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        TENET 1: You shall not lay a hand upon another. The Savior alone determines who is deserving of punishment, for judgment is not within the purview of man. To exercise violence without justification is a slight against the Savior; to take a life is the gravest of all sins.

        —The Prophet’s Modern Translation of the Holy Book

      

      Like most sinners, I do my best work at night.

      The outskirts of Valestadt are dark as I swing myself onto the balcony of Malte Pietersen’s sprawling three-story home. Huffing out a breath, I peer through the balustrade to survey the manicured garden below. Stout trees shiver in the wind, silhouetted by the glow of the moon. I hunch my shoulders and pull my hood closer to my face. Something about the silence has cold threading along my bones.

      Or maybe I’m just paranoid. Eyes narrowed, I track an unmarked car that speeds past, hubcaps gleaming beneath the incandescent streetlights. Regiment agents. I’d recognize the slick black vehicles with their bulbous fenders anywhere, and I don’t relax until they’re out of sight. It’s an unnecessary instinct, really: The Regiment poses little threat so long as I can rely on its Prophet to wrangle me out of trouble. Still, Gabriel’s displeasure if I’m caught will be far worse a punishment.

      Pietersen’s house is quiet. Set back from the main street, it was almost too easy to grapple my way up the ivy-encrusted brick. I adjust my gloves and peer through the glass doors, trying to see past the moon’s silver reflection. Outlines of furniture are visible in the sparsely decorated parlor beyond, but the room is definitely empty.

      Impatience sours my throat as I jam my pick into the keyhole. When I feel the back of the lock, I yank it out again, turning my tension wrench. A number of the pins fall into place. Rich as he is, Pietersen ought to have invested in better security measures, but I know how the Regiment feels about modern technology. I pick the remaining pins with quick efficiency, holding my breath as I turn the handle.

      It gives, just as I knew it would, and I step into the deadly quiet room.

      The air smells like lemon oil polish and new furniture. It feels suffocatingly still after being on the balcony, and I thank the devil when the wooden floorboards don’t creak beneath my feet. With a final glance over my shoulder, I begin a slow creep to the hallway, squinting as my eyes adjust.

      I’ve barely made it clear of the parlor when I draw to a halt, every muscle in my body tensing. A warm glow emanates from the room adjacent, the door open just enough for me to hear the rapid tap-a-tap of a typewriter over the frantic slam of my own heartbeat.

      Pietersen. It has to be.

      You are a ghost, Talin, Gabriel reminds me ahead of every new assignment. My sinners are never seen, never heard, until the moment they strike.

      Normally I don’t need the reminder. Resent it, even. But Pietersen is different from my regular marks. He’s an ex-Regiment agent with one hell of a chip on his shoulder, and this isn’t a simple reconnaissance job. I’m not here to blackmail or make threats on Gabriel’s behalf. Pietersen is dangerous, and he burned every possibility of a second chance the moment he walked away from the Regiment with years’ worth of information. Not the kind of information you can steal back, either, but the kind that exists only in his head. It makes him a threat. A liability.

      That’s where I come in.

      Once you work for the Regiment, you don’t simply switch careers. You know too much about the less-than-official activities of Sundbourg’s leaders, which means you’re locked in for life. I often wonder—with increasing apathy—whether that applies to me. I have little to do with the Regiment itself, but the Prophet requires the same kind of unwavering loyalty and compliance.

      I’m not particularly loyal to anyone. I never have been. But I’m one hell of a good liar when it suits me, and that’s sort of the same thing. Now, three years on, I’ve sinned more on Gabriel’s behalf than most people have sinned in their entire lives.

      I kind of hate us both for it.

      I steel myself as I nudge the door farther open. The soft light of an emeralite lamp spills across what can only be an office, bookshelves lining the room’s perimeter. Between them a mahogany desk faces the window overlooking the side garden, and I give a silent sigh of relief that I didn’t approach from that direction.

      Because Pietersen sits at that desk now, shoulders stooped, the incessant clicking of his typewriter made strident in the dim.

      Even sitting, he’s obviously a tall man, but what I can see of him doesn’t strike me as particularly dangerous. His shoulders are narrow, his sandy hair shot through with gray. His neck is thin. When he turns his head slightly, I can see that he wears glasses. He looks more like a Regiment scholar than a former agent, given that the latter tend to be more physically imposing.

      When the Regiment wrested control of Sundbourg a century ago, their goal was to replace the political elite and exchange progress for a reversion to traditional values. As such, factory workers, millwrights, and coal yard laborers were among those offered new employment as Regiment agents. The trend held for a while, but now intelligence—not to mention ruthlessness—is in higher demand than physical prowess. Pietersen is living proof of that.

      Though not for much longer.

      Hovering on the threshold, I feel like the ghost I’m meant to be. A specter in the night. My hands are clammy, but my grip on my gun is secure. In moments like these, I’m acutely aware that I’m precisely the monster my family believed I was. As I stare at Malte Pietersen’s back, I can almost feel my mother’s cold fingers on my skin. Hear the unerring alto of her voice as she recites passages from the holy book, pleading for her eldest daughter’s deliverance. For a moment I’m sitting on the edge of a too-small bed, white shift pooling around my ankles, silently praying for the opposite.

      I’d known even then that holy things were not for girls like me.

      My mouth thins at the memory, bile rising in my throat. Fury is a second heartbeat within me, coiled against my ribs like a vital organ. It’s the only constant in my life—except, of course, the knowledge that my death is looming. And that when it comes, it’ll be slow and brutal.

      In a way, Malte Pietersen is lucky. I’m a practiced shot, my aim unerring. He’ll have scarcely a breath’s worth of suffering. I’ll make it quick.

      And I do.

      He bleeds profusely but dies swiftly. Head wounds are like that. He never knew I was here and didn’t feel a moment’s panic. Nonetheless, a weight drops into my stomach as I watch his blood spread across the wooden floor, reflecting the light in shattered increments. I await the suffocating pressure of regret. The sickening scrape of horror, or for guilt to hit like a physical blow.

      But as always, there’s nothing. Nothing but the whispered judgment of the wind battering the window and the screech of tires in the distance.

      In death, Pietersen looks calm. He’s slumped back in his chair, head lolling to the side as it bleeds. His eyes are partially open. The human body is too fragile, I reflect as I close them. Too soft.

      I step away from the blood, heart pounding as I use one gloved hand to yank up the sleeve of my leather jacket. The skin of my arm is mottled with reddish-purple splotches that seem darker every time I dare to inspect them. Grimacing, I shove my sleeve up farther. The leather is uncomfortably tight around my bicep, but I can see the marks creeping up my inner arm, camouflaging the slight jut of my basilic vein.

      I release a shaky breath. The Bloodrot has spread, just as I feared. There’s a reason violence is the deadliest sin. I knew murdering Pietersen would have an effect, but this…

      A woman’s voice jolts me back to awareness.

      “Malte?” The sound seems to carry up from the ground level. “Malte!” A dead man’s name hurled again and again; the sobering blow I was waiting for.

      A baby begins to cry, and suddenly I find it hard to draw breath. The unmistakable tap of footsteps sounds in the nearby stairwell as the baby’s wails grow shrill and piercing. Pietersen’s wife and child, undoubtedly. He had a fucking baby. I rarely stick around long enough to learn anything about those I kill on Gabriel’s behalf, but now the knowledge is inescapable.

      Gabriel had to know about Pietersen’s family—that they would be at home—and he sent me anyway. I clench my fists, fury spreading through my tainted veins. I’m ruining other people’s lives while simultaneously ruining my own. Every kill, every sin, ensures that death will come for me all the sooner, claws at the ready.

      I don’t know why I’m still hesitating. If Pietersen’s wife catches me here, I’ll have to kill her too.

      You are a ghost.

      I press my lips together, thoughts whirling. There’s no way of getting back to the balcony without being spotted. I can only see one other option.

      I fire a single shot through the window, then duck away from the glass that sprays Pietersen’s body. Wincing at the crunch, I leap onto the desk and kick at the remaining shards until there’s a jagged opening large enough to fit through.

      The last thing I hear as I launch myself out the window is a woman’s bloodcurdling scream.

      I hit the ground with a grunt and a graceless roll, every bone in my body protesting at the impact. It’s not the first time I’ve leaped from such a height, but I’ve never been particularly good at sticking a landing. Fingers scrabbling in the grass, I push myself to stand and tear across the yard, the air above me punctuated by gunshots. It would appear Pietersen’s grief-stricken wife knows how to use a firearm.

      Good for her, I think grimly, then reconsider as a bullet embeds itself in the ground beside me. I hiss a curse and launch into a sprint, not bothering to vary my path. The sliver of moon offers little illumination, so it’s dark enough that the woman has to be firing blindly.

      The main road is mercifully close. I take a sharp turn the moment my boots hit pavement, flattening against the nearest building. My chest heaves as I fight for breath, and my back is damp with sweat. A quick scan of my clothing indicates that at least I avoided Pietersen’s blood. The only evidence of my botched task is the bits of glass in my hair, and I shake them loose as best I can.

      I need to get out of here. It’s not that I didn’t expect someone to find Pietersen’s body—I just didn’t plan on it being so soon. Usually I’m long gone by the time someone notices my mark is dead. Any moment now, Regiment vehicles will come skidding into the neighborhood, and Gabriel will have to pretend he doesn’t know a single goddamned thing about it.

      He won’t be happy when I tell him about Pietersen’s wife. When you’re hired to sin for the Prophet, you don’t disappoint him.

      Once I recover my breath, I take off at a rapid jog. Soon the wealthy residential area gives way to the incandescent lamps and paved streets of the downtown core. Relief courses through me as I inhale damp air. In Sundbourg’s capital city of Valestadt, everything exists in monochrome, with each intermittent burst of watery light casting the concrete buildings around it into shadowed ambiguity. It’s easy to blend in, and I become a phantom in a street where nobody will spare me a second look.

      I keep my chin down as I pass a row of closed shops, awnings shuddering in the breeze. My parents used to bring my sister and me here when we were young, and the memory has my chest clenching painfully. We had loved spending a day in the heart of the capital, riding the train past the abandoned factories of the Outskirts until we spotted the cluster of government buildings in the distance. But that was long ago, before my parents dragged our family to a remote community and did away with all traces of modern life.

      I remember that day with excruciating clarity. It was the day my mother and father became unrecognizable versions of themselves. The day I’d thought with an eerie, horrible detachment: I suppose I don’t love them anymore.

      Even after three years, I still don’t know how to deal with the commotion of a place like Valestadt. I’m not accustomed to the noise. To the crowds of people who would shy from me if they knew the truth.

      Not that I have much use for other people. My entire existence revolves around Gabriel. It’s a sad existence, but what other options do I have? He’ll never let me go. I know too much, and he likewise knows each and every one of the terrible things I’ve done.

      The moon has retreated into the clouds by the time I reach Gabriel’s home. The absurdly grand building takes up half a city block, surrounded on all sides by a pointed cast-iron fence to conceal it from passersby. If the Regiment is a modern kingdom, then Gabriel is the current king. His entire property is imposing in an unwelcoming way. This is only compounded by the Regiment agents who greet me at the gate, gray uniforms pristine and mouths unsmiling.

      “Name?” the largest of the four agents asks as I approach.

      “Talin Keller. Still.” It irks me, how committed they are to pretending they don’t recognize my face. Gabriel’s personal security detail knows everything about him, which means they know what I do for the Prophet. In fact, sworn to secrecy as they are, they’re the only Regiment agents who would recognize me at all.

      The man makes a show of checking his notes. For what, I have no idea. It’s not like I have—or need—credentials. A heartbeat later he nods, adjusting his visored cap. “Go ahead.”

      With that, I pass through the gate and into the Prophet’s home. The current head of the Regiment, the country’s salvation, and the most famous person in Sundbourg, my employer is powerful in every way that matters. To me, he’s all that matters.

      And I’m desperate to be free of him.
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        “He came when Sundbourg needed him most. Unrest had reached its zenith, deaths from the Bloodrot had doubled, and a diabolist stalked the streets. The people appealed to the Regiment in droves only to find its response lacking—that is, until him.”

        —Essay on the Ascension of the Prophet: pg. 1

      

      The Prophet’s home is the perfect representation of the man himself. Everything is sleek and shiny, from the polished wood floors to the stairwell’s gilded banisters. The ceilings are high, vaulting toward crystal chandeliers and covered in antique tin tiles. Art lines the walls, most of it set within expensive antique frames.

      Gabriel has always loved art, from realistic landscapes to impressionist pastels to eerie, incomprehensible scenes that might be some artist’s interpretation of hell. Everything about the place makes my skin crawl. It’s less of a home and more of a Regiment building—of which there are many around Valestadt, all with the shared goal of upholding security and maintaining the status quo.

      A cavernous room down from the entrance holds a collection of beautiful sculptures, most of them taller than me. Given my stature, this isn’t much of a feat, but up on their marble pedestals they loom larger than life. The figures wear flowing robes so painstakingly carved that the fabric looks soft to the touch. Each one is anatomically perfect in their various poses, but the realism is spoiled by their vacant expressions. Even engaged in false battle, they’re too perfect, made inhuman by their impassivity. I halt amid the inert congregation, scowling when I realize I’m not alone.

      Yannick and Darva, Gabriel’s other hired sinners, are already here. They stand an uncomfortable distance apart, arms crossed, as motionless as the sculptures. They don’t agree on anything, save their mutual dislike of me. We’re technically all competing for the Prophet’s most lucrative jobs, although he doesn’t compensate me the same way he does them. Still, it’s been well-established that I’m Gabriel’s favorite. His feral little ghost. The girl he loves and destroys in equal measure.

      Yannick, a small man in his thirties, has been working for Gabriel since long before I arrived. He couldn’t find another job after being released from prison—a common problem—which is why it’s not unusual for ex-cons to be taken on as hired sinners. The wealthy, powerful, and devout are known to snatch up competent criminals to do their dirty work. With his narrow shoulders and boyish face, Yannick doesn’t look like much, but he’s a master extortionist with a penchant for torture.

      When Gabriel wants someone disposed of quickly and quietly, he uses me. When he needs information first, he uses Yannick.

      I don’t know much about Darva, who’s less forthcoming than Yannick. I can’t even tell how old she is. She’s a tall woman with straight, chin-length black hair, and her arms are mottled with the same markings as mine. Unlike most sinners, however, she seems to wear the affliction with pride. A couple of her fingertips are grotesquely discolored, skeins of deep purple diffusing out from beneath the nails and over the tendons in her hands. They’ll eventually turn black, which signifies that her time is almost up.

      That’s what the Bloodrot does. It comes for you when you commit the sin of violence—most specifically, murder—by stealing your life and poisoning your veins. The other five sins—deceit, covetousness, egotism, carnality, and impiety—have a negligible impact in comparison. If you look closely enough, almost everyone has some evidence of the Bloodrot imprinted on their skin, but those of us who sin for a living are easy to identify.

      “What are you two doing here?” I demand. Rarely do Yannick, Darva, and I find ourselves in the same place at the same time. Gabriel prefers to treat us like wild animals, keeping us separate in order to avoid the inevitable altercations.

      Darva fidgets with the pendant at her throat. Like me, she wears a thin chain bearing the Markovich crest—the symbol associated with Gabriel’s family name. Unlike me, she seems to touch the five-petaled flower in subconscious anxiety. “The Prophet summoned us. We’ve been here for an hour.”

      “Waiting for you, I expect,” Yannick says. His shrewd eyes take in my disheveled appearance. “What was the assignment?”

      Of course they know I’ve been carrying out a job for Gabriel. At the reminder, my frustration is back in full force. I wonder if Regiment agents are already at the scene. Whether Pietersen has already been carted out in a body bag, and if Gabriel has already ordered evidence destroyed. For priding itself on righteousness, the Regiment is as corrupt as it gets. What else do you call an institution that condemns any advancements not devised by its own scholars? Progress doesn’t happen in Sundbourg until it’s deemed to align with Regiment values, which means progress rarely happens here at all.

      “Execution of an ex-agent,” I tell Yannick, the words sharp and clipped. We aren’t in the business of discussing our assignments with one another, and I’m not keen to start now. “What exactly are we meant to be waiting for?”

      I only came here intending to make a quick report to Gabriel. No matter the hour, it’s expected that we let him know when we complete an assignment.

      Yannick runs a hand over his buzzed head. “I expect the Prophet has a job that requires all three of us.”

      “He would never ask us to work together,” Darva snaps before I can say the same.

      Neither sinner meets my gaze, and I understand what Darva really means: that Gabriel would never ask either of them to work with me. They don’t like the way I appeared seemingly from nowhere at nineteen years old, brought here by the Prophet himself. They resent how I get away with small acts of defiance. What they don’t realize is this: Where I came from, you either conformed, or you committed to rebelling with everything you had. I chose the latter at a very young age.

      And once you choose rebellion, it’s not an easy habit to break.

      “What about you, Keller?” Yannick asks, affecting a mocking nonchalance I know he doesn’t feel. Like Darva, he’s wary of Gabriel in a way I’ve never quite managed. “Think you could keep up with me on a job? Not everything’s as simple as a quick bullet to the head, you know.”

      I only shrug, tracing the outline of my gun at my waist. “If you don’t shut up, Yannick, I’ll prove a bullet to the head does the trick just fine.”

      It sounds like posturing even to my own ears, but part of me means it. I can’t stop hearing the wails of Pietersen’s baby. Generally I’m not too fussed about murder, and refusal would mean losing everything. But this… It’s different, somehow. Pietersen left his position with the Regiment willingly, which makes me wonder if he saw the militarized theocracy for what it is. Maybe he even left because of his young child. And although I pulled the trigger, his death feels like Gabriel’s fault. Since there’s no way I can take my anger out on Gabriel, perhaps Yannick will do.

      Or maybe I just want to watch someone bleed who deserves it.

      Before I can dwell on that foolish idea any longer, an impatient voice summons our attention. An agent stands at the far side of the room, one arm propping open the door behind him. Darva’s head shoots up, and both she and Yannick dutifully wind their way through the maze of sculptures.

      I trail behind them, trying to get my temper under control. The agent at the entrance to Gabriel’s office gives me a too-curious look as I clench my fists and step across the threshold.

      The Prophet’s office is larger than my entire apartment. Plush burgundy rugs carpet the floor, and heavy silk drapes shroud the single arched window. An enormous desk dominates the space, strewn with a variety of documents I know I’m not allowed to look at. A throne-like chair sits behind it. This is where Gabriel usually waits, his long, pale fingers resting atop the gilded armrests, his posture tense and impeccable.

      Tonight, however, the Prophet stands at the window, his hands clasped behind his back as he peers out into the dark streets. Darva and Yannick hover just inside the door, their combined apprehension thick in the air. Only once all three of us are inside does Gabriel Markovich turn around.

      He’s taller than average, but he looks positively gargantuan now, cast into stark relief by the feeble moonlight. His suit is immaculate despite the late hour. I’ve always wondered if the way he presents himself is intended to distract from his youth. Only a decade ago he was a young Regiment chaplain keen to devote himself to the Savior, which means it was even more recently that he killed the last surviving diabolist—the sole act of violence the Prophet has ever committed.

      Assuming you believe the stories, diabolists were powerful creatures that looked human but fed on sin by coaxing confessions from their victims. Gabriel supposedly managed to destroy the last one, sparing Sundbourg from a reign of terror and emerging with neither injury nor any sign of the Bloodrot. Rumors were quick to attribute this triumph to the Savior’s divine interference, and this, along with Gabriel’s inexplicable charisma, led to the rise of the Prophet.

      I don’t believe diabolists ever existed in the first place, let alone that Gabriel managed to kill one. But no one cares what I believe, and at this point the story might as well be written into the holy book itself.

      Hinges wail as the first agent lets the office door close. Gabriel gives a thin smile. Normally he’s the picture of poise, but tonight I can’t help feeling the tethers he keeps on his emotions are beginning to fray. His gaze, the deep blue of a late-afternoon sky, finds me first. I stare impassively back. By now I’ve had a few long years of learning to behave in his presence.

      “Talin,” he says, making my name a lovely thing. “I see you’ve returned.”

      When Gabriel speaks, I can almost understand why all of Sundbourg is willing to follow him. He has the kind of voice that makes you want to listen. He speaks with the sort of authority that makes you sit up and take note, and his presence is both a comfort and a threat. You only need to look at the Prophet to understand this: If you’re on his side, you’re protected. If you’re against him, you’ve chosen poorly.

      I bite the inside of my cheek before replying. “It’s done.”

      Gabriel’s gaze hardens. Abruptly I deduce the reason for his strange behavior: He’s already heard about Pietersen’s wife. He knows I left a witness. I’m not sure how much the woman saw as I leaped from the window, but being seen at all is a failure. To Pietersen’s wife, I hadn’t been a ghost. I’d been a living, breathing person who’d just put a bullet in her husband’s head.

      But “Good” is all Gabriel says, and I realize Yannick and Darva are glancing curiously between us. They can tell something’s amiss.

      The Prophet sighs, trailing fingers through his ink-spill hair. “I take it you’re wondering why you’re all here. And no, I’m not going to make you cooperate on a job, so don’t worry about that.” He smiles to himself as if enjoying a private joke before sobering again. “My request is simple. You see, I’ve been advised that another community of Solemn Apostles may have emerged near the border with Brevania. We’re not sure if the information is reliable, but if it is, it’s imperative that we determine whether these Apostles are with the Regiment or against us. As we know”—his attention slides to me—“communities in the past have been…unpredictable.”

      I go perfectly still, my teeth snapping together. The last thing I want to do is talk about the Solemn Apostles, especially with Yannick and Darva present. An extremist offshoot of Sundbourg’s state religion, the Apostles indoctrinated my parents, stole what remained of my childhood, then poisoned my entire family against me. Known primarily for committing to an isolated, less complicated way of life, they interpret the holy book as literal fact. The last community I know of was mine, and everyone remembers how that ended.

      Seventy-three people destroyed alongside the temple. Seventy-four if you count the baby my sister, Ilse, had been carrying, courtesy of the much-older Vicar Johannes. Every adult but me, burned to death in the raging fire. An entire community wiped out, their children left to pick up the pieces. And a part of me is horribly glad for it.

      I just wish Ilse hadn’t burned alongside the rest.

      “Keep an ear to the ground,” Gabriel continues, pacing over to his desk and settling in that absurd chair. “If it truly is a new group of Apostles, fine. But dissenters will sometimes try to camouflage themselves as something they’re not.”

      That last part, at least, feels directed at me. I suspect he’s long been able to tell I don’t quite subscribe to his beliefs, the same way I’d never subscribed to those of the Apostles. Since I’m good at my job, he doesn’t raise the issue. Usually.

      His words are an obvious dismissal, and Yannick and Darva turn to leave. When I make to follow, however, Gabriel gestures for an agent to block my path. The uniformed man glares down at me with disdain.

      “Talin,” Gabriel says softly. “Stay another moment?”

      A chill runs down my spine, but I dip my head, avoiding Yannick and Darva’s searching gazes as they pass.

      The moment I’m alone with the Prophet and his security, the air turns electric. My anger and Gabriel’s displeasure collide to permeate the room. I anticipate he’ll speak first, but he doesn’t, continuing to watch me as if waiting for the same. His face is expectant, lines bracketing his slightly downturned mouth. Long fingers interlace beneath that pointed chin as he angles forward in his chair.

      Fuck it.

      “He had a baby.” It’s not how I intended to start, but the words burst out of me. I fight to keep my voice steady, even though I want to slam a fist down on the Prophet’s desk.

      Gabriel frowns. “Who?”

      “Malte Pietersen.” It’s uncomfortable, speaking the dead man’s name aloud. I know how it feels to lose a father. I lost mine long before his actual death.

      “Talin.” Gabriel says my name yet again, this time with overexaggerated patience. “I can’t allow a former employee to spread Regiment secrets simply because he decided to reproduce. He’s not the first person you’ve killed with a child, and he won’t be the last.”

      Logically I know that must be true, but I don’t usually hear my mark’s family screaming over their bloodied corpse.

      “You know how I feel about murder,” Gabriel goes on, arranging his expression into one of regret, “and I’m well aware of the cost. I only request it of you if there’s no other option. In this case, there wasn’t. It’s an unfortunate set of circumstances, but we can’t change what’s already done. So sit with me, and together we’ll say a prayer for Pietersen’s loved ones.”

      For a long moment I can only stare at him. If I move, if I speak, I don’t trust myself to keep the overwhelming desire for violence at bay. I want to scream that prayer means nothing. It changes nothing, just as he’s already pointed out. The deed is done, and the idea of praying for a dead man’s baby is laughable when we’re the reason he’s dead in the first place. It’s like stabbing someone and offering them a bandage as they bleed out.

      But years of working for Gabriel means I excel at disconnecting, and I settle into the chair across from him without another word.

      Gabriel doesn’t pray aloud. His plea to the Savior is a silent one. I wonder, not for the first time, how he does it. How he can believe the Savior places love and goodness above all else, only to come to Him with a heart full of the opposite.

      “The Savior will take Pietersen’s family into his loving embrace,” Gabriel declares, and I lift my head to see him studying me.

      I want to tell him I don’t understand how that makes any difference. According to Vicar Johannes, I spent my youth in that loving embrace, and yet I’ve never felt it. Not once.

      Gabriel places his unmarred hands on the desk, palms up. It’s an invitation, and after steeling myself, I set my hands in his. I can feel his warmth through the leather of my gloves. I hate to admit it, but something about his touch quells my fury slightly. It’s rare that anyone touches me. Lately, whenever I make contact with another person, it’s to close their eyes or check for a pulse.

      For a time when I first arrived in Valestadt, I experimented with intimacy against Gabriel’s wishes. I learned the bodies of men and women alike, as well as those who fit within the confines of neither. But it was often mechanical, fleeting, and besides, it’s become too difficult to hide the Bloodrot. Even other sinners ask questions when the affliction has progressed this much.

      Of course, this leaves Gabriel as the only person I’m close to. I resent him yet am unable to resist his pull. It has nothing to do with his looks, though he’s undeniably attractive. There’s something about the Prophet that makes you yearn to please him. There’s something about his pleasure that makes everything leading up to it feel not only worthwhile, but necessary.

      “I know Vada Pietersen saw you,” Gabriel says, causing me to tense. His fingers tighten around mine, iron-firm, and my heartbeats seem to congregate beneath each point of contact. “I’ll admit, I was frustrated at first. I know you could sense it, in tune with my emotions as you are. But as we prayed just now, I wasn’t merely praying for Pietersen’s family. I was also praying for the strength to forgive you. And the Savior granted it to me.”

      Convenient. “Pietersen’s wife scarcely saw a thing. You don’t need to worry—it’s not going to come back on you.”

      “Ah, my lamb,” Gabriel sighs. “How many times do I have to tell you? I don’t only worry for myself. I know Vada Pietersen shot at you. When I tell you to be a ghost, it’s for your own protection.”

      “It won’t happen again.”

      “I’m impressed, you know. That you would think of Pietersen’s family…it shows empathy.” He releases my hands. “As a sinner, you may never see paradise, but the Savior’s mercy is still working within you. You are learning to care for others, and that is a beautiful thing.”

      Anger burns my cheeks. I already know how to care for others. Once I cared for my family, my sister. But the world showed me that caring, no matter how well-intentioned, only leads to pain. And like any other animal, people are hard-wired to avoid pain at all costs.

      I’d been a fool tonight. I’d let myself empathize with a woman I didn’t know, who ought to have been aware of the risks when she married a Regiment agent. I’d empathized with a child who would remember nothing of what happened.

      Gabriel is accustomed to me saying little and continues without needing a response. “That’s not the only reason I asked you to linger. I know that you, more than Yannick or Darva, will be able to discern whether the new community of Apostles is legitimate.”

      I understand what he’s getting at. “And if it is?”

      “Then there will be no need for action. The Apostles follow the same teachings we do.”

      “The way they implement them is dangerous.”

      “They can be intense,” Gabriel allows, “but their love for the Savior is pure. I do not begrudge them that.”

      “Pure?” I spit, rising to my feet. “I’m lucky I escaped the Apostles alive.”

      A muscle twitches in one side of Gabriel’s sharp jaw. “Yet you only remain alive because of me.”

      He’s played a winning card, and he knows it. My chest heaves as we stare each other down, the pressure of his deep-blue gaze scraping away at my will.

      “I don’t want anything to do with the Apostles,” I say finally. “Legitimate or otherwise.”

      Gabriel’s too-pleasant smile is a warning. “And yet, you’ll do as you’re directed. Won’t you?”

      There’s no use arguing further. At his core, Gabriel is not so dissimilar from Vicar Johannes and the men I grew up with. In my personal microcosm, he’s both savior and devil, both benefactor and exterminator. He can snuff me out just as easily as he gifted me a purpose. Awareness of that fact is a relentless pressure at my throat.

      So I back down, just as I always do. Just as I’ve been doing for the past three years. “Where do you suggest I start?”

      The question is stiff, but my tone is even, and Gabriel relaxes. Smugness plays around the corners of his mouth.

      “Why don’t you start with the Trench?”
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        “The Regiment is the regulatory body established following the official unification of church and state in Sundbourg. When a series of smaller countries erupted into what many historians now consider to be the peak of intracontinental discord, the Regiment oversaw the dissolution of individual governments and consolidated military, parliamentary, and religious power in Valestadt, Sundbourg’s capital city.”

        —A Brief History of the Regiment: pg. 4

      

      For a heartbeat, shock overwhelms all else. “I thought I was forbidden from going to the Trench.”

      The Trench is the unofficial name for the southernmost part of Valestadt. The Regiment lost control of the area some time ago, which means it’s now a haven for criminals, heretics, and dissenters. Most casual sinners frequent it often, or even live there, but there’s nothing casual about the sins I commit. The Trench is supposedly overseen by a mysterious figure called the Warden, who—if you believe the rumors—is anything from a former hired sinner to an organized crime boss to a diabolist.

      Not that most people dare voice the latter aloud. Gabriel is meant to have killed the last diabolist, after all. Thanks to him, there is no longer any creature that can grow more powerful through sin. Instead we can only suffer from it as the Savior intended.

      Despite my skepticism, part of me wishes diabolists had been real. To grow stronger from sin, instead of weaker? I want that. I want it so badly my bones ache.

      As for the Warden, they say nobody has ever seen him or even knows what he looks like. Perhaps he’s merely a story designed to keep the Regiment away from the Trench and not a real person at all.

      “I am making an exception,” Gabriel says, “because word travels faster in the more…unsavory parts of the city. I’m trusting you, Talin. Share nothing with others, but learn what you can from them. Last time we received a report of a new branch of Solemn Apostles, it turned out to be a group of practicing skeptics.”

      As if that’s somehow worse. To Gabriel, I suppose it is, given that impiety is a sin. I only nod, schooling my expression back to one of calm.

      “Now, I have work to do. I’m giving a sermon tomorrow.” Gabriel drops his gaze to the papers on his desk, and I take it as the dismissal it is.

      As I stride back down the hall lined with artwork, buried memories come rushing up. The phantom sensation of Vicar Johannes’s broad hand at my throat, and the way he shoved me against my mattress with the full force of his weight. His prayers, soft and low. The green of his eyes and the graying auburn of his beard. I’d been lying on my back, my mother sitting at the end of the bed. I screamed for her to help me while I’d still been able to breathe. But no help had come, and I knew from looking into my mother’s wide, tragic eyes that none ever would. The Vicar was going to get the demons out of me, and she was going to let him.

      To this day I can’t remember how it ended. I know the prayers had eventually melted into nonsense while my thoughts wandered. What came after that, I don’t recall. But I’ll never forget the feeling of the Vicar leaning over me, speaking no earthly language I’d ever heard before, and pressing down on my windpipe until my vision began to spot black.

      That’s how it feels to work for Gabriel. Like I’m being suffocated. Like he’s stealing the breath from my lungs little by little.

      And I have no choice but to let myself choke.

      

      * * *

      When I finally get to sleep that night, I dream of smoke.

      The nightmare is a recurring one, but my unconscious brain never stops feeling the horror as though it were fresh. Not the type of horror that accompanies fear, but a deeper, sicker kind. I stand at the edge of the clearing, heart in my throat, my thin dress tangled around my thin limbs.

      Behind me, the temple burns.

      I never saw the moment when it finally collapsed, but I heard it. The crack of beams giving out. The squeal as they slowly collapsed, crushing what remained of the sanctuary. The pulpit where Vicar Johannes had preached his sermons was gone, the stained-glass windows behind it blown out. If anyone managed to survive the flames, the clogging smoke would certainly have finished them off. I had done nothing but stand there, choking on the air.

      When I’d slipped away, my parents and sister had been praying alongside the rest of the congregation, their eyes tightly shut. They hadn’t even seen me leave.

      This time, though, the dream doesn’t end there. It takes me back further to a different scene entirely. To Ilse, her belly swollen with child and her face still round with youth, the day she told me she hoped I’d burn in hell. It was, she said, the only thing I deserved.

      How terribly ironic that she’d been the one to burn in the end.

      When I wake, it’s in a sweat that has long since turned cold. I quickly shower, then spend the rest of the day in my apartment trying very hard not to think. My living quarters came pre-furnished but remain sparsely decorated. On one side is a kitchenette and small seating area; the other boasts a bed, desk, and wardrobe. The walls are painted beige, and the wooden floor is warped and discolored. I hadn’t brought anything with me to Valestadt. The Apostles believed everything was owned communally, and I didn’t want any reminders of them besides. I was content to let my past go up in flames alongside the rest.

      Last year Gabriel offered to find me someplace better than this cramped, dingy apartment building occupied largely by casual sinners, but I didn’t relish the idea of being any more indebted to him than I already am. He gives nothing freely—after all, I’m working for him in return—but it felt too much like yet another thing for him to hold over my head. Another way of reminding me that I am owned.

      Besides, this is where I belong. It’s a place nobody will look twice in my direction while still being a step up from the Trench. Visible sinners might be shunned by the rest of society, but in this part of Valestadt, at least we’re not shunned by each other. Regular agent patrols—to ensure we haven’t lost our minds yet—are an annoyance, but I prefer it to the judgmental glares of ordinary citizens.

      By the time evening comes, I can put it off no longer. I drag myself into the bathroom, scowling at myself in the tiny oblong mirror over the sink. I avoid my reflection as much as possible these days, but I’m compelled to ensure I can play the part once I make my way into the Trench.

      Despite the dim light in my apartment, I still wince when I see the circles under my eyes, the misery etched into the lines around my mouth. My hair is lank and unbrushed, most of it a dirty blond, though the ends are dip-dyed black for no reason other than a bout of midnight boredom several weeks ago. The Markovich family crest hangs on its pendant around my neck, stark against the pale skin of my throat, and I tuck it down the front of my shirt. My gaze is dark and unreadable. That’s good. The one thing I can count on is that my face rarely betrays how I feel.

      I take more care with my appearance than usual, setting my hair in loose curls and painting my lips a demure pink. I line my eyes with black and don a slinky onyx ensemble with matching boots. Sexy, but not fancy, lest everyone know at a glance that I don’t belong. My plan isn’t complicated; it doesn’t need to be. I’ll make my way to one of the speakeasies or gambling dens in the Trench, then strike up conversations until I get the information I need. It’s easy, I’ve learned, to keep someone talking if you pretend to be interested in what they’re saying.

      I’m no good at flirting, but I am good at pretending to be good at it.

      I have to take a train to the Trench. I don’t sit, but stand alone in one of the compartments, my back against the exterior wall. My body jerks with the incessant chk-a-chk of the steam engine’s movements as I watch the city pass by in disorienting starbursts of light that illuminate the grit-encrusted concrete.

      It’s funny, really, how the Valestadt built by the Regiment stands in direct contrast to everything they once fought for. They’d promised to push out the upper class—to yank Sundbourg back to its traditional roots while putting the working class in positions of power. What they failed to recognize was that those same working-class people become the elite, should you give them the opportunity. That’s exactly what happened, and Valestadt’s clustered high-rises and narrow alleys reflect its too-rapid growth.

      Toward the city outskirts, however, the buildings become squat, dilapidated. Many are abandoned, or at least appear that way. The already narrow streets turn positively labyrinthine. Valestadt gets little sunlight at the best of times, but as you approach the Trench, oppressive darkness seems to permeate every crevice.

      I squint into it now as the train trembles to a stop. The platform is abandoned save for a single figure slumped against the exterior of the station, chin lolling against chest and features shadowed. An addict, no doubt, or perhaps someone in the final stages of the Bloodrot. It’s not always easy to tell the difference. They howl something nonsensical at me as I pass, then launch into furious muttering.

      The Trench is so-called because it sits at a lower altitude than Valestadt proper, but I hate the name for the way it sounds coming from the mouths of people like Gabriel. Always clipped, edged in disdain. If someone in the Trench were to stab you, they’d look you in the eye and aim their knife directly at your stomach. Anywhere else, they’d wait until your back was turned. And that, to me, is truly unsavory.

      Despite Gabriel’s orders, I’ve been here a handful of times before. I know where the hubs of activity are. Seeking out places where people congregate goes against all of my most basic instincts, but I’ve been a liar long enough to know how to manipulate a conversation. I’ll find the truth about these maybe-Apostles, have an illegal drink or two, then get the hell out.

      Looming silhouettes cut jagged lines through the moonlight as I slink between the rows of buildings. At the end of the block is a former temple, its stained-glass windows now serrated, gaping eyesores. The door hangs haphazardly from its hinges, and at the top of the steps lies a huddled human shape.

      I drag my gaze away, boots crunching on the broken glass beneath me. I can’t make out the faces of those I encounter—most move quickly, obscured by the shadows of nearby buildings, shoulders hunched—but the difference in their attire is stark. Gone are the smart suits and silk dresses commonly seen in Valestadt proper; here, dark neutrals and threadbare fabrics reign. When I reach the place known colloquially as the Gambling District, the roads become more crowded. I pass several people slouched on the ground, expressions vacant and jaws slack.

      One such woman lifts her head as I go by. I expect her to ask for money, but she only stares at me, her gaze wide and bloodshot and arresting. Purple smudges bloom at her thin neck and crowd her jawline, as though her diseased blood leads a slow but relentless effort to overtake her face. No doubt a former hired sinner, cast aside once the madness took hold.

      I repress a shudder. All at once I feel uneasy in my own skin, as if there’s something poisonous inside of me, clawing along my veins. I’m brutally aware that I’m looking at my future self.

      Assuming I make it that far.

      I follow two other women down a side street, keeping my distance. They stop outside a nondescript, dingy place with a peeling sign that says Tuonela’s. Despite its outward appearance, it’s clearly popular, which means whatever crime syndicate supplies the alcohol must be good at it. A bouncer in a worn overcoat is minding the door, but he moves aside when the taller woman whispers something in his ear.

      I trace the handle of my gun, considering the bouncer. He’s near my age, probably early twenties at most, and holds an illegal cigarette between his teeth. I sidle up to him and paste on my best smile. “Do I have to get by you if I want in?”

      His face is set in an uncompromising scowl. “Do you know tonight’s password?”

      Fuck. I don’t recall needing a password at any of the other establishments. I widen my eyes, feigning embarrassment. “I mean, I did. I can’t seem to remember it now. I was counting on my friends to do that.” My laugh is high-pitched as I gesture at the door through which the two women just disappeared. “They were supposed to wait for me.”

      The bouncer’s eyes are half lidded in bored irritation. He crosses his arms, and I can see faint striations where the Bloodrot encircles his wrists. “No password, no entry.”

      “Come on,” I say teasingly. “I’m sure you can make an exception.”

      “The owner doesn’t make exceptions, and neither do I.”

      “What the owner doesn’t know won’t hurt them, will it?”

      “You—” The bouncer’s scowl vanishes as something over my shoulder catches his attention. “Get out of here, lady. Rules are rules.”

      Of course the first man I encounter has to go and ruin everything. I drop the act. “Fine, we’ll do this the hard way. You have exactly ten seconds to—”

      This time it isn’t the bouncer who cuts me off. A cool hand fastens around my bicep, tight and insistent. I spin with my gun raised before I even know what’s happening.

      The man who grabbed me relinquishes his hold, though he doesn’t appear remotely concerned about the firearm pointed in his face. I scan him the way I would any potential threat, gaze roving from his shiny black shoes to the pale-blond hair that can’t possibly be his natural color. Nothing about him is familiar, but he grins as if we’re already acquainted, baring too-sharp, too-white teeth.

      “It’s just me, little sinner. I know how terrible your memory is.” That disarming smile is turned on the bouncer. “Rhamnousia.”

      The bouncer steps aside, and I don’t miss the apprehension on his face. The arrival of the second man has unnerved him. I can see why: Although his build is slight, his face gaunt and angular in the way of most hired sinners, there’s an air of strangeness about him. He looks…unnatural. Like he woke up this morning and donned the guise of a young man in his mid-twenties but didn’t quite bother to conceal the seams.

      Dark designs encircle his neck, and at first I’d mistaken the ink for a high-collared shirt. That’s interesting. Tattoos aren’t common in Sundbourg, even among sinners. They’re a clear sign that someone has spurned the teachings of the holy book, which deems any form of body modification to be self-mutilation. In most cases, however, tattoos are a futile attempt to camouflage effects of the Bloodrot.

      “Come along,” the man directs, glancing over his shoulder. His eyes hold mine, amusement in their pale-blue depths. “I think we can put the gun away. You’re safe.”

      There’s almost certainly zero truth to that, but I do as he suggests, the gears of my mind working. He’s no doubt a patron looking to get lucky by helping me gain entrance. I’ll play a similar role—that of a girl keen to engage in conversation with a man who obviously comes here often. I wonder if he’s involved with a crime syndicate; it would explain both the expensive shoes and the air of insouciance.

      I smile widely at him. The muscles required to do so feel underused. “Lead the way.”
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      The memories of my mother are tainted.

      Tainted by the way she was after. The mother of before was something altogether different. Gentle hands and gentler smiles, a woman not yet hardened by fear and fervor. Someone I could trust.

      These days I find it difficult to recall her face. But I can recall, with stark clarity, her battered copy of the holy book. The floral scent of her perfume whenever Ilse and I sat on either side of her, our legs nearly touching, and listened to the soft cadence of her voice as she turned pages.

      It’s funny, the way skepticism doesn’t seem to infiltrate youth. A mother’s word is gospel, her stories doctrine. And so I didn’t question it when she spoke of the world’s inception. I didn’t wonder at the existence of the Savior, the devil, or the macrocosm of their battlefield.

      The first time I tasted doubt, I think, was on the day my mother spoke of diabolists.

      Perhaps it was the sheer contrast of the story—the way it contradicted all the others I’d been told about sin and its effects. Perhaps it was the fact that I couldn’t comprehend an evil that existed now, as opposed to in some long-ago fable. Either way, I absorbed the warnings of diabolists with dubiety.

      They’re designed to entice, my mother claimed. Their voices can lull you into a trance and loosen your tongue. Then, once they get what they want, they leave you forgetting you ever met them at all.

      That part unnerved me far more than the concept of a creature who thrived on sin. I didn’t like the idea of being manipulated in that way. Of losing control.

      You will know a diabolist by their blood.

      Ilse was wide-eyed, fearful, as our mother described how the blood ran thick and onyx in a diabolist’s veins. I grabbed my sister’s hand, an automatic response, but my mind was elsewhere. I didn’t believe the words, and yet…I wanted to.

      Even then, as a child who knew almost nothing of the world, I wanted it to be true. For there to exist a being outside of our comprehension, wholly separate from the Savior and his creation of fragile humanity.

      I’ve always loved an exception.
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        “Long before the ascension of the Regiment and the consolidation of state religion, there were whisperings of a creature that fed on demonic energy. Although indistinguishable from regular humans, diabolists were believed to have been created in the depths of hell itself.”

        —The Diabolist: Myth or Monster?: pg. 2 (BANNED TITLE)

      

      It’s immediately obvious that Tuonela’s is a speakeasy. The scent of liquor assaults my nose the moment I enter. Drugs and alcohol are illegal throughout Sundbourg—twenty or so years ago, the Regiment outlawed all varieties of both, claiming it would decrease violence and immorality across the country. It didn’t work, obviously, unless the goal was to give organized crime countless new business opportunities.

      The speakeasy’s popularity tonight is a testament to that, but the place nonetheless has a surreptitious vibe. Jazz music drifts from a turntable in one of the corners, and patrons congregate around groupings of velvet chairs and vinyl sofas. Many bear the marks of sinners.

      It’s uncommon to work as a hired sinner full-time, the way I do for Gabriel, but that doesn’t mean the average person isn’t sinning for their own reasons. Sometimes it’s necessary for survival. Those in a financial bind can even pick up one-time jobs from the wealthy—doing petty crime for hire can actually be a decent gig.

      Overall, the establishments in the Trench are nothing like those in other parts of Valestadt. Rather than being unnerved, however, I find myself relaxing. This is a place where no one will eye my gloves suspiciously or wrinkle their noses at my hastily dyed hair. In fact, nobody so much as turns in my direction as I follow my unwitting mark toward the bar.

      The other patrons give him a wide berth. He draws a considerable amount of attention in his all-black ensemble, and it’s obvious why. Sure, he’s startlingly attractive, but in an unnerving way. Not the kind of handsome you might see in an advertisement, but the kind most people are afraid to touch. He looks like someone you might cross the street to avoid. Someone you fuck once and never speak to again.

      He braces his arms on the bar, flicking a hand at the man behind it. “An old-fashioned. And”—he shoots me a glance—“a corpse reviver.”

      I nearly choke on nothing, though I’m able to discern it must be a type of drink. I’m irked he didn’t bother asking what I wanted. But arrogance makes for an easy mark, so I slink closer to him with a demure curve of my lips. “Should I take that as an insult?”

      “Not at all.” The way he tilts his head is almost predatory. As he reaches for the drinks—which arrived instantaneously—I notice his wrists and the backs of his hands are tattooed as well. I can’t make out the designs in the dim light, but they narrow into cursive script that extends up his fingers.

      I take the drink he hands me. It’s vile, but I level him with a sultry gaze over the rim of the glass. Swallowing deeply, I set it down, brushing my own gloved finger lightly over his knuckles. “I like these.”

      “Do you?” He arches a dark brow—the color is at odds with his hair. “You’re going to love the rest of them, then.”

      Arrogant and presumptuous. I want to laugh in his face. Instead I grin as though I find him delightfully witty, settling onto the stool at his side. “You haven’t even told me your name yet.”

      Bemusement lifts one side of his mouth. “You didn’t ask.”

      “I’m asking now.”

      “Slade,” he says, taking a pull from his glass. That tattooed throat shifts. “And yours?”

      I hesitate, but it isn’t like my name holds any real importance. I’m playing a game, after all, and I can’t shake the uncomfortable sensation that Slade is playing one too.

      “Talin.” I lower my lashes. Time to steer the conversation. “You obviously come here often. What’s Rhamnousia?”

      He props one elbow on the surface of the bar, leaning close so I can better hear him over the dull cacophony of voices. “A goddess of revenge. Retribution for arrogance, if you want to get specific.”

      “I take it you admire her.”

      “I admire anyone who enacts vengeance when merited.”

      “I can drink to that.”

      Slade’s glacial eyes lock with mine as he drags his tongue along the ridge of his teeth. Despite my earlier assumptions, he doesn’t look at me like a man possessed by lust. He looks at me like he’s trying to decide whether I might be good to eat.

      “You obviously don’t come here often,” he purrs, and I know he isn’t just talking about the speakeasy.

      I shrug. “I don’t have much reason to.”

      “Not even for the alcohol?”

      “I usually prefer to keep my wits about me.” The moment I say the words, I regret them. They belong to me, not my flirty alter ego.

      “Always a good idea.”

      Though he speaks mildly, it sounds like a threat. I narrow my eyes. My every instinct tells me to get away from this man, but at the same time I want to see just how close I can get. The two feelings are impossible to reconcile. I need to cut to the chase.

      “So. You have your finger on the pulse of the Trench,” I begin, and Slade’s easy grin turns wicked.

      “You have no idea.”

      “Tell me, then.” I lean closer, conspiratorial. Our faces are mere inches apart now, each of us resting an arm on the bar. He smells like something spicy laced with smoke. “Have you heard the rumors about the Solemn Apostles?”

      His sharp jaw twitches. There’s the barest shadow of scruff along it, further confirming my assumption that he’s naturally dark-haired. “You mean how the community near Valestadt burned a few years ago? That’s not a rumor, sweetheart. I always said the faithful were fools for holding their services by candlelight when every temple is made of lacquered wood.”

      Don’t I know it. The Regiment refuses to install electricity even in more recently built temples. “I mean the rumors that they’re back.”

      “It’d take longer than three years for a new community to come together. Most of the surviving children aren’t old enough to pick up where their parents left off.” Slade cuts me a sideways look. “If it’s rumors you’re interested in, how about the one where they sacrifice their own to keep the devil at bay?”

      I scoff, tempering the sound at the last second. “And do you think it’s true?”

      Slade lifts his glass to his lips again, studying me. Never have I seen such cold eyes; every glance seems to issue a challenge that I’m determined to meet.

      You can’t frighten me, I want to tell him. I imagine drawing a finger across that pouty mouth. I don’t feel fear—I inspire it.

      “I don’t think the devil would care for anything humanity has to offer him,” Slade says eventually, voice smooth. “Except, perhaps, for their sins.”

      “And are you a sinner?” My question is teasing. The tattoos, the obvious vigilance, his familiarity with the Trench… Combined with the air of danger surrounding him, he’s surely someone’s prized weapon.

      His teeth flash. “You have to ask?”

      “For who, then?” Nobody high up in the Regiment would hire someone who looks so blatantly like a sinner. Perhaps I was right about a connection to organized crime.

      “Would you answer me if I asked you the same question?”

      I give him a sly look but remain silent.

      “That’s what I thought.” Slade sets his drink aside, rising to his feet. There’s something about the way he moves—a sort of feral energy, yet at the same time each action seems carefully calculated. “Let’s take this someplace more private.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek. He’s propositioning me. No, that isn’t quite right—he didn’t ask a question. He simply assumes I’ll follow him. Obviously he isn’t accustomed to being turned down.

      Part of me wants to say no for that very reason. Another part of me, though, suspects he has more information than he’s let on. And if there’s one thing I know to be true about men, it’s that they speak more freely once you get them thinking with their cock.

      Besides, hooking up with Slade won’t be any hardship. There’s a third part of me that isn’t thinking strategically at all: a part of me that wonders how he would feel, how he would taste, and whether his tattoos continue all the way down his body.

      He looks like a man who uses teeth. Which is, incidentally, the only kind of man I’m interested in.

      “Lead the way,” I tell him.

      Perhaps I should be more worried about being alone with Slade, but when the most powerful man in Sundbourg is your employer, dropping Gabriel’s name is usually enough to ensure your protection. If that doesn’t work, the pendant bearing the Markovich crest does the trick.

      Eyes track our progress as Slade leads me to a door in the darkest corner of the speakeasy. Several patrons are smoking here, blanketing the area in a light, acrid haze. The record player spins something darker, quieter. Slade circumvents the final group in our path, and I trail a finger up his arm as he wrenches the door handle.

      The room adjacent is an empty lounge. An overhead light is on—a single bulb that flickers and sputters in its valiant attempt to cast a fluorescent glow over the space. It alternates between buzzing dully, then more audibly, like a fly slamming over and over into a pane of glass. I take quick stock of my surroundings. The lounge doesn’t deviate much from the rest of the speakeasy, though less care has been taken with the atmosphere. The door on the opposite side of the room is clearly marked as an exit, which pleases me. I like to have an escape route.

      The bulb flickers again as Slade shuts the door. Up close, he’s even more severe-looking. I can see every tendon in his tattooed neck down to the hollow at the base of his throat. The harsh platinum of his hair has begun to fade on the sides, which are cut very short. There’s a small golden hoop through one of his nostrils, and another through the cartilage of his left ear. He looks like the physical manifestation of a bad decision.

      “You know,” he says, voice silk-soft, “I could tell what you were from the moment I saw you outside. Someone is very lucky to have you.”

      I remember him calling me little sinner, and how I’d fought not to let it irk me. I make my own voice teasing when I respond. “That they are. You’d better tread carefully.”

      He takes a step closer, then another. I move with him, letting him shepherd me backward, stopping when my shoulders collide with the wall. I get the sense that he’s gauging my reactions, and I reach for him, impatience making me bold.

      The lapels of his jacket are smooth beneath my gloves. If Slade wonders about them, he doesn’t say as much. He lets me pull him close, a low, bemused hum escaping his throat. Heat erupts in my stomach at the sound, and I drag my gaze over the shadowed angles of his face. Every part of him looks sharp to the touch. I lift one hand, intending to caress his cheek, but he catches me by the wrist.

      “I am not,” he murmurs, “careful.”

      It’s a clear warning. An opening for me to back away. Instead, I shutter my eyes as he turns my hand over, examining the discolored lattice of my veins where they disappear beneath the sleeve of my jacket. I’m not a self-conscious person—not until it comes to the Bloodrot. In any other encounter I might snatch my hand back rather than allow him to examine me, or else demand we turn the lights out. This time, though, all protests dissolve on my tongue.

      It’s been far too long since I was touched like this. His lips don’t form a prayer, and there’s no disgust on his face. No sadness or pity. There’s only desire. That, I think, undoes me more than his appearance ever could. The delicate underside of my wrist responds to his caress as if it’s suddenly become the most intimate part of me, and something feral builds within my chest. My breaths come faster as his grip tightens, bordering on painful. I wonder if he can tell that I like painful.

      He lifts my hand, slamming it to the wall above my head and pinning it there. Then, as if reading my mind, he lowers his head to bring his lips to my ear. “You don’t strike me as a woman who likes it gentle. Are you?”

      “You don’t strike me as a man who cares either way,” I fire back, but I’m audibly breathless. I tilt my chin up, giving him better access to my neck, and shutter my eyes against the overhead light.

      “On the contrary. I care very much.” So fast that I’m not quite sure how it happens, Slade’s body is flush against mine. He presses against me, trapping me between him and the wall as ink-laced fingers wind into my hair. I give an involuntary shudder as his teeth scrape my throat. The pressure is delicate, driving me wild, and I huff a laugh. I’m surprised at the intensity of my own reaction, especially when it comes to this man far too cocky for his own good.

      When he shuts his mouth, though, Slade exudes a confounding sort of draw I can’t wrap my head around. For the first time since I can remember, I don’t want to fuck just to feel something. This is more animal, more urgent. I want his teeth pressed into my skin until I feel the ache. I want to remove my gloves, dig my nails into his flesh, and leave crescent marks in my wake. I am hot, so hot, and all I can smell is the smoke-and-spice scent of him.

      I try to conceive of a question to ask him, a way to get the answers I came for without arousing his suspicion, but my mind is strangely foggy. I feel control slipping in a way I neither like nor understand. Some dim corner of my brain remembers the drink—did he drug me somehow?

      “Stop,” I bite out.

      Slade pulls back at once, and for a moment his features put me further on edge. They’re dark. Hungry. Almost inhuman. When he blinks, however, he looks normal again. Confusion sits in the divot between his brows, but somehow I get the sense it has nothing to do with my sudden rejection. Wrongness erupts at my core.

      “I have to go,” I say.

      I watch the rapid flutter of his pulse beneath his jawline. “Are you sure?” His voice is too enticing. “Is there nothing you’d like to share with me?”

      I don’t know what the fuck that means. Foreboding has become a physical sensation that creeps across my skin. Keen to make my point, I grab the chain at my throat, turning the face of the pendant toward him. The Markovich symbol flashes in the dim light.

      Slade’s reaction isn’t what I expected.

      There’s recognition, of course, but what follows isn’t fear. Instead, he leaps away as though I’ve burned him, eyes positively glacial.

      “What the fuck,” he snarls, “is that?”
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        TENET 2: You shall not long for, or attempt to acquire, that to which you do not possess a rightful claim. This is the sin of covetousness.

        —The Prophet’s Modern Translation of the Holy Book

      

      “Answer the question.” Slade slams me against the wall again, this time with enough force that the breath hisses out of my lungs. He doesn’t seem to be breathing at all.

      I drive the heel of my palm into his chest, sending him stumbling back. “Seems you already know exactly what it is.”

      I’m not afraid of you, my stony expression tells him.

      His says, You should be.

      That earlier grin has become a veritable baring of teeth. Humorless. Dangerous. “I assure you,” he grinds out, “I am very familiar with the Markovich crest.”

      Before I can react, he wrenches the pendant from my neck with a sharp snap. The sound of it clattering to the floor is too loud against the low, distant hum of the patrons next door, and I’m acutely aware that nobody would hear what happened in this room.

      I raise my brows. “Really? That was childish, even for a man like you.”

      “Be thankful I broke your necklace and not your neck.”

      “You ought to know better than to threaten me.”

      He makes a sound in his throat that might be a laugh but reminds me of nails scraping metal. “Do you truly think I fear Gabriel?” he asks softly, surprising me by using the Prophet’s given name. “What was your plan? To seduce me, then kill me? Did you really think it would be that easy?”

      The series of questions throws me even more. “In case you’ve forgotten, you’re the one who found me.”

      “Because you wanted me to, I expect.”

      I can’t help my scoff. “Haven’t you heard? Egotism is a sin. I don’t have a clue who you are.”

      “Deceit is a sin too,” Slade retorts.

      I don’t know what he did to anger Gabriel so much that he thinks I’m here to kill him, but I don’t particularly care. Since there’s no way to prove him wrong without showing my hand, I go for the second-best option.

      I do try to kill him.

      He’s too close for me to shoot him with any degree of accuracy, so I opt for the knife in my coat. Killing with a blade is messy, but I’m adept at finding the crucial artery. If you do it right, fifteen seconds is all it takes for someone to go from shocked to unconscious to dead.

      I can’t tell whether I hesitate or Slade moves too fast. Too fast for me to stab him, certainly, but also just too fast in general. I can’t make sense of the way he twists his body out of my knife’s path. His evasion spurs me on, though, and adrenaline dilutes the stab of unease from moments prior. I no longer care who Slade is, or why he thinks I was sent to him. I don’t care that I’d briefly known the feel of his lips on my skin, the heat of his breath at my ear.

      This is what I’d needed. A chance to kill someone who deserves it. A fight with someone who will fight back. I’m not exceptionally skilled in combat, and my size puts me at a disadvantage, which is why I’m accustomed to fighting dirty.

      Do what it takes, Gabriel told me once, shortly after I began working for him. Pick the maneuver that seems underhanded. Minimum effort, maximum impact.

      “You really are a fool,” I growl at Slade, who now stands a handful of steps to my right. Mutinous heat has spread across my cheeks. “What makes you think the Prophet would spare someone like you a single thought?”

      Slade’s chest rises, then falls. Too steady. His stance radiates nonchalance, as if my attack barely lifted his heart rate. His expression is as cold as his eyes. “Feigning ignorance, are we? It’s not the tactic I would have chosen. Unfortunately, now that Gabriel knows of this place, I’m left with two options.” He holds up his index and middle fingers. “Burn it down”—he folds one of his fingers—“or kill you. And I’m not keen on destroying my investments, you understand.”

      Then he lunges.

      It’s immediately, horribly clear that I’m going to lose this. All at once Slade pins me to the wall again, his grip bracketing the wrist of my dominant arm. I try to pull free, but he’s far too strong, and the knife dangles uselessly from my fingers. His other hand snaps to my throat.

      “Get the fuck away from me,” I snarl, braced for him to cut off my airway, but he only traces a finger along the tendon at the side of my neck. My traitor flesh pebbles at his touch, yet this time I strain away from it. “Gabriel knows nothing of this place, okay? I came here of my own accord.”

      Slade ignores me, his finger gliding to the top of my sternum. “A pity,” he murmurs, lips scarcely moving, and I know the words aren’t directed at me.

      He’s already anticipating my death.

      I hunch my shoulders, willing myself to appear cowed. Then, just as I feel his grip tighten, I knee him in the groin. It’s clear he didn’t anticipate the strike, and I spin to the side as he doubles over.

      “You know what your problem is?” I push away from the wall, narrowing my eyes. “You’re overconfident.”

      Slade recovers with a predatory shake of his head. “I have reason to be.”

      “Does it get tiring, pretending to be such a smug fucking bastard?”

      “No.” The reply comes whip-quick. “And for the record, I’m not pretending.”

      I lash out with the knife again, intending to make a swift, clean cut at once through his carotid and jugular. He barely dodges it, coming away with a slash through the collar of his jacket and a small nick under his ear. A thin line of blood trickles a haphazard path onto his collarbone.

      The blood is black, a strange sheen to it. Like oil slick.

      The world screeches to a halt around me.

      You will know a diabolist by their blood. My mother’s words suddenly echo in my mind. A warning, intended to frighten children into submission. Not human, but a creature of sin.

      No. There’s no fucking way. Even as I watch the slow seep of onyx blood into the fabric of his shirt, I’m convinced there has to be another explanation.

      Slade smiles. “Is there a problem?”

