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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

This shadow’s task was different. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

Being seen was not its task.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Around him, the other shadows roosted. 

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

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

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

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

Then why have you not abandoned that shell?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

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

“You’re both actually here.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“A pleasure,” she said. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Em seemed just as nonplussed by it.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You can’t do that,” she said. 

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

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

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

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

Maybe a brief time apart would be a good thing.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’ll go to Rome,” Kaia said.

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

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

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


 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

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

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

I wish we didn’t have to, Em replied.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“A surprisingly succinct summation,” the inspector said. 

“Why surprising?” Aunt Keris responded.

Across the carriage from Kaia, Olivia rolled her eyes. 

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

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

“A surprisingly succinct summation,” Aunt Keris said, echoing the inspector’s words with a faintly challenging smile. 

Kaia wondered if the two of them were going to be like that for the whole journey and, if so, if it was too late to try to catch Em’s coach up and go with her.

 

*

 

The Alps were huge and spectacular, even if Kaia had already seen them once before, on the way to Munich. Coming from somewhere as flat as London, the sheer scale of the mountains was hard to comprehend. It was the kind of scale that made Kaia feel tiny by comparison, making all the problems of the world seem small by comparison. 

There were villages here, so high it seemed impossible that anyone would be able to make a life there, yet somehow, they did. Kaia saw goats and cows in meadows nestled in the valleys between the mountains and heard strange undulating calls echoing off them. She looked around, wondering if they were in danger.

“It’s yodeling,” Aunt Keris said. “People use it to communicate in the mountains, because the sound carries further.”

“It sounds as if someone is reporting our presence,” the inspector observed. “Should we be worried?”

“Possibly, possibly not,” Aunt Keris replied, not seeming particularly on edge in the face of the calls. “Most of the more organized groups have learned to leave the Shadowseers alone by now, and we are on friendly terms with many of them.”

“You’re friends with bandits?” Olivia asked. To Kaia, she sounded as if she didn’t really approve. Maybe she’d seen too much of what criminals could do, living in the poorer parts of Paris, or maybe it was just a natural aversion to such things that came from being a police inspector’s daughter.

Aunt Keris shrugged. “We work on the fringes of society. We often do things that the police do not understand or care for, because they do not know about the shadows. Sometimes it is necessary to work with less savory people, because it is the only way to serve the greater good.”

Kaia thought about the highwayman she and Em had fought off on the way to Munich, and about the people who had tried to accost her inside the Devil’s Acre in London. She didn’t want to work with people like that, if she could avoid it. If there were people like that out on the roads, then even if they knew about the Shadowseers, they might still be a threat.

“Everything will be fine,” Aunt Keris said, with a note of casual confidence. Kaia wished that she could be as certain.

 

*

 

That night, they stopped at an inn nestled in a small mountain village where goats grazed on the surrounding grass. It was wooden built, with a roaring fire at its heart to keep out the cold that came with being so high up. Kaia huddled close to it with a mug of chocolate, while the inspector and her aunt drank steins of beer together at the bar, and Olivia sipped a mug of an apple cordial near Kaia.

“What do you make of your aunt?” Olivia asked, her eyes fixed on the spot where the inspector and Aunt Keris sat together, huddled close, apparently talking about the journey still to come. 

“I’m not sure what to think so far,” Kaia admitted. She’d been so grateful to meet her aunt, and there were so many answers that she might finally be able to get from her about her past, but now, it was more complicated than that. She didn’t seem to be getting any of those answers, for one thing. “The way she insisted that Em and I split up…”

“That was a hard thing to do to you,” Olivia agreed. “But looking at her, I think she really was doing it to keep you safe. Do you like her, though?”

“I… yes,” Kaia said. “Do you like the way she seems to be verbally sparring with your father all the time?”

Kaia didn’t quite understand what was going on between the inspector and her aunt, but there was definitely something.

“So long as that’s all it is,” Olivia said, looking over to the bar just as Aunt Keris laughed in response to something the inspector said. 

Kaia thought that Olivia looked faintly worried, and it took her a moment or two to realize exactly what she meant by that.

“You don’t think they…”

“I don’t know,” Olivia said. “In a world full of deadly shadows, somehow, thinking about my father’s love life is still the strangest thing of all of it.”

Looking over at the spot where the inspector and her aunt stood, Kaia knew what she meant.

 

*

 

On the third day after they began their journey, they left the Alps, heading down onto the flatter ground beyond. Kaia was sore from riding across bumpy ground in the coach for so long, so she was incredibly grateful to see, there in the middle of a small town, a train station.

Even now, having ridden on them across most of France, Kaia still felt a sense of wonder at the sight of the great engine there waiting with its carriages. She had her own strange powers, but there was something very human about the power of those engines, sheer invention giving people the capacity to travel much faster than a carriage could ever hope to convey them. 

“The shadows hate things like that,” Aunt Keris said as they alighted at the station, getting their bags down from the roof of the carriage.

“They hate engineering?” the inspector asked.

“They hate order. They hate form. They hate humanity’s gift for changing the world around us, reshaping it so that we can live better. Wherever those they have taken have found power in the past, they have brought pain and ignorance, hate and the destruction of knowledge. They brought about the burning of the Library of Alexandria, back in ancient times, the damage wrought by the Mongol horde, and so much more.”

Kaia’s eyes widened slightly at that information. She realized then that even though her aunt had told her a little about the shadows, there was still so much more she didn’t know. There was a whole history of the fight between the Shadowseers and their foes that Kaia had never had a chance to learn. There was so much more she still wanted to know about her family.

“How many of the bad events throughout history have been down to the shadows?” Kaia asked.

She saw her aunt cock her head to one side as she considered the question. “Some, but humanity is more than capable of doing evil things without them. All we Shadowseers can do is try to ensure that the shadows do not make things worse.”

“And do you intervene when things are going wrong but there aren’t any shadows?” Olivia asked. 

It sounded to Kaia like a good question. When it came to bad events, it almost didn’t matter if the shadows were behind them or not. Wars and plagues, disasters and cruelty could cause people plenty of pain even when the shadows weren’t involved.

“We help where we can, but if you’re asking why we haven’t stopped the worst things to happen in the world, we do not have the power to do so. Our talents are in driving out the shadows, not in changing the world. Even if we could, would you want us to? Would you want a secret organization determining everything about your life?”

That made Olivia fall silent for a moment or two.

“No,” Olivia admitted. “I guess not.”

She looked as though she wanted to ask something more, but right then, the train whistle sounded, reminding them all that they needed to hurry to get aboard.

 

*

 

No matter how much time she spent on them, Kaia would never grow tired of traveling on trains. There was something about the speed of it, and the comfort of sitting in a carriage compartment that made it a joy to sit there and watch the landscape flowing past at a speed that meant she could be looking forward at a part of it one minute and seeing it retreating into the distance the next. 

This train flashed through the vineyards and farms of northern Italy, where small villages with whitewashed houses seemed to be from an earlier time compared to the bustle of London or the modern classicism of Paris. Kaia stared out of the windows. When the conductor came around to their compartment, it was her aunt who did most of the talking, although this seemed to be yet another language that the inspector knew at least a little of.

“How many languages does your father speak?” Kaia whispered to Olivia. 

“Hard to say. It used to be that he collected such things. I’d ask him as a girl what the point was, since in London everyone spoke English.”

“And do you remember the answer?” the inspector asked, obviously having overheard them.

Olivia gave a pointed sigh worthy of her former career in the theater.

“That languages give us new ways of thinking and seeing the world, words for things that we cannot articulate in English. Yes, Father, I remember.”

“It will not be such an issue in Rome in any case,” Aunt Keris said. “In another city, then yes, there are few strangers, but in Rome there are pilgrims from around the world who come to the city. They are used to people who do not speak Italian, and in any case, the formal language of the place is Latin.”

Latin? How was anyone meant to learn Latin? Suddenly, Kaia was very glad that she had her talent for learning all about the heart of someone, including the languages they spoke. Her powers let her go places and do things that she would never have been able to otherwise. 

“It is still a long way to Rome,” the inspector said.

Outside the window, the landscape was still flowing past like water, disappearing out of sight behind them. Briefly, Kaia considered one downside of a train like this: she didn’t get to actually see all the places on the way to the city she was trying to visit. 

“I know,” Aunt Keris replied, “and that worries me a little. The shadows will be hunting for the relic. If they can get to it and destroy it, or just keep it from us, then we have no way to push them back from the world. They will have free reign to take over everything.”

That was a frightening thought. Kaia had seen the damage even one shadow could do. A world full of them was terrifying.

Kaia just had to hope that they would be able to get to Rome in time.

 

*

 

Eventually, the railways ran out, at a station far, far south of Piedmont. Kaia was sorry to see the railway go, especially when they still had so far to go.

“Why didn’t they build a line all the way to Rome?” Kaia asked. 

“The different kingdoms don’t want joined up railways in case someone uses them to advance an army,” the inspector observed as they stepped out of the station, waving down a carriage to take them the rest of the way. They stowed their luggage atop it, and it set off, heading for Rome. 

They sat in that carriage, and even now, after days of traveling together, there were still more things that Kaia wanted to know from her aunt. Perhaps because so far, she hadn’t talked about anything truly personal. It was as if the truth about Kaia’s family hurt her too much.

Kaia tried to think of something that her aunt might actually answer.

“Do people know who the first Shadowseer was?” she asked. She wanted to know all about the history of the Shadowseers, and it seemed as if the best place to begin with that was right at the start.

Her aunt shook her head. “We know it was somewhere in the ancient world. Once, we might have said it was the Greeks or the Romans, but now that we know more about Egypt… perhaps they had their own Shadowseers. It is hard to get a full history because of how fragmented we have always been.”

“Fragmented?” Kaia said. She’d assumed that her aunt would know about all the other Shadowseers. 

“We exist in small groups,” Aunt Keris said. “We have means of communication, but most in the groups don’t know any others outside them, because then, they cannot be forced to expose others if they are captured by shadow possessed people, or those who believe us to be… well, we have been called witches before, or sorcerers, or accused of consorting with demons.”

That had to be terrifying, living their lives, having to hide out of fear of what would happen if they didn’t. Kaia realized then that she’d been lucky. She’d had the inspector to protect her from the worst of it, helping when others had wanted her locked up, or thrown into an asylum. Even so, she’d had that experience. People had tried to call her mad and lock her away.

“What about people with the talent to be Shadowseers who never learn about you?” Kaia asked. She could easily imagine a world where she hadn’t found out about them and had to go through her life never learning about her family. She would never have experienced half of the things that she had. She would never have met her sister, or her aunt.

“Most live out their lives,” Aunt Keris said. “Some… I’m sorry to say that some go mad because they can’t understand what they are seeing. Others are seen as mad because they do not hide what they can see well enough.”

“So is it just luck that determines if they find you?” Olivia asked. Her voice showed what she thought about the fairness of that.

“We have finders who go out looking for likely candidates,” Aunt Keris said. “Kaia, you have felt what it is like when there are other Shadowseers near?”

Kaia nodded. She’d felt it in the basement with Aunt Keris’s group. She’d felt it with her sister, and before that, with a Shadowseer in London. 

“Well, there are those who specialize in refining that sense, so that they can spot others with the talent as they pass them. They go from city to city, and when they find someone, they either bring them to the group they are connected with, or they send a message to that group with the details.”

It was a simple system, yet Kaia had also seen how it could fail. No one had found her in the seventeen years of her life. No one had told her what she was. Not until she’d stumbled into all of this by accident. 

Now, she didn’t feel at all adequate, in spite of her power. She didn’t have the knowledge or the training to back it up.

“I have powers, but no one has taught me how to use them,” Kaia said. “I can do lots of things, but I can’t fight like one of you. I don’t know how to do any of this.”

She tried to imagine what it would be like if she had been found when she was younger. Maybe she would have all the fighting skills that she’d seen in the Munich house. Maybe she would understand the conflict with the shadows and know exactly what her part in it all was meant to be.

“From what I’ve seen, you have done more than well enough,” her aunt said. “As for the rest… well, if you want to learn some skills, we still have time before we get to Rome.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

In Scotland Yard, Superintendent Hutton was currently reading a most troubling report. A report that made heat rise to his pallid cheeks in anger. He sat, ramrod straight, every button of his blue police uniform polished to perfection, reading a report that had come into the Yard via the British Empire’s diplomatic channels.

That report made him want to crumple it and toss it aside, but Hutton was far too neat a man for that. He forced himself to keep reading instead, reining in the anger that grew as he read, as best he could. 

The report detailed the dangerous, even criminal activities of a man who had been making his way across much of Europe, causing chaos as he went. Hutton took a fountain pen and started to underscore particular words as he read, for added emphasis. “Absconded with three young women,” “Accused of spying by the French,” “Assaulted an actor on stage in Paris,” “Stole the coach of the British Ambassador,” “Caught up in the disappearance of a Catalonian Prince,” and “Linked to dangerous elements” all stood out. They painted a picture of someone whose activities were causing far too much damage.

What stood out more, though, was the description of the man, a tall, hawkish man of about forty who claimed to be an inspector in the very force Hutton led. A man who seemed to be quick to use violence, and whose powers of so-called deduction were being talked about by those he ran into. There was really only one man that could be.

“You have gone too far this time, Pinsley,” Hutton muttered to himself. He wanted to say something far stronger, but even alone, he found his restraint rather too great for that.

He’d known that the experiment with plain clothes inspectors was a step too far for the police, a step too close to a world of spies and informants more suited to Napoleon’s France or Bismark’s Prussia than to a civilized country. He’d known that they would eventually take the law into their own hands, rather than following it in an orderly fashion as a police officer should. Now here was the proof, in an inspector who had clearly gone over into criminality, who acted without an iota of care for the law, and who seemed to be engaging in some kind of rampage across the continent.

Even Commissioner Mayne himself would be hard pressed to defend Pinsley when it came to all this. He’d ensured Pinsley’s preferment. He’d insisted on the whole plain clothes program, but here, he might have to abandon his favorite officer. His actions were far too grave for that.

Hutton was not normally a man to try to delve into the twisted reasoning behind criminals’ actions. He took the view, quite rightly, in his own estimation, that the criminal classes needed no reason in order to prey on others, and simply had to be prevented from preying on more decent, God-fearing folk in the better parts of London. 

In this case, though, he found himself wondering why on earth Pinsley would behave in such a way. For all that he’d always been dangerously unorthodox and had always been more of a soldier than a real police inspector, he’d also brought in many dangerous criminals. He’d upheld the law even if Hutton had thought that the way he’d done it was far too dangerous to be allowed to stand. So why would he go off like this and do so many of the things that he had?

One answer that came to Hutton’s mind seemed to be the young thief who had been brought into the station, the one Pinsley had insisted on taking around London with him as he searched for a murderer. That seemed to be the starting point for all of this madness, the tipping point that had turned him from an unorthodox inspector to one who had fled the country. 

Somehow, this girl had entranced him, had led him all over London on some wild chase that had even included accusing a member of the House of Lords of the vilest behavior. Now, she had led him out into Europe, too.

Could it be some infatuation? A foolish old soldier running after a girl less than half his age? It was a story that was common enough in the world, even though Hutton found the very idea of it abhorrent. It was just one more way in which Pinsley had crossed over every line that an inspector should have held to. 

Or could all of this be down to the death of his wife? There was no doubting that the man had been different after that. Where an Englishman should display proper fortitude in the face of such a tragedy, maintaining a suitably stiff upper lip, clearly this had broken something in the inspector. Maybe this was all down to a man mad with grief, lashing out at the world and not caring about the damage that he caused while he did. 

Whatever it was, Hutton decided that the chaos the inspector was causing could not be allowed to continue. Some things could not stand. It was time for something to be done about Pinsley.

The question was what, exactly, Hutton could do. If he were in London, then the answer would have been simple: have him arrested, charge him with everything he’d done, and see the whole business of inspectors out of uniform fall under the weight of the controversy that followed. Possibly, even Mayne would have to resign based on the disgrace of it all, leaving a space clear for, perhaps, a talented superintendent to rise further.

Even if he had been elsewhere in the Empire, in Canada or even the Raj, then it might have been possible to do the same and demonstrate the reach of British justice. There might have even been a kind of satisfaction at dragging Pinsley back like that, along with those who had abetted him. It might have shown those who were planning crimes of their own that there was nowhere they could run from the law.

On the Continent, though, things were more difficult. The other nations of Europe simply didn’t see the superiority of British justice and governance. They didn’t take instructions from the London police, no matter how obviously correct those instructions were. One couldn’t simply write to them and demand the return of one’s officers. 

Even if Hutton could do that, sending a begging letter to some foreigner seemed entirely undignified. Worse, it would confirm to any authorities abroad that Pinsley was a serving officer of the Metropolitan Police. It would only manage to exacerbate the disaster he was already causing and make a laughingstock of Hutton.

No, that was not an option.

Hutton drummed his fingers on his desk as he considered the main alternative. The only person who was likely to be able to do something like this. He didn’t like subterfuge and underhanded tactics, certainly didn’t like the idea of people who were not appointed officers of the law attempting to bring people to justice, yet right now, he could not see another way that might work. Carefully, he began to pen a note, then used a bell to summon a constable to his office. 

“Take this to Mr. Illingworth on Oxford Street. Tell him that I need to speak with him at once.”

