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1

	After two years of being on their own, mornings have an established routine. Nikolai rises before Seth and spends a few minutes basking in the quiet before he wakes his boyfriend so they can scrounge for food and eat. Showers and baths are a rare luxury, and almost never warm; usually, they change into whatever clothing feels cleaner than what they wore to bed the night before. Then they pack because if they don’t get moving, they’ll never arrive at their final destination.

	“How much farther do we have to go?” Seth shoves his bedroll into his bag, grabbing Nikolai’s dirty clothes along with his own to push in on top.

	Nikolai digs into his own bag, finding the carefully sealed pouch with the neatly folded, worn map inside. He spreads it out on the table and circles the red dot with his finger. He draws a line from there to where he thinks they are now, then taps the map before repeating the line in reverse.

	“About two days,” he says. That’s his best guess, and after all this time, it seems both too long and not long enough. “That’s if we don’t run into trouble, like finding an unexpected settlement. As long as we avoid the outskirts of the closest cities, we should be far enough out that whatever people live around here will be the sorts who’d rather stay away from others.”

	“Until we run into a survivalist with a locker full of loaded shotguns,” Seth mutters, “or someone who sees a shadow near us and thinks we’re being followed by a Shadow and shoots before checking to see if we’re actually a danger to them.”

	Seth’s not wrong: a lot of people panic first and think later.

	“Usually you’re the positive one,” Nikolai points out. Normally, Seth talks about how they can pretend to be nothing more than human, at least for the five minutes it takes to get past someone who isn’t actively hunting them. Or how they can avoid houses unless they see one marked as safe, or one that’s definitely abandoned. He’s not usually defeatist.

	Nikolai wonders if it’s his fault, because of the new Dreams he’s been having.

	Seth drops his bag on the floor and sits on the cot. He pushes his patched glasses up his nose. “I’m tired,” he says. “We’re nineteen. Our adult lives were supposed to be different than this. At least that’s what I thought when I was eight. We were supposed to have lives, Nikolai. You and me, together, living some ideal that involved more school than we wanted, drinking too much because that’s what college is for, and finding jobs and a home and building a family. We don’t even camp because it’s fun; we camp to survive. Now I think I’m lucky that humans don’t like to camp for fun anymore, because as long as they keep to the protected routes and their cities, and we stick to the rural areas and keep off the roads, we’re safe. I can barely remember what it was like before the Split.”

	“Plus there are sniffers.” Sniffers might be an urban legend, but Nikolai’s not about to take the chance. He remembers, when he was young and on family road trips, the toll readers hanging low over the highways; he imagines the sniffers are like that, looking for Shadow and Talent instead of charging a fee. Between those and the limited access to fuel, it isn’t worth traveling the roads, either by vehicle or on foot. “Besides, we don’t know how to drive. We’ve been literally running for our lives since we were sixteen.”

	“We weren’t always alone.”

	Nikolai settles on the cot next to Seth, leaning close to him. “No, we weren’t,” he murmurs.

	Their group had experienced some attrition in the early years after the Split, but up until three years ago, they had still been six strong. He shudders at the memory, and there’s a soft warmth around him in response, a calming ease. Nikolai closes his eyes and lets himself sink into Seth’s emotions; he can feel the shared hurt, sharp around the edges despite the calm. Nikolai whispers the same thing he’s said every night since the fire, whether he believes it or not: “It’s possible that they’ve made it to Havenhill without us.”

	Havenhill.

	They’ve been searching for so long it sounds like a myth.

	Seth grasps Nikolai’s hand with his own and curls them together, palm to palm and fingers entwined. “Two more days?” he asks.

	“Maybe three, if we need to slow down.” Something always seems to get in the way. Hunger. Weather. Currently it’s nice out, for March, which is good. In the Northeast, it could go either way, and Nikolai doesn’t want to end up stuck outside in the middle of a surprise snowstorm.

	“Are there any more safe places marked on the map?” Seth asks. “Or are we sleeping outside in the cold tonight?”

	Nikolai’s spent enough time reviewing the final leg of their trip that he doesn’t need to refer to the map to answer. “There’s an abandoned campground, but it doesn’t look like it has cabins, and it’s in the middle of a survivalist complex,” he says. “There’s an old road that runs past two good places. According to the notes I have, it’s still guarded by humans, but it’s also the most direct route to Havenhill.” He’s going based on information that’s been passed from Talent to Talent as they each seek a place that supposedly doesn’t exist. “We’ll need to pass through Unity—the old school there is supposedly abandoned, and we might be able to find a place to rest. We need to skirt around Valiant, though. It’s on the border of the Albany spread. There might be protected farms in the Unity area, too, so we’ll need to watch out.”

	“What you’re saying is we have to run the gauntlet to get to Havenhill,” Seth says flatly.

	Nikolai nods. “If we don’t want to travel north, almost into Vermont, then yes.”

	“Fine.” Seth unwinds his hand from Nikolai’s and pushes himself to standing. “Someone around here is a sympathizer—that food wasn’t stale. We should take some of it before we go. Who knows when we’ll get another chance.”

	Nikolai folds up his map, putting it back into the waterproof pouch he’d scavenged, years ago, from another cabin. That gets tucked neatly into his bag—each item has the perfect place, and he’s not willing to risk the map by putting his belongings in haphazardly. He’s glad that the dirty clothes are in Seth’s bag; they’ll need to find a place to stop and wash them soon. He feels like the Shadows could smell them coming, if they had a sense of smell. Hell, humans might be able to smell them coming at this point. Even a bath would help, if they can find a swimming hole that’s not overwhelmingly cold or a river that has more depth than a trickle over the rocks.

	They put the cabin back to rights, leaving it as clean as when they arrived. The available food is a selection of canned and boxed items, some wrapped as if they came from one of the cities, some handmade and packed in old plastic boxes. Nikolai picks out a selection of homemade bars that will be filling without being heavy, then adds a box of granola, a tin of evaporated milk, two cans of beans, and another two of peaches. It’s the best they’ve eaten in a long time.

	After the weight is divided between their bags, they head out, walking carefully along the trickling creek rather than following the old, abandoned road nearby.

	It’s always eerie in places like this, where the houses lie empty all around them. Most of the homes have been abandoned since the residents moved to the cities, inside the protective walls, but neither Nikolai nor Seth trust a house simply because it seems vacant—not after encounters with security alarms that were still active or traps set for unwary Talent who might stumble upon the place.

	Humans thought that if they shut out Talents, they could shut out the Shadows as well. They’re wrong; the Shadows are more likely to prey on people with Talent, but in a pinch, they’ll eat anyone. He wonders how brightly lit they keep the cities to stay safe.

	From the few he’s skirted close to, he suspects the answer is very, very brightly lit.

	The sun peeks through the trees as they walk, warming the air enough that Nikolai strips off his gloves and hat and shoves them into a pocket. By mid-afternoon, it’s warm enough that he takes off his outer jacket, too, and pushes it into his bag.

	“It’s almost enough to make me think spring is coming,” Seth comments, pushing his glasses up. They’ve broken again, and after the last attempt at a repair, they hang awkwardly across the bridge of his nose. Nikolai has a feeling that they aren’t the right prescription, either, from the way that Seth usually lets him read the maps and signs.

	He wonders if Havenhill has an eye doctor and a way to get new glasses.

	“What’s that?” Seth touches Nikolai’s arm, pointing. There’s a place ahead where the gaps between the trees widen and the shallow creek grows into an open, still pool before continuing as a narrow river.

	“Looks like a swimming hole”—Nikolai twines his hand with Seth’s—“and a bath, I’m thinking.” When Seth makes a face, Nikolai squeezes his hand. “We have two choices: either wear our dirtiest pair of underwear in or go in naked. It’ll be frigid, but we reek, and it’s halfway to warm today as long as we’re in the sun. We’re washing off, Seth. Who knows when we’ll get to bathe next?”

	“If Havenhill exists, maybe they have plumbing,” Seth mutters, “and hot water. Why did we hate baths when we were kids? We didn’t know how good we had it.”

	“Hey.” Nikolai squeezes again, and Seth stops. When Nikolai cups Seth’s face with his palm and leans in, Seth comes up to meet him. Their lips brush, light and warm, and Nikolai smiles against Seth’s mouth. “When we get to Havenhill, I’ll join you in a hot bath for an hour. But we take the opportunities we get, right? Think how nice it’ll be to have clean skin.”

	The stream flows past deserted properties, and for a moment, Nikolai thinks about exploring the house they’re closest to. The waterway cuts through what must have been the backyard, and the house’s windows are broken, the back door open and off its hinges. It looks as if no one has lived here in a long time. He doubts there are any traps. Anything good is probably gone by now.

	The backyard is ringed with trees, hanging heavily over the aging dock that juts into the swimming hole. Nikolai tests the wood carefully; while boards squeak, it seems stable, and the overhang gives them some measure of privacy.

