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Author’s Note


  I have placed a fairly extensive Glossary of Places, Terms, and Individuals at the back of this book. For ease of searching, I’ve alphabetized people according to what the main character, Beth Ryder, usually calls them. For example, Andrew Duff would be found under “A,” for “Andy,” whereas Lodovico Yellin would be found under “Y,” for Yellin.
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Prologue


  The great wolf Ghosteater crept up the dry streambed.


  He traveled in the silence. Given his quarry, approaching unseen was the only option. But the silence made it hard to mind the things of reality: dips and pebbles and stray eddies in the wind that might wrap around his small presence in the world and carry his scent.


  The streambed grew shallow, rising toward the level of the plain.


  The wolf stopped, crouching.


  There, the wind whispered faintly in his ear. This far into the silence, he could barely hear it.


  Staying low, he edged his nose into the warm currents sweeping across the plain. The scent of dragon overwhelmed him: time, moss, enamel, cloudless skies, old blood. The odor reached back into his deepest mind, finding the remnant of the blind, helpless pup he once was, for a short time, long ago. He shivered, the filaments on his back stiffening.


  Ghosteater did not fear much, but he feared dragons — their size; their power; the strangeness of their ways, which were like those of other beasts, and yet not. He would fight one like this, if need be, but he would not expect to win.


  Focusing, he let his nose map the plain that stretched before him — a hundred square miles of ancient dry-land vegetation, littered with shed teeth, feces, and the remnants of carcasses. In the center, lay the dragon. She was sleeping. She had been asleep for some time.


  The wind blew over her massive form and reached Ghosteater’s nose. Here, it said. Come and see. For the she-pup.


  But the next gust said, Danger. Run.


  The wolf hesitated. He had come a long way to reach this place, through stratum after stratum, always following the wind’s ambivalent messages. So far, his curiosity had prevailed, but to approach a dragon, and one of the oldest, at that … it was madness.


  What could a dragon possibly have to do with a human girl, anyway? A connection seemed impossible, but the wind did not lie. It told different stories, yes, but that was because it touched many things, flowed through many futures.


  Ghosteater wanted to understand. He always did. Curiosity gnawed on him like a bone.


  He opened his mouth slightly, tasting the scents to test the progress of the night. Dawn was still some time away.


  Carefully, he settled his large, silvery body back into the streambed. Then he pushed himself far into the silence, withdrawing into the no-place between, keeping the merest toehold on the world.


  He needed to think this through. His curiosity had gotten him in trouble before.


  Fortunately, he had time.


  Dragons liked to sleep.
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Chapter 1


  Andy helped me jump down to the tracks, then stood there monkeying with a set of night-vision goggles. The Subway station’s anemic fluorescent lights gave his brown skin a greenish tone that didn’t look entirely healthy — especially paired with the freshly healed gash on his forehead.


  “Did you get hurt on patrol this morning?”


  He looked at me blankly for a moment. Then understanding flashed across his face, and he touched his brow.


  “This? Naw. I cut myself making lunch.”


  “Chopping veggies with your head?”


  “Ha, ha. No.”


  He went back to adjusting his goggles.


  “So?” I said. “What happened?”


  “Nothing. It’s no big deal.”


  “You did something stupid, didn’t you?”


  He grinned. “Who, me? Never.”


  “Right. Theo egged you on, didn’t he?”


  “He might’ve been there.”


  Theo was Andy’s big brother. When I’d first laid eyes on the two of them, I’d pretty much written them off as heavies. But they were way more than that. Over the four months I’d been in New York, we’d become good friends. Their mischief-making was part of their appeal — when you do the kind of work we do for the kind of boss we had, you need some silliness in your life. Plus, they were really nice guys.


  “There with bells on, I bet.” I looked around nervously. “Hey, can we get going?”


  “Yeah. Just a sec. I think the batteries in this thing are going.”


  I shifted from one foot to the other, trying not to show my anxiety.


  We were at the 6 train’s downtown terminus — Brooklyn Bridge–City Hall. It was still rush hour, so people were milling around all over. I felt exposed, standing there next to the platform, but Andy’s barrier must’ve been up and working properly because no one gave us so much as a glance.


  “Okay,” he said, settling the goggles over my face and tightening the straps. “That feel snug?”


  I nodded, jostling them out of position. “Sorry.”


  “S’okay.” He readjusted them. “How’s that?”


  “I can’t see anything.”


  “They’re not turned on.”


  “Oh. Right.”


  Andy folded the goggles up toward my forehead like a massive set of those goofy flip-up sunglasses.


  He pointed down. “Remember the third rail. Don’t touch.”


  “Third rail bad. Got it.”


  I must’ve looked nervous.


  “Don’t worry, Beth. Just stick close to me ’til the track widens out.”


  “Okay.”


  “And don’t shoot ’til you see the whites of their eyes.”


  “Rats’ eyes don’t have whites.”


  “Details, details.” He turned away, then paused and looked back. “Um … you know I was kidding about the shooting part, right?”


  “Yes! Oh my god, can we just go?”


  Andy grinned and chucked me on the chin. “Yup.”


  I smiled back and tried to banish my butterflies.


  This was my fourth time down in the city’s train tunnels. I hadn’t gotten used to it yet. Hadn’t gotten used to going places normal people weren’t supposed to go and doing things normal people didn’t do.


  I took a deep breath. This sort of thing’s my job, now.


  Plus, I was only a trainee. I wouldn’t be here if the job were dangerous. Mentally, I girded my loins.


  Andy started walking. I followed him into the darkness.
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  Even with the night-vision goggles, I heard the rats before I saw them — a strange mixture of scratching, rubbing, and squeaking. Looking into a small alcove off to my right, I saw a foot-high pile of dark, writhing bodies.


  “Over here!”


  “You got something?” Andy came up beside me. “Huh. Talk about natural rodent packing behavior gone nuts.”


  I glanced over at him.


  He shrugged. “I looked up rats on Wikipedia. Seriously, ask me anything.”


  “What’s the meaning of life?”


  “Gonna do you a favor and pretend you didn’t make that joke.”


  I grinned, then sobered up. “Why don’t we try to save them, this time? Take them to Duncan or something.”


  “Duncan’s not a vet. Even if he were, he’d curl up and die if you brought him that.”


  “We’ve killed so many.”


  Andy shook his head. “They are the way they are. It can’t be changed. Well, not by the likes of us, anyway.”


  I knew what he meant. Cordus could’ve fixed them. Mind manipulation was his thing. But no one had seen our boss in months.


  Not that he would have bothered fixing rats, anyway. The great powers had bigger fish to fry.


  We stood there for a few more seconds.


  Andy said, “Come on, Beth. You know they’re suffering.”


  That’s something I liked about Andy. He sought my agreement before acting. He treated me like I was a real partner even though, in reality, I was mostly baggage.


  “Yeah,” I said, “I know.”


  Clearly, the rats were suffering. As we got closer to the pile, I could see that a number of the animals were dead, and that some of them had died long enough ago that they were decaying. They flopped sickeningly among their live brethren, greasy and bloated.


  It still bothered me.


  Don’t get me wrong — sewer rats are nasty, and I know people gas, bait, and trap them to death by the thousands every day in a city like New York. But these rats were victims of Graham Ryzik’s peculiar gift: luck. Three months earlier, he’d sent me to a bad place and then been chased through Manhattan by those trying to rescue me. His luck had caused several hundred disruptive events — shoot-outs, car accidents, masonry collapses, rat swarms — all designed to hinder pursuit. The city was thrown into chaos. The media dubbed it the “Day of Disasters.”


  Not good, from the point of view of someone whose main job is to keep weird things under wraps.


  Fortunately, the day seemed to fade pretty quickly from people’s memories. All those accidents were one-off events: they happened and were dealt with, and that was that. People generally try to block out stuff that doesn’t fit their frame of reference. Give them an opportunity to forget, and most of them will.


  What wasn’t fading from public discourse were the rat-kings. The city was having an epidemic of them: sixteen had been discovered in the last four months. The first one had been a fascinating curiosity, but they’d long since started freaking people out.


  A rat king is a bunch of rats that have gotten tangled together by their tails. It’s a natural phenomenon, but really rare. Our best guess was that Graham’s luck had created a whole generation of screwed-up rats, rats that really, really liked to hang out together. Their sociability had blossomed into above-ground swarms just when Graham needed distractions to help him stay ahead of his pursuers.


