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She comes like the hush and beauty of the night,

And sees too deep for laughter;

Her touch is a vibration and a light

From worlds before and after.

 —Edwin Markham, “Poetry”


Prologue

Kira sat on a rough-hewn bench with faded tapestry cushions, her back against the gray stone wall of the hall. Thick glass windows were set into the corridor walls every few feet in a vain attempt to brighten the cold, desolate passageway. She didn’t know what this place was; she’d stopped caring and paying attention once she’d realized her parents were sending her away. She’d tried to stop caring about that too, but it was harder.

She knew they were on an island as they’d had to reach it by boat. They had then climbed a steep hill dotted with rocks and windswept grass to reach what looked like a sprawling sun-bleached castle perched atop a cliff set against a sky the same robin’s egg blue as the water. Now, as she sat alone in the shadowy hallway, the sun and the sky and the sea seemed to have disappeared. The “castle” felt more like a prison than a palace.

She huddled in the oversized navy blue all-weather coat that had become her protection from the world ever since she’d hit puberty a few months before. Across the hall from her bench, a heavy wooden door separated her from the adults deciding her future—but not from their words.

“We can’t do this anymore!” Her adoptive father. Loud, but his deep voice shaking with anger . . . or fear. “She put our daughter in the hospital. Gilly’s still in a coma!”

Kira flinched, then focused intently on her hands, encased in thick garden gloves with cuffs secured to the ends of her shirt sleeves by duct tape. The tape had been her idea, and her father hadn’t disagreed. Her jaw still hurt from when he’d hit her, the one and only time he’d ever touched her. She’d deserved it, though, because of Gilly.
 
Gilly, who was afraid of thunderstorms at nine years old. Gilly, who’d been taught for the last five years not to touch her strange older sister but had come into Kira’s bedroom anyway because she was more afraid of lightning than the way Kira’s hands sometimes sparked blue.

Lying in bed, semicomatose after retching half the night, twelve-year-old Kira had been exhausted from reliving every painful step of how her dinner had gotten to her plate. Eating had become a nightmare. The only food she could keep down were fruits and vegetables she picked herself, everything else came with confusing flashes of emotion and life from every individual who had handled it, processed it, packaged it, stocked it, sold it . . . Meat was unthinkable.
 
But all the gardens in their community had been depleted as winter approached and Kira had been so desperately hungry she’d tried to eat, despite the consequences.
 
Kira had been too sick that stormy night to realize her sister was there, had crept into bed with her to escape her fear of thunder and lightning. Kira hadn’t known she’d shifted and touched Gilly. Hadn’t realized even when she’d dreamed she was Gilly, thinking of how her older sister must be a magical fairy princess and would someday take them both back to fairyland. Only her mother’s screams had shocked her out of sleep, her father’s hand knocking her out of bed and to the floor when she’d bolted upright. Only when she saw Gilly’s limp form cradled in her mother’s arms did she realize that something, everything, had gone totally and finally wrong.
 
“We’ve done everything we can do,” her father continued, his voice thickening. “But she . . . she refuses to listen to us, and her . . . problem . . . just keeps growing. Bethany’s at her wit’s end.”

Kira had tried. Tried to do what they wanted, tried to make them happy so they would keep her. For four years she’d kept expecting them to change their minds, these people who had rescued her from the orphanage. She’d always thought of Gilly as her sister, from the very beginning, but it was only this year she’d really begun to consider them all family. Only this year had she finally begun to believe that she belonged.
 
Then she’d gotten her period and her life had gone to hell. Twelve years old and her life was over.

It had started to hurt to wear clothes if she didn’t wash them herself, to have anyone else come into her room and touch her things, to eat processed food that so many had a hand in creating. No part of her skin could touch anything or anyone else without crazy images filling her head and tiring her.
 
It was worse with her hands, especially when they started to glow. Her parents had bought her gloves, of course—all sorts of gloves—pretending she was starting a new fashion trend but really to protect themselves from Kira’s touch—a touch that was, at first, like an uncomfortably heavy static charge but had progressed in the weeks following her menarche to being more like a high-voltage electric shock, a shock that somehow drained the recipient. Everything had become so hard that staying in her room had been the safest thing.
 
“We can’t help her,” her father’s words came through the door. “We certainly don’t dare touch her anymore. Not after what she did to Gilly!”

Kira slapped her hands over her ears, trying to escape the sound of his crying but unable to escape her own thoughts. She’d almost killed her sister. Why didn’t he just say it like he’d said it that night, tell whoever he was talking to that she was a freak, a monster, and that she couldn’t be around normal people? That they were afraid of her and what she might do next? She knew what they thought of her, had seen it all when her father had hit her.

Make it stop. Please, someone, make it stop!

Kira jumped to her feet, needing to get away, somewhere, anywhere. She took a step, just one, before the door opened. She turned, raising an arm to shield her eyes as brilliance flooded the hallway.

