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MADA'S LUNGS BURNED with each ragged breath, his sandals sinking into ground that pulsed like a living tongue beneath him. The trees loomed closer with every stride—their bark splitting into jagged grins, their roots twisting up to snatch at his ankles. He might as well have been sprinting in place; the same gnarled oaks flashed by in a nightmarish loop, their branches now bending low like jaws preparing to snap shut. 

Something warm and wet dripped onto his shoulder—not rain, but saliva thick with the reek of rotting meat. A snarl vibrated against the back of his neck, close enough to stir his hair. Claws grazed his spine, not tearing yet, just savoring the anticipation. 

Then the forest laughed—a sound like cracking ice and splintering bone—as shadows pooled around his feet, slowing his steps to a drunken stagger. The harder he fought, the thicker the darkness clung, until his legs moved through it like hardening tar.

Mada's scream tore through the forest like a wounded animal—raw and jagged at the edges. The darkness thickened around his thighs like congealing blood, each step requiring Herculean effort as figures emerged in his periphery. Pale hands breached the earth first—fingers curled like dead spiders—then sunken faces streaked with moss and rot. They rose in terrible unison, their hollow eye sockets blazing with ember-light as they turned toward him. 

The first corpse lurched forward with a wet crunch of vertebrae realigning. Then another. And another—until a tide of them shambled through the trees, their movements synchronized like marionettes on shared strings. Mada's knife slashed wildly, cleaving through a desiccated throat only for the head to loll back with a grotesque giggle. 

"No!" His voice cracked as skeletal fingers brushed his side, their touch leaching warmth wherever they grazed. "Get AWAY from—" 

The command dissolved into a whimper as the horde pressed closer, their lipless mouths stretching into identical rictus grins. 

From their throats came Thila's voice—dozens of her whispers overlapping in a hideous chorus: "Stay... be my guest... stay..."

Cold fingers scraped along Mada's ribs—brittle nails catching on skin as the horde pressed inward. He squeezed his eyes shut against the grinning corpses, their lipless mouths still dripping Thila's honeyed pleas. One final lunge—muscles screaming—and then... 

Impact. 

Not the expected mauling, but soft loam against his palms, the scent of crushed mint and woodsmoke flooding his nostrils. The goat's startled bleat snapped his eyes open to sunlight dappling familiar ferns, the hut's outline wavering through sudden tears. His belt still held the ruined hare meat, now crumbling between his shaking fingers like funeral ash. 

Behind him, the treeline stood innocently green—no grasping hands, no shadowy smirks—just wind stirring leaves in gentle arcs. 

A wooden bowl clattered to the ground. Thila stood frozen in the doorway for an instant before racing towards him, her braids whipping from side to side. 

"Y-you..." Her lips trembled around the word before her knees hit the dirt, arms outstretched like a supplicant before a wrathful god. "You came b-back?" 

The raw ache in her whisper made the trees shiver.

Mada's consciousness flickered from exhaustion like a guttering candle—his last coherent sensation the unbearable softness of Thila's breasts against his cheek, the sharpness of her hissed command to some unseen presence. Then nothing but blackness, thick and suffocating as a burial shroud. 

––––––––
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HE AWOKE WITH A GASP that tasted of woodsmoke and thyme, his body cocooned in furs that still carried their mingled scents from the night before. Every muscle protested as he sat up—his scars neatly dressed with damp moss, his knife cleaned and laid within reach like some twisted courtesy. The fire spat embers as the hut's reed door creaked open, revealing Thila backlit by morning light with a steaming bowl cradled in her trembling hands. 

Her breath hitched when she saw him upright. "You're... awake." The words came out too loud, as if startled from her. "I'm glad," she added softer.

Mada recoiled as if scalded when Thila stepped closer, his fingers closing around the knife's hilt with white-knuckled force. The blade gleamed between them—a silver slash of distrust in the firelit hut. 

"How am I back here?" 

The words tore from his raw throat, edged with something between accusation and terror. His pulse throbbed visibly at his temple, sweat tracing the fresh scar where the shadow-thing had whispered its taunts. 

Thila flinched as though struck. Her hands—still bearing faint scratches from foraging—hovered over the steaming bowl before she lowered it with ceremonial care, her braids curtaining her expression. When she spoke, her voice frayed at the edges like overworked thread: 

"Three days... you were gone three days and nights." A shudder ran through her as she kneeled, arms twitching like she might reach for him before clasping them tight against her stomach. "I thought either... you’d escaped the forest, or..." The last syllable cracked under the weight of unshed tears.

The knife trembled in Mada's grip as he stared at Thila's tear-streaked face—her lower lip caught between teeth that had nipped his shoulders just days prior. 

"Th-three days?" His voice cracked like dry kindling. "I was gone a few hours at most! The trees—the shadow—it had its fucking fingers inside my—" He gagged on the memory, the blade tip dipping toward the furs as his other hand rose to clutch at his unmarked chest. 

Thila's breath hitched when he mentioned the shadow, her fingers twisting in her shawl until the fabric groaned. 

"You stopped... didn't you?" Her whisper carried the weight of graves. "Something out there... made you stop and turn." The accusation hung between them, sharp as his neglected blade. 

