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They didn't speak about the kiss.
For three days, Sage and The Lord of Ruin maintained a careful distance, their interactions polite and professional. They still practiced blending their magic each morning, but the sessions were shorter, less intense. Sage made sure there were always others present. He made sure never to touch her unless absolutely necessary.
It was torture.
Sage threw herself into the work, cataloging the spread of corruption through the forest, reinforcing wards, researching the Everflame. But at night, alone in her bed, she couldn't stop thinking about the feel of his lips on hers, the way his hands had tangled in her hair, the hunger in his eyes.
She'd never wanted anything, anyone, the way she wanted him.
And he'd rejected her.
The thought stung every time, even though she knew he was probably right. They were in the middle of an apocalypse. There wasn't time for... whatever this was between them. Attraction. Desire. Something deeper that she wasn't ready to name.
On the fourth day after the kiss, everything changed.
Sage was in the forest, checking on the Grandmother Oak, when she felt it, a pulse of wrongness that made her magic recoil. The corruption had spread faster than expected, reaching tendrils into the very heart of the forest.
She pressed her hand to the oak's trunk, trying to understand what she was sensing. The vision that slammed into her was immediate and violent.
Fire. Closer than before. Not months away, weeks. Maybe days. The Everflame's prison was crumbling faster than anyone had predicted, and when it broke free...
Sage gasped and pulled her hand back, her heart racing. She needed to tell the others. They needed to accelerate their plans, find more allies, prepare for—
The snap of a branch behind her made her spin around.
Three figures emerged from the shadows. Not Downworlders, witches. But not anyone she recognized. They wore dark robes, their faces hidden by hoods, and power radiated from them in waves.
"Sage of Elderwood," the center figure said, her voice like honey over poison. "The Council has sent us with a message."
Sage's hand went to the knife at her belt, not silver, but iron, blessed and spelled. "I'm listening."
"Your alliance with the Downworlders is forbidden. Dissolve it immediately, or face the consequences."
"And if I refuse?"
The woman laughed. "Then you'll be branded rogue. Your coven will be disbanded. Your magic will be bound. And if you resist..." She raised her hand, and fire flickered in her palm. "Well. The Council has authorized us to use whatever force is necessary."
Fear spiked through Sage, but she stood her ground. "You can't do this. The Everflame is coming. We need—"
"The Everflame is Downworlder propaganda," the woman snapped. "Designed to trick us into lowering our defenses, into welcoming monsters into our midst. You've been deceived, girl. And your deception ends now."
She threw the fire.
Sage barely had time to raise a shield, her magic flaring green and gold. The fire splashed against it like water, but the impact drove her back several steps. The other two witches joined the attack, their magic combining into a barrage that Sage struggled to deflect.
She was strong, but she was one against three, and they were older, more experienced. Her shield began to crack.
Then shadows exploded between them.
The Lord of Ruin materialized from nothing, darkness solidifying into his familiar form. His power was terrifying in its intensity, shadows spreading like wings, his eyes glowing violet-white. When he spoke, his voice resonated with ancient authority.
"You will not touch her."
The three witches stumbled back, fear written across their faces. "Abomination," one of them hissed.
"Undoubtedly," The Lord agreed. His smile was cold and cruel, nothing like the soft expressions Sage had seen from him. This was the Lord of Ruin in truth, dangerous, merciless, deadly. "Now leave. Before I show you just how much of an abomination I can be."
"This isn't over," the leader said. "The Council—"
"I don't care about your Council." The Lord’s power surged, and the temperature dropped to freezing. Frost spread across the ground, creeping toward the witches. "But if they send assassins after Sage again, I will care very much. Do you understand me?"
They fled, disappearing into the forest with considerably less grace than they'd arrived with.
The moment they were gone, He turned to Sage, the terrifying power vanishing as if it had never been. "Are you hurt?"
"I'm fine. How did you—"
"I felt your fear through our connection." He moved closer, his hands hovering over her as if checking for injuries. "The moment you were in danger, I knew. I'll always know."
"Our connection?" Sage's heart was still racing, but not from the attack anymore.
His jaw tightened. "When we blend our magic, it creates a bond. Temporary, but persistent. I can feel you, Sage. Your emotions, your location, your pain. And apparently, you can feel me too, though you might not have realized it yet."
That explained so much, the constant awareness of him, the way her mood shifted when he was near, the dreams she'd been having. "You didn't tell me."
"I didn't know it would happen. It's... rare. It requires compatibility on a level that goes beyond mere magic." He finally met her eyes. "I should have warned you. Should have given you a choice."
"Would it have changed anything?"
"No," he admitted. "We still need to blend our magic to have any hope of stopping the Everflame. But you deserve to know what you're getting into. What being connected to me means."
Sage stepped closer, closing the distance between them. "And what does it mean?"
"It means I'll feel every hurt, every fear. Every moment of joy or pleasure or pain." His voice dropped. "It means I'll know when you're thinking of me. When you're wanting me. Just as you'll know when I'm thinking of you."
Heat flooded through Sage's body. "And are you? Thinking of me?"
"Constantly." The word was rough, torn from him. "Every moment of every day. You're in my head, under my skin. I can't escape you, Sage. And I'm not sure I want to anymore."
"Then don't." She reached up, touching his face, and felt him shudder. "Don't escape. Don't run. Just... stay."
"You don't know what you're asking."
"Then show me."
For a long moment, he just stared at her, war waging in his eyes. Then, with something that sounded like surrender, he pulled her to him and kissed her.