 

*

 

There was nothing about Frederick Illingworth’s appearance that inspired confidence in Hutton. He was a short, plump man who dressed like a civil servant in a dark morning suit, with an umbrella under his arm. He wore small round spectacles, and his dark hair was receding from his squashed features.

“Superintendent,” Illingworth said, with a nod as if the two of them were in some way social equals.

“Mr. Illingworth. I have need of your company’s particular services.”

“So you said in your note, although I will need to hear the details before I can give you a commitment.”

This was the tricky moment. Hutton was still at a point in all of this where he could back away, pretend that nothing was happening, and not risk putting information about the activities of one of his officers in the hands of a man such as this. Telling Mr. Illingworth about Pinsley risked putting himself in the man’s power, with the potential embarrassment of it all being held over him for the foreseeable future. 

That eventuality still seemed like a lesser evil than allowing Pinsley to continue to run riot wherever he pleased.

“One of my inspectors, a plain clothes man,” Hutton couldn’t keep the irritation out of his voice at that part, “has been causing trouble on the continent. He has committed obvious crimes and must be brought back to face the music for his actions.”

Mr. Illingworth smiled in obvious enjoyment of the way this was making Hutton uncomfortable. He really was a most unpleasant man in some ways.

“A most tricky situation, Superintendent, but certainly something I might be able to help with. Where is the man in question?”

“He is on the move,” Hutton said. “So far, he has gone from London, to Paris, to Munich. There is some suggestion that he left the city several days ago, heading south towards the Italian states.”

“So there will be the additional effort of tracking him,” Mr. Illingworth said. “That will incur an additional cost, of course.” 

Hutton had the impression that the cost was going to be astronomical, regardless. With a man like this, the fee was always going to be whatever he thought the market would bear.

“The inspector is reported to be traveling with three young women, at least one of whom has been implicated in his crimes. If they can also be brought in, that is ideal, but Inspector Sebastian Pinsley’s return is the part that matters. Is that something that you can achieve from the Italian Peninsula?”

“The location should not provide any particular problems,” Mr. Illingworth said. “Signor Cavour’s risorgimento has left things in flux, and in all of the various states there, a man disappearing should not cause too much of an issue.”

It was discomfiting for the man to say it so casually, so that Hutton found himself wondering exactly how many people his organization had snatched over the years. From what Hutton had heard, most of those were wanted criminals, or eloping daughters being snatched back, but the principle of it still made him uneasy. Some things were better left out of the hands of men like this.

Still, in this case, it was expedient, and this was a moment for expedience.

“There is the matter of the price,” Mr. Illingworth said.

“And that will be?”

The other man named a figure. Even braced for it, Hutton couldn’t help drawing in a sharp breath.

“That’s exorbitant,” Hutton said. “Have you no sense of patriotism? Of doing the right thing to avoid the embarrassment of your own country?”

“I like to think that I do my part,” Mr. Illingworth said. “But not unpaid, and such things are expensive. Of course, you do not have to employ the services of my people. That is your choice.”

It was hardly much of a choice, between paying the man’s price and the whole police force suffering unconscionable embarrassment. Hutton gave a single, terse nod.

“Very well. How soon do you think that you will be able to bring him to justice?”

“Oh, very soon, I imagine,” Mr. Illingworth said. He looked so casually confident that it bordered on arrogance. “You see, I have been following Inspector Pinsley’s efforts myself. The chaos he has created has been… intriguing. I believe he is heading to the Papal States, to Rome itself.”

“The Papal States? What is the inspector doing heading into the middle of the most important theocracy in the world?” It made no sense to Hutton, but then, nothing that Pinsley had done so far made any sense to him. The man’s unpredictability was part of the problem.

“Does it matter?” Mr. Illingworth countered, with that awful, matter of fact expression of his.

The worst part wasn’t the expression, though. It was the fact that he was right. The only part that mattered was that Pinsley was stopped. He had become too much of an embarrassment to the police, to Hutton, and to everything that a right-thinking Englishman should stand for. 

“Very well,” Hutton said. “Get it done as quickly as possible. I expect him returned here for trial.”

The other man gave a terse nod.

“It will be done, barring accidents,” Mr. Illingworth said.

That stopped Hutton short, as he caught the implications of the word.

“Accidents?”

“My people make every effort to return the person required intact, but sometimes they make that impossible. There have been those who have fought to the death rather than be captured. I trust that will not be a problem?”

Hutton found himself a little taken aback by that. “Are you asking me to countenance the assassination of one of my own men?”

Some things were beyond the pale, even in a situation such as this. 

“No, of course not,” Mr. Illingworth said, although Hutton suspected he’d been suggesting exactly that. “Assassination is not my men’s role. At least not in circumstances such as this.”

He made a joke of it, but some part of Hutton was sure that there was a serious note behind it. How many people had this man instructed to be killed? Illingworth continued before Hutton could put the thought into words, though.

“My men will make every effort to return him alive and well. It is simply that sometimes that is not possible. If that is not acceptable to you, say the word, and if the situation becomes extreme, my men will let your man go.”

That was also unacceptable to Hutton. Far more so than the alternative, it turned out.

“No, he must be caught,” Hutton said. “Whatever it takes.”

“Whatever it takes, indeed,” Mr. Illingworth said, and could Hutton detect a small note of triumph in his expression? He was enjoying this, damn his eyes. “It will be done directly.”

“Directly?” Hutton wanted to know what that meant. Did it mean a day, a week? Several months? It was an answer that wasn’t an answer, and one didn’t get to be a police superintendent without recognizing those.

“I will wire my men at once. I imagine the capture will take place within the next few days. After that, of course, it will take time to return him.”

“You have men in place for this already?”

“Well, near enough by to act, should it become necessary,” Mr. Illingworth said. “I anticipated that if it weren’t you, then someone would take an interest in all of this. The government, and even certain… private individuals take a dim view of the kind of adventures your inspector is having.”

“So your men are close to him?” Hutton wasn’t going to let it all go that easily. “Are they up to the task?”

“Oh, undoubtedly,” Mr. Illingworth said. “A very fine pair of fellows they are. Very reliable. They will have Inspector Pinsley in hand, or in the ground, in a veritable trice.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

When they had first set off on their journey, Pinsley had watched Kaia’s aunt carefully because he suspected that she might be dangerous. Now, the longer they traveled, the more Pinsley watched her for other reasons. Simply put, he had to admit that he found Kaia’s aunt to be a most fascinating woman. 

“We can stop here for the night,” Keris said, as they pulled up to an old villa that had been repurposed as a guest house. “We should reach Rome tomorrow.”

That level of organization was a part of it. In most other aspects of life, Pinsley was used to being the one taking charge of these things, used to having to do it as the only man on their journey, yet Keris was here and already it seemed natural that she should be the one directing the course of their travel. She had a natural authority in these things that seemed almost unconscious. Perhaps that was because she was the leader of the Shadowseers they’d met, or perhaps she was the leader because of that authority.

The villa was elegantly rustic, looking as if it had been there forever, with a square of buildings around a central courtyard. Their walls had vines climbing up them, and the roof was red slate.

The four of them went inside, into a space that had been lined with shelves holding fragments of old amphorae and watercolors of local sites rendered in a variety of hands. Pinsley looked over the pottery, trying to guess at the nature of a place that had so much history lying so close to its surface.

“You have an interest in such things?” Keris asked, obviously catching the attention he gave to the pieces.

“I find the past to be a most interesting puzzle,” Pinsley said, as he turned a Samian-ware bowl over in his hands. 

“Ah, is that what the world is to you? A puzzle to be solved?”

People had said that about Pinsley before. He couldn’t deny it, though. The world was a place full of interesting mysteries and seeking to understand them better was a huge part of what he did.

“My father views everything as something to be solved,” Olivia put in from the side. “Right, Kaia?”

Pinsley saw Kaia nod along, and suddenly had the faint feeling that he was being made fun of.

“Does that include me?” Keris asked softly. She seemed to move very slightly closer as she did so. “I’ve seen you staring, Inspector.”

Pinsley was not a man who embarrassed easily, but now he found himself fighting back the unmanly urge to blush. Had he been trying to work Keris out?

“It is merely that I still know so little about you, and the Shadowseers,” he said.

“Then you and I will have to talk further about them later,” Keris replied. “We can’t have you trying to solve a puzzle like me with insufficient information, can we?”

Behind Keris, Pinsley saw Olivia roll her eyes at Kaia.

The villa owner was a large, florid man with a dark moustache who gestured constantly while he talked and seemed to talk a lot. Certainly more than Pinsley, with his English reserve, might have. He offered them a meal of pasta flavored with lemons, which was simple but filling, and he chattered away in Italian, fast enough that Pinsley had to work to keep up.

“It is so good when we have a family visit,” the owner said, gesturing to the four of them. “So many of those on the… what do you call it in England? The grand tour? It is just men by themselves, or fey young women with no morals. A family is better, I think. Your wife, why does she wear men’s trousers?”

This man thought that Keris was his wife? Pinsley almost laughed at the thought of that, at the sheer absurdity of the notion of it, but before he could answer, Keris stepped in.

“A little unconventionality keeps things interesting,” she said, in clipped, perfect Italian. “My husband and I will require two rooms.”

Her tone did not allow for any argument, and the villa owner’s expression was a little shocked, as if he weren’t expecting Keris to be quite so strident.

“Ah, of course, senora.” The villa owner rushed off to see to it.

He made it all the way out of there before Keris burst out laughing, long and loud.

“What is it?” Kaia asked, and Pinsley realized that she hadn’t understood any of the last exchange, since she didn’t know any Italian. He was so used to her simply learning languages as she needed them, but it seemed that this talent hadn’t manifested itself yet on their journey through Italy.

“He believes that your aunt and I are a married couple, that you and Olivia are sisters, and that we are traveling on the grand tour as a family,” Pinsley explained. 

“Married?” Olivia said, making a face that made it clear how ludicrous she thought that idea was. “You two?”

“It is probably better not to disabuse him of his belief,” Keris said, suddenly more serious. “We are in the Papal States, after all. Anything less than conventional will cause trouble for us, whether they believe us to be tourists, pilgrims, or anything else. We will travel more easily if we attempt to fit in where possible.”

Pinsley could understand the ways in which it might make things easier for them. Still, he wasn’t sure if he was entirely comfortable with the deception that they were perpetrating. He’d been married, and pretending it now seemed almost like trying to ignore Catherine’s life and death.

Keris seemed to catch his worry. “If you are uncomfortable with subterfuge, remember that it is often necessary for Shadowseers. Shadows can take control of people in power as easily as anyone else. We hide the truth so that we can fight against them.”

Pinsley understood the necessity of it all; he even accepted that it was the best way to proceed. He just wasn’t sure that he liked having to do it.

“Very well,” he said, giving in to what he knew was needed under the circumstances. “We will maintain the pretense if it will help us to find the relic with less interference.”

“Good,” Keris said, with a smile that Pinsley had to admit was winning, in its way. “Now, Kaia, I believe I promised to show you more of what it means to be a Shadowseer?”

That caught Pinsley a little by surprise.

“Isn’t that rather at odds with the need for secrecy you just mentioned?” he pointed out.

Keris shrugged, as if it were no concern at all. “I am nothing if not changeable. Kaia? I believe I saw a courtyard at the heart of this place.”

Pinsley and Olivia followed, because the inspector wanted to see exactly what Keris had in mind for her niece. There was indeed a courtyard set within the four wings of the villa, with a mosaic floor that might easily, in Pinsley’s estimation, have been two thousand years old. There, Keris stood in front of her niece and raised her hands. 

“The first thing we need to show you is some basic idea of how to fight. There is not time to teach you much, but if you can learn even something, it might buy you time for your powers to come to bear on a situation. Let’s start with this: hit me. Actually, no, I have a better idea. Husband?”

Pinsley winced at being called that, even in jest, but he knew that was part of the reason that Keris had done it. “Yes?”

“I believe that Kaia should see these skills before she practices them. Would you mind attacking me?”

She made it sound as simple as if she were asking him to pass her the day’s broadsheet.

“Attack you?” Pinsley said, incredulity flooding him. It would be completely improper for him to attempt to strike a woman like that. He shook his head. “I couldn’t possibly-”

“Are the next words going to be ‘hit a woman?’” Keris said, sounding slightly disappointed. “How tiresome. What’s wrong? Afraid that I’ll hurt you?”

“More that I might hurt you,” Pinsley said. He had, after all, trained with prize fighters and skilled wrestlers, fought in a war, and taken on the worst that London had to offer.

“My father is a trained solider,” Olivia pointed out, obviously sensing the difficulty. “And I have seen him fight.”

That got another shrug from Keris. “I have no doubt that you are entirely competent at anything you set your mind to, Inspector. Please, rest assured that you will not hurt me. I am not made of glass.”

“Even so,” Pinsley said. “It would not be seemly to-”

He was halfway through the sentence when Keris reached out and flicked the end of his nose with her fingers, hard.

“Madam,” Pinsley said, in his most serious tone. “That is both childish and unbecoming in a woman of your-”

“Age?” Keris said, flicking his nose again, with a faint smile that suggested that she wasn’t going to stop until he made her. “Come on, Inspector, hit me. I promise it will not hurt me. You do want Kaia to learn, don’t you?”

She reached out to flick his nose again, and Pinsley took the opportunity to step into her, dragging her arm past him so that he could get to her side with a two on one grip of her arm.

“Sneaky,” Keris said, sounding faintly impressed, and then slipped free of his grip like a ghost. “First rule, Kaia, always be sneaky in a fight.”

She kicked out at Pinsley then, forcing him to step to the side. He barely parried the flurry of punches that followed. 

“Second rule, don’t give them time to settle. Your first attack takes the initiative, and then you don’t let it go. Even if your strikes aren’t hard, they can still get you to the point of escape, or to where you can land something better.”

Pinsley struck back then, using his jab as his boxing instructors had taught him, fist vertical, weight behind it, feinting and looking for openings. Keris kept moving, avoiding it, obviously looking to let him tire. She moved in then, and Pinsley saw an opportunity for a throw that might send her sailing over his hip.

Only that would send her crashing to the hard mosaic floor, quite possibly injuring her. That wouldn’t be right, not in practice, and especially not against her. Pinsley pulled out of the throw, shifting his weight back to stop it.

That was when Keris swept his feet out from under him. Pinsley tumbled and struck the floor every bit as hard as he’d been worried Keris would. It knocked the breath out of him, leaving him lying there looking up at her blankly for several seconds.

“Third rule, use whatever means you can to win. This is not a game. If your opponent underestimates you, use that. If you can understand how they will react, you can exploit that to your advantage. Now, let me show you.”

As Pinsley started to recover, Keris was already showing Kaia the basics of how to strike, and how to move out of the way of a strike, holding up her hands for a target.

Olivia helped him to his feet. “That was rather a cheap trick.”

She didn’t sound as though she approved, and Pinsley could see her faint frown at the tactics Keris had chosen to employ. He shook his head though. 

“It’s all right,” Pinsley said. “She is correct. Winning by a trick is still winning. If it will keep you both safe… Keris, can Olivia join in your practice?”

Keris looked round, seemed to think for a moment, and then nodded her assent. “Yes, of course. Although if you find yourself faced with someone shadow possessed, my dear, the best thing may be to run.”

“I won’t run if other people are in danger,” Olivia insisted, sounding determined. Pinsley had seen that for himself, back in Munich. He was as proud of his daughter’s courage as he was of everything else about her.

Yet in the face of the shadows, a part of him hoped that she would run. He wanted her to stay safe and refusing to back down was hardly the way in which to do it.

Pinsley watched as Olivia and Kaia started to work together under Keris’s tutelage, moving around the open space of the villa’s courtyard. They threw strikes back and forth, then started to work on the most basic grappling techniques, rehearsing the trip that Keris had used to send Pinsley crashing to the floor.

Pinsley had to admit that he found Keris to be a most strange and fascinating woman. A few months back, he might have found the idea of a woman fighting as she did almost improper, yet now, he could only be impressed by her.

Keris moved over to Pinsley, and they both sat to one side while the girls continued to practice.

“Of course, it is impossible to teach someone to fight in a day,” Pinsley said, as the two of them worked.

Keris shrugged. “True, but one must begin somewhere. I trust you did not fall too hard?”

“No harder than I deserved, I suspect. Although if you had been wrong about me, you would have been the one taking a tumble.”

“I find I am a good judge of people,” Keris said, as if she had never had any doubt. “Tell me, if a shadow possessed a woman, would you hold back like that?”

“I…,” Pinsley thought of all he had seen in the last few weeks. He knew the danger that the shadows posed by now. “Not for the reason that you think. I have seen people brought back to themselves by Kaia and Emeline, though. I would not want to kill someone when they can be saved.”

“Admirable, but not always possible,” Keris said, and her tone made it sound like foolishness. “Often, the best way to drive out a shadow is to render the host unconscious. The creature usually realizes the trouble it is in and flees.”

“How much trouble is it in?” Pinsley asked. “I saw the way you reacted before when you were told that Kaia had destroyed a shadow. I take it that does not happen often?”

Keris shook her head. “I should have guessed that you would catch that part. It takes rare power to do such a thing. But even those of us who cannot do so can surround a host with lights while they are unconscious, then drive the shadow out with nowhere to go. That will hurt and weaken it at the very least.”

She spoke as if she’d done it, probably more than once. Pinsley could only imagine the difficulty of achieving such a thing when the host and the shadow were aware of the danger.

