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Author's Note




Greetings, Forest Dwellers,

Mistress of the Woods is the first volume of Tales of Endless Romance. This romantasy novel series expands the world set in Tome of Endless Romance, the first tabletop roleplaying supplement focused on love & relationships. 

If you’ve never played D&D or any other tabletop RPG, that’s alright. No prior knowledge is needed. All that’s required is the courage to step into the woods and listen when the trees press their secrets against your skin.

Each volume of this series is a standalone story that focuses on one of the characters from Tome of Endless Romance. This book starts with the beautiful, ageless, and alien dryad, the Mistress of changing seasons and wild places.

I’d also like to acknowledge Kickstarter backers who helped launch the book (and also received an exclusive alternate ending). Thank you for your support!

You can find the trigger list and full resolution color version of the map (and possibly some additional materials in the future) here:

https://emiliayeo.com/mistress-of-the-woods




There’s nothing more sensual than the forest. I hope you’ll feel the sweet scent of the wet reeds in the wind, and the soft touch of moss beneath your feet.




      Just remember...




...The forest forgets nothing, and everything you take from the woods has a cost, even if the debt comes due in another season.


the Blackwood map
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Through Mud and Blood

The snow had barely melted, but the ground will soon be soaked with blood again. Spring came early to this cursed border.

It came with a thaw that turned the packed earth into a greedy, boot-sucking mire, and a biting wind that carried the scent of wet pine and distant rot. From my vantage point on the makeshift palisade, I watched the low clouds snag themselves on the jagged peaks to the east. Below me, the men of the Third Company were doing their best to look busy, sharpening blades that were already sharp enough, checking chainmail links for the third time, and muttering quiet prayers to gods who had long since abandoned these lands.

The mud, I thought, would make the cavalry charge messy. It would also make it harder for the wounded to crawl to safety.

A heavy boot scraped the ladder rungs behind me. I didn't need to turn to know who it was. Jin-Hwan always moved like that, every step pressed down hard, as if trying to pin himself to the earth, lest the gods notice my lieutenant and decide to add another burden to his shoulders.

He stopped beside me, gripping the damp wood of the palisade. His beard was frosted with his breath, and his gaze was fixed on the opposing ridge line, half a league distant.

"Scouts reported movement an hour before dawn, Commander," Jin-Hwan said, his voice a low rumble that cut through the wind. "Duke Eom's standard-bearer was spotted. At least two companies of heavy infantry, and by the tracks, a detachment of lancers."

"Lancers," I scoffed. "Eom must truly believe this patch of godsforsaken granite is worth the price of good horseflesh."

And yet, it is Rai who sent us here. My older brother, Duke Rai of Daesan, our lord of a thousand hearths and ten thousand burdens, none of which he ever seems to carry himself. My brother and liege will never stand on these walls. He’ll never taste the iron in the wind, never wake in the dark with frost in mud in his boots. He rules from behind polished doors and scented letters, making decisions with wine in hand and a full belly. He speaks of duty while we bleed for it. He sends the Third Company not because the border needs defending, but because removing me from the court is convenient. Come to think of it, the entire war is convenient for him.

The border keeps me busy, keeps me far from Daesan. As long as I command out here, deep in mud and dead men, I am no threat to the line of succession. No voice at the council, and no sword in the room.

If I survive, Rai can always send me somewhere worse. If I die a hero, all the better. I’m a loyal dog to send into the wilds and forget about until someone brings back the collar.

Jin-Hwan interrupted my brooding thoughts and let out a sigh. "The men are ready. Morale is… adequate. They fear Eom's men less than they fear another week of cold rations."

"A small mercy." I turned my gaze from the enemy ridge to the dense, sprawling wilderness that pressed against our western flank: the Blackwood. It stretched uninterrupted from the base of the mountains to the horizon, a sea of dark trees that seemed to suck the light out of the sky. It was ancient and vast, older than the border stones. Kingdoms come and go, and I have no doubt one day Daesan will vanish like the others. My petty kingdom will be a footnote for historians no one reads. But the Blackwood grows as long as men walk these borders. We build walls, we draw borders, we fight and die — and the trees will outlast us all.

