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        There is a spiritual battle raging on the physical plane, and the front lines are drawn inside the confines of every human heart.

      

        

      
        Good. Evil. Right. Wrong. Truth. Lie.

      

        

      
        Life, my dear friend, is a battle for your soul. Don’t let anyone tell you different. They’ll try to lure you with pleasure or pain. They’ll try to blind you with falsehoods or twisted truths. They’ll promise there isn’t a heaven and there isn’t a hell.

      

        

      
        But I’m here to tell you, your heart is a battlefield.

        When the bloody battle is done, where will you stand?

      

        

      
        With me?

        Or against me?
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        * * *

      

      A hot lick of breeze weaved through the iron bars on my bedroom window and brushed against my cheek. The wind didn’t cool the suffocating July heat; instead, it shifted around the oven-hot air and stirred up the subtle scent of violets, cranberry, and allspice.

      Violets, because I always smelled like violets after coming back to a new body.

      Cranberry and allspice because . . . Finn?

      At the fluttering of my hair and the gentle lover’s pressure on the back of my neck, I turned toward the open window, but he wasn’t there. No one was. It was dark outside Hell Gate, and the only light was the sulfuric glow of the Victorian electroliers trying futilely to penetrate the black night.

      There were the spikes of the tall iron gates and my iron bars, laying crisscross shadows over me. There was the dark concrete city beyond the gates and the inky-leafed maple and Callery pear trees that hugged the East River’s edge.

      While it was midnight-dark and crawl-out-of-your-skin hot, there were still city sounds—a siren that cracked like thunder, an engine backfiring, a lone shout—and farther out, a distant laugh.

      And Hell Gate? At midnight, it would yawn, stretch . . . and then the celebration would begin.

      But right now, the hall outside my bedroom was still and quiet.

      So the subtle scent of cranberry and allspice was just the wind playing wind tricks. It blew a sluggishly hot breeze off the East River and taunted me while I tried to keep the half-moon from rising.

      Unfortunately, I did not have (and never have had) the ability to shove the moon beneath the black line of the East River. I didn’t even have the power to slow its ascent. I couldn’t keep the moon from rising, and I couldn’t keep time from moving forward.

      It would be midnight soon, and that, as they said, was that.

      I’d taken to telling myself, Mari, if you want to go backward, you have to move forward. If you want to go back to him, you have to move on.

      So.

      Finn was dead. I’d killed him, hadn’t I?

      And while the wind told me he was alive, and Jagger said he’d come back to the world, I hadn’t seen him in the weeks since he’d reportedly started hunting conjurers and sending wrathful earthquakes to shake the city’s buildings.

      Was he truly alive? A part of me desperately hoped he was, and a part of me desperately hoped he wasn’t. Because if he were alive, then he’d come back wrong.

      The stories Jagger told me about the Smith who wore the crown . . .

      He’d come back as the sort of conjurer who gleefully threw humanity toward war, destruction, and disease. If I could trust what Jagger said, then Finn was everything I hated.

      Except . . .

      I’d never trusted Jagger. Had I?

      I’d only ever trusted you.

      The wind moaned, dragging itself over my heat-flushed cheeks and whispering wind-nothings. Since I woke up in Hell Gate’s basement to find Jagger smiling cruelly over me, the wind had been mourning.

      The boy, it howled. The boy, it wailed. The boy.

      It pushed heavy mists, cloaked the city with weepy fog, and sent torrential rains to flood the streets and wash up trash and dirt. During the day, the wind wept, and at night, it shoved itself through the bars of my window to brush against my sweat-soaked skin and ask, Where is the boy?

      I didn’t know. I couldn’t answer.

      How do you console the wind? How do you hold something that can’t be held? How do you stop something from weeping when you want to weep too?

      Jagger laughed when he heard the rumor Darin killed Jacob.

      Supposedly, Darin killed Philoneas too, although no one knew for sure.

      I think I would’ve felt it if it happened. I hadn’t felt anything though. Maybe the torrent of their deaths had been swallowed by the misery of my own.

      Regardless, no Ward had descended on New York to avenge their deaths or claim to be the new principal, and Uliea was curiously missing.

      Jagger was gleeful. He cackled with a rockslide-tumble laugh that segued into jocular odes to the death of all conjurers.

      The death of any conjurer was worth celebrating.

      That was why, ten days ago, he broke his own “no technology” rule and brought a giant screen into Hell Gate’s great hall so all his creatures could watch the funeral of Celia and Ragnor Bard.

      Rou cooked a feast. I’d never seen so much food. All desserts, of course, because—as she said—a conjurer’s death was sweet, and the death of two conjurers was doubly sweet.

      We had chocolate silk pies, double fudge brownies, white chocolate brownies, chocolate eclairs, raspberry trifle, strawberries and cream piled onto chiffon cake, hot fudge sundaes with fudge that always stayed hot and ice cream that always stayed cold, milkshakes that were thick and icy and could be sucked up a straw perfectly, caramel corn with caramel that didn’t stick to your teeth, and root beer floats with root beer that stayed frothy and ice cream that only melted if you wanted it to.

      The funeral lasted six hours and was watched by everyone everywhere. Bars, churches, schools, prisons, taxis, hospitals—everybody tuned in. The funeral brought the world together. Everyone believed Celia and Ragnor had died in a tragic car accident. According to the news, thousands of people called in sick the morning after the news aired, distraught at the unexpected deaths of their young idols.

      Two million people lined the streets of New York for the funeral procession. White horses pulled Celia’s glass coffin, and black horses pulled Ragnor’s. There were bagpipes. I’m not kidding. They had a procession of bagpipes. An honor guard. And of course, a half-dozen different famous bands and musicians singing tribute songs as the coffins were carried into St. Patrick’s Cathedral for the funeral.

      Was the President there?

      Yes. Yes, indeed.

      Was half of Hollywood?

      Sure.

      Most of the music industry?

      Yeah.

      But do you know who the cameras zoomed in on most?

      Luvic.

      Luvic Bard.

      While I shoveled spoonful after spoonful of hot fudge sundae into my mouth, I watched Luvic put on the best performance of his life.

      He was gloriously, beautifully, tragically heartbroken.

      The cameras constantly turned to him because he was gorgeous in his grief.

      When he lifted his sister’s casket with his fellow pallbearers, his expression stayed stoically, heartbreakingly resolute.

      When Celia was lowered into the ground, a single tear spilled down his smooth cheek.

      When a little girl broke free from the crowd and gave him a white rose to place on Ragnor’s casket, he kneeled down, accepted the rose, and held back a waterfall of tears.

      The world went mad. The newscasters and the internet fell in irrevocable love with him. Luvic stole everyone’s heart the second he dropped to his knees and kept himself from sobbing at a little girl’s feet.

