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SHADOW
       FALL





Chap†er 1


Kira drew her Lightblade, but didn’t bother calling its power. She didn’t need it, not against this opponent. “If you think you can take me,” she taunted, “come and get me.”


Her adversary crouched low. “I will take you, Kira Solomon,” he assured her. “Soon enough.”


They circled one other, each looking for the other’s weak spot, an opening to rush into and seize advantage. The world fell away as Kira focused all her attention on defeating her antagonist. Adrenaline surged through her, pushing her senses to full alert. Muscles hummed with the anticipation of action, of fight, of victory.


He rushed forward, a dark blur, ducking beneath her instinctive swing. A shoulder to her sternum sent her crashing to the floor. With her free hand, Kira grabbed him and pulled him down, shoving her feet into his stomach to send him catapulting over her. She spun to cover him, but he rolled out of reach. He scrambled to his feet, hands up in a defensive position.


She grinned and straightened, sheathing her Lightblade. He cocked an eyebrow. “Sure you don’t want to keep your tiny knife in hand?”


“Since you have your little blade sheathed, I wouldn’t want you to accuse me of having you at a disadvantage,” Kira said, making a great show of unbuckling her dagger’s leather rig and sliding it off her thigh.


His lips thinned. “There is nothing ‘little’ about my dagger. Or me, as well you know.”


She knew, all right. If she forgot—she’d had a lot on her mind of late—Khefar was there to remind her. He had refreshed her memory almost every night since they had returned from London, and she had yet to become accustomed to being intimate with another human being after living so long apart.


“Why, Khefar,” she said in mock wide-eyed innocence, “I didn’t realize you were a size queen.”


“A size queen?” He frowned. “I don’t know what that means.”


“Right. Never mind.” It was easy to forget that Khefar wasn’t your regular modern extreme fighter, but rather a four-thousand-year-old, near-immortal Nubian warrior. It wasn’t as if he ran around in a breechcloth carrying a bow and quiver of arrows. Kira smiled as an image sprang unbidden to her mind. Too bad they’d had other things occupying their time around Halloween. Khefar in period dress at a costume party would be a sight to—


“Hey!” She landed flat on her back on the mat. Khefar sat atop her, hands on her shoulders, knees pressing her arms down to the padded exercise floor to keep her immobilized. The black tank shirt and baggy gray sweatpants he wore only served to emphasize his wiry, lanky physique. His biceps were cut, tightened by the force he exerted to keep her still, his dark, dark mahogany satin skin so very touchable.


“You got careless, Kira,” he admonished her. “I saw the exact moment your thoughts wandered.”


She relaxed for a moment, smiled up at him. “Would you like to know why my thoughts wandered? What I was thinking about?”


His gaze flickered, only a moment, but it was enough. She swung her legs up, wrapping her thighs about his neck before dragging him down. With his knees still on her shoulders, it had to be a painful position—his back arched, knees over-flexed. He didn’t move.


“Hey,” Kira complained, “you’re not even trying to get away.”


“Why should I?” he said, his voice strained. “I’m enjoying myself immensely right now.”


“Ahem.” A discreet cough came from the vicinity of the room’s entrance.


Kira looked up. Anansi stood in the doorway of their exercise room, a bemused smile on his face. At first glance he looked as he always did: an older black man of indeterminate age with more salt than pepper to his thick, wavy hair. But now his usual dark suit looked more custom-made than off the rack and lived-in, and he wore a diamond-studded cravat instead of a tie. “If I may interrupt for a moment?”


Heat suffused Kira’s cheeks as she let Khefar go. He rolled away and stood with supple grace and then extended a hand to help her to her feet. “What do you want, old man?” he demanded, glaring at the demigod. “And why are you dressed like that? The gala’s not until later tonight.”


“Easy, Medjay,” the trickster said, holding up his hands. “I’ll let you return to your foreplay soon enough. I simply wanted to say thank you for the invitation to the gala, but I won’t be attending. I’ve come to say good-bye.”


“Good-bye?” Kira echoed, refusing to react to the demigod’s barb. Sure, most—okay, all—of her workouts with Khefar usually ended with them horizontal on the mats or the weight bench, but still . . . “What do you mean, good-bye?”


“Your domestic bliss has inspired me,” Anansi told them. “I’ve decided to pay a visit to my lovely wife, Aso.”


“You’re still married?” Kira blurted out, surprised. She knew the folktales sometimes made mention of the spider god’s wife, but considering how much time Anansi spent away from wherever he considered home, she’d assumed the more domestic tales to be myth instead of fact.


“Is Mrs. Anansi going to let you in?” Khefar wondered. “Didn’t it take a while for her to welcome you back last time?”


“Really, children, there’s no need to be unkind,” the spider god chided. He spread his arms. “Though it has been some time since I’ve seen her, it’s true what they say: absence makes the heart grow fonder. My Aso is a wonderful lady, a terrific cook, nimble of mind, and you should see the size of her—” Anansi cleared his throat. “Anyway, I have many new tales to tell. She always gives me a most enthusiastic welcome, thanks to those.”


