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Introduction

With great anticipation, Joppa watched his niece’s intense work. Many times she had begged him to let her write the history books that he kept, but this was the first time that he had granted her request. As a tear slid down her cheek he wondered if he had made the right decision. She was very close to this story. “Reesthma,” he called to her softly.

She had to look at her uncle’s broken frame to distinguish who called to her. “I hardly recognize you anymore, Uncle Joppa,” she answered, putting down her feather pen and wiping away the tear. Joppa had once lived unbothered in a mighty tree where he preserved the truth. He had sacrificed himself to save her and that history, giving himself up to be carried to the prison fortress, Maremoth. Though his life had been spared and he had been recovered, he was still very different. His body was bent and his voice was more coarse.

“Why does my first book have such an unhappy ending?” she questioned.

“Often a story seems like it has ended badly, but there is always a future. Remember,” he used the same tone he had always used when reading to her. “After months at sea, the mighty warrior and the fair princess reached her home. The castle towered above them as they drew the eyes of the people. Jherek, the dark-skinned sailor who had proven his loyalty during the voyage, drew their attention from the princess with his warrior’s posture, bare feet and richly colored clothing. He walked a few paces behind Issym and Asandra.
“Upon entering the throne room Issym stepped back as Asandra was swept into the embrace of a man her age. ‘My beauty, you have returned!’ he exclaimed. ‘We had given you up for dead. Just like…’ his voice trailed off and Asandra pulled back. She took Issym’s scarred hand and pulled him forward. ‘Lord Commal, this is Issym—my rescuer and my betrothed.’

“‘Asandra, Princess. Your father… he’s been murdered.’ It took a few moments for Lord Commal’s words to be understood. Then, Asandra sunk to the floor and clung to Issym’s arms as she wept. Issym’s own heart broke as he watched her in agony.

“When Asandra had finally fallen into an unrestful sleep, Issym sought out Commal. His warrior’s instincts told him not to trust the lord, but he needed the man’s knowledge. ‘You have brought us back our princess. We thank you,’ Commal spoke first as they stood in the empty hallway.

“Issym learned that Lord Commal had been Lord Protector in the absence of Asandra. He would continue to rule until she chose a king. The men who were responsible for her father’s death had fled into the mountains, but the army had not been able to pursue them.

“’They will be brought to justice,’ Issym vowed.

“He left Asandra before she rose the next morning, committing her safety into Jherek’s hands. Asandra wept all the more, believing that she had lost her love when she was told how strong the forces in the mountains were. Weeks later, Lord Commal confirmed the rumors of Issym’s death. Left with a broken country, the princess had to choose a leader and accepted the proposal of Lord Commal.

“But Jhereck knew this to be an even graver than danger than her death and went to the mountains to find Issym. He approached a camp and saw Issym’s bound form thrown into one of the tents. In the night, he freed his friend and together they fought their way out of the camp.

“Tending to Issym’s wounds, Jhereck then learned that Issym had allowed himself to be captured in order to learn who was behind the kidnapping and attack. He had discovered that it was Lord Commal. When Jhereck told Issym of the lord’s plans to marry Asandra, they left the camp’s occupants in their treachery and returned to the castle—just in time to stop the wedding and expose Commal. Issym led the army to capture the camp in the mountains. When he returned, he and Asandra were married.

“Don’t you see Reesthma? This was not the only time Issym was believed to be dead only to be found alive again.”

“But Uncle Joppa, I don’t think our heroes are dead.  I know they are.”

“Tell me everything, then.”

Reesthma handed him the book she had been working on and he began to read:

Chapter 1

They moved with joint precision. Running through the forest with a silent haste, the two teenagers increased the distance between them and their pursuers. As soon as they were certain that they were out of sight, the boy dropped to the ground and opened a hatch that was covered with plant life. The girl hopped into it and he followed, pulling the leafy cover over them.

The two stopped moving and tried not to breathe. Their enemy passed above them, but did not stop. “That was a close one!” the teenage girl almost shouted with enthusiasm. She seemed to enjoy danger.

“Mom is going to kill us...” the boy murmured.

“Come on, Ev. You didn't find that even a little fun?” his sister teased, punching him on the shoulder and dislodging some of the dirt from his tattered tunic.

He shook his head.

“Don't look so nervous,” she chastised. “We're safe now.”

