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For my mom and dad


PART ONE

WHY run so fast the hurtling crowd

Adown the long streets, roaring loud?

Is Rhodes on fire?—more fast the throng,

Wedg’d close and closer, storms along.

High o’er the train, he seems to lead,

Behold a Knight on warlike Steed!

Behind is dragged a wondrous load;

Beneath what Monster groans the road?

With wide jaws like the Crocodile,

In shape a Dragon to the sight,

All eyes in wonder gaze the while—

Now on the Monster, now the Knight.

—Friedrich von Schiller, “The Fight with the Dragon”

translated by Sir Edward Bulwer Lytton, 1852
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THE WAR SIREN WAILED.

I gaped at the windows, my eyes locked on the sky-grazing tower that stood out against the Manhattan skyline.

The Needle. Like all the others in the country, it was a tall, sleek eyesore glimmering day and night with bright streaks of the most obnoxious metallic blue running up and down its length like little live wires. It was supposed to be some kind of high frequency . . . something-something particular disrupter. Okay, I’m not great with technical terms. The important thing was that it was more than just a tourist attraction.

Eyesore or not, it was the only thing keeping everyone in the city from being slaughtered very messily.

Blinking lights meant we were safe.

And its lights had just blinked off.

No one in my algebra class said anything. No one could. We were screwed.

“Okay, ch-children, just remain calm,” Mr. Whomsley shouted, though he tripped over his own feet trying to get around his desk. His sunken eyes darted around the classroom as if looking for one of us to tell him what to do next. Except we were all looking at him now, at his gaping mouth and his greasy forehead beading with sweat. I could tell he was nervous, no, terrified—terrified because the War Siren that hadn’t blown in some fifty years had just broken into short, quick pulses.

The signal for a Category Three attack.

It was all from the Hirsch-Johnson Phantom Disaster Scale. Four categories. Categories One and Two were already bad, with damage to infrastructure and physical injury expected to varying, awful degrees. But Category Three . . . large-scale destruction . . . city-wide terror . . .

And that was just the third level.

Wait. Category Three?

Oh god. My nails grazed my desk. This isn’t happening.

“Don’t panic!” Mr. Whomsley shuffled the papers on his desk.

“Mr. Whomsley?” Janice Gellar sounded near tears. A lot of oh my gods harmonized with her whimpers in the background. My own included.

“I said don’t panic. Don’t panic!” He started grasping his tie, wiping the sweat off his forehead with the back of his sleeve.

“What the hell are we supposed to do?” Rick Fielding roared from the back of the classroom.

Then Whomsley finally got his beady eyes to focus, probably because he knew as well as I did that another two seconds of waffling and there’d be a bloody stampede for the door. I could already hear the doors of other classrooms opening, students filing out, teachers crying out over the terrified din: “Okay, everyone, now just proceed in a calm and orderly fashion.”

Calm and orderly. Like we weren’t all going to die soon.

“O-okay, students, remain calm.” Mr. Whomsley readjusted his toupee and sucked in a breath. “Proceed to the shelter in a . . . a calm and orderly fashion.”

Right. The shelter. Just like the handbook said, going to the school’s underground shelter was the first thing we were supposed to do “in the event of an emergency.” ’Course, nobody really read the handbook anymore because we hadn’t had to in years.

So after that . . . what were we supposed to do?

As I stood from my chair, I tried to remember what those two military guys had said at that special preparedness seminar back in September—the same one they gave every year. Bits and pieces came back to me:

In the rare case of a hostile attack, take only the essentials. Get to the shelter beneath the school within ten minutes of the first few warning pulses.

Ten minutes. Or was it five minutes?

Damn it, what had I been thinking, blogging instead of paying attention?

I slung my tote bag over my shoulder and pushed my chair in. The feet groaned against the tiles, but I could barely hear it beneath the siren’s steady rhythm and my own pulse beating in my ears.

“Orderly fashion!” Mr. Whomsley cried when people started shoving. “Orderly!”

In front of me, Missy Stevenson was muttering deliriously under her breath, and I couldn’t blame her. New York had one of the most efficient APDs in the world. This wasn’t supposed to happen to us.

“The National Guard should be here in ten to fifteen minutes,” Mr. Whomsley assured us.

True. And if there was a base nearby, the Sect could get here a bit faster. That meant there was actually a chance we could make it down to the shelter alive before the big fight scene started.

I inhaled an unsteady breath and nodded. Everything was good. Everything was going to be fine.

Except . . .

Ten to fifteen minutes would be quite enough time for a Category Three phantom to raze Manhattan to the ground.

As we flooded out of the classroom and joined the long, silent death march making its way through the labyrinthine halls, I noted the terror hollowing out the faces of students and teachers alike, even those with the good sense to at least pretend to be calm and collected. Deep down, we were all hoping for the best, praying to be saved. But what if the cavalry came too late? What if nobody came to save us?

Then I would end up being the city’s only hope.

Oh god.

I let the thought sink in as I gazed down at my clammy hands. If people knew what I could do . . . if they knew who I was, what I was, especially now, then they’d ask me to save them. Beg me. And I knew I couldn’t.

But if I didn’t do something . . .

I squeezed my eyes shut, my heart rattling. What the hell was I supposed to do?

“Oh god, there it is!” Missy Stevenson shrieked, and it was like all of Ashford High erupted into chaos. She was pointing out the windows, up at the sky, its bright blue darkening by the second. Dead, gray clouds crackled with frantic energy, but nobody was expecting lightning. We knew better.

We saw it instead.

It was as if the clouds themselves were distended. A dark, twisting funnel slowly drooped out of the gray masses, but the farther it descended, the clearer its shape became.

I ran to the windows with everyone else, clutching the metal bars separating us from the glass. I’d never seen one before, not up close. It looked like a coiled snake detangling itself from a net, its long, thick body trying to shake itself out of the clouds. And as it slowly dipped into the stratosphere, I could see its body of gray mist hardening, an armor of black bones sprouting down its length, gripping its skin.

