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A SINGLE CHOICE...AND the world hangs in the balance.

When Kiera and her friends reach the western shore, they expect to see a realm united. But there are battle lines within their own army, and danger lurks at every turn. Old grudges run deep and alliances aren't quick to kindle. The enemy approaches, but the greatest threat might be from within.

A late-night vision brings about an unexpected offer. The fellowship is tested, but the fates are drawing them to different sides. At the moment of reckoning, what will be revealed inside them?

The mind of a general. The spirit of a warrior.

The heart of a dragon.
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Chapter 1
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The day started quiet.

Kiera awoke in little stages, like a flower peeking open at the sun. There was a fluttering of lashes, a stirring of consciousness, and the long intake of a slowly drawn breath. Bright patches of golden light spilled through the canvas walls of the tent, etching each errant leaf and pine needle in dark silhouette, before falling in dappled patterns on the man lying beside her. He was not awake, no peeking flower there. But the moment her eyes caught, she was unable to move them.

There you are.

It seemed impossible there was ever a time she had not known him. Every piece had been learned and measured. Every line and curve imprinted, traced by her fingers a thousand times.

She had mentioned this once in passing, as she and the fae hacked their way through a particularly dense part of the trail. The brambles had pressed thick around them, and the weather was bad, but you could light a torch by the brightness of her smile. It’s like I’ve known him for lifetimes, she’d burst in a fit of youthful exuberance, like staring at my own reflection. Each thing had seemed a revelation, the first of its kind. Eden had laughed in that sparkling way he did, swinging cheerfully at the brambles. When you sit long enough around the same campfire, everyone starts to look like that, he’d answered, before adding, coincidentally, it’s also very much the way it feels to fall in love.

Love.

Had she ever expected it? Had she ever even wanted it? Most of her life had been spent behind the bar in a tavern, watching an endless display of the pitfalls and torments of love. Yet, there it was—sprung from the strangest of circumstances. The funny thing was, she hadn’t been the first to stay it. She remembered only her shell-shocked reaction, nearly toppling over on the spot.

She warmed at the memory, trailing her fingers along the shifter’s hand. Apart from his eyes, this was probably the part she knew best. He was always reaching for her, she was always reaching back. Whenever something new arose in the trail, it was the first thing—their fingers lacing together.

How many leagues have I travelled, holding onto his hand?

He stirred a little and she smiled to herself, reaching over to sweep a curl of dark hair from his brow. It had grown longer since they’d set out from Farion, falling nearly to his collarbone; silky, despite his constant mistreatment, and strung with occasional braids. At this point, she didn’t know whether it was to honor the style of his old pack, or merely another commonality with Eden.

His eyes opened slowly, vibrant pools of green. “Hey,” he breathed.

She grinned in spite of herself, teeth catching onto her lower lip. The blanket had gathered around his waist, and his chest glowed like new bronze in the sunlight.

“Hey yourself,” she said in reply.

Time stalled for a moment as their gazes locked together—dreamy, and lusty, and full of a thousand secret moments they’d shared in a tent before. They could easily share them again. His breathing hitched and he lifted his hand between them, turning it slightly beneath her brushing touch. His fingers closed as hers passed beneath them, catching lightly and drawing her close.

“Hey.”

The moment shattered as the two startled back to reality, whipping around to see a fourteen-year-old warlock sitting on the other side of the tent. His legs were crossed beneath him and a coil of rope was twisting absently in his hands. He caught their shocked gaze, offering a bright smile.

“How long have you been sitting there?” Kiera stammered, unable to think of anything else.

“A while,” he replied without a trace of concern. An awkward silence fell between them, before he added, “So are you two, like...together?”

The couple froze a split second longer, then Jesse let out a weary sigh, glancing around the blankets and muttering under his breath. “I need to find some pants...”

*   *   *
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THE SUN HAD YET TO clear the eastern ridge by the time they pushed open the canvas flap, but the air was bright and a fire was already crackling. Since a dwarven tent was too small to fit the five of them, the immortals had graciously offered to spend the night beneath the stars. A noble offer in theory, but the reality was, they were simply taking advantage of the lack of child.

There was a rumpled cloak on the ground where they laid, but they had already fetched water for the pot and relocated to a ring of stones behind the fire. This was the first thing Evander had done when they’d settled in the clearing the night before—pacing into the trees, and returning a few moments later with a clutch of boulders. While the others couldn’t have dreamt of moving them, he’d rolled them lightly with his foot, curving them into position. This was something every camp needed, Eden had told him early on. A ring of stones, to sit and tell stories beside the fire.