“How long will you be gone?” Kira wondered, feeling strangely sad. She wondered which she’d miss most, the demigod’s stories or his cooking.


“Time is an immeasurable thing where I’m going,” he answered. “Which is a nice way of saying that my father is many things, but a timekeeper isn’t one of them.”


He lifted a fedora from his head that had been bare a moment ago, and then sketched a deep bow, the hat sweeping through the air. “If you need me, of course, you know how to call me. Otherwise, feel free to drop me an email.”


“Email?” Kira echoed.


Khefar cocked his head. “Inventor of the World Wide Web, remember?”


“Oh right. Of course you have email. Did you invent computer viruses, spam, and those Nigerian prince money-laundering scams too?”


The old man grinned. “What is it the Americans say? I plead the Fifth—I refuse to answer on the grounds I may incriminate myself. I would remind you, Shadowchaser, that I am a trickster. Still, I’m hardly the only one. Many a cunning demigod lives on, thanks to pranks and hoaxes on the Internet. You should see what Loki comes up with, and don’t get me started on what Coyote has done.”


Kira could imagine well enough to give her a headache. She rubbed her forehead. “I so didn’t need to know that.”


“You should know better than to ask Anansi questions like that,” Khefar told her. “You’re never going to like the answers.”


Khefar crossed to the spider god, grasped his forearm. “Safe journeys, Anansi.”


Anansi clapped the Medjay on the back. “Of course. You two take care of yourselves. I’ll be back before you know it.”


“Or when Mrs. Anansi kicks you out.”


“Bite your tongue, Medjay,” the demigod said. A surprisingly solemn look—as if he wanted to tell them something particularly profound—drew down his features, but his expression softened as he spoke. “Look after each other and try not to destroy the city while I’m gone.”


Kira folded her arms. “Gee, Grandpa, you never let us have any fun.”


“Not you too.” Anansi sighed, lifted his eyes heavenward. “I think I’m actually going to enjoy my time away from you two ungrateful wretches. I’ll see you when I see you.”


He reached out a hand. A door appeared in the middle of the exercise room, made of a rich golden-brown wood. As Anansi turned the knob, Khefar stepped up behind her and dropped a hand over Kira’s eyes, his other arm encircling her waist.


“Hey!”


“Believe me, you don’t want to look through that door.”


She made a halfhearted effort to free herself. “Why not? Isn’t that the way he got Wynne and Zoo from London to Cairo?”


“No, not through that door. It’s not the door we used either. That’s a god’s door. The one time I looked through a door like that, I was dead for two days.”


“Oh.” She froze. “I suddenly find myself a lot less curious about Anansi’s method of travel. Is he gone?”


“Yes.”


“Then, do you think you could let me see and move again?”


His hand dropped from her eyes to her shoulder, but tightened his grip on her waist. “I could, but I’m enjoying holding you like this.”


She reached up, cupping the back of his neck with her hand. “I’m enjoying it too. Otherwise, I’d have thrown you to the mat by now.”


His breath was warm against her cheek. “You can throw me down now, if you like.”


Without a word, she bent low at the waist, flipping him over her shoulder. “I like,” she said with a grin, leaning over him.


He dug his hands into her braids. Her eyes slid shut as she reveled in the tactile experience, no less potent than the first time he’d touched her.


When he spoke, his voice acquired a rough rumble. “I’m thinking it’s time for the second part of our workout.”


“I like that part even better.” She bent to kiss him.


Despite more than three weeks of intimacy, Kira still felt the initial shock of being skin to skin with another person, a surge of fear that she’d made a mistake in touching him. Then he would hold her, kiss her, move deep inside her, and her heart would race for an entirely different reason.


She kept her eyes open, focusing on Khefar’s face, drinking in his expression, running her hands over his body. With him, she could forget the world and its troubles, could forget she was different, could even forget she lived on borrowed time. With him, she could share an extraordinary pleasure that made her feel blissfully normal.


•   •   •


A while later, Khefar pulled her to her feet. “Not too much longer before we have to head out to the gala,” he said, a little unsteady on his feet. Fighting, training, and lovemaking—they both went at it with all the same level of intensity. “We need to get showered and dressed.”


“Will you do the lotion thing for me?” she asked, stretching to loosen her muscles again. Having Khefar rub her specially made shea butter lotion into her skin was pure heaven.


He watched her move, pleasure lighting his dark eyes. “I’m not sure which part you like better, the sex or the after-shower lotion rub.”


“You’re good at both, and I’m greedy. Do I have to choose?”


“No. Especially since that rubdown usually leads to other things.”


“Yeah.” She headed for the door. “Like a good, deep sleep.”


“Keep it up and you’ll be rubbing yourself.” He paused. “Wait. That didn’t come out right.”


He tried to explain further, but Kira was laughing too loud to hear him.





Chap†er 2


The Balm of Gilead, head of the Gilead Commission and the current living embodiment of Light, pushed back from her desk with a sigh. She straightened slowly, working the kinks from her back. Sleep had never been a close companion, even before she became head of the organization dedicated to opposing Shadow in all its forms.