“Kira Solomon.” The light resolved itself into a bronze-skinned woman with long dark brown hair and golden eyes. The floor-length gold dress and the ornate smoky topaz necklace she wore made her look like a princess. “I am Balm. Welcome to Santa Costa, the home of Gilead. Your new home.”

Home. As if. She peered into the office, but there was no sign of her father. Former father. Already gone, probably overjoyed that he’d gotten rid of her. “So he’s just throwing me away? Just like that?”

 The woman regarded her. “He could have thrown you over the side of the ferry, or worse still, handed you over to the authorities even though what happened was a horrible accident. Instead, your father brought you here. Why do you think that is?”

The answer was easy. “ ’Cause I’m a freak and this is a prison for freaks?”

Balm laughed. “We’re all freaks here, but this is hardly a prison. Of course, you may think differently before we’re done.”

She stepped back, gesturing at the brightly lit doorway. “If you want to continue to sulk and feel sorry for yourself, then stay there. But if you want a warm bath, hot food that won’t make you sick, and the chance to control your gifts and their effects, then you can come with me. Choose now.”

Kira chose. Without another word, she followed the strange woman into her office, leaving her old life behind forever.


Chapter 1

The dagger reeked of ancient magic.
 
Kira Solomon stared down at it, trying not to salivate with longing. The blade itself, shining spotless and deadly, swept proudly from the ornate hilt. Swirls and symbols stood out in sharp relief on the gold-banded handle that gleamed like old ivory. Even shielded by her gloves, her palms itched with the urge to lift it, to hold it in her hands, to test its weight and sharpness.
 
The things she could do with such a blade.

“Well?”

Kira blinked, then looked up at her client and mentor, Bernie Comstock. The professor turned art dealer stood on the other side of her worktable, eyes shining in his sharp, dark face. He didn’t seem affected by the weapon’s energy, which Kira supposed was just as well. Being insensitive to magic made the art dealer good at his job. Detecting magic made Kira good at hers.
 
“I thought I was done with being tested, Bernie.”
 
“This isn’t a test, Kira,” Comstock hastened to assure her. “I trust you completely.”

She gestured to the blade, nestled in a custom-fitted gray foam core inside an aluminum travel case. “What is this, then?”
 
“I’m hoping you’ll tell me.”

“Old man.” She suppressed a sigh mixed with exasperation and wry amusement. Even though she’d more than proven herself over the years, he still liked to slip a ringer in every now and again. The mentor in him would never die. As if she needed testing to stay sharp. If she wasn’t sharp, she’d be dead.
 
“Fine,” she said at last, deciding to go along with whatever game he was playing. “The markings on the handle are worn, but look to be Egyptian.” She hadn’t attempted to scan the blade with her extrasense yet, but she could feel magic radiating from it. The weapon called to her with a gentle but insistent call. She wondered what would happen when she took off her gloves and touched the dagger with her bare hands.
 
“The blade itself appears to be bronze, the hilt carved ivory with inset gold,” she murmured, reaching out to drag the task lamp closer before bending over the silvery case again. “Obviously not ceremonial, since the blade is not gold and the wear on the handle suggests considerable use. It’s in the style of daggers from the Middle Kingdom, meaning, if this is authentic, that the blade is roughly four thousand years old.”
 
Thrusting her hands into her lab coat’s pockets to keep from touching the handle, Kira looked at Comstock. “Considering the pristine condition of the blade, I’d say you have a very impressive fake.”
 
“I thought so too, especially considering where I found it.” Comstock’s expression reminded her even more of a fox. “That is real ivory and the construction of the blade doesn’t speak to modern manufacturing technology.”

Kira’s hands flexed with the need to lift the blade. She stepped back from the table instead. “This looks like something Wynne might make, except I doubt she’d be able to keep the creation of something so perfect a secret from me.”

“Wynne Marlowe’s one of the best metalworkers in the country and not just because she doesn’t use modern technology when re-creating ancient weaponry, although that’s certainly part of the reason,” the art dealer acknowledged. “But this isn’t her work.”

“You know this because . . . ?” Wynne could certainly create a ritual weapon, Kira knew, especially if her husband Zoo channeled the magic into it. The boot daggers Wynne and Zoo had made for Kira proved that. She decided not to point the magical element out to her former mentor. It wasn’t like he needed to know that Zoo was a real witch.

Comstock gave her a knowing glance. “Because, as you said, Wynne couldn’t keep this a secret from you. I had a feeling that, once you’d seen it, you wouldn’t let something like this out of your sight.”
 
Kira knew he was right. The dagger was astounding as a replica. If it were the real thing . . .
 
Her gaze dropped to the blade again. She felt a little like Gollum looking at his “Precious.” “You’re not going to tell me how you came across this, are you?”
 
“And deny you the joy of discovering it for yourself when you touch it?” Comstock grinned, peeling years off his multiracial, sixty-ish face. “Besides, you know I’ll share all my secrets with you only if you come to work for me.”