They stood and began to walk through the tunnel. It grew so dark that the boy could not distinguish the form of his sister, but they continued without slowing their pace. They knew these passages well. Finally, after a series of twists and turns, they saw a familiar light in the distance. The tunnel widened to make a room, lit by torches with three openings leading away. An alert guard in a well-worn uniform stood in front of each one. The sentry moved aside as they entered the leftmost way.
After passing several doors, the siblings took another left and two more guards stepped aside to allow them entrance to the room they protected. As they stepped in and closed the door, they saw yet again how small the apartment was. It had a torn rug lying on the floor, torches on the walls, a bed, a desk and a chair. It was by far the nicest room in the underground, but even so...

A woman sat in the chair, leaning on her desk as she supported her head with her hand. At the sounds of the teens, she turned around to face them. Her regal dress was pristine; her brown hair was curled and long; a slender crown was upon her head. She would have been strikingly beautiful if concern had not aged her before her time. Looking at them, she questioned, “Had a close encounter with Sasha’s men?”

“Yes Mother,” the boy replied, ready to get the truth out in the open.

“How close Evan?” the quietness of her voice was an attempt to mask her sharp focus.

“They did not discover our hiding place,” Evan replied. That was what truly mattered.

“But they almost did,” she surmised. “And what would have happened if they had?  How foolish!  You insist that I let you go above, but you nearly got us discovered. And this is not the first time.”

She shook her head and the weight of her hair left it unmoved as she continued, “We are not just ordinary rebels. I am the rightful queen; you the prince and princess. If we are captured, what do you think will happen to the resistance?”

Evan listened; his sister rolled her eyes. He knew it was his mother’s concern for the others in the hiding place that made her speak so. She did not care—happy to let her brother take the brunt of their mother's words.
“Did you get what you were looking for, Katarina?” their mother sighed.

Katarina’s face lit up as she opened up the muddy bag she wore around her shoulder and pulled out a red gem on a string. “I’m so glad Ian kept it hidden for me. I thought I had lost it.”

Evan and Katarina had each been given a gift on the day of their birth—Katarina’s was a cord with a ruby on it and tethered under Evan's shirt was a large blue gem.  Katarina returned her stone to its rightful place on her neck and fingered it. Queen Juliet had given Evan his and King Remar had bestowed Kat with hers. Oh how the princess missed her father! He had been captured by Sasha, the wicked shape shifter, years and years ago. Her father had always listened to her, always loved her, always cared for her. Katarina thanked the stars that he had been wearing commoner’s clothing the day he had been taken—Sasha had no idea that he was the king.

The queen called her children to her side. Wrapping an arm around each one, she told them, “For many days I have fasted and prayed and I have come to this conclusion: you must go to Earth and bring us back Rachel and Seth, the ones who imagined Xsardis.”

“But how will we get to Earth?” questioned the ever sensible Evan. To him it was a logical conclusion. To her, it was a more adventurous decision than she had ever seen her mother make.

“Katarina, hand me your necklace,” Juliet commanded.

Kat hesitated, but obeyed. Her mother put it on her desk. Taking the hammer that waited she aimed for the ruby.

“What are you doing?” Kat shouted, fueled by panic. They heard the guards outside the room stir at the sound of her high pitched voice.

“You must trust me,” the queen insisted.

“Smash Evan’s!” she protested.

“Your brother’s is less powerful.”

Juliet brought the hammer down and the ruby shattered into pieces. Kat’s heart filled with despair, feeling as if she had lost the last part of her father. Then anger took over. How could her mother have done it? Both emotions were suppressed as curiosity took their places. Something was rising from the pieces. It looked like a red, glowing light. The light was smaller than her hand and it floated softly around the room, as if it were alive.

“What is it?” Katarina asked in wonder, as the creature started to buzz.

“An illuminescent,” her mother replied.

“I thought those were just legends,” Evan voiced, flicking his eyes towards his mother for a moment and then turning his attention back to the creature.

“No,” answered Juliet, “they are quite real, but as far as we know, the one you now see and the one in your gem, Evan, are the only ones to have survived.”

The queen buzzed something to the illuminescent and it showered Kat and Evan with light. The next time they heard its sound, the teens thought it was trying to communicate something like, “Where am I?”

“There are different types of illuminescents,” the queen explained to her children, “but red ones have always belonged with royalty and they have the most extensive powers. Whereas the others only have one ability, red illuminescents have many.”

