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THE DROUGHT HAD GNAWED at the land like a starving jackal, but now—finally—the earth drank rain again. Still, the herds had vanished. Only the border forest remained stubbornly green, its leaves whispering secrets that made hunters pray to their ancestors. 

Mada’s bowstring had been silent all day. His stomach growled louder than any beast he’d failed to track. As the sun bled into the horizon, he spat at the dust. No choice. The stories slithered through his mind—vanished travelers, lights that led men astray—but hunger was a sharper fear. 

He adjusted his quiver, fingers brushing the last arrow. 

"Just a hare," he muttered, as if bargaining with the trees themselves. “I can be quick. Just in and out before it gets dark.” 

Then he stepped under the canopy... and the air changed. Damp. Sweet. Like rotting fruit and pressed flowers.

The air shifted the instant he crossed the tree line. Mada’s knife bit into the bark, leaving ragged gashes that wept sap. 

"Need to play it smart. I won’t be another lost story," he told himself, though his palms were slick. 

The forest seemed to swallow sound—his footsteps, his breath, even the creak of branches overhead. Only the knife’s screech echoed back against each tree he carved as he ventured deeper. 

Then movement. A hare, plump as a ripe melon, twitched its ears by a moss-cushioned log. Mada’s stomach clenched. He nocked an arrow, exhaled— 

Thwack. The creature jerked once, then stilled. 

"Ha! Now, just one more," he grinned, wiping sweat from his brow. But when he bent to retrieve his kill, the hare’s eye blinked. Wet. Aware. His fingers froze mid-reach.

Mada squeezed his eyes shut, shook his head. When he looked again, the hare’s gaze was glassy—just meat now. 

"Stupid superstitious tales," he muttered, gutting the creature with practiced efficiency. 

Blood pooled dark between his fingers, smelling of iron and something faintly cloying. He wiped his knife on his thigh, tied the carcass to his belt with rough twine. The weight against his hip felt real enough. 

Deeper in, the trees seemed to arch like ribs in a carcass. He carved fresh notches in the trees—jagged things, deeper than necessary. Arrow already nocked when the second hare bolted across his path. This one fell cleaner, twitching only briefly before he slit its throat. The forest hummed around him, leaves shivering without wind. 

“Time to leave,” he muttered as he turned to follow the notches back out. 

Backtracking should’ve been simple—a direct linear path back the way he came. He’d deliberately tried to keep his trail as straight as possible, but the fifth notch he expected to find wasn’t there. Neither was the fourth. His own knife marks had vanished, the bark smooth as skin beneath his palm. His pulse hammered against his ribs. 

"Impossible," he breathed, turning in a slow circle. 

The same moss, the same gnarled roots—but his trail was gone. The forest had folded in behind him like a lover’s arms.

Darkness pooled between the trees like spilled ink. Then—a snarl. Wet, guttural, vibrating through Mada’s ribs before his ears even registered it. His knife flashed up, edge trembling toward empty air. The sound skittered—behind him now, close enough to feel hot breath on his neck. He whirled, blade slicing shadows. Nothing. 

Above. A rustle, then that same feral growl dripping from the branches. His throat tightened. No beast should sound so... deliberate. Like laughter strung between teeth. 

Then silence. 

Mada ran. Not toward the snarls, but away—where the forest thinned, where his pulse screamed go go go. Brambles lashed his arms, drawing blood. Roots twisted underfoot, nearly sending him sprawling. Something sharp raked his calf—thorn or claw, he didn’t dare look. The snarls multiplied, surrounding him, herding him toward— 

Light. Flickering gold between the trunks. A hut? A fire? He didn’t care. 

"Keep running!" he rasped to himself, voice shredded. 

The moment his sandal hit the clearing’s edge, the snarls cut off. As if the forest had swallowed its own tongue. 

Only his panting broke the quiet now. And... a splash of water. Slowly, he lifted his head. 

Before him, a lonely hut stood at the clearing’s heart like a promise. Sturdy timber lined walls, smoke curling lazily from a cookfire where something savory simmered. A goat bleated softly in its pen. And the well—its bucket swayed gently, as if someone had just drawn water. 

But it was the bathing stall that snagged his attention. Reed walls trembled with movement, steam curling through the gaps. A woman’s silhouette swayed behind them, humming a tune that slithered under Mada’s skin like warm oil. His fingers flexed around his knife hilt. Alive. Real. He glanced back at the treeline—no glowing eyes, no dripping fangs—then took a step forward. Then another. The reeds parted just enough to reveal a sliver of dark skin, the curve of a hip, a hand dragging wet braids over a shoulder. 

The humming paused as a pair of beautiful moonstone eyes met his. 

"Oh..." A breathy gasp.

Mada froze.

She emerged from the steam like a dream given form—skin glistening with droplets that caught the firelight, braids clinging to her collarbones like slick vines. The cloth pressed to her chest did nothing to conceal the weight of her breasts beneath, nor the hypnotic sway of her hips as she took a half-step back. 

"I-I didn't expect... a visitor." 

Her voice wavered, thick with something between alarm and gladness. The words hung in the air like the steam between them. 

Mada’s throat worked soundlessly. Even twenty paces away, she burned into his vision—the dip of her waist, the sinful curve of her rear as she turned toward the hut. It wasn’t just beauty; it was excess, as if the gods had molded her from honey and midnight and then forgotten to stop. His knife hand went slack. 

