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      *Nova*

      Three Months Later…

      

      I’m bleeding already.

      Great. Exactly what you want when you’re infiltrating a mansion full of creatures that can smell a drop of it from miles away.

      I scoff at the cut on my forearm and climb the rest of the way in through the window, my boots hitting the floor with a puff of dust. The glass has cut right through my thin jacket. There’s no covering it up or stifling the scent. Luckily, it’s my left arm, so my axe-swinging arm is unhindered if I need to lop off vampire heads.

      Another set of boots lands beside me, heavier and louder. I whirl on the presence, tipping my head up to glare at the green eyes of the boy I’ve fallen in love with.

      “You should’ve cleared the glass more for me,” I say, my attitude far outweighing the severity of the mission.

      Elias snorts, but it’s anything but derisive, because there are lines at the corners of his eyes that deepen when he smiles—when he smirks—the stupid, handsome bastard, even with his scars.

      To make it worse, his hand skims my side, inching toward my backside.

      I step away, my face burning and somewhere else warming. “No, no. Not here,” I hiss.

      He tilts his head toward me, mischief gleaming in his eyes when he murmurs, “Next time we break into a vampire-ridden house, Nova, I’ll carry you through the window so not a single piece of glass even thinks about getting close to you.”

      My blush deepens. He takes it as an invitation to lean forward to kiss me, but I dodge him. “You are so—”

      Glass crunches behind us, startling us to step back and make room for the next person.

      Elias catches Mara’s hand to steady her when her boots thud on the floor next.

      She swats him away, half-annoyed, half-teasing. “Can you two save the flirting until after there are dead bodies everywhere?”

      Elias’s smirk softens into a fond smile. I don’t bristle. They’ve been close for too long for me to be jealous of their relationship. We’ve all come a long way—from Mara hating me and me being indifferent toward her, to now being the closest of friends, even though our personalities aren’t supposed to go well together.

      Besides, I get to share Elias with her. While she’s content with friendship. I’m very content with falling asleep in his arms every night after everything we go through that day.

      Besides that, Mara wants Sorin.

      And Sorin really wants her, in a sweet way, oddly. Even after three months, they’re still tiptoeing around each other. Part of it is that she’s a human and he’s a vampire, but it’s mainly because Sorin is too courteous and honorable to let Mara choose him over a better future for her. She deserves a partner who can support her in ways that he can’t.

      At least, that’s the story I’ve come up with in my mind. But I’ll be damned if it’s not true.

      I’ve just opened my mouth to quip back when the front doors burst open, splintering and half-ripping off their hinges. Afternoon sunlight pours in with the long silhouette of the only member of our group who couldn’t give a single fuck about relationships, romantic or otherwise.

      Selene Tayen saunters inside with a huff, scanning the dusty shell of a place with little interest before her pale blue eyes land on us. She flicks her hair over her shoulder, light glinting off the blonde waterfall. She cut it recently, so now it swishes just past her shoulders instead of against her lower back. Somehow, it makes her even more elegant.

      “I can list how many reasons I don’t want to climb through a window.”

      Mara unsheathes the two halves of her scythe-staff, Beheader, from her belt. “How many?” she asks.

      “Four.”

      I heft Redmaw from its sheath at my thigh. The weapon is another limb. I’d almost lost it at Arlo, and I have vowed never to be without it. The blood soaked into its metal is just too symbolic to abandon.

      Elias unslings his poleaxe, which he named Redemption. Three months ago, when his crossbow Piercer was forced to be left behind, the Saia’s best metalsmith forged him this new weapon that suited him far better than a long-range weapon. He’d been practicing every day since the gift. He was born to wield the strangely-shaped killing tool.

      “It is rather inelegant.”

      Mara startles at Sorin’s voice from behind Selene as he strides through the doors. When I’d first met the duo, they were drenched in blood and had just slaughtered an entire clan of humans who called themselves Regulators to hoard much-needed resources. They’d gorged on blood like a feast.