      He’s goading me. He doubtless saw the shift in my face and knows what I’m thinking.

      It can’t be true, and yet it all aligns. The inexplicable agility. The sense that he wears some veneer of humanity, and how I was drawn to him despite my better judgment. The way he’d asked, Is there nothing you’d like to share with me?

      Had he wanted my confession? Had he known I was a sinner because he could sense it? It’s nothing short of absurd. But I’ve seen how others react to him—how even the bouncer was unnerved by his presence here, in this place he referred to as his investment.

      All at once I know who he is. Worse, I know what he is.

      I speak through my teeth. “I didn’t think your kind were real.”

      Slade tilts his head, the artificial light gilding the curve of his neck. “And what do you think now?”

      “I think the rumors about the Warden of the Trench being a diabolist are true, assuming we ignore the fact that you’re supposed to be extinct.”

      The amusement on his face grows more pronounced. “Despite your Prophet’s claims to the contrary, his attempt to kill me didn’t quite take.”

      “He tried to kill you?” I echo, right before the pieces fit into place. “Wait. Were you the last diabolist?”

      “That’s what I hear.”

      “So Gabriel is a liar.” A thrill ripples through me. I’d always suspected the story was bullshit, but now I have indubitable proof. Too bad that proof is probably three seconds away from murdering me.

      “Of course he’s a liar,” Slade says scathingly, as if this should be obvious. “He always has been.”

      My throat burns with more questions that I shove down. “I have no love for Gabriel—” I begin, but Slade flicks the words away.

      “I’m not interested in your lies either. The only reason you’re not dead yet, little sinner, is that it would be a pity to kill you before you confessed to me. You see, I can always tell who the truly bad ones are. The ones who sin without remorse. I can taste it.”

      I tense. Though I suspected as much, it’s worse to hear him say it—that he’s toying with me because he wants to feed. I don’t know what that entails. I don’t know if the stories my mother told me are true. I watch as Slade wipes at the blood on his neck, leaving a tar-like smear. Fear and fury make my voice an incoherent snarl in my chest. I try to force it into sharp assertion, but it comes out hoarse and soft. “You don’t know a damned thing about me.”

      But he’s right: I am one of the bad ones. I do whatever terrible deeds Gabriel assigns me and rarely feel guilty about it. I’m no longer sure if it’s inherent, that quality, or if I somehow conditioned myself to be that way. What I do know, though, is that I won’t submit to confession. I can’t.

      His gaze tracks the minute changes in my face. Those unnerving eyes are inscrutable, like a calm pool of frigid water. Prime for drowning, and not in the metaphorical, peaceful way. No—drowning in Slade’s eyes, I suspect, would leave someone thrashing as they hurtled toward suffocation.

      “Why do you think you caught my attention?” he asks, brushing a tendril of hair away from my face. His touch is delicate, like a hesitant lover’s, but I know it’s intended to terrorize. “Did you think it was purely physical? That I chose you because I thought you lovely to look at?”

      The words are mocking, but his voice takes on a melodic quality. My throat constricts. I can feel it: the desire to tell him whatever he wants to hear. To give in. To speak of things I promised myself I would never, ever say aloud.

      Yes. Yes, in my careless idiocy, that’s exactly what I’d thought. I was so caught up in my own manipulative plans that I hadn’t bothered wondering at his.

      I drop my gaze, trying to avoid his allure, and focus instead on the ink that wraps around his throat. In this light it’s impossible to tell what the design is. The art disappears beneath the collar of his jacket, and a moronic part of me wonders what lies beneath. What quotes and symbols might possibly hold enough meaning to a man like this, that he would ink them into his skin forever?

      I swear I can feel my tongue beginning to loosen, and I clamp down on it. Absolutely not. My will, Gabriel always says, is the strongest thing about me. Far too many people have tried to break it, and none have yet succeeded. I am adamant that this man won’t either.

      But perhaps I’ll let him think he can.

      I draw my brows together in feigned confusion, relaxing my body in increments. Just enough for him to notice, but not enough for it to seem unnatural. I hope.

      “That’s it,” the Warden—I refuse to think of him as Slade anymore, if that’s even his real name—croons, taking my chin between his thumb and forefinger. It isn’t a punitory action, but a featherlight touch, as if to reassure. I have to give it to him; the act is convincing. I wonder how many times he’s practiced it.

      “I don’t…” I begin, then falter as if trying to hold the words in. The Warden leans forward, tucking my hair behind my ear and bringing his lips very, very close. Gooseflesh breaks out across my skin. I slide one of my hands into my unzipped jacket.

      “Tell me all your terrible secrets,” he whispers.

      For a clouded fraction of a second, I want to. I want to give him whatever he asks for and speak until my voice goes hoarse. I want to please him, to keep him close, and to know what he looks like when he smiles for real.

      Instead, I shoot him.

      The Warden hisses a breath through clenched teeth, a hand snapping to his stomach where the barrel of my gun hovers an inch from his shirt. Blood spurts ink-dark from the wound, slicking his fingers as he attempts to stem the flow, but I keep my focus on his face. Watch the way his nostrils flare and his jaw twitches as he fights to conceal his pain. His eyes are hardened steel.

      I like it, watching him hurt. Knowing I fooled him, this man who fancies himself so powerful.

      “Interesting,” I say. “Not invincible, then. Someone ought to make a note of that.”

      His sharp exhale might be annoyance but could well be agony. He sinks to his knees, scrabbling at the place where the bullet entered his flesh. Blood drips onto the floor, black and viscous.

      “Clever,” he grits out as I track a semicircle around his hunched form. “I’ll admit, I haven’t gotten that reaction before.”

      “I’m sure it won’t be the last time.” I inch toward the door. “Some people aren’t fond of manipulation.”

      I realize the irony even as I say it, but it’s too late. The Warden pauses, his shoulders quivering.

      Then he throws back his head and laughs. It shakes his whole body, and though the action makes him wince, he seems unable to help himself. There’s a manic edge to the sound. He keeps his free hand braced against the floor, fingertips leaving bloody smears on the wood. I’m momentarily frozen in bewilderment. My gun is still pointed at him, but if he notices, he doesn’t care.

      As his amusement dies, he staggers to his feet, wiping his hands on his now-tattered shirt. His lovely face is contorted in a rictus grin. Impossibly, the blood has already stopped oozing from his abdomen. He still looks uncomfortable, but he’s clearly no longer in pain. With a final grunt, he flicks something to the ground. It hits the wood with a soft metallic clink before rolling to a stop beside my boot. I recognize the tiny object at once.

      It’s a bullet. A spent, blood-smeared bullet. That’s why he appeared so preoccupied with the wound at his core: He hadn’t simply been trying to stop the bleeding but had dug the projectile out of his flesh with his bare hands.

      There’s no way he should be walking toward me, stiff and pale but otherwise unharmed. My shot should’ve punctured the major artery running through the digestive tract. He should be dying, or at the very least, bleeding a hell of a lot.

      But the Warden only clicks his tongue. “Diabolists heal very quickly,” he advises me. “You might want to make a note of that.”

      A thousand curses spring to my tongue, but I’m not sticking around to exchange barbs. Praying diabolists don’t regain mobility nearly as fast as their skin stitches back together, I launch myself out the door and run like hell itself is on my heels.

      Though not before shooting him a second time, just to be sure.
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      The aftermath of the fire has always been a blur.

      It comes in flickers of half-formed images, the edges murky, like the way your vision narrows in the moments before unconsciousness. I remember how it felt though. How panic crowded the back of my throat like something trying to claw its way out. How I swallowed the ash in my mouth to keep it down. How I ran.

      I’m still not sure how the Regiment knew to come. Whether someone raised the alarm or if they saw the smoke from high above the trees. I don’t know how long it took them to respond. I could have been standing there, at the edge of the destruction, for mere minutes. It could have been hours.

      It felt like eons. Comprehension seemed to seep in slowly, diffusing through my veins like the relentless spread of the Bloodrot. The first agent to find me was featureless, his words indecipherable. The lilt of his voice suggested he was asking me questions that I didn’t, couldn’t, answer. He guided me away from the clearing as a slew of other agents bore down on what remained of the temple. I knew without needing to be told that they would find no survivors.

      I was coaxed into a Regiment vehicle. Driven a short distance away while staring sightlessly out into the dusk. After that, the first thing I remember with any clarity is him.

      He came to me, not the other way around. I was sitting in a nondescript room on a nondescript sofa. I often wonder what I looked like from his perspective. An equally nondescript girl, I expect, in my soot-stained shift dress.

      He settled himself in the chair facing me. And when he smiled, tight and grim though it was, I thought it might be the closest thing I’d seen to the sun in seven years.

      “My name is Gabriel Markovich,” he told me. “You might know me as the Prophet.”

      Three years isn’t a long time, but he looked exactly the same on that night as he does today. Expensive suit, clean lines, identical haircut. A too-handsome face both entirely uncreased and unquestionably mature.

      It was his mention of the Prophet that yanked me out from beneath the crushing inertia. Because of course I knew the Prophet—Vicar Johannes had kept us apprised of his every move, every triumph, since the day he eradicated the last diabolist. I didn’t know how much of it was true. I was loath to believe any of it, in fact. I had always been skeptical about the existence of diabolists, so I put little stock in tales of the man who managed to defeat one. It is, after all, remarkably easy to defeat a creature that doesn’t exist.

      But seeing Gabriel in the flesh made me hesitate. Diabolist or not, if someone in Sundbourg was capable of such a thing, I couldn’t imagine it was anyone other than the man before me.

      “You’ve been through a very traumatizing ordeal,” he murmured. His gaze was soft, understanding. “And yet you’re glad to be free, aren’t you?”

      I was stunned that he’d read me so quickly and without me having to say a word. I didn’t know how to react. I wasn’t accustomed to telling the truth in any way that mattered.

      “You can talk to me,” he went on. “I think you’ll find that I understand.”

      I had never been the type of person to confide in others. Rarely did I even want to. Once I might have confessed my thoughts to Ilse, but those times were long past. She’d made it very clear that she could no longer be trusted. That she didn’t understand. Why should I trust a man I’d just met to do what my own sister could not?

      Gabriel, sensing my inner conflict, angled himself closer to me. His expression was patient, devoid of judgment. “It’s not easy for you to open up, is it?”

      “No.” My voice was hoarse from disuse. It was the first word I’d said in hours.

      “Will you at least tell me your name?”

      I did. It wasn’t as though it meant anything. “Talin Keller.”

      “Let me help you, Miss Keller. I know what you’ve lost, and that you have nothing and nobody to return to.” He didn’t say it as a threat, but rather a somber statement of fact, his gaze dipping to where my fingers were entwined in my lap. “I can see that you’re a sinner.”

      I shoved my hands into my armpits.

      “The Savior still loves sinners. Did you know that? I’m aware that the Apostles take a rather…radical stance when it comes to sin, but make no mistake—your life is not worthless.”

      “You don’t even know me.”

      “No life is without purpose. Not even if one has been barred from paradise.”

      I had nothing to say to that; I had no interest in paradise. No desire to die only to find myself trapped in eternity. Mostly, I hoped that death would feel like nothing at all.

      “Let me give you purpose, Miss Keller,” Gabriel continued when it became clear I wasn’t going to respond. “I can give you safety. A place to stay. A life where you need not be concerned about basic necessities. First, however, we need to get to know each other.”

      Part of me wanted to recoil from his proposal. Another part of me, though, latched on. In that moment, in that new and terrible version of my world, there was only Gabriel.

      And—perhaps more strangely—I wanted him to know me.

      I took a breath and started at the beginning.
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        “You will know a diabolist by their blood. It sits thick in their veins, like that of a man already long dead. Not human, but a creature of sin.”

        —The Diabolist: Myth or Monster?: pg. 8 (BANNED TITLE)

      

      I slam my apartment door shut and lean against it, my breath coming in short gasps.

      The firm wood against the jut of my shoulder blades makes me think of the way the Warden pushed me up against the wall, surrounding me with the heat of his body and his heady scent. I can’t believe I was so foolish. I can’t believe I stood there, staring death in the face, and thought about the way his lips felt on my throat.

      I know it isn’t my fault. Diabolists are designed to entice, my mother always said. Had the Warden not planned to kill me afterward, perhaps I would have been better off confessing. I would’ve forgotten his face in the aftermath—forgotten everything I told him—and not presented a threat.

      That ship had sailed, though, the second he saw my pendant. Gabriel’s pendant. In that moment, I’d ceased to be my own person in his eyes. I’d become the Prophet’s creature. His tethered pet. The necklace around my throat might as well have been a leash.

      I feel its absence now as I press a hand to the space between my collarbones. I feel lighter, somehow. And yet the weight of what I’m about to do settles heavy on my bones.

      I have to leave Valestadt. There’s no other option. I know the Warden’s identity—not to mention what he is—which means my life in this city is over. It’s not like I can appeal to Gabriel to get me out of this mess either. He would be apoplectic if he knew what had happened. More importantly, he can’t learn I discovered the truth about his origin story as the Prophet. If he does, I become a threat to the lie he fights to uphold.

      Either way, I’m fucked.

      Once I shake off the sensation of general disbelief, I launch into action. My body feels disconnected from my brain as I shove clothes into a large bag, my muscles moving of their own volition. I’ve always been good at accepting terrible realities, and now that I’ve devised a plan—no matter how poorly developed—the storm of my mind calms slightly. Get my things, leave the city, and then…what?

      I’ve considered running countless times over the past three years, but there are reasons I haven’t followed through. Approaching someone and asking them to take you on as a hired sinner is an easy way to wind up in prison, unless you’re relying on a trusted referral. I don’t have that. I don’t have anyone. Working for Gabriel means money, security, and the assurance that everything I want to leave in the past will stay there.

      When I’m gone, will that assurance be lost? Will I be doomed to run forever, always away from things and never toward them?

      “Fuck!” I explode, the expletive tearing from my throat as I slam the bag down on my bed. It’s barely half full; a sad representation of my life here. I brace my hands against the firm mattress as frustration crashes over me. The sleeves of my jacket have begun to ride up, and I stare blankly at the deep indigo blotches on my arms. Starting over I can handle, but it won’t be long until I’m in the grasp of the Bloodrot’s final stages.

      When I’d first seen signs of the Bloodrot, I hadn’t been surprised. I was thirteen. That’s the age around which, for some inconceivable reason, you’re no longer afforded leniency for your misdeeds. From then on, your sins mean something. They become your own, and they destroy you slowly. The first tiny, curling tendril of dark beneath my skin had intrigued me. Earlier that day, I had punched Vicar Johannes’s son in the face so hard that one of his teeth came loose.

      The mark was scarcely visible. I hadn’t understood why my mother screamed and bolted from the room when she saw it, nor why my father’s gaze turned so cold. And yet neither of their reactions bothered me as much as the way Ilse stared at me from her perch on the couch, eyes enormous in her wan face.

      My sister was the one good thing in my life, and she looked at me like I was a monster. It’s the way people have looked at me ever since.

      You’re young, Gabriel tells me whenever he sees my fear. You have time.

      I know it isn’t true. So does he. The Bloodrot starts slowly and painlessly—only in the final stages of the affliction does the body seem to acknowledge its gradual poisoning. A fever spikes, your pulse alongside it. The skin not already veined in rot turns gray. Then confusion sets in, shifting to madness.

      Sometimes people die quietly, either from shock or at their own hands. Sometimes they lose their minds with such violence that the Regiment intervenes to put them down.

      Either way, one thing is certain: The Bloodrot always, always ends in death.

      I stay frozen for too long a moment, lingering in the frail spill of moonlight that filters through a crack in the blinds. I don’t understand my own hesitation to leave. This bed is the site of too many tortured, sleepless nights. These peeling walls with their motley-blue paper have met my fists more than once. This is not my home. This is a hollow, slipshod assortment of other people’s lives.

      Footsteps sound from the hallway, wrenching me back to sense with all the efficacy of being doused in ice water. Air tangles in my lungs, and I slip the gun from my waistband, pivoting to face the door. Sweat beads on the back of my neck. The shadow-limned walls blur.

      The footsteps stop.

      The Warden has no way of knowing where I live, unless of course he trailed me—or sent someone else to. He strikes me as the type to work alone, given his preference for anonymity, but I still don’t relax. My own steps are silent as I approach the door, gun raised.

      “Talin?” A familiar voice, edged with impatience, emanates from the hall. It precedes a brisk knock. “Talin, are you there?”

      Gabriel. Relief spreads through me, only to be replaced by a whole new kind of tension. Gabriel rarely deigns to come here, especially at this time of night. I’d thought I had more time. I should have had more time.

      The additional footsteps, I realize belatedly, must belong to his ever-present entourage of Regiment agents. They’re going to catch me trying to escape, and there’s no way around it. If I don’t open that door, the agents will kick it in. My head spins with indecision.

      “Damn it all,” I mutter, squeezing my eyelids shut. A kaleidoscope of broken stained-glass flickers behind them. Another round of knocks comes, the entire doorframe seeming to vibrate when I open my eyes again.

      “Keller.” Rather than growing snappish, Gabriel’s tone is pitched dangerously low. “I know you’re in there.”

      I toss my travel bag under the bed, holster my gun, and yank the door open.

      Gabriel looms over me, flanked by no fewer than four Regiment agents. They look too large, too sharp, for the discolored wainscotting and low ceilings of the apartment hallway. I expected Gabriel to be mutinous, but he appears merely irked, and it takes me an instant to remember he has no way of knowing what’s happened. His brows are lowered, a barely visible dusting of scruff carving shadows along his jaw. The latter gives me pause—Gabriel is always clean-shaven.

      He adjusts the collar of his suit jacket, a signet ring flashing on the smallest finger of his left hand. Though I can’t see it, I know an M is inscribed into the gold, twin to the one I’d worn around my neck until tonight.

      “Aren’t you going to invite me in?”

      I don’t have much of a choice but to stand aside, holding out an arm to indicate that he can enter.

      A single agent follows Gabriel into my apartment; the others remain in the hallway as he all but slams the door in their faces. I scarcely spare a glance at the uniformed man now standing in the corner of my room. After three years of interacting with Gabriel, I’m accustomed to the fact that he’s never alone.

      The Prophet interlaces his fingers behind his back and begins to pace the length of the sitting area. “You carry a heavy weight.”

      I bite back a curse. As always, he’s too intuitive. “I think that’s part of the job description.”

      “Undoubtedly. And yet, I confess myself surprised you’ve decided to leave me.”

      I freeze where I still hover beside the door, unable to conjure an excuse that might fool him. Of course he knows. As always, timing is not on my side.

      Gabriel inclines his head at the wardrobe. Two of the drawers are partially open, the third one completely so. “Don’t bother denying it. I received a report of you sprinting back here, behaving suspiciously. And you’ve done a rather poor job of concealing your travel bag.”

      My gaze slides to my bag, which indeed hasn’t made it all the way under the bed. The futility of the situation crashes down on me like a ton of stone. I can’t leave Valestadt, and yet I can’t stay. Not unless I tell Gabriel the truth.

      “I’m not trying to escape you. It’s just…” I set my jaw. In three years, I’ve never fucked up this badly. “Tonight didn’t quite go as planned. I was in the Trench and—”

      “That was my mistake.” Gabriel cuts me off, settling stiff-backed into the worn armchair by the window. He steeples his fingers beneath his chin and surveys me over them. In the dingy, cramped mess of my apartment, nothing about the Prophet makes sense. He’s all immaculate elegance, from the fine cut of his suit to the manicured crescents of his nails. Something about the contrast is unnerving. My brain can’t quite process him in the present context.

      “I’ve been sitting with the instructions I gave you for much of the last twenty-four hours,” he continues finally, haltingly. “I appealed to the Savior for guidance. And yet, that I felt the need to reflect so deeply in the first place should have been answer enough. You may have damned your soul, but that doesn’t make you unworthy of some consideration.”

      “Oh. Thanks,” I say.

      Gabriel either doesn’t notice my wry tone or ignores it. “I know how you feel about the Solemn Apostles, even if I don’t quite understand it. I see how the mere mention of them draws out your aggression—as it’s doing now,” he adds, and I make a concerted effort to relax my face. “There was no reason for me to involve you in the assignment. I only thought you would be better equipped to deal with the Trench, since you tend to be more…discreet.”

      I’m not sure that’s true. Yannick and Darva are meant to be ghosts, just as I am. Rather than feeling mollified by Gabriel’s speech, I tense further. He’s never factored my past into assignments before. Never so much as considered how anything he asks me to do might affect me. As far as he’s concerned, I’m a tool. A hell-bound girl with the disposition of an attack dog who can’t help but take orders from the man holding her leash.

      Undeterred by my lack of response, Gabriel goes on. “You no longer need to be involved. Yannick and Darva can handle any of my concerns relating to the Apostles—or whatever group might be posing as them. It’s not cause to flee.” He scrutinizes me. “Unless you discovered something of note? Something that upset you?”

      “I don’t get upset,” I tell him flatly. At least not where he can see, and not in the way he seems to be implying. “I went into the Trench just like you asked, but I didn’t learn anything about the Apostles.”

      “What is it, then, that makes you feel you need to leave?”

      Apprehension grips me, and I bite down hard on the inside of my cheek. Gabriel always seems to be able to wrangle the truth out of me, but this time I know I can’t give it to him. “I saw what awaits me if the Bloodrot spreads any farther. It made me realize I need to move on.”

      “You’ve always known what awaits you,” he counters. “You’ve seen it before.”

      “This time was different.”

      There’s a long beat of silence. A strange look clouds Gabriel’s face, and his incisive gaze narrows. “You met him.”

      He offers no clarification, but I don’t require it. There’s only one person he could be talking about. My lips part as I try to force words through my dry mouth. “I don’t—”

      “The Warden,” Gabriel asserts. “You crossed paths with the Warden of the Trench.”

      It’s not a question. He has me cornered. Even now, with me standing and him seated, I feel at a disadvantage. “I didn’t mean to. I thought the Warden was nothing more than a story—that is, until he tried to kill me. He’s certain to try again, which is why I have to go.”

      Gabriel’s expression doesn’t soften. “You would leave Valestadt before you came to me for help?”

      “Even the Regiment can’t control the Warden. That’s what everyone says, right?”

      “It’s complicated,” he allows. “I must admit, I’m surprised. I would have thought you’d try to fight before you ran.”

      “There’s no point,” I say hotly, all at once feeling defensive. “It’s not like he can be beaten.”

      Gabriel’s perpetual facade of calm has melted away, leaving him stark and cold. It’s a version of the Prophet I rarely see. When he speaks, his voice is whip-harsh. “So you know what he is.”

      Too late, I realize what he’s doing. This conversation is a game. A way for Gabriel to gauge what I know.

      And I’ve stepped right into the trap.

      “You don’t only fear the Warden, do you?” Gabriel murmurs. Behind him, the stoic Regiment agent advances. “You also fancy yourself in danger from me. Because he told you what he is, and you understood what it meant.”

      I inhale through my nose, forcing myself to think clearly. There’s no point denying it. “He’s a diabolist. The one you were meant to have killed before you became the Prophet.”

      Gabriel seems to consider his reply, gripping the chair’s armrest in an uncommon display of tension. “Yes, the Warden is a diabolist. Yes, he lived when he ought to have died.” A pause. “The Regiment was losing support. People were afraid. I gave them a common enemy, and then I destroyed it.”

      “Except that you didn’t,” I whisper. “The reason you never contracted the Bloodrot is because you never killed anyone, did you? It was all a ruse. But the Regiment backed your story and let people believe what they wanted to believe.”

      “As I said, it’s complicated.” Each syllable is terse, too harsh in the mouth of a man who usually speaks in honeyed words. It’s a warning I can’t quite bring myself to heed.

      “Was the Warden truly the last diabolist, or was that another lie?” I step forward and grip the back of the chair facing Gabriel’s, if only to do something with my shaking hands. “And since you know where he is, why is he still at large?”

      Gabriel is silent for a beat. When he finally answers, his voice is calm once more. “The Regiment and I believed the Warden dead for a short while. When I discovered that wasn’t the case, I offered him a deal: He could willfully banish himself to the Trench, and I would leave him in peace.”

      “And he accepted.”

      “Yes. I thought he would be clever enough to lie low—I never expected him to build an empire, so to speak. By the time rumors of the Warden surfaced, trapping him was…difficult. We couldn’t draw him out into the open.”

      “Because then everyone would know you had lied.”

      Gabriel ignores this. “The Warden has his group of devoted loyalists, and he always sees us coming. His power lies in his ability to manipulate others.”

      The same could be said about the man before me now. At the same time, I recall the pull of the Warden’s influence. My desire to speak truth in the presence of his disconcertingly lovely face.

      “That power, though, is not a gift,” Gabriel continues. “It’s a curse. The Warden turned his back on the Savior long ago, and what remains is evil and madness. Provoking him could compromise everything I’ve fought to build. And what I’ve built helps people, Talin. They need a Prophet, don’t you see? They need hope. Unification. A sense of safety.”

      I fight to keep my expression placid. Gabriel might be a hypocrite of the highest degree, but I understand what he’s saying. His logic makes sense.

      It just also makes me sick.

      “What about the people in the Trench?” I ask. “Aren’t you worried about them?”

      Gabriel crosses his legs, seeming to relax now that we’re not speaking of the Warden directly. “No. The way Valestadt is divided, at least the sinners and criminals are grouped together. If we tried to clean up the Trench, forcing them to spread out, they’d infiltrate the city. All of that sin.” He shudders. “Since the Bloodrot is rampant in those parts, its occupants will be dead soon enough.”

      I give a jerky nod, not trusting myself to reply. Why had I expected him to care about sinners? The Regiment excels at not giving a fuck about anyone they don’t consider worth saving.

      “The Warden knows I work for you.” I’m keen to change the subject before my fury boils over. “He saw the pendant and thought you sent me after him.”

      Gabriel stills. “But he let you get away nonetheless.”

      “I escaped.”

      “No. If he wanted you dead, you would be. Everything the Warden does is calculated. He allowed you to leave—likely as a way to send me a warning. A message that he can take what belongs to me, should he so choose.”

      This revelation doesn’t please me. “Surely he’s better off avoiding you and the Regiment as much as possible.”

      Gabriel glances at the door. Toward the agent still tensed mid-approach, then back to me. He releases a delicate sigh, the lines of his mouth tightening.

      That’s when the pieces finally click together. Why Slade struck me as so familiar, with his angular face and cold blue eyes. A few shades lighter than I’m accustomed to, perhaps, but recognizable nonetheless.

      Because they were Gabriel’s eyes.

      The absurdity of it all is too great. I take an unsteady step back, gripped by the sudden urge to laugh. If I wasn’t fucked before, I certainly am now.

      “The Warden is your brother.”
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        “The Regiment demands that everyone abide by a set of general moral principles. It believes in the existence of the one true Savior, who is thought to preside at the center of all morality. All that is good comes from Him; all that is bad exists only as a deviation from His will.”

        —A Brief History of the Regiment: pg. 7

      

      The Regiment agent is between Gabriel and me in an instant. I bristle as our eyes lock. I doubt he’ll physically harm me—at least, not yet—but I know there are other ways he can make me suffer.

      “You’re related to a diabolist?” I fling the question past him, addressing Gabriel. I’m too shocked for tact. “How?”

      Gabriel flicks his wrist at the agent—an order to stand down. I relax incrementally as the man steps back, retreating to the edge of the room once more.

      “There is no holy explanation for the existence of diabolists,” Gabriel says a moment later. Every line of his face is taut with something like…panic? “Regiment scholars have been studying the phenomenon for quite some time. It appears to be congenital, but not hereditary.”

      Despite everything, interest ripples through me; the work of Regiment scholars is kept largely under wraps. “Like a mutation.”

      “Possibly. There are very few people who know all of this, Talin.”

      It’s not a very subtle warning. I incline my head at the agent. “I can see he knows.”

      “Hengst has pledged himself to me for life. He’s more than a simple Regiment employee.”

      “Is that what I am? A simple employee?”

      “Of course not. But a sinner has little understanding of true loyalty.”

      I keep my gaze steady, trying not to dwell on why that stings. I’m not loyal—at least not in the way Gabriel wants. Still, an unwelcome stab of jealousy spears through me. “Even if that were true, I have no one else to tell.”

      “I know you don’t,” he allows, rising to his feet and coming to stand before me. His proximity sends a jolt across my skin—not quite attraction, but definite awareness. He lifts one hand to cup my cheek, stroking my face with his thumb. My breath catches. I force myself to stay still, meeting his imploring gaze as his cool fingers whisper over my skin. It’s possessive, that touch, and only adds to his unspoken threat. I don’t know why I so desperately want to lean into it.

      “You can trust me.” My voice is hoarse.

      Gabriel frowns, and I wonder if he’s listening at all. His fingers dig into my cheek, no longer leaving any room to misinterpret the action. You’re mine, those nails say.

      “I can’t trust anyone but the Savior. Not with utter certainty, at least. Do you know what happened to the last person who merely suspected a connection between myself and the Warden?”

      “No.” My voice is quiet. Wary.

      “Really? You can’t even begin to guess?”

      I work my jaw, disgust and panic unraveling in my stomach. At his pointed look, I’m beginning to develop an idea, though I don’t put words to it. I want to hear him admit what I already suspect.

      “I got you to kill them, Talin.”

      My sigh is borne of resignation more than relief or horror. I shutter my eyes, attempting to ground myself before replying. “Who will you get to kill me, then? Yannick? Darva?”

      Gabriel lets his hand drop from my face. “The last thing I want is to have you killed. I took you in because I saw your potential. I saw the force of your desire to live, and I knew it would serve me well.”

      Because you could use it against me? I think bitterly. Every compliment he gives me, every reason he offers to justify my importance, has to do with my utility. I want to hear him admit it’s more than that. “And now? Is everything I’ve done for you not evidence enough that I won’t betray you?”

      “You don’t understand the danger my brother poses.”

      “Then make me understand.” Despite what Gabriel says, I know he doesn’t want me dead. He cares about me in his own twisted, delusional way, and he resents himself for that fact. After all, I’m nothing next to the Prophet. My worth is negligible.

      And yet.

      I see his hesitation. In the end, though, he bites out, “Slade killed our mother.”

      I’m taken aback to learn the Warden indeed gave me his real name. “Why?”

      Gabriel takes up pacing again. “Why does a man like him do anything? He murdered her in cold blood. Squeezed the life out of her with his bare hands, then buried her in the backyard of our childhood home. Until that day, I hadn’t known a person could hold so much evil. So much rage.”

      I shift my weight, suddenly uneasy. Because I know. I understand what it is to feel anger throughout your whole body, the ferocity of it making you capable of things you might not have otherwise done. I know what it is to feel overwhelmed by violence that has nowhere to go, and how it can burst out of you like fury given form.

      I am not like the Warden. But I am not unlike him, either.

      “I hoped he could be saved,” Gabriel continues quietly. “Even as a child, though, he sinned without guilt or recompense. The Bloodrot didn’t touch him. He was undeterred by threats of hell and punishment. Everything is a game to my brother. Some people, I’ve come to believe, are destined for darkness. Are born with it already festering in their bones.”

      I’m fully aware that I’m only getting this story because Gabriel has already resigned himself to my death. Absurdly, I feel nothing save icy indifference. “Then what happened?”

      “He went on a rampage. I’m sure you remember it.”

      I may have been sheltered from fearmongering headlines, but I remember Vicar Johannes’s warnings about a diabolist on the loose. A creature of hell with the devil’s charm, who could lift truths from your tongue and make you want to sin more. Just another story—or so I’d thought.

      Then I remember how the sermons changed as a Prophet rose.

      “Yes,” I say. The word seems to scratch against my throat, escaping as a growl. “I remember.”

      Gabriel circles the place where I stand, trapping me in his tightening orbit. With his tar-black hair, cutting gaze, and midnight suit, he looks more like the devil than the Savior’s supposed mouthpiece. “Perhaps I did not deal him death, but I got rid of my brother in the best way I knew how. I allowed him to shape the Trench into his own personal underworld where the worst among us could congregate. And there he sits to this day, a self-anointed god in a rotten empire.”

      I don’t miss the way Gabriel skips over the details. I almost ask—demand to know how he nearly killed a diabolist—but his face hardens again.

      “Now,” he says. “My agents will accompany you out to my vehicle.”

      The words ignite my desperation. I need to prove that my newfound knowledge makes me indispensable rather than a liability. Fear is a mounting pressure in my throat, and in that moment, I do something I’ve never done before.

      I touch him first.

      I reach for his elbow as he turns for the door, my gloved fingers skimming his silk jacket. My grasp is light but insistent, and he freezes in place, his expression shocked. The agent behind us lurches forward, awaiting instruction.

      I wait for anger to darken Gabriel’s features. For him to demand I release him at once. Instead, the corners of his mouth twitch in a way that hints at indecision.

      “Talin.” His voice is a warning, but his gaze is a challenge.

      “Please,” I whisper. I tighten my grip and pull him closer. I hope to hell I haven’t misjudged things, or this is going to go very, very badly. “You don’t have to do this to me, Gabriel. You make the rules.”

      “Yes,” he says, throat shifting. “And I follow those which I set out for myself. You know far too much, my lamb.”

      He covers my hand with his own, removing it from his arm. Despite his show of uncompromising self-control, though, I can see the effort it takes. His inner turmoil is scrawled across his face. It’s a dark thing. Not a harmless lust, but a violent hunger. He doesn’t want to lose me—his prized possession—and what’s more, he wants me in a way men like him aren’t supposed to. Suddenly I know what my move needs to be.

      You don’t understand the danger my brother poses.

      “Let me prove myself to you,” I say. “Let me help you destroy the Warden.”

      Gabriel’s brows draw together, his expression taking on a hint of scorn. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”

      “You wanted me to look into the rumors of the Solemn Apostles because you’re worried it’s a front.” I speak quickly, knowing I don’t have long to present my case. “You’re afraid that what you’re actually facing is dissent. A group of people lacking faith either in the Regiment or in you. And that would be a problem, wouldn’t it? The youngest Regiment leader to date—a prophet, no less—who loses the trust of the population?”

      “Talin.” Gabriel makes my name an admonition, but I press on.

      “Imagine what would happen if they discovered the last diabolist was still alive. If the Warden really was using me to send you a message, maybe it means he’s no longer content to stay in the shadows. Maybe he finally intends to retaliate. You need him gone for good this time, Gabriel, or he could ruin you.” I harden my gaze. “You think I need to die because of this knowledge. But what if you let me use it to help you?”

      I’m worried I’ve laid it on too thick, but something shifts in Gabriel’s face. The gears are turning behind his deepwater eyes.

      “I have no doubt my brother intends to retaliate,” he says, the words measured. “But you will not be the one I place in his path.”

      “It’s my job to do this type of thing.”

      “What are you suggesting?”

      He’s indulging me. We both know it. Nonetheless, I can’t believe he asked my opinion so directly. It’s evidence that I was right about his fears. Nothing matters more than perception, and Gabriel will do anything to uphold one of complete power and holiness.

      “You said that if the Warden had wanted to kill me, I’d be dead.”

      One eyebrow lifts. “Correct.”

      This is fully insane. I know it, and I’m about to propose my plan anyway. I have no desire to die, but anything is better than imminent execution in the sterile halls of Regiment headquarters.

      “I think the Warden left me alive because he wants me alive. I think he saw me as a challenge, and he liked that. It’s just as you said—everything is a game to him.”

      Gabriel’s eyes flicker with something I didn’t expect: jealousy. “And do you think he wants you, Talin? Did he draw you in, his handsome face making you forget yourself? Did he convince you he desires you? He may be a slave to the sin of carnality, but he’ll kill you all the same once he’s finished.”

      “That’s not what he wants,” I argue, my face heating. The more I speak, the more convinced I am that I’m right. If the Warden indeed loves games, I’ll give him one. “Let me go after your brother. Let me bring him to you.”

      The only reason you’re not dead yet, little sinner, is that it would be a pity to kill you before you confessed to me.

      The Warden’s words echo in my mind as Gabriel chews mine over. A muscle leaps in the Prophet’s jaw as he searches for a response.

      “No.” he says finally. “Your chances of success are negligible at best. Besides, letting you go anywhere, given all you’ve learned… I’m sure you can see how that concerns me.”

      “We both know you don’t truly want me dead.” Saying it aloud is a bold move, and Gabriel doesn’t respond, continuing to work his jaw. “What if I can convince the Warden I’m on his side?”

      “What possible reason would he have to believe that?”

      I shrug. “I tell him I’ve left you. That I want you dead, and I need his help. I convince him to go after you, and when he does, you and the Regiment will be there waiting.”

      “My brother would never believe that.”

      I yank my right sleeve up aggressively, holding my forearm in front of Gabriel’s face. His stoic gaze tracks the mottled marks left by the Bloodrot—the purple lattice that intertwines with my veins, not unlike how the skin of a corpse marbles as gases build up postmortem. Disgust tightens his mouth as my heart pounds. I’ve never felt more like a dead girl walking.

      “I’ll make the Warden believe me,” I say quietly. “I’m dying. Is that not a good enough reason to turn against you? Doesn’t it make sense that I’d want you dead after everything you’ve made me do?”

      Uncertainty—or perhaps suspicion—draws Gabriel’s brows together. He studies me for a long moment. “What exactly are you saying?”

      “See?” I lift my chin and force my pulse to slow. “Even you believed it for a second, didn’t you?”

      Gabriel pulls at the collar of his shirt. Rather than suggesting discomfort, something about the action is vaguely threatening. It’s an odd contrast to his next words. “He’ll kill you, Talin.”

      “So will you. At the very least, let me choose how I die.”

      Gabriel stalks over to my bed, settling on the edge and crossing his legs. Again, it strikes me as strangely incongruous: him in his pressed suit and air of general dignity, poised atop the rumpled sheets in my bland, borrowed bedroom. He shoots a meaningful look at the space beside him. After a beat of apprehension, I sink onto the mattress. Rarely do we sit like this, face-to-face, as equals. There is always a desk or a stretch of room between us. It’s always excruciatingly clear that he holds the power.

      But when he sighs, I know I have him.

      “It would amuse my brother greatly to believe he has something I care about.”

      A laugh lodges in my throat. It almost sounds like he’s admitting he doesn’t care about me, at least not in any way that matters. And why would he? When it comes right down to it, I’m nothing but a dying sinner touched by the devil. A throwaway girl. Someone he’ll willingly sacrifice to keep his secrets safe, no matter how much he might covet me.

      I keep my voice devoid of inflection. “Tell me what you want done with him.”

      “Bring the Warden to the Reaches,” Gabriel decides. “I’ll be there in a couple of weeks for the Congregation. The Regiment and I will take it from there.”

      “That’s impossible.” Outrage lashes through my bones. Rather than saying no, is he presenting me with a task he knows I can’t fulfill? If Valestadt is the center of governance and law enforcement, then the Reaches is the Regiment’s administrative and spiritual core. It’s a mountainous island sequestered on the northernmost tip of Sundbourg. Most of the scholars work there, along with the chaplains who aren’t assigned to schools or smaller temples across Sundbourg. I’ve never been, but Gabriel travels there often. The Congregation, if I recall correctly, is the annual meeting of Sundbourg’s chaplains.

      Gabriel leans forward, surveying me from beneath his lashes. “When I’m in the Reaches, I don’t have an entourage of agents with me. It’s considered a safe place. A holy one. Let it slip to my brother that I’ll be there, and I guarantee he’ll show up armed with a plan to kill me.”

      “Say I’m successful,” I counter. “We’re simply going to be granted entry? I thought agents were stationed at the bridge crossing.”

      “Leave that to me. I’ll find a way to get you across.”

      I grit my teeth, cycling through the steps in my mind. It’s hard to imagine the Warden will go for it. But if his hatred is as powerful as Gabriel seems to think, then maybe—just maybe—there’s a chance.

      “Fine,” I decide. “I’ll bring the Warden to the Reaches. But I want one thing in return. I want—”

      “Your freedom.” He finishes the sentence before I can, the syllables cutting.

      I recoil in shock, and Gabriel sighs.

      “Ah, Talin. I never take someone into my employ without first knowing what they want. And you? I know you live in fear of what the Bloodrot will do to you. Already you can’t bear to look at your own hands. You want to take advantage of what little life you have left. I don’t blame you—it must be difficult, knowing you won’t see paradise.”

      His words take a long time to filter into my brain. I hear what he didn’t have to say: That my existence is pointless. That I’m someone to be pitied. How easy it must be for him, sitting in his ivory tower alongside his imagined Savior, pointing fingers at those he wants punished. Never having to pull the trigger himself and never having to shoulder the consequences.

      “Do we have a deal or not?” I bite out.

      His answering smile is infuriatingly serene, and I think again of the Warden’s unerring control. I still can’t quite wrap my head around the two being brothers, and yet I keep detecting similarities now that I know the truth. Both have hollow cheeks and dark, expressive brows. Were the Warden’s hair not bleached, I suspect it would be the same color as Gabriel’s. They share the same striking, impenetrable gaze, though Gabriel’s is cobalt where the Warden’s is glacier-pale.

      Now that I’ve seen it, it’s impossible to unsee it, and yet I can’t fathom two people who are more different in every way that matters.

      “We have a deal,” Gabriel says. “You deliver me my brother—updating me regularly by telephone—and I’ll consider it your last sin on my behalf. However, you breathe a word of what you know during that time…”

      “We both know I won’t.”

      A long glance passes between us, and finally Gabriel nods. I extend a hand, but he doesn’t shake it. Instead he traps it between both of his own long enough that the heat of his skin seeps through my glove. His smile is back—pleasant but uncompromising.

      That’s the final similarity between the brothers, I think: Both have honed their charisma into a weapon.

      “Make immediate contact if and when my brother accepts your proposal,” Gabriel murmurs. “And Talin?”

      I lift my gaze expectantly. “Yes?”

      “May the Savior be with you.”

      It sounds less like a blessing and more like a curse.
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      I can still remember the day our lives changed.

      I’d been twelve years old. It was early spring, though unseasonably hot in a way that made summer feel like a looming, impatient thing. I’d been playing in the side yard with Ilse, who’d just turned ten. Even then she’d been a sensitive child, unlikely to stand up for herself, so I became accustomed to doing it for her.

      I never resented Ilse, though in hindsight perhaps I should have. I watched my parents praise their good little girl, all the while growing wary of their first daughter. I was a difficult child. Too clever for my own good. I rarely cried and, regardless, didn’t like to be coddled or consoled. None of my friendships lasted long, and the chaplains who taught at the public school met with my parents several times. Keep an eye on that one, I’d heard my third-form teacher tell my father when they’d thought I couldn’t hear. Your youngest is a good girl, but I worry about the elder.

      On that particular day, I’d coerced Ilse into catching grasshoppers with me in our mother’s tiny vegetable garden. I’d only just begun to realize our family wasn’t exactly well-off, and the plot of land occupied by our single-bedroom house left little space for outdoor activities. Nevertheless, I always managed to think of something to do, dragging Ilse along whether my sister liked it or not.

      My parents had long given up forbidding me from climbing trees or leaving the property, but that day I’d had little desire to do either. It was too hot to do anything truly fun, so I’d settled for catching bugs. I liked to cup them in my hands a moment, feeling their little legs against the sensitive skin of my palms, then let them go loose.

      I’d been doing just that when two young men showed up at the house.

      Ilse had noticed them first, and she’d elbowed me in the side, indicating with her chin. Both men were dressed in strange, ankle-length robes. They were probably in their twenties, though they’d seemed much older through the lens of childhood. I’d abandoned my pursuit of the grasshopper bounding in and out of my mother’s tomato plants, straightening to holler at the duo.

      “What do you want?”

      Ilse had cowered against me, likely due more to embarrassment than fear, but neither man appeared offended. One was holding a thick book, I saw, and he thumbed the pages as he bared gleaming teeth in our direction.

      “Are your parents home?”

      I’d shrugged, abruptly disinterested. “Far as I know.”

      Then I’d turned back to my elusive grasshopper, paying the men no mind as they approached the front door. Paying them no mind as my parents invited them inside, nor as they departed a good hour or so later.

      I should have paid attention though. I should have given more thought to the quiet conversations my mother and father had when they thought we weren’t listening. Should have realized something was amiss when the men returned not once, but several times more, often with an older fellow in tow. Perhaps I even ought to have glanced at the book left behind on the dining room table.

      Had I been paying attention, I might have been prepared.
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        TENET 3: You shall not deal in falsehoods. To do so without restraint is the sin of deceit.

        —The Prophet’s Modern Translation of the Holy Book

      

      As I stand outside Tuonela’s for the second time in as many days, I wonder vaguely if I’ve chosen the worse of two evils.

      After negotiating with Gabriel the previous night, I hadn’t been able to sleep. I’d spent much of the night tracking circles around my apartment, unable to shake the feeling that the Warden might find me before I found him.

      He hadn’t come though. The city remained silent save for the periodic revving of a Regiment vehicle making its nightly rounds. Somewhere along the line, night had bled into day with all the languid excruciation of a seeping wound. I’d waited impatiently for dark to return, frustration pulsing through me like venom. I was a ghost, and ghosts didn’t move in the light. When at last my room was layered in shadows again, I pulled my hair into a knot, shoved my gun and knife into my waistband and boot respectively, and got the hell out.

      Now here I am, the reality of my deal with Gabriel crashing over me. I’m about to go after the Warden, knowing there’s a significant chance he’ll try to kill me before I can open my mouth. I’m about to try and convince him to trust me.

      My plan is simple: start at the last place I saw him. Tuonela’s looks notably different from last night. Patrons aren’t ambling in and out, and the muted glow of ambient lighting is absent. Instead, there’s only darkness. I don’t like that at all—this should be the start of the speakeasy’s prime hours. The buildings around it are equally dark and silent. They seem to crowd up against one another, the edges washed silver-cold where the moonlight touches them.

      Relief and frustration collide. The Warden isn’t here, which means I won’t have to face him again. Not yet, at least. But how else am I supposed to find a man nobody truly knows?

      I turn my gun over in my hands, considering. There’s a new magazine in it and a couple of backups in my pocket. Obviously I won’t be able to kill the Warden, but he can still be injured. If my plan goes poorly and I need to unload every bullet I have into his flesh, so be it.

      I wonder what can kill him. What Gabriel’s plans are once I get his brother to the Reaches.

      No sooner do I ask myself the question than I see a pinprick of light in Tuonela’s front window. Not a pale flicker of electricity, but the wavering glow of flame, as if someone has lit a match. The Warden’s words from last night echo in my mind:

      Now that Gabriel knows of this place, I’m left with two options. Burn it down, or kill you.

      Someone is in there. One of his lackeys, no doubt. They’re in there, and they’re going to torch the place. A cold sweat climbs the back of my neck, but I try to ignore it, grasping instead for determination.

      Whoever it is, I’ll use them to lead me to the Warden.

      I draw my gun and lunge for the entrance, slamming my shoulder into the door as I turn the handle. I expected it to be locked, and the force of the action sends me hurtling into the bar in a feral, inelegant display. I’m breathing heavily, gun pointed at that single flare of light. The air is thick with the acrid scent of smoke. It takes me a moment to recognize it for what it is: not the familiar lit-match smell I’d anticipated, nor the cloying fumes of gasoline, but cigarette smoke.

      The flame gives way to the barest glow of smoldering ash. I squint at it, an icy sensation spreading through me. Then, suddenly, artificial light assaults my vision. I recoil, blinking hard as the scene before me swims into focus.

      The Warden didn’t send someone here.

      He’s come himself.

      He sits perched atop a barstool like a haughty ruler of old, one arm draped along the bar itself. His legs are crossed, his posture languid. My memory hasn’t done him justice—his handsome profile is all artist’s lines in the feeble glow of the lamp he’s just flicked on.

      He looks the way I imagine the devil might, greeting his victims at the entrance to hell.

      The Warden doesn’t spare my gun a single glance. He flicks his spent cigarette away, procures a new one, and lights it. It looks rather unholy propped there between his lips, flickering in the dim. Apart from that delicate movement, we might have been frozen in a tableau, both waiting for the other to break the silence. To strike.

      Neither of us does.

      When he finally speaks, it’s slowly and with precision. “I wondered if you’d return, little sinner.”

      I ignore that. “You certainly know how to clear a building.”

      I don’t know why those are the first words on my lips. Neither does he, judging by his lifted brows. “I didn’t kill the patrons, if that’s what you’re implying. But I’m giving serious consideration to killing you, so I would start talking.”

      “You already tried to kill me once.”

      He acknowledges that with a tilt of his chin. “I wasn’t trying very hard. But as far as attempted murder goes, I’d say we’re even.”

      I ignore that too. “How did you know I’d come back here?”

      “Who says I did?”

      “You wouldn’t be here otherwise. Not when I could have told the Regiment precisely where to find you.” I switch my gun to the other hand, slitting my eyes. “You have a source.”

      The Warden blows more smoke. “Of course I do.”

      “Who is it?”

      He chuckles and sits up straight, pointing the cigarette in my direction. His gaze seems to crackle, alight with impish humor. “Nice try. I must say though, it was quite unfair of my brother to make you return. He ought to take better care of his possessions.” The Warden takes a drag. “Well? Go ahead. Make whatever threat Gabriel sent you to deliver.”

      “You really think you’ve got everyone figured out, don’t you?” I’m contemptuous. “Gabriel didn’t send me here to make threats. He didn’t send me yesterday either. I don’t know why that isn’t getting through your thick skull.”

      This isn’t starting off well. I’m supposed to be trying to convince him that I’m willing to switch allegiances, and yet my first instinct is to insult him. Something about the Warden gets well and truly under my skin, and it has nothing to do with the fact that he wants me dead.

      Maybe it’s that he doesn’t deserve to be nearly as attractive as he is. Maybe it’s his aura of cool superiority, as though he’s never taken an order from anyone in his life. He’s untethered, unbothered.

      The Warden scoffs. “You claim to be telling the truth, yet you fought against my influence with everything you had. Impressive, by the way. I’m not easy to resist.” His grin reveals those unnervingly sharp teeth again. “But being so desperate to avoid confession… One might say that’s indicative of a guilty conscience.”

      “I grew up surrounded by liars,” I retort. “Resisting manipulation is kind of my specialty. I have my own reasons for not wanting to confess, and they have nothing to do with Gabriel.”

      “Then I suspect you also had your own reasons for engaging me the way you did.”

      My cheeks heat at the memory. Of course I’d had a reason—just not the one he thinks. Finding out whether he could divulge any information about the Solemn Apostles seems like such a small, unimportant task now. “You said yourself that you’re difficult to resist.”

      “Ah, but I’d hardly even begun to work my charms.” The Warden’s grin takes on a wicked tilt. He’s toying with me.

      That’s good—maybe I can still salvage this. I’ve never been very good at endearing myself to people, but when it comes to the Warden, I suspect that isn’t the move regardless. Despite his easy amusement, he’s a man full of rage so potent you can taste it in the air when you’re around him.

      I instinctively know that if I’m going to win him over, I need to show him my own anger.

      “I only engaged you because I knew it would bother Gabriel,” I say. “I knew he would hate the idea of me hanging around the Trench, getting drunk, and hooking up with a guy who looks like sin on two legs.”

      “What a fastidious description of me.”

      “I had no idea who you were. I didn’t understand why you were so angry when you saw the pendant. It was only after I returned home that I figured it out.”

      The Warden’s pleasant expression flickers. “And who exactly am I, little sinner?”

      I swallow. I need to tread carefully. To present the following information as something I’d merely guessed at, and not something that Gabriel confirmed. “You’re the Prophet’s brother. Aren’t you?”

      Were it not for the delicate arch of a brow, I might think him unaffected. “How did you come to that conclusion?”

      “You recognized the Markovich pendant. You’re younger than Gabriel, but not so much that you couldn’t be siblings. Mostly, though, you look alike. Your eyes are the same. Your expressions, and the way your faces move.”

      The Warden doesn’t like that. The air in Tuonela’s seems to thicken as he works his jaw. “And what use is that information to you?”

      I shrug evasively. “It’s obvious you hate each other. After all, you’re supposed to be dead, right?”

      “So they say.” His barely restrained fury urges caution.

      “Gabriel made you into a monster. Sundbourg’s own villain. Since you’re still here, that must mean you let him. Why?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Yeah. Lots of that going around.” In fact, it’s testing my patience. “Try me.”

      The scene is a strange one: Him sitting, partially illuminated by the lamplight, and me watching him from the shadows. Him balancing a cigarette between pliant fingers, me white-knuckling my gun. It’s another moment before he replies.

      “Why does anyone do anything, little sinner? Gabriel offered me something I wanted.”

      I wait.

      “Why do you think the Regiment, until recently, hasn’t disturbed the Trench? My brother loves to speak of some great altercation between us, but he’s always chosen to spar only with words. He made me an offer: If I disappeared, or at least stayed within the boundary of the Trench, he would ensure the Regiment left me alone.”

      “And you wanted that.”

      Amusement plays at the edges of the Warden’s mouth. “I needed that. My behavior up until that point had been…unrestrained.”

      “I remember,” I say without thinking. A rampage, people had called it. A diabolist on the loose, feeding indiscriminately and leaving a slew of confused citizens in his wake, each of them claiming to have seen the devil.

      The Warden seems to enjoy this. He taps ash onto the floor, a wicked gleam in his eye. “I kept my end of the deal. Ensured that even those in the Trench didn’t know my true name. In the meantime, however, my brother was weaving quite a compelling mythos for himself.”

      “And you just let him?”

      “It made little difference to me. Besides, there was nothing to be done about it.”

      “But he made everyone believe you really were the devil. He told them he killed you.”

      “Infuriating? Perhaps.” The Warden shrugs. “Laughable? Undoubtedly. For all intents and purposes, though, Slade Markovich was dead. Oh, I’ve retaliated plenty. I made the Trench a haven for sinners. Offered every vice the Regiment had banned. I knew it drove Gabriel mad. For the most part, I was content to be the villain.”

      “But something’s changed,” I say, undeterred.

      “Very astute.”

      “You’re trapped in a stalemate. You can’t kill Gabriel because he’s always surrounded by the Regiment’s protection, and he can’t kill you, because you’re… Well.” I make a circular gesture with one hand.

      “A monster?” the Warden purrs.

      “I was going to say difficult to trap.”

      “No, you weren’t.”

      “You and I can help each other,” I say. “You see it too, don’t you?”

      I hold my breath as the Warden leans forward, steepling the tips of his fingers beneath his chin. Those unnervingly pale eyes glitter as he speaks around the cigarette. “What possible use could I have for someone like you?”

      “We both want Gabriel dead.” I level my gaze at him, reholstering my gun in what I hope is a show of good faith. “And I know how to get to him.”

      He laughs. Not quite as loudly as when I’d shot him, but in a way that’s breathy, genuine. It transforms his face, as if some taut cord within him has slackened. “Combining impiety and violence? You really are trouble, little sinner. I’m almost impressed.”

      “It’s the truth.” I’ve been slowly approaching the bar as we talk, and I finally reach it, slamming a palm down to punctuate the last word. My voice is a snarl. “I met Gabriel three years ago after my entire life burned to ash. He tore me from the wreckage, and I’ve been trapped ever since. Do you know what it’s like to rely on Gabriel for everything? To do his bidding, be his executioner, only to be rewarded with certain death? You said it yourself—I’m a sinner. Nothing more. And I want out.”

      The last few sentences are imbued with unconcealed aggression. I need the Warden to believe me. Need him to feel the forceful sincerity in my words.

      He doesn’t seem affected by my speech. Rather, he looks disdainful, hooking a finger in the collar of his shirt and stretching his neck as he considers. “Not good enough.”

      I’m dumbstruck. “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t make deals based on feelings. They’re easily manipulated, you see.”

      “I suppose you would know.”

      He makes no attempt to deny it. When he speaks again, the words are cajoling. “What do you want, little sinner?”

      “I just told you,” I grit out.

      “No, no. I’m not asking about your immediate goal. What is it that you want?”

      I’m not sure how to respond, particularly with those glittering eyes trapping me in place. What do I yearn for above all else? The answer comes easily: freedom from Gabriel. But it’s not the Prophet I’m truly running from, is it? It’s what he asks of me.

      I understand, then, what the Warden is really asking.

      “I want to live,” I say hoarsely. “I don’t want to keep sinning for Gabriel. I don’t want the Bloodrot to take my mind and my life. I just want to live.”

      The Warden surveys me with some measure of satisfaction. I hate him, for drawing out my weakness when I have little choice but to reveal it. “Very good. Is that how you’ve managed to survive this long? Through sheer force of will?”

      “I’ve survived this long because I’m not afraid to do whatever it takes.”

      He takes another infuriatingly long drag from his cigarette. “Yes, well, that’s not a particularly unique trait. At least not in these parts.”

      I’ve had enough—I snatch the cigarette from his fingers. He watches, expressionless, as I grind it into the floor with the toe of my shoe. When he looks up again, the light is behind him, carving hollows in his cheeks. He suddenly looks less like the devil and more like the undead.

      “I don’t doubt that three years at Gabriel’s side is enough to make someone hate him,” the Warden says. “But it’s also enough to make them love him, the way a dog loves the master who collars it.”

      “I do not love Gabriel.” I spit the words like I’m trying to expel them. “I want him dead, and I’m not foolish enough to think I can do it myself. I have information. I can take you to him. I know when and where he’ll be least protected.”

      “And where’s that?”

      “I’m not saying anything more until we have a deal.”

      “Stubbornness doesn’t bode well for your presumed interest in staying alive.”

      “If you kill me, you’ll have no idea where to go.” I glare at him, wishing I still held my gun. I have to believe the Warden doesn’t want to kill me. That I was right, and he sees me as some kind of challenge. That, if nothing else, he’ll keep me alive for his own personal entertainment.

      Better not to think about what might happen when he gets bored.

      “I won’t deny my intrigue.” He rises, and I back away from the bar, regretting it when he begins to pace slow circles around me. His proximity raises the hair on my arms. “However, I don’t make deals until I know a little more about the person making the proposition.”

      “I’m not confessing to you.”

      He shrugs. The circles grow smaller, bringing him ever closer. His movements are fluid, controlled. There’s no indication he was shot point-blank in the torso yesterday. “All right. Then no deal.”

      I grind my teeth. The last thing I want is my tongue loosened in his presence. I don’t trust him as far as I can throw him, and I’ve done a great number of things that can be used against me. Still, I’ve managed to resist his allure before.

      “Fine,” I hiss. “You can take my confession. Once. But only so I can prove I’m telling the truth. After that, so long as we’re working together, you don’t feed again. Do I make myself clear?”

      The Warden draws to a smooth halt. “Crystal.”

      “Promise me.”

      “I promise, little sinner.”

      “Stop calling me that.”

      He’s less than two steps away from me now, and he lowers his voice. “But I do so love the way it brings your anger to the surface. It makes your draw that much stronger.”

      “Just do it,” I grit. “The whole slow, seductive act is making me nauseous.”

      “Forgive me for wanting to savor the moment.” He leans close and tucks a few loose hairs behind my ear, his fingers cool and careful. “Now, tell me something terrible.”

      I barely hear his coaxing words, too focused on blocking him out. His voice, I determine, is the most dangerous thing about him—you can’t help but want to comply with his orders. I try to notice other details, like the intricate stitching on the front of his jacket or the fact that he smells vaguely herbal. I’ve no clue how I find his scent appealing when he’s been chain-smoking. Maybe it’s another of his diabolist tricks. Another way to make you want to be near him.

      “I’m not getting on my knees.” I aim for derision, but the rasp in my voice ruins the effect.

      The Warden’s eyes flash. “You don’t need to. Not yet.”

      “Not yet?”

      “I’ll have you on your knees eventually.”

      That surprises a scoff out of me. “In your fucking dreams.”

      “Let’s table the discussion until later. Now: something terrible, if you will.”

      My tongue seems desperate to speak, which is a wholly unnerving sensation. I want to confess, and I fight against that desire, and then I fight against the fighting, because of course this won’t work unless I give in. If I at least say something, perhaps he’ll let up. There are things I don’t want the Warden to know, but there are also plenty of sins I don’t mind divulging.

      I clamp down on whatever I was about to say and force a different truth into my mouth. “Last year I killed a man against Gabriel’s wishes.”

      The Warden stills, pulling back so as to better see my face. I try to affect an air of dreamy indifference, the way I imagine someone in his thrall might look.

      “Go on,” he urges, lifting a hand to lay it against my cheek. I do my best not to react to the electric heat of his touch.

      “It’s the only time I can remember Gabriel being truly, openly furious. He’d sent me after a Regiment agent he believed was no longer trustworthy. I was to confront the man—face covered, of course—and blackmail him. Not my usual type of job, but I was the only one available. I convinced Gabriel I could handle it. For once, I didn’t want to have to kill someone.”

