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Chapter One
	My breath funnels out in the cold air, and I stagger back, stunned--still staring at the portal through which Katie or whatever I thought was Katie just disappears into.  I shudder, and suddenly the image of Ramsey lying on that table jumps into my head.  He’s in that white room with one naked light hanging above him, casting its wan glow on the numerous wounds over his body.
	Sweat glosses his face, and he grimaces.  His eyes flicker open—a sea of blue in which I swim, and his lips move.  A single word comes out: “Misha.” 
	I have to find him.  God only knows what Elijah has done to him and how far he’s willing to go.
 	Looking up, I can barely see the outline of the portal ahead.  In a moment, I won’t be able to find it at all, and Ramsey will be lost to me, at least until Elijah decides to come back into my world, the one thing Ramsey was willing to stop at nothing to prevent.  Ramsey was trying to protect me but all for nothing.  The seal has been broken, and the only thing I can do is go.
	I rush for the portal, gathering speed so I won’t change my mind.  An image of my dad flashes into my mind of the last time he carried me from the portal.  He was terrified, and I know it has everything to do with being afraid he's going to lose me just like he lost mom.   He and I haven’t been the same since Mom’s death, and I know he’ll freak out when I disappear, too, but I have to go.
	“I’m sorry, Daddy.”  I don’t know if I've actually said the words as the darkness stretches out before me, claiming me completely, and as everything I know slips away, I tell myself to keep going.
	In that moment, I feel the world begin to spin, and I start to spin with it.  It’s hard to breathe.  My feet leave the ground, and even as I spin, I can see the portal.  It's growing smaller and smaller, leaving me behind as the wind carries me.  I wonder, not for the last time, if I’ve made a mistake. 
	The world is dark, and a chill rips through me, sending me to my knees.   Even with Ramsey’s duster, the cold is overwhelming.  I brush my hair from my face and feel the rush of snow.  Normally, I would have seen it on the ground but only because, in my world, there are lights to break up the night.  But I’m not in my world any longer, and as I glance over my shoulder, I see no way to return.
	I struggle to my knees.  “You have to find Ramsey.”  My steps are slow, what with the wind pushing me back, and I realize my exposed skin is already numb.  I didn’t realize Alterna’s winter was something akin to Wisconsin’s.  
	Teeth chattering, I shove my hands deep into the duster’s pockets and try to move faster, hoping the extra effort will somehow generate warmth.  I’m dressed all wrong, and I’m sure as hell not the survivalist type.
	Ahead, I see the faintest change in the sky, from black to deepest charcoal.  Desperate, I push toward it, hoping that if I can just see a little better, I’ll be able to find shelter until the storm breaks, yet between the darkness and rush of falling snow, I can't see much of anything except the faint outline of trees, their naked branches scrabbling at the sky.
	I’m now as lost as I’ve ever been, and so, so cold.  Part of the problem, I realize, is that the snow is up to my knees, and my fee are bare.  
	I should turn back, but I don’t know where back is.
	Ahead, I see a faint yellow glow, and for some reason, I’m thinking light has to equal warmth.  I know Ramsey has said I can’t die in this world, but considering the straits I’m in, I’m not so sure.
	I keep moving, grateful the light seems to be getting brighter.  No, I still can’t see what it is, but I don’t care.  The fact it’s getting bigger has to be good.  My body shudders convulsively by the time I’m close enough to see what’s there—a massive patch of crystal stones jutting upwards, the light pulsing through them bright enough so it makes me want to turn away, and, yes, there is warmth. 
	Closing my eyes, I rush toward them, thinking they will take away the cold.  They will be my salvation.
	I am wrong.
	At first, I only feel the heat melting the cold from my skin, but when my hand bumps one of the crystals, pain cuts through me.  Gasping, I fall to my knees, unable to control my muscles.
	From somewhere afar, I hear someone scream.  It takes a moment to realize it's me.  I sound like I’m dying.
	Tears spill from my eyes, and I wonder where Ramsey is.












Chapter Two
	“Hey!  Can you hear me?” A male voice asks.
	I feel a hand grasp my shoulder, jostling me, and a new streak of pain burns through me.  I gasp, wishing I could just drift back into the black chasm of unconsciousness, but those hands won't let me.
	I feel fingers touch my neck, searching for a pulse, and then whoever it is turns me on my side and hefts me up, carrying me.  It feels like my body was on fire, and every movement burns that much hotter.  I scream.
	“Hang hang on.  I’ve got you.”  