	Once in the water, they’ll be exposed, but judging by the near silence, no one’s left in the area. He leaves his bag on the shore, close to the end of the dock, in case it isn’t as stable as he thinks. He sets out his cleanest clothes nearby, for after he dries off, and grabs a couple pairs of his and Seth’s underwear and shirts to wash quickly.

	A wave of calm slips over him, and when he glances back, Seth’s heading for the house. “Do you think that’s a good idea?” Nikolai calls quietly.

	“I don’t feel anyone nearby.” Seth speaks normally, unafraid of being heard. “I want to get a blanket or something for after we get out. There’s probably something that was too heavy to carry or too big to take to wherever the people went. I’ll be careful, in case someone left a surprise behind.”

	Nikolai has tried to imagine what the interiors of those cities are like now, with the entire population squeezing into such tight confines. It doesn’t sound comfortable.

	He nods and waves for Seth to go, then finishes quickly washing clothes and laying them on the dock in the sun.

	He jumps into the water as he hears Seth returning, the cold shock making him shiver. His teeth chatter when he breaks the surface, and he gets his feet under him. It isn’t deep—maybe up to Seth’s chin, he thinks, and about mid-shoulder for himself. Nikolai pastes on a grin and tries to keep his teeth from clattering.

	“Come on in. The water’s fine!”

	Seth finishes spreading out what looks like an old patchwork comforter, leaving a holey blanket in a puddle next to it. He crouches at the edge of the dock, leaning down to trail his fingers in the water. “Liar.”

	“I’ll warm you up,” Nikolai offers, and Seth grins.

	When Seth leaps straight at him, Nikolai doesn’t try to get out of the way; instead, he goes beneath the cold water again, this time with Seth in his arms. They break the surface together, and Nikolai kisses Seth, luxuriating in the warmth of his mouth.

	For a moment—just this one sweet moment—he pretends they have the future he expected. The one that was supposed to happen, before the Split.

	The water is cold, so they don’t linger, washing hastily and then getting out and wrapping up in the blankets on the dock. Everything smells musty, and Nikolai tries not to think what might have started growing in the blankets. It is warm enough that they can sit for a while as the sun beats down on them.

	They should be moving. But they’re always moving. Havenhill is a lure, and Nikolai wants to find it—if it exists—as soon as possible. But relaxing is unusual, and it feels good to simply… sit still. Except for that one cabin they stayed in when it snowed for several days, Nikolai can’t remember the last time they’ve been able to rest and pretend the world is normal.

	He tilts his head against Seth’s. “Do you think we should get back on the road, or should we stay here tonight?”

	Seth shifts slightly, pushing his glasses up his nose.

	“What?” Nikolai prompts.

	“When I went inside the house, I saw evidence that someone’s been through here recently,” Seth says. “Not in the last few days, but I don’t think it’s been long. There were dishes that had been used, and a can of beans eaten but not scavenged despite having been left empty on the counter. I know it looks like a mess from the outside, but there don’t seem to be any animals nesting in there. No one’s living here now, but this house is getting regular use, and I have no idea if it’s Talents or humans using it.”

	Nikolai grumbles under his breath, shrugging out of the blanket. His underwear’s still wet, so he strips out of it to put on dry clothes, then ties the underwear to the outside of his pack. “Fine,” he mutters. “So we move on. I’m not sure we’ll get to another safe house tonight, though, so be ready to stay outside.”

	“We’ve done it before.” Seth’s expression is clouded as he dresses, and Nikolai knows why. It’s winter. That’s why they stayed in that one cabin for so long—it wasn’t safe to keep going. One surprise snowstorm could kill them.

	“You don’t feel—?”

	Nikolai shakes his head before Seth finishes the question. “No, I don’t feel a storm brewing. My family were Weather Witches, not me,” he reminds Seth, although it’s hardly the first time it’s come up.

	“Good. Then we should be fi—” Seth cuts off at a loud shout, a sudden rise in voices, and a crash of something breaking roughly through brush and branches. He grabs Nikolai, and Nikolai grabs back.

	There’s no way that those are good sounds. The only question is what kind of bad they are.

	They stand stock-still, listening carefully. “We need to get in the house,” he hisses. “We need to hide.”

	Seth gives him a dark look. “It might be the group who’s been using the house, Nik. I didn’t explore much. They could have traps in there—a way to capture us, or worse.”

	They’re too far from the cabin they left that morning, too exposed by the water. Nikolai tenses to run but isn’t sure where to go—the only real choices are into the potentially dangerous house, into the water, or down the path toward the intruders.

	“I’ll calm them.” Seth pushes his glasses up again and holds them in place. “We’ve gotten out of worse spots.”

	“I could—” Nikolai cuts off when Seth grabs his hand and squeezes hard.

	“No,” Seth says, “you couldn’t. Not without attracting the Shadows. And if those are humans hunting us—”

	“—then we’ll taste better if the Shadows come. I know.” It’s one of the hardest things about being out in the wild. If something loud is coming, it can’t be a Shadow. Those slip up on you when you aren’t looking and steal you before you can scream. If it’s making noise, it’s probably human, which is equally deadly, just in a different way.

	And worse, humans tend to hunt in packs.

	“Don’t move,” Seth whispers as calm flows over Nikolai. Seth closes his eyes, shifting his grip to loosen it. “Don’t even breathe. And definitely don’t think of using your Talent.”

	The sounds grow louder and more distinct. A woman’s voice yells, “Run!”

	Another woman grunts, then shouts, “I can’t grab all of you at once. Alaric, a little help here!”

	“Mac, don’t hurt yourself.” Male this time, authoritative.

	A laugh in response.

	The crashing sound again before a dark shape bursts through the trees, wings flapping with a rush of air as it rises.

	In its wake come Shadows.

	So many Shadows.

	“Shit!” Seth shoves at Nikolai; they both leap sideways, out of the path of the dark, swirling shapes. It’s as if the Shadows fly upward, scrambling up trees and the side of the house to get to the creature circling overhead. “Nik, that looks like a—”

	Dragon.

	They don’t exist, but that… that’s a dragon.

	A figure clings to its back, holding on tightly as the dragon dips and swirls over the swimming hole, just out of reach of the trees at the edge. The Shadows flow into the trees, so intent upon the dragon that they don’t seem to notice Seth and Nikolai, nor the crowd that crashes along the path that the dragon has created.

	The strangers collectively stop and look up. One man in the group has a hand over his brow. “Nikita’s holding on, and the Shadows can’t reach Alaric,” he says. “They only look like they’re flying; they can’t actually travel through air without some kind of darkness to move through.”

	“Because we’re people,” a woman points out. She stands apart from the rest, her arms crossed and jaw set. “Just because some of us are soulless monsters doesn’t mean you should treat us like creatures in a zoo.”

	Seth hisses at the statement, and a different girl turns, dark eyes furrowed in a frown. A blink and she’s in front of them, one hand outstretched to grab Seth’s collar. Seth pulls back, and Nikolai wraps his arms around him, holding on.

	It feels as if his guts twists inside out, then they’re abruptly somewhere else, away from the dock and standing in the midst of the strangers, surrounded by Shadows darkening the trees overhead.

	“This is bad,” Nikolai says. These people obviously aren’t human. They keep using their Talent, which is going to attract even more Shadows. And the one… she implied she is a Shadow. That makes no sense. She looks normal. His mind whirls, unable to focus.

	“That’s him!” the girl on the dragon shouts, her words indistinct with distance. “I can see him through the trees. That’s Nikolai!”

	“We need to take care of this before it gets worse,” Seth mutters. “I was wrong. We have to use your Talent. Nik, I need your help. We need to—”

	“I know.”

	They’ve dealt with Shadows before, but never this many. And there’s always a danger to it; any use of Talent could draw more and make the situation even worse. When Seth had said he would calm them, he’d assumed they were facing human hunters. Nikolai doesn’t trust this group of Talents, but they must be safer than the Shadows. There’s something vaguely familiar about them, but nothing he can hold onto with adrenaline rushing through his veins.

	He has no idea how they know his name.

	That’s a problem for later.

	Surviving the Shadows is a problem for now.

	Nikolai wraps his arms around Seth, pressing a kiss to his temple, then reaches inward, relaxing into the calm Seth provides until a bright sparkle trips over his skin. Nikolai brings the Dreamscape out, amplifying it until light glitters like diamonds through the trees.

	The Shadows wink out like they were never there.

	Nikolai catches Seth as he crumples; they both go to the ground when Nikolai’s own knees give out.

	There’s a rush of wind and a low thump. “What was that?” an unfamiliar male voice gruffly asks.

	“I think that was Nikolai.”

	“I didn’t like it,” one of the girls mutters dryly. “On the other hand, I’m still here. Does that prove my humanity to you, Pawel?”

	“It proves that you’re not easily banished by a bright light.” It’s the first male voice, drawing closer to the accompaniment of footsteps that crunch on the ground.

	Nikolai opens his eyes to see the one who he assumes is Pawel crouching next to him.

