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To all the women who have loved with their whole heart just to be betrayed in the end. This one's for you.



Chapter 1 

 The Path that Guides Us










Lavonna


​A cool autumn breeze whipped across my skin as I lifted my face to the sky and smiled. I loved the fall. It was my favorite season. Orange and red leaves beckoned me onward down the nature trail I’d walked a dozen times before, and the satisfying crunch of dried leaves under my boots sent a satisfying shiver down my spine.


The forest behind my apartment was quiet. No one seemed to come out here much except for a random jogger every once in a long while. It was a good place to be, a good place to clear my head.

The first time I ventured down this trail was the day I’d received the call that my parents had died. They were on their way to dinner when a drunk driver hit their car. That was two years ago now and yet the icy sadness that had crept into my soul that day still lingered.

I tried not to think about that right now. I came out here to observe the orange and red leaves and to listen to the bird calls of the few who had chosen to stay. They sounded lonely like me.

I walked down the worn gravel trail letting my mind wander and my steps guide me deep into the woods.

I glanced at a tall tree someone had carved their initials into. E + A stood out against the dark brown bark. I’d sat under that tree once with a palm filled with pills and a large bottle of water. That had been a dark day. I’d moved to a new state for work, hadn’t made any friends, and then shortly after got the news of my parent’s death. I was an only child with no one in the world to turn to and I had thought about ending it all.

The call of a robin pulled me back into the present and I looked up at the colorful leaves to see if I could find it but I had no such luck.

I continued down the trail leaving the dark memories of the carved tree behind me.

I’d been down this trail so many times that I thought there’d be no surprises left for me in these woods, and yet a mystery awaited me about twenty feet away from the beaten path. Sticking out like a sore thumb stood a tree with bright green leaves. All the other trees had turned red, yellow, or orange, but this one was a brilliant green. How strange.

As I drew closer to the tree I couldn’t help but notice the bark pattern was unlike anything I’d seen before. It grew like swirling waves up the trunk and into the branches.

The base of the tree was covered in a thick black vine that looked like it was pulling the life out of it from the roots. I reached out to pull the weed away. 


​“Ow!” I stepped back and held my hand close to my chest as I eyed the vine again, a burning sensation upon my fingers.



​I knew there were plenty of weeds that could burn your skin on contact, but I didn’t know of many vines, especially any black vines.



​There was an eerie presence to this place that made me want to flee. No bugs crawled on this tree and no birds perched on its branches. It was barren of all life, save for the tree itself and the black vine surrounding it.



​I had lingered here long enough. It was time to go home. Thankfully my apartment wasn’t far. I quickly completed the trail loop and walked to my ground-floor apartment which was near the entrance to the woods.



​Once inside, I locked the door behind me and sagged against the wall. There was something very wrong about that vine and that tree. After taking a few steadying breaths I collected myself enough to walk to the bathroom where I put a generous amount of healing ointment on my finger and wrapped my burn in gauze.



​The pain subsided quickly, allowing me to get on with the rest of my day. It was Saturday, which meant it was time to tidy up for the week. I liked to get the cleaning out of the way so I could have a full day of relaxation on Sunday. I vacuumed, cleaned the bathroom, swept the kitchen and made dinner. After I finally put all the dishes away it was past time for bed.


I happily donned my flannel pajama pants, and t-shirt and slipped under my comforter. I turned out the light and let sleep overtake me.

The black vine that I’d encountered earlier found me in my dreams. No matter where I went or how fast I ran, the inky black weed wrapped itself around me and squeezed. It drained me of what little energy I had over and over again until the bright light of the sun finally woke me up from its poisonous shackles.              


​I sat up in bed. My bandage had slipped off my finger in the night. An angry scar in the shape of an X marred my pale skin. I gently traced the shape of it with my finger and had the uneasy feeling that I had been marked for something.



​I shook my head. I was being overly dramatic. It was just a nightmare and a little scar. I traced the scar again. I was being dramatic right?


I got up and poured myself a bowl of cereal. I needed some fresh air. I brought my breakfast out onto the back patio that faced the woods behind my apartment.


​I only had two cheap plastic chairs and one glass-topped patio table, but it was enough. I set my bowl down and tugged a blanket tightly around my shoulders as I sat down on the cold plastic seat.



​It was a beautiful fall morning. The air was crisp, the sky was clear, and the sun was shining. I let myself get lost in the scenery as I ate my breakfast in peace.



​It wasn’t until my bowl was nearly empty that I felt the slow twisting of something small and hot crawling up my leg.



​I glanced down and froze. A sinister black vine, like the one I encountered yesterday was creeping its way across my patio. Its tendrils crawled toward me, twisting and coiling with an unsettling precision. The thick fabric of my sock was the only barrier between me and whatever toxic substance those leaves might carry.



​I shot up from my chair and pulled my foot out of the weed’s grasp. My chair toppled over and I left my bowl on the table as I ran back inside and locked the door.



