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But for a writer, such things can never
be.
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Prologue

 


 


 


“It’s all falling apart.” Tristan slapped
a sheaf of papers onto the conference table in front of the
battle-weary Nunnehi council.

Kaelyn gave him a wry smile, surprised
her heart could still beat in her chest without the call of the
portal to sustain it. “Where have you been? It already fell
apart.”

“No, I mean since the portal was closed.”
Tristan cast a worried look at Susan. “The time difference is—well,
it’s always been unpredictable, but…it’s worse now. Way worse. At
this rate, the two dimensions will be completely
incompatible.”

Jack sat up, his arm falling from her
shoulders as he leaned forward to look at the papers. “How do you
mean incompatible?”

“I mean I don’t think they can both exist
for much longer. And you should get back to your own time as
quickly as possible. Before it’s unreachable.” He directed the last
remark to Susan.

Susan gave him a pained look. “I don’t
think—”

“I wouldn’t say it if it wasn’t urgent.”
He took her hand and Kaelyn wondered in a detached way how close
the two had become while working together.

“Wait a second.” Cerys put a hand on the
table, palm down and a little more forcefully than was necessary.
“What happens when the two dimensions are incompatible? And what
does that mean?”

Kaelyn wondered if she should be asking
these questions. Surely as Queen of the Meti, the threat of danger
concerned her. But she felt adrift, lost. As if nothing would ever
be the same again. Was it the loss of Todd or the portal’s call
that made her feel this way?

Tristan confirmed her thoughts with his
next words. “Who knows? Nothing good. Two time dimensions cannot
occupy the same space indefinitely. Sooner or later, something will
give and it’ll be our dimension or theirs. The problem is, I guess
somehow, having the portal open helped keep our time and theirs
equalized, at least to a point. Think of time
like…like water. It flowed between Ayeli and Eladi
while the portal remained open. When it closed, that equalization
stopped. We have to open it again.”

“It won’t work.” Kaelyn shook her head,
thinking of her father’s dying words. “The way back isn’t the way
we came.” Her gaze met Jack’s and in spite of the sunlight
streaming through the large windows, she felt she was in a dark
room with no idea which way to turn to get out. “I don’t know if we
can find our way now.”


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 1

 


 


 


Kaelyn stood in the middle of the clearing.
Just one like many others in the Pisgah National Forest. A lovely
field, sundrenched by summer, tall grasses waving in the warm
breeze, dotted by purple and yellow and white wildflowers. The type
of spot you’d want to linger in with the softly buzzing insects and
chirping birds.

Just a few months ago, Kaelyn had been drawn
to this spot by an unrelenting desire and curiosity. She’d believed
she could control it. Now she felt nothing but darkness here in
spite of the summer sun. Death.

So much could change in a short time. A time
that could still be measured in weeks, even days.

“Are you ready?” Jack’s voice in her ear
made her shiver, though not with the weak-kneed desire he had once
roused in her. Now it was dread that shuddered through her bones.
Dread that what had happened every time before this would happen
again. Dread that what she’d thought she was wasn’t actually the
case.

“Kaelyn?” He sounded less certain. “Are you
all right?”

She hurriedly pasted a smile on her face.
“Of course. Yes, everything’s fine. It’s going to work this time,
right? Just like we talked about?”

“Yeah.” He seemed uncertain about releasing
her hand. “Just like that.”

“Good.” She squeezed his hand and maintained
the smile. But her heart wasn’t in it. She turned from him to face
the dead space in front of her. Not even six feet away. If she took
two steps forward, she’d be inside it, and she was certain she’d
never be able to breathe the air in what had once been the
portal.

How many times had she tried to re-open it?
Ever since Tristan discovered the proof that Eladi could not exist
out of sync with Ayeli and Gadusi, it had been one failed attempt
after another, and each one hollowed her out a little more,
refilling her with the same dead air the portal now held.

She didn’t want to try again. It would be
the same as the other times. Tristan had tried everything, it
seemed. Magic, science, and now he and Susan had come up with some
Cherokee blessing. It was a long shot, and they all knew it. But it
wasn’t just the people of Nunnehi at risk now. Both Ayeli and Eladi
would end if she couldn’t open the portal. So she stood stalwart,
listening to Tristan’s voice reciting the blessing. And when he
looked at her, she lifted her hand and touched the space where the
door to Ayeli had once been.

