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ESETHU MLAMLA DISCOVERED her love for storytelling while still in high school, where she often filled notebooks with short stories and unfinished novels about magic, love, and courage.

Lunaria’s Heart is her debut full-length book  a dream born from those first stories, now glowing into life for readers everywhere.

Esethu writes about worlds where light and shadow live side by side, and where even in the darkest places, the heart always finds a way to shine.

She hopes her stories inspire readers to believe in their own kind of magic  the kind that begins with imagination and never fades.
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SNEZIWE GXOBOLE BRINGS stories to life with luminous art that captures both emotion and wonder. Her work blends dreamlike color and detail, turning words into living worlds.

Her illustrations for Lunaria’s Heart glow with the beauty of contrast  shadow and light, mystery and love  echoing the very essence of the story itself.
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WELCOME TO A WORLD of mystery, magic, and the kind of adventure that will tug at your heart. In this story, you’ll follow Isla and Adrian as they face shadows, secrets, and challenges that test their courage, trust, and love.

This is a journey of suspense and romance, of choices that matter, and of hearts that refuse to give up even when danger surrounds them. I hope as you turn each page, you feel the thrill of the adventure, the pull of the mystery, and the spark of connection between our heroes.

Thank you for joining me on this first adventure. May it keep you guessing, keep you dreaming, and remind you that even in darkness, courage and love can shine the brightest.

With warmth and excitement,

Esethu Mlamla
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“In the city of Lunaria, magic does not live only in ancient runes or forgotten spells.

It lives in courage, in love, and in the quiet strength of a heart willing to change the world.”
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CHAPTER 1: SHADOWS IN LUNARIA
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The city of Lunaria had a rhythm all its own, one that the untrained ear might mistake for silence. But Isla Maren knew better. She had grown up in the spaces between its sounds the drip of rain through cracked gutters, the hiss of gas lamps flickering to life at dusk, the whisper of pages turning in her mother's bookshop long after the last customer left.

Now the shop was hers, and the silence felt different. Heavier.

She locked the door at nine, as she always did, and turned to face the shelves. The air smelled of old paper and binding glue, comforting in its permanence. But then, something caught her eye.

A book lay on the counter. Black leather, unmarked, impossibly heavy for its size. Isla frowned. She had inventoried every volume in this shop. She knew the cracked spine of the alchemy manuals, the water stains on the maritime histories, the faint perfume of the romance novels that Mrs. Caldwell secretly borrowed. She did not know this book.

She picked it up. The leather was warm, almost feverish, and smoother than any hide had right to be. A chill ran through her not from the temperature, but from something deeper, like the moment before lightning strikes when the air itself seems to hold its breath.

She opened it. The pages were blank. Completely blank. But as she turned them, one by one, she caught movement at the edge of her vision. Symbols appeared in the corners, faint and shimmering, there and gone before she could focus on them.

"Who leaves a book like this?" she murmured.

The bell above the door rang.

Isla's head snapped up. She had locked that door. She was certain she had locked it.

A man stood in the doorway, tall, with dark hair falling past his collar and eyes that seemed to catalog everything in a single glance. His gaze settled on the book in her hands with the satisfaction of someone who had been searching for something specific.

"I heard you might have something unusual," he said. His voice was smooth, almost musical, but there was something beneath it an edge of command, or perhaps warning.

"Unusual books? We get a lot of those." Isla closed the book without thinking, pressing it against her chest. "We're closed. I locked the door."

"You did." He didn't smile. "But some things don't wait for locks."

He took a step forward, and Isla caught his scent rain-soaked earth, smoke, something metallic she couldn't name. For a moment, the shop seemed to compress around them, the shelves leaning in, the air thickening.

"That book," he said, his eyes never leaving hers. "It's been waiting for someone. I wasn't sure who. Now I think I know."

"I don't understand."

"No," he agreed. "You don't. Not yet." He tilted his head, studying her with an intensity that made her want to step back and step closer simultaneously. "My name is Adrian Vey. And you, Isla Maren, are in danger you don't recognize.”
"How do you know my name?"

"I know many things." He reached into his coat and withdrew a slim envelope. "Some of them are in here. Read it after I leave. Don't open it in front of me."

He set the envelope on the counter and moved toward the door. At the threshold, he paused.

