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One
Thornix

The ancient oaks whispered their disapproval as | stormed through the forest, their
leaves rustling with judgment at my defiance. My anger burned hot as summer
lightning, scorching through the usual peace | found among these woods. How dare
Broaka make such a decision without my consent? The very thought made the vines
in my hair writhe with agitation.

| had discovered the truth quite by accident, during what should have been a routine
gathering of the elders. The wind had carried fragments of their conversation to me
with my name, mentioned alongside words likematchandSacrarium. When |
confronted Broaka, her ancient eyes had held neither shame nor regret.

"The peace treaties must be honored, Thornix," she had said, her voice as unyielding
as centuries-old bark. "Your DNA was the strongest match. The Sacrarium's magic
has spoken."

| paused in my furious trek, pressing my palm against a weathered trunk to ground
myself. The tree's steady energy pulsed beneath my touch, areminder of the countless
seasons | had witnessed here. This was my home, my sanctuary. Thethought of
sharing it with some fragile human turned my stomach like bitter berries.

"You cannot hide from destiny forever," the wind seemed to whisper, carrying
Broaka's earlier words. "Our kind must adapt or fade away, like morning mist before
the sun."



| knew she was right, though | would rather wrestle a dire wolf than admit it. The
world was changing. Even here, in our protected grove, we felt the shifting of powers,
the slow encroachment of the human realm. The treaties that kept peace between our
peoples were as delicate as spider silk, requiring constant reinforcement through these
arranged matches.

But why me? | had been content in my solitude, finding companionship in the rustle
of leaves and the songs of birds. | understood the language of streams and the secret
lives of trees. Humans, with their short lives and shorter attention spans, were as alien
to me as stars to the deep earth.

The summons had arrived at dawn, carried by a messenger bird with feathers that
gleamed like polished copper. The parchment bore the Sacrarium's seal, a twining of
vine and steel that represented the union of natural and human magic. My presence
was required within three days time.

Three days to say goodbye to everything | knew. Three days to prepare myself for a
match with a creature whose life would be over in what felt like a handful of seasons
to my kind. Theirony of it tasted like ash in my mouth.

As twilight approached, | stood at the edge of our territory. The ancient boundary
stones stood like silent sentinels, their runes glowing faintly in the gathering
darkness. Beyond them lay the path to the Sacrarium, a journey | had never thought
to make.

| made camp beneath a weeping willow, its curtain of leaves offering privacy as |
prepared for the night. The fire | conjured burned with green flames, feeding on
magic rather than wood.l would never harm a living tree for something as trivial as
warmth.

Sleep eluded me as the moons rose, casting their silver light through the willow's



swaying branches. My thoughts kept returning to the match that awaited me. What
kind of human would the Sacrarium's magic consider compatible with a wood
nymph? Would she shriek at the sight of my inhuman features, my hair of living
vines, my eyes that reflected the very essence of the forest?

More importantly, how could | protect someone so ragile? Humans broke as easily
as young shoots in a frost. They required shelter from rain, protection from the very
elements that gave me life. They feared the dark places of the forest where | felt most
at home.

| closed my eyes, feeling the earth's steady heartbeat beneath me. Tomorrow, | would
continue my journey to the Sacrarium, to meet this human who was supposedly my
match. | would fulfill my duty to my people, honor the treaties that kept peace in our
lands. But | would not pretend to be happy about it.

The willow's leaves brushed against my skin like a mother's caress, reminding me
that | carried the forest with me, aways. Whatever waited for me at the Sacrarium, |
would face it with the strength of ancient oaks in my spirit and the adaptability of ivy
in my heart.

As | drifted finally toward sleep, my dreams were filled with strange visions. A face |
couldn't quite see, alaugh | couldn't quite hear, and the unsettling feeling that perhaps
Broaka knew something | didn't. The forest had its own ways of teaching us what we
needed to learn.

The moon continued its silent dance across the sky, and somewhere in the distance, a
wolf howled, a sound that seemed to echo the loneliness in my own heart. Tomorrow
would bring what it would bring, but tonight, at least, | was still free, stillwild, still
myself. | held onto that thought like a talisman as sleep finally claimed me, the
forest's [ullaby my only comfort in the gathering dark.



Two

Acacia

| stormed out of the house, slamming the door behind me with enough force to rattle
the windows. The late afternoon sun beat down on the terramares, casting long
shadows across the dusty streets. My feet carried me forward without a destination,
fueled by arage that threatened to consume me.

"Acacial" My father's voice called out from behind, but | didn't Slow down. | couldn't
bear to look at him right now, not after what he'd just told me.

Matched. To a wood nymph, of all creatures. The word echoed in my mind like a
death sentence.

| quickened my pace, weaving through the narrow alleys between the ramshackle
buildings of our human colony. The smell of dinner cooking wafted from open
windows, a cruel reminder of the normal life I'd just lost. Faces peered out at me as |
passed, curious about the commotion, but | ignored them all.

My best friend Lily's house came into view, and | made a beeline for it. She'd
understand. She had to. | pounded on the door, my chest heaving from exertion and
emotion.

Lily opened the door, her eyes widening at the sight of me. "Acacia? What's wrong?"

| pushed past her into the house, pacing the small living room like a caged animal.
"They matched me, Lily. To afucking wood nymph."

"What?' Lily gasped, closing the door. "But | thought... | mean, we all did the testing,
but..."



"But what?' | whirled on her. "Did you think it wouldn't happen to one of us? That
wed al just keep living our lives here, pretending the monsters don't control
everything?'
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Lily flinched at my tone, and | immediately felt guilty. It wasn't her fault. None of
this was her fault.

"I'm sorry,” | said, collapsing onto her worn couch. "l just can't believe this is
happening."

Lily sat beside me, placing a comforting hand on my arm. "Tell me everything."

So | did. | told her about coming home to find my father waiting for me, his face a
mix of excitement and apprehension. How he'd sat me down and explained that the
results of my DNA test had come back. That | had a match, a strong one, with awood
nymph named Thornix.

"A wood nymph?' Lily repeated, her brow furrowed. "I didn't even know they
participated in the matching program.”

"Apparently, they do," | said bitterly. "And now I'm supposed to just pack up my life
and go live in the forest with some tree-hugging monster?"

Lily was quiet for a moment, biting her lower lip. "Maybe it won't be so bad? | mean,
wood nymphs are supposed to be beautiful, right? And connected to nature and stuff.”

| shot her an incredulous look. "Are you serious right now? | don't care if he's the
most gorgeous creature in Magnus Terra. Thisisn't what | want for my life, Lily. You

know that."

And she knew. We'd spent countless nights whispering our dreams to each other,



imagining a future where humans could live freely, without the constant oversight of
monster districts. 1'd always been the more vocal one, the one who dared to question
why things had to be the way they were.

"What about your plans?' Lily asked softly. "To find a place where humans could
thrive on their own?"

| laughed, but there was no humor in it. "Shattered. Just like that." | snapped my
fingers for emphasis. "How am | supposed to change anything when I'm tied to a
wood nymph for the rest of my life?"

Lily opened her mouth to respond, but a knock at the door interrupted us. We both
froze, knowing who it had to be.

"Acacia?' My father's voice called through the door. "I know you're in there. Please,
we need to talk about this."

| groaned, burying my face in my hands. "l can't deal with him right now."

Lily squeezed my shoulder. "You can't avoid this forever. Maybe you should hear
him out?"

| wanted to argue, to tell her she was wrong. But deep down, | knew she was right. |
couldn't run from this, no matter how much | wanted to. With a heavy sigh, | nodded
to Lily, who went to open the door.

My father stepped inside, his weathered face lined with concern. "Acacia, please.
Let's go home and discuss this calmly."”

| stood up, crossing my arms over my chest. "There's nothing to discuss. I'm not
doingit."



My father's expression hardened. "This isn't a choice, Acacia. The match has been
made. The Sacrarium's magic has spoken."

"Magic?' | scoffed. "It's just advanced technology, Dad. DNA sequencing and
compatibility algorithms. There's nothing magical about it."

"Whatever you want to call it," he said, his patience clearly wearing thin, "the result
Isthe same. Y ou have a match, and you have a duty to honor it."

"A duty?' My voice rose. "l didn't ask for this! | only took that stupid test because
everyone else was doing it. Because you encouraged me to!"

"I encouraged you because | want a better life for you!" My father's composure
finaly cracked. "Do you think | want to see you struggle here in the terramares for
the rest of your life? This match is an opportunity, Acacia. A chance for something
more."

| laughed bitterly. "More what? More oppression? More control over my life?"

"More freedom!" He insisted. "The wood nymphs live differently than we do here.
They have their own territories, their own ways. Y ou could have alife there that you
could never have here."

His words hit me like a punch to the gut. Because deep down, in aplace | didn't want
to acknowledge, | knew he was right. Life in the terramares was hard, with limited
resources and constant oversight from the monster districts. But till...

"I don't want to marry amonster," | said, my voice small.

My father's expression softened. He crossed the room and placed his hands on my
shoulders. "I know this isn't what you imagined for yourself. But sometimes the path



to our dreams takes unexpected turns."

| wanted to argue more, to rail against the unfairness of it al. But | was tired. So
tired. | let my father lead me out of Lily's house, promising her 1'd talk to her later.

The walk home was silent, the weight of my new redlity settling over me like a
shroud. As we approached our house, | finally spoke.
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"When do | have to leave?"

My father sighed. "The summons from the Sacrarium arrived this morning. We're
expected there in three days."

Three days. Seventy-two hours to say goodbye to everything I'd ever known. To
prepare myself for alife I'd never wanted.

The next few days passed in a blur. | packed what few belongings | wanted to take
with me, said tearful goodbyes to friends, and tried to memorize every detail of the
only home I'd ever known. Through it all, a smmering anger burned in my chest,
fueled by fear and resentment.

Before | knew it, we were standing before the imposing gates of the Sacrarium. The
ancient structure loomed over us, its stone walls seeming to pulse with an energy |
couldn't explain. My father squeezed my hand reassuringly as solemn-faced
attendants led inside us.

The binding ceremony was a haze of unfamiliar rituals and words | didn't understand.
And then, suddenly, he was there. Thornix. My mate.

He was unlike anything 1'd ever seen before. Tall and lithe, with skin that seemed to
shimmer with an inner light. His hair was a wild tangle of vines and leaves, and his

eyes, god, his eyes. They were pools of liquid moonlight, ancient and knowing.

He was beautiful. And terrifying.



As we stood side by side, his hand wrapped around mine in a grip that was both firm
and gentle, | couldn't help but feel a sense of betrayal. This wasn't how my life was
supposed to go. | was supposed to change things, to find a way for humans to live
freely. Instead, | was being bound to a creature | didn't know or understand.

The ceremony ended, and they ushered out of the Sacrarium. My father hugged me
tightly, whispering words of encouragement that | barely heard. And then, just like
that, | was alone with Thornix.

He led me towards the edge of the forest, his movements graceful and silent. |
stumbled along behind him, already feeling out of place.

"We have a long journey ahead,"” he said, his voice low and musical. "Are you
prepared to travel ?'

| wanted to scream. | needed to tell him | wasn't ready for this. Instead, | just nodded
stiffly.

As we entered the forest, the world came alive. Trees whispered secrets to each other
in the wind, and creatures darted through the underbrush, their eyes gleaming in the
fading light. It was both beautiful and terrifying, a world so different from the one |
knew.

We walked for what felt like hours, with the forest growing denser and wilder with
each step. | was exhausted, my feet aching in shoes that weren't made for this kind of
terrain. But | refused to complain, to show any weakness in front of this creature who
was now, apparently, my mate.

Finally, Thornix stopped in a small clearing. "WEe'l rest here for the night," he said,
gesturing to a massive tree that seemed to pulse with life.



| stared at him blankly. "Rest where? There's nothing here but trees.”

A flicker of amusement passed over his face. "This is my home," he said, placing a
hand on the trunk of the enormous tree. Asif in response to his touch, part of the bark
seemed to melt away, revealing an opening.

| peered inside, my eyes widening in disbelief. The interior of the tree was hollow,
forming a cozy living space with furniture that seemed to grow organically from the
walls. It was beautiful, in an alien sort of way.

"You liveinside atree?' | asked, unable to keep the skepticism from my voice.

Thornix's expression hardened dlightly. "Thisis not just atree. It isaliving, breathing
part of the forest. And now, it is your home as well."

| bristled at his tone. "l aready have a home. Back in the terramares. Where things
make sense.”

"The terramares are no longer your home,” he said, his voice maddeningly cam.
"Thisiswhere you belong now."

"I don't belong here!” | snapped, my frustration finally boiling over. "I don't belong
with you! This whole thing is ridiculous. I'm a human, not some... some forest
Sprite!”

Thornix's eyes flashed dangeroudly. "You are my mate," he said, his voice low and
intense. "Chosen by forces beyond your understanding. Y ou would do well to accept

that."

"Or what?' | challenged, stepping closer to him. "Y ou'll turn me into atree?"



For a moment, | thought | saw a flicker of hurt in his otherworldly eyes. But it was
gone so quickly, I must have imagined it.

"You are tired and overwhelmed,” he said, his tone softening dlightly. "Rest. Things
will seem clearer in the morning."

With that, he turned and walked into the tree-home, leaving me standing alone in the
clearing. | wanted to scream, to run back the way we'd come. But | knew it was
pointless. | was deep in unfamiliar territory, with no idea how to get back to the world
| knew.

Reluctantly, | followed Thornix inside. The interior was warm and surprisingly
comfortable, with soft moss covering the floor and bioluminescent fungi providing a
gentle light. Despite my exhaustion, sleep eluded me as | lay on a bed that seemed to
have grown straight out of the tree's flesh.
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My mind raced with questions and fears. How was | supposed to live here, in this
alien world? How could | possibly build alife with someone so different from me?

As the night wore on, Thornix moved about the space, his presence a constant
reminder of my new reality. | squeezed my eyes shut, willing myself to wake up from
this nightmare.

But when morning came, filtering through the living walls of our tree-home, nothing
had changed. | was still here, still bound to awood nymph, still lost inaworld | didn't

understand.

Thornix was aready awake when | emerged from my dseeping area, his hands
moving in intricate patterns as he seemed to coax fruit from thin air.

"Y ou must be hungry," he said, offering me a handful of berries that glowed with an
inner light.

| eyed them suspiciously. "What are those?'

"Moonberries," hereplied. "They're perfectly safe for humans. And quite nutritious."
Reluctantly, | took one and popped it into my mouth. The flavor exploded across my
tongue, sweet and tangy and unlike anything I'd ever tasted before. Despite myself, |

found | wanted more.

As we ate in awkward silence, | couldn't help but study Thornix. In the soft morning
light, he seemed less intimidating, almost vulnerable. But then he caught me staring,



and his expression hardened once more.

"We have much to do today," he said, rising gracefully to his feet. "I must show you
the boundaries of our territory, teach you the ways of the forest."

"Your territory,"” | corrected him. "Your ways. I'm not staying here forever, you
know."

Thornix's eyes flashed with that dangerous light again. "This is not a temporary
arrangement, Acacia. The sooner you accept that, the easier things will be."

"Easier for who?' | shot back. "For you? So you can have a nice, compliant little
human mate who does whatever you say?"

"That is not—" Thornix began, but I cut him off.

"I had plans, you know. Dreams. | was going to find a way for humansto live freely,
without being under the thumb of monsters like you."