      That was hard to look past when I needed to use them as bodyguards as we ventured toward a safe space. Too bad I hadn’t known it was commandeered by a vampire who wanted to use my blood for nefarious purposes.

      Well. Not… entirely nefarious.

      My stomach suddenly feels queasy.

      Sorin’s vampire senses pick up on it too quickly. His eyes knife to mine. I’ve never gotten the nerve to ask him if they’d turned crimson as blood after he took the Renie serum or if he’d been born with them, destined to become cursed.

      “Are you all right, Nova?” he asks, his dark brows knitting in concern as he tilts his head ever so slightly, his signature mannerism. “Your vitals spiked.”

      I shrug, indifferent, as I quell the nausea of guilt. “Just ready to get some information out of these monsters.”

      Sorin nods, but he doesn’t look entirely convinced. But he knows I don’t like attention, so he shares a second nod with Selene.

      Together, they scope out the big area, which I’ve learned was called a foyer. It has a set of stairs ahead, two archways on either side that lead to empty rooms once full of furniture, and a chandelier above, gathering cobwebs as if it’s its new purpose. There are holes in the walls, several stairs splintered in the center, and tiles on the floor are smashed to pieces.

      It’s a miracle that most of the windows are intact and that the front doors are—were still on their hinges.

      That’s how we know the Lilith Coven still resides here. Subjects take care of what’s theirs, especially with a leader like Velina Darcelle.

      I search the shadows created by the contrasting sunlight. Vampire skin is sensitive to sunlight, but it’s more of an itch than anything else, though it still makes some crawl into safe spaces.

      “They’ll be in the basement,” Sorin confirms after he and Selene return from a cursory search through the floor. “Vampire scents are fresh.”

      “Human is stale but recent,” Selene says. “They likely have a few Bleeders.”

      I turn to look out the broken window. Ten Saia members are still loitering, refusing to enter until the area is deemed safe. When Theo told me that, I almost barked aloud.

      Safe? That concept didn’t exist in my world.

      “Clear,” I call to them.

      Without thanks, the Saia members enter, half marching, half shuffling. This is their first mission on this kind of scale, with more unknowns than hairs on their heads, so part of me can’t blame them. Still….

      Bulk the fuck up, people.

      Sorin moves toward them to give his leader spiel, then notices me. A jerk of his chin is all I need to step forward.

      The Saia—half from one colony, the other half from another—watch me swing Redmaw in a circle and square my shoulders like I own the building.

      I’m about to. I’ll rip it apart with my bare hands if it leads me to where Ragnall Reis is hiding.

      “You know why we’re here,” I say, my voice much stronger than my constitution. “I don’t need to repeat it, but I’m going to.” I meet every pair of eyes, lingering on those who try to glance away. “Kill your way through the coven until we reach Velina. Whoever has the chance to incapacitate her—take it. But don’t get cocky. Don’t think you should kill her or overestimate your strength. We need her to cooperate about Ragnall’s whereabouts and anything she knows about Project Dawn’s continued existence.”

      “We also need to know goings-on,” Sorin adds. “The Lilith Coven is a network for rumors.”

      What?

      I whip around to stare at the dethroned coven leader, my heart lurching into my throat, but Sorin doesn’t meet my gaze.

      Mara steps forward, wide-eyed. “You never said that. If we let anyone escape, word will travel, and any vampires who hear will scatter, ruining our chances—”

      Selene’s lips twitch. “Then we’d better not let anyone escape.”

      New feelings settle in my gut: dread, suspicion, betrayal.

      They’re hiding something.

      The past three months have built trust. I trust these four lives with my own. They’d proved that when they risked it all just to save me—the unsavable descendant of the man who created vampires and doomed the world for a century—when they could have just let me die.

      I don’t want my own trust in them to waver.

      Catching Elias’s attention, I see that his playful expression has hardened into suspicion.

      Theo, who has some serious gall for a seventeen-year-old, snaps, “Well, we’ve lost the element of surprise with all your chatter. That gives them time to plot! Several have likely slipped out by now.”

