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      *Sorin*

      

      The world is dying.

      We are dying.

      Hunger gnaws at my stomach, as it has for some time now. I think of it as a beast with dull, thick teeth that stopped growling long ago. Now, it’s just a silent, incessant thing.

      And it has a companion in my throat—only the beast living there has claws, and the scratches burn. Every swallow hurts. Every cough is parched, scraping me like dry brush.

      But I don’t give up easily. Scarcity is common now—food, water, supplies. Pain is just a symptom of being alive—akin to breathing, walking, and sleeping. Pain just is.

      It doesn’t stop Cassius from complaining, though.

      He knows pain better than any of us, of the physical type, anyway, and likes to run his mouth just to hear his own voice.

      “Everywhere’s running dry.” My oldest friend growls as he kicks a dented metal bucket. It clatters down the cracked concrete. Our worn boots rustle the invasive foliage thriving in the abandoned city. “Food’s gone. Food’s all damn gone.”

      I glance over at him as we walk down the street. “What else is new, Cassius?” I ask dryly.

      Cassius doesn’t answer. He just grumbles. He used to be a talker. The charismatic bastard could get us through any of the many sticky situations this world hurled at its dwindling occupants.

      But as food, water, and everything else became increasingly scarce, everyone’s soul has begun to change. Now, people aren’t who they used to be, in many more ways than one.

      His gold-brown eyes aren’t as sharp. They used to gleam with mischief and “roguish charm,” as Selene once pointed out. Now they are as dull as a useless coin.

      “Save your energy, idiot.” Selene’s quiet, not entirely unkind rasp startles me. I don’t outwardly show it, but she has a way of just knowing things. Her pale eyes flick to mine, and a weary smile ghosts across her mouth. “Spooked you that easily, Sorin?”

      I snort with equally weary laughter, but it hides my dread. She is taking the drought the worst. Her pale skin is gaunt and stretches thin, almost veiny, with purple hollows defining her eye sockets. She’s still ethereal, more than she’s ever had the right to be, but she moves more slowly, sluggish, saving what little energy she has without much sustenance.

      “Not spooked,” I tell her with feigned lightness. “Just glad you still have bite.”

      Her mouth twitches again, but it’s brief, just like everything else, though a spark flashes in her eyes, an echo of the vibrant spirit she used to be—and always would be. It’s just dimmer now. “Oh, I’ve plenty of bite.”

      I wink and guide her away from a chunk of upheaved concrete. She stumbles a little, and it breaks my heart to see the lack of grace I know she was born with.

      “I don’t doubt it,” I say. “Let’s take a break here.”

      Selene doesn’t protest as I lead her to the nearest building. The door is long gone, of course, the inside a looted husk, with not a single living thing to be seen or heard but for the snuffle of small skitter creatures. Those aren’t edible. Well, they are. We’re just not that desperate.

      Well, I think grimly, almost to correct myself.

      Then I mentally shake my head. No. We’re not scavengers.

      Selene drifts away from my guiding hand to slump against a wall and slide to the ground. She tucks her knees in and rests her cheek on one. Her pale eyes glow in the dark, damp space.

      I don’t care to discern what this building used to be. It doesn’t matter. It’s shelter from the sun reaching its peak. The heat makes the thirst and hunger worse. It isn’t kind to our skin, either.

      Cassius, still grumbling, follows as I crouch beside Selene. There isn’t much—nothing, really—that I can do to alleviate her pain and exhaustion. If I can’t ease my own suffering, how can I help hers?

      “We need to hunt better,” Cassius growls, stalking the length of the space rather than following Selene’s advice. “Track deeper into little crevices. Food’s hiding somewhere here.” He turns to me sharply, flashing his teeth. “We didn’t walk all the way to this hellhole of a city to wander aimlessly and hope food crosses our path.”

      His voice scrapes like stone against stone, another result of nothing to drink for days.

      I stand, ignoring how much effort it took just to do so. I face my friend, but his glare doesn’t soften. I don’t blame him. “Downfall, ironically,” I say tiredly, “is our hope. We haven’t been here in a while, and remember, we all agreed it was worth another visit. Word traveled that—”

      Cassius scoffs and waves me off. “Words are lies. Rumors are just that. There’s nothing but corpses here.”

      “We’ve only just gotten here,” Selene points out. Her voice, too, is husky and threadbare as if she has only so many words to say before her voice cracks into silence. “Patience.”

      “I ain’t got that shit anymore,” Cassius snaps, whirling on her, his eyes haunted but blazing. “I’m hungry. You think stomachs and throats know patience?”

      Anger, rare these days in the maw of exhaustion, flares in my chest. “Don’t get belligerent. We are not turning on each other. You hear me, Cassius Ellasar?”

      Cassius holds my glare, scowling, until a smile spreads across his stubbled face like a bloodspill. The expression is chilling even to me—and that is really saying something.

