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  Preface



This book contains slightly mature content. The story deals with transgender and queer culture. It highlights some of the more positive aspects of queer life, though there are mentions of abuse, homophobia, transphobia, violence and alcohol use.

This highlights the coming age of a broken, abused, but healing, transgender teen and her polyamorous life.
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My family coming home wakes me from my slumber. Luna’s presence coming home almost always does that to me now. It’s comforting when she’s nearby like a piece of my heart has come home. As my eyes adjust to the dim morning light of the room, I realize I’m lying in bed, under the covers, and I’m not alone.




I look down and see my darling Sala curled up facing me, using my shoulder as a pillow. She has her hand on my stomach. We’re both in night clothes, fortunately. I think back to last night and recall how I ended up in bed with my beloved. I tried to tell her about my friends last night. Upset and tipsy, Sala didn’t want to sleep alone in a vampire’s home. She asked me to comfort her while she thought about it. We were both tired after that. Outside of a goodnight kiss, snuggling together in our sleep is as far as last night went. Still, I won’t mention this to her parents. Who knows what they’ll think we were up to?




I slide out of bed. Sala mumbles and complains about the loss of body contact, but falls back asleep. I make my way downstairs to greet my family. Luna offers me a loving hug. I feel her emotions shift as she notices our mother looking at us and stops herself from leaning down for the kiss she wants.




“Did last night go well, Emya?” I ask, turning to our mother.




“Last night’s sales more than made up for the free bubbly. I would say that was one of our best New Year’s Eve parties yet,” she smiles happily. “We had to lock the lap dance rooms, though. After catching one couple using it to ring in the new year, it was best to keep them closed to the patrons.”




“I’m glad that we could attend the event. Thanks for letting us be there,” I return her happy smile and hug her.




“I’m glad you enjoyed it,” she hugs me tight and sighs. “I’m so going to miss you, Melanel. How long do we have until you leave?”




“About an hour and a half,” Lyric replies, walking down the stairs slowly as she focuses on braiding her auburn hair. “I peeked into the bedroom. The Fae is still asleep. We can let her rest for another hour if you like. It all depends on how long you think it’ll take for her to get dressed and eat.”




“Maybe give her a half hour if she doesn’t wake on her own?” I offer and Lyric nods, heading into the kitchen.




“You had Sala sleep in our bed last night?” Luna glares at me.




“Hrivënahta taught me how to trance in a lotus position. I don’t need a bed as she does anymore,” I argue.




“So much easier than needing to carry a cumbersome bedroll with you everywhere,” the blonde-haired Elf replies as she comes from the kitchen with some fruit salad. “How else do you think three elves have slept in your two-bedroom house?”




“They offered you bedrooms at the Rivers estate,” Ashanna reminds her. “You didn’t need to inconvenience yourselves of not having a bed by staying here.”




“Our duties lie with Heruimmë Simiathlas,” Lairëacarca replies, coming out with her bowl. “We wouldn’t be able to respond to her needs with how far away the Rivers live.”




The two Druids are quite the opposites: the winter druid is fair with long blonde hair and blue eyes, whereas her summer Druid counterpart is darkly tanned with chestnut brown hair and dark brown eyes.




“I thought she was a Druid, why use her human noble title?” Luna asks, using the common word for my station.




“To simply call her Paralma would imply that she is only our student, and that would insult her station in life. As your daughter is she not a lady?” Hrivënahta frowns and our mother nods. “Her betrothed holds the title of princess. Would you rather we call her Aranelmmë instead?”




My resident Druid is clearly insulted that my sister challenging her. I hope they don’t start an argument. Seeing people with food is triggering my stomach. I dig into the fridge and pull out a large bowl of fruit salad. To make it more filling, I add some granola, strawberry yogurt, and sprinkle fresh berries on top.




Ashanna leaves the kitchen with some blood fruit salad for herself and Luna. The open concept of the house lets me hear their conversation. “So I take it you two are now her permanent attachées? And we can expect you to return with her?”




“We are her aides,” Lairëacarca nods. “We are to stand beside her as she takes her seat on the Druid Council.”




“While you are away, I’ll make you rooms at the back of the house for you to stay,” Ashanna nods between mouthfuls. “You will need permanent accommodations for clothing and personal effects if you will be part of this household now.”




“You are taking this rather well,” Lyric comments.




“I think it’s wise not to test the Arch Druid’s patience by sending these two home permanently,” Ashanna replies. “If this is their role, I will respect it. Besides, my daughter needs to learn the Druid ways, and who else to teach her better? I’ve noticed her abilities have increased since her rebirth. She’s stronger now than ever, and will require their guidance.” She is thoughtful as she munches on breakfast. “Besides, this house won’t feel so lonely anymore.”




“I don’t find this house so lonely, Emya. I rest more than half the night while you are gone.” I comment from the kitchen as I finish making my masterpiece. “I’ve never felt alone here.”




“How much more powerful will she get? I notice that she’s easily ahead of any peer her age,” Lyric voices her thoughts.




“As a future Arch Druid, her powers are limitless,” Hrivënahta replies. “Her aura is so much stronger since the ritual. Her abilities will probably far outshine mine by the time she reaches adulthood.” The Druid’s voice borders on admiration, not jealousy. She seems eager to see me grow beyond her.




“She will make us all proud,” Lairelindë voices from the amulet as I come to sit down with my family.




The rest of breakfast passes, discussing my training and what will be required. To think, when I come back from Arvandor, I’ll not only have my schoolwork but Druid studies to go along with it. Mother is hinting that I no longer use the Dreamscape to fast-forward my training, I’ll have to practice during my waking hours.




After breakfast, I head upstairs to wake Sala. She looks so lovely, peacefully sleeping. Her wings are laid out behind her and occasionally twitch or flutter as she dreams. She’s facing the middle of the bed, so I have to climb onto the king-sized bed to reach her. I caress her cheek, and she mumbles wakefully. I kiss her cheek, then lay on my stomach to kiss her lips.




Sala wakes with a start, but soon as her eyes focus on my face she smiles. “Simia, My Love, so it wasn’t a dream. I slept by your side last night,” she pulls me in for a loving kiss. We hold each other for a few minutes, sharing our tender moment.




“Did you want to eat before you get dressed?” I ask as we finally break our kiss. Sala nods. “Okay, go downstairs, one of the Druids will tend to you. I’ll get dressed while you eat,” I smile.