      Sorin shakes his head. “Covens do not scatter, even when they are under scrutiny. Mine did not.” A hint of remorse creeps into his voice, but it’s gone when he continues, “The moment we were heard, Velina gave the order to attack and kill, not flee. But she knows why we’re here. She knows I am here.”

      My teeth grit together, my hand tightening on Redmaw’s handle. “Sorin,” I warn. “What the fuck have you led us into?”

      He doesn’t get to answer.

      “Weapons!” Selene barks.

      When a vampire tells you to draw your weapon, you fucking listen because a more dangerous vampire is about to show their fangs.

      “Stairs!” Sorin orders.

      In the same breath, Theo fires his crossbow with impressive aim and speed.

      The arrow thunks into flesh.

      “Well, that’s not very nice,” a female voice croons from the first landing. “Sorin Kavish, I was beginning to think you’d died. How optimistic of me.” Velina Darcelle stands there, her hand wrapped around the arrow protruding from her shoulder, looking like the kind of woman who likes to be obeyed. “Control your little pets,” she adds, yanking out the arrow without the slightest wince, “or I won’t re-offer you a position in my coven.”

      Fuck. Of course Sorin has a history with an evil, power-hungry vampire tyrant.

      Selene hisses, baring her fangs, flexing her long nails. “Talk to him again, and I’ll rip your tongue out.”

      “Pleasant as always, Selene.”

      Elias’s fingers brush my arm. I glance in my peripheral vision. If either of us moves, it’ll attract Velina’s attention. But I know the pleading look in Elias’s eyes, and no, I’m not inching behind him so he can use himself as a shield. I curl my lip to the unspoken demand. His jaw ticks with annoyance.

      I know he just wants to protect me—and Mara, who already happened to be behind him and is unable to step away—mainly because this is our most deadly, unpredictable mission. But just like safe, protect isn’t in my vocabulary.

      Also, I’m fucking pissed at Sorin.

      He didn’t lead us only into a mission. He led us into his past.

      Sorin sweeps his arm toward him and bends slightly at the waist. That makes me bristle. Why the hell is he acting like she’s some deity he’s honored to meet?

      “Velina,” he says, his voice warm and conversational. “It’s been, what, three decades?”

      The pretty bow of her mouth twitches downward. “Three and a half,” she corrects him flatly. Her eyes are long and narrow, no double eyelids, her lashes thick and dark as night, shading irises the color of wisteria in spring bloom. It’s an unnerving contrast of beauty and monstrosity. “And I thought you couldn’t stoop lower.”

      Sorin’s smile is sage, and it’s startling when he looks as deadly as they come. “I’ve gone on many journeys since our last crossing.”

      Velina tosses the arrow with violent force. It embeds into the floor, wobbling. “Crossing?” she snarls. “You snapped my neck because I—”

      Theo makes the mistake of reloading his crossbow. But Velina’s attention isn’t on him for long. No, it scans Elias, Mara, and… me.

      It’s always about me. Everyone wants me dead.

      Velina’s eyes flash like lightning, and her smile broadens into a fanged, predatory grin. “Oh, my… the Amerie heir.”

      Elias steps in front of me, and Sorin moves in front of Elias, who growls, “Don’t you dare—”

      “Nova Amerie,” Velina interrupts in a purr, flexing her fingers. “The cure in human form. Do you know how valuable your blood is?”

      My mouth twitches upward like I have the audacity to be amused. “Oh, I’ve learned the hard way over the past few weeks. And so far, only one vampire wants me alive to use it. So, do you want me dead or alive?”

      Velina whistles once, sharp—a signal—before her smile turns frighteningly serene. “Dead, of course.”

      Movement stirred below us, thumping wood and trembling the walls.

      We didn’t walk into a fight.

      We stepped into a trap.
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      *Elias*

      

      The point of coming to the Lilith Coven’s mansion hideout was to capture Velina, get information out of her, kill as many of her cronies as possible—not in any specific order, and get the hell out.

