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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The grand library of Haventhorn Manor served not only as the epitome of knowledge in the southeast corner of Ilesia, but it was also the only room in the manor that Kaina considered home. 
 
    The library took up two floors separated by a mahogany walkway and a wooden spiral staircase connecting the two in the corner. The walls were covered from floor to ceiling in shelves stacked with thousands of books, tomes, and manuscripts so much so that Kaina didn't even know the color of the wall behind them. Several reading chairs stood mostly near windows, with cushions of green velvet and deep, ebony-colored wood frames. A sofa and two matching chairs sat facing a grand fireplace on one end of the room. Across from that was a long table that may very well have belonged in the dining room at some point, judging by its size and the fact that Kaina often imagined a plump-faced noble sitting at the end stuffing his face. 
 
    Kaina sat at the table with a history book open in front of her as she read along with her lesson. Aldis Cunningham, a dedicated mentor and brilliant scholar, paced the floor with another copy of the same book open in one hand and his other hand waving as he read aloud. Although the old scholar had only been tutoring her for a few hours a month since she was twelve years old, it was the one thing that her parents gave her that she actually considered a gift. The thought that her education was solely for her family's and not her own benefit was enough to dampen Kaina's spirits in spite of her best efforts. 
 
    Aldis must have noticed the shift in her mood, for he interrupted his lecture and said, “My dear, is something troubling you?” 
 
    Kaina nearly jumped at the sudden interruption and quickly tried to gather her thoughts. “I'm fine, Master Aldis,” she replied with shifting eyes. “What makes you think something is wrong?” 
 
    Aldis chuckled, closed his book, and said, “Well for starters, you're still on page seventy-two when I was just reading from eighty-one.” 
 
    Kaina's blue eyes fell on her book. Upon realizing that her mentor was correct, she sheepishly turned to the correct page. 
 
    Aldis pushed his spectacles further up the bridge of his round nose and added, “Also, you normally would have asked me a question or two about the subject at hand by now, so it's safe to assume that something else is on your mind.” 
 
    Kaina rubbed her temples and stared down at her book. “If it's all the same to you, Master Aldis, I would prefer to simply focus on my studies.” 
 
    She looked up at Aldis' soft blue eyes. A smile formed on his lips, one that Kaina imagined a loving father would give his child. He was certainly old enough to be her father, or even her grandfather. He never told her his age, but she presumed by his white hair that he was well on in years. 
 
    Aldis pulled the chair directly across from Kaina's and sat down in front of her. He placed the book on the table just to his right, he folded his hands, and said, “Kaina, I know I have said that knowledge is the key to a healthy mind, but only an open mind and a comforting friend can help produce a healthy heart. Now, tell me what's troubling you.” 
 
    Kaina knew she couldn't lie to Aldis. It was as though he could see into her mind and pluck out things she wished to hide, but nothing could escape Aldis' prying third eye. Even if he couldn't read her thoughts, his kind eyes and warm heart made her feel too guilty to even try to lie. 
 
    Kaina sighed, defeated, and said, “My family is hosting a ball tonight, and it's had me a nervous wreck for several days now.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Aldis asked. 
 
    Kaina shrugged. “It's infuriating enough to be around them on a daily basis, but to do so while they put on an act for everyone of importance at their party is simply too much. The last time my family hosted a ball, my aunt drank so much that she had to be carried off to her room and my uncle kept bragging about my cousin Hugo's conquests as a Crimson Knight. In fact, tonight's ball is to celebrate Hugo's return home from a mission in the Ashlands when only a fortnight ago we held another part for his and his wife's wedding anniversary.” 
 
    Aldis laughed. “Not to dismiss your concerns, Kaina, but it's no sin to throw a party from time to time.” 
 
    Kaina stared him in the eye and said, “When my brother, Gabriel, was eleven, he was chosen as the town's Prince of the Harvest festival, so my grandfather threw him a ball.” 
 
    “Well that's not that frivolous.” 
 
    “My grandfather is the one who chose him, along with Hugo, my brother Devon, and every other man in the Haventhorn family.” 
 
    “Aldis shrugged. “Well that may be a little silly, but I'm certain you can get through this night just like any other night. Just keep your chin up and it will be over before you know it.” 
 
    Kaina peered down at her book, staring at the space between two expertly printed lines, and said, “Can I tell you something?” 
 
    Aldis nodded. “Of course. You know you can tell me anything.” 
 
    Kaina scanned the library and when she saw that they were alone, she leaned closer to him and said, “You know how you told me how you used to be a traveler, and that you would go to various places and learn new things along the way?” 
 
    When Aldis nodded again, Kaina continued, “I've decided that I want to do the same thing. I want to leave Eboncrest far behind me and travel the world just like you did. I want to see the places I've only read about in books, discover new things and ideas, and feel like I can do something that truly matters.” 
 
    Aldis nodded and offered a sympathetic smile. “I have no doubt you will excel at anything you try, but as you and I both agree, your family isn't likely to support this venture. What will happen if you cannot make it on your own? Do you think you can face your family after something like that?” 
 
    Kaina nodded. “I'm not foolish enough to think I know everything, but I could always get a job and pay for my own housing, couldn't I?” 
 
    “Yes, but Ilesia is a dangerous place for a girl to travel alone; I fear your naive nature may make you open to some less than favorable situations.” 
 
    Kaina pursed her lips. “If I didn't know any better, I would think that you were trying to talk me out of this.” 
 
    Aldis smiled. “And if I didn't know any better, I'd say you've made up your mind.” 
 
    Kaina nodded. “I understand your concerns, but I have full confidence that I can handle myself. I know better than to trust just anyone.” 
 
    Aldis shrugged and stood. “Well, if you're sure, we'd better get back to our lesson. I believe I had just begun to cover the first king of Ilesia?” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Kaina said as she searched for the spot on the page. She placed her fingers underneath the neatly printed text and found the section he was talking about. 
 
    “King Roric” was printed in bold lettering on the parchment, and also written underneath in slightly smaller print was “also known as Roric the Spellcrusher.” 
 
    Aldis opened his book to the same page and read,“'Born to peasants in the late fifth era, Roric would inevitably become a pivotal figure in the history of Ilesia. At the time, the land was ruled by separate warring factions, all of which were attempting to hoard magical power. The most notable leaders of these factions were wizards.'” 
 
    Kaina shifted her gaze to Aldis again and said, “Wizards?” 
 
    “Yes,” Aldis replied. “I'm not surprised you have never heard of them, and you'll find out why soon enough.” 
 
    Aldis cleared his throat and continued, “'These wizards hoarded powerful artifacts to keep themselves in power, while forcing the lower class citizens lived in constant fear. All those who opposed this rule were either killed or vanished entirely. 
 
    “'Upon the loss of his entire family, Roric rose up and led the rebellion that eventually led to the founding of the new kingdom. Even with their immense power, the wizards proved to be no match for Roric and his forces. Roric proclaimed himself the first king of Ilesia upon his victory, and his descendants still rule the land to this day.'” 
 
    Aldis adjusted his glasses and added, “Your ancestor, Mikael Haventhorn, was one of Roric's most notable and loyal allies. This is why he was granted a title of nobility as well as this house and land, as was all three of his other right hand men. The four noble families of Ilesia still maintain their loyalty to the crown to this day.” 
 
    Kaina nodded, not wanting to discuss her family further. She flipped over to the next page in her book and her eyes fell on a new section. 
 
    “'The Lost Library?'” Kaina asked. Her eyes darted back up to Aldis, waiting for a response. 
 
    Aldis turned his page and glanced over the section she was referring to. “Ah, yes. I've only heard about it in legends, but we can discuss it if you are truly curious about it.” 
 
    Aldis cleared his throat again, and read, “'After realizing that the wizards would lose the war, a man by the name of Zion built an enormous library somewhere in the kingdom and left clues to find it. This library supposedly contained every magic book in the world that hadn't yet been destroyed by Roric's forces. Although it has never been found, it is rumored that Zion left clues to its whereabouts so that one day, the wizards could return to power. 
 
    “'Even decades after Roric assumed the throne, he searched for The Lost Library. No evidence has ever been found to suggest he discovered any such place, and many skeptics believe that the library was nothing more than a rumor started by Roric's enemies in order to keep him searching in the wrong places. Whatever the case, The Lost Library has gone down in history as one of the most mysterious and illusive anomalies in all of recorded history.'” 
 
    Aldis folded up his book and placed it under his arm and said, “Well my dear, I believe that concludes our lesson for today. I must rest for my journey back to Eldercliff tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Kaina frowned as she closed up her own book and said, “I wonder if The Lost Library truly does exist? And if it does, how is it that no one has discovered such a large structure, if it truly is that large, of course...” 
 
    “I'm afraid I don't know,” Aldis said, “A few of my fellow scholars in Eldercliff have studied various texts on the subject, but so little is known about the library that there really aren't any clues on where to find it or even any solid evidence of its existence.” 
 
    “That's a shame,” Kaina said. “Could you imagine a library with such rich knowledge inside? I could live in a place like that.” 
 
    Aldis chuckled. “Well, I suppose we will meet up again next month, same time as always.” 
 
    Kaina suffered a smile, and only for a moment, all her other cares in the world simply melted away. “Safe travels, Master Aldis, and thank you.” 
 
    Aldis bowed slightly and replied, “Good bye, Kaina, and good luck.” 
 
      
 
    After gathering her books and supplies, Kaina returned to her bed chamber. She watched from her window as Aldis walked down the pathway leading from the front door of the Manor to a simple, wooden coach. A coachman waited for him several yards down by the old black iron gate and helped him board the coach when he arrived. 
 
    Kaina kept watch as the coach pulled away from the manor to take him to the inn. The town of Eboncrest lay just at the bottom of the hill underneath the manor, and if one looked out of any window of the Manor, even the ground floor, they could always see the entire town and the mountains surrounding them. The only trees around the property were purely for decoration, which not only gave the manor a perfect view of Eboncrest, but it also gave Eboncrest a perfect view of the manor. 
 
    As her grandfather always said, “What good is a lavish estate if the common folk don't get to envy it?” 
 
    Kaina's desk sat directly in front of this window, and on the next wall to the left sat a small book case. Beside that was her fireplace, and in the corner to the left was a changing screen, and on the next wall beside that was her wardrobe. Where the next corner would have been was a flat stretch of wall that her door was connected to, so that it faced the room at an angle. On the last wall was her canopy bed with a nightstand on either side. 
 
    Kaina's stone walls were decorated with paintings on most of the empty spaces. A red and gold ornate rug lay in the middle of the wooden floor between the foot of the bed and the fireplace, and it was so soft that Kaina often sat in front of the fire to read on warm nights. 
 
    Kaina turned away from the window once she could no longer see Aldis' coach and decided to read the book she had started that morning. She removed the book from her book case, positioned herself in her chair so that she had the perfect lighting, and opened to the correct page. For a short while, the only sound she could hear was the flipping of each page as she took in each and every word of the story. The hypnotic melody would have been enough to lull Kaina to sleep had it not been for the horrid shrieking that followed. 
 
    “What do you mean, my dress isn't ready?” 
 
    The sound of her mother's voice might as well have been a thief snatching Kaina's book away, for when Matilde Haventhorn raised her voice even once, she'd at it for at least a few hours. Kaina sighed, put the book back on the shelf, and approached her bedroom door to aid whichever unfortunate servant was currently enduring her mother's wrath. 
 
    She soon heard a soft voice respond, “The seamstress sent word that she only needed another hour to complete it, Milady.” 
 
    Kaina's heart dropped at the sound of Elaine's voice. She opened her door and spotted Matilde, her dark hair wrapped in a tight up-do in a vain attempt to stretch her face enough to appear five years younger. Her pale skin was further blanched by layers of face powder. 
 
    Elaine, on the other hand, had nothing on her cheeks save for soot from cleaning the fireplaces. Her ashy hair had been tied in a loose knot and covered with a stained white bonnet, and her ragged, patchy dress only added to her plain appearance. In spite of this, Elaine's sweet disposition and patience made her the last person who deserved Matilde's venom. 
 
    “I gave her orders to make my dress her top priority. It was supposed to be ready by this morning!” 
 
    Kaina noted a break in Elaine's voice as she replied, “Yes, Milady, but her daughter has been ill, and--” 
 
    “Her daughter is not the one making dresses,” Matilde hissed. 
 
    Neither Matilde nor Elaine noticed as Kaina emerged from her quarters, so she took the opportunity to listen in while being undetected. 
 
    “I could send someone to fetch it for you when it's ready, Lady Matilde,” Elaine offered. “I could even go and get it myself--” 
 
    “You aren't going anywhere, you little fool,” Matilde spat. “I need every servant on hand to prepare for the ball tonight. The dress was supposed to be delivered this morning.” 
 
    Elaine hesitated as though she expected Matilde to reach out and grab her throat and said, “My Lady, the seamstress has no way of delivering today, as her husband is tied up at the mill. That is why she sent a request for someone to pick it up instead.” 
 
    Matilde's face turned a deeper shade than the rose red curtains that adorned the manor. In an effort to diffuse the situation before it began, Kaina stepped up to them and said, “What if I went to get your dress? That way the servants can stay here and work and you get your dress in time for the ball.” 
 
    Matilde's jaw dropped as though Kaina had just kissed a toad and stammered, “T-that's servant work. No Haventhorn would ever subject themselves to such menial tasks...” 
 
    “Nor would any Haventhorn pass up the opportunity to make a public appearance. I could stroll up to the dress shop in our finest coach, wave a bag of gold around, and ensure the seamstress would know to never cross the Haventhorn clan again.” 
 
    That caught Matilde's attention. Kaina could almost envision what little existed of her mother's mind working and contemplating. When her frown faded into pursed lips, Kaina knew that she had her answer. 
 
    Matilde took in a sharp breath, pointed her finger at Kaina, and said, “Fine, you can go, but make it quick. You still need to get ready for the ball.” She lowered her hand, eyed Kaina up and down, and added, “And I hope you don't plan on wearing that.” 
 
    As Matilde stomped off, Kaina looked down at her dress. It was one of her favorites, faded, deep blue with a modest collar, long sleeves, and a skirt that reached just above her ankles. Not to mention the fact that she coupled this with a pair of dark brown laced boots that came up to her calves. Such a common display would never befit a young lady of her status, which was precisely why Kaina adored it. 
 
    “Thank you, Lady Kaina,” Elaine said. “I don't think I could have handled that situation without your help.” 
 
    Kaina nearly jumped at the sudden sound of the girl's voice. “Oh...of course.” 
 
    Elaine twirled her fingers together and said, “Shall I help you get changed to go into town, Milady?” 
 
    “That won't be necessary, thank you,” Kaina replied. “My mother will be so focused on getting ready for the ball that I doubt she will even notice what I wear into town.” 
 
    “Very well,” Elaine said. “I'll send word to the coach to pick you up at the front gate.” Elaine then turned and darted down the stairs before Kaina had a chance to thank her again. 
 
      
 
    Haventhorn Manor had four floors in total with several bed chambers from the second floor on up. Kaina, her parents, and her brothers lived on the second floor, her uncle, aunt, cousin, in-laws, and grandfather all lived on the third floor, and the servants lived on the fourth floor. Kaina had been given her bedroom by chance, but it worked out well in her favor, because her bedroom was only a stone's throw away from the manor's library. She spent many nights throughout her childhood sneaking out after bed time just to go and fetch an extra book and rushing back before she was discovered. 
 
    The first floor consisted of the foyer, the bottom floor of the library, the ballroom, the kitchen, the lounge, and the dining room. Every floor opened into the foyer, and if one stood in the middle and looked up, they could see the grand staircase twisting around all the way up to the top floor, topped off by an crystal chandelier hanging from the ceiling. The main staircase started from the foyer, so when Kaina reached the bottom of the stairs, she ended up right across from the front door. 
 
    Kaina made her way to the door when she heard a voice in the room to her left. 
 
    “Another drink,” the voice slurred. “My cup shouln' be empty!” 
 
    As Kaina turned her attention to the room on her left, which was sectioned off by a set of double doors, she heard a calmer voice, “At once, Milady.” 
 
    One of the doors stood slightly ajar, so Kaina peeked into the lounge, even though she already knew who was inside. 
 
    “Make it quick,” slurred Isa, Kaina's aunt. “The lot of you...worh-less!” 
 
    Isa was a pale, sickly thin frame of a woman who wore as much makeup, if not more than Matilde. Her hair was white blonde and streaked with gray, and by stark contrast her thin lips were permanently stained deep red from decades of wine consumption, and sat just above her nearly invisible chin. 
 
    Isa lay casually on the lounger chair with her gold, jewel-encrusted goblet raised in the air. A servant woman exited the room through the door on the other side, which led to a corridor that in turn led to the kitchen and the wine cellar. Kaina turned back to Isa, who tried to scavenge every last drop of wine from her cup, and she soon realized that she had never seen her aunt without a drink in her hand. 
 
    Kaina was about to turn away from the door when she felt a hand grab her shoulder. The hand spun her around, and before she knew it, she stood face to face with her sneering uncle, Hamelin. 
 
    “It's rude to spy on people,” Hamelin growled. “Though I suppose I should expect nothing better from you by now.” 
 
    Kaina furrowed her brow. “No, you shouldn't.” 
 
    Hamelin, with his gray, formerly blonde hair and grayish blue eyes that lost all light in them the moment he was born, stuck his hooked nose in the air. He peered down and Kaina with the contempt of any noble viewing someone they deemed lesser than themselves and said, “Know your place, girl. Your grandfather has tolerated your behavior for far too long. When he is gone and I take over as Patriarch, you will change your attitude or you will be cast out. I believe you know what kind of enemies the Haventhorn family can be.” 
 
    “I'm terrified.” 
 
    “You should be. Now if you will excuse me, I must see to my wife.” 
 
    With that, Hamelin released his grip on Kaina's shoulder, though the impression they left still ached on her skin, and walked right past her into the lounge. After one last threatening glare, he slammed the doors to the lounge shut behind him. 
 
    As Kaina huffed and marched off to the front door, she heard Isa screech, “Hamelin you sonafabish...where's the wine?” 
 
      
 
    Kaina pushed her encounter with Hamelin to the back of her mind and walked up to the coach at the end of the walkway. Elaine had been kind enough to request the simplest coach that the Haventhorn family owned, though it still didn't make her dread the journey. After all, with its red velvet interior, black painted coat, and pure gold trim, the coach wasn't exactly discreet. She would certainly be out of place walking out of that thing in her old, worn in dress that had permanent ink stains on the sleeves from her many late night study sessions. 
 
    The coachman already waited by the door for her arrival, and as Kaina approached, he snapped to attention and opened the door. He put his hand out to help her inside, but she waved him away. 
 
    “That won't be necessary--” 
 
    “Nonsense, Lady Kaina,” the coachman said as he took her hand. He guided the flustered girl into the coach and said, “It is my duty to see to your needs.” 
 
    Kaina took her place in one of the seats as the coachman shut the door, and the coachman took his seat up front. There was a little window just behind the coachman, which was directly across from where she was sitting. After a few seconds, the coachman turned his head to the side and said, “Where to, Lady Kaina?” 
 
    “The dress shop, please,” Kaina replied. 
 
    “At once, My Lady.” 
 
    They soon took off with a jerk that caused Kaina to lose her balance for a moment. As the coach went further and further down the path into town, Kaina took the rare opportunity to get a good look at the scenery. While Eboncrest alone was a sight to behold, with its ancient, half timbered buildings, vast markets, and peaceful residents, the area outside left one yearning for more. 
 
    Eboncrest lay directly in the middle of a mountain range that formed a natural crescent around the plains and hills of Eboncrest and opened to the sea, giving them the name of the Crescent Mountains. The mountains fascinated Kaina the most, or rather, the kind of places she imagined were beyond them. In her mind, the Crescent mountains were nothing more than barriers to keep her grounded and obscure her vision of greater things. It might have been silly to dream like this, but sometimes the thought of climbing those peaks to see what wonders lie beyond them was the only thing that got her through her day. 
 
    The road curved down from the front gate, so much so that Kaina had to lean back as far as she could to counter-balance her weight and avoid falling forward. The road flattened, curved, dipped, and flattened again as the coach traveled into the town and through the archway that opened into Eboncrest. 
 
    The market district was closer to the opposite entrance of the town from the manor, so the coach would have to ride all the way to the other end of the town. The first area outside of the manor was the residential district for the wealthier citizens, followed by the common citizens. The temple was in the next area, and Kaina spent more time than she cared to admit listening to priests drone on about tall tales of morality. She pretended to listen to them, but she had long since noticed inconsistencies between the stories and no longer believed in them. 
 
    The streets of Eboncrest were formed out of deep gray stone slabs that were cut into squares and formed in a repeating spiral pattern and formed a uniform, straight pattern on the sides. There were poles along the sides of each street that held street lamps, which every day at sundown the town keepers would light up for the guards to patrol at night and keep an eye out for lowlife thugs, not that Eboncrest ever saw any such people. 
 
    The half-timbered buildings, at least in the “common” parts of town, were built with wooden frames and stone foundations, with walls made of either brick and mortar or even simple wooden planks for those who could only afford that, while the wealthier homes were made of stone and bricks. The overall color of Eboncrest was a mix of muted grays and browns, but the green land surrounding it provided enough color for the town to still be pleasing to the eye. 
 
    The coach finally reached the market district, which also included a few inns and taverns. Kaina could hear a hammer pounding nearby, no doubt the blacksmith deep at work, as well as a few fast-talking salesmen in the market stands trying to make a few deals. 
 
    The coach stopped directly in front of one of the shops in the town square. She reached over to open the coach door first as the coachman stood from the driver's seat. Before she could do this, however, he darted over to the door to take over. 
 
    “Lady Kaina,” he gasped, “allow me.” 
 
    “That's really not—” Kaina was cut off when the coachman took her hand and helped her down, “--necessary...” 
 
    The coachman waited until Kaina's feet her planted firmly on the ground to release his hold. Though she wished to protest the special treatment, she felt it was no use. As rare as it was for her to visit Eboncrest, she didn't wish to waste a moment of it arguing with her driver. She simply swallowed her pride and went over to the door to the dress shop. 
 
    After a brief interaction with the seamstress, Kaina walked out of the shop with her mother's dress ready and wrapped in a wooden box. If she didn't know any better, she would have thought that the coachman hadn't even breathed since she left. He stood up as straight and proud as before, smiling as she approached the coach with the package. On cue, the coachman opened the door and held out his hand to help her inside. She no longer felt the need to protest, but instead she just climbed inside and let him go about his business. 
 
    After Kaina got settled into her seat with the box in her lap, the coachman climbed into his spot out front. Once he had his hands on the reigns, he turned his head again and said, “Well, my lady, shall we return to the manor?” 
 
    Kaina was about to respond when a thought occurred to her. She almost never had the opportunity to visit Eboncrest and there was one place in the town that Aldis had mentioned to her and she always wanted to visit. As it happened, she had a little bit of time to spare before she had to be home. 
 
    “Actually, I would like to make one last stop before we head home,” Kaina said. 
 
    “Of course, Lady Kaina,” the coachman said, “where would you like to go?” 
 
    Kaina cleared her throat and said, “To the book shop, please.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    The book shop was only a short distance down the road from the dress shop. A sign that read Crescent View Books and Curiosities, and the “C” in both words was shaped like a crescent moon hung over a set of stairs that led below ground to a basement. Kaina made her way to the bottom of the stairs, where she found a door and a sign attached to the door with the word “ENTER” painted in gold letters on it. She grasped the old handle and inched the door open. 
 
    The first thing Kaina noticed aside from the stack of books next to the window was how dark the room was. The second thing she noticed was the intoxicating aroma of old parchment. Once her eyes adjusted to the dim lighting, she closed the door behind her. 
 
    Kaina could now see that the only sources of light were the windows near the ceiling and a single candle on the counter where transactions presumably took place. On top of the counter was an open book with entries in it. Judging by the format, she could tell that it was a log book for keeping track of purchases. There were also several bottles with what appeared to be oils Kaina had seen the servants use to care for leather. The rest of the room was full of shelves of books, some against the wall and others sticking out into aisles. Among other things for sale besides the books were quills, ink, parchment, and leather journals. 
 
    Kaina didn't see a shopkeeper anywhere, and the lack of a bell above the door offered no way to signal anyone of her presence as a customer. She soon heard footsteps from somewhere above her, so she said, “Hello?” 
 
    She didn't hear an answer, but from somewhere above her footsteps headed for the other side of the room, where there was a doorway she soon discovered led to a set of stairs. A scraggly man with wild hair and old, tattered clothing soon emerged from the stairs, and he shuffled over to Kaina and said, “Oh, hello there. What might I do for you today?” 
 
    “I was hoping to buy some books,” Kaina replied. 
 
    “Well of course, of course,” the man said. “Silly me, why else would you be here? Please, have a look around. You'll find much of your history books on the left side and some drama and folk tales on the right, and my rare collectibles and uniques finds are upstairs. Do tell me if there's anything I can help you with.” 
 
    Kaina's curiosity piqued, she couldn't help but lean forward and ask, “Rare collectibles? Unique finds?” 
 
    The old man smiled as though no one in the world had ever asked him about the upstairs room. “Oh yes. There are books up there that I purchase from travelers. You'd be surprised how many people look for things like that, although no one in Eboncrest seems to be interested in any of them. Come to think of it, I think you're the first person to ask about them. Most people would probably wonder why I buy things no one wants, but I just can't help myself. You never know what kind of traveler might come in looking for something they couldn't find elsewhere. But I digress...” 
 
    “Well...I think I'll start upstairs,” Kaina replied, inching towards the stairs. “Thank you, mister...” 
 
    “Fleming,” the old man said, “Mortimer Fleming, at your service.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Fleming,” Kaina said. 
 
    Kaina turned back towards the stairs and had to hold back from sprinting to them. Her every step creaked almost in a melodic, welcoming rhythm. When she reached the top, she was surprised to see that it was even darker than the room below it. At first there didn't appear to be any windows, but after squinting her eyes Kaina could see that there were in fact, windows, but there were thick curtains drawn over them. 
 
    The first area off to the left had a table with stacks of tomes with worn covers and pages stained yellow from exposure. Kaina placed her thumb on the edge of one of the covers and gently pulled one of the covers up to find a blank page on the inside, and when she turned the page she found an illuminated page from a manuscript, complete with beautiful ink paintings and gold leaf designs. She closed the cover, scanned over a few more tomes, and found an old edition of a book that Aldis read to her. She checked the paper attached to the cover with a piece of string and was pleasantly amazed that it wasn't nearly as expensive as she anticipated. She placed it under her arm, intent on purchasing it. 
 
    Several rows of bookshelves stretched all the way to the back of the room. With little light to show her the way, Kaina did her best to navigate around the shelves and scan the books. She didn't know how long she visited each shelf, but she considered it still early since she could still see daylight peeking through a part in one of the nearby curtains. 
 
    A glint of light from somewhere along the other side of the room soon caught Kaina's eye. She would have ignored it if it hadn't been for the fact that, though all logic and reason told her this couldn't have been possible, she could have sworn the light was blue. Kaina turned to the source and discovered something that took her breath away.  
 
    A lone book sat face up on a shelf, and under its ornate silver trim and clasp was a rich blue leather that seemed to escape the test of time. A blue gem had adorned the clasp, and she found herself tempted to open it to peek inside. The latch had no keyhole or locking mechanism that she could discern, yet she still couldn't be opened to the best of her efforts. 
 
    “That's strange...” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    She was about to put the book back where she found it, but she hesitated. Kaina was never one to simply let things go. From an early age, she was always asking questions and the very nature of her being was to delve into the unknown and discover all that she could. Could she really leave such a potential treasure behind without knowing what it contained? 
 
    Absolutely not, Kaina thought. She placed the mysterious blue book under her arm and continued to look around. 
 
      
 
    After Kaina found the mysterious blue book, she sifted through a few more, saw some she liked, and added them to her stash. Kaina soon began to notice that the light outside was fading, so she figured that it was time to wrap things up. She headed downstairs and placed the books down on the counter to pay for them. Mortimer had his hands full with a few new books in the corner, so she took a moment to pick out some new writing supplies, including a new quill, some ink, and a journal and added them to her stack. 
 
    Mortimer returned to the counter just as Kaina set down her supplies. He went through each item, marked them in his book, and added up the gold with each item logged. He then came to the blue book, paused, and said, “It's a curious find, isn't it? I bought this only last week from a traveler, yet I still haven't been able to open it and find out what is inside.” 
 
    “Neither could I,” Kaina said. “I wanted to buy it so I could find out.” 
 
    Mortimer studied the pristine cover. “I actually didn't plan on selling it until I could unlock it, but I haven't had much luck with it at all. I'm stumped, frankly, and I was just about to give up on the thing.” 
 
    Kaina's expression fell. “Does that mean I can't buy it?” 
 
    Mortimer examined the book, smiled, and said, “Tell you what, I'll let you take it. No charge.” 
 
    Kaina nearly gasped. “Oh Mr. Fleming, I couldn't possibly...I can pay for it...” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Mortimer said, placing the book onto the stack he'd already logged. “If you want to repay me, simply tell me all about whatever secrets you uncover. Deal?” 
 
    Kaina smiled. “Of course. And thank you, Mr. Fleming.” 
 
    “Call me Mortimer,” the old man said as he continued entering items into his log book. 
 
      
 
    Elias Haventhorn sat at the desk in his study signing off on a few documents while the servant who had delivered them waited patiently for him to hand them back. Once he did, the servant left the room with the papers to send them off to their recipients. 
 
    The study had a wall of books behind the desk, leaving enough room in the middle for a banner with their family crest, a large “H” framed by a circle of thorns and a single rose in the bottom corner. A hearth stood to the left wall beside the desk, and two reading chairs had been placed just beside it. Across from that was Elias' old suit of armor from his time in the Crimson Knights, along with his sword and shield hanging on the wall beside it. Those were among his proudest years, and that pride only grew every time he looked up from his desk to see the reflection of the hearth fire still shining off of the polished steel. 
 
    “As I was saying before, father,” said Roland, his younger son, “while I have nothing but good things to say about Hugo, I still say that Gabriel has as much chance of becoming a Crimson Knight as his cousin has.” 
 
    Elias sighed, annoyed from being torn from his thoughts and from having heard all this plenty of times before. “Yes, yes, of course. We all know of Gabriel's...prowess.” The old man stroked his white beard and added, “Though he did receive a discharge from Fairwood Academy, did he not?” 
 
    “Well, yes,” Roland admitted, “but in his defense, the young man he struck spoke ill of our family. His actions were the reflection of his respect and honor for our family.” 
 
    Elias peered at Roland. “I was under the impression that Gabriel had been...caught with the young man's fiancee, or was this a different confrontation?” 
 
    Roland's cheeks flushed. “I-I'm certain that Gabriel was not to blame and that the academy directors will allow him back in once this whole situation blows over.” 
 
    Elias was about to speak again when the two men heard heavy footsteps approaching. The doors to the study flew open and in walked Hamelin, who shifted his gaze to his brother and said, “Roland, I need to speak to you about your daughter.” 
 
    Roland let out a sigh, placed his hand to his brow, and said, “What has Kaina done this time?” 
 
    “She blatantly disrespected me after I caught her spying on my poor Isa! You need to put your foot down and stop her uncouth behavior, Roland.” 
 
    Elias put his hand up and waved his son down. “Now Hamelin, we must think of this logically. It's not enough to simply tell Kaina what to do. She's grown too wild for that, with her constant questions and dangerous ideas--” 
 
    “I blame that tutor of hers for that,” Hamelin interrupted. 
 
    “Hamelin,” Elias said with a certain sharpness in his voice that hinted at his son to never interrupt him again, “It was necessary to educate her and it still is. No noble in the kingdom of Ilesia goes without it.” 
 
    “She's old enough now that she doesn't need it,” Hamelin said. “I say we cease her tutoring this instant and train her to behave as a girl her age should. I promise you that if she were my daughter, she would have learned that by now.” 
 
    Roland stood up in his seat. “Are you suggesting that it is my fault that Kaina behaves the way she does?” 
 
    “I am suggesting that you haven't done what you needed to do in order to control her,” Hamelin retorted. 
 
    Roland opened his mouth to argue back when Elias shot up and shouted, “Enough.” 
 
    Both men stared at their father, who said, “Hamelin, I understand your concerns, but I have already devised a solution to this problem. Have a seat and I will explain.” 
 
    His sons obeyed, and Elias stood up straight and began, “Hamelin is right about one thing: the Haventhorn family prides itself on maintaining a certain image, but Kaina isn't one to do as she's told when faced with social embarrassment or even threats, so how can we manage to keep Kaina in check?” 
 
    The brothers exchanged glances, then turned back to their father who answered, “We find her a husband, of course.” 
 
    “You intend to arrange a marriage for her?” Hamelin asked. 
 
    “I do not intend to do anything. It is already done,” Elias said. 
 
    “It is?” Roland said. “Why haven't I been informed that you arranged a marriage for my daughter?” 
 
    “I plan to announce it at the ball,” Elias replied, “where she will meet her betrothed.” 
 
    “I doubt Kaina will go along with this,” Roland said. 
 
    “Oh she will,” Hamelin said, “or she will suffer the consequences.” 
 
    “Now now,” Elias said. “I believe that this man is a good match for her. He's educated, well-connected, and has been known to keep a firm hand over his subjects as well as his own household.” 
 
    “Who is he?” Roland pressed. 
 
    Elias wasn't a man who smiled often, if at all, but when the smile spread on his face, his sons knew that what he had planned was quite possibly the best thing that could have ever happened to the Haventhorn family. 
 
    Elias sat down at his desk and said, “Let's just say that Kaina will finally pave the way for the Haventhorn clan to live up to the glory we were meant to have, and as such, she will finally prove her worth.” 
 
    As his sons exchanged glances once more, Elias produced a small, flat wooden box the size of a small book from his desk drawer and held it out to Roland. A bright red ribbon had been tied around it and fastened into a bow at the top, and a small tag that fell off to the side had Kaina's name written on it. 
 
    “What is this?” Roland asked as he accepted the item. 
 
    “An engagement gift,” Elias replied. “I had it commissioned weeks ago, and I believe you are the best person to give it to her.” 
 
    Rolan nodded, placed the box in his pocket, stood, and said, “I'll give it to her straight away.” 
 
    As he left the room, Hamelin turned his attention back to Elias and said, “I have to say, Father, I'm impressed with how you handled the situation. I was beginning to suspect that Roland would never put a stop to his daughter's behavior.” 
 
    Elias twirled the gold ring on his right forefinger with his thumb and replied, “Roland has a bit of a temper, but he will be able to handle Kaina now that this situation will be resolved.” 
 
    Hamelin scoffed. “Roland has always shirked his responsibilities. When I wear the Patriarch's ring-” 
 
    “You will only wear the ring when I am gone, Hamelin,” Elias stated. He pulled the ring, gold with a ruby in the center and their family crest etched into the side, and held it up as he said, “This ring represents everything our family stands for: our traditions, our power, and most importantly, our loyalty to not only our king, but our family as well.” 
 
    Elias placed the ring on his finger once more and said, “Upon my death, the ring will be bequeathed to you, and to Hugo upon your passing, and so on. So it has been since Mikael Haventhorn first came to Eboncrest, so it always will be.” 
 
    Hamelin remained still, and responded, “Yes, Father. I understand.” 
 
      
 
    After walking in through the doors to the manor, Kaina left the box with her mother's dress with one of the servants and quickly carried her package upstairs. When she made it to the second floor, she turned towards her room and stopped when she heard voices coming from the opposite direction. 
 
    “But Mama...do we have to go to the ball?” 
 
    Kaina knew that sad little voice as Tobyn, her cousin Hugo's only child. She turned to see him and his mother, Thea, standing down the corridor. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” said Thea, “but everyone in the family has to be there.” 
 
    “Can't I go play for a while?” Tobyn asked, holding up a wooden object that he grasped with both hands. 
 
    After a brief pause, Thea said, “Only for a few minutes, then I want you back here so you can get dressed.” 
 
    Tobyn smiled and ran down the corridor in Kaina's direction, but when he saw her standing there, he froze. With his caramel brown skin, tightly coiled brown hair, and dark eyes, it was easy to see why people whispered about the possibility that Hugo didn't father him. Thea, like most other natives of the Ashlands, shared the same features as her son. Anyone with a shred of sense would know that most natives of the western province of Ilesia had these features, and naturally would assume that the boy simply took after her. 
 
    Tobyn did just as he always did when he saw other members of the household and ran off without a word. Kaina saw as he passed towards the stairs that the object in his hand appeared to be a little wooden horse with a knight riding it. 
 
    Kaina turned back to Thea. Neither breathed a word, but in the few seconds that their eyes met, they held an entire conversation. Her body stiffened and she shifted her eyes away from Kaina. Thea didn't say a word as she turned and walked away in the opposite direction. Kaina hesitated, but eventually turned around and returned to her bedroom. 
 
    Kaina burst through the door and untied the twine holding her new books together. Her fingers trembled as she tore away at the paper that Mortimer had wrapped them with and gazed upon her wondrous finds. The first book in the stack was the mysterious blue book, since it was smaller than the others. Instead of examining it right away, she stored it in the first drawer of her nightstand for later. Before she shut the drawer, however, she noticed a small glint of light coming from the gem on the clasp. It was similar to when she first discovered the book in the shop, but this time, there didn't appear to be any light to reflect off of it. If Kaina didn't know any better, she would have suspected that the gem actually glowed on its own. 
 
    “Must have been my imagination,” Kaina muttered to herself, although this did little to satisfy her curiosity. 
 
    Kaina brushed her suspicions aside and went to examine her other books. The first one was titled Ilesia: Histories and Origins, the second was a folk tale about a knight in a distant land called The Oath Blade. The third and fourth books were both books about plants and their medicinal effects, something else she'd been meaning to study up on, and the fifth book was about various animals and creatures known throughout the kingdom. 
 
    Kaina was about to crack open one of the books to take a look inside when she heard her door swing open. She spun around, ready to loose her venom upon the one who walked into her private quarters without so much as a knock, when she saw her father standing in the doorway. 
 
    Before Kaina could even spew out anything about his audacity and rudeness, Roland barked, “Kaina, why aren't you dressed yet? The ball will be starting soon.” 
 
    Kaina drew in a sharp breath and said, “I was just about to get started.” 
 
    Roland huffed. “Well before you do, I have something for you.” 
 
    “You...do?” Kaina replied. 
 
    “Yes...” Roland said. “Why does that surprise you so?” 
 
    “It's just...unexpected,” Kaina said. 
 
    Roland shook his head and pulled a box out of his pocket. “Never mind, just open it.” 
 
    Kaina accepted the box, kept her eye trained on her father for several seconds, and turned her gaze back to the box. She loosened the ribbon, lay it off to the side, lifted the latch with her thumb, and lifted the lid. She gasped as her eyes lay upon the gift inside. 
 
    Resting in the middle of white satin was a pure gold necklace. A ruby the size of Kaina's thumbnail had been encrusted in the center, along with a frame of tiny diamonds around it. Her fingers explored the surface of the pendant, and as she lifted it out of the box, she could feel something etched into the back. She turned it over to investigate and discovered her family seal engraved in the gold surface. 
 
    “Give it here,” Roland said, already reaching out for the necklace. 
 
    Kaina didn't object, and her father circled around her while still holding the necklace out in front of her. She took the hint and held her hair out of the way while he wrapped the gold chain around her neck and fastened it. 
 
    Roland stood in front of her to examine the necklace and said, “Yes, that's perfect.” 
 
    Kaina looked down at the necklace, which dangled just below her collar, and she turned back to her father and said, “Thank you...but-” 
 
    “But what?” Roland snapped. 
 
    Kaina almost jumped at the sudden sharpness in his tone, but continued, “What's the occasion? Isn't tonight's ball about Hugo?” 
 
    Roland shifted his gaze from side to side. “Is it a sin for a father to give his daughter a gift without the need for an occasion?” 
 
    Kaina wanted to point out that she never received gifts for no reason, but in order to prevent an argument, she simply said, “I suppose not...thank you.” 
 
    “You're welcome,” he replied. 
 
    He turned to leave, but stopped when he looked over at the bed and saw the stack of books. 
 
    “Where did you get those?” he asked. “We don't have books that old in the library.” 
 
    Kaina considered lying for a moment, but she decided it wouldn't be worth the trouble. “I had a bit of time, so while I was in town getting Mother's dress, I went to a bookshop that Aldis told me about.” 
 
    Though Roland appeared to have something to say about this, he evidently decided against it. “Just get dressed. I'll send one of the maids in to help you to change.” 
 
    He turned around and walked off down the hall without even shutting her door. Kaina was a bit confused as to why he held back from his usual ranting, but she simply ignored this and turned back to her books. She wouldn't have time to examine them, so she instead decided to stack them on her table to read later. 
 
    A few minutes later, Kaina heard a knock at the door frame. She turned around to see Elaine waited to be allowed to enter. 
 
    “Good evening, Lady Kaina,” Elaine said, “I'm here to help you get dressed for the ball.” 
 
    Kaina nodded and drew out a long, exasperated breath. “All right, let's get this over with.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Elaine fetched a red, silk dress with long sleeves and a collar that draped around her shoulders. The dress had black lace trim with a high waist and a long, billowing skirt. The maid first helped Kaina slip into a white chemise, then she helped her into the dress. Bits of her chemise, mainly the sleeves and the collar, peeked out from under the dress, and the bottom of the dress brushed along the floor. She slipped out of her boots and into her black dress shoes, which covered her ankles in the back and had a strap over the front. 
 
    Elaine fashioned Kaina's hair into a braided bun on top of her head with the bottom half being allowed to dangle freely in a cascade of curls and attached a pure gold hair clasp adorned with rubies into the braided section. Finally, Elaine applied a light coat of powder to Kaina's face, a dab of color to her lips, eyes, and cheeks. 
 
    When Elaine was satisfied, she beckoned for Kaina to peek into the mirror. 
 
    “You amaze me every time, Elaine,” Kaina said, admiring the maid's handiwork. “Thank you so much.” 
 
    Elaine smiled, bowed, and said, “The pleasure was mine, Lady Kaina.” 
 
    After emerging from the bed chamber, Elaine and Kaina walked side by side down to the bottom floor, and all the while the latter kept having to be careful of her footing. The shoes she wore had a bit of a heel, and she wasn't used to walking in such abhorrent things. 
 
    When she made it to the ballroom, Kaina saw her mother near the center barking orders at a group of servants. In actuality, there was no way she couldn't have seen Matilde. Her collar was so low on her chest that the tops of her breasts actually bulged out, and Kaina couldn't help but wonder how such a garment could contain them. Her dress, if one could even call it that, was made with red and black velvet and gold trimmings. The sleeves were gathered at the upper arms and lower arms and again at the wrist, with the remaining fabric tapering around her hands. The bodice was pulled so tight that Kaina wondered how her mother could even breath, and the bottom of the dress billowed out so far that her father couldn't even stand directly next to her. As if Matilde didn't wear enough makeup before, now she looked like an overly painted doll complete with rose red lips, pink cheeks, and violet powder on her eyes. Not to mention that her hair was piled up on her head taller than was natural and wore gaudy jewelry wherever that she could fit it. 
 
    Kaina avoided her mother and instead went over to the side of the room where a staircase led from the first floor to the second floor, and atop the stairs was a platform with a railing for the Haventhorns to make their grand entrance. 
 
    Kaina finally saw her grandfather, uncle, and father huddled together in a deep conversation at the top of the platform. Elias wore a deep black doublet with gold trim and a cape that draped over his shoulder along with a matching hat with a white feather perched atop his balding head. Her father and Uncle were wearing similar fashions, but instead of capes they both wore doublets with pleated sleeves. 
 
    Something about their conversation gave her a sense of unease. They huddled together closely, watching over their shoulders for anyone who might be listening in, and they went silent any time one of the servants passed by them. Kaina was about to look away from them when she happened to catch her grandfather uttering something. Though she couldn't hear them, she could plain as day read the word on his lips. She knew for a fact that she wasn't crazy when she saw him utter the name, “Kaina.” 
 
    “Well, nice of you to finally arrive.” 
 
    Kaina turned to see Gabriel and Devon, her two older brothers. Gabriel was the one who had spoken, and he was easily one of the most insufferable people Kaina was forced to associate with. 
 
    “The ball hasn't even started yet,” Kaina replied. “I didn't need to be here at all.” 
 
    “That's not what father says,” Gabriel said with a smug grin. “He wants every single member of the family here when Hugo makes his entrance. That pig can have his fun, for all I care.” Gabriel stuck his finger out and pointed towards the fresh painting that had been placed on the wall just below the platform. It depicted none other than Hugo, with ash blonde hair and deep blue eyes, strong jaw covered with a light beard and determined expression, in his knight armor holding his helm in one hand and his sword in the other. 
 
    “I'm telling you both,” Gabriel said with a certain air of smugness that made Kaina nauseous, “that's going to be me some day. Hugo may have his moment now, but in time I will be known as the greatest knight that Ilesia has ever known.” 
 
    “Of course you will.” 
 
    Matilde ran up to Gabriel, who had to lean over the bottom of his mother's dress to even reach her, threw her arms around him, and continued, “I don't care what those silly directors say. You are far superior to any of your classmates, and you will forever bring honor and glory to the Haventhorn family.” 
 
    Kaina fought the urge to gag as Matilde threw her arms around Gabriel and coddled him like a spoiled toddler. She released him a short time later, glanced at her other two children, and said, “Don't just stand there, get ready to be announced.” 
 
    Gabriel flashed his siblings a smug grin as Matilde made her way back to Roland. He strolled away without another word, and Kaina couldn't help but find the way he marched around the ballroom acting larger than he was amusing. It reminded her much like a kind of bird that puffed out its chest to attract a female, and she wouldn't put it past him to do just that to attract women. 
 
    The thought of that made Kaina break out into a giggle fit before she could stop herself, and that was when Devon's eyes locked with hers. 
 
    “Do you find something amusing?” Devon said in an accusing tone. 
 
    Kaina sheepishly shook her head and replied, “It's nothing...really.” 
 
    Devon didn't appear to be convinced, but he didn't push the issue further. 
 
    In an attempt to break the tension, Kaina said, “So, how goes the training? I hear you were top of your class at the academy.” 
 
    Devon seemed to be choosing his answer carefully, as he studied his younger sister carefully before giving his answer. “It's going well. After I return from leave, I should have only a few months left before graduating.” 
 
    “That's fantastic,” Kaina said. “Perhaps you and I should get together after that and discuss things and catch up? It's been so long since you and I really spoke to one another.” 
 
    Devon frowned, although he wasn't really doing anything else to begin with, and said, “Maybe...” 
 
    He walked off, leaving Kaina to wonder if he actually meant it. They were close in age, only a year apart, and they were truly inseparable as children. At least, that's what Kaina thought. 
 
    “Everyone,” Elias announced, breaking Kaina from her thoughts, “the guests are arriving. All the servants need to be ready to serve the guests, and the family needs to get ready to be announced.” 
 
    Matilde giggled with joy as Roland offered her his arm and led her up the stairs. Isa and Hamelin walked up soon behind them, and as usual Isa had a drink in her hand. Her brothers followed, and soon Elias turned his gaze to her. She couldn't help but notice the look he gave her, which was made even more unsettling by the fact that she was sure he was talking about her. There was something behind his eyes that told her he was planning something that involved her, and it chilled her to the bone. 
 
    Kaina broke eye contact and made her way to the stairs, careful to avoid her grandfather's gaze. Whatever he had in store for her, she wanted no part in it. 
 
      
 
    As per the usual at every formal gathering at the manor, every member of the Haventhorn family lined up in the hall to make a grand entrance for all their guests. Elias stood at the front of the line, then Hamelin and Isa stood together behind him. Roland and Matilde followed just behind them, and after that Kaina stood with her two brothers on either side of her. Behind her stood Hugo, in full shining silver armor, with Thea on his arm and Tobyn at his side. 
 
    Hugo droned on about something, but Kaina tried her best to ignore them and focus ahead, but that soon turned out to be a mistake, or she soon heard Matilde whisper to Roland, “Isa's already drunk as usual. It's a wonder Hugo survived until birth, what with all the other unborn children they lost. I just wish it was dear Gabriel being celebrated. He deserves it more in my opinion.” 
 
    Kaina rolled her eyes, and luckily, no one noticed. 
 
    “Not to worry, darling. Gabriel is on his way to knighthood, and Devon will no doubt follow in his footsteps,” Roland said. 
 
    Kaina's attention to her parents dwindled until she very clearly heard her father say, “...and even Kaina will soon make her mark upon the Haventhorn bloodline...” 
 
    Her eyes shot up to her parents, who evidently didn't know she could hear their every word. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Matilde said, almost snickering. 
 
    “You'll find out soon enough,” Roland whispered. “We have a special guest arriving tonight, and you'll know him when you see him.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Kaina said before she could stop herself. 
 
    Roland and Matilde turned back to face her, slightly unnerved that she heard them. Even Hugo and her brothers had all stopped talking to stare at her. 
 
    Roland shifted his eyes and said, “We'll discuss it later, Kaina.” 
 
    Kaina was about to protest, but the sound of the steward's voice caught her attention. 
 
    “My Lords and Ladies,” said the steward, “the guests have arrived. It is time to make your entrance.” 
 
    Matilde squealed and pulled Roland's arm tighter, forcing him to face forward. Everyone in line stood straight and Kaina's brothers locked their arms around each of hers. After a few seconds, the head of household went out onto the platform and Kaina could hear the guests clapping as though waiting for a show to begin. 
 
    “Good evening, Lords and Ladies,” the steward said, “I present to you your hosts for tonight's ball, the Haventhorn family.” 
 
    The crowd clapped again, and the head said, “First, Lord Elias Haventhorn, Patriarch of the Haventhorn family.” 
 
    Kaina's grandfather stepped out first and his entrance was well received. The crowd applauded and after a few seconds, the head continued. 
 
    “Lord and Lady Hamelin Haventhorn.” 
 
    Her aunt and uncle went out next, and humorous as it was, Hamelin had to hold Isa up to prevent her from falling over. 
 
    “Lord and Lady Roland Haventhorn.” 
 
    Her parents walked out next and they moved up in the line. Kaina could see from where she was standing how Matilde even blew kisses to the crowd. 
 
    “Lords Gabriel and Devon Haventhorn and Lady Kaina Haventhorn.” 
 
    Kaina and her brothers walked out next, and her cheeks flushed when she saw that there were at least two hundred guests, possibly more, and each one was more polished and proper than the last. Waves of nobles wearing multiple layers of brightly colored clothing in fabrics ranging from velvet to satin, all embroidered with the finest threads in lavish designs. While they appeared to be prim and perfect on the outside, Kaina could only imagine the ugliness they concealed within. 
 
    Kaina's brothers led her down the stairs, and that was when she saw Elias, Roland, and Hamelin huddled together again off to the side of the room. She tried to read their lips again, but the only thing she could catch one of them saying was, “Where is he?” 
 
    “And finally, tonight's guest of honor,” the head announced, “Lord Hugo Haventhorn.” 
 
    As Hugo and his family walked out, the crowd roared and cheered with such vigor that Kaina swore the ground shook. Hugo threw his free hand up in the air and waved it around as he and his family made their way down the steps. 
 
    “Lord Hugo is accompanied by his wife, Lady Thea, and his son, Lord Tobyn.” 
 
    Hugo and his family walked down the stairs, and both Tobyn and Thea stared at their feet as they did so. Once they reached the bottom of the stairs, Thea and Tobyn joined the rest of the Haventhorn family while Hugo stepped out onto the ballroom floor. 
 
    A hush fell over the crowd as Hugo raised his hands and said, “My guests, I thank you all for attending this event. It is such an honor to hold the title of Crimson Knight, and just as much an honor to hear your praise. I invite you all to enjoy the feast prepared by our personal cooks, and dance to the music of the finest bards in all of Ilesia. We have also brought up our finest wines and brandy from the cellar. Drink, eat, and dance!” 
 
    The crowd roared once again and Kaina turned her attention once again to her grandfather, father, and uncle, but they had gone off to another side of the room where they could speak privately. She knew they were up to something, and that something involved her. 
 
    “My love,” Hugo said to Thea, breaking Kaina's trance, “shall we have the first dance of the evening?” 
 
    Thea's gaze emitted a seething ire that threatened to stab Hugo in the heart should it even be possible. Hugo gave her a cold look when she didn't respond right away, but she soon accepted by placing her hand in his. Hugo smiled again and led her onto the dance floor. 
 
    Upon command, the bards picked up their instruments and, beginning with the lute players, started up the graceful, upbeat melody. The flute players joined in, followed by the drummers, until every bard played in perfect harmony to create an uplifting beat. 
 
    As Hugo led Thea to the slow but celebratory music, Kaina shifted her gaze to Tobyn. He crouched against the wall with his knees to his chest and with his arms wrapped around them as he watched his parents dance. 
 
    Kaina picked up her skirt and marched over to the little boy. He looked up as she approached and the color drained from his face as though he were waiting for a scolding or even a beating from her. She saw him flinch, so she stopped in her tracks and in a gentle voice, said, “It's all right, Tobyn. I just want to talk.” 
 
    The boy didn't appear any less agitated, but he didn't move again as Kaina moved closer. 
 
    Kaina crouched down in front of him to the best of her abilities with the mountain of a skirt she wore and said, “You and I have never had a chance to talk much, have we?” 
 
    Tobyn didn't reply, but he did shake his head. 
 
    “Well, I say we change that,” Kaina said as she sat on the floor beside him. Since it didn't appear that Tobyn was ready to fully talk to her, she thought it would be best that she stick to simple questions. 
 
    “Your mother seems like a lovely person,” Kaina said. “Is she?” 
 
    Tobyn hesitated, but to Kaina's relief he nodded. 
 
    “Have you been behaving yourself?” she asked. 
 
    Tobyn nodded. 
 
    “Good,” Kaina replied with a smile. “I saw you playing with your knight toy earlier. Do you want to be a Crimson Knight like your father?” 
 
    Tobyn hesitated, then he nodded. 
 
    Kaina pursed her lips as Tobyn lowered his head and stared down at his feet. “You know, Tobyn, just because your father wants you to follow in his footsteps doesn't mean you have to. Do you really want to be a Crimson Knight?” 
 
    After a moment of staring at his feet, Tobyn shook his head. 
 
    “I didn't think so,” Kaina said. “That's all right, though. You can be whatever you want to be.” 
 
    Tobyn looked up at Kaina with a glint of hope in his dark eyes, and she smiled right back. 
 
    “What do you want to be, Tobyn?” Kaina asked. 
 
    Tobyn shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “Well I didn't know either at your age. You don't need to worry about all that now, of course,” Kaina said. “In time, you'll discover what you want.” 
 
    Then Kaina saw something she never thought she would see: she saw Tobyn smile. 
 
    Kaina opened her mouth to speak again until she heard the furious clicking of heels approaching. She looked up to see her mother marching in her direction, and before Kaina could even react, Matilde hissed, “What are you doing sitting on the floor?” 
 
    Matilde reached down and yanked Kaina's arm to pull her to her feet with strength she was certain even the best warriors in Ilesia didn't have. “Ladies do not sit on the floor! You could have ruined your dress!” 
 
    “My dress is fine,” Kaina snapped as she yanked her arm away. 
 
    Kaina rubbed her arm to get the feeling back, but Matilde continued, “I've about had it with your behavior! You're lucky I got you up before anyone noticed what you were doing.” 
 
    As Kaina tuned out yet another lecture, she remembered Tobyn and turned to see him. She was surprised to see that he was no longer where she left him, but a quick scan of the room showed that he was now perched atop the stairs. He sat cross legged on the very top and looked down at Kaina. When their eyes met, he smiled slightly and waved at her. 
 
    Kaina smiled back and was about to wave, but Matilde's shrill voice caught her attention. 
 
    “Look at me when I am speaking to you!” Matilde screeched. 
 
    Kaina turned back around and braced herself for the scolding of a lifetime, but the sound of fanfare soon drowned out Matilde's wailing. 
 
    Both women turned to the ballroom entrance across from the stairs, and that was where they saw two men blowing into horns in a melodious rhythm. Once they had everyone's attention, the steward approached the entrance and said, “My Lords and Ladies, it brings me the utmost pleasure to announce one final guest.” The steward held out his hand palm up towards the door and said, “May I present, the heir of King Torald III, Prince Casimir.” 
 
    Before the applause began, a collective gasp formed among the crowd. As soon as the steward had announced the prince, the trumpeters played the same tune again as a man in a flowing cape, red and black and gold doublet with matching gloves, black trousers and boots. A gold crown sat atop his neatly cropped dark brown, almost black hair walked gracefully into the room. His face had a hint of a beard, and his smile entranced everyone and anyone caught in its path. He was older than she thought he would be, in his late twenties, if she had to guess. Each step he took was deliberate and calculated, as one would when they had business to conduct rather than attend a party. 
 
    Following close behind the prince was an old man with a long, black beard with gray streaks. He wore a long, violet robe with his hood up with wisps of black hair peeking out. 
 
    Elias stepped forward as the crowd began to bow before the prince. “Your Majesty, the Haventhorn family is honored to be in your presence.” 
 
    “The pleasure is all mine, Lord Elias,” Casimir said. “I was so pleased to receive your invitation to this wonderful ball. I would also do anything for a Crimson Knight of Hugo's status.” 
 
    Hugo stepped up and knelt before Casimir. “I am humbled, My Lord.” 
 
    The old man stepped forward and said, “Lord Elias, it is an honor to be at your home. I have heard many a tale of your family's fame and influence.” 
 
    Elias shook the man's hand and said, “I apologize, but I'm afraid I do not know your name...” 
 
    The old man wasn't the least bit offended, but instead bowed and replied, “Azemar the Wise, at your service. I am the first adviser to King Torald III, here on Prince Casimir's behalf.” 
 
    “Ah, then I welcome you, Azemar the Wise,” Elias said. 
 
    Without a word, Roland rushed over to Kaina and Matilde and gestured for them to follow. Within moments, the entire Haventhorn family was present to greet the Prince. 
 
    “My Lord, it is an honor!” Hamelin said. 
 
    “Nise to mee you...” Isa slurred. 
 
    Matilde could barely contain her giggles, which reminded Kaina of a spoiled child receiving a toy she had just been kicking and screaming for, and Roland furiously shook the prince's hand. 
 
    To Kaina's astonishment, Roland hurried over to her and pulled her closer to Casimir and said, “Prince Casimir, it is my honor to introduce you to my daughter, Kaina Haventhorn.” 
 
    Casimir's eyes fell on her. They were rich green, much like a forbidden forest that appeared beautiful but held a dark secret. His smile spread, attempting to lure her in, and before she knew it he had her hand in his and pulled it up to his lips. He kissed the top of her hand and said, “My Lady, I've heard nothing but good things about you, and I must say they don't do you justice.” 
 
    Kaina felt her cheeks flush, and if the prince had noticed, he didn't acknowledge it. “Thank you...” 
 
    Casimir stood up straight and said, “It's a sin to allow a lady of your standards to simply watch the festivities. Might I have the pleasure of dancing with you on this fine evening, Lady Kaina?” 
 
    Kaina's heart dropped and she felt her blood freeze under her skin. The one thing that made her family gatherings tolerable was that no one asked her to dance, and now here was a suitor staring her in the face asking for the one thing she didn't want to do. 
 
    Kaina uttered something, but it was nothing that would even remotely be considered a viable form of speech. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” Casimir asked. 
 
    Kaina cursed her own polite nature as she muttered, “Y-yes, I would love to dance with you...” 
 
    Casimir's smile grew. “You worried me there, for a moment. I thought I was going to miss the chance to dance with the most beautiful girl in the room.” 
 
    Kaina was positive that he noticed her blushing now, for he chuckled and pulled her closer. Kaina turned to see Roland furiously gesturing for the bards to begin playing again, at which point they responded by playing a soothing, romantic melody. 
 
    Casimir began before Kaina was ready and she felt her feet stumble awkwardly for about a second before she managed to correct herself. To make matters worse, she could hear the sounds of chuckles from the crowd at her mistake. This was further agitated by the fact that she and Casimir were alone on the dance floor. 
 
    “You should relax, my dear,” Casimir said. “You'll have more fun.” 
 
    Kaina laughed nervously, trying to remember the dance lessons that she ignored as a child. “I'm just not used to being the center of attention.” 
 
    Casimir smiled and said, “I used to be the same way. Of course, when you're first in line to be king, the attention is thrown at you from your first hour out of the womb.” 
 
    They remained silent for the remainder of their dance, and Kaina explored new ways to deter her thoughts to keep herself from growing anxious. She found herself thinking about the mysterious book again, how its contents were a complete mystery to her. She began to wonder about different methods she might try to use to open it, when Casimir spoke again. 
 
    “Your eyes are so intense, purposeful,” he said. “I'm curious to know what you're thinking about.” 
 
    Kaina met his gaze, but instead of telling this man she barely knew about the book, she said, “I was just thinking of how beautifully the bards play.” 
 
    Casimir looked over to the bards and said, “You're right, they are quite talented. Perhaps they could play at our wedding.” 
 
    Kaina was ashamed to say that it took her a moment to realize what the prince had just said. When she did, she pulled away from him and stopped dead in her tracks. 
 