The job of leading the organization of Shadowchasers, Light Adepts, field agents, and support personnel that policed the preternatural community was never an easy one. Not a thousand years ago when she’d first been elevated to take the mantle and honorific of Balm. Not now, when she’d been forced to replace the entire senior staff of Gilead London, send a renegade Shadowchaser to Refinement, and attempt to dissuade her recalcitrant daughter from an inevitable path. Of those, only the third continued to be cause for concern.


“Kira,” she murmured to herself, “what am I going to do with you?”


It was a question she’d frequently asked herself of late. Balm couldn’t afford to look back or second-guess herself. If she did, she’d never get any work done, and there was always work to do. With Kira however, she always wondered if she’d done the right thing, if she’d fulfilled the promise she’d made to Ana so long ago, to ensure that her daughter would always walk in the Light.


Balm had done her best to prepare Kira for each stage of her life. She’d taken Kira out of fosterage and placed her with a carefully screened, loving family once Balm was certain the young girl wouldn’t display any Shadow tendencies. Immediately bringing Kira to Santa Costa once she’d discovered that Kira’s adopted family hadn’t made her welfare a priority. Then channeling the understandable rage and despair into the one role guaranteed to ensure Kira’s survival: that of a Shadowchaser.


Balm stepped back from the hand-carved wood desk, and then strolled over to a beveled window set into the stone outer wall. A half-moon hung over the sea, its light barely illuminating the restless water below. She could hear the wind howling outside through the thickness of the glass. A storm was coming to Santa Costa.


The symbolism wasn’t lost on her. The tempest mirrored the changes she would soon have to weather, perhaps as soon as a few days. Circumstances pulled Kira in multiple directions, even more now than at any other time since her birth.


Balm had tried to stem the tide by beginning to train Kira in all the processes needed to run Gilead’s sprawling divisons and managing the Commission with the idea of Kira someday heading the organization. Diplomacy and restraint, however, weren’t Kira’s strong suit. With that necessary component absent from Kira’s nature, Balm had had little choice but to put Kira through Shadowchaser training.


And Kira had excelled. Balm allowed herself a self-congratulatory smile. Kira was one of those rare individuals the Commission coveted: inherently powerful, intelligent, tough, and even stubborn. Though there were Commissioners who handled each aspect of a Chaser’s training—physical, mental, or magical—Balm had personally overseen Kira’s development.


The head of Gilead showed no favoritism, and her foster daughter’s training had been no different. A Shadowchaser’s training was rigorous out of necessity, a forewarning of what they would be required to face in the field. Despite careful screening, some candidates failed or were killed even before they reached the Crucible, the rigorous final performance examination before candidates claimed their Lightblades. Kira had passed every standard Chaser test. She had also passed extra ones Balm had devised. She had survived the Crucible, completing the trial faster than any Chaser to date. Kira Solomon was the best and the brightest the Gilead Commission had to offer, and Balm would make sure that she remained that way.


Balm crossed back to her desk. A small cedar chest sat atop the blotter, a foot wide and about the same deep, weathered with age and constant use. It contained her most private and precious possessions: memories. In a few hours the chest would be on its way to Kira, and Balm could only hope that her daughter would be able to survive the consequences of opening her own personal Pandora’s box.


A soft knock announced Lysander’s arrival. Her assistant entered, his slight, androgynous features golden in the lamplight. He carried her ceremonial robe, woven of Light magic and gossamer material. The robe was actually older than she was, a hooded affair worn by the Balms of Gilead since time began. “My lady, it is time.”


“A moment longer.” Her fingers skimmed the edges of the chest. Times like this, she felt every one of her years. Felt the selfish regret of the choice she had made, anger at the choice that had peeled away her right to live her life for herself instead of living it for the good of everyone else.


She picked up a bundle of letters, bound with a magical cord woven of her own hair, and placed them into the chest before pressing the lid into place. Kira would have to use her magic to open the chest, more magic to untie the cord and read the letters. Balm could only hope her message got to Kira before the memories did.


Lysander hung the pale robe on a jutting stone nodule as Balm approached the interior grotto planted centuries ago on the north side of her office. “Shall I deliver the chest while you are away?”


Balm stared at the indoor garden, the wild vines, overgrown trees, and assorted plants. The verdant display helped to soothe her sublimated soul, a soul that needed growing things, loamy soil, and bright sunshine. “No. I will need to add one more item to it when I return.”


“As you wish, my lady.”


Lysander helped her disrobe, kneeling to remove her soft leather slippers before helping her settle the pale blue material onto her shoulders. It could barely be called fabric—it seemed spun from light itself, shimmering with every movement she made and breath she took.


Lysander reached for the silver chain about her neck to unfasten it, but Balm wrapped her hand around the locket it supported. “No, I would leave it.”


“Mistress, you requested the pendant be placed in the chest you are sending to Kira,” he reminded her in gentle tones. Lysander was never harsh, except for when she needed him to be, when he shared her bed.


“So it shall,” Balm replied, unpinning her hair, then arranging it about her shoulders. “First, I would have her know of this, if she’s able to read the pendant.”


“Of course, Mistress.”


