

  [image: Cover]




E.S. Lemstra

Shadows of the Moon Realm





  
    First published by B van Reenen 2025

  

  Copyright © 2025 by E.S. Lemstra


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  
    E.S. Lemstra asserts the moral right to be identified as      the author of this work.

  
    E.S. Lemstra has no responsibility for the persistence      or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party Internet Websites referred to in this publication and does not      guarantee that any content on such Websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

  
    Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as trademarks.      All brand names and product names used in this book and on its cover are trade names, service marks, trademarks      and registered trademarks of their respective owners. The publishers and the book are not associated with any      product or vendor mentioned in this book. None of the companies referenced within the book have endorsed the      book.

  

  

  
    Second edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  





  For my daughter - who reminds me that even in the darkest nights, the smallest light can guide us home.
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  Whispers in the Forest

  
  




The elf realm shimmered in colors that didn’t exist in the human world.

The skies were painted in soft hues of violet and silver, where twin moons drifted lazily across the horizon like eternal watchers. Rivers glowed with a faint luminescence, and flowers breathed out light when touched by the wind. Every dawn, the air carried the scent of something wild and ancient — magic woven into every breath.

For the first time in years, Mia woke up feeling alive.

She stood by the window of their small cottage nestled in the heart of the Moonwood Forest, wrapped in a soft cloak of green silk Elias had given her. Beyond the glass, silver leaves danced under the early light. It was beautiful here — impossibly beautiful — like living in the middle of a dream that refused to fade.

Elias was already outside, training with his guards. His movements were elegant, precise, and powerful — the kind that made the air itself seem to pause. He looked like something carved out of moonlight and shadow. When he smiled up at her, her heart ached with love and disbelief that this was her life now.

Yet, in the quiet corners of her mind, shadows still lingered.

Her children were safe, spending the school holidays with her mother. Liam’s latest letter still lay folded on her bedside table — clumsy handwriting and all. Emma’s drawings were pinned to the wall beside it, full of color and imagination. Mia missed them so deeply it hurt. But she also knew they were happy… and safer there, for now.

This world was paradise, yes — but paradise, she had learned, could hide thorns.

That afternoon, while Elias met with his captains, Mia decided to explore the forest behind their home. The air was cool and sweet, filled with birdsong and the faint hum of unseen creatures. The ground shimmered faintly beneath her steps, as if the forest recognized her now — accepted her.

She found herself smiling as she wandered deeper. Trees with silver bark arched above her, their branches dripping with glowing blossoms. A brook ran nearby, whispering secrets in a language she almost understood. Everything pulsed with quiet magic.

But then… the beauty shifted.

The air grew colder. The song of the birds faded, replaced by a low rustling — something unnatural. She frowned, stepping carefully. The trees here were darker, the bark split and weeping a blackish sap that smelled faintly of iron. The flowers didn’t glow here; they drooped, shriveled.

Her skin prickled.

A few steps further, and she saw it — a clearing where the ground was scorched, as though fire had passed through. The soil was cracked and lifeless. In the center stood a twisted tree, its trunk half burned, its leaves black as ash. But it wasn’t the tree that made her breath catch — it was the mark carved deep into its bark: a symbol shaped like two crossing crescents.

She didn’t know why, but she recognized it.

It was a feeling — an instinct that made her heart race.

Suddenly, the wind picked up, whispering through the dead branches. It almost sounded like voices — low, mournful, calling her name.

“Mia…”

Her blood went cold. She stumbled backward, her hand over her mouth. For a heartbeat, she swore she saw eyes — faintly glowing gold — watching her from between the trees. Then, as quickly as it came, the wind died. The forest returned to stillness.

When she finally found her way back to the cottage, Elias was waiting by the door. His expression softened when he saw her, but there was tension in his jaw.

“You wandered far,” he said quietly. “The woods have old corners… ones not even I trust.”

Mia swallowed hard, trying to steady her breathing. “There’s something out there, Elias. A mark on a tree — like two moons crossing. It felt wrong.”

His face darkened, eyes flickering with recognition. “That mark…” He exhaled slowly. “It’s an old sigil. A warning — or a claim. One used by those loyal to Caelir.”

Mia’s heart skipped. “Your brother?”

Elias nodded. His hand brushed her cheek, gentle but trembling. “He’s searching, Mia. I thought we had more time.”