“What can it help us do?” the siblings asked almost simultaneously.

“She can take you two to Earth.”

Kat looked towards her mother with anticipation on her face, “When can we leave?”

Evan did not appear as enthusiastic. The queen asked her son, “Why so reserved?”

“Because I know that this task will not be as easy as it sounds.”

“True. Earth is not the same as Asandra. Your trip will be difficult and dangerous. Your task will take time; time that Asandra does not have. The longer you are there, the more established Sasha will become here.

“And yet,” she continued, “I can offer you very little guidance of how to begin your search. Rely upon your illuminescent. She will adapt more quickly to the new environment, but keep her safe, for she will be unable to blend in. Do not disclose your identities; do not say where you are from. You will begin your search in New York City, New York. That's where Seth lives. Find him and he will help you find Rachel. Remember to hurry.”

The queen hugged each of her children. Katarina broke away quickly, but Evan lingered, trying to pass on some strength. He knew that as dangerous as his trip was, it was more dangerous for his mother who was staying on Asandra.

“How does getting to Earth work?” the princess inquired.

“Ask your illuminescent. You need to learn to understand each other.”

Kat looked towards Evan as if commanding him to talk to the creature. “Can you take us to Earth?” he tried to say. He had never been much of a communicator in his own language, let alone an entirely new one.

“Yes,” the red creature replied simply.

“What do we need to do?” Katarina questioned.

Without answering, the illuminescent hovered above them, showering them with red light. They disappeared.

Chapter 2

Katarina and Evan appeared in the middle of a paved road as waves of horseless carriages swerved to avoid them, letting off loud sounds. Evan grabbed his sister’s hand and pulled her towards the path where people were walking. “What are those things?” Kat screeched as the illuminescent quickly dove into her bag.

“Never been to New York before?” asked a friendly old man.

Evan declared, “No.”

“Those cabs will run you over if you’re not careful.”

So the speeding objects in the road were called cabs.

The man looked over their costume-like appearance. Kat’s faded green dress was reminiscent of medieval times. The jagged slits in the floor-length fabric revealed her scratched and dirtied skin. The boy's boots were muddy like her legs and caused the New Yorker to wonder where they had come from. His thoughts tumbled from his lips, “You guys from around here?”

Evan wondered how they were supposed to answer such a question. “We're from Asandra,” Kat replied, her focus clearly on the strange surroundings.

They received another queer look.

“It’s... a pretty remote place,” Evan was uncomfortable providing too much information. He hoped his sister had not already done that.

“Can I help you find anything?” the man questioned. He turned slightly towards the road, making it clear that he wanted to bring the conversation to an end.

“Do you know Seth Albert?” Kat asked.

“No, I’m sorry... I don’t.” The man walked away.

The street was loud and people bumped into them as they stood on the smooth, hard path. Sometimes they received odd looks; other times no one would even look them in the eye. Katarina drew her brother into an alley. “How are we supposed to find Seth?” she inquired, gaping at the strange environment. The buildings surrounding them towered into the sky, higher than any fortress wall. Where were the trees? The grass?

Katarina opened her bag; her illuminescent flew out, shooting through the air. Someone walking along the sidewalk stopped and looked intently down the alley. Kat guessed that the person had seen the creature, but the illuminescent had already hidden herself. “What was that thing?” the guy called to them, keeping a good distance.

“What thing?” Kat responded.

“That glowing…”

“I don’t see any glowing. Do you, Brother?” It was true. They did not see the creature at that moment.

Evan was not as comfortable at telling half-truths. He simply stared at the man, without answering.

The guy waited a few moments and then moved on. When he left, the illuminescent came out again. This time, however, she tried to hide behind Evan's shoulder.

“You got us to Earth. Can you get us to Seth?” the princess inquired.

The creature gave a short reply, “No.”

“Do you have a name?” Evan asked it. He did not like thinking of it as ‘the creature’.

“No.”

“May we call you Zara?” Evan was quick to pick that name, for he knew Katarina would approve: Zara had been her favorite nurse before she had been taken captive by Sasha.

“Yes.”

Katarina looked away. She knew her brother received her thanks. She never had to say it.

“My suggestion,” declared the illuminescent, “since you asked for it, is that you inquire of someone from this world how to find a person.”