“If you can’t destroy them, how do you fight them?” Pinsley asked. It seemed impossible to take on an enemy one couldn’t truly defeat. It meant that the foe would keep coming indefinitely, while the Shadowseers’ side would inevitably be whittled down.

“We drive them out, and we keep driving them out,” Keris said. She truly didn’t have an ounce of give in her. “When it is just one, or a few, we send them back out of human communities into the dark. When it was more, in the old days, we would drive them back to their homes and seal the way.”

“Which is why you want the relic so badly,” Pinsley observed. “You think it gives you a chance to defeat them once and for all.”

“Is that such a bad thing?” Keris asked.

“Only if the price of success is greater still.”

“Indeed. Although I do not see it as such. Not with all of humanity at stake. Tell me, Inspector-”

“Sebastian.” It seemed right to Pinsley that if he was meant to use Keris’s given name, she should at least know his. 

“Sebastian, how does it feel to be caught up in all of this? From what I gather, you are a highly rational man. It cannot be easy to face something that is so clearly magical. So clearly beyond your rationality.”

Pinsley swallowed at her use of the word magical. Some words, even now, were hard to adjust to. 

“It has, I must admit, been far from easy. At the start of this, I could not even admit that there was something untoward happening. Now, I have learned of the existence of the shadows, and I have had to recognize that there are aspects of all of this that go beyond normal understanding, at least for the time being.”

“For the time being?” Keris sounded amused. “Ah, you’re planning to pin down the rules of magic with rational analysis, are you?”

Pinsley raised an eyebrow at the joy she seemed to be taking in it. “I think that you enjoy making fun of me.”

“It’s more that I enjoy sparring with you, in every respect,” Keris said. There didn’t seem to be any part of her that was willing to back down when it came to this kind of thing. “And I enjoy seeing occasionally that there is someone under that exterior who feels things, as well as merely thinks them.”

“I assure you that I am quite capable of feeling,” Pinsley said, although since it came out in his stiffest tone, he suspected that it didn’t entirely help his case.

“A hypothesis we will have to test with further analysis,” Keris replied, and again, Pinsley had the feeling that she was making fun of him. She glanced over to Kaia and Olivia. “Oh, well done, Kaia. But turn your shoulder more when you punch.”

Pinsley watched them train a little more. He suspected that the ability of the girls to fight or otherwise wouldn’t actually be the deciding factor in all of this, but he would feel happier knowing that they could at least begin to protect themselves if the shadows came for them. 

The real heart of this, though, was finding the relic. They had traveled hundreds of miles now in search of it, and tomorrow, they would arrive in Rome. There, with luck, they would find Keris’s priest, and he would lead them to the relic.

Once they had it, according to her, they might finally be able to fight back against the shadows and end all of this for good.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

By mid-morning the next day, Rome came into sight out of the windows of the carriage, and Kaia found herself wondering how they were ever going to find one specific priest. She had never seen a place quite like it. It spread out in a wash of white and red among the surrounding hills, the River Tiber cutting through its heart, while the land beyond was a wash of marshes, rich with the buzz of mosquitoes.

The ordinary buildings of the place were strange enough, all taller than any London home would have been, as if up had been the only way to build; or the tenements were plants, reaching to cut out the light from one another. Church spires stuck up among them with such frequency that it seemed almost as if every family there had its own small church or chapel. Bigger domes stood between them, and Kaia had never seen a city with quite so many religious buildings.

It was the other buildings that caught Kaia’s eye, though. The ones that looked ancient even from a distance. There was a huge circle of a place that had partly crumbled on one side. There was a square structure surrounded by pillars. There was a single stone needle, stabbing up into the sky.

Paris had possessed similar structures, but those had all seemed new, built on the command of the last couple of emperors, as if to demonstrate their grandeur and authority. These structures seemed ancient, as if the rest of the city had been built up around them, like magnets drawing in everything else. Age seemed to be built into the fabric of the place, so that buildings constructed a hundred years ago might seem modern by comparison. 

“What are all those places?” Kaia asked, staring at the ancient structures with something close to awe.

Olivia leaned forward so that she could see as well, and started to point to the landmarks, one after another. 

“That round one over there is the Colosseum,” Olivia explained. “Back in ancient times, they used to make gladiators fight to the death there against one another, or against animals.”

“What?” Kaia said, not understanding. “Why would anyone do that?”

“To entertain the people,” the inspector put in. “The Roman emperors thought that if they kept them entertained, they would rebel less.”

Kaia winced at the thought of people being made to do something like that simply for the entertainment of others. She couldn’t imagine people doing anything that cruel without the influence of the shadows.

Olivia pointed again, this time to a huge church whose domed roof loomed over the rest of the city. “That is St. Peter’s Basilica, the seat of the Pope in Rome. The whole of the Papal States are his, and pilgrims from around the world come to visit it.”

Kaia tried to imagine someone that powerful, more even than a king in a lot of ways.

“The presence of so many pilgrims should make things easier for us,” Aunt Keris said. “If people think we are just one more group of good Catholics there to visit, we should be able to move around freely. People will probably even help us to find what we need.”

Olivia pointed again, to a couple of the ancient looking buildings, lined with pillars. “Those are the Forum and the Pantheon. In Ancient Rome, they were crucial buildings, one for the government, the other for the priests there.”

“How do you know so much about Rome?” Kaia asked Olivia. “You’ve never been here, right?”

“No,” Olivia agreed as the carriage kept drawing closer. “But Father used to take me to the British Museum on weekends, and to galleries. There were paintings of these places, and I have read about the histories, of course.”

She made it sound so natural, as if anyone might have done the same, but Kaia hadn’t read those histories. The orphanage where she’d grown up hadn’t seen the value in that kind of classical history, or really of anything that wouldn’t make them a better servant to some rich man when they grew up. If there was any history taught at all, it was Mr. Garrow making them recite the kings and queens of England, learning the dates of their reigns and their battles by rote.

Aunt Keris nodded. “Our histories say that in those days, the first Shadowseers walked among the priests. Until the priests became corrupted. Even some of the emperors. Caligula and Nero were not just evil men, they were evil men in the control of shadows. When Rome burned under Nero, it was not an accident in the merchant quarters; it was a last, desperate attempt to drive out the creatures that were threatening to take over the world.”

It was so strange to think that there was a whole other history of the world out there, behind the history that people like Olivia and the inspector knew. It made Kaia wonder how many of the great events of history had been influenced by the battles between the Shadowseers and the shadows. 

“How many people died in the great fire of Rome?” Olivia said, a note of horror in her voice. “Doesn’t that mean that the Shadowseers murdered all of them?”

Kaia hadn’t thought about it that way, and about the kind of ruthlessness it must have taken. Did her aunt possess that kind of ruthlessness?

“It is hard to say exactly what happened after so long,” Aunt Keris said. “My guess is that the fire got out of hand. But even if it was all deliberate, consider how many lives such drastic action also saved. Sometimes, Shadowseers have to make hard choices to protect the world. It doesn’t make those choices right, but they must still be made.”

Kaia found herself thinking back again to the moment when Em had kicked Prince Raoul out of a window to stop him from coming after her. It had seemed like such a harsh, even callous, action at the time, yet now, it seemed that it was the kind of thing that Shadowseers did. 

Maybe Em was more cut out to be a Shadowseer than Kaia was, because she could never consider doing something like that. Her aunt and Em might do whatever it took to defeat the shadows, but Kaia didn’t want to see people hurt like that.

They were approaching the outskirts of the city now, rumbling along in the carriage along roads that seemed every bit as ancient as the rest of the place. Kaia could see fragments of the ancient walls that must once have fully encircled Rome, but they were gone now. The streets were narrower than in Paris, more like the tangle of London. They were something that had evolved over time, not the neatly rebuilt grids that were starting to grow up under Napoleon III’s rule.

They were close when a couple of men in official looking uniforms stepped out into the road in front of them. 

“The Papal Guard,” Aunt Keris said, as they approached. She didn’t sound happy about it.

One called out in Italian, holding up a hand, obviously demanding that they should stop, and the driver drew the carriage to a halt. 

They came up to it, and Kaia felt a moment of nervous worry. Was it possible that the guardsmen had been waiting for them? Were they about to be arrested, for some reason?

One of the guardsmen started speaking in rapid Italian. Kaia couldn’t understand anything, but it seemed obvious that he wasn’t happy about something. That he was making some sort of demand.

“He’s saying that the carriage is wrong, that it isn’t allowed here,” Olivia whispered to Kaia, obviously not wanting her to be left out. “He’s citing all kinds of laws and threatening… he says he could arrest us all.”

Kaia’s fear redoubled at that. She could see that the inspector didn’t look so much afraid as annoyed, though, while her aunt’s features held a faint look of disgust.

Aunt Keris leaned forward and started to talk to the guards. After a few seconds, she held out her hand, passing something to one of them. Kaia thought that she saw the gleam of coins there.

Just like that, the guards backed away, nodding.

“Bribing officers of the law?” the inspector said, obviously not happy.

“Sadly, that is how things work here,” Aunt Keris replied. “The Papal Guard is not your modern London police force, Inspector. As distasteful as it is, if we’d tried to argue with them, they would have arrested us.”

Still, the inspector didn’t look happy about it.

“I think it’s better to go on foot from here,” Aunt Keris said, giving the retreating forms of the Papal Guards a last look of disgust. There were people everywhere, filling the streets. Kaia guessed that it might actually be quicker to walk than not to. 

“I concur,” the inspector agreed. “We will see and hear more that way. Are we finding somewhere to stay?”

Kaia had assumed that would be the first thing that they did in the city, but her aunt was shaking her head instead.

“Later,” Aunt Keris said. “For now, I want to focus on finding the priest. Father Silvio Rigonelli of St. John’s Church.”

Her aunt made it all sound so simple, but there was one obvious problem with trying to find a church and a priest in the middle of Rome: there were simply so many of them. Even on the ride in, she had been able to spot dozens of spires among the rooftops. 

Now that she was at street level, Kaia could see thronging crowds of people, and among them were plenty of priests all in black, with a fair number of nuns there too, and even what appeared to be a few monks or friars in full robes. This was a city full of religious houses and figures. Locating one specific priest among all of them seemed practically impossible, less like finding a needle in a haystack and more like finding one specific piece of straw.

“How are we meant to find one priest among all of this?” Olivia asked, voicing exactly Kaia’s fears as she fetched her bag down from the carriage. 

“We ask,” Aunt Keris said. “Someone will know where to find the church, at least.”

As her aunt set off down the street, there was nothing for Kaia to do other than grab her bag and follow, along with the others. The four of them started off in the direction of the main cathedral Kaia had seen before, and now Aunt Keris was stopping a nun, asking something in rapid Italian. The nun shook her head, with a slightly sour expression, and the four of them moved on. 

They found a monk next, an older man with a tonsured head. Aunt Keris stepped in front of him, saying something in Italian. The monk said something back in an angry tone, and the inspector jumped in, adding to it all.

All the while, all Kaia could do was stand there, feeling useless, not being able to contribute to any of it, not being able to do anything to help find the priest, because she didn’t understand the language. 

She felt utterly shut out in the moment. Olivia was trying to help, although her own Italian seemed basic compared to her father’s, but Kaia didn’t even have that. 

She had a way to fix that, though, assuming that her powers would cooperate. Kaia reached down for them, and almost to her surprise, she found that this time they rose up willingly, flowing out towards the monk, rippling around him and embracing him in a wash of light that he apparently couldn’t see. It embraced him completely.

Kaia knew him, then. She understood him, understood his commitment to all that he believed, felt the anger underneath it all that the world was as it was, with so many sinners, including, Kaia realized, her aunt. 

“…trousers on a woman! It is more than ‘not seemly,’ it is ungodly, forbidden in scripture!”

Understanding of the words flowed into Kaia along with understanding of the man speaking them. Even as that understanding came, she could feel her aunt’s eyes on her. 

“Thank you for your time, sir,” Kaia said, hearing the words come out in Italian that matched the monk’s own accent. “We meant no offense. We will ask someone else.”

They moved away quickly, and soon the monk was lost behind them in the crowds. Aunt Keris was still staring at Kaia, in obvious disbelief.

“That is a rare talent,” she said. Kaia could hear something like awe there. Or maybe… fear? Could her aunt really be afraid of her, and how powerful she was? Kaia hoped not. 

“It is the least remarkable of the things that Kaia can do,” the inspector assured her, although even he sounded impressed by the speed and fluidity of Kaia’s new language. 

Olivia’s eyes were wide. “Is this how you learned German so quickly, too, back in Munich?”

Kaia nodded. For some reason, she found that she didn’t want to go into the full details of her connection with Em in front of her aunt. She didn’t want to confess to anything else that even the leader of the Shadowseers might find too strange. She didn’t want to make Aunt Keris any more afraid of her than she already was. 

“Impressive,” Olivia said, going from astonished to impressed in an instant. “I wish I could learn things so quickly.”

Kaia smiled at the way Olivia seemed to accept all of this strangeness so quickly, when it had taken her father most of a trip across Europe just to get as far as he had. That ability to embrace the strangeness of it all so quickly was more impressive than half of the other things Kaia had seen in her travels. 

“What we really need to learn right now is the location of the priest,” Aunt Keris said. She went over to another priest to ask the same question she’d asked before. From his expression, he wasn’t any more impressed than the monk had been. While she did that, Kaia waited at the side of the street. 

She was still waiting when a small hand tugged at her arm. She turned to see a small boy, probably only ten years old, dark haired and dressed in bright blue from head to foot. He was looking over at the rest of them like they were the most interesting thing that had happened to him all day.

“What’s your name?” the boy asked her, apparently not caring that Kaia was a total stranger.

Kaia guessed that she should have been spending her time talking to more priests and pilgrims, but the others were all doing that “I’m Kaia. And you are?”

“Tonio. Why do you keep asking about Father Silvio?” the boy asked, in that open, artless way that only small children seemed to have. He seemed happier than Kaia had at that age. He hadn’t been put into an orphanage, hadn’t been treated the way Kaia had. She was grateful for that.

Kaia managed a smile. “Because we need to talk to him. Do you know where he is?”

“At the church, silly.” He said it as if it were something that everyone should know, and he said it so quickly that Kaia was sure he must be telling the truth, not making it up.

“Yes,” Kaia said. “But where is the church?”

The boy pointed vaguely. “Three streets that way. Near my house. I’ll show you if you like.”

“That would be good, thank you,” Kaia said, then raised her voice so the others could hear her. “Come on. I think I’ve found us someone who knows the way.”

She could see the skeptical looks on the others’ faces as they saw the boy, but Kaia was sure that he could show them the right way. It was definitely better than getting blank looks or outright refusals from priests because her aunt didn’t conform to the way they thought she ought to dress or act.

She guessed that they weren’t going to let her just wander off alone, so she set off after Tonio, trusting that the others would follow her, even if they weren’t convinced that she knew what she was doing. Kaia followed with hurried steps as the boy led the way along a winding alley that had fruit sellers on either side, then down a wider street lined with small shops that seemed to be devoted to foodstuffs. He was small, but he was quick, moving at a skittering run, so that Kaia had to run herself to try to keep up.

They turned another corner together, and there in front of Kaia was a church. It wasn’t a huge church by the standards of the city. Indeed, it was tiny by comparison to most of them. It looked as though it had been wedged in between the buildings around it, with only the height of its spire marking it out from them. It was brightly painted, with statues of figures Kaia assumed to be saints decorating the outside, in niches designed for the purpose. The door had layers of arches standing over it, so that it seemed to stand back from the street. A stained-glass window stood facing the street, catching the light and reflecting it down in strange patterns. 

Kaia was so busy staring at it all that she almost tripped over a homeless man sitting across the street from the church, dressed in rags, with a small bowl set out to beg for coins. He was slender and shaggy haired, stooped and frail. Old looking, although it was impossible to say for sure, with a beard that looked matted from not being washed for so long. 

“Watch where you’re going, girl!” he snapped.

“Sorry,” Kaia said, dodging past him, moving quickly towards the church. She knew what it was like to be out on the streets, even if she’d only really been without a home for a night before she’d been accused of being a thief and dragged off to Scotland Yard. She knew that however big the city was, life couldn’t be easy for this man. She didn’t want to make this any more difficult for him. 

The others caught up, and Kaia could see them staring up at the church. She put a hand on Tonio’s shoulder. “Father Silvio is in there? You’re sure?”

Tonio nodded enthusiastically. “He’s our priest. I know him.”

“Thank you, young man,” the inspector said. “But you should probably run along home now.”

Tonio nodded and ran off without saying anything else, leaving the four of them facing the church. None of them made a move to go towards it yet, as if each of them was waiting for the others to move first.

 Kaia could feel her anticipation building. If her aunt was right, the priest inside would have answers for them that might finally let them find the relic. 

“Ready?” her aunt said, looking over at Kaia.

Kaia nodded. “I’m ready.”

The four of them walked into the church. Inside, it was as brightly painted as it was on the outside, with more statues of saints set into niches, each with a small plaque explaining their miracles and their lives. There was an altar set out at the front, in front of rows of pews, with a rood screen and a confession box nearby. The church was mostly empty, with only a couple of figures there in its space. 

One of those figures was obviously the priest. He was a man in his fifties, with graying hair and a moustache, quite short, with a muscular frame. He wasn’t wearing his full robes right then, but just the simple black uniform of his profession.