      Jagger howled with laughter.

      “Look at him!” he shouted in admiration, banging his rocklike fist into his hand. “Look at him. Killed his siblings, and they love him for it.”

      Justice stood to the side, not smiling, not laughing, not eating sweets. “They don’t actually know he killed his siblings.”

      Justice wanted very badly to kill Luvic. It was clear in the way he clenched his fists and kept his gaze narrowed on the screen.

      Jagger barred his serrated teeth. “Is it better to know who does the killing?”

      Justice’s skin lost its color, and he very carefully turned so he wouldn’t accidently look at me.

      It’d been like that since I was let out of the conjurer’s cage. Justice avoided looking at me. Avoided talking to me. Avoided me, period. I wasn’t sure if he couldn’t look at me or if he couldn’t look at what he’d done to me.

      Or maybe it was that he was afraid to see himself through my eyes. If he never looked at me, he wouldn’t have to know how I felt.

      Griff was the opposite. He looked at me all the time. That was almost worse. I caught him during meals, while I stalked through Hell Gate, while talking with Jagger, always looking at me. The first time he saw me, his eyes went wide, his face lost all its color, and he started to cry.

      He stumbled away. Ran right from the room.

      After that, whenever he looked at me, his eyes got watery and he blinked too much, trying to clear the tears away—but he never cried like he did the first time he saw me as a mine.

      Poor Griff was having a hard time.

      Justice was a mine.

      I was a mine.

      He was the last nine.

      I don’t know what he saw when he looked at me. I don’t know what made him cry. I didn’t ask.

      I figured it was the same thing that had made his mouth go flat and his eyes limpid when he first saw Justice as a mine.

      His Justice light had gone out. The spark in his soul had fled. Every happy, hopeful Justice thing in him was gone.

      I think innocent, cautious, puppylike Griff saw what I didn’t want to.

      It was something I’d been avoiding for two weeks.

      But as I looked in the mirror and braided my hair, preparing for tonight’s celebration and my formal initiation as a mine, I admitted to myself what Griff knew the second he saw me: the old Mari was dead.

      There was no going back.

      There was only going forward.
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      I gripped the glass of iced tea and pretended the condensation beading on the cup could cool the heat burning in my blood. It couldn’t. The ice had melted into tiny, ineffectual slivers, and the tea was now watered-down and lukewarm.

      Rou’s kitchen was always hot, especially in the summer. The old Victorian-era cook stove and its blazing fire baked the stone walls and floors like an ancient kiln. It burped and belched heat. In the winter, it made the kitchen the only place in Hell Gate that was toasty and cozy-warm. But in the summer, especially July and August, sitting in the kitchen was like squatting over the bubbling lava-hot geysers in Yellowstone while the steam peeled the skin off your bones.

      Hot.

      It was worse now, though, because Rou had been cooking for days in preparation for tonight’s celebration. The oven fire was blazing full tilt, and the heat should be completely unbearable—but being near Roumelade made almost anything bearable.

      I took a long drag of the tea, swallowing nearly half the glass.

      Rou dropped a plate of butter cookies onto the long, scarred wooden kitchen table and pushed them toward me, giving me a motherly smile.

      She was deeply wrinkled. Centuries-old and faded. Jagger called her his “worn-out wishbone.” Her beauty was a distant, diamond-bright memory.

      It’d been weeks since she nearly died and evaporated into a cloud of steam. Although she’d condensed and reformed, she was still watery-translucent, like the edges of a spring puddle leaking into mud and grass. Her hair, once river-brown, was now the gray of water reflecting rain clouds. Her skin, once the color of silt and gravel at the bottom of the river, was now as pale as fragmented sandstone. All the same, she was still Roumelade and the only one in all of Hell Gate who treated me the same as she ever had.

      There was comfort in her pragmatism and practicality. She accepted cruelty and kindness in equal measure and never bothered to see anyone as anything but what they were.

      Her only failing, I suppose, was loving Jagger even after he’d proven his indifference to her.

      But just like the rest of us, she’d made a bargain. And being Rou, she’d made the best of it. I can’t say I’m not glad. She was a good mother to all us wards.

      “Eat them all,” she said, tapping the plate. “If you’re going to die tonight, you’ll at least die with cookies in your stomach.”

      I nodded. If I’d been my old self, I would’ve smiled. But tilting my lips up and feeling the skin stretch still felt unnatural and odd. So, instead of smiling, I grabbed a cookie and ate it in one bite.

      Delicious.

      It was made with fresh butter and rosemary from Rou’s rooftop garden. It crumbled then melted in my mouth.

      Once I’d swallowed, I said, “Thanks,” and grabbed another.

      If Griff were in the kitchen, he would’ve said, “Die? Tonight? Aww, Rou, don’t say that.”

      And then Rou would’ve said, “Why not? Not saying it doesn’t make it less true. It’s more likely Mari will die her final death than live. She loves dancing with death, doesn’t she? Have a cookie.”

      And then Justice, if he were there too, would’ve said, “Mari won’t die. She’s the best lockpick the world has ever seen.”

      Then Rou would’ve flicked his ear, and . . . Well, it doesn’t matter. None of that happened, because since I became a mine, Griff and Justice had avoided me and the kitchen.

      The kitchen was changed.

      There were black scorch marks on the walls from when Luvic had set Hell Gate on fire. They reached up the stone and tile like the inky, seeking tentacles of a colossal squid. When Rou set to scrubbing the char and ash away, Jagger told her to leave it. He liked the reminder of Luvic and the Bard’s vengeance.

      Jagger was strange like that. Even though Luvic’s fire had killed twenty-five of Jagger’s people and had nearly killed Rou, it didn’t upset him. Instead, it gave him a keen, knife-edged pleasure that lit his flat gray eyes every time he walked into the hot kitchen. I suppose it was because, being a Leggerock, life didn’t have meaning to Jagger. A rock doesn’t care when a row of ants is crushed on its surface. It doesn’t notice when a worm crawls over its stone and shrivels in the too-hot sun. Why would a rock care about a life extinguished?

      But Luvic retaliating? That told Jagger the conjurers found him worthy of attention. It told him they were willing to play a game with him. They were ready to engage. So twenty-five creatures dead was a tiny admittance fee he didn’t think about at all.

      How many centuries had he waited for this opportunity? Too many. The scorch marks on the kitchen walls were the scratched notches marking the days, and now that he’d caught the conjurers’ attention, he was almost gleeful.

      I couldn’t feel the glee in him—being a mine didn’t give me access to his emotions—but I could see it in his gray-black eyes. Growing up with a monster gave me an almost supernatural ability to read even the most minute changes in Jagger’s expression and his body language. I think psychologists call it “hypervigilance.” I call it “staying alive.”