Evan and Katarina slowly walked back to the sidewalk, Zara hiding herself in the princess' bag once more. Evan felt someone hit him from behind. A boy of perhaps twelve, with wheels on his feet, had fallen over beside him. “Hey!” the boy shouted. “Watch it!”

“Sorry,” the prince was ever polite.

The boy was working on getting up. Evan decided to ask him their question. “How do you find a person here?”

“What do you mean?” the kid retorted. “You get in a cab, tell the driver where you want to go, and he takes you!” He sped away.

“How do you get a cab?” Evan shouted after him. No reply came.

Katarina watched a woman walk to the road and wave. A cab stopped and she got in. Katarina walked to the road and held out her hand. A cab stopped.

The two teens climbed in the car. “Where to?” the guy in the front of the car asked.

“We want to see Seth Albert,” Kat told him.

“What’s the address?” the driver said shortly and with a heavy accent of some kind.

“I don’t know,” Katarina replied.

“So where do you want me to take you?”

They did not answer.

“Look. You’ve got to tell me where you want to go.”

“How do we find a person?” Evan asked again.

The man sighed. “Have you tried a phone book or the Internet?”

Huh? Kat and Evan thought simultaneously. “No,” she answered.

The driver took pity on them. “Go inside that building there,” he pointed as he spoke. “Ask for a phone book. Look up the name.”

The teens did as they were told. The room they entered was small. It had a lot of tables and chairs and people crammed in. It seemed to be a popular eating place. They walked up to the glass cabinet which housed some food, cutting the long line, and asked the person behind it, “Do you have a phone book?”

The lady handed them one and quickly began to ignore them. Taking a seat at the only open table, the two teens started turning page after page. They understood most of the writing, but not how to use the book.

Zara shot out of the princess's bag. “No!” Kat hissed.

Evan looked up. “What’s wrong?” he queried.

“Zara’s loose.” The illuminescent was nowhere to be seen, having hidden herself amongst the throngs of people.

Katarina headed towards the other side of the restaurant. She was pretty sure that was where the creature had headed. Suddenly her eyes landed on the clasped hands of a teenage boy and the reddish glow coming from them. “Hey!” she hollered to get her brother's attention from where he was searching nearby.

The teenager seemed nervous. Looking longingly at his food, he made a decision and bolted for the door. Kat pushed her way out of the restaurant to see the boy running down the road. “No! Stop!” she called after him, unwittingly allowing the desperation to come out in her voice.

Kat saw Evan race past her in pursuit of the boy with a fervor she had never seen before. He was a faster runner than her. She hated to admit it, but it was true.

When Katarina finally caught up, Evan had a hand on the teen’s shoulder. “Let me go!” the kidnapper was saying.

“Open your hands,” she commanded.

The teen had short, black hair and his face was covered in freckles. He was not overly strong, but then again, neither was Evan. Katarina did not know who would win if there was a fight. Probably not her brother. He could wield a sword okay, but his street-fighting skills were lacking.

“Open them,” she repeated louder. “Now!” she added with a boom.

“Why should I?” the teen yelled back, struggling to get away from Evan without using his hands. He stared at Katarina. How could someone so petite act so commanding?

Time to try another tactic, Katarina thought. The princess smiled at him and pushed her hair away from her face, then responded in her sweetest voice, “What you’ve got in them is really important to me…”

“You don’t even know what I have in my hands,” the boy countered. He was Kat’s age and just as strong willed.

“Oh, I think I do.”

“Do you even know what it’s called?” the boy asked. Evan had loosened his grasp.

Katarina continued to talk to the kidnapper, “Her name is Zara. My father gave her to me and I haven't seen him in years so it means a lot to me. Please give her back. You don't even know what she is.”

The youth paused, as if struck by something she had said. “She’s an illuminescent…”

“How did you know that?” Evan demanded

The prince noticed that the teen had altered his stance. He was not searching for an escape route any longer. Evan released him. The kid questioned, “Who are you two?”

“Are you Seth?” the princess tried to put the few pieces of the puzzle together.

“No,” he laughed.

“Do you know Seth?”

“I know a Seth, but why are you asking these questions?”

“Because you stole our illuminescent.”

“Where are you from?” his face was full of curiosity. There was something genuine about these two oddly dressed teens.

“Asandra.”

His eyes flashed. Shaking Evan's hand and releasing the illuminescent, he told them, “Name's Max. Why don’t you follow me?”