Mada's spine straightened with dawning horror. That charred fat stench, the blackened bones—his own curiosity had been the snare. "Answer me!" The demand tore from him raw-edged, his free hand gesturing wildly at the hut's intact walls. "How did I get back?!" 

Her tear hit the dirt between them with a sound like a falling seedpod. 

"F-foolish! Do you..." A shuddering inhale. "... not want to escape from here? Do you not... want to go home?" The question left her lips fragile as a moth's wing, her body swaying forward as if pulled by invisible strings.

Thila's braids swayed as she leaned forward—close enough that Mada could count the tear tracks glistening down her cheeks, yet too far to touch. 

Her whisper came softer than fern fronds brushing stone: "The first time you came... you sought sanctuary from the shadows." One trembling hand rose between them, fingers curling inward like a dying flower. "Now you're here again... for the same reason." 

Mada's knife hand spasmed as her words struck true—the blade slipping from his grasp to embed itself in the packed earth floor. His pulse roared in his ears louder than any forest specter, drowning out everything except the awful truth in her next breath: 

"You’re here because you weren't... thinking of your village." Her palm pressed over her own heart now, the fabric of her shawl wrinkling beneath desperate fingers. "You were... thinking of this hut. Thinking of... me." Her lips parted around a soundless sob before she finished: "Isn't that... true?" 

The accusation settled over him like spider silk—invisible but inescapable. Every frantic step through that nightmare forest, every gasped prayer to gods he didn't believe in... they'd all carried him back to the curve of her hips and the honeyed lies between her thighs.

Mada's breath stuttered as Thila's words hung between them—her trembling fingers still clutching her shawl like a lifeline. The firelight painted her braids gold where they curtained her face, but it couldn't hide the wet shine on her cheeks. He remembered the shadow's fingers inside his chest, the way they'd curled around the memory of her thighs. 

His voice came out hoarse, stripped bare: "Tell me the truth, Thila. Are you... like them?" 

She flinched as if struck, her shoulders curling inward like wings shielding something broken. Slowly, so slowly, she withdrew until her back met the hut's wall, her braids sliding forward to swallow her face completely. 

When she spoke, the words dripped like blood from a fresh wound: "I tried to... let you leave." Her fingers twisted tighter in the fabric. "I tried to... not devour you like the others because... you were different. Sweet." A shudder racked her frame. "I thought... you might have a chance... to escape." 

Mada's pulse hammered against his ribs—not in fear, but in something darker, hungrier. The knife lay forgotten between them as he surged forward, gripping her chin to force her gaze up. Her lips parted around a gasp, and for the first time, he saw it—the faintest flicker of ember-light in her pupils, the same glow that had burned in the corpses' sockets. His thumb brushed her lower lip, and she whimpered. 

"You're lying," he breathed. "You wanted me to come back." 

Thila's breath hitched as Mada's thumb lingered on her lip—her braids trembling where they curtained her face. She shook her head with slow, aching denial. 

"I wanted you... to live." The confession tore from her like a splinter from flesh. "Here, you would... wither slow. Out there..." Her voice fractured. "Quick and horrible. But if you... could’ve only escaped somehow..." Her palm slid up his chest, warm and yearning despite the truth spilling between them. 

Mada's pulse hammered against her fingertips, betraying him even now. "You were trying to save me?" The words tasted like ash. 

She sniffled, her lashes clumping wetly. "Why did you... stop running?" Her whisper was raw with bewildered grief. "You could have been... free." 

His grip tightened on her chin—not cruel, but desperate—as he leaned close enough to share her shuddering breaths. 

"I suppose, in the end, I chose this," he growled. "Because deep down I’d sooner want your sweet lies than go back to facing the harsh truths of life outside the forest."

Thila's breath stuttered into a wet gasp as Mada's palm closed over her breast—her nipple pebbling instantly against his calloused touch. She arched into him with a shudder that traveled down her spine like lightning, her thighs pressing tight enough to make the fabric of her wrap creak. 

"N-no..." The protest spilled from her lips even as her hips rocked forward in tiny, needy circles, her fingers digging into his shoulders hard enough to bruise. "You don't... understand what you're asking for..." 

Mada's lips trailed higher along her throat—nipping at the frantic pulse beneath her skin before murmuring against her jaw: "I understand that I can’t resist you." His free hand slid down her trembling belly, fingers hooking into the waistband of her wrap with deliberate intent. "Your sweet trap has caught me and I can’t hope to escape it even if I wanted to." 

She keened—high and broken—as his grip tightened on her breast, her braids swinging wildly as she shook her head. 

"I'll ruin you..." The warning came out half-sob, her body already writhing against his exploring touch. "Worse than before..."

Thila's protest dissolved into a stuttering moan as Mada's mouth claimed hers—her fingers twisting in his hair with equal parts desperation and denial. Her thighs squeezed around his hips on instinct, her cunt already pulsing wet heat against the rough fabric separating them.

"M-Mada~!" His name fractured against his lips as she tore her mouth away, her eyes flickering between ember-glow and desperate brown. "Please~!" Her nails scored down his back even as her body arched greedily into his touch, the contradiction wrenching a sob from her throat. "I don't... want you to die~!" 

Mada growled against her collarbone—his teeth scraping skin already marked from their previous nights—before surging up to silence her again. 

"There is no way out of here. If I'm going to die in this place anyway
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