      While I couldn’t read Jagger’s emotions—not like I could read Finn’s when we were connected by the callback rings—I did have other new abilities and changes.

      First, even outside the kitchen and the late-July heat, I was always hot. Jagger’s blood burned through my own and replaced my essence, so I felt a constant poisonous heat burning through my veins.

      Second, my will and Jagger’s were now one and the same.

      Let me explain. Do you know anything about trees? For just a minute, think of Jagger like a tree.

      As a nine, I’d felt the seed of Jagger inside of me. I’d sworn an oath to him by the blood of my hand on my dying breath. With that oath, he’d yanked out a bit of my soul and replaced it with a seed of himself. But as a mine, that ratio was swapped. Before, he was the seed, and I was the tree. Now, he was the tree, and I was a tiny, dormant seed hiding beneath the dirt.

      I’d always thought as a mine, his will would subsume my own. I was wrong. It was more like . . . Do you know anything about trees? I already used the oak analogy, but have you met any forest spirits? Any tree spirits?

      New York has a lot of trees. Last I heard, there were more than five million trees growing in the city. Not all of them have animating spirits wandering around. In fact, most of them don’t. But sometimes, you’ll meet a tree spirit.

      Not like Winnie. She’s a living creature born of the grief and tears that soaked into her executioner tree’s bloody heart. And not like the tree creatures either, born of hundreds of giggling, laughing children who climbed their branches and loved them for decades before their trunks were struck by lightning or chainsawed down and ground into mulch.

      I’m talking about spirits, like what Rou was before Jagger pulled her out of the East River. They’re rare, but they’re here. You can find them on the edge of the Meer in the northernmost corner of Central Park, in the Brooklyn Botanic Garden by the Japanese Hill-and-Pond, in Astoria Park under the elms, and perched on the fountain near the old man who plays the accordion for coins and applause in Washington Square Park.

      Now, the tree spirits I’m talking about are the quaking aspen spirits. You might know them as trembling aspens or just plain old aspens. Aspens aren’t like other trees. Oaks, maples, pines—they’re all individual organisms with individual spirits. Aspens, though, are different.

      Each aspen tree is a tiny part of one giant organism. The aspen stand, which can be thousands of acres large, with millions of trees, is all one being. The vast root system can lie dormant underground, waiting years for the right conditions, before shooting through the soil and sending clones of itself up to populate the earth. The aspen, while having the appearance of many, is, in reality, just one organism.

      When I met my first aspen spirits, there were fifteen of them all huddled together, wispy, transparent, and shaking in the wind. They moved at the same time. They spoke at the same time. They were fifteen clones, all moving toward the same goal—which, at the time, was finding a patch of grass in the full sun (aspens love sun).

      Anyway, that’s what being a mine feels like. Jagger’s root system stayed buried in me for years. Then, after my ninth death, I came back. A bit like an aspen. His will didn’t subsume mine. It just . . . was mine. I felt his will in me because I’d reformed and shot up from the same roots.

      My will was a clone of Jagger’s.

      Could I fight it?

      Maybe.

      But Justice had warned me not to try. So instead, I spent my time growing accustomed to having a rocklike heart, poisonous blood, and an unquenchable hate for everything good and everything kind.

      I burned with his hate. I lived his will. And I knew, without a doubt, that I would do whatever he wanted.

      I’d buried all my good and all my memories so deep inside myself that Jagger couldn’t find them or burn them up. It was a bit like having a locked room in a darkened house. I knew the room was there, I knew what was in it, but I wouldn’t open the door.

      I once read about a woman whose son died young. She left his room exactly as it was the day he passed. She locked the door and never went back inside. Fifteen years later, when she died, her extended family finally opened the door. Everything was exactly the same as it had been years earlier. Dusty schoolwork on the desk. A half-finished peanut butter and jelly sandwich long turned to blooming mold, then to dust. A basket of laundry next to the dresser, folded but not put away. And over it all was a layer of dust, a blanket of cobwebs, and the dead bodies of dozens of bugs that had been drawn to the empty room and had died in its tomblike stillness.

      Well. Everything good that was in me had been locked in a room the day I became a mine. I remembered who I was and what I was, and I remembered who I loved and what they meant to me, but for now, it stayed hidden. It stayed safe. I knew if I opened the door, Jagger’s blood would destroy it—or I’d destroy it myself, because there was a new part of me that very badly wanted to destroy.

      Lastly.

      The final way I was different?

      I was faster, stronger, and more powerful.

      But here’s a secret. Keep it, please.

      While being a mine made me faster and stronger, it wasn’t what made me more powerful. My brother had made me more powerful when he unlocked the power inside of me. Being a full-blooded, second-born conjurer was what made me powerful.

      Tonight, I might die my final, true death, but not because I was weak. Like Rou said, it would be because I liked dancing with death.

      Even though, no, I really didn’t.

      I drained the last of the iced tea. There were only crumbs left on the cookie plate.

      A slipshot, Harry, hurried into the kitchen. He was my favorite slipshot. Mostly because he’d only tried to kill me twice, unlike the rest of them, who’d tried countless times during my childhood.

      Slipshots were funny creatures. They were born, I think, from greed turned to murder. They sprouted up from the clink of money hitting blood. The money was relative. It could’ve been murder for a car, a parking spot, a watch, or a pair of shoes—it didn’t matter. All that was needed was an immense amount of greed and murder. And then a slipshot was born. They came out as adults and didn’t live more than twenty or thirty years. Greed wasn’t an emotion that could sustain life.

      Slipshots were a bit like magpies or packrats. Anything shiny, anything valuable, anything someone else loved—they wanted it. So they stole it. If they got to kill in the act of stealing, even better.

      Jagger used them when he wanted something stolen that didn’t require subtlety or skill. Slipshots weren’t known for either.

      You’d think they might’ve considered me a kindred spirit, since I was Jagger’s thief too, but most slipshots hated me.

      When I was little and a slipshot tried to steal my rubber ball and shove a knife through my throat, I asked Rou why. She said, “Asking why a slipshot steals and murders is like asking why water is wet. Don’t desire them to be what they’re not.”

      So when Harry hurried into the kitchen, I palmed a knife and turned my attention to him.

      He grinned, reached over, and tugged on the end of my braid. His fingers were so fast that when he held up the black band I’d used to tie my hair, I only raised my eyebrows.

      “Are the tables all set? The plates laid out? Everything ready?” Roumelade asked, holding out a platter loaded with chicken, new potatoes, and sprigs of rosemary and thyme.