  But now, months after Graham had been stopped, all those damaged rats were still around, doing their thing. Swarms had continued to emerge across the city. In addition to swarming, all that togetherness led to rat kings. Those got a lot more media attention than the swarms. Not only were they weird and horrifying, but they couldn’t move very well, so they were easy to film — a custom-made viral sensation.


  New Yorkers are a tough bunch. Most people rolled their eyes and joked about it, but there was a vein of anxiety under the humor.


  I’d gotten a little taste of the city-wide tension a few days back when I’d paused to listen to a street preacher in Times Square. He was claiming Armageddon was at hand. His reasoning went like this: the rat kings were the warning signs of a huge army of rats massing beneath the city; when they came pouring out, they’d all be carrying fleas infected with a genetically modified version of the Marburg virus that had been stolen by Islamic terrorists from a secret government laboratory in Area 51; the plague was actually the “noisome and grievous sore” of Revelation 16; New York was the great Babylon and everyone here carried the mark of the beast, so we were all going to die in the epidemic.


  His unique blend of religion, au courant conspiracy theory, and science fiction had attracted quite a crowd. People were making fun of him, yeah, but not everyone. You could see them scattered through the crowd, the ones who were listening quietly and looking worried. You could almost hear them thinking, This guy’s too nutty to have it right, but sure as shit something’s going on.


  It was those quiet folks who made people like Andy and me nervous.


  Furthermore, from what I’d seen on TV, scientists were paying attention, and that was a lot worse. I’d seen one rodentologist say the NYC finds had “increased the number of known rat-king specimens worldwide by almost fifty percent.” He’d looked a little weirded out. Scientists aren’t supposed to get weirded out. When they do, people in high places take notice.


  Again, not good. Not if you’re someone tasked with keeping weirdness under wraps.


  So we Nolanders had been hunting down rat kings for months. And thank god we had, because there were actually a lot more than the sixteen the public knew about — all in all, we’d found seventy-five of the things.


  I eyed the alcove in front of me. Make that seventy-six. Poor rats.


  “Okay,” I said with a sigh.


  After a few moments, the living rats went still. They were dead.


  Andy had explained his method before: he put a barrier of compressed air around them and then pulled the oxygen out of it, leaving pure nitrogen inside to breathe. It’s a painless way to go. With nitrogen, you don’t feel like you’re suffocating.


  Andy was gifted in working gasses. He could harden them into near solidity, separate them from one another, and move them around. All in limited quantities, of course — he was a strong worker, but not super-strong.


  Grimacing, he retrieved the pile of rats, using the air-barrier as a carrying bag.


  I couldn’t sense the barrier at all. To me it looked like a big ball of dead rats was just floating along under his hand.


  “How many do you think are in this one?”


  He gave the mass an experimental bounce. “It’s pretty big. I’d say at least fifty.”


  I pulled out my phone. “Shoot. We’re supposed to meet Zion in ten minutes.”


  Andy gave a little groan. No one liked pissing off Zion.


  “Let’s push on to the Canal Street station,” he said. “It’s closer than going back.”


  We hurried north through the darkness.
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  Zion was waiting for us at the clock kiosk in Grand Central. She was leaning casually between two of the little windows, doing something on her phone. She was wearing black leather from collar to ankle, finished with orange suede zippered booties.


  If I tried that get-up, I’d look like Halloween walking. On her, it was kickass.


  She looked up as we approached, the bluish light of her phone’s screen playing across her dark skin. Silently, she arched one eyebrow. The eyebrow said, You. Are. Late.


  Zion was a tracker — a very good one. She could find almost anything, so long as it was in range. She’d been canvassing the city for swarms and rat kings a couple times a week for months. It was largely thanks to her that most of the rat weirdness had been kept out of the public eye.


  In addition to being sub-zero cool and very talented, she was also sort of touchy. After helping us locate another rat king down on the station’s lower track level, she copped some attitude about putting them in the trunk of her car. She was really into her car.


  “Those barriers had better hold, Andy.”


  “Rock-solid.” He shook the smaller one we’d just nabbed. “See? You can’t even smell it.”


  She looked skeptical. “If they leak, you’re detailing my trunk.”


  “No problem, sweet cakes.”


  She rolled her eyes, grumbling under her breath. I knew she wasn’t really angry. It was almost impossible to get mad at Andy. Even Zion couldn’t pull it off.


  Once the rat kings were stowed, I settled into the Panamera’s luxurious back seat. Zion turned on some classical music, and Andy started ribbing her about it.


  Cordus’s estate was twenty miles north of the city on the west side of the Hudson. Given the late hour and Zion’s driving habits, the trip would take less than forty minutes.


  I tuned out the conversation in the front seat and started running through noun declensions under my breath. I’d had the day off from studying Baasha, the lingua franca of the Second Emanation, but I’d be tested on it tomorrow. Baasha had six cases in the singular, five in the plural, and four genders. It made French look like a day at the beach. I’d always prided myself on being a good student, but this was a lot of work.


  Wergovisom, wergovisoh, wergovizey, wergevisad, wergovizyo, wergevizy — a working performed by a beast, rather than a person. Wergevisoh, wergovizys, wergovizymos, wergovisoshom, wergovizysu — the plural. Wergovizyha — the dual.


  The dual number annoyed me. Why go through all this fuss to differentiate two from one and three-or-more? It was silly.


  I tried to pack my irritation away. Learning Baasha was among the many things I had to do these days. I resented it more than my other tasks because I was the only person around who had to do it. I heard on a daily basis what a “special opportunity” I was being given. “Baasha is for Seconds, not Nolanders,” my tutor liked to say. “Your mistakes defile it.”


  I locked my jaw in place to keep my teeth from grinding together. Getting mad all over again wasn’t going to help.


  “I’m sorry,” Andy said from the front, “it’s just trying so hard to be sophisticated. It gives me a headache.”


  I could tell from the way her head moved that Zion was rolling her eyes. “It’s not trying to be sophisticated. It is sophisticated.”


  “This is satellite, right? There’s gotta be an ’80s station.”


  “Andrew Duff. Touch my radio, and you will be in a world of hurt.”


  “Whatcha gonna do? Track me to death?”


  The soft classical was replaced with a throbbing beat.


  Zion jerked in her seat. “Absolutely not! My car is a ‘Tainted Love’–free zone.”


  Andy was braver than I was.


  I looked out the window and tried to concentrate. Asidhovisom, asidhovisoh, asidhovizey, asidhovisad, asidhovizyo, asidhovizy — a knife whose blade has two cutting edges.
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  Andy dumped a shovelful of dirt into a hole in the ground and tamped it down.


  We’d left Zion’s car in the garage beneath Cordus’s house. Zion had headed upstairs right away, no doubt to plot her radio-related revenge. Andy and I had stepped outside to bury the rat kings.


  “You did a good job tonight, Beth. I’m glad Mr. Yellin sent you our way for a day.”


  “Thanks. I’m glad too. Really glad.”


  Andy grinned.


  Yellin was my tutor. He’d taken over my training when Cordus left town. It’d been mostly language study ever since. That and memorizing the names of the powers, their lands here and in the S-Em, their in-laws, their third cousins thrice removed, the names of their childhood pets, their favorite kind of fish … the man was obsessed with the nobility of the other world. But helping me learn to recognize the presence of workings, like the barriers Andy had made? No, he wasn’t interested in that. It was frustrating. If Cordus were still handling my training, I might be seeing through fully by now.


  Andy shifted another shovelful and then looked up at me, smirking. “You want to dig the second hole?”


  “Sure.” I reached for the shovel.


  He pulled it back. “Shut up. I was kidding. Girls can’t dig holes.”


  “I dig holes just fine.”


  “Didn’t know you swung that way, hon.”


  I groaned. “That was painfully bad, Andy.”


  “You lay a belt-high floater over the plate, I gotta take a swing.”


  “Am I supposed to make a joke about ‘floaters,’ now?”


  He looked pained. “Please, don’t even.”


  I laughed, and he grinned at me, shaking his head.


  I hung out while he buried the second rat king. Then we put the shovel away and headed around to the front of the house. We climbed the broad white marble steps that led from the driveway up to a tall portico. Andy pushed open one of the twelve-foot-tall double doors and we walked into the mansion’s towering entry hall. A great silver chandelier — a replica of a tree limb studded all over with tiny lights — glimmered above us. Twin staircases curled up the sides of the room. It was all done out in white marble.


