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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


The shadow took control of the man’s body in the middle of confession.


It had come into the church during the night, when it wasn’t quite so full of painful, damaging light. When it was possible to slide under the gaps of the door and flow down the aisle without a trace. The shadow understood that humanity thought holiness could ward off the dark. What fools they were.


It made joining with one a distasteful chore, but one that had to be undertaken, nonetheless. His kind could not touch this world of structure and order in their own forms, only by taking control of humans. It was necessary if the shadow was to complete its task.


The shadows of the confessional box made it easy to slip inside and wait. For a time, it lurked there, unseen, listening to a succession of humans recounting the things they thought of as sins, as if distinctions between good and evil ever meant anything. It stayed unmoving and unseen, with the kind of patience available only to the immortal, until it felt the one it had been waiting for arrive. 


This one human potentially held the key to everything. Potentially held the way to make sure that the shadows could take this world from the humans who had filled it with far too much light.


The shadow could feel its prey below it. There were more than enough cracks in his defenses to slip through, enough weaknesses and uncertainties to slip into him. It could feel the cravings, the things he did not confess even to the priest.


The shadow surrounded him while he was confessing all the ways he had impure thoughts about a servant, all the needs for wine and petty jealousies that filled his waking hours. It flowed into his thoughts between one sentence and the next, filling him, claiming him. Becoming.


In that moment, there was no distinction between the shadow and his new flesh. They were one heightened version of the same being. The shadow was him, and he… well, the consciousness of the man he’d taken was still there somewhere.


The shadow examined that consciousness carefully, rooting through its memories, its knowledge. It did not have what the shadow sought, but it had something almost as close.


“Is everything well, my son?” the priest on the other side of the booth asked.


The shadow didn’t answer but stood instead and stepped from the confessional booth. Would the priest be shocked if it used his host’s memories to confess to all he had truly done? To beating a man senseless in a drunken fight? To the opium cravings that sat around the heart of him? That would be sweet, but it wasn’t the reason the shadow had taken a host.


The shadow walked out into the middle of St. Peter’s Basilica, instead, enjoying the strength and youth of its new form. There were crowds of pilgrims from all corners of the world, and the shadow could feel the ones who held its brethren, ready to go out into the spaces the human things called their homes and undermine them. They had made so much progress in Rome, but it would just be the start of things in the world. 


This shadow’s task was different. 


It started to walk out of the cathedral, into the light, and in those first seconds, it winced. It was sure even now that the light would burn it, despite the protection that wearing a human body offered. The crunch of a step behind it announced the presence of the priest from the confessional, following it out.


“My son, you have not finished your confession,” he said. “Until you do, I cannot grant you absolution.”


Absolution, what a strange concept. As if forgiveness counted for anything. Only power mattered, and this priest did not have any. He could not even sense the shadow there within its host. He still thought it was just another parishioner.


The shadow pushed him back, sending him sprawling one handed. The ability to touch was a joyous, wondrous thing. It almost made up for having to wander through a world of light and form and order. Better, this body was strong, and fit, and able. The shadow did not know how those of its kind trapped in the weak and infirm could stand it.


It strode from the church, enjoying the way this body was able to cover the ground, enjoying the looks of shock that the others there gave it as it went.


It took a route through the city that was both more direct and more circuitous than the one it had arrived at the basilica by. More direct, because now it didn’t have to flit from shadow to shadow, avoiding the Mediterranean sun. More circuitous because now it couldn’t just flow along rooftops and under doors. It actually had to worry about other people being in its way too, because its first experiments with shoving them aside created too much outcry.


Being seen was not its task.


It walked through the plazas of Rome, taking in the seven hills, the buildings that humans thought of as ancient, as if time could ever be sliced up so neatly. It walked past a place the host’s memories called the Forum, with great broken columns reaching to the sky, and saw the mighty circle of the Coliseum out over the expanse of the city. 


The shadow ignored all of it, heading for a space where stairs led down into the city’s catacombs. There were a couple of Papal Guards at the top, but they were as shadow touched as it was, so they stepped back to let his new form pass.


“Enjoy your new body, brother,” one said.