The moment the words left my mouth, | knew I'd gone too far. Thornix's entire
demeanor changed, the air around him seeming to crackle with energy.

"Monsters?' he said, his voice low and dangerous. "Y ou know nothing of monsters,
little human. You speak of freedom, yet you cannot see the cage you've built around
your own mind."

He moved closer, towering over me. | refused to back down, meeting his gaze
defiantly.

"I am not your jailer," he continued. "I am your mate. Chosen to stand beside you, to
protect you. But if you cannot see beyond your own prejudices, then perhaps this



match was a mistake after all."

With that, he turned and strode out of the tree-home, leaving me alone once more. |
wanted to feel triumphant, to revel in having pushed him away. But | just felt empty.

As the day wore on, | explored the immediate area around our tree-home, always
keeping it in sight. The forest was beautiful, in awild, untamed way that both thrilled
and terrified me. | felt like | was being watched. Not just by Thornix, but by the very
trees themselves.

When night fell, Thornix returned. We ate another meal in tense silence, the air
between us thick with unspoken words and simmering resentment.

As | prepared for another restless night, Thornix spoke softly. "1 know this is not the
life you wanted. But it is the life we have been given. We can fight against it and
make ourselves miserable, or we can try to find away forward together."

| wanted to lash out again, to push him away. But | was tired. So tired of fighting, of
being angry. "I don't know how to do that,” | admitted, my voice barely above a
whisper.

Thornix's expression softened slightly. "Neither do I," he said. "But perhaps we can
learn."

As| lay in bed that night, his words echoed in my mind. | didn't want thislife. | didn't
want this mate. But here | was, bound to both by forces | couldn't understand or
control.

Maybe Thornix was right. Maybe fighting against it would only make us both
miserable. But the thought of giving in, of accepting this as my new reality, made my
chest tighten with fear and grief for thelife I'd lost.



Three

Thornix

The vines erupted from the ground at my command, wrapping around the dire wolf's
legs before it could lunge at Acacia. | felt the creature's savage intent through my
connection to the forest, its hunger a red haze that threatened to overwhelm my
Senses.
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"Stay behind me!" | shouted as | wove the elements of my realm into a protective
barrier. The dire wolf wasn't alone as | sensed its pack circling us, their movements
disturbing the natural flow of energy in my territory.

Acacia, to my surprise, didn't cower. She grabbed a fallen branch, brandishing it like
aweapon. "I'm not helpless," she snapped, her green eyes blazing with defiance.

| would have admired her spirit if the situation weren't so dire. "This isn't like the
terramares,” | said through gritted teeth, forcing more power into the vines as the dire
wolf snapped at its bonds. " These creatures aren't bound by your human laws."

The rest of the pack emerged from the shadows. Five more wolves, each larger than a
horse, their eyes glowing with unnatural hunger. | cursed under my breath. | should
havesensed them sooner, should have been more attentive instead of focusing on my
frustration with my unwilling mate.

"What are they?' Acacids voice wavered slightly, but she held her ground.

"Dire wolves," | explained, slowly moving us toward a massive oak | could feel
humming with ancient power. "They're not natural predators. They're twisted by dark
magic. The forest itself regjects them.”

As if to prove my point, one wolf lunged forward, its saliva sizzling where it hit the
ground. The grass withered and died on contact. Acacia gasped, finally seeming to

grasp the gravity of our situation.

| pressed my palm against the oak's bark, drawing on its strength. The tree responded



instantly, its branches creaking as they bent protectively around us. But the wolves
were too hungry, too corrupted to be deterred by natural barriers.

"When | tell you to run," | whispered to Acacia, "head straight for the hollow cypress
to the north. Do you see it? The one with the blue moss?'

She nodded, her knuckles white around her makeshift weapon. The wolves circled
closer, their movements coordinated with intelligence that sent chills down my spine.
These weren't ordinary dire wolves. Someone or something was controlling them.

"Now!" | shouted, simultaneously releasing a burst of pure forest energy that
temporarily blinded our attackers. Acacia sprinted toward the cypress, moving faster
than I'd expected. | followed, using my connection to the forest to slow the wolves
pursuit.

But one of them was quicker than its pack. It broke through my defenses, charging
straight for Acacia. Time seemed to slow as | watched in horror, knowing | couldn't
reach her in time.

Then Acacia did something that left me speechless. She turned to face the wolf,
swinging her branch with perfect timing. The wood connected with the creature's
sensitive nose, causing it to yelp and stumble. The delay was all | needed.

| thrust both hands toward the earth, channeling every ounce of power | possessed.
The forest responded with devastating force. Roots burst from the ground like
serpents, entangling the wolves. Trees groaned as their branches became weapons,
striking with deadly precision.

The wolves fought back vicioudly, their corrupt magic clashing with the forest's pure
energy. The air crackled with power, and | felt blood trickle from my nose as |
maintained control over so many elements at once.



"The cypress!" | gasped, my strength wavering. "Get inside!”

This time, Acacia didn't argue. She ran for the tree, which opened its trunk at my
silent command. | backed toward it slowly, maintaining the forest's assault until she
was safely inside. Then | dove in after her, sealing the entrance just as the wolves
slammed against it.

We stood in the cypress's heart, our breathing heavy in the confined space. The tree's
natural defenses would keep the wolves at bay, but | could still feel them circling
outside, waiting.

"Are you hurt?' | asked, wiping blood from my nose. The power drain had left me
dizzy, but | forced myself to focus on Acacia.

She shook her head, then surprised me by asking, "Are you? That was intense."

| managed a weak smile. "Nothing a few hours of rest won't cure. Though | must
admit, you impressed me back there. Most humans would have frozen in terror."

"Yeah, well," she shrugged, though | caught a hint of pride in her voice, "we
terramares humans aren't as helpless as you seem to think."

| studied her in the dim light filtering through the cypress's living walls. Leaves
tangled her hair, dirt covered her clothes, and she still clutched that branch as if her
life depended on it. Yet there was something undeniably beautiful about her in that
moment. A wild strength | hadn't noticed before.

“I'm beginning to see that," | admitted. "Though | wish you hadn't had to prove it
under these circumstances. Those wolves shouldn't have been here. Something's
wrong."



"What do you mean?"

| pressed my hand against the cypresss inner wall, extending my senses through the
forest. "Dire wolves are territorial. They don't usually hunt in packs, and they never
come this deep into nymph territory unless something drives them here."

"Or someone," Acacia suggested, surprising me again with her insight.

"Yes," | agreed. "Or someone."

We fell into silence, listening to the wolves prowling outside. | could feel Acacia
shivering dlightly in the cool air of our sanctuary, but she made no complaint. Instead,
she asked, "How did you do that? With the trees and roots?’

"It's not something | do," | explained, gathering my strength to create a small ball of

bioluminescent energy for light. "It's more like a conversation. The forest and | speak
the same language. | ask, and it responds.”
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"But it drained you," she observed. "l saw the blood."

| nodded. "Controlling so many elements at once is taxing. Usually, our interactions
with the forest are more subtle. What you saw was like shouting instead of
whispering."

"And the wolves? You said they were corrupted by dark magic. | thought—" she
hesitated. "In the terramares, they teach us that magic is just advanced technology.
That it'sal explainable by science.”

| couldn't help but laugh, though there was no mockery in it. "Y our people see what
they want to see. Magic is as real as the air we breathe, as fundamental as the earth

beneath our feet. It's the language of life itsalf."

Acacia absorbed this in silence, her expression thoughtful. Finally, she said, "I
suppose | havealot to learn.”

“"We both do,” | admitted. "I'm not used to teaching anyone about our ways. Most
nymphs are born knowing these things."

"And most humans are born knowing how to use a fork, but here we are," she
retorted, a hint of her earlier spark returning.

Despite mysdlf, | smiled. "Point taken. Though | hope you'll forgive me if | prioritize
teaching you survival skills over dining etiquette.”

"Speaking of survival," she glanced at the cypresss walls, "how long do we have to



stay in here?'

| extended my senses again. "The wolves are still out there, but they're growing
restless. Once the sun rises, they'll be forced to retreat. Dark magic doesn't fare well
in daylight."

"So we're stuck here all night?”

"Afraid so. Unless you'd prefer to take your chances with the wolves?”

She shot me alook that could have withered alesser being. "I think I'll pass. But you
should rest. You look awful."

"Such concern for my wellbeing,” | drawled, though in truth, | was exhausted. "Don't
worry. The cypress will aert meif anything triesto break through."

Acacia settled herself against the curved wall, still holding her branch. "I'll keep
watch anyway. Just in case."

| wanted to argue, to tell her she needed rest more than | did, but something in her
expression stopped me. Thiswas her way of contributing, of proving her worth. Who
was | to deny her that?

"Wake me if anything changes,” | said instead, allowing myself to sink into a light
healing trance.

As my consciousness merged with the forest's awareness, | found my thoughts
dwelling on Acacia. She was nothing like 1'd expected—not a weak, helpless human
to be protected, but a warrior in her own right. Perhaps Broaka had known what she
was doing, after all.



The night passed slowly, marked by the steady rhythm of Acacia's breathing and the
occasional how! from outside. Each time the wolves made their presence known, |
felt her tense, but she never showed fear. Instead, she remained vigilant, her grip
never loosening on her makeshift weapon.

As dawn approached, | emerged from my trance, feeling somewhat restored. Acacia
was still awake, though her eyes were heavy with exhaustion.

"The wolves?' | asked softly.

"Getting restless,” she reported. "They've been pacing more frequently for the past
hour."

| nodded, impressed by her attention to detail. "They'll leave soon. The sun's about to

rise.
Sure enough, as the first rays of dawn filtered through the cypress, we heard the
wolves retreat, their corrupted energy fading from my awareness. Only then did
Acaciafinally lower her branch.

"Thank you," she said suddenly, not meeting my eyes.

"For what?"'

"For saving my life. And for not treating me like | was useless."

The admission seemed to cost her something, and | understood why. Pride was all she
had |eft in this strange new world.

"You saved yourself as much as | saved you," | told her honestly. "That move with
the branch? Most trained warriors wouldn't have had the courage to face a dire wolf



head-on."

She finally looked at me, a small smile playing a her lips. "Most trained warriors
probably wouldn't have been stupid enough to try."
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| laughed, surprising both of us. "Perhaps not. But sometimes stupidity and bravery
look remarkably similar."

As we emerged from the cypress into the fresh morning air, | saw our surroundings
with new eyes. What had started as a simple lesson in forest navigation had become
something more of atest of trust, of courage, of understanding.

Looking at Acacia, dirty and exhausted but unbowed, | realized that perhaps the
Sacrarium's magic hadn't made such a mistake after all. She might not have been born
to the forest, but she had its spirit in her heart.

Four
Acacia

| stumbled through the underbrush, my heart pounding in my chest. The forest
whispered around me, leaves rustling with secrets | couldn't understand. I'd only
meant to explore a little, to get some air and clear my head after days cooped up in
Thornix's tree-home. But now, as the light filtered strangely through the canopy
above, | realized I'd wandered much farther than 1'd intended.

"Stupid, stupid, stupid,” | muttered to myself, pushing aside a curtain of vines.
"Y ou're gonna get yourself killed out here, Acacia."

But even as fear gnawed at my insides, | couldn't help but marvel at the beauty
surrounding me. The terramares had nothing like this. There was ariot of colors and
the air was thick with the scent of earth and growing things. It was intoxicating, and



despite my better judgment, | pressed on.

That's when | saw it, a clearing bathed in ethereal light. At its center stood a circle of
ancient stones, each one taller than me and covered in swirling patterns that seemed
to move when | wasn't looking directly at them. The air here felt different,charged
with an energy that made the hair on my arms stand on end.

| knew | should turn back. This place practically screameddangerto every instinct |
possessed. But curiosity won out, as it so often did. | stepped into the clearing, drawn
toward the stone circle like amoth to flame.

As | approached, the patterns on the nearest stone glowed with a soft blue light.
Without thinking, | reached out to touch it.

The moment my fingers made contact, the world exploded into chaos. A surge of
energy coursed through my body, lifting me off my feet. | heard myself scream, but it
sounded distant, as if coming from someone else. Images flashed before my eyes of
ancient forests, battles between creatures | couldn't name, and always, aways,
Thornix's face, looking at me with an expression | couldn't decipher.

Then, as suddenly as it began, it was over. | collapsed to the ground, gasping for air.
My skin tingled all over, and | could have sworn | felt the heartbeat of the forest itself
pulsing through me.

"Acacial" Thornix's voice cut through the fog in my mind. He burst into the clearing,
his eyes wild with panic. When he saw me lying there, he rushed to my side, kneeling
beside me. "What have you done?"

| tried to speak, but my voice wouldn't cooperate. Thornix gathered me into his arms,
his touch sending another jolt through my system. He cursed under his breath, a string
of wordsin alanguage | didn't recognize.



"| told you not to wander off," he said, his voice a mixture of anger and fear. "This
grove is sacred, protected by magic older than even | can comprehend. Do you have
any ideawhat you've done?"

| finally found my voice, though it came out as little more than a croak. "I'm sorry. |
didn't mean to. | just wanted to explore."

Thornix's expression hardened. "Your recklessness could have gotten you killed.
These aren't your terramares, Acacia. The forest doesn't care about your human
curiosity. It will destroy you without a second thought if you don't respect its power."

His words stung, mostly because | knew he was right. 1'd been stupid, letting my
fascination override my common sense. But his condescending tone sparked my
temper, pushing aside the lingering effects of whatever had just happened to me.

"WEell, excuse me for trying to understand this world you've dragged me into," |
snapped, pushing away from him and struggling to my feet. The world swayed
aarmingly, but | refused to show weakness. "Maybe if you'd actually teach me
something instead of just ordering me around, | wouldn't have to figure things out on
my own."

Thornix stood as well, his eyes flashing dangerously. "I've been trying to teach you,
but you refuse to listen. You think you know better than someone who's lived in this
forest for centuries. Your arrogance is going to get you killed."

"My arrogance?' | laughed bitterly. "That's rich coming from you. Y ou act like you're
so superior, like I'm just some dumb human you have to babysit. Did it ever occur to
you that maybe | have something to offer too?"

"Like what?' Thornix challenged, stepping closer. "What could you possibly know
about thisworld that | don't?"



"I know what it's like to be an outsider," | shot back, refusing to back down. "To have
your whole life turned upside down because some magic decided you belong
somewhere else. | know what it's like to feel lost and scared and angry all the time.
But you wouldn't understand that, would you? Y ou've probably never left this damn
forest in your life."

"You think | don't know what it's like to feel lost?' he said softly, his voice barely
above a whisper. "To have your life changed in an instant by forces beyond your
control? | may be bound to this forest, Acacia, but that doesn't mean I'm free."

The raw honesty in his voice caught me off guard. 1'd been so caught up in my anger
and resentment that 1I'd never stopped to consider how this situation might be
affecting him. Before | could respond, Thornix caught himself. His expression
hardened once more.

"None of that matters now," he said, his tone clipped. "What's done is done. The spell
you triggered has bound you even more tightly to this place. To me."

"What?' | gasped, the implications of his words sinking in. "What do you mean,
bound me?"

"The magic of this grove is ancient and powerful. It's designed to protect the forest
from outsiders. When you touched that stone, it recognized you as a threat and tried

to neutralize you."