“Alright,” Sala smiles lovingly I’m relieved she’s in a good mood this morning. My betrothed then does the unexpected. Sitting up and spreading her wings, she flutters downstairs, nearly a metre off the ground. She’s much faster flying than on foot…




I’m gathering my clothes, ready to head into the bathroom when Luna enters the bedroom. “Your girlfriend just flew by me. I guess she’s hungry this morning,” she finishes with a chuckle.




“She’s more than my girlfriend now, Nettinya.” I remind her, leaving Luna to frown. She’s not liking that I went from barely dating to engaged in a matter of months. “What can I help you with?” I ask innocently.




“I’m coming to claim the kisses I missed out on last night and this morning,” she smiles seductively as she saunters up to me.




“Luna…” I start but don’t finish as she pulls me into her arms for a deep, loving kiss. I drop my clothes as I slide my arms around her neck for a very non-sibling-like embrace. I respond to her deep kiss with equal passion as we hold each other tight. “We shouldn’t be doing this,” I breathe with a small level of guilt once she releases me.




“You asked me once if my love for you would diminish when you were no longer a boy,” Luna smiles tenderly, caressing my cheek. “You are more beautiful now than I could ever imagine. What I feel here,” she touches my chest at my heart. “Hasn’t gone away with your rebirth. I nearly lost you in that ritual,” she mourns and I feel her sorrow. “It made me realize how precious you are to me.” Her eyes are welling with tears.




“You’ve been holding onto these feelings for two weeks without telling me?” I worry, caressing her arm.




She nods. “Just come home to me?” she pleads.




“Always,” I reply in a loving tone, and she pulls me into a deep, soulful hug. I feel her tear fall on my shoulder. “Shh. I’ll be gone less than a week, and I’ll have wonderful stories and gifts for you,” I chime tenderly, as she holds me close. I squeeze her to release me.




Luna finally relaxes and sniffles. “I’m just going to miss you so much!”




“I’ll miss you too,” I lean back and wipe her cheek. “You can travel with us to Fallcrest if you like.”




“I’d like that,” a smile returning to her face.




“Let me get dressed. I’ll be right down,” I caress her cheek again. She nods and steals one last kiss before letting me go.




I pick up my clothes and go into the bathroom, quickly washing myself down. I start with the forest-green buttonless silk shirt, followed by the brown leather pants. Lyric expertly judged my size. There is lacing along the sides, which lets me tie them so that the pants are like a second skin. The grey tunic is almost a dress. It falls to mid-thigh, has a slit up to my hip, and is open in the front, forming a V down to my navel. There is lacing under my breasts to allow me to close the top, to cinch it around my waist — like a bustier. The boots are also a near-perfect fit, with a little room to grow. They also lace up the sides so that they fit snugly. With how form-fitting everything is, you’d swear I’ll have to worry about bugs that would otherwise get into my clothing. The clothing amplifies my new teenage hourglass figure. I look at myself in the mirror, thinking how Sala is going to love how my rump is well-shaped in these pants. I know I do!




I slide downstairs and Lyric whistles, “Good, I managed your clothing size right. You are not the lean, shy, boyish girl I met this fall. That outfit looks amazing on you!”




Luna is speechless as her jaw drops. Sala looks up from her food and beams. “My beloved is now the most beautiful girl in school. The others will be so jealous!” her wings flutter with excitement.




“I just might wear this on the first day of class.” I smile and turn so that everyone can see how the outfit forms on my body. “Your outfit is the same as mine with a blue silk shirt, My Love. If you need help to tie any of it up, let me know.”




She gobbles down the rest of her food. “I’m going to go get dressed!” Sala exclaims. She hops over to me, offering a loving kiss, and then flutters upstairs.




“The Fae’s clothing is designed for her wings to fit through,” Lyric remarks. “If she moves her haversack to her front, she can fly in those clothes with ease. Unlike you, I’ve designed her outfits to work mostly with belt pouches. The haversack is to carry her clothing, and can be left in her room when you venture the city.”




“She’ll love that,” I smile as I arrange my belt and pouches. Lyric hands me my Sending Stone, handing the other to Ashanna. I note mine is green so that we’ll never confuse one for the other.




I hear a high-pitched “Simia!” from Sala, and dash upstairs to see what she needs. I arrive upstairs and notice that she’s having trouble with the tunic. She blushes at needing  help to get dressed. I arrange it so that the tunic shoulder straps are on the outside of her wings. I come around and tie up the tunic around the front.




“Were you able to lace the pants without trouble?” I ask, and she nods.




“Do all Elves wear form-fitting clothing that shows off their every curve?” Sala queries as I help her with her boots.




“I think it’s because we’re from a higher caste. Even these travel clothes denote a certain influence,” I comment as I lace up her boots.




“I thought Lyric said there wasn’t an upper or lower class,” Sala argues.




“I’m a Lady, you’re a Princess. There’s likely a certain level of comfort depending on your profession or station. There is no real wealth or economy to distinguish rich from poor, but I understand some people would enjoy certain finery that others don’t bother with. A simple farmer doesn’t need nicely appointed clothing, they just need something comfortable and easy to clean. Whereas diplomats can enjoy something more refined.”




“That makes sense,” Sala nods as she arranges her belt pouches. “As my betrothed, you could also be considered a princess,” Sala reminds me.




Everyone is ready to go by the time Sala and I arrive downstairs. I pick up my haversack and offer to carry Sala’s on one shoulder. With my weight training, it’s easy to carry both. I carry it on my right side, where it doesn’t interfere with my staff. So I hold Sala’s right hand with my left as we form a circle.




“Is everyone ready?” Luna asks, and we nod. “Lelelyanna Lantafalma,” she intones, closing her eyes and focusing on our destination.




A moment later, we’re standing outside of the cabin we first met Lyric in. I don’t see a magic circle as I do at school, but this must be some focal point for travel spells. Luna had never been here before, only focused on the vale as a whole. I feel Luna’s fatigue and glance up worriedly. “That’s more people than I’m used to. Worry not, Nettinya. I have enough strength to get myself home after this.”




“Are you sure? I feel your exhaustion. Don’t worry me before I’m about to leave…” My tone matches my statement.




She slides her hand around the back of my neck and pulls me forward, kissing my forehead, “I’ll be fine.”




“You feel her exhaustion?” Lyric raises an eyebrow as we cross the street and start walking along the river.




“Simia and I share an emotional bond. We’re close sisters,” Luna smiles affectionately.




“An emotional bond? But that’s…” I shoot Lyric a warning glance. “Uncommon,” she finishes.




