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      *SORIN*

      Shame is as inevitable as a sunrise–as spilled blood.

      And so am I. I’m the one who rises over the horizon, the one who pricks the skin of the innocent.

      We all fight our battles. But the battlefield I walk through is littered with both guilty… and innocent. Which is which? It’s a matter of perspective. But the deciding factor is always blood: who bleeds it, who draws it… who feels guilt.

      Who doesn’t.

      Oh, to not be crippled by existentialism.

      As a human, I was. As a vampire transformed by the failed Renie serum, I was not. As a reformed vampire, I am.

      Reformed.

      Now reverted.

      Or so Katerina Cross believes.

      Until she does not, I will pretend.

      Oh, pretending takes a toll on the soul, a soul that Katerina Cross believes I do not have.

      But I do. I do, and it longs.

      Carnage dries tacky on my skin, my hair, my clothes. It crusts under my nails, flakes from my eyelashes.

      Still, I think of her.

      The core of my soul…. I replaced it with her: her curiosity, her ferocity, her smile, her snarl, just… her.

      Mara. Mara Winslie. A human, a mortal, lovingly, innocently, human.

      She would hate who I’ve been forced to become, that I’ve chosen it—all to protect her. To shield her soul from evil, I will return to the monster I was.

      The battle is baseless. It proves nothing but an ego bolstered by past violence.

      A collecting, a culling… whatever Cross chooses to call it through a fanatic lens, I am to spearhead it. I am spearheading it.

      I lead her ever-increasing army. I aid in growing it through death, suffering, and silent reassurance that it won’t be so bad when it’s over.

      Once, I would have reveled in it all. Now, I weep for the souls twisted into monsters worse than me.

      My senses seek out the living. There aren’t many this time. The cattle farm was a decent size, but so is Cross’s new army, and their frenzy is far more uncontrolled. They get carried away. They never cared from the beginning.

      That is why they are to be culled. Not yet, but eventually, when the bodies we collect today become successes, though the chances are very slim.

      It’s all quite ironic. Katerina Cross, descendant of the man who created this madness just over one hundred years ago, wishes to perfect his serum. From the beginning, Renie was a pure intention with catastrophic consequences. To say it is wildly malformed is the understatement of the century, quite literally.

      The villains we face…. They wish to better the state of the world. It is overrun by monsters. They wish to stop the very thing they’ve become. But the way the path they choose to follow to do so… is monstrous.

      And here I am, caught between them.

      As I wade among bodies, taking the possible viable ones, carrying them to the cart until they pile high, resisting the burning urge to drink what leaks from them, all I can think is… how nice a fire beside Mara would be.

      Just that… a campfire, a log to sit on, something fragrant roasting on the spit, stars above, and a stream babbling in the distance. These are simple wants, human wants.

      Mara would be sitting beside me, smiling, asking about the past long gone. She never minded my dark past, never shunned it, never brought it up. Would she still think that now, if she saw me among this morbid sea?

      The horses can only pull so much weight. With the army sluggish behind the cart, I take the reins and walk, letting the clopping of hooves and snorts of the gentle beasts take me away from the present to escapism through daydreaming.

      In those dreams, Mara is keeping stride, teasing my outdated beliefs. Selene is stalking on my left as we banter about something neither of us would admit mattered. Elias and Nova, a few paces behind, are so overtly in love that it’s a fifth presence.

      Gideon Tayen’s escapism is the present. He is blood thirst. In my opinion, he is little more than a hyperactive boy bored with dominating the weaker strength of his enemies.

      The resemblance to Selene is nearly nonexistent, personality-wise, at least. Eerily, the physical resemblance somehow traveled this far down the line of their family—pale blond hair like the moon, eyes as muted blue as a winter sky. His build is slender, made for speed, not brute strength.

      That is where the similarities end. Perhaps he should have waited until his frontal lobe fully developed.

      Eighteen years old….

      My chest cinches each time the thought resurfaces, and it snatches me out of my daydream. Both Projects Dawn and Renew preyed on the ignorant, the inexperienced, with the promise of healing. The cost of believing them was unimaginable. And I am the one living it.

      If living could ever be the right word for this.

      Gideon jogs next to me as if we’re cooling down after a long run. “Can we pick up the pace, general?”

