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Prelude 
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ELARA SENSED THE FAMILIAR feeling of an invisible hand pulling her back flush against Lorien's body. Instinctually, the Fae put a protective arm around her waist. His muscles tensed, his jaw clenched, but he said nothing. His eyes were focused on the several skirmishes that had broken out around a festive event just a short time ago. 

A large man she recognized as a welder from the village threw a useless blow at a thin, wiry faerie that stood at least a foot taller. The faerie gracefully flew back, avoiding the blow, then with incredible speed moved forward, picking up the man, and flew straight up several feet before dropping him. Elara heard bones crack.

Another fae, with an amused look on its face, was wrapping three villagers up in vines using magic. 

They were there to rescue Elara, but it was they who needed rescuing. In what world did they think showing up with pitchforks and righteous indignation would beat Fairies? Stronger, faster, and magical. 

But here they were, ignorant and angry. Elara was ashamed, angry, and scared. Lorien must have sensed it. He tightened his grip, and she turned and buried her face into his chest with a sob. 

"Get your filthy hands off my daughter," Hector yelled, again attempting to pull his Elara away. However, the ancient spell that had bound Elara to Lorien would not be released. Even if Lorien had released his grip on her waist, the enchantment wouldn't allow her more than a few inches from Lorien, if any, space at all. 

And the truth is, whispering in the back of her mind was that she didn't want to be separated. She didn't want Lorien to let go. 

"Enough." Lorien's voice was low, edged with a quiet anger that sent a shiver down Elara's spine. "I will not allow you to be so rough with Elara again. She is not a child to be manhandled at your whim."

"You dare presume to tell me how to treat my own daughter?" He spun to face the other villagers, his arm sweeping out in a grand gesture. "Are we to stand idly by while these creatures bewitch our children, our loved ones? I say we take back what is ours!"

When the violence erupted anew, Elara feared that those she loved and those she realized she was growing to love might never come to accept one another. She thought back to how it all started, realizing that if it wasn't for the spell, she might have never understood what ignorance had blinded her too. 
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Chapter 1 
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EYES CLOSED, SWAYING to the music all her own, Elara could almost feel him behind her, molded right to her body and swaying along. She never saw his face when she daydreamed, but she'd been increasingly daydreaming about him. Making music with her and touching her body and soul. 

Sunlight streamed through the kitchen window, casting a warm glow on Elara's face as she hummed a new melody, her fingers tapping out the rhythm on the worn wooden table. It was so close to real that she could almost touch her imaginary companion, warm against her, humming a beautiful sound to match her own. Lost in the music swirling in her mind, she hardly noticed her father enter the room, his heavy footsteps breaking her concentration.

"Elara, love," Hector said, his voice a mix of affection and exasperation. "I need you to run some errands in town today. And while you're at it, gather some herbs from the edge of the forest? I'm planning a special dinner tonight."

Elara's hazel eyes widened, her curly dark hair bouncing as she turned to face her father. Her face reddened as if she'd be caught like her imagination was real. But there was no one there for her father to catch. So she recovered and stammered. "But Papa, I was just about to perfect this new song for the festival! Can't the errands wait? This melody could be my big break."

She began to hum the tune again, her body swaying to the beat. The song was almost there, just on the tip of her tongue, waiting to be unleashed. If only she had a little more time...

Hector sighed, his weathered face softening. "Elara, I know your music means the world to you, but we all have responsibilities. The errands need to be done today."

Just then, Dante sauntered into the kitchen, his mischievous grin lighting up the room. "Hey now, no need to dampen our little songbird's spirits! Why not let her do both, Pop? You know how dedicated she is to her craft."

Elara smiled gratefully at her brother. Leave it to Dante to always have her back. He was a great brother.

Dante draped an arm around Hector's shoulders, his voice smooth as honey. "Come on, Dad. Think about it. If Elara nails this song, it could be her ticket to joining the royal court as a musician. Isn't that what Mom would have wanted? For her to chase her dreams?"