I knew what she was going to say. Cassandra had told me about the bond she shares with Rose. I don’t want Sala to catch on that there could be more to Luna and me than mere siblings.




“It’s what led Luna to find me, and it changed my life for the better,” I smile. “I appreciate this uncommon connection,” I stress the word. Luna returns a loving smile.




We follow the river quietly, revelling in the peace of sunrise. The forest around us wakes with the sound of birds and small animals. The roar of the waterfall gets louder as we finally reach the end of the path. Lairelindë manifests, noticing that there is no one else around. Before us, in the middle of the river, just before the it falls to the valley below, stands a large stone platform. The roughly circular base bears a six-pointed star with three symbols etched into the stone. In the centre stands an elaborately carved stone doorway. Three runes glow at the top of the portal in green, purple, and red. The door itself is a shimmering mist of multiple colours perpetually in motion, like a prismatic kaleidoscope. There are stone steps that lead from the path to the platform so that one doesn’t get their feet wet in the river.




“Selyë, I want to hold your hand as we cross the barrier. I want to make sure I can feel the crossing,” Lairelindë sounds as worried as she looks. She used to call me her ‘Godchild’, but now she is calling me ‘Daughter’. Biologically, she’s not wrong. I’m technically her third daughter or a twin of Lairëonermi, so it’s just fitting that I call my Druid ancestors Mother and Father now.




“I wish I could go with you,” Luna pouts.




“You can follow us longer if you like. It’ll take a few hours to reach the forest gate. I’m sure you will love the view of Sanctum as much as the rest of us will,” Lyric replies. “There is no actual sunlight in Sanctum, so it wouldn’t hurt you to go there.”




Luna suddenly perks up. I smile and nod. She happily hops across the stones and waits for us on the platform. The stones force us to cross single file as we all gather at the doorway. My resident Druids lead the way, followed by Luna and Lyric. Sala and Lairelindë clasp my hands as we follow the others across the threshold.
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I feel like I’m drifting in the void for a moment, my grip on Sala and Lairelindë the only anchor when we finally step through the other side.




Lairelindë gasps, patting herself all down, and breathes a sigh of relief. “Yes, that worked! I’m still bound and present! I can still feel my connections, and you are still here. That is promising that I can make it through the next portal.”




“Welcome to the Realm of Sanctum,” Lyric spreads her arms out. “Humans of Earth created this realm over millennia ago to escape the tyranny of the inquisition. Something happened here five decades ago, however. There is a rumour of a great war between the major houses. Demons and vampires invaded the realm. Only the mages fought each other as much as they fought their invaders — trying to lay blame on how it all started. The Realm nearly collapsed! It became inaccessible to everyone for years. When the Arch Mage and his remaining Sages came back to Sanctum, it took them decades to regroup and rebuild. They only reopened the gateways to the other realms in the past decade. The Fae, Mages, and Druids have been working hard to rebuild this realm to live in,” she explains as we walk.




We look around at the strange starry sky that’s filled with purple and blue streams; they look more like ribbons of energy than clouds. In the air is a small yellow globe giving daylight, but there’s no warmth like you would feel with the sun. Luna shields her face, only to look confused.




“The orb is just a collection of sun crystals. It’s not a star, so it doesn’t emit any strong sunlight that can hurt a vampire. You’d have to fly up and touch the crystal lattice for it to hurt you,” Lyric replies to Luna’s unasked question. “It provides enough light to nurture the plants and give this realm a day and night cycle, but that is all it does.”




Luna looks relieved, and we keep walking up the hill to a large two-story building. It has ornate stained-glass windows in blue, purple, and gold featuring stars and moons. “This is the administration building for the Sanctum campus. Students are brought here first to sort out their skill levels and talents. Behind us,” Lyric turns around, and we follow suit, “is Caster’s View. This is where those who rather not stay on the Material Plane come to live.”




The village looks like a hillside European town of stone and brick buildings with clay tile roofs. The ‘smoke,’ emanating from the chimneys sparkles as the purple vapour dissipates into the rest of the purple streams in the sky. “The View is much like any university town: filled with students, residents, shops, and entertainment. Sanctum tries to keep currency to a minimum, preferring to barter and trade. This gives all magically adept people a chance to learn magic, regardless of their earthly wealth. As people come from all areas of the world and beyond, they use gold coins as a base. There is a bank that gives fair exchange for whatever money someone might bring here.”




She turns back and starts walking to the building again. “We’ll be walking through the campus to get where we’re going,” she smiles. “The streams you see in the air are essence, making this entire realm a battery. You’ll see all sorts of strange creatures here, as well as constructs and even creations that look like machines.”




I look up as a flying car zips overhead. As we walk, there are people on brooms, people dueling one another, and we even pass a holographic display of the campus as we go around the main building. “Is there electricity here?” I ask, looking over the display as we walk by.




“No, what technology you see here is fueled off of essence. As essence surrounds us, is part of us, and part of all living things, the Mecha creations are pretty much self-powered. It’s the ultimate renewable energy source,” she grins.




“So, lighting, displays, mechanical creations, all run off of essence, like how I channel my spells and abilities to manipulate nature?” I ask.




“Exactly!” Lyric beams excitedly.




“Who are these Mecha that you speak of?” Sala queries. “That’s twice you’ve mentioned them.”




“The Mecha are beings that evolved to become pure energy. To manipulate the world, they wander around in robotic bodies. Depending on their role in society, Mecha range from Sala’s size to three meters tall. You might find smaller creations, but those are just programmed drones. Besides the use of arcane enchantments here, the Mecha have advanced Sanctum to be nearly as futuristic as their own domain. Apparently, the human tendency for innovation and creativity attracts them.”




To prove her point, two floating drones zip by on the way to Caster’s View. They remind me of something I saw in a video game once. We walk through the campus, which looks much like your average university in any city. They designed the buildings from smooth grey stone. The buildings have flourished or rounded corners, and their roofs are all domed. From Lyric’s tales of Elven architecture, it seems my people influenced much of the construction here. Something like you would find in the Middle East but the stone is grey rather than sandstone. There are no regular glass windows. All follow the administration building’s design of clear, blue, purple and gold stained glass with stylized moons and stars. One large pane above a door features the stages of the moon, yet there is no moon in this starry sky. The campus is a mixture of elegant Middle Eastern design and technology, as info boards and interactive holographic displays show the names of the buildings and maps. It’s incredible! In our hour walk through the campus, we pass floating cars, strange uni-wheel motorbikes, as well as various drones and robots walking among the student populace. The air is clean, there is no pollution or smoke. None of the machines emit any sort of exhaust — outside of a purple vapour. Sala points out a few pixies and fairies among those tending to outside gardens. We pass a line of mages, each with some sort of elemental assistant. At this time of the morning, it looks like students are heading into class, as people rush about to get into one building or another. We pass this tall stadium that’s several stories high. The scrolling board is announcing the next hover ball tryouts and broomstick races. This is a strange place indeed!