      Maybe we are turning into scavengers. Because scavenger is synonymous with desperate. And the desperate do not survive well these days.

      “Oh,” Cassius croons, tilting his head like a predator. “My friend utilizes my useless full name. I’m in trouble. Shame on me for getting on our leader’s nerves.”

      My jaw clenches and my spine locks. Darkness coils in my achingly empty gut, and I consider ramming my fist into his. It’s far from the first time we’ve argued about our survival. It’s what friends do sometimes.

      But this time, Cassius is provoking me—wanting to start a fight. The glint in his eyes borders on savage. As drained as he is, his spirit, his soul, still burns, and it has energy to expend.

      “Those days are long over,” I tell him through gritted teeth. “Heirarchy crumbled. We’re equals.”

      Cassius takes that in stride. He spreads his arms like a welcome. “Great. You’ll value my input, then. We hunt. Soon as the sun hides its bastard face, we go out. We chase shadows until we find attached bodies.”

      Honestly, I can’t argue with that. It was why we came here, though put into more violent descriptions. I glance at Selene, my anger fading back into default despair as I watch her shrivel day by day into a living ghost.

      I grate my jaw again, but this time it’s in resolve. I turn back to Cassius. “Fine. We take different directions. Meet here with whatever we find. Look for food, water, supplies, clothes—anything to help us survive our damned existence.”

      Cassius’s grin widens into something feral. I can tell he wants to bolt now, but the sunrays slanting through the broken window make him sulk. He nods, glancing at Selene. His gaze lingers, losing its glint. Something about that lingering makes my nape prickle.

      But Selene doesn’t look up, so he gives up with a huff and crosses the room to slouch in the corner. I let him sulk. He always comes around. He just needs time to decompress on his own terms.

      I sit beside Selene, knocking the back of my head lightly on the wall as I look up at the waterlogged, holey ceiling. Selene doesn’t move or speak, but I sense her shuffle closer. The air’s not warm or cold, just neutral, and everywhere reeks of decay and hopelessness.

      We are dying.

      And we really aren’t keen on dying.
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        * * *

      

      As we have already discovered, dozing conserves energy. We let our guards down more often than not these days just to keep that reserve.

      Cassius awakens first—of course he does—to awaken me and Selene with rough nudges to our boots. Selene startles, but I’m there to ground her. She calms, blinking slowly, her body already tempted to fall into rest again.

      “No, no,” I urge, hauling myself to my feet. “Up. Sun’s down, hunt’s on.”

      Cassius’s eager growl rattles in his chest as he strikes up a new pacing route. “Slicked throats, filled bellies, Selene. Worth the achy knees.”

      “Achy everything,” Selene grumbles snippily as she stands and struggles to keep her balance.

      We follow Cassius outside. Downfall is tinged red at sundown.

      “I go north,” he says, pointing. “Selene West. Sorin East.”

      Selene and I nod. It’s pointless arguing when the plan makes sense.

      And so we split up with the third and fourth beasts warring behind our ribcages: despair… and hope.
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        * * *

      

      I walk until I’m damn nearly limping and the stars mock us above in their faraway peace. The cool breeze kisses my skin, both a balm and an itch as it irritates the dryness.

      I find nothing to quench, nothing to satisfy, not a single warm body. The river that cuts through the far quadrant has dried up, who the hell knows when.

      Still, I cross the bridge whose structure is less than desirable and skid down the bank to the trickling veins of an excuse for a stream. The three of us carry waterskins like another limb. I unhook mine from my frayed belt and pop the cork, setting the lip of it to the water.

      Like a blessing from gods no one believes in, water fills the waterskin to the brim. Is it clean? No. Is it chilled enough to soothe burning throats? Hardly. Is it something?

      Yes.

      And that’s all I can manage.

      I knock the pouch back, gulping unattractively, my throat working painfully, until I drain the last drop. The mineral-rank water both burns and eases the strain, and when it pools in my empty stomach, it pangs.

      I glare at the excuse for a stream, betrayed. “Hypocrite,” I mutter as I fill the waterskin again—and drain it again.

      I refill and drink again and again until I want to throw it all up. Then I fill it once more and begin the trek back to my companions.

      I search hidey-holes as I go. I still find nothing but skittering creatures that are just as hungry. Maybe if I catch just one—

      “Won’t work,” Cassius says, startling me out of my thoughts. “It’s not worth the effort.”

      I join him at the end of the street, holding my waterskin out for him. “Drink half,” I order. “Other half is for Selene.”

      Cassius, for once, obeys. His face twists in disgust, but he doesn’t complain otherwise, handing the pouch back with a swipe of his tongue across his lower lip. “Found nothing but critters,” he reports flatly.

      “Much the same.”