      I can’t remember what the agent had supposedly done wrong, but the scene comes back to me in a vivid rush. Cornering him in the hallway, my gun pointed at his chest. The way his voice echoed and his lip curled in derision when he said he could tell I was a woman. He was tall. His house was too warm. My skin was stuck to the inside of my leather jacket. I feel the rage all over again as I continue. “He was laughing. Said something about how pathetic it was that anyone would send a little girl to threaten him. Then he made a joke implying all my sins had been of a sexual nature. I threatened to shoot him, and he goaded me, saying I wouldn’t dare.” I lick my lips. “So I shot him.”

      “As seems to be your move,” the Warden murmurs.

      I hide my satisfaction. There’s a reason I picked this story, after all. “I was in a bad mood that day. I made sure he would die, but not immediately. I wanted him lucid long enough to realize I’d made good on my threat. Gabriel was furious. Later, he got Yannick to hit me. Just once.” It was the only time Gabriel had ever punished me that way, and the sensation of betrayal had stung far more than the blow.

      “Who is Yannick?”

      “Another of Gabriel’s hired sinners.”

      “How many of you are there?”

      “Three.”

      These questions I really do answer without thinking. It seems to make the Warden confident enough to ask, “Did Gabriel send you here tonight?”

      “No.”

      “What about last night?”

      “Neither time,” I affirm.

      “Do you know a place and time during which Gabriel will be virtually unprotected?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you truly want him dead?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you want me dead?”

      That brings me up short. I can’t deny it—he’ll know I’m lying. “Yes. But not as much as him.” It’s the best I can do.

      The Warden smiles, pleased. “I’d be disappointed if you didn’t.” His hand falls away from my face as he takes a step back. It’s a moment before I realize he’s letting the spell break. I give a slight shake of my head, prepared to feign a return to normalcy, before I remember a diabolist’s influence is meant to leave someone confused and disoriented. Fucking inconvenient.

      I blink up at him, making my eyes wide and innocent, then quickly switch to a frown. Short-term memory loss or not, there’s no version of me that would look at the Warden with anything but contempt. I have to be cautious not to overdo it.

      “What?” I demand, because it was what I would have said if I’d regained sense to see him staring at me. “You look like an idiot.”

      He rolls his eyes and takes me by the elbow. “Come on.”

      My entire body tenses at his touch, and not in an entirely unpleasant way. When I attempt to yank my arm back, he holds fast. I have the strange impression he’s trying to be gentle about it, but his grip is unbreakable, his fingers like iron. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      The Warden’s gaze is withering as he leads me over to the door, apparently not needing to look where he’s going. “Making sure you don’t get into trouble. You need to sleep it off.”

      “Sleep what off?”

      “Exactly,” he intones, using his free hand to turn his collar up against the wind.

      He maintains a brisk pace, all but dragging me along beside him. I assume it’s because he expects me to be in some sort of fugue state, but I still can’t fathom where he might be taking me. Do diabolists feed off more than just sins? Do they take advantage of people in other ways? If so, there isn’t a shot in hell of me maintaining this ruse.

      “Where are we going?” I demand, not sure I want to know the answer.

      The Warden gazes straight ahead. “Home.”

      “You don’t know where I live.”

      “No shit.” One side of his mouth tugs up in a smirk. “Luckily, however, I know where I live.”

    
  
    
      
        12

      
      
        “Many believe diabolists are demons given human form. Others suspect they were once regular people cursed for their transgressions against the Savior. Older translations of the holy book claim the very first diabolist was an apostle of the Savior whose transgressions could not be forgiven.”

        —The Diabolist: Myth or Monster?: pg. 44 (BANNED TITLE)

      

      For a split second I’m astonished enough that I stop struggling.

      “You are not taking me to your house.” The sentence feels strange in my mouth; I can’t reconcile what I know of the Warden with the concept of a home. For some reason I’d pictured him as a nomad flitting from street to street in the Trench, never sleeping, always on the hunt.

      He makes a sound in the back of his throat, as though I’m the one being absurd. “If you’ll recall, we just decided to kill my brother together. You can’t go back to wherever it is you were living. If Gabriel suspects you’re plotting against him, he’ll have you killed within the week.”

      “I’m a good liar,” I protest.

      “No,” the Warden says calmly. “You’re not.”

      I grind my teeth. If only he knew. “Surely Gabriel will be more suspicious if I disappear.”

      “You don’t need to worry about him while you’re with me. In any case, I like to keep a close eye on those with whom I’m doing business.”

      “I would hardly say our arrangement counts as business. It’s murder.”

      He cuts me a sideways glance. “Doesn’t that form the basis of your entire occupation? My brother points the gun, and you pull the trigger?”

      I glare at him. “I’ll stay in the Trench, then, somewhere nearby. That’s as close as you’re going to get me.”

      “Ah, little sinner.” The words are dangerously soft, and his grip on my arm turns almost painful. “When I make a deal, I set the parameters. You’ll be exactly where I want you.”

      My stomach flips over. This is one of the many ways in which the two brothers differ: Gabriel wants you to want to please him. He allows room for the illusion of choice even when there is none. Though he expects his orders to be followed, he wants first and foremost to be liked and respected. The Warden, meanwhile, doesn’t care whether you want to appease him—only that you do.

      Whatever. The Warden is the foolish one for inviting me in. His home will teach me about him. Give me a better understanding of who he is and what he cares about.

      He obviously isn’t inclined to engage in further conversation as he leads me deeper into the Trench. Decrepit buildings rise around us, the bricks blackened with age, the windows dark and clouded. It smells like smoke; the kind that lingers in the wake of a long-dead fire. We pass what I assume is a pile of discarded concrete blocks—that is, until I catch sight of a cracked torso, its head laying a few paces away beside a square pedestal. Once a statue of the Savior, no doubt.

      Every so often a car trundles by, circular headlights blinding and rusted metal grille flashing beneath the moon. If the Warden is worried about being spotted, he gives no indication of it, though he visibly relaxes as we approach an abandoned plaza. It’s set amid what might once have been a commercial space, if the storefront-like architecture around the perimeter is any indication.

      I vaguely know the story of how the Trench came to be: First the wealthy moved out of the area, settling at a higher altitude once the surrounding forest was cleared. Businesses followed shortly after, and the working class had little choice but to do the same. The Trench became a place for the downtrodden and those who couldn’t afford to leave. For a time, anarchy reigned.

      Then, about five years ago, the Warden came. A powerful, unseen presence who brought with him some semblance of order. Businesses returned, but this time they belonged to criminals. Bars and brothels flourished. Sinners roamed the streets. The Trench became a bustling underworld of sorts, all of it overseen by the Warden. There was disorder, but never too much. After all, he was known for his rules, fucked-up though his moral framework might be. Any shady business dealings or unwarranted violence invoked his wrath. That was enough of a deterrent, because the rumor has always been this: Nobody who learns the Warden’s identity lives to tell the tale.

      A shiver ripples through me, and I become hyperaware of the hand at my elbow. I can hardly fathom that the man beside me is the subject of so much fear. He’s so…young. Intimidating in a sense, I suppose, but otherwise relatively unassuming. I can’t let myself be swayed by anything he says or does. His handsome face is a weapon. His mouth is made to shape lies.

      “Here,” the Warden says brusquely, leading me through the plaza and toward a large fountain. It’s empty save for a thin layer of brownish sludge, and in the center an expressionless stone woman upends a large pot. Once I suspect water might have spilled forth from it, but now the woman appears locked in her ineffectual task.

      It takes me a moment to realize the fountain isn’t what he’s indicating. Beneath a narrow stone arch just beyond it, a path leads up to an enormous brick house. Time has turned the exterior walls more gray than russet, and foliage creeps across them in dark tendrils. Worn stone forms pillars at the front of the house and carves accents around the multitude of windows. The grounds are terribly overgrown, grass and weeds creeping up to knee height, but I find this doesn’t surprise me. I can’t picture the Warden keeping a gardener, and he doesn’t strike me as the type to care what the neighbors think. Which, incidentally, there are none. It’s an insular spot of quiet chaos.

      “This part of the Trench is still abandoned,” I say. “Why?”

      The Warden’s hand slips down to my hip, maneuvering me so that I’m walking in front of him. I stiffen, and he notices, bringing us both to a halt. I turn to find his face mere inches from mine.

      For a heartbeat, I’m speechless—or maybe he is. His shrewd gaze manages to evoke both heat and ice, and his grip on my waist tightens. To my dismay, his proximity has one hell of an effect on my body. I press my thighs more firmly together. From the look on his face, I think he notices.

      “That’s what I want,” he murmurs, a fiendish lilt to his mouth.

      I disentangle myself none too gently. “Excuse me?”

      “You asked why this part of the Trench remains abandoned. It’s because I want it that way. What did you think I was referring to?”

      “How should I know? Half of what you say is nonsensical.” I keep walking—of my own accord, this time—as I follow the narrow path leading up to the house. “How did you do it? Take control of the Trench, I mean.”

      “Ah. A combination of my persuasive nature and money. My family was very well-off, you see, and my father died when I was very young. I hardly knew him. Once I pried my inheritance from my mother’s hands, I had more funds than I knew what to do with.”

      At the Warden’s mention of his family, I remember what Gabriel told me about their mother. “Is that why you killed her? For the money?”

      We’re nearing the steps leading up to the house, but I don’t get the chance to ascend them. The Warden yanks me around so that we’re face-to-face once more, his movements whip-quick, his expression lethal.

      “Is that what my brother told you?” he demands. Ice crystallizes in his voice, making my skin crawl.

      “Gabriel didn’t tell me why you did it.” I don’t miss his lack of denial.

      “Does the reason matter?”

      “Why wouldn’t it?”

      “Because,” the Warden says sardonically, “if someone can kill the first person to ever love them, then surely there is no sin they would not commit.”

      “Are you quoting the holy book at me, or is that a fact?”

      I frame the question as a joke, but it isn’t. Not really. I was forced to read the book enough times to remember the quote about how killing a parent is one of the worst ways the sin of violence can manifest. This applies twofold to matricide—how could you harm the woman who gave you the gift of life?

      I never liked those lessons. Respect should be earned, I decided as I got older, and not a matter of blood. Not every mother made life feel like a gift. Some delivered you kicking and screaming into hell on earth.

      I don’t know what the Warden’s mother was like, of course. But if her two sons are any indication, I suspect she was all kinds of fucked-up.

      “Both,” is the Warden’s eventual reply. “No more questions.”

      “Did she deserve it?”

      A pause follows. Emotions I can’t decipher flicker across the Warden’s face, resentment foremost among them. “Yes. Yes, she deserved it. Is that all you wanted to know?”

      “For now. Thank you for your indulgence, Sir Warden.”

      He scoffs at my mocking tone. “I told you my name. Use it.”

      “You don’t use mine.”

      The look he gives me is so withering, it’s a miracle I don’t turn to dust. “Call me by my name, Talin.”

      I don’t dignify that with a response as he guides me up the crumbling steps to the front door. Just as with Tuonela’s, it’s unlocked, and I find myself hurled into the past. The Warden’s house is nearly as sparse as Gabriel’s, though considerably more dated. Where the Prophet’s home always struck me as a pointed choice in pursuit of minimalism, this place is…strange. There’s no other descriptor for it.

      What little furniture the Warden owns is placed in seemingly random locations, as if by someone who has never actually used a room before. The grand front foyer is barren, but I can see into the room adjacent where a single chair sits in the middle of the space. A dining table is shoved up against the wall, evidently not in use. There isn’t a stitch of color to be seen. A long hallway stretches away from the door, shadows coagulating in such a way that I can’t see where it leads. The house must be even bigger than it looked from outside.

      “Is this where you bring all your victims?” My question fills the foyer as I rotate, taking it in. I’m not sure my offhand tone succeeds at concealing my unease.

      Slade shuts the door behind us. The snick of the latch echoes ominously through the space. “Only the luckiest ones.”

      “Why is it so…?”

      “Empty?” he supplies.

      “Sure.”

      “I don’t spend much time in this wing of the house. This is how it was when I moved in.”

      “Who lived here before you?”

      He tsks several times. “I told you to stop asking questions.”

      For some reason, the way he says that—so nonchalantly, and yet with blatant avoidance—has me wondering if he killed the previous occupants.

      “You’re such a—”

      He holds up a finger. Although his expression remains mild, the action is a warning. “Do you really want to finish that thought?”

      I’m about to retort that yes, I fully intend to, but my attention locks on his hand as he folds his forefinger back down. There are words there, inked along the side toward the webbing that separates his thumb joint. Ad respirandum est pati, the scrawled letters declare, and though I recognize an ancient language when I see it, I don’t know enough to translate.

      He clears his throat pointedly, indicating the stairwell. “Let’s get you upstairs and to bed. You were unsteady on your feet the whole way here.”

      “I was not,” I argue, then realize my error: I’m still meant to be in a post-confession haze. Luckily, the Warden appears unperturbed. I let him walk behind me as I climb the stairs, all too aware of his proximity, feeling the press of his attention on the back of my neck. If I did stumble on the walk here, it was only because I’d been trying to angle my body as far from his as possible.

      He ushers me into a room at the end of the hall. It’s twice the size of my entire apartment, and nicely furnished, which is perplexing after what I saw of the main floor. A deep-burgundy quilt covers the large bed, and everything smells vaguely of cleaning solution.

      “Were you expecting me?” I ask, my voice dry. If not me, then someone.

      The Warden is contoured by the shadows in the doorframe, the singular obstacle between me and the hallway. I feel suddenly, indubitably trapped. He’s undone his jacket, and I’m struck by a vivid memory of the way he looked after I shot him. How dried blood crusted the front of his shirt, black as onyx. How it sluiced between his fingers like melted tar. It isn’t lost on me that I remain virtually untouched despite it all.

      “Don’t flatter yourself,” he says. “All the bedrooms are like this.”

      “Do you have…staff?”

      “Of course not. I know how to clean.”

      “How domestic of you.” I trail my fingertips over the quilt. “Does everyone get this kind of hospitality, or am I your prisoner here?”

      One corner of that damnably perfect mouth quirks. The look he gives me says what he doesn’t need to: that I’m foolish if I have to ask. “Gaining my trust is not so easily done.”

      Cold spreads down my neck into my limbs. Have I flown one cage only to be trapped in another? “I left the Prophet to come find you. How is that not enough?”

      “Ah, but that only makes me trust you less. You claim to have been loyal to Gabriel, yet you changed allegiances so easily.” He arches a brow. “I respect it, and yet I know better than to think you won’t do the same to me. So you see, this is not a partnership. You were my brother’s creature, and now”—the Warden backs out of the room, that devious half smile still ghosting his features—“you are mine.”

      The door slams in his wake, leaving me in absolute silence.
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        “The Regiment’s regulatory body is heavily militarized and has multiple compounds in each of Sundbourg’s major cities—the largest of which is located in the capital city of Valestadt.”

        —A Brief History of the Regiment: pg. 17

      

      I have no intention of staying where the Warden left me.

      I lie motionless in the dark after searching the room, trying to slow my heart. The space is empty of all personal effects, as though it truly is intended for guests. Even the design scheme is generic. I didn’t plan on being trapped in close quarters with the Warden. I didn’t even bring all my weapons. At the very least, I need to contact Gabriel. He’d demanded I update him when—and if—his brother agreed to my proposal, and I can’t shake the knowledge that his expectations are low.

      I will prove him wrong. I will make him sorry. First, though, I need to tell him where I am.

      My entire body feels like a live wire. For some reason, being in the Warden’s presence again has me recalling our first encounter in vivid detail. Not the part where we’d tried to kill each other, but the part that came before it. His hand in my hair. His mouth on my neck. My arm pinned against the wall. He’d claimed he hadn’t made me want him, but I know better than to trust his word. Still, I’m restless in a way that borders on unbearable. Fucking traitor body. The last thing I want to do is get myself off in his house. Especially when that wicked grin of his keeps slipping into my thoughts unbidden.

      He’s right not to trust me. But I’m here, alive, aren’t I? That has to count for something.

      After listening at the door for a moment, I’m confident the hallway is quiet. Surely there’s a rotary phone somewhere; I can use it to place a call to Gabriel, and then I’ll poke around the rest of the house. The more I learn about the Warden, the better. You can’t manipulate someone you don’t know.

      I hold my breath as I open the door slowly, so slowly. The silence in the hall is oppressive. The threat of echoes lies heavy in the air. Do diabolists have better senses than regular people? I figure it’s smart to assume the answer is yes.

      I head for the stairs, eyes narrowed against the darkness. The main floor is likely my best bet. In a house this ancient, however, every floorboard might creak. It’s like navigating a minefield, and I wince each time I set a foot down. The loudest noise of all is my heart slamming in my ears. I’ve broken into countless houses over the past three years, and I was never as nervous as I am now. Ironic, since this is a house I’ve actually been invited into.

      By the time I reach the main floor landing, every muscle is taut. The silence persists down here, but moonlight streams through the windows, making it easier to see. With the stone accents and unnatural emptiness, it reminds me more of a mausoleum than a home. Goose bumps rise on my skin. It’s as cold as if an exterior door has been left ajar. I wonder, distantly, if the Warden ever feels like he’s been entombed here.

      I slink from room to room, scouring each dark corner for a telephone. Neither sitting area yields anything of the sort, but when I peer into an office, triumph makes my pulse skip a beat.

      A desk sits in the center of the space, strewn with stacks of paperwork around a shining typewriter. A filing cabinet dominates the wall behind it, and two chairs face each other by a large window overlooking the side yard. Hanging beside them is a black rotary phone.

      I don’t go to it right away. Instead I approach the desk, studying the documents there. I’m not a great reader, but I recognize some of them as personal correspondence, while others contain numbers. Financial records, perhaps. More interesting is the photograph leaning against the typewriter. It’s unframed, one of the corners folded. I pick it up, brow furrowing as I study it. My stomach gives a jolt of recognition.

      Two dark-haired boys stand with a beautiful woman, one of the boys slightly taller than the other. The taller boy is unmistakably Gabriel. His face is rounder, and he’s smiling in that placid way of his. One of the woman’s arms is around his shoulders. The second boy is younger, though his face is sharper, more striking. He stands a step back from the other two, irises made pale-gray by the black-and-white film. Even with the dark hair, I recognize the Warden. He glares into the camera like he’s communicating a silent threat.

      The rotary phone rings, then, shrill and insistent. It strikes a chord of shocked terror within me, and I’ve snatched the receiver from the hook before the second ring, keen for the noise to cease.

      “Hello?” A woman’s garbled voice carries through the line, slightly tinny. I press the receiver into my ear, fingers stiff from cold.

      “Warden? Hello?”

      I slam the receiver back down. Breathing hard, I dial Gabriel’s personal number. It’s late, but that won’t matter. A dial tone buzzes twice in my ear before his familiar voice clips a greeting.

      “Talin?”

      I force my breathing to slow. Urgency pulses through my every nerve ending. I don’t know where in this house the Warden is, or whether he heard the phone’s initial ring. “How did you know it was me?”

      A stupid question. A waste of time, and Gabriel treats it as such. “Do you have an update?”

      I keep my own voice a sharp whisper. “Yes. I’m in his home.”

      “You’re in his home?”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “You were able to convince him to trust you?”

      I have the strangest urge to laugh. “Something like that. Listen—the Warden and I have struck a deal. I just want to make sure ours stands.”

      “I’ve already given you my word,” Gabriel says, lowering his voice until it’s as soft as mine. “I don’t care to have it questioned. Delivering my brother will be your final assignment, and then you will be free of my employ.”

      “How will you ensure we’re granted access to the Reaches?” The question has been lurking in the back of my mind—it’s not like either the Warden or I have a good reason for needing to cross the bridge separating the Reaches from the Outskirts. I know agents are stationed at the bridge to question potential visitors.

      Gabriel’s voice is calm. “I believe I’ve found a way. You see, my brother looks rather uncannily like a Regiment chaplain named Felix Astor. He’s a young initiate who keeps to himself.”

      I wait for Gabriel to elaborate, wringing my free hand in urgency. “And you want the Warden to…what? Impersonate this Felix Astor?”

      “He’s not well-known among agents, so they’ll take my brother at his word when he claims Astor’s identity. Especially if I let the guards know I’m expecting him.”

      “What about me?”

      “Those who receive a personal invitation to the Reaches are welcome to bring a partner.”

      It takes the words a moment to register. When they do, I balk. “You want me to pose as the Warden’s spouse?”

      “I don’t want it,” Gabriel says. He’s no longer calm—rather, he sounds strained. “I find the idea abhorrent. But it’s only a verbal claim, nothing more.”

      “Fine.” He’s right. It’s not like it matters. My real concern should be whether I’ll be able to convince the Warden of this plan. “How am I meant to know Astor? Hypothetically, I mean.”

      “You’ll think of something. After all, your role for me puts you in contact with Regiment employees quite often, does it not?”

      Only if I’m about to kill them, I think bitterly, working my lower lip with my teeth. “Okay. I’ll raise the idea when the moment seems right. Is that everything?”

      “I believe so.” There’s a long pause. Somehow I can sense that Gabriel wants to say more, and I frown, pressing the receiver into my ear so firmly it starts to ache. I’m listening to the even cadence of his breaths when he says, “Talin?”

      “Yes?”

      Another pause. Then—

      “I miss having you here.”

      There’s no time for me to process that before the line disconnects with a click.

      I lower the receiver, staring at it blankly. Gabriel misses me. He misses me? I’ve received kindness from him in the past, but always bittered by an underlying hint of manipulation. This, though, didn’t feel like a tactic.

      It felt like a confession.

      I shove my conflicting feelings aside. I could tell Gabriel still doesn’t believe I’ll be successful, but I’ll prove him wrong. If I fail—if I’m forced to slink back to his side—then how many more kills do I have in me? Half a dozen? Fewer? Some say the Bloodrot drives you so mad, you don’t even realize it’s taken over. That’s what frightens me most: that I might already be changing and I’m just not able to see it.

      Life under Gabriel’s thumb is a slow, painful death.

      The Warden, I suspect, would at least make it quick.

      

      * * *

      I retreat to the stairway in silence borne of habit. The Warden is obviously still asleep, or perhaps isn’t home at all. Thoughts of Gabriel still rattle in my head, our conversation replaying on a loop. He made it very clear I have no power where he’s concerned. And hadn’t the Warden communicated the same sentiment? I’m tired of it—these arrangements in which I have so little agency. One way or another, this will be the final time I let a man control my life.

      Something in the air shifts as I reach the second-story landing. I freeze, squinting down the hallway as I dial my attention back in. It’s too dark to see much of anything, but a moment later I feel the gentle caress of warm air at my ear.

      A breath.

      I swallow a scream as an arm lashes out and fastens around my throat. My heels skid against the floor as I’m dragged backward, colliding with something firm. Alive. A sigh sounds from just above my head.

      I should have fucking known better.

      “It’s not polite,” the Warden hisses, “to explore without being invited to do so. If you wanted a tour, you needed only ask.”

      My nails scrabble at his arm, but it doesn’t give. Despite the chokehold, I can breathe just fine as long as I don’t struggle. But he’s too close. His presence is too intoxicating. I need to keep my wits about me, and I can’t do that with his heart beating calmly against my back.

      “Let me go,” I snap. “I was trying to find the bathroom, you psychopath.”

      He clicks his tongue. “Lying embarrasses us both. What were you really doing, little sinner?”

      The question holds a note of warning. I attempt to rotate in his grasp, but he holds me in place, not seeming to exude any effort. I could fight. I could direct an elbow to his ribs, loosening his hold just long enough to slip out of it. Instead, though, I tilt my head back. The pale spill of his hair is visible in my periphery. The skin of his neck is warm against my cheek. He stiffens ever so slightly as I relax into him.

      “I was snooping,” I say on an exhale. “Obviously.”

      His chest shifts, and it takes me a moment to realize he’s laughing. I hear it in his voice as he tilts his head to mine. “Is that so?”

      “Yes.”

      “And did you find anything of interest?”

      I make my voice hard. “No. You’re not nearly as interesting as you think you are.”

      He hums thoughtfully. “On the contrary, you seem to find me very interesting. Why else would you want to know more?”

      “Call it self-preservation.” I hate how breathless I sound.

      “You’re quite the paradox, little sinner. See, I have no doubt of your ability to stay alive—and yet here you are.”

      His free hand slips down to my stomach. Heat pools at my core, but at the same time I want to break free from his grasp and hit him in the face. My emotions don’t follow any linear, logical path when it comes to the Warden. I hate him. I want him. Both are irreconcilable facts.

      “You’re not as terrifying as you think you are either,” I say coolly, but my voice turns uneven as he splays his fingers across my abdomen.

      “Not interesting or terrifying?” he whispers. His tongue clicks somewhere by my ear. “Next you’re going to say you don’t find me appealing.”

      “As long as I don’t need to break it to you gently.”

      “You know, your body doesn’t lie half as well as your pretty mouth.”

      I squirm against him. “It’s not my body’s fault. This is what you do. You make people want you.”

      The Warden takes me by the shoulders, spinning me around so that we’re abruptly face-to-face. “Look at me,” he orders, and I do, locking my defiant gaze with his pale-blue one. “I don’t know how many times I have to tell you: I have not made you feel anything. It’s not my fault you’re incapable of accepting that you want me of your own volition.”

      “I don’t,” I bite back.

      “Do you think I can’t feel you pressing your thighs together?” He trails a finger over the curve of my left cheekbone. “Do you think I haven’t noticed the flush beneath your skin?”

      Fury is metallic in the back of my throat. “I can’t help it if my body thinks we have unfinished business. Sure, I found you appealing at first, but that was before I knew your personality was part of the deal.”

      My barb doesn’t land the way I intended. He snorts, a sly curl of his lips chasing the anger away. He maneuvers me back into our original position, holding my body upright against his, and this time I feel the hardness of him against my lower back. The sound that rumbles deep in my throat is completely unintentional.

      “Is that what you’re calling our first encounter?” he asks, the words slightly muffled, and I realize his mouth is pressed against my hair. “Unfinished business?”

      “It seemed apt.”

      “If I finish things, then, you’ll be able to move on? You’ll stop accusing me of manipulation?”

      My body slackens as his hand slides down to my waistband. I’m practically panting, desperate for his touch. Desperate for any touch. I can’t think straight, so I merely nod in response.

      The Warden grabs my chin. “No. Use your words, Talin.”

      Hearing my name startles me into complying. Distantly I know this is a terrible idea, that attempting to get someone out of your system never works, but shouldn’t I at least be able to say I tried? “I—yes.”

      “Ask nicely.”

      “Please,” I snarl.

      His chuckle is dark amusement, and then he slides his hand past my waistband.

      I inhale sharply, arching against him. He tightens his grip on my chin, parting me gently with two fingers as he traces a third up my center. I can tell by the ease with which he strokes me that I was already wet. My breath catches as I try to press more firmly into his touch, but he holds me still. It takes my addled brain a moment to realize what he’s doing—his teasing caresses bring me closer and closer to the edge, only for him to immediately back off again.

      “Is this”—a broken gasp punctuates my question—“some kind of punishment?”

      His voice is perfectly calm. “Do you have a guilty conscience?”

      There are stars behind my eyes. I’m rolling my hips, desperate for release, but he continues to hold me like a handler restraining an animal. The torture is equal parts wonderful and horrible. A quiet keening sound builds in my chest, and he presses his forearm more firmly against my throat, quieting me.

      “If you can be silent,” he says, teeth grazing my ear, “I’ll let you finish. Do you think you can do that?”

      I can’t focus on his words. All of my attention, every single one of my nerve endings, seems to have pooled at the apex of my thighs.

      “Answer me,” he demands, drawing his fingers away.

      The idea of him stopping now is, quite literally, cruel and unusual punishment. I almost can’t believe he would dare threaten it.

      “Yes,” I rasp, forgetting the question. “I mean, no. I don’t—”

      His tongue trails a featherlight path up the column of my neck. “Can you”—he presses his lips to the space below my ear—“be silent?”

      “Yes!” It comes out on a whimper. “Yes, I’ll be—”

      Before I can form a coherent sentence, he pushes the pad of his thumb against my clit, pressing and rubbing in tiny, rapid circles. I clamp my lips shut and snap my head back, a groan escaping as the world fractures around me. He’s the only thing holding me upright, and even then, I’m falling. I don’t know which way is up. I’m completely incognizant of everything but the tremors that ripple through me until, finally, my equilibrium restores itself.

      The Warden withdraws with a smooth laugh, letting me slide to the floor as he takes a step back. I crumple against the wood, chest heaving like I’ve just run for miles. My face is hot. My self-hatred peaks to an all-time high.

      Because I know, even without looking around, that he’s gone.
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        “Some say the circumstances of the Prophet’s rise to power are curiously reflective of humanity’s origin story. One man aligned with light, the other with darkness. One man who aims to deliver us from evil, the other who aims to sow it. And, of course, there is the ever-prevailing conclusion: Light drives out darkness, good triumphs over evil.”

        —Essay on the Ascension of the Prophet: pg. 2

      

      Despite my body feeling heavy with exhaustion, I don’t go directly to bed. Since the door to my room doesn’t lock—not that I’m under any impressions that would keep the Warden out regardless—there’s no way I’m doing something as vulnerable as sleeping without a measure of protection. It takes a considerable amount of effort to maneuver the mahogany wardrobe in front of the door, and I pause every few seconds to strain my ears in the quiet, waiting for some indication that the Warden has heard.

      But there’s nothing—not even the creak of wood or the click of door hinges. The silence borders on disconcerting. Where is his room? Is he asleep? It’s difficult to imagine he ever relaxes, let alone gives into unconsciousness.

      Eventually I slide a knife under one of the pillows, make sure my gun is still accessible, then collapse onto the bed. I know sleep will be evasive. I’m never this conflicted. Not even when it comes to Gabriel. I detest the Warden, and any interest I have in him feels borne of violence. Yet in the dark, with his arm around my neck, I had wanted his body almost as much as I wanted to see him bleed.

      His earlier words churn in my mind: This is not a partnership. There is no trust, no understanding. I should know better. An alliance with someone like him—even a false one—always results in a power imbalance. Like Gabriel, he’s accustomed to having control. The brothers may detest each other, but they are more similar than either of them care to realize.

      Gabriel’s words echo in my mind on a loop: He said he missed having me at his side—not that he missed me. Like the Warden, I think he secretly enjoys the challenge I pose.

      When sleep eventually finds me, it’s the kind that doesn’t feel restful. I wake every hour, tossing and turning, By the time light filters in through the partially shrouded windows, I’m somewhere between conscious and not, trying to ignore the incessant tapping against the inside of my skull. The tapping grows louder, and I feel a twinge of annoyance as I pull one of the pillows over my head.

      Suddenly the rhythm gives way to a bang.

      Everything seems to happen at once. The door explodes inward, coming clean off the hinges and shattering the mirror on the wall adjacent. The wardrobe teeters, then slams to the floor with another deafening thud. I scramble for my knife before I’m even fully awake, hurling it across the room with deadly precision.

      Then I freeze. The Warden stands in the doorway, plucking the blade from his chest with an expression of utter disdain. “Son of a bitch,” he snaps. “Are you making it your personal mission to ruin all of my clothes?”

      Today he wears a gray button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up and the collar undone. I remain frozen, every muscle tensed as he casts his gaze around the bedroom, taking in the carnage. Understanding flickers across his features. He begins a slow approach to where I sit on the bed, my hair wild and my head spinning.

      “Your clothes are nothing special,” I shoot back. The very sight of him has heat rushing to my cheeks, and I bare my teeth, shoving the unwarranted embarrassment aside.

      The Warden stops before me, brandishing the knife slick with his own blood. I force myself to remain still. If he wanted to hurt me, he would have done so already. I mentally repeat this like some kind of mantra, though it’s becoming increasingly difficult to believe.

      Between one second and the next he yanks me close to him, fingers tangling in my collar. I let out a frustrated growl as my head snaps back. My face is tilted up to his expressionless one. This is it—he’s finally had enough. Does he know about the call I made to Gabriel? I try to kick out at him, but the angle is an awkward one, and my focus is on the blade as he brings it closer. I strain to pull away from the serrated metal edge.

      But the Warden merely wipes the knife on the front of my shirt, then offers it to me hilt-first. “For someone who apparently finds me so terrifying, you might remember that only one of us has inflicted any real damage on the other.”

      Relief courses through me. I snatch the blade back, scowling down at the sight of his blood on my clothes. I hate knowing how easily he could kill me. Hate every pinprick of fear I’ve felt in his presence. “I don’t find you terrifying.”

      He turns, gaze fixing very pointedly on the broken furniture. “Do you make it a habit, then, of using wardrobes to block your bedroom door?”

      “It didn’t lock.”

      “So that was your solution?”

      I cross my arms, the motion made awkward thanks to the knife. “I’m not about to sleep here with no safeguards. You’ve made it very clear that killing me isn’t off the table.”

      The Warden’s dark brows draw together. They’re a stark contrast to his hair, which looks a bit damp, the strands more gold than white. “You have information I need, and I imagine I’ll have a difficult time getting it if you’re no longer alive. So I’d thank you to not throw knives at me in my own home.”

      “If you don’t want knives thrown at you, maybe you should try knocking before you blast the door in.”

      A muscle twitches in his cheek. “I did knock. Several hundred times, I’d wager.”

      Now that he says it, I do recall a tapping noise prior to the chaos ensuing. “This wouldn’t be a problem if you hadn’t decided to keep me prisoner.”

      “If you’re looking to win my trust, you’re doing an astoundingly terrible job of it.” The Warden puts a tattooed hand to his chest, prodding with a frown at the place where I stabbed him. “Consider yourself lucky you don’t heal as quickly as me, or I might not be so careful with you.”

      “How do you heal so fast?”

      He offers a bitter smile. “I just do.”

      “Because you’re a diabolist?”

      “So it would appear.”

      “Were you always this way?” I demand. Despite seeing proof of his power right before my eyes, skepticism pulses through me, as if maybe there’s a logical explanation for all of this. “How did you find out you were practically indestructible?”

      The Warden’s reaction is instantaneous. A wall slams down between us as his features ice over and a tendon strains at his neck, making the inked winged creature there shift.

      “How did I find out?” he echoes softly. “It’s very simple, little sinner: I didn’t die when I should have.”

      His reply hangs in the air between us. Were things different, I might have told him that I understand. That I too hadn’t died when I should have, and know how it shadows every moment of your life that follows.

      “When was that?” I ask, refusing to be cowed.

      He crouches so that we’re at eye level, gaze flicking over my features as if cataloging them. I have the sense he’s about to impart something profound, and I hold my breath as he draws a thumb across my lower lip. His touch is delicate. I can’t help but recall the way he touched me last night, those skilled fingers gently torturous. “Talin,” is all he says.

      “Yes?” I murmur the word against his thumb, repressing the urge to bite it. Hard.

      “Don’t you dare ask me questions like that.”

      The harshness of his voice is so sudden, so disarming, that I lift a hand to smack his away. But I meet only air—he’s straightened and drawn back, creating space between us where there wasn’t any prior. I scowl. “Fuck you.”

      He clicks his tongue. “Maybe keep your fantasies to yourself.”

      “My fantasies have already come true.” I smile sweetly, turning the blade over in my hands. “I got to put a knife in your chest.”

      “Is that what you were thinking about while I had my fingers inside you?”

      “It was, actually.”

      He tugs at his ruined shirt, mouth curving cruelly. “Your body didn’t seem to be on the same page.”

      I rise with a snort, cognizant of the fact that I’m still wearing yesterday’s rumpled—and disgusting—clothes. The last thing I’d wanted was for the Warden to accost me this morning when I didn’t have trousers on. I mirror the cocky tilt of his head, feigning consideration, remembering what Gabriel said about his brother enjoying a challenge. “Big words from a man who can barely control his dick around me. Or did you have something in your pocket last night?”

      His eyes glitter, but he says nothing.

      I go on, casually resheathing my knife. “It’s interesting, isn’t it? Of the two of us, only one has the ability to make people attracted to them. I’m not denying that it works”—I hold up my hands, my smile insipid—“and I wouldn’t have let you touch me if I wasn’t okay with it. But it also means only one of us feels anything real.”

      He watches me for a long moment, something dangerous flaring behind his gaze. A hint of apprehension infiltrates my triumph.

      Then, so quickly that I miss the shift altogether, he’s his impish, charming self again. “Put my room back together and get yourself cleaned up. I only came here to tell you that I made breakfast.”

      “You made breakfast?” I don’t know what shocks me more—the fact that he cares whether I ate, or that he apparently prepared the food himself. “How?”

      His look of derision is cutting. “What do you mean, how? I’m a grown man. Even evil knows how to make a fucking piece of toast.” That wry tone shifts to impatience. “I trust you can find your way to the kitchen. I, meanwhile, will be showering for the second time this morning. When I’m done, you and I need to have a conversation about my brother. Leave your weapons in the bedroom.”

      “Absolutely n—”

      “That wasn’t a suggestion,” he warns, and then he’s gone once more.

      

      * * *

      I take a brief shower, slip yesterday’s clothes back on with no small amount of disgust, then make my way down to the main floor. The Warden was wrong if he thought I would be able to find the kitchen without any trouble. The size of this place borders on absurd, which explains why I didn’t hear him moving around last night.

      The house is less gloomy during the day, but it backs up against a stretch of forest, so the windows capture little sunlight. I haven’t been this far from Valestadt’s city center in over three years. Rather than being a nice reprieve, the stench of foliage nauseates me. It smells the way my second childhood home did—like pine and persistent damp. Like my sister’s dress the day I pressed my face against her eyelet sleeve, begging her to love me despite the mottled purple blooming on my forearm. It smells like the way she recoiled from my touch, interlacing her fingers in the Savior’s symbol. The single word she hissed severed whatever thin cord of affection remained between us. It was a word that would come to define the rest of my life.

      Sinner.

      I come to a halt by the front entrance. I have to admit, I like the way the house seems a breath away from crumbling. I like the creaking floorboards and their partially polished, partially scuffed appearance. I like the air of otherworldliness, and how dark it is, as if time has trapped it between cupped palms and refuses to let go.

      Intuitively, the kitchen ought to be fairly close to the entrance, but all I see are under-furnished sitting rooms. Irritation prickles my skin as I continue down the hallway, attempting to open doors as I go. Most are locked—did the Warden truly give me the only room in this godforsaken place that doesn’t have any privacy?—but two are accessible. The first is the office from which I called Gabriel. The second is a bedroom, the door partially ajar, a narrow beam of light illuminating a stretch of weathered floorboard. A gold-rimmed mirror is visible on what I can see of the wall, and the room it reflects is quite clearly not the kitchen.

      I’m about to carry on when a figure appears in the mirror.

      It has to be the Warden, though I can’t see his face. Fearing he’ll hear me if I move, I remain where I am, a hand sliding to my waistband. Despite his orders, l didn’t leave my knife or gun behind. I won’t use either on him again unless the situation warrants it, but I’m also not stupid enough to walk around a diabolist’s home unarmed.

      When he moves more fully into the light, my breath catches.

      He’s dressed only in trousers, his hair damp, though that isn’t the cause of my shock. The way he’s positioned against the light, I can tell that his shoulders and spine are scarred, the skin oddly ridged beneath dark ink.

      So he isn’t indestructible. He can be hurt badly enough to scar. How though? If blades and bullets aren’t enough, what is?

      I wondered if Gabriel has the answer.

      Eyes narrowed against the light, I map the lines of the Warden’s sinewy arms and narrow waist. He’s more muscular than I’d thought, but slight in a way that doesn’t immediately mark him as threatening. Tattoos cover what I can see of his body, though I’m not close enough to make out the details. He’s absurdly appealing. It’s easy to admit that, knowing he’s designed to be desirable. Besides, attraction and affection can, I’ve learned, be mutually exclusive.

      “You can just come in, you know.”

      He speaks without turning around. I freeze, casting about as if I might see someone else loitering in the hallway, then give myself a shake. Damn it all. If he thinks I’ll apologize, if he thinks I’ll show an ounce of embarrassment, he’s sorely mistaken. “I couldn’t—”

      He materializes at my side before I can finish speaking, now wearing a white button-down shirt. His lips twitch as he takes in my face, and I know he doesn’t miss the flash of unease there. Can tell that he likes it.

      “I couldn’t find the kitchen,” I bite out, determined to see the end of my sentence through.

      “If you were that desperate to see me naked, you could have just asked.”

      “You don’t seem to understand what naked means. But don’t worry—someday, if you’re nice, a woman might be willing to help you with the concept.”

      “It doesn’t have to be a woman. I’m not particularly finicky.”

      I narrow my eyes. We’re alike in that respect, but I’m not about to admit it, lest he think I’m trying to establish some sort of kinship. “How did you know I was here?”

      “I sensed you,” he says, a wicked tilt to his mouth. “Like I said before, you make my blood rush.”

      “Because I’m a sinner.”

      “We’re all sinners, technically.”

      “Then—”

      “You’re a killer.” He leans against the doorframe and crosses his arms. The ring through his nose glints as his smile widens. “You’re flushed. Once again, I’m not making you attracted to me. Your desire is all your own.”

      My laugh is harsh, but I can play his little game. “It really bothers you, doesn’t it? The idea that you might not have as much control as you believe?”

      “I assure you, my control is impeccable.”

      I step closer to him, lifting my hand to his face. Pressing my thumb against his lower lip the way he did to mine earlier. He feels like satin. Absurdly, my muscles tense, and I realize it’s from the proximity to his incisors.

      “Is it?” I ask, brushing the pad of my thumb over the shape of his mouth. His gaze is penetrative, his tone saccharine when he speaks next.

      “Watch yourself.”

      “Or what?”

      “You taunt an animal, and it’ll bite.”

      “Bite me and I’ll shoot you again.” But I withdraw my hand, glowering. How did he know I was wary of his teeth?

      The Warden flashes those teeth again now. Too bright. Too sharp. “Ah, little sinner. You know, I like you best when you’re violent.”

      I glower at his back as he slips past me and down the hall.

      The strange part, though, is that I don’t think he’s lying.

    
  
    
      
        15

      
      
        TENET 4: You shall not adopt an excessive or undue sense of self-importance. To place the self above the Savior is the sin of egotism.

        —The Prophet’s Modern Translation of the Holy Book

      

      I follow the Warden to the back of the house, eyes fixed on the tattoos climbing the back of his neck: a partial ouroboros, its lower half concealed by his shirt collar, and a pentagon with an eye in the center. Both are surrounded by a swirling design of thorns. Images meant to keep people at a distance. I wonder if he did that on purpose—if his appearance as a whole is intended to counter the natural effect he has on people. It’s what I would have done.

      Then again, from what I can glean, he appears to revel in his power.

      The kitchen turns out to be at the very rear of the house. Unlike the other rooms, it’s updated, although equally monochrome. The counters and appliances are black. Despite the Warden’s claim about making breakfast, the space is spotless. A window above the sink overlooks an untended backyard that meets the edge of the forest, its long grasses swallowed by the trees. Gray light filters in, casting everything in the same muted hues as the cloudy sky.

      “What?” the Warden asks, catching my scowl.

      “Nothing.” I turn away from the window. “You promised me food.”

      “Do you have something against my backyard?”

      “I don’t like forests.”

      “What did trees ever do to you?”

      “You ask a lot of questions for someone who hates them so much.”

      The Warden shrugs, making his way over to the stove. “I hate you asking me questions.” He retrieves a covered plate that he slides across the counter. “Here. Happy?”

      I lift the foil, suspicion flaring. Not only did he make me breakfast, but he endeavored to keep it warm. “Not particularly. What’s the angle?”

      “Angle?”

      “Don’t tell me you’re just trying to be a good host.”

      “Oh, I’m not.” He relaxes against the counter opposite me, infuriatingly at ease. With his pale spill of hair, he might have been hewn from ice. “I do nothing out of simple kindness.”

      “So you have expectations.” I’m almost relieved. This is far more in line with what I thought I knew of him.

      He straightens, ignoring my furious stare as he rolls up his shirtsleeves to reveal heavily tattooed forearms. I scan them, eyes narrowed. On one arm is an intricate depiction of a crumbling building—a temple, perhaps? On the other, a black cuff at the wrist extends into a patchwork of spiked vines that look—aptly and obscenely—like inky veins against the pale flesh. There’s a clouded crescent moon on the back of his left hand, and some kind of bird on the back of his right, an arrow through its breast.

      I let my gaze drift up to where the shirt is unbuttoned at his throat. For the first time, I can start to make out the design there: Skeletal hands, I think, that meet beneath his chin like fingers wrapped around his neck. Equal parts lovely and disturbing.

      “You already knew I wanted something, little sinner,” the Warden says, ignoring my scrutiny. “That’s the only reason you’re here. And inconvenient though it may be, you strike me as the type to become less pleasant when you haven’t eaten.”

      He isn’t wrong, though I’m irked that he has the audacity to say it aloud. I rip the crust off a piece of toast and pop it into my mouth. “I’ve been told I’m unpleasant regardless.”

      “A shocking revelation.” The Warden watches me chew, his attention unyielding. I suddenly understand why animals in the wild feel vulnerable when they eat.

      I swallow. “Just tell me what you want.”

      “You already know what I want.”

      “To make me regret coming to you, presumably.”

      Still his gaze doesn’t waver. “Tell me about my brother.”

      “Where do you want me to start?” I hedge, my conversation with Gabriel flooding back. I flex my fingers in my lap. This is the perfect opportunity to raise the matter of Felix Astor.

      “You say he’ll be in the Reaches the weekend after next, and that security will be minimal. What makes you think as much?”

      That’s an easy one. “He told me. That’s when the annual Congregation is. You know—for Sundbourg’s chaplains. All I know is that the Regiment’s most important players will be there, and regular agents aren’t allowed to attend. Obviously the Reaches are still crawling with them, but if we can get in…” I trail off, leaving space for him to interpret my next words. “Gabriel let it slip that security will be lax. He’ll be a sitting duck.”

      The Warden arches a brow. “Are you trained in combat?”

      Combat is a loose interpretation. “I’m trained to do what it takes.”

      “By my brother?”

      “When I first started working for him, he got a couple of his agents to teach me.” I don’t elaborate, but my mouth thins at the memory. Two of Gabriel’s men, twice my size and clearly unhappy with their assignment, had been impatient teachers. They’d taught me to be brutal. To care nothing for fighting fair. My days with them had passed in a haze of aching limbs and burning frustration. Neither had gone easy on me from the start. That, in the end, was how I’d learned to fight. Out of sheer necessity, and the vicious, relentless desire to cause pain to those who inflicted it upon me.

      “And they taught you to fight dirty,” the Warden surmises, glancing pointedly down at his torso as if expecting to see two bullet holes and a knife there. “They taught you to do the precise opposite of what their tenets command.”

      I know the tenet he’s referring to: You shall not lay a hand upon another. “You could say that.” I stab at my eggs, impatience driving me to ask, “Have you ever been to the Reaches?”

      “Not since I was a young child.”

      I think of the photograph of him and Gabriel on the desk in his office. I want to inquire further, but I don’t. “There’s a checkpoint at the bridge. One that will be difficult to get through, given your reputation.”

      The Warden leans forward on his elbows, interlacing his fingers. “We’ll have to bypass it somehow. That said, there’s still the issue of what to do if we can cross. I doubt many agents will recognize me at this point, but it’s a risk.”

      I pretend to think. “What if you were someone else?”

      “What if we summoned the devil forth from hell?”

      This I ignore, learning closer conspiratorially to mirror him. “There’s a chaplain named Felix Astor who looks just like you. In fact, the first night we crossed paths, I nearly thought you were him. That’s when my plan to turn on Gabriel started coming together.”

      The Warden tilts his head to the side, baring the strong line of his neck. “You want me to impersonate this…Astor.”

      “Yes. He keeps to himself, so nobody in the Reaches should notice you’re not him unless they look closely.”

      “Which they will, at the bridge crossing.”

      I can’t exactly reveal that Gabriel has promised to ensure our passage. “We’ll find a way around that.” As I lay out the plan, however, I have a horrible realization: He doesn’t need me for this. Not really. I’ve already given him Gabriel’s location, and now I’ve given him Felix Astor. What’s stopping him from posing as the chaplain and heading to the Reaches to kill Gabriel without me? Forget pretending to be Astor’s spouse. I need to go one better.

      “And,” I tack on hastily, “Felix Astor doesn’t go anywhere without his hired sinner.”

      The Warden catches his lower lip between his teeth, considering. Something about the action makes my pulse stutter. Our eyes lock across the countertop as he smirks. “I take it that’s where you come in.”

      I’m so going to regret this. “Wouldn’t want to draw any suspicion.”

      “You always have a plan, don’t you?”

      “Yes.” It’s just not necessarily always a good one. “Do you remember any of the Reaches? From when you were a child, I mean?”

      There’s a beat of silence during which I think I made a mistake in circling back to his earlier comment. But the Warden is solemn as he says, “Not really. My mother brought Gabriel and I along just once. She was a Regiment scholar.”

      This brings me up short. Until the other night, Gabriel never spoke to me about his family. It makes even more sense, then, that the Regiment was willing to accept him as their Prophet. They already had some amount of respect for his mother. He would have done an excellent job playing the grieving son. A sympathetic character, forced to be strong in the face of tragedy.

      “I didn’t know that.” It comes out accusatory.

      “And why would you?”

      “I suppose I’m just surprised.”

      The Warden’s smirk is back in place, this time with a condescending edge. “That I turned out to be this?” His tone sharpens as he steps back from the counter, spreading his arms wide. “That a respectable family with connections to the Regiment could produce someone so terrible?”

      I push my plate away, annoyance digging at the pit of my stomach. I’m tired of him trying to scare me off. “I’m not sure you understand the situation. I don’t give a fuck what the Regiment thinks about you. I don’t care that you killed your mother. In fact, your reputation is one of the reasons I came to you. It was how I knew you’d be capable of killing your own brother. Let me make myself very clear: Nothing you do or say will frighten me off. All I want is to be free of Gabriel for good, and if anyone can help me, it’s you. If anyone has the drive to help me, it’s you. Am I wrong?”

      “You’re not,” he clips. “But here’s what I’d like to know: If you want my brother dead so badly, why haven’t you already tried to kill him? Few could get as close as you do on a daily basis.”

      “He’s always surrounded by agents. How long would I have been allowed to live, had I laid a single finger on him? Two seconds? Three?” We’re going in circles. The Warden is never going to fully trust me, and I certainly don’t trust him. We just have to trust each other enough.

      “So you do have some measure of self-preservation,” he says, this time without any bite. “Good. You’re going to need it. Speaking of which, how do you feel about enlisting some help?”

      “Negatively.” I’m baffled he would even propose the idea.

      “I have a contact in the Outskirts who owes me a favor. An old friend. He knows far more about the Reaches than I do.”

      “You’ll forgive me if I’m not inclined to trust anyone else with our plan to commit literal treason.”

      The Warden rolls his eyes, drumming his fingers against the countertop. “The friend in question would never turn us in. He’s a diabolist.”

      That brings me up short. My jaw slackens, and it takes a concerted effort to snap my teeth back together. “There are more of you?”

      “I may be one of a kind, but not in every sense. We are rare though, and most of us are smart enough to stay in hiding.”

      I shouldn’t be as shocked as I am. If Gabriel lied about the Warden being dead, it follows that he would lie about him being the last of his kind. “How many other diabolists do you know?”

      “I’ve only encountered a handful of others,” the Warden says, “and at least one of them is dead.”

      “I thought you couldn’t die.”

      “Oh, we can die. We’re just very difficult to kill.”

      “How…?” I trail off, trying to determine the best way to phrase my question.

      The Warden traps my gaze again. This time, he doesn’t relinquish it. “My body can heal so long as it has something to work with. Cut my head off, though, or throw me on a pyre, and I’m dead. I can’t regrow a severed limb either.”

      “You can’t?”

      “I’m not a fucking lizard.”

      “So you need to be dismembered, or else entirely engulfed.” I consider this. “What about acid?”

      “If you had enough of it, I’d wager.”

      “Drowning?”

      “I’ve never tried that particular method.” He may as well be telling me he’s never sampled a certain food.

      “And you’ve tried the others?”

      That wall slams back down. He’s distant again. Coldly bemused in the way that I’m coming to learn means he doesn’t want to give anything away. “As you can see, I’ve still got a head.”

      Despite the nonanswer, I catch his meaning. He may not have experience with every method, but he’s definitely experienced some of them. Did someone else do those things to him? Is that how he got the scars on his back? I can’t bring myself to ask. “Where exactly do we find this friend of yours?”

      I’m not sure why I give him the reprieve of changing the subject. I shouldn’t care. I don’t care.

      The Warden’s attention is on the trees outside the window, face pale where the mottled light touches his skin. “Like I said, he lives in the Outskirts. Three hours by train, give or take.”

      “And he’ll be willing to help?”

      A shrug.

      “For someone near indestructible, you sure act like it would kill you to give a straight answer,” I snap.

      Ignoring that, he swipes my plate from the counter, depositing it in the sink across from where I sit. I watch as he turns on the tap, raising his voice slightly to be heard over the water. “I thought I’d made it clear you were going to have to follow my lead.”

      I bristle. “Because you’re the Warden?”

      “No.” He completes his methodical washing-up before elaborating. “Because I have considerable experience in the realm of not dying.”

      “Do I look dead to you?”

      “You look easy to kill.”

      “You say that a lot for a man who can’t bring himself to do it.” I round the counter, positioning myself an arm’s length away from where he stands. My pulse quickens—I hate that our verbal sparring makes my adrenaline spike like a high I’m desperate to maintain. “All you seem to talk about is how terrible you are. How easily you could end my life. It’s getting rather tiring, so if you’re going to kill me, just fucking do it.”

      The Warden turns off the tap and pivots slowly. The angles of his face might have been carved from stone. I feel the blood drain from my cheeks, but I cross my arms and lift my chin.

      “Do you know why I don’t do it?” He speaks softly as he closes the space between us. We’re chest to chest now, my back pressing against the sharp edge of the counter. He braces his hands atop it, one on either side of my waist, caging me in. Goose bumps break out across my skin as he exhales beside my ear. “Do you know why I continue to warn you, yet keep you alive?”

      “Sheer sadism, I expect.”

      “It’s because you—” He cuts himself off and pulls back, jaw flexing. Unmistakable frustration twists his features as his gaze drops to my sternum. To the very place where the Markovich crest rested only two short days ago.

      “Tell me,” I demand, but it comes out sounding like a plea for mercy. A perverted, wrong thing in my mouth.

      He must resolve his internal conundrum, because all at once the Warden’s face hardens and twists. Not in anger, but in a grim sort of satisfaction. Like he was searching for the weak link in my armor and has finally identified it.

      “You’re not dead yet, little sinner, because you’re already dying.” Grip unforgiving, he snatches one of my hands and yanks the glove clean off. I cringe away from the sight of my own fingers, my entire body going rigid. I can’t move. Can’t look him in the eye. I’m simply frozen, as if he’s transferred his stony exterior to me.

      “Do you think I didn’t suspect it? You’re far, far further along in the stages of the Bloodrot than anyone your age ought to be.” The Warden’s voice becomes a hiss. “You’ve got, what, months left? A year at most? Your body has already started to die, and your mind will follow. It becomes a race to see whether someone disposes of you, or you dispose of yourself.” His lip curls, and suddenly he looks every inch the monster people claim he is: cold, cruel, and completely untouchable. “The death you’re facing will be far more terrible than anything I can deliver. If I possessed any of the mercy you want to believe I do, you’d already be dead.”

      He drops my arm. I let it hang limply at my side, still refusing to look at my blackened fingertips. How the discoloration narrows into skeins of onyx over the back of my hands. Nothing I can say will express the sheer intensity of my hatred for him in this moment. Control is slipping out of reach. I know that if I speak, if I move, I won’t get it back. My very core seems to have hollowed out. A sick feeling replaces it, forming a vise around my windpipe.

      I want to see him hurt. I want to see that perfect face contorted in pain. Not the kind that quickly subsides as his impossibly fast healing takes over, but the kind that burns and burns and burns—

      “I’m not sure you understand the situation.” The Warden leans back in as he echoes my words from earlier. “But you will.”

      Then he’s gone, the whole room seeming to tremble in his wake.

      It takes me far too long to realize it’s just me.
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      The night we left my childhood home, it was raining.

      I remember the way water sluiced down the windows facing the street, turning the familiar scene blurry and indistinct. The rooms were empty. Few of our belongings had been packed. Most had been given away. Some had been burned, despite Ilse’s incessant wails.

      The holy book makes clear the importance of charity, my mother said.

      Stories with magic are the devil’s work, my father told me as I stood beside him in the backyard one night, watching my illustrated books go up in smoke. They’re a gateway to hell.

      We won’t need any of this where we’re going was the refrain that echoed through the house in the weeks preceding the move.

      I hadn’t argued. I learned very quickly to make myself quiet. To watch. To learn. To commit tiny things to memory, just in case I needed them later. I told Ilse to stop crying, and eventually she did. She had always been too good at listening. I should’ve known then that it would become a problem.

      By dusk my father’s car was idling at the end of the laneway, belching smoke into the air. My father himself sat in the driver’s seat, brimmed hat shadowing his brow, barking instructions to my mother, who hovered on the threshold with Ilse and me. In that tiny fraction of a moment, I swore I’d seen her hesitate. Her eyes snapped down to mine, and years later I still wonder whether I’d seen indecision in their depths. But then they hardened, and she shoved me to the front steps with a touch that, over the years, had become increasingly more aggressive. Even at twelve, it was clear to me that as my father’s actions toward my mother grew harsher, so too did her actions toward us.

      She locked the door then. I wondered why she bothered. There was nothing left inside the house worth stealing.

      We drove to a forest a few hours east. My parents never spoke except to argue over directions. Ilse’s lower lip trembled much of the way, and I held her hand in my lap, staring blankly out the window. I would realize later that I’d already been hardening myself. Erecting a wall, a shield, that nobody else could see. As if I’d known what was coming and that I’d need protection.

      When we arrived at the edge of the forest, my father set the car on fire.

      I stood too close to the blaze, letting the heat singe my eyelashes, thinking of the books and toys and dresses that had burned in our debris-strewn wasteland of a backyard. The air smelled like flames and foliage, smoke and petrichor.

      We won’t need any of this where we’re going.

      I remember thinking that perhaps I should have cried after all. That if I did, then maybe everything we’d burned had meant something.

      I didn’t though. I had already donned the armor of a soldier resigned to hell.

      We turned away from the fire and walked into the trees.
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        “Their inception was as an offshoot of the Regiment’s central belief system—a small group who took the teachings of the holy book quite literally. Man’s interpretation, they believed, was lacking. The modern world was divorced from the Savior’s true will. And so they separated from it, adopting for themselves a name inspired by a character mentioned only briefly in Verse 46 of the holy book Thereafter, they were known widely as the Solemn Apostles.”

        —Modern Extremism and Its Implications: pg. 4–5 (BANNED TITLE)

      

      I don’t know how long I sit in my room with my back against the door, waiting for the tremors to subside.

      My body feels too small, too fragile, for the force of my rage and terror. I want out of it, out of my skin, and yet I can do nothing but sit here and hate and hate and hate. Something about hearing my impending death stated with such matter-of-fact certainty hit me like a physical impact. There’s a reason I prefer to keep my hands covered whenever possible—a reason I always bathe with the lights off. The mere sight of my onyx-tipped fingers sends me into a spiral of panic. The Warden had known precisely where to strike, and he’d made it hurt.

      It’s that thought that eventually spurs me back to life. He doesn’t get to hurt me. I can’t allow his words to reduce me to this. He’s only telling me what I already know, and my refusal to accept my fate is the reason I’m here. I can’t waste time feeling sorry for myself—that’s not who I am. I’m the kind of person who takes action.

      I creep back downstairs, a glance at the clock in the foyer letting me know it’s late afternoon. The Warden is nowhere to be found. I do a quick sweep of the main floor to confirm this, and once I’m certain I’m alone, I turn my mind to investigating.

      The house is still and silent as I creep through each room in turn. My only company is the irregular rattling of the wind stirring the shutters. I search painstakingly through the Warden’s belongings—including his business documents—making sure to put everything back the way I found it. I learn shockingly little from the endeavor. The Warden possesses few personal effects, as though his presence here is a short-term arrangement.

      What I do learn is useless: He wears only neutral colors. He writes in black ink, his scrawl messy. His cupboards are surprisingly organized. He shares his brother’s affinity for art, at least to some extent. Frustrated, I consider taking advantage of the solitude to call Gabriel again but decide against it. Mainly because I don’t have any more information to impart—none that I want to impart, anyway—but also because I don’t know how to feel about our last conversation.

      By evening there’s still no sign of the Warden, and my frustration grows. How am I supposed to get him to the Reaches if he’s nowhere to be found? I drag myself back upstairs to my room and sprawl across the bed, training my gaze on the ceiling. I can’t help wondering if my earlier reaction has the Warden second-guessing our arrangement. If he’s marked me as weak because of it.

      Maybe he’s even left for the Reaches without me.

      The realization sends dismay surging through my bones, and I sit bolt upright. It’s precisely the type of thing he would do—get the information he needs from me, then continue on alone. I’m a fool for not seeing it sooner.

