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Praise For FATE OF FLAMES

“With its cast of diverse, well-drawn heroines, colorful world building, and action-packed story line, Fate of Flames is an immersive and monstrously fun read.”

—Elsie Chapman, author of Dualed and Divided

“Raughley depicts the cost of power, the lure of fame, and the trauma of overwhelming stress in a compelling story with memorably flawed heroines. . . . An engrossing kickoff to the Effigies series.”

—Publishers Weekly

“This series opener has it all: strong females, intrigue, a dash of romance, monsters, and a sequel in the wings.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“It’s a compelling concept, and the mix of fragility, defiance, strength, and utter exhaustion that plays out in the girls feels authentic. . . . A sequel will likely be eagerly anticipated.”
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To every geek girl ever
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Before

I’M DEAD NOW, SO IT’S pointless to remember. But the last time I saw my twin sister, she was pissed at me.

What did we even fight about?

When I was alive, I’d think of the future. I figured I could be anything if I could dream it: doctor, president, firefighter. I believed in possibility.

The hubris of youth.

I thought I had time to figure it out. But time had other plans.

If I’d known, I wouldn’t have fought with her that day. But what did we fight about?

I don’t think I’ve been dead very long. I have a general sense of that. My body’s gone now, but my memories still exist. Strange. My consciousness should have faded the second my soul left my body. But they were still part of me.

Memories.

Memories of pain.

Remember . . .
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Last year

Early April

Buffalo, New York

“Hey—hey, I said stop!” Before she could escape up the winding steps, I grabbed the crook of my twin sister’s arm and pulled her around.

“What?” she spat, but I knew my sister. She was all bark and no bite. She couldn’t even look me in the eye—lots of attitude pointed like a dagger, not at me, but at the peeling paint on the walls of our two-story house. Typical.

“What do you mean ‘what’? Really, Lil Sis?” I hoped I sounded as appalled as I was. “You don’t have anything to say for yourself? After what you just did on the bus?”

She let her schoolbag slide off her shoulders. “I didn’t do anything. What the hell do you want from me?”

“Yeah, that’s the problem. You didn’t do anything.” I swept my long, curly brown hair over my shoulders, my too-long fingernails getting caught in the thick curls. “You were sitting right next to Jake and you didn’t lift a finger when Austin started messing with him. You were right there and you didn’t even tell him to stop. That’s just messed up.”

I let her go because I knew I had her attention.

She stayed put, fuming just as I anticipated she would. “It wasn’t my problem to begin with.”

“Wasn’t mine either, but I still tried to stop him.”

“Oh, gee.” She rolled her eyes. “Well, aren’t you Miss Perfect Little Mary Sue running into burning buildings to save kittens?”

This was rich. Stooping down, I pulled the day planner out of her schoolbag pocket. The Sect had made limited copies of these, and the two of us made sure we were among the only ones to buy it. It was nothing special—just your typical planner, except it had Natalya Filipova’s face on the front and back, her battle stats printed on the first few pages before the memo section. A pointless but special item only a mega-fan would bother paying for. Lil Sis sighed impatiently when she saw me flap it in front of her face. She knew exactly what I was getting at.

“I mean, I’m just saying,” I said. “The whole running-in-to-burning-buildings thing is pretty much what makes people worship them in the first place. Why else are you on that stupid forum every day?”

“That’s them.” She snatched the planner out of my hands. “We’re not them. I don’t have to get involved in some other kids’ business if it has nothing to do with me. I don’t have to care, and I don’t.”

But that wasn’t true at all. She did care. I could tell by the slight tremor of my sister’s hands as she gripped the planner. Trembling, just like they had done on the bus, when she’d pretended to listen to music while Austin was pushing the back of Jake’s head into the seat in front of them. She did care. She did want to do something. She was just scared.

She’d always been like that, ever since we were kids. Walking down the sidewalk with her head to the pavement as if she were counting the cracks. Unable to stand up to the bully. Unable to stand up for anyone.

I folded my arms. “You honestly looked so dumb sitting there, and it’s not like I was the only one who noticed you wuss out. Why don’t you grow a spine for once?”

I left her bristling, passing her without a glance back, and began to climb the stairs.

“You love acting so superior,” she whispered, and I could almost feel her shaking. We turned and faced each other at exactly the same time. “So self-righteous. You always have this thing where you think you’re better than me.”

“If what I just saw on that bus is any indication, I am better than you.”

I regretted saying it immediately, only because I knew about my sister’s complex. She already thought I was better than her, an assumption that kept her confidence on life support even if she’d never admit it to me. She shrank at my words, but stayed where she was, chin raised, her eyes wavering as she glared at me. An unsettling feeling always crept down my nerves, as if tiptoeing down a tightrope, whenever the two of us stared each other down like this. It was the mirror effect. As we looked into each other’s dark brown eyes, we both saw in each other the image of ourselves that we didn’t want to see. For me, it was a weakness I’d thrown away long ago. I could only imagine what it was for her—the image of who she wanted to be, maybe.

Anyway, it wasn’t my problem.

“So what should I have done?” She’d asked it just as I started to swivel back around. I could see the silent plea she kept locked up behind that deceptively calm expression. “That’s the lesson, right? When in doubt, I’m supposed to do whatever you would?”

“I don’t know, Maia. But literally anything would have been better.”

And those were the last words I told my sister.

•  •  •

Yes. I can still remember that fight.

But why can I still remember? Why am I still reeling from the pain of it all?

I shouldn’t be able to remember anything—or feel anything.

Everything should go black when you’re dead. Everything just vanishes as you wait for the next phase: a secret of life only the dead know. We who are dead can’t “remember” anything because we don’t exist in one temporal spectrum. We exist everywhere—past, present, and future. We exist as the bedrock of space and time, the raw essence of matter.

But here I am, remembering, feeling. That day, Maia and I didn’t speak to each other after the fight. I’d spent the night in the living room knitting my cosplay outfit for Comic Con, and she’d locked herself up in our room, blasting music through her headphones and trolling the crap out of people on the Doll Soldiers forum again.

Mom and Dad had been so busy bickering about some stupid family thing that they hadn’t even noticed we were in a cold war of our own. I’d assumed things would be fine by morning, so I didn’t care, not even when I heard Maia sneak out of our room late at night. She’d left her phone on the desk, so I couldn’t tell her to bring her butt back.

Maia would do stuff like that from time to time. Dad had caught her so many times, he ended up screwing the window shut when we were fourteen so she couldn’t sneak out that way. But I don’t remember being worried that night. I already knew she wasn’t in any trouble. I was damn sure she wasn’t out meeting guys or drug dealers or older neighborhood kids, even if that was what she wanted me to think. I was so sure then that Maia would come back in a couple of hours like she always did, with some chips, donuts, and soda from the twenty-four-hour convenience store, sufficiently satisfied with her rebelliousness—at least, enough to pretend that she didn’t feel like a total loser.

That night I went back to sleep thinking I’d have the opportunity to set her straight. I’d tell her that there were better ways to feel good about yourself, to feel strong. I’d help her because that’s what big sisters did—yeah, big sister. The two minutes that made me the “older” one, the two minutes I’d always used to justify calling her “Lil Sis,” had generally given me a sense of responsibility that Maia had ended up interpreting as self-righteousness. But I’d hoped she’d come to understand me someday.

I’d hoped for a lot of things.

It wasn’t Maia who’d woken me up again, but the smell of smoke.

The smoke. I remember the smoke. I remember how it’d stung my eyes, filled my lungs whenever I gasped and inhaled poison instead. I remember stumbling out of bed, unable to see. I remember pounding on the window, forgetting it wouldn’t budge, courtesy of Dad.

Stumbling, stumbling. The smoke alarm not working. The smoke billowing, swallowing everything. My mom screaming, yelling for me. Everybody yelling:

“Where’s Maia?”

“Where’s the door?”

“Where’s the fire coming from?”

The flames in the living room. The door out of reach, out of sight. A cough, deep and ugly from my throat. My clumsy feet losing their footing. My body falling down the stairs. Bones and organs bruised, head hitting the hard wood.

I remember it all. Every second. I remember lying on the staircase unable to move, thinking about Mom and Dad . . . thinking their names with my mouth open, but frozen.

What will happen to me after I die? Where will I go? I’m scared. Please, god, I’m scared. I can still remember each terror-filled thought racing through me. I don’t want to die. Not like this. Not like this. Please let a miracle happen. Someone save me! God, don’t take me! It can’t be me. I’ll never accept it. Never! Someone! Anyone . . .

The saliva pooling around my chin, slipping down my throat. Choking without feeling the physical pain of it. My body convulsing, then going lax.

A painful death.

In the moment of my passing, I saw a white light come and pull my soul from my body. It was supposed to go dark after that. That’s the normal way. That’s how people die.

But it isn’t dark here, where I am now. I can see nothing except that which I shouldn’t: white streams flowing, filling the world in an expanse of darkness. The same light that came for me in death. A white, almost silver sheen blanketing everything.