      Jagger had requested swan, because in centuries past, swan was a delicacy eaten by the aristocracy. But Roumelade had gone fiery-red and said, “If you wanted a cannibal for a lover, then you should’ve pulled a mermaid from the sea. This house only eats creatures of the land, never beasts of the sea.”

      So we weren’t having swan.

      “It’s set. Ready for the party, yeah?”

      Harry said “party” like someone might say “billion-dollar bank balance.” He knew Jagger’s parties almost always included murder, and he, like any good slipshot, was looking forward to it. Whether it was me, another slipshot, a pickpocket, a shill—anyone, really—it didn’t matter, as long as there was blood.

      He grinned and reached for my other braid. I shook my head, and he paused mid-reach.

      “I expect,” he said, dropping his hand, “once Mari’s initiated, she’ll bring us to an era of glory. The streets’ll run with conjurer blood. We’ll loot their houses. We’ll take their objects of power. We’ll . . .”—his eyes glossed over happily—“use their skulls as piggy banks to hold their gold. Jagger hasn’t said it, but I know”—he tapped his nose—“Mari here is a mine after a slipshot’s heart. She’s the pride of Hell Gate. Murderous thief. That’s what it is. That’s what we like.”

      He winked at me and held up the second hair band. My double French braid unraveled.

      “Looks better down,” Harry said.

      He grabbed the platter and hurried from the kitchen.

      “He’s right,” Rou said.

      I frowned at the loose, wavy brown ends falling against my pure white shirt. White shirt, white pants, pale skin, and dark hair. I was wearing what all mines wore the night they learned whether they’d live or die.

      “I like it better braided.” I tugged on a strand.

      Rou tsked and wiped the sweat dripping down her forehead with the back of her hand. “I meant he’s right about you. You’ve always denied it, but there’s a monster in you. What’s wrong with that? If you don’t accept the monster . . .” She shrugged. “Bad things happen when you deny your nature.”

      That was the trouble. I didn’t want to be a monster.

      When I looked in the mirror, what did I see?

      I saw everything I’d missed before.

      I looked like my father. I looked like Jacob.

      I was forgettable. I was a quickly flowing river your eyes moved past. I was leaves flickering in the wind, casting shadows and light, keeping your gaze from settling and capturing my likeness. But when your eyes finally settled, what did you see?

      Innocence.

      Just like my twin brother, my final form was the personification of innocence.

      Softly spun brown-gold hair, with wispy tendrils at my temples. Round pink cheeks flushed with uncorrupted youth. Soft pink lips. Unblemished skin. Blue eyes unpolluted and crystal clear.

      Young. Pretty. Nonthreatening.

      I’m sorry for the horticultural lesson, but my new form reminded me of a buttercup.

      Bright, yellow, sunny, and poisonous.

      Innocence packaged around deadly intent.

      A monster.

      “You want me to be a monster?” I asked.

      Rou shrugged. “If you want to live past midnight, you’ll have to be.” She bent down and pulled a rack of ham from the oven. The heat blew over me, singeing my cheeks and bringing out the scent of charred meat.

      “Mari?”

      I turned. Justice was at the entrance to the kitchen. Instead of looking at me, he kept his eyes on the scorch-marked wall.

      I stood and pushed my chair in. “Yeah?”

      Was it time?

      “Jagger’s asking for you.”

      There was something in his voice that made the hair on the back of my neck stand and my blood beat in a slow, viscous thud. I studied him, but he refused to look at me.

      Rou winked, her wrinkles scrunching with her smile. Be a monster, she seemed to say.

      “All right. I’m ready.”

      I followed Justice through Hell Gate, wondering the whole while, could I be a monster without being monstrous?
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      Have you ever wondered why Jagger is evil?

      Roumelade would tell you not to wonder at the nature of things. It’s enough to know something is—you don’t need to know why it is.

      But humans, since the beginning, have always wanted to know why.

      What, where, when, how—all of them are subservient to why. You see it in kids. One of the first words babies learn after “mama,” “papa,” “milk,” and “blanket,” is, “Why?”

      As soon as we have relationships, food, and security taken care of, we turn philosophical. Even as two-year-olds.

      We really can’t help ourselves. It gets us into all sorts of trouble.

      And finally, when all the answers have been worn out, the only response to “Why?” is . . . “Because.”

      Jagger is evil . . . because.

      That was the only answer I had until I became a mine.

      Jagger sat behind his rockslab desk, hunched over a bottle of Furtig. There were two shot glasses. He filled both, and the scent of chrysanthemum and rubbing alcohol stung my eyes.

      Furtig is a liquor distilled from actual spirits. It takes a year to distill enough spirits to form a teardrop’s worth of Furtig. It’s incredibly rare, very expensive, and Jagger only drinks it when he’s celebrating.

      Justice tried Furtig once. He passed out after his first sip and woke up with a white streak in his hair. He refused to tell me and Griff what happened after he drank it.

      Growing up in Hell Gate, you quickly realize there are some things you’ll never talk about—usually, the very best things and the very worst things. Those are the secrets we keep.

      I didn’t want to drink the Furtig, but Jagger pushed the second glass across his desk. Some of the liquid sloshed over the lip and spilled. A puddle of clear spirit pooled around the glass on top of the polished stone desk like an oil spill on water.

      “Take it.”

      I picked up the shot glass. It was wet, sticky, and cool. Jagger didn’t wait for me to drink. He shot the Furtig between his gray lips, exhaling loudly and refilling his glass.

      You have questions.

      I hear you shouting them.

      It’s been two weeks, Mari! Why haven’t you found Finn? Don’t you care? Don’t you love him anymore? What about Jacob? Philoneas and Uliea? Is Luvic okay, and why did he kill the siblings he supposedly loved? What about Justice? Why haven’t you spoken to him? Why are you still in Hell Gate? Why?

      Right.

      The question is “Why?”

      It’s always “Why?”

      The answer is: I haven’t found Finn because Jagger ordered me not to leave Hell Gate. Do I care? Do I love him? Isn’t that what’s locked deep inside? The same goes for Jacob, my parents. Luvic. Justice. It’s locked deep. Hidden from Jagger and his desire to devour all things good.

      As soon as I woke up in the conjurer’s cage and Jagger crouched over me, I realized a number of important things.

      First, Jagger didn’t know I’d regained my memories of Finn. He believed I’d killed Finn on his orders and only remembered him as the solange addict I’d helped win the games.

      Second, Jagger didn’t know I was Jacob’s twin and Philoneas and Uliea’s daughter. I assumed he knew by the taste of my blood that I was a Ward, but he didn’t know how much of a Ward.

      Third, Jagger didn’t know I’d learned he sent Luvic to kill me after retrieving the key. He didn’t know Luvic was my friend and it was me who’d let him out of the cage all those years ago.

