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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


There was a shadow here somewhere. Nasos had felt it. They all had.


Nasos crept on silent feet with the other shadowseers through the back streets of Athens, his group moving in careful concert as they hunted for a shadow. Each of them looked around carefully, watching for any sign.


He passed by a broadsheet seller and stepped around a horse and cart, keeping his eyes on the others. The presence of the Acropolis stood far above, a reminder of Greece’s ancient past even in the modern world of 1858. It was also what he and the others were there to protect.


He wondered what they must look like to any of the natives of the city who glanced out of their windows as they passed, this group of a dozen men and women combing the streets, trying to use senses most people didn’t have to locate a creature that most people wouldn’t have believed existed.


Would they even spot that they were a group? They weren’t dressed the same, each wearing whatever they felt was easiest to move in and pass for normal in. Yes, most of the clothes were darker to allow them to pass unnoticed at night, although it was day now, and all of them had more pouches and pockets than anyone normally needed, the better to hold weapons, but it wasn’t as if they wore a uniform for this. 


Nasos was wearing a simple open-necked peasant shirt and loose trousers, held up with a belt that had pouches set around it to hold everything he might need in the hunt for a shadow. He was only average height, slender and wiry, his body hardened by the training, his dark hair cropped short, his brown eyes darting around to check for danger. 


The heat of the noonday sun beat down on the city, making its white walls gleam, the marble of its ruins seeming almost to shine with reflected glory. Nasos had been brought up in Thessalonica, though, and he was more than used to the heat. He took comfort in it. It was far better to take on a shadow in the daylight than in the darkness. There was nowhere for it to hide in the daylight.


“Keep up,” Andreas said. “And stop daydreaming. We’ve work to do.”


Nasos bit back his frustration at the words. Because he was only eighteen, the youngest of those there, everyone seemed to think that they could tell him what to do. They acted as if he hadn’t undergone the same training they had to be a shadowseer, hadn’t worked on the small flicker of talent he possessed just as hard, hadn’t faced the same dangers.


Of course, he hadn’t faced as many of them as some of the others. Dias, for example, was nearly fifty, and had been fighting against the shadows for most of his life, defending Athens and the ritual site there from any incursion. He moved with the wary expertise of someone who had seen many battles, checking every door they passed, scanning the flat rooftops of the houses for dangers.


Lucretia had scars along her arms from battles against some of those who had been possessed. She wore her weapons easily, hands resting only inches from the grips of them. She slipped through a gap between two pedestrians as smoothly as a dancer.


Ten others moved in concert, each a well-trained part of a single whole, each one of their dozen dangerous in their own right, but far more capable together.


Nasos wasn’t the strongest of them, but he could hold his own. He could fight, and he could sneak through the world without being seen. He did it now, slipping from hiding place to hiding place as he moved forward. 


He leapt over a low wall, clambered up the side of a building, then down the other, following after the rest of the shadowseers. He could feel the presence of the shadows, and with the others there, would perform the exorcisms that drove them from a body.


He reminded himself of all of that as he followed the others, but still, he was nervous as their group made its way through the city, the twelve spreading out in twos and threes, following the feeling of one of the shadows there, tracking it the way a hunter might have tracked the spoor of an animal. Being nervous was good though. Shadows were dangerous, even when there was a whole group of shadowseers to face them.


They came out into a small cobbled square with a fountain at its heart depicting Psyche and Eros. The houses that formed its sides were large, square things, designed to keep the heat inside from becoming too oppressive. 


There was a figure sitting on the side of the fountain, a dark-haired young woman in a simple white dress that made her look like something out of a myth, dangling her legs over the side of the fountain and kicking them casually, as if she hadn’t a care in the world. 


Nasos wasn’t fooled. He could feel the shadow in her even from where she stood, with no attempt on the creature’s part to hide it, none of their usual tricks that held back what they were until one was almost on top of them.