That’s it.

I don’t know where I am. I see no plains or rivers, no cities or buildings. No cobbled streets or the people to be found on them. No stars, no planets.

All I can see now are white streams.

The pathways of fate.

That’s what they are. The knowledge simply exists inside me—one of many cosmic secrets withheld from us while we’re still breathing. All matter is connected through the power of fate linking life and death in an endless dance. I and other souls are one with this energy, this ether. The substance of starlight and souls, the fated destination of all creatures: this nothingness from which other forms spring.

Forms. Space. Time. Life. Death. And the final mystery: fate. Fate is the culprit connecting us in the never-ending cycle of rebirth. All forms are destined to take another. It’ll happen to me, too. All people, beings, life, and death are held together by this mysterious, magical force, this effervescent energy encompassing everything.

The skies, the sea, the earth, and the flames bringing us to ruin.

The ashes and the new breath rising from them.

Everything is connected. Predetermined pathways continuing the dance of life. Everything in order.

Everything . . . in order . . .

Except for them. Those girls. The Effigies: the ones who stand apart in a cycle of life and death all their own, the pathways of reincarnation twisted by a desperate wish . . .

The secrets of the world. I understand it all. I understand everything. I know that I’m supposed to be nothing. I’m supposed to see, feel, and remember nothing. I’m supposed to exist as part of this energy. I’m supposed to wait quietly as fate scoops me up and molds me into something else. A human newborn perhaps. Maybe a seedling. I’m supposed to be passive. I’m not supposed to feel this emotional. This scared.

This furious.

Why should I just wait quietly to be reborn? I shouldn’t even be dead in the first place! It was a ridiculous accident. A fluke. An electrical problem in the walls. It shouldn’t have been me. I should still be alive. My parents too. We deserve to be alive.

I may not be alive, but I’m frustrated. I want to tell Maia all the secrets I know now! I want to tell her about fate, about the Three who, with their eyes that see all, govern the pathways of destiny, deciding who lives and dies. I want to tell Maia everything, but I’ll never see her again. That’s how death works: Our souls will follow different paths. Once it’s time for me to be re-created into a new form, I may not even have a mouth to speak, even if she does.

Maia. Mom. Dad. I will never see any of them again. And I hate it. I hate it so much. I can’t stop wishing for that body of mine, already burned and rotting. I want to come back.

Is it all a game to them? Life and death? Maybe our lives mean nothing to those three sadists. Maybe my pain means nothing too. Why would it? I was born and then gone in an instant, just one life of the billions that’d come before me. Insignificant.

Why? Why must any of us die?

I hate it. I hate this. It’s hate I shouldn’t feel.

Hate I wouldn’t feel if the pathways of fate were as they should be.

Something is terribly wrong with us souls. We’re all supposed to find peace in death, but all I feel now is agitated. I know I’m not the only one. A bitter poison is flowing in the ether. The pathways of fate . . . As the energy itself is strained by unnatural forces, so too are we souls. Some of us are able to hold on . . . but others give in to their anger.

And when they give in to anger, it happens.

It’s happening right now.

I can see a soul convulse and distend in agony. Smoke is rising from it as it darkens pitch black, growing like a tumor. A soul in chaos. It’s descending now from the ether, its body funneling with the force of a tornado. Bones are sprouting from the smoke, encasing itself around dead flesh, rotted and stinking.

A phantom.

Its jaws are dislocated as it snaps open, revealing ivory teeth. As it breaks the barrier between life and death, I know it’s not just the dead but also the living that can see it now. And then, soon, just the living. As it disappears from the ether, it leaves the realm of the dead. Elsewhere others appear. And more will appear after that.

Monsters birthed from anguished souls.

Phantoms are of soul. Souls are of ether. Ether is of the realm of the dead, though now, because of the twisting, poking, and prodding of this energy by human agents, part of its presence can be felt, can be quantified, in the world of the living. Like the tip of a submerged iceberg. Cylithium. The mystic energy that controls the cycle of life and death and the fate of all matter. The source of an Effigy’s magic, drawn into their very bodies. The source of phantoms.

Phantoms are not natural to this world. They don’t belong to the cycle of life and death. They’re aberrations. Abominations. Distortions of fate. Distorted by the arrogance of those men. Distorted by the cruelty of that girl.

That girl . . .

Because of her, I can’t let go of my anger. I can’t find peace. I just keep getting . . . angrier. I can’t stop it. What if I become like that thing one day: a monstrous phantom, peering at the world through dead eyes, snatching innocents into my ugly, rotted jaw?

It’s that girl’s fault.

But is it really?

Isn’t it the fault of the Three? The cruelest ones of all. The ones who’d decided to see with their own eyes the path humanity would take when given the power of gods.

Yeah. The phantoms are their fault, in the end. Souls will keep rotting. Phantoms will keep appearing. People will keep dying. I can’t stop any of it. I can’t protect anyone. I can’t change anyone’s fates. The dead have no agency. The dead have nothing.

It’s not fair. It’s not fair!

It isn’t fair. Three words. Just those three words. I repeat them for seconds, centuries, eons, in the past, in the future, in the present, until I no longer know words. Until the anger takes me over. Until my soul begins to writhe in agony, a monster’s rebirth waiting for it.

Until I awake again. In agony.

•  •  •

What’s happening?

The first thought slipped into my consciousness like feeble, dying breath. Every cell in my body burned. Dirt slipped through the cracks of the opening casket as a pulley lifted it—lifted me—into the air. Where were my legs? I couldn’t see them. I couldn’t move. The box was too tight and my vision still black behind heavy eyelids. My dead flesh was slow to wake. Cockroaches scuttled across my skin looking for the detritus they’d been feasting on. Crawling, scratching, they traveled up my face and down my neck, into the loose dress I’d been buried in.

Something living slipped into my lips as I tried to crack them apart. I hacked. Writhed. Neck stiff. Arms twitching. Memories. Memories of burning.

There were other things I tried to remember. Important stuff—grand stuff. But they remained just out of my reach. Now all I could remember was fire, smoke, and the agony of an unfair death.

Now all that I could remember was that I was furious.

It isn’t fair. The first clear words that formed in my consciousness. It isn’t fair. . . .

A heavy thud against soil. The pulley stopped. The casket opened into the night. A young man grinned, silver hair brimming under the stars.

“Take her to Grunewald,” he told someone behind him, before bending low, running his hand through my filthy, coiled hair. “The same as hers,” he noted. “Hello, June. My name is Saul.”

“Sau . . . Saul . . .” My voice was ash in my mouth. I was surprised he could even understand me. I looked at him, at his beautiful face, and for a moment I wanted to kill him. There was no reason for it. I didn’t know him. I didn’t have anything against him. I just wanted to kill.

I wanted to ruin.

It passed quickly, a curious rage that frightened me.

“You’ve suffered long enough.” His sea-blue eyes sparkled as he let his hand rest on my desiccated cheek. “It’s time. June . . . let’s go see your sister.”



PART ONE

When shall I marry?

This year, next year, sometime, never.

What will my husband be?

Tinker, tailor, soldier, sailor, rich-man, poor-man,

beggar-man, thief.

What will I be?

Lady, baby, gypsy, queen.

What shall I wear?

Silk, satin, cotton, rags.

How shall I get it?

Given, borrowed, bought, stolen.

How shall I get to church?

Coach, carriage, wheelbarrow, cart.

Where shall I live?

—an English fortune-telling song
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1

WHO AM I? WHERE AM I?

Come on, girl, remember. Remember, dumb-ass . . . before it goes dark. . . .

Maia . . . Yes. My name . . . Maia Finley. Good. Good . . . I guess. . . .

Lips shut against the water. No breath. Eyes stinging. The image of a rocky cliff rippling in the darkness, just above the waves of Dover Strait. I caught the reflection of the moon against the surface of the water, bright flashes in my dimming vision.

What happened? My chest was going to explode. Bubbles slipped from my lips when I moved them. The sounds of heavy, baritone, rumbling water battered my senses, cacophonic until it slipped into the recesses of my mind.

I was sinking.

Wow. It was for real this time. I was totally dying. This was me dying.

My body felt cold. It was a cliché, maybe, but still true. It had gone numb, even before breaking the surface of Dover Strait. The feeling in my arms had vanished. The water pressure’s death grip on my skull . . . even that began to feel like a wistful caress.

Time was up. My life was over. But maybe it was what I deserved.

Those reckless decisions born out of fear. The secrets kept. Step by wrongful step until the steel of Belle’s sword pierced through my sternum. This was the fate I’d paid for.

I was dying.

Oh well. At least I’d get to see my family again.

It went dark.

Darkness.

Darkness . . .

Then I saw that which I never could with living eyes. A mysterious white light swept through me, pulling soul from dead flesh. It surrounded me, filling me with a sensation I’d felt before. This power. The power that fed the Effigies and the existence of the phantoms. A spring that connected life and death in a continuous cycle.

A continuous cycle.

But I was not to be part of it.