      I expected a fight. Vampires—Virals, with their mindless bloodthirst, or Subjects, intelligent and lethal—don’t do anything without going for the throat.

      I expected Nova to be targeted, too. After Ragnall failed to obtain her blood to create the cure for vampirism, word spread like wildfire. Now, every vampire within a month’s travel knows about the possibility of curing their immortality.

      Turns out, not a single vampire wants their humanity back. They actually prefer drinking blood to survive.

      To each their own, I guess.

      “Once you have power, you’ll find it difficult to give up the thrill of it—the obsession.”

      Sorin told me that. Ever since Arlo, I’ve trusted him with my life—something I never, ever thought I’d do. Trust a vampire… a Subject?

      And yet, I know he can keep Mara safe. He can keep Nova safe. That matters more than anything. Nothing is more important than the safety of the two women I love more than my own life.

      So why the hell did he just lead us into a trap of his own past wrongdoings?

      I thought all of that in a single moment. I couldn’t spare a second one because a horde of vampires flood in from every direction.

      And I don’t need to think to move.

      I grab Nova, yanking her back so she and Mara are behind me. They’re spitting mad as I wield Redemption, turning and lunging just as the first vampire explodes out of the archway to our right.

      The spike impales its chest midair, the haft shuddering as it hits ribs. I heave the thrashing body to the side with a grunt of effort, slamming it into the railing. It yowls when the marble collides with the back of its head, yet it’s up in a heartbeat.

      But I’ve already swung the shaft, and the mallet side smashes into the vampire’s face. Blood sprays across my chest.

      It staggers, so I swing again, this time with the axe blade.

      The sound of metal biting deep is something I’ll hear in my nightmares.

      I rip free with no small amount of effort. We both stagger, but even the fastest monster can’t recover fast enough to avoid my next arc.

      Luck favors me, for once. The axe bites, and the vampire hits the ground, spurting blood, dead. But the job’s not finished. One last heave and a roar that vibrates from my soul, and I sever that last tether.

      There. Deader than dead.

      Beyond my fight, chaos rains blood and floods the foyer.

      Vampires gnash and claw. Sorin and Selene are ripping apart Velina’s coven left and right. Any idiot can tell they’re older than every other vampire here—stronger, faster, smarter, and with far more to fight for than mindlessly following someone’s orders.

      Bodies hit the floor at frightening speed and efficiency. Even these Subjects don’t stand a chance against Sorin Kavish and Selene Tayen.

      Theo and his fellow Saia colonists are holding up just fine. The coalition of ten different colonies trained their members into stone-cold killers who could fight for the survival of the human race.

      They plowed through the horde even in this small space, even though injuries split open as fast as they could swing or fire their weapons.

      I don’t need to join them. I have another opponent incoming.

      It’s going after Nova.

      Mara is fine. Of course she is, with Sorin beside her. My trust doesn’t waver, knowing he’ll be her protector… secondary to me, obviously.

      But Nova is her own protector. Even after three months, she still confuses bravery with refusing help. She finds herself refusing to accept help or even general kindness. It’s an ongoing process to help her unlearn certain bad habits.

      I watch her fight in unabashed awe as she cleaves through body parts and smashes noses with the butt of her axe. Her braid swings as freely as her blade, the copper-red strands catching the afternoon light. She’s a survivor, a warrior, a damn force of damn nature.

      And she is mine because I am hers.

      A Viral catches my eye in my peripheral vision. Her back is to the infected vampire, the feral byproduct of the Renie serum. Virals kill just to kill, to feed, to drink. Sometimes, that makes them more dangerous than Subjects, the former volunteers of the experiment that was supposed to heal humankind, not collapse it.

      I sweep Redemption low. The stupid thing doesn’t see the shaft and trips, but it lands on all fours and whirls, hissing. But fangs stopped scaring me a long time ago. Sometimes, spite is a stronger feeling than fear. And for trying to hurt my Nova, the last thing this Viral knows will be pure, raw spite.

      I arc Redemption forward in a brutal overhand cut, so the axe drops into its skull. While it thrashes, I glance at Nova, who looks back at me with a scowl—a loving one more than an irked one, thankfully.