We eventually leave the busy campus behind us, walking through beautiful gardens and hedges. Various creatures tend to the strange flowers and plants that grow here. Some of them look like their gathering food, while others are just weeding and tending to them like a normal gardener. We walk into a forest of perfectly lined rows of beautiful trees with different coloured leaves. It’s like walking through a living rainbow. It’s so beautiful!




We take a break at what Lyric calls our halfway point. The elegantly carved marble seating area reminds me of picnic areas in parks back home. Lyric hands out Lambas bread and gives us each a waterskin. We sit down with food and drink. It’s been a long walk for Sala, and she’s getting tired. Luna is still dragging her heels from this morning’s teleport. As we eat, Luna and I watch two black squirrels with blue glowing eyes darting around, gathering food that is falling off of a fruit tree.




“Everything here is infused with essence.” Lyric comments as we watch the two critters run about. “At one point, they may have been normal squirrels brought from your homeworld, but the magic has infused them to be different. The food here is amazingly potent in energy, very useful when practicing magic that can drain you.”




A squirrel looks at us for a moment, then runs up with something in its hands. It hands Luna something the size of a grape, and won’t let go of it till she says thank you. Then it runs back to its mate. She looks at the fruit; it looks like a blueberry, but it’s twice the size. Lyric says it should be safe. I see Luna’s eyes glow as she bites into the fruit and she sighs.




“Oh, that is rather delicious,” she smiles and leans against me. “I think I might stay here for a while. This place is nice.”




“Don’t stay too long, Nettinya. You still need to rest before you work tonight,” I scold her in a motherly tone.




“You are too good to me sometimes,” she leans against me affectionately.




I look at Lyric questioningly. “The fruit does have a slight euphoric effect when you first eat it. It’ll wear off soon,” the Bard replies.




“Great, my sister is drunk on magic fruit,” I roll my eyes. “Let’s get going before she’s tempted to eat more.”




“But it tastes so delicious,” Luna pouts.




“No more fruit for you, silly. Emmë would never forgive me if something were to happen to you here,” I stand up. I try to pull my sister to her feet, but she resists. “Nettinya, don’t make me carry you. Rose says I am strong enough to carry you short distances now…” I warn her.




“Fine,” she huffs and takes my hand as I pull her to her feet. Only to wrap me in a hug. “I love you so much.”




“I love you too. Please, Nettinya, get a hold of yourself,” I return worriedly.




Luna draws a deep breath. “Sorry, I’m going to be okay now…” she kisses my forehead. “Let’s get going.”




Sala has been quietly watching the whole exchange. When my sister releases me, she wraps her arm around me protectively, pulling me away from Luna as we walk again. This is the first time in a while I’ve seen my sister and Fae fight visibly over my affection. I’m almost welcoming the four-day trip where I only need to worry about one love interest fawning over me. I love Luna, but she pushes acceptable sibling affection way too often.




Lyric starts up a song as we walk to lift our spirits and to give some sound outside of the strange magical buzz of insects. I don’t see any birds in this forest, but I also don’t see any harmful insects either. Maybe things are just kept magically balanced to not need them? I see some sort of magical bumble bee fly around to pollinate plants, so there is some sort of balance at play here.




We finally arrive at a grass clearing surrounded by standing stones. Two large trees stand at the end of the stone circle, towering over the others. Their lower branches and roots have braided together to form a vertical doorway. The circle within shimmers and spirals into the middle, shifting between shades of white to dark green. This must be the portal we are seeking.




Lyric turns and lays her hand on Luna’s shoulder. “This is far as you go, my Drow friend. The land beyond this gate is not safe for your kind.” Luna nods. “If you remember the journey home, you should just be able to teleport to the Mortal Realm Gate from here, use the Gate, then teleport home.” Luna looks thoughtful for a moment. “I wouldn’t recommend teleporting straight home from here. I don’t think even your mother is powerful enough to make that trip safely.” Luna looks at her curiously. “The Rivers and the Arch Mage are the only ones I’ve seen capable of crossing dimensions without the use of these gates. I don’t think you’re as powerful as they are.”




“Probably not,” Luna returns a disarming smile. “Thank you for letting me come with you this far.” My sister turns to me, “Nettinya, I’m going to miss you. Make sure you come back to me.”




“I’ll miss you too!” I hug her tight with my free arm. “See you in a few days.”




She kisses my forehead. I feel she wants a deeper kiss, but doesn’t dare in front of everyone. She concedes by taking my hand and kissing it. “Safe travels,” Luna waves and disappears.




“Your sister needs to tone down her affection for you around others. Your mother might tolerate her flirtations, but you can’t let her show her love for you like this around your betrothed.” Lairelindë comments in my mind.




I return a grim smile and nod. I feel like a piece of my heart is now missing with Luna gone. Times like this, I wish I didn’t love my sister so deeply.




We turn and face the portal. Sala is still holding me close as she did when we left the rest area. It’s been a while since she’s been so clingy like this. As if I’ll disappear on her if she lets go. I need to calm down her anxiety about losing me. Lairelindë takes a deep breath, clasping my free hand.




“Ready?” Lairelindë asks aloud.




“Ready,” I nod with conviction. I look at Sala. She tilts her head to me for a quick kiss. I return her affections, and I feel her relax.




“Ready,” my darling Fae smiles.




We step through the forest gate and I feel propelled forward, like some science-fiction hyperspace journey. The stars suddenly stream past us as we barrel through the wormhole in astral space to Arvandor.




We step through a mirror setup to a cliffside ring of standing stones. To the left of us is a vast blue sea. The air is clean, and hints of salt air blow in the breeze. I feel like I’m in San Marino, walking along the bay.




Before us is a beautifully stylized stone roadway. My eyes follow the road as it leads down to a vast lake. Surrounding the lake, like a living crescent, is a city unlike I’ve ever seen! I hear Sala’s breath hitch, as does mine, at the majestic view in front of us.




“It’s like coming home…” Lairelindë chimes happily.