A phantom. A big one.

The metal bars bit into my palms, pinching the blood flow.

“Keep moving, students!” A teacher began shoving kids forward. “Get to the shelter. Now!”

I wasn’t gaping at the sky anymore. My eyes were fixed on the chaos down below. The NYPD was doing a pretty crappy job of getting citizens off the street in a calm and orderly fashion, though a giant freaking monster appearing from nowhere probably made the task all the more difficult. Traffic had come to a full stop with too many cars going in too many directions. People were abandoning their vehicles altogether and fleeing on foot, though some multitasked and captured the chaos on their phones as they ran. It was bedlam down there.

Nobody seemed to notice the tiny girl who’d hidden underneath a parked Jeep.

“Keep moving, students!”

Just go to the shelter, Maia, I told myself. It was okay; the police would take care of it.

I managed to tear my eyes away from the girl, but they slid back again, helplessly. Nobody had noticed her. Where were her parents? Why wasn’t anyone helping her?

“Maia,” a teacher called me. Mrs. Samuelson. “Get moving!”

I clenched and unclenched my hands. No doubt they could all see me shaking.

“Get moving, Maia!”

I wanted to. God, I wanted to.

But people’s lives were in danger. Neither the National Guard nor the Sect were anywhere to be found. And a horrifying monster was about to kill us all.

A deep, low cry, as haunting and pure as a whale’s song, vibrated through the streets, shuddering up my bones. The tail had broken free from the clouds, sharpening to a point, coiling its way down to Earth, dangerously close to us. When this thing landed, it’d take out a good chunk of Prospect Avenue for sure. A few streets later and Ashford High would be next.

June . . . if you were me, you’d do something, wouldn’t you?

A stupid question. I already knew the answer. I gritted my teeth.

Meanwhile, Missy Stevenson finally just flipped out. Clutching chunks of her hair, she tried to run in the other direction, howling like a banshee, pushing her way through students, and swinging wildly at whoever was dumb enough not to get out of her way.

It was the distraction I needed.

In that one hectic moment, I stupidly took off toward the fire exit.

“Maia!”

I couldn’t tell who was calling me, and it didn’t matter. I was too fast.

“Maia, get back here!”

Tears stung my eyes as I sped down the steps. I wasn’t ready for stuff like this: saving people, fighting things. It had only been two days, two days since fate crossed my name off the list of people’s lives to manhandle. I needed more time.

Then again . . . technically, this was what I’d always wanted, in a way. This was what I’d always dreamed of, ever since I was a kid playing in the backyard with June, the two of us acting out our dumb hero fantasies with bathroom towels for capes and stuffed animals to valiantly pummel to death.

To fight like one of them. To save lives like one of them.

And now I was one of them.

An Effigy.

Careful what you wish for, I guess.

Down three flights of steps and through the ground-level fire exit, I’d just rounded a corner when a crazed, bespectacled tax accountant type almost ran me over on his way inside Ashford High. He wasn’t the only one. People were rushing to find shelter; didn’t matter where. Ashford security stopped trying to reason with them altogether and started barricading the entrances. That definitely meant my teachers weren’t going to be following me any time soon, but the jury was still out on whether that was a good thing or not.

I stepped out onto Seventh Avenue and looked to my left. Several buildings down, beyond the street intersection, was the little girl, red hair cascading over her face in ringlets, curled up in the fetal position underneath a gaudy red Jeep. The phantom was taking its time unspooling its long torso from the sky, which gave me time.

Taking the thing on wasn’t in the cards. I was nowhere near the level I’d need to be to fight it. But if I could just get the young girl out from underneath the car and take her somewhere safe . . .

Preferably without dying.

This was easily the dumbest thing I’d ever done. Bracing myself for the worst, I fought through the crowds, gasping in shock when a car I’d thought was parked suddenly veered into me. Luckily, I rolled off the hood with minimal injuries. An Effigy thing, no doubt. I hadn’t really had much of an opportunity to test the full extent of what I could do, but now was as good a time as any.

Rubbing my left hip I slammed the hood with a fist. “What the hell, you jackass!” But the terrified man inside was too shocked to respond. I opened his car door. “Get out and run,” I said. “Now.”

He didn’t argue. The more people ran for their lives, the clearer the street got, save for all those cars, motorcycles, and trucks. I went straight for the red Jeep, squeezing through the gaps between cars, jumping on hoods when it was faster.

“Hey, you! What the hell are you doing? You gotta get outta here!” a police officer was shouting from somewhere down the street. “Hey, moron!”

Asshole. Ignoring him, I sped to the Jeep and knelt down on the pavement.

“Hey.” I kept my voice soft and nonthreatening, but still loud enough to carry over the chaos. “I’m Maia. Maia Finley. What’re you doing all the way down there?”

The girl peered up at me through her red tresses, brushing strands out of her face.

“Come on, I’ll take you somewhere safe, okay?”

The little girl curled her bottom lip, obviously hesitant. Unfortunately, when the sky starts crapping out giant monsters, hesitant stops being an option.

“Come on.” I grabbed her hand, but the girl yanked it back. “Kid, I said come on.”

“I’m scared.” She tearfully rubbed her dirty arms across her face.

“Yeah, I know. We’re all sc—”

A crash. The street shook beneath my knees so violently I toppled over, my arm just barely cushioning my face. My head snapped up just in time for me to see it: a long, serpent-like tail of black bones disappearing behind a thicket of trees. The phantom had landed a few streets away, probably Prospect Avenue. But if it were slithering through the streets, we’d still be able to see it, wouldn’t we? I couldn’t. Where did it go?

“Okay, kid, enough’s enough.” I pulled her out from underneath the Jeep. “You like high schools? Let’s go back to mine, okay?” Sweeping the girl into my arms, I started looking for a route back to Ashford. “It’ll be fun. There’s this really big shelter under . . .”