Elara's heart clenched at the mention of their mother. Her mom had died when she was small; she barely remembered her, but the void the woman left was big. It had been years since her passing, but the pain was still fresh for the family. She understood her father's protectiveness stemmed from the tragic loss, but sometimes, it felt like a cage, holding her back from her true calling.

Hector's eyes misted over. Absentminded his hand reached for the locket around his neck. Inside was a picture of their mother, forever frozen in time. After a long moment, he nodded slowly.

"Alright, alright. You two always did have a way with words." He turned to Elara, his gaze intense. "You can do both tasks today. But promise me you'll be careful love. And don't go too far into the forest, you hear? Just stick to the outskirts."

Elara leaped from her chair, engulfing her father in a tight hug. "Thank you, Papa! I promise I'll be careful. And I'll find the perfect herbs for your special dinner tonight."

As she gathered her things to head out, Elara couldn't shake the sense that today would be different. The song in her heart grew louder, urging her towards something new and exciting. With a skip in her step and a melody on her lips, she set off to explore the wonders of Willowmere, unaware of the adventure that awaited her in the mystical forest beyond.

Elara stepped out into the bustling streets of Willowmere, her senses immediately awakened by the village's vibrant sights, sounds, and smells. The sun cast a warm glow over the quaint cobblestone paths, and the air was filled with friendly neighbors' chatter and birds' distant chirping.

As she made her way through the village, Elara couldn't help but hum the tune of her new song, her fingers tapping the rhythm against her thigh. She waved to the baker, who was setting out freshly baked loaves of bread, their aroma wafting through the air and mingling with the sweet scent of blooming flowers.

"Morning, Elara!" the baker called out, his round face splitting into a wide grin. "Off to run errands for your father again?"

Elara nodded, returning his smile with one of her own. "You know it, Mr. Jameson. But I'm also gathering inspiration for my new song. The festival is just around the corner, and I want it to be perfect."

The baker chuckled, his eyes crinkling at the corners. "With a voice like yours, my dear, I have no doubt it will be. Here, take a roll for the road." He tossed her a small, golden-brown bun, which she caught with a grateful smile.

As Elara continued, she couldn't help but experience a sense of belonging wash over her. This was her home, her community, and the people here were like an extended family. She greeted the seamstress, hanging colorful fabrics outside her shop, and the blacksmith, who was already hard at work at his forge.

But even as she basked in the warmth of Willowmere, Elara's thoughts drifted to the forest just beyond the village borders. It called to her, its secrets whispering to her soul. She knew her father's warnings came from a place of love and fear, but a part of her longed to explore those ancient woods, to uncover the magic that lay hidden within. Or maybe she just wanted to prove to herself that she could go back into those woods and nothing bad would happen. 

"One day," she whispered, her eyes fixed on the distant treeline. "One day, I'll discover what lies beyond."

As Elara made her way through the bustling streets of Willowmere, her mind wandered to the song she'd been working on. The melody was there, the lyrics were falling into place, but something was missing. It was like a puzzle with a piece that remained just out of reach.

She hummed gently, trying different variations, but nothing seemed to fit. What is it? she thought, her brow furrowed in concentration. What's the sound I need to make this song complete?

Deep down, Elara knew her music was more than a hobby. It was a calling, a passion that burned within her. She dreamed of performing for the royal court, of sharing her songs with the world. But every time she thought of leaving Willowmere, guilt would grip her heart.

I can't leave Dad, she told herself, not for the first time. Not after everything he's been through. He needs me.

But even as she thought it, a small voice in her mind whispered, But what about what you need, Elara? What about your dreams?

She shook her head as if to dispel the thought. Her father had already lost so much. She couldn't bear the thought of causing him more pain. And yet, the longing in her heart remained as constant as the song that played in her head.

Maybe one day, she thought wistfully. Maybe when Dad's doing better, he doesn't need me as much. Maybe then I can chase my dreams.

For now, though, she had errands and a song to finish. And so, with a determination set on her shoulders, Elara made her way through the village, her mind split between the present and the future, between duty and desire.

As Elara made her way home, her basket filled with the herbs and supplies her father had requested, a sudden sound caught her attention. It was a melody, faint but unmistakable, carried on the breeze from the direction of the forest. The notes were unlike anything she had ever heard, ethereal and enchanting, seeming to weave a spell around her soul.