	“Are you okay?” Pawel asks.

	The girl who rode dragon-back pushes forward and leans in over Pawel. “We aren’t here to hurt you,” she says quickly. “We’re here to help. Well. We’re not supposed to be here at all, but we are, and as long as we’re here, we’re going to rescue you.”

	Nikolai can’t help the sharp laugh. “Rescue me? You’re the ones who were being chased by Shadows. We would’ve been fine if you hadn’t brought them to us. Don’t you know not to use your Talent like that? It attracts them. What I did will only drive them away temporarily. We need to get out of here before more Shadows come.”

	“Oh, they’re aware we’re here. They are very aware.”

	“Mattie.”

	“Alaric,” she retorts, “did you, or did you not, trap me by creating a new ritual and then transforming into a dragon because you knew I would expect you to taste good?” She sighs heavily. “Now I can’t even eat properly. I miss it, sometimes. Chocolate is not the same, as delicious as it is.”

	“You’re all hurting my head,” Seth says. He nudges his way out of the tight circle of Nikolai’s arms, and together they rise.

	Nikolai keeps a hand on Seth’s side, not wanting to lose contact, not now. “Who are you?” There are seven of them, with no dragon in sight; it’s apparently been replaced by someone who must be Alaric.

	The girl who’d ridden dragon-back pushes past Pawel, right into Nikolai’s personal space. “I’m Nikita. I’ve been Dreaming about you.”

	For a brief moment, Nikolai considers sitting down again. He wavers, and this time it’s Seth who holds him up, an arm around his back to brace him. “Oh,” he says, voice small, because that snaps the familiarity into focus. She’s the face in the mirror when he Dreams. These people are her friends. “You like broccoli.”

	Nikita blinks. “I… I do, actually. And it’s one of the few vegetables the campus dining halls do right, without turning it completely into mush. Have you been dreaming that you’re me?”

	“Sometimes,” Nikolai admits. “And it’s made me strangely nostalgic for broccoli. When I was little, I hated broccoli.”

	“This is her,” Seth says. Nikolai has told Seth about his Dreams. “You think we can trust her?”

	Nikolai looks at the crowd with Nikita, all of them now vaguely familiar, if only half-remembered, from his Dreams. “Probably,” he allows, because that’s as much as he’s confident in saying.

	One of the women steps forward, tucking a strand of wavy brown hair behind her ear. She reaches into her bag and brings out a wallet, looking through it until she draws out a piece of paper. She shows it to him; it’s a detailed, hand-drawn picture of the cabin they stayed in for so long, the one they had left only days ago.

	“I’m Carolyn,” she says, “and if this place is still safe, I can get us there.”

	Nikolai exchanges a look with Seth.

	“It’s not made to sleep more than two,” Seth mutters. “It’s also a hike from here, and you don’t look like you’re equipped for travel. And it’ll be pushing us backward several days.”

	Nikita gestures at the backpacks they carry. “I’ve seen how you two live, and it’s not luxurious. I know what we’re getting ourselves into.”

	“I don’t, and I honestly don’t want to be here,” Mattie says. “However, if I get uncomfortable, I’ll just leave. On the other hand, you can trust them, and I promise that I won’t eat you because if I did, Alaric would probably eat me.”

	“With my blessing,” Pawel says darkly.

	“Can we please—?” There’s a wash of calm and acceptance over him; Seth and Nikolai twist to stare at the girl speaking. She reminds Nikolai of Seth; she’s obviously an Empath. “Caro, open the gate,” the girl says. “We need to go somewhere that isn’t the middle of the woods and has a chance of being safe.”

	“How likely is it that whatever she’s about to do will summon Shadows?”

	The newcomers exchange looks at Nikolai’s question.

	Mattie licks her lips, then huffs a drawn-out sigh. “Probable. Everything they do tastes delicious. You go through; I’ll stay here. I can deal with them if I’m alone, and I’ll come through the shadows to join you provided you leave me a dark corner. They won’t follow if they think you’re already mine.”

	“You don’t know that it works the same way in this world as in our own,” Pawel says.

	Mattie shrugs. “Might as well try.”

	“Then we’re decided.” Carolyn holds the picture in front of her, and as Nikolai watches, the image of the safe house swells to life size, enveloping them. Mattie carefully steps out of its way as Carolyn gestures. “Go through.”

	Seth grips Nikolai’s hand tightly, and they go together, stepping into the bright image. For a moment, the ground beneath their feet is dirt and leaves, then they stumble onto the rough-hewn wood floor of the cabin. The others follow in pairs, Carolyn stepping through last with Pawel. There is no sign of Mattie.

	Nikolai hurries to light the lanterns, and once he places them, Nikita moves them just enough to leave a corner dark. The darkness there makes Nikolai’s skin itch, but he remembers Mattie’s words. In the small cabin, Alaric seems bigger than he did before, hulking as he stands near the darkness. They all seem both strange and familiar, and Nikolai isn’t sure how to handle this. It’s been a long time since he’s seen so many Talents gathered together, and he can’t remember when he last saw so many different ones in the same place.

	Seth sinks onto the cot and pulls his glasses off, rubbing at the bridge of his nose. “We just lost all that time,” he mutters. “At this rate, we’ll never get to Havenhill. If it even exists.”

	Nikolai catches Nikita as she throws her arms around him, hugging him hard. “I’m so glad you’re alive,” she whispers. “I stopped Dreaming, and I thought maybe you were dead. I wanted to find you, and this wasn’t an on-purpose mission, but we’re here now, and I’m glad we are, because we can help you.”

	“Help me… what?” Nikolai has no idea what she means, except that it’s probably not about getting to Havenhill. He has the feeling she’s been getting an entirely different view through the Dreams than he has. He sets her on her feet carefully; as soon as he lets go of her shoulders, she withdraws into the crowd of strangers.

	“Help you do whatever it is you’re trying to do,” Nikita says, as if that’s somehow easy.

	“Help you stay alive,” Pawel says firmly.

	Mattie emerges from the shadows, metamorphosing from darkness into human. She crosses her arms, standing close enough to Alaric to touch him but far enough that Nikolai can see the space between them. She looks at Alaric, waiting.

	Alaric huffs, a low growl before he rumbles, “We can heal the split.”

	“The Split isn’t something that can be healed,” Seth says.

	“Alaric.”

	“We’re here for Nikolai!”

	“We have to deal with the Shadows.”

	“Right, like we’re a blight.”

	Nikolai puts his hands up. He can’t tell who’s said what in the blur of sound, voices merging in the outburst. He doesn’t care. “Look, we need to start a little further back. I know you think you’re here to help me, but how did you get here? Who are you? Because I’m off-kilter, and any minute now Seth’ll start worrying that I catapulted us into a Dream and we’re lost there.”

	Nikita glances at Pawel, who looks back at her. “I mean,” she says slowly, “that’s possible. If our Talents interact like Dreamwalkers’ do.”

	“They won’t, if a Dreamwalker is properly bonded.” Seth gestures at the girl with glasses who Nikolai doesn’t know a name for yet. “You’ve got your Empath. Nikolai’s got me.”

	“Wait.” Pawel digs in his pockets, brings out a device, frowns at it, then puts it away. “That’s useless. I should have brought paper.”

	“I did. I’ll make notes later.”

	“Thanks, Carolyn.”

	“Stop.” Nikolai presses his hands to his head, pain building quickly. He pushes against his skin as if he can hold everything inside. “I need you to just… stop talking for five minutes, and answer questions. One at a time. Like—” He looks to Seth, then at the other Empath. “Introduce yourselves. Starting with you.”

	“I’m Heather.” She pulls a scrunchy from her hair, wrapping it around her wrist. She reaches up as she talks, combing her fingers through thick curls to pull them back from her round face so she can put the scrunchy back in place. “I think I’m my world’s version of your Seth. Sort of.” Her smile is fleeting. “Nikita’s told me about her Dreams of you both. She’s my girlfriend. We’re not bonded, whatever you meant by that. We only met a few months ago, when she started school.”

	Their world’s version of Seth. He can see that; she’d reminded him of Seth when she let loose with her Talent before. Now that he looks more closely, he can catalog the physical similarities. The round face shape. Wiry, curly hair, although Heather’s is long and Seth tries to keep his short. Glasses. Short build. It makes it easier for Nikolai to place her name with her face, anyway, and to remember that she’s their Empath.

	“I’m Pawel.” Pawel steps forward as he introduces himself, offering a hand and shaking Nikolai’s briskly. He’s a similar height to Nikolai and doesn’t seem much older. His hair is too shaggy to be an on-purpose hairstyle, and his face is covered in scruff. “I’m a professor in Magical Studies at Pine Hills University—”

	“There is no—”

	“—in our world,” Pawel finishes. “I’m aware that your world appears to be vastly different from ours. For one, the Shadows aren’t as bold where we come from. For another, Talented and non-Talented people live in peace and interact regularly. Aside from Mattie, these are my students. Mattie is—”

	“—a Shadowwalker.” She shrugs one shoulder. Nikolai stares at her, trying to see the darkness, imagining that he can see it flickering around her like an outline. “But I’m not soulless,” she says, “which makes a difference. You could say I’m the missing link to understanding the Shadows’ Talent.”