The man with him just as clearly wasn’t a priest. He was more richly dressed, for one thing, in a frock coat flashed with silk and silver buttons. He was perhaps thirty, with square, solid features, and dark hair cut short. He wore what seemed to Kaia to be an inordinate amount of jewelry for a man, with rings and necklaces, even a single dangling silver earring. Some of it seemed to be in the shape of mystical symbols, while more were woven into the cloth of his jacket and his shirt.

“I’m telling you, Father, this is a matter of the utmost importance.”

He spoke in a slightly raised voice, the passion and the intensity of the words making it seem as though Kaia and the others had walked in on an argument, or at least on something as close to one as he dared to engage in within the confines of a church. When he spoke, his accent was strange, clearly not Italian, but from somewhere Kaia didn’t know. 

In spite of all that strangeness, and all the ways that he didn’t seem to fit in here, Kaia couldn’t shake a sense of familiarity. She’d seen this man somewhere before; she was sure of it. What did that mean? Why was he so familiar to her? Why was he here?

There seemed to be only one way to answer those questions so, following a nod from her aunt, Kaia started forward towards the priest.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

From the moment she and the Shadowseers around her arrived in Venice, Em had the feeling that they were being watched. Everywhere they went, everything they did, Em was sure that someone or something had eyes on them. It made her look around with every step, trying to spot whoever was watching. 

Currently, Em and the Shadowseers were making their way along the canals in a pair of black painted gondolas, being poled along by two of their number, with Em sitting towards the middle of one. Around them, buildings loomed over the water, while bridges spanned it every few hundred yards. The city was in full carnival mode, which meant everyone on the shore and on the other boats was wearing masks depicting what she assumed were traditional characters.

“What are we even looking into here?” Emmeline asked the Shadowseer next to her: a young man named Casper who was broad shouldered and sandy haired. He was square jawed and handsome, but Em was ignoring that. She had been ignoring that for most of the journey. 

“There were rumors of a mask-maker in the city who has unusual things happening around him. They say he visited Munich, and he brought back a strange item. With the relic missing from Munich, it might mean that he found it, and people are seeing the effects of it.”

It sounded a little thin to Em. “Is this what Shadowseers do? Chase around after rumors?”

She wanted to get him to snap back, if only because a good argument might relieve some of the anxiety Em felt, drifting along the canals, unable to do anything about someone watching her. She didn’t like feeling helpless like that. She hated not being able to do anything.

She saw Casper shrug, not rising to the bait of an argument. Em found it one of his more irritating traits. “People don’t come out and say that they’ve seen shadows, or relics, or magic. Rumors are what we have. You’d know that, if you’d grown up among us.”

That was the other thing about traveling here with the Shadowseers. It wasn’t that they were unfriendly or tried to push her out. They’d all been perfectly pleasant to her on the way over. It was just that Em constantly found herself reminded that she hadn’t trained the way they had, hadn’t learned from a young age what it meant to be one of them. She wasn’t one of them, and she had no way to catch up.

“It wasn’t as if I had much choice in that,” Em pointed out.

That just got another shrug, which was even more annoying. Like it didn’t matter what she did or tried to do.

Em wished that Kaia were there with her. She would have given anything to have her there in the gondola with her. She hadn’t realized just how much she’d gotten used to having the constant, silent conversation flowing between their minds until Kaia was too far away for the connection to touch. Em missed being able to feel what Kaia was feeling, to understand anything she did.

It was more than that, though: she missed her sister. She wanted to be where Kaia was, wanted to be a part of what she was doing, rather than sent off separately because it was supposed to be too dangerous for them to be together.

What did that even mean? What did it mean that they couldn’t be together? Why was it meant to be dangerous? No one had explained it, and Em felt as though, if she were going to be separated from Kaia, she deserved to know.

Their gondola passed under the low arch of a bridge, with more masked revelers looking down. Em and the others had to duck to avoid it. Away in the distance, Em could see the doge’s palace, and the prison that lay over the Bridge of Sighs. Venice was a strange place, and she wasn’t sure that she liked it. It felt as if it were made for intrigue, made for those who wished to hide themselves. It had a kind of beauty to it, but it was crumbling beauty, caught on the edge of sinking into the lagoon around it. To Em, that lent the whole place an atmosphere on the edge of despair, where it seemed that people might do desperate things simply because they could.

In this part of the canal, as broad as it was, the gondolas were thick against one another, so that Em guessed that it might be possible to walk from one to another if one were careful. She felt one scrape against the side of the one she was in and pulled her arms tight against herself. 

The Shadowseer in control of the gondola slowly poled it across the canal, towards a row of buildings on the far side. Em could feel her tension rising as they got closer to their destination.

“We’re here,” Casper said, as the gondola pulled up in front of one of the tall buildings that fronted onto the canal. It had a door leading straight out onto the water, as if arriving that way were not only normal but expected. “The second boat will wait here and watch, in case of any trouble. We’ll go inside.”

Casper led the way, with Em staying just a step behind him, feeling the rocking of the boat as her weight went from it to dry land. The door was unlocked, and a small bell set against it jingled to announce their presence as they entered. Two more Shadowseers followed Em and Casper, sliding into the confines of the shop.

Inside, there were masks staring down from every wall, some half dominos, some full face. There were faces that might have been carnival characters, and others that seemed to be animals or even stranger things. Em saw blank masks in piles, along with a table where tools were set out, and a half-finished mask set on a stand so that it would be at a convenient height while the mask maker worked on it. 

Yet there didn’t seem to be any sign of the mask maker. The whole place seemed still and empty, in a way that didn’t feel natural to Em at all. It felt like the kind of stillness found in a tomb. Em didn’t like it. The very stillness of it made the hairs on her arms stand on end. 

There was something else, too: Em could feel the familiar wrongness of something in the world that shouldn’t be there, something that hated all humanity. It was a feeling that Em knew, because she’d experienced it in Paris, and then in Munich.

“There’s a shadow here,” Em said, as the feeling crept over her, making her shiver slightly with the sensation of it.

Casper seemed to concentrate for a moment or two, obviously working to sense what Em did. “Yes, I feel it. Upstairs.”

He started towards a set of stairs that stood in the corner. Em followed, with the two other Shadowseers following in her wake. Casper looked round at her, and Em could guess what he was going to say next, just from his expression. This was one thing that didn’t need mind to mind communication.

“I’m not going to wait downstairs, so don’t ask,” Em said, and started to push her way up them. She wanted to see what was at the top. 

Casper went up first, presumably only so that Em wouldn’t be the first one through the door at the top. 

The room there was a bedroom, which looked much more sparse than the workshop downstairs, with a wooden floor and a simply carved bed. There were a few more masks around the walls. Em’s eyes weren’t drawn to any of that, though, because she couldn’t look away from the man who was lying on the bed, groaning in agony, with a slender bladed stiletto sticking out of his stomach. He was a small man, with gray hair, dressed in simple, artisan’s clothes. Em had seen death back in Munich, but this was worse, somehow. She couldn’t look away. 

It meant that when a second figure burst towards her and the others from the side, she couldn’t get out of their path in time. 

A masked figure slammed into her, smashing her to the ground. Em heard the breath rush out of her lungs once she hit the wooden floor and felt the bruising impact of the fall rattling through her. She groaned and rolled over, looking up.

Em saw a woman in a dark dress rearing up above her, her face covered by a harlequin mask. Her hands fastened around Em’s throat. The strength there was awful and crushing, the shadow forcing the woman’s body to more than it might otherwise have been capable of, ignoring the kinds of limits that might normally have been imposed by pain or tiredness.

Em tried to buck her off, but she found that she didn’t have to strength to do it. She clawed at the woman’s hands, but the shadow in her meant that the woman didn’t feel the pain of it. She reached down for her power, but it didn’t come bursting out of her the way that she’d seen it happen with Kaia, or that had happened when she and her sister were close. 

Em could feel the world closing in on her. Thankfully, though, she wasn’t alone. Casper and the others grabbed the woman, hauling her off Em. Em managed to get to her feet, putting a hand against the woman’s skull.

Now her power came, roaring up through her even if it wasn’t at the same intensity that came when Em was near her sister, pushing out of her and into the masked woman, leaving no room for the shadow. It poured out of her like smoke, then fled through the window. The woman collapsed in the grip of the other Shadowseers.

“So you do have power,” Casper said, seeming suddenly more impressed than he had been. “That was quicker than one of us could have driven it out.”

As impressed as he was, Em felt empty, almost powerless. She’d seen Kaia force shadows out easily at a distance. She’d seen her sister destroy one outright, shredding it with the energy within her. Compared to that, what Em had just done was nothing. All she’d done was drive out one shadow, and even then, only barely.

There was no time to feel sorry for herself, though, because the mask maker was still lying groaning on the bed, hands clutched to the dagger that had been plunged into his stomach.

“Lie still,” Em said, going to him. They’d taught her enough Italian at her boarding school for that at least. “We’ll find a way to help you.”

Across from her, though, Casper was already shaking his head gravely. 

“There is nothing we can do, Emmeline. This man is dying.”

Em wasn’t prepared to simply accept that, though.

“There has to be something,” Em said. She looked down at the mask maker. “I’m so sorry that this happened to you.”

“They… wanted the object I brought from Munich. They’ve been following me for weeks, doing… strange, impossible things! But I didn’t give them it. I hid it.”

Presumably, the shadows were hunting for the relic, the same way that Em and the Shadowseers were. Now, this man had been stabbed for it. It brought home just how much everyone involved in this wanted the relic in their hands.

“Where did you hide it?” Casper asked.

The mask maker gave him a pained expression and shook his head tersely. “Don’t know you.”

“We are…” Em struggled for the words. “We try to stop people like the ones who hurt you, but to do that, we need what you found. Please.”

The mask maker was silent for several seconds, half closing his eyes. Em was terrified in that moment that he might have died, or that he might simply be determined to take his secret to his grave.

“I… am dying anyway,” he said at last. “If you can stop them… I hid it, in a niche on the Rialto Bridge. I… I don’t want to die.”

Em wished that there were something they could do, some way they could help him. She wished that she knew something about medicine that might help, but that wasn’t the kind of thing a finishing school for fine young ladies taught. She tried reaching for her powers, but they had never been about healing people. They couldn’t do anything here. All she could do was stand there, watching as the light slowly left the mask maker’s eyes.

“We need to go,” Casper said, putting a hand on her arm to draw her away. “We cannot be found here.”

“We’re just going to leave him?” Em said. Was he really that callous? Did he really care so little about who got hurt in the search for the relic?

“We cannot stop the shadows if the doge’s men hang us for murder,” Casper snapped. “A Shadowseer does what’s needed, however hard it is.”

It was hard to simply turn around and walk down those stairs again, however necessary the young Shadowseer might think it was. Em hated the thought of simply leaving the dead man like that. 

At the same time, though, she felt a new determination to find a way to stop the shadows. She’d seen firsthand now how they hurt people to get what they wanted, and she was going to help find the relic and destroy them, whatever it took.

She and Casper were almost to ground level when she heard the crack of a door being kicked open, and felt the presence of more shadows, their wrongness pushing in on the edges of her confidence. Em pushed forward, hurrying now. As she reached the ground floor, at least half a dozen men and women poured into the mask maker’s house through the back door all wearing masks, and all with the sense of wrongness about them that proclaimed that they were possessed by shadows. 

“Run!” Casper yelled, pointing to the front of the building. 

Em hesitated, because her first instinct wasn’t to run; it was to fight. She wanted to deal with the creatures that had killed the mask-maker. She wanted to show all of them what she could do and drive the shadows out of them. In that hesitation, the shadow possessed people came at her. One of the other Shadowseers got in the way, fists and feet moving in swift savagery, and maybe if it had just been one possessed person, that might have been enough. As it was, Em saw him dragged down by grasping hands. 

“Run, I said!” Casper repeated, grabbing Em’s arm and pulling her towards the front of the place at a sprint, since it was impossible to get out the back to their waiting boat.

If the shadows had come in that way, what did it mean for the Shadowseers who had been waiting there? Em swallowed back her horror at the thought of that, focusing on running now with Casper, the shadows following close behind them. 

They burst out into a street that ran alongside one of the canals. There were gondolas plying their trade there, packed even more tightly than on the canal they’d come in by. On the far side, a busy crowd was celebrating, but this street was much emptier, so that there seemed to be no cover at all. Em found herself remembering what she’d thought about on the way in to the workshop, and looked out at the gondolas, trying to judge if it might actually be possible.

“I have an idea!” Em called out and ran straight for the water. Straight for the boats there.

She hopped onto the first of the gondolas, ignoring the protest of its gondolier. Em didn’t stay still, but instead immediately hopped to the next, telling herself that it was no different than crossing a series of steppingstones across a stream. Only usually, people weren’t trying to kill her as she hopped over steppingstones, and there wasn’t a deep, filthy canal beneath. She heard Casper curse behind her, but when Em glanced back, she saw that he was at least following her lead, hopping from boat to boat. 

So were the shadows. Two of them followed close behind, stepping from one boat to the next, almost keeping pace. Em had to hurry to keep ahead of them, hoping that she would be fast enough as she sprang to the next gondolier, then the next. 

Finally, her feet found solid ground again as she reached the far side of the canal. Casper was there a moment later, breathing hard with the effort of his strange route across the canal.

“What do you think you’re…”

Em reached out, pushing the closest gondolier away from the shore. It meant that the following shadows found themselves stranded, standing on the next gondolier along, just out of reach. It would only buy them a few seconds, but Em had to hope that those few seconds would be enough for the two of them to escape. 

It was her turn to take Casper’s arm now, and she led him into the crowd. There, a hawker was selling masks, and Em pushed money at him hurriedly, grabbing the first pair that came to hand. It wouldn’t do anything to disguise their clothes, but at least it meant that their faces wouldn’t be so easy to pick out from the crowd. Casper seemed to get the idea, because he pulled his on quickly, and the two of them dove into the heart of the crowd.

They moved in step with the rhythm of it, trying to be a part of it, trying not to give away their presence. Em knew that the shadows had to be looking for them. She could still feel them close by. It was all Em could do to keep from running again, knowing that would only give her location away. 

She forced herself to wait, to be still, hiding in the lee of a couple of figures there until she felt the presence of the shadows nearby start to fade into something on the edge of perception. Then it disappeared completely. Either they’d given up or they’d assumed that she and Casper had made it into a side street. 

Em dared to breathe a sigh of relief. She really wished that Kaia were there right then, and not just because together, they might actually have been able to fight back against the shadows. Em needed the comfort of knowing that there was at least one person there who truly understood her. 

For now, though, there was no chance of that. They couldn’t even reunite until they found the relic. That meant one thing.

They had to get to the Rialto Bridge, preferably before the Shadows did.


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

If Kaia had been in the church alone, she would probably have waited for the priest to finish his conversation, but it seemed that her aunt was far more direct than that. She almost reminded Kaia of Em. She strode over and simply put a hand on the priest’s arm to catch his attention.

“Father Silvio?”

The priest looked over to them and nodded. 

The man who was already speaking with the priest did not look impressed at the interruption. “Lady, I was speaking with the father.”

“And now I must,” Aunt Keris said. “I would not do so if it were not a matter of the utmost importance.”

Kaia suppressed a smile at the echo of this man’s words to the priest as they walked in. 

“Then wait your turn,” the man said. “I still have matters that I must discuss. I need to know where it is, Father.”

“And I have given you an answer on that, my child. All your promises of payment will not sway me. My mind is set.”

Kaia could see the annoyance, even anger, in the stranger’s expression.

“I cannot convince you?”

The priest shook his head slowly. 

“I will double my offer.”

Again, a shake of the head followed.

The stranger looked nonplussed by that to Kaia, as if he couldn’t imagine anyone turning him down. She didn’t know the sums involved, but just one look at the way the stranger was dressed suggested that they would be large. To double his offer just like that suggested just how desperate he was about this matter.

She still couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something familiar about him. Who was this man?

“Think about it, at least,” the stranger said. “I am at a boarding house on the Via Circo Massimo. I will be there for another week. Or perhaps I will come back?”

Kaia saw the priest spread his hands. “If you wish to join in mass, you are welcome to do so.”

The stranger huffed then, turned on his heel, and stalked towards the doors to the church. As he reached the doors, he turned back and pointed towards Kaia and the others, speaking with a vehemence that took Kaia aback. “You’d better not let them have it; that’s all I’m saying, Father!”

He left, and for a second or two none of them said anything. It was the inspector who finally broke the ice, stepping forward to introduce them.

“Father Silvio?” he said. “I am Inspector Pinsley, from London. This is Keris, along with my daughter Olivia, and my ward, Kaia.”

“It is a pleasure to meet you all,” the priest said, offering them a smile, even though there seemed to be a hint of wariness behind it. “What brings you to my church? Are you here to pray?”

“We’re here looking for an item we heard might be in your possession,” Aunt Keris said. 

“Ah,” the priest said, looking more uncomfortable now, “so it’s as my visitor said after all.”

“Is something wrong?” Kaia asked. 

“It is simply that I dislike disappointing my visitors,” Father Silvio said. “You are here searching for a particular item and sadly, I cannot give you what you have come for.”

“Are you saying that you don’t have a relic, taken from Munich?” the inspector said. He was clearly trying to pin down whether the priest actually had it or not.

The priest went over to the altar. “This would be so much easier if I could simply lie. Perhaps once, I would have, but God has shown his power to me through this item. He led me to it. He blessed me with it. I cannot defile that gift by lying about it.”