      I leap from the bed as my fury hardens into resolve. Regardless of how it feels, I’m not trapped here. I’ll give the Warden until tomorrow. If he still hasn’t returned, I’ll make for the Reaches myself. Ideally I’ll find him along the way and make him regret ever knowing me.

      First, however, I need more than the blood-encrusted clothes on my back.

      I bathe quickly, and ten minutes later I’m striding past the fountain of the woman with the empty pot, my hood drawn up to conceal my face. What little money I have feels heavy in my pocket. It will get me a train ticket but not much else. I mentally calculate that it’ll take two hours to get to my apartment and back, assuming I don’t encounter a delay.

      Dusk spreads like spilled ink across the sky, which is cloudy with the threat of rain. The air feels thick in my lungs. Once I’m a short distance away from the Warden’s house, the gray-washed streets become busier, muffled shouts and raucous laughter emanating from a few of the crowded buildings. Some look to be pubs or taverns like Tuonela’s, but others have closed doors and muted lighting, dark figures slipping in and out without exchanging pleasantries.

      I’m tense, ready to reach for a weapon if necessary, but the people I pass appear just as keen to go undetected as I am. Those who aren’t visibly intoxicated keep their heads down and move with purpose. Others engage in fervent conversation, clearly conducting some sort of business. Despite the dilapidation and general atmosphere of danger, the Trench isn’t the chaotic hellscape the Regiment makes it out to be. It’s organized. A functioning micro-city. I suspect the Warden is to thank for that.

      Here, even as his house is swallowed by the shadows in my wake, I can feel the suffocating force of his presence. The Warden’s fingerprints are all over this place. His laugh echoes in the brush of wind against my cheeks. It occupies my mind as I catch sight of the train tracks, replaced a moment later by resignation. A great obsidian steam engine is pulling away from the platform, belching acrid smoke into the air as it goes.

      “Fuck,” I mutter. According to the board inside the station, the next train isn’t due to leave for another ten minutes, so I settle onto a wooden bench to wait, impatience needling at me.

      “Well, well. Keller.”

      My head snaps around, and I leap to my feet as I recognize the owner of the voice. It isn’t the Warden—thank hell—and my panic subsides even as annoyance flares. “Darva?”

      My fellow sinner offers an unfriendly smile, circling the bench to stand at my side. Rather than meet my gaze, she stares out across the dark railway tracks as she responds. “I must say, I thought you’d be more difficult to find, given your”—her lip curls—“special assignment.”

      Something about the lilt to her voice strikes a chord deep within me. Because I recognize that voice. Not from our previous encounters, but from a warbled, static-ridden version filtering through a rotary phone.

      “It was you.” I clench my hands in my pockets, trying to make sense of my realization. “On the phone, I mean.”

      Darva stiffens, wariness clouding her harsh features. She can’t have known it was me who picked up—I’d slammed the receiver down without saying a word. But something about the way her lips purse made me wonder if she’d guessed. “You were trying to call Gabriel.”

      “And you were trying to call the Warden.”

      She says nothing. The silence between us pulsates as we both weigh how to react. I remember what the Warden said the other day about having sources everywhere. It seems impossible, but then again, I know next to nothing about Darva. She’s unerringly private, and maybe it’s for good reason.

      “You work for him,” I say as comprehension filters in, then bark a laugh, because how fitting. Gabriel considers himself infallible, and yet he has not one but two vipers in his midst. “You work for the Warden. You feed him information about the Prophet, don’t you?”

      Darva doesn’t answer my question, but I don’t need her to. Her response is sharp, accusatory. “You’re going to betray him.”

      “Gabriel?”

      “No. The Warden.”

      An acute sense of danger unravels in the pit of my stomach, and I match her evasiveness. “Are you here to fight, Darva?”

      “Let me make one thing very clear.” She faces me now, nostrils flaring beneath the sharp point of her nose. “People are loyal to the Prophet because they want something from him. Money. Safety. Salvation. But people are loyal to the Warden because he’s already given them everything. The Trench is a safe haven for sinners, and he protects them without asking for anything in return. Other than respect, that is. Even if people don’t know where the Warden is—even if they wouldn’t recognize him in a crowd—they respect his authority. They’d do anything to keep him from falling into the Regiment’s hands.”

      “That kind of loyalty is admirable.” As I speak, the next train pulls up, letting out an ear-splitting whistle. I offer Darva a sarcastic salute. “That’s my cue.”

      I’ve barely taken a step when her hand fastens around my upper arm, fingers digging painfully into my tricep. A jolt of shock ripples through me. There has always been unspoken animosity between us, she’s never dared touch me before. I still, fixing Darva with an icy glare. “Get your fucking hands off me.”

      “I know what you’re doing.” Her voice is soft, barely controlled. “I know you think you’ll be able to take down the Warden, but you’re in over your head.”

      “You don’t know anything.”

      “Have you ever been loyal to anyone in your life, Keller? I’ve no love for Gabriel, but I could respect if you were committed to him. Instead, you’ll betray anyone the moment it serves you.” Darva makes no attempt to conceal her disgust, mouth pulling into a sneer. “Is that why even the Solemn Apostles didn’t want you?”

      I wrench out of her grip as the train emits another loud whistle. “You know full well I left the Apostles because they all died.”

      “So you say.”

      “I saw it. The whole damned church went up in flames.” Darva doesn’t know a thing about me. She’s only trying to get under my skin. Still, my fingers inch toward my gun.

      “The Prophet took you on because he felt bad for you,” she continues snidely. “A poor little cult girl with nowhere else to go. He probably only kept you because you let him fuc—”

      I yank my gun from my waistband, spinning to the side in an attempt to put some distance between us. But Darva is a better fighter than I realized—she drags me back in, grabbing my gun arm and twisting as I pull the trigger. Though the silencer is on, the sound reverberates across the platform, and the doors of the train squeal shut in response. This is the Trench; no one is going to summon the Regiment. The train is simply going to leave without me.

      Darva lets out an animalistic growl. My shot missed, ricocheting off the ground near her feet. Worse, she yanks the weapon from my hand entirely, and I hear it clatter to the stone platform. By now she has her own gun out, and she slams the barrel into my cheekbone. Hot pain shoots through the left side of my face. My vision blurs, but I squint past it, fingers scrabbling for my knife. I find it just in time for her to hit me again, this time flinging me backward. The breath whooshes out of me as my tailbone thuds against the ground. I should have known better. Gabriel—and the Warden—hired Darva because she’s good. She’s trained to kill in ways I never will be.

      “Don’t talk to me about loyalty,” I say with a laugh, even as I lie sprawled on the platform in front of her. “Last I checked, you’d pledged yourself to Gabriel, and you do a hell of a job pretending to worship him.”

      She narrows her eyes. Her gun is pointed directly at my head. “You’re right. I do a much better job than you, and still he favors you. What’s that about, Keller?”

      I don’t know how to respond. To anyone else, it doesn’t make sense that Gabriel hired me when I was a naive and homeless nineteen-year-old with nothing to offer. Nobody understands how easy it is for him to control me.

      “Not sure what to tell you,” I say, my brain occupied with trying to work out a way to disarm her. I can throw my knife, but even if I hit her somewhere critical, there’s a chance she’ll still get a shot off. I need to stall. “Oh,” I add, belatedly understanding. “You don’t like that Gabriel confides in me. You want him to confide in you, so you can relay it to the Warden. Have you been disappointing him, Darva?”

      She ignores me, peering over her shoulder at the train tracks. “I don’t think Gabriel will be overly surprised when your body’s discovered. Maybe he’ll even think you decided to end it yourself.” Her cold gaze drops to my gloves. “After all, you’re half dead already, aren’t you?”

      “You’re one to talk,” I say through my teeth, but her words send a surge of panic through me. Darva is going to shoot me, then push my body in front of a train. I expected death to come in a number of ways—the Warden, the Bloodrot, an assignment gone wrong—but somehow being shot execution-style by a fellow sinner never crossed my mind.

      I push myself to stand. If she’s going to kill me, then I’ll die on my feet, looking her in the eye.

      The wind whips my hood back, and my gaze traps Darva’s as her face splits into a grin. Every muscle in my body is as tense as a strung bow. Though I know it’s futile, I brace to reach for my blade. At the very least, maybe I can make her suffer alongside me.

      Darva’s grin suddenly falters. Her eyes go wide as a grinding snap cuts the air, and then she crumples to the ground, revealing a dark figure standing directly behind her.

      “Oh dear,” the Warden drawls, stepping into the light. “What a pity.”
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        “Should they in fact exist, their numbers are unknown: It appears they are born, not made. How, then, could such an abomination be a product of nature? What role are they to play in a symbiotic environment where predator eats prey and animal instincts are a product of divine will? Are they individual creatures—a lone hunter near extinction, accustomed to hiding—or do they move in groups beneath our very noses, donning a veneer of humanity?”

        —The Diabolist: Myth or Monster?: pg. 89 (BANNED TITLE)

      

      I struggle to reorder my thoughts. I can’t quite process the fact that Darva is dead and I’m not. Adrenaline pulses through my veins with enough force to make me dizzy, and though I’m relieved to be alive, I’m definitely not happy to see the Warden again.

      At least, that’s what I tell myself.

      He wipes his hands on his jacket, frowning at Darva’s body with some measure of dismay. I can’t tear my eyes from his tattooed fingers. He snapped a grown woman’s neck with shockingly little effort. I knew he was lethal, but seeing irrefutable evidence of that fact is something else entirely.

      He let you escape, Gabriel warned me two nights ago. The Warden is the devil’s man.

      I’d tried to argue. To claim I’d escaped of my own volition and that was why I remained alive. It seems like the foolish belief of a child now.

      “You really can’t seem to keep out of trouble, can you?” the Warden says, toeing Darva’s body. Her eyes are open, vestiges of that horrible smile still playing around her mouth.

      Comprehension catches up to me. He murdered one of his own people to save my life. Broke her neck like it was nothing, and right after she’d finished proclaiming her loyalty to him. Darva would have killed me for presenting a threat to the Warden, and in return he slaughtered her.

      “Why did you do that?” I stumble to my feet. The left side of my face smarts as I bend to retrieve my gun, and the pulsing ache feels like it must surely be visible to his discerning scrutiny.

      “I believe the correct words here are thank you.”

      “She worked for you.”

      “Yes, and I’ll find someone else.” The Warden looks almost bored. “Truth be told, she brought me little information I didn’t already know. That, and her obsession with pleasing me had become a bit much.”

      I don’t know how to respond. Somehow, knowing he chose to save my life only increases my unease. I don’t like how unpredictable he is.

      “Where exactly did you think you were going?” the Warden asks now, procuring a pack of cigarettes. His expression is half shrouded in shadows.

      “Nowhere,” I mutter. I return my gun to my waistband. “Did you tell Darva to follow me?”

      “Answer my question first.”

      “Can you put that thing out?” I snarl, waving the air in front of my face with more vigor than necessary. “I’m not interested in breathing your secondhand smoke.”

      “I’ll put it out once you answer me.”

      “You’re going to suffocate me into talking?”

      “You’re not suffocating.” He grins around the cigarette, teeth holding it in place.

      That, certainly, is a lie. His very presence is suffocating.

      Scowling, I meet his gaze. His eyes are lined lightly in black. It makes them look strikingly, unsettlingly blue. “I was only planning to go fetch some things from my apartment, seeing as I’ve been wearing your bodily fluids since yesterday.”

      The Warden glances at my shirt, to the black streaks of his blood still visible against the fabric. “You should have waited until I returned.”

      “I didn’t know if you would return.” Indignation sharpens my tone. “I assumed you’d left for the Reaches without me.”

      “Now, why would I do that?”

      “Because I gave you the information you needed. And because we both know you wouldn’t hesitate to betray me.”

      “Felix Astor needs a sinner,” he reminds me. “You can rest assured I’m not going anywhere without you.”

      The sincerity in his voice is baffling. I speak through my teeth. “You left for the entire day without telling me. What was I supposed to think?”

      “Feeling abandoned, were we?” A lopsided grin splits his lips. “I was merely giving you space. You seemed a little upset.”

      I don’t return the smile. “You ripped my glove off.”

      “Hiding from the Bloodrot isn’t going to make it go away.”

      “I’m not hiding.”

      “Really? Because it seems to me you’re acting like a child, covering your eyes to pretend the scary thing isn’t there.”

      I can’t help myself—I hit him. Not hard, but with a stinging backhand that knocks the cigarette from between his teeth. “Fuck you.”

      The Warden doesn’t bend to pick up the cigarette. Rather, he takes out a new one, clicking his lighter as he continues to watch me, now with something akin to disappointment. Like he’d thought I might be better than this.

      I don’t know why it stings.

      “Tell me why you had Darva following me,” I say furiously.

      He glances skyward, his irritation palpable. “I didn’t. Her decision to track you down was hers alone.”

      “And you just happened to arrive in time, did you?”

      “I know you’re not going to believe me, but yes. Had you ended up anywhere else tonight, I’d probably be pulling your corpse from the darker parts of an alley. Speaking of which…” He stoops to grab Darva’s limp arm, dragging her body out of the light with enviable ease. Then, straightening, he takes a drag from the cigarette and blows smoke in my general direction. “You still haven’t thanked me, by the way.”

      That startles a laugh out of me. “Thanked you? Should I be grateful you saved my life just to ensure I die in a more terrible way? That’s what you’re waiting for, isn’t it?”

      A gust of wind ruffles the Warden’s silvery hair. He smooths a hand over it, rings glinting in the moonlight. “Gabriel’s unshakable little sinner, scared of nothing save the Bloodrot in her veins.”

      “Do you want me to hit you again?”

      A derisive arch of his brow. “I wouldn’t be against it.”

      Ugh. “I hope you’ll forgive me for not relishing the idea of a slow, undignified death.”

      “Ah, yes. I nearly forgot—nobody, in the history of time, has ever been as hard done by as you.”

      “You have no idea,” I say, my voice cracking. “You don’t know what it’s like to watch your own body become a ticking clock counting down to your death. There’s no forgetting about it. No escape. You can’t show anyone else, because they’ll look at you like you’re a monster. And you”—I jab him in the chest with a finger, stopping him in his tracks as he approaches—“you act like it’s some kind of joke.” I trail off, breathing heavily. My hand against his chest has balled into a fist. I feel like I’m slipping off the edge of a precipice, grasping for control that keeps shifting out of reach.

      “I have no idea?” the Warden echoes. His lashes cast delicate shadows across his cheeks; they’re a stark contrast to his stormy expression. “You think I have no idea how it feels to be trapped in your own skin? That I have no idea how it feels to be perceived as a monster?” He laughs, the sound hollow and caustic. “Fuck, Talin. I didn’t think I needed to ask permission to leave my own house. You’re a grown woman—I assumed you would be fine to take care of yourself. But since it bothered you so much, you might be interested to know that I found Felix Astor.”

      My harsh reply withers on my tongue. “That’s what you were doing? Looking for Astor?”

      “Yes. I had someone track him down. Turns out he frequents a temple only a couple of hours from here.”

      “So you went to see him?”

      “You could put it that way.”

      “You killed him,” I surmise.

      The Warden’s gaze is unreadable. “You were right—he does look like me.”

      Perhaps I should feel bad for the unknown chaplain, but my capacity for such things waned years ago. Instead I feel only a dull sort of acceptance. “You could have told me that’s what you were planning. You could have brought me.”

      “I could have,” he agrees. “The next train should be here any minute, by the way. We’ll go by your apartment, then carry on to the Outskirts.”

      “Now?”

      “Is there any reason why not?”

      It’s not like I want to stay at his house a moment longer—I just hadn’t mentally prepared to depart so soon. That, and I find myself balking at the idea of being trapped on a train with the Warden. “You don’t have any luggage with you.”

      “I don’t need luggage.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re going to wear—”

      He cuts me off. “I used to live with the friend we’re going to see. Many of my belongings are still there, assuming he didn’t trash them. Though it’s nice to know you care about my hygiene.”

      “I care for me, not for you.”

      His shrug is blasé. “If the train shows up, don’t let the conductor close the doors. I’m going to get rid of the body.”

      “How—”

      But he’s already striding away. I grind my teeth as I watch him heave Darva’s dead weight over his shoulder. Despite her unwavering loyalty, he disposed of her so easily, so remorselessly.

      I try not to think about what that might mean for me.

      

      * * *

      We sit on a train traveling north as the hours inch closer to midnight.

      A bag of clothes and other necessities sits between my legs. True to his word, the Warden allowed for a stop at my apartment, and I hadn’t lingered. There was no reason to. As I shoved a few changes of clothes into a bag, I glanced around only once. Dull orange light from the hallway spilled across the threshold. The clacking of a typewriter was audible from the room next door. I’d spent years existing in that tiny space, and yet it still looked like a relic of someone else’s life.

      Home, my mother had said when we were first settling in to the Apostles’ community, is wherever you feel the presence of the Savior.

      I’d thought then that perhaps I’d never felt at home anywhere. I’d tried to feel the Savior, but all that existed within me was the ceaseless echo of my own heartbeat. The awareness of my skin and the weight of my bones.

      I suspect the only way to feel the presence of the divine is to convince yourself of it wholly and completely. But even as a child, barely accustomed to the weight of life, the prospect of eternal punishment felt too far removed. I did not fear hell as my sister did. I refused to be cowed by threats of divine judgment. Instead I’d found truth in the firmness of the ground beneath my feet, solace in the rhythm of my breath. For me, that’s all there will ever be.

      Or so I’d thought.

      I let my gaze drift from the dark window over to the Warden, sprawled on the bench seat across from me. His mere existence thrusts my entire worldview into question. It’s the inexplicability that bothers me most: There’s no logic behind what he can do. I can’t decide whether it unnerves me or gives me hope.

      He makes the compartment feel stiflingly small. The train boasts no interior lights, so I can see him only by the glow of the moon. Gilded silver, he looks inhuman. Unholy. The planes of his face are too sharp, like an artist’s exaggerated rendering. I wonder what he’s thinking. If he’s as serene as his exterior suggests.

      “What?” he asks, the first word either of us have spoken in nearly an hour.

      I should have known he would feel the weight of my attention. I wish he didn’t look the way he does—beautiful enough to cut something. Untouchable in a way that makes you yearn to be near him.

      “Nothing.” My reply is sharp as I try to corral my thoughts.

      “You’re still angry with me.”

      “And you’re astonishingly astute.”

      The Warden crosses his arms. “Do you want me to apologize?”

      “For what?”

      “Pulling your glove off.”

      I flex the gloved hand in question as I attempt to parse his sincerity. “That depends. Are you actually sorry, or are you just trying to make yourself feel better?”

      “Neither. I want you to stop trying to bore a hole through my head by sheer force of will.”

      “You are such a fucking—”

      “Talin.” He cuts me off. His focus on my face is unwavering. “You’re too strong to let the Bloodrot have this much power over you. You’re too brave to shy away from the sight of it. The dark in your veins is just another part of who you are.”

      My fingers curl into fists. I don’t know how to react to those words. I don’t want to have this conversation at all. “It’s killing me, and fast. You said it yourself.”

      “Maybe,” he allows. “But you’re going to fight it every step of the way. You can’t help yourself.”

      “And I’ll die nonetheless.”

      “You and everyone else in the world. It doesn’t mean they give up on living.”

      I scowl. “That’s different, and you know it.”

      The Warden’s mouth tightens. He uncrosses his arms, slinging them onto the back of the bench. The motion stretches the fabric of his shirt taut over his chest. “How badly do you want to live, little sinner?”

      Badly. With the kind of voracity that makes my whole body ache. This life, pathetic as it may be, is the only one I’ll get. “I think you know the answer to that.”

      “Even if living meant becoming something else entirely?”

      The air in the too-small compartment goes static. I understand his implication at once—I just don’t believe it. “Something like you?”

      He doesn’t confirm or deny it. His pale eyes seem to glow in the dim. “Is that something you would want?”

      “What does it matter?” I remember what Gabriel said, about how the mutation that creates a diabolist appears to be congenital. “You’re born, not made. It’s not something you can re-create.”

      “And you know that for certain, do you?”

      “If you were made, there would be more of you.”

      “It’s a dangerous process. And as you can imagine, very few people are interested in undertaking it.”

      Disbelief continues to stab at me, but alongside it is the tiniest flare of hope. Undiluted, ill-advised hope. “What is that process?”

      The Warden’s face gives nothing away. “Let’s just say the Bloodrot doesn’t have to be the end.”

      “Prove it,” I counter at once. My heart is alive in my chest. This is almost certainly a mistake—letting him see how badly I want this—but then I think of my mother’s horror. Ilse’s lips forming the word sinner. My life slipped through my fingers long ago, before I even realized it was gone.

      “I will. Soon, in fact. And then, when this is over—if we’re successful—I’ll help you become like me.” The Warden glances down to his ring-studded fingers, flexing them. “However, if you give any indication at all of betraying me, the deal’s off. I won’t hesitate to kill you before the Bloodrot has a chance. Understood?”

      I clench my own fingers into a fist. I don’t believe him, of course, but I’m willing to play along, if only to see what else he’ll divulge. “There is no deal, apart from the one we already have. Why offer me this at all?”

      “Perhaps I have a benevolent streak.” He shrugs. “Perhaps it would amuse me to watch Gabriel’s dutiful little creature become the thing he hates most.”

      “Or maybe you think I’ll be more obedient if I’m convinced you have something I want.”

      “Trust me, I’m under no misconception that you’ll ever display anything close to obedience. You can scarcely bring yourself to do as I ask.”

      “That’s because you don’t ask,” I fire back. “You command. And that’s not usually the best way to get what you want.”

      The Warden angles his torso toward me, bracing his forearms atop his thighs. The motion brings his gaze in line with mine, making it impossible to miss the devilish narrowing of his eyes. “On the contrary, I find my commands tend to get me precisely what I want.”

      I swallow, finding my mouth dry. My own reaction perturbs me—I’m tired of him having the upper hand. He’s either holding salvation over my head or crafting a lie that uses my desperation against me. The latter is far more likely. I want him to feel unbalanced, uncertain, just for a moment. I want to hear his teeth grind and see the telltale flex of his jaw. He’s not immune to me, no matter how many times he tries to hide his desire with a smirk or a subtle adjustment.

      Steeling myself, I mirror his position, tilting forward in my seat so that our faces are inches apart. “And what is it that you want, esteemed Warden?”

      “There are a great many things.” He leans back in his seat. It feels like victory, even as amusement curves his lips once more. “And for fuck’s sake, call me Slade. Please.”

      I don’t let myself think. I rise to my feet, stepping across the invisible line that divides his side of the compartment from mine. The Warden—Slade—glances up at me from beneath heavy lids, arching a brow in question. Rather than answer, I loop an arm around his neck and swing myself into his lap.

      I hear the exact moment when he stops breathing. He goes perfectly, preternaturally still. “Can I help you, little sinner?”

      “The benches aren’t very comfortable, are they?” I shift my weight in such a way that my ass grinds against him. Just as I’d predicted, he remains still, statue-like. He doesn’t like teasing when it’s not on his terms—he doesn’t know how to react. This is a man accustomed to control.

      “Talin.” He says my name through clenched teeth.

      I adjust to glance innocently at him, grinding more firmly into his lap. I can feel him stiffening beneath me. Can see the tic of the slender muscle in his neck. “What?”

      “You know what.”

      I lean my head against his sternum. His heart pulses steadily by my ear, and I hear the moment when he finally draws a harsh breath. He’s collected himself, but not for long.

      I sit back up, gripping his shoulders as I come to straddle him. Then I press a finger to his lips, tracing a path down his chest and stomach with my other hand. When I reach the waistband of his trousers, I pause to brush my knuckles against the fabric just below it, feeling the firm ridge of him. He shutters his eyes, the barest scrape of a moan escaping his chest.

      “Can you be silent, Slade?” I ask, echoing the very question he’d posed to me last night. My lips brush the skin beneath his jaw. Though this is an attempt to torture him, I’m struggling to maintain my focus. My body is crying out for the friction to resume. The muscles of my stomach tighten as his fingers weave into my hair, yanking me away from him.

      “You’re not doing this.” But a flush has risen in his cheeks, at odds with his furious expression.

      “Fine.” I shrug and slide out of his lap, taking care to make the action painfully slow. Before I can fully disentangle myself, he reaches out and grabs my chin, cool fingers digging into my jaw as he forces me to look at him.

      “Don’t play games with me.” His voice is silk, perfectly controlled once more. “I’m very competitive.”

      “So am I,” I say, taking hold of his forearm and freeing my face from his grip. He’s frozen as I slide my tongue along the inside of his wrist, over the tattoos there, holding his gaze all the while. His skin is cool and tastes vaguely of salt. Finally—finally—I hear his unsteady exhale. He doesn’t even try to stifle his grunt as I gently bite down.

      That tells me all I need to know. I pull back, flashing a demure smile at him before retreating to my side of the compartment. His gaze is daggered as he readjusts himself. I can see the outline of his dick straining against his pants, and I drag my tongue along my top teeth, my smile widening.

      If I’m not mistaken, Slade Markovich is a bit of a masochist.

      “Okay, little sinner,” he says softly. “I see how it is.” I expect him to make a move in return, but he only pulls a pocket watch from his coat, glancing surreptitiously at the tiny numerals. “One more hour,” he declares.

      So that’s how it’s going to be. Fine; I can pretend nothing happened. I’m calm. At peace, even. The apex of my thighs definitely isn’t uncomfortably damp. I clear my throat. “Does your friend know we’re coming to see him?”

      “No.”

      That bodes well. I’m silent, hoping Slade will elaborate, but of course he doesn’t. His focus slides back to the shadowy world outside. I realize I’m instinctively waiting for him to blink, but he doesn’t do that either.

      I try again. “Isn’t it polite to let someone know you’re planning to show up at their home?”

      “I rarely concern myself with politeness.”

      “What makes you think he’ll be willing to help us, then?”

      Slade doesn’t look at me as he responds. “Talin, would you do something for me?”

      “That depends what it is.”

      “Be quiet.”

      Were it anyone else, I might be impressed by the audacity. “Frustrated, are we?”

      His reply is casual. “Not at all.”

      But as he stows away the pocket watch, I can’t help noticing that his knuckles are white and bloodless around the golden chain.
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        “The Regiment’s power and influence spread quickly. Critics claim this was the result of fear: fear of war, of dictatorial ideologies, and most importantly, of the demonic. In Sundbourg, a country that once boasted so-called progressive or secular views, an inexplicable panic would arise shortly after the Regiment’s establishment, leading to a resurgence in theistic thought and beliefs.”

        —A Brief History of the Regiment: pg. 21

      

      The last hour of the journey is torturous. The silence between Slade and I permeates the compartment, although not the same way it did for the first few hours. No—this silence is heavy. Charged. The visible tension in Slade’s shoulders never lets up.

      One of us could move compartments, of course. Given the time of night, we seem to be the train’s only occupants. But that feels like capitulation, and I’m determined to win this round of whatever fucked-up game it is we’re playing. And so I sit there, ignoring my own frustration as I work on driving his higher. A coy smile. A light swipe of my tongue over my upper lip. It’s worth every tic in his jaw, every flash of his eyes. Those tiny movements give him away. Each one is like a ripple spreading out across the calm surface of his impassivity. Once in a while my gaze drops back to his fingers—that sole indication of his matching agitation. The stark contrast of black ink on pale skin.

      When the train finally shudders to a stop, I’m about ready to leap out of my skin. It’s raining, and I throw my hood up as I follow Slade out onto the platform. I can immediately tell we aren’t in Valestadt anymore: The tall, soot-stained buildings and the accompanying sense of urban claustrophobia are gone. Beneath the astringent smell of burning coal, the air is clean, and I realize the familiar rumble of automobiles is missing. It’s too quiet. A chill climbs my spine. In the distance I can see a few scattered houses, squat and indistinct beneath the dark sky that swallows up the smoke billowing from their chimneys.

      The Outskirts—that’s where we are. Whereas the Trench sits at the southernmost part of Valestadt, the Outskirts are just past the northern end and aren’t considered part of the city. They encompass much of the coast along the river that separates the Reaches from the rest of Sundbourg, extending west to the Brevanian border. I vaguely recall speeding through them during the earliest parts of my childhood, back when my parents would take us on rare visits to the rocky beaches of the northwestern shore.

      I jog down the platform steps to catch up to Slade. The rain is cold, somewhere between drizzle and downpour, and I tighten my jaw to keep my teeth from chattering.

      “Keep up,” Slade barks, his voice nearly lost in the spattering of water against the pavement. He doesn’t even seem to notice the rain. It leaves marks like tear tracks on his cheeks. For a moment he reminds me of the statue in the abandoned square near his house. Maybe it’s the way he looks like a figure painstakingly carved, his countenance equal parts solemn and sharp.

      “You said your friend knows about the Reaches and that he owes you a favor.” I’m almost breathless as I keep pace with Slade. “Are we only going to him for information, or do you plan to bring him along?”

      Slade lets his gaze slip to mine, then refocuses on the path ahead. “I have no intention of bringing him. But he frequents the Reaches often. He’ll know the best way to cross and the best place to go once we do. He’ll be able to tell us what, exactly, the Congregation entails.”

      “And do you expect he’ll be willing to answer those questions at this time of night?”

      “Diabolists don’t need as much rest as you do.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      Slade shoves damp hair back from his face. “He might have some questions for me first, that’s all. I expect we’ll be spending at least a couple of days there. Then, on Friday, we can continue on to the Reaches.”

      I halt in the middle of the street. “A couple of days?” I raise my voice at Slade’s retreating back. Realizing I’ve stopped, he pivots, rolling his eyes.

      “Is that a problem?”

      “We’re not here to catch up with friends,” I hiss. “We’re on our way to assassinate a Prophet.”

      Slade glances down the road in the direction of the train station. “Why don’t you say that a little louder? Maybe put out a news release.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “So am I.” He continues walking. Over his shoulder he says, “No use barging into the Reaches before the Congregation has even begun.”

      “But—”

      He whirls around once more, causing me to nearly collide with his chest. We’re face-to-face. I can see each raindrop clinging to his lashes. I resent the way my heart stutters, as though it’s immediately forgotten I’m supposed to be annoyed.

      “We will cross into the Reaches when I’m good and ready,” Slade says too pleasantly. “Until then, this is an ideal location to be. It’s close to the river and away from the eyes of the city. If you’d like to rush in and kill my brother on your own, then by all means, be my guest. But if you’d like my assistance, you’ll be patient and do as I say.”

      My jaw is tight as I glare at him through the rain. “When are you going to learn that I’m not some pliable woman for you to order around?”

      He tilts his face down to mine, a challenge in the curve of his lips. “When are you going to learn,” he croons, “that that’s exactly what you want to be for me?”

      I jerk away, my face suddenly hot. I hate that he does this, and that I can’t seem to control my reactions. “Fine. We’ll stay with your friend until Friday at the very latest. Assuming he even wants us there.”

      I expect Slade to look smug, but something almost like worry flickers in his gaze. “Excellent,” is all he says.

      Much of the Outskirts is undeveloped land somewhere between forest and field, but every so often the foliage thins to reveal the ruins of a large concrete building, walls cracked and strangled by creeping vines. Former factories, no doubt. Before the rise of the Regiment, the Outskirts was an industrial hub. Factory workers lived in temporary housing long since reclaimed by the elements, while rich owners occupied estates in the hills. The factories themselves were abandoned and left to fall into disrepair when the Regiment clawed back on unsanctioned and unnecessary technology.

      Soon the trees thicken, the paved road giving way to a gravel path that takes us switchback-style into a higher altitude. I find myself bitterly wishing we had hired a car. At the very least, I would’ve preferred to make this trek when I wasn’t exhausted and soaked to the bone. Slade, of course, doesn’t appear to tire. His steps are sure and lithe, never faltering.

      After what feels like an hour, the road flattens and the trees part, giving way to an ancient black house that makes my eyes widen. It’s imposing enough to rival Gabriel’s. A former factory owner’s manor, no doubt. It’s perfectly symmetrical, with a wraparound front porch, arched windows, and dormers that taper to severe points. The grounds are fringed on all sides by dark coniferous trees. Though we’re far from Valestadt’s center, the house somehow manages to evoke the gray, smog-choked city with which I’ve become so familiar.

      “Your friend lives here?” I hiss, awed and slightly apprehensive.

      Slade doesn’t answer as he leads me up the wide steps. Ornamented pillars prop up an overhang that shields us from the rain, and the front door is twice as tall as I am. He raps impatiently on the polished wood. I shoot him a sidelong frown.

      “You’re nervous,” I accuse. “Why?”

      He doesn’t look at me, but that muscle tics in his jaw.

      “Should we—”

      The door swings inward before I can finish. A woman stands on the threshold clad only in a nightgown, her brow knit in bewilderment. Her wavy hair is loose around her shoulders, the strands somewhere between red and brown, and her eyes are a luminous green. She’s beautiful in a way that makes my brain stop generating thoughts. For a moment I forget where we are and that I’d been expecting a man. I forget men exist at all, in fact.

      If Slade is as perplexed as I am, he shows no sign of it.

      “Ceri,” he says in a rough voice, and I realize this is no first meeting. “Is Emeric here?”

      Rather than answering, she takes a step forward and punches him in the face.

      It quickly becomes apparent that I’m missing a hell of a lot of context.

      I take a step back to make room for Ceri, who pulls the door shut behind her while continuing to glare at Slade. She’s only a few inches shorter than him, which makes her significantly taller than me, even without shoes. The wind whips her nightgown around her like a pale-pink cape.

      “You motherfucker,” she hisses at Slade, who didn’t so much as flinch from her strike. “I cannot believe you have the audacity to show up here without a word.”

      I like this woman very much.

      Slade doesn’t snap back the way I anticipate. He lowers his voice, his expression imploring caution. “Really, Ceri, you ought to be thankful I did what I did.”

      “Thankful?” The single word is pitched high. “Do you know how worried he was? How betrayed he felt once we were able to guess where you’d gone? We thought your foul brother had finally gotten to you. You’re lucky I don’t—”

      A deep voice calls Ceri’s name, then, and the door handle slips from her fingers as someone wrenches it open from inside. The man that appears behind her is muscular beyond reason, his bicep flexing as he braces a hand against the doorframe. His skin is a smooth brown, his curly hair black as ink. His mouth is bracketed by lines of tension as he scans the porch.

      When his dark gaze lands on Slade, all the warmth drains from his face. Ceri falls quiet. Though I have no idea what’s coming, I tense.

      “Emeric,” Slade says evenly.

      “Markovich.” The other man’s tone is clipped, frigid.

      Slade seems to wince—wince?—at the sound of his surname, though he recovers quickly, lifting his chin. “We need to talk.”

      “I’ll say.”

      A moment of charged silence stretches between them. I assume Emeric is the friend Slade spoke of, but it never occurred to me that they might not be on good terms. My blood burns hot with frustration. If we traveled this far only to be turned away, I’m going to—

      A small hand encircles my damp forearm. “Come inside.”

      I tear my attention away from Slade and Emeric, focusing instead on Ceri. Her eyes retain a sort of hardness, but her lips form a smile as she indicates the door. I hesitate as Emeric grunts a barely audible “Fine”—I’m acutely interested in whatever conversation is about to unfold—but I let Ceri lead me into the house.

      The latch clicks, sealing us off from both the rain and Slade’s urgent tone. The house is indeed old, but in a way that makes it look charmingly classic as opposed to outdated. The entryway opens into a large sitting room in which a fire crackles, antique furniture arranged around it. Rich mahogany paneling stretches from the floor to the high ceilings, and a handmade rug blankets the area beneath a long, glass-topped table. It’s far cozier than it appears from outside. Still, I do a mental scan for my weapons.

      “You need to relax,” Ceri advises, extending a hand. It takes me a moment to realize she’s offering to take my jacket. I stare at her outstretched arm until she lets it drop. I’m not about to give her the coat that currently conceals the handle of my gun.

      “Okay,” she says, stretching the word into two syllables. “Keep it on, if you prefer. I just thought you might want to be a little less…wet.”

      I do want that. But I need to know what the hell is going on here before I get comfortable.

      “Not to be rude,” I say, my abruptness undeniably rude, “but who are you?”

      Ceri gives a dainty laugh, striding into the sitting room and collapsing into the sofa. I follow but pause to hover between the foyer and the living space. She swivels her head to peer at me. “You’re the one who showed up at my house in the dead of night. Who are you?”

      She has a point. I screw up my face, not sure how to explain my relationship with Slade. We have a pact to kill the Prophet doesn’t seem like a good way to introduce myself. “Slade and I are…colleagues.”

      Her brows ascend. “Colleagues?”

      “In a sense.”

      “What kind of sense?”

      “We’re working on something together.”

      Ceri appears to realize I’m not going to elaborate. “So you’re not his current…obsession.”

      I blanch, recoiling. What does that mean? “Definitely not. I’ve only known him for a few days.”

      “Oh.” She blinks. “And he brought you here because…?”

      “Slade thought Emeric would be able to help us with something,” I hedge. Slade had mentioned Emeric—if not by name—but he didn’t say a thing about Ceri.

      She scoffs. “Did he now? How typical of him to come crawling back when he thinks we might be useful.”

      “What did he do to piss you off?”

      She pats the sofa beside her with a pointed look. I slink over to the chair by the fire, hoping it’s an acceptable compromise. I don’t know how to do this. Rarely do I sit across from someone who isn’t Gabriel. Even conversing with Slade invokes an undercurrent of tension that’s familiar to me. Ceri, though, is something else altogether.

      She sighs. “If you want me to answer your questions, could you at least lay down the weapons?”

      “What makes you think I’m carrying weapons?”

      “Oh, please. You move like a demonstration of someone trying to conceal a gun.”

      I narrow my eyes, studying her too-innocent expression. Her pert nose has a light dusting of freckles. “Are you a diabolist too?”

      Ceri crosses her long legs. “Yes.”

      Despite the punch, she must trust Slade if she’s willing to reveal that information so easily. “Then I’m keeping my gun. I’m sure you can understand why.”

      Confusion flickers in her face, and I curse myself. Revealing my wariness of diabolists likely isn’t the best way to get answers from one.

      “I assume you know Slade used to live here,” Ceri says, though I can tell she isn’t prepared to be quite as forthcoming.

      I nod stiffly.

      “Well, he was the only other diabolist Emeric knew at the time, and vice versa. This was their territory.”

      “What do you mean, territory?”

      “The place where they fed, of course. Yes, I know—two diabolists sharing the same territory isn’t common,” she tacks on, completely misinterpreting my expression. “Especially in the Outskirts. It isn’t a densely populated area, so you have to be careful. That’s the price you pay for this kind of isolation. But they made it work, just as Emeric and I make it work now.”

      “Why do you have to be careful? Isn’t the whole point of being a diabolist that people are drawn to you, but forget about you afterward?”

      Ceri shrugs. “If you only take confession from a sinner once, then yes, they won’t remember it. But if you take from them multiple times, you start to risk them not forgetting you. The more you see someone, the more likely you are to remember their face, right?”

      I nod without really processing her words.

      “The point is,” she continues, “Emeric and Slade were here for a time before I arrived. Things got trickier once it was the three of us, because we had to be careful not to overlap. It was nice though. We had one another’s backs. And then one day, Slade just…left.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She flips her hands palms up in her lap, her tone sharpening. “Just that. He left. Took some of his things and disappeared without a word to either of us. Emeric was crushed. Both of us were worried sick. At first I wondered if it had simply gotten too hard for him, seeing Emeric with someone else. After a while, though, I was just angry. No matter why he decided to leave, there was no reason for him to go like that.”

      I think of the way Ceri hit Slade, and how he’d winced when Emeric called him by his surname. Then, belatedly, something else registers. “What do you mean, Slade didn’t like seeing Emeric with someone else?”

      Ceri’s brows knit. “Did he tell you nothing about us?”

      “Not really,” I admit.

      “Well, Slade and Emeric were never officially together, but they were definitely together for a bit.” She gives a tinkling laugh. “Emeric was convinced jealousy wasn’t the problem though. They were only ever casual.” Something seems to occur to her then. “Do you two have a contract?”

      “In a sense, I suppose.”

      “Does he feed from you? Or is it sexual?”

      I stare at her, equal parts bewildered and horrified. “What? Neither.”

      “Oh. Okay.” She looks utterly unruffled. I’m not sure she believes me. “Anyway, not long after Slade disappeared, the rumors began to spread. About the Prophet defeating the last diabolist and how it was the first step toward saving humanity from sin. All nonsense, of course, but we feared Slade was the diabolist in question. We tried finding answers, to no avail. We were sure the Regiment had captured or killed him.” Ceri shudders and presses her lips together.

      “Then, months later, whispers about the Trench reached us. How it had come back to life thanks to someone known only as the Warden. We thought for sure it must be Slade—who else would have both the funds and the ability to command that kind of deference from sinners?” A reluctant smile curves her mouth. “The only problem was that there was no way to get in contact with the Warden. Nobody even seemed to know his real name.”

      “So you never had any concrete proof Slade was still alive,” I summarize. “Not until he showed up here tonight.”

      Ceri nods, no longer looking at me. “I’m so relieved, of course. But if the bastard had only sent a single letter…”

      “He deserved the punch.”

      She laughs and tosses her hair, the auburn locks shining in the firelight. “That he did. Now tell me, how did he convince you to let him bring you here?”

      I’m still not sure how to answer that. Despite my misgivings, Ceri strikes me as genuine and straightforward. The type of person to tell you exactly how she feels. But my trust is a hard-won thing, and I’ve spent too many years holding my cards close to my chest. No way am I about to tell her that I worked for the Prophet as recently as three days ago. “I think you should let Slade explain everything. Assuming Emeric doesn’t kill him.”

      Ceri waves a hand. “Emeric puts on a good show, but he doesn’t have a violent bone in his body. Whatever Slade’s explanation, I guarantee Em forgives him.” She gives a long-suffering but affectionate sigh. “That man is far too loyal.”

      “And Slade excels at talking his way out of things,” I mutter.

      “So you do know him well.”

      Her tone is suggestive, and I leap to my feet, suddenly desperate to be free of the conversation. “I need the restroom.”

      It’s a lie, but Ceri nods. “Down the hall and around the corner. First door on the left.”

      I follow her instructions, making my way down the dimly lit corridor. Once in the restroom, I lock the door and brace my hands against the countertop. The granite is cool through my gloves. I don’t turn on the light, instead staring into my own ghostly reflection. Like this, in the near dark, I’m almost featureless. I can almost pretend my face isn’t sallow, my arms veined in darkness like fruit left to oxidize. I can almost pretend I’m not dying.

      I know Slade said Emeric could help us, but I’m growing impatient, not to mention skeptical. I’m not here to make friends or watch Slade reconnect with his—I’m here to win my freedom and save my own life by any means necessary. None of these people understand. Why would they? They might as well be indestructible.

      I think I hate them for it. The tightness in my chest is borne not of fear, but of resentment, of envy. I’m envious of Ceri’s beautiful, carefree existence. How she’ll never experience the Bloodrot, and how she seems to know Slade in a way I hadn’t imagined anyone could. Why am I envious of that? I’m not trying to understand him for any reason but my own gain. The way Ceri speaks about him, though, is jarring. She makes him sound so…human.

      I take deep breaths through my nose, listening to the distant sound of Slade and Emeric arguing outside the window. I can’t hear the words they exchange, but their voices are easy to differentiate. Emeric’s is urgent, moving up and down in a way that’s distinctly emotional. Slade’s, on the other hand, is low and controlled. A little imploring, as if pleading his case.

      After splashing water on my face, I glance around in search of a towel. I don’t see one, but there’s a closet in the corner of the room, the double doors slightly ajar. I yank them open.

      Then I freeze.

      The sight before me is appallingly familiar. Unmistakable. All the blood in my body turns to ice.

      Because there, hanging on the back of the left door, is a long, cream-colored strip of fabric. Simple as the robe it’s regularly worn with, boasting a crescent moon with a line through it that, when donned, drapes over the left breastbone.

      Why the fuck do these people have a Solemn Apostles preaching sash?
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      Of the countless memories I yearn to erase, primary among them is the day I lost my sister.

      Not the day she died—that was another horror entirely. Being lost and being dead, I’ve learned, are two very different things. Often they occur simultaneously.

      Sometimes, they don’t.

      We’d been in the temple, as we so often were. As always, the smell is what I recall most clearly. Damp wood and sweat. On some days, there was a lingering trace of candle smoke. Unlike the Regiment-run temples of my younger years, the Apostles’ temple was devoid of stained glass and paintings and gilt.

      The Apostles were fond of simplicity. Our cottages were small with few furnishings and lacked electricity—an even further departure from pre-Regiment society. All water came from a well at the edge of the main clearing. Some newer members brought clothes with them, but most were made by hand. Modern fashions were too revealing. Even the Vicar’s preaching stole was plain white linen, save for the black crescent moon emblazoned on one side. Women were to wear muted colors that left little skin bare.

      It didn’t take me long to understand why the dynamic between my mother and father had changed. According to the Apostles’ stringent beliefs, a wife was to be obedient in all things. The Apostles functioned with a clear hierarchy, and the Vicar sat at the top, second only to the Savior and the Prophet.

      I can remember the scene clearly: Vicar Johannes had been leading a prayer. Heads were bowed. My parents’ eyes were closed. So were Ilse’s.

      My eyes were open.

      Those moments, I knew, were supposed to feel like community. Hearts and minds in sync, the air thick with collective understanding. At times I even wanted to feel it. Not the truth of the words, necessarily, but the sense that I was part of something.

      Instead, whenever I watched the Vicar mutter fervent prayers from the pulpit, his tall frame hunched and his eyes tightly shut, I felt alone.

      But it was also when I felt the most real.

      Usually, in moments like that, I would squeeze Ilse’s fingers at my side. The gentlest of pressure. She would crack one eyelid to meet my gaze. I would make a face, and she would press her lips together, trying and failing not to smile. Often she would squeeze my fingers right back, equal parts affection and warning. She never dared speak, but I knew what her voice would sound like if she had. The way it got all squeaky and panicked whenever she was determined not to laugh.

      In most ways, that particular day’s service had been no different. Vicar Johannes droned on about giving thanks for a love we didn’t deserve. I stood there, chest tight and eyes open. My fingers sought Ilse’s. Squeezed.

      She slapped my hand away.

      My heart surged into my throat. I squeezed again, more urgently, but Ilse’s eyes remained screwed shut. Her mouth was a thin line, though not from repressed amusement. I hissed her name, earning a reprimanding elbow from my father. Later I’d notice the bruising on my ribs, but at the time I didn’t feel a thing. I was hollow inside.

      I watched Ilse’s lips as they formed the closing words of the Savior’s prayer.
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        “Their symbol—a crescent moon bisected by a single black line—represented their perceived role as conquerors of darkness. If the moon represents the possibilities of evil, then the line through its center is the Apostles holding them at bay.”

        —Modern Extremism and Its Implications: pg. 57 (BANNED TITLE)

      

      I stand immobile in the bathroom, my fury spiking as my mouth goes dry.

      A fucking Apostles’ preaching sash. Here, in a diabolist’s home. There’s no reasonable explanation for it. Nobody would own such a thing unless they were directly affiliated with the Apostles. I don’t even know where they could have gotten it.

      My arms feel numb as I yank the sash from the closet to examine it more closely. Fragments of memory crash over me like tons of stone. The stitched symbol is all too familiar. I almost expect to see Vicar Johannes leering at me from the doorway, demanding that I get my dirty sinner’s hands off it. Had Gabriel been right, then, about a new sect of Apostles emerging? If so, how the hell are Ceri and Emeric connected to them?

      The fabric twists in my fingers. Slade has doubtless lied to me about many things, but I can’t imagine he knows about this. I need to warn him before he tells Emeric about our plot—if he hasn’t already.

      First, though, I need to know more. I’m more of an executioner than an interrogator, but I need answers now.

      I put a hand to my gun, then my knife, then check to ensure the second blade I stuck in my boot is still there. Satisfied, I steel myself and head back to the sitting room. My steps are light and measured, but on the inside I’m on fire. My wrath burns hot and bright as my heart thunders in my ears.

      Ceri is sitting precisely where I’d left her. She looks relaxed as she shoots me a polite smile. “Find everything okay?”

      “Yep.” My voice sounds strange. Rather than returning to the chair, I settle onto the sofa beside her. I hold out a hand. “I should’ve introduced myself. I’m Talin Keller.”

      She’s visibly taken aback by my change in demeanor, although she doesn’t question it. In fact, she looks rather pleased as she sets her hand in mine.

      Whip-quick, I wrap my fingers around hers. A divot appears between her perfect brows as her gaze flicks up, concern overtaking her features in response to whatever she sees in my face. “What—”

      I don’t waste another moment. I use my grip on her hand to yank her forward, simultaneously procuring my knife. Then I slip my fingers from hers and slam my blade into the back of her hand, passing through the bones and tendons to the coarse fabric of the sofa. There’s an odd popping sound when I puncture the thick overlay, effectively pinning her hand between the firm cushion and the hilt of my knife.

      An airy scream rips from Ceri’s lungs as her eyes fly wide. “What the fuck?” She tries to pull back, giving another shriek of pain when the movement jostles the blade. I keep pressure on the hilt to hold it in place. Holding her in place. Diabolists are strong, but Slade has taught me that they feel pain like anyone else—especially if they’re barred from healing.

      “Stop screaming,” I tell Ceri coldly. “I have some questions, and you’re going to answer them. Understood?”

      Her lovely face contorts in bewilderment, then anger. She lurches forward, attempting to swipe at me with her other arm. Sighing, I reach into my coat and withdraw my gun. It feels strange in my nondominant hand, but I can pull the trigger just as well.

      “Don’t—move.” I twist the knife, making her snarl. Her face turns translucent as the onyx blood drains from it. “I know how powerful diabolists are, but I also know you can still be hurt. So if you don’t cooperate, I’ll either fuck up your hand even more, or I’ll put a bullet in you.”

      Ceri doesn’t reply. Those emerald eyes blaze with disdain. The expression changes her entire face, and I’m strangely relieved to discover she’s not as sweet and harmless as she first appears. This—violence—I can make sense of.

      “Tell me about the Solemn Apostles,” I demand.

      Her frown deepens. “What about them?”

      “Think about the room you sent me to. What I might have found in the closet there.”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” she snaps.

      I’m not deterred, rotating the knife again. I’ve played this role before. I know how to hollow myself out. How to erect a wall between me and another person’s suffering. It no longer bothers me. Still, an errant question gnaws: Does wounding a diabolist count as a sin?

      I shake my head to dislodge the thought, furious at it for daring to be there in the first place. “Tell me about the Solemn Apostles,” I repeat through clenched teeth. “Now.”

      She doesn’t get the chance. The front door flies open with a bang, and Emeric appears in the foyer. Relinquishing the knife, I leap to my feet, turning my gun on him instead.

      Emeric’s eyes fly wide as he takes in the scene. He raises his hands, not quite defensively, but as if approaching a frightened animal. “What the hell is going on?”

      Ceri lets out an agonized groan. I hear her move, but I’m too slow. I turn right as she flings my knife across the room, having wrenched it from her own hand, and I don’t react fast enough to stop it from embedding in the flesh of my upper arm.

      Pain lances through me. The blade doesn’t lodge deeply, though, and the next moment it falls to the floor with a clatter. Time seems to stall.

      “TALIN.”

      It’s Slade, the fury in his voice sobering. I whirl to see him force his way past Emeric. He scans the room with a contemptuous gaze, seeming to cast a blanket of cold over the space. I ignore his hissed demand for me to drop the gun; I’m already moving, closing the gap between us.

      “Did you know?” I hurl the question. “Did you know what they—”

      Slade appears in my path between one heartbeat and the next, his lithe body acting like a stone barrier. I slam into him, and at once his arms encircle me like a vise. My gun is pinned between his chest and my own as I fight against him. Each breath comes in rapid bursts. My words are disjointed. “They’re—the sash in the closet—the Apostles—you’re—let me go!”

      Predictably, he doesn’t listen. “What is wrong with you?” he growls. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      I give an involuntary wince as he skims my injured arm. That brief pain, combined with the firm press of his body against mine, does something unholy to me. I struggle even harder, desperate for him not to notice the heat rising to my cheeks.

      “Sorry,” he mutters, and it’s the shock of that quiet apology that finally makes me still. “Ceri,” he adds in a much harsher, louder tone, “please sit down.”

      “Why the hell did you bring her here, Slade? Is she out of her mind?” Ceri’s voice is pitched high with disbelief. “She put a knife through my hand!”

      “And you hurled it at her in return, so I think you’re even. A fucking stupid thing to do, by the way. She doesn’t heal like we do.”

      “I wasn’t thinking, okay? She—”

      “SIT,” Slade roars. I know even without looking that Ceri compiles. I can’t imagine anyone wouldn’t, when he speaks with that kind of authority. Through my haze of rage and confusion, part of me is reeling at the fact that he’s angry I was hurt.

      “You’re not listening to me.” I tell him, making a concerted effort to sound less unhinged. “Your friends are connected to the Solemn Apostles.”

      He huffs a laugh. “No, they’re not.”

      I stare at him in disbelief, which proves difficult given that his face is inches from mine. “They have an Apostles’ preaching sash! Go look for yourself!” Distantly I’m aware of Emeric and Ceri’s protests, but I’m determined not to let my focus waver. “Why would I lie?”

      “I didn’t say you were lying,” Slade says with infuriating patience. “You’re just wrong.”

      “But there’s—”

      “Emeric is employed by the Regiment as a chaplain,” he continues, “though it’s mostly a facade. He’s spent years secretly trying to establish a connection between the Regiment and the Solemn Apostles.”

      “He…what?”

      “We’ve long suspected the cult didn’t emerge organically, despite the Regiment’s claims.”

      My head spins as I struggle to recalibrate. “Why do you think that?”

      Emeric is the one who answers. “There isn’t much information about where the Apostles came from. No names associated with its inception. Odd, don’t you think?”

      “Are you saying you believe the Regiment started the Apostles?”

      “Not necessarily,” he corrects me. “But I’ve long been suspicious about the way they deal with the cult. Not only are they absurdly lenient in their approach, but many of the higher-up chaplains refuse to discuss the Apostles at all. It’s almost as if they’ve been instructed not to.”

      I remember Gabriel’s strange demeanor the night I killed Malte Pietersen, and how he sent me into the Trench to find out more. He claimed to be afraid of dissenters posing as a new sect of Apostles, but what if that wasn’t his true concern? What if he was only perturbed because the Regiment should already have known about them?

      “And if they are supporting the Apostles?” My question is terse as I try to glimpse Emeric over Slade’s shoulder. The ever-present scent of the Warden is distracting. I must be truly starved for touch if I’m this responsive to his mere proximity. “What difference does it make?”

      Emeric rounds Slade to join Ceri on the sofa, unbothered by the blood there. He really is astonishingly handsome, his face good-natured even when set in solemnity. “We suspect it’s a test. A way for the Regiment to gauge how the public responds to the Apostles’ rigid belief system.” He examines Ceri’s slim hand as he speaks. I wince when he frowns at the injury I inflicted, but already it’s mostly healed over. All that remains are thin smears of dark blood. Emeric intertwines their fingers before saying, “We think they’re secretly trying to legitimize the cult. Then, once the Apostles’ ideals have become more mainstream, the Regiment will adopt them as law.”

      Slade gives a slow nod, as if this makes perfect sense to him, but I’m not following.

      “Why couldn’t the Regiment just do that now?”

      “They need to convince the public it’s what they want.” Slade’s voice is scornful as he answers for Emeric. “Otherwise the great Prophet risks people turning against him.”

      “Right.” Emeric nods.

      I force myself to swallow past the rising nausea. “And the sash?”

      He exchanges a look with Ceri. When he replies, he addresses Slade, not me. “I found it hidden in one of the temples shortly after you left. I’ve kept it ever since.”

      “So you think members of the Regiment are in the cult?” Slade’s arms tighten around me, and I’m abruptly cognizant of our strange position.

      “Let me go,” I mutter. To my relief, he lets me extricate myself, though my heart rate doesn’t slow.

      “I wouldn’t be shocked,” Emeric says before turning back to me. “The sash is the only proof I have. After Slade disappeared, I mainly focused on trying to figure out what had happened to him.” His tone is dry but not malicious.

      Regardless, Slade doesn’t appear to be listening; his attention bores into the side of my face, and I know he’s going to speak before he does.

      “Why that reaction, little sinner?” he asks quietly, as if we’re the only two people in the room. “You asked me about the Apostles the night we met too. What is it about them that upsets you so much?”

      I let my gun drop, pressing my hand to my arm to stem the flow of blood. Three pairs of eyes are on me. I feel like I might be sick. But after what I did, I suppose I owe them an explanation.

      “I was one,” I say, the words low enough that Ceri and Emeric are forced to lean forward. “Or at least, my parents were. We lived with the Apostles for seven years. I was nineteen when the temple burned down—the only survivor, actually.”

      Silence falls heavy on the room. Even Slade looks stunned.

      “Your family…?” Ceri begins, tentatively.

      “Dead. All of them.”

      Her face pinches. “I remember reading the newspaper after. The descriptions of Regiment agents carrying children out of the forest… Dozens of them, all orphaned at once. Horrifying.”

      “The real horror was the way those children were treated by the people who were supposed to protect them,” I grind out, unable to help myself.

      The room is quiet for a beat. Ceri doesn’t ask me to elaborate, which is a relief. I have no desire to explain that the Apostles’ primary rule was to put the Savior first. That people saw Vicar Johannes as His mouthpiece in the community, which meant they never questioned him—not even when piety was achieved through force and dependence. When Johannes told someone their child was in the devil’s grasp, they believed it.

      You were supposed to protect her, I remember telling my parents, shortly after we learned Ilse was pregnant with another of the Vicar’s offspring. It was the first and only time I’d been close to tears.

      I’m relieved when Slade breaks the silence. “You were a sinner in their midst. And they were not kind to you, were they?”

      I shake my head, not trusting myself to respond out loud. I can’t believe I’ve just divulged my past to two strangers and a man I can hardly stand. I remember what Slade said to me the other night: I didn’t die when I should have.

      “How did you survive?” Emeric asks, then grimaces as Ceri elbows him in the ribs.

      “I don’t mind,” I tell her. Then, to Emeric: “Sheer luck. I was always sneaking out of services during prayer, so I wasn’t inside when the temple ignited.”

      “Sounds like the Savior spared you.” He winks.

      I can’t help a snort of derisive laughter. Desperate to get the attention off me, I ask him, “How does a diabolist end up a Regiment chaplain? Surely there must be easier ways to collect information.”

      In my periphery I see Slade retreat to the wall and lean against it, as if settling in for a tale he’s already familiar with.

      Emeric gives me an apprehensive smile. “I was already training to be a chaplain by the time I realized I was a diabolist. Until then, I simply figured I hadn’t done anything to warrant the Bloodrot. I was always a good boy.” A dimple pops in one of his cheeks.

      “Still are,” Ceri puts in, her expression indulgent.

      Emeric winks at her before elaborating. “I’d sinned, of course, but never much in the way of violence. In hindsight, the signs were all there. I was a healthy child, but by the time I was a teen, I had become terribly weak. Sickly. I had always wanted to be a Regiment agent—I know,” he says as my brows shoot up, “but I was young. It seemed an exciting career. As my health failed, though, I began seeking the Savior. I decided my illness was His way of showing me I was meant to be a chaplain, so I joined the Regiment right out of school. I learned fast and had a knack for connecting with people. Then, a few weeks in, something happened while I was giving private counsel.”

      My nose wrinkles. The chaplain at my childhood school had offered private counsel. As far as I could tell, it involved listening to someone’s problems in exchange for blessings or empty reassurances that it was all part of the Savior’s plan.

      “I had always felt called to help others,” Emeric continues. “Listening to their confessions made me feel stronger. I thought it was a sign I was on the right path, until one day a man deep in the throes of the Bloodrot attended for counsel. I was drawn to him at once. I couldn’t figure out why: He was a sinner, and far too old for me to feel any kind of physical attraction. Still, carnality was the closest thing I knew to this…hunger. I thought I was sinning without meaning to. The strangest part was that the man seemed equally as taken with me.”

      “You longed for his confession,” I say, knowing what will follow. “And he wanted to give it to you.”

      “Right. Neither of us knew it, but I’d drawn him in completely by accident. He began telling me every terrible thing he’d done. That was when I felt it: energy. It was like I’d been empty my whole life and hadn’t fully noticed until that moment.”

      “But still Emeric didn’t put the pieces together.” Slade speaks from the edge of the room. There’s cool amusement in his voice, and his expression is wolfish.

      Emeric nods. “Once I did, my entire world fragmented. I couldn’t reconcile being a diabolist with being a chaplain. But as I aged out of my teen years, the need grew more powerful. Eventually, I had to confront my understanding of what it meant to be a sinner. The Regiment taught that diabolists were evil, but my existence was proof to the contrary. If they were wrong about that, what else might they be wrong about?” There’s a rueful curve to his mouth. “And that’s the way it begins, isn’t it?”