    “What did you just say?” Kaina asked. She tuned out the whispers and gasps from the rest of the guests and kept her gaze stone cold and fixed on her dance partner. 
 
    Casimir stared at her in confusion and said, “I said perhaps the bards can play at our wedding--” 
 
    “What wedding?” Kaina barked. 
 
    Casimir furrowed his brow and said, “Lady Kaina, surely you have been told of our engagement? Your grandfather--” 
 
    Before he could even finish, Kaina's eyes snapped to Elias Haventhorn's and locked onto them. The latter stepped forward, and with the utmost cold expression, he said loud enough for the entire ballroom to hear, “It has been decided that my granddaughter, Kaina Haventhorn, will be wed to Prince Casimir before the first snow of winter. When the time comes for Casimir to claim the throne, Kaina will be crowned Queen of Ilesia.” 
 
    The crowd ignored Kaina's protests and erupted in cheers. Her blood boiled as Prince Casimir ignored her completely and smiled to the crowd for this accomplishment. When he faced Kaina and offered his hand to her, she did the most foolish and petty thing she had ever done. 
 
    Instead of taking Prince Casimir's hand and accepting this union, Kaina outright slapped his hand away. 
 
    At that moment, the music stopped and everyone in the room fell silent in horror. Casimir stared at Kaina, and she was certain that what she had just done was something no one had ever had the audacity to do to him. 
 
    Kaina met his eyes head on and shouted, “How. Dare. YOU.” 
 
    Kaina marched forward and stuck her finger out to the prince and continued, “You come here expecting me to marry you after I've only just met you?” 
 
    Kaina turned to Elias, who still had the same stone cold expression and shouted, “And you. How dare you arrange a marriage behind my back!” 
 
    Elias scowled, edged closer to Kaina, and said, “If you refuse this union, you will bring shame to our house and to the kingdom of Ilesia!” 
 
    The horror in her family's eyes was in no way going to deter Kaina. It was high time she stood her ground and forged her own path. 
 
    Kaina met the gaze of Prince Casimir, and in that moment all humility and compassion faded from his eyes, leaving an emptiness that she was almost certain would steal her soul should she look into them for too long. With one last look of pure defiance, Kaina said loud enough for the entire ballroom to hear, “Prince Casimir, I will never marry you.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The door to Kaina's bed chamber flew open, and Roland dragged his daughter into her room by her arm and shoved her towards her bed. Once Elias and Hamelin marched into the room right on Roland's heels, the latter of the three went to the door and slammed it shut. Before she could even get the feeling back into her arm, Roland's hand flew across her cheek. She yelped like a scared pup as the sound of his strike echoed throughout the room, but she quickly regained her composure. A few seconds after she realized what had happened, that was when the blinding pain set in. 
 
    “HOW COULD YOU DO THIS?” Roland bellowed. “Do you have any idea what this will do to our family? The Haventhorn family will be forever shamed!” 
 
    Kaina turned back to respond when he landed yet another slap across the same cheek. This time, the force was so great that Kaina stumbled back and fell onto her bed. She fought back the urge to cry, and turned to face her father. 
 
    “I will not be a pawn,” she gasped in. “I decide what I do with my life, no one else.” 
 
    Roland was about to strike her again when Elias caught his arm. 
 
    “Roland, enough,” the old man said. “Casimir is a reasonable man. Perhaps we can convince him that Kaina simply had an adverse reaction to the sudden news--” 
 
    “Why, so she can just defy us again?” Hamelin barked. “It's high time she's taught her place.” 
 
    “Don't talk about me as if I weren't here,” Kaina spat. 
 
    Hamelin put his finger out and retorted, “You're lucky that's all we're doing. If you were my daughter, you wouldn't leave this room until you crawl out on your knees and beg the prince's forgiveness.” 
 
    The echo of clinking steel from down the corridor soon announced Hugo's presence. Seconds later, the door burst open and a her fuming cousin burst into the room. 
 
    “YOU,” he screamed at Kaina, but before he could even utter another word, Elias intervened. 
 
    “Enough,” he said. “We all agree that this is a serious problem, but if we handle it delicately, we might have a chance to mend it. Hugo, you are well acquainted with the Prince, so I believe you should speak to him and tell him that your cousin is ill.” 
 
    Hugo, still a shade of red that his crimson cape would have envied, turned around and stormed out of the room without another word. 
 
    Elias turned back to Roland and said, “As Kaina's father, I will leave the decision of what to do with her to you.” 
 
    Roland nodded, faced Kaina again, and said, “Your uncle is right about one thing: I have tolerated your behavior for too long. You are to stay in your room until you are ready to apologize to Prince Casimir.” 
 
    “Why should I apologize?” Kaina said as she shot up out of her chair. “I'm not the one who arranged a marriage behind his back.” 
 
    Roland tried to speak again, but his flushing face made it impossible. He began to pace the floor, and that was when his eyes fell on the stack of books on Kaina's table. Her heart sank as he marched over to the books and picked up the first one. He held it out for her to see it and said, “This is why you think you can do as you please without consequence. These books have filled your head with dangerous ideas, and it's high time we get rid of them.” 
 
    To Kaina's horror, Roland had marched over to the hearth and tossed the book into the fire. 
 
    “NO!” Kaina screamed. 
 
    She charged forward in an attempt to save her treasure trove, but Hamelin grabbed her arms and held her back as Roland took each book one by one and threw them into the raging inferno. When he was done with the ones on her table, he turned to her shelf and repeated the same process until all that was left was a pile of burning ash in the hearth. 
 
    Kaina fell to the ground when she realized that her precious tomes were beyond saving, and that was when Hamelin released his grip on her. She stared into the blaze, unable to believe what she had just witnessed. A numbness washed over her as the pages curled and the leather popped. The fire ate them away until there was nothing left by the bare shape of hat used to be books. 
 
    Once the fire was satisfied, Roland turned back to Kaina and said, “You will learn to act like a proper lady and you will marry Prince Casimir.” 
 
    Roland, Hamelin, and Elias marched out of the room and slammed the door behind them, and not long after Kaina heard the unmistakable sound of a key turning in a keyhole. The click that followed made her heart sink. 
 
    As soon as Kaina was recovered, she darted over to the door to open it, but not surprisingly, it was locked. She pounded on the door and screamed, “You can't keep me in here! Let me out!” 
 
    It was all in vain, however, for her cries went either unheard or ignored. 
 
    Kaina slid down against the door. She wanted to keep banging and kicking on the door until she had no energy left, but she knew deep down that this wouldn't do any good. 
 
    Kaina heard a popping sound in her fireplace and turned to look at the hearth. All that knowledge, the last shred of freedom she had left, reduced to ash. Her world shattered, Kaina rested her head in her knees and began to weep. 
 
      
 
    In the guest suite that had been prepared just for him, Prince Casimir sat in an arm chair and stared into the fireplace. Although Kaina's rejection was the single most humiliating thing that had ever happened to him, he couldn't help but still be taken by her. 
 
    “My Lord,” said a voice from behind him. 
 
    Casimir turned to see Azemar entering the room without knocking, as he often did. 
 
    “What is it?” Casimir asked. 
 
    “Forgive my intrusion,” Azemar said, “but Lord Hugo wishes to speak with you.” 
 
    Casimir debated on whether or not to send him away, but it would be rude to refuse his host, so he said, “Very well, send him in.” 
 
    Hugo entered the room, still dressed in his armor, and approached the prince and knelt before him. 
 
    “Prince Casimir, if I may speak,” he said, “I must ask for your forgiveness for my cousin's behavior at the ball. She was nervous, you see, and we hadn't yet told her of the engagement--” 
 
    “Save your breath, Sir Hugo,” Casimir stated flatly, still staring into the fire. “If I had known that Lady Kaina hadn't yet been told of the engagement, I would have been more cordial. Her reaction this evening is no fault of her own.” 
 
    He looked at Hugo and saw his demeanor relax, then he added, “You may rise, Sir Hugo.” 
 
    Hugo obeyed his lord and stood at attendance. “I am grateful for your humility, Your Majesty. My cousin is resting for now, and I'm sure that once she has had time to get her thoughts straight, she will understand that you mean well and will make a fine husband for her.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Casimir said. “Her will is strong, isn't it?” 
 
    Hugo's color drained, and he quickly said, “A minor problem that will be corrected before you wed.” 
 
    “On the contrary,” Casimir replied. “A woman with a strong will and a sharp mind can be the most powerful thing in this world. Kaina may be exactly what this kingdom needs.” 
 
    Hugo didn't reply, so Casimir stood up and turned to him. “Inform Lady Kaina that she may take all the time she needs, and that I will be more than happy to spend time courting her if that suits her.” 
 
    Hugo nodded, knelt down again, and said, “Thank you, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “I appreciate your family's hospitality,” Casimir replied. “You may rise, Sir Hugo.” 
 
    Hugo obeyed again and without another word, he spun around and left the room before Casimir could change his mind. 
 
    Casimir turned back to the fire, but before he sat down he heard Azemar say, “Are you certain that is wise, my Prince?” 
 
    Casimir didn't look at the old man, but he turned his head in acknowledgment and replied, “Why wouldn't it be?” 
 
    Azemar stepped forward. “With all due respect, Your Majesty, that young lady made clearly has no respect for tradition or responsibility. Do you really want her as your queen?” 
 
    Casimir turned back to the fire, in which he saw the burning look in Kaina's eyes that drove him wild. He lowered himself back into the chair without breaking his hypnotic gaze on the flames and said, “I've never wanted anything more.” 
 
    There was a silence, and for a moment Casimir thought that  Azemar simply vanished into thin air, but the old man said, “As you wish, Sire.” 
 
      
 
    Azemar waited for the final guests to leave the Haventhorn Manor and made his way to the kitchens. As he had overheard the servants speaking earlier, the manor had another exit in the kitchen, where the cooks would go out to fetch herbs from the garden and throw out scraps to the dogs. When they first arrived in Eboncrest, he had observed a gated archway to the garden in the back of the property, and it was there he would slip into town undetected. 
 
    Azemar made his way into the kitchen, but not before pausing and waiting to ensure that there were no servants inside. He made his way through the kitchen and out the back door. The garden was empty, and he glanced outside of the gate and waited for the town guard to pass the alley between the garden and a tall hedge full of roses. Once it was clear, he slipped out of the gate and hid in the shadows until he made it out of the alley to the back of the property. 
 
    A small wooded area that the family had neglected to dig up would be his cover, and even from where he stood he could see the vast woods and plains leading up to the mountain wall far north. He wasn't there to enjoy the scenery, of course, and stood under a nearby tree with a dagger plunged into it, as was agreed would be the meeting point. 
 
    After a short period of time, he heard approaching footsteps and turned around to see a man in his mid to late thirties approaching. He wore a black and gray robe with billowing sleeves that reached his mid thighs and was tied at the waist with a cloth belt. He wore a hood over his face with a drape around his shoulders and the only weapon he carried was a dagger at his belt. 
 
    “You're late, Nilas,” Azemar said. 
 
    The man known as Nilas stepped out of the shadows and removed his hood. A patch of red hair sat atop his head, while everything below the corners of his forehead was shaved. His skin was olive and covered in patches of dirt, and he had yellow teeth and black markings tattooed under his eyes, which were a strange combination of gray and flecks of brown.  
 
    Nilas edged closer to Azemar and said, “The security in town was tighter than we thought. It took me a while to get here.” 
 
    “I told you that would be so,” Azemar replied. “The prince's safety is not to be taken lightly.” 
 
    Nilas shrugged. “Well I'm here now, and the rest of the men await your orders. We will begin as soon as you are ready.” 
 
    Azemar looked around, then said, “Wait until the guards have let up on security for the night, which shouldn't be long now. Keep to the shadows until you find it, but I would prefer that you remain discreet even after.” 
 
    “Of course, Boss,” Nilas said, “I'll give the signal to begin as soon as we are certain we won't be detected.” 
 
    “Good,” Azemar said, “and remember...” Azemar stepped closer to the man and uttered, “When you find the book, make certain that no one is left alive to witness it.” 
 
      
 
    After what felt like hours, Kaina pulled herself to her feet, went over to her wardrobe, and threw it open. She pulled out the dress she'd worn earlier that day, along with another one that wouldn't be too bulky. She grabbed her satchel out of the bottom of the wardrobe, folded her extra dress, and placed it neatly inside. She also packed a few other essentials, including her new journal, quill, and ink. 
 
    Before shutting her wardrobe, Kaina dressed herself in her casual dress and removed her hair from its clip. Using a damp washcloth from the nearby wash basin, she wiped her face clean. Kaina took one last look in the mirror, seeing herself as she truly was for the first time, and said to herself, “There's no turning back now. There's only forward from here.” 
 
    Kaina studied her reflection, attempting to ignore her wet, puffy eyes, and she soon noticed that she had forgotten to remove the necklace her father had given her earlier. It wasn't until that moment that Kaina realized why he had given it to her. 
 
    The necklace was her engagement present. 
 
    Kaina shut her eyes and balled a fist around the pendant, intent on ripping it off and tossing it across the room, but she stopped. She had almost no money left after her shopping, and she couldn't hope to make it on her own without it. Certainly any buyer would pay handsomely for such a piece, at least enough to give her a fresh start. 
 
    Kaina made her decision and released her grip on the necklace. 
 
    After taking one last look at the fire, Kaina noticed something else. She had watched as her father took books from her table and her book case and dump each one into the fire, but not her nightstand. She reached for the top drawer and to her relief, the blue book was still there, completely unscathed. She thanked her lucky stars that he never thought to check there and slipped the book into her bag. 
 
    Kaina glanced out of her window and saw that the guests were mostly gone and the guards began to lessen their defenses. She went to the window next to her reading chair and cracked it open. She could see the thick rose vines leading from her window to the ground. She reached a hand out and pulled on the vine to test its weight, then gasped and retracted her finger after making contact with a hidden thorn. She sucked on her finger and was greeted with the fresh taste of blood, but she ignored the sting and devised a new plan. 
 
    Kaina had a pair of thick leather gloves she used to study the plants in the garden without hurting her fingers. She found them in her desk and slipped her hands into each one. Once they were protected, Kaina wrapped a hooded cloak around her shoulders and drew the hood up, but not before wrapping the satchel around her neck and shoulders so that the strapped lay across her chest. 
 
    Now certain that she was prepared, Kaina went over to the window and climbed onto the window pane. She didn't realize how nervous heights made her until she did so, but she held her breath and grabbed a rose vine. She found a foot hold in the lattice that held the vines, moved her other foot down, and bit by bit she made her way out of the window. 
 
    Kaina froze momentarily when she felt the jerk of the lattice threatening to fall from her weight, but after several deep breaths and realizing that her weight would be supported after all, she continued moving down at a slow and steady pace. After what felt like an eternity, her foot made contact with the grass and she allowed herself to breathe. 
 
    Kaina paused for a moment to get her bearings, then she turned to head towards the back of the manor. There was a wooded area back there, and from there Kaina would only have to navigate downhill and pass a few buildings before she was free from Eboncrest and the Haventhorn family forever. 
 
    Just as Kaina made her way to the edge of the garden alley, she checked over her shoulder to make sure the guard hadn't passed back yet, but she soon collided with someone. She stumbled backwards, collected her bearings, and looked forward. 
 
    Azemar the Wise stood before Kaina looking just as surprised to see her as she was to see him. 
 
    “Lady Kaina?” Azemar said. “What in the--” 
 
    Kaina's heart throbbed when she saw in the old man's eyes that he realized exactly what he was doing. Kaina was prepared to run as fast as she could, but to her surprise, the old man simply smiled and said, “I didn't see you so long as you didn't see me.” 
 
    Kaina heaved a sigh of relief, nodded, and continued on the path. 
 
      
 
    Azemar turned to go back to the garden gate when he froze. It was a relief that it was only the Haventhorn girl who saw him where he shouldn't have been, but there was always the chance she could wise up and let it get out what she saw. It was a paranoid and preposterous notion, but if he had any chance of pulling off his plan without any problems, he would need to take every potential obstacle seriously.  
 
    Azemar crept back to where he had met Nilas and saw Kaina moving further ahead in the distance. If she made it out of Eboncrest, there was little chance he would find her again. 
 
    Just then, Azemar heard a noise and spotted a figure nearby, but he knew this to be one of his scouts. He kept his eye trained on Kaina while sidestepping his way to the scout. 
 
    When he approached, the scout said, “Isn't that the Haventhorn girl?” 
 
    “Yes,” replied Azemar, “and it would appear she's running away from home.” 
 
    “She might be a problem,” the scout said. 
 
    “I bumped into her on her way out. If she lets out that I was seen in town on the night of an attack, it might cast suspicion on me, or even the royal family. Tell the others that she is not to leave Eboncrest. Don't harm her, but see to it that she is put back into her home,” Azemar said. 
 
    “Why not just kill her?” the scout said. “Surely she will tell the others what she saw?” 
 
    “Not if it means letting on that she tried to escape. Besides, I don't believe anyone would believe her after the stunt she pulled at the ball tonight.” 
 
    “I heard about that. Did she really refuse Prince Casimir in front of all those people?” 
 
    “She did indeed. If a girl like that is willing to defy to royalty, there's no telling what she's capable of. Do not underestimate her. I prefer her alive, but if she must be killed to move forward, so be it.” 
 
    “Yes Sir, I will alert the others immediately.” 
 
    The scout disappeared into the dark, and Azemar turned back just as Kaina made her way to the bottom of the hill and near the last few buildings. 
 
      
 
    Kaina found the nearest area encased in shadow, which happened to be an alley between two houses. She ducked behind a barrel when she heard a guard passing by. When she didn't hear anything else, she glanced out onto the road. The only living soul she could see in the dark was the guard from behind just a few feet ahead. She waited until she was sure that he wouldn't hear her and darted across the road to the next alley. 
 
    Kaina heaved a sigh of relief when she made it to the alley, but as soon as she failed to watch where she was going, her foot hit something hard and crashed into a pile of nearby crates, causing them to tumble to the ground. Kaina's hands covered her mouth in shock, and a second later she heard someone say, “Who goes there?” 
 
    Kaina frantically ducked behind the nearest wall just as the guard turned the corner to search where she had been. She heard the hiss and yelp of a cat and saw a dark shape run out from the alley just as this happened. It was fortunate for Kaina that the cat had been there, for she then heard the guard say, “Damn strays...” 
 
    She allowed herself to breathe when she heard his receding footsteps, but as soon as she tried to leave her protective cover, she felt a hand grab her arm. Before she could scream, another hand fell over her mouth and muffled any sound that came out. She feared this to be another guard, but she soon discovered that it was someone far worse. 
 
    “Well, well, what have we here?” 
 
    A group of men dressed in dark robes, some long and some short like tunics, and hoods emerged from various hiding places, some from behind barrels, some from behind carts, and one even dropped down from the rooftop. All stared at Kaina with seething hatred and she knew at that moment that there intentions were nothing to look forward to. 
 
    Whoever had his hand over his mouth chuckled and said, “She must be the Haventhorn girl.” 
 
    A man with a red patch of hair on top of his head and abnormally yellow teeth approached her and said, “She's the one all right.” 
 
    “What should we do with her, Nilas?” one of the others said. 
 
    The red head, whom Kaina assumed was Nilas, said, “The boss says he wants her brought home alive.” 
 
    Kaina felt sick at the thought of being delivered back to her family after all the trouble she went through to get out. She struggled to break free from her captor's grip, and she took pride in the fact that he had a hard time keeping hold of her. A few of the other men came to his help, and soon Kaina couldn't move at all. The man named Nilas drew a dagger that had been on his belt and held it to Kaina's throat. 
 
    Nilas stared at Kaina like a wolf about to feast upon a lamb. He bared his stained teeth at her and brushed the flat of his dagger along her exposed skin and said, “Now you be a good girl and come along with us, or I'll have to cut that pretty neck of yours.” 
 
    Kaina shut her eyes, waiting for the knife to slice her flesh, when a voice pierced the dark and caught everyone off guard. 
 
    “What's going on here?” 
 
    Kaina's heart stopped when she realized whose voice she had just heard. She opened her eyes and looked out the corner of them to see none other than Aldis standing several feet away. All the men who surrounded her looked to the old, harmless scholar as he adjusted his spectacles to the darkness. He looked dead at her, and even out of the corner of her eye she could see the color drain from his face. 
 
    “Kaina, what are you doing out here?” Aldis said. He marched towards the men and said, “Unhand her this instant.” 
 
    The men bellowed with laughter. Nilas removed the dagger from Kaina's throat and casually walked towards Aldis with the knife twirling in his gloved fingers. The men who kept their hold on Kaina turned her around to face Aldis, hoping to intimidate him. 
 
    “This doesn't concern you, old man,” he said. “Walk away and pretend you saw nothing.” 
 
    “I will not,” Aldis said, much to Kaina's horror. Though he was an intelligent man, there was no way he could fight off all those thugs. 
 
    Nilas sneered at Aldis and said, “You've been warned.” 
 
    Kaina held her breath as Nilas charged Aldis with his knife ready, and she saw something that she would never forget. 
 
    Aldis whipped his hand after drawing something out of his sleeve. Kaina saw a red light, first from whatever it was that Aldis drew from his sleeve and then on the knife. The red light send the dagger tumbling in the air out of the wielder's hand and it tumbled into the air and landed straight into the dirt a few feet behind him. When the dagger stuck in the ground, the light remained for a second or two before it finally faded. 
 
    That was when Kaina saw the red light in Aldis' hand. It pulsed from his fingertips and faded not long after the dagger's light did. He stared straight forward at the now stunned Nilas, who stared at his hand, then back at Aldis. 
 
    “He's...he's a wizard!” one of the men shouted. 
 
    A wizard. 
 
    Kaina remembered when Aldis spoke that word only hours before, a word that before then she had never heard of it before. Never in her wildest imagination could she have thought that Aldis himself would be one of them. 
 
    “Let her go,” Aldis repeated. “Now.” 
 
    Kaina was almost certain that they would comply, but to her surprise Nilas said, “Not a chance, old man. We're on a mission here, and no one, not even a wizard, is going to stop us.” 
 
    Aldis peered at the men over his spectacles and said, “If that's the way you want it, so be it.” 
 
    Aldis waved his arm again just as the men began to charge at him, but to their shock, he vanished. The men stopped in their tracks and searched for him, and a moment later he appeared again on the other side of them, right next to where Kaina was being held. In a flash, Aldis waved his arms and drew a gust of wind that sent all the men flying several feet away. Her mentor then turned to the thug holding her captive, drawing the thugs attention. 
 
    Kaina seized the opportunity and bit down on her captor's exposed hand. She could taste the dirt left on his fingers that soon contained hints of blood under her bite, and the assailant howled with pain as he retracted both his hands to deal with the wound. Kaina spit into the dirt to get the disgusting taste out of her mouth, and that was when she realized that her satchel had spilled open. 
 
    And everyone froze when they saw the book. 
 
    The men stared at it, and in the split second before they ran to grab it, Kaina snatched it up, leaving the rest of her supplies in the dirt. She wasn't sure why she saved the book instead of her belongings, but something in the look in their eyes told her that their intentions for that book were less than friendly, and something within her told her to get it before they did. 
 
    The men stopped and Nilas held out his hand and said, “Give me that book, girl.” 
 
    Kaina held the book closer to her chest. “No.” 
 
    “Don't be a fool,” Nilas said, “you don't know what you're dealing with.” 
 
    “I have a hunch that you don't either,” Kaina remarked. 
 
    “Kaina,” Aldis suddenly said, “grab onto me.” 
 
    Kaina obeyed, and the last thing she saw before being surrounded by a cloud of mist was the angry faces of the men as they rushed towards her. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, Kaina is gone?” Roland hissed, the vein in his forehead threatening to burst. 
 
    The men of the Haventhorn family crowded around Elias' desk in his study. Hugo, who had traded his armor for a casual doublet, marched back and forth from one end of the room to the next in an effort to contain his fury. Hamelin simply stared at the floor, shaking his head, and Devon stood next to him with his arms folded. Gabriel sat in a nearby chair with a bored expression and bags under his dark eyes. 
 
    “I sent a maid up to check on her,” Elias explained, “and she returned a short time later to say that she found the room empty and the window wide open.” 
 
    “This is an outrage!” Hamelin said. “Prince Casimir will never forgive this.” 
 
    “She couldn't have gotten far,” Devon said. “We should send the guards to look for her.” 
 
    “No,” Elias said. “We cannot draw unwanted attention to this. If the prince finds out that she ran away, even if we do manage to bring her back, the result will still be the same.” 
 
    Hugo stopped pacing and placed his hands on the desk. “Let us go after her. Gabriel, Devon, and I could avoid attention.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Devon said. “We're too well known in Eboncrest.” 
 
    “Devon is right,” Elias said. “We cannot draw attention to ourselves by running out into the night to find her. If she truly has run off, we will have to think of a way to keep the prince from finding out until we can locate her.” 
 
    “What do you plan to do, Father?” Roland said. “If we don't find her soon, there's no telling where she might end up.” 
 
    “I'll think of something. For now, return to your chambers. I've already instructed the maid to keep silent about this until morning,” Elias said. 
 
    “Very well,” Hugo said, “I trust that you will what is best to avoid the fall of our family.” 
 
    Gabriel was the first out the door, followed by Devon, and then Hugo. Hugo turned one last time to look at Elias, who locked eyes with him. Neither said a word as he finally left the room, leaving his elders behind him. 
 
      
 
    “Can you believe Kaina?” Gabriel said once they were on the staircase leading down to the second floor. “I know I've said this hundreds of times and even though Mother and Father deny it, I know that Kaina was left on our doorstep as an infant. There is no way she's a real Haventhorn.” 
 
    “Don't be a fool,” Hugo said. “We all remember your mother being pregnant before Kaina got here.” 
 
    Gabriel scoffed and retorted, “Well obviously mother's real baby died and that whelp was dropped on their doorstep on the same night, so out of grief they replaced the baby they lost with the one they found. Biggest mistake of their lives, if you ask me.” 
 
    Devon and Hugo exchanged glances and decided it was best not to argue with his delusions, and instead they both continued their descent. 
 
    Hugo was about to turn off from the stairs onto the third floor, but he stopped. He spun around, marched past his cousins, and descended the stairs at a much faster pace.  
 
    “Where are you going?” he heard Devon say. 
 
    “I'm going to look for Kaina,” Hugo said. “There's no way I'm allowing her to ruin this family.” 
 
    “Hugo, you heard what Grandfather said,” Devon said. “If you go into town, you'll be seen for sure.” 
 
    “Well I can't just sit here while she could be getting away,” Hugo said. 
 
    Hugo continued down the stairs and he soon heard Devon say, “I hope you know what you're doing.” 
 
      
 
    As the mist finally vanished, Kaina's knees buckled and she fell to the ground. She quickly tried to correct herself, but she soon realized that she and Aldis were now in a small bedroom. 
 
    Before Kaina could unload the multitude of questions she had, Aldis grabbed her by the arms and said, “Kaina, where did you get that book?” 
 
    Kaina was about to answer when Aldis shook his head and said, “Never mind, the less I know the better. Now that the enemy knows you have it, you are in serious danger.” 
 
    “Danger? Enemy? Aldis, what is going on? Who were those men, and why did they call you a wizard?” 
 
    Aldis bowed his head and answered, “Because I am a wizard.” He picked his head up again and continued, “I belong to a group of people dedicated to keeping the magic arts alive and well in Ilesia. We select few have been practicing magic in secret ever since Roric took the throne.” 
 
    Kaina stared at him in confusion. “Aldis, who are those men? What is this book? Why are they after it?” 
 
    Aldis shook his head and answered, “All I can tell you is that those men belong to a group known as the Disciples. I don't know muh about them, only that they formed about four hundred years ago and have been the sworn enemy of wizards ever since I noticed them prowling outside of my window a little while ago, so I went to investigate. That was when I found them...and you...” 
 
    Aldis darted across the room to grab his satchel. “Here, yours is too damaged and you lost all your supplies in that encounter. This should have everything you need to make it to Eldercliff.” 
 
    “Eldercliff?” Kaina said, “Why do I need to go there?” 
 
    “Because there is someone there who can help you,” Aldis said, “Someone who saw Roric with his own eyes.” 
 
    Kaina stood her ground, even as Aldis tried to pull her forward. “Aldis, I am not moving until you tell me what this book is and why those people are after it.” 
 
    Aldis sighed. “The Disciples are after that book because it will lead them to the Lost Library.” 
 
      
 
    Aldis led Kaina through the town to the stables, and along the way he explained as much as he knew as quietly as he could. 
 
    “That book is one of the last pieces of magic left in Ilesia,” Aldis said. “It is said to contain the means to find the Lost Library.” 
 
    They ducked behind a stack of crates when they heard a guard approaching.  
 
    “Why didn't you tell me you were a wizard?” Kaina whispered. 
 
    “Until this morning, you knew nothing of wizards, The Disciples, or the Lost Library. You never would have believed me if I simply told you, and I couldn't risk your safety by demonstrating a spell. When you get to Eldercliff, however, Melchior will teach you everything you need to know.” 
 
    They darted across the road when the guard had his back turned. 
 
    “Who is Melchior? How do you know he will teach me?” 
 
    Aldis checked to make sure no one was coming before tugging her arm and leading her to the stables. “Because he taught it to me.” 
 
    “I don't understand,” Kaina said. “The book made it sound like wizards were evil.” 
 
    “Of course it did,” Aldis said. “Roric made sure they all did.” 
 
    They finally reached the stables, and Aldis brought Kaina into one of the stalls where they found a chestnut colored horse with a saddle and bridle already attached. 
 
    “This is my horse, Duchess,” Aldis explained. “You'll need her to get to Eldercliff faster.” 
 
    “I can't just take your horse,” Kaina said. “What about you?” 
 
    Aldis turned to her and said, “You won't be able to leave Eboncrest without the Disciples seeing you, so I have to distract them.” 
 
    Kaina's jaw dropped. “What? Aldis, I can't let you do that...” 
 
    Aldis pulled Kaina within inches from his face and said, “Kaina, I'm sorry I can't explain more, but there are forces at work here and there's far more to this story than meets the eye. No matter what, do not let anyone get this book. When you get to Eldercliff, don't speak to anyone, don't trust anyone. Just go to the pigeon coup in the town square and send out three white doves with blank slips of paper on them. Wait in the town square for a sign. If anyone approaches you claiming to be Melchior, do not follow. He will not seek you out in public, and you must not look for him yourself.” 
 
    “But if I can't seek him out and he won't come looking for me, how will I know when I see him?” 
 
    “You will,” Aldis said. “Just follow my instructions exactly and do not go anywhere alone. As long as you stay in public, you will be safe. Understood?” 
 
    Kaina hesitated, but ultimately nodded. 
 
    “All right, the bag is ready and attached to the saddle. Take this,” Aldis said. He handed her a leather belt with a large pouch attached to the side. “Put the book in the pouch and wrap the belt around your waist.” 
 
    Kaina accepted the belt and wrapped it around her dress. Once she fastened the metal clasp, she said, “All right, I'm ready.” 
 
    Aldis turned around and for the first time, he embraced her. “You be careful out there, and whatever you do, don't let your guard down.” 
 
    “I won't,” Kaina said, fighting back tears in her eyes. 
 
    Aldis released her and helped her climb onto the horse. He led her around the stable to the western entrance of Eboncrest. He turned back to Kaina just as they heard shouts in the distance. 
 
    “Good luck, Kaina,” Aldis said. “Until we meet again.” 
 
    Kaina stared back at him with tears forming in her eyes, and with a heavy heart, she whipped Duchess' reins and sent her galloping forward into the night. 
 
      
 
    Hugo gripped the hilt of his sword as he darted down the steps in front of the manor and past the gate into town. His eyes scanned the dark for any sign of his cousin, but all he could see as he marched through the gates into Eboncrest was the guards moving about on their patrol. Upon closer inspection, however, he realized that they were not simply on regular patrol duty. 
 
    As Hugo approached, one of the guards near the entrance stood straight and brought his balled fist to his chest, the Ilesian military salute. “Lord Hugo, I am surprised to see you this evening, but you have impeccable timing.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Hugo asked. 
 
    “One of the other guards spotted hooded assailants in Eboncrest, Milord. We don't know what they are up to, and they resisted when we tried to get more information.” 
 
    Hugo frowned. This was not what he needed to deal with. “I would help, but I fear I have more pressing matters at the moment. Surely the town guard can handle a few petty criminals without me?” 
 
    The guard hesitated. “Yes, of course Milord...” 
 
    Hugo could tell this wasn't the answer he wanted to hear, but he didn't care. He had no time to chase after criminals that hadn't committed any serious crimes that he knew of. 
 
    Before Hugo could say any more, another guard ran up, saluted when he saw Hugo, and said to the other guard, “Sir, we have another report that may suggest foul play.” 
 
    “Report, soldier,” the original guard said. 
 
    “One of the guards just spotted a group of those assailants chasing a young woman and an old man. He attempted to investigate, but both parties eluded him.” 
 
    Hugo's heart sank. “Young woman?” 
 
    “That's right, Milord,” the second guard said, “but the strange part is that he could have sworn she looked just like Lady Kaina.” 
 
    Hugo took one long stride and closed the gap between himself and the second guard in less than a second. This caught the young man off guard, but Hugo grabbed him anyway and said, “Where were they?” 
 
    “Th-they were headed t-towards the stables, Sir,” the frightened guard stuttered. 
 
    Hugo released the guard and replied, “You and your men are in luck, because I am here to search for Kaina.” 
 
    The guards exchanged a glance and the first one said, “Well, that certainly explains your presence here, Milord.” 
 
    Hugo put a finger up and said, “Tell your men to search for Lady Kaina and bring her back to the manor. This is top secret, mind you, so do not allow any civilians to become aware of her absence. Understood?” 
 
    The men both saluted and said simultaneously, “Yes, Milord.” 
 
    They dispersed and the first guard went to another to spread the word. With any luck, one of the guards would spot her and Hugo would be able to bring her back to the manor without Prince Casimir being any the wiser. 
 
      
 
    Once Kaina became no more than a speck on the black horizon, Aldis turned back to face the hoard of Disciples coming his way. The old scholar pulled a parcel shaped like the book out from under his robe, held it above his head, and shouted, “You want the book? Come and get it.” 
 
    Aldis ran off towards the town cemetery, and heard the shuffling of feet as the men chased after him, and he made sure to keep a slow enough pace so that they had their eyes on him at all times. He passed through several alleys until he could see the peak of the Haventhorn family's mausoleum in the distance. 
 
    Aldis made it to the opposite end of the graveyard just as the men surrounded him. The man who tried to attack him before now held the knife again, and he stepped forward with the dagger drawn and said, “Now you can't run, old man. You walked right into your own death.” 
 
    Aldis smiled. “Or, I simply led you away from the town so that I could avoid innocent bystanders.” 
 
    “Give us the book,” the thug said. 
 
    “I'm afraid I cannot do that,” Aldis said. “I would hate to see it fall into the wrong hands.” 
 
    The men charged at Aldis and he cast his hand forward, sending waves of pure energy that formed into violet, concentrated blasts. These blasts hit each of the Disciples one by one, sending several of the smaller of them flying backwards, but the biggest among them merely stumbled and recovered soon after. Aldis focused his energy on the ground, and sent hundreds of pieces of rock hurdling towards the few who were still standing. The rocks pummeled the men, some even striking them hard enough in the head to cause them to drop to the ground. 
 
    Some of the men from before who had been hit by the initial wave managed to recover and charged at Aldis once again. He anticipated this, and was ready to cast yet again. He focused his energy again and this time, he cast a torrent of air and dust at the men. They were both blinded and disoriented, and for several seconds they coughed and rubbed their eyes to try to get the debris out. 
 
    Aldis attempted to ready another spell, but his body refused to act. Completely immobile, he could feel a sickness coursing through his veins. Try as he might, he couldn't even turn his head to see who the culprit was, but he knew that it could only be one thing. 
 
    Another wizard. 
 
    “I always suspected you were a wizard, Aldis, but I never thought you would be foolish enough to reveal yourself in public.” 
 
    Aldis didn't have to turn his head to know who his captor was. “I should say the same about you, Azemar.” 
 
    Azemar kept his hand trained forward with his binding spell active, pushing a paralytic energy through Aldis' veins. He moved forward until his fingertips were just inches from Aldis' temple and said, “Grab the book.” 
 
    The thugs all moved forward, but the one with the dagger snatched the book from Aldis' arm and began to open the parcel. 
 
    “What the...?” 
 
    When he removed the paper surrounding the book, he realized that it was nothing more than a piece of old wood that was shaped like a book. 
 
    Azemar walked around Aldis and stared into the old man's eyes. “Where is it? Where is the book?” 
 
    Aldis said nothing. 
 
    “No matter, I have my ways of getting you to talk,” Azemar said. 
 
    Azemar released his spell over Aldis, but before he could react the thugs fell upon him and held his arms in place. The former pointed two fingers at the latter's forehead and a green light appeared. When the light made contact with Aldis' skin, it seeped into it and burrowed into his soul, all while he remained helpless to stop it. 
 
    Azemar lowered his hand and stared into Aldis' eyes. “I can tell by the look on your face that you know what I did to you. I can now ask you anything and you will be forced to tell me the absolute truth.” 
 
    Aldis gagged and gasped for breath as the power of the truth spell assaulted his body and took control of his mind. 
 
    “Now then,” Azemar said, “where is the book?” 
 
    Aldis tried not to speak, but the more he resisted the more his body burned. 
 
    “It's...with...Kaina...” 
 
    “Kaina?” Azemar said. “You gave it to her?” 
 
    “N-n-no.” 
 
    “Where did she get it?” 
 
    “Didn...didn't...tell me...” 
 
    Azemar looked to the ground for a moment as he thought carefully about his next question, then he looked back up and asked, “Where is she?” 
 
    Aldis knew it would be pointless to fight, but the longer he resisted, the longer Kaina would have to have as much of a head start as possible. 
 
    “She...ngh...she...wen...UGH!” 
 
    Azemar stared into his eyes again and said, “That pain you're feeling is my magic coursing through your blood and manipulating you as I see fit. It doesn't like to be ignored, Aldis. You can make this stop by simply telling me what I want to know. Where. Is. Kaina?” 
 
    Aldis tried to hold it back, in spite of the pain, but the words came pouring out beyond his control, “She...she went to Eldercliff!” 
 
    “Why is she going there?” 
 
    “I sent her to find Melchior.” 
 
    Aldis bit his lip, knowing fully well he had said too much, but it was beyond his control. 
 
    Azemar's thin lips curled into a wicked grin as he said, “Now there is a name I haven't heard in years.” 
 
    Azemar gestured to the men. “Tie him up and bring him to the shack. I'll be along as soon as I'm done here. In the meantime, send word to our associates in Eldercliff to be on the lookout for Kaina Haventhorn and inform them that she will be waiting to hear from Melchior.” 
 
    Azemar turned and left the graveyard as the thugs surrounded Aldis and bound his arms, legs, and gagged him. As they hauled him off over the gate and out of Eboncrest, he could only hope that Kaina would have enough time to make it to Eldercliff safely. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Hugo knew he heard voices when he sprinted towards the graveyard with a group of guards. When they arrived there, they found patches of dirt flung about, but otherwise there was no sign of any living soul stood on the deathly ground. 
 
    Hugo brushed a hand through his dark blonde hair as he tried desperately to think of what to do next. There had been no sign of Kaina and no sign of any more assailants. Hugo feared that Kaina was long gone, and that the prince would take out his wrath on the Haventhorn family. His blood boiled at the thought of losing his title and honor all because of his cousin's pride, and he turned to the other guards and said, “Spread out and search every home, store, and building until you find Kaina Haventhorn.” 
 
    “Yes Milord,” they all said. 
 
    After they spread out to carry out their orders, Hugo decided to head back to the manor and report in with his grandfather, and along the way he mentally prepared himself for the lashing he was likely to endure. 
 
      
 
    Due to the stress of the night's events, Elias remained in his study after hours in a desperate attempt to form a plan to keep Prince Casimir from finding out that Kaina ran off. He knew that even though there would be no proof, people would talk and what she had done would soon be on everyone's tongues and the Haventhorn family would be the laughing stock of Ilesia. 
 
    Elias heard arguing somewhere out in the corridor, but he paid no heed to it. If he had any hope of saving his family from the shame that was sure to come, he had to ignore everything else and focus only on the task at hand. 
 
    “You were told to remain in the manor, Hugo,” he heard Roland shout. 
 
    “I couldn't just sit by while Kaina destroyed everything we've worked for,” followed Hugo's voice. 
 
    “Don't speak so loudly! If the Prince hears you, we'll be ruined!” 
 
    “We'll be ruined either way. Do you really expect him to believe anything other than the fact that Kaina ran away?” 
 
    At that point Elias acted. He shot up from his chair and ran to the door. He didn't hear anything else that was said, only that he threw the door to the study open and snatched the two by their collars and dragged them into the study. 
 
    After he had release them and they were standing straight and looking at him, Elias hissed, “What are you two going on about? Hugo, did you leave the manor when I specifically ordered you not to?” 
 
    Hugo shook his head. “I went to look for Kaina, but while in town I discovered that several unknown assailants were attacking the town guards. I don't know what they were after, but it seems they didn't take anything.” 
 
    An idea struck Elias, and that same rare smile formed on his wrinkled face. The other two noticed and grew visibly disturbed by this, especially when Elias said, “Or did they?” 
 
    Elias darted over to his desk and set a piece of parchment in the center. He snatched up his quill and dipped it in his inkwell, and with trembling fingers he began to write. 
 
    As he was working, Hugo and Roland stared and took a few steps forward to see what he was doing. 
 
    “Father,” Roland said, “what are you doing? We need to find Kaina and fix this mess.” 
 
    “We will,” Elias said. “After you post the reward for her safe return in tomorrow's post, there were surely be thousands of men searching for her.” 
 
    “Reward? But I thought you wanted to keep this discreet?” Hugo asked. 
 
    “Certainly not now that Roland has brought me the ransom note,” Elias said. 
 
    “What ransom note?” Roland asked. 
 
    Elias finished what he was writing and held up the parchment for both men to see. “This one, of course. You brought it to me after Hugo found it in town and showed it to you. He went into town to search for his cousin after he saw masked men dragging her off from the manor, remember?” 
 
    A knowing smile spread over Hugo's face. “That's right, I can't believe I had forgotten that.” 
 
    Roland chuckled. “Clever, father. Very clever.” 
 
    “Certainly Prince Casimir will be sympathetic to the family of his betrothed after she was snatched by unknown men who are demanding a price for her return?” Elias said. 
 
    “And the people would be flooding to our aid and our name would be known all across Ilesia,” Roland said. 
 
    Elias set the paper down and said, “Go and fetch Hamelin and alert the town guards. We will inform the prince in the morning, and by sunset tomorrow the entire kingdom will be looking for Kaina, and once we find her we can return her to the prince's waiting arms.” 
 
    “Of course,” Hugo said. 
 
    As soon as he left the room, Roland said, “Do you think this will work? Surely after what happened at the ball, the prince might suspect something is amiss?” 
 
    “If we didn't have witnesses who saw the assailants in town, then he might suspect that we fabricated the whole thing to cover up Kaina's actions. With this combined with Hugo's presence in Eboncrest and the men in town, however, I believe we have a convincing story,” Elias said. 
 
    “I don't know about this,” Roland muttered. 
 
    Elias peered at his son through narrowed eyes, stood up, and said, “There is one thing that I cannot seem to wrap my head around, though.” 
 
    “What's that?” 
 
    Elias circled his desk and continued, “You and Kaina have never seen eye to eye, yet you ironically have far more in common than you realize.” 
 
    Roland's skin blanched. “I do hope you aren't implying something.” 
 
    “I'm not implying anything. You've been a dutiful son, and although your brother will be taking my place when I'm gone, you've done all that you can to keep this family together. I take pride in my ways, Roland. I'm a traditional man with traditional beliefs: everyone must do their part to serve their family and their king.” 
 
    Elias stared into the fire and continued, “You criticize Kaina for her curious nature, yet isn't it strange how you often do the same? You question my decisions and make remarks about problems that are mine and mine alone to deal with.” 
 
    Roland tried to speak, but all that could come out was a series of utters and gasps. 
 
    Elias turned and began walking towards him. “For four hundred years, the Haventhorn family has lived by many laws, but there is one that we have followed since the time of our forefathers.” 
 
    Elias grabbed Roland by the collar, pulled him so close that the tips of their noses were almost touching, and he said, “'Never question the Patriarch.'” 
 
    He released Roland, whose legs had buckled underneath him and he collapsed to the floor. He struggled to keep his breath under control as Elias walked back around to his seat. The old man sat back down, and only then did Roland rise. 
 
    Elias kept his eyes trained on him as he said, “We stick to the plan. If I hear of any more doubts or if you deviate from the plan in any way, I will eliminate you.” 
 
    Roland stood up and gave no indication that he was agreeing to these terms, but he still stepped out of the room without another word. 
 
    Elias sat in silence with his hands folded in front of him. Though he normally retired by now, he had no desire to sleep. By morning the entire town would be buzzing about the “abduction,” and Prince Casimir would begin the search for his betrothed. 
 
    Everything would go according to plan, and the Haventhorn family would finally receive the recognition they deserved. 
 
      
 
    Kaina had already made it halfway between Eboncrest and the foot of the Crescent Mountains by the time she could see the faint hint of sunlight on the horizon. Duchess had slowed to a trot, and she knew the poor creature would have to rest soon. She rubbed her eyes and realized that she had been crying, no doubt over her worrying about Aldis. She could only hope that he was able to fend off the Disciples and get to safety. 
 
    A noise coming from somewhere behind Kaina caught her attention. It was a whistle, by the sound of it, and she turned around to look for the source. She saw nothing at first, but then she noticed that part of a figure coming up from one of the hills. Kaina had a hard time focusing on the figure, as the horse's gait prevented her from keeping steady enough to see, but something reflected the sunlight as it whisked her way, and before it landed Kaina knew exactly what it was. 
 
    “RUN!” Kaina shouted as she whipped Duchess' reins. An arrow landed mere inches from the mare's leg only a second later. 
 
    Duchess took off in a full sprint upon hearing the arrow and several more that flew through the air. One by one, arrow after arrow struck the ground by the horse's legs. Kaina feared that they were attempting to hit her legs to stop any chances of them getting away. She presumed they were bandits, but there was still the lingering worry that it was those Disciples again. 
 
    Kaina looked back and saw several men in blue hooded cloaks and black jerkins chasing after her on horses while bowmen kept firing and missing Duchess by a hair. Kaina feared that the horse wouldn't be able to keep this up, so she tried steering her in different directions to better avoid the arrow fire. It was in vain, however, for wherever the horse went, the arrows fell and sent her in another direction. 
 
    “They're guiding her!” Kaina gasped. 
 
    Kaina looked back again and to her horror, she saw that the men were getting closer and they were getting ropes ready. Due to her horse's fatigue, there was no way to outrun them. The men came in close and tossed the ropes. They landed around the horse's neck, and once they were secure, the men halted their horses and in turn, Kaina's. Duchess bucked in an attempt to fight off the invaders, and it took everything Kaina had to hold on. A hand grabbed her, then several, and pulled her off of her horse and onto her feet. 
 
    The men held her in place and wrapped her hands behind her back as she watched Duchess get tied up and secured by her captors. She struggled in vain to get free, and with each passing second the realization that she was in deep trouble set in further. 
 
    “Let me go!” Kaina shrieked. 
 
    The men ignored her pleas and simply moved about without speaking. They handed her off to one of the other men, who pulled her up onto his own horse. She looked into his face, but now that she was able to see up close and personal, she realized that he, along with all the other men, wore masks over their mouth and nose. 
 
    Instead, she looked into the eyes of the man who held onto her and tried to read him. His eyes were a deep, warm shade of brown and were framed by small wisps of black hair that peeked out from under his hood. He stared back at her, giving no hint of his intentions, but to her surprise he spoke to her. 
 
    “Don't give us any trouble,” he said, “and you won't be harmed.” 
 
    “What do you want?” Kaina demanded. “I don't have money, if that's what you're after.” 
 
    “We don't want money,” the man said. “Just stay quiet and don't try to remove your blindfold.” 
 
    “What blindfold--” 
 
    Before Kaina could finish her question, the man wrapped a piece of cloth around her eyes, obscuring her view. 
 
    “How dare you! Stop it!” she barked. 
 
    “If you don't want a gag as well, I suggest you be quiet,” the man snapped. 
 
    Even with Kaina's protests, the man said nothing more, and within a few moments she felt his horse take off and she heard the rest soon follow. 
 
      
 
    The soft glow of morning light leaked through the drawn curtains of Casimir's room, gently waking him from his deep slumber. The satin sheets that caressed him nearly lulled him back to sleep, and they probably would have had it not been the more pressing concerns on his mind. 
 
    Casimir been lying awake in bed and hadn't even had the chance to change into his day clothes, so when Azemar entered once again without any heed for privacy, the prince sat up in bed and snapped, “What in the world are you doing?” 
 
    “Forgive me, Sire,” Azemar said, “but I've just been informed by Lord Elias that...well, that your betrothed has been...abducted.” 
 
    That caught Casimir's attention. “She's been what?” 
 
    “Abducted,” Azemar repeated. “It would seem that mysterious assailants were seen in town last night, and that Sir Hugo witnessed the abduction and even went into town to look for her, but to no avail. They posted a reward for her safe return this morning.” 
 
    Casimir and Azemar locked eyes and stared for several seconds, then both men burst into laughter. 
 
    “It amazes me that they think they can cover up the fact that she simply ran off to avoid marriage,” Azemar said. 
 
    “Well, we can't exactly tell them that we know the truth,” Casimir said. “Unless, of course, you've secured the book?” 
 
    Azemar frowned. “Unfortunately, my Lord, it would seem that not only has the women you intend to make your queen run away, but she also managed to obtain the book.” 
 
    Casimir jumped out of bed. “What? And you couldn't think to tell me this first?” 
 
    “I assure you,” Azemar said, “I have men out looking for her in Eldercliff. You see, we caught a conspirator of hers who helped her escape and sent her to look for...none other than Melchior.” 
 
    Casimir froze. “So he's alive...I never imagined it was true.” 
 
    “Yes, but I have men in Eldercliff who will find her before she finds Melchior. They will secure the book, then I will deliver it and her to you,” Azemar said. 
 
    “Good,” Casimir said. “In the meantime, don't let on that we know anything.” 
 
    “Yes, Sire,” Azemar said with a bow. 
 
    After Azemar left the room, Casimir walked over to his window. He was on the second floor, as was where the guest rooms were, and he could see the garden from his position. The workers were just coming outside to start the day, and he could see one man gathering water from the well in the middle of the garden. A kitchen worker gathered herbs for breakfast, and a guard walked around the outside wall of the garden to look for any more of the previous night's troublemakers. 
 
    All of his subjects would soon look to him for leadership. It was a heavy burden, and even more so was the burden of the family tradition. His father, his father's father, and all of the kings of Ilesia ever since Roric knew the tales of the library that Zion left behind, but neither one had been able to find it. 
 
    That would soon change, and Casimir would be forever known as the king who found The Lost Library. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Kaina wasn't certain how long the men traveled, but she heard faint whispering once they finally came to a halt. Soon she felt the man behind her dismount, and a few seconds later he grabbed her by the waist and set her down beside him. He grabbed her arm and walked her forward, and with each step she took she feared if it would be her last. 
 
    The men soon entered a building, and Kaina heard wooden floor boards creaking under her every step. They walked a bit further, the cold, damp air traveling through a tunnel of sorts based on the sounds, and soon they were out into another area. 
 
    “You two, come with me. The rest of you get back to your posts,” the man holding her suddenly said. 
 
    Kaina heard their affirmative remarks, followed by their footsteps receding in different directions. The man made Kaina walk again, and this time she could hear what sounded like two sets of footsteps behind them. Next Kaina heard chattering and whispering all around her, and she began to wonder if it was all about her. The voices died down behind her the further they marched, so she presumed they had come to another area. 
 
    “Watch your step,” the man said. 
 
    Kaina lifted her foot and found another step, then another, then another. She made a mental note to count the steps as they climbed until they reached the second floor of wherever they were. From there, the man led her a few more paces until she heard him push open a door, and he led her inside. 
 
    The man soon set Kaina down in a chair, at which point he fastened the ropes around her wrist to the back of the chair. She heard the door shut and two sets of footsteps closed in on her position. One of the men went behind her while the other two walked in front, and a second later she felt the man behind her untie the blindfold. 
 
    The cloth was gone a moment later, and it took a moment for Kaina's eyes to adjust to dimly lit room. The man who had untied her blindfold now joined the others, and all three waited patiently for her to get a grasp on the situation. She was in some kind of room with wooden floors and walls. She was seated in the only piece of furniture in the room, an old wooden chair, while the three men stood in front of her. 
 
    The man furthest to the left towered over the others. His arms were nearly as thick as Kaina's thighs and were bare save for leather straps on his forearms, which were folded across his chest. He had white blonde, shoulder length hair and light blue eyes and had even fairer skin than hers. Everything about his features reminded Kaina of freshly fallen snow, and for a moment she had a vision of this man in the middle of a snow storm with no cloak or any form of protection and he would still not succumb to the elements. What little he had of a neck was covered on the sides by the collar of his leather jerkin that was covered from chest to waist with belts. Completing his outfit was an azure blue cloak that was wrapped around his shoulders. 
 
    The man all the way to the right, by contrast, was shorter and darker. He was thin with black hair that was fashioned in dreadlocks and tied at the base of his neck and had stubble covering the lower half of his face. He had honey brown skin and he wore a sleeveless jerkin, a blue cloak similar to the giant's, and a pair of black bracers. A long bow was strapped to his back, along with a quiver, and Kaina had a hunch that he was one of the men who had been shooting at her out in the plains. He peered at her with black eyes, and Kaina could almost bet that they were like a cat's when he set his sights on a target. 
 
    When Kaina's eyes fell on the man in the middle, she recognized his eyes before anything else. The warm brown reminded her of faded, glowing embers barely clinging to the last bit of heat that held together. His hood was down, as was his mask, and Kaina could now see what he looked like. His hair was not black as she originally thought, but a deep, dark brown. It fell just past his chin and framed the sides of his angular jaw, which was just beginning to see the first form of a beard after days of not shaving. He wore the same black jerkin and blue cloak as the others as well as black trousers, gloves, and a long sword strapped to his belt. 
 
    The man in the middle, while holding up the cloth that had just been over Kaina's eyes as if it were a curious piece of art, said, “So, you're the girl who has the book.” 
 
    Kaina's heart dropped. They were working for the Disciples. 
 
    The man met her gaze and said, “Oh don't worry, we're not associated with the men who attacked you. We are, however, very interested in this book you've come across.” 
 
    Kaina lifted her head and peered downward through her eyelids and said, “I don't know what you're talking about.” 
 
    The man looked back at her and said, “Don't be coy. We have scouts in Eboncrest who informed us that you were seen with the book in your possession. We discovered that you left town with it late last night, so it's safe to assume that it's among your effects.” 
 
    Kaina stared at him. 
 
    “Don't make this more difficult,” the bowman said. “If you give us the book, we'll let you go free and unharmed.” 
 
    “Why should I believe that?” Kaina asked. 
 
    “If we wanted to hurt you, we would have done it by now,” the pale giant said, his deep booming voice startling Kaina. “We just want the book and you can be on your way.” 
 
    Kaina remained silent. 
 
    The middle man dropped the blindfold onto the floor and leaned over her. He placed both his hands on the arm rests of the chair, looked into Kaina's eyes, and said, “I'm not trying to get this book to do you any favors, but if you give it to me, you won't get entangled in something you know nothing about. You have no idea what you've gotten yourself into, girl. Give me the book and this can all go away.” 
 
    Kaina stared right back, and even leaned in and said, “I'm not about to trust your word on that, considering you kidnapped me and tied me to a chair.” 
 
    “You wouldn't have come if I had asked you politely. This was the only way to get you here and secure the book for your own protection,” the man said. 
 
    “Oh, well I certainly appreciate it,” Kaina remarked. “The blindfold was to protect my eyes from the sun, then?” 
 
    “That was so you didn't see the way to our base,” the giant said. 
 
    Kaina leaned back in the chair and smirked. “I'm in the abandoned copper mine in the north of the Crescent Mountains.” 
 
    The men stared at her, and by the blank looks on their faces she knew she was spot on. 
 
    “How did you know that?” the middle man pressed. 
 
    Kaina scanned the room and said, “This room was likely used as a sleeping quarters for miners, as they often placed wood like this so their beds wouldn't sink into the mud. I also heard echoing as you spoke, indicating tunnels, and through the blindfold I could see light from oil lanterns hanging over head. I could tell we were going north for most of the way because the sun was brighter on the right side of my blindfold. Therefore, it's safe to assume that I am in the copper mine at the foot of the northern section of the Crescent Mountains.” 
 
    The men exchanged glances, then the middle man leaned in closer and said, “That wasn't wise. If we wanted to, we could kill you so you wouldn't reveal the location of our base. Fortunately for you, we aren't those kind of men.” 
 
    “What kind of men are you, exactly?” Kaina asked. 
 
    The middle man folded his arms and said, “We are members of a secretive organization that works to rid Ilesia of the king's influence.” 
 
    Kaina remembered Hugo's previous mission and said, “You're the Azure Riders, aren't you? You were in the Ashlands before my—er, before Hugo Haventhorn went to look for you there?” 
 
    “I already know who you are, Kaina Haventhorn,” the middle man said. “There's no use in trying to conceal your identity.” 
 
    “Well that's hardly sporting,” Kaina said. “After all, I know nothing about you or your friends here.” 
 
    “My name is Tristan,” the middle man replied. “I am the leader of the Azure Riders.” 
 
    “I'm Emir,” the bowman replied. 
 
    “Froki,” the giant grunted. 
 
    “Now that that's out of the way,” Tristan said, “yes, Kaina Haventhorn, we were at the Ashlands because we were looking for the book.” 
 
    “Why the Ashlands?” Kaina pressed. 
 
    “We received a tip that a traveler uncovered it there,” Emir replied. “We found out that he went to Eboncrest from there, which is why we were watching the town.” 
 
    “Why do you want the book?” Kaina asked. 
 
    “That's none of your business,” Tristan replied. 
 
    “Well,” Kaina scoffed, “if you're going to be like that, why should I help you?” 
 
    “You admit that you have it, then?” Tristan said. 
 
    “I didn't say that,” Kaina remarked. 
 
    “You do have it,” Tristan said, “and I'm getting tired of playing this game with you.” 
 
    “And I'm tired of dealing with you. You have some nerve treating me like a prisoner and making demands of me like you own me. I don't know what you want with the book and frankly I don't care. I just need to get to Eldercliff and find Melchior before it's too late.” 
 
    Kaina realized too late that she had blurted out the name of the man she was supposed to go and find. She watched for their reactions, but only Tristan seemed to understand. 
 
    Tristan stared at her. “How do you know that name?” 
 
    “A friend told me,” Kaina replied. 
 
    Tristan looked at the other two men and said, “Leave us.” 
 
    The two obeyed without question and exited the room, shutting the door and locking it behind them. Tristan walked around Kaina and reached for her binds. He untied them, and either he didn't notice that Kaina had been trying to loosen them or he didn't care. Once her bindings were free, Kaina stood up and rubbed her wrists to get the feeling back into them. 
 
    Tristan took several steps towards her and Kaina was forced to back up against the wall. He placed a hand on the wall next to her head, locked eyes with her again, and said, “Who told you that name?” 
 
    “That's none of your business,” Kaina mimicked. 
 
    “Kaina,” Tristan said with a raised voice, “this is serious. If you know that name, it means that you're more involved in this than I thought.” 
 
    He backed off and offered her a softer expression. He exhaled slowly, then continued, “Listen to me. If this book falls into the wrong hands, the king will be able to find a place that has long been forgotten.” 
 
    “The Lost Library,” Kaina said. 
 
    “Exactly, and if you know about that, you know why the king must never find it.” 
 
    Kaina shook her head. “All I know is that Roric claimed that the wizard who created it wanted to make it so that wizards could one day return to power, but I don't know what to believe anymore.” 
 
    “Well, I can tell you for certain that what you've been told isn't what is true in the slightest.” 
 
    “And you know this how?” 
 
    “Because Melchior told me.” 
 
    Kaina felt her heart skip a beat. “You know Melchior? How?” 
 
    “I met him during one of our missions in Eldercliff,” Tristan explained. “He told me that there was far more to the story of the war than history books will tell you, mainly because Roric made sure that only what he wanted to be known was actually recorded.” 
 
    “So what actually happened?” Kaina asked with a hint of skepticism in her tone. “Also, how could Melchior have been alive at the time of the war? That was over four hundred years ago.” 
 
    “He's...not exactly human, from what I've been told,” Tristan said. 
 
    “What is he?” 
 
    “I don't know, and I can't describe him either. He wore a mask and his hood drawn during our encounter, so I never even saw his face. As for the war, all you need to know is that Roric wasn't the poor, oppressed peasant that he was made out to be.” 
 
    “Why can't you tell me more?” Kaina pressed. 
 
    “I'm not certain I can trust you,” Tristan said. “I'm certain that the feeling is mutual.” 
 
    “You're certainly right about that,” Kaina replied. “I can't give you the book, and you can't let me leave until I do.” 
 
