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WHAT DO YOU DO, WHEN the dead come calling...?

When a lost raven returns the dwarven call to arms, Kiera and her friends journey south to see what’s become of the settlement. But the people themselves are missing, and an old darkness is stirring in the mine. In a fight for their lives, an unexpected sacrifice brings the fellowship closer together. But the enemy is rising, and the people are ready to fight.

The western shore is crawling with soldiers, but not everyone is pleased when they arrive. A new alliance could turn the tide of the battle, but even older grudges threaten to destroy them all.

The moment is upon them. There are hard choices to be made. Can the fellowship unite the realm against the approaching storm? Or will a divided kingdom sink into defeat?

Only the fates can decide.

Be careful who you trust. 

Even the devil was once an angel.
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With a rattle and a whisper, with the shake of a tail...the walls came tumbling down.

Kiera fell for what felt like hours. Or maybe it was the world falling around her. It was impossible to tell, impossible to orient. Every time a limb flailed, every time a hand reached for purchase or a foot kicked into the ether, it was mercilessly rebuked. Hot jolts of pain flared up like boils beneath the skin. Soft cracks echoed like thunder. Even worse, some parts had simply gone numb. She was like a doll, caught in a tumbler. Sooner or later, it would crack its pretty head.

It was sooner.

She struck the ground with a kind of finality, blinking away stars and pressing her palms against something cold. Her throat was raw, and her mouth tasted of blood. She forced in a gasping breath only to choke on a cloud of dust. There wasn’t any light. She had fallen into pitch, and could scarcely tell whether her eyes were closed or open. With an abstract, strangling fear, she brought up a trembling hand to her face, feeling the truth for herself. They were open. But she couldn’t see.

“Jess—” She choked again, coughing violently. There was something hard and sharp pressing into her knee; she shifted away and felt the skin tear. “Jesse!”

Nothing. Silence.

Get up.

In a clumsy scramble, she pushed onto her knees, only to sway dizzily and fall immediately back onto her palms. Her ears popped and her balance lurched so drastically, it was like she was still falling. A sudden throbbing blossomed by her temple, squeezing her eyes tight with pain.

And it wasn’t just the pain. It was the cold. When had she ever been so cold? Not even when they were stranded on the frozen tundra had she felt such a chill. They must be deep below ground, deep in the earth’s clutches. She was sure her breath was coming in a cloud.

A year ago, it might have derailed her. She might have collapsed in a shivering heap, waited for one of the others to find her. But she had fallen through rock before. In this very mine.

Get up, slowly.

With painstaking care, she lifted herself inch by inch off the ground, testing each movement before committing, then curling her legs until she was in a delicate sitting position. The dizziness came again, swooping down like a vicious wind, but she breathed through it. She lifted her hands in front of her, straining for the faintest glimpse of an outline, but there was none to be found. 

“I can’t see,” she whispered, pulling in great, tearing breaths, “I can’t see.”

The voice that answered wasn’t her own, trilling and insistent. It was something deeper. An echo from some inner place. Not exactly familiar, but not a stranger. She had heard it before.

So make some light.

No matter how many times she’d summoned that deadly fire, there was some part that always felt like the first. When she curled her fingers, it leapt from them like a spark to tinder.

She took a second to adjust, then found herself looking at a pair of glittering eyes.

“Milo!”

The boy was sitting just a few paces in front of her, arms curled around his spindly knees, whisps of air trembling with every breath. He was knocked up and bruised, but there didn’t seem to be anything past that. It was his expression that was the most frightening. The world had crumbled around them. The child was sitting in the aftermath. But he was completely blank.

She threw herself upon him, casting them into darkness once again as she embraced him as tight as she dared, before pulling back and fretting like a mother. Were his arms broken? No. Had his ribs cracked? They were fine. And why didn’t he answer? She’d been a few steps away, terrified and calling. This was the one question she didn’t ask.

Perhaps later. Perhaps once they’d found everyone else.