      “You’re welcome,” I say over the din.

      “No, you’re paying for that sarcasm tonight in my bedroll,” she says through gritted teeth as she shoves off her half-dead opponent.

      I bark a laugh, but the joy is short-lived when I hear Mara scream.

      I spin. The lapse of attention costs me.

      A Viral slams me to the floor. My head collides with rotting wood, and I see stars, losing my grip on Redemption. I hear it be kicked aside with a hissing laugh as the Viral looms over me. Faster than I can block it, it grabs my throat, hauling me upright, and it goes in for the bite.

      The stupid thing is so hungry and single-minded that it doesn’t even think to believe I can do anything but dangle.

      I knee it in the crotch, grab its head with both hands, and drop my weight. Vampires are twice as strong as humans, if not stronger, but when they’re distracted, they become vulnerable enough that I can overpower them.

      The Viral’s claws release my neck, writhing and thrashing. I curse in pain when its nails rake down my arm. Blood wells from the scratches… and then it all goes to hell.

      The scent of blood makes the Viral’s pupils blow wide, and I see the instant it goes frenzied.

      I brace myself, then I get my ass saved.

      Selene’s hands grab the Viral’s head from behind, wrenching it off me. She snaps his neck with little effort, letting the body drop to be burned later.

      “Thanks,” I pant.

      Three months ago, Selene would barely spare me a glance, but now, she’s a new woman, and I’m blessed with the ultimate honor: a nod of recognition.

      Then she moves on.

      I sense another Viral coming, but with my poleaxe kicked to the corner of the foyer, there’s no way I can reach it. Even I can’t get far with just fists, especially when my shredded arm is already weakening.

      “Elias!” Mara screams, her voice panicked in warning.

      I spin… and get a fist to the nose.

      I stumble back, my heels hitting the bottom stair. I fall hard on my ass as my broken nose screams in agony. I blink through a layer of blood, expecting a Subject, but it’s Velina.

      She crouches down to me, her purple eyes like a lightning storm, her smile as trusting as a snake. “You’re pretty, hunter. Join my cattle. I feed you like a king, you let me sip like fine wine.”

      I spit blood in her face. She barely flinches, just wipes it with two fingers, then drags her tongue over them.

      Fuck. That’s no defiance, you idiot. That’s giving them a free taste.

      Velina’s smile stretches too wide to be natural, the tips of her fangs just visible, as she leans closer to whisper in my ear, “I couldn’t give a shit about the Amerie girl. I want you instead.”

      “Get away from him.”

      Velina spins at Sorin’s voice. He’s looming behind her, his fangs bared. The raw hatred in the crimson depths of his eyes scares the fuck out of me.

      If it rattles Velina, she doesn’t show it. “Sorin,” she purrs, sliding her palm across his shoulder, angling herself into him. “I forgive you for snapping my neck. Come back to me. I—”

      With a thump, Velina collapses unconscious… but not for long.

      Sorin sighs, scrubbing his bloody face with a rough palm. “Females. Need help?”

      He offers his hand, and I reach to take it then hesitate. I hate that I do, because hurt—fucking hurt—flashes in his eyes.

      “What did you do to her?” I demand, as if I have the right.

      Sorin’s mouth thins in regret, but he doesn’t withdraw his hand. “She killed my best friend, tried to usurp, then attempted to poison me when the mutiny failed, and victim-blamed for the past thirty years.”

      “Oh.”

      “So yes, I snapped her neck, but it was little punishment for what she’s done,” he explains.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I appreciate that, Mister Reve.”

      I lift a brow. “You only call me that when you’re mad.”

      “Yes, but it’s not you that my anger is directed at.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Accepted,” he says. “Up, you noble fool.”

      Sorin clasps my offered hand and hauls me to my feet, steadying me when I stumble from disorientation.

      When we’re both sure I’m not going to keel over, Sorin chuckles. “We’ve all survived another day.”