“I intend to, once I have done what is required,” it replied. He replied. The shadow wasn’t an it anymore, was he? That would take some getting used to. All of it would, but if he succeeded everything would change anyway.


He walked down through the catacombs, where ancient tombs were stacked up, one atop another, as if the dead needed one another’s company. 


He took a hooded lamp to walk through the dark of it, shining the beam ahead so that he did not walk into any of the walls. That part felt stranger than all the rest of it, having to rely on light, rather than shying from it, and the risk of destruction.


Even in a body like this, the darkness felt like it should be more of a home than the light, but weak human eyes seemed to have problems with the darkness. He followed the turnings from memory, and it was strange that it had to be from memory, rather than a simple sense of connection to his kind. 


He came out into the portal room, where he kept his hooded lamp down. The others of his kind were not protected by a body, as he was. The arch of the portal stood pulsing with purple dark-light, providing a swirling gap in the fabric of this reality that promised a way through to the greater darkness beyond. The shadow had come through that portal just a short time before. 


Around him, the other shadows roosted. 


There were fewer now than there had been. Many had gone into people, spreading out in the city, or the world. More would have been sent to lurk and watch. There were other places that needed them besides this. Rome was the start of their plans, but not the finish.


Yet even with those absences, there were still more than enough shadows that shifted and flickered on the edge of vision. Including the strongest that had come through, the power of it palpable. 


What have you found? it asked him, the words appearing in his thoughts. 


“This body does not know the precise location of the relic as we believed,” the priest said.


Then why have you not abandoned that shell?


“Because it does know of one who has the information,” he said. “A priest, too pure and strong willed to control. This body may be a good way to get close to him, though, and gain that information. He may be prepared to talk to this one.”


An acceptable idea. The humans value their friends. They tell them things they should not, even when it damages them. Yes. You may proceed. Find the one who has the location of the relic. Find it, so that we may stop the Shadowseers from gaining it. 


“I will,” the shadow promised. He knew his role in this. The relic was everything, the only way the Shadowseers had to close the portals that linked their world to his. If he could find it, he would. Once he had it, he would cast it into the outer dark, and it would not be seen again.


If this body will not give you what we require, take another. 


“I will.” The shadow would take as many bodies as it needed to accomplish this goal. Now that it had acquired the taste for it, it relished the prospect.


Once you have located it, you know what to do.


“I do,” the shadow promised. “I won’t fail.”




 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Kaia stared around the high-ceilinged meeting room they were in, with its tasteful prints and high-backed chairs, barely able to believe that they’d actually found the Shadowseers. She reached out for the comfort of Em’s hand and felt the flicker of power that rose up automatically between them, each responding to the other almost automatically.


“You’re both actually here.”


The woman who said that was perhaps forty, slender and strong looking, with blonde hair tied back, dressed in trousers in a way that might have caused a scandal in London, along with a dark, shapeless top that seemed designed to allow her freedom of movement. Kaia could hear the breathless surprise in her voice, as if this were a moment that she’d hoped for but had never dared to dream might actually happen.


There were at least a dozen other Shadowseers around the room, sitting on chairs around its edges. They were of all ages, and Kaia could feel that they were Shadowseers because of the small sensations of power that flowed from them, even now. From the way they looked at her, it was obvious that they could feel the same power coming from her and Em.


“Kaia, Emeline,” the woman said. “I never thought that I would get to see you again.”


Again? That word stuck in Kaia’s head. She didn’t know what to say. She looked around at the others with her, at Em and the inspector, Olivia and Baron Vogler, hoping that one of them would know how to react. 


She looked to Em first, who always looked like a more confident version of herself, and never seemed to be short of something to say. She had the same blonde hair and heart shaped face, was as short and light as Kaia, looked identical in every respect; but being brought up by the British ambassador to France seemed to have lent her a poise and confidence that Kaia didn’t possess. 


There were other aspects that Kaia didn’t have, too. Last night, she’d pushed a prince who was threatening them from a window. Kaia understood why she’d done it: he’d been threatening to come after them, to never stop, to kill them both, but even so, Kaia wouldn’t have been able to do something so… ruthless. Just the thought of it made her let go of her sister’s hand.