"Neutralize me?" | repeated, my voicerising in panic. "Y ou mean kill me?"’
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"No," Thornix shook his head. "Not kill. But it would have trapped you here, bound
your life force to the forest itself. The only reason it didn't is because you're already
connected to me through our match. The spell latched onto that connection and
intensified it."

| felt like | couldn't breathe. "So what does that mean? Am | stuck here forever now?'

"I don't know," Thornix admitted, and the uncertainty in his voice scared me more
than anything else. "This kind of magic isn't meant to work on humans. | can feel the
change in our connection, but | don't know what the long-term effects will be."

"Great," | laughed humorlessly. "So not only am | stuck in this forest with you, now
I'm magically super-glued to you too. Thisjust keeps getting better and better."

Thornix's eyes flashed with anger again. "This isn't a joke, Acacia. Do you have any
idea how dangerous this could be? How easily you could have been killed?"

"Of course| do!" | shouted, my anger flaring up once more. "Y ou think | wanted this
to happen? | didn't ask for any of this!"

"Neither did I'" Thornix roared, his usual composure shattering completely. "Do you
think | wanted to be matched with a stubborn, reckless human who can't seem to go
five minutes without putting herself in mortal danger? Who refuses to listen to

anything | say?'

"Well, maybe if you'd actually talk to me instead of just giving orders, I'd be more
inclined to listen!" | shot back, stepping closer until we were toe-to-toe. "Y ou act like



I'm some kind of burden you have to deal with, but newsflash, buddy, | didn't choose
thiseither!”

We glared at each other, both breathing heavily. | was suddenly acutely aware of how
close we were standing, of the heat radiating off his body. His eyes, usually so calm
and distant, now burned with an intensity that made my heart race.

And then, without warning, he kissed me.

It wasn't a gentle kiss. It was fierce and desperate, full of all the anger and frustration
we'd been hurling at each other. For a moment, | was too shocked to respond. Then,
to my surprise, | kissed him back with equal fervor.

It was like nothing I'd ever experienced before. | could taste the forest on his lips, feel
the pulse of magic thrumming through his body. My skin tingled where he touched
me, and | felt that same connection I'd experienced with the stone, but a thousand
times more intense.

As quickly as it began, it was over. Thornix jerked away asif | burned him, his eyes
wide with shock. | stumbled back, my lips still tingling, my mind reeling.

"I'm sorry,” Thornix stammered, looking as shaken as | felt. "l shouldn't have, that
was inappropriate.”

"Yeah," | agreed weakly, though part of me wanted to grab him and kiss him again.
"We should, um, we should probably head back."

Thornix nodded stiffly, not meeting my eyes. "Yes. It's not safe to linger here. Follow
me closely, and don't touch anything else.”

The walk back to Thornix's tree-home was painfully awkward. Neither of us spoke,



both lost in our own thoughts. | couldn't stop replaying the kiss in my mind, trying to
make sense of the riot of emotionsit had stirred up.

When we finally reached the massive tree Thornix called home, | was exhausted,
physically, mentaly, and emotionally. The events in the grove had taken more out of

me than I'd realized.

"You should rest,” Thornix said, his voice carefully neutral. "We'l need to monitor
you closely over the next few days to seeif there are any side effects from the spell.”

| nodded, too tired to argue. As | made my way to the small acove that had become
my sleeping area, Thornix called out softly.

"Acacia?’

| turned, raising an eyebrow in question.

“I truly am sorry," he said, his expression unreadable. "Not just for the kiss, but for
everything. | know thisisn't easy for you. I'll try to do better at explaining things, at

helping you understand this world."

The sincerity in his voice caught me off guard. "Thanks,” | said softly. "I'll try to be
less reckless."

A ghost of asmileflickered across hisface. "I won't hold my breath for that."

Despite everything, | smiled back. "Probably wise."

As | settled into my bed of soft moss, my mind whirled with everything that had
happened. The grove, the spell, the kiss was all too much to process.



The next few days passed in a haze of tension and awkward silences. Thornix kept his
word about trying to teach me more about the forest, but our interactions were stilted,
both of us hyper-aware of the other's presence. The memory of that kiss hung
between us like an unspoken challenge, electric and dangerous.

| busied myself with learning everything | could about my new home, partly out of
genuine curiosity and partly to distract myself from the confusing mess of emotions |
was grappling with. Thornix showed me how to identify edible plants, how to tiptoe
through the underbrush, how to listen to the whispers of the wind for signs of danger.

And all thewhile, | could feel the changes the spell had wrought. It was subtle at first,
a heightened awareness of my surroundings, a tingling sensation when | touched
certain plants. But as the days wore on, the effects became more pronounced.
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| woke one morning to find tiny flowers blooming in my har. Another day, |
absentmindedly reached for a cup of water and found vines curling around my
fingers, offering me berriesinstead. It was beautiful and terrifying in equal measure.

Thornix watched me closely, his expression a mixture of concern and fascination.
"The forest is accepting you," he explained one evening as we sat by a small fire
outside his tree-home. "It's unusual. Humans don't typically form this kind of
connection with the natural world."

"Is that a good thing or a bad thing?' | asked, trying to keep the worry out of my
voice.

Thornix was quiet for a long moment, staring into the flames. "l don't know," he
admitted finally. "This is uncharted territory. But | promise you, Acacia, | won't |et
any harm come to you."

The intensity of his voice sent a shiver down my spine. | wanted to believe him,
wanted to trust in the connection growing between us. But the memory of my life in
the terramares, of the dreams I'd had to abandon, still weighed heavily on me.

"What if | don't want this?' | whispered, voicing the fear that had been gnawing at
me. "What if | can't be what you need me to be? What if | can never truly belong
here?'

Thornix's eyes met mine, and the vulnerability | saw there took my breath away.
"Then well figure something out,” he said softly. "This match wasn't what either of
us expected. But | believe there's areason for it, even if we can't seeit yet."



| wanted to argue, to rail against the idea that some mystical force knew better than |
did what | needed. But | was tired of fighting against Thornix, against this new life,
against myself.

"I'm scared,” | admitted, the words barely audible over the crackling of the fire.

Thornix reached out, hesitating for a moment before gently taking my hand in his.
The contact sent a jolt through me, like a current of energy passing between us.

"Soam |," he said, his thumb tracing small circles on my palm.

Five

Thornix

| paced the forest floor, my agitation causing the vines in my hair to writhe and twist.
The memory of our kiss haunted me, burning through my thoughts like wildfire. Each
time | closed my eyes, | felt her lips against mine, tasted her fierce defiance mixed
with something sweeter.

"Focus," | muttered to myself, pressing my palm against an ancient oak to ground
myself. But even the tree's steady energy couldn't calm the storm inside me.

| had live in relative solitude, finding companionship in the whispers of leaves and
the songs of birds. Now, after just a few weeks with Acacia, | felt incomplete when
she wasn't near. It was dangerous. Unsettling.

A commotion in the canopy above drew my attention. My heart stopped when | saw
her, perched precariously on a branch of the Elder Tree, one of the most sacred and
temperamental beingsin my territory.



"Acacial” | shouted, fear turning my voice harsh. "Get down from there
immediately!"

She looked down at me, that familiar spark of defiance in her eyes. "Why? You said |
needed to learn about the forest. Well, I'm learning!"

"That's not a normal tree," | growled, watching in horror as she climbed higher. The
Elder Tree's energy was pulsing with annoyance. "It's ancient and powerful. One
wrong move and-"

The branch beneath her foot suddenly withdrew, leaving her scrambling for balance. |
moved without thinking, calling to the surrounding trees. Their branches intertwined,
creating a net beneath her just as shelost her grip.

She landed safely in the makeshift cradle, but my relief quickly turned to anger. |
lowered her to the ground with a thought, stalking toward her as she regained her
footing.

"What were you thinking?' | demanded, my voice trembling with barely contained
emotion. "Do you have any idea how close you came to-"

"To what?' she challenged, stepping into my space. "To proving | can handle myself
in your precious forest? To showing you I'm not some helpless human who needs
constant protection?"

"To dying!" | roared, grabbing her shoulders. "That tree could have killed you in an
instant! Isthat what you want? To throw away your life just to prove a point?

Her eyes flashed. "Maybe I'm tired of you treating me like a child! Maybe | want you
to see me as-"



"As what?' | asked, my voice dropping dangerously low. We were so close now |
could fedl her breath on my face.

"Asyour equal,” she whispered. "As your mate."

The last of my control snapped. | crushed my lips to hers, pouring all my fear and
longing and frustration into the kiss. She responded immediately, her fingers tangling
in my vine-woven hair as she pressed herself against me.

This kiss differed from our first. There was no anger now, only raw need. The forest
hummed with energy, responding to our passion. Flowers burst into bloom, their
sweet scent filling the air.
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| broke away just long enough to look into her eyes, searching for any sign of
hesitation. What | saw there made my breath catch . Desire, yes, but also trust.
Understanding. Connection.

"Acacia," | breathed her name like a prayer.

She silenced me with another kiss. "l want this," she murmured against my lips. "I
want you."

The last threads of my resistance dissolved. | gathered her in my arms, carrying her to
a soft bed of moss that seemed to appear beneath us of its own accord. The forest
itself was responding to our need, creating a private sanctuary beneath the stars.

| laid her down gently, taking a moment to marvel at how beautiful she looked with
her hair spread out against the green moss, her eyes bright with desire. The moonlight
filtering through the canopy painted her skin in silver patterns that rivaled the most
intricate forest magic.

"You're beautiful," | told her, trailing my fingers along her jaw. "So beautiful it hurts
to look at you sometimes."

A blush colored her cheeks, but she didn't look away. Instead, she reached up to trace
the patterns of leaves that marked my skin. "Show me," she whispered. "Show me
how awood nymph loves."

Her words sent a shiver through me. | leaned down to kiss her again, slower thistime,
savoring every moment. My hands explored her body with reverence, learning every



curve and plane. Where my fingers touched, tiny flowers bloomed on her skin,
marking her as mine.

Acacias hands weren't idle either. She mapped the contours of my chest, her touch
sending sparks of pleasure through myentire being. When she found a sensitive spot,
the vinesin my hair twisted and curled with delight.

"Theforest," she gasped as | traced kisses down her neck. "It's responding to us."

She was right. The very air around charged with magic, the trees singing an ancient
song of love and union. As our passion built, so did the forest's response. Fireflies
danced around us like stars fallen to earth, and the moss beneath us glowed with soft
bioluminescence.

| took my time worshipping her body, using centuries of knowledge about pleasure to
draw the most exquisite sounds from her lips. When | finally joined with her, it was
like nothing | had ever experienced in al my years. The forest's magic merged with
our passion, creating a connection so deep it took my breath away.

"Thornix," she moaned, her nails digging into my shoulders. "l feel everything. The
forest, you, al of it."

"I know," | gasped, overwhelmed by the sensation of our combined energies. "I fed it

too.

We moved together in perfect harmony, our bodies finding a rhythm as natural as the
wind through the trees. The forest's magic swirled around us, amplifying every touch,
every sensation. When we finally reached our climax together, it was like a
supernova of pleasure and magic combined.

Afterward, we laid together on the moss, our breathing slowly returning to normal.



The forest gradually settled around us, though the air still hummed with residual
energy. Tiny glowing flowers had bloomed in a circle around where we lay, marking
this spot as sacred in its own way.

Acacia traced patterns on my chest, her touch sending little aftershocks of pleasure
through me. "That was intense," she said finally, asmile in her voice,

| chuckled, pulling her closer. "The forest approved of our union. That doesn't happen
often.”

She propped herself up on an elbow to look at me, her expression curious. "Is it
always like that for wood nymphs? With the magic and everything?”'

"No," | admitted, brushing a strand of hair from her face. "This was different.
Specia." | hesitated before adding, "Like you."

Her eyes softened. "I'm sorry | scared you earlier. | just... | needed to prove
something to myself, | think. Not just to you."

| sighed, remembering the terror of seeing her in that tree. "l understand. But please,
promise me you'll be more careful. | couldn't bear to lose you now."

The admission cost me something, making me feel vulnerable in a way | hadn't in
centuries. But as Acacia smiled and leaned down to kiss me softly, | realized that
maybe vulnerability wasn't such aterrible thing after all.

"I promise,” she whispered against my lips. "Besides, | think | found a much better
way to prove myself your equal.”

| laughed, rolling us over, so she was beneath me again. "Is that so? Perhaps we
should test that theory again, just to be sure."



Her answering laugh turned into a moan as | captured her lips with mine. Above us,
the stars twinkled through the canopy, and the forest sang its ancient song of love and
magic. For the first time since our matching, | felt truly, completely whole.

Six
Acacia

| crouched lower in the dense undergrowth, my heart pounding so hard | was sure the
monsters would hear it. The small group of what looked like corrupted dryads and a
few shadow wraiths huddled together in a clearing just ahead, their voices carrying
clearly in the still afternoon air.

"The wood nymph's territory is vulnerable here," the dryad hissed, her once-beautiful
features twisted into something nightmarish. "His connection to the new human mate
has weakened his defenses. He spends too much time watching over her, leaving gaps
in his protection.”
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| flinched at the mention of myself, guilt and anger warring in my chest. Was | really
making Thornix vulnerable? After last night, after what we'd shared, the thought
made me sick.

| pushed the memory away, | couldn't afford to get distracted by thoughts of his
hands on my skin, the way the forest had come alive around us, how complete |'d felt
in hisarms.

"Focus," | whispered to myself, echoing words I'd heard him say countless times.
"We strike at moonrise,” a shadow wraith declared, its voice like dead leaves
scraping stone. "The human will make excellentbait. Once we have her, the nymph
will be forced to surrender histerritory."

That was all | needed to hear. | inched backward, trying to remember everything
Thornix had taught me about moving silently through the forest. But my foot caught
on aroot, sending asmall cascade of pebbles skittering down the slope.

The monsters fell silent.

| didn't wait to see if they'd spotted me. | ran, pushing my body to its limits as |
crashed through the underbrush. Behind me, | heard shouts and the sound of pursuit.

"There! The human!"

A blast of corrupted magic shot past my head, singeing my hair. | ducked and
weaved, my muscles burning as | pushed harder. The forest seemed to respond to my



panic. Branches lifted out of my way, roots shifted to give me better footing.

| could feel the monsters gaining on me, their corrupted energy making the air thick
and hard to breathe. My lungs felt like they were on fire, but | couldn't stop. Not
when | had information that could save us both.

A shadow wraith materialized in front of me, its hollow eyes gleaming with malice. |
dropped and rolled, remembering my training from the terramares. The wraith's claws
dliced through the air where my head had been.

In desperation, | reached out to the forest the way I'd seen Thornix do countless
times. | felt a surge of pure energy that sent vines whipping through the air, tangling
the wraith long enough for me to scramble away.

The action left me dizzy and weak, but | pushed through it. | could see Thornix's tree-
home ahead, its massive trunk a beacon of safety. With the last of my strength, |
sprinted for it.

"Thornix!" | screamed, not caring who heard me now. "They're coming!"

He appeared in front of me so suddenly | amost ran into him. His eyes widened at
my appearance, | must have looked terrible, covered in dirt and leaves, bleeding from
several scratches.

"Inside," he commanded, pushing me behind him as the monsters burst into view.
"Now!"

| wanted to argue, to tell him what 1'd heard, but my legs chose that moment to give
out. | collapsed against the tree's trunk, watching through blurry vision as Thornix
faced our attackers.



The fight that followed was like nothing I'd ever seen. Thornix called upon the full
power of his domain, and the forest responded with devastating force. Trees became
weapons, roots burst from the ground like spears, and the very air seemed to pulse
with ancient magic.