He would have performed the task regardless, merely because the fae had asked, but as the fates would have it, he’d grown to like the routine himself; flames crackling at the heel of his boots, his lover’s voice rising and falling on the air. They were sitting there now, not quite facing, yet drawn close in quiet intimacy. Eden’s legs were draped across the vampire’s and his head was tilted to the sky, his eyes strangely unfocused as they flitted across the sunlit canopy above them.

It was the lack of focus that caught Kiera’s attention, the roving distraction in those eternally watchful eyes. In the beginning, it had puzzled her. She understood things better now.

They are speaking.

It was one of the quirks of the bond that connected them, such things no longer required voice and breath. Of course, it depended solely on their mood. Sometimes, the two would murmur softly until morning, deep conversations over flickering firelight that seeped until dawn. They would always blink in surprise, then the mortals opened the tent, confounded the sun could have already risen. Other times, they would merely gaze at each other and smile.

A tiny bird alighted on a branch not far away, catching the vampire’s eyes. He stared a moment, then flicked a quick look at the fae. The corners of Eden’s mouth twitched and he nodded ever so slightly, folding his arms behind his head and letting out a contented sigh.

“Freaks.”

For the second time that morning, the tranquil silence shattered as the immortals jumped in their skin and looked towards the tent. They’d heard them getting ready, of course. They’d heard the slight uptick in pulse when each of them started to wake. But those things had long since fallen from attention, and they looked just as off-balanced as the mortals had been themselves.

Eden twisted a little so he could see them square-on.

“What’s that?” he called, eyes finding the culprit. In a surprising twist, it wasn’t the little warlock, but the smirking wolf at his side. “You are so boorish, I sometimes tune it out.”

Jesse flashed a grin, hands in his pockets. “I said you are freakish. Next time, I will say it louder.”

The others swept reflexively past him, ducking their eyes to avoid association. In times like these, it was always best to keep a little distance. During one of their more memorable battles, Eden had finally lost patience and pelted the shifter with arrows—pinning him to a massive elm by twelve wooden points through the cloak. Needless to say, tempers had escalated. In the end, the fae had refused to cut him down. He hung there all night, dozing among the sparrows when the sun lifted at dawn. Kiera reached for the young warlock, steering him the opposite way.

“Come on,” she tugged him wearily into the forest, as the vampire pulled the hood of his cloak down over his face, “let’s get something for breakfast.”

*   *   *
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IT WAS WARMER THAN one might have thought, considering the lateness of the season. Yet the air was crisp and carried the scent of rain. Far beyond their sight, in the eastern crags and dark ridges of the mountains, grey clouds were gathering, bunching and piling together in a churn. They would be there by the following day, carried on a strong wind.

Kiera drew up the hood of her cloak, tendrils of crimson hair spilling out from both sides. It had grown longer too, since they’d set out on their journey. While it used to hang a little past her shoulders, it now draped in fiery waves down the length of her back.

After sleeping beside her for almost a year, Eden had vowed he would someday use it to choke her. Jesse had publicly agreed with him, then begged her in secret never to change it.

“Why did you drag me out here?” Milo called, trailing reluctantly through the ferns behind her. The boy was so slight of stature, they rose nearly up to his chest. “You saw those two—it was going to be war. There was a chance Jesse might have shifted again, and I could have seen it.”

She smiled to herself, stepping lightly as her eyes scanned in a slow circle. There was a time when the sunlit greenery would have looked much the same to her, but those days were long since passed. Now it wasn’t a picture, but a map. One she could use to get the things she wanted. It was a skill she took pride in. Granted, it helped one learn much quicker, travelling in the footsteps of a fae.

“If Jesse shifts again, it had better be because a giant snake just bit a hole in his leg, and have nothing to do with Eden,” she called. “And to answer your question, we’re looking for mayapples.”

The warlock stopped where he stood, throwing open his hands. “But it’s nowhere near May!”

She ignored this and proceeded forward, a bed of spongy needles crunching beneath her feet. She had been grateful, after the cave-in, her boots had made it out relatively unscathed. Say what you like about dwarven hospitality, they didn’t have much to offer in terms of footwear.

“There are certain forests that have a later bloom,” she murmured, remembering the day Eden had bored her and Jesse half to death with a botanical lecture. She could still picture the fae chattering away in happy oblivion. Jesse had stripped a few reeds as they were walking, and started silently weaving a noose. “And I have a knack for finding them,” she added suddenly, calling over her shoulder. “You should know this about me, if we’re going to be friends.”