“Thank you for bringing them to us, Baron Vogler,” the woman said, and it was strange hearing her address the baron as if he were a useful helper rather than a powerful noble and occultist. “We are in your debt for that, as we are for the use of this house.”


“I am always happy to help those who protect humanity,” the baron said. He was a large, bald, stooping man, dressed all in black. There was an air of something sinister about him, but he had proved kind and generous enough while Kaia and the others visited his castle.


“For now, though, I’m sure that you understand that we must discuss matters privately.”


To Kaia’s shock, the baron actually nodded and backed away. This was a man who owned his own castle, who could attract mystics from around the world, and who had the ear of King Maximillian II of Bavaria. Yet when this woman dismissed him, he left as quickly and quietly as a servant might have, hurrying to the door they had come through and leaving without another word.


“Might we have the pleasure of an introduction?” Inspector Pinsley asked, as formal and English about things as always. Kaia had started to suspect that it was a mask to hide the deeper pains of his wife’s death and his time in the Crimean War. The inspector was a man in his forties, with the ramrod straight posture of a former soldier, lean features framed by mutton chop whiskers.


“Of course,” the woman said. “Although I do not know you, and I believe the English custom is that it is the visitor who introduces themselves first.”


Kaia saw the inspector hesitate, obviously perturbed at being caught out by his own veneer of English civility.


“I am Inspector Pinsley of Scotland Yard,” the inspector said, and Kaia could tell that he was nervous underneath his carefully reserved exterior because of that retreat into formality. “And this is my daughter, Olivia.”


Olivia stepped forward, a little taller than Em and Kaia, her dark hair tied back in a braid, her features more delicate than her father’s, but still with that same leanness. She moved with the grace of the actress she’d been on the Paris stage and managed a smile.


“A pleasure,” she said. 


“And of course, you know who Kaia and Emmeline are,” the inspector said. He’d obviously caught the part where she’d said again, just as Kaia had. Of course he had. The inspector was good at noticing the small things.


The woman quirked a smile. “Probably better than you do. I know how important they both are to the world, and how special.”


“You still haven’t told us who you are.” Em was as direct as always, and she never seemed to be willing to let anyone get away with anything.


The woman smiled. “That’s simple, girls. I’m your aunt.”


Kaia could only stare at her as she said that. Three words, dropped in as if they were utterly simple, and yet they potentially changed everything for both Kaia and Em. Those words filled Kaia with surprise, but joy followed quick on its heels. This woman was their family? 


Kaia was suspicious for a moment, but one look at the woman in front of her told her that it was true. She could see how much Keris looked like her, looked like Em. Her heart sang in that moment. She was actually their aunt?


Kaia hadn’t dared to hope that she might be able to find her family. She and Em had come there seeking the relic and news of the Shadowseers. Now, it seemed that they had found far more than that. 


Em seemed just as nonplussed by it.


“What’s your name?” Em asked, as if she couldn’t think of anything else to ask this woman who claimed to be their aunt.


“I’m Keris,” the woman, their aunt, said. “I’m Celia’s sister.”


“Celia?” Kaia said. “That… that’s our mother’s name?”


Just like that, she had a name for her mother. She had a link to her past that she hadn’t dared to hope to find.


“Yes,” Keris said. She was staring at them both. “The last time I saw you both, you were babies. I… I am so glad that I get to see you again.”


She held out her arms, and Kaia didn’t hesitate. She moved in and hugged her aunt without even thinking about it. It simply seemed like the right thing to do. Em joined them a moment later, and they stayed like that for several seconds. 


“Is everyone else here our family too?” Kaia asked. She hardly dared to hope that she might have found, not just her aunt, but an entire family. She had a thousand and one questions for her aunt, about why she’d been left in an orphanage, about why she and Em had been split up. Maybe this would be the place where she finally found answers.


Keris shook her head, though. “Not all Shadowseers are related. Part of our task is to find those with the mark, and the power, to fight the shadows. You know about the shadows?” Kaia saw her glance over to the inspector with a look of suspicion. “Do your friends?”