Our enemy wouldn't be here either. Eom would be camped well behind the ridge, wrapped in a wolfskin cloak, drinking spiced wine while his bannermen did the dying for him.

My brother at least has the decency to pretend this bloodshed grieves him. But unlike Rai, Eom didn’t send men to the slaughter reluctantly. He liked the killing. That’s why they called him Flayer. Last spring, after taking the small garrison in one of our towns, he ordered every man hanged, and the women were dragged to the barracks for his men’s reward.

He would burn these hills to ash just to hear us scream, and salt the earth after to make sure nothing ever lives here again.

And yet, even the Flayer knew better than to stray too close to the Blackwood.

"Tell the captains to keep the line tight against the forest edge when the engagement begins," I ordered. "I don't want Eom's lancers trying to flank us through those trees. And I certainly don't want our own men breaking formation and running into the woods."

Jin-Hwan nodded, but unease crossed his face as he looked at the woods. The locals, the few desperate charcoal burners and trappers who lived in hovels near the edge, called it the domain of the forest spirits. They claimed no one ever returns from its depths. Soldiers, hardened by years of fighting other men, still made signs against evil when they had to patrol near its perimeter.

"The forest won’t bother us if we don’t bother it, Commander," Jin-Hwan murmured. It was the common superstition among the soldiers, a folk fairy tale, a campfire story. As if a forest could breathe. As if the trees could give a damn about us.

"It's the men I worry about, Jin-Hwan, not the superstitions." I looked back toward the enemy position. The first glint of sun on steel was visible through the morning mist on the far ridge. They were forming up.

"Superstitions," Jin-Hwan said, almost to himself. "Perhaps. But this ground is cursed, Seung. I can feel it in my bones. The carrion birds here don't even wait for the dying to draw their last breath."

He was right. I could already hear them calling in the distance, expectant.

"Then let's try not to feed them today," I said, pulling my helmet on. The metal scraped against my jaw, smelling of oil and old sweat. "Signal the line. We will meet them in the middle."

As I descended into the churned mud of the camp, the crows circled low. I could feel their hunger. The birds were waiting for the bloodshed.

I knew how the battle would end. You can feel it if you're lucky enough to have lived through enough campaigns. It would end as all battles do, with blades drawn, voices raised, and blood spilled into the ground. The soldiers would die calling names of their mothers and girlfriends who would never hear them.

Suddenly, I felt very tired.




***




The horn blew from the opposing ridge, a gut-deep bellow that seemed to tear the misty air in two. It was not a call to glory, but a butcher’s summons. Three hundred men stood with me. They knew what the horn meant: blood was about to spill, and not everyone would see another day.

I drew my sword. The familiar weight in my hand was a cold comfort, the leather-wrapped hilt worn smooth by years of fighting. My blade was a simple, unadorned length of steel, and it reflected the morning sky.

“Shields!” I roared, my voice raw against the wind. My command was echoed down the line by Jin-Hwan and the other captains. A wave rolled through our line—wood creaked, straps bit down, shields slammed into arms. It was the sound of men bracing to kill or die.

The enemy started moving too. They slogged through the mire in a slow crawl that had nothing of ceremony in it. Standards snapped above them in a display of fury. In the center, as expected, were Eom’s shieldmen. Heavy infantry. Solid, stubborn, dangerous. “Hold,” I commanded, my voice low now, meant only for the men nearest me. “Let the mud do its work. Let them come to us and tire.”

We stood our ground, our line anchored to the stony outcrop on our right and the brooding edge of the Blackwood on our left. I’d chosen this position deliberately. Let them spend their strength to reach us.