Instead, the darkness in her shone out, whispering with power and danger. It was like… like a beacon. Like a lighthouse drawing them in. Or like a wrecker’s light, trying to draw a ship onto the rocks.


The dozen shadowseers spread out around her, hemming her in, leaving her no way to escape.


“This is wrong,” Nasos said to Andreas. “It’s too easy.”


“Easy is good,” Andreas replied, with a note of impatience. “We have the thing trapped. Out here, with so much light around, it has nowhere to jump except under the fountain. We can contain it when we drive it out.”


“It isn’t polite to talk about someone without addressing them,” the young woman said. She stopped dangling her feet in the fountain and stepped down to stand in the square opposite Nasos and the others, smiling as she did so.


Nasos found himself hanging back when he knew he should have been moving forward. Something was wrong here. Something was very wrong.


“Leave that body,” Andreas said. “Do it in peace, or we will drive you out by force.”


“No, I don’t think I will,” the woman said. “As hateful as the form and order of your world are, I must admit that there are so many fascinating pleasures that can only be experienced with a corporeal form. And, of course, I have tasks to perform that require it.”


Andreas was as steadfast and unyielding as always, giving no ground, not even for an instant. Nasos could only admire that about him. It was just… he felt certain that there was more going on here. The shadow was too confident for someone who was surrounded.


“Whatever your plans in this city,” Andreas said, “they will not come to fruition. We will stop you.”


The woman smiled then, as if she found the whole thing funny beyond words. “Oh, I would like to see you try. But as for my plans, do you think I’m here alone?”


Nasos felt the moment when the presence of other shadows flared more strongly all around him. Figures started to step from the doorways of the houses around them, men and women, young and old, all possessed, all with the power of the shadows running through them. All of them carried weapons, some with knives, some with clubs, a couple with pistols that made even the smallest of them deadly. He knew then that this had been a trap from the start, that they’d been lured there specifically for this.


“We knew you were in the city,” the woman said, as her fellow shadows spread out around the shadowseers. “And our work at the Acropolis is too important to be disturbed by you.”


“The Acropolis?” Nasos said. “But that… that’s where the ritual takes place.”


The ritual that had been designed by the first shadowseers. The one that had banished shadows from the world before, using the shadowseers’ most potent relic, the one crafted by the twins who had fought back against the rule of the shadows. The one that had cost the lives of those performing it, none of the pairs of twins undertaking it quite powerful enough to destroy the shadows once and for all.


The whole point of the shadowseers here was to keep shadows away from the ritual site, to keep it open in case it ever needed to be used again. It was their sacred duty.


“Of course,” the woman said. “Every inch of it was worked to focus power. But that power can be turned to other purposes just as easily.”


“What purpose?” Andreas demanded. 


For a moment, Nasos thought the shadow might continue talking but instead, she shrugged. 


“Enough talk, I think,” she said, in a slightly bored tone. She waved a hand almost negligently at the shadowseers. “We cannot have them stopping us. Kill them.”


The possessed figures charged forward, weapons raised, and Nasos braced himself for a fight. Even as he did it, he felt Andreas’s hands on him, pushing him away.


“Run, Nasos! Get clear! Warn the others about what has happened here!”


Nasos didn’t want to run. He wanted to stay, he wanted to fight. He wanted to defend the others with whom he’d spent so much time fighting against the evil that threatened to overwhelm the world. 


Andreas shoved him again, though, and Nasos found that another part of him wanted to survive. He ran without thinking, even as shots sounded behind him. Something flew past his head, and the bullet took a splinter from a house in front of Nasos. One of the shadow possessed stepped into his path, swinging a knife, and it was all Nasos could do to dodge out of the way and keep moving. 


Around him, he saw the others fighting the shadow possessed, striking out with fists and feet, drawing an array of weapons so that blades struck against blades, clubs lashed out to crack against limbs. The shadowseers had all the skills that came from years of training, all the specialized skills that were designed to take on shadows who possessed people. For a moment, Nasos dared to believe that maybe they might come through this. 


