Were there even any Sylvan nearby? As promising as the idea felt, she was limited by the logistics of her Harmony magic.

The roar intensified, swallowing all other sound. Grant tightened his grip on Aurelia, bracing for the inevitable drop. All at once, the world dissolved into plummeting chaos. Water slammed into him from multiple directions, a disorienting rush of white foam and darkness. The force ripped Aurelia from his grasp. He reached out blindly, fingers closing on empty air and churning water.

He hit the pool below the falls with jarring impact, water forcing its way up his nose, down his throat. His boots struck submerged rocks, scraping hard, finding purchase unexpectedly soon. The water here was shallower, only chest-deep, but dangerously turbulent, pulling relentlessly. He gasped, spitting water, eyes scanning frantically through the spray and driving rain. Panic clawed at him. Where was she?

A flash of green caught his eye near the churning base of the falls. Aurelia. Her body tumbled limply in the violent eddies. He pushed off the rocky bottom, fighting the current, lunging toward her. He grabbed her arm, the slick fabric of her tunic slippery in his grasp. Her body was dead weight, unresponsive.

He hauled her toward the bank, stumbling over unseen rocks, the icy water stealing the strength from his limbs. His fingers were numb, clumsy claws barely able to maintain their grip. He felt like he was moving through thick syrup, the cold leaching the energy from him with every step. He finally dragged her onto the muddy bank, collapsing beside her, shivering uncontrollably.

Rain plastered her fiery hair to her pale face. Her eyes were closed, lips tinged blue. She wasn't breathing.

"Aurelia!" Grant shook her shoulder, his voice choked with panic and the freezing cold. Nothing. He shook her again, harder. "Come on, wake up! Aurelia! Breathe!"

He felt panic flare in his chest, as raw and uncontrolled as any emotion he'd ever experienced. He thought of what little he new about CPR and set about checking her airway, trying to press down on her chest, fumbling through the motions with numb hands.

He tilted her head back, pinched her nose shut, and covered his mouth with hers. He breathed, forcing air into her lungs, watching her chest for movement. Nothing. Again. He pushed down on her sternum, clumsy compressions that felt futile and wrong against the icy stillness of her body.

"Aurelia," he muttered, the name catching in his throat, thick with cold and rising despair. "Come on. Lia."

The slip was unconscious, born of desperate terror and relentless panic. This couldn't be happening. Not again. He pushed harder, faster, desperation making his movements frantic, tears blurring with the rain in his eyes.

Her face, so pale, so still, flickered between the princess and his daughter. He’d lost Lia, ripped away by impossible circumstances. Now this version of her, this ghost of her future, lay lifeless beneath his hands.

It hit him then, a blow colder than the river water. Gone. She was gone. Just like Lia, stolen from him by the cruel machinations of fate, by a wall of metal, by a fall over unseen rocks. Losing his daughter, twice. The unbearable weight of it crushed the air from his lungs, leaving him gasping on the muddy bank over her pale, still body.

"No…" he muttered. "No!"

He pressed down once more hard on her chest and leaned forward to breathe another pointless breath through her cold lips. She coughed… and then coughed again, this time spitting a surprising amount of river water into his face. Grant stared in disbelief, stroking her cheek, breathing out relief of such a degree that he almost came undone.

Flicker floated down to hover near Aurelia's head, the Sylvan seeming dimmed as though keeping up with its master had exhausted most of its energy. Aurelia coughed again and made to sit up.

"Just rest," muttered Grant.

"Did we… go over the waterfall?" she asked, voice weak and almost childlike in its dreaminess.

"Yeah," he said, wiping a few strands of red auburn hair back from her face.

He looked back toward where they'd come from. The act of traversing the steep landscape to reunite with the others would be a moderate challenge, certainly not one they could undertake in the dead of night. And that was assuming Queen Mara and the Grove's warriors were still where they'd left them, which seemed rather unlikely.

"No…" muttered Aurelia.

"It's okay." He started to rub her cheek again but she rolled onto all fours and lumbered to her feet. "Aurelia?"

He saw then what had drawn her attention. There was a large lump near them, half washed up onto a section of the river where an old stump abutted out from the bank. Aurelia stumbled over to it, falling down again and reaching a hand out to touch it.

It was only as Grant came closer that he saw what had stolen her attention by the light of Flicker's wane green glow. Aurelia's horse had also gone over the falls, and not been nearly as lucky as its rider.

"Blossom…" whispered Aurelia.

Grant came closer, noting that the traveling bags were still attached to the horse's sides. He almost pointed out how it was a blessing in disguise. He almost exposed himself as a heartless idiot.

Aurelia stroked the horse's mane, her shoulders shuddering once. Grant crouched down next to her, suddenly aware of her again in that way that made him hesitate to touch her freely. He did eventually rest a hand on her shoulder.

She wiped a hand across her face quickly, trying to do it as though it wasn't what it was, and turned to look at him, face a mask of forced composure that was both unnecessary and unconvincing. The Sylvan Hope couldn't simply cry out in the open.

"Aurelia…" he said, rubbing her shoulder.

She opened her mouth, but never said anything. Her face scrunched into a horrible grimace of pain, the tears sneaking out despite how hard she was clearly working to hold them back. She looked away again. Grant slid in close and held her against his chest, feeling her shake even as she tried to silence her sobs


Chapter 31

They had most of what they needed, far more of the essentials than Grant could have hoped for. He pulled a quilt that was surprisingly dry out of one of the horse's saddle bags and wrapped it around Aurelia, who'd slipped out of her wet clothing and down to her underthings.

He put in the work of collecting some dry wood from nearby, though it was hard to find much after the rain. Getting the fire going seemed like a pipe dream even after he'd gathered what he needed.

Aurelia used her Harmony magic to spark the flame, though the way it seemed to diminish Flicker's already weak light even further told Grant that they'd best not let it go out. He fed the fire with a large piece of standing deadwood once it was going and, at the very least, could simply slide it further into the flame to keep the fire fueled without much effort.

There was also a large piece of wax skin leather canopy, perhaps left over from Aurelia's tent setup or intended to provide extra coverage. He stretched it out between two trees, giving them a dry spot to huddle underneath, though with only one quilt, it still wasn't the warmest arrangement. Grant took his tunic off but left his trousers on, hanging the shirt to warm and dry by the fire.

"You should eat," he whispered.

There'd been a bag of nuts and dried fruit, travel snacks, on the horse. It was a bit wet, but still fairly edible.

Aurelia shook her head, regardless. "Not hungry."

She hadn't said much since they'd found Blossom, and he could understand why on multiple levels. The resonance between them was depressed and miserable, and it left him wishing that there was something, anything he could do to ease her burden.

She shifted sideways, wrapping herself in the quilt across a dry spot of grass. Grant found a rock to sit on and inched it over to the fire. It wasn't comfortable, but it helped ease his aching back. He planned on holding vigil through the night.

It was a worthy plan, but one that didn't quite work out. At some point, he shifted to stretching out on his now dry tunic across the ground next to Aurelia. He was still attempting to listen to their nearby surroundings. They were, at the very least, on the Grove side of the river, out of direct reach of the Blight.

He tried to focus on what mattered in the moment. There were no signs of ghouls anywhere in there immediate surroundings. He planned on staying up and alert to feed the fire anyway, but goddamn was his body tired and sore. Rolling out a shoulder, he stifled a yawn and tried not to get too comfortable.

"Lord Hayes?"

He let out a sigh. "You can just call me Grant when we're alone, Princess Aurelia."

"It is entirely up to me what I call you." Aurelia's voice held the shaky weariness of someone still trying to casually bear the emotional weight of unexpected loss. "I'm cold."

"Get closer to the fire," he said.

"That only heats me from one side," she whispered. "I'm freezing. And… I bet you are, too."

He heard her moving, knew what she was doing, and felt a flash of annoyance. "Stop it."

"Stop what?" She tossed her own shirt down next to his tunic and then covered them both with the quilt as she lay down between him and the fire, shoulder to shoulder.

The flimsy barrier of his annoyance crumbled. Grant let out a frustrated sigh, the sound lost under the crackle of the fire and the drumming rain against the canopy. Aurelia shivered beside him, a genuine tremor that ran through her small frame.

He knew this was wrong, a violation of boundaries he hadn't even properly established yet. Sara’s distant face, Lia’s innocent smile, even Mara’s complicated gaze all flickered through his mind like warnings.

"I'm still cold," whispered Aurelia.

The resonance pulsed, a low hum urging closeness, blurring the lines between protectiveness and something far more treacherous. Maybe, a stupid, traitorous part of him reasoned, if I just hold her, give her this warmth, she'll understand it's not what she thinks she wants.

He turned stiffly onto his side, facing her back. Reluctantly, carefully, he slid an arm around her waist, pulling her closer against his chest. Her skin, where it touched his bare arm through the gaps in her underthings, felt ice-cold. She let out a tiny sigh, a sound of relief that twisted something in his gut, as she wriggled backward, pressing herself more firmly against him.

The quilt trapped their shared body heat, a small pocket of warmth against the damp chill. He could feel the curve of her spine against his sternum, the soft shape of her hip nestled against his groin. Warmth flared in all the wrong places, and he struggled to ignore it.

He kept his arm rigid around her waist, hand hovering just above her stomach, careful not to let it stray. But even that felt too sensual, the warmth of her skin radiating through the thin fabric of her underclothes.

He could feel the rise and fall of her breathing, smell the lingering scent of river water and damp earth in her hair, inches from his face. Each shared shiver, initially from the cold, took on a different quality, a tremor of awareness passing between them in the cramped space. The firelight flickered across the canvas above, painting them in shifting shadows, alone under the makeshift shelter.

He tried to keep his breathing even, tried to think of spreadsheets, inventory, anything but the feel of her body against his. The quilt felt like a furnace, trapping not just warmth but also the electric tension crackling between them. He focused on the sound of the rain drumming against the canopy, the hiss and pop of the fire. Useless.

He felt himself face to face with a horrifyingly inevitable outcome as he started to get hard. The sensation was stubbornly persistent despite his cold and exhaustion, and he was well aware he was on the path to a full blown erection.

A dark part of him wanted her to feel it, for her to panic or be grossed out in the way he imagined his future twenty year old daughter would be. A naive part of him, or just hopeful? No, the shame, the confusion, it was all his to bear.

She shifted again, a small movement, adjusting the quilt, but the friction sent a jolt through him. Her backside brushed against his hardening length. Accidental? He couldn’t be sure. The resonance hummed louder, amplifying the sensation, the sudden awareness of her body, soft and strong, pressed intimately against his.

She kept moving, small and seemingly excusable adjustments at first, a subtle friction as her backside brushed against his erection. Then it changed. It wasn't accidental anymore. The pressure increased, deliberate now. A slow rub, back and forth, her hip rocking against him with undeniable intention. A shared, dirty rhythm started beneath the quilt, hidden from the flickering firelight.

Grant struggled to breathe evenly. His body responded instantly, traitorously, hardening further, pressing insistently against the soft curve of her backside. He should push her away, break the contact, say something, anything.

But the resonance hummed, a siren song amplifying the raw sensation, blurring the lines between comfort and something far more dangerous. He could feel the heat radiating from her, smell the faint, clean scent of her skin mingling with the wood smoke and damp earth.

The friction intensified, the slow rub quickening, growing desperate, almost frantic. It wasn't gentle anymore. It was raw need, a primal seeking of contact fueled by the storm outside and the tempest inside.

Fear, relief, confusion, the impossible echo of his daughter, the ghost of his wife… All of it swirled together into the forbidden heat arcing between them. This wasn't sex, not quite, but it was something born of the same elemental evil. His hand, still resting rigidly at her waist, twitched, fighting the urge to slide lower, to participate, to claim.

"Grant…" whispered Aurelia, half plea, half question.

His resolve finally shattered. The sound of her voice, small and raw with need, coupled with the insistent pressure of her body against his erection, broke through the flimsy walls he’d tried to erect around his own desire.

Lia’s face, Sara’s betrayal, Mara’s complicated kiss, it all faded into the background, washed away by the immediate, overwhelming reality of Aurelia beside him, warm and seeking. Wrong didn't matter anymore. Only this mattered.

He shifted, turning fully toward her, pulling her tighter against him. His mouth found the soft curve of her neck, just below her earlobe. He kissed her skin, tasting the faint saltiness left by the river water mixed with her own unique scent. A low groan vibrated in his chest as his lips traced a path downward toward her shoulder.

His hands abandoned their rigid formality. One slid boldly down her side, fingers spreading possessively across the curve of her thigh and butt, pulling her hips firmly against his straining hardness. He breathed out against her damp hair and felt her shudder, a gasp escaping her lips as his mouth found the sensitive spot on her neck again.

She responded instantly, rolling over to face him directly and draping a thigh over his leg. Her hands slid across his chest, fingertips digging in and trailing. The touch sent fire through him and he rocked forward into her, almost rolling onto her.

The rhythm of their movements intensified, no longer hesitant or accidental. It became a greedy, urgent friction, a frantic seeking of release through the frustrating barrier of what remained of their clothes. The quilt trapped the escalating heat, the air thick with the sound of their ragged breaths and the soft rustle of fabric.

Flicker, hovering near the edge of the makeshift canopy, began to pulse erratically. Its emerald light flared, dimmed, then flared again, darting back and forth in a pattern that seemed less like illumination and more like pure panic.

Grant reached down and started sliding aside her panties. He couldn't do that. He was watching himself do that. The momentum was snowballing, and once more he found himself hoping the young princess might abruptly realize that she'd bitten off more than she could chew. Because otherwise…

Otherwise…

Otherwise…

Without warning, something shifted. The resonance, the constant hum between them, suddenly surged, spiking with an intensity that ripped through Grant like an electric shock. It wasn't just heightened emotion, but a blinding wave of energy that slammed into his senses, overwhelming the physical sensations, the heat, the frantic movement.

It locked him into the movement, pressing him against Aurelia with such need that there wasn't even time to undress her anymore. He squeezed her breasts and madly humped himself against her, hips counting down, three, two, one… ecstasy. It was a climax, a perfect, overpowering release, but so much more. So much fucking more. It felt raw, premature, and most of all… magical.

"Oh… oh…" whispered Aurelia, the sound breathy, distant, as if coming from far away. Her body remained pressed against his, limp yet vibrating with the aftershocks of whatever had just ripped through them.

Grant held her, his own mind reeling, senses overloaded. The lingering physical release mingled strangely with the overwhelming surge of energy that had crashed over them. It wasn't just an orgasm. It was something else entirely, raw and potent and utterly disorienting. He felt hollowed out, yet strangely connected, the air thick with more than just the smell of rain and damp earth.

"What… what just happened?" he murmured, his voice rough against her hair.

Aurelia stirred, shaking her head slightly against his chest. "I didn't think… it could happen. Not like that. Not without… more intention."

Her confusion mirrored his own, but underscored by a knowledge he lacked. He pushed himself up slightly, propping himself on an elbow, needing to see her face.

"What?" he asked again, urgency coloring his tone. "What happened, Aurelia?"

He looked down at her in the flickering firelight. Her eyes were wide, unfocused, her lips still swollen from their frantic friction. The sight sent a fresh wave of revulsion crashing through him.

Lia.

The thought was a physical blow. What had he done? This girl, this princess who might be his daughter grown impossibly older… he’d used her grief, her confusion, her attraction, and his own weakness to… to do that.

He rolled away abruptly, scrambling backward, putting space between them as if her touch might burn him further. He needed distance, needed to escape the suffocating intimacy, the weight of his own actions. The quilt tangled around his legs, a reminder of the heat they’d just shared. Disgust coiled in his gut, sharp and bitter, aimed squarely at himself.

As he sat there, breathing hard, trying to push away the shame, he felt it. A change. The resonance, that constant hum he’d grown accustomed to, was different now.

It wasn’t just a background awareness or a vague pull. It was a distinct cord, pulled taut between them, vibrating with a new intensity. He could almost feel… her. Not her thoughts, not a whiff of emotion, but the raw edge of her confusion, her fading arousal, the dawning bewilderment echoing his own. It was stronger, sharper, undeniable.

Aurelia pushed herself up slowly, pulling the quilt around her bare shoulders. She saw the look on his face, the undisguised horror, the physical distance he’d created. Her own expression crumpled, misunderstanding blooming in her eyes. She flinched as if struck, interpreting his self-loathing as rejection aimed directly at her.

"Aurelia…" he began.

"Just… go to sleep, Lord Hayes. You were correct, it seems. I should have simply gotten closer to the fire."


Chapter 32

Lia let out a tiny cough, but didn't spit anything up. Grant took that as an overall good sign. He gently patted Lia’s back as she snuffled against his shoulder, the remnants of her cold making her breath sound thick and raspy.

The apartment felt overly quiet, the only sounds the rhythmic sigh of Lia’s breathing and the low hum of the refrigerator. He glanced at the clock on the microwave. 11:48 PM. Another late night of holding his daughter, trying to soothe her lingering congestion so she could finally sleep soundly.

The scrape of a key in the lock startled him. The front door creaked open. Relief warred with a simmering resentment.

"You know, it's been over two days," he began, his voice low, tight with exhaustion and frustration, keeping his gaze fixed on the sleeping child in his arms. "Not even a text, Sara. Lia's been sick, she needed her..."

"Grant?"

His head snapped up. Not Sara. His mother, Nora, stood in the entryway, her expression etched with concern, her dark coat damp with melting snow. She closed the door softly behind her.

"Mom? What are you doing here so late?"

"I was worried," said Nora, stepping further into the living room, her eyes landing on the small bundle nestled against Grant's chest. "You sounded so worn out on the phone earlier. And with Lia still recovering..."

She walked over, her gaze softening as she looked at her granddaughter. "Poor little thing. You look exhausted, Grant. Juggling everything on your own, Lia sick, and Sara still…"

"She's getting better, at least," he said, shifting Lia carefully. "Fever broke yesterday. Just this lingering cough now."

Nora sank onto the couch beside him, the cushions dipping under her weight. The familiar scent of her perfume, subtle and comforting, filled the small space.

She reached out, her hand resting gently on his back, tracing slow circles between his shoulder blades. The warmth seeped through his shirt, a small point of solace in the weary quiet. Her touch lingered, shifting to his shoulders, fingers beginning to knead the tense muscles there with practiced care.

"You can't keep doing this," whispered Nora. "You need to look after yourself, too."

"Looking after Lia is looking after myself." He glanced up, letting his eyes hold his mother's, her concern for him almost mirroring his concern for his daughter. "She comes first now. Always."



Grant came awake slowly and somewhat painfully. The fire had gone out at some point during the night and was now just a scattering of ashes to one side. He'd slept apart from Aurelia after… whatever he was supposed to call what had happened between them.

The night's cold had been sufficient to keep his sore muscles from ever truly releasing their tension. He spent a minute rolling out his shoulders and arching his back while still on the ground, only slowly realizing two obvious facts.

Aurelia wasn't there. She'd left their camp, which was more than a little worrying, given their circumstances. Except… for whatever reason, he could still sense her. He could, without much effort, simply turn and face a direction and have an odd sense that she was off that way.

It was different from the resonance he'd experienced so much of already with Aurelia and Mara. The sensation was more durable, less contained, the difference between a slight breeze and the way the wind picks up just before a storm. What had happened between them last night?

It shamed him to even begin to seek an answer for the question. At the same time, he knew it was more than just the temptation they'd succumbed to with their bodies. There'd been a shift, a magical event or formation or… something.

He vaguely recalled what Mara had said about soul bonds and felt a growing and unsettling suspicion that they may have crossed into truly uncharted territory. It only made the way Aurelia had misinterpreted his guilt all the more unfortunate. They'd need to work through both that lingering friction and along with this strange new connection.

Grant shook off the lingering chill, pushing himself to his feet. The morning air felt crisp, washed clean by the night's storm. The sky overhead was a pale, cloudless blue, offering no hint of the previous night's violence. He scanned the small clearing. Aurelia was definitely gone.

That strange connection, the one that felt like a newly strung wire between them, still hummed faintly within him. He could sense a direction, a vague pull eastward, back up the steep, muddy bank toward where the expedition camp had been.

But it felt weaker now, less distinct than when he'd first awoken, like a radio signal fading in and out. Had she moved further away? Or was the connection itself unstable, flickering like a dying candle flame?