  As soon as I stepped on that floor, I could feel the cold seeping into the soles of my feet. A lot of the mansion was like that: frigidly opulent.


  Fortunately, we were allowed to alter our own living spaces as we saw fit, and over the last few months, I’d done as much work on mine as my limited stipend allowed. It had begun to feel homey.


  And I had friends. That made the place a lot nicer.


  “Wanna have a beer before bed?” Andy asked. “Theo said to give him a call when we got in.”


  “Yeah, beer. Definitely.”
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  We didn’t have to call Theo. We found him sprawled on one of Andy’s leather couches, reading a novel. He had a bottle in the crook of one arm and was using a working to pull a ribbon of beer out of it and into his mouth.


  Theo could do amazing things with water and water-based fluids. I’d seen him ice over a pond so we could go skating in July. I’d also seen him boil a pot of soup without using the stove. But his combat skills were what made him valuable to Cordus — shields and blunt weapons made of super-dense water, jerking all the liquids out of someone’s body, that sort of thing.


  I admired the thin golden spiral of beer. That he could pull off delicate work like this was particularly impressive. It meant he actually practiced instead of just relying on what came naturally through his gift.


  He glanced up at me, and the beer ribbon started running through a complex series of loops. It took me a second to realize it spelled “Hi Beth.”


  Andy snorted. “Show off.”


  Theo grinned. “Damn straight.”


  Andy dug a couple beers out of the fridge, and we sat around chatting and eating nuts and popcorn. Mostly I listened as the guys gossiped about the state of the organization. I knew they were worried about how things were going in Cordus’s absence. I tried to pay attention, but I was tired, and they were mostly talking about people I didn’t know — folks stationed in the south, the west, up in Canada. I found myself zoning out. Whatever the problems, Cordus would fix them when he got back.


  That thought prompted a little shudder. His ways of fixing problems were disturbing.


  “You okay?”


  I looked up. Andy and Theo were both watching me.


  “Yeah, sure. I’m just tired.” I shifted uncomfortably under their gazes.


  Andy and Theo were big, tough-looking guys, but assuming they were nothing but bruisers would get you in trouble pretty quick. They were both plenty smart. They’d each been drafted into Cordus’s organization at age sixteen. That meant finishing high school was out of the question, much less going to college. But they both went ahead and got GEDs, and Theo had applied to colleges too — just to prove he could get in, I guess. Andy made fun of him for it — said it was a waste of money. But I wouldn’t be surprised if Andy’d applied to a few places himself, on the sly.


  That’s all to say, it was pretty hard to put one over on them. You could distract them, but fooling them outright was tough.


  I yawned. “What time is it, anyway?”


  Theo glanced at his phone. “Almost midnight.”


  “I have to get to bed.” I stood, brushing bits of almond skin off my jeans. “Mr. Yellin’s taking me out visiting early tomorrow.”


  “My sympathies,” Andy said.


  Theo shot him a don’t-badmouth-the-Seconds-in-their-own-home look.


  Andy shrugged.


  “’Night, guys. Thanks for the beer.”


  They both stood and walked me to the door. I could almost hear my mother saying, Their mama raised them right. She’d have been right, too. I’d met Andy and Theo’s mother. She was a force to be reckoned with.


  It took me a few minutes to walk to my room — the house was that big.


  My door was unlocked. Everyone left their doors open. Lock-opening was such a common working that keys were sort of pointless. Besides, Cordus wouldn’t take kindly to stealing and could easily identify a thief. When he was around, that is.


  I swung open the door and stepped into a large room — my home, now.


  It had once been decorated in dark wood furniture and rich, pale fabrics. Now multicolored braided-rag rugs covered the floor, and the walls were decorated with family photos and my nieces’ artwork. My great-grandmother’s quilt had replaced the original silk duvet. It had been made for a double bed, so the sheets and blankets stuck out comically on the sides. I’d kept the massive mahogany desk but had covered it and the wall behind it with corkboard.


  The graceful Queen Anne living room set was gone, replaced by a mismatched pair of couches I’d found on Craigslist. One had a coarse brown-and-orange paisley design, and the other was a faded moss green all over. The green one had a large water stain on the seat. I hoped it was water, at any rate. They were unattractive as individuals and looked awful as a set. Zion had declared them “vomitous.” But they were comfy.


  I wasn’t done with the place. The TV was too big, mile-high cream damask drapes still covered the windows, and I hadn’t yet found a way to put my mark on the huge, marble-coated bathroom. But the place had started to feel a bit more like me.


  Back in my home town, I’d known I wanted to keep living in my mother’s house after she passed. I couldn’t have told you why, except for something vague and cliché: it was familiar, it reminded me of her. On some level, though, I must’ve understood that a place can be a companion in its own right. I’d felt terribly alone a lot of the time, and my mother’s house, my house, had been a friend of sorts. The whole town had, really. The kind of friend that drives you bat-shit crazy a lot of the time — lord knows, small-town Wisconsin has its downsides — but a friend nonetheless.


  Maybe I was stuck here, now. Maybe Cordus was never going to let me go. But that didn’t mean I had to focus on what I’d lost. Instead, I focused on what I could control, and if that meant dumping Cordus’s expensive furniture in a probably offensive way, well, bonus.


  It’s not like I never mourned what Cordus had taken from me: my home, my job, my best friend, my brother, my four little nieces. Even my clothes. I did mourn. I just tried to keep it to a minimum. It was pointless.


  Plus, my current situation had some advantages. I’d met some great people, like Andy and Theo. And Kara. And Zion. I was a lot less lonely than I’d been before. And I’d stopped having the panic attacks that had plagued me for most of my life. That was huge.


  I pulled off my boots, then crossed over to the closet and stripped off my filthy jeans and sweatshirt. For a moment, I considered just throwing them away, but clothes cost money, and I didn’t have much of that.


  I balled the jeans up inside a towel before sticking them in the hamper, then headed to the bathroom. I needed a shower. Big time.


  The bathroom looked like it belonged in a four-star hotel: massive Jacuzzi tub, separate shower, double sinks, and a bidet, with beige marble on every possible surface. I thought it was sort of silly looking, but darned if the place didn’t have great water pressure. And I didn’t pay the utility bills.


  I got in and closed the glass door. The water was wonderfully hot. I stood under the pelting stream long after I’d scrubbed away the tunnel grime, letting the heat soak down into my bones.


  Finally I climbed out, put on my PJs, and got in bed. I lay there fingering the quilt. Maybe I could get Suzanne, my next-door neighbor back in Dorf, to send me the little cross-stitched throw pillow I’d kept on my bed. I’d made the pillow-cover for my mother when I was twelve.


  Too bad the old house didn’t have any spare curtains.


  I lay there, thinking about other things I might ask Suzanne to send, until my thoughts grew fuzzy and I drifted off to sleep.
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Chapter 2


  I was dreaming that he was with me.


  I was in Callie’s king-size bed, back in Dorf. Everything looked different — different colors, different shapes — yet the place was unmistakable.


  Callie was out in the kitchen, making tea for me. She would come in and find me with him. That couldn’t happen.


  Under the covers, a hand touched my stomach, just beneath the ribs. Fingers traced down to my navel, circled, and then moved to my hip, pausing for a long moment where the skin was thin over the bone.


  I became aware of the bed sheet lying across my breasts, scraping softly as I breathed.


  It’s just a dream.


  The hand found the furrow where my thigh met my body. A single finger slid slowly inward.


  I stared at the ceiling, my eyes welling. In the kitchen, the water had boiled. My tea was ready. Callie would open the door. She would see.


  I took a deep, shuddering breath and turned my head, meeting brown-and-golden eyes intent with desire.


  I came awake with a gasp, heart racing, body humming. After a few seconds of shocked paralysis, I sat up in bed and looked around.


  I was in my suite. The gray light of very early morning showed around the edges of the drapes. Everything was just as I’d left it the night before.


  I drew up my knees and rested my head on them, trying to regain my equilibrium.


  I didn’t dream of Cordus every night, but it happened often enough. At first, I’d been convinced he was invading my thoughts as I slept. He could probably do that sort of thing if he wanted to — he had a gift for manipulating the minds of others.