    Tristan thought for a moment, then said, “You're bringing the book to Melchior, correct?” 
 
    Kaina hesitated. She knew that Aldis told her not to speak to anyone or trust them until she spoke with Melchior, but she knew that Tristan wouldn't allow her to leave until she did. 
 
    “Yes,” Kaina replied hesitantly. 
 
    Tristan nodded. “You may not want to believe that the king is capable of such things, but he's been searching for that book his entire life. You may have been told that he sent his troops to the Ashlands to search for us, but even though we were in the area, he too was searching for the book and had followed the same lead we had. Evidently the king got the same tip we had, so that's why he sent Casimir and Azemar to Eboncrest.” 
 
    “So Casimir is involved too,” Kaina said. “I might have known.” 
 
    To Kaina's surprise, Tristan laughed. “Ah yes, I heard all about your arranged marriage and the scene you made when you found out.” 
 
    Kaina reddened and shifted her eyes in defiance. 
 
    “Don't worry, I don't blame you,” Tristan assured. “No doubt the royal family won't take kindly to it, however.” 
 
    “They're no concern of mine,” Kaina replied. 
 
    “They should be. They're more dangerous than they let on.” 
 
    “And you know this how?” 
 
    “Never mind that. Now then, I don't know how you came into contact with the book, but someone told you about Melchior, and now you need to get it to him.” 
 
    Kaina arched her brow. “I was also advised not to speak to or trust anyone else.” 
 
    “Smart move,” Tristan said. “If you need to get that book to Melchior, I suppose I'm going to have to go with you.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Like I told you, I can't trust you yet. I'm going to go with you to make sure it reaches Melchior's hands. Since you cannot trust me, you will have to go with me to ensure it gets there. Does that make sense?” 
 
    Kaina furrowed her brow. She didn't want to have to travel with Tristan to Eldercliff, but she wasn't going to be able to leave until she did. She would also need more supplies, and she knew that Tristan would probably be better experienced at traveling than she was. She would stick with him...for now. 
 
    “Fine,” Kaina said. “But you aren't going to handle the book.” 
 
    “Where is it?” Tristan asked. 
 
    “It's safe,” Kaina said. 
 
    Tristan studied Kaina intently, then to her surprise, he said, “We leave at Dawn. In the meantime, get some rest. You'll find the mess hall if you go down the stairs and through the corridor, and don't even think about leaving the base. We have guards posted near the entrance at all times, and they won't allow you to leave without a fight.” 
 
    Kaina frowned, but she didn't argue. 
 
    “Also,” he said, “don't worry about your horse. She'll be well taken care of.” 
 
    Tristan went over to the door and unlocked it with a key from his pocket. He held it open, at which point Kaina hesitantly inched her way towards the door. She descended a flight of stairs and turned left down a corridor into a large chamber of the mine, where she could still see ore veins and even tools that the current inhabitants never bothered to clean up. The rest of the room was full of tables and even had a corner with a cooking station. There were at least forty to fifty men and women in the room, all dressed in similar black armor and clothing and blue cloaks, and the two men Kaina had met previously were sitting at one of the tables. 
 
    Everyone turned to look at Kaina and Tristan as they entered, and the room fell quiet. 
 
    Tristan took a step forward and said in a loud, booming voice, “This girl is a guest here and is to be treated as such. She is allowed to eat and rest and use any other resources here for the time being. Any objections?” 
 
    The room remained silent. 
 
    “Good,” Tristan said. He pointed at Froki and Emir and said, “You too, come with me.” 
 
    The two men obeyed without question and Tristan turned to Kaina and said, “I'll be along shortly so we can make plans for tomorrow.” 
 
    Kaina was too tired and hungry to argue, so she simply said, “Very well.” 
 
    Tristan followed Froki and Emir back into the corridor where they had just come from. 
 
      
 
    After his encounter with Azemar, Casimir dressed himself before his servants came up to help him with it, and he went downstairs to see a full assortment of foods on the dining room table. The rest of the Haventhorn family awaited his arrival, as it would have been rude to begin eating before their royal guest had arrived, and once Casimir took his seat, Elias began to speak. 
 
    “As you have no doubt been told, Your Majesty, our dear Kaina was abducted last night,” Elias said with feigned concern in his tone. 
 
    Casimir nodded along, trying to hide the fact that he knew Elias was telling a bold-faced lie. “Yes, my adviser informed me this morning, although I fail to understand why it is I wasn't informed of this straight away. Had I only known of this abduction last night, I would have sent my own guards to find her.” 
 
    “I did not wish to disturb your rest, of course,” Elias said. “I felt that Hugo and the town guard would have been more than adequate to rescue her, but I was sadly mistaken.” 
 
    Hugo, who sat just a few seats away, hung his head in shame just out of the corner of Casimir's eye. Whether or not it was a show for his benefit, he didn't know. 
 
    “I see,” Casimir said. 
 
    “My Lord, I can assure you that we will do everything in our power to find Kaina,” Roland said. 
 
    Casimir collected a piece of sausage, but before he brought it to his lips, he turned to Roland and said, “I offer my deepest sympathies to you and your family. I will send my best men to find your daughter, for what good is a man if he cannot do everything in his power to save his betrothed?” 
 
    “A noble gesture,” Elias, who sat at the head of the table, said. “We will not rest until Kaina is safe once more.” 
 
    “I was also informed of a ransom note?” Casimir asked. “May I see it, please?” 
 
    “Of course,” Elias said, reaching into his pocket. He pulled out a piece of paper and handed it to the nearest servant, who brought it over to Prince Casimir. 
 
    Casimir accepted the letter, unfolded it, and read its contents: 
 
      
 
    Two-thousand gold pieces for the safe return of Kaina Haventhorn. Deliver it to the north end of town in three days, or she dies. 
 
      
 
    “That's all it says?” Casimir asked, flipping the page over. 
 
    “I'm afraid so,” Elias said. “I've already secured the payment, so now we just have to wait for the right time. I'll have some of the town guards on standby to arrest the men responsible.” 
 
    Casimir turned to Azemar and said, “I want you to send a message to my father about this. Tell him that I will be joining the search for Kaina Haventhorn. Also, request his best soldiers for the mission.” 
 
    “At once, Your Majesty,” Azemar said, bowing. 
 
    As soon as the adviser left the room, Casimir stood and said, “If you will excuse me, I must return to my quarters.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty,” Elias said, standing respectfully and bowing before the prince. 
 
    Roland did the same, and then Casimir left the dining room. 
 
    As the Prince passed in the hallway to the stairs, each servant stopped whatever they were doing to bow before him. It was something he was accustomed to so much so that it seemed an insult for someone to not do it. He went up the stairs to the guest room, where he quickly entered and shut the door. 
 
    Casimir went over to his travel pack and removed a long, black box with a jeweled clasp. He unlatched the box with trembling fingers and opened it to reveal a quill with a feather that was a deeper shade of black than was allowed in nature. Whatever light that fell onto it was simply eaten away, and nothing reflected off of it. The tip was also an ornately trimmed silver rather than a true feather. It was a unique instrument not only in the sense that it never needed ink, but it wasn't used for simple letter writing. 
 
    Casimir brought the quill to the desk in the corner of the room and pulled a sheet of parchment out. It didn't matter what surface it was on, but in this case, he would need something that he could hide or destroy after he used it. He pressed the metal tip of the quill to the paper and began to write. 
 
    The words flowed more smoothly than any ink or scratchy quill would allow, and as the tip etched along the parchment, the words singed into place. Casimir only needed to write one sentence to get his recipient's attention, and he had to ensure that should it happen to be seen by someone else, no one will know what is going on. 
 
      
 
    I have work for you. 
 
      
 
    Nothing happened after several seconds, but this wasn't unusual. Often it would take several minutes to get a response, or even up to an hour. Fortunately, Casimir didn't have to wait much longer before a set of other words began to appear just below what he wrote. 
 
    The words began on the left side, and appeared gradually as though it were being written by an invisible hand. The penmanship resembled words that had been scratched onto a wooden surface with a rusted nail, but it didn't take an expert to be able to read what was being written. When the sentence was done, it read: 
 
      
 
    Where shall I find you? 
 
      
 
    Casimir smiled and began to write underneath the message: 
 
      
 
    Eboncrest, Haventhorn Manor, nightfall. Don't be late. 
 
      
 
    He waited, and within a few seconds another message appeared: 
 
      
 
    See you then. 
 
      
 
    There was no formal closing, but that was all that was needed. For the time being, Casimir couldn't afford to be linked to this...individual. However, there would soon there would be a day when he would have the utmost power in Ilesia, a day when no matter what he did, no one would have the courage to stop him. Until then, he would take no chances. 
 
    Casimir set the quill down and took the parchment to the fire. He tossed it in and watched as it began to blacken and curl, then he took the quill, placed it in its box, and latched it shut again. He placed the box back in the bag and returned to the fire, where the parchment became nothing more than a pile of ash. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Kaina took a seat at one of the tables and tried to avoid eye contact with the dozens of strangers in the room, but she still felt their gazes piercing into her. When Tristan came back into the room a short time later, she didn't feel any more relieved. 
 
    Tristan sat at the head of the table Kaina was at, which incidentally was right next to her. Much to her discomfort, Emir sat beside her while Froki plopped down directly across from her. She tried to avoid their gaze, and she was a bit relieved when the three men began to speak and not look at her. 
 
    “If you're going to Eldercliff,” Froki said, “you might need some assistance. I could go with you if you need a few skulls bashed in.” 
 
    “No,” Tristan said, “we can't afford to draw too much attention. Besides, we'd travel much faster with fewer people involved.” 
 
    “Have it your way, then,” Froki said, taking a bite out of a turkey leg. 
 
    A few seconds later, a plate dropped onto the table right in front of Kaina, giving her a start. She soon saw a pale hand withdraw from the plate and when Kaina followed it, she saw an enormous, hearty woman with pale blond hair decorated in braids and in a cook's apron standing just beside her. 
 
    The woman peered down at Kaina and said, “I ain't never seen one as starved as you. Just look at ye, all skin and bones! Eat up and fatten those dainty little arms of yours.” 
 
    “I-I'm sorry?” Kaina stammered. 
 
    The woman looked at Froki and said, “Will ye explain to this lass that she needs to eat? What are you lookin' at me like that for? Don't make me knock your thick head in.” 
 
    “Ma,” Froki said, “leave the poor girl be. She's had a long night.” 
 
    “All the more reason she needs food and drink in her belly,” the pale woman argued. 
 
    “Angi,” Tristan said, “perhaps it would be best to allow Kaina here to eat at her own pace.” 
 
    Angi threw her hands up in the air and as she began to march off towards the cooking area, she said, “Useless, all of ye. The youth today don't care what their elders have to say, oh no! I don't know what I'm talking about...” 
 
    Kaina turned away from the still rambling Angi and as she did so, Froki said, “Sorry about Ma. She's a tough old lass. We used to own an inn until my pa got killed by Ilesian soldiers.” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Kaina said. 
 
    Froki put up his hand and said, “Don't worry about us. We only joined because we don't want other families to suffer the way we did. She can't fight like I can, but Tristan was kind enough to keep her on as a cook while I get to bash heads in for him.” 
 
    “He's been known to chop them off and put them on spikes as well,” Emir said. “I prefer to take people out before they get too close.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Kaina asked. “What's your story?” 
 
    “Mine?” Emir asked. “Well, I got caught one day stealing from the lord of the Ashlands after he took food from our village, so he tossed into a prison camp. I was forced to work for days on end in the blistering heat until the Azure Riders rescued me and the other prisoners. Tristan offered me a spot among his ranks, and I've been here ever since.” 
 
    Kaina turned to Tristan, his deep, somber expression masking a lost soul. She waited for him to notice that she was looking at him, then said, “What about you? What led you to form the Azure Riders?” 
 
    Tristan met her gaze, but he made no attempt to answer her question. She waited patiently, but the only response she received was from Froki. 
 
    “Don't bother,” the pale giant said, “Tristan doesn't tell anyone but a select few about his past. He's proven that he's loyal to us, and that's all we care about.” 
 
    Kaina noticed Tristan smile in her peripheral vision. 
 
    “Well now that you know a bit about us,” Emir said, “it makes up for the fact that we already know quite a bit about you, such as your engagement to Prince Casimir.” 
 
    Kaina lowered her head in shame. “I never agreed to that.” 
 
    “We know,” Froki said with a laugh. “We heard from the chatter in Eboncrest about the stunt you pulled at your family's ball. You've got guts, girl. Not many people would stand up to Casimir like that.” 
 
    Kaina smiled at the notion. “I take it none of you are very fond of him, either?” 
 
    Emir raised his tankard and said, “Let me put it to you this way: if I had a bucket of water, the only one within a hundred miles, and Prince Casimir crawled up to me dying of thirst, begging me for just one sip of cool, clean water, I'd knock the bucket into the dirt. That prince has done enough harm to enough people that I can safely say he deserved more than what you gave him. Once the word gets around in here, I have no doubt you will have earned the respect of everyone here.” 
 
    Kaina shrugged and answered, “It was nothing.” 
 
    Froki waved his arm in dismissal and said, “There's no room for modesty in the Azure Riders. As a matter of fact...” Froki stood up, held out a mug, put his fingers to his mouth, and whistled. The piercing sound made Kaina flinch and caught the attention of everyone in the room. 
 
    “It is said that no man would dare speak his mind to Prince Casimir, but last night someone told that bastard exactly what she thought of him. It is time we show Kaina Haventhorn the respect she deserves.” 
 
    Before Kaina could react, Froki hopped up on the table top and grabbed her by the hand, hoisting her up on the table with him. He held up her hand in the air with one hand while holding out his mug with the other and shouted, “To Kaina!” 
 
    “To Kaina!” everyone repeated. 
 
    Kaina's cheeks flushed and she hopped down from the table as soon as Froki let go of her hand. She sat down in her seat again and Froki jumped off the table and said, “They like you.” 
 
    “So it would seem,” Kaina said with a nervous smile. 
 
    “Don't worry, we look out for our own here. The moment you stood up to Casimir, you became one of us,” Emir said. 
 
    Kaina nodded, though she still wasn't sure. “Thank you. I appreciate your hospitality.” 
 
    After a drink from his tankard, Tristan finally broke his silence and said, “Now then, I believe we need to talk about our plans for tomorrow.” 
 
    Kaina picked at her plate and said, “Like what?” 
 
    “For starters,” Tristan said, “You're going to have to wear something more suited for traveling, and you'll also need a weapon to defend yourself.” 
 
    Kaina furrowed her brow and said, “I'm not much use with weapons.” 
 
    “I can get you a dagger,” Froki said. “They're light and easy to get used to.” 
 
    Kaina shrugged. “If I must.” 
 
    “Next, we need to get supplies packed,” Tristan said. “We'll need camping gear, food, water, medical supplies, and a map.” 
 
    “Camping gear?” Kaina said. “How long will it take us to get there?” 
 
    “Two days,” Tristan said, “three if we run into bad weather.” 
 
    “Two days?” Kaina asked. She leaned against the back of her chair and stared forward with her mouth agape. 
 
    “Not used to traveling, eh?” Froki asked, although Kaina knew he knew the answer to that question. 
 
    “I didn't think it would take that long,” she admitted. 
 
    “On foot it would take even longer. Luckily, we're going on horseback. Your horse should be in better condition by morning,” Tristan said. 
 
    “I should hope so,” Kaina said. “I had to leave with her in a hurry last night.” 
 
    Kaina's heart ached at the thought of Aldis, and she dreaded what might have happened to him if those men caught him. She could only hope that he got away. 
 
    “It's all right,” Froki said, “we know what it's like to deal with situations like this.” 
 
    Kaina poked and prodded at the food Angi had dropped before her. Although she was relieved that the Azure Riders had no intent to harm her, everything she had been through up until that point was becoming too much to bear. First the sudden betrothal, the Disciples, and now the rebels... 
 
    Kaina was beginning to wonder if finding that book was either the best thing that ever happened to her, or the worst. 
 
      
 
    “You can sleep in the women's quarters tonight,” Tristan said, leading Kaina down a corridor that connected to the mess hall. “There are plenty of empty beds. They might not be the most comfortable, but they should do for tonight.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Kaina said as she walked past Tristan into the room just ahead. 
 
    Inside, dozens of cots lined up side by side in eight lines, each gathered in four sections. A walkway in the middle right in front of the door led in between two sections of sleeping space, and in between each space was another walkway that intersected with the original. Each of the four sleeping sections had beds lined up side by side so close that if there were any people sleeping in them, Kaina imagined that they would brush up against the person next to them in their sleep. 
 
    Kaina soon became aware of just how tired she was, and at that point even the stiff looking cot with no blanket or pillow seemed all too inviting to her, and she couldn't help but become entranced by the thought of a nice, peaceful nap. She turned back to Tristan and said, “I appreciate your help.” 
 
    Tristan didn't answer, but nodded in response and turned towards the exit. As soon as he was out of view, Kaina crawled into the first cot she could find. It wobbled under her weight, but as soon as she lie still, so did the cot. It wasn't long after she closed her eyes that her weary body shut down, and the sweet feeling of sleep washed over her body. 
 
      
 
    Froki and Emir were still at the table where Tristan had left them. While he certainly had every intention to rejoin them shortly, he had business to attend to and supplies to pack. He was just about to turn towards the supply room when he felt a presence beside him. 
 
    “She found the book, didn't she?” 
 
    Tristan turned to see a fair woman with long, flaming red hair that had been braided down her back. She smiled, her pale green eyes entrancing and inviting, and waited for his response. 
 
    “So she says, Abigail,” Tristan replied, “although I have yet to see it for myself.” 
 
    “I take it that's why you're going to Eldercliff?” Abigail asked. 
 
    “That's right,” Tristan replied. “Hopefully Melchior can help us.” 
 
    “He didn't before,” Abigail pointed out. 
 
    “That was before we had the book,” Tristan argued. “He'll help us now. He has to.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Abigail said. “What about the girl? Can you trust her? She is a Haventhorn after all, and they've always been loyal to the crown.” 
 
    “I never said I trusted her,” Tristan remarked. “That's why I'm going with her.” 
 
    Abigail nodded. “You want to keep an eye on her?” 
 
    Tristan stared ahead. “I have a hunch she isn't telling me everything she knows, but hopefully I can coax it out of her.” 
 
    Abigail smiled. “She won't be easy to persuade; she's a smart one.” 
 
    “Which is precisely why I'm not taking my eyes off of her for the duration of the trip.” 
 
    “Not even to sleep?” 
 
    “I've gone longer without sleep.” 
 
    “We'll see. Meanwhile, I'll be sure to help our new friend get acquainted with the base,” Abigail said. “I'm nothing if not a charming hostess.” 
 
    Abigail marched off, but Tristan didn't pay any attention to where she went. Instead he inspected the lockey around his neck, one that brought him a strange combination of comfort and anticipation when he held it in his hand. With its silver trim and engraved designed, the oval, thumb-sized locket had been gifted to him by his mother on her deathbed. He remembered her quivering, dying breath assuring him that it would help him in his time of need, but Tristan was never able to open the locket despite years of effort. 
 
    Tristan stuffed the trinket back into his jerkin and leaned against the wall. He continued to watch his fellow Riders, as he often did when he needed time alone to think. Something about the way they interacted and formed bonds no tyranny could break gave him all the hope he needed when he was at his most vulnerable moments. It was the very foundation of his cause to ensure that friends and loved ones could hold together no matter what, and that no one would have to suffer again. 
 
    Then, in that rare moment, Tristan smiled. 
 
      
 
    It came as no surprise to Casimir when the Haventhorn family heard no further news from Kaina's “abductors” by night fall. The prince finally retired for the evening after spending the entire day listening to Lord Elias blantantly lie to his face about the whole dreadful affair, which was only less unbearable than Lady Matilde's feigned wails for her daughter's safe return. 
 
    Casimir had only had a short break from the unfolding drama when Azemar entered his room again. 
 
    “Have you sent the messengers out yet?” Casimir asked. 
 
    “I did,” Azemar replied. “I sent a carrier pigeon with the encoded message, so it should reach Eldercliff long before Kaina does.” 
 
    “Good,” Casimir replied. “I must retire soon, so I will speak to you again in the morning.” 
 
    Azemar turned to leave, but hesitated. Without turning back around, he said, “You wrote to him, didn't you?” 
 
    Casimir didn't look at him. “I will take no chances. With him on our side, we will have the book in a matter of days.” 
 
    “Sire, surely you should only enlist him as a last resort. My men would be perfectly adequate--” 
 
    “Your men couldn't handle it the first time,” Casimir barked. “That is why I am bringing in someone who can get the job done easily.” 
 
    “But the price you must pay...is it truly worth it?” 
 
    Casimir glared at the old man, turned away, and said, “Make sure I'm not disturbed.” 
 
    Azemar shifted nervously and said, “As you wish, Sire.” 
 
    The adviser shuffled out of the room and shut the door behind him. Casimir soon heard the old man's footsteps receding down the corridor, so now all he had to do was wait. He walked over to the hearth and stared into it. It wouldn't be long now before his guest arrived, and the signs would be there long before he was. 
 
    Not a second after he thought this, Casimir noticed the first sign. The fire in the hearth grew weaker by the second, despite plenty of logs feeding it, until not even a single ember remained. Casimir let out a heavy breath and as he predicted, a small gust of fog came out as the air plummeted to colder levels. 
 
    “I know you're here, Mareth,” Casimir said. “Show yourself.” 
 
    A low, playful laugh resonated throughout the room, though it was nothing benevolent about it. “You play a dangerous game, Prince...” 
 
    Casimir scanned the room, but could find no source of the disembodied voice. “Where are you?” 
 
    In response, a black mass took shape and the figure of a man emerged in the darkest corner of the room. Tall, thin, and draped in black, the figure had a face so white that just looking upon it seemed to drain the life out of the viewer. The “clothing” he wore took the shape of a plain, long-sleeved robe, the surface of which still emitted the black mist that formed it. His glowing red eyes peered at the mortal who would dare summon him, and the cruelest of smiles spread from ear to ear upon the face of the entity. 
 
    “Few mortals would summon me even once, much less as many times as you have,” Mareth said. 
 
    “Three times,” Casimir corrected, “this time being the fourth.” 
 
    “Yet you still come back for more,” Mareth said. “If I didn't know any better, I would say you were beginning to like me.” 
 
    “I only like those who are useful to me,” Casimir said. 
 
    Mareth uttered a deep, guttural laugh that sent a chill crawling through Casimir's skin, but if the latter showed any signs of fear, the former didn't acknowledge it. 
 
    “What do you require of me?” Mareth finally asked. 
 
    “I need you to find a girl,” Casimir said. 
 
    “I don't have a talent for romance,” Mareth replied, circling him like a vulture, “but if the shadows speak the truth, neither do you.” 
 
    Casimir clenched his teeth and continued, “This...girl, is in fact in possession of something that I think you may find quite interesting.” 
 
    Mareth stopped directly in front of the prince, cocked his head to the side, and said, “Do tell, mortal.” 
 
    Casimir held his breath and replied, “The book...” 
 
    A smile spread across Mareth's face, which was easily the most terrifying thing that Casimir had ever witnessed. “You mean...that book?” 
 
    “The very one,” Casimir replied. “The one that will lead us to the Lost Library.” 
 
    Mareth's devilish eyes lit up. “My Lord will be quite interested in this development.” 
 
    Casimir caught his breath and said, “The job I have for you is simple: bring me Kaina Haventhorn and the book before she opens it.” 
 
    “The girl?” 
 
    “Is to remain unharmed,” Casimir said. 
 
    Mareth bowed before him, though he knew fully well that it wasn't out of respect. “It shall be done. Now, about your payment...” 
 
    Casimir felt his blood run cold. He held out his hand as though he were offering a handshake to Mareth and said, “A piece of my soul, same as always.” 
 
    Mareth smiled and at this point, Casimir saw sharp, white fangs protruding from beneath his curled lips. He placed his white hand in his and in an instant, Casimir's entire body went rigid. The blinding pain was as he imagined it would feel like to have one's organs ripped from their body, only in this instance it was something far more precious... 
 
    Once it was over, Casimir collapsed onto the floor. The black mass that made up Mareth's body retreated into the corner it came from and said, “The girl and the book will be delivered to you before it is opened. It was a pleasure doing business with you, Prince Casimir.” 
 
    The shadows faded, and as Casimir finally opened his eyes, he was met with the warm, raging fire in the hearth as thought the entire encounter had been nothing more than a nightmare. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    When Kaina awoke, she immediately thought something was wrong. Although there were other women in the room, they were only just getting out of their cots and getting dressed. She had no way of looking outside from where she was, so it was hard to tell if it was day or night. 
 
    “Good morning.” 
 
    Kaina turned to see a woman with flaming red hair looking down at her. 
 
    “You must have been exhausted,” the woman said, “you've been asleep for nearly sixteen hours.” 
 
    Kaina stared at the woman. “Sixteen hours?” 
 
    “That's right,” the woman said, “I'm Abigail, by the way. I'm a friend of Tristan's.” 
 
    “It seems like everyone is around here,” Kaina remarked. “Where is he, anyway? Aren't we supposed to be leaving soon.” 
 
    At that point, Kaina made a subtle move to place her hand on her hip and breathed when she felt that the book was still there. 
 
    “He's in the mess hall,” Abigail said. “He wants to leave as soon as possible, so he had Angi pack your breakfast. Also, he wanted me to give you these.” 
 
    Abigail picked up a folded pile of clothes on the next cot and held them out for her. “You'll soon find it's much easier to ride a horse without a dress on. I'll give you some privacy to get dressed. Come into the main hall when you're done.” 
 
    “All right,” Kaina answered. “And thank you.” 
 
    Once Abigail was out of sight and the room was finally empty, Kaina removed her dress. She unfolded an off-white tunic with a blue vest, brown leather bracers, brown knee high boots, a pair of lightweight trousers, and a gray cloak. Kaina also found a dagger resting in between the pile. She dressed herself in the clothing that they had provided, then she tied the dagger to the belt Aldis gave her and fastened it over her vest and tunic. 
 
    Once Kaina was ready, she tied the sides of her hair up in a loose knot, folded up her dress, grabbed her old boots, and headed out of the barracks. 
 
    The main hall was mostly empty, but she spotted Tristan waiting near the opposite side of the room, presumably the entrance. She approached with her things, but when Tristan saw them, he said, “Just leave those here. The others will take care of them.” 
 
    Abigail approached her and took her things, leaned in, and said, “Blue suits you.” 
 
    Kaina smiled and said, “Thank you.” 
 
    As Abigail walked away, Tristan turned back to Kaina and said, “We need to first head west and go through Crescent Valley. There are usually thieves roaming around there waiting to ambush travelers, so keep your eyes peeled. With any luck, we should be out of the valley by the afternoon and into the Black Forest by nightfall. For obvious reasons, we do not want to travel through the Black Forest at night, so we'll make camp before that and get through it first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “What's wrong with the Black Forest?” Kaina asked. 
 
    Tristan kept a stone cold expression and replied, “I'd rather not get into it. Let's just focus on avoiding it altogether.” 
 
    Although Kaina wasn't satisfied with his answer, she didn't feel the need to press further. 
 
    Though the sun had barely risen, it seemed as though an entire day spent in a mine made Kaina's eyes more accustomed to the dark. She placed a hand on her brow to better transition to being outside again, but soon she was able to get a good view of her position. 
 
    A stable and a few other men guarding the area stood just outside of the mine, and Kaina was surprised to see Froki there as well. He stood with two horses, one being Duchess and the other being Tristan's horse, and held their reins up as they drew closer. 
 
    “They're all groomed, rested, and fed,” Froki said. “They'll get you anywhere you need to go. I also packed some oats and carrots for them.” 
 
    “Thanks, Froki,” Tristan replied as he took the reins. 
 
    Tristan handed Duchess off to Kaina. She mounted the saddle, and examined it further to discover it had been polished and the Duchess' mane had been brushed and cleaned. 
 
    Kaina smiled at Froki and said, “Thank you. You certainly have a way with animals.” 
 
    “I've been caring for horses since I was a lad,” Froki replied. “I used to care for the ones at the inn my parents ran.” 
 
    Kaina chuckled. 
 
    “Now that we're ready,” Tristan said, “we make no stops until meal time, then as soon as we reach the Black Forest, we make camp for the night. Understood?” 
 
    Kaina nodded. “Right behind you.” 
 
    Tristan whipped his reins and sent his horse into a full blown gallop, then Kaina followed close behind on Duchess. As she caught up to him, she turned back to catch one last glimpse of the Azure Riders' hideout. 
 
      
 
    “Any sign of her?” Roland asked Hugo at the breakfast table. 
 
    “None,” Hugo said, running his hand through his hair, “and I fear that Prince Casimir may soon suspect something.” 
 
    “The prince won't suspect a thing,” Hamelin said. “He's just as adamant about finding her as we are.” 
 
    “What if he does find her? What if she tells him that no abduction took place?” Roland asked. 
 
    “That is why we must find her first,” Elias said as he cut into his eggs. “The best bounty hunters couldn't even hope to make the amount on her reward poster in a year, so you can rest assured that there will be plenty of competition to find her.” 
 
    “I should go,” Hugo said. “I can bring Gabriel and Devon with me and we can find Kaina ourselves.” 
 
    “Not yet,” Elias said. “Let us wait a day before sending our own out there to look for her.” 
 
    A servant came into the room a moment later and went over to whisper in Elias' ear. The patriarch stood at once just as the door opened again, and that was when Azemar the Wise and Prince Casimir entered the room. Everyone else stood, and the room fell silent when their eyes fell upon the prince. 
 
    Casimir's sunken eyes and waning skin made him look nearly ten years older than the night before. While he normally stood straight and tall, his shoulders now slouched as though he were carrying another man on them. His eyes darted to every corner of the room but never landed on a single person. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Elias said, “is everything all right?” 
 
    Casimir stood in a dream-like state and although he didn't meet Elias' gaze, he replied, “I didn't sleep well.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” Elias said. “I offer you my deepest apologies. I will see to it that we correct the issue right away-” 
 
    “It was of no fault to you or your family,” Casimir said, “I simply had a lot on my mind.” 
 
    Elias allowed himself to breathe again. “I am relieved that we did not cause you any discomfort, Your Majesty.” 
 
    After Casimir was seated and served a breakfast of sausages, eggs, and jam on toast, he looked to Elias and said, “My Lord, have you received any more news from the kidnappers?” 
 
    “None, but that's to be expected,” Elias replied with a shake of his head, “I don't believe that we will hear anything until the third night, when the ransom drop is due.” 
 
    “Of course,” Casimir said. “With your permission, I would like to remain here at your home until then so I can be certain that my beloved returns safely home.” 
 
    “I wouldn't have it any other way,” Elias replied. “You and your family are always welcome in our home.” 
 
    A silence ensued, and Hugo cleared his throat and said, “With all due respect, Grandfather, I still say that my cousins and I go out and search for Kaina.” 
 
    “Hugo,” Elias said, “I told you that--” 
 
    “That's perfect,” Casimir said. “Hugo is one of my father's best knights, so who else would be better to lead the quest to rescue the future queen of Ilesia?” 
 
    Matilde giggled at the sound of that, so much so that Roland had to tap her on the hand to remind her to remain composed. 
 
    Elias looked back and forth from Casimir to Hugo, who sat eagerly in anticipation of his grandfather's next words, and then he sighed and said, “Very well, Hugo, you and your cousins may suit up and go out to find Kaina. However, I only ask that you wait until morning, and also that you will be...discreet.” 
 
    Hugo understood by his grandfather's tone what he meant. He nodded and replied, “Yes Grandfather.” 
 
      
 
    Kaina and Tristan stopped to rest just before the mouth of Crescent Valley as the afternoon rolled in. Tristan explained that resting in the middle of the valley with all the robbers and such would be waiting would be certain death, so they would have to ride straight through without stopping. Once they had finished their meal, the rode on again and found their way into the valley. 
 
    “The Black Forest is just on the other end of this valley,” Tristan said, “and fortunately the area near the entrance is well out of the danger zone. The river should lead straight through the valley and the forest.” 
 
    “Why can't we just go around the Black Forest?” Kaina asked. “Surely there must be a way?” 
 
    “There is, but it will extend our journey by at least another day. We simply don't have the time to waste,” Tristan explained. “Now hush and keep your eyes peeled. We don't want an ambush.” 
 
    Kaina scowled at Tristan's rudeness, but ignored it for the sake of getting through the whole ordeal faster. Once they made it to Eldercliff, she would be rid of him forever. 
 
    Kaina thought she spotted something out the corner of her eye and looked in that direction. She saw a figure moving behind a tree at the base of the nearest mountain a short distance away, and she knew it would mean trouble. 
 
    “We've got company,” Kaina said as she rode as close to Tristan as possible so she wouldn't have to shout. 
 
    “I know, I noticed one to the left about a second or two before you spoke,” Tristan said. 
 
    “We should probably ride faster,” Kaina said. 
 
    Tristan nodded. “On the count of three, we take off into a full sprint. Ready?” 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    Tristan held up one finger, then two, then three. 
 
    The two whipped their reins and sent their horses into a full gallop. Kaina turned to see the figures emerging from their hiding places. The victory was short-lived, however, as they were soon followed by men on horseback. 
 
    Kaina's blood ran cold and she shouted, “They're following us!” 
 
    Tristan followed Kaina's gaze and shouted, “Just keep going. Maybe we can outrun them.” 
 
    They continued on and all the while, the men were catching up. They certainly looked like bandits, as far as Kaina could tell, with their leather armor and menacing scowls. She soon realized that they were no ordinary gang, however, when a man with a scarred face and enough weapons to rival the king's armory rode towards the middle and shouted orders at the others. 
 
    “They're catching up!” Kaina cried. 
 
    “That's not all they're doing,” Tristan said, pointing ahead. 
 
    Kaina followed his gesture with her gaze and nearly didn't stop her horse in time. A roadblock that included wooden spikes pointed directly at them at an angle blocked the entire valley ahead. Several men crouched behind the barricade with bows drawn and pointed straight at them as they skidded to a stop. 
 
     The men who rode behind Kaina and Tristan now caught up and surrounded them. Tristan drew his sword and Kaina drew her dagger, though she silently hoped she wouldn't have to use it. The scarred man from before, a tall warrior with black hair and a beard who looked to be in his late forties, held up his hand and shouted, “Hold fire.” 
 
    The bowmen lowered their weapons, but neither Kaina nor Tristan conceded. 
 
    “We don't want any trouble,” Tristan said. “We don't have money.” 
 
    The man smiled and said, “We expect money, but not from either of you.” 
 
    “What do you want from us, then?” Kaina asked. “And who are you?” 
 
    The man met her gaze and said, “My name is Drake Blackthorn, and this here is the Blackthron Gang.”  
 
    A chill ran from Kaina's head to her feet as the man who called himself Drake added, “You're Kaina Haventhorn, correct?” 
 
    Kaina's stomach lurched, and she said meekly, “Who wants to know?” 
 
    “Don't deny it,” Drake said, “you've got posters with your face on every post in Crescent Valley.” 
 
    Kaina stared in disbelief. Did her family, or even Casimir himself place a bounty on her? She didn't want to outright ask, out of fear that this would confirm her identity, so instead, she said, “I don't know what you're talking about.” 
 
    Instead of arguing, Drake turned to Tristan and said, “And you must be her supposed 'abductor.' You can't fool me. You ran off with your lover to avoid marrying Prince Casimir.” 
 
    “I barely even know this man!” Kaina bellowed, and at that moment, she realized she had made a mistake. 
 
    “Smooth,” she heard Tristan mutter, and she quickly retaliated with a seething glare. 
 
    Drake let out a hearty laugh. “Well Miss Haventhorn, it would seem that even though you were said to have been abducted, that doesn't appear to be the case. All I know is that your safe return to Eboncrest is the only thing that we need to ensure to get our reward.” 
 
    “I'd die before I return to Eboncrest,” Kaina stated. 
 
    “Unfortunately for you, we cannot collect our coin if you are dead,” the man argued. 
 
    “I don't recall mentioning that I cared,” Kaina remarked. 
 
    “Fiesty, eh?” Drake said, earning a collective laugh from the Blackthorn gang. “Lucky for you, we aren't interested in causing you any harm, and in fact it's far more profitable for us to return you to your family in better condition than we found you. Your friend on the other hand...” 
 
    That was when the gang launched ropes onto Tristan, causing him to drop his weapon. His horse panicked and would have thrown him off if the ropes hadn't been holding him in place. 
 
    Tristan struggled to break free, but at least four men shot up from the barricade and secured the ropes around him in order to keep him from getting loose. 
 
    “NO!” Kaina yelled, but before she could rush to his aid, a pair of hands pulled her off of her own horse and locked her arms behind her back. The dagger dropped from her hand and try as she might, she could not match the strength of the man holding her captive. 
 
    “Now then,” Drake said, “your friend will earn us another reward for capturing your abductor. He has to be brought back alive, of course, but they didn't say how alive.” 
 
    “He didn't abduct me,” Kaina shouted. “I left on my own.” 
 
    Drake looked her straight in the eyes and said, “I don't recall mentioning that I cared.” 
 
    The gang roared with laughter, and Kaina continued to struggle even as she and Tristan were carried off to some unknown location to face whatever fate Drake Blackthorn had in store for them. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    The Blackthorn Gang hideout was located just a short walk away from the ambush site. Kaina looked up to see the side of the cliff, where a series of buildings had been fashioned out of the rock, but had been hidden well enough that any unwary travelers would be unaware of who lurked within. 
 
    The gang led them up a narrow walkway, which was only wide enough so that three men could stand shoulder to shoulder and still have enough room to not fall off the edge. They continued for what Kaina estimated to be three floors worth of climbing, and once at the top of the cliff, the men all left their horses as well as Kaina's and Tristan's at the stables and they escorted the prisoners inside. 
 
    A tunnel carved into the rock served as the hideout entrance, and just inside, Kaina could see several more tunnels branching from the first one. The walkways and various rooms were lit by lanterns, all except for the ones that faced outward, which all had windows carved into them.  
 
    The first tunnel opened up into a walkway, and Drake turned down this way, along with the men who held Kaina captive. To her dismay, Tristan was instead brought down the right path. She glanced at him one last time, and she could have sworn she saw him wink at her before being dragged out of sight. 
 
    From the other end of the corridor, Kaina got a better view of her surroundings. The rooms that faced outside in the valley were mainly used as watchtowers, and that was where several bowmen stood watch. On the rooms that faced opposite, Kaina could see a storeroom stocked with several weapons and crates. She saw a few of the men splinter off to enter the storeroom, and it was then that she saw them bring in Tristan's sword and her dagger. 
 
    Kaina was soon led up a set of stairs and into a new corridor just above the previous one. The stairs were nothing more than rotting planks that were nailed together with the skill of a blind carpenter. They wobbled under each step, and Kaina was about to voice her concerns about all that weight being placed on them at once, but before she could get her words out, they made it to the next floor. 
 
    Drake made his way to the middle of the corridor and entered through a doorway with the gang following close behind with Kaina. Just inside, she spotted a platform raised to her eye level as well as another set of stairs that led up to it. Drake climbed the steps and without being asked, the men ascended just behind him. 
 
    On top of the platform, Kaina could see a desk with a map, a bed, and a chest. A human-sized cage stood in the corner, and Kaina had a sinking feeling it was where she would be staying. 
 
    Drake turned to the man holding Kaina and said, “Search her for more weapons.” 
 
    The men released her and one began to pat her down at her sides. She scurried away from him, but the man caught her again. 
 
    “Stop it! Don't touch me!” Kaina shouted. 
 
    “Well well, what have we here?” 
 
    The leader reached behind Kaina and grabbed something at her belt. A second after he removed his hand, Kaina had a horrifying feeling in the pit of her stomach. 
 
    “A book?” Drake said. 
 
    “Give that back!” Kaina hissed. 
 
    She managed to break away from the other man and dive for the book, but Drake pulled his hand out of the way just in time. He held it out of her reach and examined it while two other thugs came up behind her and restrained her once again. 
 
    Drake traced his fingers over the trim on the book until he reached the gem in the middle. “A stone like this, and this trim...real silver, I'd wager...this book has to be worth some pretty coin.” 
 
    He tried to unlatch the clasp, but couldn't. He looked down at Kaina and said, “Where is the key?” 
 
    Kaina said nothing, but glared at him. 
 
    “Want me to beat it out of her, Boss?” one of the men holding her said. 
 
    Drake shook his head. “Nah, this book is plenty valuable without the key to open it. I'm sure any jeweler can take it apart and salvage it for the materials. Put her in the cage.” 
 
    The men dragged Kaina to the cage and shoved her inside. Before she could turn back to the door, the thugs slammed it in her face and locked it with an old, rusted key, which the man then handed off to Drake. 
 
    Kaina placed her hands on the bars, stared at Drake, and said, “Listen to me, that book is worthless to you. I need that book.” 
 
    “I need it more,” Drake said. “Last I checked, you were plenty wealthy enough without it, Miss Haventhorn.” 
 
    “I don't need it for the money,” Kaina said. “It belongs to someone in Eldercliff. I need to go there and bring it to them.” 
 
    “That's awfully kind of you,” Drake said, “but I'm just as capable of returning it to its rightful owner as you are. Who knows, perhaps I might even be rewarded handsomely for my kindness.” 
 
    “You pig,” Kaina barked. “Is money all you care about?” 
 
    “You're one to talk, Haventhorn.” 
 
    “In case you haven't noticed, I left my family. I'm obviously not interested in wealth,” Kaina remarked. 
 
    “Well not everyone can be as noble as you,” Drake chuckled. He tucked the book under his arm and said to the others, “I'm going to send a message to the Haventhorn family in Eboncrest to tell them I've found the girl. One of you keep an eye on her until I return.” 
 
    The man who originally held Kaina nodded and the others followed as Drake walked down the stairs and out of the room. The one who stayed behind sat in a nearby chair and kept his eyes trained on Kaina, and if she had stared long enough at him, she was certain that he didn't so much as blink. 
 
      
 
    After half an hour of uncomfortable silence, not to mention the fact that the thug never took his eyes off of Kaina, Drake finally returned to his quarters to relieve him. The thug left, but Kaina wasn't certain she wanted to be alone with Drake either. 
 
    Drake made his way up the stairs with a smug look on his face and said, “You will be pleased to know, Miss Haventhorn, that a message has been sent via carrier pigeon to Eboncrest. With any luck, you should be home by morning.” 
 
    “Why would I be pleased to know that?” Kaina retorted. “I told you I left Eboncrest to get away from my family. I refuse to go back.” 
 
    “That's not my problem,” Drake remarked, much to Kaina's annoyance. 
 
    Kaina huffed. “Your mother must be so proud.” 
 
    “She is, actually,” Drake said, “She never made the coin I do picking pockets and conning travelers in Sunhaven.” 
 
    Kaina retracted in disgust. 
 
    “Oh don't give me that look,” Drake said, “Not everyone takes the high road.” 
 
    Kaina didn't feel like arguing anymore, so she leaned back against the cage and Drake sat at his desk and plopped the book on top of it. Kaina stared at it for what seemed like forever, trying to think of something she could say that would convince Drake to let her go. She knew that this would be a lost cause, but that wouldn't stop her from trying. 
 
    “You know, Drake,” Kaina began, “I didn't want to say anything around your friends, but I can get you more money that the Haventhorn family can if you let me go.” 
 
    Drake scoffed, and didn't even look up from his papers as he said, “Is that the best you can do?” 
 
    Kaina shrugged. “I simply thought that you would take up any opportunity you could to become as rich as possible, but I suppose you aren't as smart as I thought you were.” She watched as Drake scribbled in a log book, presumably to keep track of all their new spoils, and asked, “Just out of curiosity, what are they paying for my return?” 
 
    After a few seconds, Kaina almost gave up hope until she noticed that Drake was no longer scribbling in his log book, and had turned his head slightly so that his left ear was closer to her. “Three thousand for your return, double if we give them your 'abductor.'” 
 
    Kaina scoffed. “Is that really what they think my life is worth? Not to mention you would have to share it with the other men. I could get you enough so that you'd be set for life, and none of your men would be any the wiser...” 
 
    “Is that so?” Drake said, although Kaina had a sneaking suspicion that he wasn't buying it. “And how would you manage to do that when you yourself have no coin to your name?” 
 
    “Remember how I said that I was returning that book to someone? Well that person happens to be my friend's wealthy uncle. That book belonged to his family and as it happens, it fell into my possession. That man sent his nephew to escort me to Eldercliff, since I myself am not a trained fighter. He is willing to pay me top coin to get it back, but I'm willing to share my cut with you. Even half of what he was willing to pay me would be enough to get settled into a new city and a new home,” Kaina said. 
 
    That seemed to catch Drake's attention, as he turned his head and his body to face her and said, “How much?” 
 
    Kaina grinned. “He's was going to pay me five thousand for the job, but I can give you half if you let me go.” 
 
    “That's...certainly tempting,” Drake said. “But how do I know this isn't a trick. I can't just accept your word that you will send me the coin.” 
 
    “My word is my bond,” Kaina said. “However, I can give you a little insurance if you wish.” 
 
    “Oh, and what might that be?” Drake asked. 
 
    Kaina reached into her tunic and pulled out the pendant her father had given her the night before. She reached around the back of her neck, unfastened it, and held it out for him to see. “This necklace is worth quite a bit of coin, certainly more than you would get for your share of the reward money. Let me and my friend 'escape' and it's yours.” 
 
    Drake stood from his seat and stepped closer to examine the necklace. He made a sudden movement, but Kaina retracted her hand just as he tried to grab it. 
 
    Kaina shook her head. “Have you truly no shame?” 
 
    Drake scowled. “What if someone from the Haventhorn family arrives to find you gone? Surely they won't take too kindly to it.” 
 
    Kaina shrugged, “They certainly cannot blame you for my cunning abductor, who outwitted your men and made off with me once again.” 
 
    “They certainly can,” Drake said. “I have thirty men here, and you mean to tell me that your family would believe that they would be foolish enough to allow one man to get away with a captive?” 
 
    “It's certainly worth the risk,” Kaina said. “Or are you the type of man who cannot bear to take a risk? I thought you were better than that, Drake Blackthorn. You don't look like the kind of man who would take the easy road.” 
 
    Drake's face grew red, and at that point Kaina knew she had him. He withdrew the key from his pocket and unlocked the cage. He threw the door open and pulled Kaina out. 
 
    He slammed the cage shut and barked, “Go and get your book and get out of here. If you double cross me, I will hunt you down and kill you myself. Then I'll send your head back to the Haventhorns.” 
 
    “You'd probably be doing them a favor,” Kaina remarked as she turned to reach for the book, but she soon realized she made a mistake. 
 
    Drake reached behind her and before she had time to react, he snatched the necklace from her hand. Kaina had just enough time to grab the book and spin around to see his blade staring her in the face. 
 
    Drake howled with laughter. “Did you really think I would be stupid enough to fall for your lies? This is a nice necklace, though, I think I'll take it anyway to give myself a little treat. As for you...” 
 
    Drake grabbed her by the arm and pulled her closer, “You are going back in your cage like a good girl.” 
 
    With a seething glare, Kaina said, “Absolutely not.” 
 
    Kaina struggled to break free from Drake's grasp, and he made a move to snatch the book from her hand and out of instinct, she swung the book at his head. A blue light flashed upon impact, and a second later, he stopped moving. 
 
    Kaina broke free from Drake's grasp, and was surprised to see that he was completely frozen in place. She looked down at the book, and as she stared into the jewel on the clasp, she could see a faint blue glow fading away from existence. 
 
    Kaina looked back up at Drake and she couldn't help but laugh at the scowl on his face that was completely frozen in time. She snapped out of her wild imagination of throwing him down a hill to see how far he would tumble, then tried to move his arms. Every inch of his body, however, remained hard as stone. She snatched the necklace out of Drake's stiff hand, and once she noticed that the keys were still in the lock of the cage, an idea struck. 
 
    Kaina couldn't lift Drake, so she looked around and found some rope nearby. She tied it around his waist and looped the other end of the rope through the bars around the side of the cage. She pulled it, but she only moved Drake's stiff body by a few inches, at best. She formed another idea, then went over to the edge while still holding the rope and climbed over the railing. She she dropped down to the lower level while holding onto the rope with both hands, using her weight as leverage. 
 
    Kaina landed on the lower platform with a thud, but she was otherwise unharmed. She darted up the steps and saw that Drake's entire body was now in the cage, so she dashed to the door and slammed it shut. She turned the keys in the lock and pulled them out when she heard the click, then she placed the keys in her own pocket and said, “Sorry, but not everyone takes the high road.” 
 
    As Kaina ran off, she could have sworn she saw Drake's angry expression twist into a snarl. 
 
    Kaina then darted out of the room and made it into the hall once she discovered it was empty. Then she went back to the stairs where she came in from to find the exit. She made it to the bottom and heard voices approaching, so she ducked behind the doorway of the nearest room, which was thankfully empty. 
 
    After the men had left the immediate area, Kaina glanced around the corner and could see the light coming in from the outside. She only had to turn the corner, grab Duchess, and ride off to freedom. 
 
    Only, she couldn't. 
 
    Kaina may not have liked Tristan or the way he inserted himself into her quest, but she would never forgive herself if she simply left him to die. She certainly didn't want to have to rely on anyone else to get her through this ordeal, but she knew that her chances would be better if he were there. 
 
    Kaina made up her mind. She waited until she didn't hear any more voices, then she made her way down the hall in the direction where she had seen the men take Tristan. 
 
      
 
    After being being stripped of his equipment and reduced to just his tunic, trousers, and boots, the Blackthorn gang tossed Tristan into the basement. Three men walked into the almost empty room with amused expressions and circled around him like vultures over their prey. 
 
    “Well well,” one of the men said, “What are we going to do with you?” 
 
    Tristan stared stone-faced at him and said, “If you have any luck at all, you might end up with nothing more than a broken nose.” 
 
    The men laughed. 
 
    “I don't think you're in a position to be making threats,” another of the men said. 
 
    “Who's making threats?” Tristan remarked. “It's your best case scenario, plain and simple.” 
 
    The third man said nothing, but instead lunged for Tristan, but the latter looped around and grabbed the offender's arm and pulled it behind his back. He pulled with such force that he felt the unmistakable pop of his shoulder as it came right out of his socket. Tristan then came around and kicked the howling thug in the back and sent him tumbling into the dirt. 
 
    The other two men stared as Tristan turned to face them and said, “I'll give you one last chance to surrender.” 
 
    The two fools didn't seem to get the idea, for they both lunged at him at once with their weapons drawn. Tristan smirked and grabbed each of their weapon hands and used their weight to pull them behind him, and they both fell forward, disoriented. Tristan turned in time to kick the blade out of the hand of one and he caught it. He then brought it up just in time to block a hit from the one that was still armed. He twisted the blade around and knocked it out of his hand, catching it in midair with his free hand. 
 
    Now armed with both weapons, Tristan plunged each right into the chest of the men he snatched them from. They fell with a thud, dead before they hit the ground, and that was when the one with the injured shoulder got up to try again. 
 
    When he saw the damage that had been done, however, the thug meekly stared at Tristan like a deer facing a bear and slowly crouched down in defeat. 
 
    “That's more like it,” Tristan said. He was about to turn around when he heard footsteps approaching down into the basement. He readied both swords and faced the intruder, but instead came face to face with someone he didn't expect to see. 
 
    “What the—Tristan, it's me!” Kaina shouted, putting her hands up in the air. 
 
    Tristan paused, then he lowered his weapons. “You got out? Good. That's one less thing I have to take care of.” 
 
    Kaina scoffed, then she stared down in horror at the dead men on the dirt floor and the third one cowering nearby. 
 
    Tristan looked back at them, and then back at Kaina and said, “We had a bit of a disagreement...” 
 
    “Do all your disagreements end with you killing two men?” Kaina said, never breaking her gaze from the carnage. 
 
    “No,” Tristan said, “I usually kill around five.” 
 
    Kaina glared at him. “Really?” 
 
    “Of course not. Let's get our gear and get out of here.” 
 
    “What about him?” Kaina asked, pointing to the thug who was holding his legs in the corner. 
 
    “He won't be any trouble,” Tristan said. “Let's go.” 
 
      
 
    It wasn't long after Kaina had left Drake in the cage that he began to feel his appendages again, starting with his fingers and toes, which he managed to barely move, to his hands and feet, then arms and legs. He could feel himself breathing again, and his eyes could finally blink. His body fell limp after a few more minutes, but even then he didn't have the strength to stand until another several minutes passed. 
 
    Once Drake was able to pull himself to his feet, the first thing he did was bang on the cage and shout, “Get in here, you fools! Let me out!” 
 
    One of his men soon came into the room to see what the racket was. As soon as he saw Drake in the cage, he rushed over. “Boss, what happened? Where's the Haventhorn girl?” 
 
    “Never mind that. Where is the spare key?” Drake said. 
 
    “It's with the guards,” he said. 
 
    “Go get it and get me out of here,” Drake said, “and keep an eye out for the girl and her accomplice.” 
 
    The thug rushed off to carry out his orders and left Drake to mutter to himself at what a fool he was to let that girl outsmart him. Then again, it wasn't really her who had done that, but the book. He didn't know what that book was nor did he care, but he knew one thing: that book was definitely more valuable than he could have anticipated, and he had to get it back by any means necessary. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Kaina and Tristan made their way to the ground level of the hideout and the former headed straight for the exit, but the latter tugged her arm to stop her. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Kaina whispered. “Let's get out of here!” 
 
    “Not without some kind of protection,” Tristan said, gesturing to the storeroom. 
 
    “We don't have time-” 
 
    “We won't stand a chance if we leave here unarmed,” Tristan said. We just need to get a few things and we can leave.” 
 
    Kaina knew that they would waste more time arguing, so she conceded and gestured for Tristan to lead the way. 
 
    They made their way to the storeroom. Once inside, they crept behind the crates, since the lack of a door to any of the rooms would mean that they would have to stay out of sight and began their search. 
 
    “Do you see our gear?” Kaina whispered. 
 
    Tristan scanned the room and saw some weapons in the opposite corner. “Let's check there.” 
 
    Once they were sure no one would see them, Tristan and Kaina moved over to the other side of the room while still in a crouching position. They then ducked behind another set of crates that were just in front of the weapon rack against the wall. Tristan examined the swords, then his eyes fell on a silver blade with a black hilt on the rack. 
 
    He removed it and made a few test swings, then muttered, “This is brilliantly crafted...certainly a viable weapon to get us out of tight situations such as this.” 
 
    “Tristan,” Kaina said, “the gang probably stole that.” 
 
    Tristan looked her in the eye and said, “Well now they'll get a taste of their own medicine.” 
 
    Tristan placed the blade back in its scabbard and tied it to his belt. He searched the nearby crates and didn't find his own jerkin, but he found some other padded armor that would still be light enough to maneuver in. He pulled the armor over his tunic and also found some bracers nearby. 
 
    Kaina gave in and searched for a dagger in some of the crates, but she couldn't find any. 
 
    “You'll just have to take a sword,” Tristan said after Kaina voiced her frustration.” 
 
    “I don't know how to use a sword,” Kaina replied. “I can't even lift one.” 
 
    “A short sword wouldn't take long to learn,” Tristan replied, “and it wouldn't be too heavy either.” 
 
    “I don't know...” 
 
    “Kaina, no one should travel without a weapon of some kind,” Tristan said. “Besides, we may have to fight our way out of here.” 
 
    Kaina certainly didn't want to have to do that, but she couldn't help but admit that he was right. “Very well. Do you see any?” 
 
    Tristan scanned the nearby area for something that resembled a small blade, and he finally found in a nearby crate. He then handed it to Kaina and said, “Try moving it.” 
 
    Kaina accepted the sword and she noticed right away that it was lighter than she thought it would be. The blade was about the length of her arm and had a simple design, nothing too intricate or detailed, but it felt sturdy in her hand, and she presumed that that was all she needed. 
 
    They then gathered everything they could and Kaina tied the short sword to her belt, then they crept to the doorway to the store room. They didn't see anyone patrolling the tunnel, so they slowly came out into the corridor and turned towards the exit... 
 
    Until they heard hurried footsteps coming down the stairs. 
 
    “Find her, find her and kill her,” Drake screeched, “I don't care about the reward anymore.” 
 
    Kaina's heart sank as she turned to Tristan and said, “Run to the stables, quickly!” 
 
    They dashed out the front door, where thankfully they didn't see anyone, and headed straight for their horses. After mounting and heading for the pathway to lead down into the valley, Kaina turned just in time to see one of the gang members running out after them and shouting, “They're escaping!” 
 
    Kaina brushed Duchess' mane with her fingers to soothe the mare, who shivered as they began to move. This did little to calm her own nerves, as when they made it to the bottom of the pathway, she could hear Drake's towering voice shouting orders to the rest of the gang. A few moments later, Kaina heard the thundering sound of hooves behind them, and when she turned, she could see Drake and about ten other men hurdling towards them on horseback at top speed. 
 
    Kaina caught up to Tristan and said, “They're coming!” 
 
    “We'll have to try and lose them,” Tristan called back. “If we're lucky, they'll give up before we reach the Black Forest.” 
 
    “Why don't we just go into the forest to lose them?” Kaina asked. 
 
    “Because it's almost sun down, and I refuse to travel through the Black Forest at night,” Tristan said. 
 
    Kaina was about to ask once again what was in the Black Forest that made it so terrifying when an arrow flew by her head and landed just in front of Duchess' hooves. It spooked her into shifting right, but Kaina tugged her reins to correct her. 
 
    “How far away is the forest?” Kaina asked. 
 
    “You see that curve up ahead?” Tristan said. 
 
    She followed his gaze to a section of the valley that curved around the base of a mountain and with it, the river as well. 
 
    “When we make it around that curve,” Tristan said, “you'll see the Black Forest in the distance.” 
 
    “Why don't we go around it? I think the extra time it will take to get to Eldercliff would be worth avoiding them.” 
 
    “There's nothing but plains for miles on the eastern side, so we won't have any cover to lose them in, and the west is too rocky for our horses to travel, so they will corner us there.” 
 
    “You mean we...” 
 
    Tristan nodded, and said, “We have no choice: we have to enter the Black Forest.” 
 
    They rounded the corner just in time to avoid another torrent of arrows flying their way. True to his word, Kaina could see the line of trees about half a mile ahead along with the end of the valley wall. It was at that point that she could see exactly where the Black Forest got its name. The tree line was nothing more than a black smudge on the horizon, a disease on an otherwise healthy land that no one dared to even try to cure. 
 
    A film of mist lined the timberline, and Kaina soon began to wonder if this blight on Ilesia was truly the lesser of two evils. 
 
    Without warning, Duchess howled and lunged forward, knocking Kaina right off and into the dirt path. She felt the sting of the dirt breaking her skin and scraping the palms of her hands as she reached out to catch herself. She skidded to a stop and turned to see what had happened. 
 
    An arrow protruded from Duchess' hind leg, and not a second after she turned around, another flew straight through the mare's skull. 
 
    “NO!” she cried, but she was cut short when she was yanked up by her belt and pulled onto the saddle of Tristan's horse. Tristan then took off again just in time to avoid a slice from Drake's blade. 
 
    Tristan took off again and Kaina straightened herself out so that she was sitting directly behind him. She wrapped her arms around his waist to keep balance as he picked up speed. The gang followed close behind, but he managed to gain a bit more of a lead. 
 
    “We aren't going to make it,” Kaina shouted. 
 
    “We're going to make it,” Tristan said. “They're backing off.” 
 
    Kaina turned and saw Drake and the others backing away from them and slowing to a halt. A second later, the shadow cast by the black trees enveloped them and daylight became a distant memory. 
 
      
 
    Drake stopped his horse by yanking on the reins as his quarry disappeared into the Black Forest. The rest soon followed, and for what seemed like an eternity they all just stood there staring at the timberline. 
 
    “Should we go in?” one of the men asked. 
 
    “I'm not going in there,” another said. 
 
    “But it's still daylight,” another argued, “there isn't any real danger until the sun sets.” 
 
    Drake held up his hand and said, “We stay here until nightfall. If they're smart, they'll come out when they think we aren't around anymore.” 
 
    “But Boss,” the man next to him said, “would they really come out knowing that we might be lurking around?” 
 
    Drake stared at the black trees, an ominous sense of dread washing over him, and said, “They'll come out soon enough. No one stays in the Black Forest after dark.” 
 
      
 
    The Black Forest served as a constant reminder that the world was not always simple and safe. Blackened trees dotted the land in tight clusters and made following the river difficult. Even the water seemed to slow into a dull, gray stream that was barely visible through the mist and shadows from the canopy of foliage high above them. If Kaina had not just been outside of this forest, she would assume that all color was gone from the world and only death remained. 
 
    “This forest is...wrong,” she muttered. 
 
    “It's been this way as long as anyone can remember,” Tristan said. “While it's certainly unsettling to be in during the day, it's still relatively safe to travel in until nightfall.” 
 
    Kaina shivered and said, “What makes the Black Forest so dangerous?” 
 
    “I think it would be best if I didn't tell you. One might let their imagination run wild and not be able to focus if they knew...” Tristan said. 
 
    Kaina pursed her lips. “You don't think I can handle it?” 
 
    “Even if I did,” Tristan said, much to her annoyance, “I don't want to take the chance. Let's just focus on getting out of here. The last thing you want to do in the Black Forest is stay in one place for too long.” 
 