“We all just fought against one in the baron’s castle,” Olivia said. “It tried to possess me.”


Keris moved to her then, staring at her as if she might see any hint of a shadow in her. The other Shadowseers around the room were starting up from their seats with a sudden sense of urgency, as if they were getting ready to fight if they had to.


“It’s all right,” Keris said. “There is no trace of a shadow here. Congratulations, Miss Pinsley. It seems that you have sufficient strength of will and purity to withstand them. You really fought one, the four of you? Did you drive it off?”


“We destroyed it,” Kaia said, and she saw the surprised faces around the room at that. 


Does that mean that they can’t do it? Em asked, talking mind to mind with Kaia. She felt both surprised and slightly proud, like the thought that only Kaia could do it made her happy.


“You destroyed one of them?” Keris asked. “You’re sure?”


Kaia nodded. She couldn’t understand the surprise in her aunt’s voice then.


“Then you are as powerful as we hoped, back when you were children. Come with me. The others have preparations to make. We’ll talk more in the study.”


Keris started to lead the way from the room, and Kaia looked over to the inspector, wanting to check that following her was the right thing to do. Aunt or not, they’d only just met her. She trusted the inspector far more. He nodded, and Kaia and the others set off after her newfound aunt.


They were in a townhouse, presumably still somewhere in Munich, because the Baron hadn’t led them far enough to be outside its limits yet. The place was simply furnished, while the walls seemed to be covered in maps, set in between portraits of people in the same dark clothes as some of the Shadowseers, as if this were some kind of roll of honor for former members. Kaia stared at all of them, caught up in the sudden joy of having found this connection to her past.


Here and there, Kaia recognized the mark that was on her skin, set on plaques and medallions almost the way someone might use a heraldic mark. There were weapons here and there too, but unlike the Baron’s castle, they didn’t seem like trophies or ornaments. It was more like they were there ready to be used if needed. Kaia actually saw a whole collection of swords in what appeared to be an umbrella stand, as if they were waiting to be grabbed if needed.


Walking through the house, Kaia saw a library, where a young man seemed to be making notes on a large selection of books. She saw another room that was almost like a dance studio with a sprung floor, except the two men in there weren’t dancing; they were fighting with fists and feet, the moves flowing back and forth with lightning speed.


“Most impressive,” Inspector Pinsley said. “I see some boxing, some savate, and more.”


Kaia had seen him fight and knew that he understood what he was talking about.


“We have to be ready for dangerous situations,” Keris said. “This way.”


She led the way through to a study that was sparse in its simplicity. There was a desk there, and a few simple chairs. While her aunt perched on the edge of the desk, Kaia and the others took those seats.


“You came to Munich seeking us?” Keris said. 


Kaia nodded. The possibility of finding the Shadowseers had been a part of it. “That and the relic.”


She saw her aunt’s eyes widen. “How do you know about the relic?”


She sounded worried, as if it were some grand secret that Kaia shouldn’t have access to.


“There were shadows in Paris that mentioned a relic, and Shadowseers hunting for it in Munich,” Kaia explained. 


“And the one in the baron’s castle wanted it,” Em put in. “We found the spot where it should have been, in the cathedral; we found the way to open the compartment it was in, but it was-”


“Empty,” their aunt said. “I know. We have checked there. We didn’t tell the baron, of course. As helpful as Baron Vogler is, he is still a man who would do anything to possess such a thing. Even if he were not, I do not believe he could fight off a shadow if one tried to possess him.” 


“He couldn’t,” Inspector Pinsley said. “The baron was briefly possessed there in the course of our investigations, as were several other people.”


“And yet you prevailed,” Keris said. She sounded faintly surprised by that. “Impressive. How much do you all know about this? How much have you been told? What have you managed to find out?”


“How about you go first?” the inspector countered. 


Kaia’s aunt smiled at that. “Ah, not too quick to trust. A good trait, when one must fight foes who can manipulate those around them so easily. Very well. I’ll start. You know that the shadows exist. Do you know what they are, or their history?”


That caught Kaia’s interest, because it was a part she hadn’t heard before. So far, they had just been strange, impossible to understand enemies, to be fought only because they wanted to hurt her so badly.