Then he saw the woman who had been sitting on the fountain pick up Andreas as easily as if he were a child, the shadow within her lending her strength, or perhaps just giving her access to all the potential strength that her body held. She lifted him up over her head like some kind of offering to the gods of Ancient Greece…


Then she brought him down across her knee with a sickening crack as his spine snapped, his body broken with brutal force. Nasos saw another shadowseer gutted by a knife in a spray of blood, and a third brought down by a pistol fired at point-blank range.


The sheer horror of everything going on around him paralyzed Nasos, and in that moment, another of the shadow possessed came at him with a blade. Nasos twisted aside, but it still cut across his side.


The pain of it snapped him out of his immobility. Nasos struck out with the palm of his hand, slamming it into his foe’s jaw. He tripped the possessed man with one foot, then kicked him in the face to send him sprawling.


Nasos was running again then, ducking and dodging as more shots sounded behind him. His arm swept out, knocking the contents of a fruit stall into the street as he passed, trying to slow down those who followed him at least a little. He took turnings at random through the city, ignoring the looks he got from people all around. He could hear footsteps following, could feel the presence of the shadows, but he didn’t dare look behind. 


He took another turning, scrambled up a low wall, and leapt down the other side. That bought him a moment or two, and he dove through an open window on the ground floor of a taverna, plunging through the building as rapidly as he could. He came out of the other side and kept running. 


There were no footsteps behind him now, and he couldn’t feel the shadows. Now, Nasos dared to look behind him. There was no one there, no one following. Even so, he took a few more turnings, wanting to make sure that he wouldn’t be found. Finally, he huddled down in a doorway, feeling the terror and the pain wash over him now that the adrenaline of the chase was gone. 


He put his hand to his side. It came away slick with blood, but at least he was alive. Would any of the others have made it? He wanted to believe that they might, but honestly, he couldn’t see how they could have. 


The shadows had killed them, and now they were going to do far worse. Nasos had to get the word out. He had to wire a message to as many other groups of shadowseers as he could. He had to tell someone what the shadows were plotting in Athens before it was too late. 




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Kaia wasn’t sure that she’d ever looked forward to anything as much as the moment that her sister’s carriage came into view out on the outskirts of Rome, rumbling closer to her little by little. Almost all the time that she’d been in the city, separated from her sister, she’d found herself missing Em, and now they were about to meet again.


She stood out there, short and blonde haired, with deep blue eyes and a heart-shaped face, wearing a simple traveling dress that was still richer than anything she’d owned growing up in an orphanage. She was slightly tanned now by the Mediterranean sun, her hair bleached even lighter by it.


Kaia could already hear her sister’s voice in her head. That had come back to her the moment Em got near to the city. Kaia had never felt so alone as when Em’s voice had faded when her aunt had separated them, making Em go off to Venice without the rest of them. The return of that voice now was like being hugged tight, her presence there palpable.


Almost there now. I’ve so much to tell you about Venice, Em sent. Did you find the relic?


We did, Kaia replied. Not that anything was that simple. But we need to talk about that. Aunt Keris told me something you need to hear.


Her aunt was standing beside her, waiting along with her. She was a slender woman in her forties, with a strength and flexibility to her. She kept her blonde hair tied back, and was dressed in dark trousers along with a shapeless top that let her move freely. 


Inspector Pinsley was beside her. The inspector was a tall, slender man with aquiline features framed by mutton chop whiskers. He stood ramrod straight as always, as if on parade in his former life as a soldier. His eyes moved constantly, as if looking out for criminals who might wander into his path.


His daughter Olivia stood a couple of paces further away. She was a couple of years older than Kaia and Em’s seventeen, a little taller than Kaia, her dark hair tied back in a braid, with features that were a little more delicate than her father’s, but still with that same leanness. 


What is it? Em asked. You feel… worried.