  The exact nature of the dreams eventually changed my mind. I never touched him. We never actually had sex. Things never progressed beyond some moment of possibility without certainty.


  Like in this one, where he hadn’t actually touched …


  I stopped that thought.


  And there was always dread, always the sense that I was doing something horrible and was going to be caught.


  Eventually I had to admit it all added up to my own psychodrama — my mind working over my own desire and the feelings of shame that came with it. The man wasn’t manipulating my mind from afar. They were just dreams, plain and simple. Dreams about the taboo, about wanting something I absolutely should not want.


  Not dreams, I told myself. Nightmares.


  I couldn’t be attracted to Cordus. He was beautiful, but he was a monster.


  But I was. There was no way around the fact. When he got back from wherever he was, I was going to have a hell of a time saying “no.”


  When he got back …


  No one knew where he was — no one who was talking, anyway. At first, we assumed he’d gone into the Octoworld isolate to hunt down Graham. But as weeks went by, that explanation seemed less and less plausible.


  I’d decided he must be investigating the matter of Limu and Eye of the Heavens. I’d felt a lot less worried after that. But I was the only one Cordus had confided in about that whole thing, so I couldn’t share my theory with anyone else.


  Now four months had passed with no word of him. That’s why Andy and Theo were worried. Cordus might be a monster, but at least he was a known quantity. If he didn’t come back, some other Second Emanation power would seize this territory and snap us all up as servants. I’d seen some of the others and wanted nothing to do with them.


  Especially Limu.


  My throat tightened. I hadn’t had a panic attack in months, but the thought of falling into Limu’s hands was almost enough to do it. In truth, I’d probably shoot myself if I thought that was about to happen. Better to eat a bullet than be burned alive.


  I shook my head.


  Cordus would come back soon. He had to.


  At the thought of him, an image from my dream swamped me, rich in sensory detail.


  I gritted my teeth, swung my legs out of bed, and padded toward the bathroom. Good thing I’d had a nice hot shower the night before because I was about to take a cold one.
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  The breakfast choices in the estate’s dining room were quiche Florentine and waffles with real maple syrup.


  I love waffles. Real maple syrup? Not so much. It’s sort of thin and strange.


  And no, they didn’t have the fake stuff. It’d taken me weeks to work up the courage to ask one of the waiters. I’d been afraid I’d get a snooty look in response, and I did. Well, it wasn’t an obvious look. I’m sure it was there, though.


  I set my waffle atop my coffee cup and started stirring sugar into the puddle of syrup I’d poured onto my plate.


  “That’s not something you see every day,” Andy said. “What’s the word I’m looking for? ‘Disgusting’ — yeah, that’s it.”


  “Shut up. It’s not sweet enough.”


  Andy and Theo laughed at me. Even Gwen, who was more reserved, chuckled.


  I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, well, at least I wasn’t up all night staring at my Gene Kelly poster.”


  Gwen let out a startled bark of laughter.


  Theo went, “Ooooooo.”


  Andy pointed his syrupy knife at me.


  “Sweetheart, your sexless existence is the source of all your problems.”


  I flushed and looked down. He didn’t know the half of it.


  Theo shook his head. “Beth, you’re throwing slow-pitch. When’re you going to learn?”


  Andy wrinkled his brow in mock concern. “You’d think all these months hanging out with the brute squad would’ve taught her.”


  I focused on floating my waffle on the pool of doctored syrup.


  “Must be because the brute squad isn’t all she hangs out with,” Andy continued.


  Gwen shot him a warning look.


  “Yeah, yeah. You know he doesn’t come to the dining room. All these worthless-peon cooties.”


  They were talking about Yellin. I’d be spending the day with him.


  I really would rather have buried rat kings.
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  Twenty minutes later, I knocked on a door in Cordus’s wing of the mansion. A reedy, heavily accented “you may enter” wafted through from the other side, and I went in.


  Lodovico Yellin sat behind a heavy wooden desk at the far side of the room. It was a spacious office — not as large and opulent as Cordus’s, but nice enough.


  Yellin was a tall, slender man. He wore fashionable little glasses, and his brown hair was liberally mixed with gray.


  He looked me over with an expression of distaste.


  “If you will excuse the observation, Miss Ryder, the cut of those slacks does not flatter you. The rise is too low. In addition, your hair is unevenly parted.”


  Yellin was a Second, like Cordus. Well, sort of like him. Cordus was an émigré and one of the great powers of the Second Emanation, Earth’s multilayered parallel world. Yellin might be from that world, but he was no prince. Near as I could tell, he was some kind of courtier.


  When Cordus claimed his First Emanation territory in North America, he brought a handful of people with him from the other world. People like Yellin. They lived in Cordus’s wing of the mansion and rarely came out to mix with the rest of us — never by choice, so far as I could tell. They pretty clearly held us in contempt. I’d never laid eyes on any of them until Cordus left. Then three came out of the woodwork to run things in his absence. But the other two, Kibwe Okeke and Elanora Wiri, had made themselves scarce, of late. I hadn’t seen either of them in weeks, actually.


  I suppose it’s not surprising. The Seconds had realized only in the last few decades that Nolanders — people like me, born in this world but able to manipulate essence in a small way — had some use-value. That’s when they started collecting us. Before that, they’d enjoyed hunting us. That’s what a friend told me, anyway.


  I got the idea that Yellin missed the good old days.


  Well, maybe that was unfair, but he certainly wasn’t happy about having to be out among us hoi polloi with our ill-fitting pants and ill-parted hair.


  I didn’t like spending time with him any more than he did with me, but he was in charge of things during Cordus’s absence. And according to him, Cordus had selected him as my new trainer, so he’d have been in charge of me, anyway.


  Sometimes he sent me out with Andy or one of the other Nolanders, so long as what they were doing wasn’t dangerous. But that sort of thing was an exception. Most days I followed a steady routine of fitness and combat training, and lessons in Baasha and the human cultures and powers of the S-Em. I handled my own fitness program, with a little help from Gwen, and a Nolander named Tezzy oversaw my martial arts training, but I had to rely on Yellin for the language and culture stuff.


  What I wasn’t getting was magic lessons. Well, not magic, exactly. Everyone insisted that essence-manipulation wasn’t magic, but it still seemed like it to me. Maybe once I could actually do it, it wouldn’t seem so mystical.


  Yellin rose and buttoned his suit jacket.


  “Alas, there is too little time to amend your appearance. Today we will be visiting resident Seconds, and we are already running late. The test on noun declensions will have to wait until tomorrow.”


  I smiled in spite of myself. Tagging along on Yellin’s social calls was way better than taking one of his tests, which were brutal.


  In truth, “social calls” was a bit of a misnomer. These were essentially diplomatic visits. Many Seconds were known to live in Cordus’s First Emanation territory, which stretched from eastern Canada down to the Florida panhandle and west over the Sierras and the Cascades. All those Seconds needed to be checked up on. The goal was to make sure they weren’t doing anything that might reveal their inhumanity or the existence of the other world. Keeping that sort of thing from happening was the whole point of Cordus’s operation. Yellin’s visits were intended to let Seconds in the New York area know the boss was keeping tabs on them.


  We headed down the hallway toward the elevator. 


  “Please, Miss Ryder,” Yellin said over his shoulder, “let us make up for lost time.”


  As though I were more than a handful of steps behind him. Disciplining my expression, I followed him to the elevator. We rode it down to the first basement level, which was connected by tunnel to the garage.


  Once in the tunnel, I quickened my pace to walk beside Yellin. He sped up, trying to stay in front of me. I sped up a little more. Pretty soon, he was scuttling along like a beetle.


  I enjoyed playing this game. I always won because I didn’t care about looking dignified, and he did. You can’t be dignified when you look like you’re running away. He must’ve known it was a losing battle, but he didn’t seem able to stop himself from trying.


  “So who’re we visiting today?” I asked, sure he’d find my tone too familiar.


  He frowned — or, I should say, his existing frown deepened.


  “Among others, we will call on a Second who goes by the name of Helen Sturluson.”


  “Has she lived around here a long time?”


  Yellin shot me a look a pure annoyance.


  Not too long ago, I wouldn’t have asked the question — or tried to walk abreast of him, for that matter. For the first few weeks after he took over my training, I’d just followed him around in silence, too afraid of him to do anything else. But pretty soon I’d discovered something: the guy wasn’t scary.