At first, it was exactly like all the other
times. Staticky, dead air tingled her hand. It seeped through her
nostrils even when she held her breath, leaving a horrible taste in
her mouth, tingling unpleasantly in her throat and, finally, in her
lungs. She pushed it out on a forceful breath, ready to turn to the
others and tell them it hadn’t worked. Again.

And then…pain, piercing and horrible…lancing
through her hand and carrying through her heart and belly. She
doubled over with it, reeling away from the closed portal, falling
to her knees. She might have screamed…knew she must have
because the pain was so bad…but she didn’t remember doing it. She
felt the warmth of blood on her legs, and it was only then that she
knew she’d lost something precious she hadn’t even known she
had.

 


****

 


Jack watched her fall with an odd sensation
he’d known this would happen. Hadn’t he seen it in her eyes every
day since the portal was locked? Hadn’t he felt it every time he
touched her? She’d become so brittle and frail, more like a ghost
every morning. And it’s all my fault.

He dropped to his knees, gathering her into
his arms. “Kaelyn!” Her name tasted like salt when he uttered it,
anguish overriding all other emotion. She felt as insubstantial as
the ghost he’d imagined her to be, and he lifted her without
looking at the others, stopping short when he reached for the reins
of his horse and saw the blood.

For a moment he stared in shock at the
sticky scarlet stain. So much it couldn’t all be hers, could it?
The thought jolted him into the saddle, cradling her against his
chest as he galloped back to the lodge. He called for Tamsin before
he’d even dismounted, and when she didn’t materialize, he bolted up
the steps with Kaelyn’s unconscious form held tight against him. He
bellowed for her, and she finally appeared at the top of the
stairs. “Jack? My God, what happened?”

He hurried up the stairs to her. “Help her.
She—there’s too much blood. She…she was trying to open the portal
again. Tristan thought—”

“Tristan thought!” Her scorn raked over the
coals of his guilt, fanning them to flame again. “Tristan will kill
her with this quest of his.” She whirled and led the way to the
Lodge’s infirmary.

Jack laid his wife on the examination table,
brushing her hair from her face before he remembered the blood,
leaving a streak of it on her forehead, and it shone vermillion
against her white skin. He pulled his hands back quickly, and
Tamsin pushed past him.

She felt for Kaelyn’s pulse at her throat.
“Her pulse is strong. I need help, though. Can you find Arabella
for me?”

“I can—”

“No.” Her voice was gentle but firm. “You
cannot help me with what needs to be done for her.”

He opened his mouth to protest, then nodded,
knowing she was probably right. He’d give his life for her, he’d
endure whatever torture was necessary, but he honestly wasn’t sure
he could bear what came next. And by the time he returned with
Arabella, Kaelyn was clean and covered in a sheet, her bloodied
clothing gone. Tamsin took his hand, and her voice was very gentle.
“She will be fine. Her body is strong and knows what to do to heal
her.”

“It was…” His voice trailed off.

“A miscarriage.” She finished it for him.
“Very early. She may not have known?”

The last words were a question searching for
confirmation. With a stab of agonizing certainty, he knew he
couldn’t give it to her. Maybe Kaelyn had known. Maybe she hadn’t
wanted to tell him. Did she even trust him anymore? She certainly
didn’t talk to him. At least not about anything but the portal, and
she’d even fallen silent on that subject recently. He’d been so
focused on solving the problem, though, he’d barely noticed.

Or maybe he’d even welcomed her silence.

He sank onto a stool, covering his face with
his still bloody hands, the coppery smell sickening and precious at
the same time. He felt the stillness of the room, could almost
picture Tamsin and Arabella staring at him in horror. What must
they think of their King in that moment? But a moment later, he
felt Arabella’s hands on his, gently pulling them from his face.
She dabbed them with a clean cloth, the motherly attention
reassuring. “Jack, she’s going to be fine.”