      “No,” I say frankly. My field of vision does not extend beyond the faded, weed-cracked road—only ahead… not behind, nor left, nor right, just forward. That is all my superhuman body can manage.

      “Hm.” Gideon matches my pace: even, elegant. But the restlessness is bitter on my tongue. “You’re like my grandfather,” he remarks. “Grumpy old man, annoyed by kids running around and tripping over their toys.”

      I grunt. My own cultivated elegance finds no place in the middle of nowhere like an ancient yet postmodern hearse.

      “You don’t know anything about me, do you?”

      At that, however, I almost falter. But I won’t entertain his attempt to connect. I turn to him sharply. “No. And I do not care to. I am not your general. I am not Cross’s mutt at her beck and call.”

      I bare my fangs, and Gideon winces, falling back a step in submission. That’s the opposite of what I wanted to happen.

      “I am her prisoner,” I hiss, to Gideon as well as the part of me that keeps defiance afloat, “but I—”

      Gideon’s gaze hardens, his brows dark and mouth thin. He does not have fangs, but the warning is evidence in his presence alone.

      “You’d better not be thinking about escaping, Kavish,” he says in a voice too ordinary to be capable of the destruction he’s wrought. “I am at Cross’s beck and call. I will report any mutiny.”

      I look ahead again, neutral while he remains bristling. Brainwashed. Imprinted. Loyal to Cross to the point of killing for her.

      Regrets are many as a vampire, but one thing I can be grateful for is that my mind and body are mine. It is owned by no one, controlled by no one, claimed by no one.

      Mindless fool, I want to growl at him, both out of anger and pity. But I don’t. Biding my time is all but expected.

      I have seen the rise and fall of covens, including my own, and I know the braces that crack first. I will watch some of them break on their own….

      And I will break the others, as many as it takes to bring this whole operation to its knees.

      Wait for me, Mara. Do nothing reckless, and I will return to our misfits.
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      *MARA*

      I’ve been very reckless lately: shamelessly, dangerously, annoyingly.

      Sorin would be ashamed.

      Well, it’s his fault I’m being stupid, the dumb, handsome, selfless, noble son of a bitch.

      Half the time, my throat is choked up, burning with tears, the same mantra playing in my head guiding my every action: I’m going to get you back, Sorin Kavish. Wait for me. I’ll find you. I’ll search a thousand Project Dawn labs if that’s what it takes.

      Because that’s how many it feels like we’ve found.

      Really, it’s only been five, five too many.

      Where could that Cross woman be hiding?

      The city is nowhere near as expansive as Grafton, where the world-ending project began, but the scale is still overwhelming, though neither compare to the scale of the mountains rising behind it.

      Between that and the city is a stretch of wide, flat basin of the same burned-red earth, empty enough to make the hair on my arms lift.

      “The city is called Redvers,” Selene says, her silver-blue eyes flat and lightless as she looks around the towering brick buildings, walking beside me astride Storm. “The city of rivers. We won’t find Renew here.”

      My jaw clenches as I click Storm forward, his hooves clopping on the asphalt. “Well, then, maybe we’ll find something to kill instead.”

      The wind whips my hair back, as tangled as the brown strands are, as the gallop takes us into the maze. I can’t understand the city’s name. All cities have one big river weaving through them. But multiple rivers…. My mind doesn’t have the energy to daydream about anything but reuniting with Sorin and killing Cross.

      We gallop a few streets down, left, right, then left again. Everything looks the same: high-rise husks with uncountable windows, nature reclaiming what man built a hundred years ago with fingers of vines and ivy, trees rooting through cracks in the sidewalks, rubble left idle, cars—that’s what Sorin called the weirdly-shaped metal things—rusting where they were left in the scramble to flee the pandemic of blood-drinking monsters.

      Well, guess I was wrong. Redvers is an accurate name.

      I pull Storm’s black mane lightly. That’s all it takes for him to trot to a stop at the crest of a hill where the city seems to drop away beneath us. He snorts and tosses his head as if to tell me to eat my words.

      It’s not just one river cutting through. It’s three.

      They split through the city like veins, the biggest one through the center. Another veers off around a distant block. The third bends softer, topped with a half-crumpled bridge. They’re all barred in by walls of greenery, overgrowth that survived the past hundred years.