      We turn at Selene’s rasp. She’s limping, her arms wrapping around herself as if her body is freezing. Hell, she looks eternally frail. Cassius and I meet her halfway. I give her the waterskin and she drinks carefully, her eyes half-closed to bare blue-purple eyelids as thin as flower petals.

      When she’s done, she looks at me with a plea. “More,” she whispers.

      I nod immediately and turn eastward. “This way to the oasis.”

      The world is dying.

      And so are we.
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      *Mara*

      

      What’s more human than dying?

      What’s more human than living?

      Either way, it seems to be up to vampires to decide.

      “Mara, duck!”

      I don’t question Elias’s shout—I duck.

      The vampire—an uncommonly broad brute of a Viral—screeches as the arrow pierces clean through his pale throat. Red-black blood sprays across my chest. It burns like hell, the smell rank, but it’s nothing new, so I twist out of the Viral’s stumble and kick toward him.

      My boot slams into the back of his knee. He wails again, falling face-first onto the concrete sidewalk. I heft my double-ended spear—I fondly nicknamed it Beheader, very original—and make it whistle horizontally.

      A roar bursts from my chest as the swing takes my last reserve of energy. The sharpened metal bites clean through the Viral’s neck meat, but it lodges into bone.

      That’s when teamwork comes into play.

      Elias is already charging toward us, his weapon less handmade—a crossbow that hadn’t failed anyone since he first got his hands on it that’s designed to shoot arrows with frightening speed and force.

      And he has impeccable aim.

      I don’t duck as he fires.

      The vampire twists his fangs toward me while clawing at his neck to dislodge the blade lodged in his flesh, then his whole body jerks and goes limp. Pulling my Beheader back as the vampire crumples, I watch him bleed out across the pavement from a sizeable hole in his skull.

      I huff, catching my breath, then look up at Elias. He’s grinning and panting, and then I’m grinning, too.

      “Nice day to not get sucked dry,” I say happily.

      Elias raises a bemused eyebrow. “It’s barely past dawn,” he notes, picking up the two arrows. He uses the overgrowth to wipe them as clean as possible. “And don’t say—”

      “Semantics.”

      “—that.”

      I laugh, and I’m only half-surprised how tired it sounds. I hoped the adrenaline would make me forget my exhaustion, but no such luck, it seems. I work to strap Beheader to my belt. I unlock the right end from the metal lock that keeps the two rods together to form one big spear, sheathing it on my right hip. The other end sheathes at my left hip.

      “There’s never just one,” I say as Elias matches my stride, his crossbow hooked to his belt. “We search while the sun’s high, then shelter for the evening.”

      “You think we’ll find anything or anyone here?” Elias asks. His voice is husky and weary, but when I glance sideways at him, his look doesn’t match his tone.

      Elias Reve is a warrior. Almost two decades of surviving have made him tall, muscled, and ruthless… but not merciless. His dark brown hair is plastered in places from bloodspray and sweat, and his eyes—as green as summer growth—are filled with both warmth and wariness. They’re set straight ahead, scanning for anything that moves.

      My eyes linger on his scars. Virals—the virus-infected vampires—use their claws as much as their teeth in fights. They are grossly long and yellowed, though always licked clean of whoever they just drained empty.

      Three long strips of raised scar tissue rake from Elias’ left temple down his cheek, and they end near his jaw. His dark stubble doesn’t grow there anymore.

      That’s the biggest one. The others are smaller, less brutal, but no less earned. They make him rugged, and whenever we pass through colonies, girls still have the survival instinct to swoon at his favorable attributes.

      “You’re gaping, Mara,” he says without looking. “Is the blood eating a hole in my face or something?”

      “Definitely,” I tell him, shaking myself, then turning to survey the sector of whatever city we are in. It was nicknamed Blood Quarter for pretty obvious reasons.

      Names are lost and found in this world, and found and lost again. Cities, towns, humans, vampires… It’s all just one big mashup of messed up.

      We walk in silence for a while. It’s becoming increasingly difficult to keep track of what we’re looking for. Food? Water? Civilization? Danger? All of it is a yes, and it’s exhausting.an

      But that’s life now. It didn’t used to be. No human nowadays can tell anyone what used to be really means, though. Every generation saw a different era of decay—old tech failing, new tech growing, then the inevitable downfall—but there was one constant that would never fail, whose generations would never end.

      Vampires. The Virals, of course… and the Subjects. But we haven’t seen them in a long time.

      “Are we going to do this forever?”

      Elias’s gait falters at my soft question. We slow to a stop and look at each other. His expression is as exhausted as I feel. My stomach aches, hollow as the city itself.

      “No,” Elias lies. Or maybe it’s the truth if he assumes we’ll die young.

      “I don’t want to die,” I tell him, still soft, my throat tightening with more than just thirst. “It’s been a year since we’ve been traveling together, Elias. What do we have to show for it?”

