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Salem, Massachusetts


The trouble with living as long as Peter Octavian had was that the past waited around every corner, draped in shadow and cobwebbed with forgotten faces and bittersweet memories. A path once teeming with possible offshoots narrowed and became rutted and overgrown, until at last it arrived at a dead end. Octavian had acquired enough magic to make himself nearly immortal, yet in a world of more than seven billion, he felt cast adrift, alone and rudderless.


On the Friday of the first week of October, he drove his grey, second-hand Audi through the gates of Greenlawn Cemetery in Salem, Massachusetts. The wrought-iron gates stood open, but they held an unsettling sort of promise, as if someday they might close and trap him inside, keeping him among the dead. It almost cheered him to think so, to imagine being laid to rest here amidst the evergreens and the sloping grass and the headstones and tombs.


Listen to yourself, he thought. What an asshole.


He reached for the radio knob and turned up the music. 92.5 The River was running a Nikki Wydra retrospective – playing her entire catalogue – and it seemed right to him that her voice should accompany him on this errand. The wistfully sad opening chords of ‘I Am the Answer’ emanated from the car speakers and the music clawed its way into his heart. He could remember the night that Nikki had written the track. Often she had come away from working on a new song with a kind of frenetic buzz and searched the house for him, horny and not shy about it. He could still remember the first time he had seen her, playing her guitar and singing in a dive bar in New Orleans.


An image flashed across Octavian’s mind, splashed with crimson: Nikki, in bed as if sleeping peacefully, save for the light spray of blood across the sheet and the spatter upon the carpet. He tapped the Audi’s brake, squeezing his eyes shut as he caught his breath. It didn’t seem fair that he could remember the scene of her death with better clarity than their first meeting.


‘Fair,’ he said aloud, scoffing as he drove along the main road that wound through Greenlawn. No such thing.


He drove past the duck pond and turned uphill, travelling along a thin lane of broken pavement. The knuckles of tree roots showed through the blacktop in some places. Halfway up the slope he pulled to a stop in a pile of leaves the wind had swept into the gutter between grass and macadam.


The handbrake squeaked as he set it. He popped the door and stepped out, leaving the door hanging ajar. Nikki’s voice on the radio followed him as he went around to the front of the Audi. Pine needles crinkled underfoot and then he crunched through the leaf-strewn gutter and onto the lawn. The gravestones were silent as ever, the names of the dead etched on their faces in stark remembrance. Nothing of the spirit remained in these places, Octavian knew. Even when ghosts managed to cling to the flesh-and-blood world, they avoided cemeteries, not wanting to be reminded of their morbid condition. Not wanting to see the evidence that dead had no cure.


Haunted by the anguish in Nikki’s voice, Octavian stood and stared down at the gravestone in front of him.


MARCOPOULOS.


He let out a long breath and ran a hand over the slick stone, just above the tiny canyons made by the stroke of each engraved letter.


‘Hello, old friend,’ Octavian said.


He knew that George Marcopoulos was not there, but thought that perhaps somewhere the old man’s spirit might still endure and might perk up at the sound of his voice. Peter Octavian had been a warrior, a vampire, a prisoner of Hell, and a sorcerer. He had fought demons and witches and ancient gods and encountered all kinds of spirits – he knew better than to question the existence of ghosts.


The autumn wind blew dry orange leaves across the graves as he walked around to the back of the stone. During the time Octavian had lived in Boston, George had been his closest friend and confidante, a man of quiet wisdom and enormous heart who had never allowed himself to be frightened off by things he did not understand. He had died a quiet death, sitting by the fireplace in his rocking chair – the kind of death so few were granted – and Octavian still missed him terribly.


On the back of the stone, two names were carved. George J. Marcopoulos. Valerie Moustakis Marcopoulos. Dates provided the parameters of their lives but the only thing that mattered to Octavian that morning was the symbol that separated the two names: ∼


It linked them for eternity, husband and wife buried there together. In the centuries Octavian had been upon the Earth, he had been in love many times, but he did not know if he had ever loved a woman so fiercely that he would have chosen eternity with any of them. Death always seemed to come for them before he could find out. Before Nikki, there had been Meaghan Gallagher, whose memory still made him ache with loss. But Meaghan had died a hero in a moment of self-sacrifice, and Nikki . . .


‘I miss her, George,’ he whispered, glancing up at the grey October sky.


In truth, he missed them all. Over his long life he had lost friends and lovers and fellow warriors, but only weeks ago he had lost nearly all of his remaining friends in a single night. Weakened by supernatural incursions from infernal dimensions, the soul of the Earth – the goddess spirit worshipped by so many under the name Gaea – mustered her strength and channelled it through an avatar, causing the planet to fight back. All over the globe, portals had opened in the ground and dragged every demon and vampire through, shunting them into parallel worlds with no more effort than it would have taken to throw out the trash. It had ended a savage battle between the forces of Hell and those who sought to preserve humanity, and Octavian had been at the very centre of it all.


‘I never asked for this,’ he said, leaning against the headstone. ‘Not any of it. All I ever wanted to do was make my father notice me, and he’s been dead almost six hundred years.’