“So you do have it,” Aunt Keris said. Kaia could hear the eagerness in her voice. Kaia could understand that, because her own excitement was building at the prospect that the relic was there to be found at last. They might actually be able to get the means to stop the shadows here, today. After that… well, they might be able to drive them back, once and for all.

Another voice cut in from the side. “Are you bothering the father?”

A young man, also dressed in black, approached from behind a door at the side of the church. He was a little older than Kaia and Olivia, but not by much, with close cropped dark hair, round features, and a slightly overweight frame. He had a look of disapproval that didn’t match Father Silvio’s kindly expression.

“Ever since the father came back from his trip, we’ve had people like you coming in to bother him. This is a house of God, not a place to buy souvenirs.”

Kaia could hear the anger there. Even if it was obviously directed at sheltering the priest from unwanted attention, it still wasn’t what she expected directed at her in a church.

“That’s enough, Fabio,” Father Silvio said, and the young man’s expression immediately seemed chastened. 

“Sorry, Father Silvio,” the young man said. “I just worry with so many people coming here for… for an object, rather than because they want to worship.”

Father Silvio turned back to them. “God saw fit to bring this relic into my hands. It shines with his power. What better, to demonstrate his will in the world?”

“Assuming it is from him, and not the Devil,” Fabio shot back, with a speed that suggested they’d had this conversation already.

“Enough, I said, Fabio,” Father Silvio said, in a sharper tone. “I will not have this argument with you again. You must learn to trust that the things that come to us are all part of God’s plan if you wish to join the priesthood.”

“As you say, Father Silvio,” the young man said. He didn’t sound happy about it. 

“I believe that you have reading to continue with, Fabio,” the priest said, and it was obvious that he was trying to get rid of the young man then, dismissing him.

The young man clearly knew that, because he nodded with bad grace and withdrew, backing away. 

“Please forgive my seminarian’s rudeness,” Father Silvio said. “He is not happy with the number of people who have come asking after this relic.”

All through the conversation, Kaia had been able to feel her excitement building. Now, she wasn’t sure that she could contain it any longer. This priest had the relic. Assuming it was the right one.

“Can we at least see the relic?” Kaia asked. It made sense to check if it was what they were actually looking for. If it wasn’t, then they could go to try to rejoin Em. If it was… well, then they would have to find a way to persuade the priest to let them have it.

“I’m afraid that is not possible, my child,” Father Silvio said.

“Why is it not possible?” Olivia asked. She put a pleading note into her tone. “We have come a long way, Father. Please.”

“The item is not here,” Father Silvio said. “I have been forced to hide it, to protect it from those who would try to take it.”

That caught Kaia’s interest. It seemed that she wasn’t the only one.

“Does that mean that people have been trying to take it?” the inspector asked. Kaia wanted to know the answer to that too. Were others here, trying to beat them to the relic? 

She realized that was what the man before had been trying to do. He’d been bidding on it like it was an auction. Now Kaia wanted to know exactly who he was even more.

“People, yes,” Father Silvio said, but there was something about the way he said it that made Kaia pause. His eyes darted to the side, looking into the shadowy corners of the church. “Collectors, and such.”

“And other things?” Kaia said. “Shadows?”

She saw the priest freeze in place, looking at her and the others with sharper eyes now, as if truly seeing them for the first time. His brow furrowed as he looked them over. 

“Who are you? When you walked in, I thought you might be some family on a pilgrimage to the Vatican. When you asked after the relic, I assumed that you were either gawkers or more would be collectors. But you’re not, are you? Not if you know about the demon things that have been flitting through the shadows of my church.”

“You’ve seen them?” Aunt Keris said, and Kaia could hear the concern there. “Many people have trouble seeing them. Or trouble accepting that they’ve seen them, at least.”

Kaia thought she saw her aunt glance across at the inspector with a faint smile there. 

Father Silvio shrugged. “I would not be much of a priest if I did not believe in more things than the merely mundane. But you did not answer my question. Who are you?”

“We’re people who fight against the shadows,” Kaia said, trying to think of a good way to explain it all. “We drive them out, even destroy them.”

She saw the priest’s eyes widen at that. “I have heard of such people. In some of the oldest writings of the church, they were given a name…”

“Shadowseers,” Aunt Keris supplied. 

Now Father Silvio was staring at Aunt Keris.

“Are you truly them?” Father Silvio said, with a faint note of awe in his voice that Kaia hadn’t been expecting. “Are you really the Shadowseers?”

“We are,” Kaia assured him, but it was obvious that wouldn’t be enough for the priest. She could see the doubt there in his expression even as she said it. 

“Forgive me, but how can I be sure?” Father Silvio said. “How do I know that this is not some trick? Someone well versed in the occult might have heard of the Shadowseers as well. They might try to trick me into revealing what I know of this relic.”

That sounded like something someone might try, but how were they meant to prove who they were?

“Kaia?” her aunt said, and Kaia realized what Aunt Keris wanted from her then. She wanted Kaia to use her powers, there, where the priest could see.

“I… I’m not sure if I can,” Kaia said. Her powers had never come on command, only when she’d needed them.

“What I can do is less impressive,” Aunt Keris said. “It has to be you, Kaia.”

“But the power doesn’t come just because I want it,” Kaia said. “It’s…”

It was like a sleeping cat, that would wake and hunt or climb when it wanted but would just as easily curl up and ignore her. 

“You can do this, Kaia,” her aunt said, in a surprisingly gentle tone. “The power is a part of you. You just have to reach for it.”

Kaia knew it wasn’t that simple, though. There had been times before when she had tried to summon up her powers and they simply hadn’t been there to call forth. Even as she reached down into herself now, she felt empty. She felt as if the power simply wasn’t there to coax forth.

“Remember the times when you’ve done it before,” Olivia said. “I saw you at the castle, and on the road with that highwayman. What was it that made it happen then?”

“I don’t know,” Kaia said.

She could see Father Silvio looking at her expectantly, obviously not believing yet. Without some kind of display, it would be too easy for him to write them off as fraudsters, just trying to get to the relic.

“Your emotions, Kaia,” the inspector said. Of course, he would have been able to deduce the common thread. “I believe the common factor is that the occasions when your abilities have manifested have all been times of considerable emotion.”

He sounded uncomfortable talking about all of it like that, partly because of the connection to the occult, but probably also because of his very English reticence around emotions. Even so, Kaia appreciated the help.

“What am I supposed to do, though?” she said. “Get frightened enough that I blow out all the windows here?”

“I do not believe that will be necessary,” Aunt Keris replied. “You merely have to think back. Remember what it felt like when your powers came out. Remember how it felt, and how you felt. Your emotions are a bridge, but that gap can be bridged in other ways, once you understand where it lies.”

Kaia tried to remember. She tried to experience the emotions all over again. She thought about what it had been like seeing her sister in danger, about to be killed by Raoul when he was filled with a shadow. She thought about what it was like to feel the power rising up in her every time she held onto her sister’s hand. She thought about the times that the power had risen up unbidden, because she had been caught in situations she couldn’t get out of. She remembered the sensations, as vividly as she could, what it had felt like to have power rising up through her unbidden.

Slowly, Kaia realized that all those times had felt more or less the same. There had been a feeling like a wash of power rushing up through her, but it had always been along the same paths, like there were channels running through her that the power could flow along, and all those paths led down into a space that was…

Kaia saw it then, the power sitting within her, like she was looking down into a well, or into some kind of underground lake of it, only that lake wasn’t in some underground space, it was in her. It was vast, and it was beautiful to behold. She reached out to touch it.

“Dio!” Father Silvio exclaimed.

“Kaia,” Olivia said, quietly, as if she barely dared to say it. “You’re glowing.”

Kaia looked down at her hands and saw that she really was. Light seemed to be pouring from her skin, radiating out to fill the space around her as if she were a candle. She let go of her power slowly, and it faded. 

The priest ran up to her, taking Kaia’s hands in his, staring at her with tears in his eyes. 

“You are… you are everything you say, and more. Truly, you are blessed by God.”

Kaia didn’t feel like that. For most of her life, she’d felt the opposite, if anything. If she’d truly been blessed, would she have been abandoned in an orphanage? Would she have found herself out on the streets, or threatened with transportation to the colonies? Would she have spent so much of the time since in danger?

“Why do you need the relic?” Father Silvio asked. He was no longer just denying it to them.

Aunt Keris answered. “It is a powerful weapon against the shadows. It has the potential to help us drive them back, out of this world, and destroy their ways into it.”

“To return them to the hell they came from!” the priest exclaimed. “Yes, I see it now. I thought when I found the relic that it was God’s way of helping our little church, but I see now that it was not that. I found it so that I could lead you to it.”

Kaia wasn’t sure if it was that simple. She’d looked through one of the shadows’ portals, and what she’d seen had not been any description of hell she’d heard of. It had just been darkness, endless and total.

“Where is the relic?” the inspector asked.

The priest was shaking his head, though. “No, it is better not to say it aloud, not here. It is hard to tell who might be listening. Not just your shadows. I have had far too many treasure hunters come here looking, and not all of them are scrupulous men. The man who just left offered me a fortune if I would give him it. He might still be listening at the door.”

Kaia didn’t think that was likely, but it was also impossible to be certain. For all that she could usually feel them when they were around, a shadow could be lurking silently, far above. It wasn’t likely, but it was possible, and with so much at stake, even unlikely things could be dangerous.

“What do we do, then?” Kaia asked.

“You will stay here,” Father Silvio said. “Stay in the rectory, and in the morning, I will take you to the relic.”

“In the morning?” Aunt Keris said.

“My first duty is to my parish,” Father Silvio said. “I cannot abandon those duties. I’m sorry, it must be tomorrow.”

Kaia looked around at the others. The inspector didn’t seem certain, looking towards the door.

“Perhaps we would be better finding somewhere else to stay,” he suggested. “We could return in the morning.”

“Nonsense,” Father Silvio said. “I will not hear of it. And frankly, it is harder than you think to find somewhere in Rome. We have many visitors.”

“That is true, I suppose,” the inspector said. He still didn’t sound comfortable. Did he not trust the priest? “Very well, thank you.”

Kaia found herself thinking back to her small room back in London, in the vicarage of Reverend Faulkner’s church. It brought back good memories, but even those couldn’t compete with the excitement she felt. 

In the morning, they would find the relic, and this would be over.


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Kaia was too excited to sleep. As the night closed in, she sat awake in the living room of the rectory, thinking about what it would be like to finally have the relic in her hands, and what it might mean to be able to push the shadows back completely after they had done so much damage. 

The rectory was a small house by the standards of the city, low built and with only a few rooms. It had oil lamps to light it, and was furnished simply, with things that looked as though they had been collected together from wherever they could be found, or which had possibly been donated by parishioners of the church. Currently, Kaia sat in a simple wicker chair, made comfortable by a collection of embroidered cushions piled high around her.

She knew that she ought to be in bed. If they were going to the relic tomorrow morning, then she needed to sleep to make sure that she had enough strength to deal with whatever stood in their way. If Father Silvio had seen shadows around the church, then there was every chance that they would try to stop the four of them from getting to the relic. 

Kaia knew, though, that if she went to bed, she would only lie awake, staring up at the ceiling. It seemed better to sit here like this, even though all of the others had gone off to get their own rest. 

Only now she could hear footsteps padding towards the living room. Kaia tensed, wondering if this might all be some trick, some attack. Then she saw her aunt walking in, carrying two mugs filled with what turned out to be cocoa. 

“It can be hard to sleep sometimes, before a big mission,” Aunt Keris said, passing one of the mugs to Kaia. 

Kaia nodded. “It’s not just that, though.”

She could see her aunt working it out. “Your power?”

Kaia nodded. “I saw it, Aunt Keris. It’s… beautiful. Like a golden lake sitting inside me.”

“A pretty way of putting it,” her aunt said. She looked briefly serious, maybe even troubled. “Of course, for most of us Shadowseers, it’s more like a puddle.”

“Am I really that much more powerful?” Kaia said. “Me and Em, are we really that special?”

“Twins are,” Aunt Keris said. “They are so rare for us, but when they do come along, it seems that they are always more powerful. Every pair of twins born to Shadowseers has possessed more than their share of power. It’s why we knew from the beginning that the two of you were special.”

“We? You and my parents?” Kaia asked, barely daring to hope that her aunt might finally begin to answer some of her questions after holding back for so long.

She saw her aunt nod.

“What were my parents like?” Kaia asked. She wanted to know. She wanted to learn everything about them. She didn’t even have any memories of them, so her aunt was the only chance she had of getting any link to them. Her only chance of ever knowing them.

“Your mother, my sister, was beautiful and clever. She would always think through the problems that the shadows caused and see the best way to undo things. She always used to argue that we shouldn’t just settle for driving out the shadows; we should try to make things better, too.”

“And my father?” Kaia asked. 

“He was a joker, that one. I swear, half the reason Edie fell for him was that he made her laugh. But he could fight, oh, could he fight. And he was always tinkering with things. He used to say that if the shadows hate progress so much, then we should help to make it.”

“And are my parents…,” Kaia hadn’t dared to ask the question before, partly because she’d sensed what the answer would be. Now, though, she had to know.

“They died, shortly after you were born,” Aunt Keris said. 

Kaia could hear the pain in her aunt’s voice. She found it matched in her own heart, even though she’d always told herself that she didn’t need parents, that she didn’t need anyone. She found herself grieving for these people she’d never met, for the fact that she would never meet them.

She felt tears stinging the corners of her eyes, and they were as much for the life that she’d had to lead without her parents there as for their loss. 

“What happened to them?” Kaia asked.

She saw her aunt’s expression harden as she started to answer, the memories obviously hard for her. “The shadows happened. They kill Shadowseers any way, when they can. We have to keep hidden, because we can’t truly destroy them. Somehow, they found out about you and your sister. The moment they did, their full resources went into trying to kill you both. There was an ambush. Edie and James were killed, but we were able to get you and Emmeline clear.”

“You were there?” Kaia said. “You saw them die?”

“Not until it was too late.” Again, Kaia could hear the grief in her aunt’s voice. She had to remember that Aunt Keris had lost a sister that day. 

Kaia realized just how many people had been hurt trying to keep her safe. She felt a note of guilt at that, even though she hadn’t asked for any of it. She certainly hadn’t asked for what happened next.

“So why did you split me and Em up?” Kaia asked.

“So that they wouldn’t be able to find you as easily,” Aunt Keris said. “Together, your powers shine out. It would have been a beacon, drawing them in. Apart, you could be hidden. The idea was to take you to families that were friendly to the Shadowseers, where you could be watched without finding out what you were until it was time.”

“But I ended up in an orphanage,” Kaia pointed out, with a hint of reproach at the way things had turned out. She’d been meant for a different life? There had been a family waiting for her? Would she have grown up like Em, surrounded by luxury? It seemed impossible.

“Something went wrong,” Aunt Keris said. “The people I sent to take you to your new home never showed up. They were later found dead in London. My guess is that they found the shadows catching up to them, and they did the only thing they could think of to get you clear of them: they left you, then tried to draw the shadows away. You were safe, because no one knew where you were, but you’d been left in a place none of us ever intended.”

Kaia hadn’t been anything close to safe, though. She’d been in a place where she’d been beaten and shouted at, treated like she was nothing. She’d had nothing, and she’d been destined for less than that. Her tears only came more rapidly now.

Her aunt put an arm around her. “I’m sorry, Kaia. I wish I’d been able to find you. I wish… I wish a lot of things had been different. I wish that your parents could be here to see the moment when you take up the relic.”

Kaia wished that they could, too. Instead, there was just her aunt, holding her there until she finally managed to fall asleep in the chair. 

 

*

 

As soon as morning came, Kaia was awake and ready to go. She didn’t even bother with breakfast, and thankfully, none of the others suggested it either. It seemed that they were all in a hurry to get to the relic. 

“Do you think that we’ll run into any danger?” Olivia asked, obviously nervous, as they got ready to go over to the church and speak with Father Silvio.

“It’s possible,” her father said. The inspector was loading bullets into his revolver, one by one, with the kind of care and precision he might have taken with buffing his shoes or straightening his tie. “If the priest is right about being watched, then there’s a chance that someone could try to stop us. I hope not. I would rather not have a battle in the middle of the city.”

The look on her aunt’s face was determined. “If the shadows do come, then we will deal with them, battle or no battle.”

She sounded so certain about them being able to deal with it, so confident that no shadows could possibly hope to hurt the four of them. Kaia wished that she had a fraction of her aunt’s confidence. Yes, Kaia could feel the power deep inside herself now, and she’d seen what it could do to the shadows, but even so, the prospect of having to fight her way to the relic filled her with dread.

“With luck, it won’t come to that,” the inspector said, obviously seeing her expression. “If the priest hid the relic somewhere safe, then there is no reason to think that there will be shadows waiting.”

Kaia hoped that would be true, although she could still think of plenty of ways that shadows could get to them. They might follow the four of them from the church, or simply watch and wait for them to return with the relic. Either way, there was the risk of danger when they went to fetch it. Kaia couldn’t imagine the shadows just sitting back and letting them take the one item that might destroy their ways into the world.

“We just have to hope that the priest hasn’t changed his mind,” Pinsley said. “Or indeed, that this wasn’t all a ruse to give him time to escape with the relic.”

“You don’t trust Father Silvio?” Aunt Keris asked, and now there was distrust in her voice.