	Mac is the dark-skinned girl who grabbed him earlier, a Teleporter who carries herself like a fighter; Alaric is Clan, although Nikolai has never heard of Clan turning into a dragon; and Carolyn claims to be Predictive as well as having some kind of illusion-based traveling Talent.

	“We were with Del,” Nikita says as if Nikolai will know who that is. “We were brainstorming ways to reach you. There were a bunch of us at Pawel’s house—this isn’t even everyone. Del did… something… while Carolyn had an illusion open, and then we were just here. In the middle of your woods with Shadows swarming after us.”

	“You set a beacon for them. What did you think would happen?” Mattie asks.

	“There are more of you?” Seth asks.

	“They aren’t here.” Carolyn looks up from the papers in her hand. “I’m sure of it. I reached out to Serina and Kit, but I can’t get through. It feels like there’s a wall, like when I tried to get directly here without going through the Dreamscape.”

	Pawel’s posture relaxes slightly. “Good. We can hope the influence hasn’t spread any further. Seth, Nikolai. Do you have a notebook and pen?”

	“Because everyone takes their notes on the run with them?” Seth snarks.

	“Yes, but you can’t have them,” Nikolai tells him, setting a hand on Seth’s shoulder to calm him. “What we carry is all we have. I won’t give up my resources.” Not that he has much; he has one notebook filled with cramped writing from the last two years. Everything else went up in smoke.

	Alaric grumbles and sits on one of the two chairs at the old wooden table. It creaks under his weight, and he glares at it. Mac glances at him but appears in a blink next to Pawel, who stands there, one hand out, frowning as if he expected a different answer.

	“This isn’t home,” she says gently. “We need to take stock, yes. We need to understand this world and how to interact with it, and we eventually need to figure out how to get home. Think of it as a military op rather than a field trip.”

	“I have a point of data,” Mattie offers. She looks to Mac, and Nikolai thinks maybe she acknowledges that Mac is in charge, for all that Pawel acts like he is. Mac may be small, but she has that air about her. She knows how things work. Nikolai hasn’t trusted anyone at first sight in a while, but at the least, Mac seems practical.

	“The Shadows here aren’t like those in your world,” Mattie says as if she isn’t from the same place as them. “If you think those are feral, they have nothing on these. It’s as if their souls were ripped apart eons ago, and there’s nothing left but their starvation instincts. They don’t care that I’m with you. They would happily fight me for your soul, and they will consume me as well. I can’t protect you here.”

	“Are you an Empath?” Seth asks.

	Mattie shakes her head. “I told you: I’m a Shadowwalker.” She stays near the wall, closer to the shadows than the light. She leans there, her body wreathed in darkness. “I Emerged a long time ago, and I was like your Shadows, only not nearly as hungry. We need to consume souls to stay alive. It’s not something we think about; we follow whatever smells best, whatever seems like it will taste best. I didn’t think about whether what I ate was alive. I just wanted it to fill me. It never did.” She glances at Alaric. “Sorry.”

	Alaric grunts.

	“My Emergence pulled my soul out and shoved it into the Dreamscape,” Mattie continues. “Carolyn got it back and put me back together.” Her smile is tiny and tight, her arms crossed so hard that she seems to be squeezing herself. “I’m the only sane Shadowwalker I know. The only one with a soul. And I am a clue, apparently. I try to help. No one trusts me.”

	“Except Rory,” Alaric mutters.

	“I like Rory,” Mattie replies. “No matter how delicious he would be, I won’t eat him.”

	Seth takes off his glasses and rubs futilely at the lenses with his dirty T-shirt while trying not to disturb the fragile repair across the bridge. “So you’re saying the Shadows can be fixed.”

	“Potentially, yes.” Pawel makes a motion, and Seth cautiously hands over his glasses. Pawel works as he speaks, stroking his fingers along the plastic of the frames, sparks dancing from his fingertips. “The question is, how do we do it on a global scale? Your light attack was more effective as a deterrent, although I doubt it truly injured them or fixed them. It seemed geared toward scaring them away.” He holds out the glasses to Seth, the frames melted back into one smooth piece, the tape removed. “Here.”

	Seth takes them, staring at them before he puts them back on his face. “I said don’t use your Talent,” he snaps. “We don’t want to attract the Shadows.”

	Nikolai sinks to sit next to Seth on the cot, and it dips beneath their weight. He reaches out, tangling hands with Seth, relaxing with the calm that always comes when they touch. “What he’s saying is thank you, but we really do need to be careful. You come from somewhere where you’re free.” He gives them a moment to see where he’s going before he quietly drops the words “We don’t” into their silence.

	Pawel gestures, which Nikolai takes to mean that he should go on. The others are silent, watching Pawel.

	“Things were—” Nikolai’s not sure how to explain. “Normal” isn’t the right word, because this is normal now. “Things were different,” he says. “Very different. Talent had communities, and while we knew about each other, most humans didn’t know about us.”

	“We’re human, too,” Nikita protests, quieting as Heather touches her shoulder.

	Nikolai looks at Seth, who shrugs. “If I say ‘human,’ I mean them,” Nikolai tries to clarify. “It wasn’t like that before. But there’s a clear ‘before’ and ‘after’… When we were young, everything was fine. I had Seth, I had two older brothers, our parents were all friends, and there were a lot of Mages. Then the Shadows came, and everything changed.”

	“They do that,” Alaric mutters.

	Mattie makes a small noise of assent.

	Pawel leans against the table, his arms crossed. The table slides roughly across the floor, and he straightens up, glancing at it like it’s offended him. “When you say ‘the Shadows came,’ what, exactly, do you mean?”

	“They attacked,” Seth says flatly. “I’d heard about them—we all had. There were stories. There are reasons we do what we do. Empaths and Dreamwalkers are bonded so that no one opens the ways to Shadowwalkers. But they escaped from the Dreamscape, and all I know is that it wasn’t Nikolai who called them.”

	Nikolai’s hand clenches around Seth’s, because the way Seth says it makes Nikolai think that Seth’s thought about this. That he’s worked through this, made a decision. That at some point, the idea that Nikolai was the reason everything had fallen apart had occurred to him.

	He wonders when. And what changed his mind.

	Nikolai swallows hard.

	Pawel’s gaze narrows. “Go back to what you said about Empaths and Dreamwalkers being bonded.”

	“Everyone knows that,” Seth counters.

	Mac snorts softly. She puts a hand on Pawel’s shoulder, and Pawel’s mouth snaps shut. “He didn’t call you an idiot,” Mac murmurs, and Pawel looks vaguely embarrassed to have been chastised.

	Seth raises his eyebrows.

	“Dreamwalkers can be dangerous,” Nikolai says.

	“No shit,” Alaric mumbles.

	Nikita swats his shoulder.

	“So when we’re kids and we first Emerge, our parents seek out an Empath who we’re comfortable with. Someone we can bond with instinctively, who can shut down our Talent when needed. Who helps us control our Dreams so that we don’t open gateways for Shadows. As soon as my parents realized I was a Dreamwalker, not a Weather Witch, they reached out to every Mage they knew to find Seth’s family,” Nikolai explains.

	“Lemons,” Alaric says, nodding to himself as if that makes sense. Carolyn gives him a look, and Alaric gestures at where Nikolai and Seth sit. “We talked about the Clan legends. Lemon trees protect from Shadowwalkers. Nothing smells more like citrus than an Empath. Nothing. All stories have seeds of truth.”

	“Sometimes they get distorted,” Pawel muses. “Yes, I can see it. But what happened when the Shadows arrived?” Apparently, he’s not going to be deterred, his gaze still locked on Nikolai, who feels the weight of it keenly.

	“They started killing people,” Nikolai replies. “Talented people dropped dead in the darkness. I figure the Shadows had actually been here for a while—but no one believed the stories some witnesses told. Then some influential people died, publicly, by drowning in darkness. While humanity can ignore a lot, once it’s been witnessed by so many people, recorded for others to see, they couldn’t ignore it any longer. That was when everyone learned about Shadows, and it was when humans realized Talent existed. Worse, they realized that being Talented was dangerous, and that being around someone with Talent could be deadly. Humanity and Talents split apart, and we became outlaws.”

	“You didn’t fight back?” Pawel asks.

	“Some did,” Seth says, his tone flat. “They died. So think about this—because I do, and I was only ten years old when it got really bad—there were Shadows killing us. There were humans killing us. And the government fought against us. Everything was stacked against Talent. Running and hiding was our only option.”

	Pawel huffs, exhaling slowly. He uncrosses his arms, shakes out his hands. When he lifts them again, there are sparks dancing across his fingertips.

	Shit.