The city starts with small buildings surrounding the lake; they look like fishing huts and farmsteads. We see a small port with half a dozen beautiful sailships in the distance. The buildings grow progressively larger the further away from the water. The city is an assortment of living buildings carved into the increasingly taller forest. Elegantly crafted wooden buildings and walkways arc between the trees. Scattered among the living city are beautifully ornate stone towers with walkways and coloured crystals. The city is alive with movement and coloured lights. From here it’s like looking at San Marino from a hilltop. Only someone took a paintbrush and artistically moulded each building to be a piece of beauty. The care and craftsmanship that went into a city this elaborately designed is breathtaking! Even from here, you can feel the hum of a living, working, breathing metropolis. A city this size must house millions! It’s incredible!




I’m speechless. “Welcome to Avandor, Arenelmar Sala and Simiathlas. Come, your people are eager to greet you.” Lyric chimes in a song-like voice.




My betrothed and I stand there stunned, mesmerized by the beauty of it all. My Druid aides take our hands and guide us down the road, as my beloved and I try to take in the majestic view in front of us.
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We walk down the stone path until it joins up with what looks like a two-lane cobblestone road.  It leads up along the coast into the city. Where the path meets the road, is an enormous colourful carriage house. A male dryad walks out of double doors to greet us. He’s as huge as a moose with large antlers. No wonder the house is so big! The carriage driver is also the ‘livestock’ that pulls the carriages!




“Lyric! You’re home!” he booms in accented Elvish, reaches down, and picks our Bard up into a big hug.




“Sailahravan! So nice to see you!” Lyric wheezes as she tries to breathe. “Is your brother already out for the day?”




“Aye! Just me left,” he beams, setting her down. “I understand we have important visitors,” he bows to us. He’s jovial, and I can’t help but smile at his friendly nature. He turns around and reaches into the carriage garage, pulling out a lovely white washed wooden carriage with gold trim that would be fit for a noble. “I have just the carriage for our ladies,” he smiles. He brings the carriage closer, turns and whistles. A male Fae in brown leathers pops out of the house. “We’ll just get Pips here to fasten all the buckles and we can have you at the capital house by lunch,” he offers.




My Druid aides are placing our travel bags in the passenger trunk at the back; I hand them mine and Sala’s as they do. I notice each bag is a different colour of leather. Sala’s is beige to light brown with copper buckles, whereas mine is a dark brown with leather cords.




As we’re dealing with the baggage, Sala is intently watching the Fae boy harness the dryad so that he can pull the carriage. Once everything is tied, the boy turns around and bows to Sala.




“Milady, shall I help you up?” 




Sala blushes at being addressed by her station, and nods. He holds out his hand and she holds it to step up into the carriage. Lairelindë is next and I follow her. We sit at the back, with Mother in the middle, facing forward. My aides follow, and the boy closes the carriage.




“Isn’t Lyric coming with us?” I notice she didn’t climb into the carriage.




“I have to report to the Bardic Council,” Lyric replies, poking her head through the window. “I’ll see you this afternoon when I show you the library and archives,” she smiles. Hrivë nods at her suggestion.




With that, she pats the side of the carriage and Pips sits in the driver’s seat. There are no reins attached to the dryad. The Fae is more a coachman than a driver. The dryad nods and we start at a slow pace, then slowly gain speed. As we approach the city, the buildings become more common, starting with animal farms on the left, while there are fishing houses, docks, and warehouses on the right. We pass a busy market and the road expands to four lanes as we head deeper into the city. The cobblestone road is unlike anything we have back home. It’s not blacktop or concrete like we see on Earth. The patterned cobblestones are flat and fused together to be just as smooth with no potholes. We pass other carriages, bicycles, and more of those electric-like vehicles as we join the city traffic. The avenues are wide, so it’s easy to look down a street. Everything seems to run in a straight line from the lake, giving a slow crescent-like design from the water. I wonder if the crossroads are round to keep the circular design?




Sala and I spend our time looking out the windows as the city grows larger and more elaborate. Like driving into any city’s downtown core, there are apartments, businesses, and shops. I watch a blacksmith working, with his double doors wide open, noting his forge glows purple. There’s no soot or dirt. How does a blacksmith keep a shop so clean? I ask myself, but we’re past it before I can ask aloud. While most of the population is composed of Elves of various skin and hair colours, we pass other races. A company of dwarves with mining equipment heads down a side road. The air is full of Fae, pixies, airships, and flying vehicles. As Lyric told us, the city functions on more than one level. It seems every five to ten floors there are walkways and concourses. The capital is a city, upon a city, as each level seems to have residences and businesses of its own.




“Incredible!” I finally exclaim after a few minutes. “Does this city ever stop running?”




“Not usually,” Hrivënahta answers. “There are nocturnal races, and parts of the city are just as busy at night as they are during the day. Residences are often in the upper levels or in clusters so that the commercial districts don’t disturb them. The night crowd keeps away from the day crowd, so that one group doesn’t keep the other awake while they’re trying to sleep.”




“There’s also nearly half a city underground,” Lairëacarca smiles. “There are several layers below the surface where dwarves, gnomes, and other races live. Even after millennia, there are still rich veins to be mined, as the realm replenishes itself every few cycles.”




“We never over-mine or over farm the land, so Arvandor rewards us with bountiful crops, fish, and resources. We don’t need to move or transport goods from afar. There isn’t as much mining here as there is closer to Mount Olympus, however. That is where the true bounty of gems and rare metals is found. The farms we passed are small, mostly for livestock; larger farms exist further away.”




Sala and I look over the beautiful boardwalks full of people on the waterfront. The Elven ships are elegant, with large, triangular, colourful sails. The boats range from one to three masts, depending on size. We spot small fishing boats out in the water but I don’t see any large nets.




We finally move away from the waterfront and into the core of the city. This avenue is wide and spacious. Trees line the divided road and parts are lit by glowing street lamps where the concourses blot out the sun. We finally stop alongside a massive wooden building. It is easily two city blocks in size. As I look up, it’s one immense tree! Businesses are scattered inside its base. I can’t see the roots, the road must cover them. I’ve noticed we’ve been steadily moving up an incline since we left the water’s edge.




“This is as far as I go,” booms the dryad over the busy noise of the city. “From here, you head on up to the capital chambers.” 