      Finally, Jagger didn’t know I had a torrential river of power flowing through me, and also that I’d locked away my good so he couldn’t consume it. He didn’t know what I was hiding.

      I couldn’t let on to Jagger, to Justice, to Rou—not to Griff, not to anyone—that I still cared, still loved. Because if I did, I knew Jagger would seek that love out and swallow it whole as quickly as he downed a shot of Furtig.

      My love, my good, was like blood in the water. It would draw Jagger out. I had to keep it hidden.

      What would I do if I saw Finn? Luvic?

      The thought terrified me. To keep my love safe, I had to be a perfect mine. To be their friend, I had to be their enemy.

      “Furtig,” Jagger said, eyeing the shot glass in my hand, “isn’t for everyone.”

      “No,” I agreed.

      He poured himself another glass. How many spirits was that? A thousand? Ten thousand?

      When he drank it, his skin turned pearly gray. Usually, he was beige-gray, with deep, craggy wrinkles, but Furtig gave him an odd, otherworldly glow. The sags on his skin loosened, his wrinkles lifted, and the deep creases around his mouth lessened. He looked fuller, as if the Furtig filled him like air filled a balloon.

      Leggerocks never looked exactly human. They were six and a half to seven feet tall. Gray-skinned, with flat gray eyes, deeply grooved skin, too-long arms, and bulging joints. They were bald, sharp-toothed, and always wore an obsidian ceremonial dagger around their throats.

      A leggerock’s blood held power, and the dagger spilled their blood. Jagger always claimed leggerocks had been given blood magic to balance the conjurers’ illusions.

      He swallowed his fourth glass and then wiped his large hand across his gray lips. I still hadn’t sipped mine. Instead, I rolled the glass between my fingers like Finn used to roll his thimbles of solange.

      That’s what I did now. Since I couldn’t have Finn, I gave myself little reminders of him.

      “You seem to have adjusted well,” Jagger said. His gaze ran over me, but he wasn’t looking at my physical appearance—he was poking inside of me. “Tell me, have you adjusted, Mari?”

      I couldn’t lie to Jagger. It wasn’t possible as a mine. I couldn’t lie to him or about him. Justice sometimes mentioned it, but I’d never thought much about it.

      It reminded me of the inquisitor’s chair. There wasn’t the option to lie, only the option to choose between multiple truths.

      “As well as I expected,” I said, my voice low and melodic.

      Jagger smiled as if he knew what I was doing. He probably did. I’d learned, though, he couldn’t read my mind, and he couldn’t read the secrets of my heart. His blood was a mindless thing that could only devour or demand.

      “I’m not convinced,” he said, dragging a long finger down the line of his knife. “Not convinced at all.”

      He studied me, his head tilted, the scent of chrysanthemum and alcohol nearly suffocating. I held still under his inspection even though my muscles were tense and my mind was begging, Run, run, run.

      “You don’t like being a mine, do you? Yes or no.”

      Ah.

      So he did know what I was doing.

      “No,” I said.

      Jagger smiled. His lips pulled back, and his sharp teeth glistened. “I like it when you’re honest with me. Would you like me to be honest with you?”

      I curled my fingers around the Furtig. “Yes.”

      Better to know than not.

      He nodded as if I’d made the right choice.

      “It’s a close thing as to whether or not I’ll kill you tonight.”

      I gripped the shot glass tighter. A bit of the Furtig spilled onto my knuckles.

      “I’m not convinced you’re really mine. Are you mine, Mari?”

      “Yes.”

      He ignored my answer. “You see, I expect a little struggle. All my past nines struggled when they became mine. They fought me. They tried to keep their independence. Even Justice. He still fights me. But you . . .” He narrowed his eyes. “You surrendered. It was too easy. I don’t like things to be too easy. They taste like a lie. All the nines, even the worst of them, fought to retain their . . . pleasant memories. Their good. But you didn’t fight at all. Why?”

      I saw my mistake. I’d hidden too much of myself. I should’ve left more for Jagger to devour. I should’ve left a knot of love for him to ravage. I should’ve fought for it and then cried as he ripped it free. It was wrong to metaphorically open the gates and let him stroll uncontested into the castle. He suspected a lie, and he wasn’t wrong.

      I answered quickly, with the best truth I had. “Because I want to live.”

      That was something Jagger understood. Everything on the earth, even worms, even mindless viruses, fought to survive.

      What he didn’t understand, though, was that I didn’t want to live for myself; I wanted to live to help protect the people I loved.

      He stared at me, considering my expressionless face. The windowless room was quiet. The noise of my heart sloshed around in my ears.

      “You won’t for much longer,” he said, certainty in his rockslide voice. “If you survive, there will come a time when you’ll wish I’d killed you. Do you know why?”

      I shook my head.

      He tapped a long gray fingernail against the glass bottle of Furtig. It made a hollow, lifeless noise.

      “Because I’ve made you my creature,” he said. “You will come to hate living in a world where a creature like you is allowed to exist. You’ve been kicked out of paradise, and now, all you have is Hell Gate. When you’ve been cut off from good, you’ll come to love evil. When you can’t have light, you’ll desire darkness. Hate will be your lover. Evil your North Star. Then one day, years from now, you’ll see a bit of light shining somewhere in the dark and you’ll hate it, because it will show you what you’ve become. My creature. You’ll realize I stopped giving commands years ago, and all the hateful things you’ve done were done by your own will. You’ll be a testimony to the corruption of good. It started when you were a child. It progressed when you killed a man. And it will finish when . . . well, we don’t know. But it will finish. Someday, you’ll bear witness to what you’ve become. And then you’ll wish I’d killed you. You’ll wish you’d died tonight. That is your future. That’s what happens in a world where creatures like you and me are allowed to exist. And when you can’t destroy yourself, Mari, you’ll decide to destroy the world.”

      My lips were bloodless, and I didn’t dare move or even breathe too deeply. Was this what he’d seen over the centuries? Was this the future laid out before all mines?

      “Hear my will, Mari. You will do as I command. For tonight—and if you survive, for every night after, until you die—you will never purposely harm yourself. You will never put your life in danger except in service to me. You will never risk your life for another except me. You will guard me, shield me, and protect me against all harm. You are my first line of defense against conjurers, illusion, and creatures with ill intent. If I die, you die. If I hurt, you hurt. You are my shield. You are my will. You are mine. Yes?”

      My throat was tight, as if a hand were clamped around it. “Yes.”

      Jagger considered me with his flat gaze. Was he questioning his power? But why? It didn’t make sense. I wanted to protect him like I wanted to protect my own hand. I was a mine—that was how it worked.

      “Say it. I want to hear it.”

      “Your will is mine.”