“Come on, Bernie, you know I prefer being freelance.” Kira braced one hip against the edge of the worn oak surface, idly fingering the heavy Zuni silver necklace at her throat. “I like being able to set my own schedule.”

“You’d still have autonomy,” Comstock wheedled. “You’d also have fewer expenses and full access to my clients and their collections.”
 
Kira hesitated, tempted as always. She worked well with Bernie. They’d clicked from the moment she’d stumbled into him at the Petrie Museum at University College in London during one of the few summers the Gilead Commission had allowed her a break from training to fight Shadow. She’d consequently transferred to the school to study under him and had then worked freelance for him when he retired from teaching, reduced his duties at the museum, and expanded his private antiquities business. At times she fantasized she’d even be happy working for him, surrounded by ancient artifacts and books, far away from people and things no human should ever know existed.
 
That happiness wouldn’t last, though. One day Bernie would look at her and begin to wonder. She knew the questions would start—questions about her frequent absences, her penchant for dropping everything to run off to every corner of the globe, returning home bruised if not bloodied. Eventually he’d come to realize his former apprentice was using her job as an antiquities expert as a cover for a second, deadlier career.
 
Not having to answer to anyone best suited her second job, a job she preferred Comstock knew nothing about. It was one thing for Bernie to believe in magic and her ability to detect and defuse it; it was another for him to believe in demons and things that go bump in the night. Even if he could accept that much, he’d still never be convinced it was her sworn duty to eliminate the baddest of the bad: the Fallen and their Shadow Avatars. A duty she’d been trained for since she was twelve by the Gilead Commission. He wouldn’t believe the Gilead Commission, the oldest and largest organization dedicated to fighting Shadow, was more advanced than the U.S. military machine and more effective than Homeland Security. He certainly wouldn’t believe she’d grown up in the Commission’s headquarters on the island of Santa Costa as the surrogate daughter of Balm, the ageless head of Gilead, or that her education had been more about learning to kill than learning to live.
 
Kira was a Shadowchaser, an elite fighter in Gilead’s clandestine army. Humans with extrasensory skills and paramilitary training were used to police low-level half-breeds and humans experimenting in Chaos magic. Shadowchasers were sent in when upper echelon Shadow creatures attempted to disrupt the Universal Balance and tip the world into Shadow and Chaos, usually in ways that involved high body counts.
 
The fact she had yet to encounter a Shadow Avatar made her lucky, she supposed. From her time in Gilead she knew humans capable of being magically and physically honed into Shadowchasers were scarce and Balm worried about the relatively small number of Chasers worldwide. It gave Kira added pressure to be good, be ready, and be a survivor.
 
But someday, she liked to imagine, maybe there’d be an end to Chasing, an end to the constant danger. Maybe there’d be a day when she could go to London and work with Bernie, finally go on one of the digs they’d talked about doing over the years. But, for now . . .

“I like being a renegade, Bernie,” she said, giving him a brief smile. “If I worked for you or with you, there’d eventually come a day when one of us would piss the other off.”

Comstock sighed as if he hadn’t expected anything different. “You know I have to try at least once during my visits, Kira. You’re like a daughter to me.”
 
“I know.” It was part of the reason she kept an ocean between them. She had enemies, dangerous enemies, and they didn’t need to know how attached she was to the very human antiques dealer.

He looked about her cavernous room. “I must say, I’m glad to see you’re finally starting to settle in. I can’t believe you’ve been in one place two whole years—even if it does look like you just moved in. Atlanta agrees with you.”

“I needed somewhere to put my stuff,” she muttered, hunching her shoulders at the direct hit. She glanced at the organized clutter of her main floor. Boxes, notepads, and stacks of books littered the floor and lined the brick walls, piled around a haphazard mix of furniture and art that couldn’t conceal the fact that her home had been a warehouse in its former life. Since she knew where everything was and never intended to have guests over to randomly touch anything and leave their imprints behind, she saw no reason to improve her current filing system. Besides, the main reason she’d picked this converted warehouse as her pied-à-terre was because it gave her ample room to display the array of weapons and other antiques she’d collected or confiscated from around the globe. It was also the only reasonably priced place she could find with a couple of underground storage areas she’d repurposed for her altar room and more dangerous collections.
 
“About the blade.” Comstock gestured, drawing her attention to the heavy oak worktable again. “Could its excellent condition be indicative of magic?”
 
“Oh, there’s definitely some sort of magic tied to it.” The magical lure of the dagger was obvious to Kira and that, in and of itself, made her hesitate in touching it. If there was some sort of curse or impulse attached to the dagger, she didn’t want to take hold of it with a defenseless Normal in the room. “It’s extremely powerful to have lasted all these centuries, if it’s authentic.”

“Even if it’s a replica, I’m interested in its history. It’s already valuable, but once you authenticate it, its value will be off the charts.”

She arched an eyebrow. “And if I say it’s a fake?”