The corrupted dryads fought back vicioudly, their twisted nature magic clashing with
Thornix's pure energy in explosions of light and darkness. The shadow wraiths flitted
through the chaos like living smoke, trying to find openingsin his defense.

But they hadn't counted on me.

When the wraith tried to circle behind Thornix, | forced myself to my feet. Drawing
on whatever connection | now had with the forest, | created a barrier of thorny vines,
The wraith shrieked as it became entangled, its shadowy form dissipating under the
assault of natural magic.

The effort nearly knocked me unconscious, but it was worth it to see the look of
surprise on Thornix's face. He redoubled his attacks, and soon the remaining
monsters retreated, leaving behind nothing but scorched earth and the lingering
stench of corrupted magic.

Thornix turned to me immediately, his eyes wild with concern and something else |
couldn't quite read. "Are you hurt? What were you doing out there alone?"

“I'm fine," | said, though my whole body trembled with exhaustion. "l was just
exploring. But | overheard them plotting. They're planning to use me as bait to take
your territory. They think I've made you vulnerable.”

His expression darkened. "I told you to not adventure out like that! Y ou could have
been killed!"



"But | wasn't," | snapped, some of my old defiance returning despite my fatigue. "I
came to warn you, didn't ['?"

"Why?' he demanded, stepping closer. The energy still crackling around him made
my skin tingle. "Why risk yourself to warn me?'

"Because I'm not stupid,” | shot back, ignoring the way my heart raced at his
proximity. "If they take your territory, what happens to me? | did it for survival,
nothing more."

| knew my words weren't entirely true. The thought of Thornix being hurt, of losing
him to these monsters, had driven me harder than any concern for my safety. But |
couldn't admit that. Not to him and not to myself.

"Is that all?" he asked softly, reaching out to brush a leaf from my hair. The gentle
touch sent shivers down my spine, reminding me of last night's passion.
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"Yes," | lied, stepping back. "Look, | know what happened between us was intense.
But it doesn't change anything. I'm still here because | have to be, not because | want
to be."

The hurt that flashed across his face made my chest ache, but | forced myself to
continue. "l appreciate you protecting me, teaching me about the forest. But let's not
pretend thisis something it isn't."

"And what is it, exactly?' Thornix's voice was dangerously quiet. "Because from
where | stand, you just used forest magic to help defend my territory. Magic that
shouldn't be possible for a human to access. Magic that responds to you because
you'reconnected to me, to this place, whether you want to admit it or not."

| opened my mouth to argue, but no words came out. He was right—I had used
magic. The forest had responded to my call just as it did to his. The implications
terrified me.

“That doesn't mean anything," | finally managed, my voice weak even to my own
ears. "It'sjust aside effect of whatever happened in that grove.”

Thornix stepped closer again, and this time | couldn't make myself move away. "Is
that what last night was? Just a side effect?"

My breath caught in my throat as memories flooded back. His hands on my skin, the
way the forest had sung around us, the feeling of completeness I'd never experienced
before.



"l don't know what last night was," | whispered honestly. "I don't know what any of
thisis. And that scares me more than any monster."

His expression softened. "Acacia..."

"Don't," | cut him off, wrapping my arms around myself. "Please. | need time to
think. To figure out what's happening to me, to us.”

For along moment, he just looked at me, his ancient eyes full of emotions | couldn't
untangle. Finally, he nodded.

"Rest," he said softly. "Y ou used alot of power today. We can talk more when you're
stronger."

| fled into the tree-home, grateful for the excuse to escape. But as | curled up in my
bed of moss, | couldn't stop thinking about the way Thornix had looked at me, or how
natural it had felt to call upon the forest's magic to help him.

Everything was changing, and | wasn't sure if | was ready for it. Part of me wanted to
run back to the terramares, back to aworld | understood. But another part, a growing
part, craved thewild magic of this place, the freedom and power | felt when | was
with Thornix.

Seven

Thronix

Corruption spread through my territory like poison in the bloodstream. The trees
whispered warnings as dark magic seeped through their roots, tainting everything it

touched. Dawn was still hours away, but | couldn't wait any longer. The monsters
would strike at moonrise, and | needed to be ready.



My hands trembled as | pressed them against the ancient oak that served as the heart
of my domain. Through our connection, | could sense every disturbance, every
shadow that shouldn't exist. The thought of these creatures using Acacia as bait made
my vines writhe with fury.

"You're doing it again," Acacias voice cut through my dark thoughts. | turned to find
her testing the balance of a spear she'd crafted from ironwood and crystal shards.
"That thing where you try to carry the weight of the entire forest on your shoulders."

"It's my duty,” | replied, though her presence aready lightened something in my
chest. "This territory-"

“Is your responsibility, yes, | know." She rolled her eyes, but there was fondness in
her expression. "But you're not alone anymore."

The simple statement hit me harder than any physical blow. She was right, | wasn't
alone. For thefirst timein centuries, | had someone fighting beside me, someone who
understood the forest's song in her own unique way. The thought of losing her
consumed me.

"Hey." Acacids hand on my arm pulled me from my spiraling thoughts. "I'm not
going anywhere."

| covered her hand with mine, marveling at how small and delicate it seemed
compared to my bark-rough skin. Yet I'd seen those hands craft weapons from forest
materials, tend to wounded animals, and channel magic that should have been
impossible for a human. "Promise me you'll be careful,” | said, my voice rough with
emotion.

She smiled, that fierce, defiant smile that had first caught my attention in the
Sacrarium. "Only if you promise the same."



Before | could respond, a wave of wrongness swept through the forest. The corrupted
dryads were on the move, their twisted magic leaving trails of decay in their wake.
Shadow wraiths drifted between the trees like toxic mist, their very presence causing
the youngest saplings to wither.

"They're here," | growled, feeling the forest's pain as my own. "Remember the plan?"

Acacia nodded, gripping her spear tighter. "I'll take the high ground with my bow.
The crystal arrows should work against the wraiths."

| wanted to tell her to run, to hide somewhere safe until the battle was over. But |
knew better now. She was awarrior in her own right, and treating her as anything less

would only push her away. Instead, | pulled her close for afierce kiss.

"For luck," I murmured against her lips.
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She grinned. "We make our own luck." Then she was gone, climbing the nearest tree
with a grace that would have made any wood nymph proud.

| turned to face the approaching darkness, drawing on centuries of connection with
my domain. The forest responded eagerly, power flowing through me like sap in
springtime. Roots writhed beneath the soil, preparing to strike. Branches creaked as
they oriented themselves for battle.

The first wave of corrupted dryads burst into the clearing, their once-beautiful forms
twisted into nightmare shapes. "Surrender your territory, wood nymph," their leader
hissed. " Give us the human, and we'll make your death quick.”

The very suggestion made my power surge. The ground trembled as ancient roots
erupted from the earth, impaling two of the dryads before they could react. "She is
not yoursto take," | snarled.

The battle exploded into chaos. | dove deep into the forest's power, becoming one
with every tree, every blade of grass. Corrupted magic clashed with pure nature
energy, creating explosions of light and darkness. The shadow wraiths tried to flank
me, but crystal arrows suddenly pierced their ethereal forms, Acacias am true and
deadly.

| lost myself in the fight, letting instinct and ancient magic guide my movements.
Vines became whips, branches became spears, leaves hardened into razor-sharp

projectiles. But the enemies kept coming, their numbers greater than we'd expected.

A scream of pain cut through my battle focus, Acacia. A shadow wraith had reached



her perch, its claws leaving burning trails across her arm. Before | could move to
help, she drove a crystal dagger into its core, dispersing it into nothingness. But the
distraction cost me.

A corrupted dryad's thorns ripped through my side, spreading their poison through
my system. | stumbled, feeling the forest's power waver. More enemies pressed in,
sensing weakness.

"Thornix!" Acacias voice carried over the chaos. "Remember what you taught me,
the forest is more than just trees!"

Her words triggered something in my memory. She was right, 1'd been fighting like a
warrior when | needed to think like a true wood nymph. With the last of my strength,
| pressed my hands to the ground and surrendered completely to the forest's
CONSCi OUSNess.

The transformation was instantaneous and total. | became the forest itself, my
awareness spreading through every living thing in my territory. | could feel the
songbirds taking wing, the insects burrowing deeper, the very mushrooms spreading
their networks of communication. And through it all, Acacias presence burned like a
bright flame of life and determination.

Power flooded through me, pure and ancient and unstoppable. The corrupted dryads
screamed as waves of purifying energy washed over them, cleansing or destroying
anything tainted by dark magic. Shadow wraiths evaporated like morning mist before
the sun. The very air seemed to vibrate with the force of nature unleashed.

When my awareness returned to my physical form, | found myself on my kneesin the
clearing. The battle was over. Our enemies were gone, leaving behind only scattered
remnants of their corruption that the forest was already working to cleanse.



"That," Acacia said as she climbed down from her perch, "was impressive." She
limped dlightly, favoring her injured arm, but her eyes shone with triumph and
something else that made my heart race.

"You're hurt," | said, trying to stand, but finding my legs wouldn't cooperate.

She snorted, kneeling beside me. "Says the guy who just turned himself into an entire
forest. Hold still." Her hands glowed with a soft green light as she pressed them to
mywounded side. The healing magic was clumsy but effective, drawn from her
growing connection to our domain.

"Our domain,” | corrected myself mentally, the thought both thrilling and terrifying.
When had | started thinking of it as ours rather than mine?

"Y ou know," Acacia said as she worked, "for someone who's lived for centuries, you
can be really dense sometimes."

| raised an eyebrow. "Oh?"

"You're still waiting for me to run away." She met my eyes steadily. "Still trying to
protect me from all of this, even after everything we've been through.”

"Can you blame me?' | reached up to brush a leaf from her hair, letting my hand
linger against her cheek. "Y ou never wanted thislife. Never wanted me.”

"Maybe not at first," she admitted. "But things change. People change." She |leaned
into my touch. "I've changed.”

The simple honesty in her voice undid me. | pulled her closer, mindful of our injuries,
and rested my forehead against hers. "When | heard you scream during the battle," |
whispered, "when | thought | might lose you. | realized something."



"What's that?'

"You're not just my mate anymore. Y ou're everything. The forest knowsiit, | know it,
and it terrifiesme."

She laughed softly. "The mighty wood nymph, scared of alittle human?"

“Terrified,” | confirmed, smiling despite myself. "Y ou're the most dangerous creature
I've ever encountered.”

"Good," she said, and kissed me. The forest hummed with approval around us, new
growth aready sprouting where corruption had touched. "Because you're stuck with
me now. | helped defend this territory, which makes it partly mine, right?"

| laughed, joy and relief making me light-headed. Or maybe that was blood loss. "Is
that how it works?"

"That's how I'm making it work." Her expression turned serious. "I meant what | said
before. Y ou're not alone anymore."
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Looking at her in the aftermath of battle, dirty, bleeding, and more beautiful than any
dryad could ever be, | finally admitted to myself what 1'd known for weeks. Fate
hadn't just assigned me this fierce, stubborn human. She'd fought her way into my
heart with the same determination she brought to everything else.

Eight
Acaa

| leaned against the ancient oak, my muscles aching from the battle we'd just
survived. Thornix moved with quiet grace, tending to the wounds of the forest itself.
His hands glowed with soft green light as he pressed them to scorched bark and
withered |eaves.

"You'restill bleeding," | pointed out, gesturing to the gash on his side that my clumsy
healing had only partially closed.

He glanced down as if noticing the injury for the first time. "It will heal," he said
dismissively. "The forest needs attention first."

| rolled my eyes. "There you go again, putting everything else before yourself." |
pushed off the tree, wincing as my own injuries protested. "Come on, tough guy.
Your turn."

Thornix hesitated, his ancient eyes filled with an emotion | couldn't quite name.
Finally, he nodded and allowed me to guide him to a soft patch of moss. As |
channeled what little healing magic I'd learned, | marveled at how much had changed.



Just weeks ago, 1'd been a reluctant captive, viewing Thornix as my jailer. And now |
am healing him using forest magic.

"What are you thinking?' Thornix's low voice broke through my musings.

| met his gaze, struck by the vulnerability | saw there. "I'm thinking about how
different things are now," | admitted. "How different we are.”

A ghost of a smile touched his lips. "Indeed. | never expected a human to fight so
fiercely for thisforest."

"Yeah, well, | never expected to fall for a tree-hugger,” | quipped, then froze as |
realized what 1'd said.

Thornix's eyes widened, and | felt a blush creeping up my neck. Before | could
stammer out an explanation or backtrack, he caught my hand in his.

"Acacia," he said softly, "there's something | want to show you."

Grateful for the distraction, | helped him to hisfeet. "Lead the way, forest man."

He guided me deeper into the woods, to a part of his territory I'd never seen before.
The trees here were older, their trunks massive and gnarled with age. The very air

seemed to shimmer with ancient magic.

"Thisis my sacred grove," Thornix explained, his voice hushed with reverence. "The
heart of my domain."

| stepped into the clearing, awestruck by the beauty surrounding us. Flowers bloomed
in impossible colors, their petals glowing softly in the dappled sunlight. A small
stream bubbled through the center, its water so clear | could see rainbow-hued



pebbles at the bottom.

“It'sincredible," | breathed.

Thornix nodded, a faraway look in his eyes. "This place has been my sanctuary for
centuries. My home, my strength, and...” He hesitated for a moment. “And my
prison."

| turned to him, surprised by the pain in hisvoice. "What do you mean?’

He sighed, lowering himself to sit by the stream. After amoment's hesitation, | joined
him, our shoulders barely touching.

"Long ago," he began, "before humans built their terramares, before the monster
districts were formed, | loved another."

The admission hit me like a physical blow. Of course he had loved before, he was
ancient and immortal. Why did the thought bother me so much?

"Her name was Willow," Thornix continued, oblivious to my inner turmoil. "She was
adryad, beautiful and wild as the forest itself. We were young then, by the standards
of our kind. Foolish, perhaps."

| remained silent, sensing the weight of the story he was about to share.
"There was a war," he said, his voice growing distant. "Not between monsters and
humans, but between the old magic and the new. Forces of corruption sought to twist

the natural order, to remake the world in their image of chaos and decay."

Thornix's hand clenched into a fist, and | reached out to cover it with my own. He
glanced at me, surprise and gratitude flickering in his eyes before he continued.



"Willow and | fought side by side, defending this forest and all who called it home.
We thought ourselves invincible, drunk on our own power and the strength of our
love." He closed his eyes, pain etching deep linesin hisface. "We were wrong."

"What happened?' | asked softly, though part of me dreaded the answer.



Page 15

Source Creation Date: July 11, 2025, 3:39 am

"The fina battle," Thornix said, his voice barely above a whisper. "We were
outnumbered, exhausted. Willow saw an opening, a chance to turn the tide. But it was

atrap.”

| felt my heart constrict, imagining the scene. "She didn't make it," | said, not a
guestion but a statement.

Thornix shook his head. "I watched her fall. | felt her life force fade, felt the forest
weep asit lost one of its guardians. And in that moment, something in me broke."

He turned to me then, his eyes shimmering with unshed tears. "l unleashed everything
| had, every ounce of power the forest could channel. | destroyed our enemies, but at
a terrible cost. The magic changed me. Bound me to this place in away | had never
been before.”

"Isthat why you never leave your territory?' | asked, piecesfalling into place.

He nodded. "I became one with the forest that day, more tree than nymph. And |
vowed never to open my heart again, never to risk that kind of pain.”