Their war cries broke out, all curses and promises of death. It was meant to unnerve us. Half threats, half nonsense. I’d heard it too many times to care. I kept my eyes on their boots, watching the mud betray them, as a bunch of men struggled for purchase. Good.

When they were within a hundred yards, a groan went through our line. A man’s courage is a fragile thing.

“Archers!” I bellowed, not turning my head. “First volley on my mark. Aim for their front ranks.”

I waited. The air grew heavy with the stench of wet wool and the metallic tang of fear. Seventy yards. Sixty. I could see the patterns on their shields now, the jagged peaks of Flayer’s domain. I could see the gaps in their teeth.

“Mark!”

The air split with the hiss of a hundred and fifty bowstrings loosed as one. For a moment, the sky was filled with black-fletched death. The arrows fell like a dark, vicious rain. They clattered against their shields, but enough found their mark. Men screamed, stumbled, and were trampled by the ranks behind them. The charge faltered for a second, a brief stutter in their momentum. It was all I needed.

“Brace!”

They crashed into us. The impact was like a battering ram. A sledgehammer of flesh and iron slammed into our shield wall. The shock ran up my arm, jarring my teeth. The man to my left grunted, his shield splintering under the blow of a war axe. I thrust my sword over the top of my own shield, a blind, upward jab into the press of bodies. It met something soft. I pulled back, the blade slick with something hot.

The battle turned into a maelstrom of grunting, shoving, and screaming. We were no longer fighting in line, but a series of desperate, individual struggles. A spearhead scraped against my helmet, the sound deafeningly loud. I shoved my shield forward, creating a half-second of space, and swung my sword in a low arc, cutting a man’s legs out from under him. He went down with a shriek, disappearing under the churning boots. He’s gone under the tide.
There’s no time for a second look. No time for anything but the next threat. I have to keep moving. The next threat is already here.

Then I heard it. The sound I had been waiting for, and dreading. A new horn, higher-pitched, from their left flank. The lancers were riding towards us.

“Jin-Hwan! Right flank! Pikes!” I screamed, my throat tearing.

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught the movement, a wedge of riders cutting toward our flank. But the mire held them fast. Their mounts kicked up fountains of black mud, straining, stumbling. There was no thunder, and no speed in this cavalry charge. It was not the hammer-blow they wanted.

Jin-Hwan’s lads did what we’d drilled for. His unit, trained for this exact maneuver, pulled back and reformed. Ugly work, stumbling, swearing, dragging themselves into three staggered ranks. The front rank dropped to their knees, pike-butts dug down through mud to the ground, tips angled like teeth at a charging horse. Behind them, two more ranks lowered their steel over the shoulders of the first. It was a bristling hedgehog of sharpened steel, waiting to skewer.

Their cavalry hesitated at the sight of our hedge. For an instant, they thought of pulling back. But their commander, a brute in a horned helmet, urged them on. Pride is a more dangerous master than any Duke. He screamed them forward, and they pushed into a charge that looked more desperate than deadly.

“Archers! Their horses!” I roared.

Another volley hissed through the air, this one aimed lower. A horse screamed, a terrible, high-pitched sound of animal terror, and went down, tumbling its rider into the mud. But the rest came on.

They hit the pike wall. It was a gruesome, messy impalement. The front line of horses shrieked as they were skewered, their own momentum driving the pike heads deep into their chests. Men were thrown, their necks snapping, or crushed beneath their dying mounts. The charge was broken, dissolving into a panicked scramble of terrified horses and scrambling riders, thrown from their saddles. My men in the pike formation surged forward, jabbing and killing the downed cavalrymen before they could crawl up.

The initial assault was broken. Their infantry, seeing the cavalry support shattered, wavered and took a few stumbling steps back. It was not yet a rout, but a slow retreat.

I leaned on my shield, my lungs burning, sucking in air that was thick with the coppery smell of blood. All around me, men were doing the same, some vomiting, others simply staring with wide, dead eyes at the carnage before them. We had held. The plan had worked.