Underground. The phantom wasn’t on Prospect Avenue at all.

“Hey, kid!” The same NYPD officer. He yanked my arm with fat pasty fingers. “Come on, let’s go. You gotta get off the streets; there’s no time.”

“Wait,” I sputtered. “Wait. I think it’s—”

“Civilians are evacuating to the subway. Come on.” He started pulling me.

“But I think it’s under—I think it’s under—”

Rumbling. I swiveled around. The little girl clung to my neck. Each unsteady breath scraped my throat. Officer Friendly let me go immediately and joined me in staring down the street in absolute horror.

“It’s underground,” I whispered.

The phantom surged out of the street, leaving a violent torrent of rubble in its wake. Its body arched in the air, knocking off a traffic light, smashing through lampposts with a long reptilian head covered in a helmet of black bones.

It was coming for us.

“Run!” yelled the officer, though I could barely hear him, what with the little girl splitting my eardrums.

Run? Where? The phantom was yards and yards away, granted, but it was coming for us. There was no way we could outrun it. There was just no way. We were dead.

My arms started shaking so violently I thought I’d drop the kid altogether. Maybe my subconscious was sending me a message: Forget her.

I hugged her tighter against my chest. No one could move. It was coming. It was coming. My brain was screaming at me: Do something! You’re an Effigy. Set it on fire! Burn it to a crisp! Just do it!

I started crying instead, my feet cemented to the spot. We were about to die, and yet there I was, an Effigy, blubbering like a tool. We were going to die, and when we did, it would be my fault.

“Move.”

A quiet, forceful word delivered through the thick mesh of a French accent. I turned just in time to catch the delicate sway of the girl’s long blond hair. Those two things were all I needed to recognize her, because I was pathetically obsessed with this girl. Obsessed enough to know her by the defiant click of her boots against the pavement.

Belle Rousseau.

Oh my god, Belle. What was she doing in New York? The last I’d heard, she was in Moscow. I’d seen the pictures. Hell, I’d blogged about the pictures just last night.

Didn’t matter now.

My lips trembled into a small, shell-shocked grin. The National Guard. Sect troops. NYPD.

Guess New York didn’t need them after all.

“What’s going on?” The little girl, who’d burrowed her face into the nape of my neck, shifted just enough to stare at the tall, beautiful nineteen-year-old walking down the abandoned street.

“Just watch.”

By now I was half-crazed with a mixture of glee and pure relief. I was about to see with my own eyes what Belle Rousseau did best.

The phantom launched down the street toward Belle, knocking cars out of its path and sending them flying. The collision was inevitable.

The collision was glorious.

Belle dug her boots into the street to ground herself. Then she lifted her hands.

Her hands were all it took.

The phantom’s body crumpled, the force of the impact propelling it upward until it crashed against a lamppost, tearing it down. I was blown to the ground, but I cushioned the little girl’s head with my upper arm before rolling onto my back. Belle had been pushed back too, her knees buckling, her boots tearing the pavement as she slid across it, but she stood her ground.

Then, finally, it happened.

The air around me grew heavy and cold, so cold I could see my own haggard breaths dispersing into the atmosphere. I watched, awestruck, as frost crept from Belle’s fingers, still clenched around the bones of the phantom’s skull head. As she gripped them, the frost spread across the skull and down the phantom’s length, continuing, relentlessly, until its body was covered entirely in thick lattices of ice.

“You’re done,” she said, and pushed.

Just like that, the phantom’s body shattered into a blizzard of ice and snow, blown away with the wind.

In that one haunting moment, I realized that I would never have stood a chance against the creature. That despite whatever insane, heroic delusion had compelled me to stupidly risk my life during a Category Three attack, there was just no comparison between the two of us. No comparison at all between Belle Rousseau and the ridiculous Maia Finley.

Even though we were both Effigies.
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Seven months ago

Early September

New York Fashion Week

“H-HEY, STOP PUSHING!”

The group of haute wannabes surrounding me barely let me stutter out the phrase before they pushed again, but it was every man for himself.

The back door to Lincoln Center had just opened.

I’d been waiting for what felt like hours, locked outside with everyone else whose plebeian status relegated them to the heavy, sticky air. The moment the back door opened, it was a mad push to the railings. Dropping all pretense of civility, I started elbowing my way to the front.

And above the carnage:

“Belle!”

“Belle, you look gorgeous!”

Belle had come to Manhattan for Fashion Week as a special guest of some up-and-coming designer. The paparazzi’s frenzied cries pounded against my eardrums.

“Belle! Belle can you look this way, please?”

She didn’t. Belle emerged from the building’s exit in a haze of camera flashes and glided down the ramp with nary a glance.

The queen herself.

She strode with gallant steps, tall, regal, and proud, her long blond hair twisted into a braid over her slender shoulder—a beautiful warrior princess in a Valentino Bambolina dress destined to fly off high-end shelves the moment photos hit the net. They called it the Belle Effect.

Flanking her was a small entourage of “friends” for whom “friendship” no doubt existed for the photographic evidence alone. Leeches.

I was different.

I was different from the throng of reporters and the Fashion Week peasants who just wanted a clear shot of Belle to drive traffic to their try-hard blogs. With the pen I’d dug out of my purse and the poster I’d earned after winning third place in a radio contest, I knew in that moment that I was the one person who deserved to be there. A true fan.

“Belle.” My voice was weak at first, quickly finding its volume. “Belle!”

At the end of the ramp awaited a black van ready to whisk Belle off to fairy-tale destinations unknown. In a few seconds, she’d be gone. I’d lose my chance.

I fought through legions of photogs and attendees, my heart racing when my hand brushed cool metal. “Belle!” I gripped the bar and pulled myself forward. Belle was coming. She was so close. What would I even say once our eyes met? Hello, my name is Maia Finley, and I fanatically idolize you—please don’t think I’m psychotic. Or maybe: My dead sister cosplayed as you last summer. Sign this now.