He looked at his wife’s quiet form. She
might have been sleeping. He’d watched her sleep so many times.
Still in their honeymoon, but so much had changed since their
wedding night. He shook his head. “She won’t be fine if we can’t
fix the portal, though.” He looked at Arabella, then Tamsin and saw
the disbelief in their eyes. “It’s killing her having it closed.
She’s…tied to it somehow. But I wanted to lock it. I wouldn’t stop,
even when the Raven Mocker practically gave us its blessing. I
should have…I should have known there’d be something wrong. I even
knew Kaelyn didn’t want to do it. I forced her hand, made her feel
like there was no other way to protect Nunnehi.” He closed his
eyes. “I’m to blame for everything that’s happened to her.”

Neither woman spoke. He opened his eyes and
saw Arabella, still holding his hands, her expression sympathetic.
He glanced at Tamsin. Though not as forgiving, she still looked
like she understood. Arabella spoke. “You are not to blame, Jack.
Not for any of it. If Kaelyn had followed through with her original
plans, she’d be on the other side of that portal, and she would
have gone willingly. And who knows what might have happened to her
there? And without you to help her through it.”

“I’m not certain my help has been worth that
much.” He shook his head and stood wearily. “I have to get back to
Tristan. There must be another way.” He paused next to his wife,
looking down at her still face. He took her limp hand in his for a
moment, willing her to give him some sign that he could help her,
that even just his presence could bring her back from the brink of
whatever torment she suffered. But her hand remained limp in his,
and her eyes did not open. With a tiny sigh, he turned. “When she
is ready, move her to our rooms so she can be more comfortable.
Someone should stay with her—”

“I will.” Arabella took his place beside
Kaelyn.

He nodded. “I’ll be there when I can.”

 


****

 


He returned to their bedroom before dinner,
worried and hoping to find Kaelyn awake. But Arabella stood at the
entrance to the room, her expression pensive. He looked at his
wife, bewildered by how much she’d changed in such a short time.
Tamsin opened the door behind him, her arms full of a basket of
clean cloths and herbs. She met his gaze squarely. “She’ll be fine.
She’s taking longer to wake than we’d thought. But she’ll be
fine.”

Reassured, he went to dinner, spent an hour
arguing with Tristan about the best way to proceed from their
current failure and returned to the room again. Tamsin had taken up
a post by Kaelyn now. She looked up when Jack entered and shook her
head and it was then that the first stab of real fear penetrated
his heart. What if she didn’t wake?

A yearning feeling grabbed the pit of his
stomach and squeezed, and he caught the doorframe to keep from
doubling over in fear. Kaelyn…my love…where are you?

 


****

 


Kaelyn woke, feeling as if she’d heard
someone—Jack—call to her from far away. She lay on her back in the
cool, green grass of the meadow, but the sky above her was dark.
She looked for the stars, but she couldn’t see them.

Go to sleep, Kaelyn.

The words echoed in her head. She thought
about protesting them, but the voice was kind. A gentle
encouragement that assured her it meant her no harm. A warm feeling
settled over her as if someone had just covered her with a blanket.
It felt nice to be cared for. Loved.

Jack loved her. He was looking for her. But
when she tried to respond, the pain came again and she skittered
quickly away from it, closing her eyes against the darkness of the
sky. Maybe when she opened them again it would be day and she would
be strong enough to find him.

Maybe. But right now she would rest.

 


****

 


The days blurred for Jack. He left Kaelyn’s
side only reluctantly to bathe and eat and tend to urgent matters.
Sleep came in brief moments as he sat beside her, his head pillowed
on the mattress. And even then it was interrupted by fearful dreams
of living in the world without her.

The days wore away. On the fifth day of
living in fear, Arabella made him leave. “I’ll call you if there is
change.”

Jack opened his mouth to protest, but Tamsin
backed her up. “Go. Take a shower. And check on Tristan. He looks
worse than you, if that’s possible.”

Spurred into action by the knowledge that
his friend probably suffered worst by his continued absence in the
face of his Queen’s illness, Jack stood, pausing for a moment, his
fingers entwined in Kaelyn’s. She looked peaceful. At rest. At
least she didn’t appear to be in pain. As she no doubt would be
when she woke to news of the miscarriage. Doubt made him linger
near her.

Tamsin touched his arm, her voice gentler.
“Go. You must leave this room at some point. I will call you
immediately if anything changes.”

 


****

 


Jack found Tristan in the library,
surrounded, as usual, by books and papers. He frowned. “Have you
even been out of here in the last week?”