    Kaina didn't say anything else, that was until something moved in the corner of her eye. She turned her head to see what it was, but she saw what appeared to be a black mass of smoke moving around in the distance between the trees. 
 
    Kaina shook her head. “I think that my imagination would benefit from knowing rather than not knowing.” 
 
    Tristan didn't answer, so Kaina didn't press the issue. Instead, she dismissed the shadow as nothing more than her mind trying to scare her. 
 
      
 
    Shadows danced around Mareth as he glided throughout the Black Forest, watching his prey's every move. The unmistakable magic contained within the book normally made his kind recoil in fear, but this was only when it was in the hands of someone who knew how to use it. 
 
    Mareth watched from afar as Kaina and her companion rode next to the river, checking every corner for the slightest bit of movement. Kaina had noticed him previously, but she paid no heed to the danger as he predicted she would do. Typically humans were less likely to notice the awe-inspiring power that his kind possessed, but it made them no less difficult to manipulate the way he saw fit. 
 
    Unlike humans, creatures and sentient plant life knew exactly what kind of danger that faced them when he came around. Mareth had no qualms about entering the Black Forest, for there wasn't a single living creature there who posed a threat to him. 
 
    Mareth found a series of tree roots nearby that slithered across each other like snakes and crouched down beside one of them. When it realized that he was staring at it, the root trembled with fear and froze in the hopes that he would presume it was dead. 
 
    Mareth smiled. “You cannot fool me, little one.” 
 
    The root shook violently, setting off a chain reaction that caused the other roots to follow. 
 
    “Don't fret,” Mareth purred, “I only require your assistance with a few intruders in your forest.” 
 
    The roots calmed and stopped to listen, and then Mareth bent down further and whispered his instructions. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Every creaking of a tree or crunching of twigs made Kaina's blood run cold. The fading sun offered no comfort, but instead set the scene for any possibility to come true at any given moment. She tried to hide the fact that she was trembling by only taking a breath when absolutely necessary, but the shaking continued in spite of her efforts. She soon realized, however that she wasn't the source of the trembling. 
 
    Tristan noticed too, for he suddenly picked up the pace and muttered, “That's not good.” 
 
    “What is that?” Kaina asked. “Is it an earthquake?” 
 
    “Oh no,” Tristan said, much to her relief. Her celebration was short-lived, however, when he added, “It's far worse.” 
 
    Kaina saw something slither across the ground, and Tristan saw it too, for he then slapped the reins and urged his horse from a trot into a full blown gallop. Kaina turned in time to see the slithering creature chasing after them, and was horrified to see that dozens, then hundreds of similar creatures soon followed. They covered the entire path behind them and wrapped around every tree trunk as they chased them down. 
 
    “Are those snakes?” Kaina cried. 
 
    “They're tree roots,” Tristan said. 
 
    “Tree roots?” 
 
    “The plant life in this forest isn't like anything natural,” Tristan explained. “Everything here is sentient: the trees, the grass, and even the rocks, and they aren't fond of intruders.” 
 
    “Obviously!” Kaina shouted as she whipped her head around. 
 
    The roots soon covered the path ahead and wrapped around the horse's legs, anchoring them in place. The force sent Tristan and Kaina flying off the front of the horse and they landed on a fresh bed of roots. They weren't free for long, for soon their arms and legs were both wrapped with vines and roots until they couldn't move. 
 
    To Kaina's horror, the roots circled around Tristan's neck and constricted until his face began to turn blue. 
 
    “Tristan!” Kaina screamed as she struggled in vain against the iron grip of the roots. 
 
    Fortunately Tristan managed to pull his arms to his sides and managed to get a grip on his sword. His hand wrapped around the hilt so tight that his knuckles turned a sickly shade of white, and then with all of his strength, he drew it. Without any heed to his own safety, he cut and slashed at the roots around his neck until they retracted, allowing him to take in a gasp of air. He sliced in every direction until each root retreated, and Kaina could swear she even heard the screams of the sentient roots as they fled in terror. 
 
    Tristan followed by slicing at the roots holding Kaina and then those on his horse until the roots slithered away in defeat. He then pulled her and himself onto the horse, and took off down the path. 
 
    “That was too close,” Kaina said. 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Tristan said in a hoarse voice. 
 
    She noticed the marks on his neck where the roots tried to strangle him and it soon dawned on her just how close to death he had been. 
 
    They had little time to celebrate, however, as the trembling soon started up again. Both Kaina and Tristan turned to see the roots regrouping for another attack, but the horse took off again before they could get a good look. Tristan edged right away from the path to avoid a torrent of roots coming their way, bringing him into the denser part of the forest. This proved to be a fatal mistake, as the roots took only seconds to wrap around the trunks of the trees and go from trunk to trunk to catch up to them, and the brush became too thick for the horse to get through up ahead. Tristan tried to shift back left onto the path, but the roots blocked his way and forced him further right. 
 
    Tristan swung his sword left and right to avoid the roots and strike them when they came too close. He was less paying attention where he was going and more about getting further away from the hoards of the Black Forest. A tree root came flying at Kaina's head a second later, and out of instinct she reached out and grabbed it. 
 
    The root recoiled in agony as it was set ablaze by Kaina's touch. The flames spread to other roots, and before long the rest were writhing in an attempt to extinguish the flames. Kaina turned to watch as the light from the fire grew smaller with each stride the horse took. Even when she could no longer see the glow of the embers, they still didn't stop. Some time later, however, the horse finally slowed to a trot. 
 
    “How did you do that?” Tristan asked. 
 
    Kaina stared at her own hand and muttered, “I...I have no idea, but...” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “I think...I think it was because of the book.” 
 
    Kaina held the book out in front of her and said, “I think it helped me get away from Drake back at the hideout. Maybe it gave me the power to burn those roots...but that's just my theory.” 
 
    “Well I can tell you what isn't a theory,” Tristan said as he looked around. “I can't see the path or the river.” 
 
    “Wait,” Kaina said, “you mean we're lost?” 
 
    “That's right,” Tristan stated. “In the Black Forest. At Night. Where the plants are trying to kill us.” 
 
    Kaina stared ahead at the black surroundings, each sound an ominous melody that awaited their every wrong move. Mist gathered along the floor of the forest, giving no indication of where to go or even where they came from. 
 
      
 
    Mareth towered over the charred remains of his root warriors. Those that survived their ordeal simply squirmed around in the damp dirt waiting for their pain to end, and their master obliged by stomping the last few remaining roots into dust. 
 
    Mareth certainly didn't expect lesser creatures to be able to carry out such a simple task, but he still never could have anticipated such an outcome. While most people didn't know of his kind's existence, those who knew the little information about them knew that with all their power, there was one thing that his kind could be defeated by, and that was magic. 
 
    A figure in the darkness caught Mareth's eye, a creature much like him except small, grotesque, and mortal. He approached it and said, “Invaders have entered your forest. Perhaps you and your companions might enjoy a bit of fresh meat tonight?” 
 
    The creature licked its lips in response, then Mareth continued, “Here's what you must do...” 
 
    The creature listened, and when Mareth was done, the creature cackled and retreated into the darkness. 
 
      
 
    With the light of the sun nearly gone, Kaina knew they would have to find the path again soon or they would never hope to survive in the Black Forest. 
 
    “Maybe if we keep going left,” Kaina said, “we'll make it back to the river.” 
 
    “No,” he said, “we need to keep moving forward so we can get out of here faster. The longer we stay here looking for the path, the less our chances of survival will be.” 
 
    “Well according to you, we should be dead already,” Kaina argued. 
 
    “Exactly, and I am not going to keep testing our odds.” 
 
    Kaina shook her head, and that was when she heard another noise. She shifted in her seat, looking for the source, but she soon realized that the footsteps sounded too loud to be coming from something so small. 
 
    “You heard it too?” Tristan asked. 
 
    “What was that?” Kaina replied. 
 
    “You don't want to know,” Tristan said as he prompted the horse into a sprint once more. 
 
    After a few seconds, Kaina heard the noises grow louder. She looked around for the source and was horrified to see dark creatures sprinting through the brush and to her horror, they kept up with the horse. 
 
    “What are those things?” Kaina repeated. 
 
    “Goblins,” Tristan shouted. “They're very quick and very dangerous. If they manage to catch us, they'll drag us underground.” 
 
    “What will happen if they do that?” Kaina asked. 
 
    “I don't know, and I don't want to know. Now hold on tight.” 
 
    Kaina did just that and the goblins kept pace with them and shrieked in such a way that she was instantly reminded of death incarnate. Tristan swung his sword as the creatures lunged themselves at them, and he managed to knock a few of them away. Kaina drew her short sword and she was able to do the same, but the goblins retaliated by throwing spears, one of which sailed right past Kaina's head. The horse, on the other hand, wasn't so fortunate. 
 
    Another spear struck Tristan's horse in the head, causing him to tumble forward and send his passengers flying into the dirt. Kaina struggled to get up and help Tristan up so they could run, but the creatures swarmed around them and within seconds, something struck the back of her head. The last thing she could see before blacking out was the sight of Tristan being surrounded by ugly, grotesque creatures covered in gray skin, and in her dazed state she could have sworn she also heard a low, guttural laugh. 
 
      
 
    A messenger arriving late to the Manor was normally unheard of and unwelcome, so when the page entered Elias' quarters so late at night with an urgent message, he huffed and opened the letter. The contents quickly shifted his mood and prevented him from loosing his venom upon the young man. Instead, Elias sent the page away and told him to send for his sons, both of whom arrived in only a few minutes. 
 
    “Is it true?” Roland asked no sooner than he stepped through the door. “Did someone find Kaina?” 
 
    “Found her,” Elias started, “and found her 'kidnapper' as well.” 
 
    Hamelin and Roland exchanged confused glances. 
 
    “How can that be when she left on her own?” Hamelin asked. His face blanched. “Is it possible that she ran off with another man? Can you imagine the scandal?” 
 
    “Calm yourself, Hamelin,” Elias said, “remember, we have only Kaina's word that this man didn't abduct her.” 
 
    “But if the prince should hear her...” Roland trailed off. 
 
    “He will assume that she was brainwashed by her assailant. I've seen victims become attached to their abductors as a means of coping with their imprisonment countless times. Surely her denial of the abduction could be explained away by that,” Elias argued. 
 
    “That's true,” Hamelin said, “and I suppose we should just be relieved that she's been recovered and we can put this whole mess behind us. Who found her?” 
 
    “A man named Drake and some of his associates,” Elias said. 
 
    “I've heard of that name...” Roland said. “Isn't he a gang leader around these parts?” 
 
    “The Blackthorn Gang,” Elias said with a nod. “I've heard of them and their...dealings, but I've never had sufficient evidence to warrant their arrest. If they truly have found Kaina, however, I will issue them a full pardon.” 
 
    “Where is she now?” Hamelin asked. 
 
    “In Crescent Calley, going towards Eldercliff and the Black Forest,” Elias replied. 
 
    “Eldercliff...that's where Aldis lives,” Roland said. “You don't think he was in on this, do you? Kaina always seemed to be taken with him, so it's possible that he masterminded the whole thing!” 
 
    Hamelin scoffed. “That Aldis is nothing more than a pompous old bore. It's his fault her head is so full of ideas and delusions of grandeur.” 
 
    “Well, now that she'll be married she won't have any need for a tutor anyway, so I've already sent out a letter of termination to Aldis, along with the last of his payment,” Elias said. 
 
    “If I found out that scholar was in on her escape...” Roland growled, “He'll be more than simply terminated.” 
 
    “Now isn't the time,” Hamelin said, “now we need to send someone to fetch her and bring her home.” 
 
    “Already done,” Elias said. “I sent a servant to wake Hugo and the others so that they may leave immediately. They should be able to pick Kaina and her 'abductor' up by dawn.” 
 
    “Will they be able to handle both of them?” Roland asked. 
 
    “You are talking about my son leading them,” Hamelin stated proudly. “If he can't handle a petty abductor, what good is he as a Crimson Knight?” 
 
    “We all know that, Hamelin,” Elias said. “I have full faith in Hugo's ability to handle the both of them.” 
 
    Hamelin smiled smugly and Roland was about to say something, but as soon as he opened his mouth there was a knock at the door to silence him. All three men stared at the door as though it just spoke to them. 
 
    “Who could that be?” Roland asked aloud. 
 
    Elias looked over to the servant standing ready just a few feet away and motioned for him to open the door. When he did, Prince Casimir stood in the doorway. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Elias said with a bow, prompting his sons to mimic his actions, “is everything all right?” 
 
    “I was in my chamber when I overheard a few of your servants mention that my beloved Kaina was found safe,” Casimir said, “is this true?” 
 
    Elias perked up and replied, “That's correct. I received word this evening that Kaina was found in Crescent Valley and is being kept safe until someone can bring her home.” 
 
    “And her kidnappers?” Casimir asked. 
 
    “The people who found her also captured a young man who was with her, and it is presumed that he was either her sole kidnapper or one of the men involved. Either way, we will question him and find out who his conspirators are, if there are any. And rest assured, the wedding will go on as planned,” Elias said. 
 
    The prince entered the room and the servant dutifully shut the door behind him. 
 
    “I only hope,” Casimir said, “that Kaina will show a more favorable reaction to me the next time we meet.” 
 
    The Haventhorn men exchanged worried glances, at which point Elias said, “I can assure you, my prince, that Kaina's behavior at the ball--” 
 
    “It was my fault, as I admitted to Lord Hugo,” Casimir said. “I had not known that Kaina was not informed of the engagement.” 
 
    “I can promise you, Prince Casimir, that she will be much more respectful when she is before you again,” Roland said. 
 
    “I'm certain she will be,” Casimir replied. “Now then, I bid you all a restful evening and hopefully I will see my beloved by this time tomorrow.” 
 
    The men bowed again as the Prince left through the door that the servant opened once more. After the door was closed and they were certain he wouldn't be able to hear them, Elias spoke again. 
 
    “You shouldn't have made that promise, Roland,” Elias said. “After all, we don't know how Kaina will react when she returns.” 
 
    “What else can we do?” Roland argued. “Casimir will want to see her as soon as she arrives, so we will have to get her to behave herself somehow.” 
 
    “Just stick to the plan,” Elias said. “We will get Kaina to cooperate one way or another, and hopefully by the month's end we will have a Haventhorn next in line for the throne.” 
 
    Roland imagined the fame, not to mention wealth, that would come from his only daughter marrying into royalty. Even though he knew Matilde only married him for his status and wealth, he didn't blame her in the slightest. Now that an opportunity for more was staring him in the face, he couldn't help but take the chance. 
 
    Roland smiled and said, “I like the sound of that.” 
 
      
 
    When Casimir returned to his quarters, he had only one objective in mind. He knew fully well no kidnapping took place, so if someone claimed to have both Kaina and her supposed kidnapper in their custody, they were either lying or mistaken.  
 
    In order to clarify things, Casimir fetched his quill that he used to contact Mareth before and then began writing on a new piece of parchment. 
 
      
 
    I need an update, he wrote, I've been told that Kaina has been recovered, is this true?” 
 
      
 
    Casimir waited, and then a few moments later the following words appeared: 
 
      
 
    She was captured by the Blackthorn Gang, but she and her companion escaped and are now buried alive in the Black Forest. 
 
      
 
    Casimir's blood ran cold. 
 
      
 
    Buried alive? He wrote. 
 
      
 
    Seconds passed, then minutes, and Mareth answered, She is safe, but I cannot say the same for her companion. 
 
      
 
    Casimir wrote urgently, Who is her companion? 
 
      
 
    This time, he waited even longer to respond. Casimir considered writing again until Mareth's response began to appear. A single name was written, and when Casimir read it, he could hardly believe it. The fact that he was even alive, much less with the girl who would become queen, made his sword arm throb with anticipation. 
 
    In order to make himself finally accept the name on the parchment as truth, Casimir had to say it aloud, “Tristan...” 
 
    Casimir snatched the parchment and crumbled it furiously, then tossed it in the fire. He might have known that the Azure Riders would become tangled in all this mess, and if he would have anything to say about it, Tristan and the rest of his companions would finally pay for his crimes against the crown. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Kaina awoke on the cold, hard ground, the smell of mud and decay fresh in her nostrils. It was unclear where the latter smell came from until she opened her eyes and saw a human skull staring back at her. She sprung up to her feet in less than a second, her heart beating a mile a minute. The skull, which was still attached at the neck to a rib cage, had the rest of its pieces scattered about as well as the bones of several other poor souls. As Kaina attempted to run from the graveyard, she realized that she was trapped in yet another cage. 
 
    This one was dome-shaped, with the highest point being only inches above her head. The bars had been fashioned out of bones tied together with thick roots and ropes. She peered through the openings, but all she could see of her surroundings outside of the cage was that she was in some kind of underground chamber. 
 
    Kaina soon began to wonder where Tristan could be, and she began to fear for his safety as well as her own. Her stomach soon lurched when she realized that she was probably being saved for later, and that the remains perpetually trapped with her likely suffered the same fate. She made up her mind that if she were to die, it certainly wouldn't be as some goblin's meal. She searched the cell and found a crudely made door with a locking mechanism on the outside. She reached through one of the openings and, to her relief, she was able to reach the lever to unlock her cell with ease. 
 
    Once Kaina was out in the open, she brushed herself off and examined the area around her more thoroughly. Even in the dark, she could still see that she was on some kind of ledge overlooking a larger chamber. She crept down on her stomach and looked over the ledge, where she saw the largest chamber she'd ever seen. It had to have been twice, maybe three times as deep as Haventhorn Manor was tall and had walkways and tunnels going in all different directions. The walkways all connected to an enormous, cylinder structure in the center of the chamber. When Kaina looked up, she saw that the structure reached all the way up to the cavern ceiling.  
 
    The same gray creatures that swarmed them in the forest worked below, and even though Kaina couldn't see them up close, she could still get a better look at them than before. The goblins, as Tristan called them, had long, pointed ears and almost no hair. They had black eyes and wore rags of what Kaina hoped wasn't human skin and was embellished by bones. The weapons they carried were mainly axes and spears made of stone and wood, and their heads were disproportionately bigger than the rest of their bodies, as were their bare feet. 
 
    Kaina slowly rose to her feet as she moved away from the ledge. She patted herself down to see what she still had to work with, and though she didn't have her blade anymore, relief washed over her when she felt the book on her belt. She then went over to the tunnel entrance beside the cage and glanced around the corner. When she didn't see any goblins lurking around in the shadows, she tip-toed through the tunnel to begin her search for Tristan. 
 
    Kaina soon heard voices coming her way, so she ducked into one of the other tunnels that intersected with the one she was in just as two goblins turned a corner. She saw them from behind as they passed, and she could see that they were only as tall as her shoulders, yet just the memory of their numbers and the way they so easily surrounded her and Tristan in the forest sent chills down her spine. That all seemed like nothing when one of them spoke in the most chilling, unnatural voice Kaina had ever heard. 
 
    “The female needs to eat,” he said. “The Unmaker's minion wants her kept alive, and he wants the book she carries...” 
 
    Minion? Kaina wondered. Unmaker? Kaina's heart sank and she placed a hand over her mouth to keep from gasping. 
 
    “What about the other one? When can we eat him?” the other goblin said with drool seeping from his teeth. 
 
    “The shaman wants to sacrifice him to the Unmaker,” the first said, “and then he will carve his flesh and serve it to everyone.” 
 
    Kaina could feel her skin crawling at the thought of Tristan being carved up like a dinner roast, but the fact that he hadn't been killed yet gave her a small shred of hope. 
 
    The second goblin let out what Kaina could only assume was a chuckle and then he said, “Their horse was so tasty, so I can only imagine what he would taste like. I just wish we could eat the female too!” 
 
    “The Unmaker demands that she lives...for now...” 
 
    Both goblins laughed and headed down the tunnel where Kaina had just come from, so she knew it was only a matter of time before her absence would be discovered. She made sure that the goblins were out of earshot before she headed in the opposite direction to find Tristan. 
 
    At the end of the tunnel, Kaina found a stack of barrels and ducked behind them as she examined the next area. She listened in for anything helpful for finding her companion, but all she could hear was several other goblins yelling at the workers to move faster. She crept along until she saw the opportunity to sneak past, and then in a flash she was in the larger chamber again, but on a lower level. 
 
    Kaina made it to another ledge, but this time it was for a walkway that wrapped up against the wall to get to the lower level. She headed down the walkway, careful to stick as close to the wall as possible and crouching as low as she could manage to avoid detection. She made it only about halfway down the path when she heard a horn sounding from up above. Fearing that this was because of her, Kaina darted down the rest of the path and ducked into one of the tunnels. 
 
    Seconds later, she heard rapid footsteps approaching from the walkway just above. She darted into the tunnel and went deeper until she found a crevice, where she ducked inside just in time to avoid being detected by another goblin who rounded the corner. He stopped and sniffed the air, holding a spear out in front of him that was no doubt meant for her. She held her breath as two more goblins approached him. 
 
    “The female is gone,” one of them said. 
 
    “I can't smell her,” the goblin with the spear said, “the surface walkers always smell funny, but this one doesn't...” 
 
    “The other one smells funny. I can smell him as soon as I enter the prison tunnels. Good thing they took him to the Unmaker's chamber, but the smell is still there!” 
 
    Kaina held her breath again and listened. 
 
    “The shaman will be angry when he finds out the female is gone,” the third goblin said. “Break our bones, he will. Expose us, hang us by our entrails!” 
 
    “Where should we look? She can't be far.” 
 
    “Probably went to the surface to get away. Left her companion for dead, she did.” 
 
    “I say we forget her and go to the ceremony.” 
 
    “The Unmaker will punish us for letting her go. His minion said so.” 
 
    “You two get to the chamber and get more guards,” the goblin with the spear said, “I go up to the surface. Drag her back down by her hair, I will!” 
 
    The other two goblins nodded furiously as the goblin with the spear ran off down the tunnel in the direction that Kaina came from, and then the other two ran off snickering and chattering in the opposite direction. 
 
    Kaina knew that her best bet for finding Tristan was to follow these two, and as much as she didn't want to see the “Unmaker's chamber,” she knew that it was where Tristan would be, and she refused to allow him to suffer whatever fate those vile creatures had in store for him. A mental image of a fresh pair of bones added to the growing pile in her cage was all she needed to get her feet moving again as she delved further into the goblin tunnels. 
 
      
 
    Kaina followed the goblins further down, taking great care to avoid detection by slipping behind piles of boulders, into tunnels, and eventually behind makeshift buildings that appeared to serve as homes. She didn't have to follow them after a while, for it seemed that every goblin in the colony descended further down into the tunnels. She eventually came to an opening with a path that hung over a pit, and she soon concluded that it was the same chamber as before and the path led to the same tall structure in the middle. Dozens of goblins marched along the path, so she hid among a pile of boulders to keep out of sight. As far as she could tell, this was her only way into the chamber, so she thought quickly of a way to get inside undetected. 
 
    Just then, Kaina saw a wagon that was packed full of barrels that was pointed in the direction of the chamber, and it appeared as though they would provide good cover for her to get inside. She crept to the back of the wagon and covered herself with a sheet that was hanging over the side. She kept perfectly still as the wagon lurched forward, and a quick peek out from her protective cover confirmed she was headed in the right direction. 
 
    As the wagon bumped along the crude path, Kaina could hear echoing cheers as they entered some kind of hollow chamber. When the wagon came to a stop, she peeked out to see that she was facing the chamber wall. She jumped out and darted for cover before any goblins came around to find her. She found a walkway that led up to a ledge overlooking the whole chamber, so she climbed up and crouched down to give herself a vantage point. When she looked out over the ledge, she could finally see that the goblins all had their gazes pointed to one spot on a raised stone platform. When Kaina saw what was on the platform her heart dropped. 
 
    The most notable part of this platform was the enormous statue, at least twenty feet tall, of some kind of creature that was straight out of nightmares. With its curved horns, human-like face, and clawed appendages, Kaina could only assume that he was “Unmaker.” 
 
    However, this was not the part that alarmed Kaina. 
 
    Just in front of the statue, between two pillars with glowing runes creating a spiral pattern along the edges, was an altar. On the altar, bound by ropes at his wrists and ankles, was Tristan. 
 
    Kaina gasped as Tristan struggled in vain against his bonds, but she was thankful to see that he hadn't been harmed yet. He was shirtless, with only his trousers and boots covering the lower half of his body, and Kaina could see that his sword was missing. This didn't surprise her, as even goblins couldn't very well have their sacrifice fighting back. 
 
    Standing in between the altar and the statue was a larger goblin with a staff and a crown made of what looked like bones. Kaina could only assume that this was the “shaman” that she heard the other goblins talking about, and he was in the midst of some sort of ritual before the sacrifice was to begin. The goblins cheered as the shaman gave some kind of speech in a foreign tongue, and try as she might she couldn't recognize the language. 
 
    The shaman finally finished his chant and raised his staff. A hush fell over the crowd and even Tristan had stopped fighting his bonds to listen. 
 
    “For too long we have shunned the day and caught any surface dwellers foolish enough to walk into the Black Forest after dark. We goblins were once a proud folk, now reduced to scavenging for food and using our prey's bones and skins for our clothing and tools. We once walked on the surface, but now we fear the day and embrace the night only to be ridiculed and forgotten. 
 
    “But now the time has come. A minion of the Unmaker has sent us this sacrifice, one whose blood will mark the way for his inevitable return and one whose heart will give me the sustenance I need to channel our master's will. As I cut the heart from this surface dweller, may the Unmaker's glory be spread to all walks of life and his power extinguish the sun so that we may never fear the day again!” 
 
    The goblins cheered, and Tristan thrashed helplessly against his bindings. That was when the shaman produced a dagger, ornate, silver, and curved, and then he said, “I will carve out this surface dweller's heart and feast upon it. Once I have gained his strength, I will present the rest of his body to the rest of you, and we will all feast upon this wretched fool, so that his pain and suffering will please the Unmaker...” 
 
    Kaina's heart pounded in her throat as she desperately searched for a way to stop the ritual, but all of a sudden she noticed something else. She thought it was her imagination at first, but she soon realized that time had indeed slowed down. 
 
    Why do you hesitate, Kaina Haventhorn? 
 
    A voice, clear as day, spoke to Kaina like an echo in an ancient chamber. She searched for the source of the voice, but she realized that it came from no where or no one at all when it spoke again. 
 
    Such is not the way of a true wizard. 
 
    But I'm no wizard, Kaina thought. 
 
    She nearly jumped out of her skin when the voice replied, You will be, but only when you summon the willpower to save your friend. 
 
    Confused, Kaina silently wondered how this voice could read her thoughts, but then she remembered her thoughts in the Black Forest. She removed the book from her pouch, stared down at it, and sure enough, the blue gem was glowing again. 
 
    If you wish to save your friend, all you need to do is ask, the voice said, the gem glowing brighter with each word. 
 
    “Please,” Kaina said. “Please help me save Tristan and get us both out of here.” 
 
    Kaina placed her finger upon the gem, and the voice spoke to her one last time. 
 
    It shall be done, the book said. 
 
    “With this sacrifice...” he said, “...all those who walk under the sun...” 
 
    Kaina felt warmth at her fingertips like one would get while taking a walk in the summer sun. She could almost imagine a warm breeze whipping her hair around her shoulders and the sun's rays kissing her skin... 
 
    “...never again will our people be mocked...” 
 
    With the book resting at her side in one hand and her other hand slowly raising in the air, Kaina stood up and looked out over the crowd of goblins. One by one, their eyes turned to her. Even the shaman had ceased his speech and lowered his dagger to stare at her. Tristan craned his neck, and he too saw her and stared in shock. 
 
    “It's the female!” the shaman screeched. “Get her!” 
 
    Goblins swarmed up the walkway, but something in Kaina felt no fear. She simply shut her eyes and allowed the sun to come forth, and before long all she could see through the veil of her eyelids was pure, golden light. 
 
    The ear-shattering screams of the goblins assaulted her ears as a ball of light, almost like a small sun at her fingertips, formed in the air above her. It remained floating there even as Kaina removed her hand and turned her attention to Tristan. 
 
    As Kaina fled down the walkway, she could see that the goblins not only feared the light, but it actually harmed them. Their skin blistered and they scurried around in terror, bumping into each other in an attempt to find shelter. Even the shaman, who dropped the sacrificial dagger on the altar in the chaos, crawled on the ground in agony as Kaina hopped up onto the platform and rushed over to the altar. She then grabbed the dagger and cut Tristan's bindings, allowing him to pull himself free. 
 
    Tristan hopped off of the altar, looked at Kaina, and said, “You used the book again, didn't you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kaina admitted. “But it was the only way to save you.” 
 
    Kaina slipped the blade of the silver dagger under her belt, grabbed Tristan by the arm, and dragged him towards the cavern's exit. 
 
    “How long do you think that spell will last?” he asked her as they dodged he writhing goblins. 
 
    “I don't know, and I don't want to stick around to find out,” Kaina replied. “Let's just get out of here before they can come after us.” 
 
    Kaina and Tristan ran out onto the suspended walkway just as they noticed the light fading behind them. Neither stopped nor looked back, but Kaina could hear the screaming dying down and she knew it would only be a matter of time before the goblins came after them. She ran towards the tunnel she came through, and just as they were about to run inside, she could hear scurrying up ahead and a goblin shouting, “I heard screaming in the chamber, get in there!” 
 
    “They're coming,” Kaina said. She looked around and saw a smaller tunnel to their left, and without needed prompting Tristan ran alongside her as they headed straight for the new tunnel. 
 
    “We'll get lost down here if we aren't careful,” Tristan said. “And if the stories are true, there are far worse things lurking down here than goblins.” 
 
    “I can't imagine that anything could be worse than those vile creatures,” she said as she and Tristan went further into the tunnel, and it may have been Kaina's imagination playing tricks on her, but she could have sworn at one point that when they passed a tunnel, she saw a white, grinning face staring at her from the darkness. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    In spite of Kaina's best efforts to memorize which direction she and Tristan ran, she soon came to the dreadful conclusion that they were lost in the goblin tunnels. She could hear little to no sound save for the frantic pounding of her heart and Tristan's heavy breathing. Kaina was fortunate she still had the book, however, for when she held it out in the dark, a blue light surrounded them and gave them enough light to see in the otherwise pitch black tunnel. 
 
    Tristan hadn't said a word since he and Kaina escaped the underground hoards, and she wasn't sure if it was from the trauma of almost being cut open or that he feared he might alert something worse of their presence. 
 
    Kaina decided to break the silence and said, “How far into the ground do you think we are now?” 
 
    Tristan didn't look at her, but she could sense the hesitation in his voice when he said, “I'd rather not think about that.” 
 
    “As frightening as it is, we have to,” Kaina replied. “Figuring out exactly how deep we are is crucial to getting out of here.” 
 
    Tristan stopped in his tracks and said, “Has it even occurred to you that we aren't getting out of here alive? I don't suppose you ever had to worry for your life back at your manor with your every need being met.” 
 
    Kaina's eyes flashed with thunder and she replied, “As a matter of fact, I have considered the fact that we might die in here. In case you didn't realize, I didn't have to go back for you. Just about every goblin in this place was waiting to watch you get gutted and I could have just as easily run with the book and left you to die. Yet when I try to find every single way possible for us both to survive this horror, you accuse me of being an empty-headed idealist with no sense of reality? How dare you!” 
 
    Tristan's expression fell and as Kaina closed the gap between them, he took several steps back. 
 
    “And who are you to tell me that I had an easy life? I wonder if your mother ever beat you when you were three years old because you got your clothes dirty, or if your father ever locked you in a closet for not addressing his friends properly? Did your father ever destroy the only things that brought you joy because you refused to marry someone you didn't love?” 
 
    Kaina stared into Tristan's warm brown eyes, searching for some hint of apology or even for a negative reaction at her audacity. She fought back the flood of tears in her eyes, and said, “My family thought nothing more of me than someone they could use to advance their own interests, which is why they tried to marry me off to Prince Casimir. I may not have your experience, but I left because I was willing to do anything just to have a life of my own and make my own choices. You have absolutely no right to judge me when I have done nothing but try to help you, an ungrateful whelp who only sees it fit to treat me like I'm a naive child.” 
 
    Tristan still said nothing, so Kaina scoffed and marched off into the tunnel. She felt her eyes welling up and tried not to let him see, but she soon heard his voice calling after her. 
 
    “You aren't the only one who felt used,” Tristan said. 
 
    Kaina stopped, but she didn't turn around. Instead she clenched the book and held it closer to her chest. 
 
    “I left home about five years ago,” he continued. “Like you I refused to be used for my family's own purposes. My mother died just before I left, and she was the only one who I could safely say actually loved me. I suppose I was lucky enough to just have her...” 
 
    Kaina still didn't turn around, but she felt a tear trail down her cheek as she said, “That must have been nice...” 
 
    She heard Tristan's footsteps approaching behind her, so she made a subtle move to wipe her tear away before he came up beside her. He stood there for some time, and she wondered what he was doing until she felt a hand touch her shoulder. She didn't respond, but she felt him slowly retract his hand soon after. 
 
    “Come on,” he said, “let's get going.” 
 
    They walked on in silence for several minutes, and Kaina kept looking at Tristan in the corner of her eye. She caught herself staring at his arms and shoulders, broad and toned, and then blushed when she realized she allowed herself to fall into such a trap. 
 
    “So,” Kaina finally said to ease the tension, “what did you do after leaving home?” 
 
    Tristan glanced at her through the corner of his eye, then began, “I found a trainer who taught me everything he knew about swordplay. That's actually how I met Abigail; she was already his apprentice at the time. I lived with them for four years until our trainer was murdered by the king's forces.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Tristan shook his head. “It was rumored that he was a conspirator against the crown, but we always knew that the only thing he ever did wrong was to speak the truth. Abigail and I left for a hunting trip one day and came home to find him hanging in the village square.” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Kaina said. “Was that why you started the rebellion?” 
 
    “Among other reasons. Perhaps you didn't have an easy life, but I'm certain that growing up with the Haventhorns didn't give you the opportunity to see what happens to people who don't pronounce their eternal loyalty to King Torald III. He's not overly fond of people who question his motives or speak their mind about anything he has influence over.” 
 
    “Tell me, then. I'm nothing if not open to other points of view,” Kaina said. 
 
    Tristan paused as if he were waiting for her to change her mind, then he said, “Everyone you met in the hideout was someone who lost everything to the crown. We all see the king and the prince for what they really are: cruel, power-hungry, and dangerous. Once I formed the Azure Riders, I found a new family, one that I could rely on for everything and could trust to be completely loyal to me, and everyone there feels the same way.” 
 
    Kaina finally looked at Tristan and their eyes met. She smiled, nodded, and said, “I'm...glad you all found each other.” 
 
    As they kept walking, they finally came to another large chamber with what appeared to be an underground lake. The beauty of the natural stone chamber and water could only be out-shined by one thing Kaina wished to see more than anything. 
 
    “Tristan, there's light coming in from up there,” she said as she pointed to the source. Almost on command, the light from the book faded and sure enough, they could both see a section of the ceiling that was allowing a small amount of moonlight to penetrate the darkness of the cavern. 
 
    “We must not be as deep as we thought,” Kaina said. 
 
    “Well I'm certainly not going to question it. Let's get up there and out of this cursed place,” Tristan said. 
 
    The moonlight provided just enough for Kaina and Tristan to see where they were going, and the water before them had a series of stones coming up from beneath the surface. Tristan placed his foot on the first one, then he hopped onto it when he was certain that it wasn't going to move. He then held his hand out to help Kaina onto it, which she accepted. 
 
    They repeated this process until they were about halfway across the water, and that was when Kaina suddenly had a thought. 
 
    “Tristan,” she said after he pulled her onto the fourth or fifth stone, “doesn't it seem odd to you that a naturally formed cavern has stones all the same size and perfectly straight in a line across the water like this?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked as he hopped onto the next stone. 
 
    “I mean that stones like this don't just form naturally,” she said as he pulled her forward and lowered her by her waist next to him. “I think these were intentionally placed here.” 
 
    Tristan paused to say, “This is a goblin cave, so maybe they made this. At any rate, who's complaining?” 
 
    He reached out again for Kaina, but this time she didn't take his hand. 
 
    “Something isn't right, Tristan,” she said. “We need to think about this...” 
 
    “What we need to do is get across this lake and out of this forsaken place,” Tristan said. 
 
    Just then, they heard a low rumble from somewhere within the labyrinth of tunnels. At first it sounded like some of the land shifting, but soon they heard a barely audible, low sound that reminded Kaina of a growl. 
 
    “Tristan...” she whispered, “don't...move...” 
 
    Tristan obeyed, and shifted his eyes to try and find the source of the sound. 
 
    They soon heard a thud, followed by another, and another in a rhythmic pattern that Kaina soon determined to be footsteps. It originated from a nearby tunnel that was nearly three times as tall as Tristan, and even in the dark she could see the color drain from his face. She slowly turned around to see what he was looking at and she instantly regretted it. 
 
    What Kaina saw was something far larger than any goblin or any known creature. Its tiny head slowly came into view of the moonlight dragging something behind it that resembled a giant leg bone. What the bone originally belonged to, Kaina wasn't sure she wanted to know. 
 
    The creature was the ugliest thing Kaina had ever seen, and in spite of her fear that it would charge at her the moment she made a sound, she turned slightly towards Tristan and said, “What. Is. That?” 
 
    “It's an ogre,” he whispered. “They normally don't attack people unless they feel threatened...” 
 
    Kaina sighed with relief until Tristan added, “...or if someone is trespassing in their lair.” 
 
    Kaina shivered and watched as the ogre dragged the bone along behind it and went off somewhere behind a series of boulders, and then into a larger tunnel, and that was when Kaina turned back to Tristan and mouthed, Let's go. 
 
    Tristan nodded and helped Kaina onto the next boulder, but rather than wait for him, Kaina jumped next to him onto the next boulder, and he didn't argue. They hopped onto another, and then just as they were about to hop onto the last one, Kaina's foot slipped and she landed in the water with a loud, echoing splash. 
 
    Tristan grabbed for Kaina and hurriedly pulled her to her feet, and once she was secure, they realized that the footsteps had stopped. Silence followed, and the two held their breath as they realized exactly how loud they had been. Kaina breathed again when she heard the footsteps continue, but her heart dropped when she realized that they were getting louder. 
 
    “Run!” Kaina said as the two hurried onto the next boulder and then onto the ledge just under the light of the moon. When they turned around, the ogre had returned to the chamber they were in and worst of all, it spotted them. 
 
    The ogre let out a deafening roar and pointed its bone club at them as it charged forward, splashing into the pool after them. The water was only calf deep to him, but it still hindered his speed enough so that Kaina and Tristan had time to bolt for the rocks under the moonlight. 
 
    “You first,” Tristan said as he hoisted Kaina up onto the rocks before she had a chance to protest. 
 
    Kaina didn't bother to protest and began climbing, but when she turned back to check on Tristan, she realized that he wasn't coming after her. 
 
    “Tristan, what are you--” 
 
    “Go, NOW!” Tristan yelled. “I'll distract it.” 
 
    Kaina climbed up, using every screaming muscle in her aching body. She heard the ogre's howling grow louder, and as she turned to see how close he was, all she could see was the tip of his club smashing into the rocks below. 
 
    “TRISTAN!” she screamed, but a second later the ogre turned as Tristan dodged the attack and rolled off to the side. 
 
    He stood there taunting the beast as it pulled its club from the rocks, causing the ones above to shift. Kaina barely held on as the rocks she was holding on to moved down slightly, but she was relieved when they didn't collapse. Convinced she would have to get out of there before the chamber caved in, she summoned every ounce of energy and willpower she had to reach the top before she looked back at her companion once more. 
 
    Tristan used the various rock formations to his advantage as he dodged the ogre's swings. He worked in a pattern, getting the ogre to hit every one of the rock pillars that were connected from floor to ceiling in the cavern, and Kaina figured that he was trying to use the ogre's strength against him. She was correct in this assumption, as she then saw Tristan step in front of another pile of rocks that was only barely standing and was visibly taller than the ogre. 
 
    “Come on, you beast,” Tristan taunted, “I'm right in front of you!” 
 
    If the ogre had been a second faster, Tristan would have been crushed, but the trained warrior easily dodged the attack. The bone club struck the rocks, causing an instant avalanche of stone right onto the ogre's head, back and neck until his entire body was crushed. Tristan bolted for the rocks below the exit, and Kaina smiled and began her ascent once more. She was just about to reach the surface when she heard something that made her stomach lurch. 
 
    The ogre roared again and broke through the rocks and wrenched his entire body out from beneath the thousands of pounds of stone. When he saw Kaina and Tristan, a twisted, angry expression formed and he roared even louder than before. Kaina watched as the ogre scrambled out of the rocks and flew at Tristan, who was only a few feet below her. She cried out as the ogre then reached out and grabbed Tristan by the leg. 
 
    The ogre raised his club as Tristan tried in vain to break free from his grasp, but all that he could do was wait in agony for the crushing blow that was about to follow. 
 
    Kaina didn't even realize she had begun to move until she was right next to Tristan's leg. She raised her hand and brought it down onto the ogre's wrist, and a second later the ogre had recoiled in pain and released his grip on Tristan, the silver dagger protruding from his wrist. 
 
    “GO!” she screamed as the ogre fell backwards in shock attempting to remove the dagger from his bleeding wrist. The shock didn't last long, however, for soon the ogre was after them again, but this time, they managed to make it to the exit by the time he started for them. 
 
    Tristan shoved Kaina through the hole to the outside, and once she fit her body through, she immediately put her arm back in to help  Tristan out. Just as his waist made it through the hole, the ogre appeared just below him. Not wanting to give him another chance to grab him, Tristan then proceeded to deliver a swift kick right into the ogre's eye. It howled as it fell backwards once again, this time causing the rocks to completely cave in. Tristan narrowly made it in time to avoid having the lower half of his body crushed by the stone avalanche. 
 
      
 
    Though they could no longer hear the ogre, Kaina and Tristan refused to take the chance of having it burst through the ground to drag them back inside. They raced through the forest until the first signs of daylight peaked through the foliage, and as the thrilling situation fell further behind them, fatigue took its place. 
 
    As they kept walking, Kaina noticed that Tristan struggled to keep his balance. In the light, she could see that he had multiple cuts, bruises, and abrasions, and she found it to be nothing short of a miracle that he was even standing. 
 
    “Should we...” Kaina began, “...stop to rest? It's daylight, so we should be safe-” 
 
    Tristan shook his head. “I'm not stopping until we're out of this forest.” His foot caught a fallen tree branch and he stumbled into the dirt, at which point Kaina stopped to help him up. 
 
    “Thank you...” he whispered as she pulled him to his feet. 
 
    “It's all right, you needed help,” she said. 
 
    “I don't mean just that...you saved my life back there...twice, actually. You could have just run both times, but you came back for me. I should have said this already, but...thank you...” 
 
    Kaina didn't respond, but instead offered him a hopeful smile and put his arm around her shoulders to help him walk. They walked in silence for a while until Kaina stopped in her tracks. 
 
    “What is it? Tristan said. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” 
 
    “Hear what?” 
 
    “Water...the river!” 
 
    Kaina moved towards the sound of the rushing water and by the time they could see it, Tristan had moved his arm away from her and was now running towards it as well. A moment later, the rushing water of the river as well as the path that ran along side it lay just before it. 
 
    Kaina laughed with relief, never having been so happy to see water before. They both crouched down at the riverbank and dipped their hands in the water just to confirm that they weren't dreaming or dead. They then sat for several moments in silence, just staring at the clear stream. A fish swam by, and until then Kaina hadn't realized that it was the first fish she had seen since she first set foot in the Black Forest. 
 
    Kaina sighed and looked up, noticing for the first time that in the light of day, the trees weren't nearly as black as they were at night. The forest almost had a haunted beauty to it without the nocturnal terrors that await within its depths. 
 
    Tristan stood up after a few more moments and said, “We'd better get out of here. I know it's safe now, but I don't want to spend a moment longer in this place than we have to.” 
 
    “I couldn't agree more,” Kaina said as she stood up. 
 
    The end of the Black Forest was the single most beautiful sight that Kaina had ever seen. She practically sprinted out into the open field away from the forest and basked in the glow of the sunrise. In a single moment, she considered taking a perpetual journey across the world to follow the sun wherever it went so she would never have to be in the dark ever again, but of course she knew such thoughts were silly. 
 
    Tristan came up behind her and said, “We made it...we actually made it...” 
 
    Kaina turned to face him and added, “We survived the Black Forest.” 
 
    Tristan smiled. “I never thought it was possible. I never would have made it out of there if it wasn't for you.” 
 
    Kaina shook her head. “Don't be modest. We both helped each other back there. You think I could have faced that ogre on my own?” 
 
    Tristan shrugged. “Probably not.” 
 
    Kaina laughed and turned around, and that was when something on the horizon caught her eye. A tall structure that resembled a mountain in the middle of a plain far ahead had something on top, something not made by nature. 
 
    Kaina placed her hand over her eyes to shade them and get a better view and said, “Is that what I think it is?” 
 
    Tristan stood beside her and said, “The city built on the oldest cliff in Ilesia, Eldercliff.” 
 
    Kaina laughed from the relief that washed over her. “We should make it by the end of the day.” 
 
    “And not a moment too soon,” Tristan said. He then yawned and covered his mouth, then added, “But if you wouldn't mind, I would like to get some rest. I don't think Eldercliff is going anywhere.” 
 
    Tristan walked over to a nearby tree and sat down beside it. Kaina soon joined him and sat down next to him, and the last thing she remembered before falling asleep was her heavy head falling right onto Tristan's shoulder. 
 
      
 
    By the morning after they set out from Eboncrest in the dead of night, Hugo, Gabriel, and Devon made it to Crescent Valley. It was there soon after that they found the hideout of Drake Blackthorn, who stood before the Haventhorns with his men at the entrance. 
 
    Hugo rubbed his temple and shut his eyes in frustration. “Let me get this straight. You not only had my cousin locked in a cage, but you actually allowed her abductor to make off with her once again? He also managed to secure his horse and while the rest of you gave chase, they still somehow made it into the Black Forest just before nightfall and not a single one of you thought to go in after them?” 
 
    Drake shook his head. “I figured they would come out when they thought we gave up, but after midnight I just assumed they were dead.” 
 
    “You left my cousin to die,” Hugo stated. “That's enough cause to have your head.” 
 
    Drake scoffed. “Well the way I hear it, she didn't exactly want to go home anyway. I suppose she and her lover are long gone to Eldercliff by now.” 
 
    Hugo stared at Drake's smug grin and let his hand fly. His gauntlet made contact with his nose and he felt a satisfying crunch as it broke under the force of the steel. He then pulled Drake to his feet and landed hit after hit to his stomach. 
 
    “Hugo, what are you doing?” Devon shouted. 
 
    Gabriel, on the other hand, began cheering, “That's it, Hugo. Go for the groin!” 
 
    Hugo struck Drake in the back of the neck, forcing him to the ground. He then delivered a kick to his ribs, feeling them crack under the pressure, and went for his sword. 
 
    That was when Devon finally intervened. “Hugo, that's enough!” 
 
    Devon grabbed Hugo's sword arm and pulled him back. “You made your point. Killing him would serve no purpose.” 
 
    “It doesn't have to,” Gabriel laughed. 
 
    Both men ignored him and Devon continued, “We need to find Kaina, and we know for a fact that she went into the Black Forest last night. If she's alive, she probably made it out by now.” 
 
    “She's dead,” Gabriel remarked. “No one survives in there at night.” 
 
    “Then we'll find her body and bring it back home,” Devon said. “Either way, we know now that she probably is heading for Eldercliff. The question is, who is she with?” 
 
    Hugo's attention snapped back to Drake, who was still on the ground whimpering. Hugo snatched him up by the collar and said, “Who was the man she was with?” 
 
    Drake coughed through the blood trickling from his nose and said, “Didn't...get...his name...but he...was a beast. He killed...two of my men...” 
 
    Hugo pulled Drake closer, the smell of fresh blood on his nostrils, and said through gritted teeth, “You saw nothing. Understand?” 
 
    Drake nodded, and Hugo dropped him back onto the ground. Hugo then turned to face the brothers and said, “We're off to the Black Forest. Let's go.” 
 
    Hugo mounted his horse and took off while the other two were still in the midst of mounting their own horses. He knew at this point that finding Kaina alive would be a slim chance, but he refused to be blamed for any wrongdoing. If anything, he would lay the blame on Drake and his cohorts for aiding in the abduction, because after all, who would believe them over the word of a Crimson Knight? 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    From the time Casimir awoke to the time he sat at his desk with his impossibly black quill, he had only enough time to find out that Kaina had not yet been recovered before he was ready to find out more from Mareth. He wrote down his question on a piece of paper, but before he even had a chance, a sentence began to form on the page. This took him by surprise, for Mareth never contacted him first. 
 
    The sentence read: 
 
      
 
    Kaina has left the Black Forest. 
 
      
 
    Confused, Casimir wrote back: 
 
      
 
    How is that possible? And what about Tristan? 
 
      
 
    He waited, and then: 
 
      
 
    Tristan is still with her. 
 
      
 
    Casimir's blood boiled and he wrote: 
 
      
 
    Where is she now? 
 
      
 
    A few moments passed, then: 
 
      
 
    Resting, but I cannot approach her directly. 
 
      
 
    Casimir wrote: 
 
      
 
    Why not? 
 
      
 
    He answered: 
 
      
 
    She has learned magic. 
 
      
 
    Casimir gripped the quill so hard that his knuckles turned white. He then scratched the quill but despite the pressure, the quill still glided gently across the parchment. 
 
      
 
    Do I need to remind you what what will happen if you cannot complete your contract? 
 
      
 
    He waited, and slowly, the words began to appear. 
 
      
 
    I will complete the contract, I simply have to think carefully about my next move. 
 
      
 
    Casimir left only one more statement and didn't even bother to wait for a response: 
 
      
 
    You either get to her before she opens the book or you pay the price. 
 
      
 
    With that, Casimir tossed the parchment into the fire once more. Once there was nothing but ash left, he left the room to find Azemar. He had only to open the door to his chamber to find that the adviser himself stood in the corridor ready to enter. 
 
    Azemar appeared startled that Casimir came out just as he was about to enter. “My Lord, what are you doing?” 
 
    Casimir didn't give him the opportunity to speak again. “Gather your things, Azemar. We're going to Eldercliff.” 
 
    “Eldercliff? What in the world for?” 
 
    Casimir stared at him. “Last I checked you answer to the crown without question. Either you do as I say or I will have you punished.” 
 
    Azemar wasn't intimidated. “What I was going to say, My Lord, is that I know of a faster way to get to Eldercliff without all that traveling nonsense. I presume this is about the Haventhorn girl? I thought she was found?” 
 
    Casimir was already packing his belongings as he said, “Let's just say it's come to my attention that she has not only escaped from her 'rescuers,' but she has also made it through the Black Forest alive and has somehow harnessed the ability to use magic practically overnight. She's on her way to Eldercliff as we speak.” 
 
    Azemar knew better than to question how he knew about Kaina, but when he didn't speak at all, Casimir turned to see that his expression went white. 
 
    “She can use magic?” Azemar muttered. “How is that possible? Even the brightest wizards have to study for years before casting their first spell...unless...” 
 
    Azemar paced the floor, barely paying any mind to Casimir's glares. “It's the book. It has to be...” 
 
    “What are you going on about?” Casimir asked. 
 
    Azemar stopped and met the prince's gaze. “That book is said to contain the essence of the wizard who formed the library, so it's possible that her constant exposure to the book has given her some magical abilities simply by willing it.” 
 
    Azemar stroked his chin. “A girl with a mind like Kaina's is dangerous enough, but a girl who wields magic could be...problematic.” 
 
    Casimir diverted his attention back to his adviser and said, “Which is why we need to get to Eldercliff. If she finds Melchior and brings him that book...” 
 
    “Like I said before,” Azemar said, “I know a shortcut. You can bring supplies if you like, but I don't suspect we will need much. Come with me and I will show you the way.” 
 
    The old man turned and left the room, leaving Casimir to weigh his options carefully. It didn't take him long, however, to reach the conclusion that he had nothing to lose by seeing what the old man had in store. 
 
      
 
    The soothing warmth from the midmorning sun awoke Kaina from her slumber. She soon noticed Tristan stirring as well, and he soon began to moan and rub the sunlight out of his eyes. 
 
    Tristan leaned forward as Kaina fought back the urge to fall asleep again. The former pulled himself to his feet, stretched out his arms, and said, “We'll need to get moving soon if we want to make it to Eldercliff by sundown.” 
 
    Kaina fought to keep her eyes open, but the only thing that managed to break her hypnotic state was her growing hunger. She parted her dry, cracked lips and said, “We need food and drink before we can even think of going to Eldercliff.” 
 
    Tristan scanned the area, then met her gaze and said, “If my memory serves me correctly, there should be a small village along the path to the city. It shouldn't take more than an hour to get there on foot. The only problem, however, is that we don't have any money.” 
 
    Kaina forced herself to stand, ignoring the screaming aches of her joints, and said, “You don't have anything left?” 
 
    “No,” he said glumly, “the goblins took my money when they took the rest of my gear.” 
 
    Kaina's stomach howled at the thought of going hungry, but she soon remembered something that gave her a small shred of hope. She reached behind her neck, unfastened the clasp of her necklace, and held it out for Tristan to see. 
 
    As his eyes locked onto the necklace, Kaina smiled and said, “This should fetch a nice sum in one of the shops, certainly enough to cover the costs of everything we need.” 
 
    Tristan grazed his fingers over the gold, the ruby in the center, and the tiny diamonds forming a perfectly round frame around it. The sheer beauty of the piece gave him cause to whistle and say, “I'd say we would get more than enough. Let's go.” 
 
    In an effort to put her aching feet and sore muscles out of her mind, Kaina soon began to think about the book. She didn't think Tristan would believe her if she told him about the voice. She wondered about possible explanations for it, but the pain in her belly far outmatched her normally unyielding imagination. 
 
    “It shouldn't be much farther,” Tristan suddenly said, “just over that hill.” 
 
    Upon detecting the strain in his voice, Kaina suspected his assurance was primarily for his own peace of mind. He was correct, however, as she soon discovered when they made it to the top of the hill. 
 
    A small village, barely a dot on the green landscape of Ilesia, nested in the area surrounding a crossroad just a short walk from the bottom of the hill. A cloud of smoke coming from the chimney of one of the larger buildings made Kaina imagine a roaring fire with a pot of soup hanging hearth. She soon imagined a pile of bread rolls, followed by fresh potatoes, carrots, and beef all cooked together in a rich, homemade stew. Her empty stomach growled in protest of being taunted by the prospect of a hot meal, so she halted her thoughts and marched forward to make them a reality. 
 
    Once Kaina and Tristan reached the borders of the village, they could see that the sweet aroma that drew them in from the plains was in fact the village inn. The inn, along with every other shop in the village, dotted the immediate area around the crossroad with the inn being directly on the corner. Upon reaching the crossroad, a sign perched on the same corner as the inn pointed in either direction. On one end, pointing back the way they came, the sign read “EBONCREST,” a westward facing sign read “SUNHAVEN,” and a northern facing sign read, “ELDERCLIFF.” 
 
    The first shop they passed was an apothecary shop, as was indicated by the sign hanging above the door that bore a painting of a mortar and pestle. The next was an armory, and Kaina could see the rising smoke of a smith's forge above the roof. On the opposite end of the path stood a general store, followed by a bakery, and then a stable. Once Kaina spotted the sign on the general store's window that read, “Trades Welcome,” she gave Tristan a nudge and gestured for him to follow. Upon entering, the first thing Kaina saw was the shopkeeper sweeping with his back turned to the door. 
 
    “Ah, welcome,” the shopkeeper said. He turned around and as he did so, he said, “I have everything you need for every day-” 
 
    The shopkeeper's eyes, pale and worn, fell upon the customers and he immediately froze in place like a cornered rat. His thin, meatless limbs trembled and what little color was left on his patchy face drained until his skin was the same color as his white, balding hair. 
 
    The shopkeeper raised his bony, twig-like arms, dropping the broom on the withered wooden floor, and said, “Whoa there...I don't want any trouble.” 
 
    Kaina and Tristan exchanged a glance, but the former soon realized that with their torn, tattered appearance, they no doubt could have passed for beggars or even robbers to some people. Kaina thought quickly and replied, “Forgive us, Sir, but we were attacked by bandits on the road. I managed to save one of my valuables, and I would like to sell it so we can get to Eldercliff.” 
 
    The shopkeeper eyed them curiously, as if he were trying to decide whether or not he believed her story. Kaina didn't think he was satisfied, but he still said, “Very well, let's see what you've got.” 
 
    The shopkeeper edged behind the counter without taking his eyes off of them for even a moment. Kaina and Tristan approached the counter, and the former noticed how the shopkeeper shrunk back as they drew closer, as though he were expecting them to pull out a knife and demand his coin at any moment. She didn't bring it up, however, and simply waited for him to speak. 
 
    “Well,” he finally said, “what do you have?” 
 
    Kaina reached into her pocket, ignored the fact that the shopkeeper flinched as she did so, and pulled out her necklace. The pendant rested face up in her palm and the chain dangled from the side of her hand, and the moment the shopkeeper's eyes landed on it, his jaw dropped. 
 
    Kaina smiled and said, “I would like to sell this necklace.” 
 
    The shopkeeper stared in awe at the piece and Kaina half-expected him to reach out and snatch it. However, he simply gulped and stammered, “W-well, I will have to test its authenticity before I decide to purchase it.” 
 
    He watched Kaina for any sign that she took offense, but instead she replied, “I understand. Go ahead and test it.” 
 
    The shopkeeper reached under the counter and produced a loupe and a scale. He held out his hand, which Kaina carefully placed the necklace into, and then he placed it onto the scale. After the shopkeeper checked the weight of the piece, he picked it up by the pendant, placed the loupe over his right eye, and examined it further. A moment later, the shopkeeper set the loupe down on the counter, then he twirled the necklace between his fingers and said, “It's authentic, all right. Frankly I'm astounded that anyone could manage to find such a piece.” 
 
    Kaina ignored the accusing tone in his voice and said, “What can you give me for it?” 
 
    The shopkeeper pursed his lips and held it up as though he were double-checking it, and he said, “Well, being a humble merchant from a small village, I wouldn't be able to find a buyer quite so easily as someone in Eldercliff. However, I would be more than willing to offer you a generous sum of say...ten gold pieces.” 
 
    “Ten gold pieces?” Tristan barked as he snatched the necklace from the merchant's hand. “That's a ridiculous offer.” 
 
    The shopkeeper lowered his hand and said, “Young man, I don't have the funds to spend on such lavish pieces of jewelry, at least not when the sellers are in as desperate need of coin as you are.” 
 
    Kaina scowled at the swindler, then turned her gaze to Tristan and said, “Let's go. I'm sure that the town smith would give us a better offer.” 
 
    The shopkeeper chuckled and said, “That oaf doesn't have any more coin than I do. Besides, what would a smith have any use for jewelry?” 
 
    “The gold,” Tristan replied. “You verified yourself that it's real, and most smiths pay top coin for gold to use in their finer weapons.” 
 
    Kaina smiled, took the necklace from Tristan, dangled it in front of the shopkeeper, and said, “And how about the encrusted ruby? A gem that size is sure to attract a wealthy buyer.” 
 
    The shopkeeper chewed his lip, staring at the necklace the entire time. Kaina and Tristan exchanged glances, and they both could tell that the other was thinking the exact same thing. 
 
    Tristan turned back to the shopkeeper and said, “Surely the smith, in his infinite wisdom and business prowess, would recognize such an impassable opportunity when he sees it? Maybe we should just go and ask him?” 
 
    “Fine,” the shopkeeper said, “I can go as high as forty. I'm afraid I don't have much coin for buying, since I don't get many traders out here.” 
 
    Kaina and Tristan exchanged a glance again, and the former said,  “You know, I think I saw one of those merchant wagons coming down the road from Eldercliff. Maybe we should see if they have more coin to offer?” 
 
    “Sixty,” the shopkeeper blurted out. He paused to regain his composure, then said, “sixty is all I have.” 
 
    Tristan took the necklace from Kaina and said, “Hold on, are those diamonds surrounding the ruby? Why, there are jewelers who would pay ten gold pieces for just one little-” 
 
    “Eighty!” the shopkeeper barked. “And I swear, that is all I have!” 
 
    Kaina and Tristan stood in silence, and the shopkeeper wiped the sweat from his brow. His eyes darted between them for several seconds, waiting and watching as they made up their minds. Kaina kept her expression as neutral and indifferent as possible, and made certain to keep the necklace in the shopkeeper's direct line of sight. 
 
    After several agonizing minutes, the shopkeeper cleared his throat and said, “Perhaps...I could also throw in a few supplies for good measure...as well as a tunic for your friend here.” 
 
    Kaina and Tristan exchanged one last glance, nodded to each other, and then they both turned back to the shopkeeper and said, “Deal.” 
 
    The shopkeeper eagerly reached under the counter and produced a bag of coins. As he counted them out in front of Kaina, Tristan took his pick of the tunics that hung on the side of the room until he found one that fit. After pulling it over his head, he picked out other supplies, including new satchels, canteens, cloaks, and a map. By the time he had finished gathering supplies, the shopkeeper had finished counting up the coins. Kaina, who had counted along with him, took the coins and stored them inside her new satchel and placed it over her shoulder. 
 