​“What the fuck is going on?” I whispered to myself as I caught my breath.



​I turned to peer through the glass door hoping to find this had all been part of a bad dream, but what I saw was no dream. Thick black vines now coated my patio like carpet. There was akin to an otherworldly curse lurking right outside my door and there was nothing I could do about it.  
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Chapter 2  

The Ties that Bind







Later on that day, I left my apartment to sit in a quiet coffee shop with my laptop and Google searched every poisonous vine or weed I could find. Page after page of green, orange, and red vines crossed my screen but none of them were black. None of them came even close to what I’d seen.

My doom scroll was getting me nowhere and my panic was starting to set in. What’s going to happen if I can't find a solution to get rid of this thing? Would I be doomed to never step outside my apartment again?

My apartment! Maybe they could hire someone to take care of it. I went to pull my phone out of my purse when something caught my eye. There was a man with pale skin and piercing blue eyes staring at me from across the room.


​Atop his head sat perfectly ruffled light golden curls and his ears…were they pointed? He looked like the drawing of an angel had come to life and walked right off the page. My eyes met his, and his gaze filled me with both trepidation and excitement.


I broke our connection and looked down at my coffee. Why would a beautiful stranger be staring at me? Was this some trick? I was a curvy woman, and while I enjoyed the shape of my body very much, I’ve found not many others shared that sentiment.


​Much to my disappointment, when I looked up again the angelic man was gone.



​It was strange but I’d felt his absence as if it were a tangible thing. A part of me yearned to be where he was even though I had no idea where he could have gone off to.



​I shook myself from those thoughts and refocused my energy on the task at hand. I needed to make a phone call. The apartment management wasn’t good for much but hopefully they’d pull through for me this one time.



​I found the leasing office number in my contacts and hit the call button. After ringing a few times someone finally picked up.



​“Yes, hello, I’m hoping you can help me sort out a weed problem.”



​“Weed?” The woman on the other line asked. “We don’t condone smoking on the property.”



​“No, no,” I corrected. “I’ve got poisonous plants taking over my patio and I need someone to clear them out.”



​“Oh, let me see what I can do.” The person on the other line put me on hold and I stared out the window as I waited for an answer.



​“The best I can do is have someone come look at it on Friday,” she said as soon as the music cut off.



​“Friday?” I could steer clear of my patio until then.



​“Yep, Friday,” she confirmed.



​“Sounds good,” I sighed. “Thank you.”



​“Alright, bye for now.” Silence filled the air. The call was over.



​I took a deep steadying breath. Everything was going to be alright.





***


​After another hour of futile research I decided to call it quits and head home. Everything seemed fine as I parked my car in my usual spot facing my building. It was a bright and sunny fall day and besides my weed problem, everything seemed right with the world.



​That feeling didn’t last long, however. I turned the key in my door and pulled on the handle, but upon entering my living space I realized I was not alone.



​Creeping tendrils of cursed black vines slithered like snakes across my carpet at an alarming rate. The breaking of glass drew my attention to the window where the vines had somehow broken through and made their way in.



​It wasn’t long before their dark leaves were mere inches from my feet. I dashed to the kitchen and grabbed my largest knife and hacked away at the sentient weeds. I screamed in pain as one of them came from behind and took hold of my hand. I dropped the knife and just as swiftly, the vines took hold of the handle and dragged it out of my reach. They’d taken over the entire kitchen by now. I was backed into the corner and had nowhere else to go.



​Would it burn if they all touched me at once, or would the pain grow so immense that I’d be blessed with sweet unconsciousness before their poison killed me? My breathing quickened as I began to hyperventilate. I was stuck. I would die here.



​Dark thoughts crowded my mind as the vines slithered ever closer. One wound itself around my booted foot and had almost made its way to my thigh when a strange neon purple thread of light shot through my window and wrapped itself around the weeds surrounding me.



​Instantly the vines withered and turned to ash. I didn’t know what this strange light was, but it had saved me. The neon thread started to pull back as if it were being wound back to a spool.



​“Wait!” I called out after it. “Come back!”



​I followed the thread down the path it had made of dead vines. I couldn’t crawl through my broken window so I opened the patio door and jumped over the vines that lingered there and ran down the forest trail to catch up to the thing that had saved me.



​“Wait! Please!” I screamed at the top of my lungs, and it finally stopped moving.



​Without thinking I reached down and touched the bright thread.



​“FLEE! RUN FOR YOUR LIFE!” A raspy male voice shouted at me. It scared me so much that I dropped the thread immediately, and it continued to wind itself back up traveling even deeper into the forest.



​Flee where? Where could I go that I’d be safe from this curse? This purple magic was the only thing that has kept me safe.


In the distance I saw the bright green tree sticking out among the sea of brown and orange foliage, and I felt an undeniable pull in that direction. It didn’t make sense, but none of this did. Maybe that’s where this magic had come from, that otherworldly tree.