      His mouth thins into a sympathetic line, but his green eyes spark like popping embers. “We’re alive, Mara. That’s what we have to show. We’ve saved people—kids.”

      “Yeah, we have,” I admit.

      It was the day we met. Small scout groups from each of our colonies happened to cross paths when we were ambushed by Virals. The scout groups were all warriors, but mine had young siblings needing aid from another colony known for its plentiful healing herbs.

      Elias and I had acted first, and in the chaos, we killed one of the Virals that targeted the kids. Our groups decided to stick together and go to the healing colony.

      The whole way, Elias and I bonded, and soon after, our colonies decided that we should be independent scouts—travelers, representatives who went from place to place seeking better resources. We wanted to work together, and the responsibility of becoming nomads wasn’t ideal.

      Sometimes I resent my colony. Other times, I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      Elias gently bumps his knuckles on my arm. “There, enough said. Now, let’s get to that water tower before the sun starts setting.”

      So, we set off again. I feel a little lighter, but there’s always that nagging feeling of hopelessness. Resources are so thin….

      “There!” Elias gasps, pointing to a gap between two half-crumbled buildings. Then he frowns. “That’s not good.”

      “What?” I ask worriedly, standing on my tiptoes to get a better view. The hopeless feeling turned to dread. “Well, shit.”

      “Regulators,” we growl together.

      “We don’t have anything to barter,” I say, even as Elias breaks into a brisk walk. “They won’t let us get even close.”

      Elias grins over his shoulder. “If we can fight and kill vampires, we can earn some water.”

      “Earn,” I emphasize as I jog to catch up. “Regulators already have warriors. They won’t need two extras.” I falter, annoyance growing alongside the dread. “Damn, I sound whiny and negative.”

      “Hey, you’re just saying what I’m thinking,” Elias says. “We—”

      But he’s interrupted by a clatter. We whirl at the echoing sound of scrap metal being kicked, our hands ready to unsheathe our weapons. I scan the area, my heart pounding in my chest and ears, not in fear but in readiness.

      But nothing moves in the sun-created shadows. Nothing is slipping underneath the ripped awnings or climbing through shattered windows.

      Then, glass crunches.

      Above.

      Two Virals leer from the second-floor ledge of a hotel. They are ready to jump.

      And we’re ready to run.

      So we do, wordlessly, too much of a team to need direction. But we need to reach the water tower with the Regulator’s crest carved into it.

      Maybe we’ll let these Virals attack them, save them, then claim that’s payment for a canteen or two, I think darkly.

      It depends on how fast we run.

      Elias loads his crossbow without breaking pace as I unsheathe the right side of Beheader—Justice, I call it because it has a good-luck necklace wrapped at the base of the scythe. Vengeance, with its carving of my colony’s sigil, stays at my left hip.

      Noise erupts behind us. The Virals have strength, speed, and senses more heightened than humans could ever hope to have, and they’re getting way too close, way too fast.

      A bridge stretches ahead. It’s not a surprise to see it cracked and half-caved in. Green overgrowth makes it look pretty, somehow.

      And rigged.

      A delirious laugh bursts out of my chest as I recognize the human-made trap: dizzy snares. And where there are dizzy snares, there are hunters.

      Elias and I run straight for the crack. I sheathe Justice as Elias re-clips his bow. The Virals’ hissing is getting very close. They’re too thirsty to even think that they’re running into a trap.

      Vampires aren’t stupid—far from it—but their desperate instinct to bite and drink makes them reckless.

      I’m not afraid to throw myself in feet first, skidding down a layer of moss over concrete. It scrapes my jacket sleeves and pants, but it’s better than tripping on the nearly invisible wire.

      Elias joins me as we tangle in the thick overgrowth. We grapple for purchase in the vines, gasping and grunting with effort, but the sensation of drowning is worth it.

      The Virals trigger the wire. They scream as UV bombs explode, blinding them into brief disorientation—dizziness—and giving the waiting humans the chance to leap out of hiding and behead them.

      I duck my head and close my eyes as the bombs go off—they’re just pure light—and listen to the mad scramble of hunters. They roar warcries. The vampires hiss. Then I hear the slashing and bumping of the humans.

      A severed head rolls through the bridge’s crack and tumbles into the snaggles of vegetation. It goes right past my head and eventually lands on the street below with a meaty thud.

      A few seconds later, the second head does the same.

      Other than our heaving breaths of survival, there’s nothing but silence. I look at Elias wide-eyed and mouth the question, “What now?”

      But he shakes his head to say, “Wait. Listen.”

      “For leading them here, you get water,” the two people finally say. “But you’ve gotta bring their heads.”

      I let out a long sigh. There’s some relief in there, but it’s mostly resignation. I don’t want to bag a head, but if it means water….