      He smiled. It was the smile he gave when he tore off someone’s arm. “Let’s toast.” He poured a new glass of Furtig and held it in the air. “To Mari and all the wicked things she’ll do. To the wicked creature she’ll become . . . all because she wants to live. Drink it.”

      Jagger watched as I swallowed the Furtig.

      The spirits screamed as they ripped their way down my throat. The glass shattered in my hand. The world exploded.
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      I’m not going to talk about the Furtig. Not ever.

      Am I hiding things from you? Yes.

      Am I hiding things from everyone? Of course.

      Am I trustworthy? No.

      No, I’m not.

      I’m a mine. I stopped being trustworthy the second I opened my eyes.

      The great hall of Hell Gate echoed with the shouts, laughter, and inhuman grunts of more than two hundred creatures. Built in 1815 by Jagger, Hell Gate was the epitome of gothic architecture. The dark gray stone exterior swallowed sunlight. The sharp roofline held the frozen bodies of two snarling stone grotesques. The stone mansion was a black hole that loomed like a malevolent shadow on the edge of the East River. It was surrounded by iron gates that clawed toward the sky, but the gates weren’t needed. Most people avoided the block Hell Gate was on, and if someone accidentally found themselves in front of the gates, they’d hurriedly cross the street. The windows were wavy opaque glass that stared gloomily at sunlight, pigeons, even rats, until everything that didn’t belong scampered away.

      Who belonged in Hell Gate?

      Everyone in the great hall.

      We were all Jagger’s creatures, and for better or worse, Hell Gate was our home.

      The inside of Hell Gate was as gothic as the outside. Dark stone floors and roughened, wide-planked wood floors. Thick, dark molding and moldering wallpaper. Cracked plaster walls with ornate brass sconces. Knob-and-tube electric wiring from the 1880s. Tiny rectangular bedrooms without closets. Clawfoot iron-enamel tubs and ornate vanities. Main hallways, servants’ hallways, and hidden hallways. Front staircases, back staircases, and hidden staircases. Known rooms and hidden rooms. A grand entry with a grand stairway (that I died my first death on) and a great hall.

      The great hall had a low ceiling. A half-century ago, someone decided to wallpaper the ceiling, and now it drooped threateningly like storm-gray clouds. The walls were once covered in an alabaster silk wallpaper, but smoke from fireplaces, coal stoves, and tobacco had stained it a brown-gray that looked a lot like the color of Jagger’s fingernails. The hall was lit by two brass chandeliers that had seen quite a few entrails hanging from them in the past two hundred years.

      It was not an attractive room. There were mirrors on the walls in place of windows, and they reflected the yellow-orange glow of the chandeliers and the dozen long wooden tables that held Rou’s feast. The mirrors made the room appear larger. It wasn’t very big. At least, not big enough to comfortably hold two hundred people. But we always managed to cram ourselves in, elbowing, crushing, and shoving until everyone had found a space.

      As a nine, I’d never had to fight for room. I was automatically given a good twenty-four inches of space around me wherever I went. Now I was a mine, that diameter had at least doubled.

      Then again, it could be because I was stalking into the hall next to Justice.

      He’d been waiting outside Jagger’s office, and when Jagger and I walked out, he’d joined us. Justice did a double-take when he saw me and stared for a good five seconds. I almost said, “Hi. Are you finally looking at me?” But I didn’t, because that might’ve led to questions, and I didn’t want to talk about the Furtig. Not ever.

      Instead, we’d strode side by side as the noise coming from the great hall grew. I realized, as we walked behind Jagger, I’d slipped into the same lethal, rolling gait that was Justice’s hallmark. It was the fluid assassin’s grace that alarmed Darin so much he’d said, “That is a killer.”

      I was so startled by the realization I’d almost stumbled, and Justice had reached out and grabbed my elbow to steady me. It took less than a second. His hand was there, and then it wasn’t.

      I think he expected me to hate him.

      As a mine, I was sure he knew the draw to hate was there. It would be easy to hate him. It was what Jagger’s blood wanted. Not hating him hurt. It burned like pouring hydrogen peroxide onto an open wound. If I hated him, I’d be happy, and the burning would stop. That was what Jagger’s blood promised. An end to pain.

      Justice had told me not to fight it. He’d told me if I had to hate him, he wanted me to hate him with everything I was. He said he could live on my hate.

      The only trouble was, I couldn’t do it.

      Do you remember how I said I could never love Justice—not like he wanted me to? Well, I couldn’t hate him like he wanted me to either.

      He was my friend, the brother of my heart, the one who painted stars in the sky for me. I couldn’t hate him for killing me, just like I couldn’t hate Luvic for killing me, or Darin for killing Jacob.

      I couldn’t hate any of them, which was maybe why, two weeks into being a mine, my blood still burned.

      We stepped into the great hall, and the loud roar rushed through my ears, a waterfall of sound. The scents of Rou’s feast flew over me. Meat, blood, smoke, and alcohol. The heat of two hundred bodies pressed down on me. Sweat lined my forehead.

      Jagger raised a fist, and his creatures fell silent.

      For the first time in two weeks, Justice leaned in close, brushed his hand against mine, and whispered, “I’m sorry. If I could bargain with God, I’d ask to take all your pain. I’d take it all if I could. Don’t . . . don’t . . . worry, Mari. You’ll come out all right.”

      I turned to him. His face was pale. His golden freckles stood out, and the lines around his mouth were tight. His auburn hair was messy, like he’d spent the time outside Jagger’s office running his hands through it in worry or frustration. The hollows under his gray eyes were deep purple, like he hadn’t been sleeping well.

      He was scared. Justice was never scared, but right now, he was scared.

      I stiffened and then held his gaze. “You know as well as I do that God never bargains. If you’re foolish enough to make a bargain, you’ve made one with the devil.” I looked at Jagger’s wide back and his fist thrust in the air. “Or a leggerock.”

      Just like I’d wanted, Justice’s expression softened, and he gave me an almost smile. “It’s better if you hate me. It won’t hurt as much.”

      I don’t hate you, I almost said. I could never hate you.

      But then Jagger shouted, his voice an avalanche crashing through the room. “Tonight, I have a gift for Mari. Don’t ever say I don’t give my creatures gifts. Tonight, I gift Mari her murderer.”

      I was still looking at Justice when Jagger shouted these words, caught by the distant, dim flickering of hope in his gray eyes—the light that was so small it was almost indistinguishable from darkness. I’m not sure Justice even realized it was still there.

      Was that what my expression looked like? Was the hope only a small, flickering flame? Or were my eyes completely dark?

      “Mari! Your gift!” Jagger roared.

      It took a moment for his meaning to sink in. It was the chaotic roar and the excited howling of the creatures that did it.