	Mac reaches out and grips Pawel’s hand tightly. “You need to stop,” she murmurs, and Pawel follows her gaze to where their fingers interlock. The sparks fade, and Nikolai lets out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding.

	“You’re going to get us killed,” Seth mutters.

	“We’re here to help you.” Nikita crouches in front of them. “I swear, Seth, we’re here because I was worried about you both.”

	“You Dreamed about this, and you didn’t think about what your arrival could mean?” Seth counters.

	“To be fair, I didn’t plan on arriving quite like this,” she says.

	“I need to take a walk,” Pawel says abruptly. He twists from Mac’s grip, heading for the door and out. She follows, and a moment later, Alaric moves as well.

	“I’ll make sure they’re safe,” he grumbles.

	The room seems more spacious now that three of them have left, but even only four strangers are still a lot to deal with. Nikolai pushes to his feet roughly, needing to move, to excise the itch under his skin. He hates how Seth just lets him go.

	“You’re angry,” Nikolai says quietly.

	“Furious,” Seth agrees. He stays where Nikolai’s left him, his body stiff and tense, voice tight. “But there isn’t much I can do about it. We need to get some rest, and we need to hope that we aren’t eaten by Shadows while we do.”

	“I’ll keep watch,” Mattie offers. “I sleep, but it’s not the same.”

	“We’ll switch off,” Heather says. “Nikita sleeping isn’t a good idea right now, at least not without me watching over her.”

	“She’s untethered.” It’s not a question from Seth, just a defeated statement of fact.

	Nikita still crouches, her gaze cast down as they talk over her. She stands slowly; she’s almost as tall as Nikolai after she rises. “Is it safe to go outside?” she asks.

	“No worse than being inside, as long as we don’t use our Talent,” Nikolai says.

	“I think we can manage that,” Nikita agrees. She gives Heather a hug and a kiss, whispering “Trust me” before letting go. “Nikolai and I should discuss what we know and don’t know, and how we can help each other. Everyone’s overwhelmed, and Heather’s probably about ready to explode from wanting to soothe people. Can we go out and talk?”

	Ever since these people exploded into their lives, talking is all they’ve been doing. But Nikolai nods like maybe this conversation will make a difference, will change something. He opens the door and gestures into the cold. “Sure. Let’s go.”
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	They head a little way from the cabin in the opposite direction from where Pawel, Mac, and Alaric stand under the trees. Nikolai can feel the wards around the cabin pressing in on them, trying to keep them there when they’re about to stray too far. He stops, and Nikita stops as well, turning to look at him with confusion.

	“There are wards,” he says, because stepping outside of them magnifies the chances of them being found by Shadows.

	“Alaric’s Clan,” she replies, and when that doesn’t mean anything to him, she clarifies, “he has really good hearing.”

	“I think he’s focused on his current conversation, and anyway, I don’t care if he listens,” Nikolai says. There’s a stump nearby, wide and mostly flat. Nikolai perches on the edge, Nikita next to him, their backs to the cabin. While it’s possible someone they know could sneak up on them, that isn’t as dangerous as the possibility of someone coming out of the woods.

	It’s so familiar here. Almost like it was home for a while. “Damn it,” Nikolai mutters. “This set us back days. I thought we were almost there.”

	“Where?” Nikita asks, and Nikolai shakes his head, waving away her question.

	“Not important right now.” He’s lying, of course. Havenhill is the third most important thing in his life, after Seth and staying alive. However, he needs a better understanding of what’s going on with these intruders who claim to be from another world before he confides in them.

	Now that he is able to slow down and think about it—another world—it seems impossible.

	Nikita huffs, exhaling slowly. “We didn’t mean to come here. I mean, yes, I wanted to get to you. Save you. But—”

	“What makes you think I need saving?” Nikolai cuts her off. She leans back from him, eyes wide. He spreads his hands. “Seriously, what makes you think that you invading is going to save me.”

	She licks her lips. “When I Dream about your life, this world seems so… dark. Bleak. I only wanted to help. I didn’t realize…” She trails off. “You’re furious too.”

	“Not as much as Seth, but I might be close once I get my head wrapped around this,” Nikolai admits. It’s too much. Too big. “I thought you were just this weird dream I was having. That worried Seth because we’ve been bonded since we were little and I’ve never had control problems. When I did slip up, they were little blips. But you persisted. I’d close my eyes, and suddenly I was dreaming about this place where things were how I imagine they might have been if I’d grown up without the Split, and I had friends, and hey, so what if I was a girl, because life seemed… right. And familiar. It didn’t even feel new. It felt like how life was supposed to be.”

	“Maybe my life and your life would’ve been similar, if the Shadows hadn’t attacked here,” Nikita says. “Maybe you and I are two sides of the same coin. I mean, I can see the parallels. You have a boyfriend, I have a girlfriend. You have older brothers, I have an older sister. Your family sounds like they’re Weather Witches, just like mine. But you knew you were a Dreamwalker when you were young.”

	“Very young,” Nikolai agrees. He can’t remember ever being without his Dreams. “You didn’t Emerge when you were a kid?”

	“I’m a Weather Witch,” Nikita says. “Like my parents and my sister. I was a little out of control as a kid, but not in ways that were strange or problematic. Then recently, my Talent got weird, and I started falling asleep randomly and creating massive storms while I slept. I didn’t know why I lost control of my weather abilities until I started remembering my Dreams about you.”

	“That doesn’t make sense.” Nikolai can’t assimilate the idea of being both.

	Nikita smiles wryly. “Pawel has a long list of things that don’t make sense that he’s trying to understand. Like Lineage Talents that Emerge with some other Talent. Carolyn’s a Predictive Mage who can now travel. I Emerged as a Dreamwalker. Alaric’s Clan and that dragon form is a new Emergence. And Shadows are Emergent, like Mattie said. Talent is more complicated than we ever knew. Pawel studies that.”

	Right, they’d mentioned that, along with the name of the university. “Pine Hills University is closed here,” he says. It’s the abandoned university in Unity where they’d hoped to stop, maybe find a safe place for a night. Every time one of these strangers mentions a detail, it cements the contrast of “there” versus “here,” and Nikolai expects they could spend days throwing information at each other. “Nikita, you and your friends need to understand that this isn’t your home. If you’re from a different world, you should go back there. Be safe in your own place. We’re hunted here. The Shadows want to eat us. The humans want to kill us because they think that when we’re gone, the Shadows will leave, even though I’m pretty sure that’s wrong. But everyone who isn’t Talented thinks we’re at fault for the plague of Shadows, and they hate Dreamwalkers the most.”

	“Why?”

	He wonders how she can ask that as an unbonded Dreamwalker. She’s experienced her Talent going wild and out of control. “Because we break the spaces between here and the Dreamscape,” he says. “Because Dreamwalkers let the Shadows in, and Empaths help us keep them out. We’re both the killers and the saviors.”

	“Oh. Oh, that really does explain a lot.” Nikita’s glance flicks toward the cabin. There’s no one outside now, and Nikolai wonders if everything’s okay. He doesn’t hear shouting, so it can’t be that bad.

	She lowers her voice, whispering, “Does everyone fall in love with their Empath?”

	Nikolai can’t help the low snort that slips free. “Not everyone,” he tells her, “but it happens a lot. If you’ve found the right Empath to bond with, you’re compatible. You’ll be best friends, at least, and some people fall in love if they’re attracted to each other. Seth and I were friends for a long time before it changed for us, but when it did change, it seemed so natural. No one was surprised.”

	Her eyebrows go up. “No one?”

	“Conversation for another time.” Nikolai doesn’t want to go down the rabbit hole of remembering the people he and Seth have lost. “My point is, it isn’t fated. And there might be more than one Empath you can click with—but the bond, when it happens, is intense. For us, anyway. Our powers are in sync, and we can work together. I’m not sure I’d be sane without Seth. More than likely I’d be dead, consumed by Shadows long ago.”

	Nikita nods, and he can almost see the wheels turning as she takes in the information. He has a feeling that while she and her friends are here, they’ll have conversations like this often. It’s as if they somehow developed a society that’s missing some of the most basic information about Talent.

	“So,” she says, dragging the word out, “where I’m from, we had the Emergence. It’s been almost eleven years since then. I was eight when it happened. Pawel was eighteen, almost the same age as my sister. I think he might have known her. They were both students at Pine Hills. Anyway.” She inhales roughly. “So,” she says again, then stalls.

	“When I was eight, we had the Split. There were rumors, like Seth said, but it didn’t get bad until we were ten. Something broke, and the Shadows came to hunt us.”

	“Same time,” Nikita murmurs.

	“Sounds like.” Nikolai isn’t sure what that means, but he’s learned not to ignore coincidences. “What happened after your Emergence?”

	“There was this gymnastics competition on television. One of the girls fell, and she teleported and saved herself from breaking her neck. It was live. So everyone saw magic happen, and there was no way to hide it. And she—she wasn’t Lineage. She was Emergent.” Nikita’s gaze drifts toward the cabin.