He pushed the unsettling thought aside. No time for speculation. He needed to move. He gathered the essentials, namely the quilt, still damp but better than nothing, the small bag of nuts and dried fruit, thankfully mostly protected by its waxed canvas, his borrowed tunic, which he pulled on over his bare chest, grimacing at the still-damp fabric clinging cold against his skin. Theron's sword bumped against his hip as he strapped it on, its weight a familiar burden now.

His gaze followed the path Aurelia must have taken, tracing the difficult route back up the steep incline, toward where the camp had been overrun. He shielded his eyes against the morning sun, scanning the ridge line.

There. A thin, dark line ascended into the blue sky. Smoke. Not the thick, black plume of a raging fire, but a controlled column, rising steadily from somewhere near the ridge top, roughly where they’d been attacked. A signal? Mara? Or just the remnants of the old campfire reignited by a surviving warrior?

It was the only lead he had. Better than wandering blindly along the riverbank. He tightened his grip on the sword hilt and started hiking. The path wasn't obvious, and he wasn't sure if that was simply being a city-dwelling Earthling, or simply due to there not being one.

The slope was steeper than it looked from the riverbank, the ground slick with mud from the night’s rain. Grant scrambled upward, grabbing onto exposed roots and low-hanging branches for leverage. His muscles protested, still sore from the previous day’s fall and fight. Theron’s sword slapped awkwardly against his hip with each upward heave.

He paused halfway up, catching his breath, sweat mingling with the dampness of his tunic. Across the churning Serpent's Coil, the other side offered a stark, unsettling view. The hills there rolled under a sky that seemed permanently grey, even on this clear morning.

Patches of sickly yellow-brown grass clung sparsely to the earth. Trees stood like skeletal fingers, their branches bare and twisted, devoid of life. The thin, oily haze he'd noticed before clung to the lower elevations, blurring the details into an ominous smudge. A profound, dead stillness hung over it, visible even from this distance. He pushed onward, trying not to imagine Aurelia having stubbornly or rebelliously trekked in that direction.

At least in that small hope he was rewarded. He reached the top of the rise, and after continuing onward for a bit, found Aurelia standing amidst the wreckage of their original camp.

It was a complete disaster zone. Overturned supply crates, ripped canvas, discarded weapons, everywhere he looked he saw the remnants of the chaotic battle scattered across the muddy ground. The air hung heavy with the smell of damp ash and sun-warmed blood.

Aurelia stood near the smoldering remnants of the main fire pit, her back partially to him. Her fiery auburn hair, usually tamed in a braid, was a wild tangle around her shoulders with a single leaf stowaway amidst the locks. Her staff was firm in her grip, tip planted in the scarred earth.

She turned as he approached, revealing a smudge of charcoal on one cheek, green eyes blazing. Her expression was tight with fury, her jaw clenched with quiet anger, but beneath it, Grant saw a deep, raw concern that mirrored the ache in his own chest.

But when her gaze met his, the air between them changed. The new connection, that taut wire forged in the night's desperate heat, pulsed violently. He felt a jolt, an amplified awareness of her presence that bypassed sight and sound.

Her eyes widened almost imperceptibly, the anger faltering for a split second as the more complicated emotions of the bond surged between them. She blinked, breaking eye contact, but they hardly needed it anymore to still have a naked sense of one another. She was confused, almost panicked, but also… happy?

"The others must have fled during the attack," she said.

"I think that's a fair assumption."

"I thought I'd… wait for you here," said Aurelia, gesturing to the smoke.

"I knew you were here." Grant set a hand on his chest, feeling the odd pull and awareness of the bond as though it were an actual hook through his heart.

"I know," said Aurelia. "I knew you were coming."

Grant came over to where she was standing. One of the logs someone in the traveling party had pulled near to the fire to serve as a bench was still in place and they both sat down on it in wordless agreement.

"What happened last night?" he asked.

The question felt too open ended. Even with this new connection between them, there were some things between them too raw and real to be spoken aloud. Layers and layers of complication and emotion, urges and restraint.

"We formed… a soul bond," said Aurelia. "An affinity bond, I'm pretty sure."

Grant thought back to Mara's explanation of the different types of bonds when they'd been discussing the resonance. Affinity was the friendship bond, from what he remembered. He furrowed his brow.

"You're sure?" he asked, the words feeling somehow dangerous twice over through how they stirred the bond. She wasn't sure, and she couldn't simply bluff her way by now or perhaps ever again.

"Not entirely, but to form a concord bond with a princess requires far more ceremony and specific purpose," said Aurelia. "More time, as well. They take attention to develop in much the way of the relationship they reflect."

Grant nodded slowly, noting her avoidance of the other bond type. The nexus bond, the one Mara had described as dangerous. This connection they now shared, did it fit that description? It felt primed, certainly, a background heat that flared like well-fed flames in the wind. But dangerous?

He didn't know. Not for sure.

"We need to get back to the others." He stood up and forced a confident smile.

"I think that's the best course of action, Lord Hayes."

"Then off we go, Princess."

She rose to her feet, and they held eye contact for a still second with the bond roiling in the background.


Chapter 33

They foraged for what they could amidst the destroyed camp. Grant inspected a dead horse, fearing that he was about to relive a lesser version of Aurelia's grief toward the mount he'd only briefly known. But it was an older animal, not Pepper unless his recollection was off.

He did find some of the previous night's fruit cakes tucked away in a traveling sack and shared them with Aurelia. Grant let his gaze wander to the river, along with the bridge where they'd been planning to cross, mind turning more in a logistical direction.

"They wouldn't have fled into the Blight," he pointed out.

"Grandmother is far smarter than that." Aurelia ran her fingers through her hair, somehow still missing the stowaway leaf. "They're likely looking for us and still nearby. Not close by, given that they needed to shake their pursuers, but near enough."

"Good." Grant reached out and pulled the leaf from her hair. "As long as you're confident that you can find them."

"I can…" said Aurelia, sensing something in either his phrasing or the bond.

"All I need is a rough map to reach Melfus from here," said Grant. "We have the bridge as one landmark but I think I'd rather travel even further south if there are any other places to cross less likely to have me bumping into a horde of ghouls."

Aurelia blinked, her green eyes widening as his words registered. "You can't… Grant, you can't seriously be thinking of continuing on your own?"

A wave of emotion crashed through the bond — shock, disbelief, a sharp sting of fear, maybe even possessiveness. It was like feeling the tone of her thoughts without hearing them, raw and immediate.

"I have to get home, Aurelia," said Grant, the words feeling inadequate but absolute. "This was always the plan. I would have set out alone from the start if I'd known where to go."

"But that's madness!" she snapped, taking a step closer, her hands clenching at her sides. "We don't even know if the others are safe! We find Grandmother, we regroup, we return to Arboreal Concordat. We can make another attempt in a few weeks, a few months, properly prepared!"

He shook his head, the image of Lia’s face flashing sharp and clear in his mind. Weeks? Months? Impossible. An eternity.

"I can't wait that long," he said, the words catching in his throat. "I've already been gone too long."

He thought of Lia, her small hand clutching his finger, the scent of her baby shampoo. He thought of Sara, their confusing marriage, the unanswered questions. He thought of his mother, holding down the fort, worried sick.

It all came together into a hopelessly complicated tangle of love, grief, guilt, and fierce paternal urgency. The knotted emotions pulsed through the bond, raw and unfiltered, and he suddenly realized Aurelia must be feeling all the jagged edges, the confusing crosscurrents of emotions directed at people she didn't even know, couldn't possibly understand.

"You'll get yourself killed," muttered Aurelia. "You have no idea how dangerous the Blighted Lands are. If anything, you seem foolishly dismissive of the danger!"

"I have to get back to my daughter." He glanced away from her, the words seeming too complicated to say aloud while also seeing her as the echo she was. "You can call me a fool now, but I think you'll understand one day, Princess."

"It's entirely up to me whether I choose to accept such understanding or not!" snapped Aurelia. "And you are not that much older than I am, Lord Hayes! Certainly not any wiser!"

He laughed, and knew it instantly to be the wrong move from the volatile shift he felt in her emotions through the bond. Aurelia turned away from him, busying herself with kicking dirt onto the dying fire as though it was a task most in need of doing.

"I'll follow the river," he said. "Find a town or something before heading into the Blighted Lands. I'm sure I'll run into somebody who can help me figure out where I'm going."

He waited for a few seconds, and then sensed that if he didn't commit now, his resolve would start to wear away. He turned to face the river, aimed himself south, and then started walking.

"There are more dangers than you could ever know about!" called Aurelia. "Abyssal Corvidians which could simply drop from the sky! Blight sores… step your foot in one of those and you'll lose more than just your boot!"

"I'll take each danger as it comes," he said, keeping his pace.

He heard the princess sigh as much as he felt a stab of frustration through the bond.

"You barely even know how to use your sword!" she shouted. "It's not as though you can keep calling on your strange power to save you in a pinch!"

"I'll call on my Earthling ingenuity instead, if it comes to it," he called back.

He heard her let out an infuriated hiss, sensed her following, despite her disapproval.

"Lord Hayes, I command you to stop walking and come to your senses!" shouted Aurelia.

"I'm not one of your subjects, Your Highness." He ducked under a branch as he started back down the steep slope he'd just struggled up. "I appreciate your concern, but it's wasted on me."

"That isn't for you to decide!"

Grant heard Aurelia's footsteps coming faster as she closed the distance toward him. Flicker briefly crossed his vision as she began to follow, a step to the side, a step behind. He felt a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth that seemed like a betrayal of his resolve, somehow.

Aurelia's emotions pulsed through the bond, still mostly anger, but also an odd satisfaction at not being more brusquely turned away. Grant had, on some level, been hoping she'd simply go back to her grandmother… and on another level, been hoping for exactly this. A bit more of her aid, her knowledge… and yes, simply her presence.

To know her for another minute, another hour, another day. Even if it was wrong.

Grant kept walking, the damp earth mushy beneath his worn boots. Aurelia followed, her footsteps lighter than his but just as determined, a stubborn presence just behind his shoulder. The bond between them pulsed with her lingering frustration, a prickly counterpoint to the quiet focus he tried to maintain. He could feel her gaze on his back, could sense the unspoken arguments still swirling within her.

To his right, the Serpent's Coil churned, still swollen from the night's storm, its muddy water a stark contrast to the memory of its clearer state the day before. Across the water lay the Blighted Lands.

The grey haze clung stubbornly to the far bank, making the skeletal trees and sickly yellow hills look like a landscape seen through dirty glass. Nothing moved over there, a profound, unnatural stillness that felt more menacing than any storm. It was a dead place, poisoned and waiting.

He forced his attention back to their side of the river. The dense, silver-barked woods of the Grove proper were already receding behind them. The trees here were more familiar, oaks and maples, but even these began to thin, their vibrant green giving way to sparser foliage.

The ground underfoot transitioned from soft moss and leaf litter to tougher grasses and rocky soil. Rolling hills rose ahead, their slopes dotted with fewer trees, showing more exposed earth and stone. The air felt different, too, losing the rich, humid scent of the deep Grove, becoming drier, carrying the scent of sun-baked earth and distant grasses.

"We'll be pushing into Beastkin territory soon," said Aurelia. "The Chaitera  Aurochs, to be specific.

"Is that a bad thing?" asked Grant.

"Not necessarily." Aurelia shrugged, uneasiness seeping outward. "We have fought them in the past, but we've been more or less on fair enough trading terms for the past decade or so. They don't speak the Eld tongue, however, so we have to be careful if we do encounter them."

They continued, walking in silence amidst the loudness of the soul bond. Grant tried to focus on the terrain, the danger, his own breathing, even playing with the hilt of Theron's sword like an arcade joystick. None of it really worked.

Aurelia was just there, young and outrageously beautiful, powerful and full of spirited emotion. Worst of all was how creeping the sensation was, how it seemed to sidestep the guilt and wrongness of the previous night and arrive at a place where he was simply proud of her, almost awed by this vision of Eldoria's Lia.

And then came the really dangerous thoughts, the ones that stepped back into the intensity of the night before. The heat those thoughts stirred was like an ember on dry pine needles after a summer with no rain. He tried not to notice how Aurelia reacted through the bond, sensing the rise of his mind, the way she went there with excited, almost challenging eagerness.

"We should rest," said Grant. "Get some more water."

"If you think we should," said Aurelia. "I still have some in my jug. Yours, if you want it."

He glanced toward the river and then back toward her. "Always better to have a little more than we need."

Aurelia stopped walking, planting her staff lightly on the grassy bank. She tilted her head, an  echo of the previous night's fire in her eyes, mixed with a touch of impatience. Flicker zipped near her ear, light pulsing faintly. The bond hummed with her subtle shift in mood.

"Oh?" she asked, her voice holding a dry edge. "Suddenly worried about running dry, Lord Hayes? I thought you were the type to just charge ahead, regardless of the consequences."

"You're describing yourself as much as me," said Grant.

"Are you going to add that as evidence to this… daft notion you yet cling to?" asked Aurelia, shaking her head and looking away.

He watched her turn away, the dismissive flick of her hair a practiced gesture. Her words were sharp, meant to cut, but the bond sang a different tune. Grant felt the surface layer of her annoyance, the immediate rejection she presented.

But beneath it, confusing feelings pulsed through the connection between them. It wasn't acceptance, not remotely, but a disturbed curiosity, a flicker of something unsettled and strangely intrigued by the impossible ideas he kept voicing.

He felt her walling it off even as he focused on it, slamming a mental door shut, the effort palpable through the bond. The intensity of the contained emotion still resonated regardless, a silent testament to the conflict raging just beneath her composed surface.

That was her struggle, and he decided that he wasn't going to weigh in on it. She deserved his kindness, his understanding, maybe more than just that.

But not too much more.


Chapter 34

The terrain of the southern plains immediately caught Grant's eye in an unexpected way. Thin, crisscrossing foot trails seemed to form a wide web across the grasslands, looping around hills, intersecting with one another. It seemed like overkill, like a single road with a branch might have been more efficient.

"Why so many trails?" he asked Aurelia.

"The Aurochs claim these plains," said Aurelia. "But they're not native to grasslands. I think their ancestral home some kind of salt plain. They run much faster on packed earth or even brick than they do on grass. Watching them patrol their trails, especially working on a team, is… quite interesting."

"I see," said Grant.

Grant let his gaze sweep across the rolling plains, following the intricate network of packed-earth trails. He tried to picture the hulking, bull-headed figures pounding along those paths, their hooves churning dust, coordinating like a pack of wolves despite their immense size.

The image was both impressive and slightly absurd. He wondered what kind of creature they hunted, what prey necessitated such elaborate, high-speed tactics across open ground. Something fast, obviously. Something big.

"Sounds like they work up quite an appetite," Grant said, turning back to Aurelia with a faint smirk. "What do they usually eat? Gotta be something pretty substantial to fill up one of those guys. Buffalo? Deer?"

"They're grazers," said Aurelia. "They prefer a type of rare, hard to grow cacti, but they'll settle for grass. Lots and lots of grass."

He kept walking alongside her for a few seconds, feeling conspicuous as they stepped onto the Auroch trails.

"But not… wayward travelers?" he asked. "Stranded Earthlings and lost princesses?"

A flicker of revulsion pulsed through the bond. "Ew! No, of course not. Though they do attack and rob travelers who they haven't made peace with on occasion. Sometimes they'll harvest corpses to grind down into fertilizer for their fields."

"Wow, that's so much better," muttered Grant.

"Oh, hush!" Aurelia grinned and pushed him against the shoulder and chest, even just that bit of contact stirring something interesting in the bond. "And I suppose your Earth was a place of total peace and pacifism?"

He gave the question the thought it deserved, along with an honest answer. "We liked to pretend it was, I suppose… There were pockets of extreme peace, and pockets of… extreme war. Most places were calm, but the ones that weren't, well, I wouldn't wish them on anyone."

Aurelia stayed silent for a while, watching him out of the corner of her gaze. "I wish I could see it. I have no interest in being in your position, stranded in another world. But it would be… fascinating, I think, to pass through had I the option to come back."

"Let's save that conversation for after I've secured a path between worlds," he said.

He glanced back down at the Auroch trails as he wondered what a path back to Earth would even look like.

They traveled through the morning and afternoon, always staying within sight of the river. They veered from each other at times, where the crisscrossing paths allowed, as though by some mutual unspoken agreement giving each other a chance to breathe. Even small gaps in distance between them seemed to have an effect on the bond.

Pulling away along the paths only to come together again when they rejoined was its own little high, an emotional peak that reminded Grant of flirting, somehow.

It wasn't helpful, in terms of helping restabilize with Aurelia, maintain the boundary he so desperately wanted to keep set. He did it anyway, feeling a little rush as they once more came close together, holding her gaze as though daring him to say or do something. Stoke the flames.

Friction arrived in the form of heavy footsteps, rather than their own drama. Aurelia grabbed his arm and pulled him down, trying to hide in a nearby bush. Too late.

Five hulking figures pounded along the intersecting trails, converging on their position with alarming speed. Aurochs. Their massive, bull-headed forms ate up the distance, hooves striking the packed earth with thunderous rhythm. Grant’s mind flashed to blurry videos he’d seen online, tourists scrambling away from charging bulls through narrow European streets.

This wasn't that. Not even close. Those bulls, though dangerous, seemed almost quaint compared to the raw power bearing down on them now. It was like comparing a room full of agitated housecats to being dropped into the Colosseum against a dozen lions.

The Aurochs ran with terrifying efficiency, their broad shoulders churning as they pumped their arms upright, heads lowered slightly, horns catching the afternoon sun like polished obsidian daggers.

They flowed along the hard-packed trails, their speed unnatural for such bulky creatures, a testament to how well they utilized the terrain. Grass barely disturbed their momentum, only the hard earth mattered.

Grant felt the ground vibrate faintly beneath him, even crouched beside the bush. They were weapons of momentum, kinetic energy made flesh and fury, and they were aimed directly at him and Aurelia.

"They see us." Aurelia let out a heavy sigh, more annoyed than scared. "I barely remember any of my lessons on the Chaitera language. Let's hope what few words I'm sure of will be enough."

"I've got your back," said Grant.

They stood up, leaving their already compromised hiding spot. Grant kept one hand on his sword as Aurelia lifted an arm of greeting to the beastkin. It was a windy day, and the dust kicked up by the footsteps of the group carried on each gust, some of it getting in Grant's eyes.

Aurelia stepped forward and said a few syllables in a deep, guttural tone that didn't seem natural or overall coherent. The Aurochs made no move to desist their aggressive posture. Grant tightened his grip on Theron's sword, feeling a mutual uneasiness infect the bond.

One of the Aurochs let out a low rumbling noise and approached Grant. He heard Aurelia call out "Lord Hayes…" in a fairly unnerving tone, but it was background noise compared to the end boss sized aggressor he was currently facing down.

The Abyssal Auroch had been terrifying, powerful, and altogether the stuff of nightmares, but it had not been at its best. Aurelia had pointed it out at the time, but the hulking ghoul must have suffered previous injuries, or perhaps simply run out of whatever Blight power had possessed it in the first place.

These Aurochs were healthy, powerful, probably lifting boulder sized weights in their time off and leap frogging ravines for fun. Grant came up to just below the Auroch's navel as it stood somewhat upright, still mildly hunched.

It reached a massive hand toward him and he drew his sword, the action reflexive, the only path forward that wasn't paralysis or surrender. Aurelia shouted again. The other Aurochs pounded their feet against the ground in agitation, or perhaps raw battle chorus.

Grant slashed, yelling as though he was fending off a bear and wielding fear and loud noise as a weapon. It was substantially less effective than against a dwindling apex predator back on Earth, with the Auroch only pausing as though mildly confused.

The beastkin moved with unreal speed, issuing a shove that Grant tried to slash into. His sword barely nicked the thick skin along the Auroch's hand before the palm connected with his chest and sent him flying.

He landed near the riverbank and heard Aurelia shouting again, back in the language of the beastkin. He noticed, as he painfully pushed himself to all fours, that there was in a tiny patch of Blight which had managed to cross the water.

Grant rolled out his aching shoulder, spitting dirt and a bit of blood from his mouth. He looked down at his hands, pressed against the ground. The earth beneath him was wrong.