He uttered something halfway between a laugh and a sigh.


You wanted to be a warrior, he reminded himself. And you got your wish.


As a young man he had drunk too much wine and listened to the nightingales sing just inside the walls of Constantinople, fighting the invaders side by side with his dearest friends, Gregory and Andronicus, who had teased him mercilessly when they first learned of his claim to be the bastard son of the emperor of Byzantium. The last emperor, he thought, now. His name had been Nicephorus Dragases, and his claim had been the truth.


When Karl von Reinman had approached him and offered to make him a better warrior, to give him the power to kill as many Turks as he could ever wish, Octavian had jumped at the opportunity. As a boy, he had been warned that such bargains always came with a price. For him, the price was dear: fear of the sun, the abandonment of all he’d loved, and that hunger. Years had passed since he had evolved beyond vampirism but he could still remember the bloodthirst screaming inside of him.


Von Reinman’s coven had been his family for ages – Una, Xin, Rolf Sechs, Alexandra Nueva and the rest. He’d drifted away from them from time to time, gone off to charge into battle with other warriors, newfound brothers and sisters. War called to him. The tiny spark of humanity left inside of him tried as best it could to keep him on the side of the heroes . . . whenever a distinction could be made between the two sides in a conflict. He had met Kuromaku, then – a Japanese vampire, a samurai, and now his chosen brother.


Other faces drifted through his mind, like playing cards tossed to the wind. Ted Gardiner. Frank Harris. Meaghan. Will Cody. Allison Vigeant. Rafael Nieto. The priest, Father Jack Devlin. Nikki. George Marcopoulos. The earthwitch, Keomany Shaw. Keomany, whom Gaea had chosen as her avatar, who had helped to heal the Earth and, in doing so, purged it of demons and the demonic, including vampires, among them Kuromaku, Allison, and a girl named Charlotte, a young vampire he had taken under his wing.


His friends.


He knew many people, but over time it had become less common for him to allow someone a place in his heart. When he did, he nurtured a fierce devotion to them. Now they were all dead or gone except for Keomany, and Gaea had changed her so fundamentally that he was not sure his friend still existed inside nature’s avatar. There were those who would rush to his aid if he should call, most recently Amber Morrissey and Miles Varick, neither fully human, but Octavian refused to summon them. They had earned the right to live out whatever sort of life they could create.


Once upon a time, Octavian himself had been shunted into Hell, or at least one of the nightmarish dimensions that had informed stories of the netherworld since humanity’s earliest imaginings. Though a mere five years passed on Earth, he had spent a millennium in Hell and during that time he had learned a thousand years worth of dark magic and bright sorcery. For the past two weeks, he had searched for some way back, something that would open a passage for him to invade Hell and bring his friends and allies back into the world of their birth. He had consulted other mages, both powerful sorcerers and academic dabblers, and cast a hundred spells, none of which had worked. He could neither open a portal nor transport himself from one dimension to the next. Peter Octavian might have been the most powerful mage in the world, but he had begun to grow desperate. He would not rest until he had freed his friends from Hell or forced Gaea to return them.


No matter what the cost.


‘Maybe you’re wondering why I’ve come to see you,’ Octavian said, running his hand along the top of the gravestone. He smiled. ‘It has been a while, I know.’


Octavian went around to study the engraved letters again. Smile fading, he began to contort his fingers into strange figures, sketching at the air and then tapping at the palm of his left hand. He knelt before the stone and traced his right index finger along the deep contours of each letter, whispering a spell in ancient Chaldean. He knew variations in everything from Latin to Chinese, but he found that with such magic the oldest tongues still worked the best.


‘There,’ he said, and sat back on his haunches.


Pressing two fingers to his forehead, then his lips, and then to the smooth marble, he whispered a single word – ‘ignite’ – and the letters burst into flames. For several seconds, he just watched the blue-white fire burning and imagined what it would look like at night, his dearest friend’s name blazing brightly even in the darkest hours. It seemed only right.


‘You never wanted anyone to think of you as remarkable,’ Octavian said. ‘But you were, my friend. You really were.’


He stood and brushed grass off the knees of his jeans. His brows knitted as he realized that the music from his radio had stopped, replaced by a commercial. For the moment, Nikki’s voice had left him. But as long as he still had her music, she would always be a part of him. For that matter, so would George.


Octavian exhaled sharply, glanced at the ground, and then spared one final look at the gravestone.


‘You were the kindest, wisest, and most humble man I’ve ever known,’ he said. ‘I’d like to think I learned a great deal from being your friend. Once, in another life, I wanted my father to be proud of me and he barely knew I existed. Now I just want to be worthy of the faith you put in me. Wherever my path takes me now, it’s unlikely to lead me back here. But I will remember you. I swear it.’


With that, he turned and strode back to his car, stepping over the leaves and pine needles. He slid behind the wheel, shut the door, and turned the car around to drive back toward the cemetery gates. The radio advertisements ended and the retrospective of Nikki’s music returned. The sound of her guitar filled the car and Octavian opened his window to let it float out across the granite-and-marble fields. Then her raspy, sexy voice rose above the sound of the guitar. The tune was called ‘Tell My Sorrows to the Stones’, and the serendipity made him shiver.