Please . . . see me. “Belle!” I cursed underneath my breath, my slippery fingers fumbling with the pen. Belle was so close. In just a few seconds, I’d look up and there we’d both be. Just a few seconds more. I need you to see me. . . .

And then . . .

Present Day

Early April

Phantom Attack: Category Three

“Hey, kid!”

“Huh?”

It was strange, how easily history repeated itself. Seven months after seeing Belle at Fashion Week, and here I was again, standing dumbstruck with my sneakers frozen on the pavement, ignoring the chaos raging all around me to stare in silent awe at the Effigy whose battle stats were burned into my brain.

“Hey!” The police officer grabbed my forearm. “Come on; you need to vacate the area.”

A wrecked expressway.

Overturned cars.

People screaming.

That’s right. The phantom attack wasn’t over. The War Siren was still wailing. How long had I been standing here, lost in my thoughts?

With great effort, I dragged myself out of my memories and the pandemonium seeped back in. The little girl was still clinging to my leg, crying. I was supposed to be doing something. Comforting her? Protecting her? I had no clue how to do either. It didn’t matter anyway. The officer quickly pried the little girl off of my flesh, scooping her into his arms as mine dangled uselessly by my sides. He was saying something, but I was barely listening. Belle was on her phone just a few feet away from me, flakes of snow still fresh on her blond hair. A living legend, sinfully epic even just standing there.

Belle was on the phone for only a few seconds. It was barely a conversation—maybe someone from the Sect telling her where to fight next. She’d be gone soon. It was stupid, but I couldn’t let my opportunity slip away. Not again. The moment she lowered her arm, I seized my chance.

“Belle!” I stepped forward, but stopped once I noticed the way her fingers tightened around her phone. Her hands were trembling, her head bent low. Something was wrong. Belle did have the tendency to be somewhat grim, of course, but she usually carried her grimness with her, all business while she walked around murdering monsters. This Belle didn’t move. Even from where I stood, it was obvious how tense her body had become.

“Belle?” I tried again.

Black helicopters overhead drowned out my voice as they flew in from behind, low enough for the wind from the rotor blades to thrash my hair and clothes. One paused a safe distance ahead of Belle, descending close to the earth before opening the door. A young man jumped out, his black boots striking the broken asphalt with a kind of grace that suggested he’d done this far too many times before. You’d expect that from a Sect agent.

The helicopter flew off and he started toward us. It was clear he was Sect from the dark red, full-length uniform fitted to his tall, slender body. But as far as agents went, I was expecting someone bigger, with more chin stubble and a few age lines; this guy didn’t look much older than I did. A pair of high cheekbones gave his lean, clean-shaven face some rather sharp angles that weren’t at all unpleasing to the eye. Actually, none of him was—unpleasing, that is. He twisted around to survey the damage; that’s when I could see the muscles straining in his long neck as he craned it, and, as he drew closer, the long lashes fanning a pair of soft, dark brown eyes. He was the perfect mixture of hard and soft—handsome and delicate, but strong and capable as he stalked toward us with a businesslike quickness.

The police officer was far less impressed. “Oh great, it’s the cavalry,” he said once Hot Sect Agent reached us. The little girl was still quivering in his arms. “Better late than never, right?”

“This is somewhat of an emergency, so I’ll ignore your bitchiness.”

Urgency gave the agent’s tenor voice enough authority to silence any debate. It was full of power for someone who looked like he should be grinning in a senior yearbook photo with the rest of his classmates. Then again, when I looked harder, I could see the thin lines of faded scars running up his arms, slashing across his neck. This “boy” had seen battle.

The slight breeze tousled his black hair against his forehead. “The other agents have already secured an emergency route down Thirteenth. Hostiles will keep appearing throughout the city until the Needle is fully operational again. You need to take every civilian you find”—his eyes flitted to me—“to a designated shelter.”

“Shelter.” My brain was working again. “Shelter . . . There’s one under my school.”

“Then go there.” He shifted his broad shoulders. “Preferably now.”

“Rhys?”

Belle. The young agent responded, turning to her, but Belle didn’t meet his gaze. She kept her face hidden from him.

Rhys jogged up to her. “Belle, what is it?”

“Natalya.”

He stopped dead and for a second it felt as if my heart would too. The expression Belle gave him sent a quiet shudder through me.

“I just got the call. Natalya has died.” She said it with a lifelessness that dulled her French accent. “Rhys, you already knew, didn’t you?”

Natalya’s name drummed in my head, loud, terrifying, accusing. Rhys looked pretty shaken himself, like he didn’t know how to answer, but I did: Yes, Natalya is dead. Your mentor died literally just shy of forty-eight hours ago.

She had to be dead, of course, before I could take her place.

That was how being an Effigy worked.

“She’s dead.” Belle was shaking. It was a Belle nobody was used to. After letting out a sharp, ragged breath, she clasped a hand against her mouth. “Oh god.”

“Belle . . .” It was sheer guilt that made me speak, but what could I possibly say? “Belle, I’m sorry—”

Somewhere behind us, an explosion rattled the ground beneath our feet. I couldn’t see it, but I could already hear the panic.

“Belle, I don’t know who told you, but now is not the time.” Rhys took her by the shoulders, letting go rather quickly when he saw her resultant death glare. “Let’s go.”

Whatever vulnerability Belle had shown in that moment was gone. With eyes colder than ever before, she began back down the street, striding toward me with Rhys trailing behind her.

As Belle drew near, a familiar, confusing mix of excitement and terror beat against my chest. “Belle—”

The officer grabbed my arm with his free hand. “Come on, kid.”

“Wait,” I cried, struggling. But what should I say? “Belle!” Please just see me.