Not the healthy brown soil or vibrant green moss of the Grove side, but a sickly grey-yellow patch, cracked and dry, like skin stretched over bone. A small island of corruption, somehow clinging to this side of the river. Blight.

The massive Auroch that had swatted him away turned, its heavy hooves pounding the earth as it prepared another charge. Aurelia screamed something, a wordless cry of warning, maybe despair. He saw her out of the corner of his eye, staff raised, Sylvan swirling, but she was too far away, tangled with the other beastkin.

There was no time. The air here felt thick, wrong, carrying that faint, sour odor he’d smelled across the river. It pulsed with a sluggish, malevolent energy, vastly different from the bright, clean hum of the Sylvan. Poison. But power, nonetheless. The thought came unbidden, a desperate calculation born of instinct.

"No!" Aurelia’s cry ripped through the air, sharp with fear, understanding dawning in her voice.

He ignored her. Grant sucked in a breath, pulling not just air but the tainted energy into himself. It felt like inhaling shards of glass coated in acid. A violent nausea seized him instantly, far worse than the Sylvan sickness.

Pain exploded behind his eyes, a blinding migraine fused with the sensation of rot spreading through his veins. His vision flickered, tinged with crimson. Yet beneath the agony, power flooded him — raw, dark, intoxicatingly potent.

The Auroch charged, a mountain of muscle and fury blotting out the sun. Grant moved. Time seemed to stretch, the world slowing to a crawl. He saw the lowered horns, the churning legs, the hateful glare in its eyes.

He sidestepped, the movement fluid, effortless, faster than he could have consciously willed. The beast thundered past where he’d been a heartbeat before, its momentum carrying it several yards.

Grant spun, planting his foot, and kicked out with vicious precision, enhanced strength driving his heel into the back of the Auroch’s knee joint. There was a wet crunching sound. The massive leg buckled instantly. The Auroch bellowed, a sound of shocked pain, crashing to the ground in a tangle of limbs, its charge ending in an ignominious heap.

A surge of dark triumph flared through him, quickly extinguished. Before he could press the advantage, before he could even fully register his success, the other four Aurochs were on him. They moved with shocking speed, abandoning Aurelia, their attention fixed entirely on him and the small circle of earth where he stood.

He felt immense, calloused hands seize his arms, his legs, pinning him with inescapable strength. They lifted him effortlessly, their grips like iron vises. He struggled instinctively, but it was useless against their combined might. His shoulder screamed as he twisted wrong, joint threatening to pop out against the limits of socket and cartilage.

They held him fast, their hot breath smelling of grass and something else, something wilder, washing over his face. Their dark eyes stared down at him, not with rage, but with a strange, intense curiosity, their gazes flicking between him and the patch of ground he’d inadvertently cleansed, now vibrant and green amidst the grey decay.

More. That was the only coherent thought in Grant's mind. More Blight, more absorption, more power. He took a breath and started to at least make an attempt at securing more of the ominous strength. Aurelia ran up, Flicker circling her head with frantic movements as he felt emotions bleeding through the bond.

"Lord Hayes!" she shouted. "Grant! Don't do anything more. Even if you could… it would not end well."

She shook her head, eyes pleading. One of the Auroch's flicked Theron's sword out of his hand as though removing a toothpick from a bit of catered food.

What an analogy. He breathed out and forced his muscles to stillness, dark power still coursing through his body.


Chapter 35

Grant had some obvious reservations about being carried off to wherever the hell the beastkin planned on taking him next. The fertilizer fields or some communal grave pit were the settings his somewhat panicked mind first brought to the fore. Aurelia was still unbound and moving about, trying to communicate with her atrophied Auroch language skills.

He wasn't carried, which was more of a curse than a blessing. One of the Aurochs secured him with a rope made from woven grass that felt overlarge for human limbs. The Auroch tied it tight enough to squeeze his wrists together painfully, and the fibers had tiny, insidiously sharp hairs that immediately began irritating his skin.

He was led in the middle of the group, the line he was attached to yanked whenever he slowed down or went slightly off course or, more often, whenever the Auroch simply felt like it. There was an aspect of amusement that bespoke the beastkin's intelligence in a distinctly human way, all cruelty and impatience.

They moved him along the paths at an even pace at first, but the Auroch holding the line delighted in varying the speed to torment him. Aurelia came to his side after a particularly had trip, kneeling to help him, staff under arm.

"Hey…" she whispered. "Just breathe. I think I'm slowly managing to get through to them."

One of the Aurochs tried to pull her away. She whirled, slamming the butt of her staff down. Flicker was immediately joined by about a dozen other Sylvan, all of them pulsing blindingly bright in the Auroch's face. Aurelia spoke a few repeated words in their guttural language, and the focus returned to the path ahead.

Grant stumbled forward, rope biting into his raw wrists. The wind whipped across the open plains, carrying the scent of dry grass, animal musk, and something else… something rank and unpleasant that grew stronger as they approached the Auroch camp. It was late evening, and his entire body ached from a long day’s forced march.

The beastkin camp wasn't much to look at — three massive, circular tents made of stretched hides flapped noisily in the wind, anchored by thick ropes and heavy stones. Piles of harvested hay lay scattered nearby, some neatly stacked, others messy and windblown. A few other Aurochs milled about, pausing their tasks to watch their arrival with heavy-lidded curiosity.

The Auroch holding his rope finally stopped near the edge of the camp. With a grunt, it yanked the knot loose, freeing Grant’s hands. The relief was short-lived. Rough, calloused hands shoved him hard from behind, sending him stumbling forward.

He caught his balance, spinning around just in time to see two Aurochs gesturing toward a dark depression in the earth a few yards away. The foul smell intensified, thick and cloying — decay, waste, something utterly vile. A pit. The pit. Fertilizer fields, his mind screamed.

"Hey!" he shouted. "What the hell? Can we not?"

Aurelia stepped forward, hands raised placatingly, speaking rapid, guttural syllables at the nearest Auroch. The beastkin ignored her, letting out a low rumble. Another shove sent Grant stumbling closer to the pit's edge. He could see dark, viscous sludge within, bones protruding here and there. No. No fucking way.

"Grant!" shouted Aurelia.

She tried again, stepping between Grant and the Aurochs, her voice rising, sharper now. One of the beasts simply swatted her aside with contemptuous ease, sending her sprawling onto the dusty ground. Flicker zipped angrily around the Auroch’s head, but the creature barely noticed.

That was it. Raw fear morphed into blinding anger. Grant launched himself at the nearest Auroch, fists flying uselessly against its thick hide. The punch landed, but did nothing more than scrape his knuckles and send a jarring impact through his own arm.

There was no Blight to absorb using his Arcane Conversion, no Sylvan, even, to desperately devour for power. He abruptly became aware of a fact he'd already known and accepted but been slow to fully internalize.

Eldoria was no more fair or just than Earth, simply stranger and more fantastical. He could just as easily die a pointless death in a manure pit as he'd been mangled beyond survivability by a speeding truck on an icy road.

"Wait!" screamed Aurelia.

She thrust herself between Grant and the Auroch about to toss him out like the dinner scraps. Flicker flew in confusing patterns, surprisingly effective at dazzling and distracting. There, far in the distance. Hoofbeats. He strained his ears and then let his eyes follow what they found.

A line of riders crested a nearby hill, moving fast and backlit by the setting sun. He recognized the Sylvan led style of the Grove horses, the green tunics of the warriors. Grant exhaled a breath of immense relief, potent and immediate.

Leading the charge, unmistakable even at a distance, was Queen Mara. She rode tall and straight, her ash-blonde hair loose and streaming behind her, her expression obscured by distance but her presence radiating authority. Another hooded woman rode beside her, along with five or six of the Sylvan warriors who had survived the ghoul attack.

The Aurochs holding Grant paused, their attention shifting toward the newcomers. The one nearest to the pit lowered its arms slowly, dark eyes narrowed, a low rumble vibrating in its massive chest. The beastkin holding Aurelia back also seemed to relax its stance slightly, though it didn't release her.

Mara and her riders pulled up near the edge of the Auroch camp, their horses snorting nervously, unsettled by the smell and the presence of the beastkin. Mara’s gaze swept the scene, taking in Grant near the pit, Aurelia held captive, and the aggressive posture of the Aurochs. Her face remained composed, but Grant felt a spike of cold fury ripple through the resonance between them.

"Aurelia," she said, with surprising calm. "Are you unharmed?"

"Technically, yes," muttered Aurelia. "But they've been rather rough with Lord Hayes. And they won't listen to me! I am the Grove's princess!"

One of the Sylvan warriors, a tall woman with a severe expression and dark hair braided tightly, dismounted smoothly. She stepped forward, holding her hands up in a gesture that seemed universal enough.

She began speaking, her voice deep, guttural, utterly unlike the melodic Eld tongue Grant was used to. Chaitera. The lead Auroch grunted a reply, gesturing toward Grant and then toward the patch of cleansed earth near the river where he'd fought the other beastkin.

The warrior listened intently, then responded, her tone measured, respectful but firm. The conversation went back and forth, punctuated by grunts and low rumbles from the Aurochs. Grant couldn’t understand a word, but he watched the tension gradually ease. The Auroch holding Aurelia finally released her, letting out a huff that sounded almost like grudging agreement.

The warrior turned to the Auroch who had tied Grant up, speaking again. The beastkin looked from the warrior to Grant, then back, its expression unreadable. After a long moment, it lumbered forward and, with surprising dexterity for its massive fingers, worked the knot of the grass rope binding Grant's wrists. The rope fell away, leaving raw, red marks on his skin. He rubbed his wrists, flexing his fingers, relief mixing with the lingering sting.

"You have unbelievably good timing, Queen Mara," he said.

She nodded slowly as she approached him and Aurelia, and he felt the usual brush of the resonance between. Surprise, followed by abject horror. Mara's mouth fell open as she glanced to her granddaughter and back to Grant.

"Aurelia…" she muttered. "What have you done?"

Aurelia blushed and deflated, and Grant felt her shame as much as witnessed it.

"We did what we had to after falling into the river," he said, feeling an odd urge to defend her. "It was about survival. It just happened."

"Lord Hayes, you do not know enough about soul bonds to speak on such matters." Mara frowned stiffly and brushed a few loose strands of pale blonde hair out of her face. "For the two of you to form one outside of ceremony…"

She shook her head. Grant could still feel the brush of her emotions through the resonance, but it was a bit muted compared to Aurelia's mood. What he could detect, however, surprised him. Mara wasn't just angry, or disappointed, or concerned.

Was that… a hint of jealousy he detected?

"I don't know how it happened, grandmother!" said Aurelia. "Lord Hayes and I were just… sleeping near one another. It's, um… quite the mystery."

"A mystery…" Mara shook her head, breathing out loosely bridled frustration. "No. A mistake. A volatile curse that's far, far more dangerous than you even realize."


Chapter 36

Grant noted a distinct change in tone within the Auroch camp after Queen Mara's timely arrival. The Beastkin seemingly welcomed the Grove's scouting party, not just allowing them an adjacent spot to set up camp, but helping them do it and providing hay for the horses.

Grant had a reunion of his own with Pepper, who he was surprisingly relieved to find having survived the ghoul ambush. He ran his hand over the stallion's mane as it hungrily devoured hay from the feeding trough.

Across the bustling camp, near the flickering light of the Aurochs' central fire, he saw Mara and Aurelia speaking. Their faces were obscured by distance and shadow, but Grant didn't need sight anymore, not entirely.

The bond, the strange connection forged in the cold darkness by the river, hummed constantly now, a distinct presence in the back of his mind. It wasn't just a vague pull or shared heat like the resonance had been. This felt more defined, almost intrusive.

He felt a prickle of anxiety, a defensive tension, undoubtedly Aurelia’s, bleeding over as she spoke with her grandmother. It wasn't her precise thoughts, but the raw emotional texture of the conversation, sharp and uncomfortable, reaching him across the dusty camp.

He felt her defensiveness, her lingering frustration, maybe even a touch of fear under Mara’s scrutiny. It was disconcerting, this involuntary intimacy. But at the same time, somehow… not completely unwelcome.

Mara made a motion with her arm and Aurelia reacted in what felt like a huff. It was a little like listening to muffled arguments through a thin wall. Grant couldn't deny a flicker of curiosity in him, an undeniable pull to understand the fierce young woman who carried his daughter’s mark and now shared this bizarre connection with him. There was something compelling about her fire, her spirit, even her infuriating stubbornness.

But the thought soured almost instantly. Lia. Her small face, trusting and innocent. Sara, lost somewhere, maybe waiting, maybe not. His mother, Nora, holding everything together back home. Earth. The word echoed in his mind, sharp and urgent.

That was the only direction that mattered. This… entanglement with Aurelia, the confusing heat with Mara, the impossible resonance…  It was all a dangerous detour, a swamp threatening to swallow him whole if he let it. He shoved the curiosity down, burying it under the weight of his real responsibilities, his real life.

He stepped away from his horse, his gaze shifting from the royal pair to the Grove's scattered scouts and warriors. What now? Would Mara try to order the expedition back? Would she use her authority, her resemblance to his own mother, to try and dissuade him from chasing the thin thread of hope that led to Melfus? He braced himself for the argument, the inevitable appeal to reason or safety. He wouldn't bend. He couldn't.

A warrior, one of the silent women who had ridden with Mara, approached Grant, holding out a piece of dark bread and a strip of dried meat. She offered it without a word, her expression neutral, but her eyes held a flicker of something Grant hadn't seen before. Curiosity, maybe, veering toward a grudging acknowledgment of his role in keeping the Grove's princess safe. He accepted the food with a nod of thanks, his stomach rumbling back to form.

He chewed the tough, salty meat, watching the activity swirl around the combined camp. Warriors tended to gear, servants moved between the tents, and the Aurochs watched everything with placid, bovine indifference now that the initial confrontation had passed.

A familiar rumble reached him, the sound of heavy wagon wheels on packed earth. He looked up, relief washing over him. The supply caravan, the same two wagons he’d seen earlier, trundled into view, emerging from the twilight haze.

Lycanthia sat perched on the lead wagon, back proud and straight, scanning the camp with her usual sour expression. Seeing the supplies arrive felt like a confirmation. The path to Melfus, however dangerous, potentially remained open.

A few minutes later, as Grant finished the last of the bread, Lycanthia marched over, stopping a few feet away, arms crossed tightly. Her usual glare seemed slightly less intense, perhaps worn down by the events of the past twenty-four hours.

"Queen Mara wishes to speak with you," she said, her voice stiff, clipped.

Grant nodded slowly, meeting her gaze. "Alright. I'm glad you made it through the attack okay, Lycanthia. Things looked pretty bad back there."

He meant it sincerely. The memory of the chaos, the screams, the sheer number of ghouls — it was a miracle anyone had escaped relatively unscathed.

Lycanthia blinked, caught off guard. A faint flush crept up her neck, warring with her ingrained stiffness. She looked away quickly, adjusting the collar of her tunic unnecessarily.

"The Queen's warriors are well-trained," she muttered, though the words lacked their usual sharp edge. "And the Princess requires competent servants. Finish your food and hurry along. Queen Mara does not like to be kept waiting."

Mara was in her tent, the same one he'd met her in at the last campsite with a few signs of rough treatment from the attack. One of the guards outside confirmed that she was ready before stepping aside to allow him entry.

"Queen Mara," he said, finding it strange how automatic it was becoming to sweep into a bow for her now.

The lantern cast a warm glow, illuminating Mara as she stood near the small travel table. She looked up as he entered, her expression a complex mixture of exhaustion, queenly composure, and sharp scrutiny that pinned Grant in place.

The journey and the chaotic night had left their marks. Her ash-blonde hair, usually immaculate, held a few stray wisps that had escaped their braids, clinging damply to her temples. Fine lines of fatigue were visible around her eyes, testament to the strain.

Yet, despite the fatigue, her regal bearing remained. She watched him approach, her gaze sharp, assessing, and overlaid with a distinct disapproval that hit Grant with the force of a physical blow.

It wasn't just queenly displeasure. No, this ran deeper, more personal. It was the exact same look his own mother gave him when he'd disappointed her profoundly. That silent implication that he’d made a terrible mistake, mixed with an undercurrent of worry that resonated far more painfully than outright anger ever could.

"Lord Hayes," said Mara. "Please. Have a seat."

He took a chair, feeling the usual brush of their resonance. Aurelia was elsewhere, perhaps by the fire, judging by his sense of her. Far enough away that the strands of connection between him and Mara shifted into the fore.

"I must know all of what happened between you and Princess Aurelia during your escape from the Abyssal Ghouls." Mara took a seat in the second folding chair, holding his gaze with stern authority. "Leave nothing out."

He nodded slowly, hearing what she was really asking. "You've… spoken with Aurelia already?"

"I have."

"And now you're curious if what she told you will match with my version of events," he said.

Mara let out a long sigh that bespoke both her frustration and patience. "I simply wish to understand how a princess of the Veridian line and a stranger from another world stumble into such a powerful and volatile soul bond by accident."

"Aurelia said it was an Affinity Bond," he said.

"It is too strong, too uncontrolled." Mara pursed her lips and looked toward the lantern. "It has… some qualities of a Nexus Bond. With that said, the simple fact that the two of you are still acting as you are, relatively unaffected and clear headed, does make me wonder. It's possible that your… unique resonance might simply lend itself to its own form of bond, or your background as an Earthling."

"I see." Grant had a thought, one which he decided to keep to himself. Mara's reasoning might be correct, if she let it lead to a slightly different conclusion. What if his unique resonance was what made a Nexus Bond, normally so uncontrolled and dangerous, possible for him and Aurelia to endure?

"Lord Hayes," said Mara, voice serious and commanding. "I must hear in your own words how this bond between you and my granddaughter came to exist."

He laced his fingers together in front of him. Grant had never been an accomplished liar. It simply wasn't in his nature. But he could at least tell a version of the truth that Mara might find acceptable. Hopefully one that didn't contradict whatever Aurelia had already admitted to her grandmother.

"It happened during the night," he said. "We built a fire, but we were both freezing from the fall in the river and exhausted from the fight. We did huddle together, yes. But I can assure you that the only major development between us was the bond, Queen Mara."

He had to glance away as he spoke the last sentence. The open relief he saw in Mara's expression as he turned back to her told him that she, at the very least, wanted to accept his version of events.

"I cannot tell you how much worse this entire situation would be if Aurelia gained a soul bond and lost her chastity across a single night," she said, in a somewhat confiding tone.

Grant coughed awkwardly. "Well, I wouldn't know much about that."

Nor did he want to. The very idea of Aurelia, this fiery princess, being sexual… it twisted something inside him. Part of it was the protective instinct, the residual echo of his fatherly feelings for Lia, making the thought of anyone else touching her feel viscerally wrong. The other part of it… was something else.

"Even as it stands, some action must be taken here." Mara pressed her hands together, looking resolute. "You must understand that as I do."

"I can see where you're coming from." He nodded slowly. "I won't object to simply undoing this bond."

"There is no way to simply undo a bond," said Mara. "Not without death or absence."

"I'm willing to continue into the Blighted Lands on my own, if that's what you're suggesting," he said.

Mara shook her head. "It is not. The issue is how unbalanced the nature of this bond makes it for both of you. The… emotional and mental impact of it will be too much for either you or Aurelia to endure, as it stands. You rushing off into the Blighted Lands alone would, in fact, force the issue."

Grant tightened his jaw, taking in the tired, beautiful queen, the concern and gravity in her expression. "I don't know your world, Queen Mara. I can't solve this problem for you."

"Not alone, but perhaps with aid." Mara lifted her hand, hesitated for a moment, and then touched his. "Lord Hayes. I believe… a second soul bond may bring a greater degree of balance to this situation, for you and Aurelia both."

He felt the resonance spark with interesting intensity at her touch, but it was her words that truly stirred him up. "A second soul bond?"

Mara nodded slowly. "Between… you and myself."

The warmth of her hand on his suddenly felt less like comfort and more like a spark near dry tinder. The resonance, that strange hum he felt around her, spiked sharply, a wave of heat washing over him that had nothing to do with the lantern's glow.

His mind flashed back to Theron’s room, the stolen kiss, the confusing rush of forbidden desire. Bonded to Mara? This woman who wore his mother's face, who represented this complicated knot of grief and temptation and heartache?