He stomped after her with a petulant frown, lifting his foot suddenly when he believed he’d stepped on a frog. A tiny breath huffed into the chilled morning. He blamed that on her as well.

“We almost died together,” he answered flatly. “We have to be friends.” They carried on for a moment before he added “And don’t pretend to have forgotten, we were best friends before.”

Best friends.

The kind where one friend often wants to kill the other.

“You’re a criminal, and a stalker,” she replied bluntly, turning suddenly towards a patch of geraniums. “Lucky for you, this entire venture could technically place us into those categories as well.” She frowned for a moment, then pointed. “Ah, this way. We’re getting close.”

He dropped back his head with an audible sigh, taking the same coil of rope from his pocket and threading it habitually around his hands. It had been a gift from Olin, a habit he’d picked up at the mine. While the others were in the infirmary, bleeding quietly onto truncated beds, he’d sat for endless hours by the window, twisting the slender cord around his fingers and murmuring the beginning of half-formed enchantments and fledgling spells. Nothing had ever come from it; most likely, it was merely a way to soothe the boy’s trauma and occupy those restless fingers. Whatever the reason, the warlock was consumed. There was never a time you wouldn’t find it in his hands.

“We’re getting close,” he muttered, slogging obediently after her. “How could you possibly know where you’re going? We’re in the forest. Everything here looks exactly the same.”

She slowed beside a patch of leeks, turning her head in both directions. The cloak fell back from her head, and a small cloth bag was looped over her wrist. The air smelled of wet leaves and the curls of fragrant mist rising from the undergrowth. Somewhere above them, a bullfinch cried in admonishment as they wandered too close to its nest.

“Don’t let the fae hear you say that,” she warned, venturing carefully forward. Each motion was slowed with quiet attention, as her eyes roved back and forth. “He’ll have you up before sunrise, memorizing the lichen and cataloguing the ferns.”

This had happened before. Punishment, when his lectures were rebuffed.

Milo stared at the back at her head, wondering if she was serious, wondering if there was a way he could engineer such a lesson himself, given the way he secretly idolized the fae.

After a few seconds, he answered bracingly. “Of course, I wouldn’t go.”

She smiled again, then—

“Look, mayapples!”

The young warlock looked on in surprise, as she pushed aside the trailing leaves of an overhanging willow to reveal the bright, glossy leaves underneath. Each one was bigger than her outstretched hand, shading the rounded balls of fruit that grew in their shade. There was enough to fill her bag, with more leftover for her and the warlock. She pulled two free from the rest before tossing the other into the boy’s cupped hand. It landed on his rope before plopping to the ground.

His eyes widened a split second, like he was waiting for a blast. “Kiera...you could have just ruined everything.”

She straightened up with a grin, slinging the bag over her shoulder as she picked her way back to his side. His cherubic face had grown furious, filled with unfathomable offense. Thwarted plans and derailed incantations. You’d have thought she’d poured a pitcher of ale on his spellbook.

“Everything, huh?” she teased. “Good thing I didn’t.” She took a bite of her own fruit, cocking her head to the side. “Shall we head back? The carnage might be finished by now.”

Most days, he would have laughed. She could see the impulse budding at the corners of his mouth. But things had changed in the mine, and those moments didn’t come so easily. If anything, his expression was a little hard to interpret. There was something hard, almost assessing.

“Does it ever frighten you,” he asked bluntly, “the power you wield?”

She glanced back in surprise, having already passed him. For the barest moment, she almost reached on instinct for her pendant—the source of all the commotion. But he wasn’t talking about the stone itself. His eyes were large and remembering, fixed upon her slender hands.

She curled her fingers, almost like she could hide them from his gaze. Then she remembered herself and made them deliberately smooth. “Yes,” she answered, just as blunt.

He regarded her a moment, acknowledging this.

Not a day had passed since they’d left the dwarves when the searing memory hadn’t blazed behind his eyes: a young woman violently incinerating a basilisk, waves of liquid fire pouring from her palms. Not a night had passed when he hadn’t dreamed of it.

“But you’d never stop,” he said.

It wasn’t quite phrased as a question, yet one lingered there all the same. She allowed herself a moment of honest consideration, though the answer was already in front of her, clear as day.

“No.”

He nodded, like this satisfied something.

With a little breath, he stuffed the rope into his pocket and picked up the fruit, wiping it on the cuff of his sleeve. Unlike the rest of them, he’d found the dwarven provisions to be perfectly in proportion. This had included the generous helpings of food, which were ironically outsized.