Driving out of the cemetery, Octavian sang along.


Istanbul, Turkey


The following Wednesday, half a world away, Octavian walked the grounds of the Topkapi Palace and paused to look out over the Bosporus strait. Even with the steamship plying the wind-tossed waters, the sight transported him back in time to a simpler age. Violence still defined the world, but in those days it had not been so muddied with doubt and recrimination. Enemies waged war and to the victor went the spoils, and the reins of control. The consequences of war had been more localized then.


He could remember only fragments of his youth in Constantinople, recalled only vague shadows where the faces of his mother and friends ought to have been. But there on the bank of the Bosporus, in the shade of trees less than half his age, his history seemed close enough to touch if he could only reach a little further, concentrate a little harder. He found himself thinking of the smell of roses.


A woman jogged by, hair in a ponytail and apparently entirely unselfconscious about the lavender hue of her matching zippered sweatshirt and sweatpants. The outfit hugged her tight curves in a way designed to inspire admiration or at least her own pride, but she watched Octavian carefully, perhaps wary of any man who might be strolling the grounds outside the palace on his own. He smiled at her but she averted her eyes and jogged on.


Maybe she senses danger, he thought. Good for her. Best keep running.


The massive sprawl of the Topkapi Palace loomed behind him and he turned to study its strange silhouette. Octavian could not deny the grandeur of its towers and chimneys and arches, but still it seemed nothing more than an elaborate, ornate blight on the banks of the Bosporus. The Ottoman Turks had taken Constantinople in the spring of 1453 and renamed it Istanbul. Thirteen years later, the Sultan had completed construction on the Topkapi Palace, and so to Octavian the place was little more than a crumbling monument to the defeat of his people and the deaths of so many he had once loved. He had killed a great many Turks in the months that had followed the conquest of the city, but even he could not kill enough of them to drive them away. The sun still rose and fell. The world still turned. Other empires had come and gone. But he still felt the bitterness that came with defeat.


‘Fortune, good night,’ he whispered to himself, staring at the palace. ‘Smile once more. Turn thy wheel.’


King Lear, he thought. You can always count on Shakespeare.


Octavian turned toward Gulhane Park, further along the bank. Its green trees towered overhead and he could see a round fountain jetting water into the air. Children played amongst the trees and several families picnicked. Older couples walked their dogs and athletes rode bicycles or ran along the broad paved path that ran down the middle of the park. Once, there had been a zoo there, just as there had been in New York’s Central Park, but the age of such public displays had passed. Now the many acres of greenery had been set aside purely for peace and wonderment. He could see that it was the perfect place for a picnic, set between the water and the palace.


There was harmony here, a quiet joining of nature and human purpose.


Octavian set it on fire.


He summoned the blaze from deep within himself, filtered his anguish through the ancient sorcery he had accumulated during his time in Hell. It burned up from his heart and from his gut, tapping into raw magic that had become a part of him, woven from spells he knew so well they required only a thought. Hands in front of him, Octavian looked down at the green fire that crackled around his fingers and he watched as it turned red, a crimson so dark it seemed nearly black.


A thin, grey-haired woman in a long, brown wool coat was the first to notice him. She held her purse close against her body and froze, then began to back away in fright. Octavian had a long history of inspiring terror, but it had been a long time since the fear he instilled had been warranted. Today, though, he thought, this woman should be afraid.


He started with the trees, lifted his arms and let the red-black flames unfurl from his palms. Fingers contorted, he thrust his open hands toward the treetops and loosed torrents of occult fire that engulfed them. Half a dozen trees turned to gigantic torches, the fire roaring as it consumed leaf and branch and trunk. Octavian unleashed all of the grief and loneliness and rage that had been building in his heart, and when the people in the park began to scream and set off running, he did not listen.


His breath came in deep, ragged lungfuls and his hands shook as he turned around in search of other targets. An overturned baby stroller drew his attention and he scanned beyond it, saw a young mother racing away with her squalling infant in her arms. Not that direction, he thought. Not yet. It wasn’t the people he’d come here to kill . . . it was the park. The trees. The pure nature of it.


Men were shouting to his right and he strode in their direction. A young policeman appeared in his stiff uniform, face rigid with panic but still courageous enough to move toward the crimson fire instead of away. Octavian respected that, though he was unsure if the man had a warrior’s heart . . . or a fool’s. Off to the left, nearer the water, the fire spread across the grass to ignite abandoned picnic blankets and a football that had been left nearby. For a moment, Octavian felt profound regret, but then the policeman shouted at him and he remembered why he was here. He hadn’t been the one to set this in motion; that had been Gaea.


‘You!’ the policeman shouted in Turkish. ‘Put your hands up!’


Octavian complied, raising his arms as he slowly spun around to glare at the cop. Fat droplets of black fire rained down from his hands and melted the paved path at his feet. The policeman gaped at him, tried to form words and failed, and then began to back away.