The idea sent a tremor through him, part revulsion, part electrifying thrill. It felt dangerous, fundamentally wrong, yet the thought of that connection, that intimacy woven directly into his soul… it stirred something deep and unsettlingly hot within him. The idea of being bound to her, of deepening this impossible connection, resonated with a terrifying intensity.

His intuition told him to take his time before agreeing, if only to hold a bit of power over a woman used to having absolute control over everyone and everything. He turned his hand over in hers, letting his thumb rub along the edge of her finger, aware of the effect it had on her amidst the thrumming resonance.

"I plan on continuing to Melfus," he said, carefully. "With both you and Aurelia bonded to me, the entire party would be… committed to that direction."

"I seek my own truth in the Blighted Lands." said Mara.

"And once I find my way back to Earth?" he asked. "I assume me absconding to another world might have its own negative effects on anyone I was bonded to."

"Aurelia and I share an Affinity Bond," said Mara, with an odd and uncharacteristic edge of justification. "We would lean on one another, if that came to pass."

If that came to pass. He didn't miss her phrasing or her tone. She didn't think he'd find a way back to Earth. Her doubt landed on him with a surprising sting, and for a moment, his first reaction was to refuse the bond outright.

But no, he turned the thought over. It made more sense for her to be committed to him, magically and emotionally. Maybe she'd understand through the bond how deep his drive to return to his family truly ran.

"What of Aurelia?" He tried not to smirk as he issued another objection, wondering how attached Mara truly was to the idea. "Have you spoken to her about this?"

"After the bond has been formed, I will speak with her," said Mara. "It is for her sake, regardless of whether she comes to understand that right away."

Grant looked at their joined hands, then back up at Mara's face. Balance. That was her reason, logical and queenly. Protect Aurelia, stabilize the situation, contain the fallout from his arrival. It made sense.

But the resonance hummed a different story, a counterpoint of raw, unguarded emotion beneath the regal composure. He felt the echo of her grief for Theron, sharp and persistent. He sensed a deeper yearning, a craving that felt directed not just at the past, but somehow, impossibly, at him.

At the phantom presence she perceived within him. Was this purely about balance? Or was she seeking solace, connection, something dangerously close to the intimacy she claimed to be managing?

He saw the lines around her eyes, the slight tremor in her hand where it rested on his. It was his mother’s face staring back at him, younger but still undeniably her, etched with worry and a familiar, heart-wrenching vulnerability. Disappointing that look, that echo of Nora's unwavering care… it felt unthinkable, a betrayal he couldn’t stomach, regardless of the complicated reality.

A confusing heat stirred low in his gut, tangling with the guilt and the impossible familiarity. He wanted to understand her, be close to her, offer comfort. Offer more. His reasons felt muddied, contradictory, desire warring with the ghost of maternal love. He should say no. He had to say no.

"Okay," he muttered, the word barely a whisper. "If you think it will help… then let's do it."


Chapter 37

Grant crossed the camp with aimless steps after leaving Mara's tent. He hadn't figured out where, exactly, he'd be sleeping that night, given how his tent had been lost during the attack.

It was a question which he had to put on the backburner as Aurelia walked over to him with purpose. The soul bond flared a little hotter with each step she took toward him, making it hard to think, let alone focus on anything other than her presence. She was so beautiful, pretty in that young, confident, obliviously perfect kind of way. She was also deeply frustrated, judging from the tone of the bond.

"You spoke with my grandmother," she said, flatly.

"Yes, I did," he said.

"About what?"

Grant let out a low sigh. "A range of different topics."

"Do not play coy with me, Lord Hayes!" A tremor ran through Aurelia's voice as her emotions boiled over, both aloud and through the bond.

He remembered what Mara had said about the strange nature of their soul bond, how unbalanced it was on its own, and sensed the truth of that assessment.

Stepping closer, he gently touched Aurelia's shoulder. "You need to speak with her if you want answers. She's the queen, Princess. I'm just a simple wayward Earthling."

Aurelia narrowed her eyes and opened her mouth to spit words or venom. She hesitated, and Grant sensed her change tactics under the surface. The bond flared with intensity, and he felt an odd pull as though his emotions were being examined and raked over.

"Don't do that," he snapped. He breathed, imagining a wall forming between them. It wasn't a perfect solution, but he found that he could force her out just as effectively as she could force herself in, though it took focus and willpower.

"You… were careful about what you told her?" asked Aurelia, the pout as obvious in her tone as her expression.

"I chose my words wisely, Princess." He couldn't resist stepping a little closer, as much to see what it did to her as it did to the bond. Heat flared, as distinct and colored as a clear sunset during midsummer. "I kept the specifics of that night as vague as possible."

"Good." Aurelia swallowed. "Very good."

They stood there for a while, sharing a silence that felt like it should be filled by something other than words. The moment stretched, amplified by the humming bond that now tethered them together. It felt raw, intrusive, this unwilling window into her turbulent emotions.

He saw the confusion, the frustration, the flicker of attraction she tried so hard to mask beneath a princess's pride. A sharp pang of protectiveness, fierce and paternal, shot through him. Lia. He thought of his own daughter, her innocent face, her trusting smile. God, he hoped she never found herself in a situation like this.

"I need to find a tent," he muttered.

"There's… a new one set up for you," said Aurelia. "That one. Next to mine."

She pointed out two tents a bit apart from the rest of the camp, not enough to be significant had she not pointed it out with words laced with a flicker of excitement through the bond. Aurelia stepped away from him, the tension finally subsiding with the new space.

He was just about to get settled in what amounted to his room for the night when Lycanthia hurried up to him. She was frowning, but that was far from a new development.

"Queen Mara is waiting for you down by the river," said the young servant.

For once, her voice held no irritation, no frustration, no insinuation that he, as an uncouth stranger, was violating some sacred rule merely by existing. She sounded curious, almost wary.

"Lead on," said Grant.

A thin strip of forest hid a section of the riverbank from clear view of the Auroch camp. It was, in some ways, a bit like stepping into an exclave of the Grove as Grant followed Lycanthia between the branches, moss underneath his boots.

Mara was waiting atop the carpet from her tent, which had been spread out in a tiny section of clearing with a view of the river on one side and a curtain of branches and bushes on all others. A dozen candles surrounded the circular travel carpet, the setup evocative of a secret moonlit tryst.

"Thank you," said Mara. "Give us some privacy, Lycanthia. But stay… within shouting distance."

If Mara's first request had piqued the young servant's curiosity, this one practically scandalized her. She bowed and turned back to Grant, mouth hanging slightly open, blinking as though truly seeing for the first time. He made a face at her, one of the wacky ones he used to tease Lia with. A bit of unexpected heartache hit him as he saw Lycanthia force composure over amusement.

Mara said nothing even as the young servant pushed her way back out through the trees. She just stood there, warmly illuminated against the flickering candlelight, the flowing river a dark ribbon behind her.

She wore a simple nightgown of pale, almost translucent green silk that clung softly to the curves of her body, revealing the elegant lines of her shoulders, the gentle swell of her breasts, the subtle indentation of her waist. Her hair was unbound, cascading around her shoulders like spun moonlight, catching the golden glow of the flames.

Barefoot on the carpet, she seemed both grounded and ethereal. Her expression was serious, lips pressed into a thin line, her hazel-green eyes fixed on him with unnerving intensity. Fatigue still etched faint lines around her eyes, but the candlelight softened her face, lending her a timeless, almost painful elegance. She was beautiful, but the beauty was achingly familiar to Grant.

He noted the vulnerability in her posture, in the bareness of her feet, the simplicity of her attire. It felt deliberate, a chosen presentation. The Queen, stripped of her usual regal trappings, presented herself raw and unguarded, yet somehow intentional and confident in that choice. He felt the resonance hum, thick with her resolve, her complicated grief, and a flicker of fragility beneath the surface.

"Quite the setup," said Grant, his voice scratchy to his own ears. "Especially the candles. Would have expected you to light the night with your Sylvan."

"For this, we need a… steadier glow." Mara cleared her throat, lacing her fingers together with a slow, deliberate motion. "This is a ceremony, Lord Hayes."

"If you say so," he muttered. "It seemed as though with Aurelia…"

With Aurelia… what? How had he been planning to end that sentence? With Aurelia, all it took was frantic dry humping under a damp quilt. God no. Picturing himself attempting to explain even a heavily censored version of that to Mara, to this echo of his own mother, sent a wave of heat crawling up his neck. It would be incriminating, intimate, and utterly, mortifyingly hot.

"Aurelia is young enough to have a much looser sense of propriety than she should," said Mara, as though she'd read his exact thought. "Soul bonds formed with members of the Veridian royal line must always happen in a controlled setting."

"Everyone loses control sometimes, Your Highness."

He took a step toward the circle of candles, approaching a clear boundary.

"I… very much doubt that this will be one of those times, Lord Hayes," said Mara. "Now, if you would be so kind as to take your boots off and join me… on the carpet."

He took his time, letting her watch him untie his laces, pull off his boots, slip out of his socks. It was all too easy, in that slow moment, to wonder if he was making a wise decision. Was it possible that Mara's suggestion of balancing out the soul bond was simply a justification? Did she want more from him, more of whatever had happened in Theron's room and in her tent? Or was that a dangerous assumption for him to make when dealing with a queen?

"Are you ready?" he asked, stepping between two flickering candles and onto the soft and surprisingly warm carpet.

"Of course." Mara's composure was a little too clipped and queenly to be entirely believable. "We'll begin with what's known as shared breathing or soul breathing. We'll… sit back to back. Eyes closed. And simply… breathe together. In a… regular pattern."

"Uh-huh." Grant gave a small nod, his eyes locked on Mara's, candles smoldering all around them.

She blinked, smoothed out her nightgown, and slowly turned around, sitting with her knees slightly pulled up in a posture that made her look much younger, much less like a woman of power. He joined her on the carpet, finding a seat before leaning toward the circle's center to let his back press against hers.

As Mara had described it, the position had sounded innocent, tame, even. In actuality, the sensation of her back against his, petite frame nestled between his broader shoulder blades, was instantly electric. The resonance thrummed with confusing heat, not just desire, but echoes of old and odd memories, bits of Theron and Nora juxtaposed against more base needs.

Grant closed his eyes, focusing on the distinct points of contact where Mara’s back pressed against his own. The silk of her nightgown was a thin barrier, barely separating the warmth of her skin from the rougher fabric of his tunic. He took a slow breath in, feeling the slight expansion of her ribcage against his. He held it for a beat, then exhaled steadily.

He kept the rhythm deliberate, unhurried, letting the silence of the clearing settle around them, marked only by the crackle of candle flames and the distant murmur of the river. Inhale. Hold. Exhale. He felt her match him, her breathing falling into sync with his own slow cadence.

After several cycles, Grant subtly quickened the pace, just to see what would happen. Not rushed, just a slight acceleration, shortening the pause between inhale and exhale. He felt her hesitate for a fraction of a second, a slight tension in her posture, before her rhythm adjusted, falling back into lockstep with his slightly faster tempo.

She followed his lead. A surprising jolt of heat, unexpected and potent, shot through him. The simple act of controlling her breath, of her yielding, submitting, to his subtle shift, was far more arousing than he could have anticipated.

"It's not coming," said Mara, breaking the trance and catching him off guard. "I don't feel any… burgeoning yet. Of a new soul bond."

"We could try something else," he said.

"Yes…" Mara leaned forward, breaking the contact. "Turn around, Lord Hayes."

He noted the edge of command in her voice, reactive and a bit more than the situation called for. She'd taken notice of his little bit of breath play. Did she want to be in control? Or was she simply pushing him to go further, testing how much confidence he had when it came to being the one to cross the line?

For now, he decided to bide his time. He shifted around, but Mara stayed as she was, looking straight ahead, back turned to him.

"I… will slide back… between your legs." She glanced over her shoulder, daring him to say something. Grant knew better than to take the bait, not just yet. "Gently embrace me, Lord Hayes. And then match your breathing to mine once more."

"I'll gladly embrace you, Mara," he said.

Instead of waiting for her to inch back into place, he set his hands on her hips and drew her into him. Mara seemed to go limp for a second, leaning back against him like a kitten gripped by the nape of the neck.

She swallowed and stiffened, taking his hands and guiding them to wrap around her waist. It was wildly more intimate than being back to back, but Grant noted how Mara kept hold of his hands, seeking control even as she put herself in position to lose it entirely.

He relaxed his grip, hands resting lightly on the curve of Mara’s waist. The thin silk of her nightgown offered little barrier, the warmth of her skin radiating against his palms. He could feel the gentle rise and fall of her breathing, perfectly synchronized with his own.

His fingers itched to move, to trace along the sides of her body, to slide upward and feel the shape of her beneath the fabric. He thought of Sara, of lazy mornings tangled in sheets, his hands mapping familiar territory, squeezing and groping. The impulse felt disgustingly natural, a muscle memory overriding the impossible context.

He fought it, focusing on the way her shoulders felt beneath the silk, the slope of her back. It reminded him so much of his mother when she’d leaned against him on the couch, loving and familiar. He tried to conjure the feeling of platonic comfort, the simple warmth of being close to a woman he could love without loving.

But the thought twisted unexpectedly. The maternal echo, the forbidden familiarity, didn't extinguish the heat. It fucking stoked it, adding a layer of taboo thrill that made his cock slowly start hardening against the small of her back.

The wrongness was part of the appeal, a dangerous edge sharpening the desire. He swallowed, the closeness suddenly feeling suffocating, the temptation almost unbearable.

His hands began to slide upward, meandering into dangerous territory. He felt Mara suck in a slow, fluttering breath, body tensing against his. The knowledge that he could stop, that he should stop was there, but distant, muted, faint against the temptation and heat.

He let one hand stay on her hip, grounding her in place, in the pretense of the breathing ceremony. The other succumbed to evil. He breathed against her neck, lips close to skin, as he let his palm softly come to rest on her breast. It was just her gown, nothing else underneath, and the thin layer of silk only seemed to make the action that much lewder as he let his fingers sink into soft flesh.

"Lord Hayes…" Mara's tone didn't say stop or continue, rather pulsing with the forbidden thrill of the moment. "The… soul bond."

"Mara," he whispered.

She stood up abruptly, so fast that the air displaced from the movement made the candle flames waver.

"This… will all be for naught," she whispered. "We must form the bond. For Aurelia's sake. There is no other option."

"I'm willing, Queen Mara," said Grant, slowly rising to his feet.

"Close your eyes," she whispered.

He did. He heard the rustle of fabric, and felt something a lot like the nightgown Mara had just been wearing fall to the ground and brush his bare feet.


Chapter 38

Grant felt dizzy under the sudden intensity of his lust, but he played by the rules. Eyes closed, hands still at his sides, he waited, knowing that Queen Mara, the woman who embodied so much of his own mother, stood stark naked mere feet in front of him.

"If you would also remove your clothing, Lord Hayes," whispered Mara. "There can be times when… skin to skin contact is necessary to coax a soul bond into full existence."

"I can see how that might be… more effective," muttered Grant.

He took off his tunic, forcing his movements to be slow, steady, subtly seductive in their restraint. Did Mara also have her eyes closed? The question made his cock stir even further into hardness. At the very least, he knew his arousal wouldn't come as a surprise to her as he moved on to undoing his belt, lowering his trousers, and stepping out of them.

"Good," said Mara, making the word sound as bad as good. "Now, we'll… embrace one another. Standing. Carefully."

"I can do that."

He felt himself enjoying the moment far too much as he reached out, blindly feeling for Mara's nude body in the cool night air. His hands eventually found her hips and he pulled her close, the initial contact a shock of bare skin against bare skin.

Her stomach pressed against his erection, the soft give of her flesh an agonizing contrast to his rigid hardness. The sensation was immediate, overwhelming. Heat flared where their bodies touched, a dizzying inferno fueled by the impossible intimacy.

He kept his eyes shut tight, clinging to the pretense of the ritual. Paradoxically, not seeing her unbound him more than contained him. Without the visual anchor of her face, the haunting echo of his mother's features, the guilt receded like the outgoing tide.

It became easier to get lost in the pure sensation, the undeniable warmth of her naked body molded against his, the electric pulse of the resonance singing between them. His hands tightened on her hips, thumbs brushing against the smooth skin just above her hipbones. The wrongness was still there, a dull ache beneath the surface, but muted, overshadowed by the raw, physical pull.

The resonance seemed to pulse with the beat of his heart, or was that hers? Or was it a different rhythm? A slowly accelerating beat drawing them into an inescapable pattern of pleasure that begged them to follow it all the way to the end.

"Oh…" whispered Mara. "Lord Hayes."

She moaned, low and breathy against his ear, sending a fresh wave of heat crashing through him. He pulled her tighter, his own body responding instinctively, pressing his hardness more firmly against the soft curve of her stomach. The thin pretense of ritual frayed, replaced by a palpable, almost desperate need.

He felt her hands slide up his back, fingers digging slightly into his skin, pulling him closer still. Her hips shifted, a subtle, seeking movement against his erection, no longer accidental, no longer controlled. It was a purely physical conversation, overriding the closed eyes, the careful instructions.

The resonance surged again, hotter, thicker, a physical pressure building between them. Grant's breath caught, his own hips moving involuntarily, mirroring her needy motion. Skin slid against skin, slick with a thin sheen of sweat despite the cool night air.

Every point of contact felt like a brand, searing away thought, leaving only raw sensation and the overwhelming urge for more. He felt trapped, consumed by the escalating intensity, the ceremony dissolving into something far more primal.

"Mara…" He leaned in, seeking her lips blindly with his. Her fingers dug into his back as he finally found them, the kiss greedy and hot, the resonance thrumming like a freshly plucked harp.

He started to pull her thigh up, or maybe he was lowering her down to the carpet. Whatever it took to get closer, to find the angle, to finish what he had so eagerly started. Mara seemed to snap halfway back to her senses, sliding around to grip his manhood as though seeking something to hold onto for balance.

The thought came to him to simply keep going, press onward while she was aroused and willing, consequences be damned. But even with his eyes closed, he could see Mara's frown, the ghost of his mother, not angry but disappointed.

Mara made a soft, pumping motion with her hand, almost curious and exploratory. Grant decided he'd very much like to explore her, too. He rubbed one hand up her thigh, slowly, aimed but controlled. His other hand stayed at her hip, keeping her close, as he gently traced the lips of her womanhood with one finger.

An indescribable noise escaped Mara's lips, surprise laced with raw need. She pumped faster and planted a kiss on his chin. Grant couldn't resist opening his eyes halfway as he slid a finger into her. He immediately wished that he hadn't.

Her face, inches from his, was contorted. Not in pain, but pure, unrestrained pleasure. Eyes squeezed shut, lips parted, a low sound vibrating in her throat. Grant’s stomach twisted. It was his mother’s face, younger but undeniable, caught in a moment of raw, carnal release.

The sight slammed into him, a grotesquely compelling juxtaposition of maternal image and naked desire. Confusion warred with a fierce, sickening arousal. The wrongness of it, the sheer impossibility, somehow amplified the heat coiling in his gut.

He snapped his eyes shut again, unable to reconcile the visual, retreating into the pure sensation. Her hand tightened around his length, fingers working with frantic urgency. He slid a second finger inside her, feeling the slick heat, the clenching muscles, as he went deeper. The resonance between them was a hot mess, a blinding wave that drowned out the last vestiges of guilt, of reason. It pulsed with their shared rhythm, building, tightening, a shared ascent toward an inevitable peak.

Grant leaned closer, his lips brushing the shell of Mara’s ear, the intimacy sending another jolt through him.

"You're so hot…" he whispered, the words rough, torn from the raw heat churning inside him. "Hot and wet. Do you like that, Your Highness?"

Mara gasped, her body stiffening for a fraction of a second against his fingers.

"Hush," she whispered, voice strained, husky, utterly failing to convey any real objection. "Do not… debase the ritual."

Even as she spoke, her body betrayed her words. Her hand moved with desperate speed, tight and demanding. Her internal muscles clenched fiercely around his fingers. He answered her unspoken need, matching her pace, sliding his fingers deeper, faster, feeling the wet heat engulf him.

