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Chapter One 

Hiking and the Campfire
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I’d always thought that the moment spring turned to summer was the most beautiful that the Earth could get. So much of the year in my village was just black. Black oceans and black, dead fields. When the dead grass faded to new growth, tiny flowers started emerging, bright spots of color, and the birds woke up and started searching for love and babies. Even that magic was nothing compared to Arenwood. 

Arenwood was alive. Living, breathing. The moss and bark was skin, the rocks muscles, the trees forming the skeleton. Wind whistled through the trees at the top of the hill like sighs. 

Life bloomed everywhere; bountiful wildflowers, prismatic 

I gently ran my hand over a mossy rock, the damp cool against my sweaty skin. I heaved myself up and over it, silently cursing my lack of grace.

The Forest Gods followed behind me, patiently, dutifully.

Many pointed antlers so tall they scraped the canopy, moss swinging. Lengthy limbs, just a hint of shimmering fur, they weaved in and out of the trees with ease. No missteps.  They each swung through the rough terrain like it was built for them; because it was, I reminded myself. They’re part of the world itself here. It responded to their every need. I was having a...  bit of a harder time. 

“For the last time, please just let me carry you,” Thelen hissed at me as I collapsed against a tree, panting. His shadow loomed over me, golden eyes glittering under his shining antlers, his mouth a tight thin line. No sweat pouring down his fur, of course. The patience was fading.

“I can do it,” I insisted, wiping the dripping sweat away from my eyes. “We wouldn’t save any time.” 

Thelen rolled his eyes as Velien came up behind us, practically glaring at me.

“That is just abjectly untrue,” Velien said tightly. His silver hair swished across his shoulders as he whirled to Kryaldr, higher up on the hill ahead of us. He cupped his hands to his mouth. “Please come tell your woman to be reasonable,” he hollered across the valley, his melodic voice echoing across the hills. 

My stomach leaped. Your woman. 

A grin formed across my face despite the surely-impending physical collapse as I struggled to breathe. 

It had been a few physically and emotionally taxing days since I’d told all three of them that I was in love. With each of them. All of them. 

It was an embarrassing outburst – spurred by finding out that they’d hidden the secret of the death of the Forest. Turns out, Arenwood wasn’t supposed to entertain long-term guests. I’d outstayed my welcome. 

And somehow it just made me realize how much I needed to stay. 

But none of them were willing to give me up. And I couldn’t fathom leaving them. So I’d collapsed and confessed my feelings.

Kryaldr had swept me into his arms and the Forest Gods kept me in bed sandwiched between them for what felt like a full day and night. 

In between mind-shattering orgasms, they’d all said it. That they loved me back.

Kryaldr had waited until we were alone. 

He was shaking as he told me he’d never loved anyone like this. Telling him that I felt the same way was the scariest moment of my life. He took me to bed. 

And he didn’t care about Thelen and Velien, but he never wanted to leave my side ever again. 

He’d proven it to me over the last week. 

But this journey was proving to be, in fact, pretty difficult. We were heading... somewhere. 

Arenwood would reveal the path, they said. All we knew for sure was that the natural world of Arenwood was dying, and we needed to find the Seed to fix it. If we couldn’t... I refused to think about it. 

Kryaldr almost floated down the path, landing in front of me with a whomp, sending leaves flying. 

His green eyes burned into mine underneath his scorched, moss-laden antlers. Thelen and Velien stepped back. I crossed my arms and averted my eyes, a blush rising in my chest. 

“Why are you being so stubborn?” he murmured. 

I pouted. Kicked against the ground. “I hate being a burden,” I complained, quietly. 

Shadows shifted as Kryaldr knelt next to me. His smoky scent filled my nostrils. The irritation fled immediately, my mind was only taken with one thing. Him. I sighed and tilted my head back, sliding my hands up his arms. 

“Just pretend we’re back in bed.” His voice rumbled into my ear and I shivered.  

He lifted me with one arm, cradling me against his chest as I clutched at him. My fingers meeting soft fur and hard muscles. I burrowed my head into his shoulder, his heartbeat in my ear. 
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