She ducked her head with a touch of amusement, trying to catch his gaze. “And you?”

The warlock would set her these questions—dizzying, quaking questions—then become so instantly distracted, it was like he’d forgotten he’d asked. The other day, he’d caught Jesse by the sleeve, asking if he had any memory of his grandfather, then followed almost in the same breath that he was ready for lunch. It was in those moments, she remembered he was still half a child, setting down a conversation like a toy he could pick up again to play with later.

His eyes lifted to hers, and she could see the thoughts tumbling just behind. Normally, the answers burst right out of him. But it was quiet a few seconds as he puzzled them out himself.

“This hasn’t been how I imagined,” he admitted. “No part is what I expected—not the battle, not the mine. All my life, I have dreamt of going on some great adventure...”

He trailed away, but she could fill in the rest for herself. It was the same dream of every poor child, born in the aftershocks of a world used to bigger and stronger things. One learned to live in the sidelines, content with stories and fantasies. She’d felt much the same after striking out from Farion. How could her shoes be plastered in mud? Where was the swelling music? It felt impossible there could be rain, because the sun was needed to achieve the gleam on her slashing sword.

Perhaps the greatest shock had come when she and her friends had battled that first pack of wolves. Fifty strong, and hungry. And also enchanted, though they didn’t know it at the time. Battled was a generous word, because it only applied to two of them. She had merely stood where Eden had placed her, screaming and shaking and clutching uselessly at her knife. Her youthful daydreams would have been appalled; she didn’t even swing it. Only once, after she fell.

She remembered the look on the warlock’s face when he’d stood in front of the basilisk himself, holding the creature back with nothing but the force of his tiny hands. His face had been white with fear, but it wasn’t of the snake itself. It was a recognition of his own limit, perhaps he’d thought there were none. It was the moment when his shining magic had trembled, and his grip on the beast had started to break.

“There is no shame in that,” she answered quietly, feeling protective. “The two of us were born after the last great frost, Milo. The only thing we know of adventure comes from the bards.”

He shook his head a little, and she realized that wasn’t what he meant. Instead of answering, he reached into his pocket and took out the rope again, twisting it absently around his hand.

“I thought—” He stopped himself, frowning thoughtfully. His eyes drifted once to the skyline, before lowering to his hands. “But maybe it’s not a matter of the force itself, but a question of application...” He trailed away again, eyes locking on every pale coil of rope.

She stood in front of him, waiting for him to notice, wondering if she should say something to intervene. She’d all but decided, when he looked up suddenly, tightening his coat with a shiver.

“Storm’s coming,” he said.

She wrapped an arm around his shoulders, leading him back to camp. “We’ve got a little time.”
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Chapter 2
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The storm came and passed, leaving the woods fresh and teeming with life. Branches shook with the racing clatter of a thousand squirrels, while patches of blood-red hunterberry seeped like wounds from every hillside, drawing unsuspecting travelers close with cloying sweetness, and leaving fingers inexorably stained with sap. A drenching rain had soaked the leaves, tumbling many of them, and they clogged and slipped underfoot, creating a hundred tiny moments of mortal humiliation that had their eternal companions laughing mercilessly with every sure-footed step. It wasn’t until Kiera’s fingers had lit with actual flames, even the fae had the sense to hold his tongue.

The days slipped past like water through their fingers.

First they had crossed the valley, then the curve of a mountain’s base. Then they were up in the hills, and passing places Kiera was stunned to discover she recognized. In twisted inversions, they had travelled these paths before. There was a crook in the arm of a river where she and Jesse had once stumbled upon a beaver. Only a night or two later, they quickened their steps in the rolling foothills, knowing there would be pears and sweet pomegranate for dinner if they reached a favorite orchard by the time the sky went dark. A cleft in the hills where they’d once camped against deafening winds, the steep ridge of a trailhead Jesse had mistakenly believed he could climb.

Every step felt a stamp upon the earth, and each moment glowed in memory, perhaps all the brighter because they hung bittersweet: for every league they travelled towards the shore, was the last they would be taking as a fellowship. Once they reached those cresting waters, no matter what twists the fates might have in store, their journey would come to an end.

Don’t think about it.

Kiera marched along with stoic cheerfulness, laughing at every joke and volunteering stories, cheeks aching from the effort of maintaining that casual smile. The others seemed untroubled; if anything, they were enjoying the reprieve. For once, nothing was hexing them, nothing was chasing them. They weren’t clawing their way out of some unforsaken catastrophe, with a resurrected monster nipping at their heels. The woods were warm and fragrant, the golden sun hung low. Each night, the harvest moon rose high above them.