Tristan raised his head wearily, removing
his glasses to rub his nose. “You’re one to talk.” He replaced his
glasses, his expression sympathetic. “How is the Queen?”

“No change.” Jack pushed some of the
manuscripts aside, looking at a map of the mountains without really
seeing it. He knew his friend was aware of Kaelyn’s condition, but
he appreciated the show of concern, enough so he was able to voice
his growing anguish. “She doesn’t even move. She just lies there.
As if she’s not really there at all. I’d think she was dead if she
wasn’t breathing, if I hadn’t laid my head on her chest long enough
to hear her heart beat. But there’s no change of expression, no
response when I hold her hand. Nothing.” He sank wearily into the
chair across from Tristan. “I just…it’s not natural. Tamsin thinks
it’s a side effect of something magical. Something she came into
contact with when she touched the portal.”

Tristan’s gaze sharpened. “Really?”

Jack’s jaw tightened. “You look like that’s
a good thing.”

“It is.” Tristan nodded. “That means
something is working. It’s a breakthrough if she managed to touch
something on another plane—” He broke off, his gaze dropping. “I’m
sorry. I realize how awful this has been.”

“Do you?” Jack half stood, his anger
dangerously close now. He glared at Tristan, his voice lowering to
a half-feral growl. “Do you realize we lost our child? Do you
realize my wife is near death now?”

Tristan flinched. “I do. I’m sorry. It’s
just that…if she touched something, then there’s hope. You know?”
He shifted his gaze to Jack, his exhaustion beginning to show. “If
we don’t do something, we may no longer be able to do
anything.”

Jack relented. “I know. I know that. But if
she goes back to that portal, we may lose her. I don’t know…I can’t
pretend to understand the hold it has over her. Or what it does to
her when she touches it. It’s just…” He paused, shaking his head.
“No. There’s another way. There has to be.”

Something niggled at the back of his brain.
Something he should remember, but he was too damn tired right now.
I have to get more sleep. I have to be here for her, for the
kingdom. Like King William. And somewhere in there was the
answer. If he could just find it. It teased the edge of his brain.
William had opened the portal. He’d known his daughter had that
power. He hadn’t realized Todd was the real key, though.

None of that was it. Jack stood restlessly,
paced over to the window, looking out at the lake. “There’s always
another way.” His voice came out sounding threadbare. If it had had
substance, it was gone now. The portal is the key… Todd was the
key...Kaelyn isn’t a key, but she’s tied to the portal in some
way. What am I forgetting?

He groaned inwardly, putting his forehead
against the glass. Kaelyn was key to the portal…except she wasn’t.
At least, that wasn’t all she was. Todd was the key, and he
belonged in Eladi. But there had to be another, didn’t there?
Someone on this side? A human. If they could find that person… It
all ran around his head as if on a circular track. He turned back
to Tristan to escape it. “How much time do we have?”

“What?” Tristan toyed with a pencil. His
mind was somewhere else, and that irritated Jack.

“God, man, pay attention, would you?” Jack
snatched the pencil away from his friend. “You say we can’t
continue to live in different timelines.”

“No.” Tristan looked startled, but definite.
“It’s like if you have two plates hanging a short distance apart.
They swing and tap against each other constantly. Eventually,
they’re both worn out with cracks spreading across them. That’s
happening to our timeline and the humans’. When the cracks spread
too far…” He shrugged.

“They fall apart.” Jack nodded, accepting
it. “And we can’t fix the timelines with the portal closed.”

“Exactly.” Tristan nodded.

“So how much time do we have before we reach
critical mass? How much time before both timelines are irreparably
damaged?” Jack spread his hands. The pencil tumbled, unnoticed, to
the table.

“I can do some calculations. Based on the
time differential between us and the humans today versus what it
was last week. And what it will be tomorrow. Although it might be
difficult to establish a consistent pattern. Sometimes I go there
and almost no time has passed. And sometimes it’s a completely
different season. Susan thinks it must be because of the way our
planes of existence collide and part. Sometimes faster, sometimes
slower.”

Jack considered. “Does Susan have any
thoughts about who the human key might be?”

“She’s searching records of Cherokee
families who remained in the area when the others were forced out
by the government. She believes the key must be from a family that
has been here since the beginning.” He looked at his hands. “It’s a
long process, though. Especially with no starting point.”