      I climb down the vine ropes and snarled foliage. Elias beats me to the street, already kicking a head into a rusted bucket. I unsheath Justice and stab it through the skull and walk with it at my side.

      Elias matches my tired stride wordlessly as we make our way to the water tower.

      There, we’re met by the two Regulator hunters, a man and a woman smeared with black and green greasepaint for camouflage. They tell us to leave the heads nearby, then hand us two two-gallon jugs with thick wire to strap to our bags.

      “Thank you,” we say simultaneously with every bone in our bodies.

      Then I add, stupidly and bravely, “Uh, where can we find food?”

      The woman raises a brow that recognizes the stupidity more than the bravery. “Skitters everywhere. Good luck.”

      We exchange careful, thankful nods and go our separate ways. My neck prickles with nervousness that the rumors about Regulators prove true: They don’t give handouts. But there’s really no issue since we got some water, and I follow Elias to another building.

      We scout first, deem it safe enough, and find a door to the lower level. Everything’s concrete and metal, and it echoes. The air is stale, still, and heavy with iron—the iron of blood.

      But we hear skitters, and that’s all we need. We’re desperate.

      Elias and I track the creatures down, putting their furry bodies out of their misery, and pathetically celebrate that they’re not string-thin. The Blood Quarter has enough scraps for rodents to get fat, apparently.

      We cook four of them until crispy, then dig in, drinking water straight from the jugs. Hell, it’s good. Tears burn the backs of my eyes as the water relieves my dry-as-dirt throat. The meat hits my stomach, and I feel lulled into a sense of peace. Full bellies and wetted throats make one forget all other problems, at least for a little while.

      Safe for the moment, I sag against the wall and close my eyes. Elias does the same beside me. “We’re alive,” I murmur, half to myself.

      Elias hums, and I feel pleasantly woozy. “We’re alive,” he agrees softly. “We’re alive.”

      He says it like a promise. Part of me believes him, and part of me doesn’t. But he hasn’t betrayed that promise since the day we met.

      “We’ll find a safe haven, Mara,” Elias says as he pulls out his bedroll, urging me to do the same with a jerk of his chin toward my pack. “We’ll find a solution. I have hope.”

      That’s what our colonies told us to find: a safe haven. There are enough rumors to make it exist, but the question still remains.

      Where in hell’s name is it?

      Minutes later, we’re snug, our weapons and basic traps surrounding us. It’s barely past sunhigh, but we need to recuperate.

      I fall asleep fast, knowing Elias is a light sleeper and full of something scarcer than food and water… hope.

      He has enough of it for both of us.

      But I’m a light sleeper, too.

      I hear the footsteps first.

      And they’re too quiet to be human.
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      *Sorin*

      

      We follow the excuse for a stream, a ribbon of what used to be an irrigation canal stretching through most of the city. It’s our best chance to find sustenance.

      The streets of Vandal are equally pathetic. The air reeks of rusted metal, rot, and old oil permeating the concrete and foliage. The air is heavy, pressing on our lungs like an oppressive hand. Nothing is fresh or clean. Every half-collapsed building is a skeleton rotting with decay disguised in lush greenery.

      “It’s ironic,” I say out loud, “that nature itself is a parasite, and yet it’s the ultimate form of reclamation.”

      Our boots squelch on a thick layer of moss growing on the steep sides of the concrete canal under a surprisingly intact bridge. Cassius snorts and rips up a stretch of roots just because he can. Dirt sprays when he flings them aside, and the sound echoes down the canal.

      “We are parasites,” he grumbles. “Parasites aren’t supposed to die off. Reclamation? No. Nature itself,” he mocks me bitterly, “is revenge.”

      Selene’s foot slips on the moss-slick wall. She shrieks. I lunge to catch her, but Cassius is faster. He catches her by the torso, then both of them slide, with moss and grit grinding beneath them.

      Selene screams again, clawing for purchase in the slime, her nails digging trails. Her feet attempt to climb uselessly. Cassius roars in rage as he slams knee-first into the concrete, then skids fast.

      There’s nothing dangerous at the bottom, just the pathetic former canal, but panic is irrationality.

      As Cassius hits the bottom, I reach for Selene, catching her wrist and hauling her up to a patch of concrete that is not layered with moss. I clutch her body against me even as the rank stench of the plant assaults my senses. It squelches between us where it covers her.

      “It’s okay,” I tell her as she hyperventilates. “There is no danger. There’s nothing here that can harm….”

      I trail off when I see something dark beneath Selene’s claw marks in the moss. It’s concrete, but there’s something painted on it.

      Something slinks down my spine, something colder than slime. Memories crowd my mind like suffocating fog, and suddenly I feel the need to tear my throat open at the world for its unfairness. Darkness coils in my gut, replacing the hunger. My teeth ache. My fists clench. Rage and fear and resentment build so fast and hard.