      Yes, I think. I suppose it is. A single hole poked in your worldview that calls everything into question. I stare at where Emeric’s fingers are intertwined with Ceri’s still-bloody ones. “How did you know you weren’t evil?”

      He chuckles. “Because I know myself. Don’t you know you’re not evil?”

      “No,” I say flatly, not needing to think about it. Ceri laughs as if I’m joking, but my attention is on Slade. He’s still watching me from across the room, but his gaze has sharpened. It’s almost…thoughtful.

      Emeric shrugs. “Well, apart from your penchant for stabbing, you seem okay to me. The point is, my faith began to change. The Savior became more of a concept than anything else—an unknowable entity that I no longer believed anyone had the capacity to understand, least of all the Regiment.”

      “So why didn’t you leave?” It sounds like an accusation, but I’m genuinely curious.

      “I thought about it,” Emeric admits. “But then one day I overheard something I wasn’t supposed to. A couple of my mentors were discussing one of the other apprentice chaplains: a young man who was rising quickly through the ranks and who claimed to speak directly with the Savior. His mother, a respected Regiment scholar, had just been killed by a diabolist. That was the first time I’d heard someone mention another of my kind. And although this other diabolist was obviously a terrifying murderer”—Emeric snickers, and Slade rolls his eyes—“I was desperate to have tangible proof I wasn’t alone. I vowed to find him.”

      “And did a terrible job of it,” Slade drawls. “I found Emeric instead. His weekend escapades to the Outskirts put him directly in my territory.”

      Emeric nods again. “Slade tracked me down with the intention of telling me to fuck off and was quite perplexed at how thrilled I was to see him.”

      “Can you blame me? It’s not often my threats are met with exaltation.”

      I notice Ceri is glancing between the two of them with obvious fondness. If she’s at all jealous of the relationship they’d had prior to her arrival, she doesn’t show it.

      “That’s when you found out Slade was Gabriel’s brother,” I surmise.

      “Right,” Emeric says. “This was just after his rampage, so to speak.”

      I pivot to look at Slade. “So Gabriel knew you killed your mother, but he let you get away with it?”

      Slade makes a sound in the back of his throat. “Not only did he know about it—he was there. I played right into his hands. My brother could have let the Regiment capture me, but instead he let me go. He wanted the rumors to spread, the fear to build. I set the scene for him to swoop in and save everyone.” There’s a razor-sharp edge of disgust to each of Slade’s words. “I helped him get exactly where he wanted to be.”

      “Before the deal you made with Gabriel, though, you were…here? In the Outskirts?”

      “Yes. I invited Emeric to stay with me at a secluded property I’d purchased.” Slade makes an encompassing gesture with one hand. “That brought an end to my so-called rampage. I started being careful again, for both our sakes.”

      “And you convinced me not to give up my role as a chaplain,” Emeric reminds him. “It gave me the perfect excuse to take confession and collect information. Plus, it kept Ceri and me from suspicion. It still does.”

      I can’t help looking to Ceri as he says that. Her gaze is full of pure adoration, and something about it hits me like a physical blow.

      Slade’s laugh is dark as he pushes away from the wall. “As a matter of fact, it’s also the reason we’re here.”
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        TENET 5: You shall not speak ill of the Regiment nor the true and just Savior. Failure to exhibit respect is the sin of impiety.

        —The Prophet’s Modern Translation of the Holy Book

      

      “You’re planning to kill Gabriel.” Emeric doesn’t frame it as a question, though it feels like one regardless. “And in the Reaches? Slade, this is a suicide mission.”

      “Are we forgiving him, then?” Ceri interrupts before Slade can answer, her arms crossed. “Because it seems like you’ve forgiven him.”

      Emeric’s boyish grin is apologetic. “Sorry, my love. I know how you love to hold a grudge.”

      Ceri grumbles something under her breath but doesn’t argue. It’s too bad; I would have liked to see her hit Slade again.

      “I know it seems counterintuitive,” I say, “but the Reaches is the best place to corner Gabriel.” I give him the same explanation I provided Slade, taking care not to reveal too much.

      Emeric tilts his head as I speak. “I suppose you never see anyone with an entourage of agents up there, no matter how important they are.” He grins again, this time at me. “And you’re…what? Slade’s sidekick?”

      I stare balefully in return. I have no idea if Slade plans to tell them I worked for Gabriel. I give him an opening to jump in, but he doesn’t, his face inscrutable. It’s almost funny, trying to imagine him and Emeric together. They’re a study in opposites: Emeric exudes warmth while Slade is all cold angles.

      “You’re pale,” Slade says abruptly, and I realize he’s addressing me.

      “That’s rich, coming from you,” I retort. Now that he’s said it, though, I do feel a bit lightheaded.

      “How’s your arm?”

      I glance down at it, having all but forgotten the injury. The black fabric of my sleeve is completely soaked through with blood. “Oh. Shit.”

      “Shit,” Ceri agrees, leaping to her feet. “You need to sit down.”

      “I’m fine.” I hate having their attention on me, especially accompanied by the unwelcome reminder that I’m the weakest one here. If we execute our plan successfully, could that change? I don’t want to let myself believe it—that I could become like them. Moments like this, though, make me yearn for it more than ever.

      “Don’t be an idiot,” Slade says, his voice rough. He crosses the room in three long strides, dragging the nearest chair along with him. He sets it behind me. “Sit.”

      “No, thank you.”

      “Sit.”

      Because my head is spinning—that’s the only reason—I do as I’m told.

      Something in his icy gaze hardens further. “Good girl.”

      The praise catches me off guard, and my breath snags in my throat. I clamp my teeth together so tightly they ache, tossing a glance in Emeric and Ceri’s direction. Neither of them appear to have thought anything of his words; perhaps I’m ascribing something he didn’t intend.

      But this is Slade, and I don’t put anything past him.

      “We’re planning to cross into the Reaches on the first day of the Congregation,” he tells Ceri and Emeric as he crouches down beside me. Clearly my instinct for self-preservation has evaporated, because I don’t even realize he’s procured a blade until he’s made an incision along the seam of my sleeve. He continues speaking as he stows the knife away again. “That’s why we’re here. Emeric knows a hell of a lot more about the Congregation—and the Reaches in general—than I do. Since I intend to pose as a chaplain, I’ll need some advice.”

      Emeric snorts. “You, a chaplain? If that’s what your plan hinges on, you’re screwed.”

      “Don’t tell us he killed Felix Astor for nothing,” I mutter, and Emeric lets his head fall back in long-suffering resignation.

      “You killed a Regiment employee, Slade?”

      “We couldn’t very well risk him showing up, now could we?” Slade detaches what remains of my sleeve with an audible rip. I wince as he frees my arm, letting the blood-soaked fabric drop to the floor.

      Ceri lets out a soft gasp, slapping a hand over her mouth just a moment too late. I steel myself against the sound, my cheeks burning. The sudden tension in my muscles has nothing to do with Slade’s proximity. I know what they’re all seeing: the Bloodrot-riddled patchwork of my skin.

      I square my shoulders, waiting for one of them to say something. They don’t, but I can’t help my gaze from flicking to Ceri. The unblemished skin of her own arms, and how she drags a hand down one of them unconsciously, as if imagining what it’s like to be me. A girl who bears the stark promise of impending death.

      “Well,” Emeric says dryly. “That explains a lot. I was wondering why I longed to be near her.”

      Appalled, I glance at Ceri, but she’s nodding in agreement.

      For some unfathomable reason, Slade seems to match my agitation. “No one takes confession from her,” he snaps. “Not even me. Got it?”

      “Of course.” Ceri is earnest. “But she is interesting.” She shoots Slade a pointed look.

      “Don’t talk about me like I’m not here,” I grumble.

      Slade’s cool, strangely careful fingers rotate my arm. It’s smeared with a disconcerting amount of crimson. Though I doubt it’s purposeful, he angles his upper body as if attempting to conceal my skin from view, and I relax a bit.

      When he finally pulls away, my blood is on his hands. For some reason the sight makes my stomach contract.

      “Oh,” I say.

      “Yes,” is his grim response. “Oh.”

      Ceri winces. “I’m sorry.”

      “I started it,” I point out, unnerved by the venomous look Slade shoots in Ceri’s direction. “Besides, I’m not as fragile as you all seem to think.”

      “Actually,” Slade says, “You need stitches. Emeric, do you have—”

      “I’m on it!” Emeric says, already across the hall and halfway into the kitchen, more graceful than anyone of his stature has a right to be.

      I strain to see around the corner. “On what?”

      “Chaplains are taught basic medical care,” Slade reminds me.

      Right. Just in case they’re ever dispatched to an incident to provide spiritual guidance and help is needed in a pinch. I scowl, reaching for my discarded shirtsleeve. “I don’t need medical care. I only need to put some pressure on it.”

      Emeric, who has already returned—seemingly from thin air—slaps my hand away. “Don’t be an idiot,” he says. “Relax your arm.”

      “He’ll do a good job,” Ceri adds, probably in response to whatever my face looks like. “He has a very gentle touch.”

      Now I do know what my face looks like. “First of all, gross.” I never get to decide what my second point is though; hot, sharp pain radiates through my left arm, making me gasp.

      “Try not to pay attention to me,” Emeric suggests helpfully.

      “Stellar advice.” I’m talking without thinking, my fingers clenching the arms of the chair so hard that my knuckles pale.

      “Here.” I don’t even notice Ceri leave before she’s returned, shoving a glass of water into my hand. Desperate for any kind of distraction, I take a sip only to promptly choke on it.

      “This is liquor,” I inform her.

      “Vodka.”

      Emeric has a needle clenched between his teeth, which definitely can’t be sanitary. “Don’t drink that. Pretty sure alcohol affects blood clotting.”

      “It’s hardly any,” Ceri wheedles. “She’ll be fine.”

      This feels like some kind of fever dream. I try to dissociate, but it doesn’t help that I can feel Slade’s eyes on me, which makes me more cognizant of my body than ever. I refuse to look in his direction. If I do, I’m afraid I’ll betray what my pain-addled brain is certain of: that his fingers on my skin would be the only sufficient distraction just now. And that is very, very stupid.

      “So!” Emeric says too jovially, an obvious attempt at drawing my attention away from the pain. The needle is between his fingers now. “The Congregation. Felix Astor. Killing the Prophet. Do I have the main points correct?”

      “Yes,” Slade replies. “I take it you were planning to attend?”

      Emeric nods, his nose mere inches from my wounded arm. “Ceri and I generally do. There’s a reception at the Citadel on the first night, then several services over the two days that follow. Rumor has it he also holds private meetings at the Prophet’s Sanctum, but only for his inner circle. At least, I’ve never been invited.”

      I tighten my jaw as he jabs me with the needle again. “What’s the Prophet’s Sanctum?”

      “It’s Gabriel’s private temple. Nobody is allowed to visit without a personal invitation. I’ll show you both once we get there.” He leans away from my arm with a sigh of satisfaction. “You’re done, by the way.”

      I glance down at the uneven line of stitches. It’s far from professional artistry, but it’ll work. “Thanks.”

      Slade is shaking his head, his eyes on Emeric. “What do you mean, once we get there? You and Ceri aren’t part of this.”

      “We’re going to the Congregation anyway,” Emeric points out. “You might as well let us help you.”

      “I don’t want your help. We came for information; nothing more. Besides, you just said you’re averse to risk.”

      “That was before I knew what you were planning.”

      Slade skims his tongue along his lower lip. The action does something unspeakable to me. “I’m not putting your lives on the line.”

      Ceri’s mouth is tight. She still sits cross-legged on the sofa, as if in furious meditation. “You can’t expect us to let you do this alone, Slade. We spent far too long fearing you were dead—no way are you walking into a suicide mission without backup.”

      “I’ll have Talin,” Slade clips, sparing me from having to defend myself.

      “Yes, but despite her prowess with a blade, she’s human.” Ceri winces. “And injured.”

      Although I want to, I can’t very well argue with that, I think bitterly.

      “I’ll get us a place in the chaplains’ quarter,” Emeric says before Slade can argue. “I was planning to do that anyway.” I must appear confused, because he looks at me and adds, “The Reaches is divided roughly into four parts. There aren’t boundaries to delineate it, but those with the same occupation tend to congregate in the same place.”

      “Chaplains, scholars, and agents,” I guess. “What’s the fourth?”

      One side of Emeric’s full mouth lifts. “They call it the fourth quarter.”

      “Creative.”

      “Indeed. That’s where all the higher-ups stay, including Gabriel. It’s also where the main building—the Citadel—is.”

      Slade growls deep in his throat. He’d been listening with his arms crossed, growing visibly more displeased as he glances between Emeric and Ceri. “If I manage to kill my brother, the Regiment will stop at nothing to catch me. And if I don’t manage to kill him, they’ll still stop at nothing to catch me. If anyone suspects our connection, you’ll both be arrested, and I won’t let you throw away your lives.”

      “What about Talin?” Ceri shoots back. “You’re fine to let her throw her life away?”

      The silence that follows is heavy. Slade’s features are strained as he tips his head back, nose ring glinting in the dim light. “Talin is a different case.”

      “What he means,” I say pleasantly, “is that I’m already dying, so it makes little difference.” I don’t add that doing this—taking this risk—is my only real chance of survival.

      “Because of the Bloodrot.” Emeric’s soft words aren’t a question.

      I give a terse nod.

      Slade’s cold gaze locks with mine, and I wonder if he’s thinking about the promise he made me. If he’s considered the implications of making me like him. When I swallow, his focus slides down to my throat, analyzing the movement. “We can argue about this tomorrow. It’s late.”

      Ceri’s light laugh is a welcome reprieve. “Do I take it that means you’re staying?”

      “If you’ll have me,” Slade tells her, but his eyes don’t stray from my face.

      

      * * *

      Ceri gives me directions to an upstairs bedroom, and I slink awkwardly down the hall just in time to hear her tell Slade he has two minutes to beg her forgiveness. I don’t linger to eavesdrop. All I want is to get far away from the sobering realization that even the Warden of the Trench has people he’s close to. People who care about him, and whom he cares for in return.

      According to the Regiment, diabolists are immune to the Bloodrot because they’re touched by the devil. In Sundbourg, that’s the worst thing one can possibly be, and yet Emeric and Ceri’s lives look a hell of a lot better than most.

      I think unwillingly of the community I grew up in. Of Vicar Johannes’s fevered gaze, my sister’s empty one, and my mother’s guttural sobs turned furious screams. I think of bowed heads and splintered knees and stinging eyes and voices turned hoarse from reciting words that are still burned, inextricably, into some dark corner of my mind.

      When my rage isn’t quite so potent, and when I find myself experiencing a rare moment of empathy, I can almost understand why my parents did it. Why they’d been lured in by sugared words and false promises and answers to all the questions they’d been silently asking themselves. When I’m scared and lonely and frustrated by everything that doesn’t make sense, I can almost understand it.

      Almost.

      I walk into my borrowed bedroom on leaden feet, shutting the door behind me. I scan it briefly as I flick on the light, but my eyes refuse to take in the details. Someone else’s things, someone else’s life. I’m a guest everywhere I go. A transient visitor.

      I clean myself up, shut the lights off again to change—now that I finally have more than one disgusting outfit—and recline on the bed. I should be exhausted. I am exhausted. But my mind won’t stop spinning, and my body won’t relax. I think about moving furniture in front of the door like I did at Slade’s house, but if that taught me anything, it was that no number of wardrobes will stop a diabolist from entering a room if they really want to.

      I stare blindly into the opaque darkness, listening to the hum of voices downstairs. I hate that I’m straining to hear his voice specifically, even as I try to convince myself otherwise. No matter what Slade says, I don’t believe he’ll passively wait around and let the Bloodrot destroy me. He needs me only so long as I know more about Gabriel than he does. And then, once his brother is dead, Slade will probably kill me too. It’s the logical next step.

      It’s what I would do if I were him.

      Gabriel, too, is a problem. How am I supposed to make contact from here? What do I tell him? Including Ceri and Emeric makes everything more complicated, but I can’t say a word to Slade without igniting suspicion.

      The latch on the bedroom door clicks suddenly. I lurch up, my legs still dangling over the end of the bed, my heart leaping into my throat. My fingers itch to grab a weapon, but this time I’m not about to hurl a knife at whoever enters. With my luck, it’ll be Ceri, and she’ll kick me out for attacking her a second time.

      But the silhouette in the doorway definitely doesn’t belong to Ceri. I recognize it even before my eyes adjust to the spill of light trickling in from the hallway.

      “Slade.” I say his name through gritted teeth. “What the fuck do you want?”

      What little I can see of his face contorts in surprise. “What are you—” He cuts off and sticks his head back into the hall, presumably counting the doors. Then he drags a hand down one side of his jaw. “Hell, Ceri.”

      “I’m Talin. Ceri is the taller, friendlier one.”

      “You’re hysterical.”

      “She sent you to my room?”

      “So it would appear. Luckily I happen to know this place rather well, and I can find another. Sweet dreams, little sinner.” He backs away, making to shut the door behind him.

      “Wait.” It comes out like a command, my voice harsh and unfamiliar.

      Slade hesitates. I swear I can sense him raising a brow. “Yes?”

      “Did you really leave just to protect your friends?”

      “I fail to see why it matters to you.”

      “I’m mostly interested in how you tricked them into caring whether you lived or died.”

      His curt exhale might be a laugh. “So your tongue is your weapon of choice tonight. As much as I prefer it to bullets and knife-throwing, I can’t say it makes me want to tell you anything.”

      Since I know—hope?—he can’t see me in the dark, I slam my fist into the closest pillow, sending a jolt of pain up my injured arm. But when Slade slips into the room, flicking the light on and shutting the door, I know he’s going to answer.

      I scowl against the orange glow, blinking to focus my vision. I’m clad in a thin silk tank and trousers, which means my weapons are out of reach. I resent myself for not being concerned. Somewhere along the line, my fear of Slade has dissipated, and now I feel only a simmering sort of defiance in his presence.

      “Turn the light off,” I snarl.

      His face is unreadable. There are still shadows under his eyes, but he doesn’t look tired, exactly. I wonder if he ever does. “I’m not having a conversation in the dark.”

      “Why not? You practically live in the dark.”

      “I want to be able to see your face.”

      I don’t know why he says it like that: so casually, as if it’s not a fucking intimate thing to tell someone. I’m not normally self-conscious, but I’m all too aware of his gaze as it travels the length of my forearms up to my chest. I’m well aware that my condition has progressed further than makes sense for a woman my age. I wear the skin of someone with a lifetime of sinning under their belt, so that the sight is shocking even to a diabolist.

      I hate that I can’t tell what Slade is thinking. The only indication of his surprise is a slight furrowing of his brow. I wonder if it’s borne of disgust. His cold eyes travel down my left arm in a way that feels like an examination, stopping at my fingertips. “Your—”

      “I know,” I bite out before he can finish.

      “They’re both like that?”

      Both hands, he means. I smile bitterly, flexing my blackened fingers even as panic rises in my throat. “Should’ve ripped both gloves off the other night. Gotten the full show.”

      “But you’re only—”

      “Twenty-two,” I tell him, sparing us both from him trying to guess my age. “Trust me, I’m well aware. Practically a medical miracle.” Assuming miracles can be terrible.

      “I suppose that explains why I’m so drawn to you,” he muses with a wanton curl of his lips. “The Savior really has it out for you, doesn’t He?”

      My disgust at his first sentence is overridden by my shock at his second. It’s strange to hear him speak of the Savior, and worse still to hear him put into words the exact sentiment my family flung at me for much of my life. “Don’t tell me you secretly worship the Savior.”

      “I would never stoop so low.” Instead of coming farther into the bedroom, Slade leans against the closed door, continuing to watch me with that same detached interest. “I can only imagine how long your confessions would sustain me.”

      “That’s disgusting,” I say, but his words raise a question that has been eating at me since Emeric’s story. “You need to take confession in order to live, then? What happens if you stop?”

      “It won’t kill us, but we grow unbearably weak, like a person who hasn’t eaten in days. Though we need to do that too—just not nearly as often as you. In most ways that matter, a diabolist is no different from a regular human.”

      “Except you’re far more powerful.”

      His teeth flash in the dim light. “Yes. Except that.”

      “How does it even work? I mean, confessions are just…words.”

      “I won’t pretend to know the answer. Hearing someone admit their sins feels like a rush of adrenaline, almost like I’m taking whatever energy they used to commit the act. My own sins do nothing for me. It’s those of others that give me what I need. Emeric’s theory is that we were meant to be the original hired sinners.” A note of fondness enters his voice. “That a diabolist’s role was to exercise violence on behalf of their community, and that’s why we’re so few and far between. He thinks we were originally meant to help our fellow citizens, back when people lived in small groups.”

      “But you disagree,” I surmise. My hands sink into the soft mattress as I lean back on them, waiting for Slade’s response.

      “Diabolist though he may be, Emeric subscribes to the theory of the Savior’s plan. The idea that Savior and nature are one and the same, and everything—everyone—has its role.” Slade’s mouth twists wryly. “And you’re correct: I don’t agree. I’ve seen enough chaos that I don’t believe in careful design. Nature is full of randomness. I think it more likely that we’re some fucked-up mutation.”

      I know what he means. His worldview doesn’t differ much from my own. “How can Emeric believe—”

      “You’ll have to ask him about it. I’m not much for philosophizing. You asked if I truly left to protect him and Ceri, and the answer is yes. It wasn’t safe for me to stay. After Ceri joined us, and once she and Emeric became a couple, I knew I had to go. Three diabolists in one area is dangerous. Especially when one of those diabolists is me.”

      “Because you risk being recognized by those who’ve confessed before,” I say, remembering what Ceri told me.

      “That, and you risk drawing the attention of the Regiment. Once I heard the rumors of my rampage, I knew Gabriel was looking for me. I didn’t want to lead him to my friends.”

      “Would they have been killed?”

      Slade inclines his chin. “Quietly, but yes. Without a doubt.”

      I think of Gabriel’s plan to kill Slade and wonder what method he plans to use. Whether it’ll be done quietly. The walls of my throat seem to tighten. “But you decided not to explain this to Emeric and Ceri before you left.”

      Slade’s face hardens. “Emeric would have tried to stop me. Better that they knew nothing if the Regiment came sniffing around. Diabolists look like regular people until someone sees us in action, and unless the Regiment had some reason to be interested in Emeric and Ceri, I knew they would be fine. Me, though—I was a liability.”

      I’m momentarily silent. I can’t reconcile such a selfless act with the man before me. “That really was the only reason, then.”

      Slade tilts his head, a smirk lifting one cheek. “Is it so hard to believe I could care for someone apart from myself?”

      “Yes,” I say, recalcitrant. “Why come here at all? Why tell Ceri and Emeric about our plan? If you were worried about putting them in danger before, I can’t imagine now is any better.”

      I track Slade’s movements as he crosses to the nearby dresser, picking up a decorative candlestick and turning it over it in hands. He’s looking at it, not me, when he finally answers.

      “This time my brother isn’t searching for me. This time, no matter what happens, he can’t use the full force of the Regiment to retaliate.”

      “Because you’re supposed to be dead.”

      “Right. There’s a reason I want Emeric’s advice and not his direct involvement.” Slade sets the candlestick down. “Of course, if this all goes wrong, I can’t risk you crawling back to Gabriel with my friends’ names in your mouth.”

      “I wouldn’t do that.”

      “Ah, little sinner. I think we both know you’d do anything to save yourself.”

      I draw my knees up to my chest, perching on the edge of the bed like a small child. “So this is your game, is it? We succeed in killing Gabriel, and you make me a diabolist.” So he claims, anyway. “We fail, and you kill me instead.”

      “What other choice do I have?”

      “Is that what you were thinking about on the train? Ending my life?”

      Slade’s smile holds malice. “I think we both know that’s not what I was thinking about.”

      Damn him for turning me on after admitting his intentions to murder me. And what the hell is wrong with me, that I’ve allowed it to happen?

      The worst part is that I understand him. If our roles were reversed, I’d make the same choice.

      “You think you can do it?” I ask as I rise from the bed. “Kill me, I mean.”

      He watches me approach. “Of course I do. You seem to keep mistaking me for a man who cares.”

      “You care about Emeric and Ceri,” I point out.

      “That’s different.”

      I shrug. “Whatever you say.”

      I’m standing directly before him now, the full extent of the Bloodrot’s effects displayed in the dim orange light. It’s an effort to keep my chin high, my gaze lifted, but I let him look. And he does—his face is unreadable as he scans my legs, my waist, the unimpressive swell of my chest. His pulse flutters in his throat.

      Then, as if guided by instinct, he touches me.

      His lips part as he trails a finger along the curve of my collarbone, no doubt tracing one of the Bloodrot’s lightning-strike paths. He might as well have wrenched aside my sternum and reached between my ribs to squeeze the air from my very lungs. Nobody has ever touched me like this. With pure, unconcerned interest. I’ve bared myself to people before, and the most I’ve dared hope for is indifference. The absence of disgust. Other sinners are willing to overlook the Bloodrot, of course, but none have ever made a point of touching it, let alone with appreciation. As if I’m something miraculous, rather than tainted.

      “Why won’t you confess to me?” he murmurs.

      “Because I don’t want to.”

      “I bet I could make you.”

      “I’m sure you could.” My voice is placid. “But you won’t.”

      He drops his hand, making a sound in his throat that might be a chuckle. “Always testing me, aren’t you, little sinner?”

      Instead of answering, I step over to the door, pointedly wrenching it open. I can still feel his phantom touch along my clavicle. Our eyes lock, and Slade grins again. This time, I think, it’s a promise.

      “Good night,” I tell him as he passes me.

      His only response is a mocking salute, and then he’s swallowed by the dark.
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      Once we joined the Apostles, it didn’t take me long to make enemies.

      It never does.

      I can still feel the sticky heat of that first summer and how it made the canopy of trees seem even more oppressive. Every memory is dreamlike, each event playing out just a little too slowly, as if the warmth irrevocably addled my perception.

      Ilse and I had taken to visiting a nearby stream during the hottest afternoons. Really, it was little more than a creek, but the water was cool. We would take off our sandals and hike up the hems of our dresses, leaping over rocks and playing make-believe. The worlds of our imaginations weren’t always fantastical—not anymore. Now, too often, they looked uncannily like the lives we’d left behind. We spoke of acquaintances we’d never see again. Pretended we were at the river across the street from the old schoolhouse.

      Besides, it was dangerous to imagine. That was one of the first things Vicar Johannes taught us. Magic, he always said, was of the devil’s realm. Even stories about the supernatural couldn’t be permitted—that was a surefire way to invite the devil in, and such tales fell within the realm of impiety. Other than violence, that was the sin that seemed to cause Vicar Johannes the most concern. One of his many sons was always quick to rat out me and Ilse whenever our games invoked magical impossibilities.

      That was another reason we’d taken to playing by the creek. It was a place few other children frequented, and it allowed my sister and I to be alone. To pretend we were still playing in the garden outside our house and that nothing had changed.

      Despite it all, I was forever dreaming up new scenarios for me and Ilse to make-believe. She’d always been timid, but I hated seeing the terrified creature she’d become. Her smiles were rare, her laughs even rarer. She bowed her head in deference when instructed to. I tried to do the same, but only because it upset her when I was reprimanded—and I was reprimanded frequently. I didn’t seem to be able to help it. The one thing I could do was distract her.

      On the day in question, I had suggested we pretend to be fairies. To thirteen-year-old me, that meant winged creatures who lived among the trees and ate boys who crossed us. Ilse had loved it; it was the happiest I had seen her in weeks. She raced along the edge of the creek, her feet bare, her arms stretched out wide as she prepared to take flight.

      And then she’d stopped dead.

      The Vicar’s eldest son stood in her path, hands on his hips, wearing a grin too vicious for youth.

      You’re—going—to—be—in—trouble, he’d sung triumphantly, and Ilse had begun to cry, that hard-won joy slipping from her face in seconds. The cheerful flush in her cheeks shifted to an anxious pale. That, I think, was the first time I knew I had it within me to kill someone.

      I didn’t kill the boy though. I leaped across that slow trickle of water to where he stood on the opposite bank, still smiling at my sister’s tears, and punched him right in the teeth.

      It wasn’t the first time I’d gotten in a fight. I was forever involved in minor scuffles at school, each of which ended with a call to my parents and a meeting with the school chaplain. It was, however, the first time I’d gotten in a fight that counted.

      The Vicar’s son was larger than me, but he wasn’t angrier. As it turned out, he was also more mindful of consequences. He was afraid of the Bloodrot—I wasn’t. And so I drove my fist into his sorry face again and again, never taking a hit in return, until eventually he up and ran.

      That was the first time Ilse had looked at me in horror. It was also the first time I’d sinned in any way that mattered.

      It wouldn’t be the last time for either one.
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        “One of the Regiment’s foundational beliefs lay in the promotion of the aforementioned traditional values. Industrial and technological advancements, they insisted, had corrupted modern society. This type of progress therefore reverted to a group of legislators well-versed in such things. This group would later expand to form a core part of the institution proper: the Regiment scientists.”

        —A Brief History of the Regiment: pg. 40

      

      I toss and turn much of the night, and not just because I’m in a house full of diabolists.

      I can’t stop thinking about Slade’s new ultimatum. I can’t stop thinking about him in general. I’m no longer certain my feelings are only an effect of his unnatural allure. Emeric and Ceri are diabolists too, and although they’re indisputably beautiful, I don’t feel the same kind of pull when I’m around them. Is it because they don’t want me to? Is it something that can be turned on and off?

      I’m sick, I suspect, for being attracted to Slade after all the times he’s threatened me. Worst of all, I know exactly why I can’t help it.

      He touches me like we’re both human.

      When I finally drag myself downstairs the next morning, I’m relieved that Slade is nowhere to be seen. Ceri is alone in the kitchen, clinking dishes together and cheerfully humming something that sounds like a funeral dirge. Her hair is twisted into a knot on top of her head, and she’s dressed in a whimsical, ankle-length blue dress.

      “Talin!” she spins around as I enter the room, somehow hearing my near-silent steps. Her voice is too bright as she waves a spatula in greeting. “How’s your arm feeling?”

      “Fine,” I reply. Truthfully, I haven’t given it much thought. The injury is the least of my worries.

      “Are you hungry? Slade said you like eggs and toast.”

      “That might have been hopeful thinking on his part, given that those are two of the only foods he has in his house.”

      Ceri’s smile falters, the spatula seeming to droop. “But do you like them?”

      “Sure,” I grumble, because I’m never going to be picky when it comes to free food. The fact that Slade made any claims about my preferences, though, is absurd.

      “He also said you would be angry with me.”

      Well, that explains the overly sunny demeanor. “Why would I be angry?”

      Her expression is sheepish. “I thought I was being funny, sending him to your room last night. He told me you weren’t amused.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” I take a bite without tasting anything, hoping Ceri doesn’t notice the heat in my cheeks. Did she or Emeric see Slade enter my bedroom last night? Did they notice how much time passed before he left again? It’s not like it matters. I’m a grown woman. Still, I don’t want either of them getting the wrong idea.

      Ceri looks relieved. I wondered if she actually cares whether I’m upset, or if it’s Slade she doesn’t want to anger. I cast my gaze around the room, taking in the wide windows and floral backsplash, trying to look anywhere but at her. The way she watches me eat is unnerving, as if she’s awaiting my verdict.

      “It’s good,” I say when I can stand it no longer. And it is—the bread is fresh, the eggs mixed with some kind of green herb. “Thanks.”

      She brings her hands together with a loud clap. “Excellent. Emeric and Slade have gone for a walk—I think they’re still hashing things out. I thought I could give you a tour of the house.” Her teeth are perfect, bright enough to rival the sunlight streaming in behind her.

      I push my food around on my plate, grinding my teeth in irritation. We didn’t come here for Slade to hash things out. We’re here to refine our half-baked plan. If crossing the bridge goes as smoothly as Gabriel promised, we still have to navigate the Congregation festivities. “I think I can find my way around without a tour,” I tell Ceri.

      The words come out too blunt, and her face drops.

      “But we can do it if you want,” I concede grudgingly. No sooner have I spoken then a thought occurs to me: Letting Ceri show me around the house is the perfect way to search for a phone. If I can contact Gabriel, I can ask where he wants me to deliver Slade once we arrive in the Reaches. And once I know where to deliver Slade, we’ll know exactly where not to accost Gabriel.

      Hell. This plan just keeps getting more complicated. I don’t know how I’m going to pull it off, but I’ll be damned if I start second-guessing myself now.

      “Excellent.” Ceri appears genuinely pleased as she dries her hands on a tea towel. “It’s too bad you weren’t up just a little bit earlier. Slade was telling us how you used to work for the Prophet—”

      I choke on a piece of crust. “He what?”

      Her green eyes are wide, alarmed. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I manage, accepting the water she hands me. “I’m just surprised Slade told you that.”

      “He trusts us. And so can you. Emeric and I would never judge someone for being a hired sinner, even if you were employed by Gabriel. We’ve all done things we’re not proud of in order to survive. If Slade says you’re trustworthy, then that’s good enough for me. He may not seem it,” bemusement tugs at her lips, “but he’s very careful.”

      I almost frown at that. Because the thing is, Slade doesn’t trust me. He’s made that fact very clear.

      “How did you start working for Gabriel?” Ceri prompts me when I don’t reply.

      A prickle of defensiveness creeps up my spine. I study Ceri’s expectant face for a long time, then sigh. “Gabriel offered me a job as a hired sinner after my family died. I didn’t have any better options, so I said yes. It’s that simple.”

      She nods slowly. “Did you know that I used to be a hired sinner?”

      “No.” This time I do frown. “But you’re a diabolist. Didn’t anyone notice that you never contracted the Bloodrot?”

      “I wasn’t always a diabolist.”

      The way she says it is so casual, so matter-of-fact, that it takes a moment to register. When it does, the earth seems to drop out from beneath my feet. I struggle to form words. “You weren’t?”

      “Not until I fell in love with one.”

      “Emeric,” I supply and am stunned when Ceri shakes her head.

      “No. Emeric is my greatest love, but he wasn’t my first.” Seeing my confusion, she goes on. “I became a hired sinner at a very young age. My family immigrated from Brevania, and both my parents had succumbed to the Bloodrot by the time I was sixteen.”

      I don’t know much about Brevania, given the Regiment’s commitment to isolation—only that we rely on the neighboring country for steel, and that their most devout citizens often emigrate to Sundbourg out of some misbelief that proximity to the Prophet will save them. “And you still became a sinner?” I ask, unable to help it. “Even after watching them die?”

      “I figured my only option was to follow in their footsteps. I did one-off jobs for a few years, and then I mainly dabbled in sex work.” Ceri casts me a sidelong glance, obviously anticipating judgment, but I only shrug.

      “It’s as valid a job as any other.”

      My response appears to relieve her, and she presses on. “One night I was hired by a young diabolist. He tried to take confession from me, but some of us are naturally less susceptible to manipulation than others. When I figured out what he was, I promised I wouldn’t tell a soul. We struck up a deal: I would confess to him regularly in exchange for payment. I fell hard and fast.” The shape of Ceri’s mouth is grim. “He convinced me I should become like him, and I was more than happy to oblige.”

      “What happened?” I’m listening raptly; my words come out hushed.

      “Do you know how one becomes a diabolist?”

      I shake my head.

      “Better not to. It’s a horrific process. Violent, even. I wish I had known.”

      I’ve set down my fork, my breakfast forgotten. The edge of the counter digs into my ribs as I lean across it toward Ceri. Eagerness is a heat beneath my skin. “Tell me.”

      She looks vaguely apprehensive, but does. “The Bloodrot isn’t always the end. If someone helps you survive it—and trust me, it’s better to die—what comes next is the Bloodlust. At that point, you’re barely a person. But if you survive that, you’ll become a diabolist.”

      My surroundings take on a tinge of unreality. Hope and disbelief war in my chest, tightening my lungs. “And you did. Survive, I mean.” I can’t tell whether Ceri notices the gravity her admission holds for me.

      “I did,” she says. “Then I discovered that Augustus—the man I’d given my human life for—never truly loved me. He was building an army, and I was the first of his soldiers.”

      I collapse back in my chair, furrowing my brow. “What do you mean?”

      “The number of diabolists has dwindled drastically over time, and he was driven to make more. He claimed he wanted the Regiment to fear us again, rather than the other way around. I was just a means to that end.”

      I don’t reply immediately. I’m still trying to digest it—the fact that the only way to escape the affliction ruining my life is to…let it. I wasn’t stupid, naive, for having hope. Maybe it’s not inevitable that I’ll meet death face down in a gutter, gripped by madness. Most stunningly, though, is the fact that Slade wasn’t lying. I can become like him. Assuming I survive.

      More importantly, assuming he survives. I can’t do any of this without him. How am I going to get him and Gabriel in the same room and ensure he walks away? And if he does, what happens next? I don’t know where I fit into the aftermath.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell Ceri finally, pushing the thoughts away.

      She lifts a shoulder. “It worked out. I didn’t know what else to do, and I no longer cared if I lived or died, so I decided to warn the Regiment. I went to visit a local chaplain who was providing counsel.” A small grin steals across her face. “It was Emeric, of course.”

      “And the man who transformed you?”

      “No idea. Emeric thinks the Regiment must have quietly caught and killed him ages ago. They’re always looking out for signs: sinners in amnesia-like states, reports of beautiful people acting suspiciously in a place criminals are known to frequent… That kind of thing.” She laughs. Then, as if she hasn’t just kicked my world off its axis, Ceri leaps to her feet and beckons with a flick of her wrist. “Come on. I’ll give you that tour.”

      I feel slightly stunned, but I rise to follow. During the day, the house is alight in shades of mahogany and gold, the black-trimmed windows framing views of the isolated property I’d glimpsed last night. As we make our way to the other side of the house, I pause by a detailed painting of two young men facing each other. One is silhouetted by shadows, the other by sunlight. Both are portrayed as unnaturally beautiful.

      “The Savior and the devil,” Ceri says, turning when she hears my footsteps slow. “Emeric loves the story. I painted it for him.”

      “You painted this?” I lift a hand as if to trace the careful brushstrokes, my fingers inches from the frame, then let it drop. “Are you…believers?”

      Ceri chuckles. “Emeric believes in the Savior as a force of good in the world. An idea to hold onto when you need something bigger than yourself. Nothing like what the Regiment tries to peddle.”

      “And you?”

      Her attention is on the painting, the curve of her mouth soft. “I don’t think I care either way.”

      “You don’t care?”

      She shrugs. “I’m not going to mold my life around something I can’t prove.”

      “I wish I didn’t care,” I mutter, startling myself by being honest. “I think I’m too angry not to.”

      Ceri doesn’t ask me to elaborate. Instead, she leads me to a set of glass doors that open onto a wide stone patio. The day is unseasonably warm and bright, though a gentle breeze carries the lingering scent of rain. I can see the silhouette of the city in the distance, periodic slashes of gray against the horizon.

      “It’s nice,” I say curtly. What I don’t say is that it looks like everything I dreamed of as a child. In the earliest days of our time with the Apostles, I had imagined snatching Ilse up and taking her someplace else. Somewhere isolated but lovely, where the trees didn’t block the infrequent sun.

      “It is.” Fabric sways around Ceri’s ankles as she follows my gaze into the distance. “When I first came here, it felt like paradise.”

      “Do you regret it?” I ask suddenly, unable to help myself. “Becoming…what you are, I mean.”

      She appears to consider a moment. “No,” she decides. “I regret my life was such that I felt it was the only option.”

      Now that I can understand.

      The silence between us persists for another moment, then Ceri releases a long sigh. Her voice when she speaks again is brisk. “Let’s go back inside. Slade and Emeric should be home any moment.”

      I follow her back inside, this time through a glass door that leads into a conservatory. The floor is onyx tile and a casual dining set is pushed up against the wall. Opposite that, on the other side of the room, is a rotary phone. My stomach turns over.

      “Oh,” I say haltingly, as if it’s only just occurred to me, “do you mind if I use the phone? I have a friend who will want to know I’m safe. I won’t tell them where I am,” I add at Ceri’s cautious look.

      Her expression clears. “Sure. I’ll give you some privacy.”

      “Thanks.”

      I wait a few minutes after Ceri leaves, laughing inwardly at the idea that anyone would want to know I’m safe, much less a friend. Then I hunch over the phone and dial Gabriel’s number, my pulse racing beneath my skin. This feels far too risky. Ceri could decide to return at any moment. If Slade found out, he would murder me on the spot. But what other choice do I have?

      “Get the Prophet,” I mutter to the agent who answers, and he does. Gabriel’s familiar voice crackles through the line a moment later.

      “Talin.”

      I’m caught off guard by the way he says my name: relieved, almost reverential. I wipe the palm of my free hand in my lap, frowning when I realize hearing his voice has done something to me too. The calm familiarity of routine replaces all else, and I might be back in my tiny apartment with my ear pressed to the receiver, waiting for the Prophet’s hard-won praise. “Hi.”

      I hear him close a door on the other end of the line. “I’m glad to hear from you. I’ll admit, I didn’t realize how difficult this was going to be.”

      “What do you mean?” My voice is barely more than a whisper.

      There’s a beat of silence, and then Gabriel says, “I’ve grown accustomed to having you by my side. It feels…unnatural, knowing you’re not within reach. Knowing you’re with him. I don’t care for it.”

      I chew on my tongue, wrestling with my own bewilderment. He hasn’t even inquired about what I’ve learned. If I didn’t know any better, I might say he sounds jealous. “It’s definitely strange.”

      “Tell me—has it made you change your mind?”

      “About what?”

      “Leaving me. Freedom, you see, doesn’t always feel the way you expect it to.”

      A horrible suspicion worms its way under my skin. My frown deepens. “Did you think I would? Change my mind, I mean.”

      “You’re difficult to predict, Talin.” I can imagine Gabriel shrugging, his legs crossed as he reclines in his grand desk chair, his manicured nails drumming a rhythm on his knee. “I did hope though. And I’ll continue to.”

      The suspicion turns to a simmering anger. I glance to the empty doorway without really seeing it, fighting to keep my voice low. “Was this your plan all along? Let me work alongside your brother, trying to complete a near-impossible task, so that I might decide sinning for you was pretty good in comparison?”

      Gabriel sighs. I hate that sigh—it implies I’m overreacting, that I’m foolish, that I’ll never understand things as he does. “My plan, Talin, is to have you deliver my brother to the Reaches. If you decide to return to me over the course of that task, I’ll be more than pleased to have you in my employ once more.”

      It’s not an answer. I don’t know what I expected. “Fine,” I say through my teeth.

      “Did you raise the plan involving Felix Astor? Did my brother go for it?”

      “He killed Astor, if that’s what you mean.”

      “Excellent.” Gabriel lowers his voice until it’s as soft as mine. “I mean, terrible, of course, but…”

      “Terrible,” I echo, keen not to waste time on Astor. “You still haven’t given me the details, by the way, about how you plan to confront your brother. I need to know exactly where and when I’m bringing him.”

      “Ah, yes. There’s a small temple in the Reaches known as the Prophet’s Sanctum. It’s generally for my private use, but I’ll be there at midnight Saturday with some colleagues. Send my brother there. And Talin?”

      The chosen location sends a jolt through me—I remember Emeric mentioning the sanctum last night. “Yes?”

      “Do not accompany him.”

      I frown at Gabriel’s harsh insistence. Though I hadn’t planned on it regardless, I can’t help asking, “Why not?”

      “It’s not safe.”

      He’s lying. I know it even without seeing his face. But why?

      There’s no time to ask. I can hear Ceri’s tinkling laugh from the next room and know Slade and Emeric must have returned. “I have to go. I can’t risk getting caught on the phone.”

      “Wait,” Gabriel commands. “Slade hasn’t hurt you, has he?”

      “No.” I sound sullen. I wish he would is the unhinged follow-up I don’t say aloud, and I’m disgusted with myself. If I could get Slade to slap me, maybe it would knock some sense into my lust-addled brain. “You don’t need to worry.”

      “I can’t seem to help myself.” He sighs. “I’m looking forward to putting this behind us, Talin.”

      “Me too.”

      There’s a click as the line disconnects. For a moment I simply stand there, a sense of unreality crashing over me. If I wasn’t already certain where my allegiances lie, I am now.

      Gabriel is going to die.

      And then, with Slade’s help, I’m going to live.
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        “The exchange that occurs when a diabolist takes confession is poorly understood. Scholars of the past have suggested it might be a transfer of energy. If this is the case, can it be surmised that when a person sins, some dark energy resides within their very soul? Are diabolists drawn to sinners because a sort of recognition occurs? The principle ‘like attracts like’ comes to mind.”

        —The Diabolist: Myth or Monster?: pg. 92 (BANNED TITLE)

      

      “You’re back,” I say, emerging into the foyer to find Slade, Emeric, and Ceri conversing by the front door.

      Slade is wearing a T-shirt today—the first time I’ve seen him in one—and it feels like the sight should be illegal. His tattooed arms are slim, though corded in muscle, and his rings glint as he drags fingers through his platinum hair.

      “We are,” he agrees. “Forgive me, little sinner. I’d forgotten how much you hate it when I leave.”

      Emeric chuckles at Slade’s side. He’s wearing a navy cable-knit sweater and beige trousers that might have been made for him. “Didn’t Ceri keep you entertained?”

      I’m unamused. “This isn’t social hour. We only have a few days before the Congregation.”

      “Yes. I, too, am able to mark the passing of time.” Slade steps out of his combat-style boots. “I explained everything to Emeric, and he knows how we can cross into the Reaches.”

      “How?” Ceri asks at once, but my stomach plummets.

      “We can cross via the bridge,” I intone. “Isn’t that the whole point of you posing as Felix Astor?”

      “That’s a good cover for when we arrive, but Emeric has another idea. One that lets us avoid coming face-to-face with Regiment agents.”

      I knew we shouldn’t have come here. I don’t need Emeric complicating the one part of the plan I felt confident about. But how can I argue? I can’t very well reveal that Gabriel has promised to ensure our safe crossing. “And that idea is what, exactly?”

      Emeric heads into the conservatory, gesturing for us to follow. I’m barely cognizant of him pulling the table away from the wall and arranging the chairs so that we can all sit—I’m focused on the rotary phone behind him, as tense as if Gabriel might still be listening on the other end.

      “There’s a dock on the far side of the river where supplies get delivered to the Reaches,” Emeric says finally, reclining in his chair. From his posture, we might have been discussing a low-stakes day trip. “I often see boats unloading from the window of the Citadel.”

      “So?” I challenge.

      “You and Slade can cross via the water.”

      “I can’t swim.”

      “That’s where the boats come in,” he says pleasantly.

      Slade is perched on the very edge of his chair. He interlaces his fingers, resting his chin atop them. “I don’t suspect you have one, though, do you?”

      “Well, no. I’ve more or less nailed down the schedule though. The first vessel of the day arrives around eight in the morning.”

      Ceri tosses her auburn hair. “So we’re hijacking a boat?”

      “Talin and I are,” Slade corrects her. “You and Emeric will cross the normal way. If the boats are just delivering supplies, there shouldn’t be many people on board. We’ll be able to make quick work of them.”

      His words send a jolt of panic through me, though I try not to show it. “You’re planning for us to kill them?”

      “I didn’t think you’d have any qualms with that.”

      It’s not that I have qualms with committing murder—obviously. I just don’t know how many more instances of violence it’ll take before I’m consumed by the Bloodrot, and the idea of Slade being there to watch it happen is even worse. I’m so close to freedom. Losing myself now would be the most hideous sort of irony. But what other option do I have? “Fine.”

      “We’ll leave for the Reaches early Friday,” Slade decides. “The bridge is only about two hours’ drive from here.”

      “Then you and Talin can stay with us in the chaplains’ quarter,” Ceri says, bouncing her leg up and down. It’s the only outward indication of her stress. “You’ll just need to avoid Gabriel on the way.”

      “That shouldn’t be a problem. I doubt he’ll just be out walking around.”

      I’m no longer listening. The plan itself sounds doable, but I’m worried Gabriel will grow suspicious if Slade and I never cross the bridge as anticipated. I can’t risk calling him again, and besides, he’s probably already left for the Reaches.

      The sound of my name draws my attention back to the current conversation. Ceri is indicating me, her brows drawn together. “If you’re Felix Astor, who is Talin meant to be?”

      “His hired sinner,” Emeric says before Slade can reply. “It’s not uncommon for sinners to accompany Regiment employees when they travel to the Reaches. It’s the one place nobody seems to care about hiding it.”

      “Gabriel never brought me with him,” I put in, horrified when I realize how petulant I sound.

      Slade drags his focus to my face, the shape of his mouth too wicked to be a genuine smile. “Of course he didn’t. My brother has an image to uphold. But don’t worry, little sinner—I’ll make good use of you instead.”

      The air in the room abruptly shifts. Emeric makes a poor attempt to stifle his laugh. I roll my eyes, but I can’t help wondering how, exactly, Slade would go about making use of me. Whether he’s the type of man to compel me to stillness, or if he’d make me work for it. Most of all, I’m desperate to know what undoes him.

      I want to know what it takes to wipe that impassive look from Slade Markovich’s stupidly handsome face.

      

      * * *

      The next few days pass in a blur of strange routine.

      Ceri prepares breakfast each morning, and eventually I start offering to help. This goes disastrously, but she’s kind about it. Emeric is less so—he appears to find everything I do borderline hilarious. The duo is quick to realize that I’m more comfortable alone, however, and leave me to my own devices. Sometimes I hide away in my borrowed bedroom, but much of my time is spent in the conservatory. There’s a small shelf of books in there that I hadn’t noticed on the first day, and I recognize a few of them from my youth. Some are the very ones I watched my father burn.

      I don’t read much anymore. I’m slow at it now. Impatient. Still, as I flip through the familiar pages, the relentless pressure in my chest seems to ease a bit. I can almost feel my sister at my side, her head against my shoulder, and I bask in the memory until it begins to ache again. Slade never returns to my room at night. In fact, he seems to be avoiding me altogether. When we do cross paths, Ceri and Emeric are always present, and the conversation revolves around our plan come Friday. I lose track of how many times we’ve discussed the same points. I don’t know what annoys me more: the repetition, or Slade’s inexplicable refusal to be alone with me.

      The night before we’re meant to leave for the Reaches, I can’t sleep. My head is too full, my heartbeat too loud in my ears. I don’t know what compels me to do it, but eventually I throw back the sheets, pull a sweater over my head, and stalk down the hallway.

      The house is dark, the silence absolute. It wraps around me like something alive, broken only by the soft creak of my own steps. The first three doors I pass are open, the rooms beyond shrouded in darkness, but the fourth door—the one at the very end of the hall—is shut. Light emanates from beneath it. I freeze when the door suddenly swings open, almost as if Slade was expecting me.

      My accusations evaporate like mist as I ogle him. “Why is your hair red?”

      It’s not red, exactly, but more of a rich auburn not dissimilar to Ceri’s. Regardless, it certainly isn’t the pale blond it had been when I’d seen him only a few hours ago.

      Slide lifts an eyebrow. “Do you have a habit of creeping around at night?”

      I blink, unable to answer right away. The change in his hair is so drastic, so distracting, it took me a moment to notice he isn’t wearing a shirt. I’m at eye level with his inked chest and—devil help me—the silver bar through his right nipple. The scars I’d glimpsed on his back extend around to the front, and all at once I see them for what they are: burn scars. That’s why the skin is so twisted, so uneven, beneath the tattoos. “I…couldn’t sleep.”

      Part of me yearns to ask what the scars are from, but I don’t dare. Instead, I drag my gaze up to his neck. The ink at his throat makes the hollows there even darker, and I finally see the design for what it is: a pair of skeletal hands linked at the thumbs, forming a shape akin to a pair of wings. A sword passes through the center of the image, its pommel beginning directly under Slade’s chin and traveling all the way down his throat, giving way to curling script across his collarbones.

      “Perfect. You can help me.” He moves aside, motioning for me to enter the room. Seeing no other option, I do, pivoting to study him.

      “Help you with what?”

      “This.” He shuts the door, indicating vaguely at his hair.

      “It looks like you need more help than I can provide.” My tone is dubious. At the same time, though, I can’t help being annoyed by how good he looks. Even without his usual shock of platinum, he’s no less attractive. In fact, the warmer shade makes him look less sallow. “Is there a particular reason for the sudden change?”

      Slade’s arched brow is withering. “Felix Astor had black hair, did he not?”

      I’m caught off guard. Did he? Why, then, had Gabriel chosen him for Slade to impersonate? Unless he hadn’t known Slade was blond now. “Right,” I say hastily, hurrying to salvage my response. “I don’t know if you’ve looked in the mirror yet, but that is not black.”

      “You can’t just dye platinum hair black, little sinner. You have to transition to an in-between shade, then put the black on top.”

      “Well, aren’t you the seasoned barber,” I mutter, fingering my own faded black ends as I glance around the room. It’s not dissimilar to his bedroom back in the Reaches. A desk is pressed up against one wall, a divan occupying the length of another. Here, though, the windows are shuttered, the walls bare. In the center is a large bed with a black coverlet. “What do you need me for?”

      Instead of answering, Slade crosses to the other side of the room, picking up a small bowl. “I don’t have a particularly good view of the back, so if you don’t mind hanging around until I’m done, you can tell me if I missed—”

      “Just let me do it.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      I stomp over to him and snatch the bowl from his hands, wrinkling my nose at the chemical scent. “I said I’ll do it, okay? That way you won’t fuck it up. Just…be quiet.”

      He’s silent for a long moment, watching me with an inscrutable expression.

      “What?” I demand.

      “I’m trying to think of all the ways you could attack me with hair dye.”

      I know I’m going to regret this, but there’s no way in hell I can stay here a moment longer unless I have something to do with my hands. I’m too on edge. Gritting my teeth, I point at the floor. “Sit.”

      His gaze is full of mischief. “Yes, ma’am.”

      I end up perched on the divan, Slade between my legs, his own long ones stretched out in front of him. I yank off my gloves where he can’t see and work quickly, my hands moving through his soft hair. I try not to wonder what it feels like dry. I try not to think about how much he’ll look like Gabriel after this. I wonder if that’s why he changed it in the first place.

      My eyes keep straying to the curve of his neck, my body angling closer to his warmth. It’s vulnerable, the position I have him in. Me at his back, out of sight and out of reach. And yet I’ve seen how fast he can move—know exactly how quickly the tables can turn if I let my guard down. Still, there’s no reasonable explanation for why I feel like the vulnerable one, sitting here with my legs around him and my hands whispering across the closely shaved base of his skull. I don’t know if I want to stroke his skin or strangle him. It’s taking an exorbitant amount of control not to let my touch linger even as my fingers grow more stained. Stained with the Bloodrot, stained with dye. The two bleed into each other.

      “What is it?” Slade asks, the question edged with bemusement. I hadn’t even realized I’d frozen.

      “I—nothing.” I refocus my attention, casting about for the reason I came here. “You’ve been avoiding me.”

      “That’s not a question.”

      “I didn’t say it would be.” I scowl where he can’t see. “You’re not denying it.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “We’re supposed to be working together. You can’t just pretend I don’t exist because you’re in a mood.”

      Slade shifts against my hand, causing me to leave a smear of black on his neck. He either doesn’t notice or doesn’t care. “I’m not in a mood.”

      “You must think I’m an idiot.”

      “Not even remotely.”

      Something about the way he says that sends my pulse spiking again. I jerk away, drawing my knees up to my chest. “You’re done.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “I said you’re done,” I snap. It’s clear he has no intention of explaining himself. “Go shower. You have dye on you.”

      He’s on his feet with impossible grace, a smirk lingering around his mouth. “And whose fault is that?” He twists to peer down at his shoulders, which are indeed smattered with partial fingerprints—evidence of my hands on his skin.

      My face is hot. I mentally order my body to relax. I only succeed when he leaves the room, the sound of running water turning to white noise in the back of my mind.

      I need to get out of here.

      I slip out the door and to the bathroom across the hall. I scrub my hands until they’re stiff, as if I can somehow wash away the dregs of ill-advised desire that haunts me. I stare at my face in the mirror the entire time. The harsh line of my mouth and the furrow between my brows. I look disgusted with myself.

      Only when my breathing slows do I shut the tap off and yank the bathroom door open.

      And walk directly into Slade.

      He steadies me as I take a step back, cursing under my breath. It’s dark in the hall, but I can tell he’s donned a simple T-shirt—soft black, or maybe navy. His hair is damp, falling in streaks of ebony against his pale brow, and I have the most absurd sensation that I’m finally seeing him the way he’s meant to look.

      If he was attractive before, then the way he looks now is devastating.

      “Move,” I snap, taking care to keep my voice down.

      “Talin.” He says my name like an accusation, the sound of it sending a jolt through me. He doesn’t move an inch. I’m trapped—always trapped. Heat flares through me, unwanted and intractable.

      “Stop that,” I hiss.

      The cut of his gaze to my face is immediate and deadly. “Stop what?”

      “You know what.”

      “I assure you, I don’t.”

      My frustration spikes, sending me barreling toward my breaking point. I’m done with the games. This confusing entanglement of hatred and lust. “Stop making me want you.”

      Slade stills. “I’m not making you want anything.”

      “Really? Because—”

      “Do you know why I’ve been avoiding you?” He cuts me off, his voice abruptly harsh. “It’s because I haven’t taken confession in days, little sinner, and you are almost unbearably tempting. If I let my guard down, if I’m around you for any length of time, I won’t be able to help myself. I will make you want me, and then we’re both fucked. I promised I wouldn’t feed from you again. Despite what you might think of me, I intend to keep that promise.”

      “Oh,” is all I manage to say. It’s not the response I was expecting. Not even close.

      When I don’t move, he slowly extends a hand to trail it up the side of my neck, cool fingers hooking just beneath my ear. I’m motionless, my breaths shallow. His thumb brushes my cheek, and the world narrows, orbiting the place where our skin makes contact. My blood thrums in my veins. His eyes scan my face—gauging, hungry. I see his pulse flutter at the base of his throat. The nearness of his body feels like something electric as the air between us shifts.

      “I can see you trying to convince yourself to leave,” he murmurs. “You’d be smart to do just that.”

      “I know.”

      My voice sounds far away. Too hoarse. When he makes to pull his hand back, I grab his wrist, digging my nails in. He’s breaking down my resolve, whether he means to or not, and I’ll make him hurt for his trouble.

      Get out of here, I scream at myself, but my mind and body aren’t in accord. I lift my chin and look Slade directly in the eye. It’s a dare, and he knows it.

      He hisses a breath through his teeth, a feral sound.

      Then his mouth slams into mine.

      I know at once that we’ve fucked up. The moment our lips touch, the need that’s been simmering inside me reaches a fever pitch and spills over, contorting into something brutal and unrestrained. His body is firm and hot as his tongue flicks against mine. He tastes like sweet mint and the barest hint of tobacco. I drag my hands up his back, feeling the ridges along his spine, pressing myself into him. He lets out a barely restrained groan, and then he’s forcing me toward the wall with savage impatience, holding me upright as I scramble to keep my feet under me. I gasp as I slam into the wood paneling.

      Slade kisses me in a way that feels like a challenge. He kisses me like a warning, like he’s trying to force me to yield. His touch is no longer gentle, but furious, demanding, and I arch into it. My desire is heedless of any logic. I suddenly want Slade Markovich in a way that’s vicious, perilous, unhealthy. I want him the way a beast yearns to sink teeth into flesh.

      He exhales into my mouth, then lifts me up, forcing me to wrap my legs around his torso. I take his lower lip between my teeth, rewarded by the low rumble in the back of his throat. I can feel just how heavily he’s breathing. Can feel the hardness of him against me, igniting a pulsing heat deep in my core. Although we’re both fully clothed, I can sense him coming undone, and his loss of control only drives me wilder. I kiss him in a way that borders on desperation, not remotely worried about hurting or unnerving him.

      He matches my level of furor kiss for kiss, breath for ragged breath. I untangle one hand from where I’d intertwined my fingers behind his neck and rake them through his hair. His grip on my ass is nearly painful, and I revel in the ache. I want it to hurt. Pain is the only thing that can even begin to sate my newfound addiction.

      Because that’s what this is. An immediate fucking addiction. I can’t get enough of him, and I hate it, and the hate only makes me want him more. I have no idea whether Ceri or Emeric can hear us, and I don’t care a single bit. Every one of my senses is homed in on Slade. The firm lines of him, the heat of his breath, the taste of him, and how all three form a dizzying, unrelenting distraction from the spiral of my thoughts. His tongue in my mouth isn’t enough. His body through his clothes isn’t nearly enough.

      I can tell it’s not enough for him either. His lips demand everything I have, and still it’s clear he wants more. I know neither of us will be satisfied until he has space to exert the kind of control he wants to. The kind I want him to.

      I’m not making you want anything.

      If that’s true—if this all-encompassing, soul-shredding desire is wholly my own—then I’m so deeply fucked. There’s no way this can result in anything other than mutual destruction. If I’m fool enough to allow it, he’ll chew me up and spit me out. If this is what kissing him feels like, then sex with Slade might ruin me completely. His desire, surely, is fleeting, while I suspect my own won’t be so easily sated. If I let this go any further, I risk it becoming too easy to forget what tomorrow brings.