It was almost elegant, the sheer indifference Belle showed me as she passed by without a word, without a glance, as if I didn’t exist. Perhaps because in Belle’s world, I didn’t. Not seven months ago, outside Lincoln Center. Not now, either, even though we had more in common now than Belle realized. Literally nothing had changed. Nothing.

“I’m Natalya’s successor. I’m an Effigy,” I whispered. It was a good thing the NYPD officer wasn’t listening. I let him drag me back toward the school.

  •  •  •  

Several hours passed by inside the fully stocked bomb shelter the size of a gymnasium packed with sniveling children and not-so-subtly panicking adults. I was the only one in the room with the power to do anything, and I was stuck inside, pathetically twiddling my thumbs next to a ninth grader complaining about the lack of functional bathrooms. Guess having the power to do something doesn’t make you useful. My latest attempt at heroics taught me that well enough.

After those several, excruciating hours, the principal disappeared, reemerging thirty minutes later to let us know that the danger had passed. The Needle was fully operational again, its high-frequency signal obliterating any phantom left inside the city while keeping out the ones roaming outside the signal’s reach, silent as nightmares. It was a wonder how the damn thing got turned off in the first place, but at least it was over. The phantoms couldn’t get in anymore. We were safe, like we were supposed to be.

No thanks to me.

They finally let us go home. Stuffed inside a crowded, musty school bus, I tried calling Uncle Nathan yet again—probably for the tenth time—but the phone lines were all busy at the Municipal Defense Control Center. He had to be okay. He was probably holed up in there with all the other brilliant young techies, clicking away at their space-age equipment to ensure the city’s safety. He’d told me once that the MDCC was one of the few sites in the city fortified with all sorts of extra protection, in case of emergencies like these. He was okay. And because I wouldn’t accept any other reality, I calmly left a message on his voice mail before forcing myself to think of other things.

Like where the hell did phantoms even come from?

It was pointless, but I couldn’t help but think about it on the way home, ignoring the crazed chatter around me. Last year, I’d circled “1865” twice in the notes I’d taken for history class. But knowing the date of the first documented attack didn’t do much to satisfy, especially when that was the only information anyone had when it came to their origins.

Same with the Effigies. There could only be four at a time. Everyone knew that. Powerful girls, monsters in their own right. But as for their origins, nobody knew. 1875—the year that the first documented Effigy was found in Beijing. A date and not much more.

Magic and monsters shrouded in mystery.

What I did know, at least, was that even phantoms had their categories: terrestrial, aquatic, aerial. Classes, too: A through E, according to size and weight. Some phantoms were smaller than an average human, while others towered over us by dozens of feet. They usually looked like serpents—really big, hellish versions anyway—especially in the sky and sea (and, apparently, underground). There was more variety on land; though most of those ones looked like huge carnivores, the consensus was that you never really knew what you were going to get—rotting flesh, usually, protruding black bones, sometimes. And then there were the ones with too many arms that were too long or too short, or with wings in places that didn’t seem to work. Phantoms were like the sideshow act of some nightmare version of the animal kingdom. And yet there were aspects they all seemed to have, aspects seared into your brain: like the black smoke clinging to their black, horrible hides.

But where did they come from?

Everyone had their theories, from philosophers to poets, scientists, popes, and conspiracy theorists alike. Phantoms were mutants created through secret experiments gone wrong. Or maybe they were god’s divine wrath made flesh to punish us. Not to mention theories about what that made Effigies. If they were experiments, then we were experiments. If they were god’s wrath, then we were god’s mercy. The possibilities were endless.

It didn’t matter anyway. Phantoms existed. The entire world had found ways to deal with it, so who cared about the rest? Before today, society had operated just fine. For the most part, you could venture out into the world all you liked, as long as you used one of the secure travel routes. By following the rules like the good little citizen I was, I’d somehow managed to live sixteen years without seeing a single phantom up close. Until today.

Needless to say, I preferred them much more as pictures drawn in books, or images captured by satellite footage, or digital effects whipped up by some animation studio in a movie. Now that I’d actually seen one up close, I almost wanted to berate myself for actually having found them cool once. On family trips outside the city, me and June used to peer outside the same window, shrieking in excitement at every wisp of black smoke, every heavy footstep we could see shaking the trees, far off in the distance. I’d squeal until our frightened mother ordered us from the passenger seat to park our butts.

Mom. I shut my eyes, banishing the memory, putting it all out of my mind.

The bus ride was uncomfortable. The kid next to me was very sweaty. At least Uncle Nathan eventually called me back.

“Thank god you’re okay,” he said before his long, relieved sigh swallowed up the receiver.

“Yeah.” Hearing his voice helped. The knots in my neck started to loosen. I rested my head back against the seat. “Good job getting the Needle running again. What even happened?”

“We think it was a glitch. I mean, it’s a one-in-a-million chance, but it can happen.”

“Yeah, the universe has been doing that a lot lately,” I muttered.

“What?”

“Uh, nothing. Anyway, glad you’re okay.”

“Yeah. We have to check the systems, so I’ll probably be here all night. That means you’ll have to make your own dinner today.”

“Cereal it is.”

“Sorry.” Uncle Nathan laughed. The kind of strained chuckle you spit out when your whole body’s still tense from immense stress. Working at the MDCC after a phantom attack couldn’t possibly be fun. “I should be back by tomorrow morning, so I’ll make it up to you then. Oh, crap,” he added awkwardly, because someone had just yelled his name. “Gotta go. Call me if you need anything, okay?”

Because of the traffic, it took a whole hour to get to South Slope: the unfortunate consequence of only having a handful of streets open for public use after of the attack. I returned, tired and worn, to an empty brownstone and a sink of dirty dishes I didn’t feel like loading into the dishwasher. Embracing my laziness, I grabbed a bowl of cereal and went right up to my room. With clumsy precision, I stepped over the dirty clothes littering the floor, ignoring the now heartily defaced motivational posters Uncle Nathan had tacked to my wall when I’d first moved in.