      “We slipped?!”

      Cassius’s bellow breaks my turmoil as quickly as a finger snap. I’m still holding Selene while he stomps and splashes the ribbon of water.

      “We’re hungry, thirsty, exhausted—and clumsy as whelps out of the womb! This is ridiculous. No grace! No strength! No—”

      My friend rambles on. I know nothing he says will have substance, so I help Selene climb onto flat ground and sit her at the edge. She’s trembling like a leaf in a winter storm, her eyes bleary despite the simultaneous wild light in their pale depths.

      I don’t have a blanket. It was ruined two days ago beyond being kept. Our clothes are disgusting. We have to find something new. I’m sure there are dead bodies somewhere to thieve from.

      As usual, I know better than to ask Selene if she’s okay. I ensure that she won’t move, then skid slowly down the angle to the place she’d clawed up. My hands and feet threaten to slip and slide on the slime, but focus keeps me in place.

      I swipe the green away, scratching chunks to reveal the marked concrete underneath. A metallic tang coats my tongue, and it has nothing to do with my current thirst. The sound of clinking instruments ghosts in my ears. My heart pounds into them like a drum, drowning out Cassius’s snarl.

      “What the hell are you wasting your time on?”

      His anger at the delay and my mindless digging are both justified. He doesn’t want to linger in any place that embarrasses him. I know when he sees the symbol, he will smash it into pieces.

      Yet I dig until it is fully displayed.

      So many emotions and memories flood me that I’m numb.

      “Sorin?”

      Selene’s murmur startles me more than any shout of Cassius. I look up, and she’s still sitting where I left her, but she leans forward, her eyes brighter, more intent. She recognizes the symbol of ruin, too.

      My jaw clenches so hard it hurts. “Selene,” I growl with my own intent.

      She shakes her head once. “It’s not worth it. Don’t let him see.”

      “See what?”

      Selene winces as Cassius storms up the hill, running his hands through his nape-long dark brown hair. I don’t have time to cover the symbol.

      He stops short, staring at the immortalized paint, cracked and scratched. I brace for an outburst, but I get… nothing. There’s no reaction, not even a clenched fist. He’s just preternaturally still.

      Somehow, that’s worse than lashing out.

      Selene and I don’t dare breathe while we brace ourselves.

      Cassius lifts his head and says flatly, “I’m hungry. Find clothes while I search. And shelter. Make a fire. Keep her warm.”

      “I am warm,” Selene says, suddenly sharp. “We need to stay together.”

      I nod to agree with her, and I block Cassius’s path up the canal wall. His expression is emotionless, but his eyes blaze hotter and fiercer than wildfire.

      “She’s right, Cassius,” I say, more harshly than I intend. “We cannot afford to split up, get lost, or get into trouble. We need—”

      “We need food,” Cassius snarls as he pushes me aside roughly. “Selene won’t last much longer.”

      He starts storming down the street. I catch up despite the pain it causes in all parts of my body, grabbing his arm and yanking him back. He whirls, his teeth bared, but I bare them back.

      “You don’t scare me, Cassius,” I hiss, well aware of his dark side and what he will do and say because of it. “We are a team, and you will listen to the majority.”

      Cassius barks a laugh so derisive it feels like a physical blow. Yet I don’t yield a single step. “Listen to you,” he sneers. “Leader through and through. Can’t change anyone. You’re becoming weak, Sorin. And I have no patience for politics and hierarchies and shit. Time’s running out. We reek like sewage. Move.”

      I move. There is no point in arguing. It’s a waste of energy and breath. The last thing I warn is, “Don’t kill anyone.”

      Cassius huffs noncomitally and storms off.

      There’s no point watching him go, either. I turn to Selene, who manages to stand, though she looks as if the next breeze can tip her over. I rejoin her with a resigned sigh.

      “He’s mostly right,” I say quietly, attempting a smile, but it only feels grim and defeated.

      “We smell,” she agrees with an even smaller smile. “You are not weak, Sorin.”

      “Thank you. Come on. I saw an apartment building back where we came.”

      We walk at her pace. It does not disperse the smell, nor did it allow for the mind to wander beyond what was hyperfixating on.

      Selene did not need the ability to read my mind. “That part of our lives is over, Sorin,” she says, half sympathetic, half berating. “None of us, not even Cassius, can change that. What’s done is done, and we can only move on.”

      “I know that.” I sigh, defeated, observing the abandoned microcosm. Decades had eroded everything, both man-made and natural, and left behind only scraps. It was all so desolate compared to how it used to look. “But vengeance lives in our bones.”

      “Vengeance is our bones.”

      We find the apartment, a tall, rectangular block of crumbling brick. Like everything else in Downfall—that isn’t what it used to be called—I realize that now, after we saw the symbol of its ruination. It is overtaken by the ironically spectacular growth of vibrant greenery: moss, lichen, and weeds.