That's it, she thought, her eyes widening with excitement. That's the sound I've been searching for!

Without a second thought, Elara was drawn towards the forest, her feet moving of their own accord. She realized she shouldn't, knew her father would be furious if he found out, but the pull of the music was too strong to resist.

Just a quick look, she told herself as she approached the edge of the trees. I'll just see where it's coming from and then I'll go straight home.

But as she stepped into the forest, the melody grew louder, more insistent, as if it were calling to her personally. Elara experienced a thrill of excitement mixed with a tinge of fear. She had never ventured this far into the woods before, had always heeded her father's warnings about the dangers that lurked within.

There was an unspoken law: a large tree that no human from her village was supposed to pass. She was aware that others had been doing so for a long time, but Elara was a good girl and had never gone past it, except once. But the beautiful sound was too strong not to move on. 

As she moved deeper into the forest, past the tree, the forest around her seemed to come alive with magic. The trees swayed in time with unheard music, their leaves rustling like whispered secrets. Flowers bloomed in vibrant bursts of color, their petals dancing in the dappled sunlight. Even the air appeared to shimmer with an otherworldly glow as if the very essence of the forest was welcoming her.

This is incredible, Elara thought, her eyes wide with wonder. It's like a whole other world in here.

She knew she should turn back, and that she was breaking her promise to her father. But the music was growing louder now and she found herself helpless to resist its call. With each step, she was drawn deeper into the forest's heart, into a world of magic and mystery beyond anything she had ever experienced.

Just a little further, she told herself, even as a small voice warned her to turn back. Just until I find the source of the music. Then I'll go home, and everything will be fine.
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LORIEN STALKED THROUGH the forest, his emerald eyes ablaze with fury. The audacity of those humans encroaching upon sacred Faerie lands in their destructive ways. His mother's warnings echoed in his mind—stay away from the boundary line, for that fringe of the woods belonged to the humans now. But he couldn't help himself, drawn by an unseen force to bear witness to their disregard for nature.

He reached the border and halted, his lean muscles tensing beneath his tunic. Before him lay a scene of devastation—proud trees felled by human axes, their trunks brutally hacked and strewn across the mossy ground. Some still bore the marks of human foolishness, initials carved into the bark and encircled by crudely etched hearts. As if their professions of love justified violating a tree.

Lorien knelt, his long fingers tracing footprints pressed into the soft earth. Heavy, ungraceful, so different from the delicate impressions left by Faerie feet. They had no right to be here, trampling through his forest without care or respect. 

He rose and gazed around at the carnage, bile rising in his throat. How could they be so short-sighted, so selfish? Did they not realize that the trees were living beings and that harming them upset the balance of the entire forest? Of course, they didn't. Humans never thought of the consequences of their actions.

Lorien's hands balled into fists at his sides, his nails digging into his palms. Someone had to stand up to them to make them see the error of their ways. He was a prince, after all. Perhaps it fell to him to—

But no, his mother had no interest in squabbling with the humans. She said it was pointless as long as they stayed out of the forest. 

The problem is that this new generation of humans wasn’t listening. 

A soft chittering sound drew Lorien's attention, and he turned to see a small squirrel perched on a nearby branch, its bushy tail twitching nervously. Lorien's expression softened, and he approached the creature, humming a gentle melody. The squirrel's ears perked up, responding with urgent chirps and squeaks.

"I know, little friend," Lorien murmured, his voice blending seamlessly with the musical tones. "I see the destruction they've caused. It breaks my heart, too."

The squirrel scurried closer, its tiny claws scratching against the bark. It let out a mournful trill, its dark eyes wide and pleading.

Lorien ran a finger along the squirrel's back, his touch as light as a breeze. "They have no regard for the sanctity of our home," he agreed, his anger simmering beneath the surface. "They think they can take whatever they want without consequence."

The squirrel nuzzled into Lorien's hand, seeking comfort. Lorien's heart ached for the innocent creature and for all the animals who had no choice but to endure humans' recklessness.