“The shadows are old. There are references to them going back thousands of years. Humanity has always been afraid of the dark, and the shadows are one of the reasons. The Shadowseers are almost as old. Even from the start, there were people the shadows couldn’t touch, mystics who could do more. They started to band together and fight back. They drove the shadows back to their doors into the world, and then through them. A few, a very few, even managed to destroy them.”


“What about the relic?” Kaia asked. She had the feeling that it was at the heart of all of this.


“The relic is an item created by some of the strongest of the Shadowseers. They combined their talents, and somehow, they managed to create an object that could actually close the doors the shadows used. They turned back the tide of them, drove them away, shut them out of the world. There were always a few of them after that, but it wasn’t a losing war, suddenly. Then we lost the relic. It was hidden, some say to keep it safe from the shadows, some say by someone working for the shadows, some say just by a thief. We have been searching for it ever since.”


Kaia tried to imagine a war against the shadows going on for hundreds of years.


“You thought you’d found it in Munich,” the inspector guessed. “Just as we did.”


“We did,” Keris agreed. “But now we have had to look elsewhere. We believe we have found some promising leads. But first, there is a more pressing matter. Kaia, Emmeline, you cannot be together like this. It is too dangerous. You must split up.”


Kaia was already shaking her head as her aunt finished that sentence, and she saw Em doing the same. 


“No, no way,” Em said. “We’ve just found one another.”


“And that puts you both in grave danger,” Keris said, in a serious tone. “The shadows fear you. The shadows will kill you, and anyone who gets in their way as they try to get to you. They will fear the two of you together and will stop at nothing to end that threat.”


“What threat?” Kaia asked, not understanding what her aunt meant. “We have powers, the same as you do, but-”


“If you can destroy them rather than driving them out, you have far more power than us,” Keris said. She sounded worried about that, rather than pleased. “Either of you might be able to use the relic fully. They’re afraid of you, girls, but you are not ready to face them. By staying together, you place yourself and your friends in danger.”


“We’re not going to split up,” Kaia said. She was determined about that. She’d only just found her sister, and her aunt’s reasons seemed too cryptic, not explained enough.


“You must,” her aunt said, and there was an authority in her voice that was hard to gainsay. “If not for the safety of it, then because it will help with the search for the relic. The two of you will be able to use it better than any of us can, and the power you have means that you might be able to sense it, too.”


“So we’ll all go together to find it,” Em said.


“We have two possible locations for the relic,” Keris said. “One in Venice, one in Rome. We have to go to both at once, or we risk the shadows reaching the relic first.”


“No,” Em said, sounding just as determined as Kaia felt. “I won’t be split up from Kaia.”


“It’s what must happen,” Keris said. “What will happen. I’m sorry to say this, girls, but if necessary, I will have the dozen Shadowseers here take one of you with them by force.”


There was a harshness to that statement that Kaia hadn’t expected. Kaia swallowed at that, suddenly feeling a lot less happy about having found her aunt. 


“You can’t do that,” she said. 


“I don’t want to do that,” Keris replied, and now there was a note of apology in her tone. “But I’ve done a lot of things I don’t want to, lost a lot of people, for the sake of saving the world. And to protect the two of you. Please, girls. I’m thinking of your safety.”


Kaia thought for a few seconds. She didn’t want to be split from Em, but it didn’t sound as though she had a choice. The only choice seemed to be whether to go along with this willingly or unwillingly.


“You will be reunited,” Keris said. “As soon as we’ve found the relic, it will be time. Please.”


Kaia looked over to her sister, and in that moment, she couldn’t help seeing the moment when Em had pushed Raoul from the tower again. Raoul, who had been evil, intent on hurting her. Raoul, who’d been the first person she ever kissed. Raoul, who she’d been falling in love with.


Maybe a brief time apart would be a good thing.


“All right,” Kaia said, giving in. “But only if it’s brief.”


What are you doing? Em asked. Kaia could feel the hurt there.


We have to do this, Em, she replied. We have to find the relic, and if we split up, we can do it faster. We find it, then come back together, and beat the shadows. 