My lonely white river was my own. The power of fate spirited me away on a journey just for me. I was a traveler and I was traveling.

Traveling to the next girl . . .

•  •  •

“So it’s finally time, Maia.”

Natalya Filipova. The Fire Effigy before me. A familiar panic hit me too suddenly, and for a moment I thought I’d faint. I’d been conditioned to fear this girl on sight. And why wouldn’t I after the number of times she’d tried to take over my body?

But she was different now. It was her quiet, unreadable expression, devoid of the contention I was used to seeing. “You didn’t last as long as I thought you would,” she said.

I thought Natalya’s voice would have some kind of mocking lilt to it. Like: “Ha, moron, you’re dead! Look at you!” But her pale face was stone set into a somber expression.

Why would she mock me? She knew too well the pain of death.

I had to be dead, at any rate. I mean, what else could this be? I wasn’t scrying. The weird thing was, I could still kind of feel it. My soul leaving my body behind to sink in the lonely strait. And yet here I was too, standing in this familiar white stream before Natalya Filipova, the once legendary hero.

“How does it feel?” she asked, genuinely curious, like maybe we’d had different experiences.

“What, death?” I thought for a moment. “It feels . . . stretchy.”

Natalya tilted her head, her brown eyes narrowed. “Stretchy . . . ?”

I breathed in deeply, contemplating the odd sensation rippling through my “body,” or whatever this was. “Yeah, stretchy. Like I’m being pulled in two places at once.”

“It’s all the same,” she said in her intense voice familiarly inflected with a Russian accent. “Your life force, your consciousness, and the magic within you . . . it’s all going to the same place. Searching for the next one.”

“The next Fire Effigy . . . ,” I whispered.

“It’s only been seconds,” she said. “But it’ll start to feel like years. We experience time here differently. It feels slower. Much slower. You’ll see.”

Her expression darkened, and for a moment her gaze looked off-kilter, unfocused like one of her glass decanters sliding off an unbalanced shelf, alcohol spilling everywhere. You’ll see. Her promise resonated like echoes in a graveyard.

I looked down at my feet shimmering beneath the waters. “And this place . . .”

“Everything is connected,” Natalya said. “Life and death. Those that die tether to the life they will become. But not for us. For us, our souls don’t manifest into new life. We are pulled into existing life. Our souls find refuge in the bodies of others. The channels of fate twisted only for us. We’re bound only to each other. Like links in a chain.”

Links in a chain. A dangerous game. I remembered the words but couldn’t place where I’d heard them.

Natalya looked up at the endless sky. “If all life is bonded by chains of fate that lead one form to the next, then you could say this place is a manifestation of our chain. Every girl linked here, tucked inside the other like a matryoshka doll.” She smiled. “A fitting fate for me.”

Said the girl once called the Matryoshka Princess. I understood now—there were many layers to this girl, layers I never noticed as a fan. The legendary hero. The struggling alcoholic. The mentor. The vengeful spirit. Now she was the mentor again, like she had been for Belle, imparting her wisdom upon the girl whose mind she’d tried too many times to destroy.

“Where we are now is how we perceive our connection,” she said, “how we see each other with eyes of the dead. Of course, we should be able to see each other when we share souls.”

When I was alive, I’d have to meditate—scry—to get here. Natalya’s tall frame guarded the magnificent red door as she always had, her hand on the hilt of her proud sword, her Zhar-Ptitsa, whose tip had disappeared into the waves at her feet. But this time, there was no fanfare, no shock or conflict. Nothing but pity and maybe a hint of disappointment—the kind my parents used to have whenever they knew I could have done better. June too. She’d given me that look more than once.

June . . . She’d smiled so prettily just before Minerva’s dazzling stream of light hit the ground and obliterated her.

Minerva, the Sect’s secret satellite weapon. And Rhys . . . Oh god, Aidan. I covered my mouth, stifling a teary gasp.

“It hurts, doesn’t it, Maia?”

Too many memories came rushing back, but they were all in the wrong order. I couldn’t piece them together. Why was June in Oslo? Why with Saul? What was this intense anger that drummed against my chest as I thought of Rhys’s father, and the hopelessness when I thought of his son? Why was my sister gone again . . . ?

“It’s hard to piece things together after dying.” Natalya placed a hand atop her dark brown hair, cut closely to her head. “Memories fall to pieces, events become blurred. All this time you came to speak with me, wanting to know everything I knew, but I could only give you what I could muster in this state. Pieces and reflections. It’ll become more difficult for you too soon. Perhaps you should let them go. Let it all go.”

Natalya, the strongest Effigy in history, worshipped by all during her tenure. Worshipped by me too, until she began scheming to take my body. But now there was no body for her to take.

“Let it go?” I repeated. “That’s funny, coming from you. You didn’t let it go.”

Natalya considered the golden hilt in her hand. “That was my decision to make. Now you have yours.”

A gentle breeze grazed my cheek as I saw the red door behind me.

A door.

Mine.

As magnificent as Natalya’s, with golden embroidery around the wooden edges. I guess each door was the “link” in the chain, then, opening itself into the subconscious and soul of the next girl in a path that stretched on for more than a century. A bronze doorknob waiting for my hand. When my soul found the next girl, I would walk through and stand at my station.

For eternity.

The Seven-Year Rule. That old Sect joke. Effigies were considered legendary if they could last seven years on the job. Natalya was the baddest of them all, having survived twice that. What was my number? Three months.

What will be your number? Ironically, it was Belle who’d asked me, three months ago.

Belle. The fear I’d usually reserved for Natalya gripped my chest in one exploding moment, an electric impulse that soon gave way to a silent, seething bitterness.

Cold steel breaking through bone. Mind-numbing pain. That moment when your heart stops—so painful in the midst of sweet release. The water crashing against my body upon impact like a speeding truck barreling into me.

I’d once stood outside a building for hours just hoping to catch a glimpse of her. My idol.

Now my murderer.

Natalya was watching me curiously. Another idol. Another disappointment. Another enemy—well, no, not an enemy anymore. Now that I was dead, she no longer had reason to harm me, though the fear I’d learned at her hands wouldn’t let me trust her, wouldn’t let me feel completely in control.

I stared at the door. Ruby, like blood on a blade. My beautiful gravestone bought and paid for by the combined efforts of my so-called heroes.

My heroes.

I’d tried to believe in them—tried to model myself after their strength, only to find myself crumbling under it.

When it came down to it, I couldn’t beat either of them.

And now I was here, dead. Stuck for eternity in front of a pretty door. I was a failure. I was a failure alive and a failure dead.

June really should have been the one. She would have made a better Effigy than me.

I buckled over. Tears began to build, but Natalya was still watching me. I had to collect myself. Raising my chin, I kept up the ruse of nonchalance. It was all I had in this place. There was no point in being angry. Anger wouldn’t do a damn thing for me. Not here.

“A door. Ah, that’s right.” My lips stretched into a smirk. “I guess this is what it means to be on the Dead Girl Squad now.” I turned back around. “Wow, this effing sucks.”

I wondered what death was like for regular people—where they ended up. What had it been like for June?

I could see very easily how one could go mad standing here. The worst part of it would be the loneliness, certainly. Unless the next girl came stumbling in here, in which case I doubted I’d have much to say—or maybe I’d say a bunch of confusing shit just to keep myself from being bored. Wouldn’t surprise me if that had been part of Natalya’s motivation.

That day I watched my family’s coffins lower into the ground, I’d felt a secret solace in the notion that I might see them again in death. Instead, I was here. And I would never be able to see them again.

An image of June flashed in my mind. Her hand on the gun, pulling the trigger.

“No,” I breathed. It was all barreling back. June. She was alive again. She’d been with Saul in Oslo, which he’d taken over with his gang of criminals and traffickers. June had been standing there among them. She murdered an agent. Rhys was there too, crouched in defeat, his fate sealed by his own father. I desperately held on to these memories, knowing that soon they’d shatter to pieces, leaving me with nothing but frustration, hate, and anger.

“Natalya, you were right about the corruption in the Sect. But I don’t think Rhys’s father knew. I think—” I remembered the dread etched into the saggy lines on Director Prince’s red face as he stared at the cold blue eyes of Blackwell. “It was as if Blackwell had manipulated him into firing the Sect’s satellite weapon. Like he’d meant for all of it to happen.”

“And?” said Natalya.

“And!” I glared at her. Project X19. The traitorous Sect agents. Saul’s plan wasn’t just his plan. “This is bigger than Saul. Probably bigger than we could have ever imagined.”

“A mystery for the next girl to solve, I suppose.”

The crushing reality of my own helplessness made my knees buckle. “No. There’s more I can do. Baldric!” The sound of the old man’s name sparked something behind Natalya’s steel gaze. “Baldric Haas. You remember him? One of the Council members with Rhys’s mother, Naomi?” I immediately pictured the old man in his wheelchair, eyes sunken into his wrinkled face ashen with dread. “They sent you to get the volume Thomas Castor wrote in secret. The one in Prague. We went there. Naomi sent us too. We found it, but it was stolen.”