Her robes shimmered with the emerald sheen of growing things as she touched a dark green tendril. The vines slithered in acknowledgment. At her silent request the verdant strands parted to reveal a thick arched door of golden-red wood so old the tree it had come from was now extinct. Reinforced with heavy bands of black iron, the door bore the symbol of a moon, perfectly split between Light and Shadow with a wide band of apparent emptiness between them.


Balm called up the power that had been conferred on her when she assumed the leadership of Gilead. Wrapped in softly glowing blue light, she placed her right palm over the Light half of the moon. A sliver of elemental magic edged the entry as the portal formed on the other side.


Lysander pulled the heavy door open with one hand. Everything and nothing swirled on the other side, a fog that shimmered and shifted color and shape. Balm could feel the buildup of pressure as two other portals were opened into this area outside of time and space, a place that neither Light nor Shadow controlled. At the half-moon, when neither Light nor Shadow dominated, each aspect could, and most times would, come together to parley.


Balm paused at the portal’s edge. This was the part she dreaded the most, and it had nothing to do with the freezing temperature of the swirling fog. No, the miasma served as purification as well as transportation, cleansing her mind, body, and soul and enabling her to assume the mantle of the embodiment of Light before meeting her sisters. Each time she made the journey she felt as if she lost a piece of herself in the process, another bit of detritus that had made up the person she was before she became Balm. Not that she could remember much about what her life had been like before. She hadn’t seen many summers before the Commission chose her to be the Vessel of Light, and she’d been Balm for many lifetimes now.


In keeping with the law of Universal Balance, she gained as well as lost. One benefit was acquisition of the knowledge of those who had gone before her, those who had also been given the name Balm, the women—and a few men—who had accepted the privilege and responsibility of an office far greater than any human position before or since.


She had asked others to sacrifice in the name of Light. Some she had ordered to lay down their lives, and parts more precious. This was but one of many sacrifices she herself had made over the centuries, one of many more she’d still have to make.


“Wait for me,” she murmured to her assistant before stepping into the breach. Her body seized up as if she’d gone from boiling lava to a pool of arctic water. The vortex worked like a sieve, painfully separating the physical from the spiritual, filtering out everything but that which made her the Lady of Light. Finally, just before it became too much to bear, she broke through.


The “world” was gray, formless, and void. No up or down, no north or south. Balm couldn’t even call it a world; to do so would imply that she actually was somewhere. This was nowhere and everywhere, the All and the Nothing overlapping.


A darker shade of gray heralded the arrival of Solis, the Lady of Between. Solis always arrived second—whether Balm arrived first or last—as if to prevent Light and Shadow from being alone together.


Solis reached up to push back the heavy gray cowl, revealing features identical to Balm’s, but older. “Greetings, Balm of Gilead, Lady of Light.”


Balm pushed her own Light-infused hood back from her face. “Greetings to you, Solis, Lady of Between.”


She had no sooner given her greeting than a dark fissure appeared in the swirling gray, and Myshael, the Lady of Shadows, stepped through. Composed of Chaos as she was, Myshael moved with the frenetic energy of a child in the throes of a sugar rush, darting about in a multidimensional game of tag.


“Greetings, sisters,” she said as she pushed back her inky black hood, her features constantly changing from child to crone and everything in between. “Now that the welcome is over, shall we get this party started?”


There was nothing party-like about these conferences, no matter who called them. That Myshael had been the one to request this meeting made it even less so in Balm’s opinion. “Why did you call this meeting, Lady of Shadows?”


“You know why. Kira Solomon.”


Balm had suspected as much. The knowledge still didn’t sit well with her. “What about Kira?”


“You have both had Kira in your company, and I have not,” the Lady of Shadows complained. “I have had as much a hand in her creation and development as either of you. I will have my time with her.”


Balm kept her expression as neutral as she could, but it took immense effort. She knew something like this was bound to happen sooner or later, ever since Kira’s path became difficult to see. Balm’s time of training and forging Kira had come to an end.


“Tell me, sister, exactly how do you expect to meet with Kira? She will not willingly go to Shadow, and you cannot force her.”


“To borrow an old line, I have my ways.”


“Which are?”


“Come on, Balm of Gilead,” Myshael chided in a little girl’s voice. “You aren’t the only one who can play things close to the vest. I will keep my ways to myself. You will know soon enough.”


Balm’s voice remained impassive with effort as she turned to Solis. “Are you going to act as an intercessor for Myshael, and attempt to bring Kira Between again?”


Solis gave Balm a look of reproach. “You, of all people, know that Kira will do as she wills. If Kira wants to meet our Sister of Shadows, you cannot stop her. Balance must be maintained.”


Balm swallowed her frustration. She’d worked hard and long to shelter Ana’s daughter, muting the darker aspects of Kira’s nature. She would not turn Kira over to Shadow without a fight.


“Balance,” Balm said, turning her gaze to Solis. “That’s all it’s about with you, isn’t it?”


“That is what is,” Solis replied, “no matter how the pendulum swings.”


“And now the pendulum swings to me,” Myshael announced, her voice smug.


“What do you intend to do?”