My gaze swept the field—the bodies, the dying horses, the discarded weapons sinking into the mire—and lifted to the ridge beyond.

And there he was.

A lone silhouette held the ridge, horse and rider dark against the iron sky. His armor was black as a crow’s wing, his plume a streak of crimson fire. The standard at his side left no doubt—Eom’s sigil, the knife and boar, lifted above the plain.

I was wrong. The Flayer wasn’t drinking wine in his tent this time. He was here. Even from this distance, I could feel the cold weight of his gaze. He watched his own men fall back, his posture still, betraying no emotion. He had sent them to test our strength, to bloody us, to see how we would break. The battle was far from over.

I wiped a smear of blood and mud from my visor with the back of my gauntlet. Our eyes met across a field of the dead and dying. He couldn’t possibly see me, not one man among hundreds, but I felt seen all the same.

He slowly turned his horse and disappeared back over the ridge. And I knew with a terrible certainty that this was not the last time I was seeing him.




***




The reprieve lasted less than an hour. The relief was a fragile, fleeting thing, thin as the mist burning off the battlefield.

We had barely dragged the wounded behind the palisade and stacked the dead into makeshift walls of meat and steel when the second horn came. It came from the far ridge again, but this time there were more of them, dozens. Reinforcements.

“Shields up!” I called again, though my voice cracked this time. Men scrambled to obey, pulling their boots from the thick mud with sucking sounds. Jin-Hwan was already barking orders, pulling our center tighter, shouting for the men to reform.

They came harder this time. The new wave struck while we were still gathering breath. Twice the number, driving forward like a tide. The mud turned against us, sucking at our boots, wrenching shields from our grip, twisting pikes out of line. I swung until my arm burned, hacking, stabbing, praying that each strike found a gap and bite into flesh instead of clanging off iron.

A hammer-blow crashed against my shield, sending me staggering. My vision swam. Another man stepped into the gap to my left—but not Jin-Hwan. I searched for him, caught a glimpse through the chaos—he was down on one knee, shield arm hanging limp, blood soaking his mail. I wanted to reach him, but another spear lunged at my throat.

The shield line buckled. Not all at once, but like ice cracking on a lake. Here and there it gave, and then the enemy poured through, making new gaps in our formation. Our captains shouted themselves hoarse, dragging men back into line, but it was no longer a line. It was a desperate fight of a thousand skirmishes.

A pike thrust slipped past my guard. I caught it on the rim of my shield and shoved it aside, but the effort left me open for an instant. That was all the enemy needed.

Steel flashed. A short sword, jagged and black with dried gore, drove into my ribs. The impact was like a mule’s kick. For an instant, I thought it had missed, just slammed into my armor, but then the heat spread, fire tearing through my side. My ears rang, the world muffled, and a bitter flood of iron filled my mouth.

I roared and struck back, more fury than technique. My blade punched through his throat, and he went down, clawing at the sword, spraying blood into the mud. But the damage was done.

My ribs burned like they were on fire, each breath cut short, wet and ragged. My legs shook under me. I hacked at the shape in front of me, sloppy and weak, the blade glancing off a shield without slowing them at all.

The world tilted sideways. Shouts and the clash of iron rang around me. Every sound felt loud enough to split my skull. I clutched at my side, fingers coming away slick with blood seeping through the gaps in my cuirass. Hot and fast. Bad.

Someone slammed into me from behind, and I staggered forward, nearly dropping my sword. I tried to raise it again, to plant my boots and stand, but my body no longer listened. My vision narrowed, tunneled. The battle was moving past me, swallowing me whole.

“Commander!” a voice shouted. It was Jin-Hwan, but then he, too, was swallowed by the tide.

I stumbled back because I had no choice. Every step burned, every breath tore at me. Even my sword felt like it weighed a hundred pounds.


The ground gave way beneath me. I should have sunk into the mire, but my boots struck something hard and solid. Roots, twisted and wet, were coiling up from the earth here. They pulled me closer to the forest. Toward the Blackwood. Or I only thought they did. The loss of blood plays tricks on your mind.