Tristan looked so downcast, Jack put a hand
on his shoulder, feeling guilty for his outburst. “I’m sorry, my
friend. I know this is difficult for you.”

“I don’t…I’m never certain if she’ll still
be there when I go back.” Tristan’s voice was very low. He sat back
in his chair, his body language tense with worry. “I always think,
maybe this will be the time she’s gone. Maybe I waited too long.
But if I bring her back here…who knows but what she might age fifty
years in a day?” He shook his head. “I just…you asked me how much
time we have. Probably more than she does.”

“Yeah.” Jack sat across from him, sorting
through the papers without really seeing them. Meti and humans had
very different lifespans anyway, with Meti living anywhere from a
hundred to five hundred years, depending on the amount of
long-lived Elf DNA they possessed. Pairings were unusual and hadn’t
happened at all between an Ayeli Meti and an Eladi human… He sat up
straighter, remembering. Cool fall air but sun that still held
warmth…in his memory everything felt golden. Kaelyn…a face on a
wall…right after he’d fallen in love with her…just before
everything started to fall apart… “Except it did happen.”

“What?” Tristan shook his head. “What
happened?”

“Not a Meti. An Elf and a human have been
together here in Eladi, though.” Jack surged to his feet. “I told
you about Hunter Drake. He came through the portal at least a
century before King William brought us here. And at that time, the
timelines must not have diverged because he married a human
woman.”

Tristan looked thoughtful. “No, the
timelines most likely diverged when King William used Kaelyn to
open the portal. And then couldn’t close it. So, if you’re
right—”

“I’m right.” Jack nodded. “I saw his
likeness on a building in Asheville. Kaelyn said he was a florist.
He had the same gift with trees that she does…” He trailed off,
remembering something he’d almost forgotten about Hunter Drake,
something hidden in his childhood memories about a man he’d
admired. He shook it off, deciding to address the more important
question now. “But how did he get through the portal?”

Tristan looked up at him hopefully. “If we
can figure that out, then we might be able to find that other way
you keep talking about.”

Jack grinned at him, happy for the first
time in months. When Kaelyn woke, he could have it all figured out.
Everything could be back to normal. “If we can figure this out, we
can fix it.”


Chapter 2

 


 


 


It wasn’t dark anymore. Kaelyn gazed
contentedly at blue sky. Clear and uninterrupted by clouds. The
grass beneath her was soft and comfortable, so she rested there for
a long time. Eventually, she decided she should sit up, so she did.
She found herself in the middle of a smooth green meadow, starred
with little blue flowers that echoed the sky. Only a slight breeze
stirred the grass. The sun appeared to be stuck in one position.
The only thing that moved much was the unicorn. Kaelyn watched it
for another long while—hours or days, she wasn’t sure which because
the sun never moved. But the unicorn ran a circuit around her, as
though she emanated some energy that held it at bay, running in
perfect circles.

And peace permeated her. She wondered if it
came from the unicorn.

A golden blur on the horizon moved closer.
At first, seeing it between the emerald green of the grass and the
sapphire blue of the sky, she’d thought it was maybe another sun. A
fallen star. But as it moved steadily and slowly toward her, she
knew it was something else. Something that maybe sought her out. It
would reach her eventually, but it didn’t really matter when. In
the meanwhile, she sat with her hands in her lap watching the
unicorn run and run.

She remembered how, as a child, she’d drawn
pictures of unicorns for hours, dreamed of seeing one,
believed in their reality.

Very slowly, she grew stronger. When she was
strong enough, she reached out to touch the unicorn and it moved
further away, beginning to pace a slow circle about four feet away
from her. She remembered what had happened to her then and looked
down at herself, expecting to find a dress soaked in the blood, but
she wore a sparkling white dress unmarked by even a grass
stain.

Maybe I’m in heaven. A part of her
hoped she was. If she was, she’d surely find her baby here,
too.

Now that she was strong enough to sit up to
watch the unicorn’s slow circling, it picked up speed, beginning to
gallop in larger and larger circles. When she could stand, it
remained steady, about fifty feet away, hooves pounding a circular
path through the grass.