	Nikolai frowns, remembering how Mac had blinked into being in front of him and Seth. “Wait. Is your teleporter that same—?” He stops when Nikita nods. “Oh. And then?”

	“We had to learn how to live with each other,” Nikita says. “Some people are scared, and some aren’t. It’s easier some places than others, and there are all kinds of new laws.”

	“The humans don’t hunt you?”

	Nikita shakes her head, stops mid-motion, and shrugs. “Not everyone is happy with integrated spaces for Talented and non-Talented people. We’re all still figuring it out. It’s getting better all the time, and we’ve got people like Pawel trying to learn everything there is to know about magic and teach it to others. But—” She stalls again. “Before the Emergence, people would Emerge occasionally, but now it’s lots of people, all the time. And now we have Shadows, and people have been dying. Alaric’s brother died. Then I started having nightmares about you, and we realized that Mattie’s soul was in the Dreamscape, and when Carolyn brought her back, she was better. And the Dreamscape has these paths to all these places. Like, the Dreamscape is a huge place that touches everywhere. My world. Your world. Maybe a million others, I don’t know. But your world and mine, they’re close. Twins.” She swallows. “Like you and me, being twinned versions of each other.”

	Nikolai doesn’t have time to process that right now. He focuses on the last part. “We aren’t twins,” he points out. “We weren’t separated at birth.”

	“I know.” Nikita picks at an invisible thread on her jeans. “But we’re similar. And I think I’m my world’s version of you, and vice versa. That’s why I want to save you. Because your world seems to be going to hell in a handbasket, and you’re running, and I didn’t want to see you die. Because that’d be like seeing me die.”

	In a strange way, that makes sense. “I get it,” Nikolai says. “When I first started Dreaming about you, I thought you were this escape my brain had made up. It didn’t feel like a Dream, but it felt like more than a dream, too.” He doesn’t know if she can hear the distinction between the words in his voice, but she nods like she can.

	“Carolyn has this theory that Dreamwalkers are actually travelers like her and Mac,” Nikita says. “That we’re meant to go into other worlds, or bring those worlds to us. But we can’t control it enough to do it safely.”

	“So we rip holes between worlds, and the Shadows fall out,” Nikolai muses.

	Nikita smiles. “Exactly. They’re in the Dreamscape. Or in the spaces between the Dreams.”

	That makes a lot of sense. Everyone knows that an unbound Dreamwalker is a risk, that they can draw the Shadows. If they’re making literal holes into the place where Shadows live… Nikolai shudders. “Dreamwalkers are consumed by their Dreams if they aren’t bound,” he says.

	“Where I’m from, Dreamwalkers can’t interact with each other, because if they do, entire towns can be swallowed by their Dreams,” Nikita admits. “It’s messy. I Emerged while at college, and I’ve been working with another Dreamwalker—one who didn’t manifest the Dreaming Talent—and with Heather to figure it all out. I think your world has it right with the Empaths, but our world didn’t know that.”

	Nikolai’s amazed that they’ve only recently started to be invaded by Shadows, but it sounds as if her world took a different path to address the problem of unbound Dreamwalkers. He makes a small noise and tries to assimilate what she’s said.

	“Nik.”

	He turns, as does Nikita, when Heather calls. Nikita smiles, and Nikolai has to smile back. She has a point about their similarities, and the name overlap will get confusing if they stick together.

	That reminds him: “How are you going to get home?” he asks.

	The smile slips away from Nikita’s lips. Heather speeds up her approach so she can wrap her arms around Nikita’s shoulder and lean in to kiss her temple. Nikolai can’t feel it, but he’s familiar enough with how Seth calms him to guess what Heather has done to cause Nikita’s expression to ease.

	“I don’t know,” Nikita says. “Like I said, we didn’t mean to come here. Not yet. We were only at the planning stage. We don’t have an ‘exit strategy,’ as Mac called it.”

	“It’s finally hit Pawel that we are well and truly stuck here,” Heather says. “He’s tried to use his phone at least a dozen times since you came outside. He’s anxious about not being able to reach Conor or Emily.”

	Nikolai’s brow furrows in confusion.

	“His son and his neighbor,” Nikita says. “Conor’s only nine.”

	“Pawel’s a professor and a father and he’s our age?” Maybe a little older, Nikolai thinks, but not much.

	“All that and he’s not even thirty yet, but he is older than us,” Heather says. She tugs at Nikita until she stands. Nikita has to hunch over to wrap her arms around Heather, but they embrace in a way that makes Nikolai look away to give them privacy.

	Hah. Privacy. That’s something they won’t have much of going forward.

	“It’s been a long time since I’ve traveled with a group,” he says, “and you don’t know the rules. It’s as if you’re just starting out.”

	“Seth went over them while you were out here,” Heather says. “Avoid using Talent, although Empathic Talent seems to slide under the radar. Dreamwalkers are dangerous. Don’t trust anyone we meet; they might want to kill us. Ration food because we’ll be traveling on foot from safe house to safe house. He said something about wanting to talk to you before we get on the road tomorrow morning, and that there’s no place close enough to reach if we start out today. He and Alaric had a long conversation about Clan and their appetites, and they decided it would be better for Alaric to shift so he can hunt rather than starving. As long as he’s not the dragon, Pawel doesn’t think he’ll be unique enough to draw the Shadows.”

	There is so much that Nikolai doesn’t know about these people. So many questions he feels he should ask so that everyone will have the information they need. He shouldn’t trust them so easily, but another part of him feels as if he knows them. As if he’s been with them already. As strange as Nikita’s story is, it also sounds right.

	Heather nods toward the cabin. “Seth’s anxious about how long you’ve been out here.” Her expression is assessing, settled on Nikolai. “You get co-dependent when you’re bonded. I can’t tell if that’s good or bad.”

	Nikita kisses her cheek, then touches her palm to Heather’s face and kisses her lips. “I get the feeling we’re seeing what you and I might become,” she says softly, and they lean together forehead to forehead.

	Heather’s breath stutters; Nikolai feels a chill wariness in the air. It’s almost like Seth, but not quite, and it’s shuttered as quickly as it shows. He’s not sure Nikita notices it, but he knows it came from Heather.

	They’re not in tune yet.

	Nikolai pushes to his feet. “I’ll go see where we stand and how we’re going to manage with so many of us in a small space. We’ll see what we can dig up for supplies; you guys aren’t dressed for a hard trek. Seth and I will figure all that out, and maybe you two—” He wants to tell them that they need to figure their shit out, understand how to keep Nikita from bringing the Shadows after them, but he doesn’t think they need the reminder.

	Heather looks scared, and Nikita looks like she wants to wrap herself up in Heather.

	Nikolai’s pretty sure they get it. He touches Nikita’s shoulder, half expecting the world to shift around them when he does, but everything stays as stark and cold and bleak as usual. “Come inside when you’re ready.”

	He leaves them there as he goes to where Seth’s waiting for him, still a small bundle of anger but somewhat soothed. Nikolai decides to kiss him, and Seth surges up, grips Nikolai’s shoulders, and kisses him back. With everything going on, this, at least, hasn’t changed.

	He’ll always have Seth.
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	Nikolai wakes into darkness when someone moves. A low mutter, an answering soft grunt, and whispered words catch his sleepy attention. As his eyes become accustomed to the low light, he realizes that Mattie and Alaric are speaking, until Alaric turns away and makes his way to the door, stepping over where Carolyn is curled in a tight ball on the floor, then where Heather and Nikita are wrapped around each other. As he passes the bed, he pauses, tense, and glances at Nikolai.

	“Sorry,” Alaric grunts.

	“It’s hard to sleep well in the dark with this many Talents,” Nikolai whispers. He gently lifts Seth’s arm, giving himself space to slide off the narrow bed. The floor is cold under his feet; he finds his shoes with his toes, shoving his feet into them. “I’ll walk out with you.”

	Pawel and Mac are closest to the door, sleeping sitting up with Mac curled against Pawel’s chest, Pawel’s arm around her shoulders. Mac stirs as they pass, opening one eye and reaching for her side before she spots them. The tension slips from her body as she curls closer to Pawel and falls asleep again.

	Alaric eases the door open, and they exit. The sun is barely starting to peek through the trees, the air chill around them. Alaric inhales, exhaling with a puff of condensation.

	“It’s going to warm up again today,” he says, voice low.

	“That’s good, since we’ll be walking for a long while,” Nikolai says. The next safe place is small, and it had already been picked over for food. He doubts that whoever maintains it will restock this time of year, and they weren’t there long ago.

	It rankles, relying on the kindness of the few humans who don’t hate Talent, but it’s not as if he can go into the nearest grocery store. Those exist in cities, behind high walls, and the stores in the suburbs were abandoned and looted long ago.

	“Where are we going?” Alaric asks, his hands in his pockets, shoulders hunched. He inhales again and slowly straightens, lifting his face to the sky. “I can fly ahead, if you need me to.” He glances at Nikolai. “Your boyfriend seems to think that if I only shift through my usual forms, it won’t be enough to call the Shadows. Dragon’s still new to me anyway. Eagle’s easy.”