    With everything settled, Kaina handed the necklace to the shopkeeper. He in turn snatched it up before she would have a chance to change her mind, and said, “Pleasure doing business with you.” 
 
      
 
    After leaving the general store, Kaina and Tristan headed straight for the smith's shop. The smith's wife ran the counter in the store while he worked the forge out back. The wife fitted Tristan for a new leather jerkin and pair of bracers to go over his new tunic, and he also chose a long sword. Kaina instead opted for a simple dagger, since she preferred light weaponry. With new equipment and a bit of coin left, they then headed to the other stores. 
 
    Kaina and Tristan stepped out of the bakery with fresh bread in their satchels and the former spotted something coming down the road from Eldercliff. As the object drew closer, she could see that it was a horse drawn carriage. 
 
    “Look, over there,” Kaina said, pointing to the carriage. “I wonder if it's a passenger carriage?” 
 
    Tristan shrugged and said, “Let's find out.” 
 
    The coach arrived just at the northern edge of the village just as Kaina and Tristan made it there. The driver, a middle-aged, bearded bear of a man stepped down from the drivers' seat and tended to the horse as they approached. 
 
    “Excuse me, Sir,” Kaina said once she was within earshot of the driver. 
 
    He turned around and eyed the two up and down, then said, “What can I do for you?” 
 
    Kaina gestured towards the empty coach and asked, “Do you carry passengers?” 
 
    “That I do, Miss,” the driver said. “Just came from Eldercliff with a fare, matter of fact.” 
 
    Kaina perked up. “How much would you charge to go back?” 
 
    “It's five coins per person,” the driver replied. 
 
    Kaina breathed again, knowing they had more than enough left to cover it. “When can you leave?” 
 
    “I was just going to grab a drink and a bite to eat at the inn,” the driver said. “Soon as I'm done with that, I can leave.” 
 
    “That sounds reasonable,” Kaina said. “We were just about to head in there anyway.” 
 
    They followed the driver to the inn and as soon as the door opened, the smell that initially drew them into town emerged. Kaina's hunger only grew as she detected the savory aroma of rich potato soup. 
 
    Once they stepped inside, the coach driver took a seat at the bar and after he ordered, the server took Kaina's and Tristan's order and then they took a table near the door as they waited for their food. 
 
    In order to take her mind off of her hunger, Kaina decided to survey her surroundings. The inn's rustic charm could have only been achieved by the sweat and toil of a hard day's work. Every piece of furniture, table and chair alike, had the signature of the carpenter who made it, and no doubt every meal was prepared with nothing but the recipient's satisfaction at heart. 
 
    A server soon arrived with two bowls of potato soup and two flagons of spiced cider. She placed the dishes on the table and barely had time to turn around before Kaina and Tristan were already digging right in. The first bite of potato soup was every bit as heavenly as Kaina had hoped, though she would have gladly eaten a rat after the ordeal she had been through. She became so entranced by the heavenly meal that she barely even noticed as the tavern door opened again, even with the sunlight pouring into the dimly lit room. It wasn't until she heard a familiar voice and say a flash of red hair that she realized who had walked in. 
 
    “Barkeep, three pints,” Nilas said as he approached the counter. “And make it quick.” 
 
    The color drained from Kaina's face and when Nilas and his two accomplices, both men she recognized as other members of the Disciples from the night of her escape, turned her way. All three men had traded their black robes for common travelers' gear, which she presumed was for blending in. Quickly, but discreetly, she drew her hood to avoid being recognized and shifted her gaze toward her bowl until they passed. To her dismay, the men opted for the table directly behind her. 
 
    When Kaina looked up towards Tristan, she was relieved to see that he had noticed her apprehension. He offered a confused look, and before he could say a word, she pressed her finger to her lips and gestured towards the men with her eyes. Thankfully he understood and remained silent, placing a hand on the hilt of his sword, but before she could come up with a way to explain what was going on, she heard the men speak. She kept quiet and gestured for Tristan to do the same as they both listened in on their conversation. 
 
    “How is our guest?” Nilas asked. A chill ran down Kaina's spine when she realized he was sitting directly behind her. 
 
    “Our men outside of Eboncrest say he hasn't said anything else since Azemar questioned him, but the boss insists that he already got everything he could out of him,” said another man. 
 
    As soon as Kaina heard the name, her eyes shot up to Tristan's, and by the look on his face, she could tell he caught it too. She soon remembered seeing Azemar outside of the manor just before the attack began, and she was ashamed to admit that she didn't realize until that moment that he was involved. 
 
    “I wouldn't say his name in a public place like this,” said the third man. “You don't want people to talk.” 
 
    A pause followed, and Kaina could almost feel all three men staring at them. She knew they had at the very least turned their gazes in her direction, because she noticed Tristan turning back to his meal and trying to look as unassuming as possible. 
 
    “Well,” Nilas said, “anyone willing to breathe a single word about what they thought they heard would be quite foolish, wouldn't they?” 
 
    Kaina and Tristan remained silent, and that seemed to satisfy them. She could hear the men shift in their seats, and she presumed this menat they turned away from them. 
 
    “At any rate,” Nilas said, “we need to get to Eldercliff as soon as we're done here. For all we know, the girl could be there by now.” 
 
    Kaina's heart sank and every instinct in her body told her to get out of there as soon as possible. She looked up at Tristan, who tensed up as well, and she soon noticed that the driver of the coach had finished his meal and was now leaving his table. 
 
    Once the driver stepped outside, Kaina had an idea. She cleared her throat to catch Tristan's attention, and once she had it, she said, “Well, Devon, I don't know about you, but I'm positively stuffed. What say we hit the road so we can make it to Sunhaven on time?” 
 
    Tristan initially responded with a puzzled look but he soon realized what Kaina was doing and said, “You're right, Abigail. We still have a long journey ahead of us.” 
 
    The two left their dishes on the table, and a server soon came to collect them as they made haste to the door. Tristan reached it first and held it open so Kaina could pass through as well, and just before she could heave a sigh of relief, she froze when she heard Nilas say, “You two, hold it.” 
 
    Tristan shifted, his gaze to the men, but Kaina didn't budge. She soon heard footsteps coming up from behind her, and her entire body pulsated with the rhythm of her heart. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” Tristan asked. 
 
    The footsteps stopped, and Kaina held her breath as Nilas said, “We're looking for a young woman who stole a valuable item from our master, and we're willing to pay top coin for any information leading to her capture, no questions asked.” 
 
    Kaina's legs grew numb, and she considered making a run for it for a moment. Fortunately, Tristan quickly said, “If it's all the same to you, we'd rather not get involved.” 
 
    Kaina attempted to walk away, but Nilas cleared his throat and said, “Let me rephrase that. If you see the girl and fail to contact us, our master will not take kindly to it.” 
 
    Kaina could feel his eyes piercing her skin over Tristan's shoulder as Nilas then added, “Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    Slowly, Kaina nodded in response. Though she desired nothing more than to turn around and knock the daylights out of him, she didn't wish to start a fight in a public place and risk hurting an innocent bystander. 
 
    “Good,” Nilas said. “See you soon.” 
 
    Kaina heard his footsteps recede into the inn, and as soon as Tristan shut the door, she marched off down the road. 
 
    Once Kaina and Tristan were a safe distance away, the latter caught up to the former and said, “That was close...too close.” 
 
    Kaina shook her head. “He knew it was me. He was toying with me back there.” 
 
    “Who was he?” Tristan asked. 
 
    Kaina explained how Nilas and the other Disciples attacked her and attempted to take the book. She also told him about her encounter with Azemar just before the attack. 
 
    “It doesn't surprise me that Azemar is involved,” Tristan said. “He's no doubt acting on Torald's orders. As for the Disciples...I've only heard of them by name. If they're allied with Torald, I doubt they're up to any good.” 
 
    “We know they're after the book...and me,” Kaina said. “We need to get out of this village and fast.” 
 
    “Yes but we're more likely to be attacked out on the road, since there are no witnesses out there. We could always fight off three men, but there's no telling if they might have reinforcements waiting outside of the village,” Tristan said. 
 
    “What can we do, then?” Kaina asked. “We can't stay in the village and we can't leave, either. We're in trouble no matter what we do.” 
 
    Tristan turned around and scanned the village until his eyes fell upon the stables. Kaina followed his gaze and saw that the stable consisted of four stalls, three of which were occupied by horses that were being tended to by a young man. 
 
    “I have an idea,” Tristan said, “follow me.” 
 
    Kaina trailed behind as Tristan marched toward the stable hand, who had just fed the third horse with oats. The young man, probably nineteen or twenty with a rosy complexion, pale brown hair, and a severe overbite, stared as he noticed them approach, almost as if he expected to be robbed. 
 
    “Can...can I help you?” he asked meekly. 
 
    “I'd like to purchase a couple of horses for myself and my companion here,” Tristan said. “How much would you take for those there?” 
 
    The stable hand glanced at the horses, shook his head, and answered, “I'm sorry, Sir, but those aren't for me to sell. If you would like to purchase them, you'll have to speak to their owners.” 
 
    “Where can I find them?” 
 
    The stable hand pointed to the inn and said, “Over at the inn, but I wouldn't mess with them if I were you. With the cold look in their eyes, I don't think they're up to any good.” 
 
    “I'll keep that in mind,” Tristan said, “and thank you.” 
 
    Tristan walked away and gestured for Kaina to follow. Once she caught up, she caught him by the arm and said, “What was that about?” 
 
    Tristan stopped, looked around, and said, “I was confirming that those horses belong to your friends. Now that we know, we simply have to wait.” 
 
    “Wait for what?” 
 
    Tristan shifted his gaze back to the stable, then he nodded in the direction of the stable hand. The young man stepped into a small shack next to the stable, and the moment the door closed, Tristan casually made his way back to the stable. 
 
    One by one, Tristan unlatched the stall doors and threw them open. The horses didn't move, but that changed as soon as Tristan came back around and delivered a swift slap to each horse's hind end. The horses whinnied in protest and took off running down the path leading away from the village back towards the Black Forest. 
 
    Kaina stared in horror as the horses trampled a vegetable cart but thankfully the villagers caught in the path of the stampede managed to move out of the way in time to avoid being flattened. Just as the horses passed by the inn, Nilas and the others stepped outside. Upon realizing that their means of transport were getting away, Nilas and the two other Disciples shouted obscenities and charged after them. 
 
    While Kaina admitted that the sight of Nilas tripping over his own feet in a fevered attempt to regain control of his steed was indeed a humorous sight, she couldn't help but shoot a seething glare at Tristan as he trotted to her side and grabbed her by the arm. 
 
    “Let's get out of her while they're distracted,” Tristan said as he tugged her in the direction of the coach. 
 
    Kaina went along, but as they ran she said, “That was incredibly reckless, Tristan. Someone could have been hurt!” 
 
    “But they weren't, were they?” 
 
    “That's not the point-” 
 
    Before Kaina could finish her last sentence, they reached the coach and saw that the driver was already in his seat waiting for them. Tristan hopped up into the coach, pulling Kaina long with him, and said, “If you're ready, we'd like to leave not.” 
 
    The driver turned around and said, “All right, that'll be ten coins then.” 
 
    Tristan kept an eye out for the Disciples while Kaina hastily counted out ten coins. She dropped them all into the driver's waiting hand and as soon as he placed them into a compartment under his seat, he whipped the reins of the horse and they were off. 
 
    After making his way around the buildings on a separate part of the path, the coach was soon well on its way to Eldercliff. Kaina turned to take one last look at the village, which grew smaller and smaller on the horizon, and she heaved a sigh of relief when she saw no sign of Nilas or any other Disciples chasing after them. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    “When are we going to stop?” Gabriel moaned, his horse trailing closely behind Devon and Hugo. “This saddle is giving me blisters!” 
 
    “We aren't stopping until we make it to Eldercliff and find Kaina,” Hugo barked. 
 
    Devon rode alongside Hugo and said, “In Gabriel's defense, we won't be able to handle Kaina on an empty stomach.” 
 
    Hugo huffed, staring into the horizon. He could see Eldercliff from their position, and as his eyes trailed further down, he could see a small village near the bottom of the hill. 
 
    The smell of potato soup came from where Hugo could only assume was the village inn, and as soon as Gabriel detected it, he moaned, “That smells better than what our cooks make! We have to stop.” 
 
    Hugo didn't want to admit how famished he was, and he wanted even less to give in to his cousin's demands, but it soon occurred to him that they were low on supplies. He also realized that his father, not to mention his grandfather, had expected them home by now, so he figured it would be a wise decision to get a message to Haventhorn Manor about their situation. 
 
    Hugo sighed. “Very well, we can stop for the night. At the crack of dawn, we ride for Eldercliff.” 
 
    “Finally!” Gabriel gasped. 
 
    As Hugo led the way to the edge of the tiny village, common folk were already pointing out his armor, an instant reminder of his status. He rode straight for the stables, where a stable hand sputtered some nonsense to the stable master. When the latter saw Hugo approach, he dismissed the young stable hand and knelt down in reverence. 
 
    “My Lord, Crimson Knight,” the stable master said, “how may I serve you this evening?” 
 
    Hugo stepped down from the horse and said, “Good evening, stable master. I would like you to care for my horse as well as those of my comrades for the night.” 
 
    Devon and Gabriel dismounted from their horses soon after and the stable master nodded furiously and said, “Absolutely, My Lord. I'll be sure to keep them safe for you.” 
 
    Hugo handed a generous amount of coin to the stable master, then he, Devon, and Gabriel led their horses to the stalls, where the young man from before waited to take charge of them. Gabriel was the last to hand his off, and as he did so, he glared at the stable hand and said, “Be sure to give my saddle a nice shine.” 
 
    Hugo led the way across the road to the inn, but before he could even reach the door, Gabriel groaned, “This is where we are staying?” 
 
    Hugo took in a sharp breath, whipped his head around, and said, “We either stay here or we ride straight to Eldercliff.” 
 
    Gabriel scowled, but remained silent. 
 
    “That's what I thought,” Hugo remarked as he turned around and opened the inn door. 
 
    Once inside, Hugo approached the counter and paid for the best room available. After he received the key to the room, Gabriel snatched it up. 
 
    Before Hugo could even protest, Gabriel said, “I'm getting some sleep before I change my mind about this lowly, country inn. Tell the servers I am not to be disturbed.” 
 
    Hugo noticed several patrons, as well as the barkeep, scowling at Gabriel for his rude remarks as he made his way to the stairs that led up to the rooms. He knew fully well that no one would dare say a word to object to men of their status, but nevertheless he had no desire to deal with such petty concerns at the moment. 
 
    Devon soon followed Gabriel's trail and Hugo said, “Will you be heading off to bed as well?” 
 
    “I'll try,” Devon replied, “but I have a sneaking suspicion that I won't be able to sleep with Gabriel's snoring. What about you?” 
 
    Hugo headed straight for the door and said, “I'm going to stock up on supplies before the shops close so that we can leave first thing in the morning. I'll be along as soon as I'm done.” 
 
    Devon shrugged and headed up the stairs just as Hugo exited the inn. 
 
      
 
    Hugo set his sights on the general store, where a thin, scraggly man stood outside hanging a wooden sign on the door. As he approached, the clinking of his armor must have alerted the shopkeeper, for he quickly turned around to see who was approaching. 
 
    The worn shopkeeper nearly jumped out of his shoes as he lay eyes on Hugo, but he hastily corrected his demeanor, bowed,  and said, “Oh, Lord Crimson Knight! How may I serve you?” 
 
    “I require supplies, citizen,” Hugo replied. “I will be leaving for Eldercliff first thing tomorrow morning, and I want to be sure that I have everything I need.” 
 
    The shopkeeper let out a laugh and said, “Ah, you and me both. I was just hanging up a sign to show that I will be closed tomorrow, as I too will be leaving for Eldercliff.” 
 
    The shopkeeper stepped aside to reveal his sign, which read in crudely painting letters, “Closed until further notice.” 
 
    Hugo raised his eyebrow and said, “Does this mean you won't sell me supplies?” 
 
    The color drained from the shopkeeper's face and he sputtered out, “Oh, n-no my Lord. I wouldn't dream of denying a Crimson Knight the service he requests. Come inside and I will get you all set up for your journey.” 
 
    The shopkeeper opened the door and bid Hugo inside. He entered, and the shopkeeper soon followed close behind. The scrawny man made haste to the counter, where he reached his post seconds before Hugo made it to his end. He had no doubt that this merchant smelled the coin on him, and that was the cause of his eagerness. 
 
    “Now then,” the shopkeeper said, “What can I get for you today, Sir...?” 
 
    “Hugo. Sir Hugo Haventhorn.” 
 
    “Ah, well, what can I get for you, Sir Hugo?” 
 
    “I need packed food, fresh water, and camping supplies, just in case,” Hugo answered. 
 
    “Of course, let me gather everything you need,” the shopkeeper said. 
 
    After completing his task, the shopkeeper counted up Hugo's pile of coins. A smile spread across his wrinkled face as he did so, and Hugo soon had no doubt that this was more coin than he was accustomed to dealing with. 
 
    “If I may suggest something, Sir Hugo,” the shopkeeper said as he tallied up the last of the coins, “I'm certain that a man of your status has a lovely lady back home, and as it happens, I just bought a lovely necklace from a wealthy dealer earlier today. Care to take a look at it?” 
 
    Hugo huffed. He should have known that the shopkeeper would anticipate his wealth and attempt to make more money off of him. However, even knowing this, Hugo still found himself interested in the necklace. 
 
    “My Thea has no shortage of jewels,” Hugo said, “but I supposed a lady of her status could never own too many.” 
 
    The shopkeeper offered a sly smile and replied, “That she can't. I can assure you that this necklace is the finest piece of jewelry I have ever laid my eyes upon.” 
 
    Hugo had serious doubts that a shopkeeper in such a small village could even make that in a year, but he didn't acknowledge this. “Very well then. Let's see it.” 
 
    The shopkeeper nodded and retrieved a small chest from beneath the counter. He produced a key out from his pocket and unlocked the chest. Then, as soon as he produced a gold necklace from the box, Hugo froze. 
 
    “You'll find that this necklace is made of pure gold and is encrusted with an expertly cut ruby and framed with multiple diamonds. I can honestly say that your dear lady would be thrilled to receive such a priceless gift.” 
 
    Hugo stared at the pendant, his blood boiling and his eyes flashing. “Let me see the back of the pendant.” 
 
    The shopkeeper paused in confusion, but upon detecting the seriousness in Hugo's tone, he quickly obeyed. Just as Hugo suspected, the back of the pendant bore an etching of the Haventhorn family crest. 
 
    The shopkeeper raised an eyebrow and said, “Well...that's new. I certainly didn't notice this little item when I bought the necklace, but I assume that this must be the signature of the creator.” He cleared his throat and added, “This would of course add more value to it, I presume...” 
 
    Hugo, who could barely contain his rage, then said in an eerily calm voice, “Who sold you this necklace?” 
 
    The shopkeeper frowned. “I'm sorry, but the Trading Act of Ilesia forbids me from divulging my customers' informa—AAAAAGHH!” 
 
    The shopkeeper screeched in terror as the no longer cool and composed Hugo Haventhorn reached both arms clear across the counter and pulled him off his feet by his collar. Hugo's skin flushed as red as his cape. His heart raced as he stared at the shopkeeper in the eyes and repeated, “Who. Sold. You. The necklace?” 
 
    The shopkeeper whimpered and stammered something incomprehensible, but Hugo didn't stop. 
 
    “Answer me!” Hugo shrieked. 
 
    “It...It was a young woman,” the shopkeeper sobbed, “and a young man who came in with her.” 
 
    “What did she look like?” Hugo pressed. 
 
    “Erm...fair, quite pretty actually...blue eyes, flaxen hair, she never mentioned her name though,” the shopkeeper explained. 
 
    “What about this 'young man' she was with?” Hugo asked. “What did he look like?” 
 
    “He was a bit taller than you, and he had dark hair,” the shopkeeper explained. “I remember him in particular, because though they both walked in here dirty and marred, the young man didn't even have a shirt on!” 
 
    Hugo pulled the shopkeeper closer. “Where did they go after they left here?” 
 
    “I...I don't—wait, I think...yes. I remember. One of them mentioned Eldercliff. I think they were headed there,” the shopkeeper replied. 
 
    Hugo snatched the necklace and released his hold on the shopkeeper so suddenly that the frail little man fell backwards into the shelves hung up on the wall. Hugo then gathered up the bag packed with his fresh supplies and headed for the door. 
 
    Before he reached it, however, he heard the shopkeeper's worn voice say, “Wait...” 
 
    Hugo turned sharply to see the man pulling himself to his feet. “You haven't paid for it the necklace...” 
 
    Hugo held up the necklace and said, “This was an engagement gift for my cousin, Kaina Haventhorn, who was recently abducted. The inscription you saw on the back was that of my family crest, and so by purchasing this necklace, you have not only traded stolen goods, but you have also aided those who abducted my cousin, whom I might add is set to wed his majesty, Prince Casimir.” 
 
    The shopkeeper gulped and the color instantly drained from his face. 
 
    “In other words, you can be charged with aiding and abetting the abduction of a royal, which I don't have to tell you carries an automatic death sentence. I thus leave you with two options: I can take the necklace back and pretend this encounter never occurred, or I can let you keep it and report the transaction to the prince himself. I'm certain you wouldn't want to have to explain to him how you came into possession of the very necklace his future queen was wearing when she was taken. The choice is yours.” 
 
    Instead of responding, the shopkeeper shrunk back behind the counter, but Hugo understood his answer nonetheless. 
 
    Without breaking his gaze, Hugo placed his hand on the door to the shop and said, “It's been a pleasure doing business with you.” 
 
    He then turned, exited the shop, and slammed the door shut. 
 
      
 
    After leaving Haventhorn Manor with little explanation to their hosts, Azemar and Casimir departed from Eboncrest on horseback late into the night. They took a lesser known trail that stretched east away from the town without so much as a guard to help fend off any highwaymen, though Casimir suspected that they could easily take a small gang if necessary. Even still, the adviser had been less than forthright about where he was taking him, and Casimir wasn't certain he wanted to know. 
 
    After nearly an hour of silence save for the hooves of their horses kicking the dirt with each step, Casimir said, “Would you care to tell me where it is you're taking me, Azemar? If I didn't know any better, I'd say you intend to kill me.” 
 
    “If I meant to kill you, Prince, you wouldn't know until it was too late,” Azemar said. “As for where we are going, I am showing you a faster way to get to Eldercliff.” 
 
    Casimir scoffed. “I grow weary of your games. How is it there can be a quicker way to get to Eldercliff in the wrong direction?” 
 
    Azemar said nothing, and before Casimir could speak again, something further up the road caught his eye. Two figures stood still out in the middle of the road, and from his position he could tell that they were watching them. The prince placed a hand on the sword on his belt, waiting for the first sign of movement. 
 
    Though Azemar never took his eyes off the road, he somehow knew of Casimir's apprehension and remarked, “Stay your weapon, Sire. We are not among enemies.” 
 
    Casimir never removed his hand, even as he saw the strange men donning the familiar black robes that all the Disciples wore. He had no trust for these strange people regardless of any alliance Roric or any of his other ancestors made with them. 
 
    When Azemar reached the two men, he dismounted his horse without a word and handed his reins over to one of them. He then gestured for Casimir to do the same, and though he had his suspicions, the prince reluctantly complied. 
 
    With their horses secured by the unknown men, Azemar turned to Casimir and said, “We walk from here. Follow me.” 
 
    For reasons unknown to Casimir, Azemar turned off of the road and opted to head north into the woods. They descended up a steep hill, and as they did so the woods around them became much denser and cast deeper shadows. The more Casimir thought about his surroundings, the more he realized that it was the perfect place to go when one didn't want to be found. 
 
    Casimir's boots sloshed through the mud, his every step labored as the grime clung to his feet. It didn't take long for him to realize that he hadn't noticed a single creature in the forest, not even an owl on its nocturnal hunt. In fact, the only sounds he could hear were his own heavy breathing and the crisp, wet crunch of freshly fallen leaves as they became wedged between his feet and the mud. 
 
    After what felt like hours, Casimir finally said, “When all of this is done, Azemar, you'll be lucky if you still have a job.” 
 
    “You're always so gracious, Sire,” Azemar remarked. “Nevertheless, we're here.” 
 
    Casimir looked over Azemar's shoulder and saw an old shack in the distance. With the amount of brush and foliage in the immediate area, it was easy to determine that the site would be difficult to find if one didn't know where to look. The prince imagined that even Elias Haventhorn had no knowledge of it, despite claiming that he knew the entire Crescent Mountain by heart. 
 
    As they approached the shack, another man in Disciples' garb stepped outside to meet them. 
 
    “Lord Azemar, Prince Casimir,” the man said, “we received your message, and we made certain that the gate would be ready as you requested.” 
 
    “Gate?” Casimir asked. “What gate?” 
 
    Much to the prince's annoyance, Azemar ignored his question and said, “What about our guest?” 
 
    “He won't be any trouble,” the Disciple answered. 
 
    “Good,” Azemar replied. “Take us to him.” 
 
    Azemar and the Disciple stepped into the shack and Casimir followed in spite of his better judgment. The shack was empty save for a few chairs in front of a bare, unlit fireplace. The only windows were nothing more than empty, square-shaped holes carved into gray, weathered wood on either side of the door. Even the door was merely a series of rotten planks bound together with frayed twine and was handing barely onto the frame by the same material. The floor, if one could even call it that, was nothing more than leveled mud than an amateur carpenter built shabby walls around and called it a home. Given that the ceiling was nothing more than sheets and sticks and straw fashioned into a roof, the tattered and weathered condition of this pitiful shack came as no surprise. 
 
    As Casimir stared in horror around the shack and wondered what kind of urchin would actually call this place home, it occurred to him that he could see no “gate” or “guest” that the Disciple had referred to. He took another look around to ensure he hadn't missed anything, then he turned to Azemar and said, “What's going on here? What is this place?” 
 
    “This is one of the Disciples' many hideouts in Ilesia. It is here where we will get to Eldercliff and head off Kaina Haventhorn.” 
 
    Before Casimir could press for more information, Azemar turned back to the Disciple and said, “Lead us to the gate.” 
 
    At this point, Casimir presumed it would simply be better to simply wait, as he wasn't getting any answers otherwise. He followed the two men to the corner of the room, where the Disciple bent down to the floor. The Disciple brushed away a layer of mud that had been intentionally caked onto a wooden surface. Upon closer inspection, Casimir could see that the Disciple had revealed a trap door. 
 
    The Disciple lifted the trap door to reveal a ladder that Casimir assumed led to a basement. Azemar entered first, and the Disciple bid the prince to follow. He complied, and when Casimir was halfway down the ladder, he was surprised to see the trap door close above him with the Disciples still on the other side. 
 
    Casimir halted his descent and stared at the trap door in confusion, for he soon heard him say, “Someone has to remain on the surface at all times so that they can obscure the entrance and deter curious trespassers.” 
 
    Casimir arched his brow, but he still shrugged and continued down the ladder. 
 
    When the prince finally reached the bottom, he was surprised to find not a mud floor, but fine, polished stone. As soon as he turned away from the ladder, he saw what could easily have served as an aristocrat's private quarters. The chamber was at least twice the size of the decrepit, one room shack above, and the ceiling reached twice as high. The walls and ceiling were made in a similar fashion and bore strange carvings along each post holding the ground level upright, symbols that no book in Ilesia would contain. 
 
    In the center of the chamber, two men stood on either side of a worn, battered old man with perfectly round spectacles, though the glass in the center of each frame had smudged of dirt and grime. His disheveled hair was gray, and his weary eyes were blue, as was the tattered remnants of his robe. 
 
    Azemar approached the old man, who didn't look up, and said, “Good evening, Aldis. You're looking well.” 
 
    Upon detecting the sarcasm in his tone, Aldis looked up slightly and said, “As well as I can be.” 
 
    Azemar chuckled and said, “Well I have terrific news: you are coming with us to Eldercliff.” 
 
    Aldis remained silent. 
 
    “You see,” Azemar continued, “we have reason to believe that Kaina Haventhorn has almost reached the city, and as you know fully well, we cannot allow her to deliver the book to Melchior.” 
 
    Aldis remained silent. 
 
    “As a matter of fact,” Azemar continued, “you were so willing to give yourself up for her sake that I have no doubt she would be willing to do the same for you.” 
 
    Aldis made every attempt to conceal the worry in his eyes, but even Casimir could see that the old man knew Azemar's words to be true. 
 
    Azemar turned towards the opposite corner of the chamber, where a large structure had been concealed by an enormous sheet and pulled it off to reveal a stone archway carved with the exact same symbols as those on the posts. He grazed his fingers over the rough stone, tracing each symbol as he went along, and he muttered under his breath as he did. 
 
    “Yes...” he muttered, “...yes, this is perfect. This will get us to Eldercliff.” 
 
    Casimir scoffed. “How is an empty archway going to get us to Eldercliff?” 
 
    Azemar turned to face Casimir and in the calmest tone he could muster, “Observe.” 
 
    The old man took several steps back from the archway and stood directly in front of it. He lifted his hand and held it out towards the structure. He stood motionless for several seconds, and just before Casimir marched over to him and knocked his head clean off, he began to mutter in an ancient, unknown language. With his free hand, he produced a handful of a fine, blue dust from within his robe pocket. Azemar tossed the substance at the foot of the archway, and as soon as it made contact with the stone, the symbols began to glow. 
 
    In the center of the empty archway, a light formed with seemingly no source and grew larger with every second that passed. The light formed a spiral as it circled outward, forming an image in the middle before long. At first the image appeared cloudy, as though one were looking through a glass window after a snow storm. The image grew and became clearer with each passing second until it resembled not a window, but an open door. 
 
    Azemar ceased his hypnotic chant, turned back to the men holding Aldis, and gestured for them to follow. The men obeyed and Azemar turned back towards the archway and to Casimir's astonishment, he stepped right into the image formed in the center. The men soon followed him with Aldis, and after much debate with himself, Casimir finally followed as well. 
 
    After stepping through the image, Casimir found himself in another stone chamber, but he could tell straight away that he was no longer in the same room as before. For starters, this room was much larger, though every bit as polished as the previous one. Several people stared back at him, all of which donned the Disciples' robes, and a statue of a horned, devilish figure Casimir had only seen crude depictions of in illustrations stood proudly on the opposite end of the room and towered over everyone. As Casimir stared around the room in awe, Azemar approached the archway and uttered another, quicker chant. At once the light as well as the image of the shack's basement vanished as though they never existed at all. 
 
    After several moments of processing what had just occurred, Casimir finally asked, “Where are we? Where have you taken me?” 
 
    Azemar met the prince's gaze and replied, “I should think you would know that answer, Sire. I've taken you to Eldercliff.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    As night fell over the eastern plains of Ilesia, Eldercliff soon became as lit up as the night sky when no clouds were present to obscure its beauty. Kaina recalled a night about a year prior when Aldis had brought his telescope to allow her to observe the stars and various planets near their own. The moment she looked through the eye piece and saw the majesty of the cosmos up close, she knew that she would never truly comprehend the world around her. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Tristan asked, snapping her out of her trance. 
 
    Kaina blinked and met his stoic gaze. “I'm fine. I was just...thinking...” 
 
    Fortunately Tristan didn't press, but instead shifted his attention back to the approaching city. 
 
    “I've always heard tales of Eldercliff's beauty at night, but the rumors couldn't hope to do it justice,” he said. 
 
    Kaina followed his gaze and admired the hundreds of lights dotting the steep walkway that led up the cliff and said, “That's true, although I can't imagine what made people want to climb up there every day with supplies to build a city.” 
 
    “Aye but it makes a tough time for invaders to get into the city,” the driver said. “It was once the capital of Ilesia, you know, so they wanted to take every measure possible to prevent a siege.” 
 
    Tristan furrowed his brow. “I'm not certain I would want to live in a city that could collapse a thousands feet with the slightest rock slide, but it's pleasant to look at for sure.” 
 
    “I wouldn't worry about that,” the driver said. “The city hasn't fallen in over four hundred years. Heck, no one has even dared to invade in the entire reign of Roric or his descendants, all except for those rebels everyone's talking about.” 
 
    Kaina and Tristan exchanged a glance, smirked, and the former said, “Rebels?” 
 
    “You haven't heard?” the driver asked, turning his head sideways. “There's been talk among the locals that a rebellion's been brewin' in the east, and some people say they spotted them in the Ashlands. 'Asher Riders,' I think they're called. Bunch of hooey if you ask me. If anyone around these parts were startin' any trouble, the Crimson Knights would've taken care of them by now.” 
 
    Kaina and Tristan met each others' gaze and each had to suppress a chuckle. 
 
    As the coach finally reached the bottom end of the slope, Kaina could see two city guards stationed at an archway as well as a few farms and inns in the surrounding areas. The driver nodded to the guards, then rode right through the archway and up the slope. 
 
    Kaina could only describe the slope as something a spiral staircase, only this one had been carved out of rock and only had a simple wooden guard rail to prevent anyone or anything from falling off. She imagined that this was intentional as an extra precaution against invaders, since hoards of soldiers would likely fall off the edge in their hast to storm the city above. 
 
    After an eternity of edging up the slope and hugging the cliff, the coach finally made it to the top. The city's gates lie just a few yards away, and they continued to form an entire wall ten foot tall around the perimeter of the city. Another inn stood to the right of the city wall, and across the path from there stood a large stable. The driver led his horse to left, closer to the stable, and came to a halt just in front of the opening to lead horses inside. 
 
    “This is where I let you off. If you want a ride back, I'll be leaving in the morning,” he said. 
 
    Kaina and Tristan thanked him and headed for the gates, which had been opened to allow a crowd of travelers inside. They squeezed in with the crowd, and thankfully the guards didn't even grant them a second glance. Seconds later, they had entered the grand city of Eldercliff. 
 
    All at once, Kaina took in the splendor of the city she had only heard stories about. The gates opened directly into the town square, which was framed by the finest inns and restaurants, as well as scores of shops and merchant stalls, and every single door was illuminated by matching glass sconces on either side. The street was lined with stone and lantern posts on every corner, complete with sewer grates to prevent flooding. The stonework formed a flawless, round design around a fountain in the center of the square, which bore a statue of Roric as he held a sword proudly in the air, water pouring from beneath his feet into a pool below. 
 
    “Where to now?” Tristan asked. 
 
    Kaina ran back through Aldis' instructions in her mind, then said, “We have to find a pigeon coup and send out three white doves with black slips of paper.” 
 
    Tristan scanned the square, then pointed to a corner off to the left end and said, “There's the pigeon coup. Let's go.” 
 
    Kaina spotted the coup, which was right next to one of the inns, and she and Tristan marched through the crowd of people examining the doubtless fake jewels one of the caravans was selling. Once they made  it through the sea of gullible travelers, Kaina could see a freckled young man accepting payment from a traveler before he released a pigeon into the air with a message tied to its leg. 
 
    Upon closer inspection, Kaina had no doubt that the boy running the pigeon coup was even younger than herself. He bore not a single sign of the first hair on his chin, and his ginger hair was nothing more than a curly pile atop his head. Every time he moved his head, his hair moved in such a way that Kaina thought the whole clump would fly off at any moment. 
 
    The boy smiled when the newcomers approached and even though he stood up to his full height with enough zeal to rival a Crimson Knight, he was still about a hand's width shorter than Kaina. 
 
    “Good evening Milady, Milord,” the eager young man said, his voice just beginning to shift from a boy's to a man's, “what can I do for you?” 
 
    Kaina pointed to the pigeon coup, where she saw twelve white doves near the top, and said, “I would like to send out three of those doves, please.” 
 
    The pigeon boy nodded and said, “Of course. They certainly are popular for higher class citizens of Eldercliff. Who shall I send them to?” 
 
    Kaina froze. “I...er...” 
 
    Tristan stared at her and said, “Aldis did tell you who to send the doves to, didn't he?” 
 
    Kaina shut her eyes and put her hand to her forehead in frustration. “No...he never told me.” 
 
    “Well...” the pigeon boy said, “we do sometimes send out the pigeons without any set destination. We do this with general city notices to get important information out quickly.” 
 
    Kaina exchanged a glance with Tristan and said, “I suppose I'll just do that, then. Do you have any slips of paper?” 
 
    “Aye,” the boy said as he patted the pouch on his pocket. “You need three, right? What would you like to write on them?” 
 
    “Erm...nothing. I'd like them to be blank,” Kaina replied. 
 
    A moment later, when the pigeon boy stared at her with his eyes practically crossed, Kaina realized exactly how ridiculous her request sounded. 
 
    The boy cleared his throat, then said, “Just so I heard right, you want me to send three white doves in random directions throughout the city with blank slips of paper tied to their legs...and you're payin' me to do it?” 
 
    An awkward smile appeared on Kaina's face as she said, “Yes, please.” 
 
    The boy nodded and said, “That'll be six gold pieces.” 
 
    Kaina fished the gold out of her pocket and handed them to the confused young man, who then turned to his coup to carry out the odd request. 
 
    Kaina and Tristan turned back to the square just as the pigeon boy reached into the coup and grabbed the first dove, the latter caught up to the former and said, “Well we've completed that pointless first task. What's next?” 
 
    “Next I have to wait by the fountain in the town square for a sign for further instructions.” 
 
    “What kind of sign?” 
 
    “I don't know, but Aldis told me I would know it when I saw it.” 
 
    Tristan furrowed his brow. “I don't know about this, Kaina. Why the doves? And why the blank paper? It all seems so...strange.” 
 
    Kaina met his gaze and replied, “Aldis is the one person I would trust him with my life. He would never steer me wrong.” 
 
    Tristan's expression softened. “If you say so. I'll wait near one of the merchant carts in case there's any trouble. Whatever you do, don't go off on your own or with anyone you don't know.” 
 
    Kaina glared at him and said, “I'm not an idiot.” 
 
    “Just making sure,” Tristan replied as he turned around and made his way to produce cart. 
 
    Kaina simply shook her head and made her way to the fountain to await whatever sign Melchior would send her way. 
 
      
 
    An hour passed since Kaina sent the doves, but she saw no sign of anyone or anything that could even resemble something to do with a wizard. Out of instinct, she kept patting her pouch to ensure the book was still inside, and once she felt the encrusted gem through the leather pouch, she rested her chin back in her hand and waited some more. 
 
    Out the corner of her eye, Kaina could still see Tristan standing guard by the produce cart, and when she turned her attention back to him, she couldn't help but smirk at how suspicious he looked just watching the crowd with a hand gripped on his sword. He soon noticed her amused expression and countered with an odd look, at which point her cheeks flushed and she jerked her head in another direction. 
 
    Just when Kaina began to consider leaving, she felt someone sit beside her. She turned to see who it was, but the second she moved, a man's voice said, “Don't look. Don't speak. Just listen.” 
 
    A chill crept over Kaina's skin. She glanced briefly at Tristan, who understood and matched her demeanor. 
 
    “I received your message,” the man said, “and I know you have the book.” 
 
    Kaina tried to get a look at the man through the corner of her eye, but his face was concealed by a dark, hooded cloak. 
 
    “Follow me and keep close,” the hooded man said. “I'll bring you to a place where we can discuss the book in private.” 
 
    Kaina didn't move. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Who do you think I am?” the man said. “I'm Melchior.” 
 
    Kaina's blood ran cold. She shot up from her seat and turned to face the man, who kept his gaze pointed towards the ground. 
 
    “You're lying,” Kaina said. “You are not Melchior.” 
 
    Kaina could see the figure beneath the cloak tense up upon hearing her words, and she knew then and there her accusation had hit its mark. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” the impostor stammered. “Of course I'm Melchior!” 
 
    Kaina drew her lips so tight she thought they would bleed. She reached down and drew back the man's hood before he could react. The man shot up to his feet and stared back in horror. His brown hair, brown eyes, and muted skin hardly qualified as those of someone as illusive as Melchior, who supposedly wasn't even human. 
 
    Kaina stared the strange man down and said, “Who sent you?” 
 
    The impostor threw his hands up in defense and said, “A-all right, you caught me. I'm not Melchior, but I do work for him. He sent me to find you-” 
 
    “You're lying,” Kaina barked. “Who really sent you? Azemar? Casimir?” 
 
    The impostor's expression darkened, and in a low voice, he growled, “You would do well to hand over that book, girl, lest you incur the wrath of the Unmaker-” 
 
    Just then, he was interrupted by Tristan stepping in between the two of them. He faced away from Kaina, but she could still see the glint of his blade as he pulled it slightly out of his sheath. 
 
    “This is your only warning,” Tristan growled, “leave now, or my blade flies.” 
 
    The impostor's expression blanched in an instant, and only seconds later he was off into the crowd like a scared rat. Several people ducked out of the way of his flight, and although a few unlucky individuals were knocked down, they were otherwise unharmed. 
 
    Tristan turned back to Kaina, and upon seeing her annoyed expression, said, “What?” 
 
    Kaina took in a sharp breath and said, “While I appreciate the gesture, I had everything under control.” 
 
    “Clearly,” Tristan remarked, ignoring the seething glare from Kaina that followed, “but now he and the rest of his friends will know that we won't give up that book without a fight.” 
 
    Kaina opened her mouth to speak again, but she was interrupted when something white flashed before her eyes. She blinked and wondered for a moment if she had imagined it, but when she say the matching expression on Tristan's face, she knew she hadn't. The white mass flashed a second time, and this time, she realized exactly what it was. She held her arm out just in time for a beautiful white dove to land on it. 
 
    The dove eyed Kaina with enough curiosity to rival her own, and that was when Kaina noticed the slip of paper tied to its leg. She furrowed her brow and turned back to the pigeon coup, where she could see twelve white doves, meaning that the three she sent out had already returned. 
 
    Kaina turned back to the dove and said, “Where did you come from, little one?” 
 
    She carefully tugged on the string holding the paper in place, then caught the end of the paper as it began to unravel. As soon as the paper was free from the dove's leg, it flapped its brilliant white wings and flew off into the night. 
 
    Tristan edged closer to Kaina and said, “What does it say?” 
 
    Kaina unraveled the little paper and read the contents. She furrowed her brow again, then read it aloud: 
 
    “'The setting sun casts not on the knowledge we keep, for darkness can only penetrate the mind of those who will it.'” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Tristan asked. 
 
    Kaina rolled up the paper and said, “I've heard that saying somewhere before...but I can't remember where...” 
 
    “Swell,” Tristan sighed. “I suppose we just wander aimlessly through Eldercliff until we find what we're looking for?” 
 
    Kaina clenched the paper in her hand and muttered under her breath. She shut her eyes and searched every part of her memory in order to find where she had heard the phrase before. She knew it would have had something to do with Aldis' teachings, since the majority of everything she read had been with him. 
 
    “'The knowledge we keep'...'the knowledge we keep...'” she repeated. 
 
    “What's that?” 
 
    Kaina opened her eyes and said, “The paper mentions knowledge...and I know that Aldis is a member of the Scholar's Union...and they run the Eldercliff library...so maybe we should check there?” 
 
    Tristan shook his head. “We have no other leads at the moment, I suppose it's worth a try.” 
 
    Kaina looked around the square and when she didn't see anyone else suspicious, she said, “All right, let's go.”  
 
      
 
    Upon their arrival through the strange portal, Casimir and Azemar explained the situation to the other Disciples stationed there. Casimir soon discovered that the basement they had stepped through had a similar old shack above ground that was equally as run down as the one near Eboncrest, and Azemar explained that they had even gone as far as to spread the rumor that the shack in Eldercliff was cursed so that the locals wouldn't dare to investigate and stumble upon their secret base by accident. 
 
    Once everything was settled, one member of the Disciples went to the town square to watch for Kaina, and several others dressed as civilians and went with him to keep watch. It had been close to an hour by then, and Casimir now grew restless and impatient as he waited in the basement, staring at the gate that once served as a magical door that brought him miles away from Eboncrest in a matter of seconds. 
 
    Azemar had noticed his agitation and said, “Fret not, Sire. We will secure the book.” 
 
    Casimir, without breaking his gaze from the now empty gate, remarked, “If I recall correctly, Azemar, that's precisely what you said when we arrived in Eboncrest, and I feared that the Haventhorns might catch on to what we were really doing there.” 
 
    Azemar scoffed. “The Haventhorns care only about their own image. So long as we don't disturb that, they won't object to anything we do.” 
 
    Casimir shook his head, but his thoughts were interrupted by the sound of the trap door connected to the ladder leading to the basement ceiling opened. The prince shot up upon noticing the man they had sent to the town square entering, and when he finally made it to the floor panting, Azemar approached him. 
 
    “Did you get it?” the adviser asked. “Did you get the book?” 
 
    The man stared at him. “That little bitch is more clever than you give her credit for, Azemar. She called me out and her friend chased me off.” 
 
    “Friend?” Azemar asked. “What friend?” 
 
    Before the man could answer, Casimir said, “What happened after that?” 
 
    “The man threatened me, and I...erm...pretended to be afraid and ran off while the others kept their sights on them,” the man explained. “The girl received a message soon after that and one of the others overheard her asking where the city's library was.” 
 
    “Good,” Azemar said. “We can head her off there and catch her before Melchior finds her.” 
 
    “That's not all, Sir,” the man said. “Nilas is here, and he's in quite a poor mood. Says that he's positive he had an encounter with the girl in the village along the road, and that their horses 'mysteriously' ran off towards the Black Forest with their supplies. They only just arrived in Eldercliff to help find her.” 
 
    As if on cue, the trap door opened again and a familiar patch of red hair soon came into view as Nilas quickly made his way down the ladder. His feet barely even touched the ground before he said, “I know it was her...I saw the Haventhorn girl in the village and--” 
 
    “Yes, Nilas,” Azemar replied, “we already know. Not to worry. We have confirmed that she's in the city, and that she and her companion are heading off to the library as we speak. We need to assemble a team together to head them off.” 
 
    “Let me go,” Nilas said, though by his tone it was evident this wasn't a request. “I owe her a bit of payback.” 
 
    “Very well,” Azemar conceded. “We'll need someone to bring him with us anyway.” 
 
    Azemar gestured to Aldis, who sat perfectly calm and still in the corner of the basement, his hands still bound and his posture still weak. 
 
    Nilas, who didn't appreciate the mundane task, scowled, but eventually nodded anyway. 
 
    Casimir shot up. “Wait a moment, Azemar. If we do this, we do this under my direction. Do not forget that you are not the one running things here. My father tasked me with obtaining the book, and he specifically told you that you are to answer only to me. That also includes any of those under your command.” 
 
    Nilas snarled at the prince, who in turn stared him down like the vermin he was. 
 
    “You would do well to behave yourself around the heir to the Ilesian throne,” Casimir remarked. 
 
    In an effort to diffuse the situation, Azemar then said, “Very well, Prince Casimir, you will lead the charge. What is our first step?” 
 
    Prince Casimir met his gaze and answered, “Here is the plan.” 
 
      
 
    None of the stories that Aldis told Kaina about the Eldercliff library offered it justice. Along with the library, the Cultural District included various museums, restaurants, and even musicians in the streets. The library itself was made of white, polished stone with tall columns and multiple floors. Kaina would have loved nothing more than to explore it further, but they had a task at hand. 
 
    Kaina spotted an alley just beside the library and pointed it out to Tristan. The two made their way to the alley, then turned until they were in another alley just behind the building. They didn't see anyone, but before long they heard the flapping of wings and noticed something land on a nearby rooftop. 
 
    Kaina gasped and pointed to a majestic, golden feathered eagle. It locked its amber eyes with hers and sat patiently as Kaina admired it. 
 
    “It's so beautiful!” Kaina explained. “I've never seen an eagle like that.” 
 
    The eagle broke its gaze with Kaina and shifted its eyes east, towards another path, and then flew off in that direction. In the distance, Kaina could see it land on another rooftop that was on the same road, and then it sat still and stared at her once more. 
 
    “I think we're supposed to follow it,” Kaina said. 
 
    “I think you're right,” Tristan said. “Let's go.” 
 
    Kaina locked her eyes on the eagle as she marched straight for it with Tristan trailing right behind her. As soon as they were close enough, the eagle shifted its gaze once more, this time to the north, and flew off in that direction. It perched on another building, and Kaina followed again. This cycle went on a few more times until the eagle finally led them to a remote area with little more than a few abandoned buildings and old storage facilities. 
 
    The eagle perched on top of an old chimney that no longer had a building attached. As Kaina and Tristan approached, its gaze shifted to stare at something behind them, and the former quickly turned to see what it was. 
 
    A man, or at least Kaina thought it was a man, who wore a hooded cloak and heavy boots walked towards them at a brisk pace. The eagle screeched and flew off, which Kaina assumed was her signal that the man was who she thought he was. Nevertheless, she refrained from getting too close before she knew for sure. 
 
    With a quivering voice that at the moment, she couldn't explain, Kaina stared at the man and said, “Melchior...?” 
 
    The figure stopped dead in his tracks and stared at her for a moment before she could see his mouth curling into a smile from beneath the shadow of his hood. After a brief moment of confusion, Kaina heard the blade leaving Tristan's sheath. 
 
    “Kaina, it's a trap,” he said in a hushed tone. 
 
    Her heart nearly stopped, and her eyes darted back and forth as several men all around them stepped out of the shadows, and Kaina didn't have to take more than a minute to recognize who they were. Those familiar black hoods were forever etched into her memory as the fiends they were. 
 
    “I'm afraid not,” came a voice from beneath the hood, a voice Kaina found eerily familiar. The figure then drew back his hood and added, “But I will take that book nonetheless.” 
 
    A moment later, Kaina locked eyes with none other than Prince Casimir. 
 
    Kaina backed away and Tristan brandished his sword. The Disciples closed in on them as Casimir removed his cloak and dropped it to the ground, and Azemar soon approached from behind him. Kaina expected the prince to address her first, but instead he chuckled and said, “It's been a while, Tristan.” 
 
    Kaina shifted her gaze to Tristan, who now stood in a battle stance beside her, and he replied, “Not long enough.” 
 
    Casimir scoffed. “Oh don't be like that. Ever since I found out that it was you aiding Kaina, I've been looking forward to seeing you again.” 
 
    “You two have met before?” Kaina pressed. 
 
    Casimir didn't answer, but he instead turned back to Tristan and said, “You haven't told her? If I didn't know better I would think you were ashamed of me.” 
 
    The prince edged closer, prompting Tristan to raise his sword and say, “Take one more step and I'll have your head.” 
 
    Casimir smirked, shook his head and said, “Now Tristan, is that any way to speak to your brother?” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    “Brother?” Kaina exclaimed. 
 
    Prince Casimir's eyes shifted between Kaina and Tristan. “I'm not surprised you don't know. You aren't the first to be deceived by him. Now then...” 
 
    Casimir snapped his fingers and the Disciples drew closer, further cutting off their means of escape. Tristan shifted around so that he covered Kaina's flank, and the two soon stood back to back, completely surrounded. 
 
    “...give me the book,” Casimir ordered. 
 
    “Never,” Kaina spat. 
 
    Casimir flashed a sickening smile and said, “I think you will feel differently when you see my special guest. Nilas?” 
 
    Just then, Azemar and Casimir parted to allow two more people to step through. One of them was Nilas, and to Kaina's horror, he dragged Aldis along with him. The latter, who was bound at his wrists, simply stared helplessly at his student, his disheveled hair and dirt-stained clothes the only indicator of the ordeal he endured during captivity. 
 
    “Aldis!” Kaina cried. 
 
    She tried to run for him, but Tristan caught her arm and held her back. 
 
    “Give me the book,” Casimir said, “and I will release him.” 
 
    “Don't give it to him, Kaina,” Aldis cried, “he won't--” 
 
    Before Aldis could continue, Azemar waved his hand over his face. A red mist surrounded Aldis' head, putting him in a dream like trance. 
 
    “What did you do to him?” Kaina shouted. 
 
    “Don't worry,” Azemar assured, “it was just to keep him quiet.” 
 
    Kaina turned back to Casimir, whose smile made her want to melt his face off, and said, “Let him go!” 
 
    “Only if you give me the book,” Casimir said. 
 
    “How do I know you won't double cross me?” Kaina asked. 
 
    “Consider this, then,” Casimir said. “You're surrounded on all sides, so my comrades could take the book from you even if you fight back. I'll get to you and the book no matter what you choose, so why not make things easier on yourself?” 
 
    Kaina looked to the ground, and she could feel everyone's eyes on her. She knew what she had to do, and she didn't like it one bit. 
 
    Kaina looked up at Casimir, a lone tear escaping from her eye, and said, “I will never give you this book.” 
 
    “Have it your way,” Casimir said. “Kill him.” 
 
    Kaina cried out as Azemar held a dagger to her beloved mentor's throat, the latter of which was too dazed to even understand what was going on, much less fight back. This cruel gesture only fueled Kaina's fire even further than when she first refused the Prince at the ball. His smug, dung-eating smile alone wanted nothing more than to crush his head under her boot. 
 
    “You have until the count of three,” Casimir said. “One...” 
 
    Kaina's heart sank as time stretched on, barely even a blur. She couldn't allow Aldis to be harmed after he put himself in this situation to save her... 
 
    “Two...” 
 
    Kaina held her breath. All she could do was stare at Aldis in his dazed state. Would he even be aware of her betrayal...? 
 
    “Three...” 
 
    Kaina's heart stopped. “Wait, I'll-” 
 
    She was abruptly interrupted by a familiar screeching sound, and a flash of gold that flew at Azemar, causing him to drop the dagger. He cursed, and all eyes shot to the culprit. 
 
    The golden eagle, majestic and furious, circled around and swooped in for another attack. It flew at Casimir next, and the prince swiftly ducked to avoid it. Several of the Disciples drew their blades as it circled again, attacking everyone and everything it could reach. The men scattered in a dire effort to get rid of the beast, but to no avail. The eagle simply flew out of reach after each round with more speed than any other master of the skies. 
 
    Kaina stared in awe at the magnificent creature, but Tristan tugged her arm to save her from her thoughts. That was when she noticed that the men had left an opening in their defenses and that gave both of them the opportunity to run through before they could even notice. 
 
    “Now's our chance,” Tristan said as he pulled Kaina by her arm. 
 
    “What about Aldis?” Kaina asked. 
 
    “We can't go back for him,” Tristan said. “I'm sorry, but we have to keep this book out of Casimir's hands.” 
 
    Kaina made one last, tearful glance back at Aldis, who stumbled to the ground in the chaos. Much like a helpless infant, he stared around at the Disciples, prince, and adviser with no concept of what they were doing. 
 
    Another tug of her arm reminded her of the situation, but she still didn't move until Tristan shouted, “Kaina!” 
 
    With a heavy heart, Kaina turned and followed Tristan into the nearest alley. 
 
      
 
    When they could no longer hear the shouts of Casimir and his men, Tristan and Kaina stopped by a stack of barrels to catch their breath. They crouched down into the shadows, then after a few moments of silence save for their heavy breathing, Kaina turned to Tristan and said, “You're Casimir's brother?” 
 
    Tristan sighed and leaned his head back against the brick wall behind them and said, “I didn't think you would trust me if I told you that I was the younger brother of your betrothed.” 
 
    “He is not my betrothed,” Kaina hissed. “And what about the other rebels? Do they know?” 
 
    “Not all of them,” Tristan said. “Froki, Emir, and Abigail are the only ones who know.” 
 
    Kaina stared at him. “Just what did you plan on saying to the others in the off chance you defeated your father and brother? 'Great job everyone, by the way, I'm actually the other son of the king we just killed, so I guess that means I'm king now!'” 
 
    Tristan shrugged. “No, I was going to serve them cake as well.” 
 
    “Tristan!” Kaina shrieked. 
 
    “All right, all right,” Tristan said. “I'm sorry I didn't tell you, but that's not important right now. We need to find Melchior before Casimir catches us and takes the book...” 
 
    Kaina was far from done with this conversation, but she put it to the back of her mind and said, “What can we do? How can we find Melchior now?” 
 
    “You don't find me.” 
 
    Kaina and Tristan jumped to their feet at the sudden sound of a deep, melodic voice. They looked up and saw another hooded individual stepping out of the shadows. Though his hood was drawn, Kaina could see that he wore a white mask in the shape of a human face underneath. Though it was indeed unsettling to see, the intricate blue robes he wore indicated magical talents, and a wave of relief washed over her. He edged closer to them as then stood up and readied to defend themselves or run, whichever came first. 
 
    “I find you,” the voice said. 
 
    Kaina stared at the hooded man, expecting another trick, but something about his demeanor told her that it wasn't. 
 
    “Melchior?” she asked. 
 
    The hooded figure didn't look at her, or even move for that matter, and Kaina was beginning to wonder if it was actually a statue under the cloak that they somehow managed to not see on their way into the alley, but he soon spoke again and abolished the notion. 
 
    “I feared that this would happen, which is why I had my friend watch over you” the man claiming to be Melchior stated. “Prince Casimir can be quite cunning.” 
 
    “It's Melchior all right,” Tristan whispered. “I'd recognize that voice anywhere.” 
 
    “It's a pleasure to see you again, Tristan,” Melchior replied. 
 
    “I wish I could say the same,” Tristan replied. Upon realizing how rude this sounded, he then corrected himself by saying, “Er, what I mean is...I didn't see your face before...so--” 
 
    “I understand,” Melchior said. “You have found the book, then?” 
 
    Kaina nodded, though she wasn't sure how he knew. 
 
    “Very well, come with me,” he said, “I will tell you everything you need to know.” 
 
    “Won't Casimir see us if we go that way?” Kaina asked. 
 
    Melchior stopped. “Don't worry about him. Zephyr will keep them busy and throw them off your trail.” 
 
    “You mean the eagle?” Kaina asked. 
 
    Melchior nodded. “Come with me and I will take you to safety.” 
 
    He walked away again and Kaina and Tristan exchanged a glance, then simultaneously marched off behind Melchior to wherever it was he was taking them. 
 
      
 
    Melchior led Kaina and Tristan from the alley to the next street, then he turned again and wrapped around the next building, paying no heed to who might be lurking on the other side. It soon became apparent that they didn't need to worry about being spotted, as not even a single beggar lurked in the areas they were in. 
 
    Melchior finally stopped near a sewer grate and stopped down to examine it. 
 
    “No, not that one,” he muttered as he stood again and kept going further down. Kaina eyed him curiously as he stopped at the next grate and repeated this process. He then stopped at a third grate and said, “Here it is.” 
 
    Melchior lifted the sewer grate and ushered Kaina and Tristan inside. A ladder led down into the sewer, but oddly enough there was no water even though Kaina heard it trickling all around them. Tristan dropped down beside her and they both searched for the source of the flowing water. 
 
    When Melchior stepped down from the ladder, he noticed them looking around and said, “Don't bother. The sound you hear is only an illusion to fool people who pass by expecting to hear it.” 
 
    Kaina and Tristan exchanged a glance and then once they noticed Melchior walking forward, they followed again. The area they were now in was a tunnel built with stone bricks in an arch shape that, at its apex, stood only a few inches above Melchior's head. It only occurred to Kaina then just how tall he was, for even Tristan was visibly shorter than him. 
 
    Melchior turned down another tunnel that was made the same way as the one before, and Kaina noted that each one was lit by a lantern, but rather than candles, there seemed to be just floating light in each one. Before long she had become so fixated on these curiosities that she didn't notice Melchior had stopped until she ran right into him. 
 
    Kaina stepped back in embarrassment, but Melchior didn't even seem to notice. He stopped at a section of wall at the end of the tunnel that appeared to be bare. He stepped up closer to the wall and traced a symbol on the brick with his finger, at which point Kaina noticed he wore black gloves, and within moments the bricks began to move before their astonished eyes. The bricks opened up to another tunnel with an opening at the end about ten feet ahead, and once the bricks stopped moving, Melchior marched forward into the tunnel. 
 
    Kaina followed first, then she turned to Tristan and said, “Are you coming?” 
 
    Tristan stopped staring at the wall long enough to notice Kaina and caught up to her. He followed close behind as she stepped out into the light right behind Melchior, and when her eyes lay on the sight ahead, all she could utter was, “Oh...my...” 
 
    In the enormous cavern ahead lay not the city of Eldercliff, but an entire underground replica. Though there were some minor differences, the city had a similar layout, architecture, and feel. The tunnel led to platform that overlooked the city of the cavern and sloped down, then split off and led to the front gates. There were buildings built on top of rock formations and others were wrapped around them like a coiled snake. Most perplexing of all was the strange birds they saw flying overhead in all different directions. 
 
    Melchior turned to face them and, while still concealing his face, he said, “Welcome to Undercliff, the city of wizards.” 
 
    Kaina's heart gave a leap at the wonder of it all as she and Tristan followed Melchior into the city. Undercliff shimmered with lights unlike anything she had ever seen before. Light seemed to come from everywhere and it wasn't long before she saw that there were more floating orbs of light lining the cobblestone streets. There were owls, hawks, and even a few eagles roaming about and it didn't take long for Kaina to notice that many of them were carrying messages and even supplies. 
 