This kiss was different from the first. Deeper. More desperate. His hands roamed her body like he was memorizing her by touch, and she responded in kind, learning the planes of his chest, the muscles of his back, the way he groaned when she threaded her fingers through his hair.
Their magic exploded around them, light and shadow in perfect harmony now, swirling together in patterns of heartbreaking beauty. Sage felt him in every cell of her body, felt his desire, his need, his carefully controlled restraint beginning to fray.
"We should stop," he murmured against her lips, even as his hands slid under her shirt, cool fingers against her overheated skin.
"We really should," she agreed, arching into his touch.
Neither of them stopped.
He walked her backward until her back hit a tree, his body pressed against hers, solid and real and perfect. She wrapped her legs around his waist, and he groaned, the sound vibrating through her.
"Sage," he breathed. "If we do this, if we cross this line—"
A howl split the air.
They broke apart, both of them immediately alert. The Lord of Ruin's shadows expanded, creating a defensive barrier around them, while Sage's magic reached out to the forest, trying to understand the threat.
"Demon hounds," He said grimly. "Wild ones, by the sound of it. And they're hunting."
"Hunting what?"
Another howl, closer now. Then a scream, human and terrified.
They looked at each other for a split second, then ran toward the sound.
When they burst into a clearing all they found was chaos. A young witch, barely more than a girl, maybe sixteen, was backed against a rock face, her magic flaring weakly as she tried to fend off three massive creatures. They looked like wolves made of shadow and fire, with eyes that burned like coals and fangs that dripped venom.
"Get back!" Sage shouted, throwing up a shield around the girl.
The hounds turned their attention to her, snarling. The Lord stepped in front of Sage, power radiating from him.
"Mine," he said simply, and his shadows lashed out like whips.
The fight was brutal and fast. The Lord of Ruin was a force of nature, his magic tearing through the hounds with ruthless efficiency. But there were more coming, Sage could hear them in the distance, drawn by the noise. Demon hounds traveled in packs, and if a full pack descended on them...
"We need to leave," she said urgently. "Now."
The Lord of Ruin dispatched the last hound with a slash of shadow that nearly cut it in half. "Agreed. Can you carry her?"
Sage was already moving toward the girl, who had collapsed against the rock, trembling. "What's your name?"
"L-Lily," the girl stammered. "I was on a vision quest, and they just appeared—"
"You're safe now," Sage said, helping her up. "But we need to move. Can you walk?"
Lily nodded, though she was clearly in shock. Sage supported her weight, and they ran.
The Lord of Ruin led them through the forest at a punishing pace, his shadows scouting ahead, keeping the pursuing hounds at bay. More than once, Sage heard snarling too close for comfort, and heard his power lash out in response. He was protecting them, keeping the pack from closing in, but even he couldn't hold off an entire pack forever.
"There," he said, pointing to a cluster of standing stones ahead. "Old magic. It'll give us shelter."
They made it to the stones with seconds to spare. The moment they crossed the threshold, Sage felt the shift, ancient wards activating, recognizing their need, offering sanctuary. The demon hounds slammed into an invisible barrier, howling with frustration.
"They can't get in," He said, breathing only slightly harder than normal despite the run and the fighting. "These stones predate even me. Their magic is absolute."
Sage helped Lily sit down, checking her for injuries. The girl was scratched and bruised but otherwise unharmed. "What were you thinking, going on a vision quest alone?"
"My coven is traditional," Lily said quietly. "Vision quests are supposed to be done in solitude, to prove you're ready to advance. I thought... I thought I was ready."
"Well, you're alive, which is more than can be said for those hounds," The Lord said, settling down with his back against one of the stones. He looked at Lily with something that might have been sympathy. "Vision quests are meant to challenge you, not kill you. Your coven is reckless."
"You're him," Lily said suddenly, her eyes wide. "The Lord of Ruin. I've heard stories—"
"All true, I'm sure," He said dryly.
"No, I mean—" Lily looked between him and Sage. "You saved me. Both of you. But you're supposed to be enemies. Witches and Downworlders don't—"
"Don't work together?" Sage finished. "Maybe it's time that changed. The world is bigger and stranger than our covens teach us. And the threats we face don't care about our prejudices."
Lily was quiet for a long moment, then nodded. "My coven won't like it, but... you're right. Thank you. For saving me."
They stayed in the shelter of the stones until dawn, when the demon hounds finally gave up and slunk away. The Lord escorted Lily back to the border of her territory, extracting a promise that she'd tell her coven about the hounds but leave out the part about who had saved her. At least for now.
By the time he and Sage returned to Elderwood, the sun was fully up, and both of them were exhausted.
"That was close," Sage said.
"Too close." He looked at her, and his expression was troubled. "Those witches who attacked you, they were sent by the Council. And demon hounds don't usually hunt this far into witch territory. Something is wrong, Sage. It's like the barriers between the worlds are breaking down."
"The Everflame," Sage said, understanding flooding through her. "It's not just coming back. Its return is already affecting everything. Weakening the boundaries. Making things... unstable."
"Which means we have even less time than we thought."
They stood in her garden, covered in dirt and blood, exhausted and scared and running out of options. "We should rest," He said quietly. "Tomorrow, we will try again. We find allies. We prepare. We—"
"Stay," Sage interrupted. "Don't go back to Umbral tonight. Stay here. With me."
His eyes darkened. "Sage—"
"I don't mean..." She took a breath. "I just don't want to be alone. And I don't think you do either. So stay. Please."
He should have said no. Should have put distance between them, should have been strong enough for both of them. But he was tired of being strong, tired of being alone, tired of denying what he wanted more than he'd wanted anything in centuries.
"Okay," he said. "I'll stay."