“Kira.” He raised a hand as if to reach across the table and pat her gloved hand, then quickly lowered it. “Its value goes up just by having you touch it.”

“Ah-ha. Now the truth comes out.” She folded her arms across her chest, so she wouldn’t be as tempted as he was to reach out and touch. It had been years since she’d voluntarily touched another human, gloved or not. “I think I’m going to have to up my fee.”

 “If you did, I’d happily pay every penny, as would anyone who knows what your word is worth. It just so happens that those who know are also the ones with the money.” He settled back in his chair. “I think I’ve revealed enough secrets for today. How long do you think you’ll need with the blade?”

“What, you’re not going to ask to stay and watch?”

“After what happened the last time I tried to watch you work?” He visibly shuddered. “Thanks, but I’ve learned my lesson. I thought my eyebrows would never grow back.”

“Be glad it was just your eyebrows, old man. It will probably take me longer than usual to scan the blade. There’s a heck of a lot of magic surrounding it, so I want to be extra careful.”

“You’re always careful, even when bumbling old art dealers burst into the room.”

“You rarely bumble, Bernie, and I’ve always suspected you weren’t—”

The art dealer cut her off. “Kira . . . ”

“Hmm?” She frowned at the odd note in his voice. “What’s wrong?”

“I, well, I just wanted to say that I’m proud of you, Kira. Despite your circumstances, you’ve become a gifted and talented young woman. I feel a fatherly pride for all you’ve accomplished.”

“Bernie.” She didn’t know what to say. Especially since the stories she’d told him of her past were just that, stories. Believable fictions that were nowhere close to the unbelievable truth.

He cleared his throat as he climbed to his feet. “Never mind the maudlin thoughts of an old man. Do you think you’ll be able to get free for dinner? We really should catch up.”

“Of course. Are you staying at the usual place?”

“Georgian Terrace, room six-forty.”

“Got it.” Kira straightened to her full height, topping Comstock’s five-seven frame by a couple of inches. She smiled, unable to resist another dig. “Shall I pick you up?”

Comstock shuddered again. “Do you still have the death trap?”

“That death trap is a hundred-grand worth of prime street muscle.” The Buell motorcycle was her baby and the money for its purchase and unique customization was well spent. Its speed and concealed weapons cache had saved her life on more than one occasion.

“I think I’ll pass on the ride,” Comstock said. “I did a little research and found a restaurant I’d like to try. It’s on Peachtree, just a short walk from the hotel. I can meet you there instead.”

“What’s it called?”

“Dogwood. It actually has a grits bar!”

“A grits bar? Can’t we just go to a Waffle House instead? There’s almost one on every corner and they have all the grits you can stand.”

He gave her a reproachful look. “I’m a gourmand, Kira. You know I don’t eat anywhere that requires a tetanus shot or a hangover.”

If he’d ever been out at three in the morning and exhausted from policing hybrids and Shadow Adepts, he’d appreciate the always-open chain and its kick-you-in-the-ass coffee. “All right. Dogwood it is.”

After escorting the art dealer out, Kira returned to her worktable. The dagger lay as they’d left it, nestled in its specially fitted briefcase. She pondered taking it downstairs to her double-shielded office, then decided against it.
 
“Okay,” she muttered, “time to see what you’re made of.”

Bracing her gloved hands on the worktable, she leaned over and focused her attention on the dagger. Exhaling slowly, she muted the input of her Normal senses, allowing her extrasense to dominate her mind. As always, she felt a slight resistance as the ordinary and extra-ordinary slid against each other, battling for dominance. Then her extrasense assumed control, reaching through Logic’s Veil to touch the current of magic.

The dagger glowed in response, a sheen having little to do with the ivory and gold shaping its hilt. Oh yes, someone or something had imbued the dagger with a great deal of magic. What she didn’t know was whether it was Shadow magic or not.

She frowned, allowing the Veil to thicken again. Shadow magic was always tricky to handle, based as it was on Chaos. She hadn’t been surprised in a while. Then again, she hadn’t come across a four-thousand-year-old magical knife before, either.

Concentrating, she thinned the Veil again, her extrasense cocooning the dagger. The ancient magic didn’t react. Encouraging. Still, Kira took her time. The last thing she wanted was to be thrown across the room by a pissed-off blade.

She straightened, peeling off the thin surgical gloves. “Time to tell me your secrets.”

Kira spread her hands above the dagger. It neither welcomed nor rejected her. She supposed this was a good thing. But it seemed to be waiting for her touch, somehow expecting it—and that, she supposed, was not a good thing.

“I’m not going to harm you,” she said softly. “I just want to know more about you.” It wouldn’t hurt to talk to the blade, give it plenty of time to decide whether she was friendly or not. That whole throwing-one-across-the-room thing was definitely to be avoided, even if it took some extra time.
 
Until Kira touched the dagger, she wouldn’t know if it would give up its secrets. She’d have to touch it to determine if the dagger’s magic stemmed from its composition, a powerful spell, or a spirit inhabiting the blade. A spirit-bound weapon wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, but when it was bad, it was very bad indeed.