‘Run!’ Octavian snapped. ‘Get out of here!’


Turning, he lifted his hands and muttered under his breath, feeding the dark flames with more magic. The red-black fire jumped from tree to tree, turned the thickest trunks to cinders and charred the grass down to dead earth.


‘Keomany!’ Octavian screamed. ‘I know you can feel this! And if you feel it, then you can hear me! Show yourself! Come and meet me face to face or I swear to you that I will decimate every wild acre on the face of this planet until you do!’


He fell silent. Sirens wailed in the distance and the fire roared around him, consuming everything that grew in the park at unnatural speed. Patches of ground had already burned down to gleaming embers. The heat seared Octavian’s skin but he ignored it and glanced around . . . waiting.


‘Keomany Shaw!’ he shouted, but there was still no reply. The sirens were getting closer and he did not want to have to defend himself against cops or firefighters who were determined to stop him.


Octavian exhaled. He did not want to do this.


‘All right,’ he said quietly. ‘If that’s how it has to be.’


He went to the edge of the cracked and melting pavement and lowered his head, chin almost touching his chest as he let his eyes close. His upper lip twitched, as it always seemed to whenever he prepared to speak the ancient tongues. The spell would be effective in any language, but the Scythians had perfected it in the sixth century BC. Historians believed that the scorched-earth policy they instituted when retreating from battle with the army of Darius the Great had meant merely setting fire to crops and killing livestock so Darius’s troops would have nothing to eat, and burning dwellings so they would have no protection from the elements. But the mages employed by the Scythians had one other trick. One spell that made the land useless to all who came after them.


Muttering in that guttural tongue, Octavian felt beads of sweat pop out on his forehead and his stomach roiled with nausea. The blight came into him, the disease, and, for a few moments, he carried it alone. Then he dropped to his knees, feverish and withering until he put his hands into the blackened grass and pushed his fingers into the soil. Scipio had forced his sorcerers to do the same thing to Carthage. The blight came out of him, seeped into the soil, and the burned grass turned from black to a dead grey.


The poison spread, so vile and powerful that it snuffed the remaining fires. The few skeletal trees that still stood crumbled to pale ash like the powder at the end of a cigarette. Nothing would ever grow in the park again; Octavian had effectively killed it. Regret surfaced in the back of his mind and he strangled it, suffocated it, forced it back down.


‘Come on, you bitch,’ he said quietly to Gaea. ‘Send your girl to parley.’


The ground began to shake. A crack appeared in the poisoned soil a dozen feet from where Octavian stood, and then a green shoot appeared from the crack, stretching upward. It darkened and grew bark and within seconds it turned from sapling to fully grown tree, towering thirty feet over his head, the leaves sprouting so quickly that they made a rustling noise that sounded quite like a cluster of whispering children.


Octavian stared at the tree, waiting. His magic had power, but not so much that he could prevent Gaea from making something grow when she wished it. She was the soul of the Earth itself. The spirit of nature. But at least he’d gotten her attention.


On the side of the tree facing him, the bark had formed with a strange curvature, but Octavian recognized it immediately. He had thought that when this moment came he would want to hurt her, but, as the bark cracked and arms and legs pulled away from the tree trunk, he felt only sadness. The crimson fire that had roared around his fists flickered and diminished and died, snuffed out by sorrow.


A slender female figure separated from the trunk of the tree. Some of her skin was bark, while other parts had the smooth sheen of bare wood. She opened her eyes and Octavian saw that they were the green of fresh grass. The air of calm and elegance that lingered around her made him think that she might smile, but those eyes held only contempt and anger.


‘You bastard,’ she said.


‘Hello, Keomany,’ Octavian replied.


He wanted to return her anger but now, after all of the destruction he had wreaked upon the park, there in the shadow of the hated palace of the Sultans, he missed her. Once, they had been friends, and Keomany Shaw had been beautiful, kind and brave, caught up in a supernatural maelstrom. She had been an earthwitch of uncommon innate power, possessed of a spiritual rapport with Gaea unlike any Octavian had ever seen. Their bond had been so strong that when Keomany had died in combat against an ancient chaos deity, Gaea had seen fit to resurrect her as . . . this. A creature more of nature – of earth and water and flora – than of flesh. The avatar of nature itself.


‘You can’t do this,’ Keomany said, walking toward him, somehow still beautiful though she had only the shape of a woman. ‘She won’t allow it.’


Octavian stood his ground. Cocked his head. Felt the crimson fire crackling in his core, burning low but not extinguished.


‘And yet, here I am,’ he said, staring at those green eyes. The stink of burned vegetation filled the air. ‘I’ll do it again, Keomany. And again and again. We were friends once—’


‘We’re still friends, if you’ll only see that.’


‘No. All of my friends are gone. She took them all from me, dumped them in some parallel world and sealed off all the doors. I don’t even know if they’re alive or what kind of world they’re in now.’


Keomany dropped her gaze and, for a moment, she looked almost human. Her green eyes were moist as if with tears.