      But I am hideously weak, and forgetting is a relief.

      Slade pulls back before I can, studying me with heavy-lidded eyes. His pupils are blown wide. “I can feel you thinking, Talin.”

      “No, you can’t.” The words come out weak, pathetic, like I’ve just run a race. My lips are swollen, my fingernails still embedded in the back of his neck. I should have been the one to pull away. It was the only way to ensure I retained any sort of power, and now I’ve lost it.

      And some tiny, twisted part of me fucking loves that.

      “Stop it.” Slade’s voice is heavy with command. The air changes when he gives that order, and something in me changes. My pulse skyrockets irrespective of my attempt to control it. He releases my legs and lets me slide down the wall, his attention sharpening like a predator homing in on a kill. All my instincts scream of danger, but I’m just as locked in. I know I should leave. I know he’d let me go, if I really wanted to. I can’t, though, and it has nothing to do with any lingering fear of him.

      I stop thinking, stop arguing with myself, and he somehow knows it.

      “Good girl.”

      My teeth come together with an audible click. The usual version of me would resent every order that leaves his lips and make him sorry for daring to give it. I don’t know where the hell that version went. Because this version of me is pliant, deferential, desperate to please him.

      I think I hate her.

      I think I hate us both.

      One corner of Slade’s mouth tilts up in a wicked smile. “That’s what I thought.”

      He moves to brace his hands on either side of my head, fingers curled against the wall. He lets his head dip forward, putting his cheek close to mine. Listening to my quick breaths, no doubt. Then, after a collision of heartbeats, he steps away again.

      He looks too calm. Too confident. Too smug. I glare at him, but there’s little weight behind it. He’s dismantling my defenses piece by piece, and he knows it.

      “I hate you,” I tell him, a harsh whisper.

      That smile widens. “I know, little sinner. That’s what makes this so fucking good.” Then, so abruptly that I almost miss the shift, something in his face darkens. “Get on your knees.”

      It’s a test. I know that as I slowly sink to the ground, glaring at him all the while. I’m familiar with this role. I’ve played it before, although not with a man. I didn’t think I would ever be here. I shouldn’t be here. That much is obvious, even as I rest my hands on my thighs, my gaze lowered. The power imbalance between us is already a chasm. I can’t let him have this too.

      And yet I’m going to. If this is a war with myself, I’ve already lost.

      Slade’s cool fingers slide beneath my chin, tilting it up. A shiver ripples through me as my eyes meet his. They’re no longer cold, but rather liquid heat. Like a flame that burns so hot it turns blue.

      “Interesting,” he purrs. “So very interesting.”

      My traitorous body is already responding to him in a way that has nothing to do with the kiss. My desire has always been a violent thing. One that can’t be assuaged by what most people associate with romance.

      I don’t want romance at all, in fact. I need something different. Something more.

      I need it to hurt.

      He brushes a thumb over my lower lip, hissing when I bite down on it. It’s not a hiss of pain, but of desire. But then he withdraws, stepping back with a knowing smirk, and I growl—actually growl—in frustration.

      “Not here,” Slade says as I leap to my feet, about ready to throttle him. “I daresay Emeric and Ceri have already heard enough. Besides, I think it’ll be good for both of us to exercise some patience.” His eyes flash. “I’m not generally so…unrestrained.”

      Logically I know he’s right about the location being less than ideal, but I’m finding it hard to care. Still, I’m sure as hell not about to beg him to fuck me, and it’s pride that eventually wins out.

      “Fine.” I try to look as unruffled as possible. I’m positive I don’t succeed, given that I’m practically panting. “I’ll go to bed then. Is that what you want?”

      “Yes,” he says, a single, severe syllable. He looks almost amused as I adjust my clothes and turn away. He’s doing this on purpose—making me wait, testing my resolve. My suspicions are only cemented when he adds, “Try not to think about me.”

      I want to hit him. I want him to hit me. “I won’t need to try.”

      But a few moments later, alone in my bed, it takes me no time at all to finish what he started.
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      The morning of the fire, I found Ilse crying.

      She sat alone at the front of the small cabin we shared with our mother and father, silhouetted by the large bay window overlooking the clearing. Our parents had just gone out—I was the only one around to hear her quiet sobs. Her eyes were glassy, her hair unkempt, but I remember thinking that it didn’t make her any less beautiful. Ilse had always looked like a softer version of me: face round and sweet where mine was angular, eyes a light hazel where mine were near black. Our hair was the same dark blond, although hers fell in ringlets while mine only just managed waves.

      Had I still believed in salvation, I might have thought she looked like an angel, especially clad in the simple white style of dress we both so often wore. In a way, she was my angel. The sole reason I remained with the Apostles when everything in me wanted to take my chances in the wilderness. For Ilse, I stayed. For Ilse, I tried to pretend. I knew she feared for my soul. And because I didn’t want to cause her distress, particularly now that she was so far along in her pregnancy, I was trying.

      I approached her from behind, lightly touching a hand to her shoulder. She started, her red-rimmed eyes swiveling to latch on to mine. “Talin.”

      The way she said my name was strange, as though she wasn’t altogether certain she liked the taste of it.

      I forced a tight smile. Now that I had drawn closer, I could see our parents’ retreating backs through the window as they were engulfed by the trees, Vicar Johannes an imposing presence between them. Of course they were with him. They often were.

      “They’re talking about you,” Ilse said before I could ask. “I heard Mother say your name as she left.”

      “Oh.” Perhaps it should have unnerved me, but I felt nothing save a sort of cold emptiness. “All good things, I hope.”

      My poor attempt at humor didn’t land. Ilse pivoted to face me, a scowl overtaking her expression and twisting it into one I didn’t recognize. “Damn it, Talin. It’s like you’re not even trying.”

      Now I was unnerved. Ilse almost never cursed. In fact, I couldn’t recall the last time I’d heard her do so. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You don’t take anything seriously. Not the services, not your prayers, and not the Vicar’s warnings.” Splotches of pink appeared high on her cheeks. “We’ve spoken about it, you know, he and I. He hoped I’ll be able to get through to you, but I’m starting to think no one can.”

      “Get through to me?” In my shock I had the strangest desire to laugh, but I repressed it, knowing it would only make things worse. “Ilse, I’m the same person I’ve always been. You’re the one who’s changed. And I’m not blaming you, but”—I broke off, gesturing vaguely at her as acid flooded my throat—“I mean, hell, you’re having his child. And don’t you dare try to tell me you’re doing so willingly.”

      The pink in my sister’s cheeks had turned to angry red. “The Vicar has done so much for us. I love him, and—”

      “Ilse, you’re not even eighteen yet!” I couldn’t keep calm any longer. “Johannes has sons our age. And no matter what he tried to tell you, coercion is not consent.”

      My words fell like an anvil between us. Ilse rose to her feet, hands folded protectively over her stomach. That was the moment I knew for certain that I’d lost her. I’d failed her, I hadn’t protected her, and now I’d lost her. I might have cried, then, if my well of emotion hadn’t long since bled dry. As a result, all I felt was sick, sick, sick.

      “We’ve all done nothing but try to save you,” Ilse hissed from between her teeth, eyes still glistening. “And you don’t even care, do you? I mean, you’re already showing signs of the Bloodrot, Talin! The mark of the devil! No wonder nobody knows what to do with you. Tell me, do you even believe in the Savior’s everlasting love? Do you even want to be saved?”

      I swallowed what I’d been about to say, caught off guard. How many times had I been posed some version of that question and lied in response? I knew what everyone wanted to hear and had no qualms about misleading them. Ilse, though, was different. I had never lied to her. I couldn’t—unless I thought it would keep her safe. So what was I supposed to do here?

      It didn’t end up mattering. I’d hesitated too long, and my sister saw the answer in my face.

      “You don’t, do you?” She took an unsteady step back, shaking her head in dawning horror. Her lips pinched at the corners. “Are you truly so lost?”

      “Ilse, please.” I tried to close the distance between us once more, reaching for her, but she shied away. Heart thudding dully, I let my arm drop. “I’m not lost. But I’m not going to lie and tell you I believe in anything, or care about any of this. The only thing I care about is you.”

      It was the wrong thing to say.

      Ilse stared at me like she’d never seen me before. Then, abruptly, I saw something in her shift, the horror giving way to cold detachment. “You’ve strayed too far,” she whispered. “I guess the Vicar was right, and you can’t save someone the devil already has his claws in. Burn in hell, Talin.” Her throat bobbed as she swallowed. “It’s what you deserve.”

      And that, I suppose, was the day I stopped caring about anything at all.
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        “Prior to the Prophet’s rise, the country was overseen by a council of politicians with military inclinations. They relied heavily on the advice of chaplains, of course, but the current prophet is the first and only man to have held such a position.”

        —Essay on the Ascension of the Prophet: pg. 3

      

      The next day, I’m woken at the crack of dawn by someone hissing my name through the door.

      No—it’s not even dawn yet. The light filtering through the crack in the curtains is that of the moon, not the early-morning sun. I sit up, disoriented, running a hand through the tangle of my hair. It takes me a moment to realize my first instinct wasn’t to reach for one of my weapons.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      I pull my hair into a knot, mentally bracing myself. I already know who’s outside. Nobody else’s voice sets my teeth on edge and pushes my pulse into overdrive.

      “What?” I snap at Slade the moment I yank the door open.

      1 can’t make sense of the way he’s looking at me. The guarded dismissiveness of his gaze, and the muscle that leaps in his jaw. He’s dressed in formal attire, the white button-down dangerously striking against his tattoos and dark hair. Still, something is…wrong.

      He scans me from head to toe, the tendons in his neck becoming more prominent. “Get ready and be downstairs in ten minutes.”

      In the darkness of the hallway, I remember how he’d looked last night, his pupils dilated and his gaze full of hunger. It feels like years ago. Something that happened between two entirely different people, maybe. That’s the problem with Slade Markovich—he’s either wildly unleashed or coldly restrained, never anything in between.

      “Are we going to eat first?” I demand.

      He doesn’t answer my question, which I take to mean he considers it a foolish one, and then he’s gone again. I slam the door in his wake, cursing his name under my breath. I can’t have gotten more than a few hours’ sleep.

      I quickly bathe, dress, and brush out my hair. Black dye still stains my fingers—it looks like a hideous mutation of the Bloodrot. I shudder, then gather my things and hurry downstairs. Ceri stands by the front door wearing an embellished black dress and looking as tired as I feel. She looks fabulous nonetheless, her mahogany hair tied back in a loose knot, a few tendrils falling around her face. I cringe inwardly when she smiles at me, hoping she didn’t overhear anything last night.

      “Morning. Did you and Slade have a fight?”

      I’m still not accustomed to the way she seems so comfortable prodding people—me, specifically—for information. I narrow my eyes. “No. Why?”

      Ceri shrugs. “He’s in a weird mood.”

      “Isn’t that his regular personality?”

      She’s unappeased. “You can tell me,” she wheedles. “Emeric and Slade are outside packing the car.”

      Packing the car. It’s such a simple sentence, but it hurls me back several years to the day we left to join the Apostles. If the Regiment really has been supporting the cult, then all the more reason to shake their foundation. To slaughter their precious Prophet. I want to watch the whole thing burn.

      “Did Slade say something to you?” I’m horrified at the thought.

      “No!” Ceri shakes her head. “We were chatting this morning before you got up. About you, mainly, but I didn’t pry.”

      “About me?” The prospect horrifies me. I wonder if that’s why Slade seems off.

      “Can you blame me for being curious? I could hear you two in the hallway last night.”

      I want to sink into hell. “You could?”

      She shrugs noncommittally. “How you two deal with your urges isn’t my business. But can I give you some unsolicited advice?”

      “Fine,” is my gruff response.

      “I adore Slade. I really do,” she says. “But I don’t think he has the capacity to love in the way that most people do.”

      “He left to try and protect you,” I point out, then immediately regret it. It’s not like Slade needs me to defend him.

      “Oh, he cares about Emeric and me. But I believe you have to give something of yourself to call it love, and Slade doesn’t trust anyone enough for that. He gives only as much as he feels is safe.”

      I understand what’s happening. Ceri is trying to warn me away from Slade because she thinks I’m like her. The kind of person who loves and wants love in return. What she doesn’t understand, though, is that I’m like him. I don’t trust anyone either. I also give only as much seems safe.

      “Thanks,” I tell her curtly. “But you don’t need to worry. I assure you, I don’t want him that way.”

      A lie. I do want him—I just don’t want his love. Even thinking the word in conjunction with Slade is absurd. I yearn for something more primal, more crude, than romance. He and I are like two corner pieces of a puzzle: cut from the same board, but utterly incapable of fitting together.

      Ceri nods, finally picking up on the fact that I’m not interested in having this conversation. Relieved, I follow her outside, only for my stomach to flip over when she climbs into the back seat with Emeric. I have no option but to sit up front beside Slade.

      I clamber into the car, wincing at the deafening growl of the engine. I wait until he shifts into gear and backs out before saying, “Good morning.”

      It’s intended to be a peace offering. A sign that I’m prepared to pretend last night never happened. So what if he sent me away purely to frustrate me, as if the fact that I’m attracted to him isn’t frustrating enough? So what if he’s been even colder to me than usual this morning?

      He returns my greeting with a nod, barely glancing away from the road. His expression is detached, unfriendly. Misgiving crawls up my spine. Something has shifted between last night and this morning, and I don’t have a clue what it might be. I’m not the type of woman to be self-conscious, or to wonder if it’s a result of something I did. I remember exactly how his body responded to mine. The tension between us today, however, is more than just sexual.

      I recall Emeric saying that the bridge to the Reaches is only a couple of hours by car, but it’s already clear how slowly those hours are going to pass. Ceri strikes up a casual conversation as I stare out the tinted window, watching the green hills give way to the uniform blur of the Outskirts. Navy-tinted clouds lattice the sky overhead, their increasing visibility the sole evidence of dawn on the horizon. Slade drives too fast, spurring the engine into a slightly unsettling rattle, and I shift on the cushioned vinyl seat. I don’t know what’s more unnerving: the intensity with which he normally looks at me, or the fact that today he doesn’t let his gaze shift in my direction a single time.

      I end up feigning sleep to avoid being dragged into the conversation. Ceri and Emeric lower their voices when they notice, but Slade doesn’t bother. I suspect he knows full well that I’m still awake. I wonder if he can sense my racing pulse.

      The time passes at an agonizingly slow pace, and I’m relieved when Ceri shakes me gently from the back seat.

      “There’s the bridge,” she says, pointing straight ahead.

      The bridge to the Reaches is an imposing thing, all obsidian stone columns and raised arches. The sea lashes at the cliff face, which abruptly drops off to form a sort of ravine, and I can almost ignore the dark city rising in front of us. Can almost imagine that we’ve reached the edge of the world as nature rages wildly, relentlessly below.

      But this isn’t the edge of the world. Only the border between the place I know so well and the one I’ve only heard about in stories, the spire of its central temple my first glimpse of the Prophet’s favorite refuge. There’s a guardhouse about three-quarters of the way across the bridge, gray-clad Regiment agents either standing motionlessly on each side or pacing from one end to the other. Still more agents are thoroughly and methodically searching each of the vehicles lined up to cross, their own gleaming black cars parked nearby. Apprehension shoots through me as though injected into my veins.

      Slade pulls over a short distance from the bridge, tires squealing. Ceri hits the back of my seat with a muffled gasp, and I’m forced to brace my hands against the dashboard.

      Emeric curses loudly. “What the hell are you doing?”

      Slade disregards the question. His focus is on the bridge, blue eyes narrowed. “Talin and I are getting out here.”

      “You’re a terrible driver,” Ceri says, leaning forward so that her chin nearly rests on the back of Slade’s seat. “Also, you’re going to have to climb down the cliffs to reach the river.”

      “That’s fine.” Slade adjusts the collar of his jacket, his mouth a thin line. “Get out, Talin.”

      A scoff escapes me. “Not if you’re going to speak to me like that.”

      If he thinks last night changes anything between us, he’s mistaken. My submission is purely situational and doesn’t extend very far even then. Sure, there’s a part of me that reacts to his commanding tone in a less-than-helpful way, but I’m happy to ignore it.

      “Talin, get out of the car.”

      This time nobody argues. I haven’t been around Slade long, but it’s suddenly clear that he isn’t just being bossy. He’s angry.

      I hate that I listen to him, but I do, buttoning up my jacket more securely and clambering out of the vehicle. Ceri slides into the driver’s seat as a gust of wind slams the door shut behind her. It’s colder this close to the water, the air damp and salt-scented. Emeric moves to occupy the passenger seat, leaning across Ceri as she cranks her window down.

      “We’ll meet you in the chaplains’ quarter in a couple of hours,” he says. “It’s easy to find. Head up the hill by the docks, then take the road that angles to the right.”

      Slade gives a curt nod. “I’m sure we can figure it out.” He pats the side of the car like it’s a horse that has served him well. “You two should get going. It looks like you’ll be waiting a while to cross.”

      “Here.” Emeric places a small key in Slade’s palm. “It’ll get you into my place, in case you two arrive first.”

      Slade nods again, pocketing it.

      “Be careful,” Ceri says. The smile she directs my way is tight. It feels like the words are meant for me, specifically.

      Slade waves as Ceri rolls up the window once more, and then the vehicle speeds off. I watch them go, wishing my stomach would stop its relentless churning. I’m no stranger to dangerous tasks, but my current source of unease has nothing to do with the Reaches.

      An icy breeze whips my hair around my face, and I spit it away, glaring at Slade. “Okay. Is this where you tell me what the fuck your problem is?”

      He doesn’t answer. Instead, he lashes out with impossible speed.

      The next thing I know, I’m flat on the ground, an involuntary breath hissing from my lungs. Rocks dig into my back, but I don’t even feel them. I’m too busy trying to wrestle his hand from my throat. He’s not choking me, but his grip brackets my neck firmly enough that it’s difficult to draw breath. A spike of fear lances through me, and I let out the soft growl of a trapped animal. Slade’s expression as he watches me struggle is almost bored. His body is braced atop mine, pinning me down. It’s obvious he’s waiting for me to give up.

      “What the hell,” I snarl, still writhing beneath his hips. The ground is damp and cold, but my body is hot. Too hot.

      Slade loosens his grip a little more. Suddenly his face is right beside mine, his lips at my ear. “Who were you talking to on the phone, Talin?”

      I strain my neck to get away from him, but it’s a futile effort. “Am I supposed to know what the fuck you’re on about?”

      I do know though. He can only be referring to one thing. Ice shoots through my veins.

      A laugh claws free of his chest, and fury emanates from him like something physical. “I thought you were a clever thing, but apparently I was giving you more credit than you deserve. Ceri told me you asked to place a call yesterday. She’s too trusting for her own good, you see. Too helpful.” Slade traces my temple with one long finger, but it’s far from a friendly caress. It feels like a violent promise. “You really had me, Talin. I truly believed you hated Gabriel. That you wanted to be free of him. After all, who wouldn’t?”

      “That is what I want,” I insist, but it’s difficult to sound emphatic when I’m so breathless. I gulp more air. “You’re such a fucking idiot. Gabriel doesn’t know I plan to betray him, so of course I have to keep up appearances. If I never contacted him, it would look pretty damn suspicious, now wouldn’t it?”

      Slade bares his teeth. “You’re a liar. You’ve been lying from the start, haven’t you? That’s why you don’t want to confess to me. That’s why I got so little from you, the one night you gave in. It was hardly even a rush.”

      “The confession I gave was true,” I manage. “And I wasn’t—”

      “Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you right here.” He presses harder on my neck. I squirm beneath him, desperately trying to remember the defensive tactics to free myself.

      Use your legs to knock your attacker forward. The goal is to get them into a position where they’ll need to use one or both arms to brace themselves. Link both hands around an arm and yank down, destabilizing their foundation. Roll with them in the direction of the compromised arm…

      But even with the impatient voice of the Regiment agent who coached me ringing in my ears, I can’t make Slade budge. He’s not a large man, but he might as well weigh a ton for all the good my efforts do.

      I should be afraid. I know that. I’m perilously aware that my body’s reaction to the present situation isn’t normal. I shouldn’t enjoy the pressure at my neck or the weight of him pressing me into the ground. I shouldn’t be squeezing my thighs together this way. “You still need me. Astor will be expected to have a hired sinner with him. Besides, I know Gabriel better than anyone.”

      “Maybe I’m willing to take the risk.” Slade hasn’t blinked once as he stares down at me. “Things have changed, you see. You’ve compromised what little trust I was willing to give you.”

      I spit at him, but he doesn’t flinch. Suddenly I don’t care how angry he is—I’m angrier. The words I hurl at him are vicious, mocking. “You want to know why you shouldn’t kill me? I don’t have an answer. You probably should. But you won’t, because you’re not really a monster, are you? You’re just a man obsessed with cultivating a dangerous image. Just a boy hiding in the Trench, scared to face his big brother. The Warden, your reputation… It’s all a farce.”

      Slade isn’t grimacing anymore. Even from my position beneath him, I can tell that he’s smiling, and it’s a wicked, terrible thing.

      “A farce?” he hisses, making my skin crawl. “Do you think I brought the Trench back to life out of the goodness of my heart? Did you think me benevolent, creating a space where people like you could roam freely, untouched by the Regiment’s influence and judgment? Because I’ll tell you a secret, little sinner: I created that space for me. Do you know how easy it is to coax confessions from the worst of humanity? Do you know how simple it is to find someone who’s sinned enough to satisfy me, to sustain me? I needed to establish a new territory, so I figured I might as well make it worth my time. I made myself a fucking buffet.”

      I go utterly still as his words sink in. It all finally makes perfect sense. The Trench is full of society’s least privileged: sinners who would never report anything to the Regiment, no matter the situation. This whole time, even knowing how dangerous Slade is, I’ve subconsciously been thinking of him as a man shunned by the rest of the world, trying to make the best of his isolation. A shadow creature resigned to his existence in a shadow world. But that isn’t true, is it? The Trench isn’t a place he created to cope with his unofficial exile.

      It’s a feeding ground.

      “You already know what happens to those who don’t behave themselves in my territory, don’t you?” he goes on, smile widening as he picks up on my dawning comprehension. “They die. I snap their necks as easily as I snapped Darva’s. Oh, my presence protects them, but only if they play by my rules.”

      Suddenly his fingers are at my chin, grip tight enough to ache as he tilts my face up. Rocks shift painfully beneath me, but I don’t move. Don’t breathe. I only stare into the unfathomable depths of his eyes, looking for something I know instinctively I won’t find.

      “Do you see?” he whispers, almost too soft to hear. “Now do you see?”

      “Yes.” I’m resolute, speaking between my teeth. “I think I do. You need to be in control. You never are, though, when it comes to me. Not in the way you long to be. Not unless I allow it.”

      Slade’s jaw tightens. His silence tells me everything I need to know. When he pulls back slightly, I take advantage of it, kneeing him hard in the stomach. He growls but doesn’t retaliate as I pull myself up onto my elbows.

      “I was never on Gabriel’s side,” I say acidly. “Especially not after you offered to make me a diabolist. But if this is going to work, I need Gabriel to think I’m helping him.”

      “Then tell me this: Does my brother know we’re coming?”

      I’m motionless. This time the fear that uncoils in my chest is real, and my entire body is braced in anticipation of…what?

      What I don’t expect is for Slade to exhale a laugh through his nose and get to his feet, releasing me. I don’t move right away, distrusting the abrupt change in his demeanor. Finally I push myself to stand.

      He’s too calm as he meets my gaze. “Ah, little liar,” he breathes. “Gabriel’s expecting us, isn’t he? He instructed you to lure me to him.”

      “Yes.” There’s no point in lying any longer. “I’m supposed to send you to the Prophet’s Sanctum tomorrow at midnight.”

      “How fitting. My brother can die atop his own holy altar. Quite a complicated game you’ve been playing, isn’t it?”

      I say nothing.

      “So my brother expects us to try and cross into the Reaches,” he continues. “Might even have made it easy for us, but I’m not supposed to know as much. Which I assume is why you stood by and helped me come up with a plan despite knowing we didn’t truly require one.” Slade’s eyes snap to me, his torso already pivoting in the direction of the water. “Does Gabriel know when we’re crossing?”

      I shake my head. “No. I swear it.”

      “Well then, at least there’s that. We’d better move fast.”

      I’m bewildered enough that the question slips out before I can think better of it. “So we’re still doing this?”

      He laughs again, this time as though enjoying some private joke. The sound has a sharp edge to it. “Oh, we’re doing this,” he says quietly. “And you will pay for this. But not just now.” His gaze slips from mine to the river below, where a boat approaches on choppy waves. “Right on time.”
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        TENET 6: You shall not ascribe consequence to desires of the flesh, nor shall you engage in physical pleasures not sanctioned by the Savior. This is carnality, and the last of the major sins.

        —The Prophet’s Modern Translation of the Holy Book

      

      We clamber down the precarious cliff face and wait among the brush, watching the small metal barge glide across the water.

      “I’ll take care of this,” Slade murmurs. Everything about him is distinctly predatory, from his coiled crouch to the dilation of his pupils. “You stay put.”

      “What?” I curse as a thorny branch scrapes my ankle. My short boots are no match for the undergrowth. “What was all that talk about getting me to help you kill the crew?”

      Slade doesn’t look at me. He’s sickeningly handsome against the dawn, the first weak beams of sunlight gilding his dark hair red. “It was just talk,” he says. “We can’t have you losing your mind to the Bloodrot yet. Save your violence, little liar.”

      Then he launches himself into the water, disappearing beneath the dark surface only to emerge a moment later as he hauls himself over the side of the small boat. It’s difficult to see what happens from there, but I can tell Slade is fast. Apparently this holds true whether he’s on land or in the water. I hear a couple of gunshots go off, which has me stiffening, but the next moment there’s a loud slap of water as a man is hurled overboard, a crate of some sort tied to his leg. Another body follows a moment later, and both sink rapidly beneath the waves.

      I scramble out of the undergrowth and onto the rocky shore. I wait there, arms crossed against the cold, as the boat approaches. It’s a sleek, metallic vessel, the Regiment’s insignia emblazoned on the side. That it’s meant to carry cargo is obvious—there’s not much in the way of a deck. I recognize Slade’s silhouette at the stern and am perplexed to see he’s not alone. He’s in a sort of glassed-in cabin, a gray-clad man at his side.

      Slade sticks his head out the cabin window, beckoning impatiently with one hand. I realize with horror that he intends for me to join him, although the boat is a good fifty meters away from where I stand. It makes sense that it can’t come closer without the risk of hitting a rock or running ashore, but the reality of the situation hadn’t occurred to me until now.

      “I cannot swim!” I yell at Slade, not sure whether he can hear me. What does it matter? He already knows as much.

      He motions with a slash for me to keep my voice down, then mouths what can only be Figure. It. Out.

      I’m pretty sure I’ve had this exact nightmare. Cursing him under my breath, I peel my jacket off and step out of my boots. I don’t like water, and I don’t have much experience with it. The forest where I lived with the Apostles was landlocked, as is much of Valestadt. My childhood visits to the coast involved wading up to my knees.

      I’ve heard of people submerging newborn babies to see if they’ll swim, so maybe it’s more of an inherent skill than I think. Heart pounding, I flip Slade a rude gesture, then leap from the rocks into the river.

      It’s immediately apparent that I’ve made a huge mistake. It’s deep enough that I can’t touch the bottom, and the waves are wild, threatening to crash over my head. I kick my legs rapidly, more out of panic than because it seems like the right thing to do, but my body still wants to sink. I think I’m facing the direction of the boat, but water keeps blinding me, and I’m not making any progress at all. It’s colder than I anticipated. My teeth chatter as I flail my arms, desperate to keep my head above the surface.

      This is how I die, I think. My world has been little more than a revolving door of danger, and I’m going to leave it because I don’t know how to fucking swim.

      The thought is as infuriating as it is miserable, and with it comes a new surge of determination. I can do this. I can figure it out. I can do this. But I lose track of my mantra as I swallow an inadvertent mouthful of water, choking and spluttering. My eyes tear up. My chest, my muscles, burn. I don’t understand how I’m expending so much energy. I should be terrified, and I am, but mostly I’m furious. I refuse to die before Gabriel does, before I’ve gotten my freedom, before—

      All at once I’m jerked to the side, and none too gently. Something tightens around my neck, cutting off my airway. I’m pretty sure I’m already low on oxygen, and my hands fly to my throat, scrabbling at what I quickly realize is my own shirt collar. Another wave careens into me, and I blink the water away, trying to fight my unseen attacker.

      “Would you stop—struggling?” a voice scratches. I recognize it immediately as Slade’s. I suck in a desperate breath as he relinquishes my collar to grip me under the shoulders instead. It’s impossible to tell what’s happening, but I focus on keeping my face above water, and moments later I find myself being dropped unceremoniously on a hard wooden surface.

      I lie there for a few moments, my lungs heaving, my muscles exhausted. The sky above me is the mottled blue and pink of dawn. Finally I roll onto my side, spitting out the salty taste of the river, and find myself looking directly at Slade. He’s crouched low, his elbows resting on his knees as he studies me. I can’t even imagine what I must look like. He, of course, looks impeccable. His wet hair is slicked back in a way that might have been intentional, and his waterlogged clothes only give me a better view of his taut body. I spit a final mouthful of salt onto his boots.

      Slade doesn’t even recoil. His expression is deadpan. “You really don’t know how to show appreciation when someone saves your life, do you?”

      I wring out my hair, scowling. “Appreciation? You’re the one who told me to figure it out. Clearly there are instances in which that doesn’t work.” I pat myself down, ensuring I still have all my weapons. “But if you insist: Thank you for saving me from the consequences of your terrible fucking advice.”

      Slade doesn’t answer. Fluidly he rises, eyes slitted as he studies the boat’s cabin. “I knew it,” he mutters. He’s moving before I can ask what he’s talking about, the promise of violence in his swift movements.

      I hear a bang from inside the cabin. I leap to my feet, ignoring the protests from my battered body. The cabin is lined with windows, but I can’t see much through the glass, which reflects the early-morning light. I barge through the partially open door, yanking my gun out in the process.

      Slade has the Regiment sailor up against the wall; the man’s feet aren’t even touching the ground. The entire cabin shakes as Slade slams him into the wall again and again, sending what I assume is navigation equipment clattering to the floor.

      “Slade,” I say loudly. “What are you doing?”

      He answers without turning to look at me. “Our friend here made a radio transmission while I was saving your sorry ass from the sea.”

      “What was the transmission?”

      “Don’t know.” Slade’s hand tightens around the sailor’s throat. The man’s face is turning a terrible shade of purple. “That’s what I’m trying to find out.”

      I step to Slade’s side. “Let him go.”

      “No, I think I’ll kill him. Would you like that, Talin? Watching him die?”

      I wouldn’t particularly care one way or the other. Slade is goading me, believing my request borne of pity, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. The Warden is quick to execute without giving a second chance, but I’m different. My work for Gabriel has made me patient. And because I’m not indestructible the way Slade is, I know exactly how to hurt. “I said let him go. I’ve got this.”

      Slade must hear the shift in my voice, because he complies, cutting me an expectant glance as he relinquishes the man. I come to stand in front of the sailor as he crumples to the ground, gulping in breaths.

      “I don’t care what you said over the radio,” I tell the man calmly. “I only care that you undo it. Now, I want you to get up and walk back over to the transmitter.”

      He glowers at me. “I’m not going to—”

      I don’t let him finish. I fire a bullet into the fleshy part of his upper arm, causing him to cry out in pain and horror. “Don’t make me ask again.”

      Gripping the injured part of his arm, he clambers to his feet, seeming to realize that I’m not fucking around. I come to stand behind him, prodding him in the back with the barrel of my gun. “Go.”

      He does, crossing to where the radio sits beside the steering wheel. Slade prowls along behind him.

      “Very good,” I say. “Now pick it up and cancel whatever code you transmitted the first time. For every second you hesitate, I put a bullet in your leg. If you try to pull one over on us, and I catch even a glimpse of another Regiment boat approaching, I’ll put a bullet in your brain. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes,” the sailor says, resentment saturating his voice. The sleeve of his uniform is soaked through with blood.

      I lift the gun again. “Your time has started.”

      I don’t sound it, but I’m stressed. Gabriel may have assured me we’d be allowed to cross the bridge, but that doesn’t mean any other agents we encounter won’t capture or kill us.

      The sailor lifts the mouthpiece, pressing a button. Static sounds as he clears his throat and says, “This is Alpha two six four. Disregard previous transmission. False alarm.” He slams it down, glaring at me with burning hatred. “Happy?”

      “Thrilled.” I peer out the window; unless I’m mistaken, we’re close enough to the other side of the river. I raise a hand to point at nothing in particular. “Would you look at that?”

      The moment he does, I shoot him. It’s quick, efficient. A single shot to the head. He hits the floor, crimson rapidly pooling around him.

      I shutter my eyes, lightheaded as I imagine the Bloodrot rearing its head at the scent of death, keen to diffuse through my veins. I shouldn’t have done it. I know that. What other choice did I have though? I can taste Slade’s fury on the air. Can see from the manic gleam in his eyes that he was itching to take his anger out on someone. He would have made the man suffer. He would have made it slow.

      Death, I think, is only respite when it comes swiftly.

      Slade sidesteps the mess, arching a brow. “I hadn’t realized you planned to kill him.”

      “Didn’t you?” I fire back, trying not to betray my distress. “We couldn’t have left him alive. He’d sell us out the moment we stepped foot off this boat.”

      “I’m well aware. I just didn’t think you’d be the one to do it.”

      “It’s my job to do this kind of thing.”

      “It’s also a sin,” he points out slyly.

      I cant my head to one side, meeting his level gaze. “And I’m a sinner.”

      Sparing the sailor from suffering, though, isn’t the only reason I executed him. I wanted Slade to see me kill someone. Sure, he knows what I did for Gabriel, but knowing it and seeing it are two different things. I’m tired of feeling like a fragile liability. I’m tired of being saved by him. I may not have his strength, his invincibility, his power, but when it comes to the things we’re willing to do, I want to show Slade I can match him beat for beat.

      Still, I’m too much of a coward to yank up my sleeves and inspect the marks on my arms. I don’t want to see what they look like. Especially not here, with Slade privy to my reaction.

      Mercifully, the sailor got us close to the dock on the opposite riverbank.

      “We should be able to jump,” I say. A few agents patrol the nearby shore, which is mostly shrouded by trees. That, too, is good. Ample places to hide. “We’ll just have to wait until nobody’s looking.”

      Slade doesn’t reply. He’s procured a length of rope and is occupied with knotting one end around the dead sailor’s ankles. The other end is looped around an unidentifiable crate sitting at the edge of the room—cargo to be delivered, most likely. He’s already stripped the man of his Regiment uniform. Finally he drags the body out of the cabin, the crate scraping on the floor behind him.

      “Really?” I ask dryly, following.

      His gaze flashes to the shore, then back to me. Thankfully the cabin blocks us from view of the patrolling agents, because the next moment he heaves both sailor and crate over the side of the boat and into the dark waters. There’s a sickening splash as they sink beneath the surface. Slade mimes dusting off his hands, his smile a twisted, self-satisfied thing. “I think they call that teamwork.”

      “Those bodies won’t stay down there forever,” I object. “Flesh breaks down, gases build up—”

      “They’ll stay for long enough.” Before I can say another word, Slade reaches down to yank his shirt over his head, baring his scarred, tattooed chest to the cool air. It snatches the breath from my lungs. After last night, he no longer looks untouchable. Whether it’s true or not, he now looks like something I can sink my nails into.

      And I want that.

      I shouldn’t, especially after he attacked me, but I do. The worst part is that he’s aware of it. I can tell from the way his chin lowers that he sees the hunger in my gaze. He’s retrieved the dead sailor’s uniform from where he tossed it aside, but he doesn’t don it just yet. Teeth flash. “I’ve never seen a woman look quite so conflicted.”

      “Just put the shirt on,” I snap.

      He doesn’t. Instead, he steps closer, and my shiver has nothing to do with the cold spray of water that breaches the side of the boat. He comes to a halt when we’re inches apart. “My lovely little liar. Do try a bit harder to control your expression, won’t you? I hate to think how you’ll react when I have to change trousers.”

      I scowl. “Just pretend I’m not here.”

      “That’s difficult when you’re looking at me like you want to lick—”

      I’m not about to let him finish that thought. “You know what I want?” Now I’m the one who steps closer, my torso nearly brushing his. It feels like stepping in the path of an electric current. I lift a finger as if to trace his skin, then jab him hard in the chest instead. Satisfaction flares when his shoulders flex inward. “I want to take a knife to every line of your stupid, perfect body. I want to carve my name into your skin, watch you heal, then do it again and again. I want to see your face contort in pain the way it did when I shot you. I want to make you bleed. That is what I want.” I let my arm drop. “Understood?”

      I don’t know what I expected. Disgust, perhaps, or disbelief. What I don’t expect is for Slade’s gaze to heat, the silver ring in his nose glinting as he cants his head to the side. He looks as though he’s just made an astonishing discovery, and one that pleases him immensely.

      A single, resounding question fills my mind: Is he into that?

      We need to get off this boat. I can’t keep standing here—not with him looking at me like that. I don’t trust either of us.

      Slade breaks the spell first, exhaling through his nose. “I’d better finish changing. And then, little liar, we’re going to the Reaches.”
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        “The Regiment has humble beginnings. Its founders were committed to the promotion of populism—they yearned to appeal to the common man amidst an administration of political elites. Progress, they saw, was leaving people behind. It took time, but these founding members gained enough support to form a political party with the aim of pushing out upper-class politicians. The main—and most crucial—factor in their ascension? The support of the church.”

        —A Brief History of the Regiment: pg. 51

      

      With Slade dressed in Regiment gray, it’s almost too easy to get from the river to the heart of the Reaches. A sailor’s uniform doesn’t bear the same bloodred clerical collar as a chaplain’s, but Slade procured one that Emeric gave him, fastening it around his neck in the moments before we leaped onto the dock. And just like that, Felix Astor lives again.

      I’m still in my regular clothes, but Slade is convinced it won’t be an issue.

      “The Regiment won’t pay attention to a hired sinner. Just stay close to me.”

      I hate that this is an accepted, commonplace thing. As if sinners aren’t people in their own right, but pets. I stare straight ahead as we follow the narrow cobblestone road away from the docks, my chest tightening each time a vehicle trundles past. One of them slows as it approaches, making Slade’s nostrils flare.

      “Keep moving,” he mutters from the side of his mouth. “Don’t look—just keep moving.”

      I don’t need his instructions, but I follow them anyway, holding my breath until the car is out of sight.

      This part of the Reaches is all very industrial. Sleek boats tilt atop the thrashing water, and the shore is lined with warehouses and metal shipping containers. By now the sun should’ve risen fully, but the gray sky makes everything feel dark despite the flickering streetlights. Their fluorescent glow is a harsh juxtaposition to the shadows cast by the tall, uniform buildings around us.

      “You want to be inconspicuous?” I hiss at Slade under my breath. “Stop skirting the lights. You might as well be holding a sign that says you’re a criminal.”

      He shoots me a dark look but seems to realize I have a point.

      It starts to pour rain as we reach the top of the hill, conveniently helping to disguise the fact that I’m soaking wet. When the cobblestone road opens into a paved street, Slade takes hold of my elbow, using it to guide me in close to his side. It feels less like concern for my safety and more like a display of ownership. If I weren’t pretending to be his hired sinner, I’d be hard pressed not to shove my knife into his ribs.

      We aren’t the only ones around, even at this hour. Shops are beginning to open, and vehicles pass us more frequently. I’ve never seen so many Regiment uniforms at once in my life. Some are agents patrolling the streets, but others bear the insignia of a scholar on their jackets. Then, finally, there are a few chaplains, who don’t wear their symbol but are identifiable by the clerical collars around their necks. My heart is lodged somewhere in my throat. I feel like I’m waiting for them to recognize me, to recognize Slade, and raise the alarm. I don’t know what Gabriel would do if that happened, but I don’t want to find out.

      “I thought it would be…prettier,” I say in a low voice, tossing a furtive glance over my shoulder. The clean lines of the well-maintained buildings are an obvious indicator of wealth, but something about the Reaches is undeniably cold.

      Slade gives a noncommittal jerk of his head. “I’ve heard the fourth quarter is rather lovely. That’s where the Citadel stands. We’ve just been through the scholars’ quarter, which is quite plain.”

      The farther we get from the river, the tighter the web of buildings becomes, and the more clinical they look. The streetlights start appearing at wider intervals, then disappear altogether, giving way to featureless Regiment buildings. They’re still built of the same dark brick, retaining that impression of timelessness, but nothing distinguishes one from another. Slade’s grip on my elbow tightens as he pulls me to the left, passing under a cast-iron archway. The roads are lined with nondescript townhouses, a set of stone steps leading up to each door.

      “Is this the chaplains’ quarter?” I ask.

      “Yes. Unless I’ve gotten us terribly lost, Emeric’s place should be up ahead.”

      I scan the long line of housing. Lights emanate from within a few of them, but most appear unoccupied. “If every chaplain has a place, wouldn’t Felix Astor have one too?”

      “Yes. I didn’t want to stay there in the event someone who knows him comes knocking.” Slade comes to a halt, squinting at the brass numeral on the nearest building. “Here we are.”

      He indicates that I should go first. I do, moving aside at the top of the steps as he procures the small key Emeric gave him. The moment the door shuts behind us, sealing us in the sparsely furnished house, I’m all too aware of how alone we are.

      “I wonder how long it will take my brother to realize we’ve arrived,” Slade muses as he strips off the sailor’s jacket, tossing it carelessly onto a hook by the door. “Or do you still need to place a phone call, little liar?”

      I’d been braced for him to circle back to this. “I won’t be calling Gabriel again.”

      “And you expect me to believe that?”

      “I don’t care what you believe,” I retort. “It’s the truth.”

      Slade sinks onto the nearby sofa and crosses his legs, the movements languid. “I think you do care, actually. Because if we’re going to do this successfully, then having me on your side is very important. You need to show me that you can still be trusted. That you can take instruction.”

      I think I know what he wants. I don’t want to give it to him, yet at the same time I desperately do. When it comes to Slade, my need to fight is constantly at war with my desire to obey. I recall the weight of his body on mine. His breath at my ear. The revelation that the Trench—his territory—is a carefully cultivated feeding ground.

      The thought no longer horrifies me. Soon, if this goes well, I’ll have to feed the same way he does. A predator instead of a helpless prey animal. Slade’s equal, instead of a fragile girl too easily overpowered.

      I wonder if I’ll let him overpower me regardless even then.

      You need to be in control, I’d told him. You never are, though, when it comes to me. Not unless I allow it.

      The last time I felt this way, it had been different. More like a game. And I don’t want it to feel like a game—I want the thrill of real fear. The sensation that I’m treading uneven ground. I want the anticipation of pleasure or pain, never knowing which will follow.

      “You want to see that I can take instruction?” I ask, my voice pitched low. “Instruct me, then. You said you were going to make me pay, so do it.”

      He knows I’m goading him, but I can tell by the narrowing of his eyes that he likes it. “Is that what you want?”

      “Yes.” And it is. It really fucking is.

      Slade rises from the sofa, his expression shifting into something detached, hungry. He’s already locked in. It might seem as though he’s in control of the situation, but we both know the truth. He can only take what I’m willing to give. And despite who he is—despite everything I know about him—I think he’ll respect that.

      In this, the rules are different.

      “Kneel,” he snaps, and I do, my body obeying before my brain even processes the words. Slade prowls closer, bending at the waist to drag his thumb along the curve of my jaw. “Little liar. You want to suffer, don’t you?”

      I nod.

      “Use your words.”

      “Yes,” I force out. “Please.”

      Without another word, without any warning, he smacks me across the face. Hard, but not too hard, taking care to avoid my ear. My left cheek burns as heat surges within me. I can tell at once that he’s done this before.

      Slade laughs softly. “You liked that, didn’t you?”

      He doesn’t give me time to answer, grabbing a handful of my hair and yanking my head back to bare my throat. With a flick of his wrist he suddenly has a knife in hand, pressing the blade to the sensitive spot beneath my chin. I don’t even see him retrieve it before I feel its cold metal bite.

      “Are you sorry yet?” he murmurs, sliding the blade so that the point rests in the dip of my clavicle. “Do you regret lying to me?”

      My gaze is trained on the ceiling. I try to stay motionless, feeling the knife shift as I breathe in and out. I can’t tell whether he’s drawn blood, and I don’t care. I’m terribly, intolerably excited. “Yes,” I pant. “Yes, I regret it.”

      “Good girl. I can’t have you passing secrets along to my brother, can I?” Slade clicks his tongue. “You need to learn to keep that fucking mouth shut. So from now on, if you want to say something, you ask permission. Raise your hand and I’ll let you know if I want to hear it.” He withdraws the blade, taking me by the chin and guiding it down so that I’m forced to look him in the eye again. “Nod if you understand.”

      I nod, releasing a shuddering breath. It’s a shudder not of fear, but of anticipation. My muscles relax with the disappearance of the knife, but my core remains tense, coiled in need.

      “This continues until I say otherwise. It doesn’t stop when Emeric and Ceri show up.”

      That gives me pause, but I nod again. Because I did betray him, and I do need him to work with me, and I know this is what he requires in order to feel like he has some sort of control over the situation. Not to mention it excites the hell out of me—my body is already reacting, and he’s scarcely touched me.

      “Stand up,” he demands, and I do. I expect him to tell me to remove my clothes, but then he starts removing his, peeling off the thin gray uniform shirt. Despite having seen him topless just an hour earlier, I’m distracted all over again by his tattooed skin and lean muscles, not to mention that goddamned pierced nipple. He’s all sharp lines and contrast. Pale skin, black ink. Cold irises, heated gaze. A few strands of dark hair fall across his forehead. I think I might go mad with the desire to touch him.

      Slade’s mouth curls into a smile. “Follow me.”

      Wordlessly, I do as he says. He leads me to the other side of the sitting room where he proceeds to light the fireplace. I want to tell him it’s not necessary—my skin feels hot enough to heat this entire building—but he ignores my raised hand. Biting the inside of my cheek to conceal my frustration, I put it back down.

      “Just a moment,” he says, slipping down the adjacent hallway and returning a moment later with a length of rope. That smirk still playing at the corners of his lips, he motions for me to turn around. Knowing what’s coming, I put my hands together. Slade binds my wrists with one end of the rope, then loops the other end around my neck. It’s loose as long as I squeeze my shoulder blades together and keep my hands lifted, but as soon as I relax too much, the rope cuts into the front of my neck.

      Still, I’m stunned by how gentle he is as he ties the rope, pushing my hair out of the way and pressing his lips to my collarbone, exhaling just enough to coax a shiver across my skin. I’m struck by the sudden realization that not only am I unable to touch him, but I also can’t raise a hand—not now. Which means I can’t speak at all unless I want to disobey him.

      “Kneel,” he says. “No, not there—in front of the fire.”

      I scowl, shaking my head. It’s way too fucking hot for that.

      A shadow crosses Slade’s face. When he speaks again, his tone is dangerous. “If you want to show me you’re sorry, little liar, you’ll kneel in front of the fireplace. Not too close, but near enough to feel the heat.”

      This is part of his game, I realize, and a bolt of apprehension spears through me. Seeing my expression, Slade laughs.

      “Did you think making you suffer would involve pleasuring you? Oh, no. I know you far too well already, Talin. I know you get off on pain, as long as I’m the one inflicting it. I know how badly you want to see me hurt in return. So I’m not going to give you those things.” He places a hand on my shoulder, applying just enough pressure that my knees buckle. My torso rocks forward, the bind around my neck tightening. I straighten again as soon as I’m able, my heart pounding, sweat already beading on the back of my neck from the heat of the fire.

      Once I’m kneeling where he wants me, Slade crouches down so that we’re eye level. I can see the barest dusting of dark hair along his jawline. “Warm, isn’t it?”

      I nod. I’m not close enough to the flames that I’m in any danger of burning, but it’s definitely uncomfortable—almost unendurably so. I’m sweating behind my knees, along my spine, in the divot between my breasts. The apex of my thighs, too, is damp. Regardless of the discomfort, I’m enthralled by him. The commanding note in his voice, and the deftness with which he tied the restraints. I like it, knowing that I’m giving him what he wants, even if it means I have to suffer.

      Since I can’t touch him, I can only hope he will touch me, but I’m painfully aware that I’m still fully clothed. Indeed, the only contact he makes is to draw an index finger across my brow, and I grimace as he wipes away the perspiration there.

      Slade shakes his head in mock disappointment. “A good girl wouldn’t give me that look.”

      I fight to control my expression, but it’s too late; he draws his knife again. This time I see him do it, the blade flashing in the firelight as he flicks it open. I keep my breathing steady, trying not to recoil. I don’t think he’ll cut me, though I can’t be sure. Do I want him to?

      “Open your mouth,” he says. The order catches me off guard, but I do as he orders. He sets the handle of the knife between my teeth. “Bite down.”

      Again, I do. The weapon is heavier than I expect, and my jaw muscles strain with the effort of holding it in place. I have no choice though; if I let my chin dip even slightly, the rope bites into my throat.

      Slade brushes my hair back from my forehead. “Very good,” he croons. “Now, you’re going to stay there until I untie you. Understood?” He brings his lips to the shell of my ear. “And don’t you dare let that knife fall.”

      Then he straightens, disappearing around the corner and down the hallway. I remain where I am. My entire body aches, my jaw most of all. The muscles of my neck and shoulders are tight, my legs have begun to fall asleep, and I’m covered head to toe in a thin layer of sweat.

      I don’t know where Slade went, nor how much time is passing. It feels like a small eternity.

      Some part of my brain knows this is absurd, but it’s not the part I’m currently using. That part knows there isn’t a chance in hell I’m moving a single muscle. It’s not that I enjoy discomfort; I’m a willful person, and what I crave is the way it feels to give up all of that, if only for a short time. No more thinking. No more decisions. There’s a freedom that comes from letting someone else take control, no matter how ill-advisable that someone might be.

      I shift only when I hear the latch at the front door click, letting the knife fall from my teeth. Slade appears as if from thin air, summoned by the sound of my disobedience, and snaps his fingers at me.

      “Stay,” he commands curtly.

      And devil help me, but I do. Emeric and Ceri enter a heartbeat later, each carrying a travel bag. Ceri is the first to notice what’s happening. Her wide gaze flicks from Slade to me, then back again. Slade looks utterly at ease. I, on the other hand, wouldn’t mind if a crevasse formed in the earth beneath me. It’s not that I’m self-conscious—after all, I’m still fully clothed. But the rope around my neck might as well be neon yellow, and I’m pretty sure the unspoken rule is to refrain from doing things like this in the presence of others.

      Ceri challenges my assumptions, though, when she merely snickers. “You didn’t want to use one of the bedrooms?”

      “The fire is part of it,” Slade says. He indicates with his chin.

      I say nothing, seeing as I still can’t raise my arms.

      “Been there,” is Emeric’s dry contribution as he sets down his luggage and collapses onto the couch. His dark curls are slightly windswept, his eyes full of amusement when they meet mine. “I suppose I ought to make sure you agreed to this, Talin.”

      I glance skyward and press my lips together, giving a sardonic nod. I’m way too hot. I wonder how much longer Slade will relish this before he gets bored.

      “Oh, she agreed,” Slade says over his shoulder, making his way to the attached kitchen. “She knows she deserves it too. Did you know she was still in contact with Gabriel until recently? Only to keep up appearances, apparently, but I’m not sure I believe it.”

      I swivel my head to glare at him, baring my teeth. He braces his elbows on the countertop, watching me balefully in return.

      “That makes sense,” Ceri objects, stepping over Emeric’s outstretched legs to approach me. “Personally, I feel like Slade is a little overzealous when it comes to punishment. If I were you, I’d punish him right back.”

      I raise a questioning brow as she comes to kneel in front of me, grinning conspiratorially. Her cheeks are pink from the wind, precisely the same color as her full lips.

      “He doesn’t like to share,” she tells me. That grin turns wicked. “One might even say he’s a bit jealous.” She glances at Emeric over her shoulder. “Do you mind?”

      His arms are crossed, his posture relaxed. “Not at all.”

      Ceri picks up the discarded knife and motions for me to turn around. When I do—with some difficulty—she uses it to cut the bindings around my wrists. She leaves the rope looped around my neck, however, taking hold of the end and gently using it to pull me back. It’s clear she’s gauging my reaction, looking for some indication that I’m okay with this, and in response I tilt my face up to hers.

      I can feel Slade watching. His rapt attention is as hot as the fire blazing behind me. That, combined with Ceri’s sweet scent, nearly undoes me. Her mouth is perfectly shaped, the slender line of her neck begging to be grabbed. The depths of her green eyes are teasing, then serious. She presses her index finger to my lower lip. Gives the rope one final tug.

      Ceri tastes as heavenly as I’d expected. Her mouth slants against mine, her tongue parting my lips and flicking against my teeth. I’m still sweaty as hell, but it doesn’t appear to bother her. Her free hand moves to the small of my back as I wind both of mine into her hair. The strands are silken-soft, as is her skin when I let my fingers trail down the side of her neck and over the curve of her shoulders. She’s taller than I am, so I rise higher onto my knees, pressing my chest into hers. I gasp as we break apart, breathless, but I have scarcely a moment to recover before she’s pressing kisses to my jaw, my throat, my clavicle.

      I tilt my head back and let my eyelids flutter closed, skimming a hand down to grip her arm. She’s surprisingly muscular, and when I dig my nails in, it elicits a soft groan from her. Our mouths meet again, and this time I take control, sliding my tongue against hers. She’s all mint and vanilla. All smooth curves and delicate lines. She would be so easy to lose myself in—except that I can still feel an insistent presence to my left, accompanied by a tangible fury that only drives me wilder.

      “Enough.”

      I don’t need to turn to know Slade is the one who’s taken hold of the rope around my neck, using it to yank me backward. His knife flashes far too close to my throat, freeing me from that final restraint. Ceri sits back on her heels with a smug smile—he is rattled. The Warden of the Trench, who so rarely has an outward reaction to anything, doesn’t like to see me kissing someone else.

      “You’re a nightmare, Ceri.” Slade’s tone is bored, but he’s not fooling either of us. “Was there really any need to put on a show?”

      “I enjoyed it,” Emeric offers from the sofa.

      Slade rolls his eyes. “You can speak again,” he informs me. “Go clean yourself up. Now.”

      I rise unsteadily to my feet, my sore muscles protesting. “Yes, sir.”

      A muscle twitches in his jaw, but I don’t give him the opportunity to say anything more. It’s only a few moments later, as I’m stripping off my damp clothes in the silence of the bathroom, that I wonder if I’ve inadvertently let my current situation become even more dangerous.
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        “To sin is to commit an act against the Savior. To raise a hand against your fellows is one such act, for just as you are a product of the Savior’s love, so too are they. To purposely impart suffering upon another is to reject that love and poison one’s own blood with hate.”

        —The Prophet’s Modern Translation of the Holy Book, 126: 42–44

      

      I sleep for much of the afternoon, sequestered in one of the townhouse’s three large bedrooms. Given that I bathed in the dark, I still don’t know whether killing the Regiment sailor caused the Bloodrot to spread a detectable amount. As a result, my nightmares take their own liberties. I dream I’m standing in front of the mirror in my old apartment, only to turn on the light and see bruise-like marks covering my entire face.

      The scene morphs into one in which I’m watching Gabriel kill Slade. My entire body is frozen in place. I’m unable to move, unable to do anything but look on while Slade is bound to a pyre like some witch of old, the flames rising higher and higher around his scarred body. Then suddenly the flames become different, familiar, and the Apostles’ temple is collapsing before me as my ears fill with screams.

      I always end up back here.

      When I finally wake, it’s to the sound of Ceri and Emeric arguing downstairs. My chest tightens: What if Emeric’s decided he’s not happy about Ceri kissing me after all? The idea sends an ache through me, and it’s a moment before I understand why.

      I think I like these people. They’re open and unapologetic about their desires, and they don’t judge mine. They don’t care that I’m a sinner, that I’ve killed people, and they don’t look at me like something to be fixed. It’s an unfamiliar sensation for me, and one that I immediately mark as a weakness. At the same time, however, a tiny part of me begins to wonder about after. After everything, and once I’m a diabolist…will I stay here? Could I fit into their strange dynamic somehow? Do I want to?

      I think I know the answer, and it terrifies me.

      I’m prepared to mediate as I make my way to the sitting room, but that proves unnecessary. Emeric and Ceri’s animated argument, I quickly learn, is about the state of Emeric’s shoes.

      “Talin!” Ceri says my name as though she’s been anticipating my arrival. She crosses the room to take my arm, and I grudgingly let her pull me over to where Emeric stands in the kitchen, eating peanut butter from the jar.

      It takes me a beat to realize they’re both dressed in formal attire. Ceri is resplendent in a teal dress with a slit down one side, while Emeric has donned a charcoal suit that must have been tailored specifically for his broad frame. I’m braced for awkwardness, but neither appears remotely bothered by what transpired earlier today.

      Ceri releases my arm, thrusting a finger at Emeric’s dress shoes, which are a light brown. “Tell him, Talin. Tell him he should be wearing black shoes.”

      I screw up my face. I can’t bring to mind a situation in which I’ve ever had less of an opinion. “Wear black shoes,” I tell Emeric. It sounds like a question.

      Ceri makes a noise of triumph, but Emeric shakes his head. “Talin doesn’t actually care. She just doesn’t want any part of this, and I can’t blame her.”

      “You two look nice,” I observe, keen to change the subject.

      He beams. “Thank you. It’s for the reception.”

      I barely hear him. I purse my lips, swallowing. “Listen, about what Slade said—”

      “About you being in contact with Gabriel?” Ceri interrupts. “Don’t worry. Slade is distrustful, and he has every reason to be, but I don’t believe for one second that you’re on the Prophet’s side.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      She shrugs, exchanging a look with Emeric. “Your face whenever Gabriel’s name is mentioned. You get all tense and your mouth does this.” Ceri’s own mouth twists in an approximation of a grimace. “It’s obvious you’re afraid of him.”

      “I’m not afraid,” I say.

      “Nobody would blame you if you were,” Emeric says, adjusting his shirt collar. “In fact, I might go so far as to say you should be. There’s nothing more dangerous than a man who knows exactly what to say and do in any situation.”

      He’s right. Gabriel holds the power to destroy me, and he knows it. Luckily he’s also only human, and humans are easy to kill.

      That simple fact is going to help me ensure Slade will be the one to emerge from the Prophet’s Sanctum.

      As if summoned by my thoughts, Slade appears at the edge of the room, impossibly silent in his approach. His hair is slicked back from his face, his eyes unlined. He doesn’t wear a jacket as Emeric does, but rather a thin black dress shirt. It’s buttoned up all the way to cover most of his neck, and he’s removed the ring from his nose.

      He looks…vulnerable. Falsely, devastatingly so.

      “No need to go quiet on my account,” Slade drawls, nodding at Emeric and giving Ceri a tightly sarcastic smile. “I see you two are ready.”

      Ceri flutters her lashes at him as she flounces past. “We were just leaving. See you there.”

      The door slams shut, and I turn to face Slade. “We’re going to the reception?”

      He drags a hand through his inky hair. “If we make an appearance it’ll surely get back to Gabriel. We want him to know we’re here, assuming he doesn’t already. Also, the reception is at the Citadel, which is attached to the Prophet’s Sanctum. I’d like my first visit not to be when my brother and I are fighting to the death there. By the way,” he adds, “Ceri laid a dress out for you.”

      Perfect. I’m more than keen to get a good look at the Sanctum—even if it means I have to dress up. Most dresses don’t conceal enough of the Bloodrot for my comfort.

      I’m about to say as much, but I’m distracted by the way Slade’s lip curled when he mentioned Ceri. I tip my head to the side, blinking at him in wide-eyed innocence. “Still bitter she ruined your little game, are you?”

      I know I’m playing with fire as he bares his teeth. “Bitter? No. But you should be.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “Because.” He undoes the top two buttons of his shirt, revealing his tattooed throat and the silver chain around it. “I wasn’t going to punish you and give you nothing in return, little liar. Once you’d done your time, I would have made sure it was worth it.”

      I swallow. “How so?”

      Slade’s mouth tilts up smugly, his gaze hardening. “I would have taken you to the shower, washed every inch of your body myself, then tied you to the bed and made you scream my name until it was the only thing that pretty mouth of yours could remember how to say.”

      I don’t know what the fuck I’d expected, but that wasn’t it. The words alone are enough to make my body react—electricity shoots from my chest down to my core. It’s unfair, really. I hate that he has this effect on me. But I also remember the shower I took after finally getting away from the damned fireplace, and I can’t help thinking how much better it would have felt to have his hands on me.