After taking a moment to steady herself, she slipped her fingers beneath the blade, wrapping them around the ivory and gold handle. For a moment she felt only the smooth, cool surface of the hilt . . .
 
Then a rushing sound filled her head and the warehouse walls shimmered to translucency, then disappeared altogether. Turquoise spilled across the pipes and suspended lighting fixtures of her ceiling, a vivid sky brightened by the heat of the searing sun. Hot sand replaced the floor and old Persian rug under her battered worktable—except there was no table, nor were there books, chairs, artifacts . . . Rocky, sandy hills stretched away in the distance before her, but to one side were trees and green fields, the glint of what could only be water. A gleaming white pyramid cut into the sky.

Pyramid?

Disorientation swept over Kira as she felt herself being lifted, carried . . . No, not her. It was not Kira being held and lifted, it was the dagger, but she was the dagger and it was being taken on a gilded tray along a promenade of sweeping stone columns. Stately movement, tinkling instruments, the murmur of voices. A processional of some sort, moving from bright heat to a cooler interior. They moved along a grand corridor, every surface brilliantly decorated with colorful images of Egyptian gods, hieroglyphs, flora and fauna.

Finally they stopped. Silence filled the grand audience hall and yet she could feel a thrum of excitement, of anticipation, coming from the dagger. At last the reason for its existence had come. Someone worthy had come.

Moving again, the tray was offered up. A pair of golden brown hands cradled her. Disappointment. Not the one.
 
She balanced on a pair of hands, heard a voice—deep, masculine, melodious—saying words she did not understand but sounded formal to her ears. As she was lowered, Kira saw the uraeus first—a rearing golden cobra with its hood flared—then the nemes, the striped head cloth even those who knew nothing about ancient Egypt associated with pharaohs. Beneath the royal regalia, kohl-lined dark eyes and a broad but angular nose were set in a bronze face with full lips and a strong chin. Sun glinted off a broad gold and jeweled collar worn over a gleaming white linen tunic.

Another voice spoke; Kira sensed it asked a question. The pharaoh replied in what sounded like the negative, then stepped forward.

She was being offered to someone. A man, darker skinned than the pharaoh, prostrated himself on the woven mat that protected the god-king’s feet from the stone floor of what Kira thought must be a palace, no . . . a temple terrace. Light scars marred the dark satin of the man’s broad, muscular back, scars—reminders of battles fought, not lashes given. Thick ropes of black hair covered his head and trailed across the mat.
 
This was the one.

The pharaoh spoke again and the dark-skinned warrior rose until he sat on his haunches with his arms lifted, palms raised upward. But he did not look directly at the living god. To do so was forbidden. Who could look upon the face of a god and survive?

The dagger shifted, passing from the pharaoh to the warrior’s raised hands. The ruler spoke again, sounding pleased, then molded the warrior’s fingers around the blade. For a moment the god-king’s hands warmed the warrior’s, together on the ivory hilt. The kneeling man pressed the flat of the blade to his lips, then touched his forehead to the stone again, speaking ceremonial words in a rich baritone that made Kira shiver.
 
Everything blurred, became dark . . .
 
Kira realized the dagger now dripped blood, as it was created to do. The acrid stench of something burning, something more than vegetation, filled her nostrils. Bodies littered the dusty ground, blood staining the dirt blackish red. She heard tears, screams, cries of pain. Above it all rose another sound, a darker tone, somehow more terrifying than the others. Laughter. The warrior laughed as he moved through the carnage; it was a cold laughter with an edge of madness to it. The blade swung in his fist, ringing like a clarion, thirsting for blood . . .
 
More images, more death, more blood. Not only in Egypt, not only in Africa. Not only four thousand years ago. Chariots, cavalry, arrows, guns, bombs, armored vehicles, grenades . . . many weapons, many places, many times.

The rushing sound returned to Kira’s brain, separating her awareness from the dagger. She opened her eyes with a gasp, finding herself sprawled on her oriental carpet, the dagger inches from her outstretched hand. She scrambled away from it, away from the emotion and sensation that threatened to drag her back through the Veil.

“Ma’at protect me,” she whispered, drawing a shaky hand across her lips. By the Light, the dagger really was four thousand years old, and possessed of so much magic that it was almost sentient.
 
That knowledge wasn’t the cause of the sudden cold in the pit of her stomach.

The dagger’s owner, the dark warrior with the baritone voice, was still . . . somehow . . . alive.
 
And looking for his blade.


Chapter 2

Comstock was late.

Kira tapped the crystal face of her watch, considering. Bernie was known for several things: his love of all things antique, his penchant for local flavor, and his obsession with punctuality. She’d even given him enough teasers about the dagger over the phone to ensure that he’d arrive early, eager to hear more of her discoveries.