The forest outside shivered as though it had heard him.

And though the night was still hours away, shadows had already begun to gather among the trees.
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  The Shadows Stir

  
  




Far from the silver woods of the Moonwood, the air grew cold and sharp, filled with the hum of ancient power. The skies above the Shadow Citadel were a pale, sickly grey — clouds swirling endlessly over black spires that seemed to pierce the heavens.

Here, light was a rare visitor.

Caelir stood on the highest balcony of his fortress, the wind tugging at his cloak. His hair, white as frost, shimmered faintly against the gloom. One eye burned gold — molten and alive — while the other gleamed ice blue, cold and calculating. The combination made him look almost inhuman, as if two opposing souls fought for space within the same body.

Below him, the land stretched out in dark ridges and twisted forests. This was his realm — what was left of it. A kingdom carved from war and envy.

He traced his gloved fingers along the stone railing, lips curling into something between a smile and a snarl.

“So,” he murmured to the wind, “the whispers were true.”

A shadow moved behind him — a messenger, cloaked and trembling. The man knelt before him, eyes cast low. “My lord, the scouts returned. They found traces of him… in the Moonwood.”

Caelir turned slowly. “Elias.” The name rolled off his tongue like venom.

“Yes, my lord. He lives. And…” The messenger hesitated, voice shaking. “He is not alone.”

The silence that followed was worse than a shout. The only sound was the low hum of magic in the air. Then Caelir’s mismatched eyes flashed — one bright as flame, the other cold as ice.

“Who?” he asked softly.

“A human woman. They say she walks the woods beside him. She… she wields small magics now. The trees respond to her.”

Caelir’s jaw tightened. His hands curled into fists at his sides. “A human?”

The messenger nodded quickly. “Yes, my lord.”

Caelir turned away, staring out into the swirling mist. A human woman. The words echoed through his mind, stirring a long-buried memory — the scent of rain, a flicker of laughter, the taste of mortal wine. A night he had dismissed as a passing indulgence… yet one that had never truly left him.

“She has two children,” the messenger added nervously. “Left in the human realm with her kin.”

That made Caelir’s pulse quicken. Something deep inside him twisted.

He had never known why that night haunted him — why the image of the woman’s soft face in the candlelight had followed him through dreams. Now he knew.

He turned sharply, his cloak flaring like wings of shadow. “Send the hunters,” he ordered. “Find her. Bring her to me. And if Elias stands in your way…”

He leaned close to the trembling messenger, voice a whisper of steel. “Cut him down.”

The man bowed and fled, relief flooding his face.

Caelir remained alone on the balcony, staring out at the grey horizon. His fingers brushed the hilt of his sword — ancient, runed, a weapon that once belonged to their father.

Elias, the golden heir. Elias, the beloved. Elias, who had everything.

Caelir’s smile returned — small, cold, dangerous.

“Brother,” he murmured. “You took what was mine once. But this time, I will take it all back.”

As he turned, the wind shifted — carrying faint echoes of the Moonwood’s magic. A woman’s laughter, distant and soft, brushed against his ear. For the briefest moment, something human flickered in his mismatched eyes.

Then it was gone.








  
  3

  
  
  The Storm Breaks

  
  




The wind had changed.

Mia felt it before she saw it — a shift in the rhythm of the forest, in the way the leaves whispered. The air no longer hummed with gentle magic. It pulsed with something deeper, darker, older.

The morning light poured through the windows of their cottage, painting her skin in shades of gold and rose. Elias had gone early to the council hall, leaving her alone with the quiet. She brushed her red curls out of her face, pulling them into a loose braid, and stared at her reflection in the small polished mirror by the door.

Her face had changed since coming here. The exhaustion of her old life — the sleepless nights, the constant weight of worry — had faded. Her skin was pale and luminous, her green eyes brighter than she remembered. Magic had awakened something inside her. It lived under her skin now, like a secret flame.

And yet… sometimes, when she looked in the mirror, she didn’t quite recognize herself.

That day, she stepped out into the gardens. The forest around their home was both alive and still, as though watching. The flowers bowed slightly as she passed — glowing faintly, breathing with her. She smiled despite the unease in her chest.

But then she saw it — at the far edge of the clearing.

A single black feather lying in the grass.

She knelt and picked it up. It shimmered strangely, the light sliding off its surface like oil. The moment she touched
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