‘Hell,’ she said quietly. ‘They’re in one Hell or another. We pushed the demons back to where they had come from, and the vampires – all of the vampires – were pushed with them. Wherever those incursions were coming from, that’s where Allison and Charlotte and the others have been sent.’


Octavian nodded, jaw tight with anger. It was just as he’d feared.


‘Bring them back,’ he said.


‘You know I can’t—’


‘Not you,’ he snapped, and then he looked up at the branches of the new tree, this impossible growth. ‘Her! Bring them back!’


‘That’s not going to happen, Peter. I’m sorry, it just—’


Octavian took two steps toward her, but Keomany didn’t flinch. He scraped the heel of his shoe in the grey ash that had once been Gulhane Park.


‘I can do this everywhere,’ he said. He felt the crackle around his hands as red-black fire began to ignite on his palms, and now it filled him so completely that a veil of red fell across his eyes, a burning mist that spilled out of him. ‘All I need is time.’


Keomany softened and a change came over her. The bark texture of her skin smoothed to a glossy sheen like newly sprouted leaves and, for a moment, her eyes seemed almost human. He remembered how tough she’d been, and how funny, and the way she and Nikki had laughed together in that way only women who’d been friends for a very long time ever managed.


‘She’ll kill you, Peter,’ Keomany said. ‘I don’t want that to happen.’


Octavian took a step back. ‘She can try. I’ve fought gods before and I’m still here.’


‘You’re powerful, I know. And you could hurt her; Gaea realizes that. But you’re talking about trying to combat nature itself, the earth and the elements. Do you really want to try to exist in a world where the whole planet is against you?’


Octavian almost fell into the trap of thinking the woman who stood before him was his friend. He shook his head and took another step back. Keomany – his friend – had died, and this thing might have her face and her memories and even some of her emotions, but the avatar served Gaea, not itself.


‘I understand why Gaea did it,’ he said warily, blood-black fire raging around his fists. ‘Without her, I don’t think we’d have been able to push back the demons. That invasion might have been successful. Hell might’ve overrun the Earth. But I’ve been fighting for over a century to prove that there’s a difference between Shadows and vampires. Some of the people shunted into Hell – damned, for lack of a better word – are good and decent. They’re not monsters, Keomany. They’re fucking heroes, and they deserve a chance. I’m not asking for Gaea to reverse what she’s done or throw the doors open again. I’m just asking you to let me through. I’ve tried every spell I can think of to open a portal so I can go and bring them back, but the barriers between worlds are just too strong. So I’m pleading. Let me through, and then let me come back with a handful of Shadows who strive to be worthy of their divine heritage instead of falling victim to the demon side of their nature.’


Keomany closed her eyes for a second, breathing, listening to some inner voice.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said, opening her green eyes, some of the bark-like ridges returning to her skin. ‘This is the world as it is, now, and you’ve got to accept it.’


The sirens grew louder. A distant noise grew into a roar and Octavian glanced over his shoulder to see a helicopter approaching. Desperation sparked within him. Whatever he was going to do, it had to be now. He did not want to have to defend himself against the Turkish authorities.


The wind blew off the Bosporus, stirring the ash at his feet and shaking the branches in the towering tree that Keomany had caused to grow there in the devastation.


‘Just remember that I tried talking,’ Octavian said.


With a wave of his left hand, he froze Keomany in ice, her eyes wide with shock. Then he turned and let loose two arcing blasts of blood-black flame that engulfed the massive tree. The fire roared so loudly that for a few seconds it drowned out the noise of the chopper’s rotors. An amplified voice shouted warnings or commands in Turkish – someone on board the helicopter trying to take control of the situation – but Octavian did not even turn. He strode toward the burning tree as the blaze rendered it down to that same grey ash.


‘I’m not going to stop—’ he began.


The ground shook so hard that it threw him sprawling on his hands and knees. Startled, he glanced around and saw green shoots pushing up from the ruined grey soil. Grass grew beneath his hands and a tree emerged so close to him and so swiftly that its rapid growth knocked him aside.


‘No!’ Octavian shouted.


But his screams would do no good. Trees and bushes and grass and flowering plants went from saplings and seeds and shoots to a lush expanse of wild flora more like a newborn jungle than some city park. The black-red fire still raged inside of him, but, as Octavian stood, he faltered and lowered his hands. The crackling flames around his fists abated.


‘Peter,’ a voice said, and he spun around to see a newly grown Keomany tearing herself away from another tree, a deep frown on the bark of her forehead. ‘Don’t do that again.’


Keomany had grown herself up out of the ground, all roots and vines and leaves, now, a creature made from layers of plant life, but her hands were made of stone and there was a flinty edge to her teeth when she spoke. The thing he had frozen in ice had been left behind, an abandoned husk in the shape of a woman.


‘I swear I’ll—’


‘They’re not welcome here,’ Keomany interrupted. ‘Gaea has made that clear.’


‘Then send me with them!’ Octavian snapped. ‘I was a Shadow for hundreds of years. I spent a thousand years in Hell. Isn’t there enough of the demonic in me?’


‘You’re not a demon,’ she said.