They were coconspirators now, the pretense of the ritual shredded by mutual, undeniable need. Her hips moved against his fingers, a silent urging, abandoning any semblance of control. He groaned, the sound swallowed by the rush of blood in his ears, lost in the slick friction, the overwhelming sensation of her body yielding to his touch, her hand bringing him relentlessly closer.

It was too much. It was not nearly enough. It was, in the end, a dance led by a greater harmony. The resonance surged, all but slapping Grant with full bodied and undeniable pleasure.

He gasped and pressed forward against Mara as she let out a shaky moan and embraced him similarly. She shook with small, pleasured jerks, shoulders tensing and sagging. Grant grunted as his own dam burst, spilling his seed on her stomach and thighs as he squeezed her body to him.

They were both sticky and still shuddering amidst a wave of pleasure as the soul bond unveiled itself, red ribbon cut amid candlelit ceremony. It felt as different from the soul bond he shared with Aurelia as one person is inherently different from another.

Mara's bond was calming, wise, thoughtful, with its own significant streak of heavier, heated, and more complicated emotions. Even those were tempered by maturity, made more dangerous by Mara's age and experience in as many ways as they were made less. She was a woman so used to getting what she wanted that it was almost her default.

The balance that Mara originally spoke of seeking was there, as well, though there was an edge to it. A balance more in the sense of a standoff rather than a peace pact. Mara's bond… carried the same intensity as Aurelia's, different as it was. Did that make it an outlier as well, caught between the usual categories?

He was still holding her nude body against his, closing his eyes long since forgotten. Mara made a tiny noise, and he slid his arms down her body, drawing back from her just far enough to see her face.

"Queen Mara," he said, voice respectful, but husky. "That was… Wait… Are you crying?"

He felt it through their connection before the first tear had actually slid free from her eye. The bond flared, no longer just resonance but a raw, open conduit pouring Mara’s soul directly into his. Confusion washed over him first, thick and disorienting — her confusion, echoing his own.

Then came a wave of bitter regret, sharp and cold, followed closely by a burning shame that felt intensely private, something he shouldn’t be feeling. Grief pulsed beneath it all, a deep, aching thrum for Theron, tangled impossibly with the fresh, forbidden pleasure they’d just shared. It was too much, a chaotic flood threatening to drown him.

Worse still was the way it ignited his own reaction, each of Mara's emotions finding a pair for itself in his own heart. It had been so easy for him to lose himself with closed eyes without being able to see her, see that face staring back at him. His mother's face. Would this memory ever fade back on Earth, ever not be riding shotgun to every interaction he went on to have with the woman who'd raised him and loved him from day one?

"Leave," whispered Mara, the word barely audible, tears flowing freely now. "Please… just leave."

He heard the plea, felt the desperate need for space pushing through the bond. But the raw vulnerability, the pain he saw on her face, his mother's face… he couldn't. He tightened his arms around her shaking form, pulling her closer, doing what he could to soothe and protect, if not take back.

Mara shoved him with surprising force, breaking the embrace and sending Grant stumbling back a step. She wiped a hand across her face, smearing the tears more than clearing them, emotions all cresting into anger regardless.

"Lycanthia!" she shouted, with surprising volume. "Lycanthia!"

"Jesus, Mara!" Grant grabbed at his clothing, all but jumping back into his trousers. "Would you… give me a second?"

Mara's own gown was far easier for her to don, and by the time the young servant appeared through the trees, they were both covered, if still fairly suspicious looking.

"Escort Lord Hayes back to his tent," said Mara, voice as icy as the now stiff undercurrent of abandoned emotions within their bond. "Make it clear to him that this is not a request and seek help from the warriors if needed."

"Oh, no worries, Your Highness," said Grant. "That's been made abundantly clear to me already."

He snatched up the shirt and left the circle, stepping over one candle brusquely enough to leave it extinguished by his passing.


Chapter 39

Grant was a little disoriented, for multiple reasons, as he came back to where the Grove's warriors had set up for the night alongside the Auroch's campsite. Strange how the simple act of having his eyes closed for a while seemed to reset his mind's mental map of the area.

He did eventually find his way back to what he thought was his tent, less out of his own recollection and more through the increasingly familiar pull of the soul bond. Aurelia was waiting for him… inside his tent.

The thought stirred a traitorous reaction within him, guilty excitement, forbidden ideas. Connected to Aurelia as he was, he sensed her reacting to his reaction, an emotional exchange of sorts happening before he'd even finished walking back.

It was slightly different now, with Mara's bond on the other side, cold as it currently was. Balanced, as Mara had suggested it would be, but also slightly muted, more sustainable. It was closer to the original resonance he'd felt between both women, with room to go deeper if he focused, but controlled like a flood gate. And right now, at least in Aurelia's direction, it was sending him some confusing signals.

He entered his tent slowly, taking his boots off just within the flap. The rustle of his quilt revealed to him that she'd also taken the liberty of climbing into his bed. He sighed, but also sensed that the conversation he was about to have wouldn't immediately go in that direction.

"What did you do?" hissed Aurelia. "What is that? I feel… something else pulling at you. On the other side."

"Talk to your grandmother," muttered Grant.

Aurelia leapt upright, and Flicker appeared from somewhere under the quilt, revealing that she hadn't just been waiting for him, but waiting for him… naked. She quickly pulled on the robe she'd also apparently brought, spoiling his view before he could get more than a half second's glance of her large, youthful, breasts illuminated in the light of the green Sylvan.

"She went through with it?" snapped Aurelia. "I told her to wait! And you should have come to me first! This is… ridiculous! Unfair! Insulting!"

"Like I said, it was neither my idea nor something I had any immediate reason to refuse," he muttered, with a shrug. "Talk it out with your grandmother."

"I will!" Aurelia stomped up to him and jabbed a finger against his chest hard enough for her nail to be painful against his skin. "But you're not free of responsibility, either!"

Grant let out a tired sigh. "Whatever you say, Princess."

"I forbid you from returning to Earth until I get a complete explanation of what happened between you and my grandmother, an apology that I consider to be worthy of a princess, and, and…. anything else I want!"

"I don't need a fight right now." He took her hand and held it for a second. "I need sleep."

That same traitorous part of him burned with the idea of stepping closer, maybe even leading her toward his bedroll. But no. He could see her face, this time, see even the edge of the birthmark poking out from the robe on her shoulder. Whatever might have happened with Mara was one thing. Aurelia, innocent and echoing his daughter, was another. She needed to be cherished. Protected. Not ravished.

"Hmph!" Aurelia brushed by him, perhaps intending for brusque energy, but landing somewhere more accidentally seductive, naked under her robe as she was. Grant groaned as he collapsed onto his bedroll and pulled his quilt around him, exhausted both physically and emotionally.



The party got off to a quick start the next morning. He was somewhat surprised when four Aurochs joined their number upon packing up the camp and setting out. Pepper shifted beneath him with grudging tolerance as he adjusted himself in the saddle, still feeling a bit awkward on horseback.

He risked a glance toward the head of the small column. Mara rode there, flanked by the other hooded elder and two Sylvan warriors. Her posture was ramrod straight, her gaze fixed resolutely forward.

Even from this distance, he felt the deliberate chill emanating from her through their newly formed bond. It wasn't outright hostility, more like a carefully constructed wall of ice, formal and distant. Civil, yes, but utterly closed off. The heat from the night before felt like a fever dream, replaced by this brittle, queenly frost.

He shifted his attention, letting his awareness drift toward Aurelia riding beside him. Her expression was one of slight annoyance, combined with a pointed refusal to meet his eye.

She fussed with the reins of her new horse, adjusted her cloak unnecessarily, projecting an air of cool indifference. But the bond told a different story. Beneath the surface pout, Grant felt the usual flicker of curiosity, a renewed intrigue buzzing just below the irritation.

It wasn't the raw heat from their near-miss in his tent, but something lighter, almost playful, yet insistent. She wanted his attention, even cloaked in annoyance.

It felt oddly familiar, like the persistent prodding of an annoying little sister demanding notice, completely oblivious to the dangerous undercurrents swirling around them. He sighed, turning his gaze back toward the path ahead, caught between the Queen’s icy distance and the Princess’s confusingly complicated energy.

Early on in the morning, they reached the bridge which would take them over the Serpent's Coil and into the Blighted Lands proper. The shift in terrain was not subtle, with the open grasslands with small patches of forest and rolling hills immediately changing to a land that seemed unhealthy and wounded.

The healthy green on their side of the river gave way abruptly to a landscape of sickly yellows and browns. The earth looked parched, cracked in places, patches of greasy black lichen spreading like a disease. Trees stood like skeletal sentinels, their branches twisted and bare, some oozing a dark, viscous substance that reminded Grant unpleasantly of engine oil mixed with something worse.

He tried to think of somewhere back home that felt like this. An old industrial zone, maybe, the ground poisoned by chemicals? A strip mine, scarred and barren? Even areas ravaged by wildfire had a different feel, the promise of eventual regrowth beneath the ash. This was different. This felt actively hostile, like the land itself was diseased, malevolent. The silence pressed in, heavy and unnatural.

Aurelia pulled her horse in closer to his as they started across the bridge, hooves clopping with a hollow rhythm as the party shifted into a thinner line.

"We won't have to travel too much further through the Blight, despite our detour," she said. "The northern bridge is the faster route from the Grove, but Melfus is about the same distance from both."

"Good to know," he muttered. "This town manages well enough, despite existing within… this?"

He gestured broadly to the ruined terrain ahead.

"Depends on what you mean by well enough," said Aurelia, something akin to a shudder running through the bond. "Nobody goes there by choice. The few reports we get always make it sound… a little off."

They didn't rush through the Blighted Lands. In fact, they didn't seem to follow the road too closely, veering off at certain points for reasons that Grant could only sometimes identify. Mara and the Sylvan warriors at the head of the line seemed averse to the black, oozing lichen, opting to go around it rather than have the horses clop on through.

Around midday, as the party was stopping to rest and eat a quick meal, a wave of tension and unease seemed to roil through the horses. Pepper, in particular, suddenly tossed his head, ears flattening against his skull, a low snort vibrating through the saddle beneath Grant.

He tightened his grip on the reins, glancing around. All the horses were agitated, shifting nervously, eyes rolling, nostrils flaring. The Aurochs stood unnaturally still, massive heads raised, sensing something Grant couldn't.

Then he heard it — a faint, dry rustling sound, like dead leaves skittering across pavement, growing rapidly louder, coming from above. Grant tilted his head back, shielding his eyes against the weak, hazy sun. A shadow swept over them, vast and sudden.

A massive flock blotted out the sky. Hundreds, maybe thousands, of winged shapes soared overhead, their forms dark silhouettes against the pale, blighted sky. They weren't birds, not any kind he recognized.

Leathery wings, sharp-angled and ragged, beat with an unnatural rhythm. Their bodies were gaunt, skeletal frames barely covered in patchy, dull black feathers that looked diseased. Long necks craned forward, ending in sharp, cruel-looking beaks, and Grant caught the glint of malevolent red eyes scanning the ground below.

"Abyssal Corvidians," muttered Aurelia. "More servants of the Demon Queen, scouting ahead of her armies. Foul creatures."

They flew in a tight, chaotic formation, emitting faint, rasping cries that grated on the nerves. The sheer number of them was overwhelming, a dark river flowing across the sky. Pepper shied away violently, pulling against the reins. The other horses whinnied in panic, stamping nervously, their riders struggling to maintain control.

The Corvidians passed directly overhead, their foul scent drifting down on the breeze. They didn't dive, didn't attack. They simply flew on, heading deeper into the blighted territory, terrifying wings passing without incident.

As the last of the flock disappeared into the haze, the horses gradually calmed, though they remained skittish, their flanks quivering. Grant patted Pepper’s neck, his own heart just as riled.

"I've never seen the Blighted Lands so… riled," said Aurelia, her voice low, pulling her horse alongside his. Grant felt a tremor of unease run through the bond, mirroring her words.

"Should we be concerned?" he asked, watching the direction the Corvidians had flown.

"Absolutely," Aurelia said, her gaze following his, her expression grim. Flicker zipped anxiously around her head. "That many Corvidians moving together… it's a poor omen. But it doesn't look like Grandmother plans on turning back."

She glanced toward the head of the column where Mara sat impassively on her horse, listening to one of the Sylvan warriors leaning toward her. She gave a small shake of her head and nodded in the direction they'd been heading.


Chapter 40

Melfus came into view late that same afternoon. The town itself was remarkable for how… unremarkable it seemed.

Unlike the impossible, forest architecture of Arboreal Concordat or the ravaged and sickly terrain defining the rest of the Blighted Lands, Melfus looked… mundane. Grant squinted against the hazy sunlight, trying to reconcile the sight with its surroundings.

Nestled in a slight depression, the town huddled behind a low, crumbling stone wall. Simple timber-framed houses with steeply pitched roofs clustered along narrow, winding streets.

A single church spire, weathered grey stone, poked tentatively above the rooftops. Thin plumes of smoke curled from a few chimneys, suggesting hearth fires and habitation within. It could have been any number of villages plucked from a history book illustration, a pocket of forgotten normalcy.

The Blighted Lands pressed in on all sides, the sickly yellow earth creeping right up to the dilapidated walls. Twisted, lifeless trees stood like silent, judgmental sentinels just beyond the perimeter. There were no outlying farms, no green fields, no signs of healthy cultivation supporting the settlement. It existed as an island of the ordinary in a sea of corrupted landscape, an unexpected though not unwelcome anomaly.

"Have you been here before?" Grant asked Aurelia.

She shook her head. "Grandmother has, though. This isn't our territory."

"Is that cause for concern?"

Aurelia looked as though she was about to say no but shrugged instead. "I doubt they'll turn us away, if that's what you're asking. In regards to the tone of reception… I cannot say."

Mara slowed the front line, and they waited for the Aurochs and the supply caravan to catch up before approaching the village as a singular unit. Grant half expected a tiny militia to come out to warily greet them, or at least someone to greet them. But the town didn't seem to react with high alerts as they slowly crossed the last stretch of road and began moving through the buildings.

The silence was the first thing he noticed. No bustling activity, no curious faces peering from windows, no children playing in the dusty street. Just an unnerving quiet broken only by the clopping of their own horses' hooves and the rumble of the supply wagons.

A figure emerged from the shadow between two leaning timber-framed houses. A man, standing tall and thin, almost skeletal, draped in rough, homespun robes the color of faded parchment. Wild, straw-like blond hair stood out from his head in all directions, framing a narrow face dominated by fervent, pale blue eyes.

He began bellowing at the top of his lungs, looking toward them, but somehow not at them. His gaze traveled, and it wasn't really clear whether he was speaking his words to the new arrivals, the town at large, or just himself.

"The Flame protects!" the man shrieked, his voice cracking with intensity. "The Eternal Flame holds back the rot, the creeping dark! Feel its warmth! See its truth! It burns away the Blight, keeps the shadow at bay, a fragile shield against the Abyss!"

His pale eyes darted wildly, scanning the empty street, the crumbling walls, never quite landing on the wary expedition.

"But change whispers on the wind!" he continued, pacing now, robes flapping around his bony frame. "The balance shifts! Deny not your sense of it! When the final embers glow, which side will you stand upon? The side of order? Or the hungry void?"

"Sir." Mara walked her horse up to the man and looked down at him. "Is the Headsman's house still where it was a decade hence?"

The man looked right past her, gesturing vaguely toward the sky, then down at the blighted earth just beyond the town wall. "The choice comes for all! The Flame demands piety! Will you feed the fire, or be consumed by the coming night?"

One of the Grove's warriors who'd already dismounted walked up to the man and, without hesitation, spit in his face. Grant furrowed his brow, blinking in surprise, unsure of what he'd just seen.

"Uh…" He glanced at Aurelia, wearing his confusion plain. "Did you just see that?"

"He worships the Eternal Flame," muttered Aurelia. "This is a former Selsux colony, after all."

"Okay." Grant shook his head, watching as the chanter continued his creed with spit dripping down his face. "I guess I still don't understand?"

"On top of outright enslaving many of the men of the Grove to serve as soldiers for the Human Kingdoms, they also forced their religion onto the common folk." Aurelia shook her head, looking deeply sad. "Forced holidays on us. Forced us to stop eating raw fruits and vegetables. Forced marriages. Forced pregnancies, and yes, that is a far too polite way of phrasing it."

Another of the Grove's warriors was getting in the chanter's face, gesturing with his hands like he might find the idea of throttling the man's neck amusing. Mara pulled him back with a quiet word. Another villager, finally, had come out of their house and was walking toward them.

He was short, slightly pudgy, and bald to a sheen, maybe fifty years old but still moving well. Mara dismounted from her horse, as did Aurelia and the other warriors. Grant followed the example, giving Pepper a pat as the horse gave a little irritated shake.

"Hail, travelers," muttered the bald man. "You enter the village of Melfus. I am Headsman Rabbet. What come here you seeking?"

"Headsman Rabbet." Mara gave the man a small nod as she massaged one of her wrists as though a bit sore. "I knew your predecessor. Headsman Altaya, was it?"

Headsman Rabbet shook his head. "My predecessor's predecessor, that would be. But please, go on. You have my ear."

"It's been a long journey, Headsman," said Mara. "May we set up camp and rest for a time, first?"

Rabbet's left eye twitched slightly, but the mask of weary indifference the man wore remained otherwise intact. "Of course, Your Highness. The Flame provides…"

The village had an inn, though it was clearly not the most active. Rabbet led them there, muttering about its limited capacity and the villages prohibition on refined spirits.

"We'll manage well enough as long as a bath can be drawn," said Mara.

"Ah." The Headsman let out a low, forced chuckle. "I am most sure that can be arranged."

The bulk of the traveling party camped outside of the village, just within the area that the townsfolk seemed to actively sterilize of the blight. It led to an oddly shaped campsite, long and thin along the settlement's edge, but still better than the Blight.

Grant was surprised when Mara insisted that he also be sheltered at the inn. He and Aurelia made their way up the establishment's rickety steps and through the open front door.

The common room was dim, smelling faintly of stale ale and wood smoke long gone cold. Dust motes danced in the thin shafts of hazy sunlight slanting through grimy windows. Rough-hewn wooden tables and benches stood scattered across a floor layered thick with accumulated dust. A few chipped mugs sat abandoned on a table in the corner. It wasn't dilapidated, exactly, just… neglected, coated in a fine layer of disuse.

Only two patrons occupied the space. An old man nursed a drink near the hearth, staring blankly into the empty fireplace. Another figure huddled in a shadowed booth, face obscured by a deep hood.

Behind a scarred wooden counter near the back wall, an old woman with skin like a wrinkled shirt polished a pewter tankard with agonizing slowness. Her eyes, cloudy and rheumy, flickered toward them without expression.

A young woman, maybe a few years older than Aurelia, wiped listlessly at a nearby table with a dirty rag. Her movements were mechanical, her face utterly blank, eyes staring vacantly at nothing in particular.

"Charming," said Grant, under his breath.

Aurelia gave him a conspiratorial smirk. "I am so glad grandmother confirmed that they do, in fact, fill baths here. At least I can still warm up and scrub off… after I strip bare."

The bond between them flared with enough heat to warm the bath's water preemptively. Grant let out a low sigh, caught between irritation at how much she seemed to enjoy instigating her flirtations and less chaste emotions.

"Cool it," he whispered. "Your grandmother can sense us now."

"That doesn't mean I intend to let her spoil all my fun."

The old woman came around from behind the counter with agonizingly slow steps and showed them upstairs. Aurelia chose her room first, leaving Grant to follow behind the slow and steady innkeeper alongside Mara, the awkward silence between them thick enough to be a physical thing.

It was, in fact, the new soul bond that saved them. So much of what Mara was feeling seemed like a genuine reflection of his own complicated emotions toward Aurelia. To be drawn to someone so familiar, to the point of letting one’s guard down, only to find what awaits on the other side is an infinitely knotted mess of confusion and desire.

"I wasn't seeking any of what happened," he whispered, in a voice just for her.

"…I know," she replied, after a pause. "I didn't… exactly stop what happened."

"I know."

His room ended up being directly between Aurelia’s and Mara's, as though even the inn's geometry conspired to place him at the center of an illicit intergenerational romance. The bed looked about as comfortable as his tent's bedroll, which was an accomplishment given he'd spent a portion of each night camping trying to decide if an itch was a bug crawling over him.