There was no time to explain it all, though, no time to tell her sister what their aunt had explained: that the orb they’d found in Rome was the focal point for a ritual that successive pairs of shadowseer twins had undertaken, trying to drive the shadows from the world. 


That they had all died attempting it, succeeding in no more than pushing the shadows back from the world for a while.


Kaia still didn’t know how to process that, or what to think about the fact that her aunt had hidden the information from her in a supposed effort to protect her and Em. There was a lot of pain that came from that news, and from how little her aunt had told her.


I… I’ll explain it to you when you’re here, Kaia promised.


That took only a few more seconds of waiting. Em’s carriage pulled up in front of their little group, and almost as soon as it came to a halt, the door flew open, letting Em throw herself out of it, sweeping Kaia into a tight hug. For all the poise and etiquette her sister might have been taught at a finishing school as a ward of the British ambassador to France, she was still far quicker than Kaia to show her emotions. 


“It’s so good to see you,” Em whispered. “I am never leaving you again.”


Kaia felt exactly the same way when it came to her sister. She’d been conflicted before, because of the way her sister had killed a Catalan prince who had threatened their lives back in Munich, but having to spend so long away from her had shown Kaia just how much she needed her sister beside her.


“Do the rest of us get to join that hug?” Olivia asked, wrapping her arms around the pair of them.


Even as she did it, a second figure got down from the carriage: a young man of about her age whom Kaia recognized as one of the shadowseers who had gone with Em. He was broad shouldered and had sandy blond hair, a square jaw, and handsome features. Kaia saw her aunt look at him with a frown.


“Casper,” she said. “Where are the others?”


Kaia saw the worried look that came over the young shadowseer. He shook his head solemnly, a pained expression on his face.


“We walked into an ambush in Venice,” he said. “Shadows killed the mask maker. Emmeline and I were the only survivors.”


We had to put on masks and hide in a group of dancers, Em sent over to Kaia. Then we had to try to find the relic on the Rialto Bridge. We had to fight shadows to do it, but it… it was a fake.


Ours isn’t, Kaia replied. I’ve felt it. I’ve used it.


She’d used it to close a portal beneath Rome, destroying the shadows that had been pouring out of it. The energy of that moment had been greater than anything Kaia had possessed before.


Where is it now? Em asked. 


Aunt Keris has it, Kaia replied. She says that it’s too dangerous for me to hold onto.


“Can I see the relic?” Em asked aloud, as direct as always. Their aunt looked over at the sisters. 


“I don’t think that’s a good idea, girls.”


“Please,” Em said, obviously not willing to let go of the subject. “After everything that happened, I think I deserve to see it.”


Aunt Keris looked as though she might argue, but to Kaia’s surprise, she relented, taking the orb out from one of her pockets. It was slightly larger than her hand, made from complex, interlocking swirls of what looked like gold and silver that caught the sunlight and seemed to amplify it, shifting even as Kaia looked. 


Em reached out for it, and Kaia saw that glow intensify, just slightly, but Aunt Keris pulled it back. 


“I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” she said. 


“Why not?” Emmeline asked. 


Kaia saw her aunt hesitate, but she wasn’t about to allow that. Her sister, her twin, had as much right to know about what was going on as Kaia did. This affected her just as much as it did Kaia.


“If you don’t tell her, I will,” Kaia said. 


“Tell her what?” the inspector asked. He might be able to deduce most things, but he hadn’t heard any of this, and it wasn’t the kind of thing he could just work out. 


Aunt Keris looked suddenly conflicted. Then she nodded sharply. 


“You’re right,” she said. “I should tell her. I should tell you all.”


“Tell us all what, Keris?” the inspector asked. 


Kaia heard her aunt sigh. “The relic is an object of power, one created long ago by a pair of twins in an effort to drive the shadows from the world once and for all. This was during the first war against them, when the shadows ruled much of the world. At least, that is what our histories say.”