The dagger. Kira suppressed a shudder by reaching for her water glass and taking a slow, careful sip to steady her nerves. It had taken her several minutes before she could peel her ass off the floor, pull on her gloves, and put the damned blade back in its case. She’d added a few ready-made protective charms and safeties before locking it into an iron casket and hiding it in a safe behind a trompe l’oeil facade in her lead-lined basement office. Nothing wrong with a little paranoia. Experience had taught her more than once that it was better to be neurotic than dead.

Just as experience had taught her that Comstock was never late for anything. Ever.

Rising to her feet, Kira threw a couple of dollars onto the table, then left the restaurant. For a moment she considered going for her bike and the cache of weapons it concealed. She’d had to change its protections to park it in a public lot and she’d have to reactivate them to go hunting. Intuition told her that even those few minutes would be too much.
 
Tugging her vest straight, she turned north on Peachtree toward the Georgian Terrace two blocks away, struggling not to run. The temperature had fallen after the sun had set, chilling the October air. She’d dressed up for dinner, switching to a white silk blouse beneath a black leather vest, and black cargo pants with heeled leather boots instead of her usual Chaser’s gear. Dressy enough to get into the upscale eatery without comment, comfortable enough for Shadowchasing, if necessary.

She hoped it wasn’t necessary, that all the evening would bring was a relaxing dinner with a good friend.

She eased into a ground-eating stride, mentally cataloging her weapons. Knives in each boot, her Lightblade concealed under the pocket flap on her right thigh. Larger blade wedged under the vest against her spine, its hilt hidden by her thick braids. Small-caliber handgun in the holster at the small of her back, one general-issue protective charm concealed in the thick silver bracelet on her right wrist, and one ready-to-use assault spell behind the watch on her left. The heavy silver collar at her throat was a weapon of last resort—it took too many seconds to convert to a slinging blade for her liking. Sometimes mere seconds decided which way her fights would go.

She’d planned to return home after dinner to change into full Shadowchasing gear—could never have too many weapons or protections—for her nightly patrol around the city in order to avoid the brunt of Bernie’s curiosity. She hoped she wouldn’t need any of her more powerful equipment. She hoped Bernie had simply gotten caught up in some research about the blade and lost track of the time.

Across the street from Bernie’s hotel, she skidded to a stop. The Georgian Terrace was Bernie’s favorite place to stay in Atlanta not only because it was a century old and had hosted presidents and the Gone With the Wind premiere gala, but it was also directly across the street from the Fox Theatre with its Moorish and Egyptian decor. No performance was scheduled tonight, though the marquee still lit up the night. She didn’t need the illumination to know something was wrong.

Although Normals would never notice, magic draped the hotel’s white-marble-columned entrance, soaking into the grand French Renaissance architecture like a cloying fog. Kira immediately realized it was not the come-spend-your-money-here type of magic worked by a commerce witch for a human savvy enough to know such things existed. The stench was too strong to be Light-magic, too wild to be Adept. No, it carried the all-too-familiar rankness of Chaos.

Shadow-magic.

Kira pressed herself against the edge of the building being renovated across from the hotel, melting into the shadows beneath the scaffolding. Her gaze roamed over the Georgian’s entrance and surroundings, the terrace restaurant open to Peachtree Street. People walked along, going about their business as usual; nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Time to push beyond.

Mindful of alerting any Shadow Adepts to her presence, Kira allowed a tendril of her extrasense to seep out, mentally pushing past the Normal, reaching around the Veil. A tingling sensation engulfed her as her regular five senses grappled for control, then acceded to her extrasense.

Chaos magic drenched the sidewalk leading from the hotel. To Kira, it looked like a pale phosphorescent mist that stained the air. Those with any trace of magical ability or extrasensory perception would recognize the wrongness of it. A couple of days of hard rain or a cleansing ritual would be needed to clear the area, but she’d have to worry about that later.
 
She crossed the street, following the trail past the hotel and theater. At Third Street it banked right, to the east. The wild magic seemed to concentrate at the entrance to an alley a few yards away, coalescing into a thin glowing curtain of power—all invisible to the mundane eye. Behind the curtain, the alley was a void, an absence of existence, unreachable by her extrasense.
 
Damn. Shadow magic leading from Bernie’s hotel wasn’t a good sign. The void in the alleyway was worse. Either something was hiding or something wanted something else to stay hidden for a while.
 
The complexity of the magical construct was unusual. It hinted at an Adept level, if not an Avatar. That knowledge mixed with the memory of her experience with the old blade, causing her stomach to churn with sudden worry.
 
There was only one reason for a Shadow Adept to be at Bernie’s hotel: the ancient dagger. It emitted enough magical energy that anyone with a dash of extrasense could feel it and perhaps track it. She’d put enough protections around the dagger to ensure no one could sense it in her office and she’d showered with a salt scrub to rinse any magical residue off her body. No one could track it through her. But traces of energy would have lingered in Bernie’s hotel room. If he’d handled the dagger—as he no doubt had—at least a small amount of magic would have clung to him. The more he’d touched it, the longer vestiges of the dagger’s aura would remain.