Pips hops down and lets us out of the carriage. My resident Druids exit first and stand on each side of the door as we are let out on the sidewalk. People walking by are looking our way as our bags are unpacked. I notice that most of them are not as fancy dressed as we are. The silk cloaks are the dead give-away that we’ve been travelling. On our trip here, I’ve seen a few people with cloaks. The way they dress all seem to be from out of town. Locals are wearing simple dresses and trouser sets. Outside of there being no polyester-like business suits, the styles and fashions don’t differ too much from what I would see in the city back home — though maybe a few decades off on what San Marino considers high fashion. Without synthetic fabrics, people wear silks, leathers, wool, and other natural fibres. The sidewalks are a kaleidoscope of colourful fabrics with business people wearing what would best be described as Neo-Victorian suits, some with very elaborate hats. While I notice some people are carrying around tablets or messenger bags, newspapers appear more common than any kind of technological device. Small stalls pop up every couple of blocks with vendors barking out today’s news and events. I spot the front page, and we’re on the cover! No wonder people are stopping to stare at us!




We pass a group of children exiting the building, led by someone who is likely their teacher. The class sounds like they’re just finishing a morning tour as the adult leading them is pointing out the notable elements they saw on their visit. We enter the spacious main lobby of the tower which features a five-meter vaulted ceiling, with tall windows. Everything here is spacious, allowing for creatures of different sizes. 




Wooden and brass doors open for us, and we enter a large elevator with an attendant. Even though there is a lot of room, I notice no one else follows us into the elevator. In fact, people have been keeping a distance from us as we walk around, not wanting to get in our way. I look up at Lairelindë questioningly, and she simply smiles.




“Knowing my husband, he’s been announcing your arrival for the past few days, don’t expect to go anywhere unnoticed.” She touches my shoulder, “You are both minor celebrities on your visit here. Expect the red carpet treatment — as humans call it.”




The elevator quickly shoots up. I noticed there are over fifty floors in this building. Soon, we’re past the large base of the tree, and our view to the left at the back of the elevator opens up to a panoramic view of the city. What I thought was a mirror wall is actually crystal. Sala gasps and leans against the semi-reflective surface as we watch the city shrink below us. Other towers rise beside ours, with covered walkways and upper concourses stretching along the branches, connecting buildings. It reminds me of the uptown concourses in San Marino, where there is a large parkway five stories up connecting several major buildings. The concourse levels remind me of home, some with restaurants, or stand-alone businesses. As we look down, each building has either a domed roof or a garden. Branches will often overlap, making platforms for outside patios, reinforcing that they have carefully manipulated the tall trees to make for easy walkways, patios and even landing platforms. The air is peppered with airborne vehicles, and airships floating among the towers. There seems to be air traffic ways like the roads below. There is greenery at nearly every level. Occasional long flower vines hanging off of balconies sway in the breeze off of the lake. Others climb the walls of buildings, often forming elaborate designs. Everything is so green, so pretty. There is no pollution, no haze from traffic. I see no large smoke stacks or industrial plants. What exhaust drifts up from chimneys is the same sparkling purple mist we saw in Sanctum that dissipates in the air quickly.




“We don’t use fire here in the living city,” Hrivënahta explains. “We use arcane furnaces and hearths. They give heat and light as you would see from a normal wood fire, but there is no combustion as you know it. The purple haze is essence that just feeds back into the city to be used for other things. There is no waste here. Everything is reused, recycled or composted.”




“Our world could learn a few things from this place,” I remark. “I know our school is efficient. Now I know where they got the idea.” I look up at my aides, “I noticed the same with Sanctum. Nothing runs on coal, gas or electricity. It’s all this renewable power. It’s why my laptop rarely needs charging, and why the tablets I see some programming students walk around with look so strange. Our schools use this magical technology instead of using what everyone else does, don’t they?”




“You are very perceptive,” Hrivënahta smiles. “Yes, the Arch Mage learned of the Mecha’s renewable power sources centuries ago. Since reconnecting with Earth, he has been converting everything within your magical community to use it. Your mother’s club, Temptations, likely runs off of Mecha renewable power — or so she suggested when you were out of town.”




“Amazing!” I exclaim as I look out at the towers of wood and stone that rise above the city’s core.




“For a Druid, Simia knows a lot about technology and science. We went to see this space movie once, and she spent an hour after the movie explaining what science-fiction is and the theory the movie used for space travel,” Sala smiles with admiration.




“I wasn’t always a Druid. I grew up in geek culture. It was safer than trying to fit in with the popular crowd where I usually got teased,” I frown.




Our elevator finally slows down. The attendant who’s been quiet this whole time bows and speaks. “The Arch Druid is just ending his morning meetings and will greet you in the foyer.”




“Thank you,” Lairelindë smiles.




The doors open and we step out into a long marble pillared wooden hall. The hall is five meters wide with rich red carpeting, and nearly as tall. It’s hard to believe we’re walking into the middle of a tree. The hall looks no different from anything else you would expect to see back home in a public building, like the town hall or library. An usher is waiting for us as we step out and offers to guide our way. We walk down the hall and into a large sitting room to the right. Yàviersulë exits the door at the opposite end, speaking to two younger aides. He looks up and the moment their eyes meet, my parents run into each other’s arms for a loving embrace. It’s so touching, I can’t help but smile from the warmth I feel in the connection I have with Lairelindë. Our aides quietly nod to each other, and Sala leans against me and sighs at the romantic display. We’re quiet so as to not break their loving moment.




“You are finally here!” he exclaims in Elvish, then looks over at me and smiles. “My family is finally home.”




“We are only here for a visit, husband.” Lairelindë reminds him. “Simiathlas has classes to attend next week.”




“Yes, yes, forgive me. After this trip, we shall visit one another more often, as you establish a new capital in the mortal realm. Lantafalma will be a much more beautiful vale than where you are living now, Child,” he states in a fatherly tone.




I guess I can expect to only hear my native tongue during my visit. Lettering, writing, and everyone I’ve seen has been speaking one Elven dialect or another. English or Common, as many call it here, will be unusual for the next few days.




“Yes.” I smile, responding in Elvish. “While I’ve learned to appreciate Blightwood, I understand others find the vampire neighbourhood unsettling.”




“It’s only because of your adopted mother that you enjoy peace where you live, Child. Take care to be grateful for the influence the Rasmussen women have on your world. Your aides have told me much about your life there.”




I look at my aides, and they smile. So, still working for my father, are you? I ponder to myself. Oh well, they are useful regardless. I will not start treating them as spies and withhold things from them, not like I really have anything to hide.




I smile and bow. “Of course, Father. I am very grateful for what emenya Ashanna provides, and I’ve told her as much many times.”