The clash still roared behind me, but I knew the battle was lost. Our line was gone, our dead already feeding the mire. To stay was to die uselessly, cut down in the mud like the rest. I heard them still—my men crying out, steel on steel, the wet sound of dying. I should have been with them, shoulder to shoulder. But my side burned, my legs barely kept me upright. I couldn’t lead or fight anymore. I turned my back on the slaughter and limped into the woods. Better the forest take me than the Flayer’s men.

If I were going to die, better to meet it under the trees, not bleeding out in the mud like a dog. Maybe that’s the cleanest end a man can hope for.

So I let the forest swallow me.





Into the Dark Woods

The forest swallowed me whole.

Roots twisted beneath my boots, slick with moss and old rain, dragging me down as if they wanted me on my knees. My side burned hotter with every step, like a furnace beneath my ribs. Blood ran fast, soaking the leather straps of my armor, and my every breath came wet and rattling. I could already hear death in my lungs.

I thought I could press on, but the strength bled out of me fast. My sword slipped from my hand, vanishing into ferns without a sound. The last of my will carried me a few staggering steps further. Branches arched overhead, crossing and twisting, like a roof of dark spears closing off the sky.

I leaned against a tree, bark rough beneath my palm. My vision swam. I sank to my knees, and I almost laughed. To die here, cradled by roots instead of cut down by a sword. It didn’t sound so bad.

Was this all my life had amounted to? A tool for my brother, a weapon for his wars, too useful to kill outright, too dangerous to keep close. Disposable, like the men I’d led into the mud. Maybe the forest would make better use of my bones. I thought of a boy I used to be, of spring mornings long ago. I thought of the quiet things I’d never done.

Of the girl I knew once. Yuna.

She had eyes the color of summer fields and laughter that had nothing to do with war. I could almost hear it now, lifting in the air where we once stood over the river where we wasted afternoons flinging stones into the river. Yuna was carefree and bright, as though sorrow had never touched her. She pressed a wildflower into my hand the night before I left for this campaign. I carried it until it turned to dust. I wondered if she’d married, if she still thought of me at all. Probably not. I had chosen war. She had decided to live.

I thought about all the small mercies I had traded for this duty, for nothing.

Twenty-six years I’d lived, and for the last two I had done nothing but marching and bleeding across this cursed border. Two years of mud, steel, and blood, with no end but the grave. I could hardly remember what life had been before it.

Darkness pressed at the edges of my sight. I let it come. Better this than Flayer’s men cutting me down like a hound. Better this than broken and defeated.

But the dark tide didn’t come. Against all reason, warmth did.

At first, I thought it was the hot rush of blood leaking from me. But it was something softer and alive. A warm touch against my cheek. It carried the scent of pine and rain-soaked earth. I forced my eyes open because I thought I must be wandering into a dream.

A face hovered above me.

She could not be mortal. Her skin was pale as a new moonlight - so pale it almost glowed in the gloom, like something carved from frost and bone. Her hair spilled loose over it, the color of pale gold in a way that had nothing to do with sunlight. She had eyes that glowed faintly in the gloom, purple and unnatural, like some forbidden flower blooming where none should grow. It was strange, dusky violet.

But I had seen elves before, and she was nothing like them. Elves were wild and foreign, yet still of our world. She was something else. She was dangerous and sacred, Powerful like a goddess. Not of my world.

She wore no armor, not even a cloak against the cold. Only a white dress hung from her shoulders, soft as silk, sheer enough to show the line of her body beneath—the rise and fall of her chest, the grace in her legs. The fabric clung to her curves as if the wind had been made to serve her. It shifted when she moved, offering glimpses that promised more than they showed. She was barefoot, but the ground didn’t seem to notice. Where my boots had sunk ankle-deep into the ground, she stood weightless.