Bernie was pure human, a Normal. He couldn’t even sense Shadow magic, much less defend himself against it. He certainly wasn’t a match for a four-thousand-year-old warrior who laughed while he killed.

With precise movements, Kira pulled off her gloves and tucked them into an inner pocket of her vest. Tension filled her as she flexed her fingers. Outside her home base, she only de-gloved to catalog artifacts or to take down Shadow creatures. Cataloging or killing, her hands knew their job well.

She reached into the false pocket on the right side of her cargo pants, drawing her Light-forged blade. Holding it flat against her thigh, Kira moved silently down the street, angling toward the mouth of the alley. The dead spot worried her, made her think it was a trap of some sort. Not that it mattered. As a Shadowchaser, she had to investigate any paranormal activity she encountered for the presence of Shadow magic. And, as Bernie’s friend, she had to keep going anyway, even if it was an ambush.
 
Her left hand twitched with the urge to draw her gun, but she wouldn’t pull it unless absolutely necessary. If she faced something more than human and capable of forging Chaos magic, the gun and its magically enhanced silver bullets would only slow it down. Besides, the gun had no silencer. The sound of gunshots would attract unwanted attention, and she didn’t want any innocents getting in the line of fire.

Her Normal senses reasserted themselves. The alleyway lay shrouded in shadow and darkness, standard for this time of night. Ten feet in, however, the darkness was deeper, more complete: the curtain of Shadow magic as it manifested in the mundane world.
 
She wrenched her emotions and got her vision under control, shoving her awareness through the Veil again. Her blade reacted to the presence of Chaos magic, emitting a soft blue glow. Had it flared, she would have drawn her gun and assault spells, damn the attention.
 
Some of the tension left her shoulders when she sensed that whoever had erected the blank spot was already gone—meaning they weren’t trying to conceal themselves, but something else. An attack spell?

A whispered word sent power surging through her blade. Balancing on the balls of her feet, Kira yanked the dagger up in a deadly arc, piercing the darkness, which parted like tissue paper, revealing the contents of the alley.

It took a moment for her brain to comprehend what her eyes saw. Kira had seen death in many forms. She’d seen ritual animal sacrifices and animals disembowel their prey as they tore into still-living flesh. This . . . this was worse, much worse. Evisceration of a human victim was horrifying, even for a Shadowchaser.
 
Her knees unhinged, dropping her to the pavement. She had to take a deep, ragged breath to keep her stomach from heaving in protest, to stop her mouth from screaming.

Bernie.
 
At least his eyes were closed, his expression peaceful despite the fact his throat—and more—had been ripped out. Who or what had done this to him?

She’d have to touch him to find out.

Her hand trembled as she unfisted it. Kira didn’t want to touch him, not like this. Bernie had been like a father to her. So many times over the years she’d yearned to touch him, dreamed of putting her head on his shoulder, receiving a pat on the back or a hug after she’d confessed everything to him. That dream was now gone, and it seemed almost profane that her last chance to touch him, to feel his skin against hers, would be to find out who’d murdered him.

She’d forgotten about the blood pooled and drying about the body. So much blood, soaking into the scattered debris and cracked asphalt. As soon as she realized she could touch the blood instead of his cold pale skin, her left hand touched the pavement. Red-hued energy flared, racing up her body to her brain. Power steamrolled through her natural shields as the magic inherent in blood tripped her extrasense, flooding her with information. Images, thoughts, and emotions assaulted her, flying across her mind like arrows released by the hands of multiple expert archers.

Stepping onto the sidewalk. Excited. Kira has news. She’d never failed him, no matter how difficult or dangerous the artifact. He worries about her, though, worries about the cost each Shadow confrontation exacts from her. Perhaps it was time to tell her of his own involvement with the Gilead Commission. She’d be angry of course, but he has no doubt that she’d forgive him eventually.
 
A man walking his dog approaches. Who walks a dog, especially one so malformed and grotesque, in the business district at night?

The dog bumps into him, knocking him into the alley. It pins him to the ground. Not a dog. Not a dog, but something, oh God, something between a Doberman and a Komodo dragon. It strains against the iron chain leash, eyes glowing yellow. Dripping saliva sizzles as it drops onto his jacket and he realizes what it is.

Seeker demon.

A voice, soft and casual, asks for the blade. He can’t see the second being’s face, but knows to be afraid. Anyone who can control a seeker demon could easily rape his mind, control his body. Death is preferable. Using his tongue, keeping his mind blank, he loosens the cap on a back molar. Swift-acting poison, given to all handlers in case of capture, concealed in a capsule.
 
The man speaks again. The seeker demon’s claws sink into his shoulder. Comstock bites down on the capsule, flooding his mouth with the poison. Death comes as an aneurysm. His last thought: forgive me.

The Veil dropped like the snap of a flag in a strong breeze.

“Bernie.” Kira looked at the face of the man she would have called Father, struggling to overcome the grief that clawed at her heart.
 