By Vasily. I remembered his pale blond hair, wild around his shoulders. His wicked grin promising chaos.

“Baldric knew about the rebel faction within the Sect—and I know you met with him before you died. I scried it.”

“Yes.” Natalya tapped her temple. “I remember you milling around in there.”

“Did he tell you anything else about what Blackwell was planning?”

“Maia, stop this.”

“Stop what?” I bellowed, and I could hear my voice echoing. My fists were tight. “This is your mystery too! You were trying to solve this before I even stepped into the picture.”

“I was trying to be something more,” Natalya said quietly.

“More than what?”

Natalya’s head turned slightly, her eyes downcast. “More than an empty shell.” I waited for her to elaborate, but she wouldn’t, not at first. She only shook her head, looking at me almost as if she pitied me. Somehow, the pity was more infuriating than whatever malice I’d seen whenever I’d come here alive. “It won’t do you any good to know these secrets now. Believe me. I was like you too when I first died. No, even before. Desperate to know. After seeing Baldric, I scried to find Marian, thinking that if I could only reach her, she’d tell me everything I needed to know. I scried longer and harder than I ever had, to the point of madness. The chain—our chain—became blurred. All the doors opened at once. Memories assaulted me every which way. And in the end, what I found . . .” She shuddered. “Marian’s death. And riddles. Teachings—Emilia’s teachings. Her words, her symbols. Where it all began. It was too much, but I thought I could handle it. I thought I could bring all the pieces together, but it wasn’t to be. I died. No—” Her gaze darkened. “I was killed.”

The accusing tone was meant for me. It was I who’d protected her murderer, Aidan Rhys, even after I’d discovered what he’d done to her on the Sect’s orders. We’d both paid with our lives, but that wasn’t enough for Natalya. Her anger still quietly hummed.

“And now that I’m dead, the world continues as if my life never mattered. And I stand here for an eternity, Maia, unable to affect it, except through you. But now you’re dead too.”

My hands tingled from restlessness. My soul was still traveling. I could feel it.

“And so, what will it accomplish now if you knew the secrets of the world, Maia?” Natalya continued. “What can you affect from this place that has become our grave? There’s nothing that can be done from here. Nothing.”

I looked from Natalya’s door to mine, silently calling me. There was nothing I could do from here in this prison. Nothing I could accomplish but to stand here, waiting for some stranger to show up so I could give her a few cryptic warnings based on faded memories.

“No, there has to be more I can do. . . .” I had to reach the others. Uncle Nathan and Sibyl, quietly working against the evil faction of the Sect in the shadows. Lake and Chae Rin, who’d driven off to meet them. I had to help somehow. I had to get back into the trenches.

“You could let it go,” Natalya said again, thinking it over. “Or you could make the decision that I made.”

She smirked, sharp eyes glinting maliciously. She didn’t have to elaborate.

I glared at her. “No.”

“I supposed it wouldn’t be impossible for me to steal her body if she finds her way through your door to me. It wouldn’t be impossible for me, but the consciousness of the one who died last is always stronger. You could—”

“I said no.”

Silence charged with an intense hatred followed. Hatred and fear. Both mine.

“It would be easier to do it yourself, wouldn’t it?” Letting her sword drag behind her, she walked closer to me, step by deliberate step. “Rather than trying to lead another frightened ingenue to the answers you couldn’t find alive. Just pick up where you left off.” The sword made no sound as it traced a line in the shallow waters behind her. “Wearing new flesh. It’s what I would do. And I would do it again.”

“Stop,” I blurted out before she could come any closer. I had to remind myself that she wasn’t a danger to me anymore. I was already dead. She couldn’t hurt me if she had no use for me. As long as I was dead, I was safe. How ironic. I looked at the Effigy whose trading cards I used to collect. “God, I used to admire you. Don’t you feel sorry for what you did to me? Don’t you feel sorry for any of it?”

I was dead now, so I might as well take the opportunity to give her a piece of my mind. Ignoring the fear still bleeding into my flesh, I squeezed my hands into fists. “You made my last few months alive hell when you should have been helping me like I figured you wanted to be helped. My sister and I thought you were everything. We wanted to be you.”

Though June was more like her than I ever was or could be. Noble, confident. Maybe that was why I’d idolized my sister too. Nobility was June’s last act. I could still remember her chiding me. Telling me to do better. And I tried, June. I really tried. But that kind of strength was a hard skill to master. Effigy fans online always dragged me for it: “Why can’t she just be the unflappably perfect bad-ass action-chick we demand her to be?” But that took courage. Even now my courage was shaking before Natalya. She must have known it too. But I just kept talking.

“I thought I could be stronger if I could act like you, Natalya. I thought if I got everyone to respect me like they did you, then I wouldn’t have to feel so . . .”

I remembered those days I shut myself in my room and blocked out the world while June was out living life. That dreaded feeling of being left behind. Of standing still while others were running forward.

“So useless,” I finished, biting my lip. “So pathetic.”

“And how have you changed, Maia?” Natalya lifted her sword, studying her reflection in its familiar steel. “Or have you changed?”

Changed. Had I really?

I looked up at the never-ending white stretching upward and thought of flames burning. Burning down my house. Burning New York’s La Charte Hotel, where Saul had attacked with his phantom-controlling ring. Burning the elevator that took a screaming woman I’d failed to save. Burning Oslo after Minerva’s light obliterated my sister and the boy of my dreams and nightmares. I was still scared. I was still looking at this dead Effigy with fearful eyes. I was still looking to her for answers, for validation. Had I changed?

“I will change,” I whispered, tears stinging my eyes. “I swear, I’ll change.”

“Nothing changes here,” Natalya said flatly. She closed her eyes. “Change is only for the living.”

“No. I will change.” I stumbled back. “I will change. I just need a second chance.”

Something desperate in me stirred. I couldn’t stand still. A terrible truth began breathing fire. I wasn’t satisfied. I wasn’t ready. There was more to do, more to fix.

And Natalya . . . Natalya, who opened her eyes again, was smirking as she watched me squirm because she knew that what I was experiencing was the very thing that had driven her mad in here. I didn’t care. There were too many mistakes to atone for. I couldn’t be done. But my soul, my consciousness, and my power were on the move.

Panicked, I turned, facing the door. “No. No. Somebody has to give me a second chance.”

“There’s something I should tell you,” Natalya said. “Now that you’re here.”

Ignoring her, I sloshed through the stream, pounding on the wood of my magnificent red door because it was the only exit I could see in this expanse of nothingness. “Please, you have to let me out. I can’t be here!”

“You may have been disgusted with me in the past,” Natalya told me. “But soon you’ll come to understand me. The longer you’re here, the more the silence drives you mad.”

Links in a chain. The Effigies’ fate was a fate worse than death.

“No.” I stepped away from the door, looking everywhere that this prison with no bars would allow me. “No, no . . .”

“Eventually, you’ll start to consider things you never would have in life. You’ll start making exceptions to every rule you’d lived by . . . until the next one comes knocking on your door. This is our reward after living, fighting, and dying to protect humanity. The price of a twisted fate.”

An ugliness had seeped into her beauty, her small features sharpening like the stretch of her blade. I saw it reflected there, reflected in the white stream. I saw my reflection too.

“You and I are the same now, Maia. Not heroes. Not even monsters,” she said. “Simply shadows.”

But it was not to be so.

Something was stirring in the land of the living. A silent force tugged at my soul, pulling it back.

Back toward my body.

Natalya, the door, the endless blank space—it was fading. Or maybe I was the one disappearing. I was being called back.

A second chance.

A surge of ecstasy stung my eyes like tears. A second chance. And I wouldn’t screw it up this time. Though my vision blurred, I could see Natalya’s features screwed up in fury.

“It isn’t fair. . . .” Natalya’d whispered it. But before I faded, her face had calmed. And before disappeared, I could hear her whisper. “I told you I would do it again if I had the choice. And now I have that choice. You will see me again soon.”

Her murderous promise receded until it was nothing more than a silenced echo. And I could still hear the last of its murmur as I shuddered alive with breath.
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“LOOKS LIKE SHE’S BACK, DAD! The mouth-to-mouth worked!”

“Good, son. Get her onto the deck. Keep the pressure on her chest. We need to take this girl to a hospital.”

I hacked all of the water in my lungs out onto the sand. An unspeakable pain shot from my chest. Coughing, I struggled to move my hand to the open gash in my chest oozing blood.

“My god.” The young man who’d spoken first sounded English, like his dad. My eyelids were still shut from exhaustion, beads of water dripping through my lashes. “She can still move a little bit.”

Air passed through my lungs once again. And though Natalya’s grimace persisted like a shadow in my thoughts, I couldn’t remember much else from my time as a carcass.

What did come back was the time I was missing. I’d just escaped the London facility with the other Effigies. After Director Prince of the North American Division made the blunder of firing Minerva on Oslo, we’d had to flee. Sibyl had arranged for our escape, and so we’d split up: Chae Rin and Lake in one van. Belle and me in another. The two of us were to meet up with a ship that would take us into France.