The Lady of Shadows cocked her head. “I will continue that which has already begun,” she said, as if Balm should have known the answer already. “Kira Solomon is a seeker of truth, one who desires empirical evidence as well as faith. I simply will stand as the Shaitan did before his public relations firm did him a disservice. Let us see if her faith remains unbroken after she finds the truth she has sought so long. Let us see if she turns away from you and instead turns to me.”


“Kira is opposed to Shadow,” Balm stated, her voice ringing with certainty. “She will resist you.”


Myshael stood before her, her features now a mirror image of Balm’s. She placed a hand on Balm’s shoulder. “Then, I will do as you have done, sister, and make her an offer she cannot refuse.”


Balm batted Myshael’s hand away. As the embodiment of Light, having even a touch of Shadow was too much. “Threatening her life will not make her agreeable to you,” Balm cautioned, though she secretly dared Myshael to try. “It will have the opposite effect.”


“I don’t want your Shadowchaser dead, Balm of Gilead. She is much more valuable alive, full of all the power she possesses.”


The words were the ones Balm wanted to hear, but she didn’t like Myshael’s tone. She cared even less for her eager expression.


Solis moved between the two women. “Universal Balance must be maintained.”


“I know the Law, dear sister,” Balm retorted. “I do not need you to remind me.”


“Do you agree?”


“My agreement is not required.” Balm prepared to leave. “Kira Solomon has Free Will. Despite how we may scheme and plan and prepare, Kira will walk the path of her choosing.”


“You are so sure of your power?”


“No. I am sure of Kira.”


And with that, Balm was done. Without a word further, she felt for the tendril of Light that anchored her to her true self, and allowed it to wrench her back into space and time and corporeal form.


The return journey was even more painful. Light simply did not like being contained; forcing that essence into a fragile mortal shell was excruciating.


Balm spilled out of the vortex and back into the grotto, gasping as her lungs began working again. Lysander was there to catch her, guiding her to a small smooth boulder that functioned as a natural stool before shutting the portal door. Balm dug her hands into the undergrowth, letting the cool herbaceous life force bring her back to herself.


“Mistress?”


Balm opened eyes she didn’t realize she’d closed. Lysander knelt before her, a cup of tea ready. She accepted his assistance, allowing him to bend her forward and press the rim of the cup to her mouth. Together they managed to pour a couple of drops between her lips. Its healing properties seeped into her, easing the shock of returning to the physical plane. “Thank you, Lysander. How long has it been?”


“Only a few hours, Mistress.” He leaned over her, his silver eyes concerned. “Your journey seemed more difficult this time.”


That he noticed was enough for Balm to rouse her energy, take the cup from him. He was her most trusted assistant, but she couldn’t be weak, even in front of him. “The journey is always difficult, whether it is the first time or the four thousandth.”


“Of course. What else can I do for you, Mistress?”


He always asked, and she always said nothing—but not today. “Bring the chest to me,” she requested, not trusting her ability to stand. “Be sure to put the gloves on first.”


He quickly crossed the room to her desk as she sipped more of the restorative tea, or at least made the attempt. Her fingers shook so badly that more spilled down her chin than down her throat. Soaking into her skin worked as well, although somewhat more slowly.


Lysander was back, settling the chest onto her lap before setting the teacup and saucer aside. Balm attempted to pry the lid off, but he had to help her. She did manage to take off the pendant, inelegantly pulling the silver chain over her head, snagging a few strands of hair in the process. She’d worried the locket wouldn’t survive the trip beyond, but it had come through.


She dropped the locket into the chest, wrestled the lid back atop the box. She pressed her palms flat against the sides, creating a simple magical lock that would require Kira’s touch ability to open.


The task done, Balm looked up into Lysander’s worried face. “Take this to Kira.”


“Mistress, surely you need me now more than Kira needs this?” Lysander protested. “Perhaps in a few hours—”


“She needs it now!” Balm pressed the chest into Lysander’s hands. “It is imperative that Kira receives this as soon as possible. Don’t delay.”


Lysander accepted the chest, rose to his feet. “Then, I won’t take the plane.”


His form shimmered into Light, brightened, and slowly disappeared.


Balm settled back into the greenery, finally allowing herself to grimace with pain. Lysander was right, the journey back hurt more than usual. She’d have to recuperate longer this time. She could only hope that she’d given Kira all the tools she needed.


Though it had been more than a thousand years, enough instinct of her former life remained. The former dryad dug her fingers and toes beneath the plants, deep into the rich soil, needing the cool green energy to restore her. Sighing in relief, she closed her eyes, and rested.





Chap†er 3


I don’t know about this.”


Kira stood in front of her bathroom mirror, staring down at the array of mineral makeup pots on the brown granite countertop. Usually she didn’t have more than a passing acquaintance with makeup, but tonight was a special event.


“You’re going to be fine,” Khefar assured her, his voice wafting to her from the bedroom.


“Fine? I’m in a flippin’ dress!” The good mood she’d been in earlier after their workout was gone, replaced by a strong case of nerves. She tossed the makeup brush onto the counter. The other guests at the gala would have to be content with seeing her in eyeliner and lip gloss. It was bad enough that she had on something the salesclerk had assured her was a dress, but seemed more like a shiny, gold-colored silk slip, even with the three-quarter-length sleeves of its matching shrug.