“And you brought your darling little Fae with you?” Yàviersulë smiles. “How fortunate.”




“Well, after your gift of fine Elderberry wine, the Nixë were more than happy to allow my betrothed to accompany me to see our people and be recognized as my future bride.” There is some bitterness in my tone, but I try to smile as I say it.




“That was your plan, was it not husband?” Lairelindë adds before he can answer. “The Fae took your gift as a dowry offer and responded in kind.”




His eyebrows rise in mild surprise, and he smiles. “It was the most likely outcome of my gift, yes,” he replies in a calm tone. “I realize that such a situation might be unfamiliar to you, Child. While I’ve read that it is no longer a common occurrence on Earth, arranged marriages can be expected among the Fae Court. Try not to be so worked up over it, we will not expect you to wed until you reach adulthood. You will both enjoy a long betrothal until your wedding day several decades from now.” His voice doesn’t waver. I don’t know whether to be angry at him or applaud his gall at expecting me to go along with this without objection. “Your Fae, she did not hesitate at all when her parents made the offer, did she?”




I look at Sala, who offers me a loving smile. “No, she did not. As you stated, she was raised on such expectations,” I reply in a calmer tone than I feel. Sala leans forward and kisses my cheek. Who am I to ruin her happiness? The one person she cherishes the most is now forever hers. Who am I to deny her my love?




“Is this the message that you wanted to relay to me?” he sounds almost dismissive. “That you have accepted the proposal and you are now betrothed? Your aids said you were rather upset and wanted to speak to me.”




“Well, as you pointed out, Father,” I stress the name. “I’m not familiar with arranged marriages. Both your gift and the Nixë’s answer were quite… surprising — considering my age. Emenya Ashanna was notably upset that you would marry off her daughter without her consent.”




“The Drow expected me to need her consent on this matter?” Yàviersulë blinks, mildly surprised.




“Considering she is my legal mother on my world, yes, she did,” I growl, my annoyance now showing. “I know that, with my rebirth, I am genetically your third daughter, but she still holds the legal right to my care until I reach twenty-one. Unlike your world here, the Drow are a matriarchal society, the mother has the final say in all matters. Your overstepping her authority has angered her. If she could travel here, I’m sure she would have much more colourful words for you than I can ever think of!” I’m no longer holding back my anger at this point. I’m almost vibrating. 




“Oh, dear. Yes. I can now see why this matter upsets Ashanna,” Yàviersulë remarks thoughtfully. “As your father, I acted accordingly, but I now see how my actions have caused a rift in our families. I’ll have to see what I can do to make amends,” he finishes calmly. What, that’s it?! You’re not even going to apologize to me! “I shall see to this personally, Dear Daughter.” He nods. “In the meantime, you have a tour to complete, and we shall see each other again at supper for your Essecarmë.”




I’m about to give him a piece of my mind when his last word sinks in. I blink as I translate it, then return puzzled look. “Why would you have a naming ceremony?”




“You are growing into an adult now, My Child. You don’t want to go around being known as a ‘New Leaf’ for the next few decades now, do you? That’s a child’s name,” he scoffs. “You need a new Elven name that is suited to your station. One we will proudly call you among our people. Whether or not you legally keep it on your world is your choice. I can’t enforce our laws on the Mortal Realm, but you will be treated as the Elf you are while you are here in my domain. Do I make myself clear?” his fatherly tone is firm and decisive.




“Yes, Father,” I bow. Why argue? He has four thousand years of patriarchal doctrine in his mind. There’s no point in butting heads over this matter. I won’t win this battle.




“I want to tour the city with our daughter, husband. We shall see you tonight,” Lairelindë announces before he can ask her to stay with him.




“Very well, My Love. I shall attend to matters and see you all for supper,” he smiles. They part with a final kiss and we make our way back to the elevator.
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Sala is quiet until we are back in the elevator, and she turns to me. “My Love, are you unhappy with our relationship?” her voice is laced with worry and fear. I notice she’s speaking in English. 


I turn to her with a loving smile and caress her cheek. “No, Dearest. I’m not unhappy with our relationship,” she relaxes and leans against my hand. “I’m just relaying emenya Ashanna’s upset. Father’s manipulations propelled our relationship faster than any of us were expecting.”


“You mean?…” Sala starts looking at me with loving hope.


“We would have eventually reached this point on our own,” I pull her into a tender embrace. “Since the Harvest Dance, I’ve felt our love was heading this way. It’s just happening sooner than I expected.”


Sala relaxes in my arms, “Oh, thank you! Since the day we met, I’ve never felt love or attraction anywhere close to what I feel for you. You have become the light of my life. The week we were apart felt so lonely!” She squeezes me, “You are even more lovely now than I could ever imagine! I’m dating the most beautiful fifteen-year-old in school.” She looks at me, “Our betrothal may have come sooner than expected, but it holds so much meaning for a Fae… for me.” She caresses my cheek, “I no longer have competition for your heart. As my future Queen, no one can take you away from me. You don’t know how comforting that is.”


I swallow. “You think there are those who would try to take my heart away from you?” I squeak, holding on to her waist.


“Luna is a perfect example of the attraction you now possess,” Sala continues. “If your own sister has trouble keeping her hands to herself, how do you think others will behave in school?”


“I’ve been trying to discourage Luna’s flirtations,” I groan and slump a little. “I’m sorry, My Beloved. I am trying to put her down gently.”


“You’re my betrothed now. I have a right to be mildly possessive,” Sala states firmly.


“Mildly possessive, yes,” I smile and lean in for a kiss. Sala smiles and returns my affections. We stand there, holding one another, kissing tenderly. “Just don’t turn into a little jealous ball of fury on me?” I tease.


“Why would I ever do something that?” she smirks playfully and hugs me close. “Don’t be so silly,” Sala giggles and leans against my shoulder as we watch the city growing closer.


The elevator stops sooner than expected. We’re still several floors up, and I look around, confused. “Why are we stopping?” I ask in Elvish.


“Lunch,” Hrivënahta smiles. “There is an absolutely delicious restaurant on this concourse that has some of the best vegetarian dishes in town.”


I nod to the attendant as we step out. To our left, there is a set of doors that opens onto the concourse. We step out and the breeze catches our cloaks, forcing us to tighten them. As we walk across, people watch us and move out of the way to let us pass. Mother was right. We are being treated as celebrities. It doesn’t help that my two aides suddenly look very serious, walking with their staves in hand. They are now my guards in public. We’re still easily fifty meters above road level. I’m glad the breeze is light today. At this height, it would be worse in windier weather. I glance around at the various concourses. Who am I kidding, this is likely as windy as it gets. This is supposed to be paradise, right? It won’t have the same weather patterns like we see on Earth.