    People of all kinds walked about in colorful robes and odd fashions. Each wizard who walked past them had a more colorful and ornate robe than the last, and Kaina had no doubt that if her mother had seen her dress in such a way, she would have forbidden her from ever marching out into public again. They passed shops containing books in the windows, bottles of shimmering liquids and strange spices, and there was also one store that sold strange pole-like objects that resembled a sort of long walking cane. The sign above the store read, Moonherald's Staves and Wands. 
 
    Kaina shrugged, never having heard of such things, and she turned to the area in front of her. Melchior led them to a town square with a statue just like the city above, but instead of a statue of Roric in the center, it was an old man in a robe holding another one of those cane-like objects. 
 
    “Who is that?” Kaina asked, pointing to the statue. 
 
    Melchior stopped and turned to her, then said, “You should know, considering you found his book.” 
 
    Kaina turned back to the statue and that was when she saw that tucked under his other arm was a stone replica of the very book that she kept in the pouch on her belt. She placed her hand on it, as if to remind herself of its existence, and then she moved along as soon as she saw their guide moving again. 
 
    Melchior made his way to the largest building in the town square, which was a tall, stone tower that was right behind the statue in the middle of the square. He walked up the stone stairs just in front and waited at the door for Kaina to reach him, then Tristan, and then he opened the door to allow them in first. 
 
    The first room was a rotunda comprised of entire walls of books, much to Kaina's delight. She estimated that it contained about the same amount of books as the manor's library, possibly even more. There were tables on either side of the room where scholars conducted various research, Kaina imagined, and all that she could hear was the sound of pages flipping and quills scratching into parchment. 
 
    At the opposite end of the room stood a desk that sat in front of a set of stairs that began on the left side of the desk and wrapped up the side of the tower in a spiral pattern. The man behind the desk nodded to Melchior as they passed and went straight for the stairs. Melchior climbed up the spiral stairs, ignoring each floor that they passed until they reached the top, which Kaina estimated to be about the fifth or sixth floor, since she lost count about halfway up, and he opened the door and stepped inside. 
 
    This final room was a study, complete with a long desk and a fireplace along with thousands of books lining every spare inch of wall. There was another spiral staircase that led up to a landing, and from there Kaina could see that there was another door that led into what she could only presume was a bed chamber. Three chairs sat before the hearth, one of which was larger than the others, and all of which faced a small table in the center. Melchior beckoned for them to follow him there, and finally, he gestured for them to sit down. 
 
    Kaina sat in one of the smaller chairs while Tristan took the one beside her. Melchior sat directly across from them, his face still hidden in the shadow of his cloak. Kaina stretched her aching feet out on the floor, then waited for Melchior to speak. 
 
    “I have no doubt you have many questions, Kaina Haventhorn,” Melchior said, and Kaina didn't even bother to ask how he knew her name. “I am here to tell you everything you haven't been told, and by the end of the night, you will question everything you thought you knew.” 
 
    Melchior reached up and grasped the sides of his hood and added, “But first, in order to properly begin, I will do something that I have done for very few people in my five hundred years.” 
 
    Melchior pulled back his hood and removed his mask, and in spite of herself, Kaina gasped. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Although Casimir and the Disciples had made every attempt to evade the wretched eagle to focus on their quarry, it would swoop back down and attack them only to fly away when they made attempts to strike it. By the time Casimir and the Disciples had finally chased the strange, golden bird off, Kaina and Tristan were long gone. 
 
    If Casimir didn't know any better, he would have thought that the bird was actually helping them. 
 
    “Spread out and find them,” Casimir ordered. “Whoever returns without them will forfeit their heads.” 
 
    The men spread out and Azemar, still holding onto the dazed Aldis, approached the prince and said, “Sire, that eagle was no coincidence. I suspect Melchior may have intervened in their escape, and they are likely with him now.” 
 
    Casimir's face flushed red. “In other words, Melchior has the book.” 
 
    “I'm afraid so,” Azemar said, “and unless we can find where he is hiding, we may never find the book now.” 
 
    Casimir inhaled sharply, then he released his built up rage and kicked the barrel over and smashed onto the ground. 
 
    After it was clear that the prince would not loose his fury again, Azemar said, “There may yet be hope. After all, we still have him.” He gestured to Aldis, who sat on the ground and stared off into space, and added, “If he knows where Melchior is hiding, then I can get him to tell us just like I got him to tell me about Kaina coming here to Eldercliff.” 
 
    Casimir looked at him. “When will this wear off?” 
 
    “Probably about an hour,” Azemar said. “By then I'll have him secured and he won't remember a thing about what happened after he saw Kaina.” 
 
    “Fine,” Casimir said, “but I want to be there when you do it. Now if you will excuse me, I have a task I need to complete.” 
 
    Casimir turned towards the hideout that they had first arrived in, and then he heard Azemar call from behind him, “You had best be wary of what you're about to do, Prince.” 
 
    Casimir stopped in his tracks, but didn't turn around. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I know that you've made deals with him in the past, and the longer you keep giving up parts of your soul...you become less and less human.” 
 
    Casimir took in a sharp breath and said, “Bring the scholar to the hideout and alert me the moment he is ready.” 
 
    The prince then marched off without turning to see Azemar's reaction. The former knew the consequences of his actions, but he also knew fully well that should things work out in his favor, the result would be far worth the effort. It wasn't until Roric discovered this little loophole that mortals knew what could be achieved by making deals with demons. 
 
    Casimir continued to the old house and found the trap door that led into the basement. It was empty, so he made his way to the corner where he left his satchel. Through Azemar told him he wouldn't need to pack anything, Casimir never went anywhere without his only means of contacting Mareth. His eyes soon fell on the box containing the quill, and he opened it up not only to reveal that, but also a piece of folded parchment tucked into the fabric. The prince removed both from the box and began to write: 
 
      
 
    Kaina has reached Melchior. Why haven't you retrieved her or the book? 
 
      
 
    A reply soon formed: 
 
      
 
    I will have her soon. She has entered the spiritual plane and will be highly vulnerable to my influence. 
 
      
 
    Casimir raised his eyebrow, but he ignored it and wrote: 
 
      
 
    You had better find her and the book before she opens it, or else. 
 
      
 
    Casimir waited, and for several minutes he began to wonder if Mareth was even going to answer. However, one final reply appeared: 
 
      
 
    It will be done. You have my word. 
 
      
 
    Casimir didn't know if that was even possible, but he knew that regardless he would soon have the means to find Kaina himself anyway, and he would make her his queen. 
 
    After all, Casimir always got what he wanted. 
 
      
 
    Melchior's skin was pale, grayish blue and had thin lines of dark blue from the center of his eyes straight down to his jaw. His lips were a slightly darker shade than the rest of his skin, and his eyes were dark blue, but where one's eyes were normally white, his were pale blue. His hair was straight black with a bluish tint and was slicked back out of his face and behind his pointed ears. His cheeks and jaw had sharp angles, almost as if there were sculpted pieces of stone sitting under his skin, and the same features were on his brow bone. His chin was pointed and long, and his nose was thin and pointed as well. 
 
    Melchior retained a stoic, neutral expression as he allowed both Kaina and Tristan to take in the sight of him. Finally, Kaina could think of nothing else but her next question, and though she knew it sounded rude, she simply couldn't help herself. 
 
    “What...are you?” Kaina asked. 
 
    If Melchior was offended by her question, he didn't show it. Instead, he glanced over both of them and said, “I'm not surprised you don't know. After all, my kind has been nearly extinct for four hundred years, nearly eradicated by the very war that led to Roric's succession. As far as I am aware, I am the last living Merunian.” 
 
    “Merunian?” Kaina asked. 
 
    “The Meruni were the ones who first discovered magic in ancient times, and over the eons we have evolved to such a state that magic is a major part of our being. It is for this reason that during his conquest to rid the land of magic, Roric sought our extinction and marked every trace of us from history,” Melchior explained. 
 
    “I'm sorry, I had no idea,” Kaina said. 
 
    “The fault is not yours,” Melchior said. “Roric twisted history so that everyone believed what he wanted them to believe, and only one man sought to preserve the truth as well as the secrets of magic known only to the masters of their craft.” 
 
    Kaina nodded. “Zion.” 
 
    “He too was a Merunian,” Melchior said with a nod, “but just as all others of our kind, he tragically lost his life to Roric's war. Before his demise, he sealed everything he could into a secret library that no one even knew of until he confessed it to Roric's forces with his dying breath.” 
 
    “What started all of this?” Kaina asked. 
 
    Melchior closed his eyes, and began, “Before Roric rose to power, Ilesia was ruled by wizards. Typically the wisest wizard ruled a certain domain, and they were generally elected by the people. The history books you've likely read swear on the cruelty of the ruling wizards, but that was far from the truth. I was young when it all happened, but I remember that the wizards were fair, just, and kind rulers. Zion himself ruled over the domain where most of my people lived. I was his apprentice, so I knew him well enough to know that he was the greatest wizard who ever lived. Roric was among the greatest as well-” 
 
    “Roric was a wizard?” Tristan interrupted. 
 
    “Another detail he omitted,” Melchior said. “Roric began making deals with demons, which I'm certain you've never heard of for the same reasons you've never heard of my people, and soon he discovered that every demon was united under one master: an entity only known as the Unmaker.” 
 
    “The goblins in the Black Forest...” Kaina said, “they tried to sacrifice Tristan to someone they called 'The Unmaker.' Could this be the same demon?” 
 
    “I have no doubt that it is,” Melchior said, “most goblins don't care for worshiping demons, but during his war of succession, Roric forged alliances with goblins, ogres, trolls, and even dragons. It wouldn't surprise me if the goblins from that time carried on stories of the 'Unmaker' throughout the generations and have forged an entire cult based on them.” 
 
    “If Roric was a wizard and he discovered this demon lord, why did he seek to destroy magic?” Tristan asked. 
 
    “One cannot destroy magic, but they could rid those who use it from the world as well as every way of learning it,” Melchior said. “This is because during his studies into the dark arts, he discovered that even with their power and invulnerability to any form of weapon, demons had one fatal weakness: magic. If Roric had any hope of using the demons for his own purpose, he would have to eliminate all wizards and make it impossible for anyone else to learn magic so that there would be no one to oppose him.” 
 
    Kaina shook her head. “So that's why Zion hid all that knowledge. That way if Roric released his forces, someone could find it and defeat them. Since Roric was never able to find the library, his descendants have been doing it for him.” 
 
    “Correct,” Melchior said. “Now that you have the book, however, perhaps wizards everywhere may come out of hiding. May I see it, please?” 
 
    Kaina nodded, removed the book from her pouch, and lay it on the table before Melchior. He hovered his hands over the cover, tested the latch, and traced the outline of the gem. He muttered to himself, then after a few moments, he looked up and said, “Yes, I can sense the magic coming from this. It's just as I suspected...” 
 
    “What is it?” Kaina asked. 
 
    Melchior met her gaze and said, “This book is quite powerful, as you have no doubt discovered for yourself. Zion once told me that he knew a way to bind a soul to an object so that their power might live on, although he said that it's a practice that is typically frowned upon. In this case, however, it may have been necessary for Zion to ensure that this book did not fall into the wrong hands.” 
 
    He looked at Kaina and awaited her reaction. When she finally realized what he was suggesting, she said, “Are you saying that Zion's soul is attached to this book?” 
 
    “I am,” Melchior replied. “This gem you see here is a soul gem, and judging by the fact that I cannot see any life in it means that the soul within has bound itself to you. Zion no doubt sees something in you and has deemed you worthy of carrying this book, otherwise it would have never found itself in your hands.” 
 
    “That explains why that book keeps getting you out of trouble,” Tristan said. “Zion has been protecting you this whole time.” 
 
    “Correct,” Melchior said. 
 
    “So all the times I've used magic,” Kaina said, “has all been Zion's doing?” 
 
    “Not entirely,” Melchior said. “I believe that he gave some of his power to you as well as the understanding of how to cast certain spells when you needed it, but in order to fully harness his power as well as open this book, you will need to take a test.” 
 
    “What kind of test?” Kaina asked. 
 
    “A test of the mind. In order to wield magic properly, a wizard must have a clear, open mind. You must shed any doubts you have and find the courage to delve into the recesses of your mind in order to prove that you are capable of receiving the rest of Zion's power. Only then, I suspect, will he open the book and lead you to the library,” Melchior explained. 
 
    Kaina had a sinking feeling in her stomach, but she knew what had to be done. 
 
    “All right,” she said, “I'll do it.” 
 
    Melchior handed her the book, stood up, and said, “Follow me.” 
 
      
 
    Melchior left the tower and headed out into Undercliff, and as they were following him, Kaina began asking him further questions. 
 
    “Why did we have to send out the doves?” she asked. “And how did you find me?” 
 
    “The doves were simply a decoy,” Melchior explained. “The young man who works the pigeon coup is one of us, and when you asked him to send out the doves, he knew that you were looking for me and sent word to one of my messengers. My intent was for Zephyr to lead you to my location, but when the prince and the Disciples ambushed you, he came straight to me. I knew something was wrong as he flew my way, so I followed him and saw what had happened. I ordered Zephyr to cause a distraction and followed you until I was certain it would be safe to approach you.” 
 
    “What about your eagle?” Kaina asked. “Will he be all right?” 
 
    As if on cue, Kaina heard a familiar screech and a saw a flash of gold as the same eagle as before flew across the city and landed perfectly on Melchior's shoulder. Zephyr's amber eyes fell on Kaina once more, and Melchior said, “He is a magnificent creature, and as you can see he is more than capable of dealing with people like Prince Casimir.” 
 
    Kaina sighed with relief as Zephyr flew off in the direction of Melchior's tower, then she asked, “Where exactly are we?” 
 
    “We are in a hollow cavern that is built within the cliff directly under Eldercliff,” Melchior explained. “The sewer is one of many secret entrances into the city, and it changes every hour so that no one wanders in accidentally. It appears at random for further security, but this is necessary to ensure that the local officials do not discover that wizards still exist among them.” 
 
    “So this city has been here this whole time? Ever since Roric came to power?” Kaina asked. 
 
    “Indeed,” Melchior said. “In fact, Eldercliff used to be one of the top magical locations in the land. When Roric destroyed our bases and burned all our books, we fled underground and created seals to prevent him from finding us. When we learned about Zion's book, we made every attempt to find it, but until now we have had no luck. Here we are.” 
 
    Melchior stopped at another tower, but this one was wider and didn't have nearly as many floors. He stepped inside and they soon realized that the entire building was one floor with a walkway all the way around it with books all over the place. There were magical artifacts that Kaina had never seen before in every corner of the room, but Melchior walked past each and every one of them until he reached the end of the room, where a mysterious, Ashlander woman waited for them. 
 
    Her raven black hair was adorned with intricate beads, and every time she moved her head the pieces would made a clicking sound as they made contact with each other. Her ears had large gold circles dangling from the bottom, and all along the lobes were various studs and hoops. Her fingers and wrists were also covered in gold and jewels with little symbols carved into them, and around her neck was an amulet made of a strange white material that was in the shape of a claw. 
 
    The strange-looking woman looked up and upon setting her olive green eyes on Melchior, said, “It has a while since you came to me, Melchior. What do you require of me?” 
 
    “I have a girl who needs to perform the test, Rupa,” Melchior said. “Will you assist me?” 
 
    Rupa stepped up from her perch and walked over to Kaina, her heels clicking on the ground as she did so. She circled around Kaina and eyed her up and down, then she said, “What do you call yourself?” 
 
    “Kaina,” she answered. 
 
    “Well Kaina,” Rupa said, “I can indeed give you the test, but you must answer one question before I do.” 
 
    Rupa walked over to Melchior's side, made eye contact with Kaina, and said, “Are you prepared to face your deepest, darkest fears?” 
 
    Kaina's heart sank, but she still cleared her throat and said, “Yes.” 
 
    “Very well,” Rupa said. “Follow me.” 
 
    Rupa turned and went into the room behind where she had been sitting, and it took a moment for Kaina's eyes to adjust. There was little light save for a few candles burning around a strange table that resembled an altar, but it had cushions on top like a sofa or a bed. Rupa walked over to the strange object and said, “Lie down here.” 
 
    Kaina obeyed and lay down on cushions that could rival those in the manor's library. Melchior soon walked up to her and said, “Hold onto the book, Kaina. Whatever you do, don't let go of it.” 
 
    Kaina placed the book on her abdomen and placed both hands on it, then Rupa stood over her and said, “Now, let us begin. Look into my eyes.” 
 
    Kaina locked eyes with Rupa and a strange feeling washed over her. She could almost sense the mysterious woman's subconscious trying to enter her own, and she soon became aware of her breathing and her own heart beating rapidly. 
 
    “Your mind is your most powerful weapon,” Rupa began, “but just like any weapon, it must be strengthened for use or it will fail you. This test will allow you to enter your own mind and break down the barriers that will hinder your performance and willpower. You will face your greatest fears and relive your worst memories, but it is necessary to unlock your hidden potential and take in great power. Are you ready, Kaina?” 
 
    Kaina, in almost a dream-like state, said, “I'm ready.” 
 
    Rupa looked even deeper into Kaina's eyes, if that was even possible, and said, “Then sleep.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    All Kaina could see at first was an empty, black void. She began to wonder if whatever Rupa had been trying to do worked, and soon she felt a sudden chill. She rubbed her arms in an attempt to warm herself, but it was almost as if the cold didn't come from her surroundings, but from within. She also could feel a sort of presence, but she knew that this couldn't be possible. Nevertheless, out of instinct, she spoke anyway. 
 
    “Hello?” she called hesitantly. 
 
    Almost as though it were triggered by her voice, an image began to form around her. At first there were only blobs of color, like a painter sketching out the scene, then slowly adding detail until it became a masterpiece. Only this was far from what Kaina, or anyone would call a “masterpiece.” 
 
    While Kaina had to admit that there were more than likely children who had been worse off that she was, the little girl she saw all alone in a room only reminded her of what she lived through. The girl lay in a canopy bed, covered with her bed sheets from the neck down, and shook violently as sweat poured down her brow. It was Kaina, only six years old and with a terrible fever, one that nearly claimed her life. 
 
    An elderly maid sat in a nearby chair, covering the young Kaina's forehead with a rag in a vain attempt to bring down her fever. She vividly remembered the spinster's heart of pure gold and how she'd always looked out for her, but there was only so much that she could do to satisfy the needs of a young girl. 
 
    “There there,” the maid said, “you'll be all right.” 
 
    “Where's Mama?” the young Kaina asked with pale, trembling lips. 
 
    A sullen expression fell over the maid's face. “She's...busy, but she said she will come and see you before the night is up.” 
 
    A heartbroken, knowing expression fell over Kaina's wan face. Even then, she knew that her mother only cared about herself, and that her mother was only “busy” with the gardener while her father wasn't around. 
 
    Kaina fought back tears at the thought of the elderly maid who stayed at her bedside for weeks while her fever finally passed only to contract and succumb to the illness a short time later. She remembered asking what had happened to the kindly old woman only to be brushed off by her parents. It wasn't until one of the other servants told her some time later that she had learned the truth. 
 
    And it still filled Kaina with guilt over a decade later. 
 
    “How tragic...” 
 
    Kaina jumped at the sound of the strange, disembodied voice as the scene faded to black and disappeared entirely. 
 
    “All she ever did was try to take care of you, and your family simply replaced her the same hour she drew her last breath.” 
 
    “Who's there?” Kaina asked. 
 
    A chilling, guttural laugh resonated throughout the blackness and soon another scene formed around her. She saw another vision of herself, this time at about ten years old with an eleven year old Devon running through the manor garden alongside her. They darted around each bush in an effort to outrun each other, living out one of the happiest memories she had with anyone in her family, but after that year, that would all change. 
 
    It was the same year that Devon left for the Fairwood Academy, and the Devon who returned wasn't the one who left. 
 
    The scene changed again, and this time, it was the day that Devon first returned home. Kaina had been watching and waiting by the window for his coach to arrive, and the second she saw it approaching the front gate, she darted from her room, down to the ground floor, and out the front door. Her parents were already there to greet him, but she ran past them despite her mother's scolding and went right to the coach door to see her brother. 
 
    The moment that Devon had stepped out, Kaina knew something was wrong. It wasn't just the emptiness on his face or the light lost from his eyes, but something in the way he walked, the way he stood, was off. Kaina remembered waiting for a smile to spread across his face when he saw the sister he always called his best friend, but that smile never came. 
 
    As a matter of fact, Kaina never saw Devon smile again. 
 
    “Devon, you're home!” she cried as she threw her arms around him. 
 
    To her shock, Devon recoiled in disgust and said, “Get off of me! Don't you have better things to do?” 
 
    Kaina retracted and stared in shock as Devon walked away without another word to her into the gates of the manor. Her parents paid little mind to her and praised their son for completing his first term at the academy, then brought him inside to hear all about his studies and the people he met. Kaina didn't remember how long she stood there, but by the time she returned to the manor, the sun had already begun to set. 
 
    “He was so cold to you that day...” 
 
    The same voice spoke again just as the scene faded again. 
 
    “All you wanted was your brother, and he turned you away. Things between the two of you were never the same again, were they?” 
 
    “Who are you?” Kaina repeated. “Show yourself!” 
 
    “In time, my dear. In time.” 
 
    Another scene formed, and this time, it was one that was all too familiar to Kaina. On the night of the ball, Roland Haventhorn took every one of her books and threw them into the fire. She watched the modern version of herself crouching down in tears as the men left her room and Roland locked the door. Everything was still fresh in her mind, yet it felt like such a long time ago. The scene faded again as the Kaina replica went back and forth packing her things to leave home forever. 
 
    “I have to give you credit, Kaina; it takes a certain amount of courage to do what you did, and yet it was the most foolish thing you have ever done.” 
 
    Kaina whipped around to try and catch the speaker in the act, but once again all she could see was black. 
 
    “You may have gained a false sense of independence by running away from your expectations and responsibilities, but you stirred the wrath of Prince Casimir as a consequence. Did you honestly think he would simply allow you to escape after he chose you as his queen?” 
 
    “What do you care about Casimir?” Kaina spat. “And you still haven't answered my first question. Who. Are. YOU?” 
 
    There was dead silence save for that same chilling laugh, and soon another scene formed, but this one was different, unfamiliar. She was in a long, dark corridor with a high, stone arch ceiling and stone pillars on either side. There was no visible end or beginning, only darkness as far as her eyes could see. 
 
    “I am either your greatest ally, or your worst enemy.” 
 
    Kaina spun around when she caught movement at the left end of the corridor. She thought she would finally get the opportunity to face her mysterious visitor, but instead all she could see were black shapes of human-like figures. They multiplied every second until there were enough to completely fill the void from floor to ceiling. 
 
    “In your case, I'm afraid it's the latter.” 
 
    The figures charged for Kaina with their arms out, and it took everything she had to break her petrified trance and sprint down the other end of the dark corridor. 
 
      
 
    “Something is wrong,” Rupa said. 
 
    Kaina was in a deep sleep, and until just a few moments before, she hadn't moved an inch, but now, she was tossing and turning and muttering something under her breath. 
 
    “What is it?” Tristan asked. 
 
    “This shouldn't happen,” Rupa said, “she should remain still the entire time. Something is happening in the spiritual plane that is causing her great distress.” 
 
    They all watched for a moment, and then as Kaina continued to fight, they suddenly witnessed black smoke envelope her body. They all jumped back when this happened, and that was when Kaina began to cry out. 
 
    “No...leave me alone!” Kaina cried. 
 
    Melchior approached her, then looked at Tristan and said, “It's worse than I feared...she's being possessed!” 
 
    “Possessed?” Tristan asked. “By what?” 
 
    Melchior's expression fell. “A demon.” 
 
    Tristan's blood ran as cold as ice. “Casimir...I heard he dabbled with demons, but I never imagined it was true...” 
 
    “If Prince Casimir has sent a demon after Kaina,” Melchior said, “then it may not be long before she and the book are within his grasp.” 
 
    Tristan turned around and marched for the door. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Melchior asked. 
 
    Tristan turned back to him and said, “To find Casmir and make him undo this.” 
 
    Tristan threw the door open and marched out into the underground city before Melchior had any chance to protest. 
 
      
 
    Although Kaina managed to create more distance between herself and the black creatures, she could still hear their tormented wails and pattering steps echoing from somewhere behind her. She didn't dare look back nor slow down for fear that one wrong move would prove to be fatal. No matter how far she ran, however, there seemed to be no end to the ever-prevailing darkness. 
 
    Relief flooded Kaina as soon as she spotted another corridor that intersected with the one she was in, and a spark of blue light gave her all the cause she needed to venture down there. Once inside, she saw the black creatures rush down the corridor, completely passing the detour as though they didn't even notice it. She could hear their wails die down the further down they went, and soon she couldn't hear a thing at all. That all changed when she heard a voice again, only this one was different. 
 
    Do not rest yet, Kaina. You have escaped your pursuers for the time being, but your victory will not last for long. 
 
    Kaina froze. She expected this to be another tormentor, but she found this new voice to be strangely familiar, and before long she remembered where she had heard it from. 
 
    “Zion?” she asked. 
 
    Indeed. You must not despair, Kaina. This is your mind. The darkness will only overtake you if you allow it. 
 
    “What should I do?” Kaina asked. 
 
    I cannot answer that. You have the ability to stop this, or else I would not be here with you. Everything you have done has been on your own. My power was only used when you willed it. You can defeat this evil and eject it from your mind with your own will. Do not forget this. 
 
    Kaina nodded again, and she shut her eyes and felt the benevolent presence give her hope and courage, and then it faded, leaving her in an empty corridor. She turned around and saw the one she had just come from, and she could hear the creatures drawing closer. She turned to see the other end of the new corridor and saw that it opened into a new chamber, so she charged towards it as the wailing echoed behind her. 
 
    Upon entering the new chamber, Kaina could see that it was similar to a large temple. A single walkway led over a gap in the floor, and when she dared to look down, she could see nothing but darkness in the endless pit. She looked ahead to see a round area the walkway led to, which was large enough to fit about a hundred people, but there was nothing guarding the edges, so anyone could simply fall off. Towards the back of the platform, a large pillar blended with the wall, and further down to the ground rested an altar, but for some reason, she could see nothing but a black mass obscuring whatever rested upon it. 
 
    Kaina soon realized that she had reached a dead end. Panic rose inside of her, but she tried to remember what Zion had told her. 
 
    The darkness will only overtake you if you allow it. 
 
    Kaina took in a deep breath and stood in the middle of the floor, and turned to face the creatures as they poured into the chamber. There were dozens, then hundreds, then thousands as they multiplied and piled on top of each other, forming a wall of blackness in front of her. Thousands of arms reached out to grab her as the wall grew closer, blacker, colder. 
 
    Kaina stared into the void, and with every ounce of her will, she said, “Get out.” 
 
    On her command, the creatures shrieked and shrunk back, as if she had uttered the most foul thing they had ever heard. Their numbers soon diminished until there was only a single creature left. It was small, meek, and starving, and it only grew smaller and smaller until there was none of it left, and it vanished in a cloud of black smoke. 
 
    Kaina stared at the spot where it vanished and said, “This is my mind, not yours.” 
 
    She smiled with triumph until she heard a familiar, unsettling laugh. 
 
    “If only it were that easy to get rid of my influence.” 
 
    Kaina's body froze, and out of the corner of her eye, she saw black smoke materializing. This presence echoed with far more power than the mere creatures she had just faced and had no intention of letting her go. 
 
    “Dear Kaina,” it said, “I always knew you would be a worthy opponent, but now your mind is mine.” 
 
    Kaina focused her energies and willed herself free. She spun around and as she did so, she came face to face with a face she had dismissed as a mere illusion of her own fears. The face she had seen in the caves when running from the goblins in the Black Forest stood only inches from hers, grinning in the same way with glowing red eyes, white features, and black hair. 
 
    “Who are you?” Kaina muttered. 
 
    The demon's grin spread to lengths that weren't humanly possible as he said, “I am Mareth. At last we meet, Kaina Haventhorn.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    The streets of Eldercliff were thankfully empty when Tristan climbed out of the sewer grate. He assumed most people had likely returned to their homes for the night, so the only witnesses he would have to worry would be the town guards. Tristan didn't think his brother would want to draw attention to himself or what he was doing in Eldercliff, so when he saw the guard approaching him as he turned the corner into an alley, he didn't think he would face any trouble. 
 
    He was wrong. 
 
    The guard spotted Tristan and held out his weapon. “Halt, citizen. We have a bulletin to be on the lookout for a criminal that matches your description. Show me your hands.” 
 
    Tristan raised his hands, but had no intention of cooperating. “This is a misunderstanding. I'm certain you have the wrong man.” 
 
    “I'll decide that at the guard station, after you've faced Prince Casimir,” the guard said. “Come with me.” 
 
    When the guard approached, Tristan made a quick movement and landed a punch right in the guard's stomach. He then delivered another hit to the back of the guard's neck, knocking him to the ground. He then dragged the incapacitated guard off to the side of the alley and where he wouldn't likely be found any time soon. 
 
    He might have known that Casimir had concocted some ridiculous cover story of why he was chasing after two seemingly random people in Eldercliff. He did learn one thing from the guard, however: Casimir would likely be near the guard station. As dangerous and possibly foolish as it sounded, he was going to have to go there if he had any hope of finding Casimir. 
 
    “...and once we bring Kaina back home, we'll make sure everything goes according to plan.” 
 
    Tristan hid behind the corner and glanced around it, and that's when he saw three men, one of which he recognized as Sir Hugo, one of the Crimson Knights. 
 
    “But Hugo, this city is huge,” a dark-haired man whined, and Tristan couldn't help but wonder how old this oaf was, “how are we going to find her in a city like this? And might I mention that it was you who dragged us out of that inn, and all because some shop owner told you she was coming here!” 
 
    The third member of their party, a younger man who appeared to be about Tristan's age, said, “Not to mention the man she was seen traveling with.” 
 
    Tristan froze. 
 
    “We keep looking, plain and simple,” Hugo said. “Everyone in the kingdom has probably heard of Kaina's 'abduction' by now, so no one will suspect us if we simply say we heard rumors that she was here in the city. We get her and her companion, and then set him up to take the blame for her abduction. If we have to, we'll kill him to keep him from talking.” 
 
    Tristan shook his head and chuckled under his breath. Hugo was dreaming if he thought he could kill him. 
 
    “We aren't killing anyone unless it's absolutely necessary,” the youngest said, “otherwise Kaina will never cooperate.” 
 
    “Kaina will do as she's told if she knows what's best for her,” Hugo spat. “Everything our family has built will crumble if she doesn't.” 
 
    Hugo turned around in Tristan's direction, so he quickly moved back behind the wall to avoid being seen. 
 
    “Let's get going,” he heard Hugo say. 
 
    He then heard the sound of metal clanking together as Hugo walked his way, but fortunately he and Kaina's other relatives, as they seemed to be, followed close behind him. Once they were gone, Tristan moved away from the wall. 
 
    If members of Kaina's family were there looking for her as well, he had no doubt that they would make it too risky to go after Casimir at this point. Tristan swallowed his pride, knowing he was no good to Kaina in the city prison, and made his way back to the sewer. One way or another, Tristan would get Kaina out of this. 
 
      
 
    Though Mareth had no hold over Kaina, she still couldn't budge. It was the fear that struck her heart of looking a demon in the eyes that paralyzed her body, and this didn't escape his notice. 
 
    “You are afraid,” he cooed, “don't deny it.” 
 
    “I never intended to,” Kaina admitted, “but that fear won't stop me from getting rid of you.” 
 
    “You little fool,” he laughed, “do you really think I'll be as easy to get rid of as those little weaklings of mine?” 
 
    “If I can get rid of them, I can do the same to you,” Kaina said. 
 
    Mareth raised his arms and the shadows plunged the entire room into darkness. Kaina watched helplessly as the light vanished and all she could see was the glow of Mareth's red eyes. Try as she might to will the shadows away, it was of no use. 
 
    “Foolish girl,” Mareth said, “you are not the first to enter the spiritual plane and wrongly assume that you are able to tame shadows.” 
 
    Kaina fell to her side when something grabbed her legs and pulled them out from under her. She landed with a hard thud against the stone floor, sending waves of pain all across her arm and ribs. She was certain she cried out in pain, but she couldn't hear anything except the whispering in her ears of a thousand different voices that were only amplified by Mareth's maniacal laughter. 
 
    “Submit,” Mareth ordered. 
 
    “Never,” Kaina hissed. 
 
    At that point she felt her body being dragged by her legs closer to those red, penetrating eyes. She looked up and saw the eyes just inches from hers. 
 
    “Mortals are always so stubborn,” Mareth said, “but in the end, they always submit.” 
 
    Kaina shut her eyes to get those red, glowing orbs out of her mind, but she found herself unable to even blink. Mareth's hypnotic gaze seeped into her soul, sending chills through her blood. She could feel every inch of her body growing stiller and stiller until she couldn't feel a thing, not even the cold of Mareth's breath as it crept over her skin. 
 
    “That's it...just a little longer,” Mareth purred. “Just give me your will and it will all be over.” 
 
    Kaina's vision grew dark, her body unresponsive... 
 
    The last to go would be her thoughts, and rather than give them up willingly, Kaina tried to think of the book. It was in her hands...perhaps not in this realm, but in the real world, the book was a part of her. Zion's words echoed through her mind once more. 
 
    The darkness will only overtake you if you allow it. 
 
    Kaina couldn't allow it. She wouldn't allow it. She envisioned a light in her mind, calm and blue like that of the book. A light that cast warmth wherever it was and banished the cold and dark around her. She imagined it hovering over Mareth and shining down upon him, banishing him into the darkest recesses of wherever it was he came from. 
 
    That was when Kaina saw it. 
 
    From behind the red eyes and the black mass surrounding him, a blue light began to fill the void. Mareth soon took notice and turned to look at it. 
 
    “Wha-what are you doing? How are you doing that?” he shouted. 
 
    As soon as he broke eye contact with her, Kaina could feel every part of her body again. She could move, blink, and breathe again. She looked up and saw exactly what she had envisioned in her mind, a blue flame hovering near the ceiling and casting light upon the demonic presence. Mareth tried to shield himself, but it was no use. 
 
    “No, stop!” Mareth cried. 
 
    Kaina willed the flame to lower itself upon Mareth, who shrieked in terror and attempted to flee from the piercing light. He cowered in the middle of the floor as the light came closer and closer to him until it was only inches above him, then in seeped into his body and vanished. 
 
    Mareth screamed in agony as blue flames poured out of his eyes and mouth, then pierced his skin and everywhere else it could escape.  His shadows vanished under the light and he was reduced to a small, skeletal frame of white skin and bone. Kaina rose to her feet and he looked at her in terror, the blue light in his eyes replaced by a solid, black mass. He attempted utter something, but nothing could escape his throat but a hollow gasp. 
 
    Kaina stood over the naked, skeletal creature and said, “I told you, this is my mind.” 
 
    She then bent down to Mareth, looked him in the eyes and said, “You tell your master that he won't get me or the book.” 
 
    The creature curled up into a ball and then disappeared into a cloud of black ash, releasing the light back into the room, only this time, it was in several hundred pieces. 
 
    The small remnants of the flame burst into all corners of the room, illuminating every inch of it in a beautiful warmth. Kaina smiled, as the ceiling reminded her of a clear night sky with millions of stars staring down at her waiting to be discovered. 
 
    “It is done,” Zion said. “You have completed your test, Kaina Haventhorn, and for that, I deem you worthy.” 
 
    Kaina closed her eyes as the light grew brighter and surrounded her in comforting warmth. Her mind became one with the power surrounding her, and she could feel knowledge pouring into her from some unknown source. She understood it now...she understood everything, and it would only be a matter of time before she wasn't alone. 
 
      
 
    Kaina opened her eyes to see Melchior's astonished expression staring down at her. 
 
    “You did it...” he said, “you fought off the demon on your own. I've never seen such a feat accomplished by something who has never been to the spiritual plane.” 
 
    Kaina looked around and she could see Rupa sitting nearby, looking just as shocked as Melchior. 
 
    “The shadows were around you,” she said, “I thought for sure you would be taken, but then this...light surrounded you, and the shadows vanished.” 
 
    Kaina sat up, thinking she would be groggy and dazed, but surprisingly she felt perfectly fine. Better than she had before, in fact. That was when Kaina noticed that someone was missing. 
 
    Before Kaina could ask where he was, Tristan himself soon entered the room. Upon seeing Kaina, he stopped and stared wide-eyed at her. 
 
    “Kaina, you're all right,” he said. “But how?” 
 
    Kaina stood up, smiled, and said, “A demon gave me a bit of trouble, but it was nothing I couldn't handle.” 
 
    Melchior met her gaze. “In all my years, I have never met an apprentice of magic who fended off a demonic possession on their first try. You are truly a gifted student of the arcane arts...” 
 
    That was when Kaina remembered what Zion had said. “Zion...he said he deemed me worthy.” 
 
    “Then, the book...” Melchior said. 
 
    Kaina realized she was still holding it, so she held it face up in her hands, and as soon as she looked down at the gem. The gem glowed blue, much like the light she had created to defeat Mareth. It began to fade, and within seconds the clasp clicked and opened. 
 
    “I can't believe it...it's open,” Kaina said incredulously. 
 
    She immediately lifted the cover to read the contents, but what she found inside was not at all what she expected. 
 
    The inside of the book was made of parchment as Kaina had expected, but the entire block was hollowed out to reveal a hidden compartment. Inside the compartment was a folded piece of parchment, and resting on top of it was a key. 
 
    Kaina took the key from its resting place and examined it. It was about the length of her hand and made of some kind of stone or metal, but was as light as a feather. It was dark silver and inscribed with strange letters. It was also adorned with blue, shimmering stones that were flush with the surface of the metal. 
 
    “Let me see,” Melchior said. 
 
    Kaina handed him the key, and while he examined it, she took out the parchment that had been resting underneath it. She then placed the book on the ground at her feet and unfolded the parchment. Tristan stood by her shoulders to look at it with her. 
 
    “This is Merunian,” Melchior said. “It's inscribed with a message. It reads: 'Whoever finds this key holds the key to all knowledge. Venture forth into the library of Zion to embrace the arcane and return it to the mortal realm.' This must be the key to the Lost Library.” 
 
    Kaina didn't even notice as Melchior looked up at her, but she did hear him say, “What is it? What is that parchment?” 
 
    Kaina and Tristan studied the parchment, and the former replied, “It's a map of Ilesia, but...” 
 
    “But what?” Melchior asked. “Does it show the location of the Lost Library.” 
 
    “I think so...but it doesn't make any sense,” Kaina said. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Kaina met Melchior's gaze and replied, “Because if this map is correct, then the Lost Library is in Eboncrest.” 
 
    The room fell silent. 
 
    “Eboncrest...you mean your home town?” Tristan asked. 
 
    “That's right,” Kaina said, “and I certainly think I'd remember seeing a legendary library full of magical books.” 
 
    Melchior stroked his pointed chin, then said, “Well, Zion did say that the library was hidden, so it's quite possible that the entrance to the library is in Eboncrest, but the library itself is somewhere else entirely. I'm certain that Zion would have taken every precaution imaginable to hide the existence of the library and would have made it impossible for someone to stumble upon it by accident.” 
 
    “But if that's the case,” Kaina said, “why bother telling anyone about it? Why would Zion have told Roric's forces about the library and sent them all over the kingdom looking for it?” 
 
    “If I had to guess,” Melchior said, “it was so Roric wouldn't find as many of the wizards that were left because he'd be so focused on destroying this library. I firmly believe that was the only reason so many of us managed to go into hiding.” 
 
    “How do we know this library even exists, then?” Tristan asked. “How do we know that this wasn't just some ploy by Zion to distract Roric after all?” 
 
    Melchior gestured to the map, and then held up the key. “The proof is right in front of us. Zion would have never gone through the trouble of creating these items if there were no library to be found.” 
 
    “Unless it were just another trick to make Roric believe it was real,” Tristan pointed out. 
 
    “I don't believe that's the case,” Melchior argued. “Remember, I knew Zion personally, and I know that he wouldn't have done anything if there was not a purpose behind it other than to trick a man into following a false lead. What we have here is the genuine key and location to his library.” 
 
    He then turned to Kaina and said, “You were chosen by Zion to find the library, and so you must be entrusted with the key and the map to lead us there.” 
 
    Kaina couldn't believe what she was hearing. Lead the wizards to find Zion's library? Not her, she was just a lover of books and learning. Surely she couldn't become a master of the arcane? 
 
    Kaina looked down at the ground. “Why me?” 
 
    “What was that?” Melchior asked. 
 
    Kaina looked back up. “Why did Zion choose me? Why did I find that book, get Aldis captured, and get hunted by a demon? All I wanted was to live a life of my own away from my family who saw me nothing more than a pawn. Now it seems that I've become a pawn all over again.” 
 
    Melchior lowered the key. “It would be wrong to force you to do this, so I will not. I will, however, ask it of you not because I view you as a tool for my own purpose, but because Zion would not have opened his book for you if he had not seen something in you that proved you were capable of greatness.” 
 
    Kaina looked at the floor again. “All right. I'll do it...” 
 
    “I thank you, Kaina,” Melchior said. “I will meet with the elder wizards to discuss our next step. I will take the key and the map to them as proof. In the meantime, I ask that you get some rest, as I know you are both likely exhausted from your journey.” 
 
    Kaina then realized that he was correct in his assumption when she yawned at the thought of a warm bed. 
 
    “Come, let me show you to a room,” Melchior said. 
 
      
 
    As they followed Melchior into Undercliff, Kaina and Tristan hung back a bit and walked side by side. While they had a chance to speak, Kaina said, “Where did you go while I was in my trance?” 
 
    “We saw that black smoke around you and Melchior said it was the work of a demon,” Tristan explained. “I figured Casimir was behind it, as I'd always heard rumors that he dabbled with demons.” 
 
    “The demon's name was Mareth,” Kaina said, “and you were right, he did hint that Casimir sent him, but...you actually went after him for me?” 
 
    Tristan grew red in the face, and Kaina couldn't help but laugh. 
 
    “It wasn't like that,” Tristan said, “I just knew that it...would have been bad for everyone. Besides, being controlled by a demon is a fate worse than death, and no one deserves that.” 
 
    “Right, of course,” Kaina said with a smile. 
 
    “Besides, are you saying that you actually killed a demon?” Tristan asked. 
 
    “I don't think so,” Kaina admitted, “but he was very near death when he vanished.” 
 
    “Well regardless,” Tristan said. “we have other problems. I overheard three men while I was looking for Casimir and I think they are looking for you. One of the was Hugo Haventhorn.” 
 
    “Hugo is in Eldercliff?” Kaina asked in shock. “What about the other two? What did they look like?” 
 
    “They were both young, and one of them looked about my age,” Tristan said. “The other was older, but I'm convinced that he is a child trapped in a man's body.” 
 
    Kaina scoffed. “Hugo is my cousin, and the other two are my brothers. Devon is the younger one and the man-child you are referring to is Gabriel. If you thought he was unbearable to listen to for a moment, imagine living with him for seventeen years.” 
 
    Tristan shivered and they shared a laugh as Melchior turned a corner and led them to a new building. He eventually led them to sleeping quarters for apprentices, and then brought them to a room. 
 
    “Unfortunately, we only have one room available,” Melchior said. “There are two beds inside, though.” 
 
    “You want both of us...to share a room?” Kaina asked. 
 
    Melchior opened the door and said, “I'm not one to judge what two people do when they are alone, but do try to get some sleep.” 
 
    Kaina's face flushed bright red as Melchior walked off, and she was certain that Tristan had the same reaction. Neither looked at one another as they went into the room and took separate beds, neither daring to make eye contact for the rest of the night. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    The night grew still, and Hugo was beginning to think that they would never find Kaina. To start, the scholars at the library hadn't heard from her or even Aldis. In fact, the head scholars expressed their concerns and even stated that they were sending a search party to look for him on the road. 
 
    To Hugo, this was clear evidence that Aldis was somehow involved in Kaina's disappearance, and he had every intention of seeing that the scholar paid dearly for it. 
 
    “When are we going to stop for the night?” Gabriel said for about the hundredth time that night. 
 
    Hugo stopped and inhaled sharply, then said through gritted teeth, “Gabriel, I swear, if I hear one more word out of you, I'll shove my boot up your--” 
 
    “Sir Hugo?” 
 
    Hugo stopped to face the person who addressed him and saw one of the Eldercliff city guards. He bowed before the nobles and said, “I come on behalf of Prince Casimir. He heard you were in town, and he wishes to speak to you.” 
 
    Hugo stared at the guard. “You are ill informed...Prince Casimir is in Eboncrest at my home in Haventhorn Manor.” 
 
    The guard froze, embarrassed. “I don't know what to tell you, My Lord, but I received the orders directly from the Prince himself. You can follow me and see for yourself.” 
 
    “I will be glad to do that,” Hugo said, “and when I discover the impostor, I will certainly see that he is punished accordingly.” 
 
    “I can assure you that he is no impostor, my Lord,” the guard said. “I've met the prince only once before, but I can vouch for his identity.” 
 
    Hugo certainly wasn't going to take the word of a guard for something like that, but he still said, “Very well, lead the way.” 
 
    The guard saluted him, then he marched off with Hugo, Gabriel, and Devon following close behind. The guard eventually led them to the barracks on the north end of Eldercliff, and once he let them inside, Hugo received the shock of his life. 
 
    “Prince Casimir?” Hugo said. 
 
    Casimir himself stood over a map of the city with the captain of the guard, and he looked up when they entered and said, “Good evening, Sir Hugo.” 
 
    “But...how?” Hugo asked. “You were still at the manor when we left!” 
 
    Casimir stood up straight and met Hugo's gaze. “How I arrived before you is not important. All you must know is that I discovered that Kaina was here in the city, and I decided to come here and organize the city guard to find her.” 
 
    Casimir then edged closer to Hugo and said with a disapproving scowl, “I have also discovered that her 'abduction' was in fact not an abduction at all, but a plot to run away from home.” 
 
    If Hugo had any color in his face, he no doubt lost it all. This was the moment he dreaded, the moment when Casimir discovered what really happened with Kaina and blamed the Haventhorn family for it. 
 
    “Of course, this is of no fault of the Haventhorn clan. It is clear to me that Kaina and her conspirators planted the note and staged the abduction for you to see so that no one would be any the wiser to her intentions. Rest assured, Lord Hugo, that the Haventhorn family is not to blame here and will not be shamed by the actions of only one member,” Casimir said. 
 
    A wave of relief washed over Hugo. He let out a nervous chuckle and said, “I can assure you, Prince Casimir, that we were completely unaware of this. The men who had originally found her and her companion told us that they escaped and came this way, so we stopped in the city to search for her. We had no idea that she staged all this, and you have no idea how truly devastating this is for all of us.” 
 
    “I understand, and I want you to know that I am still willing to give Kaina a chance to marry me,” Casimir stated. “Once we find her, I will persuade her that I mean no ill will towards her.” 
 
    Hugo smiled and said, “I thank you, Your Majesty, for your kindness.” 
 
    Casimir nodded. “It's settled, then. With all of our forces combined, I have no doubt that we will find Kaina by morning, and hopefully she--” 
 
    A shiver ran down Casimir's spine and a dark expression washed over his face, which didn't escape Hugo's notice. 
 
    “You Majesty,” Hugo said, “is everything all right?” 
 
    Casimir didn't answer right away, but he eventually nodded and said, “I'm fine, I just...need a moment alone. If you will excuse me.” 
 
    Everyone nodded, and then Casimir disappeared through the door and left everyone scratching their heads. 
 
      
 
    Casimir knew that feeling. He knew when Mareth was close, and he cursed the blasted demon for coming around when he was in front of witnesses. If he was this careless, of course, it meant he had a dire situation. It wasn't until the prince descended into the basement that he realized the extent of it. 
 
    There was a chill in the air, a clear sign of a demonic presence, but it far weaker than that of a demon of Mareth's status. On top of this, Casimir could find no sign of shadows or black smoke forming. The terrible omen sent a chill trough his blood that no demon could accomplish. 
 
    After several moments of nothing or no one making their presence known, Casimir finally said, “Mareth? Where are you?” 
 
    A small, dry gasp came from behind a stack of barrels off to the side of the room, and Casimir went to investigate. When he turned the corner, however, his heart nearly stopped. The thing that lay on the ground before him was not the Mareth he remembered, but a white, naked, and skeletal copy of him. His eyes had lost their red glow and were now completely black and empty. His hair had fallen out and nothing but stringy pieces remained. 
 
    Casimir stared in horror and said, “What...what happened to you?” 
 
    Mareth turned his weak head to face the prince and said, “She's...too powerful...couldn't...break her...drained...my power...” 
 
    Casimir shifted his demeanor from horror to ire. “You failed once more, didn't you?” 
 
    “I had no chance!” Mareth gasped. “The girl is too powerful...no one has ever been so powerful...not since...” 
 
    “Zion...” Casimir muttered. 
 
    “She's...his chosen...she...opened the book...” 
 
    Casimir's heart dropped and he stumbled back against the wall. “She's opened it...then that means that Melchior and the other wizards will find the library.” 
 
    Casimir then stared at the skeletal Mareth and said, “And what's more, you failed to complete your contract. You know what this means, don't you Mareth?” 
 
    Mareth's black eyes grew wide with horror. “Please...mercy...” 
 
    Casimir smiled and edged closer to the demon. “You know what happens when a demon fails to complete a contract...Roric discovered it centuries ago, and it's why he began his war.” 
 
    “No...stop...” 
 
    Casimir stood over Mareth and put his boot on his rib cage. “When a demon cannot complete a contract, not only is the contractor's soul returned, but--” 
 
    “I beg of you!” Mareth shrieked. 
 
    “--the demon's soul is forfeited to the contractor.” 
 
    “I can get her, please!” Mareth was shouting now. “I BEG OF YOU!” 
 
    With a merciless grin, Casimir reached down and clenched his fingers around Mareth's throat and lifted him up in the air. His skeletal body weighed about as much as an infant and his legs curled up in a fetal position to hide his nakedness. 
 
    Casimir brought Mareth's eyes only inches from his and said, “Pay up, demon.” 
 
    With a gag, Mareth's mouth and eyes poured black smoke into the air and it went straight into Casimir's mouth. A cold, yet burning sensation coursed through his body, starting at his mouth and then seeping into his veins. The prince could feel himself growing stronger by the second, and when the smoke had stopped, Mareth's body dissolved into dust and fell to the floor as though he had never even existed. 
 
    Casimir breathed in and felt his muscles contorting with their newfound strength. He practically shouted as he felt his body shifting around and growing stronger. He had no idea how weak he was before, but with the power of that demon inside of him, he was confident that no man could stand against him. 
 
    When the change was over, Casimir examined himself. Visibly, he was completely unchanged, but inside he could feel Mareth's power brewing and giving him new life. All those years of trading favors, waiting for the demon to make a mistake, and it finally happened. 
 
    Casimir breathed out, satisfied that he would be able to accomplish his task, and then he emerged from the basement, leaving Mareth's ashes to be abandoned and forgotten. 
 
      
 
    After waking the following morning and stretching their now sore muscles, Kaina and Tristan headed outside into the city and found their way to Melchior's tower. They went inside and up the stairs to the top floor, and when they got there, they saw Melchior emerge from his chamber. 
 
    “Oh, I was just about to go and find you two,” Melchior said. “I spoke with the elder wizards last night, and they agreed to meet this morning to discuss our findings. They insisted upon meeting you, Kaina.” 
 
    “Me?” Kaina asked incredulously. 
 
    “That's right,” Melchior said. “With you there, I'm certain that they will see that you are Zion's chosen and will lead us to the Lost Library.” 
 
    Kaina looked at the ground, and then back up to Melchior. “I'll go, but I really don't think I have anything more to offer other than what you could tell them.” 
 
    “It's more of a formality, but I can assure you that your appearance at this meeting will be invaluable,” Melchior said. “Follow me.” 
 
    Melchior led them to the second floor, and when he opened the doors, which led into a small foyer with another, bigger set of double doors. Melchior opened them to reveal a large, round chamber with several seats with podiums attached to them arranged in a crescent shape around the room. The elder wizards that Melchior mentioned were already present and getting settled into their seats. Each of them wore silver robes with hoods covering their heads, but Kaina could still clearly see their faces. She expected to see older wizards, as their title suggested, but she was surprised to see several who were middle-aged and even a few who were no older than thirty. Men and women filled the role of the Elder Wizard in a gloriously diverse group of people. 
 
    A hush fell over the crowd when the doors opened. Melchior stepped inside, and a podium in the middle of the floor. He then bowed slightly before the elders, and began, “Good morning, Elder Wizards. I thank you for meeting with me here today, and I trust you have all heard by now what this is about.” 
 
    He paused, and one by one the elders nodded. 
 
    “Now then, I know you have all heard the tales of Zion's Lost Library and the book which contained the secret to find it. A young woman by the name of Kaina not only delivered the book to Undercliff, but managed to open it as well. Inside, we found a map showing us the location of the library as well as the key to open it. My request to you, Elder wizards of Undercliff, is to arrange a quest to find the library and open it to obtain all the secret knowledge that Zion had hidden away.” 
 
    “Surely you must be joking, Melchior,” a female elder said. “Such an idea is preposterous! How are we to be certain that this is indeed the book you are referring to and not some trick from King Torald III to lure us out of hiding?” 
 
    “Because Kaina, the young lady who found the book, spoke directly to Zion. He even gave her the knowledge to use his power,” Melchior explained. 
 
    “And how, Melchior, do we know that the young lady is not a conspirator of the king himself?” said another elder. 
 
    Kaina was about to protest, but Tristan tugged her arm and pulled her back. 
 
    “You'll have your chance to speak,” he assured. 
 
    “I have witnessed Kaina using extraordinary abilities that I myself have only witnessed Zion using, so I am certain that everything she says is true and that the book she brought to us is genuine,” Melchior said. 
 
    “Even if that were true, Melchior,” another elder said, “we cannot risk being exposed by going after this library. So far, the kings of Ilesia have yet to complete the work of Roric, so we do not need all this magic knowledge in order to fight off any demons. If we were to go after this library now, we could risk exposing our secret society and open us to annihilation. What then, would happen if all wizards were wiped out? It would be Roric's war all over again.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Kaina said, stepping forward, “may I speak?” 
 
    The elders looked at her, then the one directly in the middle said, “You are, I presume, the young lady who found the book?” 
 
    “I am,” Kaina said, stepping towards the podium. 
 
    “Very well, you may speak,” the wizard said. 
 
    Melchior nodded and stepped away from the podium, allowing Kaina to take his place. She cleared her throat and continued, “Elder Wizards, my name is Kaina Haventhorn--” 
 
    “Haventhorn?” another elder asked. “You mean the same Haventhorn fmaily out of Eboncrest who has been loyal to the crown for four hundred years?” 
 
    Kaina realized she had made a mistake by using her name, so she replied, “Due to reasons I would not like to disclose, I no longer associate with my family.” 
 
    “Yet you still use your name as a badge of honor,” another elder pointed out. 
 
    “An oversight that I will correct in the future,” Kaina said. “I left home on the night that men led by Prince Casimir and First Advisor Azemar attacked Eboncrest looking for the book, which I had incidentally obtained earlier that day by pure coincidence. Once I learned of its value, I was told by Aldis Cunningham to find Melchior and bring him the book. I underwent a test to unlock my hidden magical potential and as a result, I was attacked by a demon.” 
 
    The elders began to whisper among each other, and then Kaina continued, “I learned from this demon that he was sent by none other than Prince Casimir, and though I was able to defeat this one, I have no doubt that he will make another attempt. If this descendant of Roric is working with demons, who's to say that the king himself isn't working with them?” 
 
    Many of the elders began to shake their heads at this point, and Kaina feared that they didn't find her story entirely truthful. 
 
    “Young lady,” the elder in the middle said, “are you aware of what it takes for a mortal to send a demon after someone, as you put it?” 
 
    Kaina shook her head, so the elder continued, “The mortal must make a binding contract with the demon, which involves selling the demon a piece of their own soul. When enough of the soul is taken, a human becomes something completely inhuman and unnatural, and I cannot see anyone, not even a descendant of Roric, willingly subjugating themselves to such a fate for any purpose. What's more, demons are known to deceive their victims. I believe firmly that when you entered the spiritual plane, a lesser demon tried to possess you and even lied about the prince sending him in order to break your will, but he underestimated your ability and willpower and was destroyed as a result.” 
 
    “You can say what you want to believe, Elder Wizard,” Kaina said, “but I know what I saw in that vision, and I know what kind of man Prince Casimir is.” 
 
    “It's true,” Tristan said, stepping forward. 
 
    “Who are you?” the elder in the middle asked. 
 
    Tristan swallowed hard and Kaina soon realized what he was about to do. He stepped forward and said, “I am Tristan, brother of Casimir.” 
 
    The elders roared with protests and arguments, and the elder in the middle had to raise his hands and shout everyone down. 
 
    “Enough, Elders,” the elder said. “Young man, step forward.” 
 
    Kaina stepped down from the podium and Tristan took her place. He then said, “I know that you think I am your enemy, but--” 
 
    “Enough,” the elder said. “Young man, you have admitted in our presence that you are the second son of King Torald III, and as a consequence you are also a descendant of Roric the Spellcrusher. For four hundred years, we have eluded the detection of the royal family, and in an instant that has been compromised.” 
 
    “I am also the leader of the Azure Riders, a band of warriors bent on destroying the royal family and removing their blight from Ilesia,” Tristan said. “I want only to protect this land and its inhabitants from their influence, and I offer you my blade as well as the blades of a hundred men and women who pledge their loyalty to me in an effort to take the library's knowledge and release it into the kingdom.” 
 
    The elders fell silent, which Kaina took as an ominous sign, and then the middle elder spoke again. 
 
    “This is not a decision we can make lightly, and we cannot be certain that the two of you can be trusted, no matter what you claim. I will therefore meet with my fellow elders in private, and by days end, I will deliver our verdict. Until then, you are both to remain inside the city and you will be heavily watched at all times to ensure that you do not escape and deliver our secrets to the king,” the elder said. 
 
    “Yes Elder Wizard,” Melchior replied. 
 
    Melchior then ushered Kaina and Tristan out of the chamber and shut the double doors behind them. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    “Well that could have gone better,” Tristan remarked as they walked out into the streets of Undercliff. 
 
    “You didn't have to tell them your true identity,” Kaina said. “That threw even more suspicion on us.” 
 
    Tristan stared at her. “Is that so, Kaina Haventhorn? Did you really think they wouldn't recognize the name?” 
 
    “I said it out of habit,” Kaina argued. “There's a difference in revealing your family name and telling the mortal enemies of the king that you're his son.” 
 
    “Enough,” Melchior said. “Whether or not you said anything, I suspect the Elders' decision would have been the same. They were right when they said we cannot expose ourselves until Torald has made a move.” 
 
    “By then, it might be too late,” Kaina said. “We have to find that library before they summon any more demons.” 
 
    “The trick is finding the entrance,” Tristan said. “We know by the map that it's in Eboncrest, but we don't know where in town it is.” 
 
    “We would have to go to Eboncrest to find it,” Kaina said, “but if we do that...then--” 
 
    “We might get caught, since you're known there,” Tristan said. 
 
    “For now, the two of you need to wait here for the Elders' decision,” Melchior said. “They already said that they will have you both watched, so it's no use trying to leave now. Here.” 
 
    Melchior handed Kaina the key and the map. “You are the one who found this, and so you must be the one who guards them.” 
 
    Kaina took the items and held them in her hand. She then placed them in the pouch where she had previously kept the book and made sure it was fastened properly before letting her hands off of it. 
 
    “What do we do now, then?” Kaina asked. “You can't possibly expect me to just sit here and wait for something to happen.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, that's all you can do at the moment,” Melchior stated. “Until Casimir makes a move, we cannot expose this community. You will be safe from harm here, so this is where you should stay. However, I can offer you my services as a teacher for the time being.” 
 
    “A teacher?” Kaina asked. 
 
    “Your magical abilities are unmatched by many, and with proper training I believe that you can master the craft,” Melchior said. “What do you say?” 
 
    Kaina thought about it, then she said, “Aldis mentioned that you trained him...and I've seen his abilities. I would love to learn from you, Melchior.” 
 
    “Good,” Melchior said. “We will begin first thing tomorrow. Feel free to make yourselves at home for the time being.” 
 
    Melchior returned to the tower and Kaina sat down on the stone steps that led down the street. There were dozens of people walking past, but she paid no mind to them. Tristan soon sat down beside her and said, “What's on your mind?” 
 
    “I can't just sit here,” Kaina said. “Especially not when Aldis might still be alive out there.” 
 
    “It's your call, Kaina, but if you want to get out of here without any trouble we had better do it before the elders send people to watch out for us,” Tristan said. 
 
    Kaina thought about it, and then she stood up and said, “The elders were right about one thing: we can't go after the library right now, because you and I couldn't possibly retrieve all of that information anyway and we might blow our cover in Eboncrest. For now, I say we go up to the city above and keep an eye on Casimir.” 
 
    “What about your brothers, and your cousin?” Tristan asked. 
 
    “Eldercliff is a big city, so I'm sure we can hide out somewhere without drawing too much attention. I refuse to remain in hiding while all of this is going on because of me. Who knows what they're doing to people up there to try and get to me. Casimir has already made it clear that he's not above hiring demons to come after me,” Kaina said. 
 
    “True,” Tristan said, “but what will you do if you get caught?” 
 