	Nikolai can’t remember the last time he met anyone Clan, and he’s not sure of the right vocabulary. He hopes Alaric won’t take offense at the way he asks. “What kind of Clan are you?”

	Alaric snorts. “My family tends toward mammals. I’m—unique. I only have a few forms, and they’re not all one sort. Eagle. Hound. Bear. Lizard.” He shrugs. “Dragon.”

	Nikolai wonders if that sort of uniqueness will be enough to change the way the Shadows sense him, but decides to let it be. “We’ll be traveling along a small river that runs during the winter: it’s too quick to ice over and not shallow enough to dry out. It should be good fishing for the bear.”

	“I’ll keep that in mind. Used to swim in the river when I was a kid.” Alaric stretches, twists in place as he tilts his head, and sniffs at the air. “Where are we, anyway?”

	The question stuns Nikolai into silence for a long moment. Then he gives a dry laugh. “I can’t believe you’re the first person to ask that. I assumed we were all from the same place. Nikita says she thinks our worlds are twinned or something, so I— You know what, I should assume instead that you don’t know anything about this world’s geography. So. From my perspective, we’re east of the Hudson River, traveling north and east, heading toward what used to be the Vermont border. There’re rumors about a safe place where a large group of Talent live together.”

	Alaric’s gaze narrows abruptly, his hands falling as he leans in close enough to Nikolai that Nikolai takes a step back.

	“What?” Nikolai asks.

	“Nik?” Seth calls, voice faint from inside the cabin.

	“Coming,” Nikolai calls back. He lowers his voice and gestures at the cabin. “We should go in.”

	“Wait.” Alaric wraps one hand around Nikolai’s wrist, the grip solid and strong, holding him in place. “Where are we going?”

	These people are Talent, like Nikolai and Seth. They need to be safe too. “It’s called Havenhill,” Nikolai says, “and it might not exist.”

	“Havenhill,” Alaric murmurs, a grin lighting his expression. “Well, if it’s near the Vermont border, I grew up around there in my world, and from what you said, the geography sounds similar. Might be able to help us navigate. How far away are we?”

	“Still south of the Albany city walls, so we’ll have to skirt around them—they keep expanding and taking in abandoned towns,” Nikolai says. He tugs, and Alaric lets go. “We need to eat and get on the road. Traveling with this many people will slow us down, and it took us days to get as far from here as we were when you found us. We’re at least a week out of Havenhill, maybe more, and finding safe places on the way that are large enough for all of us to sleep will be tricky.”

	For a moment Nikolai thinks Alaric’s going to hunt or stay outside, but after a heartbeat, Alaric is close behind, following Nikolai into the cabin.

	Everyone is awake. Mac and Pawel still sit on the floor, backs against the wall. Heather is in a chair, while Carolyn and Nikita are working her hair into two thick braids. Mattie leans against the wall in the one corner not lit by the rising sun, shadows wreathing her features in darkness. In this light, she looks like a Shadowwalker mimicking humanity. It’s chilling.

	Nikolai isn’t comfortable with the way she watches them.

	Seth digs through the cabinets, dropping freeze-dried food packets and a box of granola bars onto the small oak table. “Someone restocked this one,” he says. “I’m pretty sure this came out of some survivalist’s pre-Split basement, but I’ll take it.”

	Mac scrambles to her feet and appears next to Seth. She reaches to touch his shoulder, stabilizing him when he startles. “Sorry, they’re all used to me, and I forgot you’re not.”

	“The worst part was we got used to her doing it when we didn’t know she could,” Alaric mutters. “She’d blink everywhere, and we just thought she was fast, or had moved when we weren’t looking.”

	“The human mind is capable of creating excuses for almost any situation,” Pawel says, his voice hoarse and rough. “That’s how Talented people survived living side by side with those without Talent for so long, in both our worlds. It’s only when we can no longer be ignored that we are noticed and believed.” He pushes to his feet. “I’ll be back.”

	The door bangs behind him as he exits.

	“On it,” Alaric says, and heads out as well.

	“He’s worried about Conor,” Mac says, and all the world-jumpers go quiet. Heather nods, making a small, worried noise. Nikita keeps braiding, while Carolyn stops and watches the door.

	“We need to get moving,” Seth says as he divides the pile of food on the table.

	It’s more than Nikolai was expecting, including at least a dozen freeze-dried meals in faded brown packaging and two boxes of more recent granola bars. There’s a jar of some kind of sugary drink mix that’s hard when Nikolai opens it, but they can make it work. They’ll have to share canteens regardless.

	Seth opens cans. “These are too heavy to carry along with what we grabbed yesterday morning, so we’ll eat them cold here. You can either take your favorite, or let me mix it all up into cold soup. I don’t have a preference.”

	There are five cans and nine people.

	“Mix it,” Nikolai says. “We’ll deal with it. It’ll be hard to eat as it is. Not like we’re set up for fine dining.” He has a vague memory of sitting at the kitchen table when he was young, his feet kicking, unable to reach the ground. He remembers someone telling him why there were three forks and two spoons, and why he had multiple glasses to drink out of. He thinks it might have been a holiday, but he’s not sure, and he can’t remember who was speaking.

	He remembers good food, though, and feeling loved.

	Life before the Split was very different.

	Nikolai unearths four spoons while Seth stirs together tinned pasta, beans, tomatoes, and broth into a large pot. There’s no fire, and there’s only one bowl. “We’ll share.”

	Mattie motions for the others to eat first. “I’m fine. I’ll take care of myself later.”

	“We don’t want you getting hungry,” Mac says.

	“I’m not going to eat you,” Mattie counters. “I’ll find something. That food isn’t appealing, and there’s no point in me taking something you need more than me.”

	The door slams open with another bang.

	“Where are we going?” Pawel asks before he’s fully back inside the cabin, Alaric trailing behind him.

	Seth glances at Nikolai, who digs for his map. Seth makes space on the table for Nikolai to lay it out, and Nikolai points at the red circle. “There,” Nikolai says. “That’s where we think Havenhill is, according to rumor.”

	“I told you,” Alaric says as Pawel leans in close to the map. Everyone crowds around until Nikolai nudges them back.

	“I think you’re right. We moved in space, yes, but not as far as I’d worried,” Pawel says. “That’s definitely the right area for Haverhill.”

	“Havenhill,” Nikolai corrects him. “It was supposedly established by Alia Davis as a safe haven for all kinds of Talent. According to the rumors, it’s safe from humans and Shadows. No one can find it if they’re not Talented.”

	“It’s also possible the rumors have no basis in reality, but it’s the best idea we have right now,” Seth grumbles. “We need someplace to live. We can’t keep running. If there is a community that has figured out how to hide, I want us to be there.”

	“Bedrock,” Mattie murmurs.

	“I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s another haven farther north in Vermont, although they are very close to Burlington,” Pawel muses, drawing a finger along the map. “On the other hand, Burlington is too far away to walk to, and why aren’t we driving?” He shifts gears mid-sentence, straightening to look at Nikolai and Seth.

	“Because the highways are gated and controlled, we don’t have access to any kind of a vehicle, and it’s impossible to get fuel,” Seth says. “Everything’s controlled by the humans. If it was left behind when they went behind their walls, it either belongs to a survivalist now or it’s been sitting, dead and abandoned, for years.”

	“I know which way to go,” Alaric says. He points to the map. “I grew up in the area you circled. I’ve never tried to walk there—it’ll take a fucking long time to get there by foot—but I’ve flown enough times that I can scout for us. Maybe find us shortcuts if you think they’re safe.”

	“We’ve been traveling based on known safe houses,” Nikolai explains. “Most of them are still there and maintained.”

	“Fine, then we need to get on the road.” Alaric carefully folds up the map and hands it back to Nikolai. “Let’s scrounge around for things to get everyone outfitted.”

	“Wait, what if there’s an easier way?” Mac asks, looking at Carolyn.

	“I have Kit’s art of the Berman place,” Carolyn says. She pulls out a piece of paper, staring at it fiercely. “I can try—”

	“Could you please stop trying to summon the Shadows!” Seth snaps. He pushes forward, getting in their faces, jabbing a finger at them. “Don’t use your Talent. Every time you do something that would appeal to their hunger, you risk bringing them to us, and I don’t want to have to fight them off a second time. Did you see how many of them came when you crash-landed here? That was bad. Don’t let it happen again.”

	“If we’re fast enough, we’ll be in Havenhill before the Shadows notice—”

	“And the Shadows might follow us to Havenhill,” Seth points out. “You could make the one place that’s safe for Talent not safe after all.”

	“This isn’t our world,” Nikita says softly. “We have to remember that. You probably can’t go places you remember because they aren’t actually the same places, Carolyn. Of course Kit’s drawing of that place won’t work—he drew Alaric’s home Haverhill, not Havenhill. We can’t jump home because it’s on the either side of the Dreamscape, and we don’t know anywhere here yet. We need to play by these rules.”