“Did you see where...?” She took another look at his face, then decided against it. “Never mind, honey. You just stay here, all right? I’m going to find the rest of them.”

With her fingers glowing again, she turned to the great heap of rubble behind her, stretching in every direction, rising as far as the eye could see. There wasn’t any opening, nothing to indicate how far they’d come. She’d hoped to see a glimpse of something familiar; a pathway high above them, smooth walls of stone. But there was just boulder heaped upon boulder. A mountain of rock.

And the fold of a cloak.

Evander!

She took off running before her legs were ready, careening awkwardly over the debris, before stumbling to a stop at the vampire’s side. It was there she froze, raising her hands like twin torches and gaping in horror at what she saw.

The lovely man was stretched on his back, yet only parts of him were visible. The tips of his feet, the rise of his shoulders and head. The rest had been buried in the rubble, heaped upon his chest. A single arm was thrown outward, like he would save himself from the spill, but there was nothing about it that spoke to a salvage. The vampire was torn, almost in pieces. There was no movement, no breath. He was still and pale as a grave.

She dropped to her knees, blood going cold. “...Evan?”

Her voice sounded small and lost in the vastness of the cavern. Or maybe it was the childish trembling, she couldn’t remember ever feeling so scared. Ironically enough, he was the person she’d turn to, when things got so serious. The man who could cheat gods and beat kraken, tearing through monsters with his bare hands. That man was sleeping now. She didn’t think he’d ever wake.

“Evander,” she whispered, reaching out to touch him. She remembered the fire at the last moment and extinguished it, lifting a trembling hand to his brow. He was cold as ice, like another piece of the stone. She lifted her eyes to it, sudden and desperate. A tower of stone, but she began pushing with all her might. “You must wake up. You must help me shift it. I can’t—”

Something wet soaked through the leg of her pants. She looked down to see a pool of blood, quietly spreading. She stared in a moment of incomprehension, then lifted her eyes in dread.

Oh please, no...

“He stopped it,” Milo rasped, sudden and choppy. He hadn’t moved an inch from where he was sitting, but his bright eyes were following every second. “When it all started falling...he stopped it from hitting me.”

She stared at him a moment before turning back to the vampire.

It was only then, she saw all those things she’d missed earlier. The trail of blood leading to where the warlock was sitting. The scuffling tracks where he’d crawled from beneath Evander’s arm. The arm itself was mangled beyond recognition, having caught the weight of a mountain just to save a young life. The flesh was shredded to ribbons, and the underlying bones had been crushed to a pulp. There were parts that had separated entirely. His elegant fingers were splintered and cracked.

“Is he going to die?” the warlock asked, in that same stilted voice.

She stared in a daze, trying to find the breath to speak. “No, he...”

He couldn’t die. He couldn’t even get hurt. She’d seen him rip the finger off a troll and ram it down the creature’s own throat. People like that didn’t just succumb. Any moment, he would open his eyes. He would look up at the stones, and make some sarcastic comment, and...

He’s going to die.

It struck her with a jolt, like someone had snapped a finger by her ears. The vampire would not survive this. His people weren’t indestructible, they died every day. Given the extent of his injuries, he was likely dead already. But if he wasn’t...? If there was even the slightest chance...?

Another jolt. Then a decision.

“He’s not,” she said with sudden determination. “He’s not going to die.” With a steadiness she couldn’t have imagined just a few seconds before, she wiped her eyes and rolled up the cuff of her sleeve, reaching a blind hand to Milo. “Do you have a knife?”

Her own belt was empty. Her crescent blade had tumbled out of sight.

He stared back without speaking, eyes wide and blank.

“Never mind,” she murmured, almost to herself. “There is plenty here that will do.”

With nothing more than a passing glance, she grabbed a piece of rock from the pile and held it to her wrist, pausing only when the jagged edge touched her flesh. It was then she looked down at Evander, losing her eyes in the handsome lines of his sleeping face.