I ran with everything I had in me toward those bright green leaves. I ran and ran until I saw him, the man from the cafe, my golden haired angel.

He stood directly in front of the tree and paid no mind to the purple thread that was retreating through a matching purple door that looked like a portal into another world.

“It’s you,” I breathed.   

His face had remained the same and those pointed ears were still there like before, but the wings were new. White wings fluttered behind him giving him the aura of a god.

The angel sniffed the air then looked down at me and lifted my hair to his nose. “You smell so sweet, like a flower.” His voice was soothing, the tenor of it was light like a spring melody.

The vines that had attacked me circled us, but stayed a few inches away. Did they sense that he was some kind of divinity? Did he hold power over this curse?

“Help me,” I whispered, not sure if the sentient weeds could understand me or not.

“Why do you think I’m here, my Flower? May I call you that?”

“You can call me whatever you like as long as you can get me out of here.”

The angel threw his head back and laughed as if he didn’t have a care in the world. “I like you already, which is good because our fates are intertwined, you and I.”

“What do you mean?” I was growing more uncomfortable by the minute. The vines weren’t touching us but they were building a wall all around us and soon they’d be high enough to block out the sun.

“Come with me and see for yourself.”

The male held out his hand and looked to the portal door that stood behind him.

“Where does that lead?” I looked over his shoulder and saw a land that looked like it belonged in a fairytale. Rolling green hills of grass cascaded before a giant white castle in the distance.

“My home, a place where you will be safe. I give you my word as a Seraphyne that I will protect you.”

By now the black vines had blotted out the sun, and it was only then that the angel looked up and acknowledged their existence at all.

“We should go.”

Should I go? What choice did I have? If I stay I’ll die.

The golden-haired male took a step through the portal then held out his hand for me to join him. “Come, my Flower. I cannot protect you here.”

I stared at his porcelain white hand for a long moment before finally placing my hand in his.

“Let’s go,” I nodded, and the angel led me through the portal to a new land, and I hoped against all hope that this world would be better than my own.



Chapter 3  

A Whole New World













When I stepped through the portal a bright light blinded me, and a haziness washed over me. I wobbled on my feet and fell onto something soft, perhaps a bed? I tried to squeeze the hand of the angel who had saved me, but there was no one next to me. Had all this been part of a nightmare after all?

I stretched my arms and felt something prickle against my skin. There was a light above me, but it wasn’t as bright as the light I’d encountered before.

I ran my fingers along the textured surface beneath me. I knew this feeling. It was grass. I opened my eyes then. A field of green surrounded me on almost all sides. A sweet floral scent tickled my nose, and the rustling of leaves pricked my ears.

I turned my gaze to the right and found that I was just a few feet short of a treeline to a thick forest.

How did I end up here? One minute I was walking through a portal holding hands with an angel and the next I’m laying on the grass in a clearing.

The sound of a branch breaking turned my attention back to the forest. An unnatural darkness settled between the trees. Although it was a bright and sunny day not a single ray of light penetrated through the leaves to the forest floor.

The sound of another branch breaking stirred me to my feet. I may not know where I was, but I did know that there was something in that forest that was walking in my direction.

I backed away from the treeline. I kept my movements slow and quiet, but it hadn’t been enough. For whatever it was that was in the forest it fixed dark red eyes upon me.

The time for observations was over. Now was the time to run. I wasn’t athletic, but I had long legs and I hoped to god they wouldn’t fail me now.

I ran through the grass away from the forest toward the tall white castle I’d seen through the portal. Sweat dripped down my back as I ran. It was hot here. The sun looked much larger than what I was used to and it beat down upon me with an unrelenting heat. Even so I kept running.

A loud roar rang through the clearing and thundering paws galloped through the trees. Then out of the dark forest emerged a beast made of shadows and fangs. It resembled a giant wolf that stood at least ten feet tall from the bottom of its paws to the tips of its ears. Its eyes were primal and made of fire and it gnashed sharp teeth as it lunged toward me.

“Shit!” I ran as fast as my legs could take me, but I knew I didn’t stand a chance trying to outrun a beast. There wasn’t a damn thing to block its path either.


Fuck, fuck, fuck! Ice filled my chest as the beast drew closer and pounced on me from behind. I was shoved to the ground and pinned under a giant paw.


The dark wolf bared its teeth and growled. I didn’t move. The shadowy creature opened its maw wide, revealing rows and rows of sharp black teeth similar to that of a shark. As it leaned in closer, the world turned to darkness. Then it closed its mouth around me.

The prick of sharp teeth had just started to settle across my skin when the beast yelped and released me from its mouth. It yelped again and turned to face something other than myself.

I got to my feet and made to run away again, when my gaze fell upon my savior. He was angelic in every sense of the word. Brandishing a sword made entirely of light and wearing a crown atop his head, he stared the beast down with his piercing blue eyes and waited for its next move.