And the golden blur got closer. Maybe it was
an angel. Meeting an angel would be nice. Maybe the angel could
tell her about her baby. Maybe the angel could make the unicorn
stop long enough for her to touch it.

That’s not what he’s here for.

Like music in her head, the voice lit up her
brain. She sucked in air and wondered if she’d really been
breathing all this time. Surely not. Surely she’d taken her first
breath ever when the angel spoke to her. She forgot all about the
unicorn and squinted at the golden blur. If she looked hard enough,
she could see a woman’s figure. A woman with long golden hair,
dressed in a sparkling dress. Was she blurry because she was so
bright? No, Kaelyn realized the woman was vibrating. As if
it took a great deal of effort to be there.

I’m sorry it’s hard to see me. I did my
best, but I’m still on a different plane than you.

“Where are we?” Kaelyn spoke the words out
loud. She had a thousand questions, but she felt the golden blur
flinch and stopped.

Don’t speak out loud. It’s too difficult to
understand. Just think the words.

Kaelyn tried. Where are we? Who are you?
Why—

Laughter tinkled in her head. Dear sweet
girl. Think slower. Maybe one question at a time? The
amusement faded. We are in Gadusi. And you are here so I can
help you.

Help me? Kaelyn looked down at
herself and remembered the blood and pain with a shock of sadness.
Yes. I needed help. My baby…

There will be others. When you go back.

Am I going back? Do I have to? It’s so
peaceful here. And I like the unicorn.

The golden woman laughed again. Kaelyn liked
her laughter, even distorted a little. I’m afraid Myst’s work
here is done. You are strong enough to return. You have a job to
do. You must reopen the portals. Both of them. We will undo the
damage and restore the balance together.

We? Who are you? Kaelyn wondered why
the woman hadn’t answered this already. She was close enough now to
see, though still very difficult to focus on. The unicorn came to
her side, bowed its head. The woman stroked its muzzle with a fuzzy
hand, then swung herself onto its back. She glanced back and just
for a second, Kaelyn could focus on her face, the blue eyes that
shone golden even in the perpetual sunlight, and the smile, gentle
and loving.

You already know the answer to that, my
love.

 


****

 


“Mom?”

The sound of his wife’s voice jerked Jack
from his restless doze at the little writing desk in their room.
He’d been reading a physics book, or, more accurately, Tristan’s
notes in the margin. He must have fallen asleep. What had woken
him?

He looked around, confused, trying to
pinpoint the source of the disturbance. At first, his eyes didn’t
register Kaelyn sitting up in the bed, staring into the
semidarkness. When they did, he rose slowly, eyes on hers.
“Kaelyn?”

Oh God, now was the moment. For half a
second, his heart filled with dread at how she would react. Would
she realize what had happened? Would she blame him? Cursing himself
as a coward, he moved carefully closer to her.

She jerked around, focusing on him. “Jack?
I’m back?”

He laughed, moving to sit on the bedside.
“Yeah. Yeah, you’re back.” He brushed her hair from her face,
kissing her gently. “I wasn’t sure we’d be able to get you back,
but you’re here.” He held her too-thin body against him, breathing
thankfulness. “Thank God, you’re back.”

“My mother.” She trembled, leaning against
him with the heaviness of frailty, and her breath caught in her
throat with a sound like a sob. She was crying, too weak to do a
good job of it, though. Her body heaved silently while he stroked
her hair, trying to soothe her before the sobs could shake her thin
frame apart.

“It’s okay, baby. It’s all right.” Seized by
his lingering guilt, he buried his head in her shoulder. “I’m so
sorry. I pushed you too hard. First to lock the portal, then to
unlock it. I’m to blame.”

“No!” The violence of her reaction to his
soothing words caught him off guard. She shoved away from him hard
enough to rock him backward. Her eyes gleamed gold in the dim room.
“My mother! Jack, I have to go back for her.”

“Your mother?” He shook his head. “I don’t
understand.”

“That’s where I’ve been, Jack. All this
time. I’ve been with her.”

A heavy dread settled into a nest in the
middle of his gut. “You’ve been with your mother?”

“Yes! With my mother. She sent the unicorn
to heal me. She’s in Gadusi.”