"It's not right," he said, his voice hardening. "They've broken the agreement, crossed the line into our territory. They have to be held accountable."

The squirrel chittered in agreement, its tiny body quivering with righteous indignation. Lorien's anger rose to match it, a hot, prickling sensation spreading through his veins like wildfire.

"Something has to be done," he declared, the musical tones of his verbalization to the woodland creature taking on a sharp, discordant edge. "We can't let them get away with this any longer. The humans need to learn their place."

As Lorien's anger reached a crescendo, a sudden rustling in the underbrush caught his attention. The squirrel, startled by the noise, scampered up the tree trunk and disappeared into the foliage. Lorien whirled around, his senses on high alert, ready to confront whatever new threat had invaded his sanctuary.

To his surprise, a young human woman emerged from the bushes, her eyes wide and searching. She was utterly oblivious to Lorien's presence, her gaze darting around the clearing as if looking for something. Lorien observed her warily, his anger momentarily forgotten in the face of this unexpected intrusion.

As the woman drew closer, Lorien couldn't help but note that she was unlike any human he had ever seen before. Her hair was rich, curly and dark, and cascaded over her shoulders.Her hazel eyes were a spark with curiosity. Most of the humans from the local village had long, flat hair like his, but in yellow and sometimes red colors. And her skin was a rich bronze. He hadn’t seen any of this color before.

Despite his anger at the humans' transgressions, Lorien begrudgingly admitted that this woman was strangely beautiful. There was something almost otherworldly about her, a quality that set her apart from the other humans he had encountered.

As his eyes followed her through the clearing, Lorien's mind raced with questions. What was she doing here, so deep in the heart of the Faerie realm? What could she possibly be searching for with such intensity?

Part of him wanted to confront her, to demand answers and make her pay for the sins of her kind. But another part of him, a part he didn't wholly understand, was drawn to her in a way he had never experienced before.

Lorien shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. This was no time to be distracted by a pretty face. These humans had violated the agreement and needed to be held accountable. And here, literally, was another violator. No matter how unusual this particular human might be, she was still one of them.

With a deep breath, Lorien stepped out from behind the tree, his anger once again rising to the surface. He would get to the bottom of this intrusion, one way or another. And if this woman was a threat to his beloved forest, he would not hesitate to deal with her accordingly.

Elara's eyes widened as she took in the sight of Lorien, the first faerie she had ever seen in real life. His luminescent markings and silver hair were unlike anything she had ever encountered, and for a moment, she found herself speechless. Despite the tension in the air, she couldn't help but admire his otherworldly beauty.

"Oh, hello there," Elara said, her voice filled with surprise and wonder. She offered a friendly smile, hoping to ease the tension between them. "I'm Elara. I didn't expect to meet anyone out here in the forest."

Lorien's eyes narrowed, his suspicion growing with each passing second. He stepped forward, his gaze fixed on the small blade Elara carried at her side. "What are you doing here, human?" he demanded, his voice cold and accusatory. "And what do you intend to do with that blade? Carve your name into another one of our trees, perhaps?"

Elara's smile faltered, taken aback by the fairy's hostile tone. She glanced down at the blade, realizing how it must have looked to him. "No, no, you've got it all wrong," she said quickly, holding up her hands in a gesture of peace. "I would never harm the forest. I was just out here gathering herbs for my father's shop."

Lorien scoffed, unconvinced by her explanation. "Do you take me for a fool?" he asked, his voice rising with each word. "I know what your kind is capable of. I've seen the destruction you've caused and your disregard for the natural world."

Elara's brow furrowed, a flicker of anger sparking within her. How dare this faerie judge her based on the actions of a few? She opened her mouth to defend herself, but Lorien cut her off before she could speak.

"Don't bother with your excuses," he said, his tone dripping with disdain. "Your presence here is a violation of the agreement between our peoples. You have no right to be in this part of the forest, and I will not stand for any further desecration of our lands."

Elara's eyes widened in disbelief as she processed Lorien's accusation. Her initial awe at encountering a faerie quickly dissipated, replaced by a growing sense of indignation. She straightened her posture and met his gaze head-on, her hazel eyes flickering with stubbornness.