The weight of his confession hung between us. | struggled to find the right words, to
offer some comfort for aloss centuries old but clearly still raw.

"Thornix," | began, then faltered. Instead of speaking, | shifted closer, wrapping my
arms around him in afierce hug.

For a moment, he remained stiff in my embrace. Then, with a shuddering sigh, he



melted against me. | felt the dampness of tears against my neck and held him tighter.
“I'm so sorry," | whispered. "I can't imagine how much that must have hurt."

He pulled back glightly, meeting my gaze with an intensity that took my breath away.
"Can't you?' he asked softly. "You've lost too, Acacia. Y our home, your dreams, your

freedom. Y et here you are, fighting for aforest that was once your prison.”

| swallowed hard, thrown by hisinsight. "That's different,” | argued weakly. "I didn't
lose someone | loved."

"Didn't you?' Thornix challenged gently. "You lost the future you thought you'd
have. The person you thought you'd become."

His words hit home, and | felt my own eyesfill with tears. "Maybe," | admitted. "But
|'ve gained something too."

Thornix's hand came up to cup my cheek, his thumb brushing away a tear that had
escaped. "As havel," he murmured.

| leaned into his touch, my heart racing. "Thornix," | breathed, not sure what | was
asking for but knowing | needed something.

He hesitated for a heartbeat, searching my eyes. Whatever he saw there must have
convinced him, because suddenly his lips were on mine, soft but insistent.

| responded immediately, wrapping my arms around his neck and pulling him closer.
Thornix's hands tangled in my hair as he deepened the kiss. | felt the forest come

alive around us, responding to our shared emotion. Flowers burst into bloom, their
sweet scent filling the air. The stream'’s gentle burble became ajoyful song.



When we finally broke apart, both breathing heavily, | was stunned by the raw
emotion | saw in Thornix's eyes.

"Acacia," he said, his voice rough. "I never thought I'd feel this way again. | never
wanted to. But you..." He trailed off, seemingly at aloss for words.

| smiled, feeling a warmth spread through my chest. "I know,” | said smply. "Me

too.
He pulled me close again, resting his forehead against mine. We stayed like that for a
long moment, just breathing each other in. The forest hummed with contentment

around us, asif it, too, had been waiting for this moment.

"So," | said eventually, not wanting to break the spell but needing to lighten the mood
alittle. "Does thismean | get to call you my tree boyfriend now?"

Thornix laughed, the sound rich in a way 1'd never heard before. "Is that what the
humans are calling it these days?"

| grinned, delighted by this playful side of him. "Well, what would you prefer? My
leafy lover? My chlorophyll companion?’

He silenced me with another kiss, this one lighter but no less affecting. "How about
simplyyours?' he suggested when we parted.

The sincerity in his voice made my heart skip a beat. "l like the sound of that," |
admitted. "Aslong as you know that makes you mine too."

"I wouldn't have it any other way," Thornix said softly.

We spent the rest of the afternoon in that sacred grove, talking and laughing and



sharing soft kisses. Thornix told me more stories of his long life, of the changes he'd
seen in the forest over the centuries. | opened up about my life in the terramares, the
dreams I'd had before being matched with him.
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"What are you thinking?' Thornix asked, echoing his earlier question.

| smiled, snuggling closer to him as we watched the sunset. "1'm thinking that maybe
fate got it right after all.”

He pressed a kiss to the top of my head. "Perhaps it did,"” he agreed. "Though |
suspect you would have found your way here even without its interference. You're far

too stubborn to let alittle thing like destiny push you around.”

| laughed, elbowing him gently. "You're one to tak, Mr. 1-Vowed-Never-to-Love-
Again."

"Ah, but | never stood a chance against you," Thornix said, his tone light but his eyes
serious. "You stormed into my forest and my heart, leaving me no choice but to fall

for you."

| felt a blush creep up my cheeks. "Careful," | warned. "Keep talking like that and |
might start to think you actually like me or something."

Thornix's expression softened. "1 more than like you, Acacia," he said quietly. "I love

you.
"I love you too," | whispered, the words feeling both terrifying and absolutely right.
Nine

Thornix



| circled the ancient ironwood tree, my senses stretched to their limits as | tracked the
lingering traces of corrupted magic. The signs were there, subtle but unmistakable.
Patterns of decay that spoke of deliberate malice rather than natural corruption. My
blood ran cold as | recognized the signature.

"Blackthorn," | whispered, the name bitter on my tongue.

"Who's Blackthorn?' Acacias voice made me turn. She stood at the edge of the
clearing, her bow slung across her back, looking more like a forest spirit than a
human in the dappled morning light.

| hesitated, old wounds threatening to reopen. "The leader of the Shadowvale tribe,” |
findly said. "A wood nymph clan that broke away from our traditional ways
centuries ago. They believe in using the forest's power rather than working in
harmony with it."

Acacia moved closer, her trained eyes scanning the corrupted patterns I'd been
studying. "And you think they're behind the attack?"

"I know they are." | pressed my palm against the ironwood's trunk, sharing its pain as
it fought against the lingering taint."This is Blackthorn's signature. Corruption
designed to spread slowly, poisoning everything it touches."

"But why now?' Acacia asked, her hand finding mine. The simple contact sent
warmth through my entire being, chasing away some of the cold dread that had
settled in my chest. "Why target us?'

"Because of you," | admitted, turning to face her fully. "Or rather, what you
represent. A human who can connect with the forest's magic, who fights alongside a
wood nymph as an equal? You're living proof that our peoples can coexist and can
even grow stronger together."



Understanding dawned in her eyes. "And some people don't want that proof to exist."

"The Shadowvale tribe believes in maintaining strict boundaries between species,” |
explained, pulling her closer as if | could shield her from the threat with my body
aone. "They see our match as an abomination, a threat to their vision of how the
world should be."

Acacids jaw set in that stubborn way 1I'd come to both love and fear. "Let them
come," she said fiercely. "We've fought off worse."

"No," | shook my head, memories of past battles flashing through my mind. "You
don't understand. Blackthorn is different. He's ancient, powerful, and utterly without
mercy. The attacks we've faced so far were just tests, probing our defenses."”

"Then teach me," she said, stepping back to meet my gaze. "Show me how to fight
like awood nymph. I'm tired of being aliability."

"You're not-" | protested, but she cut me off.

"I am," she insisted. "l can shoot a bow and swing a sword, but that's not enough
against the kind of magic we're facing. | can connect with the forest now, you said it
yourself. So teach me how to use that connection.”

| studied her face, seeing the determination there, the strength that had first drawn me
to her. She was right, of course. If we were going to survive what was coming, she

needed to understand her new abilities.

"It won't be easy,” | warned. "Learning to channel the forest's power takes years of
practice."

A familiar spark of defiance lit her eyes. "Good thing I'm a quick study then."



| couldn't help but smile, even as worry gnawed at my heart. "We'll start now," |
decided. "Thefirst lesson islearning to listen.”

| guided her to the center of the clearing, positioning her so she faced the rising sun.
"Close your eyes," | instructed, moving to stand behind her. "Feel the forest around
you. Not just the trees and plants, but the very essence of lifeitself."
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Acacia took a deep breath and closed her eyes. | placed my hands on her shoulders,
using our connection to help guide her awareness.

"The forest is more than just what you can see or touch,” | murmured. "It's a web of
energy, of life and death, growth and decay. Everything is connected, everything has
itsplace in the cycle."

| felt her consciousness brush against mine, tentative at first, then with growing
confidence. Through our shared awareness, | could sense her amazement as the
forest's true nature revealed itself to her.

"I can fed it," she whispered. "It's like music, but made of light and life instead of
sound."”

"Good," | encouraged. "Now, reach out with your mind. Find a single thread in that
web and follow it."

She frowned in concentration, and | felt her awareness narrow to focus on a nearby
sapling. The young tree responded to her attention, its leaves trembling slightly.

"That's it," | said softly. "Now, imagine that thread of energy flowing into you,
becoming part of you."

Acacia gasped as the connection formed. The sapling's branches swayed, despite the
still air. "It's incredible,” she breathed. "I can feel everything. The water moving
through itsroots, the sunlight on its leaves, even the tiny insects living in its bark."



Pride swelled in my chest, but | kept my voice steady. "Now, try to direct that energy.
Start small. Maybe make a single leaf move."

She bit her lip in concentration, and | watched as one sapling's leaves slowly curled
upward. The effort clearly strained her. | could feel her muscles tensing under my

hand, but she maintained control.

"Enough,” | said gently, helping her break the connection. She sagged against me,
breathing heavily.

"That was harder than | expected,” she admitted.

| turned her to face me, brushing a strand of hair from her face. "Y ou did well. Better
than most would on their first try."

"But not good enough to face Blackthorn," she said, reading the concern in my eyes.

“"No," | agreed honestly. "But it's a start. We'll practice every day, building your
strength and control."

She nodded, determination replacing her exhaustion. "What else can you teach me?"

For the next several hours, | guided her through basic exercises in forest magic. She
learned to sense corruption, to channel healing energy, to communicate with the
simpler forms of plant life. Each success built her confidence, but also drained her

energy.

Finaly, asthe sun set, | called a halt to the training. "Enough for today," | said firmly
when she tried to protest. "Y ou need rest."

"We don't have time for rest,"” she argued, though she was swaying slightly on her



feet. "If Blackthorn is coming-"

"If Blackthorn is coming, we need you at full strength,” | interrupted. "Pushing
yourself to exhaustion won't help anyone.”

She glared at me for a moment before sighing in defeat. "Fine. But we start again at
dawn."

| pulled her close, pressing a kiss to her forehead. "You're the most stubborn human
I've ever met," | murmured fondly.

"Lucky for you," she replied, snuggling into my embrace. "Otherwise, | might have
run screaming from all this magic business weeks ago."

| held her tighter, trying to push away the fear that threatened to overwhelm me. The
thought of Blackthorn targeting her, of losing her the way I'd lost Willow, it was
almost unbearable.

That night, as Acacia dept deeply, exhausted from her training, | stood guard outside
our tree-home. The forest whispered warnings of growing darkness, of corruption
spreading at the edges of my territory. Blackthorn was coming, and he would bring
all the power of the Shadowvale tribe with him.

But this time was different. Thistime, | wasn't fighting just to protect my territory. |
was fighting for something far more precious - the fierce, stubborn human who had
somehow become my everything.

| pressed my hand against our tree-home's trunk, feeling Acacias steady heartbeat
through the living wood. | would not lose her. No matter what it took, no matter what
price | had to pay, | would keep her safe.



The forest rustled in agreement, and | felt its power surge through me, stronger than
ever before. Because now | wasn't justprotecting my domain. | was protecting our
home, our future, our love.

Blackthorn and his tribe would learn what it meant to threaten what was mine. And if
they thought a human mate made me weak, they would soon discover just how wrong

they were.

Ten
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Acacia

| ducked as a branch whipped past my head, narrowly missing my face. Sweat
dripped down my back as | spun, searching for my next target. The forest pulsed
around me, alive with energy that both exhilarated and overwhelmed my senses.

"Focus, Acacial" Thornix's voice cut through the chaos. "Don't just react. Feel the
forest's rhythm and move with it."

Easier said than done. | gritted my teeth, trying to calm my racing heart and tap into
the web of life surrounding me. For a moment, everything slowed. | could sense the
trees swaying, the insects burrowing, the very earth breathing beneath my feet.

There, a flicker of movement to my left. Without thinking, | reached out with my
mind, willing a nearby sapling to bend. Its slender trunk whipped forward, catching
ourattacker,a cleverly disguised forest sprite, square in the chest.
"Hal" | crowed, pumping my fist in triumph. "Did you see that?"
Thornix materialized beside me, a rare smile playing at the corners of his mouth.
"Impressive,” he admitted. "Though you might want to work on your victory dance.

It's abit undignified for awood nymph's mate."

| stuck my tongue out at him, too pleased with myself to care about dignity. "Please.
Y ou love my human quirks."

His expression softened, and he reached out to brush aleaf from my hair. "That | do,"



he murmured.

Our sprite friend, still tangled in the sapling's branches, interrupted the tender
moment with a disgruntled squawk. | winced, hurrying over to help free him.

"Sorry about that, Puck,” | said as | gently unwound the twigs from his leafy hair.
"Got alittle carried away there."

The sprite huffed, smoothing his rumpled appearance. "Spose | should be glad,” he
grumbled good-naturedly. "Means you might actually survive when the real baddies
come calling."

His words sent a chill down my spine, despite the warm afternoon sun. It had been
two weeks since Thornix discovered Blackthorn's corruption in our territory. Two
weeks of intense training, pushing my newfound abilities to their limits and beyond. |
wondered if this would be enough.

Thornix must have sensed my sudden unease because he was at my side in an instant,
his hand a comforting weight on my shoulder. "Y ou're progressing faster than anyone
could have expected," he assured me. "Y our connection to the forest grows stronger
every day."

| leaned into his touch, drawing strength from his unwavering faith in me. "I just hope
it'senough,” | said softly. "If Blackthorn is as powerful asyou say..."

"Hey now," Puck interrupted, his earlier grumpiness forgotten. "Don't go sdlin'
yourself short, missy. I've been around a fair few centuries, and | ain't never seen a
human take to forest magic like you have."

| felt a blush creep up my cheeks at the unexpected praise. "Thanks, Puck. | couldn't
have done it without you guys as teachers."



Thornix squeezed my shoulder gently. "Y ou've done the hard work yourself, Acacia
We've just shown you the way."

As touched as | was by their words, | couldn't shake the nagging fear that had been
growing alongside my powers. "But what if it's not enough?' | voiced the thought
that had been plaguing me. "What if I'm still just a liability when Blackthorn
attacks?'

Thornix turned me to face him, his ancient eyes filled with an intensity that took my
breath away. "You are not a liability," he said firmly. "Y ou are my partner, my equal
in every way that matters. The forest chose you as my mate for a reason, Acacia.
Trust in that, even when you doubt yourself."

His words washed over me like a soothing balm, easing some of the tension I'd been
carrying. | managed a small smile. "When did you get so wise, old man?’

He chuckled, the sound rumbling through his chest. "I've had a few centuries to
practice.”

Puck cleared his throat loudly, reminding us of his presence. "If you two lovebirds
are quite finished," he said with exaggerated impatience, "we've still got work to do.
Unless you want to spend the rest of the day making goo-goo eyes at each other?”

| laughed, feeling lighter than | had in days. "Alright, alright. Back to work it is."

We gpent the rest of the afternoon running through increasingly complex drills.
Thornix and Puck took turns playing the role of attackers, forcing me to think on my
feet and use my growing connection to the forest in creative ways. My eyelids

drooped from fatigue but yet | smiled enthusiastically.

As we made our way back to our tree-home, Thornix's hand found mine. The simple



contact sent a warm tingle up my arm, a reminder of the bond we shared. It was still
strange sometimes, to think of myself as awood nymph's mate. But moments likethis,
walking hand-in-hand through the twilight forest, felt more natural than anything in
my old life ever had.

"You did well today," Thornix said softly as we approached our home. "Y our control
isimproving rapidly."

| beamed at the praise, then sobered as a thought struck me. "Do you think | might be
ready to help defend the territory soon? Not just our immediate home, but the borders
too?'

Thornix was quiet for a long moment, his expression unreadable in the gathering
darkness. Finally, he nodded. "Yes, | believe you are. Tomorrow, we'll start patrolling
the outer reaches together."