The amplified voice came again, but the sound of the chopper’s rotors had dimmed thanks to the hundreds of trees that were around and above them now. The canopy dulled the noise and hid them away from prying eyes.


‘I’ve got nothing left here, Keomany,’ he said. ‘I’m alone. An artifact of a different age. Without Kuromaku and Allison and the others, it’s like my time has passed.’


‘Your time passed around the beginning of the seventeenth century,’ she replied. ‘But you hung on.’


Octavian shivered. For the first time in ages, he felt human. All too human.


‘Then why won’t she just let me through?’


Keomany made as if to reply and then halted, closing her eyes, consulting with the goddess.


‘I’m not supposed to tell you this,’ she said.


‘But you’re going to?’ Octavian asked, surprised.


Keomany opened her eyes. ‘Here, in this world, she can keep the barriers strong. But she’s worried that you might be able to find a way to break through from the other side.’


Octavian smiled, the tiniest spark of hope igniting within him. He looked up at Keomany, intending to thank her, but the light had gone out of her eyes. Another husk stood before him, little more than a scarecrow. The stone portions of its hands weighed too much for the roots and leaves to support and, after a moment, they broke off and fell to the ground and the whole thing turned dry and desiccated and broke apart with a puff of dust.


‘Thank you,’ he whispered to a friend he had thought no longer existed.


Then he turned and strode through the new wilderness of Gulhane Park. If he wished to, he could pass by the police unseen, or masquerading beneath a different face, so leaving Turkey would not be difficult. He had more important things on his mind.


If Gaea feared what might happen were he to break through the barrier that separated Earth from other dimensions – if it worried her – then he felt sure there must be something for her to worry about. There was a way after all.


He just had to find it.
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Salzburg, Austria


Just after eight a.m., two days later, Octavian stood in the shadow of the great cathedral at the heart of the Old City of Salzburg, and watched workers beginning to construct a stage at the other end of Residence Square. Metal piping made up the substructure and a truck had brought in half a dozen palettes of heavy plywood sheets that would be fitted together to comprise the stage. The work went so smoothly that Octavian imagined that these men and women must have done the same job multiple times in the past. He figured the city must be hosting an open-air concert that evening, though he supposed it might be a political rally or something even more unsavory.


The sky hung blue and bright above the city and the breeze brought clean, pure air down out of the mountains. The Hohensalzburg fortress stood sentry on the horizon, looming over both old and new parts of the city. In most of the gardens he had seen as he wandered through the narrow roads this morning, there were still flowers in bloom. October had arrived, but only very gently. Soon, the autumn would take full hold, but not yet. The flowers persevered.


Octavian breathed in the air that came down from the mountains and wished that he could enjoy Salzburg the way a new visitor might. It would have pleased him to be able to sit outside at a café and listen to an orchestra playing Mozart in the square – Mozart, in the city that had been his home. The previous afternoon, he had seen a tour bus driving up toward the Nonnberg Abbey and heard the voices of children and adults alike singing ‘My Favourite Things’. The Sound of Music tour. The film had been based on the true story of a Salzburg family, and it seemed to bring joy to so many, drawing tourists from around the world.


The city had an old-world quaintness and a beauty that spoke of fairy tales and noble ideals. If only Octavian had not witnessed so much death here, he might have been able to enjoy it. After his time in Hell, Meaghan Gallagher, Alexandra Nueva, and Lazarus had descended into the inferno to bring him back to the world. Alex had died down there, dragged into a pit of needle-toothed mouths, and Lazarus had been consumed by living, burning crystal, but Meaghan and Octavian had survived.


They had returned in the midst of war. The sorcerer-priest Mulkerrin had brought the demon lord Beelzebub across dimensions and into the world of man. Shadows – what the world thought of as vampires – could transform themselves on a molecular level, becoming anything they could imagine. To prevent Hell on Earth, Meaghan and John Courage and a handful of others had entered the gigantic demon’s body, turned themselves into liquid silver, and solidified around Beelzebub’s two hearts, killing themselves along with him.


The acid of Beelzebub’s blood had eaten away at the silver even as the purity of the silver had destroyed the flesh of the demon’s heart. In the end, all that remained were two small puddles of solid silver in the midst of the wreckage of Residence Square. It amazed him that the fountain of Triton had not been destroyed in the battle, but there it stood, water spouting from the mouths of horses, with dolphins alongside and giants holding up the statue of the god of the sea. He felt sure it must have been damaged, but it looked precisely as it had in the years after Tommaso di Garone had first sculpted it.


Residence Square was a peaceful place.


Here, he thought. Right here.


Friends and allies had died out there in the square where people now strolled on their way to offices and cubicles, and where workers built a stage for a night of music yet to come. Octavian, Will Cody, and Allison had been among those who managed to walk away. Now, looking out over the square and remembering it all, he wondered if he was more a survivor than a warrior.


Last man standing, he thought, turning away from the view of the square. No curse could have been worse.