“It’s a very nice dress,” Khefar said from the doorway, a black tie dangling loosely in his hand. His gaze traveled slowly over her, head to toe, then back again. “It compliments your coloring and shape beautifully. It is as the clerk promised.”


“I don’t have anywhere to hide my Lightblade,” she told him, trying to neither complain nor blush at the compliment he’d given her. Khefar may have been over four thousand years old, but he was still a man. She knew that for a fact. And if she forgot, he had several inventive ways to remind her.


She watched Khefar sling the tie around his neck. The tuxedo-style shirt matched the color of her dress. His onyx cuff links glinted in the overhead light as he worked the tie into a bow. He looked like one of the many upwardly mobile men going to a premier gala and fund-raiser. His hair, a swath of braids down the middle with the sides of his head shaved, gave his debonair air a dangerous slant.


Adding to the edgy look was the leather rigging strapped across his shirt, a side holster capable of holding a gun and his blade, the fabled Dagger of Kheferatum. He turned slightly, allowing her to view the gilded hilt of the mystical blade imbued by the god Atum with the power to create and destroy. She had once wielded the blade, briefly, in order to save Khefar from a Shadow Adept named Marit.


She still coveted the blade’s power, especially in the dark of night when the stain of Shadow that lived inside her whispered dangerous temptations.


“You said you would be fine with carrying your Lightblade in your purse,” the Nubian said, smoothing the tie into place.


“I don’t own a purse, I have bags,” Kira said. “Besides, it will take too long to draw it in an emergency.”


She brushed past him to return to the bedroom. Here, Khefar’s presence in her life was more pronounced—a proliferation of black clothing taking up half of the closet; a statuette of Isis on the dresser next to her icon of Ma’at; less drawer space. Even Anansi had a spot in her home, a partitioned alcove on the main level in which the demigod had installed what looked like a very luxurious string hammock.


After their adventures in London and Cairo, neither she nor Khefar had questioned that they would continue the intimacies they’d begun. They hadn’t questioned the details of their affair at all. It was an assumptive relationship, and worked well as long as they ignored the Sword of Damocles hanging over their heads: time.


Time. There didn’t seem to be enough of it of late. No time to grieve her mentor and handler, Bernie Comstock. No time to deal with the inheritance he’d left her—the antique shop in London, several mementos of his life, a few precious Egyptian artifacts. No time to come to grips with the fact that her erstwhile foster mother, the Balm of Gilead, had known Kira’s birth mother and been responsible for placing her with the Solomon family. Precious little time to come to grips with the fact she now had a healthy dose of Shadow inside her, to understand what it would do to her magic, her ability to wield her Lightblade, and her duty as a Shadowchaser.


“Do you want to try the thigh rigging?” He wiggled his eyebrows. “I’d be more than happy to help you with it.”


“I’m sure you would.” She gave him a quelling stare in the mirror. “But if I wear it on the outside of my thigh, it’ll show through the skirt. And if I wear it on the inside of my thigh, I won’t be able to walk.”


She gathered her braids into one hand, and then reached for a rhinestone hairclip atop her dresser with the other. “I should have rented a tux like you did.”


Khefar watched her arrange her hair. “You chose the dress,” he reminded her. “I believe your words were, ‘I’m going to dress like a girl for a change, dammit.’ Or something to that effect.”


“And what’s wrong with that?” she demanded, suddenly feeling the need for an argument. It wasn’t as if she had a case of the nerves or anything. Why would she be nervous? Because it was the first time they were going out on a dress-up date? Other than saving one another’s lives and souls, she’d known him for three months, been sharing her bed with him for most of that time, and this was their first date.


“Nothing’s wrong with you dressing ‘like a girl,’ as far as I’m concerned. I’m enjoying the show, though I find it hard to forget that you are, indeed, all girl, no matter what you are or aren’t wearing.”


“Thanks,” she said, instantly mollified.


“I feel the need to point out that I’m more than willing to be a decoy in order to buy you time to pull your blade out of your purse,” he continued, his voice dry. “I might even be able to hold my own for a whole minute before I die.”


Kira rolled her eyes. “Sorry if I bruised your ego, Mr. Ultimate Warrior.”


“My ego isn’t bruised. I know my skills and so do you. I’ve been patrolling with you every night since we’ve been back.”


“So what are you trying to say? That you’re more capable than me in a fight?” Back to combative, gods help her.


“What I’m trying to say is it’s okay for you to forgo being a Shadowchaser for a few hours of hobnobbing. The city won’t go to hell that soon.”


It was an intriguing idea. Atlanta hadn’t imploded during her trip to London. The southeast division of the Gilead Commission had a good group of investigators and security personnel, despite the people skills of its section chief, Estrella Sanchez. It was worth remembering that most of the city’s human and passing-as-human dignitaries would be at the same event she and Khefar were attending: a private fund-raiser at the pre-opening night of “Journey Through the Underworld,” an interactive multimedia production based on the Egyptian Book of the Dead.