    Kaina shut her eyes and bowed her head. “I'll deal with that if it comes to it. Right now, my concern is stopping Casimir before he has a chance to hurt anyone else, and if Aldis is alive, I have every intention of saving him.” 
 
    “I'll follow your lead,” Tristan stated, “and hopefully we can both survive long enough to get Aldis back to Undercliff.” 
 
    “All right,” Kaina said, “let's go.” 
 
      
 
    “We've combed this city from top to bottom,” Hugo said, “and there is still no sign of Kaina.” 
 
    Casimir stood nearby in a private room in the quarters of one of the town nobles, who had so graciously offered him an indefinite stay. He leaned over the map that Hugo was looking at, and saw that he had marked several locations in the city that they already checked. 
 
    “Where are you, Kaina Haventhorn?” Casimir wondered aloud. 
 
    Hugo sighed, then he turned to Casimir and said, “Your majesty, may I speak freely?” 
 
    Casimir turned to him and said, “You may.” 
 
    Hugo stood up straight and said, “Why is it you forgive my cousin so easily after what she has done?” 
 
    Casimir smiled. “Kaina has a fire in her soul, one that not many women would dare to show to the world. I see her as a fire that can be tamed, and loved, and respected or even feared by the people. I have no doubt that she would make the perfect queen for Ilesia, no matter what anyone else says.” 
 
    Casimir then stood from his spot where he was leaning and said, “However, there is one thing that you should know. Before I reveal this to you, I must remind you that you have sworn an oath of eternal loyalty to King Torald III for life and beyond, and that in breaking that oath you would forfeit your very life.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Hugo replied dutifully. 
 
    “As such, should anything spoken to you in confidence by the king or any member of the royal family reach public knowledge, the price would be even greater.” 
 
    “Of course. Nothing you tell me will escape my lips,” Hugo said. 
 
    Casimir nodded and said, “Then I believe it is safe to tell you one of the most carefully guarded secrets in Ilesian history, one that would cause a panic and possibly rumors of wicked doings in our court should it get out. You see, my love for Kaina is not the only reason I have been pursuing her. It has come to my attention that she has in her possession an item of great interest to the king.” 
 
    “What kind of item?” 
 
    “A book that is rumored to lead to something that Roric and his descendants have searched for for four hundred years. You may have heard the tales of the wizard, Zion, and his death confession of building a massive library full of magical books and artifacts in an effort to keep Roric from purging them from the land. Roric has since searched for this library, but has never found it. 
 
    “So this book will lead to the library?” Hugo asked. 
 
    “That's right, and with that knowledge, I fear she may introduce magic into the land, prompting another age of tyranny under the hands of wizards just like they were before Roric rose up to stop them,” Casimir explained. 
 
    Hugo grew wide-eyed and stroked a hand through his hair. “This is worse than I though. Far worse.” 
 
    Casimir nodded. “That is why this must be kept absolutely confidential, Sir Hugo, for if the people were to find out that someone had such access to magic...” 
 
    Hugo realized where he was going with this and finished his sentence, “...It will cause widespread panic.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Casimir said. “I trust that you will uphold your vows and keep this between us?” 
 
    Hugo nodded. “You have my word, Your Majesty. I just hope that we can get to Kaina before it's too late.” 
 
    Casimir thought for a moment, then he said, “Maybe we don't have to.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Casimir held up his forefinger and said, “I have an idea on how to get Kaina to come to us. Here's the plan.” 
 
      
 
    Once they found the sewer grate leading to the surface, Tristan went up first to make sure that no one would see them, and then he helped Kaina up. They found themselves in an abandoned alley on the outskirts of the city, with nothing around them except crates full of trash and not a soul in sight. 
 
    Kaina brushed the grime from the sewer off of her trousers and said, “Now we just need to find Casimir or Azemar. Hopefully they kept Aldis captive and didn't hurt him.” 
 
    “Kaina, I hate to do this, but...” Tristan said with a forlorn expression, “...do you really believe Aldis is still alive? Casimir did threaten to kill him if you didn't comply last night.” 
 
    Kaina stared at the ground and said, “I can't lose hope that he's still alive.” 
 
    “I understand,” Tristan said softly. “If he is alive, we'll find him.” 
 
    Kaina went down an alley and said, “Do you have any ideas where Casimir might be?” 
 
    “I think he may be near the guard station,” Tristan said. “Follow me.” 
 
    Tristan led the way to the guard barracks near the town square. They kept to the back areas that were less populated and after ensuring that they knew of any potential escape routes, they moved forward towards the barracks to find a crowd gathering before it. 
 
    A single guard, the captain by the looks of it, stood out on a platform with a guillotine, and was reading something from a scroll of parchment to the crowd. As they got closer, Kaina picked up on what he was saying. 
 
    “...as ordered by his majesty, Prince Casimir, it is decreed that Aldis Cunningham, found guilty of conspiracy to abduct Lady Kaina Haventhorn, betrothed of Prince Casimir, is hereby set to be executed at dawn. The execution will be held publicly in the town square.” 
 
    Several murmurs spread throughout the crowd, but Kaina didn't hear a word of it. As soon as she heard the words “Aldis,” “guilty,” and “executed,” she tuned everything else out and stared in horror at the captain, and a moment later she saw none other than Casimir and Hugo staring out of a window on the second floor of the guard station. 
 
    Kaina's breathing quickened and if Tristan hadn't stopped her, she would have rushed onto the platform and burst into the guard station to go after Casimir and Hugo. He then dragged her back behind a building and when he was certain that no one would hear them, he held her by her shoulders and met her gaze. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Tristan spat. “Are you insane?” 
 
    Kaina recovered from her frenzy, and said, “I just...I blacked out for a moment there.” 
 
    “I understand,” Tristan said, “but we can't rush in there like that.” 
 
    “I know, but we have to think of some way to rescue Aldis,” Kaina whispered. 
 
    “I don't know about this, Kaina,” Tristan said with a shake of his head. 
 
    “Me neither,” Kaina replied, “and I know that this will quite possibly be the most foolish thing I could ever do...” 
 
    Tristan looked her in the eyes and said, “You're going to do it with or without my help, aren't you?” 
 
    “Of course I am,” Kaina remarked. “I'm not letting those fools harm Aldis after he risked his life to save mine. I owe it to him to get him out of that prison.” 
 
    Tristan sighed. “If you're going to do it anyway, then I'll help. I can't let you go alone knowing that we'd have a better chance with the two of us.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Kaina replied. “We need to come up with a plan. Do you know where the city prison is?” 
 
    Tristan looked around. “It's going to be near the castle of the City Elder, which will be nearly impossible to penetrate.” 
 
    “In that case, we should probably case out the area for escape routes. I think it might be best to break him out tonight, so that we have the cover of darkness on our side,” Kaina reasoned. 
 
    “Good idea,” Tristan said. “Let's go.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Kaina and Tristan edged closer to the castle entrance after night fell and ducked behind the nearest building to get a good vantage point. They observed that a drawbridge was the only way in and there was a single guard on duty, but it was enough for him to sound the alarm at the sight of any possible intruder. 
 
    “We aren't going in that way,” Tristan said. “We'll have to go underneath.” 
 
    “Underneath?” Kaina asked. 
 
    Tristan gestured for Kaina to follow once he didn't see any guards. He darted to the edge of the moat behind a stack of crates and looked over the edge. There was a steep embankment that dropped a good twenty feet. His eyes scanned across the water, which was nearly fifteen feet wide, and then his eyes went up to a sewer canal that opened into the moat from underneath the castle. 
 
    “Looks like that is going to be our way in,” Tristan said. “That should bring us to the basement, possibly even the dungeon.” 
 
    “How are we going to get across the water?” Kaina asked. “I can't swim.” 
 
    Tristan looked around, then made his way down the embankment while the coast was clear. Kaina soon followed until they made it to the edge of the water. From there, Tristan inched his way under the drawbridge so they would be cast in shadow, and as a result, they were directly across from the tunnel. 
 
    Tristan didn't dare enter the water without knowing what was lurking under the surface, so he drew his sword and swished it around in the water. Nothing happened. He then reached out as far as he could without stumbling forward and lowered the tip of his sword until he felt the floor beneath the water. It went up to half of his blade, but he knew that this wasn't going to be the same depth without. 
 
    “I'm going to have to just go for it,” Tristan said. 
 
    “What about me?” Kaina said. “Like I said, I can't swim.” 
 
    Tristan looked around, then said, “Hop on my back.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Shh! I said hop on my back. I'll swim to the other side and pull you with me. Hurry.” 
 
    Tristan turned around so that his back was facing Kaina and then he stooped lower so that Kaina could reach his shoulders. She then climbed on his back as he said and once her arms were securely locked around his neck, he stepped into the water one step at a time until he was able to swim forward. 
 
    The second the cold water bit into Kaina's skin, she had to hold her breath to avoid crying out from the cold. Tristan effortlessly moved stroke after stroke through the freezing depths as though his skin had no sense of cold whatsoever. Each second seemed to pass by at an agonizingly slow rate and Kaina found herself holding her breath even when she managed to keep her heard above the surface. When Tristan finally made it to the other side, he pulled himself out of the water with Kaina still on his back and said, “All right, you can let go now.” 
 
    Kaina cautiously lowered herself from Tristan's back and she wrapped her arms around herself to get warm, but failed. Her lips quivered and her teeth chattered at the cold, but Tristan still pulled on her and said, “It should be much warmer inside. Come on.” 
 
    Kaina followed as Tristan made it into the tunnel and the two had to crouch down to find their way further in, but ultimately it opened into a larger sewer chamber. The smell was the first thing to hit Kaina, but the second was how muggy and warm it felt in there, which didn't seem possible since the cold air from outside was only a short walk away. 
 
    Kaina looked to her left and tried to forget the amount of cockroaches she saw crawling along the sewer wall, and upon hearing the scurrying and squeaking of rats near her feet, she didn't dare look at the ground. 
 
    “Let's make our way to the dungeon,” Tristan said. 
 
    Tristan walked ahead and Kaina willingly followed to get away from the creatures of the sewer. They made their way through the sewer tunnel in ankle deep water until they made it to a new passage way, and judging by the echoes they heard coming from within, it was a safe bet that the passage led further into the castle. They crept towards the source of the sound and began to hear a man speaking. 
 
    “...feed the prisoner and keep a close eye on him,” they heard someone say, “...Prince Casimir has a special interest in that one.” 
 
    “Aye, captain,” said another man. 
 
    A light came through a grate a few yards ahead, and judging by the flicker it was likely torchlight. Though the grate was at the top corner of the tunnel, they could see the feet of someone standing next to it, so it was likely that the other side of the grate opened on the ground level of somewhere in the castle. 
 
    Tristan pressed his back against the stone just off to the side of the grate so that he was out of eyesight of anyone who just so happened to glance into the grate. Kaina did the same on the other side and they both listened in on the conversation. 
 
    “And remember,” the captain's voice said, “he's dangerous, so make sure that he's watched closely and be sure to report any suspicious activity to your superior.” 
 
    “Dangerous?” the other man scoffed. “He's just an old scholar, how could he possibly be dangerous?” 
 
    “Looks can be deceiving, soldier,” the captain said. “I don't know what he's capable of, but I know not to ask questions.” 
 
    Kaina pressed herself closer to the wall, but her attention was soon caught by something, namely the giant cockroach, crawling on her shoulder. With an involuntary yelp, Kaina smacked the little beast off and retreated from the wall trying to scrape all traces of it off of her. Tristan's color drained and he lunged at her to keep her still and cover her mouth. 
 
    “What was that?” the captain asked. 
 
    As they looked around, Tristan dragged Kaina out of sight from the grate just as something solid blocked the light coming from it, which Kaina assumed was someone looking into the sewer. Tristan's hand still covered her mouth, but she didn't dare make a sound regardless. She held her breath until she heard one of the men say, “Must have been a rat...” 
 
    They both relaxed, but didn't dare move closer to the grate out of fear that they were watching it now. 
 
    “All right, I'll keep a close watch on him,” the guard said. 
 
    “Good,” the captain replied. “Remember, you must not underestimate him.” 
 
    They heard retreating footsteps, and that was when Tristan removed his hand from Kaina's mouth and once again put a finger to his lips to remind her to keep quiet. She nodded and turned back towards the other end of the tunnel, and she and Tristan crept past the grate, where thankfully they saw the guard facing the other way. 
 
    Further down in the tunnel, there was another grate that led into a dark room lit only by a small torch. Kaina put one foot into Tristan's folded hands and once he hoisted her up, she confirmed that it was simply a storage room. 
 
    “I think this is going to be our way in,” Kaina whispered. 
 
    “Can you move the grate?” he asked. After a second thought, he then added, “Quietly?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” Kaina remarked. She put both hands on the grate, and made sure to look for anymore surprises before she did so, and she pulled. She quickly realized that the grate wouldn't come out towards her, and tried pushing instead. Though the metal budged slightly, it was proving to be much more difficult that she anticipated. She kept a firm grip on the metal bars and pushed in short bursts so that it wouldn't make as much noise, and little by little the grate gave way until it was free from the stone frame. 
 
    “Got it,” Kaina said as she slowly set the grate down on the stone ground above her. “Lift me higher.” 
 
    Tristan lifted Kaina up all the way through the open grate, and then she pulled herself to her feet. 
 
    “What about me?” Tristan whispered. 
 
    Kaina looked around and spotted some rope in the corner of the room, so she grabbed it, tied one end of it to a stone pillar nearby, and then gave Tristan the other end. The rope tightened as Tristan made his way up into the room, barely fitting through the open grate. He made it, however, and Kaina quickly replaced the rope where she found it while Tristan put the grate back in its place, but kept it loose so that they could have a relatively quick getaway. 
 
    Tristan studied the tunnel and said, “judging by the distance between those two grates, the guard on duty should be in the next room.” 
 
    “How do we get to him without raising the alarm?” Kaina asked. 
 
    Tristan looked around for a moment and then reached into a nearby crate and said, “Ever wondered how you would look in an apron?” 
 
    Tristan held up a dress and an apron that had clearly been fashioned for a scullery maid, and then he held it out to her and said, “I'm certain that the guard wouldn't think twice if you were to walk in there with a pint for him.” 
 
    “I'm certain that it would give him at least some cause for concern,” Kaina remarked, “but I'll take what I can get.” 
 
    Kaina took the dress, the apron, and also a maid's hat, and then she went to the corner and said, “Turn around.” 
 
    Tristan complied, but she kept her eyes trained on him the entire time regardless. She undressed, but kept her trousers and boots on as she slipped the dress over her head. She straightened out the fabric, then she put the apron on, and then after twisting her hair into a bun at the base of her skull, she put the hat on. 
 
    “Ready,” Kaina said. 
 
    Tristan turned around. “Just distract the guard and I'll go in and find Aldis.” 
 
    “Fine,” Kaina said, “but don't expect this to be a regular thing. Next time, you will be the distraction.” 
 
    “Noted,” Tristan said, “let's go.” 
 
      
 
    Kaina peered into a little barred window on the prison door and saw the guard sitting behind a desk with his legs propped on top. She held a broom in her hand and took a deep breath, and then she opened the door and stepped inside. 
 
    The guard's eyes shot to Kaina and he lowered his feet from the desk, as though he were ready to fend off an attacker. Before he could ask what she was doing in there, Kaina quickly said, “Oh, forgive me, Sir. I was only coming in to clean.” 
 
    The guard eyed her curiously and said, “The maids don't clean in here 'til morning.” 
 
    Kaina thought quickly and answered, “Oh dear, I thought I was supposed to clean in here. My apologies.” 
 
    The guard studied her carefully, then said, “You talk awfully good for a scullery maid...” 
 
    Kaina bit her lip. “Oh well...I'm new here, and...I used to work for...the Haventhorns.” 
 
    “Ah, that sounds about right,” the guard said with a smile. “I once knew a fella who worked for them and he talked all nice like that too. So you're new here, that right?” 
 
    Kaina relaxed. “Oh yes, I just arrived this morning for work. It seems that the Haventhorns didn't have any more use for me.” 
 
    “No surprise there,” the guard said. “Word is that old Elias is going broke, so he's marrying his granddaughter off to the prince.” 
 
    Kaina stared incredulously. She obviously knew about the betrothal, but she never had imagined that her family was losing money. She imagined that Matilde and Isa didn't know about this, as they would never have remained in the household if they discovered the wealth they married for was declining. 
 
    Just as Kaina tried to think of an excuse to stay, the guard stood up and said, “Well, I can tell you're new, because I ain't seen you around before. Pity the Haventhorns let you go, they don't know what they lost. Bet them sons of theirs would have liked a wife like you.” 
 
    Kaina gagged at the notion of marrying one of her brothers and prayed the guard didn't hear Tristan snickering on the other side of the door. 
 
    “Ah, they ain't your type, I take it,” the guard said with a laugh as he noticed her reaction. 
 
    “Hardly,” Kaina remarked. 
 
    “Perhaps you'd prefer a more...simple man,” the guard said as he edged towards her. 
 
    It didn't take Kaina long to realize what he was talking about. She backed away from him and was about to go on a long rant about how he was a pig-headed oaf for assuming such things, but an idea struck her. She backed away from the door further into the room, on the other side of which was a shelf case with supplies and other things, and as she predicted, the guard edged closer still. 
 
    “That's...quite flattering,” Kaina said, “but I don't know if that's a great idea.” 
 
    “Why not?” the guard asked. “You're certainly old enough to be married, aren't you?” 
 
    Kaina blinked. “Married? Who said anything about getting married?” 
 
    Kaina soon pressed her back against the wall near the fire pit, nearly knocking into a stand that held iron tools for handling the logs put into the pit. The guard smiled and drew closer. 
 
    “I don't mean it that way,” the guard said. “I just mean you're a woman, and women have needs...” 
 
    Kaina saw the door open out of the corner of her eye, and she saw Tristan creep out into the room. Rather than rush to her, he crept across to the other door where the dungeon was, and he slowly opened the door to get inside. 
 
    Once he was out of sight, the guard must have noticed Kaina looking in that direction, for he turned around but thankfully didn't see anything. However, he didn't take this gesture the way she expected. The guard turned back to Kaina, smiled, and said, “Don't worry, the other guard won't be coming in for several hours. We'll have all the privacy we need...” 
 
    Kaina pressed her body against the wall and felt around for something, and it didn't take her long to find it. 
 
      
 
    Once Tristan reached the bottom step, he could see a large chamber with several doors on either side. He checked inside each one until he found someone sitting inside, and he didn't have to study this individual long to realize he was just the man he was looking for. 
 
    Tristan placed his hands on the rusted boys, leaned in, and said, “Aldis?” 
 
    The old man looked up and Tristan instantly recognized him as the man he saw with Azemar the day before. He was dirty, beaten, and his spectacles were smudged with grime and the glass cracked. 
 
    “I've seen you before,” Aldis asked in a hoarse voice. “You were with Kaina last night.” 
 
    “I'm a friend of hers,” Tristan replied, “and I'm here to rescue you.” 
 
    Aldis gestured down to his arms and legs, which even in the dimly lit cell, Tristan could see were bound with chains. 
 
    “Don't worry, I'll get you out of those,” Tristan said. “Let me find the keys.” 
 
    “I overheard them saying that they were hanging on a nail by the stairs,” Aldis said. 
 
    Tristan looked over to the entrance from the stairs and saw the key ring hanging from a nail just as Aldis had described, and as he went to fetch them, he said, “We need to get back upstairs just in case Kaina needs help with the guard.” 
 
    “Kaina's all alone up there?” Aldis asked as Tristan unlocked the cell door. 
 
    “I'm certain she can handle herself until we can get up there,” Tristan said as he opened the door and went over to the chains. 
 
    Tristan grabbed the lit candle that stood in a recess in the stone wall just above and then he held it out to Aldis and said, “Hold this, please.” 
 
    Aldis obeyed and with the candle light to guide him, Tristan tested each key until he found the one that unlocked the cuffs. Once freed, Aldis moved his wrists and ankles around to get the feeling back into them, then said, “Thank you. Now we should go and help--” 
 
    “AAAGH!” 
 
    Tristan and Aldis bolted out of the cell and ran to the guard room expecting the worst, but when they entered they found the guard lying face down on the ground with Kaina holding a fire poker out like a weapon. Once Tristan saw the lump forming on the guard's forehead, he realized what had happened. 
 
    “Kaina,” Aldis gasped. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “He tried to touch me,” Kaina gasped, “so I hit him!” 
 
    Tristan nudged the guard's head with his boot and said, “That you did.” 
 
    “Is he...dead?” Kaina uttered. 
 
    Aldis leaned over him, placed a finger on his neck, and said, “No, he's just out cold.” 
 
    Once Kaina calmed down after a moment, she saw Aldis and said, “Aldis! Thank goodness we found you.” 
 
    She embraced the old man, who cringed and said, “Careful, dear. They weren't exactly gentle with me.” 
 
    “I'm so sorry,” she whispered. “I should never have left you like that.” 
 
    “Don't blame yourself,” Aldis assured. “If you had stayed behind, the book would have fallen into the wrong hands. But you should never have come for me. Did you bring the book to Melchior?” 
 
    Kaina was about to speak again when Tristan interrupted with, “Excuse me, I hate to be rude but...in case you were wondering that guard's scream was awfully loud, and I'm certain someone is bound to come in here to check on him soon--” 
 
    “You're right,” Aldis said. “We'd best get out of here. Where did you come in from?” 
 
    “This way,” Kaina said, taking his hand and leading him to the door. 
 
    Kaina, Tristan, and Aldis made it back into the store room before they could hear anyone coming, and Kaina managed to get back into her original clothes and return the ones she borrowed from the store room where Tristan had found them, all while she made Tristan and Aldis turn around once again. Tristan then popped the sewer grate off of the wall again and let Kaina drop down first, then he went inside, and then the two of them helped Aldis down, who held onto the grate and pulled it back into place as he was lowered down. 
 
    “Now that all traces of our escape are covered,” Tristan said, “let's get out of here.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    “Where is that damn entrance?” Tristan spat as he looked into another sewer grate. “We've searched almost each and every grate on this side of the city.” 
 
    Kaina had a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach as they stood in the alley between two buildings, and even in the shadows Aldis noticed her dire expression. 
 
    “Something troubling you, Kaina?” he asked. 
 
    Kaina met the old man's gaze, and couldn't help but smile when she saw his comforting blue eyes. “It's just that...before we left, the elder wizards were so adamant about keeping an eye on us, and it seems odd that we have yet to find the entrance into Undercliff...” 
 
    As she trailed off, Aldis caught on to what she was saying. “They have to be secretive, otherwise they run the risk of just anyone finding the city.” 
 
    “That's precisely my point. What if they discovered we were missing and cut off the spell on the city exit in order to prevent us from returning?” Kaina pointed out. 
 
    “It's plausible,” Aldis said. “I admit that I haven't been to Undercliff in ages, not since I joined with the Scholar's Union, but I remember how strict and secretive those elder wizards could be.” 
 
    Kaina felt a pang of guilt. “I hope that Melchior didn't get into trouble because of us. He trusted us and we just left without warning.” 
 
    Aldis shook his head. “I assure you that the elders wouldn't dare take any action against Melchior. They know his judgment is unsurpassed, and though they might be taking precautionary measures, they will not harbor any resentment towards Melchior for this.” 
 
    “I beg to differ.” 
 
    Everyone turned their heads to the direction of the voice to see a familiar figure in a hooded cloak, but they all knew by the voice who it was. 
 
    “I should be angry about all this,” Melchior said. “After all, I entrusted you, Kaina with the key and the map to the Lost Library and you up and left the city in order to do who knows what. Now I know you were rescuing Aldis, of course, and while I find that admirable, I also find it incredibly foolish.” 
 
    “I know,” Kaina said, “we could have been caught, killed, hurt, and so on.” 
 
    “That's not what I mean,” Melchior said, swiftly lowering his hood. “The Elder's castle dungeon is notoriously impossible to break out of. The fact that you not only did it but managed to do it without raising an alarm or getting hurt in the process can mean only one thing.” 
 
    “What's that?” Kaina asked, although a second later she knew what he meant. 
 
    Kaina's first clue was the sound of metal swiftly pounding against stone as four Eldercliff guards rounded the corner she was facing and pointed their weapons directly at them. 
 
     One of the guards then shouted, “Halt! Surrender in the name of King Torald III!” 
 
    Melchior shook his head. “They set a trap.” 
 
    “Run!” Tristan shouted. 
 
    Kaina and her comrades turned to run in the opposite direction, but another group of guards cut off their path. In every possible direction, more guards arrived, and Kaina soon saw a familiar flash of armor that she would never forget as long as she lived. 
 
    Kaina spotted her cousin and said, “Hugo, you rat.” 
 
    “Enough Kaina,” Hugo said, “your little game ends here.” 
 
    “Indeed it does.” 
 
    Casimir soon emerged from behind the guards and said, “I would have preferred you led us to the rest of the wizards, but now that you have who could be none other than Melchior out in the open, I'll be able to find them soon enough.” 
 
    Melchior scowled, and that was when the guards and Hugo realized he was there. They stared in shock, having never seen a Merunian before, but otherwise said nothing. 
 
    “Now then,” Casimir said, “Give me the book.” 
 
    Kaina lifted her chin and pursed her lips. “I don't have it.” 
 
    Casimir laughed. “If only you were better at lying than you are at magic. No matter, Azemar can get the answers from you.” 
 
    On command, Azemar stepped forward and approached Kaina. 
 
    “Oh no...” Aldis whispered. 
 
    “He's right to worry,” Azemar said. “I'll have the answers from you momentarily.” 
 
    “Don't you dare hurt her,” Tristan growled. He lunged for Azemar, but several soldiers caught him and held him back. 
 
    “Torture is too messy. I have more efficient ways of extracting information,” Azemar said. 
 
    Kaina backed away from the adviser, but Casimir came up behind her and grabbed her by both arms. Despite her struggles, he held her firmly in place. His fingers dug into her skin and threatened to puncture it at any moment. 
 
    Azemar approached Kaina and pressed his finger to her forehead. A cold, pulsing sensation washed over her and her body grew stiff. Azemar removed his hand and Kaina found that she was no longer in control of her body, because even though in her mind she continued to fight, her body resisted. 
 
    Azemar backed away from Kaina, smiled and asked, “Where is the book?” 
 
    Kaina tried not to speak, but the words came out of her, “In the pouch...on my belt...” 
 
    She felt Casimir's hand release one of her arms, but she still couldn't move, and he reached into the pouch in question. She felt him dig around for a few seconds, and then he said, “Aha!” 
 
    To Kaina's horror, Casimir pulled the book out of her pouch and handed it to Azemar. The old man accepted it and opened the cover to reveal the key and map. 
 
    “Well well,” Azemar said, “What have we here?” 
 
    “A key,” Casimir said, “and I'd bet my birthright that's a map showing the location of the Lost Library.” 
 
    Azemar handed the items and the book back to Casimir, then focused on Kaina again and said, “I have but one more question. Where are the other wizards in Eldercliff?” 
 
    Kaina bit her lip in an attempt to not speak, but despite this, her voice kept trying to escape. 
 
    “Don't fight it,” Azemar advised, “you will only hurt yourself.” 
 
    Kaina twisted her head from side to side like a child trying not to eat their dinner. “They...are in...Under...ground!” 
 
    “Underground?” Hugo asked. 
 
    “That makes sense,” Azemar said. “We haven't been able to find them anywhere else in the city. Where is the entrance?” 
 
    “...nggh...sew...sewers...” Kaina grumbled. 
 
    “Sewers...where in the sewers?” Azemar pressed. 
 
    Kaina grunted and moaned in an effort to fight the effects of the mind control, and Azemar said, “I'm impressed. Normally people cannot fight for this long. Even Aldis couldn't.” 
 
    Kaina shut her eyes and tried to think of a way to work around the answer. “It's...gone...” 
 
    “Gone?” Azemar said. “What do you mean, 'gone?'” 
 
    “Can't get in...shut off...” 
 
    “What are you talking about, girl?” Azemar pressed. 
 
    Casimir shook his head. “Enough of this. We have the book; we'll deal with the rest of the wizards later.” 
 
    Azemar met his gaze and glared at him, at which point Casimir said, “Did I stutter, Azemar?” 
 
    The old man said nothing, but still waved his arm and released Kaina from his control. Her body relaxed, and she fell limp, but Casimir caught her. The prince lifted Kaina to her feet and said, “Very good. Let us bring the prisoners to a private location. Move out.” 
 
    The guards captured Aldis and Melchior, and it took at least five men to subdue Tristan, and Casimir brought Kaina onto his horse. They galloped off towards the castle, where Kaina dreaded what would happen next. 
 
      
 
    Casimir brought Kaina to his guest chambers, and Azemar followed them while the others were carted off to the castle dungeon. She tried to break free from Casimir's grasp, but he was simply too strong for her. 
 
    Once they arrived in the chamber, Casimir turned to Azemar and said, “Lock the door.” 
 
    Azemar obeyed and Casimir sat Kaina down in the chair that sat in front of the fireplace. Though she hoped Casimir wouldn't dare do anything to her with someone else in the room, she still couldn't help but fear that he would. She didn't show him this, of course, and simply stared daggers at him while he unfolded the map and lay it on the table in front of her. 
 
    “It's a map of Ilesia,” Casimir muttered to himself as he flattened the map. “Here is Eldercliff, and there is Sunhaven, and there is the Black Forest, the Crescent mountains, and...wait a moment...” 
 
    “What is it?” Azemar asked. 
 
    “According to this map, the Lost Library, or at least the location, is somewhere in Eboncrest. That can't be...we were just there,” Casimir said while shaking his head. 
 
    “I have a theory,” Azemar said. “We know that the library can't be in plain sight, otherwise Roric would have found it. I suspect that the library is hidden somewhere, either in the mountains or even underground.” 
 
    “But if the entrance to the library is somewhere in Eboncrest,” Casimir said, “then surely the Haventhorn family must know about it.” 
 
    They both looked at Kaina, who said, “Don't look at me. If Elias knows about the library, he's never told me. Not that he would anyway.” 
 
    Kaina noticed Azemar about to use the same spell as before on her again, and she jerked her head to the side, looked up at him, and said, “If you touch me again, I'll bite that finger off.” 
 
    Azemar raised an eyebrow and retracted his hand, then gave Casimir a look of contempt. 
 
    Casimir met Azemar's expression, laughed, and said, “I told you she had the fire of a true queen.” 
 
    “I am not your queen,” Kaina hissed. 
 
    “Not yet,” Casimir said. “After all this is over, I have a feeling you will change your mind.” 
 
    Kaina leaned in closer to him, stared him straight in the eyes, and whispered, “Try me.” 
 
    Casimir smiled, then looked down at the map and said, “Well, I suppose we will have to pay your grandfather a visit then, won't we. If the Lost Library truly is in Eboncrest, then we'll find it. As for you...” 
 
    Casimir stood and grabbed Kaina again. “You will be kept under watch, and this time, you won't escape so easily.” 
 
      
 
    When they arrived in the dungeon, Casimir practically tossed Kaina inside the cell with the others. Aldis rushed to Kaina's aid, and Tristan ran to the door in an attempt to stop it from closing, but Casimir was too quick. Tristan made it to the door just as it slammed shut, and when he looked through the opening, he came face to face with his long lost brother. 
 
    “Enjoy your stay, Tristan,” Casimir said with a smug grin. “I know Father will be pleased to see you.” 
 
    As Casimir walked away, Tristan shouted every obscenity that Kaina knew and even some that she had never heard, most of which made her come dangerously close to blushing. 
 
    Tristan punched the door with all his might, at which point Melchior approached him from behind. “It won't do any good to break your hand trying to get out of here. We need to step back and think logically about this.” 
 
    Tristan took a deep breath, then looked back to Kaina, who was crouched down on the dirt floor while Aldis had his arms around her in an attempt to comfort her. 
 
    “This is all my fault...” Kaina muttered. 
 
    “Kaina, don't blame yourself,” Aldis assured her. 
 
    “I knew that Casimir was setting up a trap, but I foolishly came in here to save you anyway.” 
 
    “And that's admirable of you, no matter what mistakes you made,” Aldis said. 
 
    “Aldis,” Kaina said, “I appreciate what you're trying to do, but don't patronize me. It's my fault that we're locked up in here...and it's my fault that Casimir has the means to find the Lost Library.” 
 
    Kaina buried her head in her knees and tried to hide the fact that she was now crying. She heard footsteps coming close to her, and soon she felt a hand touch her shoulder. She lifted her head high enough so that whoever it was wouldn't see her tears forming, and she was surprised to see Tristan kneeling before her and comforting her. 
 
    “You know, I didn't have to follow you,” Tristan said. “This is just as much my fault.” 
 
    When he could tell she wasn't convinced, he took something out of his shirt, pulled it over his head, and held it out in front of her. Kaina lifted her head to see a beautiful, ornate, silver locket dangling before her. She stared at it intently, mesmerized by its beauty. 
 
    “What is that?” Kaina asked. 
 
    “My mother gave it to me,” Tristan replied. “She told me that when I hold it when I'm afraid or sad, it would bring me back to a place I felt the most at home. I suppose it was her way of comforting me even after she was gone.” 
 
    Tristan brushed Kaina's hair away from her neck and attached the locket. “Just give it a squeeze and think about the place you feel most at home. Maybe it'll bring you a bit of peace.” 
 
    Kaina grasped the locket in her hand and traced the intricate designs with her thumb. She felt a strange longing for something, and she pictured it in her mind as she closed her eyes. She felt Tristan's hand touch her shoulder again while Aldis and Melchior did the same. Their gestures alone gave her all the comfort she needed, but she could feel a warmth resonating from within the locket, a pulse that flowed through her body and warmed her to the core. 
 
    A place where you feel most at home. 
 
    Kaina wasn't sure why she chose the location she did, but it brought her all the comfort she needed. A light appeared just beyond Kaina's eyelids, and it wasn't until she heard a collection of gasps around her that she realized it wasn't just her imagination. 
 
    She then heard Tristan say, “What the--” 
 
    Kaina opened her eyes, but she had no explanation for what she saw. She, Tristan, Melchior, and Aldis found themselves right in the middle of the Azure Riders' hideout. 
 
    Froki stood just a few feet away and the rest of the rebels stopped what they were doing to stare at them, and soon the pale giant looked at them, shrugged, and said, “Welcome back Boss.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    “The Lost Library...in Eboncrest? That's impossible,” Hugo said as Casimir told him the news. 
 
    “I thought so too,” Casimir replied, “but here it is on the map, clear as day. Eboncrest used to be called by another name, as it shows here, but this town is where Zion left his library for sure.” 
 
    Hugo shook his head. “How can that be? Our family has lived there for four hundred years and we've never found an ancient library, much less one that contained the last of all the arcane knowledge in the world.” 
 
    “I suspect that your grandfather might be able to shed some light on this,” Casimir replied. 
 
    “You...you certainly don't believe that my grandfather would harbor such a secret, do you?” Hugo asked. 
 
    “Not intentionally,” Casimir stated. “The legend of the library is not well known, so even if your grandfather does know something about it, it doesn't mean that he withheld the information with the intent to thwart the crown. Perhaps he found something peculiar, or someone else in the Haventhorn family did, and it never occurred to them that it might be important.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Hugo stated, “but I doubt that such a find would remain secret for so long.” 
 
    “That's why we need to get to Eboncrest and find out,” Casimir said. 
 
    Hugo was about to speak again when there was a knock at the door. Azemar, who had been standing silently nearby, went to open the door, and there stood the captain of the guard with a wan expression that told Casimir something was terribly wrong. 
 
    “Captain?” Casimir asked. “What is it?” 
 
    The captain bowed, then said, “My lord, we have...a bit of a problem.” 
 
    Casimir's heart sank. “What's going on? Don't tell me that Kaina escaped?” 
 
    “Not just her, My Lord,” the captain replied, “all four prisoners have vanished.” 
 
    “Vanished?” Casimir said, standing straight up. He darted around the table, closed the distance between himself and the captain, and said, “What do you mean they 'vanished?'” 
 
    “One of the guards went in to check on them, and they weren't in their cell,” the captain replied. “We searched it from top to bottom, but we found no signs of their escape. The cell door was still locked from the outside, and we found no evidence that they tunneled out.” 
 
    “Well there were the two wizards,” Hugo offered, “and I suppose Kaina is one now too, so maybe they used magic to escape.” 
 
    “Impossible,” Azemar stated. “There isn't a single known spell that can make an entire group of people vanish into thin air. Even a teleportation spell can only move two people at a time at the most, and given the size of this castle, they would still be somewhere on the grounds. There were guards were on every corner to prevent their escape, so there is no way they would have gotten out like that.” 
 
    “Then how could they have escaped?” Hugo wondered. 
 
    “I don't know,” Casimir said, “but they've left me no choice. We must leave at once. Captain, return to your duties.” 
 
    The captain bowed and replied, “Yes Sir.” 
 
    After the captain had left the room, Casimir then turned to Azemar and said, “We need to Eboncrest the same way we got here.” 
 
    “Of course, your majesty,” Azemar replied with a bow of his head. “Once you are all prepared, simply give me the word.” 
 
    Casimir turned to Hugo and said, “Get your cousins and let's go. We will be in Eboncrest within the hour.” 
 
    Hugo's brow furrowed, at which point Casimir sensed his hesitation and said, “Do I make myself clear, Sir Hugo?” 
 
    Hugo snapped back to attention and bowed and said, “Of course, Your Majesty. I will fetch them at once.” 
 
    Hugo marched out of the room and out into the hall without another word. 
 
    Azemar soon turned to Casimir and said, “Do you really think they could have made it to Eboncrest so quickly? I can't think of any magic that would have--” 
 
    “I don't care about that,” Casimir barked. “I won't take any chances of them getting to Eboncrest before me. What's more, I have the key, and I will be the one to open the library.” 
 
    Azemar bowed his head, then answered, “Of course, Your Majesty. Shall I send word to your father about this?” 
 
    “No,” Casimir said. “I want to arrive at his throne with my traitorous brother's head perched atop my blade and the ashes of the library in a decorative urn. A new dawn will follow in the wake of my triumph, and soon all of Ilesia will know who the true power behind the throne is. Roric will be nothing but a distant memory once I make my mark.” 
 
    Azemar eyed him cautiously. “Very well, Prince Casimir. We will set out as soon as you are ready.” 
 
    Casimir nodded. “Good.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, so you're telling us that the Lost Library...” Emir trailed off. 
 
    Abigail finished, “...is in Eboncrest? How could we have missed that?” 
 
    After Kaina and Tristan explained everything from the past several days leading up to that point, they told everyone about how Casimir had the key and was heading to Eboncrest soon. 
 
    “We have to find the library before he does,” Kaina said. 
 
    “But we can't open it without the key,” Tristan said, “so what can we do in the mean time?” 
 
    “Maybe there is a way we can get the key from Casimir when he gets to Eboncrest,” Kaina offered. “Then once we know where the entrance to the library is, we can use it and save everything inside.” 
 
    “If the legends re true, though,” Abigail said, “then there is surely going to be a lot to save. How are we going to get all that information out before the king shows up at our doorstep?” 
 
    “Actually,” Aldis said, “I have an idea about that. Casimir and Azemar brought me to Eldercliff through a portal, and I believe Melchior and I might be able to pull something off to get one set up in the library itself. How about it, old friend?” 
 
    Melchior tore his attention away from the rebels who had been staring at him long enough to reply, “That's ancient, advanced magic, but I believe you and I could pull it off.” 
 
    “We still have the small possibility of Casimir getting to the library before we do,” Tristan said. “He could very well destroy much of it before we can stop him. 
 
    “Regardless,” Froki began, “We're going to save as much as we can so that the king can't bring about his demons. We're in.” 
 
    Tristan nodded, then stood up, faced the crowd of waiting rebels, and said, “Now listen here, all of you. We have to defend Eboncrest at all costs. If Casimir destroys the last shred of magic left in the world, he and the king will have full control over our lives. Gather your equipment, for we march onto Eboncrest within the hour, and we will lay a trap for Casimir and save Ilesia from his influence.” 
 
    Tristan raised his fist in the air, at which point the entire room erupted into cheers. Kaina knew that they would follow him anywhere, and for the first time in days, she had hope. 
 
    After Kaina cleaned herself up, she returned to the mess hall and noticed Tristan, now in a new Azure Rider's uniform, sit down at one of the tables with his hands folded. He stared off into space, the wight over his heart all but lifted, and judging by his blank stare, she knew he wasn't as confident as he let on. 
 
    Kaina took a seat next to him and though he didn't look up at her, his eyes still shifted to her. 
 
    Kaina smiled, turned her head slightly, and said, “Quite a journey it's been, hasn't it?” 
 
    Tristan chuckled. “It's been...something else.” 
 
    Kaina reached around her neck and removed the silver locket. She balanced it in her hand, examined each and every detail, then said, “You know, I can't help but wonder how this managed to get us out of that dungeon. It must have some kind of magic attached to it.” 
 
    “It never worked like that for me,” Tristan said, “it must be because I've never used magic before. I'm willing to bet that whatever magic was sealed into that locket was only activated when you had it.” 
 
    “You said your mother gave it to you?” 
 
    “That's right, just before she died. Thankfully I managed to hide it before those goblins took my other things.” 
 
    “Is there any chance that your mother was a wizard? After all, how else would she come in contact with a magical locket?” 
 
    “I don't know,” Tristan answered. “I admit, I don't remember much about her, but I doubt a wizard would have married the descendant of the man who tried to get rid of them all.” 
 
    “Well, maybe we'll find out another day,” Kaina said, “because I have to admit that this locket has piqued my curiosity.” 
 
    “Then why don't you keep it?” 
 
    Kaina shook her head. “I can't do that...your mother-” 
 
    “She'd want you to have it,” Tristan said. “After all, you got more use out of it than I did.” 
 
    Kaina smiled and said, “Thank you, Tristan. I'll take good care of it.” 
 
    Tristan eyed her curiously. “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “When you thought of a place you felt most at home, why did you choose the hideout?” Tristan asked. 
 
    Kaina stared forward and contemplated her words carefully, then said, “I just...this was the first place I came to after leaving Eboncrest, the only home I had ever known. My family has never approved of me, and when I came to the hideout, it was like no one cared who I was or who's family I belonged to. Everyone just accepted me, and I suppose I just never forgot that. It only occurred to me when I held the locket in my hand just how much I cared about all the people here.” 
 
    Tristan smiled. “You know, there is always room in our ranks for more members. Should you wish to fight Torald and bring an end to his plans, you will always have a place in our ranks.” 
 
    Kaina smiled. “Thank you, Tristan. I will certainly consider it, although I'm not certain that I have the skills to compete with the rest of you.” 
 
    Tristan scoffed. “You do realize that I would be dead by now if it wasn't for you, right? You have far more talent than you give yourself credit for, Kaina, and I'm certain anyone else here would say the same thing.” 
 
    A moment later, Froki came out to them and said, “Everyone's ready to march on your command, Tristan.” 
 
    Tristan stood up. “Good, let's move out.” 
 
    Kaina stood up and saw Aldis, cleaned up and wearing a fresh robe, and Melchior standing with the crowd of rebels. 
 
    “You're both coming too?” Kaina asked. 
 
    “That's right,” Aldis said. “I could never call myself a wizard if I didn't do everything I could to save the last of the arcane knowledge that Zion left behind.” 
 
    “It would be an insult to his legacy to allow it to fall into the wrong hands,” Melchior chimed in. He then placed his white mask over his face and drew his hood and said, “We will do whatever it takes to preserve Zion's legacy.” 
 
    “Both of you will be invaluable to our mission,” Tristan said. “All right, everyone. Move out!” 
 
      
 
    By the time the Azure Riders met at their designated position, dawn was still a few hours away. Tristan ordered the rebels to separate into groups and utilize the cover of night by keeping watch over the city for any signs of trouble. Froki, Emir, and Abigail took certain points while Tristan, Kaina, Aldis, and Melchior made their way into town. 
 
    They first stuck to the edge of town to avoid the watchful eyes of the town guards. Fortunately Eboncrest had no wall around it, so this made it far easier to sneak into town unnoticed. They crept near the northern edge of town, where Kaina had her first encounter with the Disciples, and worked their way south in an effort to find anything and everything that might resemble the entrance to the Lost Library. 
 
    “What do you think the entrance would look like, Melchior,” Kaina whispered. 
 
    “Not like it should be an entrance,” he said. “Of that, I am certain.” 
 
    “Then how are we supposed to tell the entrance from a broom closet?” Tristan remarked. 
 
    Aldis stopped, then said, “I believe I may know someone who can help us. Let me see if I can find him, and until then, the rest of you should split up and keep an eye out for trouble.” 
 
    “Very well,” Kaina said, “and be careful.” 
 
    “And you as well,” Aldis said. “You should keep out of sight to avoid being recognized.” 
 
    Kaina hesitated, but soon said, “I will.” 
 
    Aldis turned to leave, and Melchior followed close behind him. After the two wizards made their way into the next alley, Tristan turned back to Kaina and said, “I'm going to check in with the others. Stay safe and call if you find trouble.” 
 
    Kaina nodded as he darted out of the alley toward the edge of town. She wanted to tell him that she would avoid trouble, but as a matter of fact the opposite was true. 
 
    She had an idea, a terrible idea, but if anyone knew a thing about the Lost Library if it was indeed in Eboncrest, it would be the man who claims that nothing goes on in Eboncrest without  his knowledge. 
 
    After a sigh at the sheer stupidity of her plan, yet resigned to the fact that she had little other choice, Kaina then set forth towards Haventhorn Manor to pay her grandfather a visit. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Kaina braced herself and marched right into the manor and announced to the servants to fetch Elias. Even as she heard the voices of her other family members complaining about being awoken, she didn't falter. It was time to face them, to show that she wouldn't be silenced. 
 
    First to come down was Hamelin, who was dragging Isa and her usual goblet along. Following shortly after was Roland and Matilde, and Kaina could even see Tobyn and Thea, watching from the second floor landing. Lastly, Elias made his way down the steps and into the foyer. 
 
    “Well,” Roland spat as Elias reached the floor, “Look who decided to return.” 
 
    “I suppose you weren't quite the little adventurer you thought you were,” Hamelin remarked. 
 
    “Look at how filthy you are, and why are you wearing trousers? How disgraceful!” Matilde screamed. 
 
    Kaina simply stood in place with her arms folded while she they made their comments. All fell silent when Elias edged closer to her. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what you have done?” he said. “You have caused this family immeasurable humiliation and grief, but luckily for you, Prince Casimir has been more than gracious about the entire ordeal.” 
 
    “I couldn't care less what Casimir thinks,” Kaina spat, “or any of you for that matter.” 
 
    Matilde whimpered, Roland and Hamelin began shouting over each other to get their opinions of Kaina heard, and Isa simply slurred something that was as usual, completely incomprehensible. 
 
    “ENOUGH!” Kaina yelled, causing everyone to stop and stare at her in horror. She then stepped forward and said, “You know, there was still a part of me that hoped that you would have worried about me just a bit, but the first thing any of you spoke of when I walked into this house was how I embarrassed you. I bet not one of you considered the fact that I was abducted, caged, chased, captured, and nearly killed on several occasions. The only thing any of you care about is your image, not what happens to me or what I want to do with my life. That is why I left, because not a single one of you care what happens to me as long as it benefits you.” 
 
    “Then why did you return if you hate us so?” Hamelin remarked. 
 
    “Because,” Kaina began, “You might not believe this, but Roric wasn't exactly a hero. He and his descendants, which in case you couldn't figure it out includes Casimir and King Torald, have been searching for an ancient library full of arcane knowledge for centuries, and now they know that it's in Eboncrest. Casimir is on his way here to question you, Grandfather, about the possible whereabouts of the library's entrance.” 
 
    Elias scoffed. “That's preposterous. I've lived here my entire life and I know for a fact that there is no such thing here.” 
 
    “Father, don't humor her,” Hamelin said, “she's obviously lying.” 
 
    Kaina's eyes flashed and shot to her uncle. “I am NOT lying.”  
 
    Hamelin wasn't convinced, however, and he then said, “I'll tell you a more likely story. Kaina decided to run off because she was under the impression that she could do anything she wanted without consequence. Upon realizing that she was sadly mistaken, she decided she was better off returning home. However, she still wants to avoid marriage to Casimir, so she's making up stories to smear his good name in the hopes that we will call off the arrangement.” 
 
    Kaina marched towards him and yelled, “That's a damned lie and you know it—AH! Let me go!” 
 
    Roland had grabbed onto his daughter's arm and pulled her back. “I've had just about enough of you and your mouth. You aren't going to ruin things for us any further. You are going to your room, and this time, you're going to stay there.” 
 
    Roland dragged Kaina, who was still fighting him every step of the way, all the way up to her room and tossed her inside. 
 
    “Now, I'm going to send word to Prince Casimir that you have been returned to us upon paying your ransom--” 
 
    “Who's idea was that?” Kaina interrupted. “Certainly you wouldn't be clever enough to come up with that.” 
 
    Kaina didn't realize she had called her grandfather by his first name until it rolled off of her tongue, but it had been so effortless, she saw no point in correcting it. 
 
    Roland's face grew bright red and his veins protruded so much that Kaina thought they would burst. “YOU WILL REMAIN IN HERE UNTIL PRINCE CASIMIR ARRIVES TO COLLECT YOU!” 
 
    He then slammed the door to her bedroom so hard that one of her paintings fell off of the wall and crashed onto the floor. Kaina could still feel the aftermath of the quake that ensued even long after she had heard his heavy footsteps stomping off down the corridor. 
 
    Kaina scoffed. Surely they didn't think she couldn't just escape again? She went over to the window, but she quickly realized that Roland was far more clever than she gave him credit for. It seemed that in her absence, someone had taken the preemptive measure of having thick, iron bars installed onto her window so that in the off chance they managed to get her back in there, she would have no chance of escaping again. 
 
    Kaina banged her fist against the bars, then shook it when she hit it a bit too hard. Perhaps she could melt the iron? She thought about it briefly, but then the fear presented itself that she would burn down the manor in the process and possibly hurt or kill several innocent servants. Kaina was no monster, so fire magic would not be an option. 
 
    After a brief look around her room, she found that her family had even gone as far as to add bars to her fireplace, not that she could have fit through the flue anyway. Her door wouldn't budge, and there wasn't a single instrument in the room that she could use to pick the lock. 
 
    In other words, Kaina was completely and utterly trapped. 
 
    Kaina began to wonder if there was a way to use magic to break the lock, but she didn't know of anything other than what she had already learned from Zion. Though she had absorbed much of his knowledge upon opening the lock to the book, she still couldn't quite  decipher everything. Kaina still knelt before the lock and tried to focus on it, but after a while she just felt silly. That feeling passed, however, when she heard the lock turning. 
 
    Kaina initially thought that whatever she had tried had worked, but upon further examination, she soon realized that someone was on the other side of the door. At first she wondered if Roland had come back to yell at her again, but once the door opened, she saw the last two people she would have suspected. 
 
    “Thea? Tobyn?” Kaina asked. 
 
    Thea held a master key in her hand and Tobyn, though he nestled beside his mother and she lay her other hand atop his head, smiled upon seeing Kaina. 
 
    Thea held the key out to Kaina and said, “Hugo keeps this in his desk in case of an emergency. I thought you might need it.” 
 
    Kaina accepted the key, but she didn't move. There was something she just had to ask. “Thea, why are you helping me?” 
 
    Thea bowed her head and her dark, coiled hair fell over her face. “I have little trust for the king after my family was butchered on his orders. If he means to destroy this library you spoke of, no matter the reason, then I want to do what I can to put a stop to it.” 
 
    Tobyn left his mother's side and approached Kaina. His sweet, innocent eyes met hers and he said, “Be safe.” 
 
    He then reached up and wrapped his arms around Kaina's waist, at which point she returned the child's gesture and held him for several seconds. After he pulled away, Kaina said, “The others won't take kindly to this.” 
 
    “I have no intention of staying here to face such consequences,” Thea said. “After you left, it made me realize that I have a choice, that I don't have to stay with the man who destroyed everything I ever cared about. I didn't want to bring such hardship onto Tobyn, but I realize now that he's far better off growing away from this life. My only fear is that we have no where to go.” 
 
    Kaina thought, and then she said, “I know of a band of warriors who would gladly take you in and protect you. I'm certain that you can find your use among their ranks, and Tobyn will be safe there as well.” 
 
    Thea looked down at Tobyn, and then she said, “Tobyn, I know this might seem frightening, but--” 
 
    “I don't want to stay here,” Tobyn replied. “I want to go with Kaina.” 
 
    Thea smiled. “We will, Tobyn.” 
 
    Kaina nodded, then she looked around and said, “We won't have time for you to pack, so you'll just have to leave with what you have on.” 
 
    “That won't be an issue,” Thea replied. 
 
    “All right, I think our best bet would be to leave through the kitchen,” Kaina replied. “Let's go.” 
 
      
 
    Kaina, Thea, and Tobyn navigated the halls and tried to avoid any servants still out and about. Most of the servants were still asleep by this hour, so this proved to be effortless. They made their way to the ground floor, then went through the corridor to get to the kitchen. Just as they reached the door, Kaina's heart stopped when it began to open. 
 
    Elaine stepped out of the kitchen and jumped when she saw the three of them approaching. 
 
    “Lady Kaina?” she gasped. “We were all so worried about you...Lady Thea, Tobyn, what are you doing out of bed?” 
 
    In a hushed tone, Kaina said, “Elaine, listen, I need to get out of the manor without anyone knowing. Thea and Tobyn are coming with me...just please don't tell anyone you saw us.” 
 
    Elaine studied them, then smiled and said, “I have nothing to say. I cleaned the kitchen and I went to bed. I saw nothing.” 
 
    Kaina smiled and walked past Elaine with Thea and Tobyn following close behind. After letting them into the kitchen first, Kaina took one last look at Elaine, who had turned to meet her gaze, and the two shared a smile. 
 
      
 
    Getting out of the manor was easy from there, and Kaina was surprised to not see many guards in the area. She could hear loud voices coming from the town as she made her way around the manor with Thea and Tobyn following close behind, and she wondered if the others faced any trouble. With the gate unguarded, Kaina seized this opportunity to get back into town to find Tristan. 
 
    Kaina ducked behind the nearest building when she saw a pair of guards marching nearby, and she remained tucked in the shadows until she was certain that they wouldn't see or hear them. She also scanned every bit of shadow she could find, but she still couldn't find the others. 
 
    Just then, Kaina saw someone moving in the shadows to her left. She jumped in front of Thea and Tobyn, ready to defend them should the need arise, but she was soon relieved to see that it was only Tristan. 
 
    “There you are,” Tristan said, “where have you been, and...who are they?” 
 
    Kaina looked back at Thea and Tobyn, and then back at Tristan and said, “It's a long story. All you need to know is that these people need protection and they are willing to help with the rebellion if you are willing to shelter them.” 
 
    Tristan studied them, then turned back to Kaina and nodded. “Of course. I'll get them out of town and have someone escort them back to the hideout.” 
 
    Tristan gestured for them to follow, and Thea looked to Kaina with concern in her eyes. 
 
    “It's all right,” Kaina assured. “You can trust him.” 
 
    Thea nodded and went with Tristan, who then turned back to Kaina again and said, “By the way, Aldis wanted me to tell you to go to the book shop.” 
 
    Kaina raised an eyebrow and said, “Why?” 
 
    “I don't know, but he said it was urgent,” Tristan said as he led Thea and Tobyn into the shadow of the alley. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Kaina made her way to the book shop, but she couldn't get in through the front since there were guards patrolling nearby. She crept into the shadows, and while she waited for the guards to move away, she heard a faint whisper coming from behind her. She turned sharply to see Aldis peeking around the other end of the building behind her, and he was gesturing for her to follow. Kaina looked around, then she darted in his direction. 
 
    “Kaina,” he said, “I know someone who can help us, and I believe you've met him before.” 
 
    Kaina didn't initially know who he was talking about, but it soon dawned on her when she remembered where they were. Before she could say anything, however, Aldis gave a tug of her arm and said, “Come with me, quickly.” 
 
    Kaina followed Aldis as he led her behind the buildings and to the back of the book shop. A wooden set of stairs led to the second floor, and she followed him up to the platform at the top, where she then noticed a door. Aldis tapped on the door, and a second later it opened just a crack, revealing soft candlelight inside. 
 
    Aldis led Kaina into the dimly lit room and then someone behind the door shut it tight behind them, and when Kaina turned around she saw none other than Mortimer, who smiled when he saw Kaina and said, “I had a feeling that you and I would meet again.” 
 
    Kaina smiled and shook his hand. “It's nice to see you too, though I wish we were here under better circumstances.” 
 
    Mortimer nodded. “Ah yes, the infamous Lost Library of Zion and the book that led you straight to it.” 
 
    Kaina blinked. “Wait, you knew about the book?” 
 
    “Of course, dear,” Mortimer replied. “Every wizard does.” 
 
    Kaina blinked. “You're a wizard too?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Mortimer said. “I had no way of knowing the book you purchased from me was Zion's, but I had my suspicions when that traveler brought it to my shop. I could sense magic coming from it, and when you brought it before me that day, I had a good feeling that you would be the one to open it.” 
 
    Kaina bowed her head in shame. “I did open the book, but I allowed Casimir to take the key and map that were inside it. I hardly think I'm worthy anymore.” 
 
    “Ah,” Mortimer said, raising a finger, “but here you are, finding a way to stop him. Being worthy does not mean with are without blame, but that you never stop in the face of opposition.” 
 
    Kaina raised her head and put on a brave smile, but she still couldn't convince herself. 
 
    Melchior, who had been standing in the corner, came forward and said, “Mortimer was just telling us that he may know where the entrance to the library is.” 
 
    Kaina met Mortimer's gaze and said, “Is that true?” 
 
    “Well, it's only a hunch,” Mortimer said with a shrug. “Your family has been here for four hundred years, but the town of Eboncrest was here long before that. In fact, the manor had already been built by then, and your ancestors simply moved right in once Roric granted Mikael Haventhorn the land. However, according to my research, the wizard who lived and ruled in Eboncrest before the fall of the wizards was none other than Zion.” 
 
    Kaina's jaw dropped. 
 
    “It's true,” Melchior stated. “I had never been to his home myself, but he spoke of it often.” 
 
    “That makes sense...he hid the library in his home town,” Aldis said, “but where in Eboncrest is the question.” 
 
    “I have a theory,” Mortimer said. “I began to research the known history of Eboncrest after Kaina left with the book, and from what I gathered, just about every location in town is less than four centuries old. With all of the leveling, constructing, and digging that has taken place over the years, it seems unlikely that no one would have found the library by now. Therefore, it would be safe to assume that the entrance is in or around a structure that hasn't been built or changed since the war, and the only one left untouched since Zion's time is...” 
 
    Kaina's eyes widened. “...Haventhorn Manor.” 
 
    Mortimer smiled. “Which is precisely why I believe that the manor is the only logical place to find the entrance to the Lost Library.” 
 
      
 
    Kaina bolted out of the book shop, not caring if any of the guards saw her. She had to get to Tristan and the others and tell them what she knew. 
 
    As she approached the gate, however, she saw Tristan running towards her. When they were close enough to each other, Tristan said, “Kaina, we have a problem.” 
 
    “What is it? Did something happen to Thea or Tobyn?” 
 
    “No, they're fine,” Tristan said. “A few of the others agreed to lead them back to the hideout and keep them safe, but we have other issues. Casimir is approaching Eboncrest.” 
 
    “What? How is that possible?” Kaina said, 
 
    “I don't know,” Tristan said, “maybe Azemar had a spell like the one on my locket. Either way, they were spotted on the outskirts of the city. If we can't get the key before he finds the entrance, we're doomed.” 
 
    “We aren't doomed, because I know where it is,” Kaina replied. 
 
    She then explained to Tristan what Mortimer said, and then he replied, “So if we get to the manor first, we can head Casimir off and take the key from him.” 
 
    Kaina nodded. “We won't be able to hold them off with just the two of us.” 
 
    “I anticipated that,” Tristan replied. “Froki, Emir, and Abigail are on their way, while the others are going to protect the town as best as they can and provide backup if we need it.” 
 
    “We'll need to wait for the others, because I just came from the manor and...well, let's just say they won't be happy to see me again,” Kaina said. 
 
    “I'll keep that in mind,” Tristan said. “The others should meet us near the graveyard. Can you take me there?” 
 
    Kaina nodded. “It's this way, follow me.” 
 
      
 
    “I don't believe my grandfather will be awake yet, My Lord,” Hugo said as they walked through the courtyard to Haventhorn Manor, “but I will be sure the servant wake him so that the two of you may speak.” 
 
    Casimir marched beside him, the key dangling in his pocket, and he replied, “I do hate to disturb his rest, but it is imperative that I speak to him immediately.” 
 
    Devon and Gabriel trailed behind their cousin, the latter of which still mumbled about his exhaustion, and Azemar followed the prince with Nilas and the other Disciples who aided them in Eldercliff close behind. Hugo stepped up to the double doors, placed his hands on the handles, and said, “I can assure you that he will not object. He knows what it takes to serve his kingdom.” 
 
    As Hugo threw open the double doors and stepped inside with his cousins, Casimir turned to Azemar, who nodded, turned to Nilas, and said, “See that we are not disturbed.” 
 