      So that’s how a city earns a name like that.

      I sit here longer than I mean to, staring at the murky, stagnant water, knowing rivers always lead somewhere. Good. Maybe they’ll lead me to him.

      I barely register when my friends join me.

      Nova rides our other horse, Flint, a gray, big-hearted bully of a beast, and trots up beside us. Elia walks up with Selene a few moments later. It’s really saying something about our shitty situation when those two stick together.

      “It’d be really pretty if it wasn’t ugly,” Nova states, barely looking up as she adjusts her axe in its sling across her body. Selene had snuck back into Langston Ledges to swipe Redmaw back from under the Saia’s nose.

      I snort, even though it makes me want to crack a laugh. “Insightful observation, Nova.”

      “What can I say? I’m a poet. That’s what it’s called, right, Selene?”

      “I find it hard to believe,” Selene drones, looking at her nails as if she purposely doesn’t want to see the rivers, which makes me wonder if this place has bad memories, “that only a century can erase what a poet is.”

      I lean my cheek onto Storm’s neck. He’s warm, bristly, and his neck muscles are twitching, but he’s tolerant to the point of amusement. Anything I do to him, he’ll let me.

      “It’s not,” I say. “We’re just uncultured. We don’t have much time to write poetry when we’re learning how to kill vampires at age six.”

      Now she snorts. “No books in your colony’s army? What a damn shame. Are we walking or what?”

      “Have you been here before?” Elias asks, lovingly brushing Nova’s fingers with his own as he passes to catch up to Selene. “How far is this from Downfall?”

      “By car,” Selene begins with a long-suffering sigh, “about three hours. But we have walked all over creation of this state.” She pauses, then adds, quiet enough that I almost don’t hear her over Storm’s clopping, “Yes… I have been here before.”

      I glance at Nova, whose mouth goes thin. We’re thinking the same thing: something bad happened to her here.

      As if sensing the pity, Selene hisses and turns on us. The sudden movement doesn’t frighten either of the horses. “If we go anywhere that I have a good memory of, I am an imposter.”

      My heart pangs, half unexpectedly: expected because of Selene’s natural cynicism, but unexpected because it’s sadder than her usual pessimism. It’s been four months since the five of us first set out to fix the world. I hated her and Sorin—vampires who destroyed the world, who preyed on humans. Those are the reasons I was born to hate and hunt and kill them.

      But now, I care for them deeply. They’re my friends. We’re a family.

      “Then we find one,” I announce, now deeming it a secondary mission, and perhaps a distraction from our misery over Sorin’s loss.

      Elias beams. Nova shakes her head in amusement and exasperation.

      Selene ducks her head and growls under her breath. She doesn’t like attention, either.

      We reach the bottom of the slope, turning the horses parallel to the river. The water barely looks like it’s moving. Where would it lead us if we followed it?

      Selene relents with another long-suffering sigh. “Yes,” she says quietly, “this place has good memories for me. I used to drive with friends to bars and concerts.”

      I exchange glances with Elias and Nova. They look just as confused as I feel.

      Selene notices. “Forms of entertainment,” she says sharply. “Fun things before I started dying from a deadly disease and couldn’t afford medical help. All my money went from buying fun and excitement to delaying my own death.”

      Our shared looks turn sorrowful. We could complain about our misfortunes all we want, but they’ll never amount to the ordeals Selene and Sorin went through.

      I have happy memories. I have special places. But it’s been almost two years since all of them, two years away from my family, my colony, my home.

      Selene once explained what homesickness was. I’ve felt it before, just twinges here and there when things get too overwhelming, but they always smooth over, and I move on.

      But suddenly, now, it hits me like a punch to the gut that leaves me breathless, aching, and heavy.

      Mom. Dad. Olivewood.

      I don’t know how to get home from here. It might as well be another year’s journey.

      I’ll return. One day, I’ll return home, changed, grown—and with two vampires in tow, along with the woman whose ancestor caused the end of the world.

      Yeah, my colony will really love that.

      For now, my found family will guide me to our original objective: Stopping Project Dawn. When the experiments stop forever, the world will heal.
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      *NOVA*

      The city of Redvers is regrettably gorgeous.