Of course, Kira and Khefar knew the collection of prayers and spells was commonly called the Book of Going Forth by Day, but since the papyri containing the spells were traditionally found buried with the dead, the colloquial name had stuck. It would be one of many things they’d have to grin and bear during the course of the exhibit.


“I tried not being a Shadowchaser before,” she muttered to herself, reaching for a necklace made of lapis beads and adorned with gold lotus leaves. It had been one of the pieces in Bernie’s collection, a replica of a Middle Kingdom necklace. “Fat lot of good that did me.”


Khefar stepped behind her, pushing her braids over her left shoulder with a gentle stroke of his hand. “You were alone and powerless then,” he said softly, taking the necklace from her. He fastened it about her neck, his calloused fingers brushing over her skin. “You are neither now.”


She shivered as his fingers glided across her neck. This elemental sensation—this simple human contact of flesh against flesh—was still new, still precious. Khefar could touch her, and she him, without triggering her extrasense. There was no danger of reading his life’s history in every vivid detail; no danger of downloading every thought and emotion from this particular heartbeat all the way back to birth; no danger of draining his life force and leaving him in a coma; nothing to fear, only the exquisite sensations of the heat of his skin, the rough pads of his fingers, the press of his body against hers.


“Kira.”


She met his gaze in the mirror. A hard expression, the warrior’s expression, softened as she watched. His dark eyes had seen civilizations rise and fall, during four thousand years of caring and fighting, trying and failing, living and dying, believing and doubting. He was an extraordinary fighter in every sense of the word, with an extraordinary burden. An extraordinary man who’d appeared at the exact moment she needed someone like him. If only she could keep him. With him at her back, standing by her side, she could handle whatever and whomever the universe put in her way.


She reached up, brushing his hand with hers. The world and all its troubles receded slightly. For a moment, she didn’t think about the dreams that haunted her sleep. She didn’t think about quitting the bed every night after Khefar fell asleep, driven away from his comfort by her dreams. She didn’t think about the secrets Balm had kept from her about her parentage. She would think about all of that later, but for now, she didn’t have to think about anything at all.


Khefar tangled his fingers with hers, squeezed. “You look as if you should be reclining on cushions as you sail down the Nile.”


His voice, rough and low, rumbled over her skin, causing her to shiver with awareness. She quickly wet her lips. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were trying to distract me with compliments.”


He retrieved her black elbow-length gloves from the dresser, his gaze playful as he handed them to her. “Did it work, or should I step it up?”


“I can’t imagine what you could do to step it up,” she said, tugging on the gloves. “And we don’t have time for anything that requires being naked.”


“What about this?”


He pulled a small black box out of the dresser drawer he’d claimed upon their return from Europe. The box looked like a smaller version of the archive cases she used to transport artifacts back and forth, a discreet gunmetal gray. That let her know that the contents were very important and, coming from Khefar, very old.


She lifted the lid. Nestled inside the display form was a gold arm cuff, delicately carved and inlaid with blue and red enamel. With a start, she recognized some of the design elements indicative of Meroitic culture.


“Wow, it looks like a fine example of craftwork from the Kushite kingdom, or Meroë.” She looked up at Khefar. “Is it authentic?”


“It belonged to Kandake Amanirenas.”


The box wobbled in her hands. “The Kandake Amanirenas, warrior-queen of Meroë, who led an army against the Romans in Egypt?”


He nodded. “She gifted it to me as thanks for saving her son.”


Kira’s mouth dropped open. “By the Light. You saved Akinidad’s life. There’s got to be a story there and you’re so going to tell me all about it. I can’t believe you’d keep a story like that from me. Actually, you’ve kept almost all your stories from me.”


“Kira—”


“No talking. Looking now.” She lifted the box to eye level so that she could examine every intricate detail of the arm cuff without touching it. If he’d gotten it from Kandake Amanirenas, that meant the bracelet was more than two thousand years old. What would she learn if she did touch it?


“It’s beautiful, a fantastic use of the glass to mimic rubies and sapphires. Pure gold, with an intricate geometric pattern around both edges. The hinge work is amazing. It’s simply a stunning work of art.” She handed it back to him.


He pushed it back at her. “It’s yours.”


“What? No. No.” She held her hands up, panic coiling in her stomach. “I couldn’t accept something like this. It’s precious, it’s priceless. Kandake Amanirenas owned this! It belongs in a museum, not my jewelry box! Why in the world would you give me something like this?”


He took her gloved hand, pressed the box into her palm. “It belongs to someone who will truly appreciate what it is, and what it means. I think Amanirenas would be pleased to know you have her bracelet. In fact, I know it.”


Kira bit her lip, gazing down at the cuff with pure unadulterated longing. It was an unbelievably beautiful piece, and she wanted it, wanted it badly. She wanted to settle it on her bare wrist, wait for the impressions to bombard her. How much of a glimpse would she have of Amanirenas’s life? Would she uncover something that would enable her to be the first to decipher Meroitic writing? She could write an article, no, a whole book, on the ruler. She could publish in archaeological journals, and speak at symposiums. Maybe even get the opportunity to lead a dig.