Some nights, Eden told them stories. Others, they lay in silence and looked at the stars.

The days themselves seemed charmed, a greenlit haze streaked with the bolder colors of autumn. In the morning, their boots were frosted. A chestnut wolf would spring up at least once every day, cracking through the ice for their amusement, and performing tricks and feats of agility by special request. Their pace never faltered, they could never be accused of trying to stall. But there was something about those trailing hours that bewitched the senses, pressing like wax into the mind.

It was one of those afternoons, the friends found themselves wandering a bit slower than normal. The storms that had found them a week before had troubled them ever since, trailing their footsteps like some unwanted kite. That morning, they had awoken to blinding sun. Too blinding, it sent the vampire hissing. But things had tempered now, dappled behind a thin layer of leaves, and the winds had settled. They were drifting over fresh earth, drenched in a storm cloud’s worth of rain.

Drenched, being the key word. There had been accidents.

In an act of charity, and perhaps motivated by the slightest touch of impatience, Jesse had allowed the warlock to hitch a ride upon his shoulders—a prize vantage point for which the boy had repeatedly begged, ever since it became clear he would no longer get banished to the nearest settlement. He sat straight up with a smile on his face, and the sun ringing his floppy curls like a crown. For once, his fingers weren’t twisting with threads and spells, but were clutched loosely around a fist of the shifter’s cloak. They were speaking quietly, happily, their eyes on the open sky.

“—but where do they come from?” the warlock was saying, lowering his voice in a particular manner that meant he’d forgotten the way sound travelled to immortal ears. “One always sees them fully grown, and menacing. I cannot even picture them young.”

Jesse flashed a quick look at the others, suffering from no such delusions himself, but pleased to see them spaced at length on the lovely trail and attending to things of their own.

“You truly wish to discuss the mating habits of vampires?” he asked in a bemused undertone. His eyes flashed once more to the back of Evander’s head. “I do not.”

“There must be children,” Milo pressed, pushing his luck and giving the shifter’s hair a little tug. “It’s been months, the rest of you have been travelling. You’ve truly never asked him?”

No, because vampires bite.

“I haven’t,” Jesse answered with a grin, thinking the same thing, “but far be it from me to stand in the way of childhood curiosities. I think it’s a great question...” He ignored the boy’s frantic shushing, raising his voice ever so slightly with an academic tone, “Vampires breed different from most things, and our friend is a shining example. Evander didn’t have parents,” he concluded factually. “He crawled up from a bog.”

Kiera let out a breath of silent laughter, bowing her head and watching the scene play out between strands of crimson hair. The vampire had glanced over at their conversation, his exquisite face comically clear of expression. When he caught the boy’s look, he nodded once.

“I didn’t have parents,” Evander answered lightly. “I crawled up from a bog.”

Even the fae was forced to smile at that, releasing the threatening grip he’d taken on his dagger. It was a mark of how far the shifter and the vampire had come, that Jesse didn’t fear lethal retribution. He merely flashed a teasing smile, and gave the immortals a deliberately wide berth.

They spent the rest of the afternoon coming up with creative ways that a vampire might come into existence: sprung from the moment of waking before a nightmare, the flashpoint of lightning on a barren hillside. The accursed moment right before you sneeze.

This last bit had earned an unlikely burst of retaliation, toppling a young sapling and upending one of their remaining satchels in a desperate search for flint. In the end, it was the vampire himself who put an end to it, calling to his partner, “Your hair will smell like ash for a week!”

Kiera lingered near the back of the group, watching more than participating, setting each sunlit scene like a portrait in her mind. As screams and laughter rang off the sloping sides of the mountain, she pressed the tips of her fingers over her lips, chest tightening with a secret pang.

I will miss this so much when it’s gone. I will miss this so much, it will ache.

There was a whip of black hair as Evander turned his head suddenly. His dark eyes found hers across a length of trail, sparkling with quiet curiosity in the waning sun.

A moment later, he was standing beside her.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

She jumped in her skin, one hand clutching her chest. No matter how much time they spent, none of the others had ever gotten used to the abruptness of his movements like Eden. Her pulse tapered back to normal as she looked at him, stalled a moment by the haunting beauty of his face.

“You could feel that?” she asked softly, understanding what had made him turn. A few weeks ago, she wouldn’t have believed it. But she’d learned a great deal about blood bonds and vampires between since then. “Can you always feel me now? Like with Eden?”