Octavian walked west through Cathedral Square, crossing in and out of the cool shadows thrown by bell towers and long roofs, and then onto Franziskanergasse and past the Franciscan church and abbey. Turning right, he strode along Sigmund-Haffner-Gasse, studying the windows of shops and banks until he saw the small, intricately carved marble owl in the window of a shop with doors tall enough that the giants carrying Triton would not have had to bend to enter.


He tried the knob and found it unlocked, despite the early hour. The proprietor of the Museum of Shadows must have been either a very trusting soul or an early riser. Octavian had thought to surprise him, both because Herr Buchleitner liked surprises and because he knew that the stooped, spindly old man might rightly suspect his visit to be something other than a social call and did not want to give him cause to do anything rash.


A bell rang above the door as Octavian entered. The floorboards creaked beneath his boot heels. In blue jeans and a faded brown leather jacket, he hoped that he looked like any other tourist, though he had been inside the Museum of Shadows many times, had even been responsible for donating many of the items on display inside its glass cases.


Herr Buchleitner had been one of the people Meaghan had saved in Residence Square that day, more than a dozen years ago. She had thrown the old man over her shoulder and carried him to the safety of a side street and he had wandered away – half blind because he’d dropped his glasses – and collapsed right in front of this shop, which had been for lease at the time. In the years since, he had turned it into a museum for artifacts from the terrible war that had been fought in this city, a way to honour those Shadows who had fought and given their lives for its people. Many had mocked him and some had been furious, but Herr Buchleitner insisted upon educating them about the Shadows, trying to make people understand that they could be angels or devils, as they so chose. Much like ordinary human beings.


The Museum of Shadows had not won the kind old gentleman any friends.


Neither did his cigars, Octavian thought.


But as the thought occurred to him, he realized that he could smell only the faintest aroma of the stinking things.


Footsteps came from the rear of the little museum. Octavian glanced up as the tall, painfully thin man emerged from the gloomy back room, putting on a pair of round spectacles. But as the man stepped into the light, Octavian saw the unruly brown hair and the bright eyes behind the glasses. There were wrinkles on his face, but far too few. The features were familiar, particularly the beak of a nose, but thirty years too young.


‘Ja?’ the man asked.


‘I’m looking for Herr Buchleitner.’


The man narrowed his eyes, studied Octavian for a moment, and then glanced over at a display case. Octavian recognized one of the items inside – an antique pistol that had once belonged to Will Cody. There were photographs there as well.


‘I know you,’ the man said in English. ‘Peter Octavian.’


‘I don’t know you,’ Octavian replied. “I’m looking for—’


‘Herr Buchleitner,’ the man interrupted. ‘So you’ve said. And I’m sorry to report that I am the only Herr Buchleitner you will find within these walls. I am Lukas Buchleitner. Julian – the man you knew – was my uncle.’


‘Was,’ Octavian echoed.


‘Heart attack,’ Lukas replied. ‘In April of this year. On his birthday, believe it or not. Nobody should die on his birthday.’


Octavian exhaled heavily and glanced away. He swore under his breath and ran a hand over his stubbled chin, studying the objects in the cases around the room, the daggers and ledgers and crucifixes. In a small frame on the wall was a black eyepatch that he realized must have belonged to Sister Mary Magdalene, one of the members of Liam Mulkerrin’s sect of Vatican sorcerers. Suddenly, the whole place seemed ghoulish. Somehow, Julian Buchleitner’s genuine academic curiosity had made it all more palatable.


‘You were friends,’ Lukas prompted.


‘Perhaps,’ Octavian allowed, turning toward the man, who so looked the part of museum curator. ‘Though that might be overstating it. He was a man of courtesy and intellectual honesty, and I admired that. He also brewed excellent tea.’


Lukas smiled. ‘That, at least, I believe I’ve inherited. I could make you a cup.’


‘Thank you, but no. I don’t want to give you the impression that my reaction to the news of his death is simple grief. I am quite sorry to hear it, but it’s also one in a series of recent losses. It feels very much like the world is moving on—’


‘You’re talking about the vanishing,’ Lukas interrupted. ‘What the new church is calling “the Excommunication”.’


Octavian frowned. Now that Buchleitner had said it, he thought perhaps he had heard that the restored Roman church had begun to trumpet the expulsion of vampires and demons from the world as an excommunication, taking credit for something Gaea had done.


‘Yeah,’ Octavian admitted. He smiled, surprised at his willingness to share. ‘I guess I feel left behind.’


‘I can only imagine,’ Lukas said. ‘Are you sure I can’t interest you in tea? Or coffee? I do an excellent mocha. I get the chocolate from Gerstner’s and melt it down myself.’


Over the long weeks since Nikki’s murder by the vampire Cortez and the demon incursions that led to Gaea’s radical solution, Octavian had retreated to a dark place within himself. He had neither sought human kindness nor shown it to others, and so the gentle sympathy Lukas offered took him by surprise. Something released in his chest, a coiled intensity that he had been relying on to get him through each day.


‘I’m grateful,’ he said. ‘But I lost a lot of friends during the so-called Excommunication and I mean to get them back. To sit and have tea and talk of Salzburg . . . the guilt would be too much for me, Lukas.’ The darkness began to seize him again. ‘My friends are in Hell, you see.’