  Based on my initial experiences with Seconds, I’d assumed they were all basically death on wheels, especially the humanoid ones. But Yellin wasn’t. I simply never got the sense that he was considering harming me, whereas many of the other Seconds I’d met gave me that feeling all the time.


  So far as I could tell, he just wasn’t a violent person. Irritable and snappish, but not violent.


  Once I understood that he wasn’t going to hurt me, I felt freer to interact with him as though we were normal co-workers.


  “So,” I said again, “Miss Sturluson. Has she been here long?”


  “I am not at liberty to disclose information about Miss Sturluson.”


  The expression on his face was pained, as though I’d made a horrific gaffe.


  “Oh. Sorry, Mr. Yellin. I didn’t realize.”


  I paused, but in the end I couldn’t resist. The urge to needle him was irresistible.


  “How come that sort of thing is kept secret?”


  “Seconds do not appreciate having their private affairs shared with Nolanders, Miss Ryder.”


  “Ah. Of course.”


  I let the silence stretch as we passed through the door to the garage. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched his hunched shoulders begin to relax. I waited until they seemed to have reached a low point.


  “So where does she live, exactly?”


  The shoulders shot back up, creating two large wrinkles in the back of his gray suit jacket.


  “In Brooklyn.”


  “Cool. I really like Brooklyn.”


  I got no response.


  “The brownstones are nice. I think so, anyway. Do you like them?”


  Yellin made a little strangled noise.


  Yeah, I was tormenting him, but really, he deserved it. All the Seconds did. People shouldn’t be treated like property and looked down on just because they belong to a different species, or whatever Nolanders are, exactly.


  When we reached the car, Yellin handed me a list of addresses. I got in the driver’s seat and programmed them into the sedan’s GPS.


  I had to drive. I always had to. I suspected that Yellin didn’t know how. If he didn’t take me with him as a driver, he took someone else.


  Well, at least all the chauffeuring had made me more confident behind the wheel. My first few times driving in the city, I’d been terrified almost to the point of tears. New Yorkers don’t drive like small-town Wisconsinites. In Dorf, the driving challenges are different. Like, sometimes you get to a four-way stop, and another driver has gotten there before you, but they just won’t go. No matter how much you smile and wave them on, they just smile back and wave you on instead. Then you both give in at the same moment, go, and have to slam on your brakes to avoid hitting each other. Then another round of smiling and waving commences.


  Infuriating, but not exactly terrifying.


  After some practice, though, I’d gotten used to city driving. Actually, I’d reached the point where I sort of enjoyed the challenge. Or, to put it the way Andy did, I’d found my driving balls.


  The best part was giving the finger to taxis that cut me off. When I did that, Yellin basically melted into a puddle of horrified goo. It was awesome.
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  “Oh, look,” I said, “Miss Sturluson lives in a little brick house. It’s so cute.”


  Yellin stared stoically at the dashboard.


  “Is it okay that we’re showing up without a present?”


  A slow flush crept up his neck, making the skin above his stiff, white color go all blotchy.


  “Miss Sturluson is not an individual of high status. For Lord Cordus’s representatives to bestow a gift upon her would be grossly inappropriate.”


  “Oh. Okay.”


  There was a space almost in front of the house. I backed in.


  “Not even a small gift? Like maybe a pen?”


  Yellin’s cheek started twitching.


  Honest to god, it was like shooting fish in a barrel.


  I got out and stood on the sidewalk, checking out Helen Sturluson’s prim home, which came complete with white metal awnings and a cheery welcome mat.


  As usual, it took Yellin a little while to get out of the car. I had the annoyed suspicion that he was waiting for me to open his door for him, so I was careful not to look in that direction. Eventually I heard the car door shut, and he walked past me. I followed along behind.


  Given her adorable house, I wasn’t surprised to find that Helen Sturluson looked like someone’s sugar-cookie-baking grandma. Crinkly, laughing eyes; the scent of lavender; thick, suntan-colored stockings; thinning silver hair pulled up in a loose bun — she was the complete package.


  Must be a stone-cold killer, I thought.


  I assumed she was disguised, but for all I could tell, she might really be an old lady.


  There are a couple ways strong essence-manipulators can make a disguise. Workings change one thing into something else — very effective, but energy-intensive to maintain. Half-workings let something oscillate back and forth between itself and another form, which saves energy.


  The night before, Andy had disguised the rat kings as suitcases so we could carry them around Grand Central without attracting attention. He’d used a half-working for that.


  Those I could recognize: to me, a half-worked thing looked like itself and something else at the same time.


  Full workings were a different story. I couldn’t sense them at all, which wasn’t how it was supposed to be. People like me were supposed to become sensitive to all worked essence at the same time. A full working should stand out to me as a disturbed area in the fabric of reality. I wouldn’t be able to see through it, like with a halfing, but I should know it was there.


  At any rate, either Sturluson really looked like an elderly human woman, or more likely, she’d used a full working to make her disguise. I couldn’t sense anything strange about her at all.


  She let us right in and, after seating us in her over-furnished parlor, bustled off to the kitchen, leaving us surrounded by teetering knick-knacks, scruffy-looking potted plants, and at least a dozen small heart-shaped pillows.


  I picked one up and gave it an experimental squeeze. Instead of being soft, it was firm and sort of crunchy — filled with dried flowers, I realized.


  I couldn’t see a cat anywhere, but I could tell she had one, one that didn’t always hit the box. The faded-roses scent emanating from the pillow couldn’t compete.


  She returned, and we all sat around sipping tea and eating stale gingersnaps. No one said much. Sturluson kept catching my eye and giving me warm, crinkly smiles. That put me on edge. There was no good reason for her to be smiling at me. So far as she was concerned, I should’ve been a nobody.


  Finally, Yellin set his cup down on the coffee table and cleared his throat.


  “My lord sends his regards, Miss Sturluson.”


  “Well isn’t that lovely? He’s such a fine young man. Please give him my best.”


  Her diction surprised me. Most Seconds were relentlessly formal. I’d never heard one use a contraction.


  Then again, Sturluson lived out in the world among humans. Stilted speech would make her stand out.


  “Have you encountered any difficulties since I saw you last, Miss Sturluson?”


  “Why no, dear. Everything’s been fine.”


  Yellin nodded and raised his teacup, looking bored.


  Sturluson shifted in her seat, then delicately cleared her throat, as though she were about to bring up something slightly embarrassing.


  “This doesn’t have to do with me, per se, but there was that story in the New York Post on Tuesday of last week. I assume you saw it?”


  “No, Miss Sturluson, I did not. I leave it to my Nolander staff to peruse the tabloids.”


  “Good heavens, my dear, really? This won’t do. Well, let me see. I think I still have it somewhere.” She bustled over to a small desk crammed with papers. “No … not here … let me see …”


  Yellin watched her shuffling through the stacks. He looked perplexed. Apparently this departed from the usual script.


  “Oh, yes, silly me. Here it is.” Sturluson trundled back over to us and handed Yellin a newspaper folded open to an inside page.


  He watched her return to her seat, holding the clipping as though he weren’t quite sure what to do with it.


  She smiled at him cheerily. “I think you should read it now, my dear.”


  Yellin’s look of perplexity deepened into a frown, and he lowered his gaze to the page. His eyes moved quickly over the words, then slowed. I saw him stiffen. Whatever he was reading, he didn’t like it. When he looked back up at Sturluson, his face was pale. He opened his mouth, but nothing came out.


  “Do you suppose someone’s trying to …” Sturluson turned to me, smiling. “What do you call it when a criminal attempts to blame another for his crime, Miss Ryder?”


  “‘Frame’?”


  “Yes, yes, of course. Thank you, my dear. Do you suppose someone’s trying to frame me, Mr. Yellin?”


  He stared at her.


  “Mr. Yellin?”


  He startled. “I do not know, Miss … Miss …” He drifted to a stop, as though he’d forgotten her name.


  “The resemblance is striking,” she prattled on, ignoring his reaction. “Then again, my methods are typical of my kind. Perhaps one of my kin is visiting.”


  Yellin made a visible effort to gather himself.


  “That would be …” He paused, clearly uncertain. “Does that actually happen? Visits? I thought … that is to say … um.”


  This was bad. I’d never heard a Second say “um.”


  Sturluson smiled over her teacup and said nothing.


  Yellin gave himself a little shake. “This is quite disturbing, Miss Sturluson.”