Olivia answered that one. “My father is a man of logic, not faith. He has a hard time understanding the motivations of priests, and so, he does not trust them. That’s correct, isn’t it, Father?”

“I trust Reverend Faulkner,” the inspector insisted.

Kaia heard Olivia sigh. “Only because he was in the war with you. I’m sure you see him more as the army chaplain he was in the Crimea than as a priest, even now.”

“I trust him because I know him,” the inspector said, taking a step towards the rectory door. “I do not know Father Silvio in the same way. I have not been under fire with him, have not spent time huddled against the freezing winds of the Crimean Peninsula with him. He seems like a pleasant chap, and he may even be committed to the fight against the shadows, but it is possible that he has other motives.”

Aunt Keris stepped past him. “There’s a simple way to find out. We can stand here discussing whether he will be there when we go to see him, or we can go to see him.”

She made it all sound so practical and simple, but even so, Kaia thought that she could hear the nerves in her aunt’s voice. She needed this to work out more than anyone, Kaia guessed. She’d been fighting the shadows all her life, had probably seen more people killed by them than any of the rest of those there, so to finally have the means to win that fight again would mean a huge amount.

Kaia was almost as eager as her aunt. She fell into step with Aunt Keris, making the short walk over to the church as quickly as she dared, with the inspector and Olivia lagging a pace or two behind. The doors to the church were open when Kaia got there, although she suspected that they were never truly closed. They didn’t even seem to have a real lock, only a latch that was easy to lift.

As Kaia walked inside, her first impression was of how empty and silent it was, even compared to the other day. Her main experiences of churches had been on Sundays when the orphans had to march up together to attend the closest church to the Garrows’ home for children. On those days, the structure of the church had always amplified any sound, meaning that Mrs. Garrow caught any whisper, ready to punish it later. Here, though, everything was absolutely still and quiet, in a way that didn’t seem to allow for any sound.

There was no sign of Fabio within the church, or of Father Silvio. Had they been called away somewhere else? Had they left in the night? Were the inspector’s worst imaginings coming true? Kaia didn’t want to believe it. There had to be some other explanation. There had to be.

That was when Kaia saw something that made her stop dead in her tracks: a foot, sticking out from behind the altar, only barely visible from where they all were at the far end of the church. Whose foot, and what were they doing there? Were they sleeping, unconscious, or something far worse?

Horror filled her at that last thought, and, without even thinking about it, Kaia started to run towards the front of the church.

“Kaia, wait!” the inspector called after her, but Kaia wasn’t slowing down. She needed to see this. She needed to know what was happening.

She covered the ground in quick strides, with the others running along beside her now, whether to stop her or to try to help whoever was there, Kaia didn’t know. She made it up level with the altar, and saw that communion wine had spilled over the white altar cloth, staining parts of it a dark, bloody red. The sight of it made her heart beat faster in her chest as she started to make her way around the altar.

What she saw there made her freeze in place. She didn’t scream, but only because this time the shock of what she saw on the ground drove the breath out of her. 

Father Silvio lay on the floor of the church, with a string of rosary beads pulled tight around his throat, turned into a makeshift garotte. His features were a livid purple, and one of his still hands was up clutching at the rosary, as if he might pull it clear of his throat even now. The other sat over his heart, as if in some final benediction. He lay absolutely still, his cassock a black pool of cloth around him, with no rise or fall of his chest to suggest that it might still be possible to help him. 

For several seconds, Kaia could only stand there, staring at the body of the priest.

Someone had murdered Father Silvio.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Kaia couldn’t look away from the dead form of Father Silvio, no matter how much she told herself that she should shut her eyes, that she should look away. She couldn’t imagine how anyone could do this to him, even now, when she’d seen people killed, and knew all the reasons that it might happen.

It saddened her more than she could say to see him lying there like that. The priest had been generous to them in giving them a place to stay, and he was going to show them the way to the relic. 

“This is the work of the shadows,” her aunt declared, kneeling beside the body to close the priest’s staring eyes. “It cannot be a coincidence that he was killed so soon before he would have led us to the relic that might stop them.”

“It seems possible,” the inspector agreed. “Although we have seen people kill for news of the relic before. The gentleman who was here yesterday… I would very much like to speak with him about this.”

Olivia looked quite pale at the sight of the dead priest. She put a hand on Kaia’s shoulder, pulling her back from him protectively even as she gave a shudder of her own. “I would just like to know why people have to keep dying, everywhere we go.”

“It is the nature of the fight against the shadows,” Aunt Keris said, looking saddened, but also determined. “They are ruthless, and they are deadly.”

That didn’t make it better, though. It didn’t change the fact that a man who had been trying to do the right thing had died trying to help them. It didn’t make the sight of him there any easier to bear.

There was one problem with the idea of the shadows killing him, though.

“I didn’t feel any shadows here yesterday,” Kaia said. “I didn’t feel any shadows last night either. Back in London, a shadow came to the church, and I felt it all the way over from in the vicarage.”

“That’s… impressive,” Aunt Keris said, although she sounded more worried than impressed.

“True,” the inspector agreed. “In Paris, you felt something relating to them from across the city.”

Again, Kaia could see the concern at that on her aunt’s face.

“Did you feel anything?” Kaia asked her aunt.

Aunt Keris shook her head. “No, I must admit that I did not. But the shadows remain the most likely culprits. If one were in someone, it might be harder to feel them.”

“Likely, but not the only option,” Inspector Pinsley said. “We must follow where the evidence leads. Currently, the evidence does not fully show the involvement of the shadows.”

“But this has to do with the relic!” Aunt Keris insisted.

Kaia did her best to explain. “Back in Paris, there were actresses being killed, and I was so sure that it was the shadows, but it was just a man. And even in Munich, no one made Raoul join up with the shadows. He did that for himself.”

He’d done it for himself, and he’d broken her heart. He’d manipulated Kaia and then he’d tried to kill her. 

“That doesn’t mean that this is the same thing this time,” her aunt said. 

“But it is also possible,” Inspector Pinsley said. “We have to look into the possibility that it was someone other than the shadows.”

“Do we?” Olivia said, and those two words cut through all the rest of it, bringing all the arguing and the possibilities to a halt. She stood there, and to Kaia, she seemed to be like the still heart of all of it.

“What do you mean?” Kaia said.

“I mean that this is not London. My father is not a police inspector here, and we have no obligation to investigate Father Silvio’s death. Perhaps the best thing we can do is to call for the Papal Guards and let them investigate.”

It hadn’t occurred to Kaia until that point that there was even a choice in the matter. That they could, in theory, simply walk away from all of this. That they could focus on trying to find the relic, and simply ignore the death of the priest. 

Yet could they really do something like that? Inspector Pinsley had one of the finest minds out there. He’d solved cases that other people hadn’t been able to begin to decipher. Would he really be content to simply ignore a murder right in front of him?

“I do not believe that we can do so,” the inspector said, sounding troubled by it, but also sounding determined.

Olivia looked puzzled. “Why, Father? Is this some need of yours to be the one who solves everything?”

There seemed to be the echoes of old hurts in those words, and Kaia found herself thinking about what she’d heard about the time after Olivia’s mother had died, when the inspector had thrown himself into his work, trying to find her killer, rather than being with his daughter. That had been a part of why she ran away to Paris, after all. 

“It is not just that,” the inspector insisted, although Kaia suspected that it was at least part of the reason. 

“What else is it, then?” Olivia asked. “What reason could you have to wade into the middle of all of this, when we don’t have to?”

Kaia got the feeling that it wasn’t callousness on her part or wanting to just walk away from the death of the priest. 

“For a start, there is the question of whether the police in Rome would be able to find the real killer,” the inspector said. “We have seen what they are like here already. There is corruption there. Perhaps in Piedmont or the Two Sicilies they are starting to develop a modern police force, but here, the main jobs of the guards are to protect the Pope and enforce his rules, not chase murderers. Certainly not to solve strange killings where the murderer is not immediately apparent.”

“That’s not enough, Father.”

“There’s the risk that it could be connected to the shadows,” Aunt Keris put in. “If it is, then it would not be right to let ordinary people, even police officers, blunder into the middle of it. They would be at risk, and as a Shadowseer, it is my job to keep people safe from the shadows.”

That seemed like an important point to Kaia. She had seen how dangerous the shadows could be. If they told the police about all of this, then there was a danger that innocent men who didn’t know what was going on could find themselves facing up against shadow possessed people, or even getting possessed themselves. It didn’t seem like a safe thing to do, when she and her aunt were the ones with the skills to take on the shadows. 

“We should still call in the Papal Guard,” Olivia said.

“That might get us arrested, Olivia,” Pinsley said. “The guards will see the strange foreigners standing over his body and will not bother looking for another explanation.”

“There is also the risk to what we are trying to do,” Aunt Keris said. “We are here to try to recover the relic. If we call in the police, we will have to spend time answering questions. Perhaps they will even suspect us. That will make it hard for us to come and go as we wish. It will make it hard to find the relic before the shadows and their agents get to it.”

“Is that all you care about?” Olivia asked. She sounded aghast that Aunt Keris would treat the death of the priest like it was an inconvenience to be swept aside so that she could keep searching. Kaia could understand how she felt. The death of Father Silvio should count for more than that.

“I care about the fate of all humanity,” Aunt Keris said. “If we have to flee Rome because they think we are killers, then we do not recover the relic. If we do not recover the relic, then the shadows have a free hand in the world. Can you imagine what it will be like once they start to control kings and ministers, generals and priests? They will enslave humanity, and we won’t even know that they have done it.”

“Even so,” Olivia said. “We can’t just walk away from here without telling the guards. We can’t just ignore this.”

“We’re not ignoring it,” her father said. “We will investigate it, even as we look for the relic. When we find who has done this, if it was not just the shadows, then we will present the evidence to the authorities here in Rome. We will ensure that we get justice for the priest.”

Olivia looked as though she might argue more, but Kaia thought that she might be able to see a better option.

“What if we ring the bell of the church?” she suggested. “We take our things from the rectory, ring the bell, and leave before anyone arrives. At least that way, people will know what happened.”

“That… is a good idea,” the inspector said. “Although I wish to be sure that we have not missed any clues here first.”

“We’ll have to hurry,” Aunt Keris said. “The shadows could already be on their way to the relic, and we don’t know where it is.”

“Then that is all the more reason that we should search carefully,” the inspector countered. 

“I suppose there might be a clue to the whereabouts of the relic,” Aunt Keris said. It was obvious to Kaia that was her main focus in all of this, and anything to do with Father Silvio’s death would be secondary. “Although how we do that, when Father Silvio wouldn’t tell us where it was, is beyond me. You’re meant to be the one with the famed skills of deduction, Inspector. Can you work out where to look?”

Kaia saw the inspector go still as he started to think. 

“The problem,” he said, “is that there are so many potential places. We would need to know more about Father Silvio to narrow it down. Honestly, though, I feel that I must begin to focus on finding his killer. I wish to speak to the man we saw yesterday. I also find the fact that the young seminarian is not here to be intriguing. Shouldn’t he be in the church?”

Kaia watched the two of them looking at one another, each obviously focused on a different part of this, each important to Kaia in their own way. 

She found herself thinking about the way Father Silvio looked in death, thinking about him, rather than about his killer, or about the relic. He looked frightened and alone, with his eyes wide and his hands scrabbling at the rosary that had been used to kill him.

No, not his hands. One hand. Only one had clutched at the rosary.

The other had been over his heart. Why was that? Had it really been some last attempt at a blessing? A silent prayer, or even an attempt to forgive his attacker? Was that it, or was there more? A spark of inspiration told Kaia that it might be something else. It might be a last message.

Quickly, Kaia went to the body, silently asking Father Silvio’s forgiveness as she started to search him.

“Kaia, what are you doing?” Olivia asked. “That’s… you can’t do that.”

“There’s something here,” Kaia said. “Something Father Silvio was trying to protect. Something he reached for even while he was dying.”

Was he reaching for it, or was he pointing to it? Had he known that there was no chance of help, and he’d still wanted to provide them with a way to get to the relic? It was all conjecture, but Kaia had to hope that it was true, or there would be no way of them ever finding the relic, short of wandering around Rome in the vague hope that Kaia might be able to sense it. 

It was horrible, having to touch the cold flesh of the priest’s corpse, having to pull aside his vestments to check the point over his heart. Kaia didn’t see anything there, and for a moment, she thought that it was all for nothing, but she ran her hands over the cloth, wanting to be sure.

Her breath came quicker as she felt something there, her anticipation building. She continued to check the cloth, until she found the lip of a hidden pocket, sewn into the cassock’s lining. 

Kaia’s fingers slipped inside as delicately as she could manage, and came out with a small notebook, bound in dark leather. She opened it, her eyes running over the pages, her mind translating the Italian automatically, now that the language was a part of her.

“It’s a record of everything that happened with the relic,” she said. “Listen. ‘I found it sitting in the cathedral at Munich, revealed to me by the sign of the cross.’ He was the one who took it from the niche.” Kaia kept reading. “There’s more. ‘I feel that there is some holy energy to this orb, this relic, yet I cannot understand it. But is understanding needed? Should I not just have faith?’”

“So the relic is an orb of some sort,” Aunt Keris said. Kaia could see the anticipation on her face, and the satisfaction of having learned even that much. It matched Kaia’s own and more. “What else? Does it say where he hid it?”

Kaia kept looking through the book, moving to the end. She guessed that would be where any hint of the location would be, if Father Silvio had only just hidden it.

“‘I have moved the orb from the church,’” she continued. “‘For it has become too much. The ones who seek an object for their own vanity are bad enough, but I fear that there are worse things gathering. Things that flit in the dark like demons.’”

“Shadows,” Olivia said. “It must have been terrifying for him, not knowing what was really happening.”

“But is there a location?” Aunt Keris insisted. “Is there some way for us to actually find the relic.”

Kaia nodded, reading the next part. The part that told them everything.

“‘I have hidden it in an ancient place, where it will not be found. My antiquarian interests are well known, so it will not be questioned if I come and go from ruins. If I am lost, then another must find it. Seek it beneath the place where the bravest sat as a rock, awaiting Nero’s cruel sport.’”

“Is that it?” Aunt Keris said. She looked around at the others. “Does anyone understand it?”

Kaia saw both the inspector and Olivia shake their heads. She’d been half expecting the inspector to come up with an answer there and then, plucking the location seemingly from thin air. His attention seemed to still be on Father Silvio’s body, though. It was obvious that finding the murderer was his priority.

“Perhaps it will become clearer in time,” the inspector said. “For now, it is enough that we have a clue to begin with.”

“But a cryptic one,” Aunt Keris said. “Not enough to lead us to the relic.”

“Then we continue with the investigation in the meantime,” the inspector said.

Aunt Keris looked as though she might argue, but after a second or two, she nodded.

“All right. Where do you want to begin?”

“On the Road of the Circus Maximus. I believe Father Silvio’s last visitor may be able to shed some light on all of this. But first, get your things. When we sound the bell, we must be ready to run.” 


 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

Kaia was the one to ring the bell, in the end. She wanted to do that much for Father Silvio before they left. She was also the one who could run fastest. She grabbed the rope for it, jumping up and throwing her whole weight against it so that the tolling of the bell rang out. Kaia let go as the rope pulled upwards sharply, then rang it once more, just to be sure.

Then she was off and running, out through the church, knowing that people would be looking. Kaia ran out into the street, and already there was a crowd of people gathered, but she didn’t slow down. She sprinted out there among them, darting through the gaps between them, until she reached the mouth of an alley nearby. The inspector and the others were waiting for her. 

“Well done, Kaia,” Olivia said. “At least the guards will know about this now.”

“Whether they do anything remains to be seen,” Aunt Keris added.

The inspector looked determined. “Even if they do not, we will. It is time for us to interview the gentleman who visited Father Silvio yesterday.”

As they set off through the city, heading for the Via del Circo Massimo, Kaia found herself wondering about the stranger they were going to meet. There had definitely been something unusual about him, something Kaia hadn’t been able to place. He’d seemed familiar, somehow, like she’d met him before somewhere, but she couldn’t remember exactly where just then.

She and the others walked along Rome’s ancient streets, and it was bizarre, seeing so much history just standing out there in the open for anyone to see. Paris had accustomed her to classical columns and imperial statuary, but here, those things were not the new creations of an emperor seeking to assert his authority, but rather the remnants of much older rulers. They were not new or bright. They were half crumbling, with only flecks of paint left. Kaia saw a trio of columns broken off near the base, walked past by Rome’s residents as if they were the most natural things in the world. 

Kaia couldn’t help thinking of poor Father Silvio lying there in his vestry. Could they really leave him there like that? Yet what other choice did they have if they wanted to avoid trouble with the Papal Guards long enough to solve this? They would find his killer, and they would find the relic. They had to.

The place after which the road was named loomed above as the four of them rounded a corner onto the street where the stranger had said he was staying. The ruins were a lengthy parade of aging stone bounding a huge green space at least as large as Regent’s Park back in London.

“Is that a park?” Kaia asked. 

She saw the inspector shake his head. “It is an ancient arena that the Romans would have used for chariot racing.”

“Can you imagine it, Kaia?” Olivia asked. “Racing in somewhere like that, with thousands of people cheering you on? The drivers were some of the most famous people in Rome.”

Kaia imagined that it was the cheering crowds that appealed to Olivia most, given the time she’d spent as an actress in Paris.

“It was dangerous,” Aunt Keris said. “Many drivers were killed.”