The boy and his father must be part of the crew. They’d come after all. Thank god . . .

The father’s voice wheezed a little as he exhaled. “She can move? That’s impossible. Her body’s broken. Probably has a concussion. And this knife wound in her chest—”

“It missed her heart, Dad. I think she still has a chance if we can get her to the hospital in time—wait a minute.” I felt a hot, large hand brushing the wet curls away from my face. “Bloody hell, Dad . . . This . . . this is an Effigy. She’s that Effigy, isn’t she?”

“What?”

“I recognize her. She’s an Effigy.”

“An Effigy . . . ?”

“The video’s going around online. She was in that terror attack in Norway.”

And I could feel the pressure of the two of them leaning over me. Something wasn’t right. If they were Sibyl’s men, they’d already know who I was.

“I see,” the father finally said. “My hunch was right. So this was the cargo. . . .”

“Cargo . . . ?” The son sounded bewildered. “Dad, what do you mean by—”

“Si-Sibyl . . .”

The sound of my hoarse voice had clearly spooked the young man.

“W-what?” he said in a high, agitated pitch. “Who?”

“Take . . . me . . .” I didn’t know what was happening or how to make sense of it. But I knew where I had to go. “Take . . .” I tried again, but it hurt too much to push out the air from my lungs.

There was a dog barking in the distance. Short, staccato, impatient.

“Dad, we have to turn her in. The police are looking for her.”

“She needs a hospital—”

“Screw the hospital. She’s a terrorist!” The son sounded more fearful than malicious. His weight shifted in the sand as he stood on his feet. “If she really is an Effigy, she’ll be fine, right? Don’t they heal really quickly? We can’t wait around for that to happen. What if she attacks us? I saw on the news the police are raiding that Sect building. We need to turn her in. Maybe they’ll even give us a reward!”

The old man took a second to think. “No,” he said finally. “What happened in Oslo is recent. She can’t be in two places at once. On top of that, the place was nearly destroyed. How did she escape all that and turn up here?”

His son had no answer.

“What’s more,” the father continued, “is that the Effigies aren’t evil. They wouldn’t work for a terrorist, least of all for the one they’ve been trying to catch for months. Something’s not clean in the milk. Come on, Harry. We’re taking her with us.”

“So you can what? Investigate?” Harry scoffed. “Thought you didn’t work for them anymore, Dad. You’re retired.”

“Harry . . . I didn’t tell you this before we left. But there’s another reason we crossed the strait.”

“Dad . . . did you . . . ?” Harry paused, choosing his words carefully. “Did you know we’d find her here?”

“I need to know why she’s in a place like this,” the man said. “And I’m not going to get answers by giving her over to some bloody mob in uniform. Now, enough talking. Help me get her onto the boat.”

Soon I was being lifted off the cool sand with no control over my dangling limbs. The shift of gravity and the sudden rush of pain knocked the senses from me.

Whoever you are, I begged, just take me to Sibyl and Uncle Nathan. . . . I need to . . .

After another second I fell unconscious again.

•  •  •

Waves crashed against the little boat. My broken body rocked back and forth on hard wood, consciousness slipping in and out. Harry and his father were whispering conspiratorially. About me. I couldn’t make out what they were saying. My eyes remained shut.

Sloshing, sloshing. Slippery against my skin. A sticking smell. God, what was that? Smelled salty. Fishy.

Fish. I could feel their flopping against the left side of my body through the netting. I was just as much cargo. Where were those men taking me?

Effigy healing or not, it was still a struggle to breathe. My shirt was off, so that explained the light chill. One of them had placed a sterile gauze onto the stab wound and fastened it with a bandage under my bra. I was too relieved to be alive to feel embarrassed.

My consciousness was as volatile as the waves. A panting, barking dog brushed up against my leg, its little bell jingling as it trotted up to my face for a lick.

“Vader, get back here,” the boy scolded.

The dog obeyed. Its saliva dripped down my cheek from where he’d licked my hair, just above the ear. I slipped out of consciousness again until the aggressive moans of a bullhorn jolted me awake, hot red lights washing over my closed eyelids.

“Dad, is it the coast guard?”

“Harry,” said his father with urgency, “get my ID. And cover the girl.”

“But—”

“Do it.”

Clomp, clomp went Harry’s boots against the wooden floor. “If you can hear me,” he said, leaning in close, “now would be a good time to hold your breath, yeah?”

Before I could figure out what was happening, a rough burlap carpet fell onto my body with a particularly unceremonious thwap against my face. He dragged the net of fish over my body, mercifully leaving my head free. I get that being an Effigy made me more durable than a regular girl, but this dude was manhandling me as if I were nothing more than a broken action figure. Needless to say, Harry was far from a gentleman.

I’m still wounded, you idiot! That was what I wanted to say, but I’d fallen unconscious again from the sudden shock of pain. I slipped back into consciousness long enough to hear an exchange.

“What else do you need?” said Harry’s father. “As I’ve already shown you, we’re a licensed fishing vessel taking our cargo into France. You’ve already seen the cargo for yourself.”

“Sorry, sir. We’ve been extra cautious tonight.” I had to concentrate to hear the second man’s voice through the wet sloshing of smelly fish. “There’ve been smugglers illegally crossing the strait, using antiphantom technology to pass through unofficial routes from the North Sea. Not to mention there’s also the Sect we’re looking out for.”

My fingers twitched.

“The Sect?” Harry repeated, and I swore I felt him staring at me.

“Not too long ago, an agent turned himself in to the police department in Dunkirk. Said he was part of a crew of Sect rogues planning to make their way to Dover from around the English Channel. They were supposed to rendezvous with some fugitives.”

“And by fugitives,” Harry said, “you mean—”

“The Effigies, of course.”

A chill ran through the dull, throbbing pain in my body. Fugitives. We were fugitives. Luckily nobody could have noticed me squirm while I was buried in fish, but Vader made his way toward me, rummaging through the net, looking, maybe, for another slurp of my hair.

“So it’s true that they’re wanted?” Harry’s voice was low. “The rogue agent turned himself in. What happened to the other agents?”

“Police picked them up after he told us where their hideout was,” said the coastguard. “They never left the city. You’ve seen the news. Oslo. Those Sect rogues are out of control and so are the Effigies. We have to do what we can. There’s more out there, I’ve no doubt.”

I carefully swallowed the sweet, tangy saliva sticking to the roof of my mouth. Fugitives. My heart jerked along with the fish pounding against the wound in my chest. How many police officers and coastguards out there were actively trying to sniff us out?

Belle was probably long gone by now. Fled the murder scene. But what about the others? Lake and Chae Rin. What if they’d been caught? How did I even know they were still alive?

Belle. Lake. Chae Rin. Rhys. June. Alive. Dead. Oslo. The murder of Rhys by his own father. Saul’s attack. June’s obliteration. Belle’s betrayal. It was too much. A sob choked somewhere deep in my throat. My thoughts flew everywhere at once. It was too hard to concentrate, too hard to breathe. The ship went on its way, but by the time the fish, the net, and the burlap slid off my body and my face once again kissed the clean air, I’d fallen unconscious once more.
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THE SMELL OF FISH FRYING in oil seduced me back into consciousness. Groaning, I pressed a hand against my throbbing head.

My hand. I could move it! I stared at it in awe, at my knees buckling as I dragged them up to my chest. There was a weird dark bruise on my arm. Everything was still sore, but I could move all the same.

I sat up in a bed. It was nothing fancy: clean white sheets, flat pillow. The mattress springs just barely had a little bit of life in them. The window was closed to the darkening skies, and through the trees—and there was nothing outside but trees—I just made out the sinking sun streaking the atmosphere orange and red.

The small room had only a simple wooden desk and a chair to my right, a pad of paper next to a desk lamp. Everything here was made of evergreen or maybe cedar. Cozy as a camp. Except for the ominous hoots outside, and the howls, and the cicadas chirping in the night.

Slipping my hand underneath my shirt, I traced a line across the fresh bandages. A scar had definitely formed. The raised, hardened scab tinged with pain as I pressed my palm against it. Had Belle missed by accident, her brain too addled to make the death blow? Or had she simply chickened out of taking my life?

Once again my bitterness stung. The fangirl in me, the one who’d waited outside Lincoln Center just to catch a glimpse of her hero, still tried to make excuses. Belle had been tortured, the fangirl would say. Belle was an abused orphan. Natalya was her only friend, her mentor. Like family. She’d wanted answers so desperately, but once I found out that it was Rhys who’d killed Natalya, I kept it from her. She’d had every right to be pissed.

But did she have the right to kill me?

First Natalya. Then Belle. I’d already learned the hard way not to deify them. But during those shining days, as the four of us traveled across the world, searching for answers, I’d thought we’d all become greater than just the magic that bound us. We’d become one. The Effigies. A team. Friends. Maybe even family.

That was all shattered now.