He had a while to wait while the baths were filled, the process taking an amount of effort that made it seem like the whole town was joining in. As he finally disrobed and descended into the warm water, he let himself breathe, grateful a chance to think through recent events.

Sinking deeper into the steaming water, he lost himself in the heat, a welcome balm against his perpetually sore muscles. He closed his eyes, letting the quiet of the small inn room settle around him, trying to ignore the lingering strangeness of Melfus, the Blight outside, the impossible quest ahead. Just a moment's peace. That’s all he wanted.

But peace was a rare commodity in Eldoria, especially now. The quiet hum of the soul bonds, ever-present since their formation, shifted. He felt Mara’s presence nearby, a steady, low thrum tinged with the lingering frost from their last encounter. He felt Aurelia too, her energy more vibrant, edged with a restless curiosity. Both were bathing, he realized dimly, the bonds carrying a faint sense of warmth, water, the mundane act of cleaning up after a long day's ride.

Then, one of the signals sharpened. A sudden spike of heat, quickened breath felt not through sound but through the bond itself, a ripple of focused pleasure that resonated through the connection like a plucked string. Someone was… enjoying their bath. Really enjoying it.

His first reaction was a flare of annoyance. Was one of them doing this on purpose? Aurelia, probably, playing games through the bond, pushing his buttons, fully aware he could feel the echo of her intimate solo play. The thought was maddening, yet undeniably hot, a deliberate tease across the psychic link.

He scowled, shifting in the tub, water sloshing against the wooden sides. But… what if it wasn't a tease? What if it was genuine? The idea hit him differently. Someone simply needing release, lost in their own private moment, unaware or perhaps uncaring that he could sense the fringes of it. That felt… heavier. More potent. The image of either woman, vulnerable and consumed by self-pleasure, sent a rise of arousal straight to his groin.

Which one was it? He focused, trying to parse the subtle frequencies of the bonds. Mara's signal remained guarded, distant, though perhaps a fraction less icy than before. Aurelia’s hummed with a restless energy, but was it that kind of energy? He couldn’t be sure.

The thought of it being Aurelia, young and impulsive, exploring her own body while unknowingly or uncaringly connected to him… felt deeply wrong. It played off his irrational fears about Lia's future, yet simultaneously sparked a forbidden, possessive heat.

But the idea of it being Mara, the composed Queen, yielding to solitary desire… that carried its own complex weight, a different kind of taboo intimacy that made his cock stir insistently beneath the water. Hope, fear, confusion, arousal — it all churned together, leaving him hard, frustrated, and utterly lost in the steam.

He did the only thing a man could do in such a situation, adding his own lewd friction to the mix. The bond seemed to respond in both directions, on both sides, becoming harder to discern anything about what was what. It hardly mattered now. Both women would sense what he was doing, regardless of who was innocent, who was immersed in sin. The thought was so devious and wicked that it fed into the fire of sensation.

He didn't last long. Neither did whichever of the two was lewdly playing with themselves alongside him.

Or was it both? Grant almost chuckled as he sank deeper into the water, basking in his own afterglow.


Chapter 41

Grant changed into his slightly cleaner, though no longer freshly laundered, set of clothing and strapped on Theron's sword. He'd finished earlier than Aurelia and Mara, unsurprising given his less particular presentation needs, and wasn't expecting anyone else down in the common room.

Lycanthia was there, however, sitting at the far edge of the bar counter and looking somewhat unsettled. Grant found sympathy for the girl and claimed a stool one down from hers with a nod.

"How are you finding the town so far?" he asked. "Anything of interest happening in the main camp?"

Lycanthia shook her head slowly. "Nothing major. Everything is fine…"

He nodded, but sensed the contradiction within her tone. "Interesting place, isn't it? They must trade with someone in order to maintain this settlement. I don't see much in the way of nearby farms…"

"The beastkin occasionally come out this way, along with caravans from Selsux that skirt the Blight in order to reach the southern kingdoms," said Lycanthia. "I see how they could manage. It's why they go through the effort to that I wonder about. Who would want to live here?"

Grant shrugged, feeling uniquely unsuited to answer that question as a stranger from another world. The innkeeper served him a mug of ale with impeccable slowness, not seeming to want immediate payment in return.

He took a sip and verified, at least, that Melfus had reasonably good beer. The moment felt like a recalibration of sorts. He'd arrived at his destination, Theron's last known location. Letting his free hand stroke the hilt of the sword at his waist, he slowly thought through the situation, what to ask, where to go.

Footsteps sounded on the creaky wooden stairs. Grant looked up from his ale as Mara and Aurelia descended into the common room. Mara wore a simple but elegant dark green traveling gown, her regal composure firmly back in place, though the bond hummed with a tightly controlled undercurrent of… something Grant couldn't quite put a name on.

Aurelia followed, dressed in practical leather trousers and a tunic, her fiery hair neatly braided. She avoided Grant's gaze, but he felt the familiar restless energy crackling through their connection, a mix of curiosity and lingering irritation. Had it been her in the bath? Had it been both? The question felt dangerous to entertain with them now within line of sight, bond sensitive to the slightest shift.

The slow-moving innkeeper and the vacant-eyed young woman stirred from their torpor. With painstaking slowness, they began clearing one of the larger tables near the center of the room, wiping away layers of dust with grey rags.

They carried over chairs that looked marginally less rickety than the others and arranged them around the table. The effort seemed monumental, highlighting the stark contrast between Melfus's weary apathy and the effortless service of the Evergreen Palace.

Grant finished his ale and pushed himself off the stool, walking over as Mara and Aurelia took their seats. He pulled out a third chair, the wood groaning under his weight as he sat. Headsman Rabbet bustled in through the door to the kitchen, rubbing his hands together and smiling under weary eyes.

"We have fresh venison from a kill our hunters made this morn," said the Headsman. "I hope venison stew and baked bread will suffice, Your Highnesses."

"That sounds more than acceptable," said Mara. "Thank you, Headsman Rabbet. Will you dine with us?"

"If it please, Your Highness, I see no reason why not…" Rabbet's eyes didn't exactly narrow, but his tone took on a scrutiny that asked a question of intention.

The food was brought out, and Grant acknowledged the full extent of his hunger as a steaming bowl was placed in front of him alongside a hunk of warm bread. The bread was delicious, as good as anything he'd ever had back on Earth. The stew tasted… slightly off, a hint of gaminess mixed with a bit of a sour flavor that had him wondering if the meat was perhaps not quite as fresh as Rabbet claimed.

"My last visit to Melfus was over a decade ago, as I believe I mentioned when I first arrived," said Mara.

"Yes…" said Rabbet, drawing the word out as though it leant a deeper meaning to his response.

"I came in search of information pertaining to the disappearance of Theron Veridian." Mara's tone was even, unaffected, even as more complicated and grief-stricken emotions stirred within the bond. "The Prince of the Grove. My son."

Grant's hand seemed to sink back down under the table, touching the hilt of the sword like a Christian might fidget with a cross around their neck. His own complicated feelings toward his doppelganger, the man whose absent life he'd plopped himself down into, seemed to fan the flames of Mara's emotions where the bond allowed them to brush.

"I was young at that time," said Rabbet. "Well, younger, at least. Still finding my step on the Path of the Flame. My memory of that time and the prince you speak of, I must admit my queen, is rather poor."

She gave him a tight smile. "Oh, this does not surprise me. Still, I must ask as a Queen of the Veridian line and Ruler of the Sylvan Grove that you search your recollection, regardless."

Rabbet spooned up a larger piece of venison and seemed to chew it as though buying himself time to think, or rather, cool down. A vein stood out obviously along his pale forehead, all the more prominent for his baldness.

"Your Highness, I wish no disrespect," he said, enunciating each syllable as its own verbal barb. "But you enter my town, a town of the Flame, you spit in my chanter's face, and you seek to make demands of me? No… this will not do. Not at all."

"Not a demand." Mara held up one finger, tone still level. "A request. From both a queen, and… a grieving mother."

"I pity you for both," said Rabbet. "As I can think of no worse thing than the latter, truly I can not. But the former is meaningless here. This is not your Sylvan Grove. These are no man's lands, no woman's range."

"I understand and respect your restraint, but not its source." Mara shook her head slowly. "Why continue to hold such fierce loyalty to Selsux? We are right on the road from Aethelburg to Melfus. I am as aware as anyone could be at how little interest they take in their abandoned colony."

"Selsux is… not what it once was, but neither is the Sylvan Grove," said Rabbet, tone careful as though he realized how much offense his words might otherwise imply. "Our loyalty is to the Eternal Flame, the light that protects my people. The light which… promises deliverance. In this, I am… we are truly and utterly faithful."

Mara breathed out slowly. She glanced at Aurelia, who made a face, and then at Grant, surprising him. He wasn't sure what she was asking him for, but he made a small motion with his thumb toward the bread. They'd offered food, shelter, and an opportunity for open discussion. There had to be a reason for it, withered as the town was, beyond barebones hospitality.

"Be plain with me, Headsman," said Mara. "What do you want? What does your town need?"

Rabbet nodded a touch too readily. "We would accept one of the beastkin you travel with as tribute."

Mara's expression hardened into a frown. "We do not adhere to the ways of the Human Kingdoms, especially in this. The Aurochs following our party are scouts for their clan who travel with us of their own volition."

"They would not submit if you attempted to collar them?" asked Rabbet.

"We would not attempt to collar them, nor stand for any attempt of another to do so," said Mara, through nearly gritted teeth.

Rabbet sighed as though having to do his part in the negotiation and think of another acceptable gift was a unfair imposition. "Very well. A… trade caravan from your Grove would suffice."

"That may be something I could arrange," said Mara.

"One per season. Weighted toward spices and the fine silk of the Grove."

"Just one, perhaps a second contingent on the quality of your information," said Mara.

Rabbet hesitated for a few seconds before giving a small nod. "That… is acceptable. I will tell you what I know of Theron Veridian's quest."

Mara glanced at Aurelia and Grant again, her eyes lingering on his as though simply seeing him confirmed something in the moment. He could feel both her anticipation and anxiety through the bond as though he had his ear pressed to her heart, a pounding beat of emotion.

"Little is known of where he went upon leaving Melfus, nor of his greater intentions," said Rabbet. "He arrived in town asking after his wife, Seraphina, but received few if any direct answers. I'm sure you learned as much during your last visit. What you may not have been told is that he visited the Church of the Eternal Flame during his time here. Not all of the documents within the Church's archives were accounted for in the wake of that visit."

"What did he take?" whispered Mara.

"…A map," said Rabbet. "One of fairly low consequence to us. It detailed the cave system below Mount Henrix, one which all reasonable and knowing minds avoid due to its connection to the Blightspore."

Mara remained outwardly stoic, but the bond flared with complicated emotions. Hope, grief, weighty distractions for a person to handle under any circumstance. Along with a deeper anxiety that left Grant wondering if he'd missed something in what had just been said.

"What's the Blightspore?" he asked.

Mara and Aurelia both shot him worried glances, whereas Headsman Rabbet frowned as though he'd just asked something particularly revealing.

"He's a traveler from outside Eldoria," Aurelia quickly explained.

"I'll freely admit my unfamiliarity with the lay of the land," said Grant, aiming for a smooth recovery. "I'm still learning about Eldoria and its terrain."

Mara took a slow, deliberate sip of her wine, her gaze fixed on Grant, though the bond vibrated with coiled tension directed inward. "The Blightspore… it is a place of legend, Lord Hayes. A deep wound in the world, far beneath the surface, where the Blight is said to originate. Or at least, where its power is most concentrated."

Her voice was low, measured, but Grant felt the tremor of unease running through their connection. It wasn't just fear of the place itself, but something tied specifically to Theron.

"It is a source of immense corruption," she said, her eyes flicking briefly toward Rabbet before returning to Grant. "Unspeakably dangerous. Why Theron would seek a path into such a place… it contradicts much of what I believed about his final journey. It suggests… possibilities I find deeply disconcerting."

"You said that you have a map of the caves beneath Mount Henrix?" asked Aurelia.

Grant half expected Mara to dismiss where such an idea might lead, given what he felt through the bond, but the thin ray of hope he could feel there seemed to burn bright enough even with so many other complicated emotions in the mix.

Headsman Rabbet slowly nodded. "There was such a map, and as I said, it went missing upon Prince Theron's visit. However… I know of those in town who might still have such knowledge in their memories. Perhaps a rough version of it could be redrawn, assuming Your Highness holds to her promise of those caravans?"

"Of course," said Mara, voice cracking slightly. "You place that map in my hands by our departure, and we have a deal, Headsman."


Chapter 42

Grant had another ale after they'd finished eating. Aurelia had already retired to her room, saying goodnight to him with an exaggerated yawn and a bit of flirtation more tired than tactical.

Mara reentered the inn, having walked out to check on the others in the camp. Grant caught her gaze, realizing it was the first time they'd been alone since the creation of the soul bond, the intimacy, the crying.

"Your Highness," he said, respectfully.

"There's no need for titles when it's just us, Lord Hayes." She smiled and took a seat next to him at the bar, layers of protocol and royal affectation seeming to fall away to reveal the woman underneath.

And he knew this woman, for all of a stranger she still was to him. He watched Mara settle onto the stool, the familiar lines of her face catching the dim lamplight.

It was Nora's profile, Nora's quiet intensity, the same subtle way she held her mouth when considering something serious. The resemblance hit him again, sharp and disorienting, a punch to the gut that tangled with the memory of their shared heat by the river.

This wasn't just a passing likeness. It was deep, ingrained, right down to the slight furrow between her brows as she seemed to gather her thoughts. But overlaid now was the undeniable awareness of her as Mara, the queen, the woman he'd kissed, the woman whose naked skin he'd felt against his own. The dissonance was maddening.

The bond pulsed between them, a warm, steady thrum beneath the surface. It wasn't unpleasant. Far from it. It felt… right, in a way that defied logic and propriety.

It pulled at him, a gentle but insistent gravity urging him closer, whispering of understanding, shared burdens, and a dangerous, compelling intimacy. He wanted to lean in, ask her what she was thinking, feel the connection deepen, even as warning bells chimed in the back of his mind.

"Truth be told, I was not expecting… any of this when you first announced your intentions," said Mara.

"Far be it for me to speak on how often we expect what life has in store for us," muttered Grant. "This… Blightspore place. Why would your son seek it out?"

Mara let out a long sigh, expression taking on a wistful edge that seemed to linger on him with so much hidden underneath. "He was not seeking the Blightspore itself. Few would ever seek such an accursed place. No… he followed his love. His wife and Aurelia's mother. He would have followed her to the edge of Eldoria and beyond. He certainly told me as much during the darker days of her absence."

"This was… twenty years ago?"

"Around that long, yes," said Mara, with a sad smile. "My, how the years fly by. I still feel like I just became queen yesterday. As though I'm still finding the balance of my stride, ruling the Grove, ruling myself."

Grant reached out to touch her hand. He hesitated for a second before making contact, feeling the way their bond pulsed with an anticipation so strongly out of step with the nature of the gesture. He slowly set his hand atop hers, feeling something akin to a burn in the layers beneath the small bit of contact.

Holding Mara's gaze, he let his thumb glide along her skin, tracing along her middle finger. Mara took slow breaths, intentionally controlled, the opposite of the wild heat smoldering in the bond, demanding more, demanding everything.

"I should… check on Aurelia," she said, after a time.

"Of course." He pulled his hand back, letting out a breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding.

With each step Mara took up the stairs and out of sight, it was as though Grant's mind cleared and refocused slightly further. He wondered if that was an aspect of the bond he'd get used to over time. In some ways, it did feel balanced now, as Mara had intended… torturously so. He was equally distracted by both her and Aurelia, pulled in both directions in a way that left him moving in neither, spinning about like a dog chasing its tail.

It was late, but he wasn't tired yet. He stepped out of the dim inn and into the Melfus night. The air felt cool against his skin, carrying the faint, persistent sourness of the Blight that clung to the edges of the town.

It was a stark contrast to the vibrant, Sylvan-lit nights of Arboreal Concordat. It was even further from cities and even small towns back on Earth, where light pollution was simply baseline. Melfus felt swallowed by an oppressive darkness made deeper and richer by the surrounding Blight.

The narrow, dusty street lay deserted. Nobody lingered on porches or in doorways, no sounds of late-night conversation drifted from open windows. Most houses stood utterly dark, their windows black, empty eyes staring into the gloom. He saw only a handful with the faint flicker of a lantern or the low glow of banked embers visible within. It felt strange, this pervasive stillness.

Maybe they just turn in early here, he thought. Simple folk, keeping simple hours.

Off in the distance, beyond the crumbling stone wall, a single, large campfire burned steadily. The Grove's warriors, the Aurochs, the supply wagons were all out there, a small pocket of familiar warmth against the unsettling quiet of the town and the corrupted land beyond.

He turned his gaze upward as he walked into the town's main square, looking at the full moon for the first real time since being spirited away to Eldoria. It was still a chalky white sphere, and he realized somewhat foolishly that he'd never examined it closely enough back on Earth to discern any differences in the exact patterns of the craters and texture.

"It is after waking hours." The chanter's voice was startlingly clear in the quiet night. "Seek your bed and close your eyes to the night."

"I'll be on my way soon enough." Grant shifted his gaze back to the town, hand resting on Theron's sword. "Isn't it a bit late to be spreading your gospel of the Flame?"

He smiled at the chanter, who now had a hooded cloak up and carried a lantern in one hand. The man gestured with his free hand, jabbing a finger at Grant with what felt like too much energy for the hour and silent mood.

"Seek your bed!" shouted the chanter. "The Flame will not protect those from beyond the flock. The night is not yours to wear as a fitted cloak about your outcast shoulders!"

"Outcast shoulders," muttered Grant. "That's a new one."

He ran a hand through his hair, feeling a bit of his fatigue catching up with him after all.

"The Flame burns those who do not respect its heat!" shouted the chanter. "I will not repeat myself, stranger. Seek your bed and test not the night."

Grant suppressed a sigh. He wasn't looking for a confrontation, especially not with a religious fanatic in a town that smelled vaguely of decay. He was about to offer a placating remark, maybe promise to head back to the inn, when movement flickered in the gap between two darkened houses to his left.

He turned his head instinctively. A figure stumbled out from the narrow alleyway, short, maybe adolescent height, moving with an uneven gait. It shuffled into the faint moonlight spilling into the square.

The chanter whirled around, quicker than Grant would have expected, thrusting his lantern forward. The beam caught the newcomer full in the face, pinning the figure in its yellow glow.

It was a boy, barely into his teens. His clothes were simple, homespun rags hanging loosely on a thin frame. But it was his face, his eyes, that made Grant’s breath catch.

They were entirely black, devoid of white or iris, like pools of shadow reflecting the lantern light without depth. His expression was utterly vacant, mouth slack, showing no recognition, no fear, nothing.

Odd tremors ran through his arms and legs, subtle but constant, making his movements jerky and uncoordinated. A cold suspicion, entirely different from the prickly tension with the chanter, shuddered down Grant’s spine.

The night is not yours…

The Flame burns those who do not respect its heat…

Test not the night…

Another shape shuffled out from the alleyway behind the boy. Then another emerged from the darkness near the church spire. A fourth stumbled from the mouth of the street leading back toward the inn. They moved with the same vacant expressions, the same disturbing tremors, their eyes obsidian voids in the gloom.

Grant drew his sword, panic rising in his chest. "Queen Mara! Aurelia!"

Something flashed of the corner of his field of view. He twisted, slashing in that direction. One of the black eyed villagers drew up just short of the tip of his blade, freezing just out of attack range, but not flinching back.

He saw more shapes moving, danger on the periphery, and started moving back toward the inn as fast as his legs would carry him. Another black eyed villager veered into his path on a sprint, leaping at the last second, arms outstretched.

Grant hesitated instead of stabbing with his sword and immediately recognized it for a mistake. The villager, a tall woman with a solid build, hooked an arm around his neck and twisted him off balance.

He panicked as he fell, hearing more footsteps coming his way in the dark. Somehow, his panic reflex now extended to immediately pulling with his Arcane Conversion, trying to suck in power like a drowning man might suck in air.

And it was power he found, though not of the clean variety. The Blight flooded his body, fueled his veins, a shot of strength and focus with a tinge akin to the chemical aftertaste of a quasi-legal energy drink.