“The first twins,” Casper said, in a slightly awed tone, as if they were part of a legend that he’d heard all his life. Maybe he had. Kaia guessed that the shadowseers had whole histories that she and her sister had never had a chance to hear, since their parents had died trying to draw shadows away from them when they were just babies.


Aunt Keris nodded, and kept going. “They succeeded in pushing out most of the shadows, but the effort… it was too much for them. It cost them their lives, and the shadows were still able to come back.”


“So, what are you saying?” Em asked. 


“I’m not done,” their aunt said, the pain in her voice still obvious. “There have been pairs of twins since. They have always had power, much more than most shadowseers, and together, they have been even more powerful. Each time, they thought that they might be able to succeed where the first twins failed. Each time, they have gone to Athens. Each time, they have attempted the ritual, and each time, they have failed, perishing in the attempt.”


That was news that had felt like an utter betrayal when Kaia had heard it less than an hour ago. It meant that her aunt had been pushing her toward the relic, in the full knowledge of what it might do to her and Em if they found it. At the same time, though, it explained some of why she’d wanted to keep the two of them apart. It explained why she’d been so worried about the two of them displaying power, and why she’d tried to keep the orb out of Kaia’s hands since they found it. 


Kaia didn’t have to look at Em’s face to know how upset she was in that moment. She could feel it.


“So you took us on this whole quest to find this orb of yours, knowing all the while that it might kill us?” Em said. “You failed to mention to us that your endgame in all of this was for us to sacrifice our lives?”


She took a step toward Aunt Keris, and Kaia found herself suddenly worried for her aunt’s safety. Yes, Aunt Keris had far more experience of violence and the skills associated with it, but Kaia could feel her sister’s anger in that moment. So much of it that Kaia felt as though she had to stand in the way, just to make sure nothing bad happened. 


Casper stepped in the way, putting his hands on Em’s shoulders, and to Kaia’s surprise, she didn’t shove him aside.


“Em, please,” he said.


“I thought that we might be able to make use of the orb without you having to do the ritual,” Aunt Keris said. “I thought… I am a shadowseer, Emmeline! I have duties to the world, as well as to my family.”


“Duties that include sacrificing us?” Em asked, still not sounding remotely happy. Kaia was still worried about what she might do next.


“Emmeline, that isn’t fair,” the inspector said, stepping in. “Your aunt has already said that she doesn’t want you to complete this ritual, and if I understand it correctly, it is something that takes place in a specific spot?”


“In Athens,” Aunt Keris said. “In the Acropolis.”


“Then neither of you have to go there,” Inspector Pinsley said. “Kaia, I have seen what you can do with that orb. So we take it, and we go elsewhere. You and your sister can still do a considerable amount of good wherever you go, without having to endanger yourselves. You don’t have to go anywhere near Athens.”


Now, Kaia could feel the nervousness coming off her sister like morning mist. She could feel the fear there through the link the two of them shared.


What is it? she asked.


Before Em could reply, Casper spoke. He looked nervous as he looked across to Em, as if his biggest worry in all of this was that he might upset her.


“That is where we may have a problem,” he said. “A big one.”


Aunt Keris looked over at him sharply. “What kind of problem?”


“On the way over here, I checked some of the message drops,” Casper said. “There was an urgent message there. One of our groups has lost contact. Twelve of them, wiped out. The message said they were going to intercept a shadow, but there has been nothing since.” 


Aunt Keris paled. Kaia got the impression that having so many shadowseers disappear at once wasn’t usual. That it was a major event for the shadowseers.


“Where?” her aunt asked.


Casper hesitated only for a moment or two before he answered. “In Athens.”


Kaia could see the fear in her aunt as Casper said that.


“No, we can’t. We can’t go near there.”


“We have to, Keris,” Casper said. “We have to know what happened. We have to help the one who got the news out.”


“We can’t,” Aunt Keris said.


Kaia could understand her aunt’s fear, and she felt a little better of Aunt Keris for it. That hesitation suggested that she did care, at least a little, about what happened to her and Em.