  “I couldn’t agree more, my dear. That’s why I wanted to be sure you were in the know.”


  She gave me a wink, as though proud of her idiomatic usage. Then she set down her cup and sat back, lacing her fingers over her round belly and smiling warmly.


  I looked from one to the other, confused and worried. Something was playing out in front of me — something serious — but I didn’t understand it.


  After several seconds, Yellin set his cup and saucer down with an awkward clatter and rose.


  “Miss Sturluson, I will discuss this matter with Lord Cordus as soon as possible. Goodbye.”


  He barely waited for a reply before hurrying out of the house, beating me to the car by a good ten seconds.


  When I reached the car, I glanced back. Sturluson was standing in the door of her cute little house, smiling and waving.


  A shiver went up my back.


  I got in the car and maneuvered out of the parking space. Yellin sat staring silently out the window as I drove. He must’ve been deep in thought — I had to ask several times if we should continue our scheduled visits.


  “No, no, of course not. We must speak to Lord Cordus immediately.”


  “But …” I paused, at a loss. “Has Lord Cordus come back?”


  Yellin turned to look at me, blinking and glassy-eyed. With an effort, he seemed to come back to himself, and I saw something like fear wash over his face. Then it was gone, replaced by his customary look of annoyance.


  “Never mind. I was speaking metaphorically.” He turned back to the dashboard.


  Okaaay.


  “We could go back to the estate and meet with the others.”


  “Absurd. This is not a matter to discuss with Nolanders. We will continue the day’s visits. I will deal with Miss Sturluson at a later time.”


  I nodded and focused on getting us into Manhattan in one piece. It was hard to concentrate, though. I was getting that “we’re screwed” feeling in a big way.
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  Though Yellin seemed deeply shaken, he insisted on making the two visits he’d scheduled.


  The first was a corner grocery — one of those essential NYC establishments where a tiny box of cereal can be had for $8.99. There he spoke briefly to the people who ran the place. To humans, they would’ve looked like a middle-aged Southeast Asian couple, immigrants from India or Pakistan, maybe. But they were using half-workings, so I could see their real appearance, as well. They were human, but were much stockier than their disguises — barrel-chested and muscular — with paler skin and heavy features.


  I wondered if they were Neanderthals. Cordus had told me once that many hominid species persisted in the other world, so it seemed like a real possibility. I was fascinated and had to force myself not to stare.


  Then we went to Central Park. That was nice. The early October weather was lovely: still sunny but with a hint of chill in the air. Yellin settled us on the bleachers on the third-base side of an unused softball field. He started scanning the nearby trees.


  I got out my phone and went to the New York Post site. After a minute of searching, I was pretty sure I’d found the article Sturluson had shown Yellin. It was short and horrifying.


  
    BROOKLYN BOY’S DEATH REMAINS MYSTERY

    By Claudia Kazzan


    The Police Department is releasing no information on the cause of death of a five-year-old boy, Thomas Kaits, whose remains were discovered last Wednesday in an abandoned building on the 500 block of New Lots Avenue.


    A source familiar with the coroner’s report stated the remains were highly unusual and cause of death had not been determined.


    The boy’s mother, Catherine Kaits, 27, of Brooklyn, has been pressing the department to release the coroner’s findings.


    “Why won’t they tell me how he died? I just want to know what happened to my baby,” Kaits said when reached for comment late yesterday.


    The source familiar with the coroner’s report described the remains as “an organic slurry” from which DNA could not be recovered. According to the source, Thomas Kaits was identified by personal belongings found with his remains.


    Two similar sets of remains were reported in Hell’s Kitchen last week. Both were identified by the coroner as animal in origin. The police asked local residents to be on the watch for possible illegal chemical dumping in connection with those findings.


    When asked about a potential connection, a police department spokesperson declined to comment.

  


  Yellin rose suddenly and headed across the diamond toward some trees on the left. I sat there watching him go, feeling a little ill.


  What was Helen Sturluson, exactly? A walking vat of lye, sneaking around the city dissolving people and animals? Or maybe just people — if they hadn’t been able to recover any DNA, who’s to say the earlier remains weren’t human too?


  Yellin paused to look back impatiently.


  “Do come along, Miss Ryder.”


  “Sorry.”


  I put away my phone and tried to shove Sturluson and little Thomas Kaits out of my mind. I couldn’t do anything about it. Yellin was a Second, and he was clearly taking the situation very seriously. He might be an ass to me and the other Nolanders, but he’d be all over something like this. For the Seconds, keeping humans in the dark about the existence of the other world was paramount. Weird stuff — especially weird stuff that resulted in human deaths — was always taken care of immediately.


  Yellin’s strange behavior in the car came to mind.


  No, I must’ve misunderstood it. He was a Second. Whatever was going on, he could handle it, and since it posed a threat, handle it he would.


  I climbed off the bleachers and followed him over to one of the trees. A big hawk was perched on one of the lower branches. So far as I could tell, it was a real hawk.


  Yellin put a barrier around us. Not that I could sense it, mind you — barriers are workings, so I was blind to them. But the guy always went through an elaborate ritual of concentration and deep breathing before creating a working. I couldn’t understand why he did that. It was the world’s biggest tip-off, and it’d sure be awkward to have to do that whole rigmarole in an emergency.


  Eventually Yellin finished his routine and let out a deep breath.


  His barrier must’ve been up because the hawk glided down to us and suddenly became a large, pinkish, winged creature — something like a cross between a man and a bat. I’d seen him before at Cordus’s court functions.


  He and Yellin started speaking in Baasha. I was able to follow along reasonably well. Yellin was complaining about the pink bat-thing’s hawk disguise. The bat-thing nodded along and said he’d do better, but his stubborn expression undercut his words.


  Yellin was unusually forthcoming when I asked him about it during our walk back to the car.


  “That one very much needs to relocate to a less populous area. His inability to hold a female hawk as mate for more than a single season has been much remarked upon by the city’s bird-watchers.”


  The powerful and mysterious Second Emanation, outed by suspicious bird-watchers. It never would’ve occurred to me.


  “Wow. That must be frustrating.”


  “Indeed, Miss Ryder, it is.”


  “Why does he insist on staying here?”


  “Pizza.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “He is an aficionado and finds the pizza in other places unacceptable.”


  For a second, I felt a twinge of sympathy for Yellin — what a ridiculous situation. Then he snapped at me for walking too slowly, and my kind thoughts withered.


  Incredibly, I’d found a street space on Central Park West, just north of Columbus Circle.


  It’d given me a chill to see the Time Warner Center, with its twin spires, down the block. Cordus held court — the kind of court a king has, not a judge — in a penthouse suite near the top of the northern tower. Before he left town, he’d taken me along to court events a couple times. It clearly gave him no small satisfaction to show me off as his newest possession. I hated it.


  Hated it, and yet the memory rose of standing in the elevator with Cordus as he slowly looked me over, taking in the results of the estate staff’s ministrations to my hair, skin, and dress. The image was powerful enough to make my heart rate spike. Something tightened like a hot fist deep in my belly.


  Damn. I shook my head.


  We reached the car, and Yellin settled sullenly into his seat. After a few seconds, he shot me a frown.


  “Are we leaving any time soon, Miss Ryder?”


  “I was just thinking … should we go check out the building where they found that little boy? The one in the article?”


  I flashed my phone at him, so he’d know I knew what the article said.


  He made an exasperated noise. “No. That would be too dangerous for someone in training. I will send a team to investigate the building this evening.”


  That seemed overly cautious, to me. After all, if I went with him, I’d have the protection of an actual Second.


  “What might’ve made Miss Sturluson think she was being framed for the boy’s death?”


  What I really wanted to ask was, What the hell is she? But Seconds were quite touchy about questions like that. I could see that even the more indirect phrasing I’d used rubbed Yellin the wrong way.


  “Miss Ryder, the matter of Miss Sturluson is not your concern.”


  “I can’t do anything to help?”


  He laughed. It was a bizarre sound.


  “She is of the Thirsting Ground — an entity of great power, far beyond the likes of you.”


  The words “or me” seemed to hover unspoken at the end of his sentence. I shivered.


  “What’s the Thirsting Ground? Does she hunt people?”


  “Indeed, Miss Ryder, she hunts everything that lives. It is her nature.”


  “Well, don’t we have to stop her?”