Stopping at my desk, I plopped down into my chair, finding the comfortable grooves, threw my metallic blue headphones on, and shook my laptop out of hibernation with a swift click.

Doll Soldiers was in my Bookmarks page. It wasn’t a great name for a forum, but it had everything an Effigy junkie needed.

Check the thread, I told myself. Don’t be nervous; just do it. My fingers hovered over the keyboard. It would take only a few seconds to browse the thread I’d made earlier that morning before going to school. It was a dumb thread, really—no more than a rashly concocted experiment. The responses couldn’t be that bad. Right? Just check it.

I checked the latest forum updates instead. Ah, the Belle Kill Count thread was lively as usual. And below it:

Lake Announces Debut Album Title

Was she still trying for a solo career? I rolled my eyes. Lake was like the English degree of the Effigy world. What did she even do? Where was she today, while people were dying and getting separated from loved ones? Watching it on the news from the comfort of some asshole’s recording studio? A flop Effigy, and a flop pop star.

I took a breath. Lake made me crazy sometimes, crazier still because she had a cult following of “Swans” that would swiftly cut down anyone who dared speak against their “Swan Queen.” Whatever.

An uncomfortable moment passed in which it dawned on me that I, too, might one day have the rare honor of inspiring irrational hatred. Maia Finley is like the masters of fine arts degree of the Effigy world. Like, what does she even do?

I turned up the synth-pop music pounding through my headphones.

Apparently, Natalya’s death hadn’t been mentioned yet anywhere in the forum. Interesting. Then again, Natalya did only die two days ago, and Belle herself had only just found out about it. I probably wouldn’t have known either if I weren’t Natalya’s successor.

Successor.

Natalya’s successor.

My hands froze.

It’d been happening like that for the past two days, my mind oscillating between acceptance and utter disbelief. Letting my jaw slack a little, I looked down at my hands. It was curious, really, the way they trembled ever so slightly against my laptop keyboard. I loved all things Effigy. Worshipped them. Now I was one. Badass. Dream come true, right?

Growing up, I had always imagined what it would be like if I ever turned, or got called, or whatever the term was. I’d always figured that I’d go full-on town crier, running down the streets of New York with a bell in hand. And yet, in a bizarre twist of fate, as of now I was the only one in the world who knew about my secret. Almost two days of being an Effigy, and nobody knew but me.

Well, okay, no. That wasn’t entirely true.

Check the thread, moron. Just do it. My inner voice was unusually nasty today.

Drawing in a deep sigh, I finally searched for my thread in the Rec Room subforum. Instead of using my normal account, I’d created a new one to write the post, just to make sure the thread couldn’t be traced back to me. It was an experiment, after all. I just wanted to see what the responses would be. I wasn’t ready for a coming-out party just yet.

I’m the Next Effigy.

I could have come up with a better title. Oh, well.

Hi, everyone.

I can’t tell you my name. You probably won’t believe me. I don’t expect you to with the amount of trolls we’ve gotten here in the past, but . . . I literally swear upon my family’s graves that I am seriously not lying when I say this.

Natalya’s dead. I’m the next Effigy.

Seriously. I’m not lying.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . cool, right?

I’m serious, though.

. . . that’s it. Please don’t kill me.

Needless to say, I hadn’t been thinking too deeply when I wrote the contents of the post, and I wasn’t surprised to see the replies, either:

[+500, -0] Go to hell.

[+ 430, - 1] Did you literally just e-kill Natalya? Wow, fuck you.

I had already suspected that they wouldn’t believe me. It was stupid to start the thread in the first place.

So then why the hell did I?

Becoming an Effigy is generally a very strange thing. You can’t fight it. You can’t pick it. And you can’t stop yourself from being picked by whatever it is that does the picking. There’s no warning, no trigger. The power just fills you, strange and silent, as if you’d drawn it into your own body with a breath. And only four girls at a time could be one. What were the odds?

At first, I really had wanted to tell everyone. Then, after picturing a terrifying swarm of news cameras in my face, I’d settled on telling my uncle first, but when I tried, my entire body had seized with panic.

I still couldn’t put into words why I’d reacted that way, especially since I could clearly remember that shattering need to say something to someone, anyone, as well as the frustration I’d felt when the words just wouldn’t sound. Maybe that was why I’d ended up typing them instead. When it came to sharing an earth-shattering secret, anonymity was the safest option for sure.

But apparently, it was also very pointless:

[+299, - 11] LOL bye.

[+ 285, - 2] Mods lock this thread please.

[+177, -25] You know what’s really sick about all the people on the internet pretending that they’ve been ~chosen~ and creating these elaborate fantasies with fake icons and “proof shots” and wishing so bad those fantasies were actually real? Like, you wish so bad you could be an Effigy, but do you know what that actually means? It means the last girl would have had to DIE for you to become one. Do you get that? So you actually want some girl to die so you can have your moment in the sun? Psycho.

My fingers found my keyboard right away, readying my defense, but the tirade wasn’t over. I kept reading.

Like seriously, some people here act like Effigies are indestructible Super Barbies or something—but they’re people. THEY DIE. THEY DIE SO FUCKING OFTEN.

My hands froze.

THEY DIE A LOT. NOBODY should be making light of that.

“I’m not . . . ,” I whispered.

[+54, - 373] Hey, OP wants to be an Effigy so bad, how about we start a Death Watch Thread? Fifty bucks says OP’s dead by Memorial Day.

I clicked out of the thread.

Funny, I thought it’d gone away, but it had never really left: the fear, that same fear I’d felt while helplessly watching a phantom barrel down the street toward me. It wasn’t gone at all, just hiding, nestled deep into the crevices of my bones.

Dead by Memorial Day.