It churned through Grant, hot and corrosive, burning away the fear and replacing it with raw, volatile strength. The villager clinging to his neck suddenly felt like a half-full backpack. With a low grunt fueled by corrupted power, Grant ripped the woman’s arm away and flung her bodily aside. She crashed into the dusty street, limbs sprawling unnaturally, but immediately began to scramble back up, seemingly unfazed.

Two more villagers, their black eyes gleaming, closed in from opposite sides. Grant moved with speed that felt borrowed, as alien to him as he was to Eldoria. He grabbed the front of each villager’s rough tunic, the Blight-strength surging through his arms, and slammed their heads together with sickening force. The crack echoed briefly in the square as they collapsed like puppets with cut strings.

Adrenaline and dark energy pulsed through him. He swung Theron’s sword wildly at another approaching figure, a desperate, clumsy slash aimed more at creating space than landing a blow.

His blade carried forth with far too much strength, missing entirely, the weapon almost slipping from his hand as the blade hissed through thin air. There were too many, and even if he'd found his target, it would have only been one amongst dozens. He spun, abandoning the fight, and sprinted toward the inn, the promise of safety, his boots pounding against the deserted street.


Chapter 43

"Queen Mara!" shouted Grant. "Princess!"

Other villagers were already swarming outside the inn, pulling at  the door, attempting to batter the windows. Grant didn't understand, couldn't make sense of what he was seeing. They weren't mindless, certainly far more organized and intelligent seeming than the ghouls, but they had that same absent, monsterish quality to their movements, embodying silent evil.

He was coming to terms with the fact that getting through to the door's entrance would require a heroic amount of effort when one of the windows on the upper level slid open. Aurelia's familiar face poked out, loose red hair dancing in the night breeze as the wind briefly picked up.

"Grant!" she shouted. "Get back! Don't let them see you!"

Her words did as much to guarantee his fate as they did to prevent it. Several of the villagers turned and began stumbling toward him, though the bulk continued their fanatical siege.

The inn's upper window suddenly pulsed with multicolored light as more Sylvan arrived in apparent response to the plight of the Veridians. Aurelia squeezed her way out the window, expression set into a frustrated scowl as she leapt into the light of the Sylvan Luminaries and floated down to the street below.

Mara followed immediately as Aurelia began thunking any villagers who came too close with the business end of her staff. Grant kicked back a girthy villager who tried to dive tackle him, spun around to dance with another, and found himself face to face with Headsman Rabbet.

The town's leader had seemingly fared no better against the Blight's corruption than any other, save the chanter. His eyes were like bits of polished coal, holding no recognition for Grant or the Grove's royalty. Grant readied his sword as other villagers swarmed from the same direction.

"Put your sword away, Lord Hayes!" snapped Mara, with surprising vehemence. "Leave none dead! They are enthralled, not corrupted!"

"Uh, okay." Grant found it almost immediately hard to hold to the new restriction as Rabbet grabbed his left arm and shoulder and began attempting to drag him down into the growing mass of enthralled bodies.

"Get away from him!" Aurelia let out a shout accompanied by a push of Harmony magic, clearing the villagers back far enough for Grant to get his arm free.

They wasted no time, sprinting toward where the others were camped. Signs of activity around the diminished fire suggested that a second attack was underway there. Grant slid Theron's sword back into its scabbard, freeing his hands to run a little faster and keep up with Aurelia and Mara.

They broke away from the bulk of the villagers. The Aurochs accompanying the expedition were up and moving, and Grant saw a shape go hurtling through the darkness and land with a heavy thud in the street nearby, a villager lobbed with the grace of a stray hacky sack.

Just as they approached the camp, the heavy flap of wings sounded from above. Grant felt, more than saw the Abyssal Corvidians joining the chase, swirling shapes descending from the air blending in with the dark. He heard Mara shout something, but it was cut off by the rushing wind and high pitched hisses of their new airborne attackers

One of the horses let out a panicked neigh and broke off from where it had been tethered. Grant recognized Pepper's red mane as the animal picked up speed and pulled away from both the swirling Sylvan and the divebombing Corvidians.

"Pepper!" he shouted, more angry than anxious. He shot a glance at Mara and Aurelia, who were moving to tend to their own horses, before breaking into a sprint to catch up with his.

The self-evident difficulty of catching up with a panicked horse while following it on foot was a truth that Grant understood but hadn't yet tested. He chased Pepper behind the main line of east clustered houses, almost immediately entering both the dark of night and the affliction of Blight.

"Pepper!" he hissed, caught between yelling to be heard and keeping his voice low enough to not attract more possessed villagers. "Don't do this now!"

The horse, by either coincidence or miracle, began to circle back toward him. Pepper did not, however, slow down. Grant heard pounding footsteps behind him, too heavy and numerous to be Mara or Aurelia showing up to lend aid. The sound of beating wings had him ducking low even as he tried to maintain his speed. He focused on the horse, both objective and escape.

Pepper didn't slow down much, if at all, as Grant tried to seize the saddle and mount the beast in motion. The most immediate threat to his life shifted from the possessed villagers to being stomped and trampled underfoot by his own horse.

He kicked his leg up and over, gripping and twisting for dear life, and somehow managed to get properly into saddle. It was only then that he saw what had panicked Pepper to such a degree. Not the villagers, at least not entirely.

A single Sylvan with a deep red color was flying around the horse's head, goading it like a disturbed wasp. Pepper was simply trying to get away from it, to get the obnoxious fucking thing out of his face and field of view.

Grant swatted at it with a hand, but it dodged backward, floating to stay even with the charging horse, just off to one side. He realized that he'd never seen a red Sylvan before. Green, yellow, gold, silver, even blue were fairly common colors for the sprites, but never red.

"Easy now!" he said, in a voice that made the words sound like empty syllables. "Pepper! Wrong way! That way, that way!"

He tried to steer his horse to loop back around toward where the others were making a stand and hurriedly packing up the camp, but the red Sylvan seemed almost intelligent in the way it moved to consistently cut the horse off.

The situation was more deeply complicated by Pepper, himself. The stallion was, to put it mildly, really fucking fast. With apparently better night vision than Grant himself had. He stared out across the Blighted landscape, making out general shapes in the moonlit darkness, but not enough to be able to charge forward at anything resembling the speed that Pepper seemed comfortable with.

He shot another glance over his shoulder. The villagers, frustratingly, were continuing their pursuit of him and not falling as far behind as he would have hoped. The Abyssal Corvidians swarmed higher in the sky, still a threat if slightly more distant. Pepper, as expeditious as he was, ran on a meandering path as the red Sylvan darted from one side to another, seemingly corralling the horse in a general direction if not in a straight line.

It was all Grant could do to hang on and hold tight. He took stock of what he had on him, little more than his clothes, his boots, and his sword. It was still somewhat early in the night, which left the prospect of sunrise perhaps serving to calm Pepper down a possibility far in the future.

He tightened his grip on the saddle, his legs burning as he clamped desperately onto Pepper’s surging body. The wind tore past his ears, a physical force against the roar of blood pounding within them. Each stride the stallion took was a jarring impact, throwing Grant against the leather, threatening to unseat him with every powerful hoofbeat.

The world beyond became a blur of grey-brown earth and skeletal trees under the faint moonlight. The only constant was the rhythmic thunder of Pepper's hooves against the blighted ground, a relentless drumbeat measuring their uncontrolled flight. That, and the damned red light. The crimson Sylvan zipped alongside them, a persistent, malevolent spark guiding the panicked horse deeper into the darkness.

There was nothing Grant could do. Pulling the reins felt useless against the horse’s terror. Trying to steer was a fool's errand at this speed, over this terrain. All that remained was to hang on, listen to the driving rhythm of the hooves, and wait. Wait for Pepper to tire, wait for the red Sylvan to disappear, wait to see where this madness came to end.

The answer, it seemed, was at the base of a mountain. What felt like hours had passed, though Grant's experience of bouncing atop Pepper through the night made keeping track of time a tricky endeavor. The red Sylvan finally flew up into the air, hovering overhead, still present but no longer tormenting the poor fae-phobic horse.

Pepper came to a slow stop shuddering once and adjusting his footing on the rocky ground underfoot. Grant slid out of the saddle, coming to stand on legs that were somehow sore and weak despite him having not taken a step since leaving Melfus.

He couldn't make out the mountain, not really, simply an absence of night sky and a rise in the terrain against the horizon. The red Sylvan descended from above, helpfully illuminating a small area a few dozen feet in front of him. A gaping opening seemed to lead directly into the rock, promising enough behind it for Grant to feel a cool, humid breeze emanating from within.

Pepper let out a sudden, unfortunate neigh and reared back on his hind legs. Grant swore under his breath and grabbed for the horse's bridal, but it pulled away at the last second, clopping off into the night.

"Pepper!" He swore several more times, snarling into the night. "At least now I know why you're named that!"

He also now knew why the horse had been spooked again. His ears could just pick up the sound of Abyssal Corvidians circling overhead, along with the echo of feet pounding against rocky ground in the near distance heralding the arrival of more possessed villagers. Grant tried to blink his way into seeing through the night, but it was too dark to be a real possibility.

The red Sylvan slowly, tauntingly, began descending into the cave. Grant would have preferred chasing after his horse in the dark to anything resembling caving, an activity he'd never found appealing or even entirely sane back on Earth. He would have preferred going to the dentist for a root canal to caving.

But with enemies closing in amidst the pitch black night, he had no other option that seemed likely to let him survive the next few minutes. He exhaled slowly, set one hand on the hilt of Theron's sword, and started down into the cave.


Chapter 44

The cave's darkness was of a different character than the night, conspiring, cloistered. The red Sylvan seemed all too willing to contribute to the atmosphere, dyeing the interior rock an eerie crimson.

Grant began his spelunking adventure slowly, only venturing deep enough to be out of line of sight from ground level and less of a dangling fruit for the villagers. The red Sylvan acted as though it was waiting for him, patient and purposeful, which seemed far more ominous than incidental.

It dropped low toward the ground, descending down what looked like nature's version of a spiral staircase, rocky and twisting and tight. He hesitated, but the Sylvan kept going, and the prospect of waiting for the villagers to potentially storm the cave in the dark was ever so slightly less appealing than delving deeper into the Earth.

The tight section was only in the beginning, enough to force Grant to briefly drop to all fours to stretch his legs in front of him. It opened up again after that, from a twisting tunnel he inched through hunched over into a larger space that allowed him to stand completely again.

The red light now illuminated a space that held signs of both life and death.  The air hung heavy, thick with the damp chill of subterranean depths and the persistent sour tang of Blight. Water dripped steadily somewhere in the darkness, each drop echoing in the sudden stillness. Grant’s eyes adjusted slowly to the crimson glow cast by the hovering red Sylvan.

Patches of phosphorescent lichen clung to the rough stone walls, casting their own faint, ghostly light, pale green competing with the Sylvan’s blood-red illumination. Clusters of strange, pallid mushrooms pushed up from cracks in the floor, their caps glistening wetly. Life, tenacious and strange, persisted even here.

But beside the pale mushrooms, the rock face wept. Dark, oily sores marred the stone, oozing the same viscous black fluid he'd seen on the blighted trees. Sections of the wall looked rotten, crumbling into greasy, dark soil where the lichen refused to grow.

Yet, in other spots, the faint green glow of the lichen seemed to creep right up to the edge of a weeping sore, the two existing side-by-side, an unsettling proximity that felt less like a battle and more like a diseased embrace.

He knew exactly where he was. Mount Henrix, and the cave underneath it which the Headsman had suggested led to the Blightspore. Theron's last known location. The question was why the red Sylvan seemed so intent on leading him here.

He had a vague recollection of the Anglerfish, a particularly terrifying form of undersea life that lured in prey in the deep depths using a bioluminescent protrusion on its head. The urge to draw Theron's sword hit him alongside a fluttering edge of panic, but the weapon would be useless for anything but careful stabbing in the confines of the cave.

His Arcane Conversion, on the other hand, seemed like it was begging for his attention, readied like the perfect line on the tip of one’s tongue during a heated argument. Grant sensed hidden danger there, as well. Ambient power oozed from the rock of the cave itself, so much that it carried a pressure of sorts, one that he suspected could overwhelm him if he wasn't careful.

The path continued, following a confusing and meandering path downward that seemed both entirely natural and in defiance of intuition. The red Sylvan led him on, matching his slow pace without ever coming to a complete stop. Grant made the mistake of looking back the way he came at one point and felt a rise of claustrophobia that seemed like the inverse of the dizzying rush of looking down from a dangerous clifftop.

He sucked in a breath and slid sideways to sneak through a squeeze that felt like the rock's way of giving him a cold and slightly dirty hug. It appeared to be the final tight passage to navigate. The narrow passage opened abruptly, releasing Grant into a space so vast it felt less like a cave and more like a subterranean world had unveiled itself in front of him.

Gone was the oppressive crimson glow of the lone Sylvan, replaced by a cool, uniform luminescence that seemed to emanate from everywhere and nowhere at once. He looked up. Hanging from the dauntingly high ceiling, thick as ancient ship ropes, were countless vines.

They curled like pig tails, pulsing with a soft, internal light, a steady, unwavering bluish-green radiance that bathed the immense cavern in an eerie ambience. No flickering, no shifting shadows, just a constant, almost sterile glow that felt profoundly unnatural despite the clear evidence to the contrary.

The light reflected off the surface of a vast, circular body of water that dominated the cavern's center. A lake, utterly still, its surface like polished black glass mirroring the glowing vines above. The water possessed an impossible clarity.

Grant could see straight down, his gaze penetrating the depths to reveal the rocky bottom far below. Branching off from the lakebed, dark openings hinted at an extensive network of underwater tunnels, passages leading deeper into the earth, disappearing into unseen blackness. He wondered how far they went, what secrets lay submerged in that silent water.

His attention snapped back to the near shore. Someone stood at the water's edge, a solitary figure draped in a heavy, dark cloak, hood pulled low, obscuring their face. Had they been there a moment earlier? How had he not seen them?

They stood perfectly still, gazing out over the mirror-like surface of the subterranean lake. Friend? Foe? The red Sylvan crossed the gap between them, coming to hover over the figure's shoulder.

Grant hesitated, hand instinctively tightening on the hilt of Theron's sword. The quiet felt charged, expectant. He started forward slowly, boots crunching on the strangely angular rocks of the cave floor near the shore, the sound loud in the unnatural quiet. Should he call out? Announce himself? Or simply be ready for anything?

The figure stirred, alerted by his approach. They turned slowly, pale and slender fingers reaching up to delicately touch the hem of the hood. With a deliberate movement, she pulled it back.

Grant stopped dead in his tracks, breath catching in his throat, the world seeming to stand still and flip upside down simultaneously. The bluish-green light illuminated features he knew better than his own reflection. High cheekbones, a perfectly sculpted mouth, eyes that had stolen his heart what felt like a lifetime ago and never given it back.

It was Sara. His wife. His wife.

"Sara…"

But even as he choked out her name, he shook his head, remembering how the situation had unveiled with Mara. True enough, the details were off the second he looked more closely at what he was seeing. She wore a cloak, a tunic, trousers and boots, even jewelry, rings on her hands, all Eldorian in style.

"Grant…?"

It was as much the sound of her saying his name as it was the path of her reaction, the way she blinked, the way her mouth fell open, the sorrow, the apology he saw in her eyes. He was crossing the cave before he was consciously aware of it, almost slipping on slick stones in his haste to pull her into an embrace.

"Sara!"

Her name came out like a gasp, like something involuntary, as he wrapped his arms around her and squeezed her to his chest. Grant's emotions mirrored what he'd felt so much of already, especially early on, during his time in Eldoria.

This is a dream, he thought. I'm going to wake up soon.

Except underneath, somewhere deep, he knew it wasn't true, just as he had known it with the world of Eldoria itself. It was all too real, from Sara's familiar shape and weight and softness against him, to the way she hugged him back, fierce, but vulnerable.

A shudder ran through her. Grant felt a warm wetness against his shoulder and realized that she was crying. He almost was too, but the happiness he felt was bound around a greater sense of relief. Relief that Lia would grow up with a mother, and a father, even if they had a few new impossible stories to tell of their early time away.

"It's okay," he whispered, running his hands up her back. "Everything's going to be okay…"

"It's… really you this time?" she whispered. "I… what am I feeling?"

He pulled back slightly, as desperate to know as she was. Her face was streaked with tears, clean smears on bare skin. She'd always been beautiful in that "makeup optional" kind of way, not that there'd be any to easily acquire in Eldoria.

What struck Grant hardest was her resemblance to Aurelia, or rather, Aurelia's resemblance to Sara. It was there, tangling the strings of his heart in such complicated ways. Sara looked like Aurelia's mother, her hair a little blonder, lips a touch fuller, but so many other features passed down with perfect fidelity.

Old memories flicked to the foreground with new intensity. The first time he'd ever seen her across the other side of a seedy dive bar, spoken to her only to realize she didn't belong there any more than he had. Their wedding day, vows and pressure, the anticlimactic realization of how they were still the same people afterward. The relief that came from accepting that it was more than enough.

"I'm scared," whispered Sara. "I've imagined this… so many times. But it's finally here… finally happening."

She pressed into him again and he hugged her even tighter, feeling her meld against his body like she belonged there. And she did. Goddammit, she really did. Everything seemed suddenly manageable in a way it hadn't previously, now that he had her back. They'd find a way home. Hell, he'd found her, and he hadn't even been looking.

"Sara…" He ran a hand across her hair, the question too sharp to avoid. "What were you doing down here?"

"I… sensed you." She let her hand run over his chest, her touch stirring a warmth within him like only she could. "Our connection. It's different, here. Stronger, but also strained. Can you feel it too?"

He nodded slowly, but wasn't sure. The soul bonds he'd formed with Mara and Aurelia, even at a distance, were easier to sense, the absence of them if nothing deeper. With Sara, it was more the old feeling, what he was used to with her in their tiny duplex. So much feeling, but all of it familiar, regular.

"I… was in the Grove," he muttered, knowing he had to tell her all of it, hard as it would be. "Sara… so much has happened."

"For us both." Sara palmed his cheek, eyes still full of tears and love. "You look… so much like you did. I have to know, Grant. About Lia. How old is she now? How… beautiful is our little girl?"

He chuckled, warmed by the question even as her phrasing threw him off. "Two, I suppose. God, I can't believe I wasn't there for her actual birthday. I suppose she won't have much memory of her second birthday, and my mother would have made sure that she had fun."

"Only two…?" Sara blinked a few times fast, eyes welling up with tears. "I'd… suspected time worked differently in Eldoria, but never… dared to hope. Oh, Grant! This is … a miracle!"

He rested his hands on her shoulders, letting a bit of his confusion show. "Time… works differently here? What does that mean? Sara… how long has it been for you?"

She blinked, a stillness and seriousness coming over her that Grant recognized all too well. It was the same reaction from when he'd ask her where she'd been, why she was acting strange or distant. It cut him as deep as ever.

"Twenty-two years."

It wasn't Sara's voice that answered the question, but Mara's. Grant whirled around in time to see Mara and Aurelia walking across the uneven ground of the cave with a few Sylvan warriors in tow. He realized that he had felt his connection with Sara after all, so much so that it had all but blotted out his soul bonds with the Veridians with the familiar sensation of his love for his wife.

"Queen Mara…" said Grant. "Ah. This is a bit awkward. I… suppose introductions are in order."

"I know who she is better than you do, Grant, as she knows me," said Mara.

Grant put an arm around Sara's waist, not liking Mara's tone and wishing he could better feel their soul bond to get a sense of just what she was talking about.

"What's that supposed to mean?" he asked. "Who is she to you, then?"

"The woman my son left in search of," said Mara, voice strained. "Seraphina. The Demon Queen."


Chapter 45

Grant struggled to make sense of the words he'd just heard, struggled to make a piece fit into his world that simply refused to be set down neatly. Sara, Seraphina. He'd noticed the resemblance between the two names early on when Theron's wife had been brought up, but resemblances in Eldoria were a dime a dozen.

What surprised him was that he seemingly had company in his confusion. Aurelia was blinking rapidly, looking at Sara, and then at Mara, and then at Sara again with a pause on Grant. She looked bewildered, and Grant wasn't sure if he was relieved or disappointed that he couldn't feel the full breadth of her emotions through the blunted bond.