	I try to open my eyes, but the brilliance of the crystals  seems overpowering as the rays of light emanating from them distort the face.  All I can tell is his hair is dark like Elijah’s in this world.
	Terrified, I struggle.  It’s not Elijah.  I know it’s not.  It can’t be.  “No,” I stammer, desperate to break free.
	“Stop fighting!”  Those hands grip me more tightly, and I know I can’t escape.
  	I want to keep going, but the pain is too great.  In the end, my arms fall limply, and I just close my eyes, trying to feel something besides the agony that claims me.  What is wrong with me? 
	It seems he carries me forever before finally putting me down, and even despite the pain, I’m aware that wherever he's brought me, it’s warm and out of the snow.  The sweat filming my face and body tells me that much.
	It hurts even to think about words, but I need answers.  I focus on trying to speak, but my body is still convulsing, which makes no sense to me since I’m not outside anymore.  Finally, I manage.  “Wwwho are you?”
	Pain explodes in my head, and I clutch at it, wishing I could drive it away.
	“The name’s Malachi,” he says and gently pushes my hand from my head. “Did you strike your head?  Is that what is causing your discomfort?”  His probing fingers search for a wound even as I roll onto my side and bring my knees to my chest, compacting my body as tightly as I can.  Maybe the pain will get lost that way.
	“I don’t know,” I whimper.  “It hurts so much."
	“All right,” he says.  “I think I might have something to help.”  Before I can argue, he forces me onto my back and lifting me so I can sit up.  What starts as a scream in my mind results in a whimper.  That’s when I feel the cup at my lips.  I try to push it away, but it lingers.
	“Drink this.  It will help you sleep.”
	“Wh..what is it?”
	“An old herbal remedy.  It will diminish the pain so you can rest.”  
	A little voice tells me not to drink it, and I’d listen except I’m willing to do most anything to get this pain to leave me alone.  
	He tilts the cup, and I swallow despite the bitterness.  I can’t seem to drink it quickly enough, but I take what I can, and when I’ve finished, Malachi eases me back down.  The pain is still there, and I roll to my side, wishing I could block it out, but I have a feeling nothing will do that, nothing until I drift into blackness.
 
	I'm walking in silence through the snow, and the world seems endless as I search for Ramsey.  There are no signs of life.  I’m still wearing his jacket, but the wind is so violently cold it steals my breath, and I wonder if I’ll ever be warm again.  My fingers and face hurt, and my teeth chatter noisily.  Although I know it won’t help, I wrap my arms around my body while walking.
	The landscape seems to go on forever without even any trees to break it up, and a full moon hangs low overhead, undaunted by the occasional clouds blotting out the heavens.
	“Ramsey!” I yell, thinking my voice will come out loud and clear, but no.  It is all too weak amid this interminable isolation. Only the wind answers in whirling gusts of snow that rise one minute and fall the  next.
	“Ramsey!” I call, more in desperation than belief that he can hear me.  Some part of me believes that wherever Ramsey may be, he can’t feel me, not like I feel this anguish which refuses to leave.
	My gaze happens to fall to the snow that seems to glow of its own accord,  yet it’s not that which draws me in; it's the spatters of blood there.  Although they look dark, almost black, I know what they are, and the sight of them makes me stop.
	“It could be anybody's blood,” I tell myself, but the words are useless.  Until I find Ramsey, he’ll be all I can think about.  
	I track the trail of blood to a stand of trees in the distance, which is weird because I sure didn’t see them before.  One voice tells me to stop, and another tells me I have to keep going, which only makes this feeling of panic that much more palpable
	“Ramsey?” I call again, determined that if the blood is his, he will somehow hear me nonetheless.
	Silence.
	My shoulders stiffen, and I force myself to start moving, my body walking parallel to the bloody track.  Although part of me hopes to see what's going on before I get to the trees, I’m really not expecting to, and in that I find I’m right--no matter how much I don’t want to be.  Just before I head into the trees, I stop and try to tell myself that I can handle whatever I’m going to find, but I’m not so sure that’s the truth.  While Ramsey can't die in my world, this is his, and death is all too great a possibility here.
	“Misha,” a soft voice calls, filling my head.  I whirl, thinking the sound is coming from elsewhere, but it isn’t.  It’s the trees.
	I grit my teeth, sensing that if I don’t find some way to calm down, the tears I’m barely holding back will overwhelm me; that’s the last thing either of us needs.
	“Ramsey!” I call.
	This time, there is no answer, only the wind, suddenly lashing my hair into my face.  While I can’t feel much, I feel its stinging wake.