I wasn’t Belle. I couldn’t tear through monsters while looking fabulous. Hell, I couldn’t even save one kid today. But I’d be expected to save them all, wouldn’t I? Once the world found out. Once they knew I was the one chosen to succeed Natalya Filipova, one of the greatest Effigies of this age, I’d be expected to fight.

Fight, and maybe die.

Pressing my lips to keep them from trembling, I took off my headphones just as the music’s frantic beat had begun to chip away at my senses. After rubbing my temples, I checked some of the other threads because, as usual, only the internet could keep me from spiraling into the terror of my own thoughts.

Phantoms Attack New York

I clicked the title. Amid the poorly timed and painfully obvious Why does every monster ever hate New York? jokes was thinly veiled panic:

I’m watching CNN right now trying not to tear my goddamn hair out. Phantom attack in New York. Is nobody seriously making the connection yet? This all started with Seattle. Then four years ago Moscow happened, then Incheon, then Frankfurt, should I go on? These aren’t developing areas with shoddy APDs. What the hell is happening? Isn’t anyone gonna do anything about this?

It was true. New York had one of the most powerful antiphantom devices in the world. I could accept today as a freak accident, but how would that explain all the other freak accidents that had happened sporadically over the past few years?

Stupid, I berated myself. Don’t get caught up in conspiracy theories. It was best not to dwell, best not to dwell. That was the mantra I’d been clinging to ever since my moving van had pulled up to Uncle Nathan’s front door. Just try not to think about it was stapled to my brain like one of those pointless motivational posters on my wall.

Instead, I wrote my own comment: I was there. Belle showed up in New York today. She saved a lot of people. As usual.

I thought of the ghostly sheen of Belle’s skin, drained white of blood as she uttered Natalya’s name.

I just wish she could have looked at me. I mean, I was right there. She could have looked at me. Even if it was just once. I don’t know, I just thought . . .

My gaze slipped from my laptop screen to the picture of my family on top of my disorganized bookshelf. Mom, Dad, myself, and June. June with her long, bird’s-nest chestnut hair—same as mine, because she was the only person in the world who shared my face. June, smiling with the rest of us as we all stood in front of the Astro Tower at Coney Island for the last time.

I just thought it would be nice, I wrote, now acutely aware of the vast emptiness of my room, if she would look at me just once.

I deleted everything and exited the thread. Just in time—a new one had popped up mere seconds ago:

OH GOD, NO . . . RIP NATALYA.


[image: images]

TICK, TICK, TICK.

Natalya Filipova was dead. To every twenty-four-hour news station, the headline had fallen like manna from the heavens. The Matryoshka Princess. Russia’s pride, dead at twenty-five. Why? they asked. How? What’s next for the Sect as an organization, its agents, its Effigies?

Who would succeed her?

For the next week and a half, it was all the media could talk about. Why hadn’t the Sect confirmed the cause of death yet? When would the family release a statement? Why hadn’t they buried her? Nine days. And each day was a ticking clock, whittling down the time I had left.

I need to tell him, I thought for the thousandth time on Friday morning as I descended the stairs to the kitchen below.

Uncle Nathan’s cooking weighted the air with too many sinful aromas: bacon, pancakes, scrambled eggs. Plates of them were already on the table. He even had his ASK ME ABOUT MY MASCULINITY apron on, which, along with his floppy brown hair and thick black glasses, finished off his sensitive-hipster look.

Right now, the sensitivity thing was kind of the problem.

It never took the Sect too long to find the next Effigy. And then once they found me, how long would it be before my obituary ended up on the evening news? Maia Finley, sixteen, murdered fulfilling her duty in battle. Uncle Nathan had already lost his brother, his sister-in-law, his niece. Hell, he’d cried more than I did at the funeral. How long would it be until I was just another dead family member?

Regardless of how Uncle Nathan discovered the truth, his reaction would be the same: terror. He knew what being an Effigy meant. Still, it was better to find out from me and not some headline. Right?

“Maia! Great, you’re up on time!” He grinned with all his teeth, looking even younger than he actually was. He was so tall and scrawny that sometimes I forgot he was thirty. “Hungry?”

My lips felt dry. I turned away. To bide some time, I grabbed the remote control out from in between the cushions of our sofa, turned on the television, and there it was: Natalya’s funeral, broadcast on nearly every station.

“Oh, they’re doing that today?” Nathan asked. “It’s been a while since she died, hasn’t it?”

“The family wouldn’t release the body at first,” I said. “No clue why.”

A long procession was already making its way through the streets of Moscow, hundreds, maybe thousands of mourners lining the barricade for one final glimpse at the world’s heroine. Maybe Belle was there too, somewhere among the crowd, weeping with them. Crying over a dead loved one. An all-too-familiar scene for me.

The controller almost slipped from my hands.

“Maia?”

“I’m okay,” I said quickly. I couldn’t look at him. Instead I kept my eyes on the ivory horse-drawn carriage carrying Natalya’s body.

Uncle Nathan stayed silent for a time. “Maia, why don’t you turn that off and eat something before you go to school? I know you were a big fan of Natalya, but . . .” He paused, trying to find the right words. “You know. The whole . . . funeral . . . death thing.” He stopped.

I knew what he was trying to say in his own extremely clumsy way. I also knew why he was frying half the contents of our fridge, even if he wasn’t consciously aware of it himself: The anniversary was coming up. It would explain how uncomfortable the wailing from Natalya’s funeral had suddenly made him—the sound of televised grief blanketing him in painful memories.

Not just him.

The smell of burned pork pierced the air; Uncle Nathan had left the bacon on the pan for too long. Flicking off the heat, he hurriedly shifted the smoking pan onto the next burner.

I just watched him. “You okay over there?”

“’Course,” he answered hastily before wiping the sweat from his brow. “Anyway.” His face was still ruddy from the heat. “You really should turn that off. We’re already going to have enough gloom tonight, don’t you think?”

“Oh god,” I muttered under my breath. “So we’re still going to that dinner thing?”