My heart soared at his words. It wasn't just the idea of being useful in the fight
against Blackthorn, though that was certainly part of it. It was the knowledge that
Thornix truly saw me as an equal now, someone he could rely on to help protect our
home.
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As we settled in for the night, curled together in our nest of soft moss and fragrant
leaves, | felt a sense of peace wash over me.

| woke with a start, every nerve in my body screaming danger. Beside me, Thornix
was already on his feet, his eyes glowing with an eerie green light in the darkness.

"What isit?' | whispered, reaching for the crystal-tipped spear | kept close at hand.

"Intruders,” Thornix growled, his voice low and dangerous. "At least a dozen, maybe
more. They've breached the outer defenses."

My blood ran cold. "Blackthorn?"
He nodded grimly. "Stay close to me. We need to-"

A deafening crack cut his words off. Our tree-home shuddered violently, and |
smelled the acrid stench of corrupted magic.

"They're attacking the tree directly,” Thornix said, his face contorted with pain. |
could feel his anguish through our bond. The tree wasn't just our home, it was a part

of him.

Another blast rocked the structure, and | heard wood splintering. We were out of
time.

"We need to get out of here," | said, grabbing Thornix's arm. "Now!"



He hesitated for a split second, clearly torn between defending our home and ensuring
my safety. | decided for him, pulling him towards the exit.

We burst out into chaos. Shadowy figures, twisted and unnatural, filled the clearing
around our tree. Corrupted wood nymphs, | realized with a jolt of horror. They were
using their connection to the forest against us, turning our home into a deathtrap.

Thornix roared with fury, tendrils of pure forest energy whipping out from his body
to lash at our attackers. | raised my spear, ready to fight, but he pushed me behind
him.

"Run!" he shouted. "Get to the heart of the forest. I'll hold them off!™

For a moment, | almost listened. The old instinct to flee, to let Thornix protect me,
was strong. But then | remembered his words from earlier. | wasn't just someone to
be protected anymore. | was his partner, his equal.

"Like hell,” | growled, planting my feet firmly. | reached out with my mind,
connecting to the web of life around us. The forest responded eagerly, recognizing
me as one of its own.

| felt the corrupted magic trying to twist the trees against us, but | pushed back with
everything | had. Roots erupted from the ground, entangling our enemies. Branches
whipped down like angry snakes, striking at the shadowy figures.

Thornix glanced at me, surprise and pride warring on his face. "Together, then," he
said, afierce grin spreading across his features.

We fought back-to-back, my spear and his forest magic creating a whirlwind of
destruction. But there were so many of them, and they kept coming. For every
corrupted nymph we took down, two more seemed to take its place.



| was tiring quickly, the strain of maintaining my connection to the forest taking its
toll. A blast of dark energy caught me in the side, sending me sprawling. | heard
Thornix cry out in pain and knew he'd been hit, too.

As | struggled to my feet, | saw a figure detach itself from the shadows. Tall and
Imposing, with eyes that glowed with malevolent green fire. Blackthorn.

Thornix moved to stand between us, but Blackthorn waved a hand dismissively.
Vines erupted from the ground, wrapping around Thornix's legs and arms, holding
him in place.

"“I'll deal with you in a moment, old friend," Blackthorn said coldly. "First, | want to
see what your little pet can do."

Fury rose in me, hot and fierce. | was nobody's pet. As Thornix's mate and defender
of thisforest, I would no longer tolerate being underestimated.

| reached deep within myself, tapping into a well of power | hadnt known |
possessed. The forest responded with a roar that seemed to shake the very earth.
Every tree, every blade of grass, every living thing in our territory answered my call.

Blackthorn's eyes widened in shock as nature itself rose up against him. Roots tore
free of the earth, wrapping around his followers like grasping hands. The very air
seemed to come alive, leaves and petals swirling in a maelstrom that cut like razor
blades.

| advanced on blackthorn, my spear glowing with pure forest energy. "l am no pet,” |
snarled. "I am Acacia, mate of Thornix, and this is our home. You are not welcome

here.

For a moment, fear flashed across Blackthorn's face. Then he snarled, dark energy



crackling around him. "Y ou think you can stand against me, human? | am ancient, |
am power itself!"

He lashed out with a wave of corrupted magic that would have leveled a lesser
opponent. But | was ready. | met his attack head-on, my power, clean and pure and
wild - clashing against his tainted energy.

The resulting explosion sent us both flying. | hit the ground hard, my vision blurring.
Through the ringing in my ears, | heard Thornix calling my name.
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| forced myself to my feet, swaying dightly. Blackthorn was down, his followers
scattering in panic. But he wasn't defeated yet.

As he struggled to rise, | saw my chance. | charged forward, my spear aimed at his
heart. At the last moment, he twisted away, but not fast enough. My weapon sank
deep into his shoulder, pinning him to the ground.

Blackthorn howled in pain and rage, dark energy pulsing around him. But | held firm,
channeling every ounce of power | had left into my spear. Clean forest magic flowed
through the crystal tip, burning away the corruption like fire through dead |eaves.

"This ends now," | said, my voice steady despite my exhaustion. "L eave our territory.
Never return. Or next time, | won't stop at your shoulder."

For along moment, Blackthorn glared at me with pure hatred. Then, slowly, the fight
seemed to drain out of him. "Very well," he spat. "You've won this round, human.
But don't think thisis over."

| yanked my spear free, watching as he staggered to his feet. "It's over when | say it's
over," | told him. "Now go, before | change my mind about letting you leave at all."

Blackthorn gave me one last venomous look before melting into the shadows, his
remaining followers close behind.

As soon as they were gone, my legs gave out. | would have fallen if Thornix hadn't
caught me, cradling me gently against his chest.



"Acacia," he breathed, his voice filled with awe and concern. " I've never seen
anything likeit."

| managed aweak smile. "Told you | was aquick study."

He laughed, the sound tinged with relief and lingering worry. "That you are, my love.
That you are.”

As the adrenaline faded, | noticed the destruction. The storm badly damaged our tree-
home, tearing great chunks from its trunk. The clearing was a mess of uprooted plants
and scorched earth.

"Ohno," | whispered, feeling tears prick at my eyes. "Our home..."

Thornix held me closer, his hand stroking my hair soothingly. "It can be repaired," he
assured me. "What matters is that we're both safe. You saved us, Acacia. You saved
our entire territory."

Eleven

Thornix

| couldn't deny it any longer. Every moment with Acacia pulled me deeper into an
abyss | never knew existed. She wasn't just my mate by the laws of our lands, she was
the other half of my soul. She challenged me, completed me, made me fedl aivein
ways centuries of solitude never had.

We stood beneath the vast canopy of the ancient trees, the dappled moonlight casting
silver patterns across her face. The soft rustle of |eaves whispered secrets around us. |
reached out, brushing a stray strand of her golden hair behind her ear. Her green eyes
met mine, filled with questions | wasn't sure | could answer.



"Thornix," she said softly, her voice barely above a whisper. "What's troubling you?'

| took a deep breath, the scent of pine and wildflowers filling my senses. "There's
something | need to do," | began. "To keep you safe.”

She frowned, concern etching lines on her delicate features. "What do you mean?"

"The rival tribe won't stop until they've taken everything dear to me," | explained. "l
have to confront their leader. End this feud once and for all.”

Her hand found mine, fingers intertwining with a familiarity that warmed me. "You
don't have to face them alone.”

| squeezed her hand gently. "This is my battle. They've threatened the balance of our
world, and | can't let them harm you."

She stepped closer, her body pressing against mine. "l won't let you walk into danger
without me."

A surge of protectiveness washed over me. "Acacia, | can't risk anything happening
to you."

She tilted her head up, her eyes searching mine. "And you think | can bear the
thought of losing you?"

My heart pounded in my chest. The vulnerability in her gaze undid me. "Being with
you has changed everything,” | admitted. "Y ou've shown me aworld beyond the trees

and the whispers of the forest."

She smiled softly. "And you've shown me wonders | never imagined."



| cupped her cheek, my thumb tracing the curve of her jaw. "l want to spend tonight
with you. Just us. Before | go."
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Her breath hitched. "Then let's make it count.”

We retreated to the hidden grove, a place where the veil between our worlds seemed
thinner. The air was thick with the fragrance of night-blooming flowers. She sat
beside me on the moss-covered rock, the warmth of her body seeping into mine.

| turned to face her. "Y ou are the most incredible woman I've ever known."

She laughed lightly. "Coming from an ageless wood nymph, that's saying something."

| chuckled. "It'strue. Y ou've awakened something in me."

She reached out, her fingers tracing the contours of my face. "Y ou've changed me,
too."

| leaned in, our foreheads touching. "I don't want this night to end.”
“Then let's make it last,”" she whispered.

Our lips met, tentative at first, but soon the kiss deepened. Her taste was intoxicating,
a blend of sweetness and fire that left me craving more. | pulled her closer, my hands
exploring the curve of her back. She responded eagerly, her fingers tangling in the
vines that wove through my hair.

The world around us faded away. There was only Acacia, her touch, her scent, the
soft sounds she made as our kisses grew more urgent. | laid her gently on the soft bed
of moss, the moonlight casting a glow on her skin.



| captured her lips again, pouring al the unspoken emotions into that kiss. Our
clothes fell away, discarded among the wildflowers. | traced the lines of her body,
marveling at the softness of her skin beneath my fingertips.

She gasped as | trailed kisses along her neck, her nails digging lightly into my
shoulders. The connection between us intensified, a magnetic pull drawing us
together. Every touch ignited afire that spread through my veins.

"Thornix," she moaned, her voice filled with need.

“I'm here," | murmured against her skin.

We moved in harmony, our bodies perfectly attuned to one another, like two
instruments playing a symphony of passion. The cool night air was filled with the
sound of our shared breaths, ragged and urgent, mingling together as if we were
sharing the same life force. | could feel the pounding rhythm of our hearts beating as
one, a primal drumbeat that reverberated through my entire being. Time seemed to
stand still, each exquisite moment stretching into an eternity of bliss.

My hands roamed over the silky expanse of her skin, savoring every dip and curve.
The scent of her arousal mixed with the sweet fragrance of the wildflowers, creating
an intoxicating perfume that made my head spin with desire. | tasted the salt on her
neck as | trailed kisses along her collarbone, relishing the way she trembled beneath
my touch.

As we reached the peak of our passion, atidal wave of euphoria crashed over me,
stealing my breath and sending tingles racing across my skin. A profound sense of
completeness enveloped me, like a missing piece of my soul had finally clicked into
place. This was where | was meant to be, by Acacia's side, our bodies joined and our
spirits united in an unbreakable bond. In that moment, | knew with absolute certainty
that | would love her for eternity, our destinies forever intertwined.



We lay together afterward, her head resting on my chest. | stroked her hair, the
softness like silk beneath my fingers.

She sighed contentedly. "1 wish we could stay like this forever."

| kissed the top of her head. "So do |."

Silence settled over us, comfortable and warm. But the weight of what awaited me
pressed against the edges of my mind.

She looked up, concern returning to her eyes. "Promise me you'll come back."

| gazed into her eyes, emerald pools reflecting the starlight. "I swear it. No matter
what happens, I'll return to you."

She held my gaze. "I'll hold you to that."

| smiled softly. "Y ou have my word."

As dawn approached, we dressed in quiet understanding. The time for departure was
near.

She walked with me to the edge of the grove. "Be careful,”" she urged.

"I will." | took her handsin mine. "Stay safe. Trust in the bond we share."

She nodded, asingle tear slipping down her cheek. | brushed it away gently.

"Until we meet again,” | said.



Page 22

Source Creation Date: July 11, 2025, 3:39 am
"Until then," shereplied.
| turned and melded into the forest, the trees welcoming me like an old friend. But
every step away from her felt heavier than the last. | steeled myself, focusing on the
task ahead. Therival tribe leader had to be stopped.

For her. For us.

The path twisted and turned, leading me deeper into unfamiliar territories. The air
grew thick with tension, the forest itself seeming to hold its breath.

As | approached the clearing where the confrontation would take place, | felt a surge
of determination. | would end this threat. | would protect what mattered most.

Acacids image filled my mind with her smile, her laughter, the way her eyes lit up
when she looked at me. She was my anchor, my reason to fight.

| emerged into the open space, and there he was as the rival leader. His gaze met
mine, aflicker of surprise crossing his features.

"Thornix," he acknowledged. "I didn't expect you to come alone."
"I cameto settle this," | declared. "No more bloodshed. No more threats."
He sneered. "Y ou think you can dictate terms?"

| stood tall. "I'm offering a chance for peace."



He laughed bitterly. "Peace? After all that's happened?”

"It doesn't have to continue,” | insisted. "Our tribes can coexist."

He shook his head. "You're naive."

"Perhaps,” | admitted. "But I'm willing to fight for it."

He stepped forward, menace in his eyes. "Then let's see how far your convictions take

you.

The tension crackled between us. | prepared myself, grounding my energy in the
earth beneath me.

But before either of us could make a move, a rustling emerged from the trees. Both of
us turned to see Acacia stepping into the clearing.

"Acacial" | exclaimed. "What are you doing here?"

She met my gaze, unwavering. "I couldn't let you face this alone."

Therival leader eyed her curiously. "And who might this be?"

She squared her shoulders. " Someone who believesin a better future.”

He smirked. "Two against one? Hardly seemsfair."

"There's no need for this," she urged. "We can find another way."

| moved to her side. "'l told you to stay back."



She glanced at me. "And miss all the fun?'

Despite the gravity of the situation, a smile tugged at my lips. "Y ou're impossible."

"So I've been told."

The leader frowned. "Enough of this. If you won't fight, then surrender.”

| shook my head. "We won't back down."



Page 23

Source Creation Date: July 11, 2025, 3:39 am

He raised his weapon. "Then you've chosen your fate."

Just then, the winds shifted, and the forest around us seemed to come alive. Vines
sprouted from the ground, wrapping around the leader's arms and legs.

"What isthis?' he shouted, struggling against the restraints.

| stared in disbelief. "I didn't summon them."

Acaciaplaced ahand on my arm. "Maybe the forest chose to protect us."
He thrashed against the vines. "Release me!"

| stepped forward. "Will you listen now?"

He glared but ceased his struggle. "Y ou have my attention."

"Call off your attacks," | demanded. "L et us find away to coexist."

He looked between us, weighing his options. Finally, he sighed. "Perhaps there's
merit in what you say."

The vines loosened, retreating back into the earth. He rubbed his wrists, eyeing us
warily.

Acacia smiled gently. "Thank you."



He grunted. "Don't thank me yet."

| extended ahand. "Let's start anew."

He hesitated before grasping it briefly. "Very well."

Relief washed over me. The weight I'd been carrying lifted, replaced by a cautious
hope.

Asthe leader departed, | turned to Acacia. "Y ou were incredible."

She shrugged playfully. "l have my moments."

| pulled her into an embrace. "I don't know what I'd do without you."

She leaned into me. "L uckily, you won't have to find out."

We began the journey back, side by side. The forest seemed brighter, the shadows
less ominous.

"Do you think peace will last?' she asked.

| considered it. "l believe it's a start.”

She smiled. "Then it'sworth it."

We walked in comfortable silence, the bond between us stronger than ever.

"Thornix," she said after awhile.

"Yes?



She looked up at me. "When you promised to return, | felt something I'd never felt
before."

| met her gaze. "What's that?"

"Hope. For us. For the future."
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| took her hand. "So did |."