      Or perhaps it was Justice’s expression.

      He wasn’t looking at me like I was his love.

      He was looking at me like I was his executioner.

      Jagger thrust a knife into my hand and growled, “Give us a show, Mari. Make it good. Blood is my favorite appetizer.”

      I stared at the knife. Justice stared at me. Jagger growled, “Fight.”

      I lunged.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Justice grabbed my wrist. The knife arced between us, a sharp tool meant to cleave us apart. He squeezed my wrist, exerting enough pressure to almost but not quite break bone. My fingers shook, and an electric nerve pain spread up my hand.

      The blade was two inches from Justice’s jugular. It vibrated as if it were pulling all the energy from us. Me, shoving the knife closer. Justice, pushing the knife away.

      We were locked in this position. A foot apart. Death dancing in the space between us.

      Hell Gate’s creatures screamed wildly, shoving close, but not so close they’d get caught up in the fight. The inhuman roar assaulted my ears. From behind, a slipshot—Harry?—knocked against me. The force of his shove pushed me closer to Justice, and the knife dipped downward.

      There were guttural shouts. Cries for blood, decapitation, and suggestions of how to tear off limbs or deal a brutal death. I tuned it out. It was the soundtrack of my childhood. I’d seen enough fights in the great hall to know exactly what was expected.

      Jagger had given me a gift. I lived in dread of Jagger’s gifts. If you were unlucky enough to receive one, it always made your life infinitely worse.

      In ancient Rome, there was an emperor who reminded me of Jagger. His name was Elagabalus. He was famous for many things. Child sacrifice, so he could rifle through their entrails and read the future. Catapulting venomous snakes into crowds for fun. And one more thing. He had a lottery. You know . . . gifts. You could win a prize like a house or money, or you could win a box of dead dogs, killer wasps, or an execution note. This gift was the equivalent of Elagabalus’s lottery. We only needed Jagger to toss some of his venomous snakes into the fight, and then we’d be all set.

      The thought made me smile as I glanced over Justice’s shoulder. Griff was at the edge of the crowd, eyes wide and face pale. When I smiled, he flinched.

      “Don’t,” he said, but his words were buried under the violent roar surging around us.

      I know what he was thinking. These fights only ever ended one way: with someone dead. We all knew it, and here I was, smiling. I imagined Griff thought I’d come back worse than Justice. Worse than Jagger.

      I looked away from him. I had to concentrate on staying alive.

      While Jagger had said this gift was for me, I was well aware of what was really happening.

      This was my test. If I hesitated, if I stalled, if I balked at killing the boy I’d grown up with, then Jagger would kill me instead. It wasn’t a complicated test. Kill Justice, live. Hesitate, die.

      Jagger had never cared that Justice tried to fight his orders. He’d never minded the struggle. He’d laughed every time Justice had tried to find a loophole. He enjoyed watching the pain he caused bending Justice to his will. I thought he liked knowing Justice fought being a mine.

      Now I realized it was more than that. Jagger didn’t care whether or not Justice fought him, because Justice didn’t matter. He was a tool that could be used or discarded. His struggle didn’t matter at all.

      But I knew with a deep certainty that if Jagger sensed me fighting his will, he’d kill me. One second I’d be alive, and the next I wouldn’t.

      Do you remember the excruciating pain Jagger could cause? He could burn a mine from the inside out. If he wanted to, he could overwhelm me with pain and then casually stride over and slit my throat.

      Jagger told me he didn’t like that I’d surrendered myself so easily. He didn’t trust it. So this was my test. He cared whether or not I fought his control. He cared very much. Jagger wasn’t afraid of Justice, but for some reason, he was afraid of me.

      He sought complete domination.

      I could feel his will inside me—kill . . . kill . . . kill. It buzzed like a swarm of fire ants eating at my skin and scalding my arm.

      Looking into Justice’s gray eyes, I could see the same will inside of him. He’d been told to fight. He’d been told, I think, to fight to the death. If I didn’t kill him first, perhaps he was meant to kill me.

      There was a message in his eyes, but I couldn’t read it. He looked at my hard smile, and the small hope that always flickered in his gaze started to gutter. He thought I was enjoying this. That I wanted to kill him.

      Sure, part of me did. But not the true part. Not the part that was truly me.

      Justice’s grip tightened, and the electric pain shot down my arm toward my elbow. In a few seconds, I’d drop the knife.

      We’d been locked like this for less than five seconds, but already, the crowd was pressing against us, impatient with the standstill.

      A line of sweat raced down my temple. Justice let out a shaky exhale. I remembered suddenly a night similar to this, when we’d sparred in the hemlock forest. We’d been this close then too. But that night we’d held each other, and then Justice had kissed me with gentle longing.

      The memory of it settled over me. Justice’s hand loosened at the look in my eyes.

      I snapped my foot and slammed it into his kneecap. He jerked back, and I twisted out of his hold.

      I spun away but was shoved back toward Justice by a dozen creatures. He came at me like a whirlwind.

      Fighting Justice was always like fighting a force of nature. He moved with a wild, relentless grace that made me dizzy to watch. We’d been sparring for years, but we’d never fought like this.

      He was bigger. Stronger. He had a better reach and a better technique. He could disarm me in seconds, no contest. In a one-on-one fight, Justice would always win.

      He tore through the space. It was an open circle ringed by frothing, screaming creatures. He kicked. I jumped. He jabbed. I slashed. He leaned back, and my blade missed him by half an inch.

      I slammed my fist into his nose, and blood bloomed in a crimson tide. He shook his head, and the blood sprayed, hitting my face. I wiped it from my eyes. The hungry crowd screamed for more. He darted forward, driving a crushing fist into my ribs. I flew back and slammed into bodies. I choked on air, my lungs screaming. The creatures shoved me back into the fight.

      It was brutal. I’m not going to lie and tell you any different.

      The fight felt like an eternity, although it couldn’t have lasted more than a few minutes.

      The whole time, Jagger stood with his arms folded, an immovable rock in a writhing mass of bodies, smiling as his two mines killed each other.

      Griff was pale and desperate, shaking his head, pleading, “Stop! Mari!” But after a while, I couldn’t hear him. I couldn’t hear the crowd. I couldn’t hear anything but the sloshing of angry blood in my ears.

      My breath dragged sharp claws through my lungs, and I coughed and spit out blood. Justice snapped a punch. My head kicked back, and sparks lit my vision.

      Kill, my blood sang. Kill.

      I gave myself over to the song. When Justice swung wide, leaving himself vulnerable, I darted forward and jabbed the knife into his left shoulder. I yanked it out. He sucked in a pained breath and spun away.