      My heart lurches into my throat. “Nova! Nova—”

      “I’m right here, crooked-nose.” Her arms wrap around my torso from the side. I nearly sink to my knees in relief.

      “Are you—Mara!”

      “Damn, you’re so needy,” Mara sighs as she hugs me from the front.

      This time, relief makes me stand taller. “Is the fight over?”

      I manage enough awareness to survey the foyer, and yes, the fight is definitely over. Virals and Subjects litter the large space, some headless, others with their heads turned to the side at an unnatural angle.

      Near the door, the Saia members loiter, cleaning weapons and looking like they want to get the hell out. I don’t blame them.

      Selene appears out of nowhere to slip her arms under Velina’s and pull her up. “Can I hang her from the chandelier?”

      “No, my dear,” Sorin says with a sigh.

      Selene scowls, as my friends used to when their parents shooed them to bed instead of letting them listen to the elders’ fireside stories. “Fine,” she sneers without malice, like siblings. “I’ll just get the information off her slimy tongue.”

      Sorin nods again, and Selene drags Velina’s body upstairs, her legs bumping each step. It’s a comical scene considering the mild massacre around us.

      Nova and Mara release me to step back and search for wounds. I do the same for them. Then we all fuss over each other.

      “Just kiss already,” Theo snaps from the front door. “Let’s leave, please.”

      Sorin fights an amused smirk as he turns to the impatient human. “Yes, Mister Byrne, you can leave.” He turns to us, of course lingering on Mara. “I will assist with the clean-up. All of you, get home safely. I won’t be far behind.”

      “You’d better be quick,” Mara says, looking at Sorin like she’s hoping he’ll smile.

      Of course he does, small and proper. Then he straightens. “Return safely and rest. Tell Cerise we’re one step closer to finding Ragnall.”
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      *Mara*

      
      The trek back to the Ledges of Langston is an hour on foot. After the energy spent at the Lilith Coven, I know it’s going to feel like forever. On top of that, the weather is getting cooler, and the leaves are already turning orange and yellow.

      But we have the warmth of friendship.

      Theo walks alongside me, and I’m pretty sure he sees me as more than just a friend. I glance over when the lanky kid—seventeen, but still growing into his muscles—trips on a root, fighting a grin. Sure, his mussy brown hair is endearing, and his eyes gleam sky-blue when he’s in the thrall of violence, but….

      I glance back, seeing smoke curl high above the tree canopy.

      Theo grunts, trying to compose himself by adjusting his bow and arrow sheath across his back. “You know, Mara, I… sorry I joked about you… kissing—”

      I wave an amused, dismissive hand, quickly turning my attention back to him.

      But the moment I do, he trips over a rock, yelping as he falls, flailing, into a bed of ferns. Our group howls with laughter. He thrashes around to free himself like a turtle on its back, so I reach down and offer a hand.

      He’s blushing red as a rose as I heave him to his feet. “Thanks,” he mumbles as I dust a frond off his shoulder.

      We fall in step behind Elias and Nova. Their hands are clasped, walking shoulder to shoulder, their heads tipped toward each other. It’s the embodiment of a couple. Their feelings for each other are so evident, it makes my chest ache. Love? Maybe, maybe not yet… a lot can grow in three months, from new flowers to emotions.

      I’m not jealous. Half a year ago, I might have been. But what I felt for Elias evolved to a different kind of love. Now all I feel is the fierce desire to kill anything that tries to come between them. They’ve gone through their own personal hells lately and are walking another one together, and I will be their guardian until my last breath.

      Elias senses my attention and looks over his shoulder with his usual smirk, his green eyes sparking with mischief when they flick toward Theo.

      “You wanna see us kiss, Byrne?” he calls.

      Theo blushes again. “No, I—”

      Nova stops our little caravan by planting her feet and grabbing Elias’s collar to yank him down at the waist and kiss him like it’s their last.

      I join in on the whistles and chuckles. We might be covered in blood and still jittery with adrenaline, but at least we know how to keep humor alive. We need it to survive this world, crawling with creatures that want to drain us all dry.