Kaia couldn’t tell if she was saying that with disapproval or relishing the danger. It was hard to tell, with her aunt. For her part, Kaia had been in at least a couple of high-speed carriage chases by now, including one where they’d had to race through the streets of Paris to get away from the police. She wasn’t so sure that chariot racing sounded like fun. 

Em, she suspected, would have loved the idea of racing so quickly, in spite of the danger, and just the thought of her sister sent a pang of regret through Kaia. In spite of what Em had done to Raoul, Kaia wished that her sister were here to share this.

“We’re on the right street,” Kaia said. “Now, how do we find the man who came to the church?”

“He said that he was staying at a boarding house on this street,” Inspector Pinsley replied. “I do not believe he would have given just that as a way to find him unless it were easy to do. And we have an advantage.”

Kaia saw Olivia frown at that. “An advantage, Father?”

Kaia understood, though. “Because we’re visitors. It won’t seem out of place if we’re looking for a boarding house.”

“Exactly,” the inspector said. Kaia saw him looking over the houses there, as if he could pick out the one that they wanted just by eye. 

It turned out that he could. 

“That one,” he said, pointing.

“How do you know that’s the one?” Kaia asked, never quite ceasing to be amazed by the fact that he could simply deduce things like this. It was like watching a magic trick in progress, trying to work out how it was done.

“Look at the other houses,” the inspector said. “Tell me what you see.”

Kaia looked them over. They were tall and mostly white walled, with a few painted in bright colors. They all had the same sloping slate roofs, the same wooden shutters. Yet as Kaia looked closer, she could pick out the differences between each one. Some had curtains behind the open shutters for decoration. Some had lines of washing hanging out. Several had plants growing on windowsills in the heat of the Roman sun. 

Only one had none of that, and now that Kaia was looking for it, the reason why it didn’t have those homely touches was obvious.

“That one doesn’t have any of the things people do when they live somewhere permanently, because it’s full of people just visiting the city,” Kaia said, as she started to understand.

She saw the inspector nod approvingly. “Exactly.”

He led the way up to the house and knocked on the door. It was answered by a woman in her forties in a dark dress, with a brightly colored scarf tied around her dark hair to hold it back. 

“We have no more vacancies,” she said, in Italian. “I am sorry. The city is very busy. You will have to try somewhere else.”

Kaia realized how they must have looked, all showing up with their bags like that.

“Actually, we are here to see one of your guests,” Aunt Keris said, stepping in front of the woman without any hesitation. “A man we met on the road. We did not catch his name, but he is hard to miss with the jewelry he wears. He mentioned an interest in unusual items, and we believe we have information about something that may interest him.”

She told the lie smoothly, without any obvious hesitation. Kaia wondered if that kind of deceit came naturally to her aunt, or if she’d had to learn it the way she’d learned to fight. It was both an impressive skill and a slightly worrying one.

“You mean Signior Lubov?” the landlady said. “Yes, he is here. I will see if he will speak with you.”

She disappeared back inside the house, and Kaia realized the potential flaw in their plan. If this man Lubov realized what they were about, if he really had been the man to kill Father Silvio, he might flee before they could speak with him. Kaia found herself looking around for any alleys that might lead to the back of the building, wanting to guard against that possibility.

“He won’t run,” Aunt Keris said. “He doesn’t have the relic yet, or he would have fled already. That means he will want information, even if there is a risk.”

Kaia wished that she could be as confident as her aunt about how people would react.

It turned out that she was right, too, because it wasn’t long before the strange man from the church came to the door of the boarding house, looking them over. He nodded to himself, not looking very surprised to see them there, and not looking very happy about it either.

“I half expected it would be you,” he said, in that odd accent he had, which Kaia couldn’t place. “I thought I left you all behind in Munich, but I should have known that you would come looking in the same places I did.”

“I’m sorry,” Olivia said. She looked slightly perplexed. “Do we know you?”

Kaia was about to echo that confusion, when she had a moment of realization. A memory she’d been searching for since she first saw him came back to Kaia. She realized in that moment that they did know him, or at least, she’d seen him before. He’d been on the fringes of Baron Vogler’s party back in Munich, one of those there for his auction and meeting of mystics. Kaia hadn’t spoken to him, but he’d been caught up in it all along with the rest of them. 

“He was at the baron’s castle,” Inspector Pinsley said, obviously remembering as well now. He addressed the man at the door next. “Although I do not recall you playing a major part in events there, sir.”

“Why would I get involved in such things?” he said. “You may wish to run around in the midst of mayhem and murder, but I have no interest in such… worldly things. I am Stejfan Lubov, master arcanist, searcher into the unknown, seeker of the fantastical.”

“May we come inside?” Aunt Keris said. “We need to speak to you about a matter of grave importance.”

“You I do not know,” the man said. “Although you have the same feeling as her and her sister.” He pointed at Kaia, and the fact that he could feel that power told Kaia that he had at least some real power. Not everyone at the baron’s castle had truly possessed uncanny powers. Many had simply possessed an interest in such things, or the desire to acquire knowledge. “Where is your sister? It seemed at the castle that the two of you were inseparable.” 

“This is my aunt, Keris,” Kaia said. “My sister is… not here. Please, can we come in? We need to speak with you. It’s about Father Silvio.”

Lubov frowned, but then nodded, leading the four of them into the guest house. Kaia had the impression of a man who was reluctant, but who also thought that he might gain something from this. The guest house had a small dining room, where there was plenty of space for the five of them around one of the tables there. 

“Now tell me,” Lubov said, once they were seated. “Why do you wish to discuss the priest? Are you trying to talk me out of going after the relic? I know that if I just up my offer, eventually he will give it to me, not you.”

“Father Silvio is dead,” the inspector said. 

Kaia saw him watching Lubov’s face as he said it, obviously trying to gauge his reaction. Kaia tried to do the same. What she saw there looked like pure shock, but it was possible that might be feigned, wasn’t it?

“Dead? How?”

“Murdered,” the inspector said, dropping that word down like a leaden weight.

Kaia saw the moment when realization came over Lubov, and he understood what they were doing there.

“And of course, you have decided to solve this murder, as you decided to solve the one in the baron’s castle. You really can’t help yourselves, can you?”

“We believe that it may have something to do with the relic he had knowledge of,” Aunt Keris said.

Lubov stopped short, and then took something from his pocket: a kidskin pouch. From it, he spilled ivory tiles onto the table, staring down at them with an earnest expression.

“What are you doing?” Olivia asked. 

“I am trying to see the best course,” Lubov said. “Using the runes.”

“You should be careful doing that in Rome,” Aunt Keris said. “If a priest sees you… or did one see you? Did Father Silvio see you do something like this?”

Again, Kaia saw the slow dawning of realization. 

“You believe that I may have killed him?” Lubov said. He looked insulted for a moment or two, and then laughed harshly. “You think I could do such a thing? From what I remember, you are the ones who were accused of killing the Contessa back at the castle, not me.”

“By Duke Immel,” Olivia said. “Who was clearly looking for any excuse to cause trouble.”

“And the rumors about the death of Prince Raoul?” Lubov said. “Do you think the runes haven’t told me that the baron wasn’t telling the whole truth about that?”

“I think it is more likely that you are simply trying to distract us from our purpose,” Aunt Keris said, with what seemed to be her customary bluntness.

The inspector was more conciliatory. “You can see why we might think it, sir. We heard you talking with Father Silvio. We know how much you want the relic. For him to be killed that very same night seems a remarkable coincidence.”

“The world is full of remarkable coincidences,” Lubov said. “Or at least, full of deeper workings that ordinary minds have a hard time comprehending. In any case, I could turn it around. Is it not odd that you should come looking for the relic, and the same night the priest should wind up dead? Perhaps your obsession with it drove you to kill him. Perhaps I should be calling for the Papal Guard.”

On another occasion, Kaia might have smiled at how quickly this man was trying to turn things around on them, but here and now, a man lay dead. They needed to find answers and find the relic.

“I can account for everyone in this group last night,” the inspector said. “Unless you are suggesting that all of us killed him together?”

“It’s not impossible,” Lubov said, but he didn’t seem to be pressing it with quite the same vigor as before. 

“Can you account for your movements?” Aunt Keris asked him.

“Of course. I was here for much of the evening, then went to a late-night service at St. Peter’s. After that, I managed to persuade a canon to give me access to some of the papal archives. If need be, I can produce him to swear to it. After that, well, there may have been a young lady involved, I was not out of her sight for the remainder of the night. I trust that satisfies your curiosity.”

“You can produce her as with the canon?” Pinsley asked.

“Well, she may be reluctant to talk officially, but unofficially, to you? Probably.”

It didn’t make it completely impossible that this man had killed Father Silvio, but to Kaia’s ears, it made it much less likely. Lubov could account for his movements last night, could show that he’d been elsewhere. More than that, she found herself believing him. His surprise at the news of Father Silvio’s death had been far too genuine.

That made things difficult. Kaia had come here half convinced that they would quickly find the killer, probably possessed by a shadow, yet not only did this man have an alibi, but Kaia could feel quite clearly that he was untouched by any of the creatures. The only thing she could feel from him was the faintest touch of power, so mild that it was barely there. No wonder he wanted the relic.

“Can you think of anyone else who might have had a reason to hurt the priest?” Inspector Pinsley asked.

Kaia saw Lubov shrug. “You know who had the most reason: those creatures from the castle. If they are here…,” he shuddered, “…I will not remain in Rome much longer. I have no wish to run into them. If you do find the relic, though, remember, I will pay handsomely for it.”

Even now, he was trying to get the relic. Trying to trade for power.

“We have our own uses for it, thank you,” Aunt Keris said, in a brisk tone. She stood, obviously ready to leave. “We should go. There is nothing more to be found here.”

The inspector nodded, apparently agreeing. He led the way out onto the street. Kaia could sense some of his frustration that things weren’t simple.

“So,” she asked, “Where do we go now?”

“That is what we need to work out.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

“Fifty florins on the newcomer!”

The shadow was surprised by how much it enjoyed the sensations that went with the physical world. His every instinct was to hate the physical as nothing but the form and order that was so antithetical to its kind. 

Yet there were some parts of it that were definitely enjoyable.

The shadow stepped up to the scratch mark chalked on the floor of the back room that had been converted into a place for men to bet and fight, away from the gaze of the Papal Guards. The room was dingy, with peeling plasterwork on the walls, and stains that might or might not have been blood. There was the stale sweat stench of too many people packed too close, while the air was filled with the cries of men calling out bets.

This close, and the shadow could feel all their fears and their weaknesses, all the ways in which they were broken. Some cheated and stole, some were violent, some were merely so broken and fragile from years of drink or drugs that they would have been easy to claim.

The shadow was enjoying its current body too much for that, though. 

The young man across from him was solidly built with muscle, stripped to the waist for the fight. The shadow did likewise, revealing lean slabs of muscle that made movement through the physical world easy.

His foe struck at him, and the shadow slipped aside with all the speed that this new form possessed. All of it, because humans seemed to waste so much of what they were capable of, distracted by pain and fear. The shadow did not care about either. 

A second blow came, this one actually connecting, slamming into his ribs. The shadow ignored that blow, and the next, which thudded into the pit of his stomach. 

“My turn,” he said. He struck back with two blows. The first snapped the head of his opponent back. The second smashed into the now exposed jaw of his foe, sending him flying away from the scratch line chalked on the floor.

His foe crashed into the wooden boards of the floor like a falling tree, the impact shaking the boards. He didn’t get up.

Around the shadow, the rag tag crowd of people cheered their approval, their disappointment, or both. The exact nature of the cheering didn’t matter. The shadow didn’t need their approval and didn’t care about their disapproval. All that mattered was the way all this fed into their small needs and angers, chipping away at their defenses just a little more.

It meant that there would be a few more who would be easy for its kind to take when the time came. 

A human clapped him on the back, passing him a bottle of wine, which the shadow drank from without hesitating. A woman came up, throwing her arms around him, and the shadow tasted her lips hungrily. 

The body he was in had memories of the many pleasures it was possible to experience as a human, each of them coming with an array of remembered feelings and needs. Somehow, though, memories did not match up to the reality of it. The shadow was steadily working his way through as many of those realities as possible, in the course of his search.

The search was, of course, everything. Even here.

“There is an object I am searching for,” he said, now that he had the crowd’s attention. “A thing of value, an ancient thing.”

“In Rome?” A man called out from the ring of admirers, with a shrug that made the problem with that all too clear. It was impossible to throw a stone in Rome without hitting something ancient. 

“This is something that was in the possession of a Father Silvio,” the shadow said, undeterred. “He had it, and he may have disposed of it, or hidden it. If anyone brings it to me, I will pay handsomely.”

He’d seen how much humans cared about money. This would have half the city’s underworld searching for it. If someone had taken it, if it was in private hands, then the shadow would soon learn of it. 

Of course, there were plenty of things that could go wrong with such a plan. No doubt, the humans would bring him many false relics, many things that were not what he was searching for, but the shadow was confident that he would feel the difference. Maybe some of them would try to steal from him, but he was more than capable of dealing with those.

The biggest danger ouldd be if the shadows who commanded him learned how he had failed to recover the relic so far.

Father Silvio’s death meant that the shadow would have to find the relic in another way. He had no doubt that it was in Rome somewhere, because the priest had definitely brought it back with him from Munich, where it had been hidden before. There was no way that the old fool would have sent it away or sold it. He would have kept it close by, somewhere that he could check on it. 

It was here somewhere, and the shadow would keep searching until he found it. Or maybe there was an easier way. The girl was here in the city. The one who had caused so much trouble in Munich. She was searching, and perhaps she would find the relic.

Maybe the best thing to do was to keep a close eye on her. If she found the relic, that would give the shadow an opportunity to sweep in and take it. After that… well, it would be a simple matter to kill her, and anyone with her.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

“So, what should our next steps be?”

Kaia wasn’t used to the inspector not simply deciding on a plan for what to do next. 

In London, Paris, and Munich, the problem had never been with him not having a plan. It had been with him deciding it almost regardless of what Kaia felt. He’d always seemed to assume that he was in charge.

Yet now, he was asking for their opinions? Kaia found herself wondering what had brought about such a change in him as she looked around at Olivia and Aunt Keris, waiting to see if one of them would speak first. 

Had the inspector finally realized that the world of the shadows was one where he was not an expert? Where Kaia’s talents meant that he had to listen? Or did it have more to do with the presence of her aunt, and the way the two of them seemed to look at one another when they thought Kaia and Olivia couldn’t see?

“There are still avenues to explore in the death of the priest,” Aunt Keris said. “I am coming around to the view that whoever killed him may have the relic, so solving the murder may ensure that we find it in time to stop the shadows.” 

They started to make their way along one of Rome’s streets, where crowds of pedestrians and horses made the way hard going. 

“Those avenues have to include the missing seminarian,” the inspector said. “Either he is in grave danger, or-”

“Or he had a hand in Father Silvio’s death,” Aunt Keris finished for him. “I agree. He is the one who could get close without raising suspicion most easily. His absence is suspicious, and it seems likely that he might have seen or found out about the relic.”

Kaia could hear the two of them starting to talk one another into it. The problem was the clue that she’d found back in the church. 

“What about the notebook that Father Silvio left?” Kaia asked. “He says where he hid the relic.”

“In coded words.” Aunt Keris looked doubtful. “The place where the bravest sat as a rock, longest in Rome? Some notes about his antiquarian interests? It is not specific enough to get us anywhere.”

“Especially not if his killer made him give up the relic,” the inspector pointed out. The two of them seemed to be in concert on this. 

Kaia looked over to Olivia, almost pleading with her eyes. If Em had been there, she would have backed Kaia up without hesitation. Or, more likely, plotted to run off and do what she wanted to do in spite of what the inspector and Aunt Keris thought.

Olivia, at least, seemed to understand how badly Kaia needed to do this.

“If I understand it correctly, we cannot afford to waste time,” she said. “If we pursue one approach to the exclusion of the other, there is a risk that we lose the relic either way. Those hunting for it might find it before we get to wherever Father Silvio hid it, if it is still there.”

“And if they made him say where it is, then the killer could be out of Rome with it while we hunt blindly through ruins,” Aunt Keris argued. It was obvious that she wanted to be on the hunt already. “Trust me, if shadows were involved in this, then he would have talked.”

She and the inspector kept walking along, as if there were no time to waste.

Kaia wasn’t so sure. “Back in Munich, a woman was murdered, a Contessa. She was killed precisely because she wouldn’t talk. I don’t believe that Father Silvio did either.”

“We do not have time to pursue both approaches,” the inspector said. “And it seems to me that the risk of someone fleeing is the urgent one.”

Did he really think that, or was it simply that his instinct was to try to solve the murder? Kaia didn’t know. Again, though, it was Olivia who came to her rescue, standing in front of her father so that he had to come to a halt.

“There may not be enough time for us to pursue both if we stay together,” she said. “But neither option requires all four of us. We could split up and deal with both, easily. I could go with Kaia, and you, father, could go with Keris. We could meet up again near the church, in the alley we left by.”

Kaia could see the concern on her aunt’s face almost instantly.

“And what about the danger?” Aunt Keris asked. “What if you are attacked by shadows, or simply by criminals?”

“That’s true, Kaia,” the inspector agreed. “When you have gone off before, you have found yourself in danger.”