She looked at Khefar. The Nubian had carried the bracelet with him for more than two millennia. Would she be able to learn more about his life if she touched the bracelet? Touching his dagger had shown her Khefar’s life as a warrior over the last four thousand years. She knew he carried a fetish bag that contained mementos of the devastating loss of his family, the event that had set him on a four-thousand-year-old path to redemption. She’d accidentally touched that small leather pouch, and experienced the death of his wife and children, his grief, his rage. Experienced his revenge.


So why give the bracelet to her? Surely, he’d had plenty of opportunity to present it to someone else over the centuries. Why would he give this to her? Why now?


Maybe there wasn’t a deeper meaning other than he wanted her to have it because she’d have the highest appreciation of it. If so, that was more than reason enough to satisfy her.


She wrapped her gloved fingers about the bracelet, pulled it free of the box. “It would be appropriate to wear it to the gala tonight, but I’m afraid to let it out of the house,” she said, holding it close to her chest. “I’ll take good care of it.”


“I know you will,” he said with a smile. “I have faith in you. Now, we should probably get going or we’ll miss the tour of the exhibit.”





Chap†er 4


Kira directed Khefar into downtown, onto Marietta Street and then down Andrew Young International Boulevard to the Georgia World Congress Center. The center was part of a sprawling sports and entertainment complex that also encompassed an arena and Centennial Olympic Park. Though it was mainly used for conventions and trade shows, the center had three buildings that could handle anything from a movie showing to graduations to special exhibits expected to attract thousands of people. Kira knew the organizers of the underworld exhibit were hoping to break attendance records with their show. Given the public response to other shows and the always popular subject of ancient Egypt, Kira thought they stood a good chance of doing just that.


Khefar found a place to park his black Charger on a lower level close to the main entrance of Building A, and then helped Kira out of the car. She looped the strap of her beaded purse diagonally across her chest, like she would her messenger bag. Purses had never been a part of her daily wardrobe; she usually needed easy access to more things at any given time than the largest purse could hold. Even before college, it was easier to tuck the things she needed into pockets or a backpack, which could hold much more than tissues and a tube of lipstick.


They made their way down and across the International Plaza to the main doors. The arena dominated the view on the east side of the deck while the dome took up much of the west, with the main entrance to the center across the street directly in front of them. A little ways away, above the hum of traffic, they could hear crowds at Centennial Olympic Park. This time of year part of the main field held an ice-skating rink. Kira had yet to go, but then, her jobs kept her schedule full.


Khefar stopped short. “That’s not subtle.”


The main entrance to Building A was emblazoned with banners heralding JOURNEY THROUGH THE UNDERWORLD: AN INTERACTIVE TOUR OF THE EGYPTIAN BOOK OF THE DEAD.


“That’s a lot of words to fit on a small banner,” Kira said. “Besides, you’ve got the Great Pyramid, the Great Sphinx, Rameses the Great. Since when has Egypt been small scale about anything?”


“True, but I’m not talking about the banners.” Khefar pointed. It was hard to miss the two giant statues of Anubis that flanked the main entrance. Black and gold and two stories high, the statues advertised the Book of the Dead exhibit in no uncertain terms.


Kira settled her black velvet wrap about her shoulders, made sure the beaded strap of her purse was secure across her chest. “I should warn you now, if you don’t like the outside, you’re probably not going to like the inside all that much either.”


“The exhibit?” Khefar frowned. “Why wouldn’t I?”


“Well . . .” She hesitated. “Maybe we should say it’s more of a show than an exhibit. I worked on the displays for the artifacts and reproductions section, but a production company handled the interactive Journey Through the Underworld exhibit.”


They crossed the plaza and headed up the steps to the doors. “Meaning it’s meant to entertain, not educate.”


“I think the term they’re using is edutainment. I haven’t been through it yet so I don’t know how closely it resembles Ani’s Book of Going Forth by Day, but maybe it’s a good thing that it doesn’t.”


The Book of the Dead exhibit was being staged on the first level of the A Building at the Georgia World Congress Center, not far from the Georgia Aquarium. It was a massive undertaking, so massive that the exhibit took up the entire level. The whole floor had been decorated in the theme, with scenes from the funerary text printed on banners hanging from the rafters along the main walkway.


Guests were thick on the floor by the time Kira and Khefar made their way to the lower level. People gathered in knots around high-top tables draped with gold and black fabric, or clustered near the portable open bars. She recognized several members of Atlanta’s thriving music community and other local celebrities. Kira chatted with a few of her colleagues and used Khefar to run interference with people who she knew tended to become a little too grab-happy when they were deep in their cups.


“How are you going to manage this?” Khefar wondered as Kira shook hands with yet another colleague. “Alcohol to dull the senses?”


“No, I don’t do alcohol. Besides, I’m not going to do anything to blunt my extrasense.”


“Why not? Are you expecting any trouble?”


“There are a lot of people here, people who have no problem hugging and shaking hands and even kissing one another on the cheek as a way of being polite.”


“Oh. This is going to be difficult for you, isn’t it?”
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