      The rivers, though clouded with sediment, still sparkle in the afternoon sun’s rays, which bounce off their surface. The light slices around desolate buildings, highlighting the cracks in the roads and the abundance of foliage that has reclaimed the city.

      This place is less eerie than Grafton, the city where Project Dawn originated, but the back of my neck still prickles with the feeling that we’re being watched here.

      Of course we’re being watched. Virals and Subjects overtook every major city and town, living in the darkest corners, stalking every alley. Sunlight doesn’t bother them, but they prefer the cover of darkness to catch their prey unaware. Still, Virals are brainless sons of bastards, and chances are, we’re going to be jumped.

      Then again, we’re a more formidable team than we were at Grafton as two scrappy duos and my lonesome self: one pissed-off vampire, one hellbent human woman with two scythes meant for lopping heads off—and damn does she know how to use them, one human man with a poleax with three different varieties of stabbing and a guardian complex, and me, trying not to wince every time Flint’s gait jolts my ribs.

      I’ve been shunned, hated, and hunted my entire life. I’m a woman whose blood every villain wants to claim, like I’m not a body, just a moving, blabbering vial of blood for the taking for their own twisted purposes. To them, I’m just a prize to haul, to bruise, to preserve until the next collector.

      Nova Amerie, the key to the cure for vampirism… the end of the end.

      “Your great-grandfather created the end of the world.” Sorin had said it before I gave myself up to save them. “You can end the end.”

      But I’m just one woman. How am I supposed to fix everything?

      I can’t bear to see every reminder of what my family has done. I tear my wandering gaze away from the city and toward my fingers, which are cramping in Flint’s long mane. The scars from the wrist restraints burn where the coarse hairs rub, a phantom ache that never quite goes away, even after a month.

      “Nova?”

      The love in Elias’s voice makes me want to fling myself into his arms that feel like home.

      I feign a wicked grin at him as he walks beside me, effortlessly keeping up with Flint’s pace. My neck pops when I tilt it toward him. I slept on it wrong. I always sleep wrong now.

      “You look exhausted,” he says flatly. His eyes flick toward Mara, a few feet ahead. “And she’s going to ride until she falls off. We’re stopping.”

      He puts both hands on Flint’s shoulder. The stupidly obedient beast slows and stops, tossing his head in a sudden admittance of relief.

      I scowl and stick my tongue out, refusing to admit just how exhausted my body really is, but he’s already jogging to stop Storm, who also seems happy for a break.

      Mara, however, clings to Storm’s neck with all her might. “No! We’re still going. Move, Storm! Crush his toes—”

      Selene appears beside Elias, as if she can transform into wind, glaring at Mara with palpable venom. “Get down here or I will drag you off.”

      “Do it,” Mara snaps, tightening her arms.

      As Selene does indeed pull Mara off Storm, kicking and screaming, Elias returns to me. He extends a hand. I consider ignoring him and jumping down on my own. But I’m not that horrible of a partner, nor am I that stupid. My ribs would never forgive me for hurting them more than they already are.

      Who can be mean to a face like that? Scruffy, handsome, scarred, and eyes shadowed underneath with exhaustion… Elias is a perfect specimen.

      He grips my waist, and my ribs flare under the pressure. I suck in a breath too fast as my body goes stiff, not with fear but with reflex. He loosens his grip immediately, his eyes widening in worry, before lifting me gently, lowering me to my feet like I weigh nothing.

      “I’m sorry,” he murmurs quickly, looking me up and down as if he expects me to have a gaping hole in my stomach.

      I wave it off as the pain subsides, though I curl my fingers into his shirt to steady myself. The five-day kidnapping journey with Velina’s coven idiots gifted me constant pain that’s probably chronic already.

      Carefully, Elias pulls me close, tucking me against his chest. For a moment, I brace for him to pull me in too roughly, but my worry dissolves instantly. I melt into him, my eyes fluttering shut.

      My Elias… it’s in his arms where the world quiets. He is a balm to the raw hurt Sorin left in all of us.

      He presses his lips to the crown of my head. Tears burn the back of my throat. I never thought I would earn the love of anyone, least of all someone so selfless like Elias. He’d fought and bled through vampire country just to find me, battling an army alongside my friends, just to save the one person who doesn’t deserve to be saved.