"The book will show you things. Symbols, places, names. Don't trust all of them. Don't trust me, either. But when you need help when you truly need it find the canal bridge at midnight. I'll be there."

Then he was gone, and the door was locked again, and Isla stood alone with the book and the envelope and the certainty that her life had just divided into before and after.

She didn't open the envelope immediately. That would have felt like giving him control.

Instead, she took the book upstairs to her apartment, set it on the kitchen table, and made coffee. The ritual grounded her the grind of beans, the smell of brewing, the heat of the cup in her hands. Her mother had taught her this. When you're afraid,  she used to say, do something ordinary. Fear thrives on chaos. Order starves it. 

Isla sat down and opened the book again. The symbols came faster now, swirling across the pages, forming shapes she almost recognized. A tower. A crescent moon intertwined with something sharp. A door.

She reached for the envelope. Five words, written in precise, unfamiliar handwriting:

Some secrets should stay buried. 

Isla traced the letters with her finger. A warning, then. Not from Adrian from someone else. Someone who knew the book had come to her, who wanted her to fear it.

She could burn it. Throw it in the canal. Pretend she'd never seen it, never touched it, never felt that strange warmth against her palms.

Instead, she opened her mother's journals.

They filled three shelves in the bedroom handwritten notes on every rare book that had passed through the shop, every customer with unusual requests, every symbol that didn't belong to any known language. Isla had read them before, cursorily, thinking them the hobby of a woman with too much imagination and too little company.
She found the crescent moon on page forty-seven of the third volume.

The mark appears on artifacts that predate the city's founding,  her mother had written. Older than Lunaria itself. The few scholars who study it call it the First Symbol, though no one knows what it first symbolized. I saw it once on a man who came to the shop at midnight. He wanted books on binding how to seal things away, how to keep sleeping things asleep. I told him we had nothing like that. I lied. I was afraid. 

Isla looked at the black book. At the symbol glowing faintly on its cover. At the warning note still on her kitchen table.

Her mother had lied out of fear. Had died with secrets still bound in her journals.

Isla would not make the same choice.

She dressed in her darkest coat, the one with the deep pockets. She packed a knife she hadn't touched since her mother's funeral. She wrote a note of her own Gone to research, back by dawn  and left it on the counter, in case she didn't return.

Then she walked out into the mist, the book heavy against her hip, and went to find the canal bridge.

The mist was thick enough to swallow sound. Isla walked with one hand on the book, feeling its warmth through her coat, the other on the knife in her pocket. The canals smelled of salt and rotting wood, and the bridges arched overhead like the ribs of some great beast.

She found him leaning against the stone railing, exactly where he had said he would be.

"You came," Adrian said. He didn't sound surprised.

"You knew I would."

"I hoped." He pushed off the railing. "The book showed you something. The symbol. You want to know what it means."

"I want to know why someone is leaving me threatening notes. I want to know why you know my name. I want to know why this book chose my shop, my counter, my hands." Her voice had risen without her permission. She forced it steady. "And I want to know why I should trust someone who picks locks and makes cryptic pronouncements."

Adrian was silent for a long moment. Then he laughed, quietly, genuinely. "You shouldn't. Trust me, I mean. Not yet. But I can tell you what the symbol means. It's a marker. The crescent and dagger it's the sigil of those who believe the city belongs to them. They think the book is theirs by right of blood and time. They're wrong, but that rarely stops people."

"Who are they?"

"Dangerous." He turned to face the water. "Lunaria isn't what it seems, Isla. It never has been. There are places beneath the streets, powers sleeping in the stone, balances that have held for centuries. The book is part of that balance. And now that it's awake, the scales are tipping."

"Why me?"

Adrian looked at her. In the mist, his face seemed younger, more uncertain than his voice suggested. "I don't know. That's the truth. I felt the book wake, same as they did. I came to find it. I found you instead." He hesitated. "There's something in you that responds to the city. I can feel it when I stand close to you. Like a frequency, matched."

Isla felt it too a vibration in her chest, not quite her heartbeat, synchronized with something larger. The book warmed against her ribs.

"What do they want?" she asked.

"To take the book. To use it. To keep it locked away, depending on which faction you ask." Adrian's jaw tightened. "But the book chose you. That means something. And I intend to find out what.”
A sound cut through the mist a footstep, deliberate, too close
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