“It’s the yearly benefit.” Nathan wiped his forehead again.

“And?”

“Your dad was in the company. Plus, didn’t your mom help organize the last two?”

“But she didn’t make me go then, and I don’t want to go now. Honestly it’s a bit hard to get excited at the prospect of being surrounded by stuffy people shooting pity glances at you when they think you’re not looking.” I slumped over the seat. “Then again, if either of us breaks down, I suppose it’ll make for good gossip. Wouldn’t be surprised if that’s the real reason they want us there.”

“Hey, I’m not thrilled about it either.” Uncle Nathan came around the counter. “Probably should have just said no in the first place. But I . . . I don’t know. The head organizer called me herself and insisted. I think they’re planning some kind of commemoration thing.”

“Oh, great.” Shine that spotlight even brighter. “And that made you say yes?”

“I guess they just wanted to honor them somehow. So do I.”

I stayed silent as he approached.

“Look.” Once he was close enough, he placed his hands on my shoulders. “It’s been almost one year since . . . since it happened.”

It. The “thing.” It was really the only way we could mention it around each other.

“It’s been hard,” he continued. “There’ve been lots of changes, for both of us. Tonight’ll probably be pretty hard too. But, hey, look at us.” He pointed at the mirror at the side of the wall, where his reflection gave me a smile so forced I had to lower my eyes. “We’re fine. Things are okay, right? Things have pretty much settled down.”

“Settled,” I repeated lifelessly.

“Right. We’ve survived a whole year. We’ll survive another. So don’t worry about tonight, okay? Or any other day for that matter. We’re okay, and it’s going to stay like that.”

During my third night living here, I’d snuck into Uncle Nathan’s room while he was sleeping to grab something for my headache. That’s when I’d noticed the self-help books. The lamp was still on, so I could see each of them strewn about the floor. Coping with Grief. Dealing with Loss. Exactly how many would he read once I was announced as the next Effigy? Once the Sect whisked me off to one of their training facilities to learn how to avoid being torn to shreds?

How many would he read once I died in battle?

Maybe some people were just supposed to lose everything.

“Maia? Hey, are you okay?”

I couldn’t tell him. I turned, hastily wiping my eyes. “I’m late; I should go.” Keeping my face hidden from his, I grabbed a single pancake off a plate, pulled my bag over my shoulder, and headed out the door.

Tick, tick. It was only a matter of time.

  •  •  •  

Seven o’clock. Just survive the night, I told myself in front of the mirror after strapping on my short peach dress like battle armor.

My dad had worked at Seymour and Finch, one of those research and development firms. They held their benefit dinner on the fifth floor of La Charte, some swanky hotel on the Lower East Side. All I’d have to do was survive a few hours and I’d be back in my room playing my PC games in peace. I couldn’t get out of it now.

“I think I left the water running,” I tried anyway as we rode the elevator from the underground parking lot. “Seriously. The whole house could be flooded by now. I don’t think the sofa can take it.”

Uncle Nathan fidgeted with his black tie like it was a ground-dwelling ectotherm coiling lovingly around his neck, which was why a dry cough came out of his mouth instead of the laugh he’d probably intended. “It’ll all be over soon.”

“He said before delivering the injection.”

“Truthfully?” Uncle Nathan sighed as the elevator slowed to a halt, live music muted behind the metal doors. “I think this’ll be more painful.”

Great. The doors opened. I kept my head down, steering clear of whatever black loafers and silk hems crossed my path. I navigated the halls, stepped over the ballroom threshold, and—

“Holy crap,” said Uncle Nathan.

The closest I’d ever been to luxury was streaming Celebrity Homes on my laptop instead of finishing a two-page essay on Hegel. So when I stepped into a ballroom made of pure white marble, I knew I was in over my head. Patrons clinked glasses underneath the high coffered ceiling, gossiping and laughing conspiratorially near columns that glimmered red under the cast-iron skylights. In front of a wide stage and translucent podium were rows of long tables covered in white linen, each one supporting a dozen neatly set crystal dishes. On the other side of the room, a photographer snapped pictures by a set of Victorian windows, the glass only partially veiled by champagne-colored drapes. What in the Gatsby hell?

I gripped Uncle Nathan’s arm, suddenly self-conscious enough to feel each swish of my dress against my legs. Thankfully, he chose a table near the back. I read off a card propped up on the white tablecloth. “Fourth Annual Global Orphans Foundation Benefit.” Of course it was.

Near the front stage, a live band played thirties-era swing over the chatter. Maybe it was a theme. I’d stupidly left my phone at home, so I couldn’t mindlessly peruse the internet. I would have been perfectly fine with spending the night quietly listening to the band from my seat, but I unfortunately ended up spending the next half hour suffering through the inanities of far too many people who, despite being at a benefit for orphans, didn’t seem to have the tact required to have a functional conversation with one.

Are you okay, do you need anything, how have you been, how are you holding up, oh she’s so young, oh it’s such a tragedy, isn’t it a tragedy?

I’d have appreciated the sympathy if it weren’t for the way they all gazed at me as if I were a stray in need of feeding and bathing and maybe regular sessions with a psychiatrist.

As innocently as I could make it look, my ginger ale tumbled out of my hands and crashed against the floor. “Uncle, would it be all right if I go get another one?”

“Go ahead. Really.” Uncle Nathan sounded seconds away from pulling the same line himself.

“Be right back.”

I passed the bar without a glance. Folding my arms to keep my hands from shaking, I crossed the ballroom with faster and faster steps until I reached the balcony, shut away behind double glass doors. With one violent heave I shoved them open, the sounds of the streets below rushing past with the night air. After shutting the doors behind me, I draped myself over the balustrade and blew out a long, whining sigh.

“Oh, are you okay, Maia? Are you okay? No, I’m not okay, but by all means please feel free to do everything in your power to remind me of my family’s rotting corpses, you fake assholes.”
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