	There’s a log or something blocking my path, tripping me so I plunge down.  For a moment, my head spins and I’m disoriented.  As my eyes refocus, finally able to accept the darkness, I see what's tripped me isn’t a log but Ramsey, his body half propped  against the base of a tree.  His throat has been slit, and blood still oozes from it, his lips parted as though he died mid-sentence, and his eyes, two bright blue stones, are wide open.
	That’s when I start screaming, knowing I’ll never be able to stop.

	“Hey, you need to stop!”
	I feel a hand slide over my mouth and another jostles my arm, dragging me from the dream.  Even as I open my eyes, the sunlight diffused among the clouds is bright enough to make me wince, reminding me I still have a nasty headache.
	Oh, yeah, and my body still feels like it’s being torn apart by something I can’t see.  Lucky me.
	I try to take in the man's features, but between the bright light and my blurred vision, all I can see is a blob that’s meant to be a face.  I need to see.  I reach up and try to peel the hand from my mouth, but it won't budge.
	“Just relax and stop screaming.  Then I’ll move my hand.”
	I try to place the voice but can’t, which is good in one respect: if it were Elijah, I’d know.
	I want to come up fighting, but I don’t think that’s going to do much good.  With my luck, I’ll pass out or something.  Great.  Maybe I could puke on his shoes.  Wouldn’t that be a swell offensive move?  Instead I focus on trying not to think about the pain.
	His hand lingers over my mouth for a few more minutes before he gradually lifts and allows it to hover just above, waiting to see if I’m going to scream again.  When it’s clear  I’m not going to scream or try to get up, he backs away.  I’m watching him the whole time, grateful my vision is slowly easing back into focus, giving me something on which to concentrate.  He has dark hair, which tells me I wasn’t totally out of my head last night.
	“Feeling any better?”
	I can finally see his eyes, a dark, penetrating blue and seem to see right through me, causing me to shiver.  It doesn’t help he’s not only tall but broad.  An NFL linebacker decked out in full gear would have nothing on this guy.  He’s still kneeling, probably keeping close so I behave.  He’s wearing a leather coat that reminds me of Ramsey’s, and his clothing appears medieval.
	“I…I’m all right,” I manage, slowly turning my gaze from him to look around the room.  “Where am I?”
	“An abandoned cabin.  I figured the first order was getting you warm, but there aren’t any inns nearby, so I had to improvise.”
	In the morning light, I see cobwebs in the corners, and  there isn’t much in the way of furnishings, just a simple wooden table and a couple of chairs, one of which has been overturned, making me wonder what I’m lying on.  I roll to my side and discover all that's beneath me is a blanket.
	As if on cue, my back begins to ache, and I inhale sharply, wishing there were some part of my body that hadn't joined in the painfest.
	“You might want to go slow,” Malachi says, leaning toward me, fingers splayed as though ready to reach for me.
	“This is slow,” I complain, pushing myself to a sitting position.  My hair falls into my face, and I push it back.
	I struggle to my feet, feeling Malachi’s gaze as he mimics my movements, none too sure I should be standing, and as I take my first step, I realize his concern is valid.
	“Whoa.”  He grabs my arm to steady me.  “Perhaps you should just lie back down.”
	“No.”  I shake my head.  “I have to find someone.”
	Puzzled, he tilts his head slightly to one side, thinking.  “And who might you be looking for?”
	“Ramsey.”  I take another step, eager to put some distance between us.  “Ramsey Adams.”
	As I speak, he frowns and scrutinizes me from head to toe.  “I’d wondered why your clothes were so strangely fashioned.  Should have known.  You're Misha, a night spectre.”
	“A what?”  My head is starting to spin again, and if I didn’t need to find Ramsey, I would just lie back down and wait for the world to stop moving.
	“A dreamwalker,” he clarifies.  “You aren’t from my world.”
	“No,” I say, shaking my head.  “I’m not.”  I hobble toward the door, hating the way the world seems to tilt at random, dragging me along with it.
	“Well, you won’t get far like this.  You might as well let me see you wherever it is you think you need to go.  I am, after all, acquainted with Ramsey.”
	In that instant, my thoughts go back to that room, the one where the light sways overhead, the wan bulb light illuminating the numerous cuts all over Ramsey’s body.  His eyes are open, and his lips are parted, poised to scream.  He’s so weak it terrifies me--too weak even to make a sound.
	“I…I don’t know where I’m going,” I finally admit, much as it pains me.  But someone has to know where Ramsey is.  He can’t die.  He just can’t.
	“Well, then you’ll definitely never get to him, not unless you have some help.”