      “There are sure to be rooms not entirely raided,” I tell Selene as I step through the archway where a door used to lead into a small lobby of dented mailboxes in the wall. Long gone was the security system of locks and keys and cameras in corners. The second entryway’s door was still hanging on by a single hinge.

      I chuckle when I see the state of the stairs, but Selene shoots me a glare. “I will slip on moss,” she snaps, “but I will lose grace tripping on vines. And no, I will not be drinking from them again.”

      I let her lead to the first floor, quietly amused by her carefulness, regardless of her snap, and relive the disgusting taste of vine water. It hadn’t been the worst, but we were as keen about retrying as we were about roasting skitter creatures.

      We needed real food.

      The floorboards creak under our feet as we wander down the dark hall. All four surfaces are moist, stained, and peppered with holes large and small, made by everything from critters to angry fists. Nothing smelled fresh. Only the plants thrive, drinking what we can’t.

      It’s quite a disappointment that we have no desire to meet the roots thriving where we can’t.

      We each take a separate room to search the closets.

      Both apartments have enough clothes for the three of us to last a week—if we are mindful of our surroundings.

      We change, and when Selene emerges, her face is what it used to be: fierce, confident, sharp, and elegant.

      It was all in her attitude.

      She flaunts the musty, critter-nibbled jacket and shirt, the ripped denim pants, the oversized boots.

      “Far from my old style,” she muses, brushing her hair with a forgotten comb. “This moss—oh, interesting,” she adds, taking in the similar getup I’m wearing. “Far from yours as well.”

      I snort, though it isn’t nearly derisive enough to come close to Cassius’s. “I can fare enough with this. I prefer it, actually.”

      Selene’s smile is brief but genuine, memories sparking in her pale blue eyes. “It suits you far better.”

      I feel an odd, severely human pang in my chest. We have all gone through all sorts of hells, but for me in particular… well, what Selene says means more than I’m ever willing to admit.

      We take everything we can carry, stuff it all into our worn packs and into other satchels we find stuffed in closets.

      But still there’s no food.

      Cassius, as much as my instinct rebels against the very idea, is our last hope. His determination, though dark and bloody, may yield results.

      Hopefully not too bloody.

      Because there will be blood.

      Selene and I leave the apartment behind and follow the corner Cassius turned down. It isn’t easy to track him with so many other scents and occasional dust clouds stirred by the breeze.

      And then, in the near distance, we hear a female shout—and the painfully familiar sound of a crossbow let loose.
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      *Mara*

      

      We are squatting in the same building as Virals.

      Their footsteps grow faster and louder when they catch our scent.

      Elias and I are already moving. We gather our supplies and haul them on our backs. Every action is second nature, and I do not panic in the process. This situation, irritating among other emotions, is nothing new.

      Or avoidable.

      The traps are useless now. We leave them as they are. Now they’re nothing but wasted resources.

      It’s better to leave stretches of wire behind than die by vampire bite and virus.

      “There’s another stairwell,” Elias says, barely winded as we run down one metal hallway after another. Stale, cold air slashes at my cheeks. “Wherever it spits us out, we drop our shit and fight like hell.”

      “It’s a plan,” I agree. “How dare they interrupt our nap?”

      Elias chuckles in a breathless laugh. “Have I ever said how much I value your ability to turn a dire situation into a joke?”

      “No,” I laugh back as we hit the stairs with concave concrete. “But you can mention it more. Fuels my ego. Ego fuels my survival skills.”

      “Good to know. Landing coming up—ah, hell!”

      The Virals had caught up. I stupidly look over my shoulder and see that there’s only one. I don’t get a good look at him in the unlit space, but it is unnerving that we hear more than one pair of feet and only one body appears.

      They were smart enough to lay ambushes like the Regulators. It’s animal instinct to herd their prey into a corner.

      But Elias and I aren’t prey. We’re definitely not predators.

      We’re warriors.

      Elias and I exchange a look. That’s all we need to devise a different plan.

      He goes on ahead, his footsteps echoing. I stay behind on the landing, my hands on Beheader’s two pieces, and face the stalking Viral one step at a time.

      His chest is heaving with primal want, his chin slick with drool and his mouth parted just enough to reveal the fanged canines.

      His eyes are blood-red, his hair choppy black.

      My fingers twitch on Justice and Vengeance. Now it’s a matter of which one to draw that this Viral deserves.

      “Tear your throat open,” he rasps, his nails screeching on the railing as he drags them along the metal. “Drink you to husk. Lick your veins clean. Gnaw on your bones.”

      I wrinkle my nose and unsheathe Justice. “That is just gross,” I state flatly. “How about I put you out of your misery instead, vamp?”