“We could still go,” Kaia suggested, knowing that her aunt didn’t want to be the one to say it. 


What are you doing? Em asked. 


“We could still go,” Kaia repeated. 


“Kaia,” Inspector Pinsley said. “It wouldn’t be safe.”


Kaia shook her head. “Aunt Keris said herself that these twins died when they did this ritual of hers. So we don’t do the ritual. No one can make us do it. It’s that simple.”


Nothing is that simple, Em insisted, inside her mind. Kaia could sense the disapproval there.


They can’t make us do anything we don’t want to, Kaia argued. You said that everyone was killed in Venice. If more shadowseers have been killed in Athens, and we can help, shouldn’t we?


“Kaia, we can find another way,” Aunt Keris said. She didn’t sound convinced, though. 


“I don’t think there is another way,” Casper said. “We are the closest, Keris, and if there are shadows there, the relic might give us a chance against them. You know that the shadowseers there protect the ritual site. If shadows are there, then we risk losing control of it.”


Kaia saw her aunt bow her head. 


“You’re right.”


Keris looked over at the inspector, as if he were the one she had to convince, not the twins. “We can do some good in Athens, and we don’t have to perform the ritual. But we can’t let the shadows have the city, and we can’t let the deaths of so many shadowseers stand. We don’t even have to go near the Acropolis. I think… I think we have to go to Athens and find out what happened.”




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


Kaia stared out of the carriage as they headed west trying to get to the coast, wondering all the while if they were doing the right thing. Should they really be heading for Athens when that was the place the ritual took place, the place that might kill both her and her sister?


Kaia had to remind herself that no one was forcing them to do the ritual. They were going to Athens specifically to try to deal with whatever threat had resulted in the death of a dozen shadowseers, although that was more than terrifying enough. There were only half a dozen of them in the carriage, and only her aunt and Casper truly had the training that shadowseers received. How were they supposed to deal with something that had killed twice as many fully trained shadowseers?


They would find a way. They had to. They couldn’t let the shadows do whatever they wanted.


With six of them crammed into the carriage, it was pretty cramped, but at least they were making good time. Kaia could see the coast coming into view now, a shimmer of blue in the distance. The carriage was heading for a small fishing town, tiny compared to some of the cities that Kaia had seen on her travels across Europe. 


It seemed strange to her that she should have gotten to see quite so many places as she had. Visiting the likes of Paris, Rome, and Munich was the kind of thing that only the very wealthiest got to do under normal circumstances, yet Kaia, an orphan from south of the Thames in London, had somehow been able to see them all. It was the kind of thing she wouldn’t even have dared to dream of doing when she was younger.


Of course, she’d also found herself caught up in murders and in plots to unleash the evils of the shadows onto the world. She’d found herself in incredible danger. She’d found herself having to fight with powers that it seemed on one else possessed to quite the same degree. Not even her own twin sister. 


Em was seated opposite her, next to Casper. She could see Em’s hand just lightly brushing Casper’s, in a way that could have been seen as accidental, if Kaia couldn’t feel everything Em felt in that moment. Kaia could feel the whirl of her thoughts, how upset and confused she still was by everything their aunt had said.


I can’t believe that Aunt Keris didn’t tell us about the ritual and the danger of it earlier, Em sent, the anger there obvious to Kaia.


I can, Kaia replied. She has been a shadowseer all her life, trained to fight against the shadows. She has fought against them longer than either of us. And when we started looking for the relic, she didn’t know either of us, not really. But she still tried to protect us.


Is that what you call forcing us to be apart? Sending me into danger in Venice?


Kaia could feel the hurt in her sister’s thoughts. How much of it was just because she’d been the one forced to split from the others? How much of it was for the same reason that Kaia felt hurt: because they’d found their remaining family, only for their aunt to hold back information?


I think it was her way of trying, Kaia sent. She knew that the ritual would require our combined powers, and that we would be targets until then too, so keeping us apart may have seemed like the right thing to do.
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