If only I’d told her the truth from the beginning. I’d had so many chances. So many times when the words were on the tip of my tongue. But once again I was too scared. She was a monster for killing me, but she was a monster I created.

I shattered the team. I shattered it with my indecision. With my cowardice. Belle pulled the trigger of a gun that I placed in her hands and aimed at my own head.

Just another failure on my part. One that, for a time, had cost me my life.

A powerful ambivalence pulled me to the opposite extremes of anger—anger directed outward and inward. I stared at my sheets in silence until the sound of a dog barking outside snapped me back to reality. Vader?

Okay, calm down, Maia, I told myself. First you need to figure out where you are—and who’s been changing your bandages.

Gingerly, I got out of bed, stepping across the wooden floor with swollen, bare feet. A stubborn pain needled my left hip, so I held on to it as I opened the door.

“Whoa!” Harry almost fell over the couch in the living room I’d just entered. His laptop crashed to the ground. Grabbing the back of the couch, he watched me shut the door to my room. It’d been a while since I’d seen someone truly terrified of me.

He was older than I originally assumed. Older than me, but probably not by much. Blond hair, shaved close to his skull, faded at the sides. A light golden beard was forming around his angular, flushed chin. He was scrawny, almost malnourished, but his arms were long, so I could tell he was tall even as he peered at me from behind his couch as the television blared in the background.

He stared at me for another second. “Dad,” he yelled finally, “she’s awake.”

His words were directed at the old man cooking in the tiny kitchen quartered off from the living room by a pair of swinging half doors. The father turned off the heat on the stove, set down his spatula, and began toward me.

Looking at him in the kitchen reminded me of Uncle Nathan, though where Uncle Nathan was the long, gangly limbed type like Harry, this man was short and brawny, with wide-set shoulders draped by flannel. Uncle Nathan would have worn one of his goofy aprons too. I missed it. I missed him.

“Are you okay?” He must have noticed my body suddenly droop. He was blond like his son, though his hair was longer, more disheveled, his beard fully grown but unruly. His shirt was only half tucked in to his gray trousers while Harry had everything in order. I would have thought it’d be the opposite.

“I’m all right.” The words were hesitant, a little painful, but clear. “Thank you, sir.”

“Please, it’s Harvey. Harvey Dawson.”

I rubbed my neck. “Mr. Dawson . . .”

From outside the cabin, Vader’s excited barking interrupted the silence stretching between us.

“You Effigies really do heal fast.” Dawson casually pointed at my chest with a finger. My hand instinctively touched the bandages. “The way we found you in the strait, broken and bloodied, a normal girl would have been dead before we could do CPR.”

“You saved my life.” I looked over at Harry, who gave a skittish shift on the couch. “Thank you.”

“Are you hungry?” Dawson waved me over to the kitchen. “Got some long-grain white rice and fish. Some string beans too.”

Harry wouldn’t look at me. He shrank back into his seat wordlessly as Mr. Dawson prompted me to follow him. He gave me a plate and the food was ready for eating. Smelled good. I still had no clue who these people were beyond their names, but if they wanted to turn me in, they could have. If they wanted to kill me, they could have. I sat down at the little table up against the wall—wood, all wood, yet again—and began eating. I had no idea how hungry I was until I tasted the fish, and then suddenly I was stuffing my face.

“Well, your appetite’s back.” Dawson swiveled the chair around so the back rested against the table and sat next to me. “That’s good.”

“Who are you?” I asked after forcing a mush of beans down my throat.

He smirked. “Pleasantries aren’t your style, then.”

“Where am I?” I dropped the fork onto the plate and wiped my mouth. “Thank you for the food, but where am I?”

“Just my cabin—our cabin.” He nodded his head toward the living room where I knew his son was watching television. “Cabin in the forest near Calais. We stay here during the summer months.”

“You fish?” I stared at the bones on my plate, picked clean by my greed.

“Luckily for you, yes.”

Ironically, it was a fishing ship that was supposed to take me to France anyhow. But those Sect agents were all in jail. There was no way to get to where Sibyl and Uncle Nathan were if I didn’t know where they were or how to reach them.

Well, first things first.

“What day is it?” I asked him.

“Thursday.”

“Thursday . . .” I didn’t even know what that meant, or if it was important.

“You’ve been out cold for five days, if that helps.”

Five days? Well, with my injuries, that wasn’t too hard to imagine. I stretched out my neck, swallowing the last bit of food in my mouth. Then I lifted my arms above my head, satisfied with the crack in my joints. Oof. My shirt stank, though. I dropped my arms quickly and gave a self-conscious look toward Dawson, who was too interested in his mug of coffee to care. How long had it been since I’d taken a shower?

I started to map it all out in my head. There was the awards show in Toronto. Then we went to Spain to meet Naomi.

I breathed in sharply. Naomi. I could see in my mind’s eye the bullets flying through the window of Natalya’s apartment, piercing her body. She could be dead for all I knew.

The more I thought, the more I realized just how much had happened. Going to Prague, losing Castor’s volume, getting locked up in the London facility. This shirt had been through a hell of a lot, all things considered, and the funky stench was clearly its reward.

At least I was alive.

Dawson dropped his coffee mug back onto the table. “Now, I should let you know before this goes on that while I’m glad you’re finally back with us, I didn’t exactly save you just out of the goodness of my heart.”

My eyes narrowed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Mug in hand, Dawson stood and left the kitchen, beckoning me to follow. While the television played a French sitcom, Harry streamed the BBC news on his laptop, which he’d set up on the glass surface of the living room table.

SECT HACKERS ARRESTED FOR FRANKFURT APD DISRUPTION

Black letters printed across a red and white band at the bottom of the screen with the white flashing Breaking News! just next to it.

Hackers. I made my way to the couch in a daze, barely paying attention to Harry as he slid to the armrest so he could get away from me.

“George, I’m standing outside an abandoned building in Frankfurt where a police raid took place moments ago.” The reporter swept his large hand toward the dirty red bricks, the winds battling with his clothes and microphone. “Four agents from the Frankfurt Sect facility were found hiding here in an attempt to evade officials. Now, as our viewers know, over the months, many antiphantom devices around the world have malfunctioned, causing large-scale destruction at the hands of the terrorist Saul and the phantoms under his control.”

“But, Steven,” said George, a tan-skinned news anchor with white patches of hair around the sides of his bald head, “have they been able to apprehend Saul?”

My fingers curled around the couch. I remembered Saul, his pale silver hair draped down his high cheekbones, his grin deep in wickedness as he brought forth my sister and announced her as a cold-blooded murderer in front of the world. I would never get out of my mind the sight of her empty gaze as she shot a Sect agent.

How had he brought her back? With the ring? The stone that controlled phantoms . . . that granted wishes . . .

“George, he and his associates haven’t been seen since the disaster in Oslo that left a section of the city in ruins,” said the reporter. “Authorities in Norway are assuming that everyone in the area had been killed by the blast from the Sect’s satellite weapon.”

It was almost bewildering how powerful the chilling effect of a single word could be.

“Killed.”

Rhys. June.

The word was a gut punch. I pressed my lips against the moan building in me.

“In the meantime, one of the agents, after being apprehended by police, confessed that they, like others around the world, had been involved in aiding in Saul’s terrorism efforts. While we won’t know the details for certain until the German authorities have finished interviewing the offenders, George, this is a shocking development nonetheless.”

We’d already assumed that the faction in the Sect responsible for freeing Saul from the London facility had also helped his attacks on all those cities. Freeing Vasily, ambushing us in the tunnels to steal back the ring. All of it led to the destruction in Oslo. But to what end?

“George, this is just one major arrest in a long string that have taken place all over the world during the last few days based on information given by rogue Sect agents currently in custody.”

“Just how many are in custody?” I asked Dawson as he sat in the rocking chair near the window.

“Too many to count.” He sipped his coffee, staring into its contents after setting it back down against his knobby knees. “It started with the directors of the European and North American Divisions. Director Prince and his son.”

Brendan? My mouth parted in surprise. Last I’d seen him, he was in the London facility with the rest of us, watching helplessly as Prince fired Minerva. But even though he hadn’t been able to stop his father from giving the fatal order, he’d tried to stop him. He’d tried to save his little brother.

“A friend of mine went down too, the night I found you. It’s been a bloody witch hunt these past few days. Sect agents are being trapped like animals, thrown into cages, interrogated—not all of them, mind. Some Sect agents are even leading the charge—that is, after being cleared of any involvement.”

Agent versus agent. Hopefully it wasn’t the bloodbath it sounded like.

“Sect agents are brothers and sisters in arms. It takes a lot to turn one against the other.” And he became very quiet. “Loyalty, for one.” Dawson’s pale green eyes shimmered from behind a curtain of rising steam as he gripped his mug tighter. “At any rate, Harry’s been glued to the livestream these past few days, giving me updates.”

Harry gave me a quick glance but remained silent. It wasn’t long before a frenzied musical cue signaled yet another breaking news story flashing across the screen.