He dodged to the right and when the shadow wolf matched his movements, he shifted to the left and stabbed his sword up into the beast’s chest. It let out a pained howl and stepped away from the angel’s grasp.

A giant paw swung at my hero but he was able to roll out of the way before the wolf could make contact.

Again my savior raised his sword and sliced through the billowing shadows of the fanged creature. It had been bested and it knew it. The wolf ran back into the safety of the forest where it faded into the inky darkness that gathered between the trees.

The angel, my savior, turned his attention to me and ran to my side.

“Are you alright? Did the beast hurt you?”

He checked me over delicately, his eyes slowly roving over my body, ensuring that I was not wounded. 


​“Am I dead?” If this wasn’t a dream, then maybe I had somehow died when that vine burned me.


“I sure hope not.” The angel laughed. “I’m so glad I found you when I did. That shadow creature could have eaten you alive.”

“How did I end up here?”

“Portal magic can be tricky. Sometimes you don’t end up where you’re supposed to.”

“Prince Elio (EEL-leo)!” A set of winged males descended from the sky on white wings similar to that of…Elio’s. That’s what they’d called him, Elio. It was a pleasant name, angelic just like him.

These males were not as handsome as my savior, who was also a prince it seems, but they all looked angelic nonetheless. One had dark black hair like mine, and the spotty beard of a young man just entering adulthood and another had short brown hair and wore a scowl on his face.

“We got here as fast as we could. Did you find her?” The older male questioned. 

“Look for yourself, Garrick (G-air-rick). She sits before you.” Elio held out his hand for me and I took it. His strong grip had no trouble helping me up. He even took the liberty of brushing the grass off my pants.

“There, now you're perfect,” he smiled at me and it was such a dazzling sight that it nearly made me dizzy.

“May we escort you back to the palace, my prince?” Garrick asked. He wore a scowl that seemed to be a permanent fixture upon his face. His frown lines ran so deep, I wondered if it was even possible for him to make an expression other than a frown.

“Yes, I’d be grateful for the extra protection for an important person such as this.”

I looked around at the others to see who he was referring to, but they were all looking at me.

“Me?” I pointed to myself, feeling completely lost and a little silly.

“Yes, you!” Elio laughed as if I’d made a witty joke, but I was not in on the punch line.

“You’re the most important person among us.”

“I’m no one special,” I countered. He was the on who saved me. How was I the special one here?

“What is this place?” A mixture of curiosity as well as fear started to rise up within me. I was on a new world among a people who looked more elvish than human.

“Those questions are better suited for the seer and the queen.” Elio explained.

He grazed my chin with soft yet powerful fingers and tipped my head up as he grinned down at me with a smile that was nearly blinding.

“Oh, my Flower, you need not worry. You have no idea how much you mean to me, how important you really are.”

So many thoughts were swirling through my mind. Could I trust this male? Could I trust anyone here? Did I have a choice?

“Come, you must be tired. We’ll ride my horse back to the palace.” Elio whistled and a large white horse approached us at a lazy gallop.

“My prized steed, Alabastron,” the prince grinned, and then hoisted me onto the beast’s saddle without warning. He let out a loud grunt as if he’d been expecting me to be lighter than what I was. I felt a bit embarrassed about that. Did he often go around lifting women onto his horse? Were elvish women so light compared to my curvy figure?

“We’ll fly above you, my lord.” The younger dark-haired male said.

“Thank you, Atreis (A-tree-iss).”

Elio made a clicking sound to the horse and it started another gentle gallop.

My knight in shining armor put his arms around my middle and held me securely against him as we rode, and while I didn’t trust this stranger, I didn’t mind being held by him.

“You said you’d give me your word as a Seraphyne before we walked through the portal. Is that what you are? A Seraphyne?”

“Yes,” Elio began with a smile. “The Seraphyne are the people of Luminaria. We are elves white wings and the ability to wield light magic through our crystals of power.”

Angels with light magic…I’d truly landed in a fantasy world indeed.

“Was it you I saw in the coffee shop?”

“Yes, I’d been looking for you for quite some time. There is a special bond that has been threaded between us. A bond I’ve longed to have for my entire adult life.”

The lightness in his voice was gone. He spoke of serious things in a serious tone and I felt the weight of them rest heavily on my chest.


​“And now you’re here.” I looked up at Elio and in the same moment he looked down at me like couples do in the movies when they’ve been brought together by fate.              


He didn’t say much else on our ride to his home. I was happy for the silence. I needed a moment to take everything in. It felt like just five minutes ago I was running for my life from a sentient weed and now I sat atop a horse being held tight by a beautiful elf who said I was important. His presence made me feel better about this whole thing. This world may be new and dangerous, but he had already protected me once. Everything would be fine, Elio would make sure of that.


​In an attempt to calm my mind, I let my gaze wander to my surroundings.



​This place didn’t look much different from earth. The grass was green as were the leaves on the trees, the sky was blue, the clouds were white, and...and there were men with wings wearing full armor flying above us as if it were no big deal at all. I guess to them it wasn’t. How strange my world would have seemed to them. I could imagine they’d see humans as poor defenseless creatures.