      Griff, just beyond him, started to cry. He was probably crying because he was witnessing the death of his two best friends. Justice because I’d kill him, and me because after I’d killed Justice I wouldn’t be myself anymore.

      Justice wiped at the trail of blood running over his face and flung the liquid to the floor. The gray stone was stained crimson.

      The room smelled less like roasted meat and herbs and more like copper tang, sweat, and unshed tears.

      Justice was tired. I was tired. Jagger’s knife was slippery with blood but still thirsty.

      Justice was dressed in his usual black, but even so, it was wet and glossy with blood. I’d cut him on his forehead, his shoulder, his forearms, and his back.

      Every time I’d cut him, every time the blade had taken a bit of his life, I’d remembered something about him that I loved.

      The way his smile came out at unexpected times, like the sun shining from behind fast-moving clouds.

      The way his auburn hair stuck straight up in the back and refused to lie flat after he woke up, even if I smoothed it down at the breakfast table.

      The way he always put his arm over my shoulders and tucked me close when he knew I needed a friend.

      How, as a little boy, he’d saved moths from bright lights, mice from traps, and me from myself.

      Once, when I was seven and he was ten, I’d hidden in Jagger’s office thinking I might be able to kill Jagger if only I tried very, very hard. Being seven, I hadn’t thought about the fact killing Jagger would also kill me, Justice, and Griff. My plan had been to drop the poison Assassin’s Blade into his Furtig. Simple. Justice had found me in the office frozen in place. I’d been stuck like that for hours. I couldn’t poison Jagger, but I also couldn’t leave. Justice understood what had happened right away. None of us could harm Jagger. Not in any way. I was frozen in place with the active desire to harm him and the inability to do so. It was a fail-safe built into the peculiar symbiosis of a leggerock and a nine. I was going to be found out. We could hear Jagger coming down the hall. He would find the poison. He would know my intent. He would kill me. Instead of leaving me to Jagger’s wrath, Justice had grabbed the tiny bottle of Assassin’s Blade and swallowed enough poison to kill fifty men. He’d died, disappeared, and taken all the evidence of how and why with him. When Jagger asked Justice why he’d died, he told Jagger he’d poisoned himself because he wanted to see what it felt like. Justice had saved me from endless torture and a horrific death.

      Thinking of it hurt. Thinking of our friendship hurt. My blood frothed and tried to devour it all, so I shoved it back into the locked room and didn’t think about the stories Justice had told Griff and me about our cabin in the woods, or about the illusion pictures he’d paint, or about him telling me he loved me.

      Justice dodged a punched. He shifted, jabbed right, and left himself exposed. His chest was open and waiting for my knife.

      He’d done that the entire fight.

      Even as a whirlwind, he’d held back. A punch that should’ve broken ribs only bruised them. A hit that should’ve knocked me out only stunned me. A kick that should’ve snapped my leg only made me stumble. Justice made a fight look vicious, when in reality, he was being gentle.

      While we circled each other and snapped and thrust, the creatures screamed with glee. None of them could tell that Justice was being careful with me.

      This was Justice’s gift, and his gifts were always kind.

      He fought like a wild beast, cornered, wounded, but also one who didn’t want to hurt when he snapped his jaws. He knew this was an execution. He knew Jagger had nailed a clock on his coffin and his minutes were ticking down.

      So what was he doing?

      He was fighting with me, just like Jagger had ordered.

      But the fight was a dance. It was a silent conversation.

      A thrust. Thank you.

      A lunge. For being there.

      A kick. For being my best friend.

      A punch. I’m sorry.

      A shallow cut. It turned out this way.

      A stab. It’ll be okay. It’s okay.

      Then, when Justice left himself open to me, his heart exposed to my knife, it was, I love you.

      My vision dimmed, red and black wings flapping at the edges of my eyes. Coal-black heat licked at me, and my blood roared in my ears. Kill, it said. Kill.

      I kicked Justice, slamming my foot into his right leg. He dropped to his knees. I shoved him to his back and landed on top of him, locking him in place.

      He stared at me with clear gray eyes, and in them I saw our dream of the Catskills. The evergreen scent, the cool, loamy forests, a stream of sunlight drifting over a log cabin and painting it gold, with two kittens swatting at a white butterfly. Justice’s lips curled into a soft smile.

      “I wish we’d had those two minutes,” he’d said.

      I’d wanted those two minutes too. I’d wanted them desperately.

      “Go ahead,” he whispered. “It’s all right. You have to be ruthless, Mari.”

      Yes. I did.

      I put Jagger’s blade to his throat. The heat of his skin scalded my fingers, and the blood and sweat made them slick. Justice swallowed, bobbing the blade, but kept his eyes on me.

      This wasn’t the first time he’d died. He knew what to expect. It’s just, this being his final death, he didn’t know what to expect after.

      I smiled at him. I knew, from the guttering, dying light in his eyes, it was my new, cold smile. In it, there wasn’t any warmth or any love.

      “I would like very much to kill you,” I said, loud enough for everyone to hear.

      A wild roar went up. Then, just as quickly, the hall quieted, as if the hunger for blood was so great that it had consumed all sound.

      Then came Jagger’s slow, pleased chuckle.

      Justice didn’t cry—he never cried—but as he watched Jagger’s rocklike hate spread through my veins, a slow tear leaked from his right eye.

      No.

      Under the black handle of the knife, I tapped a butterfly wing soft beat against Justice’s neck. Tap tap. Tap tap.

      “I find I like revenge,” I said.

      Tap tap. Tap tap.

      “I love the taste of it.”

      Tap tap. Tap tap.

      The nearly banked light in Justice’s eyes flared to life. The flicker was a brighter flame. He held motionless, only the hard thrust of his heart under my knee betraying his hope.

      Do you remember? When Griff was little, he loved secret codes. He made up languages and passwords and all sorts of cyphers. One day, one of his codes got him into trouble, and Jagger raged, demanding Griff never use a code again. This small, rhythmic tap was the only remainder. It was a code that meant, It’s me. I’m here.

      I was telling Justice in the only way I could that I was still me, and I was still there.

      “I want you . . .” I said, leaning close, drawing on the bloodlust in my veins and soaking the hall with the feel of it, “to die.”

      Quick as a viper, I slammed the hilt of the dagger into Justice’s skull. His eyes rolled back in his head, and the tension in his body leaked out like sand from a broken hourglass. He lay prone and vulnerable beneath me.

      This was the hard part.

      This was the part that decided whether I lived or died.

      Scalding heat burned through me, and the will to kill rooted itself inside. The creatures pressed closer, staring greedily at the blood soaking through Justice’s clothing. A bruise spread over his forehead, already swelling and discoloring. A spot of blood ran from the small cut at the center.

      Griff shook his head—no, no, no—but Roumelade tugged him
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