"This is… what you meant?" she eventually muttered, looking at Mara. "You said Seraphina was my mother? But Seraphina is… the Demon Queen?"

"Aurelia, this is why you needed to wait outside the cave," said Mara, voice sympathetic but stern. "I will explain everything later. She may have birthed you, but the woman she was, your mother… died long ago."

"I… don't understand," whispered Aurelia.

"All you need to know here and now is that she mustn't be allowed to deceive Grant!" hissed Mara. "She mustn't, not as she deceived Theron. I paid the price for my hesitation last time, but all of Eldoria will pay if it happens once more."

"What… are you talking about?" Grant shook his head, wanting to step away from Sara even as his heart urged him to never let go.

"Ignore the NPCs, Grant," whispered Sara. "I was hoping to have already subdued them by the time we shared our reunion."

"The… what?"

He stared at her. It was her tone which caught him most off guard. It wasn't derisive or insulting, but gentle and amused, like they were both in on some little secret.

"I was fooled just as I'm sure you were," said Sara. "She wasn't lying. I have been in this sad little simulacrum for far longer than you. Decades. It took… many years before I was able to accept the truth. This place isn't real. Earth is real. Home is real."

"What is she saying?" asked Aurelia.

Grant felt a sickening lurch in his stomach, the feeling of the world making sense that had existed a minute ago suddenly stripped away, warped and distorted.

"Don't listen to her, Aurelia." Mara stepped in front of her granddaughter, physically blocking her view of the scene. "She is not your mother. The real Seraphina died the day the Blight's corruption took hold!"

"You must sense it too, Grant?" Sara pulled in closer to him, smiling intimately, sadly, as she stroked a hand over a familiar spot on his chest. "How hollow it all is. The emptiness of their souls… their eyes."

He shook his head, but couldn't as easily brush off her words, her conclusion. Eldoria clearly wasn't Earth, and it obeyed its own rules, its own structure. But to assume that everyone within it was… somehow lesser? Just puppets on strings?

That wasn't what he felt through the soul bonds, emotions as real and vivid, contagious and compelling, as anything his own heart had ever known. Did it even matter? The question stabbed through him, hot and confronting. He was planning on returning back to Earth, back to Lia, no matter what. How could any truth take precedence over that?

"I need your help," whispered Sara. "You being here in Eldoria, traveling into my domain… inexorably drawn to this meeting. It's a sign, Grant. You were meant to join me… so we can both go back."

"Lord Hayes." Mara's voice carried its royal sternness, but only on the surface, heavy emotion trembling through underneath. "Please. Step away from her."

He realized then that the Sylvan warriors had bows out, arrows trained on Sara, on his wife. It didn't seem real. It all seemed too real. He felt true fear, not just panic and chaos in the moment, but a sense of wrongness and imminent tragedy that made the world feel like it was moving in fast forward.

One of the archer's hands slipped. An arrow crossed the gap, hissing through the silence of the cave. Sara flashed forward in a burst of crimson light, deflecting the projectile with an arm sweep that seemed to echo the sound of flapping bat wings.

She raised a single finger and pointed it at the entire Grove contingent. Grant tried to yell, tried to do something, anything, but he… was frozen. A spectator of an impossible horror show with no good ending. A thin line of crimson power shot forth from Sara's finger tip.

Mara was faster. A swarm of Sylvan Luminaries burst into the cave from behind her like oversized fireflies. Their light changed the tenor of the cave's illuminations in subtle ways, and they formed a shield to block the blast. Two or three of the sprites dropped from the effort, unceremoniously landing on the cave floor, lights snuffed out.

Aurelia let out a furious snarl and pulled her own Sylvan to her as she unleashed a blast of her own Harmony magic. Sara blocked it, but the effort required her to form a crimson shell around herself, a barrier of dark red energy.

It pulsed outward, then collapsed inward, vanishing like an extinguished flame. Where Sara had stood, another figure took shape, familiar yet horrifyingly alien. Seraphina.

She still held Sara’s impossible beauty, but twisted, amplified into something cold and demonically perfect. Her limbs seemed subtly longer, her features sharper, honed to a predatory edge. Skin, once warm and familiar, now possessed an oily, iridescent sheen that shifted unnaturally in the cave's blue-green light.

Her hair, no longer Sara’s soft blonde waves, writhed like living shadows around her face. Elegant, wickedly curved horns emerged subtly from her hairline, dark against her pale skin. She wore a gown of midnight black silk that flowed around her like liquid darkness, accentuating a form both regal and seductively demonic.

But it was her eyes that held Grant captive, paralyzed. No longer the warm brown he knew. They were abyssal voids, twin pools of infinite night that promised nothing but cold, calculating power. The Demon Queen. His wife.

"No…" He shook his head, caught between denial and nausea and untargeted rage. "No!"

He seized Sara by the shoulders, expecting her to fling him away or seize him by the neck, any of the things that would have made sense to his tortured and frayed heart. Instead, she looked away, refusing to meet his gaze in that abashed way of hers, when he'd ask questions that she wouldn't or couldn't answer.

"Grant…" she whispered. "We have to go back."

"Sara…" he muttered, voice weak, uncertain.

Mara and Aurelia and the Sylvan warriors were slowly making their way toward where he and Sara stood at the edge of the lake. Sara pulled away from him, readying another attack.

"Stop this!" bellowed Mara. "Let him go, and we'll leave. You took Theron from me, Sara. You know you did. Not him too. Not again."

"I didn't take him!" screamed Sara. "He threw himself into the flame! What more evidence of their… emptiness could there be? He had a choice. Anyone with a mind, a soul… any real living man with a heart that could feel the love we shared would have chosen correctly."

"You… loved him?" Grant shook his head, the revelation landing with strange intensity.

Of course she had, if she'd borne his child, birthed Aurelia, married a prince. A man who'd been his doppleganger. Could he blame her, if she'd truly been here in Eldoria for years with little or no hope of return? He didn't have an answer. He wasn't sure he wanted or needed one, not as much as he simply wanted a moment to calm down and breathe.

"Don't look at me like that," Sara whispered to him. "I missed you so much. So much. To meet someone so familiar. He wasn't like you, Grant. He was you… Eldoria's you."

"It's not that…" He shook his head, struggling to find the words. "It's not just that. Sara, please. Just hold on."

"This might be enough!" hissed Sara. "The power contained within the Veridian line is substantial! All of this, what I am now, what I had to do… with the Blight. There is a way back, Grant! I can show you! But we have to get a little dirty to open it up."

"Grant!" Aurelia shouted out to him, her voice wavering as she did, looking like she was about to drop to her knees. "Oh… No. Please…"

Grant watched, frozen, as Sara—Seraphina—raised her hands. Crimson energy crackled around her slender fingers, coalescing into a sphere of pulsating darkness that warped the bluish-green light of the cavern. The power radiating from it felt immense, ancient, fundamentally wrong. It held the same corrupting weight as the Blight itself, concentrated into a terrifying weapon aimed directly at Mara.

Mara stood her ground, ash-blonde hair swirling as if caught in an unseen wind. The Sylvan surged around her, a shield of silver, gold, and green light shimmering into existence. Her face was set, determined, but Grant felt the muted tremor of effort through their bond, a silent strain against the overwhelming malice gathering across the cave.

He saw Lia’s face then, clear as day, like she was right there with him. Her innocent smile, the downy fuzz of her reddish-blonde hair. He pictured his mother, Nora, her warm embrace, the unwavering strength in her eyes. The duplex, small and familiar, the scent of coffee on a Saturday morning. The rhythm and comfort of family and routine.

Home.

The word screamed in his mind, a sliver in his heart, a desperate longing so potent it threatened to buckle his knees. This was his life. His daughter. His mother. His wife, standing before him now, twisted into this demoness, but still the key, maybe the only key, back to everything he’d lost.

Sara unleashed the blast. A beam of pure crimson darkness shot across the cavern, screaming through the air, dwarfing the Sylvan shield Mara desperately held. The impact was deafening, a shockwave of power that slammed into the Harmony magic. Mara cried out, staggering back, the shield flickering violently, threatening to collapse under the onslaught.

A soft sob reached Grant, amplified through the bond. He turned his head slightly. Aurelia had sunken to her knees, staff slipping from her grasp, tears streaming down her face. He felt her despair, her helplessness, a crushing wave of emotion washing over him, tangled with his own turmoil.

And yet he… was just standing there. Watching. Frozen between two worlds, two impossible realities. Sara, his path home, his wife twisted into a monster. Mara, and Aurelia, echoes of Eldoria, the deep connection of their bonds. Why? Why did he have to choose? Why was this his fucking choice to make?

He threw himself into the middle of the blasts, not sure what he was doing, what might happen, or even what his heart truly wanted. It wasn't until the opposite energies hit him that he came to a decision.

He felt the Sylvan nearest to him dim, their light flowing into him like cool water, a familiar rush but purer, sharper than before. It was taboo, it was betrayal, it was consumption of the very essence of the Grove's protection, drawing strength from Mara’s desperate stand. But it was what he had to do.

Sara—Seraphina—let out a low, triumphant laugh, the sound echoing strangely in the vast cavern. “Yes, Grant! Choose home!”

The crimson blast intensified, pressing past him, threatening to overwhelm the last of the Harmony magic he had yet to absorb. It felt easy, almost natural, to simply let the darkness win, to let Seraphina’s power tear through the flickering Sylvan light, to embrace the path back to Earth she promised.

He couldn't do it. He realized… he'd never intended to, not anymore than he could have hurt Lia or his mother back on Earth. Seraphina's Blight blast was its own trap, and his first impulse to simply try to shield them by absorbing it would have simply been taking the back road into corruption.

He felt Mara and Aurelia's shock and horror turn to a desperate hope and relief as they realized the choice, the sacrifice, he was making. They drew in near him, joining their strength with his, pushing back with their Harmony magic as Grant used his Arcane Conversion to weaken the blast without consuming it.

It was enough, but only just. A painfully loud snap sounded through the cave, sharply echoing off the rock walls with nothing to absorb it. The glowing tendrils hanging from the ceiling fluttered like grass in a strong wind as the last of the power from the exchange released in a massive exhalation.

"You… want to stay here?" Sara slowly shook her head, dark eyes taking on an even darker edge. "I can't believe it. I refuse to! And you're bonded with them, as well? To think that you'd take soulless husks fashioned after your mother and daughter as… what? Are they your lovers now, Grant? Your mindless dolls to get a perverted thrill from? Disgusting!"

"Enough," he said. "Sara… please. We can still find a way back. But it can't be at their expense."

Aurelia's hand brushed his, and he took it and squeezed it. Sara's eye twitched. She pointed a finger at him as though about to issue one last biting accusation, but simply shook her head instead.

"This isn't over," she whispered.

Sara… Seraphina… stepped backward into empty air, falling a foot to crash through the surface of the underground lake. By the time Grant made it to the edge to peer down into the water's clear depths, she was nowhere to be seen.


Chapter 46

The villagers, ghouls, and Corvidians were not waiting for them outside the cave. Grant reunited with Pepper, the horse seeming vaguely uncomfortable in the face of his earlier terror, and set off alongside the rest of the party in a southern direction.

They traveled fast, the night lit by the light of the accompanying Sylvan. They didn't stop until they'd crossed the bridge and left the Blight, finally setting up camp next to the river. It was a ceremonial gesture, as nobody seemed inclined to sleep.

Grant sat in his tent, staring at a tiny travel lantern with a dwindling flame. He desperately wished he had a token from home to ground himself with. His phone, with its gallery of videos of Lia. A wallet photo. Hell, he would have settled for his keys, with the tiny little pacifier on the end that clipped off. Lia had outgrown that one but he'd kept it on anyway.

He had nothing left but his memory, and it increasingly felt like he couldn't trust it as it was. The details of his marital situation felt suddenly fictitious, compromised by Sara's time in Eldoria and her transformation. The strangest question had come to him, haunting his mind like an odd sound in the night.

How had she reacted when she'd first come to Eldoria? Sure, she'd eventually become desperate to find a way home, to the point of absorbing the Blight to simply give herself a chance. Had it been that way from the start? She'd married — married a prince, no less. Given birth. Something had changed, but something had always felt like it was changing with Sara.

A rustle at the tent flap announced a visitor. Grant looked up to see Mara stooping into his tent. Her ash blonde hair was down at her shoulders, and she looked like she was either on her way to bed or up and restless after already trying and failing to fall asleep.

"Lord Hayes," she whispered. "Grant."

He felt their bond suddenly edge out his own overwhelming emotions. Or had he been actively trying to block it out? Sara's biting judgment of his soul bonds still echoed in his head.

Mara's empathy poured out through their connection, a deep sense of concern over what he must be going through, what he'd just experienced. Underneath it, however, was an even deeper sense of relief. She was relieved that he hadn't taken Sara's hand right on the spot, chosen his wife and a chance at going home regardless of what it might mean to Eldoria.

"You knew." His jaw felt tight, mouth subtly dry. "You knew about Sara… Seraphina… didn't you?"

Mara let out a long, painful sigh. "I… suspected. I knew that Seraphina had fallen and used her power, the same Arcane Conversion you have an innate affinity for, to absorb the Blight and corrupt herself.

"Beyond that, I only knew that she was Theron's wife, and that there'd always been something… unusual about her. The question of where she came from, why she acted so strange, was one Theron refused to allow me to pursue with her. I wished deeply for him to marry in pursuit of the Grove's benefit, but… he was in love. I hope that doesn't pain you to hear, Lord Hayes."

It did, and it didn't. He'd suspected infidelity even back on Earth, Sara's strange behavior ticking all the boxes regardless of his trust in her. But for her to fall in love with a man who was ostensibly a reflection, a variation of him… There was no real word for how it made him feel. Confused, maybe.

"Twenty two years," he muttered. "She was with Theron for longer than she was with me."

"Not so," said Mara. "Seraphina disappeared when Aurelia was no more than two. That was also when Theron went after her, and I think… when he tried to stop her."

Her relief hit him again through the bond, this time laced with something akin to pride. Pride for Theron, but for him, too. He shook his head slowly, not interested in sharing in the complicated warmth of the emotion.

"Decades went by here in just weeks back home," he muttered. "I have time, at least. I can still find a way back to my daughter."

He flexed his fingers into a fist and then open again, redoubling his commitment into a silent vow. He would find a way back to her. He might even still make it for her second birthday.

"Grant…" Mara shook her head slowly, expression softening into a sympathetic frown. "I respect and appreciate your desire to return home. But you must not trust Seraphina's words about the path there leading through the depths of corruption."

He nodded slowly. "I don't, it's just… I need something to point the way. Someplace to start looking, given this lead didn't pan out."

He was careful with his words, his framing. Because in his mind, the lead had panned out, disregarding its tragic revelations. If he could find some way to harness the Blight's power while being shielded from it, maybe, just maybe…

Mara watched him with an expression that reminded him so much of his mother, quiet scrutiny that seemed to peer into his soul. "You are not the only one struggling with the viper's poison tonight."

She stepped back from the tent flap and nodded toward the fire. A lone figure sat staring into the flames, illuminated from the wrong angle to be anything but silhouetted, though it was clear enough who it was from the orbiting green Sylvan.

Grant felt Aurelia's emotional state much as he had Mara's, the soul bond opening for business as soon as he let go of his own drama for long enough to feel for it. She was deep in her despair, on the verge of egoic rupture in a way unique to young adults in motion.

"I did lie to her," muttered Mara. "It was for her sake, but it was… truly a foolish thing for me to do. She may never forgive me for it."

"She'll forgive you." The words came from him more out of reflex than truth. "Give her time."

"I'm not as certain as you are, Lord Hayes, but it's… quite alright." She smiled, but the bond shouted with a different story. "I'm so proud of Aurelia. I respect her heart and whatever choices flow from it. I was trying to protect her. From the time she was old enough to ask about her mother as a little girl… I suppose I let the lies I told her of Seraphina become a familiar fiction."

"She'll forgive you," he repeated, with more certainty this time.

He reached down and took Mara's hand, holding it gently. There was nothing gentle about what even just that little bit of contact did for their soul bond, a rise of heat that demanded more contact, more touching, more and more and more. He gave her hand a gentle, almost promising squeeze and let go before the urge could build even further.

"Here." Mara raised a bag with her other hand, smiling as she handed it over. "Dried fruit with sweetened bread bits mixed in. Share it with her?"

"Sure."

He walked over to the fire. Aurelia heard him coming, despite her lack of an outward reaction. The bond seemed to flutter as his steps became audible, his destination inevitable.

"Princess Aurelia."

"Lord Hayes."

He dropped down next to her, near enough for their shoulders to almost but not quite brush. Her auburn hair was a mess, and she looked pale and tired. The wind picked up and she pulled her knees in closer to herself, looking as girlish and vulnerable as she was, or as she should have been. The Sylvan Hope…

"Eat some food," he said, offering the open bag.

"Not hungry," she whispered.

He thought of Lia a little unwillingly, how fussy she could be sometimes when it came to eating. Unfortunately he couldn't simply coax a loaded spoon into Aurelia's mouth with airplane noises and creative movements.

He didn't say anything, but that wasn't because there wasn't anything to say. Silence was its own salve, in so many ways. His mother used to press upon him the idea that being present was, more often than not, enough on its own.

Aurelia's emotions were a precarious storm, swirling from anger, to denial, to confusion, and back around again. He held still, trying to make a statement with his presence in lieu of any words that could possibly help.

"Am I an idiot, Lord Hayes?" she eventually whispered. "Is there just something wrong with me? Something everyone can see but me?"

"Not a thing."

"My grandmother lied to me," she whispered. "For years she lied to me. For my… entire life."

"She did," muttered Grant.

"And my mother…" Aurelia let out a choked laugh. "No. If I agree with my grandmother about anything, it's that I won't call her that. She's the Demon Queen. She's a monster. And… she didn't even see me as a person."

"I knew her back on Earth." Grant let out a sigh, unsure of whether the truth would help or hurt. "I loved her, once upon a time. To me, it was a few weeks ago. To her… half a lifetime ago. I loved her, and I loved my daughter. I still love my daughter… so much."

Aurelia suddenly whirled and punched him hard in the shoulder, putting a surprising amount of strength into the stinging blow. "I am not your daughter!"

She pulled back her arm to hit him again, but he caught her hand, and she let him draw it down.

"Course not, Princess."

He smiled at her, and much as the bond had immediately stirred from the briefest contact with Mara, so was it here. The fire's warmth was far from the only thing heating him as he stared at Aurelia's face, sensing her breathing, lost in a dangerous mutual awareness of one another.

"Grant…" She shook her head, leaning toward him, asking for permission, demanding it. Her head tilted sideways as her eyes slid half closed, lips pursed ever just so.

Grant grabbed a piece of fruit of the right size and gently pressed it into her mouth. "Eat."

She glared at him, but obeyed, letting one of her lips brush his finger in a damningly intriguing way as he pulled his hand back. He put an arm around her, knowing how much harder the closeness would make things but finding himself unable to deny her completely.

"I'm glad that you stayed," she whispered.

"Ah." He shook his head and smiled sadly. "Would have been in poor taste to start hooking up with the Demon Queen."

"Hooking… up?"

"Earth expression," he said. "It means… uh…"

"I can guess what it means," she whispered.

She slid closer in to him, watching him with eyes that were not nearly as tired as they'd seemed a moment earlier. With a slow but deliberate motion, she leaned in again and kissed him on the cheek, lips lingering longer than necessary.

Grant's entire body burned with a sensation that he tried to deny even as it thrilled him. He cleared his throat and made as though to feed her another piece of fruit with an even more exaggerated motion, but this time she took it with her hand instead of being force fed.

"Tell me more about this Earth realm of yours," she whispered, nestling her head against his shoulder.

"How about we save that for the morning?"

"But you will tell me?"

"I will," he said, smiling.

"Promise?"

"I promise," he said. "Now eat your damn fruit."

He slid one leg out toward the fire. The warmth felt good against his boot sole. He wasn't happy, but he wasn't homesick, either. Maybe he would be again later. Inevitably, he would be again later.

But for now, it was enough to simply be warm by the fire, and make a princess eat her food.
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