      The vampire opens his jaw as wide as it can go, his fangs fully bared, and hisses with a feral, mindless glitter in his eyes.

      That would be a no.

      My heart is pounding louder than the Viral’s snarl. My body wants to flee, but I hold it in place and lift Justice. I just have to swing at the right moment. I’ve done it dozens of times. I’m not afraid.

      But I am.

      I can ignore it.

      The Viral is too lost to hunger to defend himself. All he has on his mind is to plow into me, knock me over, hold me down, and drink. And my higher ground is the perfect spot to avoid that.

      His arms outstretch. My arms wind back.

      He tenses to leap. I adjust my grip.

      He bows his head to ram into my gut.

      I swing.

      The scythe cleaves through flesh and spine in a clean, brutal shear. The Viral’s head snaps back, then tears from its body. Head and body bump and tumble down the steps as the stench of blood stains the air.

      My arms go slack, and I stumble backward into the wall. I slump against it, allowing myself to slide down. Justice clangs as it lands on the concrete. My heart is beating so loud, I’m not sure whether I’m breathing. And my muscles burn like hell.

      “Mara!”

      I look up at Elias’s shout. He’s leaning over the rail of the stairwell two floors up. I don’t hear any sounds of pursuit.

      “I’m okay,” I call out, but my voice cracks. I clear my throat and resolve to stand. “I’m okay. I’m okay….”

      “I’ll wait here,” Elias says with admirable patience. “Take your time.”

      I wheeze out a laugh as I mount each step. “We have that?”

      “I value your ability to turn a dire situation into a joke,” he calls down.

      Black-red blood burns my cheek, and I scrape it off with my sleeve. “Ego successfully boosted.”

      “Good. Translate it to thigh power. Chances are, they are going to ambush us somewhere.”

      I grit my teeth and do as Elias suggests. I lose track of time and space in that short sprint to catch up.

      When I do, his hands brace my arms to steady me. I look up to meet my green eyes with his. There’s nothing but pride in them… besides the usual apprehension, of course.

      As I catch my breath, Elias checks that our bags are fully secure. The water jugs are heavy and sloshing, but they’re our key to survival, so they’re heavier in a second sense too. They’re worth it. Pain is worth it.

      It must be. Otherwise….

      I swallow the last of my breathlessness and nod at Elias. He nods back. We continue up one more flight of stairs to the ground floor, emerging into the foyer of the former hotel. We’re both on edge and on guard, listening for our enemies. But there’s only the scuttle of critters and buzz of insects.

      “Kill or new shelter?” I ask quietly as we inch toward the entrance.

      “Preferably—”

      That’s all Elias can say before two Virals burst out from another door. They barrel toward us at frightening speed, hissing with their fangs bared and their fingers splayed to grab.

      We already have our weapons out.

      Elias aims and shoots. The arrow springs free with equally frightening speed. It punches through the chest of a Viral with black hair and unnaturally blue eyes. He staggers, clutching the wood stuck in his ribs. Elias shoots again, and it goes through the vampire’s skull. He crumples in a blink.

      Meanwhile, my fight is more close-quarters. There’s no time to click Beheader together, so I only wield Vengeance. I want this done quick.

      I swing with a warcry, but at the last second, the brown-haired, brown-gold-eyed male jerks. Instead of slicing into his neck, the scythe bites into his bulky shoulder. He snarls furiously—and takes advantage of my lapse of shock.

      He’s not a Viral. He’s a Subject.

      With his free arm, the Subject grabs my throat. I gasp and release my spear. It sticks and hangs grotesquely in his shoulder for a moment before squelching free and clattering on the ground.

      I choke as his grip cuts off my airflow. My hands scrabble at his face uselessly, too exhausted to claw, and he laughs—intelligent, cruel intent. His maw opens, hissing as his lips peel back to show fangs. He pulls me closer, forcing my head to the side to bare my neck.

      I’m not dying today!

      I headbutt him.

      He snarls, but it barely spares me a second. Still, I make myself go limp and heavy instead of fighting. The change in weight earns me another half a second, so I drive my knee up. He recoils to avoid it, and it unbalances us. His other hand catches me.

      Now both his arms clutch me. All I can see is the depths of his gold eyes, alive with malice.

      And then life winks out with the sound of nightmare itself.

      Vengeance juts out from his skull, which is now halfway cleaved.

      I gasp at the sudden stillness as Elias rips it free. The Subject flops to the floor in a heavy, dusty heap, his brain matter exposed.

      I don’t look as I take Elias’s offered hand. He heaves me up and steadies my stumble.

      “A Subject,” I say in a strangled choke.

      “I know,” Elias says grimly as he stares at the body. “It’s been a while.”

      I sheathe Vengeance, my hands trembling so badly I keep missing the loop. Elias steadies me again. I was shaken. Simple as that. “I’ve never—one’s never gotten—”
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