​I did notice a few other differences on our trek. For one, there were thick black vines covering large swaths of trees and boulders that we passed. They did not move or chase us like the black vines near my home, and Elio did not seem bothered by them. I kept my eye on those vines until they became tiny specks of black in the distance. Only then, did I relinquish some of my fear.


The sun here was unnaturally bright. I was in desperate need of some sunglasses, and yet the men flying above us didn’t seem to be bothered by the sun at all. Maybe there were more differences to our bodies than what could be easily seen.


​Eventually, the large white castle came into view, but it was more than just a castle. It was a massive structure the size of a mountain.



​“What is this place?”



​“This is the Ivory Citadel, my home.” He answered easily as if it were nothing to live in such a place as this.



​“That’s your home?” I looked at the immense building in shock. It wasn’t just a castle, it had smaller buildings at the ground level with people buzzing about. Then from there were small buildings spread out even further until they reached the clearing. This was a whole fucking city.



​There were people flying above us in the sky, and why wouldn’t there be? They all had wings. I didn’t like the idea of being the odd one out when it came to the gift of flight. If I was the only one who couldn’t fly in a city made of flying people, would I be looked at as deformed in their eyes?



​“It doesn’t feel so big once you get used to it,” Elio assured me. “You’ll have a room and a large garden all to yourself that should provide all the comfort you could ask for.”



​“My own garden?”



​“I would provide nothing less for a woman as special as you.” I looked over my shoulder to find him wearing a sexy arrogant smirk that made my toes curl. I wasn’t going to get my hopes up yet, but this whole situation was working out pretty well for me so far. The life I’d left was not one worth fighting for, but the life that stood before me might be everything I’d dreamed of.



​I should be terrified to be inside a fantasy world, but instead I felt invigorated, ready to face the challenge, and certainly ready to face palace life with my own space and an angel who called me special every chance he got.



​“We’ll use the west entrance,” Elio called up to his guards.



​“Yes my lord,” the older one called down and they all angled their wings to change direction.



​We did not approach the citadel head on, instead we made a wide circle around the west side of it, avoiding being seen by anyone. I was both relieved and disappointed. I wanted to see more of the city and its people, but I wasn’t sure I wanted the people to see me yet. I knew too little about this place and its customs to face a large crowd.



​Instead we entered through a side gate that was guarded by five men, but they quickly opened the doors and stepped aside for Elio and his men who were now walking behind us.



​Every guard we passed on our way to the citadel bowed in their prince’s presence. They glanced up at me every chance they could but no one stared for long. It was curiosity I saw in their eyes more than anything else.



​We stopped outside a small side entrance to the building itself where Elio hopped off his steed and gave orders to his men.



​“Bring Alabastron to the stables.” He ordered a boy, or at least I thought it was a boy, but upon second glance, I realized this was no child at all, but just a short man who was about four feet tall, very hairy, and who also had tan skin.



​“This is Toro, the stable master in charge of all the royal horses. He’s a dwarf who hails from the Silvervain Islands. His people are short in stature but very strong.”



​The stable master bowed. “Thank you for the introduction.”



​“Nice to meet you, Toro.” I bowed as I greeted the stout man.



​“My lady,” Elio smiled at me as he held up his arms to help me down. Thankfully he didn’t grunt this time as he took on my weight and his strength was just as impressive this time as it was the first.



​As soon as I was off the horse Toro was leading him away to the stables.



​“Let’s get you to your quarters,” Elio began again. “You will need to rest before meeting my mother.”



​“Your mother?” So soon? I didn’t mind a man who wasn’t afraid of commitment, but this was moving a bit fast, even for me.



​“Yes, the queen has been looking forward to making your acquaintance for quite some time.”



​He gave me a reassuring smile before offering me his arm.



​“Come, my Flower, let me show you to your room.”


[image: Image of Prince Elio wearing polished armor.]



Chapter 4 

New Friends














​Elio led me up a long flight of stairs, down one hallway, and then another, until we reached what I would describe as the inner sanctum of the citadel. Here there was a cluster of rooms that sprouted out from a central foyer.



​“My room is the door on the far left, next to me is Atreis, and then there’s you.”



​There were two more rooms left that he didn’t mention.



​“What about those?”



​“Those are storage rooms for now, but maybe one day, they’ll have purpose again.” His cheeks were rosy as he nervously ran his fingers through his hair.



​“This way,” he shook himself and replaced any hint of nerves with a bright smile as he opened my door for me.



​The room he led me to was just as pristine as the rest of this place. White walls were accented with painted landscapes, white marble end tables were trimmed with gold, white vases were filled with pale pink flowers, polished Greek-style columns stretched from the floor to ceiling. My bed was the only thing that had a real pop of color. It was decorated with a beautiful blanket embroidered with red roses. I ran my fingers over the threads as I took in the sight of the room.