She looked young. Barely into her twenties, maybe. But I wasn’t fooled. Her youth was a lie. Her face might’ve been soft, untouched, but there was nothing young about the way she looked at me. It was the look of someone who had watched a thousand deaths. She’d been here longer than the trees. The thing before me had seen more seasons than I could name, and buried more men than I could count.


She had no crown and no scepter. And yet I had never stood before anything that felt more like a queen.

The Dryad. A Mistress of the Forest.

The tales were true, then. Every sign that my soldiers traced against evil when ordered to close to the Blackwood was no drunken fancy. The forest spirits were real. I was staring into the eyes of one. I had laughed at the stories once, dismissing them as excuses for cowardice. Now I understood why men prayed before stepping beneath these trees.

“You bleed too much,” she whispered suddenly. “And yet you still walk into my woods.” Her lips barely moved. The words were not sound alone, but something that vibrated in my bones, as though the trees themselves carried her voice.

I tried to speak, but the sound came out broken. “I…had no choice.” I wanted to say more, that my men were dead, that I was fleeing, that I was only running from the inevitable. But the words failed me.

Her head tilted, studying me with the cool detachment of a hawk eyeing a wounded rabbit. “No choice.” She said softly. “And yet you bring your wars to my borders.”

The pain in my side flared, sharp enough to steal my breath. I clenched my teeth, but could not stop the groan that escaped me. She regarded me without pity. When her fingers brushed the edge of my wound, the touch seared like fire. My vision slipped in and out, but I clung to that face, the last shape I could hold in the shifting dark.

“Lie down,” she said. Her voice was low and gentle, but it was not a request.

I obeyed.

The moss was warm beneath me, like skin. Soft. Almost wet.

She knelt beside me, her long legs folding with impossible grace. Her scent enveloped me. I was already dizzy from blood loss, but her nearness made it worse.

Or better.

She leaned closer. Her blonde hair was brushing my skin, silky and damp. She pressed her hand to my side, where the blade had found me. I hissed. She didn’t flinch.

“You should not be here, knight,” she murmured.

Knight. The word fell from her tongue like it was both accusation and pity.

Her hand lingered on my wound. The pain tore through me, though her touch was light as falling snow. She drew her fingers back, studied the blood glistening there as though tasting it with her eyes.

I tried to track her with my gaze, but my head was too heavy; she slipped in and out of the corner of my vision, pale as moonlight, hair dragging across my cheek when her face passed too close. I realized how close her face was, how sharp the lines of her cheekbones were, and how cruelly beautiful her mouth was.

I tried to push myself upright, but my strength had deserted me. I collapsed again, chest heaving.

“No begging?” she asked softly. Her voice trembled the ground beneath me, and I could swear I could feel the roots shifting with her voice, eager to bury me. “No prayers? Your kind cries loudest when the forest closes its jaws. Why not you?”

“I have nothing left to beg for,” I rasped. I wasn’t lying.

Her expression did not change, but something in the air grew taut, as though the whole wood leaned nearer. She lifted her bloodied fingers and brushed them along my jaw, streaking me crimson. I did not flinch.

That seemed to interest her more than if I had.

“You bleed, yet you do not plead. Curious.”

At that, the roots stilled, the air released. The forest exhaled with her.

I let my head fall back against the earth. My vision blurred, yet I felt her shadow still poised over me. Mercy, I realized, was not softness in her. It was a whim.

“You will not die tonight,” she said. “But do not mistake mercy for kindness.”

Whatever she saw in my face must’ve satisfied her. It was the whim that tonight she would not tear me apart.

She leaned close, her breath ghosting over my cheek. “I don’t like your kind,” she murmured. “But the forest… It’s curious about you. And even the forest hungers for what it does not understand.”

The spirit said nothing more.


She pressed her palm to my wounded side again, and this time, it was not fire that I felt—but roots. Something ancient and living moved beneath my skin. I gasped, jerking instinctively, but her other hand caught my shoulder and held me still with surprising strength.
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