      I’m certain Slade can see my thoughts on my face, so I’m quick to fling a retort. “In that case, I’m not sure I missed too much. Ceri is an excellent kisser.”

      He doesn’t like that. I can see the strain in his neck as he wrestles for control, and part of me wishes he wouldn’t bother.

      “Jealous?” I ask, goading now. “If I recall, she did say something about you not liking to share.”

      “I wouldn’t say jealous is the correct word.” Slade’s eyes flash. “I simply don’t appreciate when my plans are interrupted. And I definitely don’t like someone distracting my submissive from their assigned tasks.”

      That shuts me up. “Your what?”

      “Don’t make me repeat myself.”

      “I am not yours.”

      “You were in that moment, whether you’re willing to admit it or not. And frankly, it would be ridiculous of you to deny it.”

      I grind my teeth. He’s right, but it’s annoying as hell when he takes that smug tone. “That still doesn’t mean I did anything wrong.”

      “I suppose that depends on whether or not you were hoping to please me.”

      “I don’t really give a fuck if you’re pleased with me,” I say coolly.

      Slade shrugs, examining the assortment of gold and black bands on his fingers. “Lie to yourself all you want. We both know Ceri’s sweet little kiss wasn’t what you really wanted.” He steps into the kitchen, his movements lithe, his gaze challenging. “It wasn’t what you need.”

      My face is frozen in a snarl. I’m all too aware of my undone hair and wrinkled shirt; he looks like a king in comparison. “What I need?”

      “Yes.” He’s entirely unabashed as he circles to stand behind me, murmuring into my right ear. “You know, from the moment we first met, I suspected this might be the sort of thing you’re into.”

      I set my jaw as he pulls me roughly against his chest, resting his chin in the crook of my neck. It’s a horribly possessive gesture, but my eyes roll back as his fingers splay across one side of my rib cage. “Why?” I ask between shallow breaths. “Because I’m all kinds of fucked-up?”

      “No. Because it’s not uncommon for powerful women to enjoy handing over the reins, even if it’s just an act.”

      It’s not what I expected him to say. “And what about you? Are you just your regular, run-of-the-mill sadist?”

      “Again, no.” His hand slides up to cup my breast, and suddenly I’ve become something malleable, compliant. “I simply love to see a beautiful, confident woman relinquish control. There’s no greater honor than receiving that trust.”

      “Are you telling me trust is what turns you on?”

      “Among other things.” There’s amusement in his voice now. “So I’ll ask you again: Do you trust me, little sinner?”

      The logical answer is no. No, of course I still don’t trust this man, if you can even call him that. But in this…it’s difficult to think of a single reason not to. A single reason that feels important, anyway.

      “I trust you enough,” I say, slipping back into the version of me who knelt before the fire with a knife between her teeth.

      “I’ll take it.” Slade pulls away from me, abruptly businesslike. His grin is feral. “Now go and get dressed like a good girl.”

      

      * * *

      I rarely wear dresses given my line of work, but I have to admit that the one Ceri left out for me looks damn good. It’s a sanguine red, the sleeves long enough to cover my arms and transitioning seamlessly into a pair of matching gloves. The neck, too, is cut high enough to conceal any creeping indication of the Bloodrot. I pull my hair into a knot that hides the black ends, leaving a few shorter pieces loose in the front. My eyes are heavily lined, and for once there’s some color in my cheeks.

      Slade looks taken aback when he sees me, which is gratifying. I watch his tongue pass over the ridge of his top teeth as he scans my body before beckoning me out the door. The walk to the center of the Reaches isn’t long, and soon we stand before an enormous building set into the mountain itself.

      The Citadel.

      All the breath rushes from my lungs as our purpose here becomes a sobering reality. The building itself is elaborate to the point of excess. It’s taller than any Regiment building I’ve ever seen, constructed of pale marble into which countless ornamental details have been carved. It’s perfectly symmetrical from this angle, those spires I noticed from the bridge crowned by intricate pinnacles and jutting toward the sky alongside flying buttresses. Tracery windows are the focal points, though I’m most enraptured by the statues dotting the courtyard.

      Everything about the Citadel looks sharp to the touch, except perhaps the gold-plated double doors. I can’t help thinking it looks like a place the Savior himself might live. The kind of thing people like Gabriel believe will greet them in paradise.

      “It’s…” I trail off, unable to find the appropriate adjective.

      “Ridiculous,” Slade muses. His gaze is hard as it tracks the people milling around the courtyard. There must be a few hundred of them, speaking quietly and drinking out of fluted crystal glasses. Most of the attendees appear precisely as I would’ve expected: generic, expensively dressed individuals who must work for—or have ties to—the Regiment. That said, it’s impossible to tell the difference between a chaplain, an agent, a scholar, or one of the higher-ups.

      What I can tell is who belongs to none of those groups. The sinners hover at their employers’ sides, not speaking, like minions to be commanded. Some even have evidence of the Bloodrot on display, their bare arms discolored with bruise-like marks. Nonetheless, they hold their chins high, their gazes cool and unwavering. These are not the intoxicated sinners that haunt the Trench. These are practiced thieves, careful manipulators, and hardened killers.

      I swallow my disgust. “Where’s the Prophet’s Sanctum?”

      Slade doesn’t answer right away. He slinks through the crowd, staying close to the wall, skirting the lamps that protrude at equal interviews. I have no other option but to follow close behind.

      “I believe it’s attached to the Citadel on the western side,” he finally murmurs over his shoulder. In the flickering light his sharp features are a study in contrast, shadows bisecting his cheekbones. He looks severe and lovely. “It’s off-limits to everyone save the glorious Prophet himself, unless he extends an invitation.”

      “If the entrance is inside, we’d better split up. This place is enormous.”

      “Absolutely not.” Slade halts just before the doors, swiveling to face me. “A chaplain wouldn’t let his sinner wander off unsupervised.”

      I speak through my teeth. “I suppose it’s a good thing I’m not really your sinner, then.”

      “You are tonight.” He holds out an arm, indicating that I should enter ahead of him.

      The inside of the Citadel is just as elaborate as the exterior. The air smells like wood varnish, and rows of marble pillars stretch to the vaulted ceiling, each one boasting a figure carved directly into the stone. The only light comes from hundreds of candles, which is convenient for blending into the crowd but will make it even more difficult to figure out where we need to go.

      A string quartet has set up on the far end of the room, playing a slow melody that echoes through the expansive space. A number of couples are dancing. I cast my gaze around for Ceri and Emeric, but I don’t see them anywhere. I continue to scan the sea of shadowed faces until I realize I’m no longer looking for Slade’s friends at all—I’m looking for Gabriel.

      “Come here.” Slade pulls me into him, and for a heartbeat I worry he’s read my mind. As he slides an arm around my waist, though, I realize the reality is much worse.

      “I am not dancing with you.”

      “Can you think of a better way to get to the other side of the room?”

      He has a point—those not dancing are standing still, mingling with their colleagues in hushed tones. It would look rather conspicuous if we shoved through the throngs of people without stopping to say a word.

      “Would a chaplain dance with their hired sinner?” I mutter into Slade’s chest.

      “This one would.”

      “Would Astor?”

      He shushes me, forcing me to move with him. “Do you ever stop asking questions?”

      “No,” I say. “That’s why the Apostles kicked me out.”

      There’s a rumble deep in his throat when he realizes I’m joking. I swallow, and his gaze slides down to my throat, analyzing the movement. His expression darkens. “I have a question for you, little sinner.”

      “Okay.”

      “You say you want to be free of my brother, but based on what I can see, you’ve already slipped from his grasp. That’s not enough for you though. You want him dead.”

      “That isn’t a question.” I’m focused on a spot over his left shoulder as I try to match his footwork. Nobody seems to be looking at us, but it doesn’t assuage my discomfort. “If I don’t kill Gabriel, he’ll kill me. I know too much.”

      “Right,” Slade purrs. “And so does he.”

      “I’ve committed quite a few crimes in his name.” Unease coils in my stomach. “Call it mutually assured destruction.”

      One side of Slade’s mouth tics up. “I think it’s more specific than that. You have a secret so terrible, so destructive, that you need it to die alongside Gabriel. And you’re afraid that if you confess to me, it’ll slip out.”

      The accusations are like a physical blow. I try to swallow, but I feel like I’m choking. “Maybe I just don’t trust you with any of my secrets. Ever think of that?”

      “Do you really think anything you’ve done could shock me?”

      “It’s not about that.”

      “What’s it about?”

      I continue to glare at him, desperately trying to weave an explanation that doesn’t reveal too much. “Confessing my sins aloud means admitting them to myself,” I say after a pause. “I’d rather not think about them at all.”

      “Like how you’d rather not look at your own body, so you don’t have to see what the Bloodrot has done to it.” Slade’s voice is soft beside my ear. “You’re avoidant.”

      I work my jaw as we navigate through the other dancers. It’s hard to imagine what this place looks like empty. Purposeless, I expect. Just a vast room of echoes and superfluous gilt. “You’re one to talk.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “You won’t tell me about your mother.”

      We lose our rhythm for a few beats as Slade stalls, clearly taken aback. “Did you want me to?”

      I shrug. “I’d feel better about confessing if you did it first.”

      His smile is a dark ghost of the real thing. I can’t help but consider how well he fits with our surroundings: cold, beautiful, and so difficult to navigate. “Fine,” he says. “If you must know, I killed my mother because she tried to kill me first.”

      My lips part of their own accord. I don’t know what I’d expected, but that wasn’t it.

      “She’d long had her suspicions about me,” Slade continues, affecting nonchalance. “As a Regiment scholar, my mother was deeply committed to the Savior, so she tried to instill those same values in Gabriel and myself. We had a very strict upbringing—Gabriel conformed, and I rebelled. Given my behavior, I should have shown evidence of the Bloodrot quite early. By the time I was a teenager, my mother was convinced I had the devil in me.” Wicked amusement passes over his features. “There were visits with chaplains. Trips to various temples. It was bearable, though, because I had my brother on my side.”

      The music swells as we draw closer to the quartet. It takes me a moment to digest Slade’s words. “Do you mean Gabriel?”

      “Of course I mean Gabriel. We were close as children. In many ways, he was my only friend, and I adored him. But he was also close to our mother, and she groomed him for Regiment employment from the beginning.

      “One day, when I was eighteen, I overheard their whispered conversation. My mother was clearly anxious. She kept saying she wasn’t sure if she could do it—whatever it was—and Gabriel kept assuring her she’d be fine.” Slade’s voice takes on a bitter slant. “Though I didn’t know it then, they were talking about killing me. My mother wasn’t afraid she wouldn’t be able to do it; she was afraid only of how the sin might affect her.”

      Nausea unfurls in my stomach, my mouth going dry. I don’t know what to say. I’m not sure I want to hear the rest of Slade’s story, and yet I find myself hanging on every word.

      “That very night,” he says, “she set me on fire in my bed.”

      I nearly trip over my own feet. “What?”

      “My mother knew what I was, you see, and she was terrified of the Regiment finding out. She and Gabriel decided it would be best if I died before I could taint the Markovich name. After all, losing a child gets you sympathy, but harboring a diabolist gets you arrested. So, while I was sleeping, she poured gasoline on me and set me alight.”

      My jaw is slack. I can’t seem to close it. I think of the burn scars on his chest, his back, and suddenly all the pieces fit together.

      Slade swallows. His jaw is soldered tight, his cheekbones skeletal. “I leaped for her before I even bothered to stop the burning. Grabbed her even as I felt my skin melting and mending, over and over again. I only extinguished myself when I knew for certain she was dead. And then I hated her all the more for being so easy to kill.”

      Part of me is glad that the story ends this way. With retribution and a savage sort of justice. At the same time, though, I understand his frustration. I know what it is to resent someone for dying when you still wanted to fight.

      “Don’t,” Slade snaps, and I become aware that he’s glaring at me, the ice in his gaze lethal. “Don’t pity the boy I was.”

      “I’m not—”

      “Do you know why I’m telling you this, little sinner?” We’ve reached the other side of the room now, and he brings us to a halt. In the flickering candlelight surrounding the string quartet, he looks otherworldly.

      I attempt a wry smile but falter. “So you can convince me to confess to you in return, I expect.”

      “No. I’m telling you so that you understand who I am. So you know that when I say I could kill you, I mean it. After the deal I struck with my brother, I spent years in the Trench, watching him weave a tale of my glorious defeat. If my upbringing taught me anything, it’s patience.” Slade’s nostrils flare. “That’s what my mother didn’t understand: You can’t breed a lamb for slaughter but raise it on flesh. If you do, it develops a taste for violence.”

      “So Gabriel betrayed you. They both did.” And now he’s afraid I’ll do the same thing.

      “I was the very first person he manipulated into trusting him. I revered him long before he became the Prophet, and in return he convinced our mother to take my life.”

      I nod slowly. Slade is wrong about me pitying him, but I’m not afraid of him either. I understand him. I understand his reasons for doing the things he does, and I hate the way he keeps humanizing himself. I shouldn’t want to make sense of him the way I do.

      And I definitely shouldn’t be wishing I believed in hell, so that his mother might burn the way she tried to burn him.

      “I’m glad you told me,” I say. It’s the truth, but it also sounds just detached enough, which I instinctively know is what he needs right now. I drop my voice as Slade guides me past a group of men at the perimeter of the room. “Slade?”

      “Yes, Talin?”

      “You’re not going to die in the Prophet’s Sanctum.”

      Although I speak softly, it aligns perfectly with the moment the quartet ceases playing. Slade is frowning, perplexed, and I clamp my lips together as my breath catches. It’s too late—the young man nearest us turns around, interest sparking in his wide-set gaze. He ducks his chin conspiratorially, peering at us from beneath his lashes.

      “I couldn’t help overhearing. Are you looking for the Prophet’s Sanctum?”
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        “Once the newly founded Regiment had the support of religious institutions, they were well and truly legitimized in the eyes of the population. The original government had never officially denounced the Regiment, hoping to garner the fast-growing support of its members, but this would be the crux of their downfall.”

        —A Brief History of the Regiment: pg. 58

      

      Slade stops dead, grabbing my elbow and forcing me to do the same. I can’t tell if his tight grip is borne of fury or if it’s a warning for me to stay silent. His smile is grim, encroaching on alarming, as he considers our unwelcome companion. “Who’s asking?”

      The man before us is sandy-haired, about my age and Slade’s height. An agent’s insignia is pinned to his chest alongside a row of crisp silver buttons. He has an air of undeserved confidence about him, and his grin has a mischievous slant. “Tomas Nielssen,” he says. “I think I can guess why you’re looking for the Sanctum.” Now his attention drifts to me, his brows lifting with interest as he scans my body.

      A chord of apprehension reverberates through me. There’s no way he knows what we’re doing here, and yet the suggestive way he phrased it is unnerving. I don’t know how to respond, so I settle for watching him sullenly, saying nothing.

      Slade is quicker on the uptake, but the tension around his eyes suggests he doesn’t understand what’s happening either. “I’m sure you can,” he tells Nielssen smoothly.

      The young man tosses a surreptitious glance around us before saying, “I’ll take you there. I was just headed in that direction myself, actually.”

      I look sidelong at Slade, who gives a curt nod. “That would be appreciated.”

      Nielssen’s smile widens. He makes to turn away, though not before tossing me a wink. “First time, sweetheart?”

      Not knowing what the hell he means, I continue to stare at him, hoping it’ll make him uncomfortable enough to shut up. Naturally, he’s oblivious.

      “Feeling confident?” His second question is a whisper as he leans in close.

      Slade steps between us, his stormy expression threatening violence. “Lead the way,” he growls. “We’re right behind you.”

      Nielssen hesitates a beat, looking slightly sheepish, then turns around.

      “You can’t be serious,” I hiss at Slade, hurrying to match his pace as we follow Nielssen to the nearest door. “This could be a trap.”

      He speaks out the side of his mouth. “Need I remind you that this is your fault? Besides, it saves us some time. If I have to kill him, so be it.”

      “Nothing more inconspicuous than murder.”

      “Isn’t a hired sinner supposed to do what her employer commands?”

      “Sure. But it doesn’t mean she won’t tell her employer his commands are idiotic.” My reply is venomous, but my body suddenly remembers Slade’s other commands all too well.

      He doesn’t reply. Irritated, I stick to his side as Tomas Nielssen leads us down a wide stone corridor lit by gold sconces. The music is far quieter here, and we pass only a handful of people, most of them loitering in small groups.

      My confusion grows as Nielssen ducks through a small door, beckoning us into some kind of courtyard. Dark trees cast shadows over the manicured grass and fragrant gardens. A few stone benches occupy the far side of the space, and more statues are arranged around a fountain in the center.

      “I thought the Sanctum was connected to the Citadel,” I mutter to Slade under my breath.

      His cheeks hollow as he tracks Nielssen’s movements. “There must be an exterior entrance. I don’t like this.”

      Nielssen strays from the courtyard to round the side of the building, pausing at an archway set into the exterior wall before turning to face us. I frown. He’s practically radiating anticipation, that irritating smile still pasted on his face.

      “Coming?” he asks.

      I lag back as Slade approaches the archway. There’s no door behind it—just a stairwell leading down into oblivion. I don’t think we’re about to enter the Sanctum at all; rather, Nielssen has brought us to whatever lies beneath it.

      Slade’s eyes find mine, and he indicates that I should descend first.

      I glare at him. “I don’t fucking think so.”

      Nielssen’s brows shoot up. Slade’s mouth curves into a threatening smile. “Now, now,” he says, quick to conceal my blunder. “Is that how a sinner speaks to her master?”

      I smile right back, fluttering my lashes. “Forgive me.”

      Heart thrumming against my ribs, I turn and step into the sepulchral dark.

      A cacophony of sound fills my ears at once. Shouts and jeers echo in the confined space, which turns cavernous as I emerge from the narrow staircase. It takes me a moment to comprehend what I’m seeing, and not only because my vision struggles to adjust. The underground space is bigger than I’d anticipated, lit from overhead by a cast-iron chandelier. It might as well not be there at all, however, because I can’t see anyone’s faces. Not that I’m trying to—my attention is on the two people fighting in the middle of the space.

      The spectators are giving them a considerable berth, which grants me a glimpse of the moment one of the fighters jams his blade into his opponent’s neck. The injured man’s mouth opens, and I’m certain he must be screaming, but any noise he makes is drowned out by the crowd. Some are evidently disappointed in the outcome, while others cheer in triumph, surging forward. The injured man collapses, and a couple of others drag him—no, his body—out of the light.

      A man at the bottom of the steps thrusts out an arm. Given the distractions and my compromised vision, I nearly walk right into it.

      “Name?” he asks loudly, his voice gruff.

      I hear Nielssen clamber down the last few steps behind us as Slade leans forward. “Felix Astor.”

      “That your sinner?” The bouncer—if you can call him that—inclines his head at me. His formal attire and chaplain’s collar is a baffling juxtaposition to our surroundings.

      Slade nods.

      “You’ve got good timing. Marcus Wagner has been asking about you all evening.”

      Who?

      The bouncer moves aside, indicating the taller, older gentleman cutting through the crowd toward us. The spectators titter, parting to let him pass.

      I whirl to address Slade. “What the fuck is this?”

      What I can see of his face is set in icy displeasure. “I expect this, little sinner, is where the devout and glorified settle their disputes. The Congregation isn’t all sermons and polite mingling.”

      “What does that mean?” I demand, but I almost don’t want him to answer. I think I already know.

      Nielssen interrupts by clapping me on the shoulder, and I suppress the overwhelming urge to bite his fingers. “Don’t worry, sweetheart,” he says. “My money’s on you.”

      Then he’s gone, engulfed by the crowd. It feels as though legions of eyes are suddenly on Slade and I as the tall man—Marcus Wagner—halts before us.

      He’s older, perhaps about fifty, with receding gray hair. I can tell he wears glasses and a dark suit, but all other details are obscured by shadow. His greeting, although unfriendly, is low and controlled. “Astor, I presume.”

      “You presume correctly.” Slade’s grip around my upper arm is unyielding, no doubt leaving bruises. I wonder if he expects me to make a run for it.

      Wagner snorts. “I’m surprised you dared to show your face. The Prophet isn’t very happy with you, I hear.”

      Despite everything, my interest is piqued. Gabriel never said anything about being unhappy with Astor. Is that a story he concocted to go with Slade’s impersonation, or was he unhappy with the real man? Either way, if Wagner knows Felix Astor on a personal level, I’m doubly glad for the poor lighting.

      Slade smirks, unfazed. “That sounds about right.”

      Wagner’s taciturn gaze slides to me. “And this is who you’ve brought?”

      In that moment, I know all my worst assumptions are correct. A respected Regiment employee would never risk engaging in combat themselves. Not when the Bloodrot is always a threat.

      No—they make their hired sinners fight instead.

      I feel as though I’m in a dream. Maybe it’s the fact that I can see so little of my surroundings, or maybe it’s the scent of metal and smoke thick in my nostrils. After all, my nightmares always smell like fire and blood.

      “Her appearance is deceiving,” Slade says, falsely pleasant. I hate how good he is at this. How easily he’s slipped into this hideous role. I’m a statue at his side, but my entire body is on fire. If it wasn’t guaranteed to blow our cover, I’d see to it that Slade was the next one here with a knife lodged in his neck. It wouldn’t even kill him.

      Wagner glances down, and only then do I realize there’s a second figure at his side—this one smaller, slighter, and undoubtedly female. That, at least, is a relief. He shoves the woman forward. “Vanya never loses. Weapons or no?”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Slade says calmly. It takes me a second to understand they’re talking about me. This. He gives me a gentle shove forward, putting me directly beneath the meager light of the chandelier. The line of his jaw is so tight that I think it might snap. “Make me proud, little sinner.”

      I feel horrifically on display, aware of the fact that everyone can see me better than I can see them. My chances of winning a fight to the death are decent; what bothers me far more is the idea that I’ll be doing it for entertainment. That I’ll be surrounded by the heavy excitement and jeering voices of those who will leave this place and don a veneer of holiness.

      And, of course, there’s the distinct possibility that I might lose even if I win. I don’t know what taking another life will do to me. If the Bloodlust takes hold too early, will Slade keep his word, or simply abandon me?

      I hate that I can’t be certain of the answer.

      Nothing about my current attire is appropriate for fighting, but that doesn’t appear to be a concern. Wagner’s sinner—Vanya—is clad in a long dress of deep red as she stumbles into the makeshift ring. She’s taller than me and well-built. What I can see of her face is set in fury and suggests she’s about a decade older than me. I wonder what she did before working for Wagner. If she’s known the walls of prison, or the lure of drugs, as so many sinners have. I can almost imagine feeling some degree of empathy for her, because I understand her.

      But then she lunges.

      Her fist passes within an inch of my temple as I only just manage to spin away. My heart lurches into my throat, my vision sharpening as adrenaline takes over. There’s power in her swing, but I can move faster. Or at least, I hope I can, given that I’m hindered by my ridiculous dress.

      Vanya comes for me again, then again, throwing a jab at my chest. It knocks the wind out of me for a moment, which means that when she follows up with a powerful strike, I just about eat it. I manage to block her at the last moment, thrusting my own arm up to cover the side of my head. Pain blooms as her fist makes contact with the bones of my forearm, and I stumble to the side, but it’s far better than taking a hit to the face.

      It’s quickly becoming clear that I’m going to spend the majority of this fight on the defensive. My mind is working harder than my body, tracking the other sinner’s movements and gauging the best way to react. She’s fond of that jab-and-strike combination, and my best option is to let her tire herself out. I can hear the crowd yelling, but I can’t make out any of the words. I don’t even know who they’re cheering for, assuming they even care who wins.

      I evade another of Vanya’s punches by leaping closer to her, taking the opportunity to palm-strike her sternum. It’s the best I can do with so little room and no time to wind up. It works though; the firm outer edge of my hand slams against bone, and she stumbles back a step, her eyes blazing in fury. The action puts her more squarely in the wavering light, and that’s when I finally get a decent look at her. My breath hitches.

      No wonder she fights like she has nothing left to lose. Although her arms, like mine, are covered by long sleeves, her dress does nothing to hide the Bloodrot that climbs her neck and diffuses along her jaw. Her cheeks are gaunt, and the only color in her face comes from that terribly familiar bruise-like flush.

      Vanya is dying. The feral edge to her abruptly makes sense. She’s no doubt begun to lose her grip on reality and is growing more dangerous by the day. I wonder if Wagner will have her killed. A miserable existence cut short by a shameful execution.

      Meaningless life, meaningless death.

      She’s moving faster now, and I match her blow for blow. I don’t understand why she isn’t tiring. I get in a few decent hits, splitting her lip with one of them, and she leers at me through the blood, her teeth stained red. If I die at her hands, it won’t be quick. When hands are one’s only weapon, it never is.

      As Vanya and I circle each other, I catch sight of Slade. He isn’t yelling—of course he’s not. He stands motionless at the edge of the ring, arms crossed, gaze steady. For the briefest flicker of a moment, I wonder if he expects me to die. If he cares either way.

      The thought ignites defiance within me, and my next punch sends Vanya stumbling backward. I hook one of my feet around her ankle, and when she trips, I’m on top of her. But I’m smaller than she is, and I only land a few more hits before she bucks me off with ease. My hip slams against the stone floor. I’m ready to leap back up, but the other sinner is too fast, her body promptly crushing mine.

      I bring my arms up to block my face as my thoughts whirl, trying to plan my next move through the haze of panic. I’m bracing for Vanya to rain down blows, but they don’t come. Instead, she pulls out a knife.

      “What the fuck,” is the first thing that springs to my tongue. The words come out on a gasp. There are rules to this, aren’t there? Wagner asked if we were to use weapons, and Slade said no. But Vanya, it appears, doesn’t care about rules.

      Neither do the crowd, I quickly realize. Nobody cries foul or rushes out to stop the fight. In fact, the spectators seem even more incensed, their howls cutting through the ringing in my ears. A chill climbs my spine—I’ve never seen buttoned-up Regiment employees behave like this. But when the fighters’ lives don’t matter, I suppose, neither does decorum.

      Vanya’s blade is aimed at my throat. Both of my hands are wrapped around her wrist, trying to keep her arm from lowering any farther. If I falter even slightly, all of that trapped momentum will let her put the blade clean through my throat. I can’t reach my own weapon; not when it’s strapped to my thigh under layers of fabric.

      And then I see it. The telltale glint of metal as something clatters across the floor, coming to a halt mere inches from my shoulder. I’m grimacing, my muscles straining with the effort required to keep Vanya’s arm aloft. The stitches in my own arm throb like hell. In my periphery I can make out Slade’s familiar silhouette: He’s lowered in a crouch, and I realize what he’s just slid toward me.

      It’s his knife. Between one frantic heartbeat and the next, I plan out my movements. I only have one chance to get this right, and I need to move fast.

      I shift my torso to the side and reach for the knife at the same time that I let Vanya’s arm fall. As predicted, she lurches forward, her blade striking the ground precisely where my neck was a moment prior. There’s a burning sensation as it nicks my trapezius on the way down, but I pay it no mind. I’m already moving, thrusting my own knife up with a grunt and driving it directly into her heart. Her forward propulsion makes it so that she all but impales herself on my blade. She stiffens, and I hear a labored intake of breath. My hand is slick with blood, which makes it difficult to maintain a tight grip on the knife’s hilt, but I hold firm.

      Then, finally, her muscles slacken. I shove her to the side where she smacks against the stone like a limp doll, Slade’s knife still protruding from her chest. I rise unsteadily to my feet and yank it out. A rush of blood follows, pooling around her body as I struggle to catch my breath. I’m not accustomed to killing like this—in a way that feels so personal.

      I let out a long, shaky exhale, squinting into the darkness. Slade isn’t where I last saw him. The reflective sheen of his eyes has vanished.

      “Well done.” The soft scrape of his voice at my ear makes my back stiffen. “You’re such a good fucking girl.”

      I pivot to face him. I want to curse him out for thrusting me into this situation, but fury isn’t the only emotion that roils at my core. He gave me his blade, and he’s proud of me. That shouldn’t matter, but it does. “Did you enjoy that? Watching me nearly die?”

      What I can see of Slade’s mouth is set in casual amusement. He takes me by the elbow, guiding me out of the ring and through the crowd of jeering onlookers, their features blurred. “I don’t think there was much danger of that happening.”

      “Did you miss the moment when she nearly lodged her knife in my neck?”

      “I didn’t miss a single minute.”

      My only response is to shove the knife at him hilt-first, not caring that it smears blood onto the front of his shirt.

      He clicks his tongue. “I should think you’d be a little more grateful for my help.”

      “Grateful?” I repeat, incredulous. “You put me in that position. You could have come up with a hundred excuses, and instead you threw me to the wolves.” Almost literally.

      “I didn’t know what was going to happen,” he points out. “But I had full confidence that you could handle it.”

      As we approach the stairs again, I can just barely identify the hulking shape of the bouncer. He’s in discreet conversation with another man, the whites of his eyes reflecting the dim light. Watching us.

      I can’t make out any of the second man’s features before he’s gone, slipping into the dark in the seconds before Slade and I draw up to the bouncer.

      “Hold on,” he says, squinting at us. “Astor, right?”

      Slade’s expression is far less amicable this time. “That’s what I said.”

      “I was just talking to one of the Prophet’s personal guard. He wants to extend an invitation to a private service at the Prophet’s Sanctum tomorrow night. Midnight.” The bouncer’s gaze drops to me. “Come alone, of course.”

      “I’d be honored,” Slade says icily. “Thank you for relaying the message.”

      Then he’s sweeping past the other man, taking the steps two at a time as the cool night rushes to meet us again.

      I grab his sleeve the moment we reach the landing, forcing him to slow. “See? The Prophet’s Sanctum, tomorrow at midnight. Just like I told you.”

      Slade’s cold eyes sweep the courtyard before he replies. “The question, then, is who that invitation was for. Felix Astor, or me.”

      Fuck. I’d completely forgotten he doesn’t know Astor was Gabriel’s idea. “We should assume that after tonight, he knows you’re one and the same. This is his attempt to lure you to the place he intends to kill you.”

      “He wants me to think I’ve succeeded in making everyone fall for my disguise. He expects me to show up with a plan to catch him unawares, not realizing it’s an ambush.” Slade’s attention cuts to me, a clear indictment. “Right?”

      Ridiculously, I’m seized by the urge to laugh. Gabriel is trying to play a complex game of strategy, not realizing that Slade and I are playing a game within his game. It’s almost hard to keep track of.

      “I suppose.” I sound dubious even to my own ears. “But why the invitation? Why not let me simply deliver you to the sanctum, as he originally requested?”

      “Because Gabriel knows me. I’m not going anywhere just because you tell me to—I need a reason. And what better reason than if I think I’m being handed a chance to kill him?”

      It makes sense when he frames it that way. I nod, all the talk of murder bringing a different question to mind. “Why do you think Marcus Wagner was so angry with Astor?”

      “No idea,” Slade says. “What difference does it make?”

      “I’d be interested in knowing why, exactly, I killed that woman.” I mimic his light tone, though mine sounds forced.

      “You did her a favor. We both know she was about to lose herself to the Bloodrot. She should have considered herself lucky.”

      “To be murdered in front of a bunch of rich assholes who considered her less than human?” I stick to the wall as we cross to the far side of the courtyard. I keep expecting someone to recoil from my appearance, but perhaps it’s too dark for the blood on my clothes to be visible.

      “No,” Slade says. “The circumstances were, perhaps, less than desirable. But that’s not what I meant.” He comes to stand in front of me, blocking the Citadel from my line of sight. “She was lucky you were the one to do it. To have your face be the last thing she saw.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “I’m not.” Heat flares in the depths of his gaze. “Your fury is a lovely thing to behold. I imagine death by your hand would feel something like salvation.”

      My breath catches. I’m not sure how to respond—whatever I was about to say dies on my tongue.

      “Now,” Slade says, as if he hasn’t just yanked the ground out from under me, “I’m going to see if I can spot Ceri and Emeric. If Gabriel does know I’ve arrived, I want to make sure they’ve been left alone, and that he doesn’t suspect them of any involvement. I’m not going to talk to them,” Slade tacks on, correctly interpreting my expression. “I’m not an idiot. You wait out here—your dress is a disaster. Don’t move, and don’t speak to anyone.” He indicates the very edge of the courtyard, where shadows congregate among a group of small trees. A stone bench sits unoccupied alongside them.

      Everything in me wants to argue, but he’s right. I can’t go back into the Citadel without drawing unwanted attention. I settle for giving him a mocking salute. For a moment he seems to hesitate, as if there’s something else he wants to add.

      Whatever it is, he must decide against it, because “be good” is the only thing he murmurs before turning on his heel.

      Leaving me alone once more with the unsteady cadence of my own traitorous heart.
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        “How did he destroy the last of the diabolists? The event is shrouded in mystery, though there are those who claim to have seen a great light blaze forth in the sky on the night it occurred. Of one thing everyone is certain: When the last diabolist fell, the Prophet had the Savior at his back.”

        —Essay on the Ascension of the Prophet: pg. 4

      

      I sit there, in the shadows, watching people walk to and from the reception.

      It feels right, somehow. I’m accustomed to this: being a cautious spectator. Watching things happen without really being a part of them. And in truth, I don’t want to be part of them. I’m not like these people, with their buttoned-up jackets and demeanors. I’m not even like their hired sinners.

      Or maybe I am, and I just don’t want to acknowledge it. Maybe handing my reins to the Prophet himself makes me the worst of them all.

      I hate that I’m worried about tomorrow. I hate that I’m worried not only about losing my chance to escape the Bloodrot, but about Slade himself. If he fails—if he dies—then my hopes of becoming a diabolist die with him.

      The prospect of his death nauseates me. I shouldn’t care about Slade outside the context of what he can offer me. He’s just a man, and I’m a woman who knows better than to listen to her foolish heart.

      I’m dragged from my thoughts by the sound of light footfalls behind me, and I straighten, reaching for my concealed knife. The glow of the lanterns doesn’t stretch this far, but I can make out a tall silhouette as it approaches me. My blade is in my hand, my heart in my throat. I narrow my eyes only to relax a moment later. Because I know that silhouette—though I can’t fathom why or how Slade is returning from that direction.

      “Where the hell were you?” I demand as he nears.

      “Hello, my lamb.”

      The sound of the pet name snatches the breath from my lungs. The voice is soft, familiar. Not so much a greeting as a declaration. I oscillate between relief and horror and am still reeling when Gabriel finally reaches me.

      The Prophet looks so like Slade with his dark suit and darker hair. Every line of his face is as handsome as I remember, the details etched in the forefront of my mind. He’s alone, unprotected, unconcerned. One side of his mouth lifts to form a shape that isn’t quite a smile.

      Perhaps I should be afraid. I’m not though. Not right now, when it’s only the two of us beneath the moonlit sky. Perhaps he should be afraid. After all, I’m here to see him killed, whether he knows it or not. I could do it now, if I moved fast enough. Could put my knife through his chest the way I did Vanya’s and watch the light leave his eyes.

      But only a short distance away, the courtyard is filled with people who would die before they let harm come to their prophet. Any gray-clad agent would gladly bear the Bloodrot at the cost of taking my life. That, and I can only assume Gabriel’s own guard is somewhere nearby, watching. Listening. Perhaps I’m the target of an unseen gun, a finger poised over the trigger in anticipation of my making the wrong move.

      “Gabriel,” I rasp. I can only imagine how chaotic I must look, my dress torn and my hair escaping from its knot. The bruising on my face and the blood that coats my hands and arms.

      Although he must notice every detail, Gabriel doesn’t ask what happened. The way he’s looking at me though…it’s a look I’ve never seen before.

      The moment stretches between us, and I don’t know what to say. I don’t know where to start.

      A small eternity passes before Gabriel merely says, “I didn’t see you cross the bridge.”

      So he was waiting. Of course he was. I wonder what he thought, what he suspected, when Slade and I didn’t show. I can’t tell if this is confrontation or reconciliation—whether he’s here to accuse or commend.

      “We thought that might be a little conspicuous,” I lie. “Since, you know, we’re not supposed to be here, and someone might realize Slade isn’t Felix Astor.”

      The skin around Gabriel’s eyes tightens at the mention of his brother. “Did you really think I wouldn’t have accounted for that?”

      Of course he would have. I change the subject, keenly aware that I don’t have long before Slade returns. “What’s your plan, tomorrow at the Sanctum? How do you intend to kill him?”

      “You don’t need to be worried about tomorrow. I have everything under control.”

      I am worried about it though. It’s the only thing I’m worried about just now. I hate that he refuses to let me in, when I want to be able to tell Slade exactly what he’s up against. Gabriel’s schemes can be complex.

      But I also know that his control only extends so far and even a Prophet can’t anticipate everything.

      I expect him to say more. Instead, his body language softens, his face overtaken by uncertainty that seems at odds with the man I’ve come to know.

      “I wish you had called me again,” he says eventually, an almost whisper. “I was…distressed, not knowing your plans.”

      “I’m sorry.” I’m stunned into apologizing. “I meant to, but I couldn’t find the right time.”

      I wonder if he can sense my lies the way I can sense his. If he somehow knows exactly what distracted me from dialing his number.

      My hands in Slade’s hair. His tongue in my mouth.

      Gabriel exhales heavily. “I was surprised, you know, when one of my men brought word of your presence here. I thought perhaps you’d changed your mind. That you’d chosen him.” The Prophet takes a step closer, the line of his mouth thinning as his tone grows more urgent. “I thought perhaps you’d fallen victim to his charms and that I’d lost you for good. So tell me, Talin: Have I lost you?”

      I shake my head, trapped by his gaze. I hate moments like this—moments in which I understand, for the barest fraction of a moment, why people are willing to worship him.

      “No. Of course you haven’t lost me.” I meet him where he stands, leaving less than an arm’s length between us. He towers above me, the ivory of his skin turned translucent by the moon. I swallow my pride and forge ahead. “It was strange, being away from you, but I never forgot the purpose of it. You never lost my loyalty.”

      This, I decide, is how I test the theory I can scarcely bring myself to believe. This is where I find out whether Gabriel sees me as something more than a possession. This is where I discover whether I’ve trapped him the way he’s trapped me.

      At my words, there’s a minute change in the Prophet’s face. I watch as he tries to suppress it, but he doesn’t quite succeed. “You’re meant to be at my side. Thinking of you at my brother’s… It sickens me.”

      Mingled shock and triumph surge through my veins. “I’m only there for you,” I insist, the words acrid in my mouth.

      There’s a long moment of silence, and then Gabriel gives a slow nod. “You’re done.”

      I don’t understand. “Done what?”

      “The task I assigned to you. You delivered my brother to the Reaches as I requested, which means you’ve upheld your side of the agreement. I admit, I didn’t think you would be successful, but you’ve proven me wrong. I won’t have you in danger a moment longer. In fact, I’ll have you escorted back to Valestadt at once.”

      “What?” Not only is this entirely unexpected, but I can’t leave. Not now. My head spins as I cast about for a reply. “If I disappear, Slade will suspect something is amiss. He might try to leave as well.”

      “That’s no longer your concern. My agents will ensure he doesn’t go anywhere.”

      “I want to see this through,” I say adamantly. “You can’t send me home now. I want to be here when it happens.” I want to watch you die. I want to escape this twisted thing between us and stop wondering why I’ve never been able to hate you the way I should.

      Gabriel cants his head to the side, those cobalt eyes softening a bit. “I see your time with my brother has truly caused you to resent him.”

      “Did you expect anything less?” I fire back. “He’s just as you described. Conceited. Brash. Heartless. If it wasn’t already clear to me why you wanted him dead, it is now.”

      “And yet he tends to excel at winning people over.”

      I give a wry smile. “My opinion is not easily swayed.”

      “I very much hope that’s true.” Gabriel extends a hand, and I stiffen as he brushes a thumb over my temple. It comes away with flakes of scarlet on it. “What has he been making you do, my lamb?”

      “Nothing I can’t handle.” Although Gabriel’s touch is gentle, something about it feels threatening. This is the way it’s always been with him: everything subtly communicated, nothing stated outright. “Let me stay. Let me finish what I’ve started. Please.”

      Gabriel appears to consider that as he searches the planes of my face, some internal battle being waged behind his eyes. For once, I have no idea where his thoughts are. When he finally speaks, the words are quiet, halting, almost as if he can’t quite believe he’s saying them. “What if I could give you something better than freedom?”

      I scrutinize him, perplexed. What else could he possibly offer me? What could be more valuable than independence? “I don’t follow.”

      “I don’t want you to go. But I also want you to be with me willingly.” He takes my gloved hand in his, lowering his voice even further. His expression is serious. “What if I could take the Bloodrot away? What if I told you there was a cure?”

      “I wouldn’t believe you.” Still, I’m unable to control how breathless I sound. Becoming a diabolist is one thing, but a cure? That’s everything I’ve ever hoped for. A way to undo all I’ve done and become the woman I might have been all along. Someone untainted and unremarkable. Someone that little girl catching bugs in the yard wouldn’t run from.

      Gabriel’s lips turn up, though the rest of his features remain fixed. He’s clearly uncomfortable sharing this information, but something compels him to do so anyway. “It’s complicated, but yes, a cure exists. Imagine the kind of life you could lead, Talin, if you got the chance to start over. A life free of sin. A life by my side—this time as my equal.”

      My hope turns to horror at the picture he paints. Now I know he’s trying to manipulate me. The Prophet doesn’t consider anyone his equal. What he wants is to feel the way he does without resenting himself. For someone like him, caring about a hired sinner is unconscionable. But caring about a woman who’s been saved? That’s something he can accept.

      To Gabriel, I realize, a sinner is someone who bears the marks of the Bloodrot. It has nothing to do with who they are at their core.

      It’s too late for me to change who I’ve become. A cure won’t take away everything I’ve endured, everything I’ve done. I’ll humor Gabriel though. I’ll do whatever it takes to find out what he knows.

      “I want that,” I say. My body has gone numb; I no longer feel his hands clasped around mine. “You know how badly I want that. What do I need to do?”

      “Nothing more than you’re doing already.” He releases me. “You see, the cure to the Bloodrot requires only one thing.”

      “And what’s that?”

      Gabriel lifts a brow. “The death of a diabolist.”

      It takes a moment for the words to register. My lips part, but no sound escapes them. When I do speak, it’s to merely say, “How?”

      “We don’t quite understand it ourselves,” he admits. “But I assure you it’s the truth. Our scholars have been working on it for some time.”

      I almost can’t fathom it. Accepting that diabolists existed was hard enough, but this? Learning how they fit into this world of sin and salvation? I want to deem it impossible. On the other hand, if a diabolist is made stronger through sin, who’s to say their death couldn’t cleanse someone of it? Both involve an inexplicable exchange. It makes me wonder if the stories I was told as a child held more truth than I’d realized.

      “So you—the Regiment—have killed diabolists before,” I surmise.

      Gabriel doesn’t answer, but I don’t need him to. I’ve often wondered what the Regiment’s scholars do, especially for an institution so opposed to technological progress. I suppose I have my answer, at least in part: They’ve been looking for a cure. And apparently, they’ve found one. Is that why the Regiment’s key players never seem to be afflicted with the Bloodrot? Have they been conducting these experiments in secret for years?

      Worse, have they been purposefully withholding their discoveries from the public? Letting people die when their lives could have been saved? Fear, after all, is power. If people fear sin, if they fear the Bloodrot, they worship their Prophet with greater fervor.

      Then again, if the cure is what Gabriel claims it is, how could he tell the public that?

      “You kill a diabolist; you get a new life.” Gabriel’s tone becomes urgent again. “A better one.”

      I tense as it all hits me. “It’s not enough that you or your agents kill Slade, then. It has to be me.”

      “You only need to strike the final blow.”

      “So I have to be there. At the Sanctum.”

      Gabriel nods. A cool wind rushes between us, rustling his dark hair. “Yes. I can involve you when the time is right. I can make it easy for you. I just need you to trust me. Can you trust me, Talin?”

      It’s an absurd question. Even if I could trust him, I wouldn’t. I’m done giving others control over my life. I can do this on my own.

      But because I need him to let me stay, I give him my most grateful smile. “Of course.”
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        “A diabolist’s appeal is arguably their most dangerous quality.”

        —The Diabolist: Myth or Monster?: pg. 99 (BANNED TITLE)

      

      I head in the direction of the townhouse on legs that feel leaden. After speaking to Gabriel, the solitary walk no longer seems dangerous. This is the Reaches—if the Prophet doesn’t want me harmed, I won’t be.

      I know Slade will be furious I defied his order to stay put outside the Citadel, but I don’t care. I need to compose myself. To think. If what Gabriel said is true, then Slade’s death would cure me of the Bloodrot. If Gabriel dies, Slade will make me a diabolist, yet I might not survive the process.

      Killing Gabriel is definitely riskier. Despite all the planning that’s gone into it, there’s no guarantee of success. Killing Slade, though, would see me become the Prophet’s partner. Logically, I know which one should be worse. Illogically, part of me recoils from the idea of harming Slade, even if it did cure me. I don’t know if it’s the foolish part or the human one.

      Perhaps they’re the same thing.

      My thoughts continue to plague me as I return to the townhouse, strip my ruined dress off, and lock myself in the bathroom. Standing beneath the warm cascade of water, I begin to painstakingly scrub the dried blood from my skin. In the dark, it’s impossible to tell whether I’ve gotten it all, so I tiptoe across the room to flick on the light.

      When I catch a glimpse of myself in the ornate gilt mirror, I freeze.

      I knew the Bloodrot had ravaged my arms—they’ve looked ghastly for a while, so that’s no surprise—but I’m not prepared to see the discoloration blooming across my clavicle, the skin of my shoulders, the base of my throat. My breath seems to snag in my lungs. By all logic, this makes sense. I’ve killed two more people. Still, it’s uniquely horrible to see my impending death represented in such an obvious way.

      I don’t feel like I’m dying. In fact, I don’t feel different at all. But what if that’s the thing about madness? What if you can’t tell once it has you in its grip?

      The quiet is punctured by the distant creak of the front door opening. I know it has to be Slade, and my sudden apprehension has nothing to do with the reprimand I’m sure to receive. Either way, I can’t avoid him. I throw on an oversize shirt, turn off the light, and stalk down the hallway.

      Slade is just inside the front entrance when I see him. His spine is curved, his head bowed. One hand is braced against the wall. He must hear my approach, because he turns around, and that’s when I really see him. His face is sharper than ever, and he seems…hollow. Hollow-cheeked, hollow-eyed.

      “Did you find Ceri and Emeric?” I ask.

      “I did. They’re going to stay a while longer.” He huffs a sharp exhale, pinching the bridge of his nose. “And then I emerged to find you gone. How is it that you love to be given orders and yet can’t seem to follow a single one?”

      “People were starting to give me strange looks,” I lie. “I figured you’d know where to find me.”

      “Next time I tell you to do something, I expect you to comply.”

      “It’s nice of you to worry about me.”

      Slade makes an irritated sound in the back of his throat, stepping away from the door and into the silver wash of moonlight streaming through the window. He’s deathly pale, like a man with a wasting illness.

      Something tightens in the cage of my chest. I’m a fool. I’m a fool, and I’m going to make the fool’s choice. For so long, killing has come as naturally as breathing, but this time I know I would hesitate. I wouldn’t be able to do it. Not to him. “You need to feed.”

      Slade tips his head back and shutters his eyes. “Yes. Tonight was…tempting.”

      I hadn’t even thought of that. So many sinners in one place, and he couldn’t touch a single one. “Surely you must be used to temptation by now.”

      He laughs without humor. “Indeed. It keeps getting more difficult, feeling myself grow weaker with you so near. Already I’m drawn to you in the most deranged, carnal way.” His eyes are open again, fixed unblinkingly on me. This time he makes no effort to hide his unrestrained hunger—his fingers curl against the wall as if he’s trying to claw through it. I can see tendons straining beneath the tattooed skin of his hands.

      I swallow. I can do this. I’ve navigated his compulsion before. I can give him what he needs without revealing too much.

      I reach up and firmly grab his lapel, yanking him toward me. Whether he wants to comply or is weary enough that he has no choice, I’m not sure, but he lets me lead him the few paces to the sofa.

      “Sit,” I tell him, and he sinks onto it as though he’d been awaiting my permission. I can see the striated veins in his neck, tinged gray from the onyx blood that moves through them. Like this, in the near dark, it’s never been so clear that he isn’t quite human. I steel myself. “Use me.”

      The cut of his gaze to my face is immediate and deadly. Disbelieving and severe. “What do you mean?”

      “You know exactly what I mean.”

      He gives a prolonged exhale as his teeth come together. “Don’t,” he whispers, “tempt me.”

      I shiver. “You’ll need to be at your full strength tomorrow.”

      “Then we can wait until tomorrow.” His voice is firm.

      “No. Now.” I drop to my knees in front of him, my heart beating furiously in my ears. “I want you to use me.”

      “That is a very, very dangerous thing to say. I’m liable to take advantage of it in a number of ways.”

      Something inside me must be broken, because this only causes my need to spike. Am I terrible for wanting this? Is it sick of me to yearn for it?

      “Then do it,” I whisper. “I want to confess my sins. And then I want you to make me repent.”

      It’s a clear challenge, and Slade rises to it. His nostrils flare, his tattooed throat shifting. Desire exists like a physical thing between us. Then, finally, he leans forward and lays a hand against the side of my neck, fingers hooking just beneath my ear, thumb ghosting across my bruised cheek. His touch is cool, and the world narrows, orbiting the place where our skin makes contact. Anticipation thrums in my veins, accompanied by something far less innocent. Slade’s eyes scan my face. Gauging. Ravenous. I feel my own pulse throbbing beneath his fingers.

      The draw he exudes is nearly unbearable. Like this, kneeling before him, I might be a supplicant at the feet of my chosen god. A brutal, terrible god, and yet I’ll exalt him all the same.

      His spine curves as he lowers his face to mine. His lips are at my ear, his voice a lyrical croon, and I’m senseless of the rest of the world. “Tell me something terrible.”

      The thought of denying him is inconceivable.

      And so I begin to list my sins.

      As promised, my past indiscretions are many. They spill out of me in no particular order; I simply relay them as they come to mind, knowing it’s best to add detail. The violence I’ve carried out for Gabriel is at the forefront of my memory, but older misdeeds rear their heads with little prompting. Those, I realize, are the ones that feel more wicked, for no one paid for them. They were indubitably my own doing.

      Slade doesn’t ask questions, nor does he ask for clarification. He lets me speak, his lips slightly parted, and not once do I falter. Our eyes lock, dark warring with light, and I’d rather die than look away. I can feel it happening—the exchange of energy. I don’t feel weakened as he draws from me, but lighter, even as my mind spins and reality hovers just out of reach. It’s a sort of release. A catharsis. I expel what he takes in, and it’s not a transfer but mutualism.

      I wonder if this is what veneration feels like.

      I wonder if this what people are looking for when they pray.

      Still, I’m aware enough that I stop just short of revealing my greatest sins. The ones I don’t dare speak aloud even to a man who kills as easily as he breathes.

      Eventually Slade draws back from me, still limned by shadows but clear-eyed. It should be impossible, the way color has already found its way back into his face. He no longer looks as drawn, that careful calculation back in his movements, and there’s a feral quality about him that wasn’t there before. I’ve always liked the high of danger, and the way Slade’s looking at me right now might be the most dangerous thing I’ve ever encountered.

      “How does it work?” I ask as he lets his hand fall. My voice sounds strange now that I’m no longer confessing.

      “The exchange?” He shrugs. “I don’t know. Something within regular humans is primed to give, and something within diabolists is able to take. Needs to take. I’m sure you know the story, though, about how the Savior dredged my kind up from the depths of hell to shoulder the sins of his beloved children. To make them easier to bear.” Slade’s smile is mocking. “A sort of apology, you might say, for the Bloodrot. But no creature with hell in its veins can be trusted—”

      “—and it wasn’t long before the Savior realized his mistake,” I finish, remembering the line well.

      “Yes. In recompense, he told humanity how we could be killed.”

      And he let them be cleansed of the Bloodrot if they were successful, I think but don’t say aloud. “That’s a pretty serious mistake for a deity who’s meant to be infallible.”

      Slade shrugs again, beginning to unbutton his shirt, and my stomach clenches. “It’s just a myth. Everything needs a genesis, right?” He braces as if to rise, and I’m abruptly, profoundly desperate for him not to go anywhere.

      “What, no absolution?” I ask, thrusting out a hand to grip his thigh. His mouth twists.

      “Would you like to be absolved?”

      I’m still on my knees. My legs are starting to ache, but since I’m between his, I can’t bring myself to care. “It may be a bit late for that.”

      “Some say anything can be forgiven with proper penance,” he muses. “And if I recall correctly, you did ask to repent.”

      “I didn’t ask. I told you to make me.”

      “Ah, that’s right. You have quite a lot to repent for, don’t you?”

      “Yes.” I don’t stop to consider my response. I know what answer he’s looking for. I’m going to give him whatever he wants, because I need this. I need to forget about tomorrow, if only for a short time. I need the kind of reprieve that only comes from letting someone else make all the decisions.

      Slade leans forward, grabbing me roughly by the chin. I look up at him, entirely rapt, my churning thoughts replaced by the silence that comes with letting someone else take the lead. “Your safe word is Savior,” he says. “Do you understand?”

      I nod.

      “Use your words.”

      “I understand,” I murmur.

      “That’s my good little sinner.” He releases me, then, but keeps his gaze locked with mine. Those light-blue eyes are merciless. “Do you even know how you compel me? My brother’s vengeful creature, always a mere few steps from death, and yet I’ve never encountered someone so difficult to kill.”

      “We both know killing me wouldn’t be difficult at all,” I say, a little bitterly. “Not for you.”

      His laugh is a soft exhalation. “If it were easy, Talin, I would have done it already. What would I do with myself if you were gone? Who else would consume my every waking thought?” Slade cants his head to the side as he continues unbuttoning his shirt. It’s a testament to his face that I manage to keep my gaze from dropping to his chest when he says, “I spend far too much time going over all the ways I’d love to hurt you. Especially now that I know you’d like it.”

      He tosses his shirt aside. I’m overwhelmed with the desire to touch him, but I keep my hands to myself, knowing I’ll be punished if I move without invitation.

      Slade chuckles. “Do you know why you’re so interesting to me? It’s because you simultaneously love being given orders, yet hate being told what to do. I see the resentment flare in your eyes whenever I make a demand, but you can’t seem to stop yourself from complying. It’s almost as though you get off on your own anger.” His grin turns mocking. “And, of course, you adore being praised.”

      I can feel the muscle ticking in my jaw. For years I’ve thought myself so complicated, and yet here he is, unraveling me effortlessly. “I hate you,” I say through my teeth.

      “Good. Now take off your clothes and hand them to me. You can stand up.”

      For the barest fraction of a second, I consider refusing. But he’s right—I can’t stop myself from complying. It’s like a need. A compulsion. What I find sexiest about this man is how much I resent him, and although I know it’s indubitably fucked-up, I’m so far past the point of caring. Continuing to glare at him, I strip off my oversize shirt and panties. My nipples peak at the exposure, and I’m overwhelmingly aware of the disease, stark against my skin.

      Slade, however, doesn’t appear to mind. He drags his gaze languidly over my figure, the corners of his mouth lifting. “Very good. Go and face the wall.”

      I hand him my clothes, then do just that. It doesn’t take me long to figure out why he wanted this: Now that I can’t see him, the anticipation is torturous. I can’t hear anything but the sound of my own labored breaths, and it’s dark enough that I can’t make out his shadow in my periphery.

      So when I feel the cool press of metal against my back, I nearly leap out of my skin.

      “Shh.” Slade’s voice is directly behind me. I have no idea how or when he crossed the room. “I can hear your heartbeat, little sinner, but I know better than to think you frightened. Don’t worry—it’s not too sharp.”

      I don’t need to ask what he means. I can feel the flat of the knife give way to the tip as he rotates it, drawing out shivers that travel the length of my spine. It’s not exactly painful, but the gentle scrape holds a tiny bite, and I know any sudden movement would be a dangerous mistake. Every nerve ending in my body seems to follow the path of that knife. I’ve only just become acclimated to it when Slade’s fingers dip between my legs, a barely there caress that has me gasping.

      He tsks. “Really? Is this all it takes?”

      My face burns. I know how wet I am. I can feel it, and he hadn’t even touched me with his hands until now.

      “You shouldn’t recoil like that,” he advises, his soft voice at my ear. “It could be dangerous.”

      I don’t respond. I can’t respond. He continues to circle his finger over my clit, winding me tighter and tighter, moving the knife gently across my back all the while. Then, catching me entirely off guard, he forces two fingers inside of me. I give an involuntary jerk, feeling a sting as the point of the blade nicks my ribs. Maybe I should hate it, but I don’t. Not even a little. The sharp bite of pain does something indescribable to me.

      Slade gives a long, drawn-out sigh. I hear the click of the knife folding shut as he abruptly withdraws his fingers. “What did I just say? Now you’ve made me hurt you. And when I hurt you, I want it to be because I intended to.”

      I make a sound low in my throat. I feel like a kitten growling at a lion. “You did that on purpose.”

      Rather than answering, Slade grabs a handful of my hair. He uses it to forcefully guide me over to the nearest surface—the kitchen counter—and another breath rushes out of me when the edge of it slams into my bare stomach.

      “Bend over,” he orders.

      I start to comply, but I’m not fast enough, and he shoves the flat of his palm into the space between my shoulder blades. I brace my hands on either side of my head as my cheek meets the hard, frigid surface of the counter.

      “Do you have anything you’d like to say to me, little sinner?”

      I keep my mouth steadfastly shut. He’s not about to draw out an apology, and he knows it.

      I let out a surprised yelp as his other palm makes contact with my ass. The sound shocks me nearly as much as the pain—a sharp crack that rings through the small space. I’ve barely recovered when he strikes me again, then a third time, not bothering to build up the intensity. I squeeze my eyes shut and force my body to relax, to stop recoiling, letting the waves of pain crash over me. Slade is merciless in his assault, and I can tell from the shift in the cadence of his breathing that it’s driving him wild, which in turn drives me wild.

      I love it, knowing he’s turned on by this. There’s something—some feral hunger—deep within me that can only be sated through violence, and this man appeals to it. I think I knew from the moment I met him that he could give me what I want.

      Involuntary tears begin to prick the corners of my eyes, but whenever I start to think I can bear no more, Slade somehow knows to move his hand slightly, varying the blows just enough. Repentance, I think, means surrendering to the pain. There’s something singularly delicious about having nothing else to focus on, nothing else to worry about. I don’t know how much time passes before he stops, moving his hand in slow circles over the raw skin of my ass. I feel frozen in place, the countertop now warm from being pressed to my cheek for so long. Then he brushes my hair away from my back, pressing his lips lightly to the center of my spine. “You took that so fucking well. Let me flip you over.”

      I do, and he accomplishes the task with seemingly no effort at all, hefting me up so that I’m fully reclined on the counter.

      “No,” he snaps as I attempt to sit up. “Lie back.”

      Again I do as he commands and am rewarded with the gentle scrape of his teeth along my inner thigh. I shiver as he moves farther and farther upward, eventually pausing right at the apex of my legs. I’m all but vibrating with anticipation. He knows it, making me wait, and I practically convulse by the time his tongue flicks over my most sensitive flesh. I let my head fall back as my spine arches off the counter.

      He’s so fucking good at this. His tongue moves in light circles, each brush of my clit incidental, lacking the pressure he knows I frantically crave. My fingers claw futilely at the counter, and I let out the tiniest moan of frustration. Slade presses his hand into my pelvis, forcing my hips down and holding them in place.

      “Shush,” he says. Then, suddenly, the flat of his tongue is giving me exactly what I want. He winds me tighter and tighter, making it impossible for me to focus on anything but the sensations at my core—

      And then he pulls away.

      I should probably be embarrassed by the noise I make. I whine like a furious animal as I prop myself up on my elbows, my head lifting only to find my gaze in line with his. My chest is heaving, my skin on fire as I glare at him. “What the fuck?”

      One side of his mouth twitches. There’s mischief in those cold blue eyes. “You look angry, little sinner.”

      I slam my palm against his clavicle. It’s halfhearted, but I’m still slightly resentful at how little he reacts. “I am angry.”

      “Excellent.” He pulls me up to sit, then extends a hand. It takes me a moment to realize he’s offering me the hilt of his knife.

      “What the hell is this?”

      “You said you wanted to make me bleed.” His voice is low, coaxing. “So do it.”

      At those words, my pulse drives higher. I’m not sure why. I don’t know what’s wrong with me that the idea of breaking his skin, making him hurt, is appealing right now. But my frustration takes a momentary back seat as I grab the blade. “You want that?”

      Slade catches the tip of his tongue between his teeth. “I can’t think of anything lovelier than your wrath. I can’t imagine anything more exquisite than bleeding for you.”