We walk to the end of the concourse. The restaurant my aides are aiming for is embedded in the tree at the other end. As we approach, I see people commenting, and the host happily greets us as we reach the door.


“Ladies!” he grins. “We have just the table for you! Beautiful view, out of the wind, you’ll love it!”


“Thank you, Wilyanér. That will do nicely,” Hrivënahta smiles.


“We heard that the Arch Druid had procured new apprentices,” the host continues jovially as he walks us to our table. “You are his daughter’s aides now, I take it?”


“That we are,” Hrivënahta smiles. “I for one welcome the opportunity. This is a tremendous honour, proof that our hard work is being rewarded.”


“Guiding the next Arch Druid to maturity. Do you know how many in the council are jealous of your position?” he remarks. “I offer you congratulations on your promotions. Do you know what city you will be moving to from here?”


He pulls our chairs out and seats us one by one. “We can’t tell anyone yet. Not until we sanctify the new grove on the Spring Equinox,” Hrivënahta replies.


“A new town?” he returns, surprised, as he hands us menus. “We will all eagerly await your announcement,” he beams. “Your server shall be with you shortly.” He bows slightly before he leaves.


I watch him as he walks off. “Word travels fast I see. I take it this is a popular place for diplomats, so he hears all the best council gossip?”


“You are so perceptive for one so young,” Lairëacarca comments, leaning on her palm. “How do you do it?”


“My Simia is one of the smartest girls in class. She picks up on subjects in half the time. It’s amazing watching her work!” Sala leans against me lovingly.


I smile as I try to sort out the menu. My Elven is pretty good. I’m mostly fluent, but there is food here I’ve never heard of before. Likely not something that would grow on Earth. I point to a few of them and ask my aides. Finally, I rely on them to order for us when the server comes around and fills our glasses with water. After living off of tap water most of my life, even the bottled equivalent is nothing like the purity of the water I sip at. It’s so crisp, so clean, yet tasty. I take a long sip and sigh contently.


I continually surprise Sala with my appetite. My plate is nearly twice hers, and I’m still mooching off of Lairelindë, as she ordered something interesting and doesn’t need to eat herself. Sala and I feed each other from our plates, making Mother comment how romantically playful we are.


I’m still not used to the fact there’s no currency. There’s no waiting for the bill, no leaving a tip. We just don’t leave a mess. We thank the host for his services, and we’re on to our next destination.


My aids use our current location as a springboard to our journey. We haven’t been to our rooms yet, so I’m still carrying both mine and Sala’s packs. My Fae wraps her arm around my waist, and we follow our Druid guides to discover more of the city. So much to see, so much beauty, I wish I had a camera right now. No one back home will ever believe this is real. Occasionally, we stop as they point out the sights. We don’t hit ground level in this part of the tour. We’re moving from one promenade to another, sometimes going up or down a few levels. I swear this whole city is connected in one form or another and I could wander all day without touching the ground. It’s about mid afternoon when we finally reach the central library. The huge marble building reminds me of something out of a Greek or Roman history book. This is what I imagined the library of Alexandria looked like. A Colosseum-sized oval building with a domed roof. We enter the library on the fifth floor. I look up at the elegantly painted ceiling. This place is as much a work of art as it is a repository of information. The centre of the floor features a circular opening, showing us there are still just as many floors up and down from where we are standing. This building is massive!


When we find Lyric, she is standing at some sort of console and looks up at the obvious attention we draw. She smiles and runs over to hug me. “I’m so glad you made it! I have so much to show you!” she beams excitedly. 


Her commonality draws even more attention. No one’s dared even approach us since we started our tour, and yet our chronicler ran up and hugged me! Seeing their reactions is almost comical. Lyric returns to the station she was working on. It resembles some sort of futuristic transparent computer keyboard and display. She hits a few keys, and a large hologram appears in front of us. She calls me over and I curiously approach. Sala slowly follows behind me, dazzled by the giant map.


“We’ve worked with the Mecha to map out the planar cosmos,” Lyric explains. “This is where we are,” she points, and a globe on the outside of the wheel-like map glows. “Arborea has three levels to it. We’re in Arvandor, the top layer,” she continues as she hits a few keys and our globe expands to be the only location visible. “Arvandor is nearly limitless. What you see on the map has been explored.” She hits a few more keys and small dots appear on the map, “These are the known cities, settlements, temples, and castles. With Olympus taking up a huge chunk in the middle.”


“Why is there a dot floating in the air?” I point to a spot by the dot named Twin Oaks.


“That’s the Aerie,” Lyric replies. “It drifts between here and the next realm, Ysgard. This allows us to share Elven culture, history, and lore. Avariel Elves, Celestial Eagles, Rocs, even Celestial Elves and angels will use the Aerie to travel between the realms. The old Norse of your world believed in Ysgard and the World Tree. Alfheim connects us and holds their version of our people.”


It suddenly sinks in. “Wait… this really is the High Heavens? Some of the people I see here aren’t even alive? This is where the souls of the dead travel to when they’re not trapped in the Dream or sent to a darker fate?” I look around worriedly. “We’re living creatures, should we be here?”


“You are perfectly safe here, my cunning little girl. I swear, there is an entire encyclopedia collection in that amazing mind of yours.” Lyric chuckles. “Yes, we call them petitioners. Arvandor is where the souls of Elves come to rest until they are reborn again.”


“Like how my ritual gave Lairëonermi a chance at rebirth,” I mumble.


“Only your mother’s daughter didn’t resurrect into an empty host. While you are the dominant soul, you should catch figments of her former life now and then,” Lyric remarks.


“Because she wasn’t reborn an infant, we’ve not lost her memories?” I nod, then pause as it sinks in. “You didn’t just come here to hand in a report. You’ve been researching my ritual? You’re serious? I’m not alone in this body?” I offer her a challenging glance.


“Can’t hide anything from you!” Lyric grins. “You will be an amazing Arch Druid when you come of age. I look forward to seeing you develop.”


“Where do my people come from?” Sala asks in a small voice, trying to make sense of all this.


“I’m glad you asked,” Lyric welcomes the change of topic. I now have so many questions, where do I begin? She taps a few keys and Arborea shrinks back until
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