​“It’s beautiful Elio.”



​“Good. I wanted it to be perfect for you,” he smiled and then made his way to the door when I held out a hand to stop him.



​“Wait! I have more questions. Why am I here? Why did you pull me into your world? And what exactly is our connection?”



​“Those are perfectly reasonable questions,” he smiled down at me with compassion written on his face. “But I’m afraid they’ll have to wait. My mother and the oracle are much better suited to speak on the magic that brought you here.”



​“But-”



​“Rest.” Elio cut me off. “I can’t imagine all the things that must be going through your head, but you must trust me. What I say is true.” He gently tucked my hair behind my ear. The warm caress of his fingers was a balm to my racing mind.



​“I did just save you from a shadow wolf, surely taking a nap is much less frightening by comparison.” There was a smug gleam in his eye and I realized he was teasing me.



​“You never know, I’ve been having some crazy dreams lately.” I teased back.



​“I bet you have,” Elio kissed the back of my hand. “I can’t wait to introduce you to the people who mean the most to me. You’ve already met my inner circle, Atreis and Garrick, but I want you to meet Aria, the palace seer, and of course my mother the queen.”



​There was such an excited air about him. How long had he waited for my arrival? How long had he been waiting for me to walk through that portal?



​Elio released my hand and turned to leave and this time I did not stop him.



​The door closed with a click and I was alone. It was true, I had been through a lot but I was not tired. If anything, I felt wired. I didn’t want to lay down, I wanted to run. But seeing as I had been told to stay put, I settled for exploring my room. It was designed as if a Victorian era house had a baby with a Roman era house. Large windows were separated by large columns. I picked up one of the pink flowers from the vase and gave it a sniff. It smelled like lavender. The familiar scent brought a smile to my face.



​Did Elio like lavender? I wish I knew more about him. You have no idea what you mean to me. His phrase played in my head again and again. That was quite a bold statement to make and he seemed so excited to have me here like he’d been waiting for my arrival for a long time. I wasn’t sure how long he could have waited, though. He looked younger than me. Maybe twenty five at most.



​I let that thought fall away as I continued my exploration to the edge of the room where thick curtains blocked the wall, but when I pulled them back I discovered it wasn’t a wall they covered at all, but a door.



​I probably shouldn’t go exploring alone in a new world like this, but I felt restless. I needed to do something. So I opened the door. White stairs that led down a circular staircase greeted me, and the smell of fresh flowers wafted up my nose. I cautiously put one foot in front of the other until I had reached the bottom. The stairs didn’t lead to another hallway or room, they led to a stone patio.



​The sun was starting to set. I welcomed its golden rays on my face as I closed my eyes and let the warmth seep into my soul. This was what I needed. Not a nap.



​The patio wasn’t the only thing out here, though. Outstretched before me was the most beautiful garden I’d ever seen. I doubt even Versailles, in all its glory, was as beautiful as this. Rows of white flowers that resemble peonies filled neat rounded flower beds alongside smaller white flowers, and there were well trimmed hedges that walled off the garden from the outside world.



​In the center of it all was a round flower bed filled with yellow lilies that seemed to move with the sun like sunflowers.



​The garden was peaceful. Only quiet bird songs interrupted the stillness. I should stop my explorations here. This place was pleasant, but I still wanted more. What lays beyond the hedges I wondered? I wanted to see more of this new world that I’d been pulled into.



​I looked over my shoulder and up at the three balconies that extended out from three of the neighboring rooms, and found that I was still alone.



​Turning my attention back to the hedge wall, I tiptoed closer and closer until I could reach it with my fingers. The plan was to pull the branches back to see what was on the other side, but when I touched the foliage I got zapped with what felt like an electric fence.



​“Ouch!” I yelped and pulled my hand back. My fingers were red but not blistered, but it was enough of a warning not to try it again.



​“Are you alright my lady?” The strong female voice took me by surprise.



​I looked down and found a dwarf similar to the one I’d seen earlier, except this woman was much younger and her build was very muscular. She had thick black hair that paired beautifully with her tan skin. Her hair was tied up in a neat bun atop her head with some loose strands sticking out from the bottom.



​“Sorry, I didn’t see you there.” I admitted.



​“Yeah that happens, but it’s usually with the elvish folk. She looked me up and down and even went as far as to walk a full circle around me. “I’ve never seen anyone like you before. You’re not elvish are you?”



​“Me? No, I’m a human. I’m not from here.”



​“I could tell that much on my own.” The young woman smiled at me.



​“You aren’t an elf either,” I hedged.



​“And thank the moon for that!” The young woman laughed. “I’d hate to be one of those arrogant bastards. I’m a proud Lunarkin. My people hail from the Silvervein Islands.”



​“I see. Do you live in the citadel?” I asked. I knew so little about who lived here.



​“Kind of. I live in the servants hall a few floors down. But I’m here  because I’ve been assigned to attend to Elio’s new guest. I was told she’d be arriving today.