She tried to make it sound as if that were the only reason for doing this, and definitely not because she could still hear Raoul’s cry as Em kicked him from the top of the baron’s tower echoing in her head.


All right, Em said. If it’s what you want to do. But aunt or not, I’m not going with her if she wants to split us up.


“Very well,” Keris said. “I will head to Rome with one of you. The other will go to Venice with the others.”


“I’ll go to Rome,” Kaia said.


“And we’ll go with you,” Olivia said, looking across at her father.


“Very well, the four of us will head to Rome. There we will find a priest who knows more. And with luck, he will give us the location of the relic so that we can end this.”


With the relic out there, there was no more time to lose. They had to get to Rome as quickly as possible.




 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


They took two carriages out of the city, with Kaia in one along with Aunt Keris, the inspector, and Olivia. Em was in the other, along with a group of Shadowseers, and Kaia found her eyes fixed on that one as they started to make their way out into the open countryside. 


It’s going to be so weird, being apart from you, Kaia sent to her sister. She’d gotten used to being able to do this, to having this close connection and talking mind to mind. Since she hadn’t felt this connection when she had been in London and Em was in France, Kaia had to assume that there was some kind of upper limit to how far the connection reached.


I wish we didn’t have to, Em replied.


But we do, at least for now. The quicker we find the relic, the quicker we can be together again. 


The carriages were taking separate turnings now, with Em’s heading east, while Kaia’s went south. 


Then we had better find the relic quickly, Em sent, because…


Kaia didn’t catch the rest of it, because it was like a voice blown away on the wind by then. They were too far apart now, it seemed.


Even in a coach with three other people, Kaia felt more alone than she had felt before in her life. When she’d thought that she was just an orphan with no family, that had been lonely enough, but to have a sister only to be forced to separate from her was something else entirely. Em was like her other half, her family. To lose the sound of Em’s voice in her head was a sudden aching silence, filled with emptiness.


She wasn’t Kaia’s only family anymore, though, and Kaia forced herself to focus on her aunt. The aunt who might have all the answers she could ever need.


“Can you tell me about myself?” Kaia asked. “Who am I? Why was I left at an orphanage? Why was I split up from my sister?”


“I’ll answer all your questions in due course, Kaia,” Aunt Keris said. “But maybe for now it is better to focus on the practicalities of our journey.”


Kaia did her best, even though the other questions were the ones she actually wanted answers to.


“How will we be getting to Rome?” Kaia asked Aunt Keris, since that seemed like a question that she might actually get an answer to.


“We will need to cross the Alps and enter the Kingdom of Piedmont,” her aunt explained. “From there, it should be possible to take railways as far south as Bologna. After that, it will be necessary to return to coaches for the journey through the Papal States.”


“What dangers can we expect on the road?” the inspector asked, clearly thinking of the threats they’d faced just getting to Munich. “Will things be unsettled, given the political situation?”


Kaia didn’t know anything about any political situation, but she had no doubt that the inspector knew every little detail of the things that were happening in Italy.


“It is possible that there might be Carbonari bandits on the roads,” Aunt Keris said, “but I doubt they would be that much of a threat. We must always be vigilant for shadows, of course. As for the political situation, my understanding is that things are not quite ready for another push to unification, whatever Count Cavour may be saying to the peace conferences of Paris.”


“A surprisingly succinct summation,” the inspector said. 


“Why surprising?” Aunt Keris responded.


Across the carriage from Kaia, Olivia rolled her eyes. 


“Perhaps the two of you could explain things for those of us who haven’t kept up on the politics of the Italian Peninsula?”


Kaia saw the inspector nod. “It is really very simple. Much of Italy formed part of the Holy Roman Empire. Since the emperors of Austria claim continuity with that, they have also historically claimed ownership of much of the peninsula. There have long been various factions rebelling against that control and seeking a unified Italy. The faction with the greatest political support is that in Piedmont, under King Victor Emmanuel’s chief minister, Cavour. He has recently been attending peace conferences in Paris regarding the outcome of the Crimean War, in which the broadsheets are saying he portrayed himself as representing all of Italy.” Kaia saw him look over to her aunt. “Does that cover it all?”
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