This was something forbidden. Something already discussed. A decision of great magnitude that would have passing repercussions for one, while the other would carry them into eternity.

She could not do it on a whim. While he slept, with a rock.

But I must.

“Forgive me,” she whispered, and she dragged the point across her skin.

It was harder than she thought to make the cut, perhaps one simply balks at the idea of inflicting pain. When at last it was deep enough to bleed, she opened his mouth with the tips of her fingers, and held her wrist above his lips. It was an awkward angle. While she understood the premise, she didn’t really know what to do. A few seconds she lingered there, twisting and turning, squeezing occasionally at her skin, before at last, a little trickle spilled into his mouth.

A breath caught in her throat, and she leaned over him. Expecting to see...what? A golden glow, a sudden resurgence? She had seen him feed on Eden enough times to know better than that.

But it’s a miracle I need. Only a miracle will suffice.

Still, she kept with the blood. First a few drops. Then a few more. After a while, she picked up the rock and reopened the wound, throwing caution to the wind, and pressing the length of her wrist against his mouth. It was cold and unyielding; she opened it farther.

Come on, she begged, trembling like a leaf, come back to us.

A great sob heaved her chest, and she found she couldn’t look at him any longer. Tears spilled down her cheeks, as she turned deliberately towards the rubble—determined not to gaze upon her failure, not to face a simple truth: she was too late. He was dead already. The man had been ripped apart at the seams; of course he was dead. Now here she was? Desecrating his— 

A hand closed over hers.

Seven hells!

She turned with a gasp to see a pair of dark eyes gazing up at her. Against the paleness of his skin, they looked bright as gemstones taken from deep in the earth. The fingers wrapped around her own were cold and stained with blood. But they were whole. The bones had healed like new.

“It’s working,” she breathed, staring in astonishment. “It’s actually...”

She trailed into silence, caught in the grip of those immortal eyes. She had felt so certain when she started. There had only been a moment’s hesitation, just a moment’s pause. But looking at him now, even whole and unbroken, she was suddenly frightened she’d made a terrible mistake.

He gave me this answer. He gave it a long time ago.

Her pulse fluttered and she felt suddenly lightheaded, convinced he was about to retch it all back up, to scream and curse until the cavern thundered with echoes his rage. A blood bond was something sacred, something held between him and Eden. Since the moment he’d met the fae, he would drink from no one else. Her arm was still pressed tight against his mouth, perhaps he was too weak to remove it. Another wave of fear seized her, and she began to pull away.

His fingers twined with hers, giving them a tender squeeze.

He wants it.

The thought swept through her like a cool breeze, bringing an unspeakable relief with it. The vampire wasn’t angry, the blood was saving his life. No longer was it trickling freely down his throat, there was a pull to things. A great pull. Her breath caught, and she stopped herself from jerking reflexively back again.

A hundred times and more, she’d seen him drink from Eden. The fae would sit there calmly, often speaking or humming. Sometimes, he was even smiling—running his fingers through the vampire’s dark hair. She didn’t understand how he could do it. She didn’t understand how anyone could make themselves sit still, fighting back every natural impulse to run away. She loved Evander like a brother—a brooding, older brother who would not describe himself the same way. Yet, this was something different. She could feel the stab of his teeth inside her, the tug against her veins and the heat of his mouth. For all her great love, she felt the sudden impulse to strike him.

Do. Not. Move.

Her breath echoed off the walls of the cavern as she braced against the rocks, turning her gaze ever so slightly away. The sensation was hard enough without the added visual. Eden had confessed to her once, after being mildly drugged with some hallucinogenic berries, that while the pain was inconsequential, it was this feeling that was so unsettling. The draining, he’d called it. The awareness of something vital being lost. His eyes had gone distant. It felt a little bit like dying.

She understood this perfectly. She understood this so much better than sitting still.

You are saving him, look.