​“I’m Elio’s guest, I think.”



​The woman nodded her head. “They did say she’d be different, and you certainly are different.” She looked me up and down one more time before bowing. “I’m Mara (MAR-ra), your lady in waiting.”



​“Oh,” I copied her gesture and introduced myself as well. “I’m Lavonna.”



​“Have you been to your room already?” Mara asked.



​“I have, yes. I’m feeling a bit too energetic to just sit in a room though. That’s why I decided to come down here.”



​“Well, this is your private courtyard, so you’re free to do as you wish. Just don’t touch those hedges again. They’re warded to keep people from breaking in or getting out. The seer herself warded them, and she’s a powerful lady.”



​“I’ll keep that in mind then. Thank you.”



​“Why don’t I get some refreshments? You thirsty? Hungry?”


There was a youthful openness to Mara. The kind of openness one can only have in youth before the realities of life close you up like a crab seeking refuge in their shell.


​“I’m a little bit of both,” I admitted.



​“Well, you stay here, and I’ll be right back.”



​“I can go with you!” I blurted out. I didn’t want to be left alone again.



​“That won’t be necessary. I can get it.” Mara gave me a chipper smile.



​“Please,” I pleaded, trying not to sound too desperate.



​Her expression softened and she nodded her head. “Of course. Asako (A-sa-ko) runs a tight kitchen and she rarely gets to show it off. I think she’ll be pleased to have a visitor. Follow me.”



​Mara led the way back to the patio and opened a smaller door I hadn’t seen there before. The hallway was dingy and the steps were dangerously steep, but eventually we got to a warm, delicious smelling room.



​The kitchen was expansive with multiple rustic looking stoves, organized pots and pans hanging from hooks along the wall, and shelves full of bowls, plates, and cups.



​“Hey Asako! I’ve got a visitor with me!” Mara seemed to be giving the head chef a warning more than announcing my presence.



​“Who is it?” An older elvish woman with black hair tied up in a neat bun called over her shoulder.



​“Elio’s guest,” Mara explained as we approached the stove Asako was working at. When she turned around she wore a stern look on her face as if she weren’t at all happy to be bothered while she was working.



​She had a few wrinkles around her eyes, and some gray hair was starting to show at her temples, she had the tell-tale elf ears, but she didn’t have any wings. Interesting. Perhaps I wouldn’t be as much of an outcast as I first anticipated, being wingless and all that.



​“Hello, my name is Lavonna,” I introduced myself.



​“Hello, I am Asako. As Mara said, this is my kitchen. You are Elio’s guest, so you are free to roam where you please, but I would ask that you not touch anything other than what you find in the royal family's private pantry. I keep it well stocked with their favorite snacks for them to have between meals.”



​“That is very thoughtful, thank you.”



​When the older woman shifted her weight, I was able to see the dish that was cooking behind her. In one pan she was frying up some vegetables and in a stock pot she was cooking noodles that resembled ramen.



​“Is that a traditional Seraphyne dish that you’re cooking?” I pointed to the stove.



​“No,” the chef’s face scrunched up in insult. “I don’t serve that bland swill in my kitchen. This is a traditional dish of my people, the Jinarian elves.”



​“Seraphyne food,” she muttered under her breath. “Disgusting.”



​“Let me show you to the pantry,” Mara cut in.



​At the far end of the kitchen was a small alcove lined with shelves filled with bowls of dried fruits and vegetables along with jerky and some other things I couldn’t recognize. A winged male with brown hair and tan skin stood in the center of the alcove with his finger tapping his chin as he looked over his options.



​“Good afternoon, Atreis,” Mara said.



​When he turned around, I recognized him as one of the two males who escorted us earlier.



​“Oh, hello Mara. Sorry I’ll get out of your way.” He ducked his head and made his way out of the alcove.



​“Wait! I met you earlier, right? You escorted Elio and I back to the citadel.”



​Recognition filled his face and he nodded his head. “Yes, I’m glad you’re here and that you’re safe. Elio and the queen have been looking forward to meeting you for a long time.”



​“Thank you,” I replied.  “Will you be at the meeting Elio has arranged for me to meet the queen and oracle?”



​Atreis grimaced. “No, I wouldn’t be invited to such an occasion. But I do wish you and Elio all the happiness Luminaria has to offer.” He bowed his head again and left before I had a chance to respond.



​“You’ll have to forgive him,” Mara commented. “He’s very shy. He’s a kind male, but...shy.”



​“Why wouldn’t he be invited to the meeting with the queen and oracle?” I had assumed, since he looked like he was a part of Elio’s trusted guard, that he’d be allowed anywhere Elio was.



​“The queen doesn’t like him much. So he avoids her as much as possible.” She offered as she poured some dried fruit and jerky into a spare bowl.



​“Why doesn’t she like him?”



​“Atreis is the bastard son of the king.”