 


****

 


As soon as he and Tamsin had gotten Kaelyn
calm enough to agree to rest, Jack called the rest of his council
to the conference room off his quarters. Richard, after a brief
visit with his sister, took a silent seat at the table beside
Cerys, his face a study of relief and anxiety. Arabella and Tamsin
were already there. Tristan arrived late, his movements painful in
their exhaustion. Jack wondered how many times his friend had been
in and out of time that week. The effects were beginning to
show.

He stood by the window looking out for a
moment, then turned. “Is it even possible? Remotely?”

“No.” Tristan shook his head. “It’s wishful
thinking at best, Jack. Her mother took her to Gadusi to heal her
with a magical unicorn? Obviously visions, probably brought on by
her extended unconsciousness.”

Jack wondered if Tristan would be so blunt
if he weren’t so tired and worried. He sank into a chair with a
sigh. “Yeah. It can’t be true. Right?” He looked up and his gaze
caught Tamsin’s. Something in him wanted to believe Kaelyn, even as
he knew her claims were mad. She’d never left the Lodge—how could
she have spent time with her dead mother? And Tristan had said “at
best” they were dreams. What were they at worst?

Tamsin spoke reluctantly, her voice echoing
the feeling of dread he had in the pit of his stomach. “Someone’s
been with her the entire time she was out. You a lot of the
time. And it’s only been a week. She seems to think she spent at
least a month on Gadusi.”

“Felt like months to me.” Jack looked at his
hands for a long moment. Kaelyn’s mother was dead. She couldn’t be
in Gadusi or anywhere else. And Gadusi was a dead world anyway. At
least, that was what he’d always been told. But if he were
going to doubt what he’d been told about Gadusi… He turned to
Richard, the one person there who should know about his former
queen. “Is there any way? Could it be Sonia?”

Richard shook his head. “I…no. No. And you
have no idea how much I wish I could tell you something different,
but…” He drew a deep breath. “But she’s dead. The queen died. In my
arms when I failed to protect her. So, no. Whoever…whatever
Kaelyn saw in her dream, it wasn’t her mother.”

“Yeah.” Jack stood, then paused, bowing his
head and leaning his arms heavily on the table for a second. First
she lost the baby, now she was, for all intents and purposes, unfit
to lead her people. The responsibility for her kingdom—their
kingdom—weighed heavily on him. He didn’t look up, smiling wryly at
the tabletop. “We should still be on our honeymoon.”

“Jack—” Tamsin put her hand out to touch his
but drew it back. “She’s going to—”

“She’s going to be fine.” Cerys, who’d sat
the entire time with her arms folded over her chest, spoke up,
sticking her chin out as if to dare them all to deny it. “The Queen
is fine. I’d follow Kaelyn in or out of her right
mind. Because she’s always going to have the best interests of this
kingdom at her heart.”

Startled, Jack realized the wisdom in his
friend’s words. No matter what, Kaelyn was Queen of the
Meti, a role she’d been born for and had shown herself willing to
fight for. And she was his wife. He cleared his throat,
straightening his shoulders. “Well spoken, Cerys.”

“Well, with that out of the way, what do we
do now?” Arabella raised her eyebrows, scanning all the faces at
the council table. “Any fresh ideas on opening the portal?”

“Actually, yes.” Tristan shot Jack a look
and Jack nodded assent. No time like the present. “We’ve, um, been
talking about the time the portal was opened before King William
opened it.”

“Before?” Cerys unfolded her arms in
surprise, sitting forward. “What do you mean, before? That was the
first time in centuries that it had been opened.”

“Not exactly.” Jack straightened his
shoulders. “I believe an Elf by the name of Hunter Drake opened the
portal when I was a child. He left to escape my father. No one ever
knew where he went until I saw a likeness of him carved into a
building in Asheville.”

“Are you serious?” Richard gave him an
incredulous look. He probably hadn’t been born at the time of
Hunter Drake’s disappearance, and Selwyn had seldom spoken his name
once it was obvious he’d stay gone until he decided to be
found.

“Drake was a sorcerer, I guess you’d call
him. Magic and the ability to control it ran in his family, but
Drake mastered it better than any other I’ve ever known. My father
wanted to use his powers. I don’t know what for, honestly. I was
just a kid.” He fell silent, remembering the tall, blonde Elf with
the crooked grin and golden eyes who could make inanimate objects
move like animals, smoke curl from his fingers in absurd shapes,
and, above all, who was not afraid of King Selwyn. Even then, Jack
had looked at the man as a hero.