“We’re interrupting that report—Deidra Kyle, our senior political correspondent, is joining us at the London facility. Deidra, what are you learning?”

Deidra stood beyond the second set of iron gates that blocked off the facility from the rest of Epping Forest. When the camera panned out, I could see the host of reporters there with her, speaking into their cameras in their own languages, stalling, perhaps, as they waited a few meters from an empty podium just beyond of the main building. The front doors of this wing were still totaled, courtesy of the car we’d driven through it. It was sealed off by some translucent construction sheets.

“George, we’re being told that Senator Abrams of British Columbia resigned from the Senate of Canada this morning over his involvement in the Oslo disaster. In his resignation letter, he confessed to the ethics committee that as a secret member of the Sect’s High Council, he unilaterally gave Director Prince permission to fire the Sect’s weapon, which thus far has claimed fifty-three lives.”

“Fifty-three,” I whispered. A flash of light and a number didn’t quite bring home the gravity of the devastation.

“It would have been more if not for the evacuation, but there were stragglers, agents, people who couldn’t leave, people who weren’t found in time,” Dawson said. “Prince must have weighed his options and decided the loss was acceptable.”

Including his own son. Including my twin sister. Lake, Chae Rin, Belle, and I were in that room. We could have stopped it. I could have stopped it.

“Of course, this is coming on the heels of new revelations about the Sect’s involvement in Saul’s terrorist activities. George, we’re assuming these are just a few of the urgent matters Council representative Bartholomäus Blackwell promised to speak about in the press conference he’ll be holding in ten minutes.”

“All right, Deidra, we’ll stay tuned.”

Blackwell. My throat closed at the name. It was Blackwell who’d manipulated Abrams and Prince into firing on Oslo. What was he planning?

“They’re dropping like flies,” Dawson continued as Harry lowered the volume. “It’s total chaos. And you, Maia Finley. You seem to be at the center of this firestorm.”

Without looking up, Harry pushed the corner of his laptop to the side so I could see a grainy satellite image of my face on the news. My face . . . No, June’s face. We were twins, but there were slight imperceptible differences that others could never notice, not even our parents. She had the same tanned skin, but her unruly curls of brown hair were always lighter than my own. And her jaw was a little narrower. Her frame overall was a touch thinner than mine.

“What were you doing there, anyway?” Harry finally spoke to me, his fingers curled around the back of the couch. “You really a damn terrorist?”

“No.”

“That’s complete bollocks!” His voice was louder than his dog’s endless barking behind the log walls. “You were there with Saul. We all saw you. What do you take us for?”

How could I possibly explain it to him? No, it wasn’t me, it was my dead twin who was alive and evil and is now back to being dead? The very act of trying to wrap my head around the thought made my brain feel as if it were caving in.

“Tell us the truth! There’s footage of you shooting a bloke in the head!”

“Harry—” Mr. Dawson warned.

“It’s true, Dad.” He was on his feet now. I was right. He was tall. “You heard the coast guard—they’re looking for her. For all of them. If one Effigy’s a terrorist, you can’t exactly rule out the others, can you?”

“I didn’t do anything wrong. I didn’t do anything wrong,” I repeated more forcefully. “The girl you saw wasn’t me. It was someone who looks like me. But it wasn’t me.”

“Oh, please!”

“Oh, come on! You don’t think there could be a girl who looks like me out there? Probably a dozen guys out there who look like your dumb ass!”

Harry was breathing fire hotter than I could conjure. “Watch your bloody mouth! I saved your life!”

“I’m telling you that wasn’t me. Believe me, there’s all sorts of sci-fi bizarre shit happening that you couldn’t possibly dream of. But I didn’t kill anyone.”

“Is that true?” Dawson’s voice was steady and quiet. Somehow it frightened me more than his son’s outbursts. I stood up straight, as if I were in the principal’s office.

“It’s hard to explain, sir, but I swear that wasn’t me.”

“Harry, even if it was her in that video,” Dawson said, “how could she have survived the blast? There’s nothing left of that area. Officials have been analyzing human ashes for five days, trying to identify the victims.”

Human ash. I kept myself steady by holding on to the couch, trying to block out the plodding shudder up my body.

“Harry,” Dawson said, “bring in the dog, would you? He’s been barking for a bit now. And while you’re out there, maybe take some time to cool your head a bit.”

Harry readied a protest before thinking better of it and, with a frustrated sigh, stomped outside. Vader barked excitedly at the sight of his owner, his panting soon receding into the woods, along with Harry.

Dawson waited for the door to close. “If you were there, how did you escape? And how did you end up in the Dover Strait so soon after? I may not know all the answers,” he said. “But what I do know is that for as long as we’ve been standing here, you could have killed us. And you haven’t.”

My legs felt too light and my torso too heavy. “I would never do that,” I said. “Never. I don’t want to hurt anyone. I just wanted to help people. That’s all I ever wanted to do.”

“I believe you,” Dawson said, after a pause. “I’ve seen it. I was there in France that day. I was on that train.”

My head jerked up. Saul’s phantom assault on our train months ago. “I don’t remember seeing you.”

“We weren’t in the same car. We were spared the phantom onslaught, mostly. But I remember the stench of fear.” He closed his eyes. “The bodies spilling out of the windows like tumbleweed falling into the jaws of that . . . creature at the foot of the mountain. The phantoms petrifying around us. I thought the bloody walls would cave in when they wrapped around our car.” He shook a little as he recalled it, snapping his eyes open again as if fearful of what else he might see behind the lids. “And all the while I couldn’t do a damn thing. You and your friends—you’re the reason I got back home to my son that night. So if you say you’re not a terrorist, then I believe you. Tell me what happened and I’ll believe that, too.”

I looked at him, the trenches dug deep into his forehead as he raised his eyebrows.

“It’s why I rescued you in the first place. Why I risked you coming here. Depending on what you tell me, I may decide to take my son’s advice and turn you in.”

“Who are you?” I studied him through narrow eyes. “Don’t tell me you just fish.”

He cleared his throat, sinking deeper into his rocking chair. “Right now I’m nothing more than a fisherman,” he said. I opened my mouth to argue, but he cut me off. “But I used to be a Sect agent. I worked under Director Arthur Prince when I was stationed in Pennsylvania. And Director Bradshaw when I came back to London. I was gone before Langley took over. I’ve been out seven years and haven’t carried a weapon since. Well”—he paused—“that’s not entirely true. I have a few cases in the basement. Decided I couldn’t be too careful when Saul was out there.”

“Old habits die hard.”

“Lucky for you.” He pointed at my bandages. “If I hadn’t injected you with that inoculation weapon, there’d be Sect agents swarming this place by now.”

The bruise in my arm. He was right. I’d completely forgotten. We Effigies could be tracked by the frequency our magic gave off. Dawson really had saved my ass. Then again, with a man as vigilant as Dawson, I was sure the inoculation was double insurance to block off my powers in case I really was a rogue Effigy. Smart man.

“Like I said, hyper-preparedness. Saul was destroying cities. I still have connections with some people in the agency who dropped off a few things. But despite that, I live the civilian life now. A few decades on the job was enough.”

And it definitely had not been a desk job, judging from the faded scars on the parts of his arm not covered in flannel. He had that worn look I’d expect out of a man who’d seen plenty of blood.

“Let me get this straight,” I said. “You’re a former Sect agent who just happened to be fishing in the same strait I died in?”

Dawson smirked at the hint of disbelief in my tone. “That friend I told you about. The agent who was arrested?”

“Yeah?”

“That night I found you, the man calls me out of nowhere asking to use one of my fishing boats. Didn’t tell me why. Said it was a secret operation. I wouldn’t give him anything unless he gave me a better reason than blind trust, even if we’ve been friends for ages. So he told me a little more: He was going to the cliffs with a team. Said he had to pick up some important cargo. Said he was risking his neck for it.”

“Important cargo . . .” My back straightened as I realized. “Me.”

“The group of agents, according to that coastguard, were supposed to rendezvous with you. We set up a time for them to pick up my boat, and when he and his team never showed, I knew something was wrong. I was going to take my boat out anyway the next morning, travel a little farther down the channel. Instead, I traveled to the cliffs in his place to see for myself what was worth the risk.”

But Sibyl’s team were in jail now. Redman, the man who’d driven us to the cliffs, may have been in jail too. Unless Belle did something to him.

Did something. Like kill.

Redman was knocked out when Belle attacked me. She wouldn’t have needed to kill him, but who knew what she was capable of anymore. I sure as hell didn’t.

If Redman was in jail, he’d be one of many agents. Dawson didn’t look too pleased about his friend being in jail, but as he continued to tell me, there wasn’t much he could do. Being retired didn’t mean the police wouldn’t question him or suspect him if he gave them a reason to—a reason like announcing to everyone that he was cozy with a “suspected terrorist.” It was a dangerous thing to admit during a witch hunt.

“So what happened with you?” I sat down. “What turns a Sect agent into a kindly old fisherman?”