  Yellin gave me an utterly fed-up look. “She has always been perfectly discreet. Please, Miss Ryder, let us not dawdle any longer. I have much work waiting back at the estate.”


  I shouldn’t have been shocked. I knew Seconds didn’t care about human life for its own sake. But to hear it stated so baldly, with no apology or embarrassment — I was disgusted. And angry.


  Yellin shot me another annoyed glance, then did a sort of double-take, really focusing on me. I watched his face register confusion, surprise, and finally fear.


  I stared back at him until he abruptly looked away.


  It was me. He was scared of me.


  I glanced in the rear-view, half expecting to see something strange in the mirror, but it was just my same old face, slightly flushed from anger.


  Mystified by his reaction, I started the car and drove home. The whole way, neither of us said a word.
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  “I really need to get my hair done. Can you set that up for me?”


  “Justine, you know Lord Cordus won’t let you leave the estate. He says you’re safest here.”


  My sister-in-law leaned over the marble sink, frowning into the mirror as she toweled her hair. Her highlights had grown out a couple inches, leaving a wide dark-blond stripe around her part. I could see a few gray hairs in there. That’s probably what was upsetting her.


  “Like he cares what happens to me. I haven’t seen him in months.”


  “I keep telling you he’s out of town.”


  “Then who’s to stop me from leaving?”


  “I don’t know. His dozens of obedient flunkies, maybe?”


  She rolled her eyes at me and then started sectioning her hair for blow-drying.


  Of all the things that had happened to Justine over the last few months, being deprived of trips to the salon seemed to be what bothered her the most.


  She’d talked a lot about Ben and the kids during the first few weeks at the estate, but they seemed to have faded from her consciousness. It’s not that she didn’t remember them. She just didn’t tend to think of them unless I reminded her.


  That was too bad. I talked to my oldest niece, Tiffany, on the phone at least once a week, so I knew that Justine’s family was still struggling with her absence. Madisyn, who’d just turned four, had regressed on her potty-training; Lia, who was five, was having separation anxiety; and Jazzy, the nine-year-old, had sprouted some major tweener attitude.


  As for how my brother was doing, I thought he was hanging in there, but I didn’t know for sure. He’d only just started taking my calls about three weeks ago, and I could tell from what he said (curt monosyllables clustered around “where the hell are you, anyway?”) that he was still really mad at me.


  I understood why. From his point of view, his wife had vanished. Then his sister, his only remaining family, had picked that moment — the moment he desperately needed her help — to flip out and leave town, destination unknown. He’d spent the four years since our mother died looking out for me, and he’d done it despite Justine pretty much hating me. But when the time came to return the favor, I split. And I hadn’t even been able to offer a reasonable explanation for where I was going or why, since “unable to leave New York due to enslavement by godlike otherworldly being” was a no-go.


  Yeah, I understood why he was pissed. I just hadn’t expected him to stay pissed for quite so long. Ben was my only family. I missed him.


  I finished drying between my toes and began pulling on my clothes. Over by the mirror, Justine turned on the blow-dryer and began the long process of making that hairstyle Jennifer Aniston had in the mid-’90s. Justine had been wearing her hair that way since before she could drive. Funny how some people’s fashion sense gets frozen at a certain moment in time and stays that way forever.


  Not a problem for me — I had no fashion sense. Jeans, sneakers, and a ponytail were my look of choice. Unfortunately, life in Cordus’s world demanded at least “business casual” most of the time. It was a drag.


  But not as much of a drag as spending time with Justine. I felt responsible for her and tried to see her every day, but it sure wasn’t something I looked forward to. She reminded me of Ben and the girls and of the life I’d lost. Plus, she’d never been nice to me.


  Justine had grown up around the corner from me, so I’d always sort of known her. When I was eight and she was a freshman in high school, she’d babysat for me a few times. I don’t remember much about her at that age. A few years later, she’d started going out with Ben. She got pregnant, and they got married.


  You’d think I’d have developed a good relationship with a sister-in-law who wasn’t all that much older than me, but it just didn’t work that way. She seemed to dislike me from the get-go. I never could figure out why.


  Anyway, a few months ago I’d found out she was actually some weird kind of Second, one who could shape-shift so fully that even Nolanders and other Seconds couldn’t tell she wasn’t human. Apparently, she’d stolen some kind of super-weapon from another S-Em power, Limu, and had come to Dorf to hide out. When Limu got wind of where she was, he sent a bounty hunter after her. That started the chain of events that revealed my maybe-not-human-after-all status and brought me here. And her, too — Cordus wasn’t letting her go until he figured out what Limu was up to.


  I slid my feet into a semi-comfortable pair of brown suede heels and straightened up. Justine was still blow-drying, intent on the task at hand. She was sucking in her upper lip, something she only did when she was concentrating.


  I still had trouble accepting she was a Second, much less a mythical one, and a daring thief, to boot. Intellectually, I knew it was true. I mean, I’d seen what was apparently her true shape — a bunch of floating blue balls. But emotionally, it still felt unreal. “Petty, shallow small-town sister-in-law” and “legendary, inhuman hero of the Second Emanation, a god to the gods,” were the mental equivalent of matter and anti-matter: I couldn’t put them together.


  At any rate, making Justine my gym buddy had been a good idea. When I was exercising, I didn’t think about all that stuff so much. Plus, we worked out hard enough that we couldn’t really talk. Perfect.


  And it made for great workouts. When I’d first come to the estate, Gwen had been in charge of my fitness training, and it had been brutal. Not because Gwen was that rough on me, I realized later, but because I’d been pretty out of shape. That was changing fast, though — Justine was a fitness freak, and I was so unwilling to look bad in front of her that I pushed myself harder than I had for Gwen. Today we’d run four miles on the estate’s trails, and I’d almost broken the seven-minute-mile mark. That was a big step up for me. I’d left Justine behind.


  I wish I could say my combat training was coming along equally well. I’d definitely improved: I could actually punch something, now, but only if the something wasn’t moving. And the punch was probably more of a love-tap.


  Justine finished up with her hair and began lining her makeup up on the counter in a neat row. With a small inward sigh, I settled down on the locker room bench and pulled a book up on my phone. We were going to be there a while.
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  “I was really shocked. I couldn’t believe he’d admit to being so blasé about human life. Actually, ‘admit’ isn’t the right word. It wasn’t even an issue. He just said she was always discreet.”


  I shook my head. It was hard to find the right words.


  Andy made a sympathetic face and patted my hand.


  He and Theo and Gwen and I were ensconced on the ugly couches in my room. I was telling them about the weirdest thing I’d seen in months: a Second running away from me.


  When Yellin and I had gotten back to the estate that afternoon, I’d pulled the car into its space in the garage and started to get out. By the time I’d closed my door, Yellin was already disappearing down the tunnel to the house. I’d never seen him get out of a car so quickly. Maybe it was an exaggeration to say he was “running away,” but he was moving awfully fast. Way faster than the beetle scuttle I’d seen him do that morning.


  Watching him high-tail it out of there sort of shook me up. Before fetching Justine, I’d texted Andy, Gwen, and Theo, asking them to come over after dinner.


  As soon as he’d walked in, Andy had put a sound-blocking barrier around us. Theo had brought beer. Gwen had brought her quiet calm. What I had were questions.


  “So, anyway, here’s the thing: when he realized he’d made me mad, he was scared. Almost shitting-himself scared. I think …” I paused, feeling out the realization as it came to me. “I think he thought I was going to hurt him.”


  I let it hang there among us, the crazy idea that a Second would’ve thought I posed a threat.


  “That can’t be it,” Theo said. “Maybe he was afraid you’d cause some sort of scene. You were on Central Park West, right? That’s pretty public.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “It still seems weird, though. Even if I’d caused a scene, he could’ve hidden it.”


  Andy shrugged. “He’s a Second. Whatcha gonna do? They’re all weird.”


  “Damn, I’ll drink to that,” Theo said.


  I lifted my bottle.


  “You’re both assuming Mr. Yellin’s stronger than Beth,” Gwen said. “What if he’s not?”


  The rest of us froze, beers halfway to our mouths. After a second, Theo and I set ours down. Andy sipped his, then frowned at the bottle as though he’d tasted something funny.


  My heart rate picked up — whether from alarm or excitement I wasn’t sure. I stared at Gwen, waiting for her to explain.