"How dare you accuse me of such a thing!" Elara retorted, her voice rising to match Lorien's. "I would never harm the forest or any of its inhabitants. I was merely gathering herbs for my father's shop, as I've done countless times before."

Lorien's eyes narrowed, his skepticism evident in how his luminescent markings seemed to pulse with each word. "And what of the blade you carry? Do you expect me to believe it's for cutting herbs?"

Elara couldn't help but laugh at the absurdity of his claim. She held out the well-worn knife for Lorien to see. "This? How can I carve my name into a tree with this little thing? It's hardly sharp enough to cut through a stem, let alone bark."

She shook her head, a hint of amusement dancing in her eyes despite the tension between them. "And even if it were sharp enough, I have no lover's name to carve. Unlike some, I don't need to proclaim my affections by defacing nature."

Lorien's brow furrowed, a flicker of irritation crossing his features at her jab. "You dare mock me, human? You know nothing of our ways or the importance we place on preserving the balance of the forest."

Elara's laughter faded, replaced by a steely resolve. "And you know nothing of me or my people. You're so quick to judge, so ready to believe the worst of us based on the actions of a few. It's no wonder there's such distrust between our kinds."

She took a step closer to Lorien, her voice softening but losing none of its intensity. "But I'm not like the others. I respect the forest and all it provides. I would never do anything to harm it or those who call it home."

Lorien's stance remained rigid, his green eyes searching Elara's face for any hint of deception. Deep down, he recognized her words, which held truth, but years of ingrained prejudice and the weight of his duties as a prince made it difficult to accept.

As they stood there, locked in a battle of wills, Elara observed how the sunlight filtered through the canopy, casting a soft glow on Lorien's silver hair. Despite their differences, she found herself drawn to the passion and conviction in his eyes, a mirror of her own. She could tell he cared about the forest. And even if he was being an absolute ass in the way he was showing it, she could respect it.

From a distance, hidden among the foliage, Lorien's faerie friends observed the heated exchange with mixed emotions. Taliesin's dark blue hair twinkling with mischief couldn't suppress a smirk at seeing their usually composed prince engaged in such a spirited debate with a human woman. He twirled a lock of hair around his finger, amused by the unexpected turn of events.

Others, like the fiery-haired Seren, were less entertained. Her eyes narrowed as she watched Elara gesture passionately, her voice carrying through the forest. "How dare she cross into our territory!" Seren hissed, her wings fluttering with agitation. "The audacity of these humans, thinking they can go wherever they please."

Unaware of his friend's presence, Lorien became increasingly frustrated by Elara's stubborn refusal to back down. He clenched his fists at his sides, his voice rising with each word. "You say you're different, but how can I trust that? How can I know you won't betray us like many of your kind have before?"

Elara's eyes flashed with hurt and anger. "I am not responsible for the actions of others. I am my own person, with my own beliefs and values. And I believe in the power of understanding, of finding common ground despite our differences."

She took a deep breath, her voice trembling as she continued. "I came here today not to cause harm but to gather herbs and enjoy the beauty of the forest. Is that so wrong?" For some reason, she hesitated to tell him of the noise she heard that lured her in. He probably wouldn't believe her. "Is it hard to believe a human can appreciate and respect nature?"

Lorien faltered, taken aback by the raw emotion in Elara's words. He looked away, his gaze falling on a nearby tree scarred by human carvings. The sight reignited his anger, and he turned back to Elara with renewed determination.

"Your words are pretty, but they don't change the fact that your kind has repeatedly broken our trust. The damage inflicted on this forest is proof enough of that."

Elara's shoulders sagged, the weight of centuries of conflict bearing down on her. She grasped their argument was about more than her presence in the forest today. It was about the long history of mistrust and misunderstanding between their peoples, a divide that felt impossible to bridge.

Elara reached into her satchel and pulled out a bundle of herbs, holding them out to Lorien. "Look, these are the only things I've taken from the forest today. Herbs for healing, for making medicines to help my people. Herbs for cooking a meal my father is making tonight. I'm not here to destroy or to take more than I need."
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