    Casimir and Azemar followed the others into the foyer and the latter shut the doors behind them. Hugo caught the attention of a nearby servant and said, “You there, go and wake my grandfather. We have an urgent matter to discuss-” 
 
    The lounge doors suddenly flew open, and Elias, as well as almost everyone else in their family, stood inside. Elias' old, gray eyes fell on his grandsons and he blinked several times to make certain he was seeing correctly. When he was certain they were no illusion, the old man shook his head and stammered, “Hugo...but...how in...?” 
 
    Hugo put his hand out and answered, “I cannot explain how we have returned so quickly. What's important is that Prince Casimir must speak with you about an urgent matter. 
 
    Casimir stepped forward, ignoring the confusion on his host's face, and said, “Lord Elias, we have a dire situation on our hands. I must speak with you and your family in private.” 
 
    Elias finally regained his composure and said, “Of course, Your Majesty, and I have wonderful news: Kaina has been returned home.” 
 
    Casimir froze. He feared that Kaina would somehow reach Eboncrest before him, but it still chilled him to the core. Out of the corner of his eye, Hugo and his cousins exchanged confused glances, and the servant from before had already vanished down the hall to continue her duties. 
 
    “I am certain,” Elias said, interrupting the prince's thoughts, “that you will want to see her soon, but I don't suppose this 'urgent matter' you spoke of can wait?” 
 
    Casimir shook his head and replied, “I'm afraid not. This situation is far bigger than Kaina and myself. Might we be able to discuss this elsewhere, away from any prying eyes?” 
 
    Elias stroked his chin, looked to the door on his right, and said, “How about the library?” 
 
    Casimir nodded. “Yes, that will do.” 
 
      
 
    “This is bad,” Kaina muttered as she and Tristan watched Casimir, Azemar, Hugo, and her brothers enter the manor from their perch on a nearby rooftop. To complicate matters further, she could see a group of people in black gathering in the courtyard, and she didn't have to wonder who they were. “Casimir and the others have already made it inside, and if they find the entrance before we get to them...” 
 
    “We have to get in there before they find it,” Tristan said. 
 
    “You're right,” Kaina said. “Do you think we have enough manpower?” 
 
    “Considering we have three trained warriors, a master marksman, and three powerful wizards in our arsenal, I think we'll fare just fine,” Tristan remarked. 
 
    Kaina shook her head and smiled. “After we deal with the Disciples, Hugo, Casimir, my brother Devon, and Azemar should be the main threats we have to worry about. My father, uncle and grandfather used to be Crimson Knights themselves, and even with their age they may still pose a threat as well.” 
 
    “What about your other brother?” 
 
    Kaina rolled her eyes and said, “Gabriel may boast about his prowess, but he couldn't fight his way out of a potato sack.” 
 
    Tristan stifled a laugh and said, “Noted. Let's get ready.” 
 
    They climbed down from the roof and came face to face with Froki, Emir, Abigail, Melchior, and Aldis. After they explained the situation, Kaina said, “We need to be prepared, because I have a feeling that we have a lot of fighting ahead of us.” 
 
    “The Azure Riders are always prepared,” Froki stated. 
 
    Abigail placed her hand on the hilt of her sword and said, “We're with you.” 
 
    “Thank you, all of you,” Kaina replied. “Casimir and the others have already made it into the manor, and I have no doubt that we will face opposition, but we also don't know what will be waiting down in the library. If Zion went through all this trouble to hide the entrance and the means to get in, then I'm certain he's provided us with a nasty trap or two.” 
 
    “That being the case,” Tristan said, “caution is our number one objective...aside from securing the key, that is.” 
 
    Froki drew his enormous sword from the sheath on his back and said, “Then what are we waiting for? Let's get in there and show Prince Casimir what the Azure Riders are made of!” 
 
      
 
    Tristan led the way as the party charged up the path to the manor. Around the first bend, a familiar bunch came down with their weapons drawn. Nilas flashed his usual yellow, toothy grin and said, “Don't think for a moment that you're going any further.” 
 
    “Get out of our way,” Tristan growled. 
 
    The Disciples ignored him, and Nilas replied, “The Unmaker won't be thwarted again. Stand down or face his wrath.” 
 
    “So be it,” Froki said. 
 
    The pale giant charged forward with his sword and the Disciples scattered to avoid his massive swing. Due to the steepness of the walkway, several of the men fell off, but they didn't appear to sustain major injuries. Startled by the sheer force of Froki's blade, Nilas and the remaining Disciples retreated to the courtyard up the end of the path. 
 
    Kaina and the others followed, and when they entered the courtyard, they saw several scores of men and women in Disciples' garb regrouping for another attack. Nilas met Kaina's gaze with the same infuriating smile and charged for them, prompting the others to follow. 
 
    “Everyone get around me,” Melchior shouted. 
 
    The party squeezed in around Melchior, and just before the hoards surrounded them, he raised his arms and created a force field in the air. The Disciples halted their charge and stared in awe as Melchior held his position. 
 
    “Stick close to me,” Melchior said as he began to move forward. 
 
    The entire group edged forward as they cramped up against Melchior. From Kaina's position, the barrier had little more than two feet in front of her. As they moved closer to the manor, the Disciples attacked the strange-looking bubble, but their weapons helplessly bounded off like sticks against a steel shield. Kaina could hear them shouting all around as they made their way to the front door, and some even blocked their path in an attempt to prevent them from going any further, but they were no match for the magic of a Merunian. 
 
    Melchior made his way forward until the front lines, Tristan and Froki, were right at the door. 
 
    “Hold still,” Melchior said to them as he faced forward towards the Disciples. He waved his hands, and for a moment Kaina saw the barrier start to shrink. Then Melchior shot his arms outward and the barrier followed, but it didn't stop. The barrier burst out in a way and sent a wave of magical energy outward, hitting everything in its path. This included the Disciples, of course, who tossed like rag dolls several yards before coming to a stop. The barrier continued the entire length of the courtyard until it vanished into the night air. 
 
    “Get inside,” Melchior said. 
 
    Kaina, Tristan, and Froki pulled the door open and then the former two allowed everyone else inside before heading inside themselves. Once inside, they could hear the Disciples shouting and rushing towards them, and Kaina and the others tried to find a way to barricade the door. 
 
    “Stand back,” Aldis said. 
 
    Everyone stood out of the way as Aldis tossed something towards the door, which Kaina recognized a second later as a small ball of light. The light broke apart upon contact with the door and a glow that originated from the contact spot circled its way around the wooden designs of the door until it covered the entire area. A few seconds later, they could hear pounding on the door. 
 
    “That ought to hold them a little while,” Aldis said. “Now, let's get to find Casimir.” 
 
    “I don't think we have to look far,” Kaina said, as she pointed to the muddy footprints leading to the library doors. 
 
      
 
    “What is this all about?” Gabriel whined as everyone in his family stood around Casimir in the library to eagerly listen to what he had to say. 
 
    “Don't you dare question the prince, Gabriel,” Roland whispered. “He knows what he is doing.” 
 
    “Can't I go to bed? I'm exhausted...” Gabriel whined. 
 
    “Enough of that,” Elias hissed. “No one is going to bed.” 
 
    Gabriel huffed and resumed his spot by his mother's side, and once everyone was silent, Casimir began. 
 
    “Four hundred years ago, Ilesia was ruled by wizards who abused their power and sacrificed innocents to their heathen gods. After defeating the majority of the wizards and securing the throne, Roric discovered that one wizard, Zion, created a massive library hidden from the world, where he placed every last book of magic and arcane knowledge he could secure. He hid the entrance somewhere in Eboncrest, as it has come to my knowledge, and that is why I am here: to find the library and destroy it so that the wizards who have been in hiding for so long cannot obtain the deadly powers within.” 
 
    “Kaina mentioned this...” Elias said. 
 
    Casimir bowed his head. “I'm afraid that Kaina has become involved with wizards. She has tried to thwart my plans every step of the way and has been brainwashed by a man known as Melchior. I have no doubt she tried to warn you of my arrival and even made it sound like I had ill intent.” 
 
    The Haventhorn family exchanged worried glances among each other, and that was when Casimir continued, “It is through no fault of her own. I suspect that she's been under the wizards' influence for some time, for you see, I have discovered that her mentor Aldis is one of them.” 
 
    Matilde gasped and everyone froze. 
 
    “This...this explains so much,” Hamelin said. “She was perfectly obedient before Aldis came along.” 
 
    He then pointed a finger at Roland and said, “I told you hiring her a tutor was a bad idea. Look what you have exposed her to!” 
 
    “Me?” Roland said. “It was you who said she should be educated so that she wouldn't be a witless twit who couldn't hold a conversation.” 
 
    After a few more moments of the brothers' spat, Elias finally stood from his chair and shouted, “ENOUGH!” 
 
    The men fell silent, and then he continued, “It matters not how Kaina came to be the way she was. What matters is whether or not we can reverse it.” 
 
    “I believe it can,” Casimir said, “but it will be difficult, given the number of years Kaina has been manipulated by Aldis.” 
 
    “You are most gracious, my Lord, for doing so much for our Kaina,” Matilde said as she curtsied before him. “I can assure you that the Haventhorn clan will never forget it.” 
 
    “If you wish to thank me,” Casimir said, “I need you to tell me anything in Eboncrest that seems off in any way, something that could be the entrance to the library.” 
 
    Elias sat down in his chair again, and stroked his chin. “This city hasn't changed much in my lifetime, and I've never noticed anything that would even resemble the entrance to a secret library.” 
 
    Casimir grew restless. “Think harder...it may not seem important now, but--” 
 
    Casimir was cut off when a loud crash came from the foyer. Muffled voices followed, and then the doors to the library flew open and a crowd of people entered the room. It didn't take Casimir long to spot Kaina right in front. 
 
    “Kaina?” Roland said. “What the—why aren't you in your room?” 
 
    Kaina stared at him. “It's been over an hour and you still haven't noticed that I escaped? Typical.” 
 
    Before Roland could scream at her again, Hugo stepped closer to her and pointed at the others. 
 
    “You...you've been working with the Azure Riders!” he shouted. 
 
    Everyone gasped again, and Roland said, “Azure Riders? You mean the rebels that you've been trying to get rid of?” 
 
    “The very same,” Hugo said. “I'd know that uniform anywhere.” 
 
    Matilde yelped as though someone tossed a spider onto her lap and cried, “Oh heavens, it's worse than we thought! Now she's conspiring against the crown!” 
 
    “I'd like to think that it's the other way around,” Tristan remarked. 
 
    “Enough of this,” Casimir said. “By order of the crown, I am placing you all under arrest.” 
 
    Kaina looked around. “Really, and how do you plan on doing that? With your wizard?” 
 
    She looked directly at Azemar, who blatantly stated, “I don't know what you're talking about, girl. I'm no wizard.” 
 
    Casimir scoffed. “She's simply trying to cast blame on us again.” 
 
    Kaina said nothing more, even as the chattering of her family resonated in the air, and simply trained her gaze onto Azemar and edged closer to him. He noticed her, and at that point she focused her energy and waved her hand at him, and his natural instinct kicked in. 
 
    Kaina shot an energy bolt at Azemar and out of instinct, he created a barrier to stop it. Though the attack was nullified, Kaina got her point across. A moment later, Azemar's expression fell as he realized what she had done. 
 
    Hugo stared at Azemar and said, “He...he IS a wizard!” 
 
    Casimir froze, then stared daggers at Kaina and said, “This is a trick. She did this on purpose.” 
 
    Matilde shrieked once more and the other Haventhorns exchanged frantic expressions. 
 
    “But...surely she...made the barrier herself...to frame him!” Roland sputtered. 
 
    Azemar stepped forward and said, “It matters not. I work solely for King Torald, and I won't allow this insolent girl to ruin everything the crown stands for.” 
 
    Almost on cue, another crashing sound echoed from the foyer, and a few seconds of hurried footsteps later, and Nilas and several other Disciples appeared in the doorway to the library. 
 
    Azemar scowled. “You had but one task, Nilas.” 
 
    Nilas sneered at Kaina. “The wizards gave us some trouble, but now we're gonna make them pay.” 
 
    Nilas produced a small bead from his pocket, and Kaina studied it in an attempt to figure out what it was. That ended when Aldis turned to her wide-eyed and said, “Kaina run!” 
 
    Before Kaina could react, however, Nilas threw the bead on the floor in between them. It exploded upon impact and a red mist began to form from it. Within seconds, the mist rose above their heads, and Kaina's eyes burned from whatever infernal substance was being produced. Her lungs protested and she began to cough, and she could hear the others reacting the same way. Within seconds, she felt several hands grabbing her, but before she could pull away from them, at least three men tackled her to the ground, cutting off any attempt to flee. 
 
    “Get them into the chairs!” Azemar ordered, and Kaina wondered how in the world he or the others weren't affected by the smoke. 
 
    Kaina could no longer fight as the men dragged her across the room and sat her down in a chair, then they wrapped her arms around the back of it and secured her wrists with a rope. As the smoke began to clear, Kaina could see the Haventhorns recovering from the effects, and that each of her comrades had been captured. 
 
    “Well, that was a valiant effort,” Casimir said, “but your criminal ways are over.” 
 
    He then thought for a moment, then said, “Hold on a minute...why did you come specifically to the manor?” 
 
    Kaina remained silent, but even then she spoke volumes. 
 
    “It's in here, isn't it?” Casimir said. “The entrance to the library is in Haventhorn Manor.” 
 
    Casimir retrieved the key from his pocket and everyone gasped. The blue pieces embedded in the metal pulsated with a gentle light. The prince chuckled and said, “It's close...very close.” 
 
    Casimir walked around, and every now and then the glow would grow brighter and weaker wherever he went, and finally he made his way to the hearth, where the glow grew the brightest. It was then that a spot on top of the heart began to glow, a spot that was shaped like a key hole. The glow on the key and the spot on the hearth vanished, leaving behind a freshly carved key hole. 
 
    “There it is...the entrance to the Lost Library,” Casimir said. 
 
    Kaina watched helplessly as the prince then placed the key in the hole, and the key disintegrated. The fire raging in the hearth vanished as though a gust of wind blew it out, leaving only a cloud of smoke in its wake. The hearth slowly began to vanish until all that was left was a staircase that led down into darkness. 
 
    Casimir laughed, and said, “Finally, after four hundred years, Roric's legacy has come to pass. This is the day that those who would dare call themselves wizards will wish that they never cast a single spell.” 
 
    Casimir turned to Azemar and Hugo, and said, “You two, follow me, and as for the rest of you...” 
 
    Casimir looked around the room at the Disciples and said, “Make sure that no one follows us this time.” 
 
    Kaina pulled against her bindings until she felt blood trickle out from underneath them, but she was unable to do anything but watch helplessly as Casimir, Azemar, and Hugo descended into the newly formed stairwell. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    “Well I certainly hope you're proud of yourself, Kaina” Roland said. “You have caused nothing but trouble for this family since the moment you were born.” 
 
    Kaina didn't even look at him when she retorted in the most monotone way she could, “I'll be sure to keep that in mind every time I take a breath.” 
 
    She then grinned with satisfaction when she heard Froki snickering from behind her. 
 
    The entire group had been bound together back to back in two rows of chairs: Tristan was directly behind Kaina, and Abigail sat to her right, and from what she could tell Froki, Emir, and Aldis were on the side with Tristan and Melchior was sitting on the other side of Abigail. Kaina couldn't help but smirk at the way her mother stared in horror at Melchior, who now had his face revealed. 
 
    “Have I offended you?” he asked. 
 
    Matilde jumped at the sound of his voice and hurriedly backed away. 
 
    Roland grabbed Kaina's face and forced her to face him and said, “Look at me when I'm talking to you! You have been a thorn in my side for too long. I should have know when you were growing up that you would turn out this way.” 
 
    “What about what Casimir said?” Hamelin said. “He told us that Aldis brainwashed her.” 
 
    “Did I now?” Aldis replied. “If by 'brainwash', the prince meant that I educated her and showed her that she was capable of more than you wanted for her, then I suppose that's the truth.” 
 
    Kaina jerked her face away from Roland and he said, “Bah! I don't believe that for a moment. The sad truth is that she's worthless, plain and simple.” 
 
    Despite knowing her entire life that Roland cared nothing for her, hearing it from his own mouth was the final nail in the coffin. Out of instinct, she turned to her mother, who simply stuck up her nose and turned her head away. It was a gesture that not even Gabriel's snickering could overshadow. Kaina bowed her head to avoid looking at anyone else, but she could still feel their judging eyes piercing her skin. She tried in vain not to imagine her uncle's snide grin or her grandfather's cold stare, but not even the greatest stories she had read could help her escape those images that had been permanently etched into her heart. 
 
    “You...son of a bitch!” 
 
    Kaina's head shot up to her right, where she could see Agibail's green eyes flashing with blind fury at Roland. Her flaming red hair became dulled by the bright red color forming in her cheeks as she continued, “How can you say such a thing to your own child?” 
 
    “Shut your mouth, rebel,” Roland spat. 
 
    Abigail ignored him. “You sit here and talk about how she's caused you embarrassment, but if you ask me, you're the embarrassment--” 
 
    Abigail was interrupted as Roland's hand flew across her face, knocking her head to the side and sending her braid flying over her shoulder. 
 
    “Stop!” Kaina screamed. “Don't take your insecurities out on her!” 
 
    Roland responded by landing another slap on Kaina's face. 
 
    “Both of you need to learn respect,” Roland shouted. 
 
    Kaina wasn't done yet. “I don't respect anyone who doesn't show the same respect to me.” 
 
    Roland slapped her again. 
 
    “STOP!” Tristan yelled. 
 
    Roland ignored their pleas and raised his hand again, but before it could make contact, a noise echoed through the room, halting everyone in their tracks. The room fell silent as everyone searched around in an attempt to discover the source of the noise, but to no avail. 
 
    Thump! 
 
    The sudden noise made everyone in the room jump, but despite their best efforts, no one could figure out the culprit. 
 
    THUMP! 
 
    Even louder this time, but there was a direct source. Roland turned to the windows that overlooked the courtyard, where it was fairly clear the noise was coming from. He lowered his hand and approached the windows, his body a mere silhouette against the moonlight pouring in, and watched for whatever caused the mysterious noise. 
 
    Even Kaina never imagined that he would receive more than he bargained for. 
 
    Seconds passed in agonizing silence, until a silhouette appeared at the top of each window. The figures swung downward towards the windows until they made contact, shattering the glass and hurling themselves inside. 
 
    Matilde and Gabriel shrieked as though someone had set them on fire and threw themselves under the nearest table as three Azure Riders landed on their feet on the library floor. Seconds after the initial impact on the windows, several other rebels poured into the openings and then more came in through the doors, both on the first and second floor. They swarmed the family and in turn, the Disciples. The latter group attempted to fight, and some even attempted to flee,  but the rebels swarmed everyone who wasn't tied to a chair. 
 
    After securing the room, one of the rebels approached Tristan and said, “Sorry we're late, Boss. We heard the commotion from outside of town, so we made a plan to get inside and get everything under control.” 
 
    Tristan nodded. “Better late than never. Untie us, will you?” 
 
    After the other rebels untied Kaina, Tristan, and the others, Froki stood up and marched straight for Roland. 
 
    “You know,” the pale giant said to him, “before I lost my Pa to your precious king, there was one thing he taught me that I never forgot.” 
 
    Froki grabbed Roland by the collar and growled, “'Never hit someone who can't hit back.'” 
 
    Froki raised his fist to strike Roland, but Kaina ran up to him and grabbed his arm with both hands. 
 
    “Stop!” she cried. “He's not worth it. We have more important things to worry about.” 
 
    Froki pulled Roland closer and growled, “You're lucky your daughter has more sense than you do.” He then lowered Roland, who then proceeded to back away to cower into the corner next to his wife. 
 
    “Now then,” Kaina said, “let's go.” 
 
    She went to go towards the entrance to the library with the others following her, when all of a sudden Gabriel stepped in her way. 
 
    “Not so fast,” he said. “If you want to go in there, you'll have to go through me. No one threatens our father like that.” 
 
    Froki walked up to Gabriel, whose knees began to shake at the sight of the mammoth of a man, and the former began to laugh. 
 
    Froki turned to Kaina and said, “You didn't tell me your family had a jester.” 
 
    Kaina couldn't hold back a laugh, but she still covered her mouth with her hand in an effort to remain serious. 
 
    Before Gabriel could say another word, Froki delivered him a swift headbutt. The former yelped as he fell backwards and collapsed onto the stone floor. Matilde shrieked and rushed to her son's aid, while Devon and Hamelin picked him up. They then dragged him away and set him down where he could collect his bearings. 
 
    Froki returned his attention to Kaina and said, “You should be the first one in.” 
 
    He then gestured for the opening, and Kaina nodded and walked forward. Just before she reached the entrance, however, she heard Elias say, “You walk through that door, Kaina, and you will forever be disowned by the Haventhorn family.” 
 
    Kaina looked back to her grandfather, met his gaze, and he added, “Make your choice.” 
 
    Kaina's gaze shifted to the rest of her family, all of which save for Gabriel stared her down with utter disdain, daring her to make her next move. 
 
    Kaina turned back to Elias, looked him in the eye, and said, “I already have.” 
 
    She then proceeded to walk right into the darkness as she heard her mother cry out once more. 
 
      
 
    “Those people made me sick,” Abigail said as they continued further down the stairs. 
 
    Already they had gone far enough down the stairs, which coiled downwards in a perfect spiral, so that they could no longer see the dim lighting from the floor above and both Aldis and Melchior had to use small orbs of light in their hands for anyone to see where they were going. Aldis also taught Kaina how to cast the same spell, so she too held a ball of light out in front of her. 
 
    “Thank you for defending me back there, Abigail,” Kaina said, “and...I'm sorry my father hit you.” 
 
    “He's not the first man who hit me,” Abigail said, “and he probably won't be the last. We women have to look out for each other.” 
 
    “I owe you an apology, Kaina,” Emir said, “I thought I had a rough family, but I honestly didn't think your family would turn out to be that bad.” 
 
    “It doesn't matter now,” Kaina said. “It's time to put that chapter behind me and focus on the future, and that involves putting a stop to Casimir's plans.” 
 
    “How far down do you think this goes?” Froki asked. “We've been walking for at least ten minutes now.” 
 
    Melchior, who was near the back, said, “I know for a fact that Zion would have hidden the library well, probably even left a few twists and turns to confuse those who wouldn't know what they were doing.” 
 
    “We don't know what we're doing...” Emir remarked. 
 
    “Then I suppose we'll get lost,” Melchior replied. 
 
    “That's not helping,” Kaina said. 
 
    “You'll have to forgive Melchior,” Aldis whispered to Kaina. “Merunians were always known to be, well, brutally honest. It's a good thing at times, but in other situations it's not exactly called for.” 
 
    “I see,” Kaina said. 
 
    After a few more rounds down the stairs, Kaina finally found that the floor leveled out, and she assumed that they reached the bottom. 
 
    “Ah, here we are,” Aldis said. “Now let us see what we have to see.” 
 
    Kaina walked through a tall archway that led into a wide, long corridor. It resembled something like a grand entryway into a castle, and in this instance it was to pave the way to whatever secrets that Zion had hidden away. As Kaina walked forward, she could see statues caked in dust lining the wall, and dividing each section of wall where a statue stood was another archway that led down further. It was so dark that Kaina couldn't see more than ten feet in front of her, but it didn't take her long to realize that she had seen this hallway before. 
 
    It was the same corridor she ran through during her test back in Undercliff. Kaina figured this was Zion's doing, fashioning her surroundings like his library, and she wondered where she might find the chamber where she defeated Mareth. Panic rose inside if her as she relived the terror, but a few deep breaths later and she was able to keep it at bay. 
 
    “This architecture is fascinating,” Aldis commented. “So precise and perfect down to every last detail.” 
 
    “This is Merunian architecture,” Melchior explained. “We should keep moving, because these statues look angry.” 
 
    “What can they do?” Froki said. “They're statues.” 
 
    “Merunians had a way of placing spells on statues to act as guards and would come to life at the slightest sign of an intruder. I suspect that the only reason they haven't attacked us yet is because of Kaina,” Melchior explained. 
 
    “Me?” Kaina asked. 
 
    “They sense Zion's familiar power within you, and they know that you are welcome here,” Melchior explained. “What I don't understand is why they didn't attack Casimir and the others.” 
 
    “Maybe because of Azemar,” Kaina offered. “He could have shielded them with magic.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Melchior said, “Although I fear there may be a more sinister reason.” 
 
    The corridor opened to a large antechamber with an enormous knight statue standing in front of a double staircase that curved around the room to a doorway on the top. Kaina approached with caution, and if she didn't know any better, she would have thought the knight scowled when he noticed them. 
 
    “That...is one big statue,” Emir said. 
 
    The statue stood over a hundred feet tall, at least, and was covered head to toe in stone armor with only his face showing. His two hands rested on the hilt of an enormous sword, the blade of which was as wide as Kaina was tall, and she had a sneaking suspicion that it could carve through intruders like butter. 
 
    “Be on your guard,” Melchior said. “That is the Arcane Guardian, a statue that Zion used to keep on the outskirts of his city to deter invaders. It's incredibly powerful and deadly, not to mention unstoppable...” 
 
    “Oh, that's pleasant to know,” Emir said, “I was beginning to wonder if we would have a chance against it...” 
 
    Kaina slowed her pace, never taking her eyes off of the knight, but as she got closer, she noticed its head moving, as if it were watching them. Kaina stopped moving, and stared into the knight's eyes. 
 
    “It should leave us alone, right?” Kaina asked. “I have Zion's power, after all.” 
 
    “It might...” Melchior said, “unless...” 
 
    The knight suddenly lifted its sword off of the ground, years of dust and decay crumbling off of it as it did so, and it pointed the sword straight at Kaina. Its once empty eyes now glowed sickly green and stared down at them with murderous intent. 
 
    “...unless Azemar took control of it,” Melchior finished. 
 
    The knight lifted its sword in the air and with a slow, but powerful swing, it brought the sword down right in the middle of the group. 
 
    The party scattered to avoid the deadly bash, and as soon as the blade made contact, the entire ground trembled with such force that it nearly knocked Kaina off her feet. Kaina looked back as the knight began to lift the sword for another attack, and where its sword had been there was now a two foot deep gash in the stone floor. 
 
    Aldis turned to Kaina and said, “Kaina, you go on ahead while we deal with this monster. You mustn't allow Casimir to get to the last chamber!” 
 
    “I'll go too,” Tristan said. “I won't let you face them alone.” 
 
    Kaina knew that Tristan had just as much against Casimir as she did, so she nodded and darted towards the stairs. The knight noticed them and swung, hitting just below their position on the stairs and crumbling the area to bits. Kaina caught Tristan's arm before he fell backwards and then they hurried up the staircase just as they heard Froki get the knight's attention by shouting, “Let me show you what a real warrior can do, you brute!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Kaina and Tristan made their way through the corridor that began at the top of the stairs as the echoes of the fight behind them faded the further they went. A dim light indicated that someone waited just ahead, as did the voices that grew louder as they drew closer. She could see an opening soon after that, and what awaited inside nearly took her breath away. 
 
    They entered a room, one that was as large as the cavern in which Undercliff was built, and not a single speck of wall didn't have a book attached to it. There were shelves full of ancient tomes, lining the entire wall space from floor to ceiling, and there were platforms sitting in rows lined up together all around. As Kaina stepped up to examine one of them, she could see several scrolls and other artifacts, such as intricately designed tomes and even amulets encased in dusty glass. 
 
    “This is...amazing,” Kaina muttered. 
 
    Tristan stood next to her, then he placed a hand on her shoulder and gestured to the area near the corner of the room. Another hall came into view, and from where they were Kaina thought it sounded as though the voices they heard came from in there. 
 
    Kaina crept forward with Tristan following close behind her. The voices grew louder the closer they came to the hall, and as Kaina ventured further in, she could see another chamber full of books. Just beyond that was a platform with a sealed door, and standing in front of the door was their quarry. 
 
    “It's sealed,” Azemar said, grazing his hand over the stone door, “but I think that I can open it if I have time.” 
 
    “Make it quick,” Casimir said. “I don't trust for a moment that the rebels won't make it down here before long.” 
 
    “I think I should go and stand guard near the entrance, just in case,” Hugo said. 
 
    “No, I need you in here to protect Azemar while he opens the door to buy him as much time as possible in case someone comes down here,” Casimir said. 
 
    Kaina looked at Tristan and whispered, “We can't let them open that door.” 
 
    “We could take them by surprise,” Tristan said, “and hopefully interrupt whatever Azemar is doing.” 
 
    Kaina was about to speak again when she heard a voice say, “Who's there?” 
 
    They both turned to see Casimir staring at them, though they were enshrouded in shadows and not quite visible to the naked eye. Is it possible that he heard them? 
 
    “Show yourself!” Casimir shouted. 
 
    Kaina and Tristan exchanged a glance, braced themselves, and slowly emerged from the shadows. 
 
    When Casimir saw them, he didn't appear to be surprised. “I had a feeling that the Disciples wouldn't be able to contain the two of you. No matter, Hugo and I are more than capable of holding you off until Azemar opens that door.” 
 
    Kaina stepped forward. “Why? What else could be beyond that door besides all of the books of this library?” 
 
    Azemar met her gaze and said, “You little fool, do you really think that Roric and his descendants searched for this library for the sole purpose of destroying a few dusty old books? What Roric spent the rest of his life obsessing over is just beyond this door.” 
 
    Kaina's cheeks flashed red and she quickly retorted, “Tristan and I have no intention of allowing you to take whatever waits in there.” 
 
    Casimir drew his sword, brandished it, and said, “Then I am afraid that this is where your life ends. Such a pity, Kaina. You would have made an amazing queen.” 
 
    Fire blazed from Kaina's outstretched hands, and the air around her grew hot and breathless. 
 
    Tristan drew his sword, stepped forward, and said, “This goes much further back than just you and Kaina. This battle is between you and me, Casimir, and I intend to finish it tonight.” 
 
    Casimir met Tristan's gaze and said, “So be it.” 
 
    The brothers charged at each other and their blades met full force. The torrent of steel could only be outmatched by roaring thunder, and even then Kaina had no doubt the cosmos itself would envy the display. Their blades separated only to clash again seconds later as Casimir swung at Tristan, but the latter easily blocked. 
 
    Hugo drew his sword and charged at Tristan, but his sword burst into flames and flew out of his hand. The weapon crashed onto the floor and Hugo shifted his gaze to Kaina, her hands still glowing with red embers. 
 
    “Last I checked, Sir Hugo, it was dishonorable to attack a foe from behind,” Kaina remarked. “Not to mention that he has entered one on one contact with his sworn enemy. As a Crimson Knight, you should know better than to interfere.” 
 
    Hugo stared her down and said, “Well played, cousin. You, on the other hand, are more than capable of fighting me.” 
 
    He then snatched the sword, the blade still glowing from the heat, and charged for Kaina. She shot energy bolts at him to slow him down, and when he came within feet of her, she sprinted out of the way and returned fire. 
 
    “You can't run forever, Kaina,” Hugo taunted as he dodged another flame. “Sooner or later, you will have to face justice.” 
 
    Kaina straightened her stance. “I always thought you were delusional to think that you are the just one while you have destroyed the lives of so many others,” she paused, then out of no where she blurted out, “that's why your wife left with your son.” 
 
    Hugo stopped, as if he were trying to comprehend what she just said, then grew red in the face and shouted, “You're lying. Thea would never leave me.” 
 
    “I beg to differ,” Kaina replied. “The saddest part is that you didn't even notice they were gone when you returned to the manor.” 
 
    Hugo froze, but then he shook his head and retorted, “Your trickery won't work, Kaina! I will end you here and now.” 
 
    “You can kill me,” Kaina said, “but it won't bring your family back.” 
 
    Hugo howled with rage and swung at Kaina again, but she was ready. She cast another fire spell at him and it landed square in his chest. Though the majority of his body was protected by the thick metal of his armor, the metal melted on the surface and his hair, face, and eyebrows were singed. Hugo howled with pain as the smoke from his armor reddened his skin, causing him to lose his balance and stumble backwards. Kaina seized this opportunity to cast another energy spell at him, which also hit him square in the chest and sent him flying onto the floor. His head hit the wall with a sickening thud and the force of his landing caused an avalanche of books to come crashing down on top of him. 
 
    Although Kaina had no love her cousin, she feared for a moment that he might be dead when he didn't get up. She reached over to him, ignoring the sounds of battle between the two brothers, and began sifting through books to find him. She finally dug him out and placed a finger on his neck, then sighed with relief when she felt his pulse. 
 
    Kaina didn't want death on her hands, no matter if her enemy was trying to kill her or not. However, she couldn't have Hugo waking and attacking Tristan again, so she fished some of the rope that Tristan had given her from her pouch and bound Hugo's wrists and ankles together. She couldn't lift him, but she managed to push him to the side of the room to avoid him getting trampled by the brothers. 
 
    Kaina to turned her attention to Azemar, but just as she looked up, he had opened the door. He looked back at Casimir as though to alert him, but instead he darted into the now open doorway before anyone could notice him. 
 
    What is he up to? Kaina thought as she ran to the platform to follow him, but not before checking on Tristan to ensure that he could handle Casimir. 
 
    Tristan went on the defensive as Casimir charged at him. Neither appeared any worse than they were before their battle began, so Kaina could only hope that her friend would continue to hold his own long enough for her to deal with Azemar. 
 
      
 
    The originally sealed door led into yet another tunnel that sloped downward after several yards, then led to a pathway that spiraled downward like in a tower. Kaina cast her light spell so she could see in the pitch black, and she could soon see Azemar racing down further in, and she knew by his stance that he had a specific purpose in mind. 
 
    Kaina would have bet her books that that purpose involved betraying Casimir. 
 
    At one point, Azemar looked up when he heard someone else's footsteps, and he must have seen Kaina, for he then shouted, “You have no business down here, girl. You have no idea who or what you are dealing with.” 
 
    Kaina ignored his taunts, but they continued, “What did Aldis or Melchior tell you about this library? That the books were that of the secrets of magic or the last of the magic that Roric tried to destroy. Ha! The only thing Roric wanted to destroy was his own mortality, but in the end, it was the one fate he could never escape. The same tragic end befell his sons, and their sons, all the way down to the king and poor, Prince Casimir. They will all perish, as I will be the one to complete Roric's legacy. I will gain the power he never could.” 
 
    Kaina didn't know what he was talking about, but she refused to allow that to stop her. For all she knew, his taunts could have been just an effort to slow her down, but she wouldn't allow that to happen. 
 
    Kaina finally reached the bottom of the walkway and found yet another corridor. When she turned into that one, she caught a brief glimpse of Azemar watching for her in the dark. As soon as she came into view, he darted around the corner and ran off. Kaina followed, and when she turned the corner where she had just seen him, she saw something that took her breath away. 
 
    It was the room. The same room in her mind when she defeated Mareth. The same bottomless pit surrounded the room, and when she looked forward, she once again saw the platform with the altar and something sitting on it, but this time, she could clearly see what it was. 
 
    “There it is...just like I imagined it,” Azemar said. 
 
    The object that sat upon the altar was a book. The cover was black, and the pages, though were once parchment, now resemble the color of ash. The book almost looked corrupted in a way, as though a terrible illness had overtaken it. The state of this book reminded Kaina of that of a decomposing corpse, only it wasn't simply crumbling to dust or becoming part of the ground again. Instead, the book simply remained as a reminder of death. 
 
    Kaina marched forward as Azemar attempted to take the book, and when she was only a few feet away from him, she raised her hands and blazed fire once more, then said, “Don't make another move.” 
 
    Azemar stalled, then turned back to face her and said, “Dear girl, do you really think you can stand up to me, a master wizard? I've been studying and practicing magic longer than you've been alive.” 
 
    Kaina stood her ground. “If there is one thing I have learned in my short time learning magic, all the spells in the world only depend on a wizard's willpower, and I have no doubt that mine can overcome yours any day.” 
 
    Azemar took several steps closer to her, and said, “Do you have any idea what this book is?” 
 
    He circled her and continued, “This book contains the very power that Roric sought to conquer in his time, the one that started the war. Zion locked it away to keep him from finding it, and in his dying breath, he left Roric with a taunting reminder that he would never find what he wanted. You may have heard the reason that Roric never summoned the power he wanted simply because he had to get rid of all traces of magic before he could, but the sad, horrid truth is that it was stolen from him. I grew up hearing the tales of the power this book contained, and while each king of Ilesia after Roric wasted away obsessing over this book, I steadily rose into power, learned the ways of wizards, gained access to the secrets of Roric's children, and I now have the power I have searched for my entire life standing only feet away. Now tell me, Kaina, do you really think that your willpower can still overcome mine?” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Kaina admitted, “but I would rather fail because I tried instead of doing nothing.” 
 
    “A fair answer,” Azemar said, “though I regret to inform you that your efforts will be in vain.” 
 
    Azemar circled back around her so that he stood directly between her and the book. 
 
    Kaina readied herself and said, “We'll see about that.” 
 
      
 
    Tristan stepped sideways as Casimir's blade narrowly missed him by inches. He was stronger and faster than Tristan remembered, and the haunting memory of their training sessions that always ended with Casimir harming him somehow came flooding back. 
 
    “I've always been a better fighter than you,” Casimir taunted. “Even now that you're all grown up, you still have no chance of defeating me.” 
 
    Tristan fell to his knee, barely able to catch his breath. He half-expected Casimir to end his life while he was down, but his brother simply laughed and watched as he tried to stand. 
 
    Casimir was much too strong and fast for any normal fighter. While he knew that his father employed the finest blade instructors in Ilesia, no technique could possibly result in such a change. Tristan's only hope now was that his brother would, in his arrogance, make one mistake that could prove to be fatal. 
 
    Tristan stood once more and lifted his sword, the muscles in his arms screaming in protest, and said, “We are no longer in the castle training grounds, Casimir. We are locked in a real battle, and this time, I'm not afraid of what our father will do to me if I hurt you.” 
 
    Casimir flashed a cruel smile and said, “Things are about to get interesting.” 
 
    Casimir charged at Tristan again and though the latter could barely hold his own legs up, he held out his sword to block and braced for impact. 
 
    The second Tristan brought up his sword to meet his brother's, the clashing steel sent a jolt throughout his body and his knees buckled under the pressure. He nearly collapsed once again, but remained standing. 
 
    However, this didn't escape Casimir's notice. The prince laughed again and said, “Look at you, barely even standing! And you truly think you have a chance...” 
 
    Tristan pushed Casimir off of him, but the latter came back with another swing. Tristan met his blow and sparks flew from the point of impact between their two blades. His knuckles turned a sickly shade of wide as he struggled to maintain his grip. 
 
    “Tell me,” Casimir said as their eyes met, “what did you tell Kaina about me? Did you tell her I was so cruel to you, or that the Azure Riders are the better alternative?” 
 
    Casimir brought up his boot and kicked Tristan in the gut. The latter lost his footing and fell onto his back, and the former charged at him again while he was still on the ground. Tristan rolled to the side just in time to avoid being impaled in the heart, but he wasn't quick enough to avoid the slash in his left arm. 
 
    Tristan grunted through the pain, but otherwise kept moving at all costs. Casimir was soon upon him again, that same, knowing smile he always had during their sparring sessions. Tristan met the blow once more, blood dripping down his arm. Through the sting of the wound opening further, he pushed back against Casimir's weight and managed to get him off. 
 
    Casimir paused, slightly dumbfounded, and said, “I'm impressed. When I bring your head back to Sunhaven, I'll be certain to tell father you fought well.” 
 
    Tristan felt a spark in his chest, no doubt the anger built up over the years finally coming forth, and he said, “The day I return to Sunhaven will be the day I put an end to you and Torald!” 
 
    Tristan roared and charged forward, further throwing Casimir off guard. The rush of the battle combined with the fury of Casimir's taunts over the years gave him enough strength to swing his sword without any heed to his wound, nor to his own weakness. 
 
    With Casimir now on the defensive, Tristan landed blow after blow, refusing to allow him to get a hit in, until his back touched the wall on the other side of the chamber. Casimir met every attack, but even he had his limits, and they both knew it. He also knew they if Casimir could do one thing, he could cheat. 
 
    That was why Tristan anticipated his brother's fist as he released his grip on his sword and shot it right for his head. He moved his head to the side just in time to avoid the blow, and then he snatched Casimir's arm before he could retract it. Tristan yanked it full force, sending Casimir tumbling to the ground. 
 
    Casimir's sword flew out of his grip, and when he attempted to crawl over to it, Tristan placed his boot on his back. He pressed down hard enough to lock him in place, but Casimir reached behind his back and grabbed hold of the younger brother's leg. He yanked on it and knocked Tristan onto his back, and in his own folly he too lost grip of his blade. 
 
    On the ground and unarmed, both princes reached for one another and entered brutal, hand to hand combat. Each landed a punch or two before their fists locked together, testing the limits of their raw strength. Tristan ignored the beads of sweat that dripped from the tip of his nose and the stray hairs that dangled over his eyes, which he kept firmly locked onto Casimir's. Tristan made every attempt to correct his breathing so that his concentration wouldn't fail him, and soon enough, he prevailed. 
 
    Casimir slowly retreated under Tristan's strength, and the latter took advantage of this and whipped his hands around, knocking the former off balance. Before his weakened body even had a chance to hit the ground, Tristan swung his fist and landed it square into Casimir's temple. He fell to the ground with unnatural stillness, and only the rise and fall of his chest revealed he was still alive. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Debris rained from the chamber walls and ceiling as the stone sword smashed into them once again. Aldis barely kept his footing as the ground underneath trembled under the force of each hit. He spotted the marksman, Emir, crouching behind a pile of rubble, so he rushed over to his side. 
 
    “This guardian is unstoppable,” Aldis said. “If we aren't careful, we'll surely be crushed!” 
 
    The stone knight hit the ceiling, and the ground trembled again. 
 
    “If we don't stop it soon,” Emir said, “it'll bury all of Eboncrest!” 
 
    Aldis stared up at the ceiling. “Wait a moment, I have an idea. How do you crush stone?” 
 
    Emir stared at him blankly, so Aldis answered the question for him, “With another stone, of course! We can use its strength against it.” 
 
    Aldis looked around, and he saw Froki and Abigail hopping from rock to rock trying to attack the fiend, but their pitiful steel blades had no effect. Melchior circled around it hurling a flurry of thunder bolts, but that caused little more damage than a butter knife would to a diamond. 
 
    Aldis waited for the stone giant to turn its back to him, then he stood up and shouted, “Melchior, follow me! I have a plan.” 
 
    Melchior turned his attention to Aldis after tossing another fruitless spell, then he rushed to meet him while the others kept the knight busy. 
 
    “Emir, can you and the others distract it while Melchior and I prepare a spell?” Aldis said. 
 
    “That we can,” Emir said with a smile. He then ran to join the others, signaled the plan, and then all three carried out their task while Aldis explained his plan to Melchior. 
 
    “It's quite the risk,” Melchior said, “but one worth taking. The ground above should still be able to support the city if we manage it.” 
 
    “I hope you're right,” Aldis said. “Let's go.” 
 
    The two wizards ran to the top of the stairs that were still in tact and raised their arms for a spell. It would take time to cast, but the others were doing their part and keeping the knight busy in one spot while they did what they had to do. 
 
    “Ready?” Aldis asked. 
 
    “Ready,” Melchior said. 
 
    “NOW!” Aldis yelled. 
 
    They released their magic and send waves of energy flying towards the stone ceiling just above the knight, and the others ran for their lives to the safety of the stairs at the sound of Aldis' signal. The stone ceiling crumbled and cracked. Boulders the size of a small building rained upon the knight, and it scowled again as the stone pummeled it and forced it to its knees. Piece by piece of it broke off starting with its arms, followed by chunks of its chest plate, and then finally its head piled upon the floor in a thousand pieces. 
 
    Froki, Emir, and Abigail joined the two wizards and looked down upon the remains, almost as if they expected it to pull itself back together and fight at any moment. After several seconds of stillness, however, they were relieved to witness the green glow in its eyes vanished. 
 
    “That...was quite the battle,” Froki said. He then held up his arm, which had a fresh cut and bruises forming and said, “I'm going to have a new collection of scars from that one.” 
 
    Abigail flashed a smile. “It's always about the scars with you, isn't it?” 
 
    “Scars are like trophies where I come from,” Froki said proudly. 
 
    “I hate to interrupt,” Aldis said, “but we should probably find Kaina and Tristan to see if they need any assistance.” 
 
    “Right,” Froki said, “let's go.” 
 
      
 
    Azemar charged forward and shot fireball at Kaina, which she met with one of her own. She dodged as he shot another at her, and in no time the two were locked in an endless torrent of fire. 
 
    “You're no match for a master of magic,” Azemar taunted. He then switched his element to ice in an effort to slow Kaina down, causing the already slick floor to become even more slippery. 
 
    Kaina made every effort to avoid the frozen sheets, but in the end she was forced to keep her feet secluded to a single, five foot radius as Azemar created a blanket of sleet all around her. She summoned her will and searched her mind for any knowledge of a spell that could help her, and thankfully Zion had blessed her with the perfect spell for the situation. She brought up her hands and just as a swarm of ice flew her way, a barrier formed at her fingertips. When everything grew still, the barrier vanished and Kaina surveyed what had happened. 
 
    The ice formed a solid wall around her that was roughly two fingers in width on all sides. The wall had covered her head and formed a dome all the way around her to the floor on the other side. She pushed up on the ice, but was stunned to discover that it wouldn't budge. 
 
    Kaina was completely and utterly trapped. 
 
    Azemar chuckled from somewhere beyond her icy prison, though she wasn't entirely sure how she could even hear him. The master wizard edged closer to her, and even through the misty veil of the ice she could see the smug grin on his face as he said, “You can walk out of here alive as long as you surrender.” 
 
    Kaina shivered, her breath forming a cold mist, and said, “Do you honestly expect me to take your word for that?” 
 
    “You can take my word for the fact that if you continue to oppose me, it will result in your demise. It's your choice, Kaina Haventhorn,” Azemar said. 
 
    Kaina lowered her head and wrapped her arms around herself to keep warm. She then noticed the necklace that Tristan gave her hanging from her neck and grasped it. It was something that gave him hope in the darkest of times, and yet he willingly parted with the only thing he had left of his mother for her sake. Kaina couldn't allow herself to make it all in vain. 
 
    Kaina clenched the locket into her fist, the fire in the pit of her soul coming forth. The cold that crept over her skin vanished, and small beads of melting ice trickled down the frozen walls. Orange light formed around her, drowning out the bluish hue of the ice. She looked up and saw Azemar's expression had shifted, and he now stared frozen in shock at what he bore witness to. 
 
    Kaina released her hold on the locket, stooped down, and retracted her arms. The fire grew more intense, and she shut her eyes in an effort to contain it until she was ready. She could hear Azemar's footsteps receding, no doubt as he braced for impact for what was to come. 
 
    In an instant, Kaina opened her eyes and spread her arms out like an eagle. Her hands acted as a catapult, hurling the trapped energy outward and shattering the ice surrounding her. Before the shards even hit the floor, they and the sheets on the floor melted, then evaporated from the sheer force of Kaina's inner flame. She stood up straight, balled her hands into fists, and lowered them to her sides. The floor had small traces of char and embers, but no sign of the icy sheets. As Kaina turned her gaze back up to Azemar, she witnessed the last remnants of his barrier before it vanished. 
 
    Azemar stared at the aftermath, then back at Kaina. The look in his eyes told Kaina that she had him exactly where she wanted him. 
 
    It was the look of fear. 
 
    Kaina looked him dead in the eyes, the lingering glow in hers reflecting in his, and said, “The only death tonight will be yours.” 
 
    Kaina's body erupted in flames as she charged at Azemar again. He brought up another barrier to stop her, but she cast a wave of fire in his direction. Her power seeped through the thin veil of his barrier, blistering his skin and singing his robes. The wizard cried out and halted his defense to brush off the embers that burned him, and before Kaina could act again, he shot a fire spell of his own. This time, however, he loosed his fury on the floor in between them. 
 
    A wall of fire seven feet high rose from the site of Azemar's spell, and he cackled as the wall grew seven feet thick, abolishing any chance of Kaina stepping through it. 
 
    “That should hold you,” Azemar snarled. “Now I can get to that book without your interference.” 
 
    Azemar cackled again and turned to get to the book, and Kaina could do nothing but watch helplessly as he inched closer to the cursed book. 
 
    Kaina took in a sharp breath. A familiar feeling echoed inside of her, one that she called on only once before, but one that she knew she needed to stop Azemar. Blue light resonated from her body, outshining even the blaze before her and catching the attention of her foe. He turned around and his skin turned a sickly shade of white as Kaina began to walk forward. The light encased her as she brazenly stepped into the inferno, but the flames retreated in terror at the mere presence of her power. Kaina locked eyes with Azemar, the blue flame surrounding her. Without a word, she raised her hand to him and willed the flame forth. 
 
    Blue fire shot from Kaina's fingertips and sent Azemar flying backwards, but he maintained his footing and attempted to return fire, but Kaina was ready. She sent the blue flame again, this time even brighter. Though he still remained standing, his body grew visibly broken and shaken with multiple blisters, burns, and abrasions. Azemar still readied one last spell, but Kaina had already charged hers, and the blue light grew so bright that Azemar interrupted his spell to shield his eyes. 
 
    Kaina flicked her hand and released her energy. The blue flame spilled forth and struck Azemar, knocking him off his feet and several feet into the air. The fire licked his skin and it wasn't until he hit the ground that he screamed in agony. Only when the fire subsided and Kaina's flow vanished, everything ceased. 
 
    Finally, Azemar lay still, barely able to breathe and unable to fight. The wall of fire vanished, and Kaina collapsed to her knees. 
 
      
 
    After their battle had subsided, the toll the rush had taken on Tristan's body took effect, and he nearly collapsed next to his unconscious brother. He kept himself standing, if barely, and made his way to where his sword had fallen. 
 
    Bending down to retrieve the weapon alone nearly caused him to faint, but Tristan refused to rest while he still had one last task to undertake. He returned his gaze to Casimir, then slowly walked over, and held the tip of his sword only inches away from his heart. He lowered the tip of his sword on Casimir's chest, who moaned when the tip pierced the skin underneath his doublet. 
 
    Yet as Tristan stood there, ready to kill his own brother, he couldn't do it. He could have done it. He should have done it. Everything he fought for screamed at Tristan to not pass the opportunity up, but he simply froze in response. 
 
    “Damn it all,” Tristan grumbled as he pulled the sword away from Casimir. He cursed himself again for his own weakness and replaced his sword into his sheath. As he stared down at his only brother, the sound of hurried footsteps caught his attention. 
 
    Tristan looked up to see Froki, Emir, and Abigail enter the room. When they saw him, Froki stepped forward and said, “You did it...you defeated him.” 
 
    Tristan met his friend's gaze and said, “And yet in my own cowardice, I can't bring myself to kill him.” 
 
    Froki's expression softened and he placed a hand on Tristan's shoulder. “It's never cowardly to value life, my friend.” 
 
    “He's right,” Emir said. “Besides, perhaps he would serve us better as a captive...” 
 
    Abigail looked around and said, “Where's Kaina?” 
 
    That was when Tristan noticed that Kaina and Azemar were no where to be seen, and that Hugo lay knocked out and tied on in the corner. He scanned the room and noticed that the previously sealed door now opened into a dark corridor. 
 
    “She must have gone after Azemar,” Tristan said. “Where are Aldis and Melchior?” 
 
    “They stayed behind in the last chamber and said something about making sure they could come back for the books,” Emir said. “You go on ahead to help Kaina. We'll stay here and deal with these two.” 
 
    Tristan nodded and made his way to the mysterious corridor. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    Kaina thought Azemar was dead at first, but the sight of his chest still rising and falling abolished the notion. She knew it would be pointless to fight him anymore, so she made her way to the altar where the book lie. She could almost feel the sickness eminating from it, a horrid energy that could make even the most hardened of people reel in terror. 
 
    “Go on...take it,” Azemar mumbled. 
 
    Kaina turned to face him, his swollen, blackening skin cracking into a vain attempt at a smile as he continued, “You can feel its power calling you to it, can't you? Even you have to admit that the power is tempting...” 
 
    Kaina turned away from him and her eyes locked onto the ashen black cover, its corners curled outward and flaking off. She shook her head and replied, “No one should have this kind of power.” 
 
    Kaina raised her hands and stared at the book. Embers slowly rose from her fingertips as she readied her shot. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Azemar said. 
 
    Kaina kept her eyes firmly locked on the book, almost out of fear that it would vanish if she even blinked, and she replied, “I'm ensuring that no one will ever abuse the power in this book.” 
 
    She then hurled the fire at the book, catching it immediately. She could hear shrieks coming from the book, causing her to bring her hands to her ears as the book crumbled to ash before her very eyes. Just as the flame faded away, she heard footsteps approaching and turned around. 
 
    “Tristan!” Kaina cried as he came running into the chamber. 
 
    “What's going on?” Tristan asked. 
 
    Before Kaina could answer, she heard Azemar laughing hysterically. She turned to see him barely holding his head up. 
 
    “You...fool...you have doomed...everyone!” he laughed again and rested his head on the ground until he could no longer make a sound. He lay still until he drew one final breath, a grin forever etched on his face. 
 
    Kaina stared at Azemar's corpse and said, “What did he mean by--” 
 
    She was interrupted when she saw something moving in the corner of her eye. From the ashes of the book, the moment the fire faded, a cloud of black smoke raised from the ashes and formed a figure. Though there were no discernable features, Kaina and Tristan soon heard a low, guttural laugh surround them as the smoke then shot forward over their heads and traveled out of the chamber, its laughter still echoing in the distance. 
 
      
 
    When Kaina and the others finally emerged from the library into the manor, she was surprised to see that there wasn't a soul in sight. The dim light of dawn flooded in through the opening in the curtains overhead, giving just enough light to see the overturned chairs and the knocked over fixtures from the earlier fight. 
 
    “Why is it so...quiet?” Kaina asked. 
 
    Emir went over to the window and said, “It looks like everyone is outside...at least the guards and your family. I don't see any of our men and women, though, nor do I see the Disciples.” 
 
    Froki stepped up and said, “So then what will we do about these two?” 
 
    He dragged both Casimir and Hugo across the floor, both alive but unconscious, and dropped them at his feet. Hugo's armor made a loud crash upon impact, but afterwards there was nothing but silence. That was, until someone came marching into the room. 
 
    It was another rebel, thankfully, who then went up to Tristan and said, “You'd better get outside, Boss. The king is here.” 
 
    “The king?” everyone said simultaneously. 
 
    “You are aware that he's our sworn enemy and that he's likely here to arrest us all?” Emir pointed out. 
 
    “That's just it,” the rebel said. “He's not here to arrest us, he's here to arrest him.” 
 
    He then pointed to Casimir, and Kaina's jaw dropped. 
 
    “But...why would he arrest his own son?” Kaina asked. 
 
    “It's a trick,” Tristan said. “Casimir went after the library before Torald was ready, and so he's arresting him to cover his own tracks...” 
 
    “Should we go out there?” Kaina asked. “What if he tries to arrest us anyway?” 
 
    “The guards already tried,” the rebel explained. “After you went into the library, the Haventhorns tried to have us all arrested, but the king arrived this morning and ordered them to release us. Most of the others went back to the hideout, but a few stayed behind to offer you assistance if you needed it.” 
 
    Tristan stepped forward and said, “Tell the others to wait for us outside of the city. If you don't see us within the hour, get back to the hideout and regroup.” 
 
    “Done,” the rebel said with a nod, and then he ran off to the exit. 
 
    “You all go on ahead,” Aldis said. “Melchior and I are going to seal up the entrance.” 
 
    When Kaina gave him a strange look, he added, “We already ensured that the wizards of Undercliff will be able to return to gather up as much as they can from within its halls, but we need to seal it up so that Torald won't be able to get inside, at least until we're ready.” 
 
    Kaina nodded, then she met Tristan's gaze and said, “Well, here goes nothing.” 
 
    Froki gathered up the two men again and the entire group made their way outside into the courtyard. A crowd of people turned to see them as they emerged from the manor, and Kaina could see her parents and the rest of her family glaring at her from the corner of her eye. The crowd parted as they approached until eventually, Kaina came face to face with the king. 
 
    King Torald III, a man with a full, graying beard and dark brown eyes resembled one that at first glance could be the kind of man who would utter a hearty laugh and give one a great big bear hug. She almost imagined him with a cup of ale in one hand and a sword in the other valiantly charging into battle, but she had a sneaking suspicion that underneath that mask was something much darker. 
 
    Torald wore full armor, much like those of the Crimson Knights', but carried his helmet under his arm. A bright red cape flowed behind him as he walked up to them, a welcoming look on his face. 
 
    “Ah, and you must be Kaina Haventhorn, my would-be daughter-in-law,” Torald said. “I must apologize for my son's actions; I'm afraid that he's been a bit...careless with his responsibilities.” 
 
    Kaina remained silent. 
 
    “I have already informed your family that I do not blame them for cooperating with Casimir, for they had the kingdom's best interest at heart. As for you, Miss Haventhorn, I am forever in your debt for preventing my son from doing something terrible,” Torald said. “Tell me, though, what has become of my adviser, Azemar?” 
 
    Kaina didn't know why she felt unnerved, but she managed to utter, “He attempted to take a book that would have given him ultimate power, and I had no choice but to...” 
 
    “Kill him?” 
 
    Kaina nodded. 
 
    The king leaned forward. “And the book?” 
 
    Kaina felt her heart racing. “I destroyed it.” 
 
    In the next several seconds, the king did two things that sent chills throughout Kaina's entire body. The first thing he did was smile, the second thing he did was say, “How...unfortunate.” 
 
    It was in that moment that Kaina knew exactly the kind of man she was looking at. That gleeful, courageous exterior was nothing more than a mask to hide the evil within. 
 
    Torald turned back to his soldiers and said, “Arrest Prince Casimir for treason. He will be brought back to Sunhaven to face justice. As for Sir Hugo, he will be pardoned, for he only meant to serve the crown by following Casimir's instructions.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Elias said. 
 
    The king nodded and as the soldiers gathered up Casimir and brought him to the prison coach, Torald turned to the crowd once more and said, “Worry not, my subjects. Ilesia will forever prosper, and Casimir will learn the error of his ways before he is ready to take the throne.” 
 
    Before he turned to leave, Kaina caught him and Tristan making eye contact. The father and son stared at each other for several seconds, and without another word, Torald mounted his armored horse and galloped off. 
 
      
 
    “That had to have been the coldest thing I've ever witnessed,” Emir said as the soldiers left and the crowd dispersed. “He didn't even speak to Tristan.” 
 
    The crowd had dispersed and Kaina, the Azure Riders, and the two wizards were left in the courtyard. 
 
    “It doesn't matter,” Tristan replied. “I've made my peace with the fact that he will never see me as his son.” 
 
    Kaina placed a hand on his shoulder and said, “Are you sure you'll be all right? I'm here if you need me.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Tristan said softly, “but it looks as though you've got a chip on your own shoulder.” 
 
    Tristan gestured behind Kaina, and that was when she saw her entire family lined up and watching her several feet away. With the exception of Hugo, who had been brought inside to sleep off the damage Kaina had inflicted on him, everyone stood side by side and stared at her with utter contempt. Her parents and brothers stood to the right, Hamelin and Isa to the left, and Elias stood in the middle, each one wearing masks with a savory blend of disappointment and shame. 
 
    It was one of the proudest moments of Kaina's life. 
 
    She edged closer to them, her heart pounding in her ears, and stood before them silently, each side daring the other to speak first. 
 
    Elias lifted his head to peer down at her and said, “It has come to this.” 
 
    Kaina nodded. “So it has.” 
 
    Elias turned back to the manor, gestured to the entire structure, and said, “I want you to take a good long look, Kaina. You had everything: a home, plentiful food, luxury, everything your heart could desire, and yet you threw it all away to be with them.” 
 
    Kaina turned back to her friends...no, her family, and she turned back and said, “I didn't have anything...until I met them.” 
 
    She could hear Hamelin scoff, but she ignored him and kept her eyes trained on Elias. 
 
    Elias pointed his finger at her, his Patriarch's ring glistening under the morning light, and he said, “You are no longer a Haventhorn. Even if you wise up and realize what lost, you will never be welcome in our home again.” 
 
    Elias turned away from her and began to walk back to the manor, then one by one, each member of the Haventhorn family turned away from her without a word and walked away. Devon was the last, but he hesitated. Before long, however, he turned away as well and rejoined the others as they all made their way back to the manor. As they stepped inside and shut the door, a lone tear escaped from Kaina's eye. 
 
    “Kaina?” Tristan said as he touched her shoulder. 
 
    Kaina quickly wiped the tear away, turned to him and said, “I'm fine.” 
 
    “You sure?” Tristan asked. 
 
    Kaina nodded. “Yes, I'm sure. At least...I will be.” 
 
    “All right then,” Tristan said, “let's meet with the others outside of the town and get back to the hideout.” 
 
    As they all turned to walk away, Kaina took one last look at the Haventhorn Manor. She knew she wouldn't miss her old home, but something made her want to memorize every detail of it. 
 
    “Kaina?” Tristan called. 
 
    Kaina smiled and ran to meet them, for the home she chose would be far sweeter than the home she was given. 
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