  At thirty-seven, Gwen was the oldest Nolander in Cordus’s household. Well, no, I should amend that: she was the oldest of those who were strong enough to be given the dangerous work of hunting down renegade Seconds. Most Nolanders couldn’t do a whole lot more than see workings. Those folks had safer positions as household staff. The ones who went hunting didn’t tend to survive nearly so long, even though they worked in teams.


  Gwen’s age was a testament to how good she was. She was a real ace with firearms and had a weird gift: she could make small things disappear. Not just go invisible or take another form. Any strong Nolander who’s studied workings can do that. I mean completely disappear, as in cease to exist forever.


  Even so, you could see Gwen had lived a rough life — lots of scars. She hadn’t endured by being reckless or unobservant. She was quiet, serious, and careful. She’d only recently started loosening up around me, as though it had taken her a few months to decide I was good people.


  Now she spoke slowly, as though weighing her words.


  “For a long time, I thought every Second was stronger than me, but now I’m not so sure. They pretty clearly have a range of strength. Why should we assume that the bottom of their range is higher than the top of ours?”


  Andy and Theo shared a thoughtful look.


  The phrase “run-of-the-mill S-Em shop-keeper” popped to mind. After a second, I remembered where I’d heard it — Graham.


  Maybe that’s what Yellin was — a glorified shop-keeper.


  “So Yellin thinks I could overpower him?”


  “That’d be my guess.”


  Andy was looking at Gwen, clearly a bit miffed. “Why haven’t you mentioned this before?”


  She grimaced. “It’s not the kind of thing that’s wise to talk about around here, usually.”


  I knew what she meant: we wouldn’t want to have this conversation when Cordus was here. Heck, it was risky even when he wasn’t, since he could always pick tidbits out of your brain later. I didn’t blame Gwen for keeping her mouth shut.


  Plus, who would’ve believed her without the Yellin example? According to the party line, Nolanders were neither Second nor human. We had no true home in either world. But what Gwen was saying made Seconds and Nolanders sound pretty much the same — mixed together along a continuum of power.


  “Yellin called Sturluson the ‘Thirsting Ground,’” I said. “What is that?”


  “I don’t know,” Gwen said. She looked at the guys. “Ever heard of it?”


  They both shook their heads.


  “So do you think she’s the one who killed that kid?” Andy asked.


  I shook my head. “If she had, why would she have brought it to our attention like that?”


  “She could be challenging Lord Cordus,” Gwen mused. “Leaving behind a mysterious corpse, practically on his doorstep, then rubbing our noses in it when we don’t notice? That’s beyond ballsy. Either she’s challenging him, or she’s nuts.”


  “Maybe both,” Andy said.


  “Or she didn’t do it, and she’s trying to make sure we don’t get the wrong idea,” I said.


  “Yeah, but if she didn’t do it, something just like her probably did,” Andy said. “Either way, it’s gonna be a bitch to take care of.”


  The conversation had sobered everyone up pretty quickly. After all, we knew who was going to be going after the killer — the people in that room. Minus me, of course. I had little to offer in that kind of situation. Theo and Andy were only a couple years older than me, but I was a babe in the woods in comparison, since my abilities were emerging so late and so unevenly.


  “That Post article, can you call it back up?”


  I found it in my phone’s browser history and passed it to Gwen. She went over it slowly, her lips moving as she read. Then she looked up, thoughtful.


  “This reporter’s connecting three different cases. Sounds like she’s really looking into it. That’s not good.”


  “Lemme see,” Andy said.


  Gwen handed the phone over.


  “Huh,” he said, passing the phone to Theo. “Well, if all three of us go, we should be fine.”


  “Fuckin’-A, dude, you just jinxed us!”


  “Shut up, Theo. Don’t be a pussy.”


  Gwen put on an am-I-the-only-adult-in-the-room? look.


  I smiled, but the whole situation frightened me. Would my friends really have to go take this unknown creature down, with only scaredy-pants Yellin to rely on for guidance?


  The phrase “organic slurry” whispered through my mind.


  The questions of whether I was or wasn’t genuinely attracted to Cordus, would or wouldn’t sleep with him, suddenly seemed absurdly unimportant. We needed him back. Immediately.
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Chapter 3


  Zion stopped and cocked her head, her sleek black ponytail falling to one side.


  “That’s weird.”


  Behind me, Andy stopped. All I could hear was running water, the soft whine of the infrared illuminator on my goggles, and the echo of our breaths.


  We were in a Manhattan sewage tunnel, continuing the endless process of rounding up rat kings. Sounds gross, I know, but I was glad to be there instead of spending another day at the estate doing the same old, same old.


  Zion had gotten a bead on a rat king somewhere down here and was trying to find a tunnel that led in the right direction. But now she seemed to be at an impasse.


  “What’s up?” Andy asked.


  “It’s moving toward us,” Zion said. “It shouldn’t be doing that. They can hardly move at all.”


  Andy stepped around me and looked over Zion’s right shoulder. I peeked around her to the left. There was nothing to see except the tunnel, dirty, wet, and eerily green in night-vision, stretching away into darkness.


  “It’s coming,” Zion said. “Fast.” Her voice sounded tight.


  I started to hear something. A scrabbling sound — very faint at first, then louder.


  Andy grabbed us both and pressed us against the tunnel wall with his body.


  A tide of rats poured into sight, surging toward us in a two-foot high wave. The rats at the front of the wave half-scrambled, half-tumbled forward and fell, then were overrun by those coming after. They were on us in an instant, cresting as high as my waist as they passed the narrow spot we made in the tunnel. Then the tide slackened, leaving a few hundred stragglers scurrying after over a layer of crushed bodies.


  None of them had actually touched me. Either Andy or Zion had put a barrier around us. Probably Andy — he was much better with barriers.


  “Jesus, Beth —” Zion said, getting ready to blame me, for some reason.


  Andy said, “Shhh,” and she stilled.


  Something else was there.


  I felt Andy’s heart rate skyrocket. Whatever it was, it was bad. He groped down my side and grabbed my left hand. I felt him take Zion’s too. He wanted to be able to draw on our strength to reinforce his barrier. I tried to open myself to him but couldn’t. Supposedly my capacity was huge, but it was malformed and largely dormant. I couldn’t control it, couldn’t even find it.


  “Just take what you need,” I whispered. “I can’t help you.”


  We waited.


  I think I saw it last of all: something dark and low moving over the floor of the tunnel. It was maybe six feet long and half that wide, but irregular, shifting. I stared at it, unable to make out what it was. My eyes couldn’t seem to capture it. It was all wrong. A spasm of nausea gripped me, and I swallowed convulsively.


  “What the hell?” Zion choked out.


  No one answered her. Whatever it was, it wasn’t from around here, and I was pretty sure it wasn’t friendly.


  I thought about reaching slowly for my gun, but Andy and Zion were armed too, and neither of them was making a move.


  The thing glided toward us, paused, then flowed up the opposite wall of the tunnel, spreading out as though mirroring our shape. Its dark surface moved grotesquely. It reminded me of something I’d seen in the woods as a kid: a dead rabbit whose distended belly skin undulated as the maggots inside it moved and fed.


  Then the thing went still. With a tremendous jolt, we were yanked across the tunnel into it. At the same instant, Andy ripped something out of me, and I became aware of the barrier surrounding us. It was thinning where it was pressed against the thing on the wall, and the thinning hurt me. Then overpowering density surged through the barrier, repulsing the creature’s assault. It released us, and we fell, landing in a heap on the floor of the tunnel.


  I lay there, suffering. When the thing seized us, Andy’s barrier had provided some cushion, but we’d still moved fast and stopped hard. My whole body hurt. And having capacity pulled out of me had been pure agony. I could still feel the pain, though I couldn’t have said exactly where it was located. Furthermore, Andy was on top of me, and he was really heavy. And I was lying on a jumble of dead rats, sewage, and what felt like rocks.


  “Andy?”


  He still had a death grip on my left hand. I jostled him with my knee, and he groaned.


  “Goddamn, that sucked.”


  Slowly, he lifted himself off me and looked around. “You okay?”


  “I think so. Is it gone?”


  “Yeah. Dunno how far it went, though.”


  He helped me sit up. There were chunks of masonry and soil all around us. I pulled my knees up and rested my forehead on them.


  “I’m sorry, Beth. I know that hurt you.”


  “S’okay. We’re alive. That’s what counts.”
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