      He looks so wicked, so unhinged like this, a shiver passes over me although I’m the one with the weapon. But his words make my confidence swell, and I leap delicately from the counter, splaying my fingers on his chest. He allows me to push him back step by step, pausing only when we reach the nearby sofa. I give him a final shove to indicate what I want. Grinning, he lowers himself onto the cushions, shoulders braced against the armrest. I clamber on top of him, straddling his waist and trailing a finger from his sternum down to his belt. His heavily scarred skin is uneven, yet still smooth over the ridges of his abs. Just touching him like this, having him at my mercy instead of the other way around, sends a jolt through my core.

      “It doesn’t seem right for you to be this beautiful,” I say before I can reconsider.

      Slade arches a brow. “Talin, have you seen yourself? If anything isn’t right, it’s how tempting you are. You’re lucky it’s taken me this long to lose control.” He grips one of my ass cheeks, nails digging in. “I know you don’t feel beautiful. I know you’re self-conscious about the effects of the Bloodrot, but that’s nonsense.” As he continues speaking, he traces the dark lines on my forearm. “It only shows you’re willing to do what others are not. There’s nothing sexier than a woman capable of terrible things.”

      “I’m not sure most people would agree.”

      “Most people are fucking pathetic,” he says. Then he chuckles, tipping his head back to expose his throat. I bend forward to bite it, suddenly unable to bear another moment without tasting him. There’s a pleased rumble deep in his chest, and he moves to grant me better access. I nip my way up his neck, then along the line of his jaw, stopping when I reach the delicate skin beneath his ear. His breathing has turned shallow, and I’m deliriously pleased by the effect I’m having on him.

      I pull away and sit up again, denying him even a moment to recover before I draw the knife lightly across his breastbone. His eyes snap open, locking with mine. In my periphery, a thin line of blood swells. Without looking away from him, I bend to press my mouth to the cut, then kiss the center of his chest, leaving an onyx imprint of my lips there. I wipe my mouth with a thumb, tasting iron. It’s no different than the taste of the blood running through my own veins.

      “Damn it, Talin,” he mutters, something like awe lacing my name.

      I press the point of the knife to his skin again, this time letting it grace over his ribs. He lets his head fall back the rest of the way with a groan. It’s so erotic, so absurd, I can’t help but smile. “You like to hurt, but you like to be hurt too?”

      “Surprised?”

      “A little.”

      He draws himself up to face me again. “Aren’t you the same?”

      “Yes,” I admit. “It’s just not the first thing that comes to mind when one thinks of romance.”

      “Well, I’m not romantic. I don’t do love.”

      I snort, watching with intrigue as the first of the cuts begins to reseal itself. “You don’t do love?”

      “No.” Slade’s expression is dark. “I don’t know that I’m capable of it. My version, I believe, is being obsessed with someone past the point of all reason.”

      “I see.”

      “Does that bother you?”

      I hold the blade to his neck, the very point of it resting in the shallow dip at the base of his throat. I begin to press it in, little by little, my stomach fluttering as I watch the lines of his face contort. “Does what bother me?”

      “I can’t love you, Talin.”

      I push the knife in farther, feeling him stiffen beneath me. “I didn’t ask you to.”

      Then, so quickly I think it surprises both of us, I wrench the blade free and plunge it into his stomach. Slade hisses a breath out between his teeth, sitting up and yanking it loose to toss it aside. A steady flow of dark blood trickles into his waistband. “That was rather aggressive.”

      “I guess you should have let me come.”

      His growl is low, bemused. “I suppose you’re right. Let me rectify that.”

      Somehow he manages to switch our positions, rolling me onto my back so that he can stand. His belt comes off, and I watch in brazen eagerness as he unzips his trousers, letting them drop a heartbeat later. My mouth dries. In fairness, I’ve been with more women than men, but his cock is easily the largest I’ve seen. He fists his hand around it, watching my face in the dim light. I have no idea what he sees there, though I can tell my cheeks are burning.

      “There are several ways I’d like to go about this,” he says, “but I’ll go easy on you to start.”

      I press my lips together as he lowers himself on top of me, gripping the back of my neck with one hand as he teases my entrance with the other. “Hurry up,” I manage to bite out. I don’t want him to go easy on me, but at this point I don’t care to argue. I just want him inside of me.

      Slade laughs softly. “So impatient.”

      When he enters me, there’s no easing in. He doesn’t go gently. I’m slick enough that there’s little resistance, and I gasp as the entire length of him fills my core, stoking the flames inside me ever higher. “Shit. My god.”

      “That’s right.” His hand comes around to the side of my neck, his thumb pushing into the underside of my chin. I can hear the smile in his voice as he lowers his mouth to whisper in my ear. “I am your god, little sinner. And don’t you fucking forget it.”

      The next time he pumps into me, I tip my head back and let myself burn.
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      The worst part of it is, I wasn’t supposed to have been outside the church on my own.

      I knew Ilse hated me. I knew she didn’t want to talk. But right before the evening service, I made one last-ditch effort. I would have done anything to convince her to come speak to me that night—and I did. I told her I was willing to listen, that I’d changed my mind and did want the Savior’s love after all. If she thought I was prepared to hear her out and take her concerns seriously, perhaps she would do the same for me.

      It was my only remaining option.

      And so I made her promise that during the service’s second prayer, she would follow me when I snuck out. She reluctantly agreed. Prayers were always done in the near dark, as the Apostles believed artificial light an interference, so it was difficult to tell whether my sister was on my heels. The only illumination came from a single candle at the front of the congregation.

      Once I was outside, I waited. After all, Ilse had promised. No matter how angry she was, and no matter how certain she was of my soul’s damnation, she was still my sister. She still loved me, and I’d given her a final chance to save me. At least that was my hope.

      She never showed.

      But the pain of knowing she’d given up on me was nothing compared to the pain of knowing she’d still been inside the church when it exploded into flame.
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        “At first, the Apostles were little more than a group of individuals committed to a life of simplicity and sinlessness. Before long, however, they began recruiting. Why should they not share their way of life? Why should they not save those who were deprived of the knowledge of the Savior’s truest form?”

        —Modern Extremism and Its Implications: pg. 12 (BANNED TITLE)

      

      The next day I hear Slade, Emeric, and Ceri before I see them.

      I slept surprisingly well after Slade left, which I sort of resent. My muscles are both sore and loose at the same time. It’s midmorning before I venture out into the hall, intending to join the trio. Strange, the way I’m starting to feel like I belong here.

      I pause around the corner from the living room, frowning. Now that I’m closer, I can hear that the three of them are conversing in low, furtive voices. It’s the kind of voice you use when you don’t want to be overheard. I decide not to go any farther, instead straining to hear their conversation.

      “…supposed to do then?” Emeric is saying, the latter bit of a question I didn’t catch the start of.

      “I hadn’t given it much thought.”

      The second voice is Slade’s—it sends a prickle across my skin. For some reason his words make Ceri laugh, though the sound holds little humor.

      “Don’t lie, Slade. I guarantee you’ve been thinking about it since the moment you let her rope you into this plot.”

      I stiffen, trapping my breath between my teeth. They’re talking about me. About the plan to kill Gabriel. I wonder how much Slade has told them—whether they know he promised to make me a diabolist. Whether they’re in support of it. I’m not the kind of person who allows myself to form connections easily, but I feel an absurd flicker of hope. Once I’m free of Gabriel, free of the Bloodrot, will they let me…stay?

      The hope is promptly extinguished by what Slade says next.

      “I didn’t think this would happen. That I would care. What am I supposed to do now?”

      “I don’t know,” Ceri replies impatiently. “But you have to tell her the truth.”

      “And risk her running back to Gabriel?”

      “I don’t think Talin would do that.”

      “She decided to betray Gabriel the moment I had something she wanted. It’s in her nature.”

      The floor seems to lurch beneath my feet. Although they shouldn’t, Slade’s words sting. He’s right, isn’t he? My allegiances did change quickly. But it’s still unpleasant to hear it said aloud, especially in front of Ceri and Emeric, who are steadfast in their loyalty.

      Emeric’s deep voice cuts in. “I thought she came to you before you made the promise.”

      “She did,” Slade concedes. “But I suspected when one of my followers confronted her that she couldn’t be trusted. If Darva wanted Talin dead, it’s because she was trying to protect me.”

      “So what did you do?”

      “I killed her. Darva, that is.”

      “Why?” Ceri’s voice is horrified.

      There’s a lull before Slade says, too softly, “I don’t know. In that moment, I needed Talin more.”

      “Oh, Slade.”

      “I knew I had to make her an offer she couldn’t turn down. She wants to live. Desperately. You’ve seen the state of her.”

      “But you never truly intended to make her one of us.”

      “No. I’m not Augustus, Ceri. I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

      Her reply is fierce. “Don’t bring him into this.”

      The force of my anger makes the edges of my vision blur. I think I’m going to be sick. Slade was never going to save me. He doesn’t even know how. The only man who did—the man who transformed Ceri—is presumed dead. Slade lied to ensure my loyalty and used my desperation against me.

      You never truly intended to make her one of us.

      It feels as though a yawning chasm has opened in my chest. I can’t believe I thought for a single moment that I could be part of the strange but meaningful life they’ve cultivated. I have no business being part of any us. There is them, and there is me. That’s the way it’s always been. How foolish, to hope that things would be different. How pathetic, that this should steal the air from my lungs.

      It’s all the more embarrassing because I’m surprised. I shouldn’t be. I knew exactly the type of person Slade was. When he promised me life, I should never have believed him.

      Salvation is not for girls like me.

      “I’m shocked she fell for it at all,” Emeric says a moment later. It’s hard to gauge his tone—I can’t tell whether he’s disapproving or simply disbelieving. “She doesn’t seem the trusting type.”

      “Talin believes what she wants to believe,” Slade replies. “And I’m fairly certain she wants to believe most of what I tell her.”

      He doesn’t reference what we did last night, but the implication is heavy in his voice. As though I’m foolish enough to be easily duped, all because he fucked me once. Is that truly what he thinks of me? Is that what they all think of me?

      Ceri heaves a drawn-out sigh. “What is she going to do while you’re in the Sanctum? You know she’ll want to be part of things.”

      “I’ll station her at the exterior door with you,” Slade decides. “Make her feel useful.”

      My face pulls into an automatic frown. They already have a plan for tonight. A plan that doesn’t involve me at all. And now they’re discussing how to appease me, to give me a false sense of importance, like a child that needs to be kept busy. I lean against the wall, thumb and forefinger pinching the bridge of my nose. The floor creaks quietly beneath my feet.

      “What was that?” Emeric asks in a hushed tone.

      There’s a stretch of silence in the room beyond. I hold my breath as Slade says, “Nothing. I don’t think she’ll wake for a while yet.”

      I repress a scoff. He’s an idiot. He doesn’t know a thing about me, how long I sleep, or what I’m capable of. To him, I’m only human, and therefore weak.

      “If tonight goes successfully, you’ll have to tell her the truth,” Ceri points out, also lowering her voice. “Maybe if you just—”

      Slade cuts her off. “I don’t think Talin is the forgiving type. But don’t worry, I’ll deal with it.”

      Deal with it. Deal with it. I feel like the hallway is tunneling in around me. A memory surfaces unbidden: Vicar Johannes speaking to my parents outside the temple, his voice a low, reassuring croon. Don’t worry about your eldest. We’ll deal with it.

      I can’t bear to hear another word. I wince as I push away from the wall, relieved when the floor doesn’t creak again. Then I tiptoe back to my room, throw on my coat, and wrench open the window. The early-morning air is cool against my burning cheeks. The streets are deserted, and the outline of the Citadel spears the horizon in the near distance.

      I may have missed my chance to scout out the Prophet’s Sanctum last night, but I can rectify that easily enough. I won’t need long inside, and I’m confident I can get there and back without being seen.

      I am, after all, a ghost.

      

      * * *

      My back is damp with sweat by the time I pull myself back through the window. The frame snags on the back of my jacket, making me curse, and the fabric rips as I let myself drop to the floor. I peel the jacket off and hurl it into the corner of the room. Then I shower quickly, knowing the sound of running water will alert the others to the fact that I’m awake.

      My heart is a snarled thing in my chest as I throw on clean clothes. If Slade can’t turn me into a diabolist, I’m left with two choices: kill him or let the Bloodrot kill me. I wonder if the madness has already begun to set in. If that’s why I feel this icy, unsettling sense of resignation. I may be selfish, and I may change allegiances as it suits me, but that’s why I’m going to live.

      I’m always going to live.

      I’m wrenching a brush through the tangled black ends of my hair when there’s a knock on the door. Nausea rises in my throat, but I force myself to calm.

      “Talin,” Slade says once we’re face-to-face. He looks too serene, too confident, that accursed tilt of his mouth dimpling one cheek. I have the powerful urge to slice through the facade the way I sliced the skin of his abdomen.

      My grip is painfully tight on the doorknob, the cool metal turning hot beneath my sweaty hand. “Slade.”

      “You look well-rested,” he says, as if he hasn’t just been discussing me behind my back.

      The furious energy at my core spikes. I’ve let him reel me in far too many times. I’ve let him lie to my face and manipulate me, just as I did Gabriel. At least this time I can see things for what they are.

      “I feel well-rested,” I tell Slade, arching a suggestive brow. It’s that first night at the speakeasy all over again: both of us playing our own little game. “Do you?”

      “Most definitely. Can I come in?”

      I stand aside to let him enter, then shut the door and turn to face him. He’s already seated on my bed. His legs are crossed as he leans back on his hands, that cool gaze traveling up my body. He’s wearing black again, a button-down shirt with the sleeves cuffed and the neck open. I hate that I want him. I hate that he does this to me, even now.

      I’ve taken so many lives, and yet Slade Markovich might be my greatest sin.

      “I was just telling Ceri and Emeric about last night,” he says with ease. “Everything that happened at the Citadel, and what lies beneath the Sanctum.”

      Liar. He’s such a fucking liar. But I arrange my expression into one of grim amusement. “I hope you didn’t tell them what happened afterward.”

      He likes that. His smile is wicked. “Of course not. Although it’s a story I’d very much like to share. Mainly we discussed my brother’s intentions—the strange little performance he’s setting up. Emeric received a personal invitation to the Sanctum tonight too.”

      An unwelcome jolt of alarm travels through me. “What? Why?”

      “I can only assume the Prophet wants an audience.”

      Of course he wants an audience. Why Emeric would be part of that audience, though, is another matter. Does Gabriel know of Ceri and Emeric’s connection to Slade? We avoided them at the reception, but we have been staying in the same house. A deeply foolish move, in this place where eyes could be anywhere.

      Gabriel might have revealed the cure, but he didn’t tell me everything he’s planning. I’m more certain of that fact now than ever.

      “I told Emeric not to come,” Slade continues, extending his fingers aggressively enough that his knuckles crack. “But arguing with him is futile once he’s set his mind to something.”

      It feels unnatural, hovering in the middle of the room while Slade is seated, but I’m not sure where else to go. “It could be a trap.”

      “Yes. I made him promise he’ll leave if things start going to shit. To let me die before he gets himself into trouble.”

      “He’s not going to do that.”

      “I know,” Slade says heavily, a bleak note to his voice.

      For a flicker of a moment, I almost waver. I almost see the boy whose own family betrayed him. The man who would do anything for his friends. The diabolist who promised to save me if I wanted him to.

      But then I remember what he’s doing here. That this is his way of dealing with the problem I present.

      “The Sanctum has an interior door and an exterior door,” Slade continues. “Emeric believes my brother will enter through the interior one in the Citadel. I’ll already be inside, lying in wait, while Emeric remains by the door. He’ll shut it after Gabriel arrives, barring anyone else from entering.”

      “We don’t know how many people Gabriel invited,” I remind him evenly. “What if some of the attendees use the exterior door?”

      “That’s where you and Ceri come in. You’ll be stationed by that entrance posing as guards. You can have the uniform I took from that sailor, and if Ceri wears one of Emeric’s chaplain uniforms without the collar, she’ll look fairly close to an agent.”

      “And we’re supposed to…what? Intercept people?”

      “To the best of your ability, yes,” Slade says. “Turn them away. Tell them Gabriel canceled the meeting. We want as few other people as possible to be in the Sanctum tonight.”

      I foresee several different problems with this plan. I might have told Slade as much, had he deigned to include me in their conversation this morning. Since I have a plan of my own, though, it doesn’t really matter. I force myself to nod. “Okay.”

      “Just listen to Ceri and you’ll be fine.”

      Right. Because stationing me at the door with her is nothing but a way to keep me busy. Because I’m fragile, and useless, and need to feel important even if I’m not. It’s almost amusing—this intimate little performance he’s putting on just for me. “I can do that.”

      “Good girl. Come here.” Slade beckons with a finger, and I have no choice but to oblige. The moment I’m within reach, he pulls me into his lap, holding me tight around the waist. A shiver travels up my neck as my body responds in kind. I wish I didn’t want to relax into him just as much as I want to hit him.

      “I’m not going to let you die,” he says softly into my ear. “Do you understand? Either way, I’m not going to let you die. Promise me you’ll remember that.”

      My throat constricts. I nod again, biting hard on my tongue.

      “Promise, Talin.”

      “I promise,” I mutter. What difference does it make? My word, just like his, means next to nothing.

      I may die tonight regardless, and there’s nothing Slade will be able to do about it.

      Because I’m going to burn that Sanctum to the ground with him and Gabriel inside.
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        “The Regiment’s control of the military was the ultimate catalyst. No conflict, however, was needed—the prior government stepped down. The Regiment stepped up, at this point equipped to fully take over regulation of industry, railroad, and public utilities. Religious subdivisions were done away with and replaced with state-sanctioned worship of the Savior.”

        —A Brief History of the Regiment: pg. 62

      

      Night has swallowed up the Reaches once more, lending a familiar sense of urban claustrophobia. Ceri walks at my side, uncharacteristically silent. Her hair is drawn back in a severe knot that accentuates the angles of her somber face.

      I could see the unease in her eyes when she kissed Emeric goodbye a few minutes ago. She didn’t beg him not to go though. She didn’t urge him to let Slade deal with his brother alone.

      I don’t understand it. If I loved someone the way Ceri loves Emeric, I would sacrifice anyone to keep them safe. I would let the world fall apart around us. In fact, I would initiate the collapse myself. Ceri’s love, though, is pure. She understands that Gabriel’s death is for the greater good. She understands that she needs to support her partner in his choices.

      My love, I think, is like Slade’s: Obsessive. Oppressive. Destructive.

      That he and I didn’t get to explore anything close to it is a blessing to the rest of the world.

      The wind from yesterday is gone as Ceri and I make our way up the hill toward the Citadel. Everything is still. Silent. A bead of sweat trickles down my back, and I keep my gaze trained on my feet as a Regiment agent hustles past us in the opposite direction. He barely affords us a glance, and Ceri breathes a sigh of relief once he’s gone. “I thought we were in trouble.”

      “They see the uniform and don’t think twice,” I say. “We might as well be invisible.”

      That might be true as we traverse the streets, but I know it won’t apply when we reach the Citadel. I can see the building now—its golden spires seem to cleave the sky ahead in two. Ceri’s gaze darts back and forth before she leads the way across the road, her chin ducked against the harsh glow of a slowing vehicle’s headlights. I hurry to match her longer stride. The sailor’s gray uniform is far too large on me, but Ceri helped me pin it in several places, and now it just looks a bit sloppy as opposed to utterly absurd.

      We’ve reached the Citadel now, and we round the side of the building in order to reach the Sanctum. The area is familiar to me, both from the reception last night and my visit earlier today. I’ve already seen one temple burn down. And I know two facts for certain about the temples in Sundbourg: First, each is paneled floor to ceiling in lacquered wood, and that lacquer is solvent-based. Second, you can bar the doors from the outside—a feature left over from when chaplains used to perform exorcisms on unwilling participants.

      I have everything in place thanks to my earlier visit. It wasn’t difficult to enter through one of the windows, given my considerable experience doing just that. From there I made sure the other windows were shut and locked—there weren’t many—and I located a couple of kerosene lamps. Defying all logic, most temples still have these too, given the Regiment’s reluctance to update religious buildings with modern conveniences like electricity. I was able to carefully and methodically empty the kerosene onto the floor in the places I thought it would best work as an accelerant.

      If the Regiment were only more willing to depart from tradition, their temples might not burn with such terrible ease.

      My plan is as simple as it is insane: Once both Gabriel and Slade are in the sanctum, I’ll sneak inside and set the fire. Then I’ll escape through the door Emeric’s meant to be guarding, hopefully convincing him to accompany me. If killing a diabolist really does cure the Bloodrot, then Gabriel’s death shouldn’t send me barreling into madness.

      And if it doesn’t… Well. That’s nothing I haven’t already anticipated.

      I’m counting on Slade and Gabriel to occupy each other’s attention, thereby not noticing the rapidly spreading blaze until it’s too late. Slade might be able to break a door down, assuming he reaches one in time, but he’s also terrified of fire. Gabriel and any men he might have with him are almost certain to die either way.

      I try to ignore the tiny part of me that hopes Slade does escape. I need him dead, or I’ll be lost to the Bloodrot. It’s quite literally his life or mine, and he’s made it clear mine means little to him. So why should I care about his?

      I don’t. I can’t. The girl who might have grieved his loss needs to die with him.

      “Look,” Ceri says, pulling me into the shadows as we near the Sanctum. A light fog shrouds most details from view, but I can make out the guard stationed in front of the entrance. He’s facing two approaching figures, gesturing at them in small, sharp motions. I recognize one of the newcomers as they draw into the light—Nielssen. He’s with an older man who must be a fellow chaplain.

      I curse under my breath. “Why are they here so early?”

      “I don’t know.” Ceri’s tone is panicked as her nails dig into my arm. “They shouldn’t be.” It’s fine, I reassure myself. If they have to die too, so be it.

      We watch, tense, as the guard ducks into the Sanctum. A moment later he returns with an armful of what looks to be dark fabric. I squint through the fog, perplexed, as he hands the fabric to Nielssen and the second man in turn.

      Ceri makes a sound of surprise. “They’re robes.”

      She’s right, I realize as Nielssen pulls the fabric over his head. They are robes. Long black ones, with a hood that drapes to shroud most of the wearer’s features. Something about the sight makes my stomach turn over. It seems like some kind of…ritual wear. What kind of service is Gabriel holding, that the attendees have to cover their faces?

      The two men enter the Sanctum, leaving the guard alone once more. It’s nearly midnight, and urgency has settled in my bones. Gabriel said he would involve me when the time was right, yet gave no indication as to how. Was he lying? I feel as though I’m missing some crucial piece of the puzzle.

      “Let’s move,” Ceri hisses, and I’ve barely registered her words when she does just that.

      She launches herself out of the shadows toward the guard, swift as a predator and twice as deadly. She approaches from behind, and when she reaches him, she snaps the man’s neck with as much ease as Slade did Darva’s. It’s brutally efficient. I realize just how lucky I was that Ceri didn’t do anything worse than hurl my own knife at me after I stabbed her.

      My footfalls are soft against the cobblestones as I join her. “That was quick.”

      Ceri frowns. The lantern hanging above the Sanctum’s entrance casts her expression in various shades of orange. “I don’t like killing.”

      “You could have let me do it.”

      “I didn’t think it would be prudent to risk firing a gun.”

      She’s right, of course. Even with my silencer, the shot would almost certainly draw unwanted attention.

      “Let’s get him out of the way,” I say, indicating the guard.

      She nods, and together we maneuver his body out of the light. When Ceri straightens, her mouth is still a tight line. “I’m worried.”

      I don’t tell her that she should be. I don’t know what to tell her. It’s obvious that she’s confiding in me to seek some sort of reassurance. Part of me wants to yell at her. To ask why she bothered pretending to be my friend. She was the first woman to speak so openly with me since Ilse, though of course she’s not a thing like my sister. I feel a pang in my chest and do my best to shove it back down. I don’t have time for any of this—I need to get inside the Sanctum as soon as possible. I just don’t know how to convince her to let me go.

      Then, suddenly, I do. All I have to do is…tell the truth.

      Sort of.

      “Ceri,” I whisper. “Don’t you think it’s a bit strange that Gabriel invited both Slade and Emeric to this meeting? The robes, the hoods…the men who just entered didn’t seem at all surprised to receive them. Almost as if they’ve done this before.”

      “So?” Ceri says.

      “If they’re part of some existing group, it’s clearly a well-kept secret. Slade was invited for obvious reasons, but why would Emeric have been invited unless Gabriel knows the two of them are associated?”

      A shadow passes over Ceri’s face as the color drains from it. “Don’t tell me you told him, Talin. Do not tell me I was wrong about you.”

      “Of course I didn’t tell him,” I snap. “But you don’t know Gabriel like I do. He always has more information than you think. Not to mention he has eyes all over the Reaches.”

      She blanches, and that’s when I know I was right: She doesn’t know Gabriel like I do. Most people know him only as the Prophet, the Savior’s mouthpiece, the personification of everything the Regiment preaches. They don’t know him as the clever, conniving man with whom I’ve become intimately acquainted.

      “So you think this is a trap,” Ceri says, almost inaudible.

      “I don’t know. But you have to let me find out.”

      Her brows shoot up as she realizes my meaning. “You are not going into the Sanctum by yourself. It’s dangerous, and besides, Slade would kill me. I’ll go.”

      “Ceri!” I hiss her name with enough urgency that she starts. “Listen to me! Who do you think will be more likely to make Gabriel see reason? The partner of a chaplain he believes is in league with a diabolist, or the girl he thinks is on his side?”

      “And what if you can’t make him see reason, Talin? At least I’m more difficult to harm.”

      I shake my head. “Gabriel won’t hurt me.”

      “Why would you possibly think that?”

      “Because…” I trail off, licking my lips. I need to hurry this along. “Because he cares about me more than he should, Ceri. I know that sounds ridiculous, but I swear it’s the truth. At least let me go in to gauge the situation. I promise I won’t show myself unless I have to.”

      She glances toward the door, indecision stark in her features. “Slade told me to keep you safe. I don’t think you understand how much he cares about you.”

      Oh, I understand, all right. I understand that he cares enough to help me escape from one cage only to lock me in another. He cares enough to lie through his teeth while using my fears against me.

      “Slade could be dying as we speak,” I snarl. “Would you rather he be angry with you, or dead?” At Ceri’s bewildered distress, I make an effort to soften my voice. “Please. I’m the only one who can do this, so let me. For Slade. For Emeric.”

      Eventually her posture softens in reluctant capitulation. She nods, her lips pressed together so tightly they’re tinged white. “Okay. I’m trusting you, Talin.”

      As she opens the door to the Sanctum just enough to let me slip inside, her parting words settle on my chest: I’m trusting you, Talin.

      She shouldn’t have.
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        “Former members have claimed the Solemn Apostles practice ritual sacrifice, alleging the section of the holy book that calls for adherents to cede lifeblood to the Savior is taken literally by the group. This has been disputed by current members and is a subject of much debate.”

        —Modern Extremism and Its Implications: pg. 63 (BANNED TITLE)

      

      There’s a third thing every temple in Sundbourg has in common: The main entryway always contains a piece of art depicting the Savior. The temple I frequented casually as a young child had a large painting of him kneeling, his eyes raised to the heavens. The one built by the Apostles contained only a simple marble bust.

      The entrance to the Prophet’s Sanctum boasts an impossibly detailed sculpture. The figures are both life-size, raised upon a platform nearly as high as I am tall. On one side is the Savior, with a sword in hand, his sightless gaze damning. His right foot rests flat upon the platform while his left rests on the devil’s shoulder. The devil is equally handsome, but naked, kneeling, his snarl animalistic.

      I have no doubt Gabriel sees this as a powerful rendering of the Savior’s triumph, but in my eyes, the Savior is not the focal point of this piece. This is a depiction of a man come face-to-face with his own personal tragedy.

      I press onward. It’s darker here at night, and the only illumination comes from a narrow window I remember barring this morning. I’m reliant on the cold spill of moonlight to guide me down the corridor that branches off the entryway, knowing it will eventually lead into the sanctuary. My eyes strain to adjust, and the air seems to turn colder as I move deeper into the Sanctum. Alongside my rising dread is the distinct sense of déjà vu. I don’t know exactly why—nothing about this is the same. Not really.

      But in another sense, everything about it is.

      My pulse quickens as I reach the end of the corridor, which gives way to a tall arched doorway. A bronze plaque rests on the wall beside it. I don’t need to move closer to know it outlines the central tenets of the holy book. If the telltale glow of light wasn’t enough to let me know I’ve reached the right place, the resonant tenor of a familiar voice certainly is.

      Gabriel. I’d know him anywhere.

      I peer past the archway into the room beyond. It’s an expansive space, almost cavernous. Every surface is paneled in that dark lacquered wood. I still think it’s the strangest sanctuary I’ve ever seen—the pews are curved, forming a semicircle around the raised pulpit. A dozen or so figures occupy the nearest benches, the hoods of their black robes drawn up to conceal their identities.

      Foreboding crashes over me. Where the hell are Slade and Emeric? It’s only just midnight now, so where did all these people come from? This is bad. Something has gone very, very wrong.

      The man at the pulpit is, of course, Gabriel. He stands beside what looks unnervingly like a stone altar. His voice echoes through the space like that of some omnipotent being, forcibly occupying every tiny crevice and shadowed corner. The sound reverberates enough that I struggle to make out what he’s saying, but when he turns around the words no longer matter.

      My fingers close around the box of matches in my pocket, clenching it so tightly I feel the cardboard start to crumple. That sensation of déjà vu explodes into full-blown horror. I’ve been here before. Not here here, but in circumstances so uncannily similar I’m not quite sure how to process this.

      Though Gabriel’s robe is black, the sash he wears isn’t. It’s a cream-colored linen, and now that he’s facing me, I see the symbol resting just above his left breastbone: a crescent moon bisected by a thin line.

      Cascading emotions slam into me. Terror. Disgust. Confusion. Fury. I’m rooted to the spot, my mouth dry, my extremities numb. They’re cultists. The Regiment isn’t only supporting the Solemn Apostles—they are Apostles. Some of them, anyway.

      Is that why Gabriel asked me to look into the Apostles in the first place, that day he gave me permission to go to the Trench? He claimed to fear the possibility of potential dissenters, but now I suspect I know the real reason he was so focused on the rumors. He wanted to learn how much, if anything, people knew about the Regiment’s involvement in the cult’s practices. His involvement.

      I can’t move. I can’t breathe. How did Gabriel keep this from me, knowing what he knows? How did I not see it before? I mentally compared him to Vicar Johannes countless times. For the second time today, I feel the incapacitating blow of betrayal. I shouldn’t care, given that I’m planning to kill him tonight, but I can’t seem to help it.

      How is it that I keep letting the worst people break my heart?

      I no longer know what to do. Gabriel lied to me about everything, right down to the time of tonight’s meeting. What would Slade and Emeric have walked into? Does the Prophet have them, or are they already dead?

      I stand motionless as my shocked brain finally turns Gabriel’s words into something coherent. They’re verses from the holy book—verses that I recognize, although it takes me a moment to place them. When I do, bile rises in my throat. They’re from a less-commonly recited section of the original text. A section that was removed entirely from the later iterations, and with good reason.

      There’s sudden movement from the far side of the room, and I clap a hand over my mouth as two more cultists emerge from the shadowy doorway there. They drag a man—no, a boy—along between them. He isn’t wearing a robe. Instead, he’s clad only in a thin, knee-length white shift. I can tell by his half-lidded eyes and unsteady gait that they’ve drugged him with something, but it’s not enough to dispel his fear. His gaze darts from side to side in a mixture of confusion and abject terror, seeking an escape where none exists.

      I know what this is. Ice settles at my core as a cold sweat beads on my brow, under my arms, down the length of my spine.

      This is a sacrifice.

      I don’t shy from death. I have an intimate relationship with it. But in the space between one breath and the next, I’m no longer a hired sinner marked by the Bloodrot. I’m a child again, wide-eyed and tense, held in place by a calloused hand on my shoulder. The inescapable pressure of it bears down on me now. My throat is closing, my eyes following suit. A voice in my ear chides me, reassures me, implores me to keep them open.

      Don’t you remember the holy book, Talin? The Savior is good. The Savior is merciful. He blessed us with life, and so life we offer Him in return. Don’t look away, girl. You don’t want to disappoint Him, do you?

      I remembered. Dread was instilled in me from my earliest memories. It is difficult to teach a young child true piety, but it is a simple thing to teach them fear.

      Eyes closed to pray. Eyes open to bear witness.

      Gabriel is Vicar Johannes, lifting a nameless boy onto the altar. The robed figures are the Vicar’s burly sons, holding the boy down by the arms and legs. The scenes blend together until I can’t tell which is now and which is then. Some details, though, remain consistent: The bisected moon, black against white. The glint of metal as the tapered point raises, then plunges down.

      Don’t look away, girl.

      Then the screaming. I can’t tell whether it punctures the stale air around me or if it’s only in my head. Gabriel is himself again, and I don’t look away as he takes a life on that altar, as casual and merciless as the creature he always regretted I became.

      It’s just another death. Blood spills. A boy dies. Another memory to keep locked away in the deepest recesses of my mind.

      As sense returns, though, betrayal courses through me. Why have I spent so long killing for Gabriel when he evidently has no qualms about delivering death himself? How is it that the Bloodrot hasn’t taken him, or at the very least, marked his skin the way it marks mine?

      Gabriel clasps his bloodstained hands and rotates within the circle, seemingly unbothered by what’s just transpired. “It feels like just yesterday that we were last gathered here as friends and worshippers. Each year passes more quickly than the one before it, don’t you think?”

      There’s no response from his followers save a few soft murmurs of agreement, but Gabriel is undeterred. He speaks for the theatrics of it all, not because he wants answers. I don’t know why I keep hesitating. Why I feel the pressing need to see what happens next.

      “And each year sees the same ritual,” Gabriel continues. “A life for the Savior, then a life for one of us. This time, however, things are going to go a little differently.” He pivots to beckon at the shadows, and three more robed cultists emerge. Two walk normally, but the third is unsteady between them. His hands and feet are bound, and with a jolt I see that his fingers are tattooed.

      Gabriel approaches the group, pausing before the shackled man. “I realize it’s customary for one of our number to take the life of a diabolist, thereby curing themselves of the Bloodrot. This year, however, circumstances have changed. None of you have immediate need of restoration, and the diabolist I’ve managed to track down is not one I’m keen to dispose of just yet.”

      Then, with a deliberate care that lets me know he’s relishing it, he slowly lowers the man’s hood.

      I know it’s Slade even before his face is revealed. It doesn’t stop the jolt of horror that lashes through me though. He’s alarmingly pale. There’s a grayish tinge to his skin, and he looks even worse than he did last night before I gave him my confession. It’s clear the cultists flanking him hold most of his weight, and he’s uncharacteristically silent. I wonder if he was drugged with the same substance as the boy. Still, fury emanates from him like a chill settling over the room, and his snarl is proof that he’s at least somewhat coherent.

      Gabriel has him. Gabriel has Slade and apparently has no intention of killing his brother just yet. I suppose he lied to me about that too. What’s strange, though, is that he didn’t lie about how to cure the Bloodrot.

      Why?

      Then another realization: If Slade is here, where’s Emeric? I think of Ceri guarding the door to the Sanctum, growing more and more distressed as the minutes pass.

      I can hear the smile in Gabriel’s voice. “Some of you will remember my dear brother. He was supposed to have died, but it appears hell spat him back out again. Would you believe he all but walked right into my hands tonight? And I’ve found him to be quite accommodating indeed.”

      Slade’s labored inhale has my attention snapping back to him. My way forward should be clear: set the Sanctum alight now, with Slade and Gabriel none the wiser to my presence here. The circumstances may have changed, but my plan doesn’t have to. Slade’s death should be enough to balance out the extra lives I’ll take.

      My fingers close over the matches in my pocket. The faint scent of kerosene lingers in my nose. I know what to do. I know where to go. Now that everything has fallen apart, this is the only reasonable course of action.

      Do it, I scream at myself internally. You want to live.

      It’s true. I know it’s true, and yet I can’t seem to move. I think of Slade’s voice when he told Ceri and Emeric he would deal with me. I think of his flesh against mine, of his blood on my tongue, of his promise that he wouldn’t let me die tonight. I remember the story he told me about his mother, about how she tried to burn him alive in his bed, and I know I can’t condemn him to go like that. Especially not like that.

      Fuck.

      Fuck this, and him, and everything that led to this point. Fuck my relentless human heart. Somehow, somewhere along the way, I began to genuinely care about Slade. And no matter how conflicted I am about him, no matter how much I resent what he’s done, I can’t kill him.

      I could have stopped all of this. I could have, and I’m not going to, all because I can’t bring myself to end his life.

      Not even to save my own.

      I don’t know what to do now. I’m deliberating, panic-stricken, as Slade is forced onto the altar. His jaw is tight, his hands fisted at his sides. He lies in the blood of the boy who occupied the stone surface before him, and there’s something perverted about the way it spreads around his body. I don’t understand what’s happening. If Gabriel isn’t planning to kill Slade, why position him like that?

      “We all know that academic advances can be dangerous,” Gabriel says, commencing a slow walk around the altar. “But when pursued correctly, it is possible for science to serve the Savior’s will. Our scholars have managed to create a drug that, when administered to a diabolist, replicates the effects of starvation. It nullifies all that demonic energy and leaves a diabolist essentially human—albeit even weaker.” He gives a light chuckle as he indicates Slade. “Because without sin to sustain them, that’s what they are: weak.

      “Since killing one of their kind counteracts the effects of the Bloodrot, I thought it might be prudent to try and isolate that quality. If we can figure out how diabolists are immune to the Bloodrot, and why killing them acts as a cure, then soon we might be able to wield it at will. After all, nothing reignites someone’s faith in their Prophet like a miracle.”

      I release a slow breath, attempting to quell my rage. What utter nonsense. Gabriel isn’t trying to inspire faith. None of the Regiment are. What they want is to make people reliant on them. To use a cure to negotiate compliance and stoke the flames of religious fervor.

      “Now,” Gabriel says pleasantly, ceasing his slow circles of the altar. “Let me give you a little demonstration.”

      I furrow my brow, shifting my weight from one foot to the other. His words don’t make any sense to me. At least, not until he withdraws that knife again.

      I see something in Gabriel’s face then. Something hideous and wholly unfamiliar. It looks so natural etched across his features, I can’t believe this is the first time I’ve been present to watch the mask come off. Because that’s what it is—the dropping of a mask. The sanctimonious, restrained prophet I’ve come to know is gone. The man with a distaste for witnessing violence becomes a man keen to wield it.

      This is Gabriel as he truly is. A false imitation of the Savior clutching his sword, one foot upon the devil’s shoulder as he prepares to cast him into hell.

      Don’t look away, girl.

      For the first time, though, I do.

      I shut my eyes as Gabriel drives his knife into his brother’s chest, gritting my teeth against the sound of Slade’s yell. I hear, rather than see, the blade come down again. Then again. The first strike must have caught him unprepared, because Slade doesn’t cry out a second time. I can only tell he’s been struck by the way his breath escapes in a huff.

      I know he’s going to heal, and I repeat it like a mantra to myself. I know that. I saw it with my own eyes, coaxed his blood to the surface with my own hand. But I also know he still suffers, and the knowledge that he’s suffering now is enough to drive me to the very edge of insanity.

      “You see?” Gabriel says as he straightens, slightly winded. “He’s too weak to retaliate. With the creation of this drug, we no longer need to fear the diabolist.”

      He raises the knife a third time, and all at once I can no longer bear it. Something about Slade Markovich compromises my ability to think straight. That much has been obvious from the night I first met him. There’s nothing logical about either of us.

      And there’s definitely, definitely nothing logical about the way I step out from behind the archway and put a bullet in Gabriel’s head.
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        “And so did the devil fall to the Savior’s righteous light, banished for eternity to the dark lands below. But his unholy influence lingered in the hearts of man, corrupting those who once were pure. Seeing the devil’s fall, the Savior decreed such: that those who caused harm to their brothers and sisters would bear the marks of their sins, and so would be judged for their misdeeds when they presented themselves at the gates to paradise.”

        —The Prophet’s Modern Translation of the Holy Book, 34: 3–8

      

      My aim is good.

      The bullet enters through the side of Gabriel’s skull, forcing him to stumble back from Slade and the altar. In the dim light, his blood looks as black as his brother’s.

      Gabriel’s eyes snap up to meet mine. They’re full of stunned disbelief. The rest of the room follows his gaze, turning in my direction. Though I can’t see their faces, their collective shock and horror is like a lead blanket cast over the space. Slade is the only one who doesn’t move; he continues to lie supine atop the altar, his chest rising and falling in a shallow rhythm, his face ashen. Onyx blood covers him, surrounds him, mingling with the leftover red.

      But I can’t afford to give him more than a cursory glance. I’m focused on Gabriel, who appears to have collected himself, steady on his feet. Gabriel, who should have crumpled to the ground long before now.

      Gabriel, who reaches into the side of his head and plucks out the bullet.

      He doesn’t flinch. Doesn’t grimace. He lets the small bit of metal fall to the ground with an expression of vague disgust, his fingers coated in a familiar dark substance. The same substance that coats his robe, his sash, his too-handsome face. A hush falls over the room.

      Gabriel’s eyes never drop from mine. The look in them is damning. Not just angry, but…pained. Despite everything, despite all the lies he told me, he truly believed I was on his side. I can see it in his face.

      “You weren’t supposed to be here yet,” he says, almost inaudible.

      “Did you honestly think I would just sit around waiting for you?” I fire back. He doesn’t respond. “You’re a diabolist.” I continue, quietly at first, testing the words as I let my gun drop to my side. It might as well be useless now. “You’re a fucking diabolist. You.”

      This time I say it loudly enough that it rings through the entire sanctuary. And then—maybe because I don’t know what else to do—I start to laugh.

      It’s not my normal laugh. It sounds strained, too high-pitched, tinged with mania. Because I’m well and truly dead now, but at least I exposed him in the process. The prodigal son. The Regiment’s hero. The people’s prophet. I always knew he was a liar, but not like this. Never like this. Even Slade didn’t know the truth about his brother.

      Did he?

      I know this is the end for me. I’ve ruined everything, and I’ll pay for it one way or another. If there’s one thing I’ve learned over the past three years, it’s that Gabriel holds one hell of a grudge.

      A few of the hooded figures have risen to their feet, looking between the two of us. No doubt they’re Regiment agents trying to decide how to proceed. Will they attempt to restrain their former prophet, knowing what he is? Or will they let him run? Because those are Gabriel’s only options: run or fight. And if he chooses the latter, I’m not sure anyone will make it out of this building alive.

      My laugher ebbs, turning to expectation as I wait for Gabriel to make his move. I see the moment when he makes his decision. The pain and betrayal evaporate from his gaze as it turns to steel, and I inherently know I’m not going to like whatever happens next.

      He lets his hands fall to his sides, spreading his fingers wide and tilting his face to the ceiling. His eyes are closed, his jaw slack. Something like consternation twists his features, becoming awe. He’s perfectly still, and everyone else in the room freezes with him. Even now, he effortlessly commands their attention.

      Then, suddenly, those blue eyes fly open. He takes a deep, shuddering inhale, scanning the room as if seeing it for the first time.

      “A miracle,” he whispers, touching his fingertips to the side of his head. “The Savior has chosen once again to protect me. My work here on earth is not done—my purpose remains unfulfilled. I have been healed by His glorification.” Gabriel’s voice is breathy. Awestruck. Tears dampen his cheeks, and he crosses his arms over his heart in the sign of the Savior. “I am renewed.”

      I scoff. I can’t help it. It’s so absurd, so melodramatic, so utterly preposterous, I can’t imagine how he thinks anyone will buy it. It’s too late for him to save face. Everyone here has seen with their own eyes what he is. They saw the color of his blood.

      But they’re not descending on him.

      I think my body knows what’s about to happen before my brain does, because I automatically take a few steps back. It’s too late—Gabriel flings a finger in my direction, pointing at me like the Savior himself preparing to exact divine justice.

      “Talin Keller,” he says softly, my name a judgment in and of itself. “I suppose this is the danger of letting sinners into our midst. Did you truly think you would get away with it? That you would not be indicted for your crimes?” He places a hand over his heart, nodding at one of the cultists. “Commander Witmer: In the name of our great Savior, arrest her for her crimes. By raising a hand against me, she has committed the ultimate act of betrayal. I can only thank the Savior for His miracle of mercy, and can only thank Him for seeing it fit to save my life.”

      A few of the robed figures throw back their hoods. The one who must be Commander Witmer is a large man in his mid-forties. Alongside him are two men and a woman, both flinty-eyed and severe-looking in the way I’ve come to expect from Regiment agents. They approach me with weapons raised, having drawn them from the folds of their robes, and Witmer snarls at me to drop my own gun.

      I do. There’s nowhere to run, no reason to fight. But my mouth doesn’t quite seem to have gotten the message as they shackle my wrists behind my back.

      “Are you really buying this charade?” I spit the words into Witmer’s impassive face. He looks like the definition of a stereotypical military commander: a graying buzz cut, thick mustache, and frown lines between his brows. He appears nonplussed by my question, but I go on. “You know what he is—you saw it. You just don’t want to believe it. Or did you already know? Is this the kind of joke the Regiment has turned into? Lying to its citizens, concocting a plan to manipulate them, all while worshipping a diabolist who fancies himself a prophet?”

      Witmer doesn’t say a single word. Instead he slaps me hard across the face, the force of it enough that my head snaps to the side. The sting of it is disorienting, and I’ve scarcely had time to process what’s happened when the commander’s coldly satisfied expression disappears from my line of sight.

      I blink hard as Witmer is slammed to the floor. Somehow, impossibly, Slade is on top of him, his tattooed hands around the other man’s throat.

      “Don’t you fucking touch her,” he snarls hoarsely. I can see the muscles of his arms quivering with the effort it takes him to put pressure on Witmer’s neck, but he doesn’t let up. “You hurt her, and there is nothing that will stop me from killing you. I’ll make it my life’s sole mission to watch the light leave your fucking eyes.”

      “Slade!” I snap. The last thing I want is him trying to protect me. I wonder if he’d even bother, if he knew what I’d been planning.

      Everything happens very quickly, though to me the seconds feel like a small eternity. Witmer’s face is turning a ghastly shade of purple. Gabriel is shouting instructions. The other Regiment agents leap at Slade, attempting to wrench him away from their commander, save the female who maintains a death grip on my upper arm to hold me in place. It takes me a beat to process the fact that Gabriel’s bellowed command was a name: Another cultist hurries forth, hood falling back in the process to reveal shoulder-length brown hair. She’s procured a syringe from somewhere, and I freeze in horror as she jabs it carelessly into Slade’s neck, depressing the plunger in one rapid motion.

      A Regiment scholar, no doubt. I think I utter a curse, or maybe I say Slade’s name again. I don’t know what he was thinking. I don’t know how he mustered the effort to rise from the altar given the state he’s in. The entirety of his torso is still a mess of partially healed wounds, his scarred, tattooed skin stained with tar-like blood.

      Whatever he was injected with does the trick though. Slade lets out a growl like a wounded beast, spitting a mouthful of blood at the scholar as he twitches and writhes, trying to stay upright while maintaining his grip on Witmer. It’s no use—the agents manage to subdue him, one of them putting a bullet in the middle of his back.

      I feel sick, even though I once did the very same thing. I don’t like seeing him hurt this way. I want to be the only one to make him bleed. I want anyone else who has raised a hand against him to suffer.

      Maybe Slade was right, and that isn’t love at all. Maybe it’s obsession.

      Witmer staggers, coughing, back to his feet. His face is no longer impassive—it’s red and furious. He shoves me up against the wall with enough force that the air rushes out of my lungs, tossing a grunted “Search her” at the female agent.

      My face is pressed against wood paneling as her hands roam my back, my chest, my waistline. I feel her dip into my pocket and know without looking that she’s withdrawn the package of matches. She tosses it to Witmer, who in turn shows it to Gabriel.

      The Prophet’s lip curls. I watch him glance at Slade, then back to me, an unfamiliar ugliness in his expression. It looks almost like jealousy. Something solidifies in his flinty gaze, and I know before he speaks that he’s made another decision.

      “Wait,” he barks. The agents all freeze. “Keller will be indicted not only for her crimes against me, but for her historical offenses as well.”

      My heart seems to stop. This can’t be happening. A few feet away, Slade struggles futilely against the men and women restraining him, his teeth bared, the tendons in his neck and arms standing out. All of his focus is trained on his brother.

      Gabriel smiles at me, and it isn’t a nice smile. It’s the kind of smile that says, You’re fucked. “People often marvel at how far along you are in the Bloodrot, don’t they? It’s quite unbelievable given your fairly young age.” He plucks the packet of matches from Witmer’s fingers, raising it in front of my stricken face. “But you have a penchant for fire, don’t you, Miss Keller? You came here tonight intending to burn this place down. You knew it would work, didn’t you? Because you’ve done it before.”

      “Don’t,” I say without moving my lips. “You promised, Gabriel.”

      He shrugs, looking falsely crestfallen. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I only just received this information today. I didn’t want to believe it was true, but this”—he waggles the matches back and forth—“suggests a pattern. Besides, what other explanation could there be for the way the Bloodrot has ravaged your body? One person is not more susceptible to it than the next. For someone to look the way you do, they would have had to kill many, many people. Perhaps even dozens at a time.”

      I’m shaking my head, trying to back away and getting nowhere. Because there’s nowhere else to go, is there? Realistically, I knew it was only a matter of time before this happened. I knew that the moment I acted outside of Gabriel’s wishes, I was screwed.

      The Prophet looks down his nose at me. He’s calm as ever as he unleashes the very words I’ve been dreading for the past three years.

      “Talin Keller, you will be indicted for mass murder of seventy-three Solemn Apostles.”
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          Then
        

      
      I never intended to be a murderer.

      I often wonder if people are born that way—with the capacity for great evil. It’s that age-old question about nature versus nurture. The one no one seems able to decisively answer. Maybe it’s desperation that drives us to do such terrible things. Maybe it’s hopelessness. Combine either of those emotions with all-encompassing, stomach-churning fury, and a person becomes capable of much more than they might once have thought.

      Sundbourg’s temples all have doors that can be barred from the outside. Sundbourg’s temples are all paneled floor to ceiling in lacquered wood. Everyone knows this.

      What they may not know, however, is that the fumes of that particular lacquer aren’t only flammable, but explosive. Nonetheless, candles are often lit during worship, as artificial light is believed to interfere with prayers. A foolish practice, to say the least.

      I hadn’t realized my plan would work so well. It was rudimentary at best. An insane decision concocted in a moment of frenzy, borne of a desire to make everyone in that forsaken place suffer.

      Not the children though. I’m not a complete monster. Their absence was another indication of what was coming: They weren’t allowed to be present when death descended on the Apostles’ temple.

      It wasn’t only because of what I’d already been through—no. It was because I knew how this was going to end. I’d seen the Vicar sacrifice more than one child to the Savior. I just hadn’t known when it would happen.

      The Savior is good. The Savior is merciful. He blessed us with life, and so life we offer Him in return.

      Earlier, after my fight with Ilse, my mother had returned with tears in her eyes. That alone had told me what I needed to know.

      I dropped the matches on my way out of the temple, Vicar Johannes’s prayers still echoing in my ears. I left a trail of them, each one a vibrant, violent orange against the dark. It helped that a bucket of lacquer was still being stored in one of the utility closets. After all, where else were the Apostles to have put their supplies? We were in the middle of nowhere. Things came into the forest. They did not go back out again.

      I upended the entire bucket onto the floor in the main entryway, choking on the fumes. Then I dropped the final match a short distance away.

      Ilse would have had time. She had time, and she’d promised. Surely she would keep her word, on this night that was intended to be my last.

      She would hate me for it, of course. Enough that she would undoubtedly never speak to me again. But at least I would be alive, and we would be free. When you’re surrounded by dozens of people prepared to stand by as you die a painful death—dozens of people prepared to celebrate your suffering—how could you not wish suffering on them in return?

      After all, the Savior’s most famous act was one of revenge.

      I had waited at the edge of the clearing. My own heartbeat was deafening, my stomach sick. Fear turned to numbness. Hope hardened into apathy. The temple went up in flames as I watched. Still Ilse did not appear.

      I waited and waited. I was wearing only a thin dress, and despite the heat of the fire, the night was frigid.

      I remember the screams of those who burned.

      I remember thinking that I should have been cold.
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        “You shall defer to the Regiment, the authority of which is second only to that of the Savior.”

        —The Prophet’s Modern Translation of the Holy Book, 1: 8-10

      

      Utter silence follows Gabriel’s declaration, shock permeating the room.

      Slade’s shock, though, is what I focus on. He’s still being propped up by two of the robed Regiment agents. He looks like absolute hell. But then another expression crosses his face—one that’s difficult to decipher. His lovely, cruel mouth tilts upward, his brows drawing closer together. Something sparks in those disconcertingly pale eyes.

      I think it might be awe.

      “I don’t understand.” Witmer breaks the silence, his rough voice grating as he glances from me to Gabriel. “Are you telling me this girl is responsible for the fire that killed all those Apostles?”

      Gabriel’s smile is placid. “Yes.”

      I don’t bother denying it. They won’t listen. Not when they were willing to believe the Savior somehow protected their prophet from my bullet. I’m thrust back into a different part of that night, now: the part when Gabriel offered me a deal. Be his hired sinner, keep his secrets, and in return he would keep mine. He knew from the start what I’d done. He’s always known. It was fear that kept me tethered to his side for three long years.

      Fear of this precise moment.

      I don’t struggle as Witmer yanks me around to read me my rights, of which there are laughably few. I don’t react when the head chaplain—another of the hooded figures—deems me condemned. Instead, I keep my gaze locked on Slade’s. His awe has turned to fear. He attempts to conceal it, but I know his subtle expressions well enough by now. Here he is, weakened and restrained, doomed to become one of the Regiment’s scientific experiments, and yet his fear isn’t for himself. It’s for me. I don’t understand it.

      “Do you have anything you wish to say?” Witmer asks me.

      I roll my shoulders, trying to get a bit of relief from the tight handcuffs. I can tell Gabriel is waiting for me to deny everything. He’s crossed his arms, poised and expectant.

      “Talin couldn’t have done it,” Slade says suddenly, causing more than one person to start. Even leaning against one of the agents that restrains him, he looks almost sinfully dangerous. His declaration doesn’t come across as desperate. Rather, he sounds bored. “That fire wasn’t started by an uneducated girl, but someone with skill. A congregation of that size, and no other survivors?” Slade scoffs, moving his head in a circle as he does the same with his eyes. It’s so over the top. So unhinged.

      Gabriel’s irritation flares. It’s etched across his features as he snaps, “Get him out of here.”

      The agents flanking Slade attempt to drag him backward, but he digs his heels in. “Come now, Gabe. You want someone to blame for that fire? You want to give people another reason to worship you? Tell them you not only trapped a diabolist, but one who killed an entire community.” Slade’s goading laugh raises the tiny hairs on the back of my neck. “I just couldn’t help it. I’m a slut for watching things burn. You know what I mean, don’t you?”

      “Slade.” This time his name is a hiss through my clenched teeth. Witmer’s grip on my arm tightens, but I ignore it. “Don’t.”

      It’s not that I’m afraid Gabriel will decide to believe his ridiculous tale—I’m more concerned with what might happen if Slade brings up the past. If Gabriel decides the prospect of finishing his brother off is more enticing than using him for research.

      I needn’t have worried. Gabriel may be easily agitated, but he isn’t hasty. He smooths his lapels, collecting himself before speaking. “Do you truly think me that foolish? I’ll admit, I had feared you might ensnare Talin, but I never considered that it may happen the other way around.” A light chuckle. “Amusing, really, that you would try to protect the girl who came here intending to kill you.”

      Ice shoots through me as Slade’s gaze snaps to mine. His brows are drawn together in confusion, and I can tell he doesn’t believe his brother. He’s waiting for me to say something—to deny it, probably. But I don’t. I let him see the answer in my expression until his own hardens and shutters. The moment feels like a small eternity.

      Eventually, Slade coughs a laugh. The sound is both harsh and weary. “Little liar,” he murmurs. “You never fail to surprise me.”

      “I could say the same about you.” My voice is frigid. “But you can deal with it, can’t you, Slade?”

      A slight narrowing of his eyes is the only indication he understands what I’m referring to. What I overheard earlier today. He spits on the ground by Witmer’s boots, and nothing has ever felt more like a dismissal.

      I can almost feel the smugness radiating from Gabriel, but I refuse to acknowledge him. What am I supposed to say? I can’t confront Slade about what I overheard. Not here. I have no excuses for my actions, and I wouldn’t offer one even if I did. We were always going to end up like this: His knife in my back, and mine in his.

      I may not be able to kill him, but that sure as hell doesn’t mean I forgive him.

      Gabriel lets out an impatient huff—obviously he expected his words to have more of an impact. “Are you incapable of taking orders?” he snaps at the agents, thrusting an arm out in an arcing gesture. “I told you to get him out of here.”

      A shudder ripples through my body as I watch Slade dragged from the room. Right before he disappears, though, he glances at me over his shoulder. His eyes are colder than ever. I expect him to hurl some stinging indictment my way, but he says merely, “Tell her he’s fine.”

      An agent shoves him hard in the lower back, then, and he stumbles on. I feel wrong, all wrong, down to my very core. I want to hit something, but I don’t move. I want to scream, but I don’t make a sound.

      “Who was he talking about?” Gabriel demands, turning back to me.

      I shrug. My shoulders seem to hold an unbearable weight. “No idea.”

      But I do know, of course. Slade wants me to tell Ceri that Emeric is okay. I wonder if he convinced his friend to leave him behind. I wonder why he’s under the impression that I’ll have a chance to speak to either of them again. I’m as trapped as he is.

      Right up until the bitter conclusion—if that’s what this is—Slade worries about his friends. Maybe I am worse than him. There is no one for whom my loyalty is nonnegotiable.

      Gabriel sighs as if this has all been a great inconvenience. “The rest of you are dismissed as well,” he tells his followers. “I apologize that this hasn’t gone as originally planned. I expect it goes without saying, but say nothing of what happened here tonight. You can rest assured, however, that the Regiment’s future is brighter now than ever. May the Savior bless you.”

      One by one, the robed figures begin migrating in the direction of the door, save of course the agents. My rage and apprehension only grow as the number of people dwindles. When Gabriel’s attention finally returns to me, I’m expecting it.

      “Let me guess,” I say. My voice is wry. Hollow. “I’m going to prison.”

      The female agent yanks on my arm, forcibly leading me to the other exit. Gabriel keeps pace at my side. “Don’t be absurd, Talin. Do you really think the Regiment would trap a diabolist in the hopes of finding a cure if we didn’t have anyone to test it on? Felix Astor was planning to the blow the whistle on the whole thing, but I found a way to have him dealt with. His vague resemblance to my brother was a happy coincidence.”

      I’m forced to a stop as another agent works on propping the door open. It’s good timing—I think I would have halted nonetheless as Gabriel’s words crash over me. I try not to gape at him, but my lips part of their own accord. “You planned this. You were always planning this.”

      “To help you, Talin.” A muscle tics in his jaw, and I get the sense there are a thousand other things he wants to say. His voice is sharp as he tacks on, “Not that you deserved it.”

      “Fuck you.” I sever my gaze from his, instead focusing it straight ahead. “You know what happens to Prophets, right? They’re martyred.”

      “If that is the Savior’s will, then I will happily die for my convictions.”

      “As long as you’re dead.”

      Gabriel laughs again, though nothing in his face indicates humor. Leaning very close, so that only I can hear, he murmurs, “You know full well that I can’t die.”

      I stiffen. Hearing him acknowledge it though—that he’s a diabolist—has a thread of satisfaction weaving through me. Part of me wondered if he’d managed to convince himself of his own ridiculous lies. “We’ll see about that.”

      Gabriel clicks his tongue, the action so reminiscent of Slade that I’m momentarily startled. “You wanted freedom, didn’t you, my lamb? I could have given you that. I would have cured you of the Bloodrot, then let you live your life as you wished. I could have made you happy.” He cuts me a sidelong glance. “Instead you’re about to find out how it feels to have no freedom at all.”

      With that, he strides past me and out into the dark.

      I stare after him until the female agent jabs me in the back. “Walk.”

      Gabriel is right. I wanted one simple thing, and I’ve ended up in a worse place than I started. I think of Ceri, waiting by the entrance to the Sanctum. Of Slade, trapped like a rabid animal. I can’t even fathom what horrors he’s about to endure. Perhaps I should have thanked him when I had the chance. His presence nearly made me forget that I was the villain.

      Oh, Slade is the villain too. So is Gabriel. That’s the thing about evil—it manifests in near-infinite ways, whether justified or otherwise. After all, when it comes right down to it, I was just a girl who didn’t want to die. A girl willing to do anything to live. I never intended to be a murderer.

      Until, of course, I did.

      “Fucking walk,” the agent snaps again, this time jamming one of her steel-toed boots into my calf.

      This time, I do as I’m told.
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