“You are serious.” Richard still sounded
slightly disbelieving.

“You can’t make this stuff up.” Tristan
sounded completely serious. When Cerys snickered, he gave her a
sharp look and she covered her mouth. Taking that as an apology, he
continued. “Drake rebelled and fled. King Selwyn’s men were unable
to locate him, and it was rumored he died in the mountains outside
the kingdom. But…there are records of a florist and public servant
in Asheville named Hunter Drake in the late 1800s. He married but
after his wife’s death, he disappeared.”

“Well, that doesn’t help much. He’s surely
dead by now.” Cerys made a negligent motion.

“Not necessarily. He was an Elf.” Tamsin
looked thoughtful. “Are you certain it is him, Jack?”

“As certain as can be.” Jack nodded. “Exact
name and the face in the carving is a very good likeness. And it
gets better. There are tales of a man living alone in the
mountains, no one knows where. He’s only seen every now and then
near the Pisgah Forest. Those who follow him either disappear or
are found later on wandering, confused and lost, far from where
they started out.”

“Yundi Tsundi?” Cerys raised her
eyebrows.

“Possibly. But it’s likely that
someone—especially someone of Drake’s talents—who has learned to
live alone and out of time might have forged an alliance with the
Little People.” Jack took a deep breath, preparing himself for
whatever recriminations his friends might have for his next
revelation. It was a lie of the most innocent omission, perhaps,
but it had been a lie. “What makes Drake of particular interest in
this instance is his relationship to Kaelyn.”

Richard leaned back in his chair.
“Relationship? What relationship?”

“He was—is—her mother’s uncle.”

He imagined their confusion and anger. How
could he not tell his wife her uncle might have been alive? Of
course, at the time he’d seen the carving, he hadn’t been thinking
about Drake at all, except to be glad he’d found a way out from
under Selwyn. Drake’s face had all but faded into the mists of his
childhood, after all—

“Uncle?” Kaelyn spoke sharply from the door,
surprising them all and even making Jack jump a little. She stepped
into the room, her glare hard on him. “I have a great uncle?
Who?”

Jack felt like a marionette who’d been
yanked to his feet. The others reacted in a similar way, a little
ripple of surprise at their Queen’s arrival on the scene after so
long without her. And dismay at how frail she looked in her silk
dressing gown. Even her lush mane of hair, though brushed, looked
bedraggled. “Kaelyn! What are you doing up? You should be
sleeping.”

“By all accounts I’ve gotten enough rest
over the past days.” Her eyebrows drew together in a little frown
he wished he could kiss away. “Who is my uncle?”

Reluctant to get into the entire story, Jack
helped her to her seat before he answered. “Hunter Drake. The one
who disappeared when I was a kid. He was your great uncle. We think
he came here based on the carving on the Drhumor Building. Remember
that? We were just thinking if we could figure out how he got
through, we could use his method to get the portal open.” He looked
down, feeling guilty for the details he left out. What if Drake
was still alive, though? Kaelyn looked so thin and sick. She
didn’t need to be involved in this.

“The florist?” Kaelyn sounded thoughtful. “I
remember seeing his face on the Drhumor Building. Why didn’t you
mention earlier that he was related to me?”

“It didn’t seem significant. Not at the
time.” Why hadn’t he mentioned it? Maybe because at the time
Drake left, Jack had been a kid who’d idolized the gallant
renegade. Jack had actually resented Drake’s desertion, and his
emotions had been colored by his father’s reaction, as well. Selwyn
never reacted well to people leaving him.

She studied him for a moment, then shrugged.
“So, what does it mean? I remember you said he came through before.
Are you hoping he’s alive and knows something we don’t?”

Jack discarded his childhood memories and
took her hand. He kissed her fingers. No matter what happened, at
least he had her. So far, they’d survived everything the world had
thrown at them. So far. “That’s the hope.”

 


****

 


The cool mountain air felt good in her
lungs, as if she hadn’t breathed fresh air in a very long time.
Kaelyn stood on the balcony overlooking the lake and sucked in
lungful after lungful until she felt giddy with the oxygen
overload.

OEBPS/cover.jpg