He laughed aloud, falling into step beside her. “It’s nothing like with Eden,” he replied, watching as the fae vaulted off a nearby poplar and thundered down upon the wolf. “But yes, I can feel you.” He paused a few seconds, then added thoughtfully, “You tasted just as I would have imagined. Like flowers and rain.”

Her eyes flew up with a start, and he offered a sweet smile. There hadn’t been time yet to discuss everything that had happened in the mine. There were days, she’d almost forgotten. Of course, it was different for the vampire. It had not been a simple offering of blood, done when the wound sealed, but the addition of a completely separate consciousness—one that would linger in the background for however long she happened to be alive. He could not forget, nor would he ever.

Flowers and rain.

Jesse glanced over his shoulder from farther up the trail. “Let’s avoid saying things like that in the future...”

She laughed again, and the vampire smiled, but his attention returned quickly. There was something almost childlike about it, an innocence to his expression. His head was tilted like a bird’s, bright eyes latching onto every detail. Her emotions were clear, just not the reasons behind them. It had been an eternal struggle, just trying to understand Eden. Yet, here was something else.

“I am going to miss this,” she said softly, gesturing to the chaos with a sad smile. He blinked and followed her gaze, lingering on the drops of blood staining the trail. “Not this particularly,” she hastened to explain, “it’s just...whatever happens out there...when the dust finally settles...” Her voice trailed into blushing silence, as she chanced a look at his face. “Maybe, we could do it again?”

A single eyebrow arched, and she backpedaled swiftly.

“Not the part with the dragon,” she clarified, “not the bands of monsters and apocalyptic tidings, just...maybe the camping?” She took another look at him, blanching on the spot. They had stopped moving by now. “Not that it has to be camping, you’ve probably had your fill. But maybe we could meet in a tavern, or by the beach somewhere, and we could spend a few nights—”

An arm slipped around her shoulders. His face softened with a smile. “We’ll bring the tent.”

*   *   *
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TOGETHER, THE FRIENDS continued to wind their way gradually upwards—ignoring the easier trails cut for larger groups and wagons, and flitting away into sunlit nothingness; guided only by the light of the sun, and the sounds of the sea, and the occasional soft-spoken immortal word.

The air was thin and cool the higher they climbed, and when they cleared the bristling back of the mountain, it carried the faintest whiff of salt. They were too far up to know for certain, but they had reached a wide stretch of coastline that banked and narrowed as it trailed northward, eventually vanishing into the rocky beaches and ancient forests that led to Saveen.

It was a difficult path—Kiera would realize this only later, when trading notes with strangers around the camp. The easiest and most straightforward approach was by sea. But for whatever reason, they picked their way into the foothills and kept to the trees—aiming towards the shore by much the same route as the last time they’d come. Eden had claimed there was some benefit to this, expanding upon the notion long enough for the rest of them to quit hassling him, but the truth was, he could not imagine revealing themselves so early. Far better to catch his father unawares. The last time they’d met had been disastrous; one had ended bloody, while the other had been slinging arrows. For all he knew, there were guards at the gate. He never truly stopped thinking of it.

He’s thinking about it right now.

As the breeze hummed quietly around them, she lifted her eyes and saw the fae walking on the other side of the trail. He was not alone, the vampire was beside him. But while Evander kept up a steady murmur of chatter, too soft for the others to hear, Eden’s blue eyes were on the canopy, drifting from branch to branch, as he nodded occasionally in response. Normally so attentive, he clearly wasn’t listening. The lovely fae was a thousand leagues away, lost in another world.

The vampire paused a moment, then smiled wryly. He said another few words, perhaps as some kind of test, then continued the diatribe in silence, piping it directly into the fae’s head.

Rather predictably, Eden failed to notice.

His own thoughts were of top priority, and his lover’s voice rang the same whether it reached his ears or his mind. In truth, he was so absorbed, there was a chance nothing would rouse him. Evander had just tried, when something pulled them an entirely different way.

“My love,” the vampire murmured, finally pulling them to a stop, “what has distracted you today, won’t you tell me—”

“What is the problem with the shore?” Milo asked suddenly, oblivious to anything he might have interrupted. In a rare change of events, he was walking at the front of the group, but had paused in the middle of the trail to face the rest of them. “I’ve heard bits already, usually right before one of you hurries me the opposite direction. But we are avoiding it. This great army we’ve set out to join.” He pointed into the trees. “It’s right down there, isn’t it? Why are we up here in the woods?”
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