“Perhaps I’d seen too many of my friends die. But we all took the risk because we believed in the Sect and what it stood for. The Sect has always had rebels. Like in any organization, there will be those on the fringes, rejected or disillusioned, hurt by the very institution they’d dedicated themselves to. Those who resent the top brass of authority, the directors, the Council. Even, sometimes, the Effigies.”

That didn’t surprise me. Plenty of people liked to scapegoat the Effigies for various things. Something about girls with powers seemed to tick some people off.

“But what’s happening now is beyond anything I’ve ever seen,” Dawson said. “Leaks, hackers. Incarcerated agents.” He sucked in a breath, steadying both his hands. “It’s as if all the rogues came together to stage a coup. They’re being arrested, yes, with other agents leading the charge in putting them away. But one part of me wonders if all those boots aren’t just marching on the same road leading to the same destination. I don’t know why—”

“Blackwell,” I whispered, walking around the couch, my eyes glued on the thick black curls on the laptop screen that draped down the neck and broad shoulders of the Council’s representative. The man who usually spared no expense in his appearance this time wore muted attire. His tailored suit was gray and simple, devoid of any adornments like broaches or pins. There was no silver Rolex hanging on his thick wrist, no silver rings fitted around his long fingers. He stood at the podium in front of the main building—the same pulpit he’d sabotaged us from just weeks ago.

I turned up the volume.

“—and the arrests that have been made recently under my supervision have made clear that the ongoing matters of the Sect cannot continue as they have. For the security and safety of people around the world, a major restructuring must take place.”

He looked serious. He looked like a different Blackwell from the one who’d watched the London police swarm Communications and hold everyone inside at gunpoint at his command just moments after Director Prince had fired his weapon.

A different Blackwell? Yeah, right. Everything about this was a performance, no less so than the two times he’d taken a microphone to tell the world that the Sect and the Effigies had failed to capture Saul.

He took a question from a bespectacled journalist standing in the front. “A reorganizing of the Sect has been proposed before, particularly by those who’ve been fearful of the Sect’s operating ability and firepower. Now that those fears have been realized, do you really think what you’re proposing would be enough to ward off any future threats?”

Blackwell sighed, deep and heavy. It was the imperceptible hint of whimsy, like from a performer musing at the rapt attention of his audience, that confirmed my suspicions. He was enjoying this. Anyone who didn’t know him, who didn’t know what he was really capable of, wouldn’t have caught it.

“Yes, many have feared that the Sect’s far-reaching might would become the basis for their transition into an imperial power. Rest assured, many of us have seen the warning signs and are committed to attacking this problem from the root. That’s why I have been working tirelessly on a proposal that I aim to submit to the United Nations soon. This proposal outlines a global project that would reorganize the resources of the Sect while placing its functions under international sovereign jurisdiction. It will be a system that handles the dangers of the phantoms without adding on the dangers of a corrupt institution or an untrustworthy and uncontrollable fighting force such as the Effigies. I’ve been writing this proposal with the blessing of the remaining members of the High Council. In two weeks a special three-day Assembly will be held in New York to discuss how to move forward. At the Assembly, the project will be unveiled to the public. The aim is to get a vote by the end of the three-day period. However—”

He squared his broad shoulders, straightening his back as he peered into the cameras with dark eyes. “When I became the representative of the Sect’s Council, I took a solemn oath to use every resource I had to safeguard humanity against the threats that have plagued us for a century. I have regarded and continue to regard this promise as seriously as my own life.”

What a joke. His useless position was inherited from his father, like all the Blackwells since the Sect began. Ceremonious and largely pointless, as Director Prince had once taunted him. But this was a man who believed in his own importance. I could see it in the breadth of his chest as he spoke in his low, baritone voice. His confidence in his own right to speak was the one part of this press conference that didn’t feel fraudulent.

“And those of us still committed to the Sect’s original aim of justice and peace can no longer turn a blind eye as those aims corrode from the inside. I am committed to putting the world first. Even if that means making a world without the Sect and the Effigies. Thank you.”

Blackwell’s penny loafers clicked on the pavement, taking him away from the crowd. A world where the Sect was obsolete. How had Dawson put it? Agent versus agent . . . boots marching on the same road leading to the same destination.

“The destruction of the Sect,” I whispered.

And of us.
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AN OBSOLETE SECT. IT’S WHAT Vasily had promised in Prague. Why he and so many others had joined hands with Saul, aiding his terror attacks against the world. It’s what Sibyl had guessed that night we escaped the London facility.

Standing from his rocking chair, Dawson walked over to the fireplace, taking a framed picture of Harry as a child from the mantel. Moments passed where he considered the laughing face of his son in silence.

“I spent years training,” he said. “Fighting to make a better world for him. I didn’t dedicate decades of my life to this organization only to see it crumble in a few short days. I may not be an agent anymore, but I still believe what we did was right. That the Sect was just.” He turned to me. “You were on the inside, weren’t you? You’ve been in the Sect, following their orders, all while the walls were crumbling down. Tell me, Effigy. Is what he’s saying true?”

Yes and no. There were traitors in the Sect who worked with Saul. But, as I’d learned, Saul’s attacks were orchestrated specifically to lead to this conclusion. Saul. Blackwell. And agents like Vasily following them. They were a faction unto themselves.

Part of me, though, did wonder if the end of the Sect was really a bad thing. Get rid of the Sect. Get rid of us. We wouldn’t have to fight anymore. But then what did “getting rid of us” entail? Locking us up to make sure we could never interfere with their affairs? And when we die, hunting the next girl down to lock her up the same? Would Blackwell really go through such lengths to keep power out of our hands?

“What do you know, child?”

I shrugged, exhausted. “Just that we were never the bad guys.”

Dawson gazed down on the picture again before placing it back on the mantel with a heavy sigh. “Getting rid of the Sect would make a few people happy.” His hand lingered on the mantel’s wooden surface. “The problem is, even if you manage it, you still need to replace it with something else. It’s a brave new world. Isn’t it? But the fate of that world would depend on whether that new ‘something’ is better or worse than what came before.”

I understood immediately what he meant as his solemn gaze fixed on me. If Blackwell was determined to tear down the Sect, then what was he going to replace it with? We Effigies had power. Power to fight the phantoms. With the whole world—no, with his own safety at stake, he wouldn’t just get rid of us, would he? I mean, why? Why tear down the Sect in the first place? The Sect had been doing a fine job protecting the world before Blackwell and Saul teamed up to sabotage the organization. How many civilians and agents had died because of their actions? A needless waste of life, all to tear down an organization already working fine. If Blackwell did all this to tear down the Sect, it was for his own selfish reasons. How could I trust whatever system he’d come up with next?

An uneasy shiver ran through my skin as I thought of the secrets held back by Blackwell’s malicious grin our last night in London. What was he planning?

“Brave new world,” I said.

Blackwell’s brave new world.

•  •  •

Everyone had retired to their rooms for the night. I was grateful for Dawson letting me shower, wash my clothes, and stay as long as I needed, but now that I was up, my body couldn’t sit still. I had to go somewhere, do something. This incessant needling beneath my skin kept reminding me that something wasn’t right. How had Dawson put it before? “Something’s not clean in the milk.” Well, he wasn’t wrong.

Blackwell had caused an awful lot of pain and mayhem to tear down the Sect and build something new in its place, and Saul had helped him. I had to figure out why. And to figure out why, I had to put the pieces together.

I swiped the pad of paper on the desk in my room, then rummaged the desk for a pencil—oh, a pen. The black ink was a little thin, but it’d work. Pen on paper. It was the easiest way to organize my thoughts.

The forest was dense with trees. Dawson said you could get lost in here if you weren’t careful, but I was going stir crazy inside. I needed air, and the window wouldn’t do. I went out the back door I’d spotted in the kitchen, found a fallen trunk under a cluster of trees, and plopped down, ignoring the wet moss. I closed my eyes, allowing the cicada symphony to lull my heartbeat into a slow rhythm. The sky was so clear and dark: a starless abyss. The air was so crisp, like it’d been packaged fresh.

I placed the pad of paper on my knees and started putting together everything I remembered. Each shocking moment blasted into my brain. Naomi Prince shot, maybe murdered. Rhys and June obliterated. An Effigy’s sword piercing my chest, nearly killing me.

The pen shook in my hand.

I forced myself to focus. Why? How did we get from A to Z?

I wrote “Blackwell” in the center of the page.

Blackwell wanted to tear down the Sect, and judging by his press conference, he seemed confident he could replace it with his own institution. But he couldn’t replace the power of the Effigies without a backup plan ready to go.

Then again, he had a backup plan. Those fake Effigies. The Silent Children.

That had to be it. Drawing a line up from Blackwell, I wrote the words, slanted on a frenzied angle: “Silent Children.” The faux Effigies had gotten their genetically engineered supernatural powers through the nanotechnology crawling up their spines. I’d faced them before, the beast-like dead boy in the tunnels of London and sociopathic Jessie, who’d manipulated his carcass with the power of her mind. And there were at least two more out there.
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