Then she was gone, ducking inside with a rustle of reeds. The scent of jasmine and damp earth lingered where she’d stood.

Mada stood rooted in place, his mind struggling to reconcile the sudden shift from terror to temptation. The woman reappeared moments later—now draped in a wrap that clung indecently to every swell and dip of her body, the fabric straining over her hips and breasts as if begging to tear free. Her shawl slipped from one shoulder as she dipped into a curtsy, dark braids swaying against her thighs. 

"Forgive me," she murmured, eyes darting to the gashes on his arms. "You are... hurt." The concern in her voice was undercut by the way her tongue darted out to wet her lips. When she reached for his wrist, her fingers were warm—too warm—and lingered just a heartbeat too long. "Please... come inside." 

Mada flinched at her touch, suddenly aware of his own stinging wounds. 

"I—" His voice cracked. He swallowed hard, forcing his grip to loosen around the knife. "Who are you?"

She crept back bashfully—adorably—moonstone eyes sparkling with self-conscious apprehension as her fingers twisted in her shawl. The fabric slipped further down her shoulder, revealing a crescent of dusky skin that shimmered with residual bathwater. 

"Oh... Th-that's right..." Her voice dipped into a whisper, thick with the forest's humidity. "I'm supposed to... introduce myself first, yes?" A nervous giggle bubbled up, catching in her throat like honey. "My name is... Thila. This is..." She gestured vaguely toward the hut, where firelight bled through the cracks in the doorframe. "...my home." 

Mada blinked at the word. His grip tightened reflexively around the hare carcasses still dangling from his belt. 

"You live here? In this..." His gaze flicked to the treeline, where shadows coagulated between the trunks. "...horrible place?" 

The moment the words left his mouth, Thila's face crumpled. Her full lower lip trembled—just once—before she ducked her chin, letting her braids curtain her expression. But not before Mada saw the way her brows knotted together, wounded. 

"It's... safe," she murmured, pressing a palm flat against her own stomach as if soothing something inside. "The b-bad things..." Her fingers flexed. "They don't... come here." 

Mada rubbed the back of his neck, suddenly aware of the blood crusting under his nails. 

"I-I'm sorry. It's just..." He exhaled sharply. "Hard to believe." 

Something shifted in Thila's posture. The curve of her shoulders softened as she peered up through her lashes, catching the way his throat bobbed when her gaze lingered. 

"And... you? What’s... your name?" she prompted, tilting her head just enough to send a droplet racing down her collarbone. 

"Mada." 

Her face brightened—lit—as if he'd handed her a jewel instead of a name. 

"Mada," she repeated, rolling the syllables like ripe fruit on her tongue. 

The way she said it made his stomach clench. Then she reached for him again, this time brushing her fingertips over the deepest gash on his forearm. Her touch burned. 

"You're bleeding," she observed, though her tone suggested something hungrier than concern. "Let me... tend to that?" 

The hut's door creaked open behind her, revealing a glimpse of furs strewn across the floor—and the unmistakable shape of a pallet barely wide enough for one.

Mada's knife clattered to the floor as he took it all in—the woven reed mats, the clay pots gleaming by the hearth, the herbs dangling from the rafters in fragrant bundles. For a breath, he forgot the forest's teeth at his back. Then his belt shifted. 

Thila's fingers worked deftly at the twine, her breath hitching when her knuckles grazed his hip. The hares landed in an empty pot with a wet thump just as he turned. Her spine arched obscenely as she bent—that wrap riding up to reveal the overly generous twin dimples at the base of her back, the overly generous twin swells beneath barely constrained by threadbare fabric. 

He wrenched his gaze upward, throat bobbing, but not before noticing how the firelight painted her thighs gold through the sheer material. 

"W-wait here..." Her whisper curled around him like smoke as she pressed a palm to his chest—brief, burning—before retreating toward the back shelves. 

Mada sank onto a fur-strewn stool, fingers twitching against his knees. His eyes betrayed him, tracking the hypnotic roll of her hips with each step. The way her backside jiggled slightly, the fabric clinging desperately to the undercurve. His nails bit into his thighs. 

The goat outside bleated again—a vulgar counterpoint to the slick sound of water being poured into a basin.

She returned and knelt at his side brandishing a clean cloth and basin. Mada's fingers twitched as Thila's damp cloth traced the crescent-shaped gash on his forearm—her touch featherlight yet scalding, leaving trails of fire in its wake. He swallowed hard, forcing his gaze upward to the rafters where drying herbs swayed. 

"Y-you live by yourself, Thila?" The question tumbled out rougher than intended, his throat dry as the cracked earth beyond the forest. 

Her lips parted on a soft exhale, as if savoring the way her name rasped against his tongue. The cloth paused mid-stroke. 

"Mm." The affirmation hummed through her chest, vibrating against his arm where her breasts brushed him with each shallow breath. She dipped the rag into the basin again, watching blood swirl into the water like ink. "Let me... clean your other wounds." 

Her fingers curled possessively around his wrist when he flinched—not restraining, just... keeping. The next pass of the cloth lingered over his pulse point, her thumb pressing just hard enough to feel the wild flutter beneath. 

"H-how long have you lived here?" 

Thila's lashes fluttered, her free hand rising to tuck a loose braid behind her ear in a gesture that dragged the wrap dangerously lower. The firelight caught the sweat beading between her
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