He’d lied to her about who he was just as she’d lied to him. Or, rather, thought she’d lied. He’d known all along she was a Shadowchaser. He’d been part of Gilead. He’d known about her other duties, had neatly filled the void Nico’s death had left. He’d been her mentor and her friend, yes, but he’d also been her handler . . . and she’d never known.

Shadowchasers usually had handlers to act as intermediaries between them and Gilead. Kira thought she’d been an exception. By their very nature, Chasers weren’t proficient in mundane details, focused as they were on battling Shadow in all its forms. They relied on their handlers to take mission orders from the Commission and to arrange the logistics of traveling from place to place easily and securely, acquiring weapons and information from Gilead’s field offices, and filing and submitting the paperwork when the job was done. Shadowchasers traditionally didn’t do well with bureaucratic busy-ness and Kira was no exception.

She’d already met and lost her first handler before going to London, fresh out of Chaser training. Nico’s death had hollowed her out and she’d vowed not to take another handler, Gilead Commission’s rules be damned. Bernie was so much the dashing younger Nico’s opposite that she would have had a hard time accepting him as her handler even if he’d introduced himself as such.

Kira was a burr in Gilead’s bureaucratic hide, but she’d thought she’d been managing on her own. Instead, Bernie—having worked as a curator in the Petrie Museum, a professor at University College, and proprietor of his own business, paperwork was second nature—had been quietly smoothing things for her. He’d probably been working behind the scenes, double-checking, filling out, correcting, saving her ass for— How long?

How long had he been her handler? From the moment she’d arrived in London? When she’d entered University? Had the first day they’d met—when she’d bumped into him while studying an exhibit at the Petrie—simply been a planned encounter set up by Balm so as not to arouse her suspicions? Balm obviously knew her well—Kira had never once suspected Bernie of being anything other than a cherished friend.

Kira thought he’d been her out. Her only escape. She’d dreamed of returning to London with him one day, learning the business she’d stumbled into all those years ago. She’d held on to that dream with a desperate hope, nurturing it on those cold nights when she wasn’t entirely sure she’d defeated Shadow. It had been all that kept her going sometimes—and it had been a lie.

Slowly she climbed to her feet, then ripped the left sleeve from her blouse to wipe the blood from her trembling hands. There were times when dreams died just as hard, just as painfully, as people. She’d avenge Bernie’s death. But she didn’t think she’d ever forgive him.

Turning, she headed for the mouth of the alley and pulled her cell phone out of her pocket while she automatically scanned her surroundings. Nothing out of the ordinary, nothing at all. Shouldn’t someone have noticed? A good man had died and the world kept on as if nothing had happened.

She hit the fourth entry on her speed dial, connecting to a Seattle exchange as she stalked up the street, back to the restaurant. It was answered on the first ring. “Travel Department. How may I help you?”

“You’ve got a bird down,” she said without preamble, amazed at the steady monotone of her voice. She’d screamed the code into a phone in Venice six years ago, when she’d tried in vain to hold Nico’s chest closed.

“Triangulating position. A team is being dispatched,” the voice said as if losing a handler was an everyday occurrence for the Commission. It probably was, but not for Bernie.
 
Bernie.

“Remain nearby and prepare for pickup,” the operator continued. “We’ll need to debrief you.”

“The hell I will,” Kira snarled into the phone, glad to have a target, albeit a disembodied one. “You turn my friend into a handler without my knowledge and you expect me to wait to chase his killer? Fuck that noise.”
 
“Solomon—”

She snapped her phone closed, then called her power. Her fingers flared blue, frying the phone’s circuitry. For good measure she hurled the tiny device to the ground, slammed a boot heel on it, and was rewarded with a satisfying crunch.

After making short work of modifying her right sleeve to match her left, she strode back to the restaurant, found her bike, drew on her gloves, and climbed aboard the Buell. She probably had another five minutes before a Gilead Commission Recovery Team arrived. Gilead’s technology rivaled that of any country’s spy program, especially since they’d had a few millennia to develop it. They’d track her down soon enough, but she had no intention of making it easy for them. Time was short and she had Shadows to chase.

•   •   •

“Is she the one?”

The wraith, as translucent and shimmery as a half-seen cobweb, hovered a few feet off the ground further down Third Street from the alley. Trapped between here and there, it had no recognizable form but changed shape frequently as if being molded by a metaphysical breeze. “She is,” the spirit finally replied. “But this one won’t be easy.”

“True,” the man said. “But I could use a challenge for a change.”

“What are you going to do?” the wraith asked.

“Follow her, study her. Find a weakness and exploit it.”

“She’s a Shadowchaser,” the wraith pointed out. “They’re not known for weakness.”

“She’s still human. All humans are weak.”

“And if she’s not?” The wraith solidified, its mercurial shape elongating before taking the appearance of an older black man.

“Doesn’t matter. She has my blade. I will have it back.”
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