​“What?” I couldn’t imagine having my husband’s mistress’s son living under my roof. If he had been older than Elio, then one could assume that perhaps he was the son of a previous relationship before he met the queen, but since he was clearly younger than Elio, it had to have been a child born after the king and queen had been married.



​“Why does he live here of all places?”



​Mara shrugged, “it’s not really my story to tell.”



​“Let’s take this stuff back to your room.” Mara suggested. She handed me the bowl of food and grabbed a pitcher of water.



​We walked back to my quarters where she placed the pitcher on a side table and opened a nearby cabinet that housed a row of drinking glasses.



​“Here you go.” She handed me a glass and I was thankful to finally have a chance to quench my thirst.



​“I have a few more chores to do, but I’ll go see if I can find out when the queen will be calling on you for an audience.” She looked me up and down and ran the hem of my shirt, her finger and thumb. I’ll get you some clothes too.



​“Thanks. Thank you for everything, Mara.” I smiled down at the little Lunarkin.



​“It's no trouble, my lady. I’ll be back soon.”



​Once she was gone and I’d eaten the snack she provided for me, I finally felt sleepy. Maybe now was a good time to take that nap after all.




Chapter 5 

Preparations














​I woke to the sound of soft humming near my bed and the scent of soft florals filling my nose.



​Right, I wasn’t in my apartment anymore. I was in Luminaria. That was going to take some getting used to. I wonder if there would come a day when I’d wake up and feel like this place was home.



​I laid in bed for a moment waiting for a pang of regret to fill me, but there was none. I did not and could not miss Earth. There had been nothing for me there but death and I was glad to be rid of it.



​A humming sound wafted up the stairwell and shortly after Mara made her way into my room and laid an outfit out for me on the settee.



​“I’ve got your clothes here for you. Prince Elio will be here soon to take you to dine with the queen. So I thought it’d be best to wake up and get you dressed.”



​“Thanks Mara.” I stretched and wiped the sleep from my eyes.



​I padded over to where she’d laid out my clothes and bit back a sigh of disappointment.



​Mara looked at me and then the clothes. “I’m sorry, Lavonna. If you were Lunarkin I could dress you just fine. My people are strong and hearty like you, but the elves are not. You’re taller than a Lunarkin but shorter and rounder than an elf. So this was the best I could do.”



​She held up the pants that looked too long for my legs and too small to fit around my waist. “I’ll have a tailor start making you new clothes first thing tomorrow morning.”



​“Thanks Mara, I appreciate that.”



​“Oh it’s nothing, my lady. I’m happy to do it.”



​I looked at my young lady in waiting and wondered how she came to be in this position in the first place. She was good at it, but I knew so little about this society and how things worked, and I wanted to find out more.



​“How long have you worked for the royal family?”



​“About two years now. It’s good work, the best kind of work a Lunarkin like me can hope for actually. Most of my kin work in the market or the mines.” Mara explained as she helped me put on my too tight pants.



​“How is it that you got hired here?”



​“I applied like everyone else, but unlike everyone else, I put on my special charm.”



​“You’re special charm?”



​“Yep! I’m very charming, don't you think? My grandmother says I might be foolhardy, but I’m a warm person to be around.” Mara smiled. “Let’s get this shirt on you.”



​I put my arms through the sleeves, and Mara tied the wrap shirt around my middle. It fit but I was showing way more cleavage than I normally would be comfortable with.



​“Foolhardy?” I asked. “What made your grandmother call you foolhardy?”



​“I told her my dream of training how to fight like a soldier.”



​“What’s wrong with that?”



​“My lady?” Mara looked shocked that I’d even ask such a question.



​“What’s wrong with wanting to be a soldier?” I asked again.



​“Lunarkins are not allowed to be soldiers or even train to fight. It is forbidden.”



​“Why?”



​“The Lunarkins and the Seraphynes were in a war against each other long ago. My people were defeated by the Seraphynes and we came to an agreement that we could all live peacefully in Luminaria as long as we Lunarkins never trained to fight. Never again would we be allowed to raise up an army against the Seraphyne.”



​“Oh, that seems both logical and harsh.” I replied.



​Mara shrugged her shoulders. “It is the way of things. I’m assuming it’s not that way for your people.”



​“Not my people specifically, no.”



​Mara furrowed her brows as she took this information in. She was a good lady in waiting, but it was sad that she’d never get the chance to be the soldier she wished to be.



​“Why do you want to be a soldier?



​“I want to be witnessed doing something great. Maybe saving the queen or winning some great battle against a mighty beast.”



​“Be witnessed?” The way she emphasized that part made it sound more important than I would have expected.



​“Yeah, you know be witnessed,” she gestured widely with her hands indicating the space around us.



​“No, I don’t know,” I laughed.



​“Oh, well my people believe in order to get into the highest afterlife, we must be witnessed doing something great first. Something to help the community or even the world. I’ve only just entered adulthood, so I haven’t had much of a chance to do any great deeds just yet.”
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