Herr Buchleitner crossed his arms, hugged himself as if he felt a chill. ‘I’m sorry. Obviously, there’s much I don’t know about the fate of the vampires.’


‘Shadows,’ Octavian corrected.


‘Of course,’ Lukas said, nodding. ‘How can I help you?’ Octavian pointed to a shadowy corner behind the antique desk where the old man had always sat and watched visitors over the tops of his glasses, hoping to be asked a question so that he could share his knowledge and passion.


‘There used to be a case over there in the corner with two large pieces of silver, broad and flat like hardened puddles.’


Lukas nodded quickly, expression troubled. ‘Yes, of course. I should have known right away. I was just startled by your visit. You see, I had thought you must also have been taken from the world that day and to have you walk through the door . . . well, you can imagine.’


Octavian stared at him. ‘You said you “should have known”.’ Should have known what?’


The younger Buchleitner, now and forevermore the curator to le Musée des Ombres, rushed over toward the desk.


‘The case is gone, my friend,’ he said. ‘Destroyed on the same day that your friends were taken away. I came into the shop the next morning and found it dismantled, simply shattered. Not merely the case, either, but the floor beneath it. You can see where it’s been repaired.’


Indeed, Octavian could see where the damaged floorboards had been cut away and newer, younger wood had been fitted into place. In his mind’s eye, he saw the portals that had opened up beneath Allison and the others during their battle against Cortez and the huge, living roots that had dragged them down into the Earth – feeding them through those portals into another dimension . . . into Hell.


‘And the silver?’ he asked, hope dimming.


‘Gone, I’m sorry to say. Vanished.’


‘Not vanished,’ Octavian replied. ‘Taken.’


The silver had been his last real hope. For all intents and purposes, it was real silver, but it had once been the flesh of vampires and contained the blood of demons. He had thought that he might be able to use sorcery to force it back to its original form, to make it flesh and blood again, and that Gaea would have to create a portal to expunge it from the world. If it had worked and he had been standing there waiting, he had hoped to slip through.


Lukas put a hand on his shoulder. Octavian blinked in surprise but did not pull away.


‘Tea has remarkable healing properties,’ the curator said, smiling. ‘It’s good for the memory, and for the soul. Surely, your friends wouldn’t begrudge you a single cup . . . not when it’s so good.’


Octavian couldn’t help himself; he chuckled. ‘Do you make it with the same honey your uncle used to have?’


‘From the old nun who keeps the bees at Nonnberg Abbey,’ Lukas confirmed. ‘Of course. When she dies at last, there’ll be no point in ever drinking tea again.’


Octavian glanced at the space where the silver had once lain in its case and then at the door, but the street outside did not beckon because he had not yet figured out his next step.


‘Well, then,’ he said, ‘it would be foolish to refuse.’


Lukas smiled. ‘Excellent.’


A short time later, they sat in the little office in the back of the museum, where a nineteenth-century Biedermeier sofa with an oak sleigh-back sat amidst stacks of books and musty boxes. A hand-knitted blanket had been wadded up on one end to make a bed for an ageing brown Pinscher. The dog had given Octavian a single, damp-eyed glance and then proceeded to ignore him.


While they waited for the tea to brew, the two men spoke of Lukas’s late uncle and Octavian noticed that the young curator had changed very little in the small office. The clutter had become more orderly and one bookshelf had been given over to digests devoted to international affairs, but Herr Buchleitner’s antique turntable and racks of vinyl albums were still there. The old man had enjoyed classical music as well as ragtime from the early days of the twentieth century and Octavian was pleased to see a dust-free record still on the turntable, as if Lukas had recently played it.


‘That was his favourite Scott Joplin,’ Lukas said, noticing what had caught Octavian’s attention.


‘“Maple Leaf Rag”?’


Lukas smiled as he carried a tea tray over to the desk and placed it between them. ‘That’s the one.’


Octavian smiled. ‘With all the music I’ve heard in my life, somehow I still manage to remember that one. Probably thanks to your uncle.’


Lukas added honey to the tea and slid a cup toward Octavian, who took it, stirring the honey in with his spoon. He sipped it, not waiting for it to cool, and found it just as wonderful as he remembered. Amidst all of the grief and horror of the past weeks, he had almost forgotten that one could find a moment’s peace in such a simple pleasure.


‘Would it be prying,’ Lukas asked, ‘if I asked how it happened?’


Octavian cocked his head, teacup in hand. ‘“It” being . . .?’


‘The so-called Excommunication. The world was in danger, Mr Octavian, perhaps facing human extinction if the invading demons couldn’t be pushed back—’


‘Worse than that,’ Octavian interrupted. ‘They weren’t just invading. Understand, Lukas . . . there are infinite dimensions. The barriers between them are invisible but tangible. You could call them walls but they’re softer than that and more malleable, a kind of metaphysical fabric. I’ve heard mystics call the barrier a veil, and maybe that’s not so far off. The walls that separate our reality from, well, let’s call it Hell—’
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