In an act of sheer will, she forced her attention back to the vampire, lifting her glowing fingers higher to see in the dark. His bright eyes were closed, but the blood was obviously working its magical spell. Even as she watched, the splintered fragments of bone were melding back together, pale skin was knitting together above it, as the last of the bleeding faded away. His grip tightened just slightly, stronger now than her own, and she realized all at once how very careful he was being.

Careful, when his body was still torn in two. It gave her a surge of hope.

Drink.

He was rising now, almost without thinking. Like a flower lifting to the sun. Little pieces of rock slid off his collarbone as he searched for a better angle. His teeth struck deeper, finding a vein, and the world dimmed a little at the corners. His heart was racing, there was color in his cheeks.

The image swam and she touched her fingers to the ground for balance. While at first the impulse had been to run, now, she could hardly think of it. She would stay. She would have to stay.

And possibly sleep. Sleep sounded nice.

Drink.

All at once, she was released.

Her eyes fluttered in alarm—she hadn’t realized they’d been closing—only to find Evander was wide awake. His fangs were bared and he was gazing upwards, like he’d only just noticed the great mountain of rock upon his chest. He stared a split second, like one who’d awoken too suddenly from a dream, before wedging his hands beneath it. He started to push.

She staggered backwards, clutching at her wrist. The bleeding had already stopped, and time was moving faster now. Her friend was performing a miracle. She wanted to watch.

It was an impossible task—laughable from the outside. But the vampire had never adhered to such words; it was something else he and the fae had in common. With a steely gaze, he set his strength against the stones, pushing until she could see the tendons in his arms. His pale skin was flushed with the rush of new blood, and his eyes were dilated nearly black with concentration.

She pitied the stone.

Some of it shifted, some of it cracked. When some of it started to tumble, she let out a sudden scream, and threw both arms above her head. There was a deafening noise, and a whish of air, then she found herself someplace different, lying flat on her back several paces away.

As the rocks toppled harmlessly behind them, she stared in shock at Evander—stretched protectively on top of her, breathing quick with exertion, hair falling loosely around his face.

A hand was cupped behind her head, cradling gently.

Their eyes met in a moment of shared connection as the rest of the mountain fell. Great clouds of dust exploded into the air, as the last one settled, ringing into a stark silence.

Her ears were ringing, her wrist ached. She could feel his heart pounding against her chest.

“Thank you,” he said simply.

She sucked in a breath, nodded. “Anytime.”

With a feline grace, he lifted abruptly to his feet, reaching down a hand and settling her gently beside him. His dark eyes swept the cavern, finding the stricken warlock. A tower of rock had just crashed down beside them. Milo hadn’t moved an inch.

“Are you all right?” Evander asked, looking him over.

The boy stared in silence, eyes perfect circles on his face.

“He’s in shock,” Kiera said quietly, glancing at the newly settled stones. 

So many had fallen, she’d hoped for an opening. But it had only been the outer sheath. A dark column was still rising behind them, just as high as before.

The vampire followed her gaze before glancing once more around the cavern. “Where is...?”

Once, he made the circle. Then twice. He seemed to come back to himself a little then, realizing for the first time not everyone was with them. The tunnels had ruptured, and some had yet to be found. His face whitened in belated fear, as his eyes lifted slowly to the shadowed mountain.

A moment passed in silence.

Then—

“EDEN!”

There was no pause between action and thought. One moment, the vampire was standing beside her. The next, he was throwing his body against the stone. Throwing it without any grace or forethought, just the manic energy of a wild animal, fighting against the bars of its cage. Great chunks of rock flew into the air, sending up fresh clouds of silt and dust. There was an ominous grinding from somewhere deep within the column, and beneath every violent impact of his fists, there appeared a shattering spiderweb of cracks.

Kiera stared with wide eyes, still clutching her wrist.

He’s going to break through, she thought in amazement.

She had thought it impossible when the vampire freed himself from the rocks’ clutches, but it wasn’t enough to leverage a pillar of stone: his lover was somewhere in the darkness, he was going to force himself to the other side. Again and again, he struck the bounders; punching and clawing, limbs blurring
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