We reached the edge of the terramares, the village lights twinkling ahead.
"Welcome home," she said softly.

"Home," | repeated, the word feeling right.

She grinned. "Ready to face whatever comes next?"

"With you by my side, absolutely."

As we entered the village, whispers spread among the villagers. Eyes watched us,
some curious, others wary.

She squeezed my hand. "They'll come around.”
"I trust you."

We made our way to her dwelling, the familiar surroundings bringing a sense of
peace.

Inside, shelit a candle, the warm glow filling the room.
"Stay with metonight," she said.

"Always."



We settled together, the quiet moments wrapping us in comfort.

"Tell meastory," she requested.

| chuckled. "Any preferences?’

" Something about the forest. Something only you would know."

| thought for amoment. "Did | ever tell you about the singing stones?

She raised an eyebrow. "Singing stones?’

| nodded. "Deep within the heart of the woods, there's a circle of stones that hum with

the energy of the earth. When the moon is full, they sing melodies that can heal

wounds and mend hearts."

She listened intently. "That sounds magical.”

"It is. Maybe one day I'll take you there."

"I'd like that."

Our conversation drifted into the night, stories and laughter blending seamlessly. The
world outside faded, and for awhile, it was just the two of us.

As sleep beckoned, | held her close. The rise and fall of her breath lulled me into a
tranquil state.

"Goodnight, Acacia," | whispered.

"Goodnight, Thornix," she murmured.



Twelve
Acacia

| stood at the edge of the clearing, the morning sun casting golden rays through the
canopy above. The forest was alive with the whispers of the wind, the scent of damp
earth filling my senses. Yet, amidst the beauty of Magnus Terra, a storm brewed

within me.
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Pregnant.
The word echoed in my mind, both a melody and a warning. | pressed a trembling
hand against my abdomen, trying to comprehend the life growing inside me.

Thornix's child. Joy swelled in my chest, but fear swiftly followed. How would the
world react to a child of both human and wood nymph?

Thornix was away, confronting enemies who threatened our very existence. |
imagined him moving through the forest, vines and leaves accentuating his every
step, eyes gleaming with determination. The thought of him facing danger alone
tightened a knot in my stomach.

| couldn't sit idly by.

Turning away from the clearing, | made my way back to the terramare. The familiar
path wound between towering trees,each one a silent guardian. The cool breeze

caressed my face, but did little to soothe my racing thoughts.

"Acacial" Mirasvoice caled out as | approached the village. She hurried toward me,
dark curls framing her worried face. "I've been looking for you everywhere."

"Just needed some fresh air," | replied, attempting a smile.
Her eyes searched mine. "Something's wrong. | can tell."

| hesitated, then sighed. "I have news. But I'm not sure how to say it."



She grasped my hands gently. "Y ou can tell me anything."

| took a deep breath. "I'm pregnant.”

Mira's eyes widened, a mixture of surprise and delight. "That's amazing!"

"I know," | said softly. "But Thornix doesn't even know yet. And with everything
happening..."

She pulled me into atight hug. "Well figure it out. Y ou're not alone."

| clung to her, grateful for her support. "I can't just wait here while herisks hislife."

She pulled back, nodding firmly. "What do you want to do?"

"We need allies," | said. "There are others who believe in peace between humans and
monsters. If we can bring them together..."

Mira's eyes sparkled with determination. "Then let's gather them.”

A warmth spread through me. "Thank you."

We spent the rest of the day reaching out to those we trusted. Word spread quickly
through the terramare, whispers of our plan igniting sparks of hope. By evening, a

small group had gathered at the village center.

Eldric, an elder with silver-streaked hair and wise eyes, stepped forward. "Acacia, is
it true? Do you seek to unite us with the monster tribes?’

| met his gaze steadily. "Yes. Thornix has shown me that peace is possible. But he
can'tdoit alone."



Murmurs rippled through the crowd.

A young man named Jorin spoke up. "But what if they turn against us? We've heard
stories..."

"Stories fueled by fear,” | replied. "l've seen the goodness in them. Just as there is
darkness in some humans, there islight in them."

Mira stepped beside me. "We haveto try."

Eldric nodded thoughtfully. "Very well. | will support your endeavor."

Relief washed over me. "Thank you."

Others began to voice their agreement, and soon plans were set in motion. Messages
were sent to nearby terramares, and emissaries were chosen to reach out to
sympathetic monster tribes.

That night, | lay awake in my small cottage, the faint glow of moonlight casting

shadows on the walls. Thoughts of Thornix consumed me. | missed his voice, the
way his eyes sparkled when he laughed, the warmth of his embrace.
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| touched my belly, a smile tugging at my lips. "You're going to have an amazing
father," | whispered.

The next morning, our group assembled at the edge of the village. Faces both familiar
and new showed a mixture of determination and uncertainty.

Eldric approached me, placing a reassuring hand on my shoulder. "You are brave,
Acacia."

"“I'm just doing what needs to be done," | said.

He smiled gently. "That's what makes it bravery."

We set out toward the neighboring terramare, Solhaven. The journey was filled with
the sounds of rustling leaves and distant bird calls. Mira walked beside me, her
presence a constant comfort.

"Do you think they'll listen?" she asked.

"We have to hope," | replied. " Solhaven has always valued harmony."

When we arrived, we were met with cautious gazes. Their leader, a stern woman
named Lyria, eyed us skeptically.

"What brings you here?' she demanded.

| stepped forward. "We seek aliance. To stand together against those who threaten



peace."

She crossed her arms. "And you trust monsters to uphold peace?’

" trust those who have shown me kindness," | said. "Just as | trust humans who have
done the same."

She studied me for a moment, then sighed. "These are tumultuous times. But perhaps
unity is our best chance. We will join you."

A wave of relief swept over me. "Thank you."

As we continued our journey, more joined our cause. From hidden enclaves and
remote villages, humans and monsters alike united under acommon goal.

One evening, as we set up camp near a shimmering lake, | sat by the water's edge.
The cool mist kissed my skin, and the gentle lapping of waves soothed my restless
mind.

"Mind if | join you?' adeep voice asked.

| turned to see Kagel, a dragon shifter with scales that gleamed like silver in the fading
light. "Of course," | said, gesturing beside me.

He settled down gracefully. "Y ou've achieved something remarkable, Acacia."

| gazed out over the water. "There's still so much to do.”

He nodded. "True. But bringing together so many different peopleis a start.”

| glanced at him. "What made you join us?"



He smiled faintly. "I've seen enough destruction. | believeit's time for change."

We sat in comfortable silence for awhile.

"Do you ever wonder what the future holds?' | asked softly.

"Always," hereplied. "But | have hope."

| rested a hand on my belly. "So do I."

The days blurred together as our forces grew. Training sessions were held, strategies
discussed. Despite the gravity of our mission, there were moments of levity, laughter

around campfires, stories shared under starlit skies.

One afternoon, as we marched through a sun-dappled forest, a messenger arrived
breathless and pale.
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"Thornix... he'sin trouble," the young man gasped.
My heart lurched. "What happened?’

"He's been ambushed. Forces are gathering against him. He can't hold them off
alone."

Fear sliced through me like a blade. "We have to go to him."
Miragripped my arm. "Acacia, we need a plan.”

| took a shaky breath. "You're right." Turning to the group, | raised my voice.
"Thornix needs us. Thisis what we've prepared for. Are you with me?"

A resounding cheer erupted.
Kael stepped forward. "WEe'll fly ahead and scout the area.”
"Thank you," | said, gratitude overflowing.

As we hastened toward Thornix's last known location, the forest seemed to close in
around us. The air grew thick, tension palpable.

Night fell, casting long shadows under the moonlight. We moved quietly, every rustle
and snap setting my nerves on edge.

Suddenly, the distant sounds of clashing weapons and shouts of anger reached our



ears.

"Over therel" someone shouted.

We broke into a run. My lungs burned, but | pushed forward, branches whipping
against my skin.

Bursting into a clearing, | saw Thornix surrounded by hostile figures cloaked in
darkness. His vines lashed out, but they were too many.

"Charge!" Kael roared, transforming into his dragon form mid-leap.

Our forces collided with the enemy, chaos erupting. | fought my way toward Thornix,
desperation fueling every move.

He caught sight of me, eyes widening. "Acacial No!"

"Yes!" | swung at an attacker, narrowly dodging a retaliating blow. "We're here to
help!"

He fought his way to my side, frustration and relief mingling on his face. "You
shouldn't have come.”

"I couldn't stay away," | retorted, deflecting another strike.

He met my gaze, a flicker of something softer passing through his eyes. "You're
impossible."

"That's why you love me."

A hint of asmile touched hislips. "Fair point."



Side by side, we pushed back the onslaught. Around us, humans and monsters fought
together, aunified front against the darkness.

Minutes felt like hours, but gradually, the tide turned. The enemy faltered, their ranks
breaking.

"Retreat!" one of them cried, and just like that, they scattered into the shadows.

Silence blanketed the clearing, broken only by ragged breaths and the rustling of
leaves.

| turned to Thornix, relief flooding me. "Are you hurt?

He shook his head, reaching out to cup my face. "I'm fine. Thanks to you."
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| leaned into his touch. "We couldn't let you have al the fun.”

He chuckled softly, then his expression grew serious. "There's something different
about you."

My heart skipped. "Thornix, there's something | need to tell you."

He looked into my eyes, concern etching hisfeatures. "What isit?"’

| took his hand, placing it gently over my abdomen. "We're having a baby."

For amoment, time stood still. Then aradiant smile broke across hisface. "A baby?"'
| nodded, tears welling in my eyes. "Are you okay with that?"

"Okay?' He pulled me into atender embrace. "Y ou've made me the happiest being in
Magnus Terra."

| clung to him, warmth spreading through me. "l was scared to tell you."
He stroked my hair softly. "Never be afraid to share anything with me."
Our moment was interrupted by cheers and applause from those around us.
"Congratulations!" Mira called out, grinning widely.

| laughed, cheeks flushing. " Seems we have everyone's attention."



Thornix took my hand, raising it triumphantly. "Let this be a new beginning for al of
us."

A chorus of agreement echoed through the clearing.

As dawn approached, we set up camp. The atmosphere was filled with a hopeful
energy. Fires crackled, and supplies were shared among newfound friends.

Sitting beside Thornix, | rested my head on his shoulder. "Do you think it's really
over?

He gazed into the flickering flames. "This battle, perhaps. But there will always be
challenges.”

| intertwined my fingers with his. "As long as we're together, | believe we can face
anything."

He lifted my hand, pressing a kiss to my knuckles. "You've become even more
courageous since we first met."

| smiled. "Maybe you've rubbed off on me."

He arched an eyebrow playfully. "Or perhapsit's the other way around.”

| chuckled, then grew thoughtful. "Our child will be part of both our worlds. They'll
represent everything we've been fighting for."

He nodded solemnly. "A symbol of unity."

The next morning, delegations from various tribes and terramares gathered. Plans
were discussed to formalize alliances, to ensure lasting peace.



Eldric approached us, his eyes twinkling. "Y ou two have inspired many."

Thornix inclined his head respectfully. "We couldn't have done it without everyone's
support.”

| glanced around at the crowd, a mix of faces that once might have been enemies. "It's
amazing to see everyone working together."

Mirajoined us, looping an arm through mine. "And to think it al started with awalk
in the woods."

| laughed. " Sometimes the smallest steps lead to the biggest changes.”
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As the days passed, efforts to rebuild and strengthen communities took shape.
Bridges were built, both literal and figurative, connecting lands and hearts.

One afternoon, Thornix and | walked through a meadow bursting with wildflowers.
The sky was a brilliant blue, the sun warm on our skin.

He paused, picking a delicate blue bloom and tucking it behind my ear. "Beautiful,"
he said softly.

| gazed up at him. "It's been quite the journey."

He took my hands, his touch sending a familiar warmth coursing through me. "And
it'sonly just beginning."

| leaned into him, our foreheads touching. "l love you."
"And | love you," he whispered.

A gentle breeze rustled the grass around us, carrying the sweet scent of blossoms. In
that moment, surrounded by nature's embrace, al felt right in the world.

We stood there for a while, smply enjoying each other's presence. The future held
uncertainties, but together, we felt ready to face them.

As we made our way back to the village, laughter and music filled the air. A festival
was underway as a celebration of unity and hope.



Children ran past us, chasing glowing sprites that danced in the twilight. Elders
shared stories of old, while couples swayed to melodies played on handmade
instruments.

Mira waved us over to a long table laden with food. "Come on, you two! Join the
fun!”

Thornix squeezed my hand. "Shall we?'

| grinned. "Absolutely."

We immersed ourselves in the festivities, the joy infectious. As night fell, lanterns
illuminated the area, casting a warm glow over smiling faces.

Kael approached us, raising a glass. "To Acacia and Thornix—the bridge between
worlds."

“To unity!" someone else shouted.

"To the future!" echoed another.

We clinked our glasses, the sound ringing like a promise.

Later, as the crowd began to disperse, Thornix and | found ourselves alone under the
stars.

He wrapped an arm around me. "Fedling tired?’

"A little," | admitted, resting my head against him.

He looked down affectionately. "Let's get you home."



As we walked back, | felt a contentment deeper than any I'd known. Despite the
challenges, we'd forged a path toward a better world.

Reaching our cottage, Thornix opened the door, guiding me inside. The familiar
scents and comforts welcomed us.

He led meto achair, kneeling beside me. "Are you happy?"' he asked softly.

| met his emerald gaze. "Beyond words."

He smiled, brushing a strand of hair from my face. "Y ou deserve all the happinessin
the world."

"So do you," | replied, placing a hand over his.

We sat there in peaceful silence, the weight of our journey settling gently. The future
stretched out like a tapestry woven with threads of love, hope, and resilience.
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"l can't wait to meet our child," he murmured.
"Me neither," | said, squeezing his hand. "They'll be here before we know it."

He rested his head against my knee. "And we'll tell them stories of how their parents
helped bring peace to Magnus Terra."

| chuckled. "They might think we're exaggerating.”
"Perhaps. But the truth will shine through."

| gazed out the window at the moonlit landscape. " Thornix?"
"Yes?'

"Thank you for believing in us."

He lifted his eyesto mine. "Always."

As slegp began to tug at my eyelids, | felt an overwhelming sense of gratitude. For
Thornix, for our friends, for the life growing within me.

Thirteen
Thornix

| watched Acacia from a distance as she stood beneath the broad canopy of our tree



home. Her golden hair cascaded over her shoulders, catching the dappled sunlight.
She rested her hands on the gentle curve of her belly, asight that filled me with awe.

"She or he's active today," Acacia called out, a soft smile playing on her lips.

| stepped closer, the earthy scent of the forest wrapping around us. "May |7?' | asked,
reaching a tentative hand toward her.

She nodded, eyes sparkling. | placed my palm against her stomach. A faint kick
tapped against my hand. A thrill shot through me. "Strong, just like her mother."

Acacialaughed lightly. "Or stubborn, like his father."

| grinned. "l can't argue with that."

The leaves rustled overhead, whispering secrets only the trees knew. | felt the pulse
of life all around us, the forest in sync with our joy. "The time is approaching,” | said
softly. "We should make preparations.”

Shetilted her head. "I've been thinking the same. Our home feels small."

"Then welll expand it," | replied without hesitation. "Create space for our growing
family."

Her fingertips brushed against mine. "Y ou always have a solution."”

"For you, anything is possible.”