      “You don’t have to pretend, Nova,” he whispers. “It’s been too long to keep masking your pain.”

      I bury my face in his chest, both ashamed and desperate for comfort. “And you don’t have to be so perfect,” I mumble. “But here we are.”

      Elias chuckles once, and it’s only mildly exasperated. He pulls away gently to interlace his fingers with mine. Then he smiles like he’s up to something.

      I narrow my eyes. “What?”

      “Come with me.”

      I’ll never say no to that.

      While the commotion of Mara and Selene fades into the background, he leads me to a concrete bench overlooking the river and brushes off the plant litter so I can sit. The stone’s chill seeps into my skin immediately, and I shiver, but it eases the tension in my lower spine, and the relief of getting off my feet and sitting on something not alive and moving is simply amazing.

      I turn toward him to make an existential remark, but before I can even open my mouth, he kisses me.

      His mouth is soft and insistent, and I inhale sharply because I wasn’t prepared for his mischievousness to lead to this.

      I twist to meet his kiss with my own, fisting his shirt on instinct. He exhales like I’ve knocked the breath out of him, one palm already heavy on my thigh, the other cupping my jaw.

      I take that as a challenge.

      Oh, you want to get touchy?

      Without breaking the kiss, I shift onto his lap, swinging a leg over his. My ribs protest at the sudden movement, but I ignore it. I’m not letting pain take this away from me.

      My thighs now bracket his hips, and I grasp his shoulders to steady myself, to prove to myself that he’s here, solid, warm, and alive.

      Mine.

      He groans at the new position as his hands skate up my sides, slowly, like he’s ensuring I’m here and solid and warm and alive too.

      In the heat of the moment, he forgets my tender spots. When his fingers splay over my ribs, I break the kiss with a sharp inhale. He pulls back immediately.

      “I’m sorry—”

      “Don’t,” I breathe back, kissing him again before he can retreat further. “I’m fine.”

      It’s only half a lie. But I don’t want careful. I want reckless abandon.

      He keeps his touch light despite my reassurance, caressing my waist instead, his thumbs pressing gently into the curve of my hips. The kiss slows, deepens, sealing us away from the messed up state of the world.

      I slide my fingers into his hair, tugging slightly to tilt his head. He makes that low sound that he hums when he lets his inhibitions fall away, vibrating through our chests.

      And for a second, I forget everything: the desolated city, the dead ends, Sorin… the weight of my blood.

      For a second, I’m just a woman sitting on a cute guy’s lap, and we’re nothing but breath and heat and the steadying strength of his hands holding me like I’m worthy of more than I’m reduced to.

      I shift slightly to get comfortable, and that’s when I feel him.

      Right between my thighs.

      I freeze, breaking the kiss. He does, too.

      This is far from the first time this has happened. It better be far from the last, for the flush of his cheeks.

      As if this is our first kissing session, Elias tries to shift, tries not to jostle me while adjusting with a mumbled apology.

      But I’m not letting him be shy. I want to feel him.

      I move, a single slow, deliberate roll of my hips.

      His breath shudders out of him, watching me with heavy-lidded eyes gone dazed with attraction.

      My lips meet his again, and the moment I let my own wickedness take control, I feel the tension coil tighter low in my belly, and something dark and pleased flutters in my chest at the effect I have when he groans with restraint.

      “Nova,” he begins, strangled, as I rock intoxicatingly slow.

      It’s getting out of hand fast. But the capacity to care depletes by the second. Weeks have gone by without intimacy, at least, with nothing more than just stolen kisses and holding hands or cuddling for warmth in the shared wagon. My escapism demands something sinful.

      I drag my fingernails lightly up his neck. His shudder only fans the heat building inside me as he slips his hands under my shirt. My skin prickles when he braces me between my shoulder blades. He slides his other hand up my side, tentative, testing, asking permission without words.

      I nod breathlessly, desperately, then almost go boneless when he cups my breast, just barely holding, no palming, just the heat of his hand….

      I let my mouth trail from his lips to his jaw, the scrape of his beard scruff sending another wave of pebbles down my skin. I thread my fingers through his hair, tugging slightly
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