	I peer down at my hand as it braces itself against the back of the chair, and I want to keep my mouth shut, but I know that won’t stop any of this from happening.  Elijah had been spoiling for a fight the last time I saw him.  That was the whole reason he'd done this to Ramsey, so I don’t have a choice.  “I know his brother, Elijah, has him and intends to kill him.”
	Malachi had stepped toward me, but at the mere mention of Elijah, his momentum abruptly stops.  It’s clear Malachi knows who Elijah is.  What isn’t so clear, however, is whose side Malachi is on.
	I start to take another step and trip over the chair leg.  My body goes down, fumbling as I hit the ground, my chin striking the ground in the bargain.  As quick as lightning, Malachi strides over, sets his hands on my waist, and hefts me until I’m back on my feet.
	“You ought to be more careful,” he murmurs, his hands lingering at my hips.  
	Trembling, I pull loose and step, unsettled by the sudden  closeness.  It feels…wrong.
	“Thank you,” I manage and step back, trying to give myself  breathing room.  “Do you know where we might find Elijah?”
	Yes, this could count as a plan, the very first one I came up with while standing here in Ramsey’s world, still not knowing what had become of him.  It’s not like I wanted to trust anyone, but I was completely alone and weak in a world I didn’t know the first thing about.  Without Ramsey as a guide, it was foreign to me, and there was no way I’d find him.
	Malachi frowned as though thinking before he nodded.  “I don’t know for sure, but I have an idea where he might be.  I can take you there.”
	“Thank you.”  Relief surges through me, and I feel my back and shoulders ease from beneath the weight of fear.  Still, he looks at me critically.  “I don’t understand what ails you.  Have you not been to our world before?”
	I shook my head.  “Only in dreams.”
	“Well, it would appear this realm doesn't agree with you.”
	You got that right, I think, hating the way I feel like I’m going to fall over all the time.  My head still spins, making me nauseated, and unless somebody has some drugs to help me out, this is as good as it’s going to get, which makes no sense because I didn’t have these issues when I came across the portal.  Shouldn’t I have felt the effects immediately?
	Yet instead of voicing any concerns, I ask, “Where do we need to go, and how far is it?”
	“Come with me.”  Malachi steps out of the building.  He clenches his jaw and looks around, getting his bearings among other things, and then points toward a massive mountain jutting so high part of it is lost in the clouds.  “We need to go to the witch’s keep on Kragen’s Mountain.  That’s the most likely place he’s taken Ramsey to give his witch the chance to torture him.”
	A shudder runs through me, and I cross my arms over my chest, trying to glean warmth.  “But I don’t understand.  Why would Elijah want to torture his brother?  What would he gain?”
	“Satisfaction.”  The word ring sharply in the air and I take a backward step as though the sound of it has physically assaulted me.
	“I don’t understand.”  Again the image of Ramsey lying on that table, screaming in pain, comes to me, and I feel tears pool in my eyes, suddenly well aware that what I’d hoped was a dream isn’t.  This witch probably has him, and I don’t have a clue how to save him--just a guide to get there.
	“But why does Elijah want to hurt him so badly?  What has Ramsey done that's so wrong?”  I keep looking at the mountain as if doing so will somehow draw it closer and make my goal more attainable.
	“He was born first, and that gives him the right to rule Orlando’s kingdom when Orlando passes.  It’s not uncommon for brothers to fight over power and land.  It is, however, uncommon to bear each other this kind of animosity.”
	He looks down at my feet and clothes.  “There’s no way you can travel like that.  Your feet will fall off.  I’m going to have to give you some clothes and boots, which means it’s a good thing I’ve packed spares.”  He nods toward the cabin.  “Go back inside, and I’ll get you some things to wear.”
	“All right.”  I turn and step inside, knowing he's following just behind.  I’m trying not to think about how difficult it is being upright, so I do the only thing I can while waiting on Malachi to get me something to wear; I sink into the wooden chair and lay my head on the table, wishing the world would stop spinning so fast.
	From behind me, I hear him rustling through his pack.  A moment later, he plunks down a pair of breeches, a shirt, and a pair of boots I’m pretty sure are way too big.  Still, that’s all there is, and it’s going to have to be enough.  Besides, it’s all my fault for flying out of the house in such a hurry without thought of what might happen.  It’s not that I could have anticipated this, but I shouldn’t have run out without being properly dressed, either.
	“These will have to do,” Malachi mutters.  “You’d better hurry and get dressed.  There’ll be a break in the storm, but I don’t know how long it’s going to last.”  He nods to the door.  “I’ll wait out there.”