	“Eat,” Seth orders. “Eat and do whatever you need to do to feel awake and ready to go, then we’ll hit the road.”

	“Alaric can scout,” Nikolai agrees. “We’ll stick together otherwise. No teleporting or whatever you do. We need to avoid attention.” It’s sort of a plan—the best they’ve got. It’ll take time—probably more than when he and Seth traveled on their own—but at least they’ll get there alive.
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	It doesn’t take long to get everyone cleaned up and ready to move out. They take the blankets from the cabin, and Nikolai hopes that, someday, he can make it back to replace them for future travelers. The morning’s warmth faded abruptly with the arrival of a chill breeze, and temperatures have dropped back to those typical for March. Without winter coats, these newcomers won’t survive long.

	As Nikolai finishes shoving the food into the bottom of his bag, there’s a touch to his back. He turns to find Mattie stepping away quickly. Her smile flickers and is gone.

	“You taste like him,” she says. “That’s not to say I plan on sipping from your life, just that you taste like lemon, not Dreams, and that isn’t what I expected.”

	Nikolai blinks. He has no idea how to respond. “I’m not going to travel with you.”

	Mattie points behind herself to the shadows lingering in the corner. “It’s too bright to be comfortable, and while I could handle it, I have my own ways of getting around. If they notice I’m gone, tell them I’m not in trouble, and I’m not causing trouble. I promise I will be back.” She pauses, then offers, “I’ll bring food, if I can.”

	“I can’t tell you not to go. But do you really want—?”

	“I’m not like your Shadows,” Mattie says firmly. “But I am like them. I’ll be fine. They won’t want to swallow me down—I’d give them indigestion. They want bright life, not more darkness.” When she smiles, her teeth are sharp and gleaming. “Besides, I make your skin crawl. You won’t miss me.”

	Nikolai feels like he should disagree, but she slips away before he can. The darkness wraps around her, enfolding her, and when she turns sideways into it, the shadows swallow her and she disappears.

	He’s still staring at the darkness, the bag held loosely in his hands, when Seth comes into the cabin. “Nik, are you ready to go?”

	He looks up, nods. “Yeah. Just—” He grabs the box of crackers that Carolyn had found while they were pulling out blankets, shoves it into his bag, then zips the bag up and throws it over his shoulders. “I’m ready.”

	When they get outside, everyone is waiting. Mac and Carolyn each have a blanket around their shoulders, while Nikita and Heather are sharing one. Pawel bounces on his toes, and Alaric is nowhere to be seen.

	“Alaric’s gone ahead, so now that you’re—” Pawel cuts off. “Where’s Mattie?”

	Nikolai doesn’t wait for the conversation, striking out down the same path they left by days before. He whistles once and points, assuming that Alaric will hear and see him. “She left,” he says as soon as Pawel catches up. “She’s neither causing trouble nor in it, so we should let her be.”

	Pawel makes a noise that Nikolai interprets as distrustful of Mattie. Nikolai shrugs because there was absolutely nothing he could have done to stop her leaving.

	The trip is both easier and more difficult this time. Nikolai knows the path laid out by the map, but Alaric swoops down periodically throughout the day to offer alternatives. Each time, they consult the map, considering what Seth and Nikolai know of this world versus what Alaric has seen. Three times they follow Alaric’s advice, but several times, Nikolai forces them to turn away and shift their path. He’s not sure if they’re making better time overall, but the path is less treacherous.

	The others walk without complaint, despite how their feet must hurt and their hands must be cold. Pawel jogs through the day, constantly moving, bouncing forward then back to rejoin the group. Mac teases him, and at one point, they playfully fight along the path until Seth shushes them. Quiet is good; noise can bring unwanted attention.

	As the afternoon sun draws close to the horizon, Alaric drops out of the sky, reforming into his human form as his feet touch the ground. It was strange the first time he’d done it, early that morning, but by now, Nikolai is used to it.

	“There’s a road over there,” Alaric says, pointing away from the river. “It’ll be easier than sticking close to the riverbank, and it doesn’t smell like it’s traveled regularly.”

	Nikolai brings out the map, and he and Seth look closely until they find their spot. The road is a rural highway, far enough away from the cities and the main roads that it might be safe, if Alaric’s assessment is correct. “You’ll need to keep watch and let us know if we have to hide,” Nikolai says. “If someone has a car, they’re human.” He trusts that Alaric can smell the fumes of people and vehicles, but “not often” doesn’t mean “never.”

	They pick their way through the trees, and once they reach the road, Alaric takes flight. He’s visible now that they’re out of the trees, wheeling overhead.

	Pawel pauses to look at him, his hand shadowing his eyes. “If it’s this clear, it’s going to be cold tonight,” he mutters. “Are we close to someplace safe for the night?”

	Seth’s lips press together tightly, and he gives a small shake of his head.

	Nikita makes a displeased sound, and Carolyn huddles under her blanket.

	“We’ve moved away from our original path,” Nikolai reminds them. “The road will be easier, yes, but it’s also farther from the places where Seth and I stayed when we traveled this way. I don’t think the nearest safe house would be much use anyway. It wasn’t much more than a lean-to that kept out the wind, nowhere near big enough for all of us.”

	“The sun’ll go down soon,” Seth says curtly. “I know you’re tired, but we need to keep going. If we spot a house off the road, we’ll need to scout it to figure out if it’s occupied by survivalists or abandoned, and if it’s abandoned, if it’d be safe to stay there.”

	“If it’s been abandoned, why wouldn’t it be safe?” Nikita asks.

	“Traps. Some people thought that if they couldn’t have the home they worked their whole life for, they wouldn’t let anyone else to have it either.” Nikolai remembers the first time his family found someplace like that, years ago. His mother had tried to keep him from reading the vicious words that had been painted on the walls. His father had lost a hand. “We have to be cautious.”

	Heather wraps an arm around Nikita, drawing her closer. “We will be.”

	“Let’s move,” Seth says.

	So they do.

	As the sun drops lower, the air chills quickly. They pause at the end of a dirt road, an old, rusted mailbox hanging off a wood post nearby. Nikolai whistles sharply, and Alaric drops out of the sky, shifting again as he lands. Alaric glances at the road. “Thinking of stopping?”

	Carolyn huddles in her blanket, shivering, and Heather and Nikita are so close together that they have trouble walking. Mac shrugs out of her blanket and hands it to Pawel, fixing it around his shoulders. “I’ll go with you,” she says. “Running, not teleporting, I promise. I’m another pair of hands, and a lethal pair if needed.”

	“Watch out for traps,” Seth warns.

	Alaric grins, snarling under his breath. “I’ll sniff them out.” A hound replaces him, and he lopes off, Mac keeping pace easily at his side.

	“What do we do now?” Heather asks.

	“Move off the road and wait,” Seth says.

	There isn’t really anything to do but wait.

	Pawel gives the blanket to the girls, who each wrap themselves in one then huddle together. Faint flickers of electricity trail across his checks, and Nikolai watches the shadows around them nervously. Pawel picks a flat stretch alongside the road and moves through sets of footwork— punches and kicks in a style that Nikolai doesn’t recognize. Doing so seems to calm Pawel, and the light dancing over his skin fades away as his face turns rosy from effort.

	Pawel stops mid-kick, lowering his foot and shading his eyes to look down the road. Nikolai feels it then, the faint rumble that implies something is coming.

	“Hide!” Seth shouts. They scramble down the embankment, running for the trees. Nikolai’s feet are half numb and awkward from the cold; he stumbles but Seth catches him, dragging him to his feet.

	When Nikita stumbles as well, Pawel grabs her, hoisting her up in a bridal carry. He’s skinny and strong, but she still slows him down to a walk.

	“Put her down and let her move on her own,” Seth yells from the edge of the trees as Carolyn joins them there.

	Pawel tries setting Nikita down, but she shakes her head—“I twisted my ankle,” she says—and he lifts her again as cars come into view.

	There’s nothing they can do. They’ve been spotted, and the vehicles slow abruptly, stopping at the end of the dirt road. Nikita slides from Pawel’s arms, leaning against him as she stands on one foot.

	Something taps Nikolai’s shoulder. He jerks sideways, turning to see Mattie emerging from the darkness fostered by the trees.

	“They’re friends,” Mattie says.

	All three vehicles are old, covered in rust, painted to blend in under the trees. There are numerous dents on the car bodies, but the engines rumble quietly once they are stopped. They’re well-kept.

	The passenger door of the front van opens, and a woman climbs out. She’s tall and tanned, her dark hair pulled back. She smiles sharply, then drops to her knees and transforms into a roaring lion.

	There’s an answering, baying howl in the distance.

	She stands again to speak as a woman and calls out, “I am Alia, and I am here to take you to Havenhill. Get in, and we’ll be there not long after nightfall. We have beds, and food, and you will be safe.”
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