      My friends pull away slowly, their eyes half-lidded, as the others part around them, eager to get home. I march up to them to press exaggerated kisses to both their cheeks. We laugh, swatting at each other, and move on as a trio.

      Theo makes a strangled noise of disbelief.

      By the time we reach the invisible border of Langston’s purposely unmappable network of rock formations, the blue-black of night surrounds us.

      We slip into the crevice alleyway, shuffling sideways and downward until the water-damp passageway opens into what the Saia called Moss Hollow. The roughly circular gorge is shielded overhead with tall ledges and the thick canopy of leaning trees like a natural shield. The ground is a thick bed of leaves, dotted with moss-covered boulders. It isn’t far from the main cave and the waterfall, and that makes the whole sprawling park the perfect cover for an equally extensive network of human colonies to live and plot revolution.

      The first advice we got when we were first led here was to watch our step, because if we didn’t, we were getting a face full of rock. I mostly listened, catching myself just in time. Only my knees suffered scrapes.

      But I learned. And by now, I’m picking my way through with ease, even in the dark. The others, too, have mastered the safest routes.

      Theo cups his hands to his mouth and mimics an owl’s hoot. There’s a beat of silence, then shadows melt from the ledges, a fire at the center of the Hollow sparks to life, and voices strike up conversations.

      Cerise Kasa greets us first, flanked by her objectively handsome son, Dallin. They share the same brown skin, black hair, and light brown eyes. Their personalities are nothing but grave, only ever focused on eliminating the threat of vampires and protecting the Saia’s many colonies.

      She stalks toward us, Dallin looming over her shoulder, a full three feet taller than his mother and a physical warning backing her verbal ferocity.

      “Well?” she asks as torches are lit around the Hollow, her gaze flicking over each member of our group. “If they”—the scalding scorn meant for Sorin and Selene is fucking audacious—“aren’t here, and you are all mostly unscathed, I take it the mission was a success?”

      Everyone looks at Nova. While it isn’t only she who plotted to attack the Lilith Coven, the majority of the Saia’s operations took on were rooted in Nova’s experiences—the great-granddaughter of Virell Amerie, the man who singlehandedly doomed the entire world—and the reality that her blood is the key to a cure to vampirism.

      Nova’s lips thin. Elias steps impossibly closer, like the guardian he is. I fight a smile. Damn, he’s enamored.

      “Mostly,” Nova admits, her voice authoritative enough to sound like success. “Selene and Sorin”—she says their names pointedly, and Cerise doesn’t hide a slight bristle—“are interrogating Velina as we speak. They’ll get information by morning. The offer still stands to start intercepting blood cattle farms.”

      Cerise crosses her arms and glances at Darrin. Her disappointment makes me not hide my bristle.

      “They had better,” Cerise warns, eyeing Nova, Elias, and me as if we are the source of all her frustration, which, to be fair, is mostly true. “Otherwise, your usefulness to the Saia is wearing thin.”

      With that casual blow, she and Darrin join their colony members at the fire. Theo and the others follow. Only Theo looks back regretfully.

      I join Nova and Elias, who takes my hand in his as naturally as breathing, as he guides us through the narrow passage to one of the many caves used as living quarters. There are plenty that the Saia have made decently livable. In the wonders of nature, most caves are warm and deep enough to feel actually safe. Over the years, they’ve gathered remnants of pre-outbreak times, with mattresses being my favorite collectable.

      Nova pulls her hand free, stalking ahead, yanking Redmaw from its sheath and chucking it in the ribbon of water that runs through the section. We watch her disappear into the darkness.

      Sighing, I crouch beside the water to rinse my hands. Elias joins me with an even deeper sigh.

      “Trying to compete with my disappointment?” I ask, flicking water at him.

      He lightly shoves my shoulder, but his smile is brief. I still catch it in the firelight, so I know his inner turmoil won’t last.

      “All this time,” he mutters, “and there’s been no progress finding Ragnall, Project Dawn leads, or
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