	I don’t answer as he heads out and closes the door.  Taking a deep breath, I change, trying not to focus on how the clothing seems to swallow me.  The shirt is black cotton and reminds me all the more of Ramsey, and I feel like I’m going to break in half missing him.
	As a new bout of dizziness washes over me, I grip the table, waiting for it to pass before sitting back down and slipping on the boots and lacing them tight to try and minimize the size difference.  As I stand, I realize I’m as ready as I’m ever going to be.  Of course, that isn’t saying much as I slip on Ramsey’s coat.
	Gasping, I try to fight the dizziness surging through me, suddenly sharper and much worse.  All I want to do is lie down, but that won’t get me to Ramsey, and it won’t save him.  I take a few stuttering breaths, waiting for it to settle, but then I realize the pain isn’t going to settle.  This is as good as it gets.
	Swallowing hard, I stumble for the door and tug it open.  Malachi faces the mountain and turns only when he hears the door close.  Glancing me over from head to toe, he frowns and shakes his head.  “You know, if I had somewhere to take you, I’d drop you off.  You sure as hell don’t look like you’re going to take it to the witch’s lair.  It’s three day’s travel, and the terrain isn’t going to be very forgiving.  You sure you want to try that?  You could just wait it out here and see if you start to feel better.”
	If Ramsey wasn't in danger, that would be tempting.  “I can’t just sit and wait.  It could be days or weeks, and I don’t have that kind of time, not when Ramsey needs me.”
	“All right.  We’d better get a move on while the snow has stopped.”  He holds out a walking stick.  “Why don’t you use this.  The last thing I want to do is carry you.”
	“Thanks.”  I take the stick.  “I’m following you.”
	“All right.”  He steps off the porch, taking the first steps that will lead me to Ramsey.
	Even without the wind, the air is cold and sharp, making me nestle that much more deeply into Ramsey’s coat and wish I were buried under a pile of blankets instead of being here, in a world I don’t know.  Still, I keep going, my hands shoved deeply into my pockets to keep them as warm.
     Neither of us is expecting the sudden thunder of hooves as riders head in our direction.  Malachi looks toward them—one is in a dark brown duster, the other in a cream-colored coat.  That’s when Malachi turns and yells, “Get off the road!”
	I hear him, and I know I should listen, but right now my body is frozen.  I can’t seem to move anywhere, and the riders just keep getting closer.
	“Damn it!” Malachi roars and double back to grab my arm.  “When I say 'Get off the road,' I mean it.”  He hurls me toward the side.  On a good day, I would have immediately caught my balance and stopped myself from falling, but this is far from a normal day.  I have no balance, and so when he pushes me, my body takes the natural inclination to head toward the ground, and there is nothing whatsoever I can do to break the momentum.
	The snow has hidden much of the ground, and while my body falls into soft pockets of snow, my head isn’t so lucky.  There’s a stone buried beneath the whiteness, and I feel my head strike it, forcing a groan from my throat, and my eyes start to glass over.  Am I going to pass out?
	One rider, the one in brown, races towards Malachi, who draws his sword, preparing to meet him.  He’s only able to give me a glance.
	“Run!” he commands.  “And tell them nothing!”
	Panic seizes me, and I force myself to my feet despite the nausea.
	“Hold!” a voice commands from me behind me, and even without turning, I know it’s that other rider, but I also know Malachi has warned me.  Why I don’t know, but if he’s drawn his sword against these two, chances are I should run like he ordered.
	With a deep breath, I charge ahead, hoping to hide in a stand of trees not far away.
	“Bloody hell!” my pursuer exclaims.
	Although my heartbeat is loud enough to block everything out, I’m trying to hear the sound of hooves against the earth to tell me if he’s followed, yet I hear nothing.  Still, I’m not willing to take any chances.  I’ll find Malachi later.  Right now I have to hide.
	I’m almost to the trees when I feel someone grab me.  I struggle harder, trying to launch myself forward to no avail.
	“Stop fighting me!” that same voice commands.
	I whirl, planning to slap him, but my elbow catches his nose, which is far more effective.  He lets go, and I start running again, relieved when I finally get to the trees, thinking I’m safe.
	Just ahead, I spot a massive oak and rush to hide behind it.  In that moment, I lean against its trunk, trying to catch my breath and calm my racing heart.  I don’t understand what's going on or who these men are.
	I lean to one side, planning on peeking out when someone grabs me again.  This time, he’s so fast I don’t have time to struggle before he has wrapped his arm around me, effectively pinning my arms to my sides.
	“I didn’t care much for you almost breaking my nose,” he snaps, his head resting beside mine.  Both of us are breathing fast and hard.  “So save us both the bother and be still!”
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