We spent the next few days planning and gathering materials. Together, we coaxed
the trees to lend their branches, weaving new rooms into the living wood.



"Here, this can be the nursery," Acacia suggested, pointing to a cozy nook bathed in
soft light.

| nodded. "It's perfect.”

She wove delicate vines into the walls, her movements graceful. Watching her, my
heart swelled.

"What's on your mind?' she asked, catching me staring.

"Just thinking about how lucky | am."

She shook her head with asmile. "Y ou're flattering me."
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"Only speaking the truth,” | insisted.

As we worked, word spread through the forest. Elowen, the wood nymph midwife,
visited us one morning.

"| see you've been busy," she remarked, her eyes taking in the new structure.

"We want everything to be ready," Acaciasaid.

Elowen nodded. "It's wise to prepare. | will be here when the time comes."

"Thank you," | told her. "Y our guidance means alot to us."

Acaciatouched my arm. "l was also thinking... perhaps we should ask Kirato assist.”
| glanced at her, surprised. "The human midwife?

She met my gaze steadily. "Yes. It might be beneficial to have both perspectives.”
Elowen raised an eyebrow but said nothing.

| considered it. "If that would ease your mind, then of course.”

"I'll send a message to her," Acacia decided.

The following day, as the sun filtered through the leaves, we sat together, enjoying a
moment of peace.



"Do you think Elowen and Kirawill work well together?" Acaciawondered aloud.

“"They both want what's best for you and the baby," | said. "They'll find common
ground.”

She leaned her head on my shoulder. "1 hope so0."

| inhaled the sweet scent of her hair. "They will. And I'll be right here with you."

Her hand found mine. "I couldn't do this without you."

"You'll never haveto."

A gentle breeze stirred the air. Birds sang in the distance, their melodies weaving
through the trees.

"Sometimes | wonder what the future holds," she mused.

| squeezed her hand. "Whatever comes, we'll face it together.”

Kiraarrived later that week, bringing warmth and calm with her.

"Acacia, Thornix," she greeted us with asmile. "Y our home istruly remarkable."

"Thank you for coming," Acaciasaid earnestly.

Kira glanced around, taking in the living architecture. "It's unlike anything I've seen.”

Elowen appeared shortly after. The two midwives exchanged polite nods.

"We have much to prepare,” Kirasaid.



"Indeed,” Elowen agreed.

They began discussing plans, their voices blending harmoniously. Relief washed over
me.
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"See?' | whispered to Acacia. "They're getting along."
She sighed softly. "That's one less thing to worry about."

The next few days were aflurry of activity. Acaciaand | put the finishing touches on
the nursery. The midwives gathered supplies and shared knowledge.

One evening, as the sun set in hues of amber and gold, Acacia and | sat on the
balcony overlooking the forest.

"It's beautiful " she said, gazing at the horizon.

"Not as beautiful asyou," | replied.

She laughed gently. "Ever the charmer."

| took her hand. "How are you feeling?"

"A bit tired, but content."

| looked into her eyes. "Y ou know I'm here for you, whatever you need."
"I know," she said softly. "Y ou've been my strength."

"And you've been my inspiration."

She rested her head against me. "I'm glad we're on this journey together."



"Metoo."

The tranquility of the moment settled around us. | felt a deep peace, a connection that
went beyond words.

Suddenly, Acacia shifted uncomfortably. A slight frown creased her forehead.

"Areyou aright?' | asked.

She paused. "Just atwinge. Probably nothing."

| watched her closely. "Tell meif it happens again.”

She nodded. "I will."

We decided to turn in for the night. As we prepared for bed, | noticed she seemed
restless.

"Can't deep?" | asked.

She sighed. "I feel uneasy."

"Do you want me to get Kiraor Elowen?'

"Not yet. Let'swait and see."

| lay beside her, listening to her breathing. Time slipped by, the silence filled with
unspoken concerns.

Suddenly, she gasped quietly.



"What isit?' | sat up, aert.

She looked at me, eyeswide. "Thornix, | think it's starting."

My heart skipped a beat. "Are you sure?"
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She nodded, gripping my hand. "The pains are coming stronger now."

| took a deep breath, forcing myself to stay calm. "I'll get the midwives."
She held onto me. "Hurry."

"I'll be right back."

| rushed out into the night, the cool air hitting my face. The forest seemed to sense
my urgency, paths opening before me. | reached Elowen's dwelling first.

"Elowen!" | called out.

She appeared at the doorway, already dressed. "It'stime?’
"Yes. Acacianeedsyou.”

"“I'll gather my things. Go to Kira."

| didn't waste a moment, sprinting toward where Kira was staying. | found her
checking supplies.

"Kiral Acaciasgoneinto labor."
She met my gaze, all business. "Let's go."

We hurried back, the midwives following close behind. My thoughts raced, a mix of



excitement and worry.

When we arrived, Acacia was pacing slowly, one hand on her belly.

"You're back," she said with relief.

"I'm here," | assured her.

Elowen and Kira set to work immediately, transforming the space into a cam
environment.

"Acacia, let's get you comfortable,” Kirasaid gently.

They guided her to the bed, speaking in soothing tones.

| hovered nearby, unsure of where fitin.

"Thornix," Acaciacalled softly.

| moved to her side. "I'm here."

She reached for my hand. "Don't go far."

n Na/a-ll

Elowen glanced at me. "Y our presence isimportant. Stay close.”

| nodded, grateful for the guidance.

Acacia squeezed my hand as another contraction hit. | could feel her strength and her
vulnerability. My chest tightened.



"You're doing great," | told her.

She managed afaint smile. "It's happening so fast."

Kiraadjusted the pillows behind her. "Just breathe. One moment at atime."



Page 34

Source Creation Date: July 11, 2025, 3:39 am

The room was filled with a quiet intensity. Shadows danced on the walls as candles
flickered.

Outside, the night deepened. The sounds of the forest became a backdrop to our
world.

Acacias grip on my hand tightened again. "Thornix..."

"Yes?

Her eyes met mine. "I'm glad you're here."

"There'snowhere else I'd be."

She took a shaky breath. "I'm alittle scared.”

| brushed a strand of hair from her face. "Y ou're the bravest person | know."
Elowen added softly, "Trust yourself, Acacia. Y our body knows what to do."

Time seemed to blur as the contractions grew stronger. | stayed by her side, offering
what comfort | could.

"Y ou're doing amazing,” | whispered.

She closed her eyes briefly. "Will it be much longer?"



Kira exchanged a glance with Elowen. "It's hard to say, but you're progressing well."

Acacia nodded, determination settling in her features.

A sudden commotion outside caught my attention. The wind had picked up, leaves
swirling.

"|s everything alright?' | asked.

Elowen looked toward the window. "The forest is aware. It's lending its energy."

| felt a surge of connection to the woods, a grounding force.

Acacia groaned softly, bringing my focus back to her.

“I'm here," | said, squeezing her hand.

She opened her eyes. "Don't let go."

"Never," | promised.

The midwives moved with practiced ease, guiding her through each stage.

The night wore on, each moment heavy with anticipation.

As dawn approached, Acacia's strength began to wane.

"You can do this," | told her firmly.

She met my gaze, determination flickering. "I won't give up."



"That'smy Acacia."

Kiraplaced a cool cloth on her forehead. "Rest when you can."

Acacia nodded, closing her eyes for a moment.
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| looked to the midwives. "Is everything proceeding as it should?"
Elowen gave areassuring nod. "She's strong. The baby is coming."”
| took a deep breath, emotions swirling within me.

Just then, Acacia gasped sharply. "Thornix!"

"I'm right here."

She clung to me, her face etched with effort.

Kiras eyes met mine. "It'stime.”

My heart pounded. | steadied myself, all sensesfocused on Acacia
"Y ou're amost there," Elowen encouraged.

Acacia drew upon reserves of strength, pushing forward.

The room seemed to hold its breath.

But before anything more could happen, a sudden gust of wind blew through,
extinguishing the candles.

The room plunged into semi-darkness.



"What was that?" Acacia whispered, alarmed.

Elowen moved to relight the candles. "Sometimes, nature answers in unexpected
way’s.

Kira spoke camly. "It's aright. Focus on your breathing."
| felt a chill run down my spine but pushed it aside. "We're with you."
Acacianodded, gripping my hand once more.

The atmosphere shifted, tension building.

And as the first light of dawn peeked through the leaves, we braced ourselves for
what was to come.

Fourteen

Acacia

The warm glow of dusk bathed the forest in hues of gold and amber. | leaned against
the ancient roots of the sacred tree, breaths coming in quick bursts. The earthy scent
of moss and blooming flowers filled the air, mingling with the crisp aroma of pine.
Sweat trickled down my forehead, and | clenched Thornix's hand tightly.

"You're strong, Acacia," he whispered, his voice steady yet laced with concern. His
eyes, shimmering with that ethereal light, met mine. They grounded me.

A sharp pain coursed through me, more intense than the last. | bit my lip, stifling a
cry. The world seemed to narrow to this single moment, the rhythm of my heartbeat,
the grip of Thornix's hand, the life stirring within me.



"Focus on your breathing,” he said softly, brushing a stray hair from my face. His
touch sent a comforting warmth through me.

| nodded, inhaling deeply. The scent of the forest filled my lungs, calming yet
invigorating. "l can do this," | murmured, more to myself than to him.

Another contraction hit, and | squeezed my eyes shut. "The baby's coming," | gasped.
Thornix moved closer, his presence a steady anchor. "I'm here."
With one final, determined push, a cry pierced the tranquil silence of the woods.

Tears blurred my vision as Thornix gently lifted our son, awe etched across his
features.
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"We have a son! He's perfect,” he breathed, his voice barely above awhisper.

| reached out, and Thornix placed the tiny bundle against my chest. Our baby boy
blinked up at me, his eyes a degp green flecked with hints of Thornix's luminescent
glow. A soft tuft of hair, the color of autumn leaves, crowned his head.

"Vipin," | whispered, the name rolling off my tongue like a melody.

Thornix smiled, his gaze never leaving our son. "A fitting name."

| marveled at the tiny fingers that curled around mine, his skin warm and soft. A
profound sense of |ove and protectiveness washed over me. "Hello, little one."

As | soaked in the moment, a sudden, sharp pain jolted me back. My breath hitched.
"Wait... there's>—"

Before | could finish, another contraction gripped me, even more intense. Surprise
flashed across Thornix's face.

The midwives scrambled back to Acacia
"Another?' Thornix asked, eyes wide.
| nodded, overwhelmed. "I didn't know."

He moved swiftly, his composure returning. "You're incredible” he said, awe
mingling with his usual calm demeanor.



The next few moments were a blur of pain and determination. With each breath, |
focused on bringing this unexpected life into the world. Thornix's steady presencewas
my anchor, his hand supporting me, his whispered encouragements urging me on.

Finally, a second cry rang out, a softer, melodic sound that seemed to harmonize with

the whispering trees. Thornix gently lifted our daughter, his expression one of pure
wonder.

"Vaerine," | said, the name coming to mein arush of emotion.

He placed her beside Vipin, both nestled against me. Vaerine's eyes were a
captivating blend of my green and Thornix's shimmering light, her tiny features
delicate and serene.

"Twins," Thornix murmured, shaking his head in disbelief. "We are truly blessed."

| laughed softly, a mix of exhaustion and sheer joy. "They had quite the surprise
planned for us."

He leaned in, his forehead resting gently against mine. "They take after their mother,
full of surprises.”

| smirked, teasing. "Or their father, mysterious and unpredictable.”

His eyes sparkled with amusement. "Vip and VVal, our children.”

The forest around us seemed to come alive, leaves rustling in a gentle breeze, the soft
glow of fireflies beginning to dot the twilight. The sacred tree's branches swayed as if

in acknowledgment, its ancient energy enveloping us.

| took in the scent of the forest, rich earth, fragrant blossoms, the subtle hint of wild



herbs. It was asif nature itself was celebrating with us.

Thornix glanced at the twins, a rare softness in his gaze. "They embody both our
worlds."

| nodded, emotion swelling in my chest. "Our fiery spirit and your deep connection to
nature."

He traced a fingertip along Valerine's cheek, her skin reflecting the faint patterns of
leaves. "They'll have abilities beyond our imagining."

A flicker of worry crossed my mind. "Will they be accepted?' | asked, voicing the
fear that had lingered beneath my joy.

He met my gaze, unwavering. "They are a bridge between humans and the forest
dwellers. Perhaps they will bring understanding.”

| sighed softly. "l hope so0."

He tilted my chin upward. "No matter what, we'll protect them."

The conviction in his voice eased my doubts. "Yes, they have us, who loves them
more than life itself."
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Vipin stirred, atiny yawn escaping his lips. Thornix chuckled. "Already restless."
"Just like you," | teased.

He raised an eyebrow. "Me? | seem to recall someone who couldn't sit still during the
council meetings.”

A laugh bubbled up from within me. "Fair point."

Valerine's hand grasped onto a small strand of my hair, her grip surprisingly strong. |
smiled down at her. "She's got spirit.”

"Just like her mother," Thornix said softly.

A comfortable silence settled over us. The stars began to peek through the canopy,
tiny beacons of light against the deepening sky. The air was cool, but wrapped in
Thornix's cloak, we were warm.

| closed my eyes for a moment, letting the sounds of the forest wash over me. The
distant call of night birds, the rustling of small creatures, the gentle whisper of the
wind.

"Do you remember when we first met?* Thornix's voice was low, thoughtful.

| opened my eyes, a smile tugging at my lips. "How could | forget? Y ou appeared out
of nowhere, all mysterious and brooding."



He smirked. "l wasn't brooding."

| raised an eyebrow. "Y ou hardly spoke aword."

"l was cautious."

"Cautious?' | chuckled. "Y ou scared me half to death."

He feigned offense. "l thought | was quite charming."

"Eventually," | conceded. "Once you decided to actually talk to me."

He brushed hisfingers against mine. "I'm glad | did."

"Metoo." | glanced down at the twins. " Otherwise, we wouldn't have them."

He followed my gaze, a gentle expression softening his features. "They are the best
parts of us."

| felt a surge of affection for him. "Y ou know, you're not as aloof as you pretend to
be."

He sighed dramatically. "Y ou've uncovered my secret.”

| grinned. "I've got atalent for that."

He leaned in closer, his breath warm against my cheek. "Y ou unravel me, Acacia."

A pleasant shiver ran down my spine. "Good."

For a moment, we simply existed, two souls intertwined, surrounded by the magic of



the forest and the promise of anew beginning.

"I wonder what the future holds,” | mused quietly.

Thornix gazed out into the shadows of the trees. "Adventure, undoubtedly."

| chuckled softly. "Aslong as we're together."

He took my hand, pressing akissto my pam. "Always."

The weight of the day began to settle over me. Exhaustion tugged at the edges of my
consciousness, but | fought to stay in this perfect moment alittle longer.
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"Rest,” Thornix urged gently.
| hesitated. "Will you stay awake? Just for a while?"
He nodded. "I'll watch over all of you."

| allowed my eyes to close, the steady rhythm of his heartbeat beneath my hand. The
sounds of the forest lulled me, anatural lullaby that eased me toward sleep.

Just before | drifted off, | felt Thornix's lips brush against my forehead. His
whispered words echoed in my mind.

"Sleep well, my love."
A contented sigh escaped me. Surrounded by the warmth of my family and the

embrace of the forest, | surrendered to the peaceful darkness, knowing that when |
awoke, a new chapter of our lives would begin.