He sounded in that moment like a worried father, or at least, how Kaia imagined a worried father would sound. She didn’t have anything to compare it to, and just the thought of a father made her ache for her own lost parents. 

She wasn’t there just to be worried about, though, and she didn’t like the thought of just trailing after her aunt and the inspector. Especially not if they were going to keep looking at one another the way they had been for much of the journey. 

“I can take care of myself against shadows,” Kaia said.

“And when it comes to other dangers… well, I lived as an actress in Paris,” Olivia put in. “I know how to avoid the worst sorts of people. I’ll keep Kaia safe.”

Kaia could see that the inspector and Aunt Keris still looked doubtful, but she wasn’t going to let this go.

“You said yourselves that we might not have much time. Well, if that’s true, this is the only way that we can do both.”

Kaia watched them trying to decide, and she wasn’t entirely happy that they got to decide. She was just trying to do what she thought was right here, after all.

Finally, though, the inspector nodded.

“That is true, at least. And if I know you, then if I say no, you’ll most likely head off and do it anyway.”

Kaia had gone off enough times by now that she couldn’t exactly deny it, even if she hadn’t been thinking it in this case. Yet. 

“You’re seriously considering this?” Aunt Keris asked. “My niece is a target for the shadows. She cannot be placed in danger.”

“The shadows don’t even know I’m here for sure,” Kaia said. “And I’m in danger whether I go with you or not. You might be going to confront a murderer, maybe even one possessed by a shadow. We’ll be careful, Aunt Keris.”

Kaia tried to put as much determination as she could into those words. She wanted to make it clear that she wasn’t going to let this go so easily. Her aunt wanted to warn her about the shadows? Well, she’d seen the worst that they could do already. She’d fought them and she’d cast them out of people. She’d even destroyed one. It was because she’d seen so much of the damage that they could do that she knew the four of them had to do everything they could to try to stop the shadows’ plans in Rome.

Even if it meant splitting up.

“Very well,” Aunt Keris said. “I do not like this, but it is better than risking losing the relic entirely. You two girls will take no risks, though, and you will meet us back at the alley no later than two hours from now.”

She made it sound less like a concerned injunction from an aunt and more like an order from a commanding officer. 

“Yes, Aunt Keris,” Kaia replied.

“Of course,” Olivia said. 

That seemed to be enough to satisfy Aunt Keris and the inspector. 

“Be careful,” Pinsley told them. “We will try not to be long.”

 

*

 

Kaia watched them head off and turned to Olivia.

“Where do we start?” she asked. “I want to follow the clue from the notebook, but I have no idea what it means right now.”

“Then we start by working that out,” Olivia said. “Come on. I do my best thinking when there’s food around.”

She led the way, and Kaia followed her until they found a small café where the tables were set out in the open air, with waiters bringing food out to patrons and pilgrims, obviously there to sample the grandeur of Rome.

There were more of those than Kaia had expected. In Paris and Munich, she and the others had stood out as foreigners. Here, though, Kaia thought she could hear a dozen different languages being spoken. It seemed that people came to Rome from everywhere. 

A part of her wanted to know all of those languages, and to understand all those different languages. As she and Olivia took a seat at a table, waiting for one of the waiters to come over to them, she found herself trying to reach out with her powers, trying to see if she could achieve the kind of connection with all the people there that she’d achieved with others before.

It wouldn’t come, but Kaia did feel her power reaching out over Rome. In that moment, it felt as if she knew its streets, its twists and its turns. She saw the layers of it, saw its catacombs, its spires, and everything in between. Kaia felt as if the whole city were spread out beneath her like a map.

Kaia stared in awe at the city laid out beneath her, because even though she’d done amazing things with her powers before, it still almost caught her by surprise when something like this happened. She found herself looking down at the city, trying to see if she could find the relic within it, hoping that the power of it would shine out to her sight.

It didn’t, but Kaia did see the shadows. Not just one, but a dozen or more, spread out throughout the city, with another concentration somewhere in the depths of the catacombs.

Then the image faded, and Kaia found herself staring across a table at Olivia. There were cups of coffee in front of both of them, along with pieces of cake. Kaia realized that she must have been so caught up in her vision that she didn’t even notice a waiter coming to their table, or Olivia ordering. 

“How long was I….” Kaia began but didn’t really have the words.

“Staring into space? A few minutes.” Olivia looked a little concerned then. “Are you all right? I assumed that this was something… well, magical, but your expression suggests that it was something more troubling.”

“It was both,” Kaia said. “I saw the city. All of it, like a vision. I saw shadows in it. They’re planning something here. They’ve already taken control of people, I think.”

“Meaning that we don’t know who we can trust in Rome,” Olivia said. “This is potentially very dangerous. I’d say that my father and your aunt need to know about this, but we won’t be able to find them again now.”

“And our best hope is to find the relic,” Kaia added. 

Olivia looked hopeful for a moment or two. “Did you see where it was?”

For someone who had been kept in the dark about magic, she seemed to be adapting well to the things that Kaia could do. Where her father the inspector had persisted in disbelief even after he’d seen the shadows for the first time, Olivia seemed more than willing to accept it all for what it was.

Kaia had to shake her head, though. “I didn’t. I’d have thought, with its power, that I would feel it.”

“But then, it would be easy for the shadows to find as well,” Olivia pointed out. “Maybe that’s deliberate. Maybe the people who made it didn’t want it to stand out too much. Maybe they made it so that its power was hidden until people were close. Father Silvio wrote that he felt its power when he held it, after all.”

That made a kind of sense to Kaia. Her aunt had said that the relic was used to drive the shadows out of the world before, and she’d seen how much they wanted to find it. So the only way it would stay safe would be if it could be hidden from detection. Maybe it had been made in such a way that the shadows couldn’t sense it, and that probably didn’t mean it shining like a bright beacon.

Yet Father Silvio had also written that he could feel the energy coming off it. Did that mean that Kaia would be able to find it with her powers? Maybe only if she got close enough, though. 

“We’ll have to find it another way,” Kaia said. “The clue Father Silvio left said to look below where Nero played for sport. I don’t know what that means.”

“Nero was one of Rome’s emperors,” Olivia explained. 

“So we’re looking for some kind of ancient palace?” Kaia didn’t know much about Ancient Rome. At the orphanage, the only history she’d been taught came down to memorizing the regnal dates of the kings and queens of England, along with the major battles that had helped to shape it. Anything else had been seen as superfluous, given that the girls there would mostly end up as servants.

She saw Olivia shake her head, though. “Nero might have been an emperor, but among his many foibles was arrogance. He thought that he was a fine sportsman. He raced against the finest charioteers, and of course, being emperor, he fixed things so that he had to win.”

Kaia understood, then, because she’d already seen the ruins they needed to go to. Father Silvio, it seemed, had a sense of humor, because he’d chosen to hide the relic right next to one of the men searching for it. 

They needed to get to the ruins of the Circus Maximus at once.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

For Pinsley, the difficult question was how they were meant to go about finding one missing man in a city he did not know. Back in London, it would have been a simple thing to put the word out that he wanted someone found, and a location would probably have been sitting on his desk by morning. Here, he and Keris would have to be more active.

“We should start with places close to the church,” Keris suggested. “People who would know Fabio and might have seen him.”

She sounded as if she’d gone looking for people before. Pinsley had to remind himself that Keris had fought the shadows for years. She had presumably had to find information many times before now, often in strange cities.

“At the very least, anyone who knows him will be able to tell us about the kind of man he is,” Pinsley agreed. “That might give us a clue as to where to look next.”

Now, they just had to work out where to find people who might know the seminarian. They started by walking back in the direction of the church. When Pinsley saw a small marketplace not far from it, he nodded to Keris.

“I’ll bet that people there will know Fabio. That close to the church, Father Silvio is going to send him out there for food.”

“The question is whether they’ll have seen him recently,” Keris replied, but she was already walking in the direction of the market. 

The two of them headed into it, walking among stalls selling tomatoes and olives, oils and breads. There were a few that sold bolts of cloth or small items, but the majority of it seemed to be food and drink.

Pinsley walked through it all, listening to the conversations around him. He had enough Italian to keep up with the gist of them, at least.

“…terrible, what happened to him.”

“Imagine, someone killing a priest like that!” 

Pinsley moved closer to Keris, lowering his voice. “Father Silvio’s death seems to be the main topic of conversation, understandably. We must be careful.”

“I know,” Keris replied, and Pinsley remembered that this wasn’t like working beside Kaia. Her aunt had done this many times, was probably far more experienced when it came to anything involving the shadow side of the world. 

“Do you have to find people often in your work as a Shadowseer?” Pinsley asked her. 

“Occasionally,” Keris replied. “If we know that someone is in danger from the shadows, or if they have already been claimed by them, it becomes important to be able to locate them.”  

Pinsley tried to imagine her chasing around in the dark, fighting the shadows. He’d seen Keris fight already, he’d had a bout with her himself, and it had been impressive. She was impressive.

Especially when Keris went up to one of the people talking about Father Silvio’s death, a woman in her forties holding a basket of flowers, with an expression of perfect shock etched on her face. 

“A priest is dead?” Keris said. “Not… Father Silvio?”

The woman turned to her and nodded. “You didn’t hear? He was found strangled in his own church. Imagine someone doing that!”

Pinsley had known that there would be attention the moment they rang the bell of the church, but he didn’t regret it. It simply meant that he and Keris had to be careful. 

“Oh no!” Keris said. “Does anyone know who did it? Do the Papal Guards have any suspects?”

“Those corrupt bastards?” the woman said with a snort. “They’re no use. Besides, whoever did this is a ghost.”

That was good to hear. It suggested that people hadn’t seen Pinsley, Keris and the girls, or at least, hadn’t connected them to the murder. It was going to be hard dealing with all this as it was, without the added complication of being wanted for murder.

“What about his seminarian, Fabio?” Keris asked, louder than Pinsley thought she strictly needed to. “He wasn’t hurt, was he? He’s my cousin’s boy, and I couldn’t stand it if anything had happened to him.”

“Fabio? The one who comes into the market sometimes?” a stallholder said. “The priest’s assistant?”

Pinsley realized then that Keris had been loud about it on purpose, so that anyone nearby who knew anything had a chance of seeing their memory jogged. 

“His seminarian,” Pinsley put in. “Have you seen him? We should make sure that he’s all right.”

“Oh, he’s fine,” one of the men there said. “I saw him earlier, up on the Via Guolo, going into a house.”

There was something about his tone that made it sound almost scandalous, yet there was nothing in the words that made it obviously so.

“And?” Pinsley said.

“And there was a woman there.”

A murmur followed, from among the crowd, as they started to understand the implications of that. Someone who wanted to be a priest, conducting some kind of illicit liaison?

“What house?” Keris asked.

“One with a green door. A few doors down from the butcher. You know it?”

Keris looked over to Pinsley. “We’ll find it. Which way to the Via Guolo?”

“Up that way, third on the right, then second left. You can’t miss it.”

The two of them didn’t wait any longer, but set off together, hurrying along the street. The people in the market might not have made any connection between Father Silvio’s death and his seminarian, but Pinsley suspected that anyone else looking into the matter would do so. He wanted to make sure that he got there first. Keris was moving at least as quickly, obviously hoping that the relic would be somewhere there among Fabio’s effects.

Around them, the streets bustled, and Pinsley found himself wondering how they must look, the two of them cutting through the crowds in a hurry. Perhaps they only looked like a couple out for a stroll, but Pinsley suspected that they were walking far too purposefully for that.

They reached the Via Guolo, and Pinsley looked around for the butcher’s shop. He found it after a moment or two of looking, and from there, he started to look for a house with a green door. There was only one near the butcher’s, a tall, narrow building spread over three stories. Pinsley approached it confidently, until Keris put a hand on his arm.

“What is our plan here?” she asked.

“We approach, we knock, and we insist on seeing Fabio.”

“And when he runs out the back way?” Keris asked.

She had a point. If this man had anything to do with the death of the priest, then he would not be eager to speak to them, or anyone else. He might come out armed and ready to fight, but he might just as easily make a run for it. 

“I’ll go around the back,” Pinsley said.

Keris was already shaking her head, though. “I’ll go. I’m better at remaining unseen.”

Pinsley didn’t know what she was basing that assumption on, but right then, he knew there was no time to waste on arguing. Instead, he nodded, and waited while Keris slipped around to the back of the house.

Then he raised his fist and hammered on it, with that special blend of staccato authority reserved for visits from the police. Pinsley waited for a count of ten, and then hammered on the door again. 

It opened after another few seconds, revealing a young woman standing there. She was probably in her early twenties, wearing a loose yellow dress, with her dark hair hanging free. Pinsley saw the moment when her expression shifted from worry to a kind of forced politeness.

“Yes, what do you want?” she asked, in Italian.

“I’m looking for Fabio,” Pinsley said. “I heard about the priest, and I want to make sure that he’s all right.”

“Fabio? I… I don’t know any Fabio.” The hesitation there made the lie an obvious one. 

Pinsley shook his head. “I’m sorry, but that isn’t true. He was here early this morning. Is he still here? I need to speak with him.”

“I told you,” the woman insisted. “I’ve never heard of any-”

Pinsley heard a crash at that point, and cursed, realizing that Fabio was making a run for it. Pushing past the woman, he ran through the house. He had enough time to take in small, low-ceilinged rooms, with furniture that looked as though it had been scavenged from somewhere else. He burst through a kitchen, and then out of an open rear door to the place, into an alley standing behind the house.

Even as Pinsley got there, he saw Keris, holding down a young man with his arm twisted behind his back. He was struggling furiously, but Keris seemed to be having no trouble in keeping him pinned in place. It was, Pinsley had to admit, impressive.

“I wish I had constables in London who could stop people that easily,” Pinsley said.

“Oh, so I’m your constable now, am I?” Keris asked, but she smiled as she said it.

“Please!” Fabio said, in Italian. “Let me go!”

“When you answer a few questions,” Pinsley said, switching to Italian. He helped to haul Fabio up to his feet. 

“Wait,” Fabio said. “I know you two. You were at the church.”

“We were,” Pinsley agreed. He gave Fabio a serious look. The young man was dirt streaked from being wrestled down by Keris, and looked panicky, like he would run again given any opportunity. “Fabio, I have something to tell you. Father Silvio is dead.”

He tried to gauge the seminarian’s reaction. There was fear there, but not shock. He already knew. Did that mean that he’d played a part in it?

“I know,” Fabio said. “Why do you think I ran?”

“We were just going to ask you that, Fabio,” Keris said. “Why did you run? Did you have something to do with Father Silvio’s death?”

Now, Fabio looked offended to Pinsley. 

“No, of course not. You can’t say that I did that!”

“Why can’t we?” Pinsley asked. “You didn’t seem to be getting on with Father Silvio when we saw you there. Then you went missing straight after his death. You have to admit that it looks suspicious.”

“I’m not admitting anything,” Fabio said. “I didn’t hurt him. I couldn’t.”

Keris didn’t seem inclined to just take his word for it, though. “The two of you were arguing. What was it about? Tell me, or I’ll-”

She wrenched his arm slightly. Pinsley didn’t like that harshness, but he had to admit that in this case, it was effective. 

“He found out that I was coming here. He said I wasn’t fit to be part of the priesthood, even though… nothing happened. Luisetta is a friend, not… not anything like that.” 

Pinsley wasn’t sure that he believed that, and people had killed over far less in the past. He’d assumed that this was about the shadows, but he wasn’t about to disregard the possibility that this was all about something else, something human. 

“Where were you last night?” he asked. “Did you go anywhere near the church?”

“No!” Fabio insisted. “I was…” he didn’t speak for a moment, looking ashamed. “I was here.”

“All night?” Pinsley demanded.

The seminarian nodded, looking even more ashamed. “There was nothing between me and Luisetta before, but when Father Silvio said that he wouldn’t recommend me for the priesthood…”

“You came straight here and did exactly what he thought you were already doing,” Keris said. 

“Yes,” Fabio said, somewhat sheepishly. “We went out to a play, as well. The two of us, together.”

She looked over at Pinsley. “I believe him. I can’t sense any trace of the shadow on him. Worse, I can’t feel the relic here. If he were the killer, he’d have it.”

Assuming that it was all about that, and not about some human jealousy. Keris still seemed to be thinking purely in terms of the shadows. Pinsley wanted to be more certain than that, though. He went back into the house, finding the young woman there.

“Luisetta?”

She glared at him defiantly. “You’ve burst into my home. I’m not going to tell you anything.”

“I only want to know one thing,” Pinsley said. “Was Fabio here last night, with you?”

She hesitated, but she nodded, and Pinsley could see the shame there.

“All night? He didn’t go anywhere?”

“We… we went to a play first. I can tell you which one.”

Pinsley nodded. That was consistent with what Fabio had said. Which suggested that the young seminarian had an alibi for the time of the death.

Pinsley went back to Keris. “You’re right. It isn’t him. We need to find another way to approach this.”

He just hoped that Olivia and Kaia were having more luck.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

Pinsley and Keris were starting to make their way back towards the spot where they’d agreed to meet Olivia and Kaia when Pinsley noticed that they were being followed. 

He didn’t spot it at first. A part of that was because there were so many people out on the streets of the city, making it impossible to spot when someone was behind them for longer than they should be. 

Another part of it was that he found his gaze drawn almost inexorably to Keris. That was something Pinsley hadn’t experience in a long time, not since his wife Catherine had died. 

She was an attractive woman, strong and capable, with a headstrong streak a far cry from the buttoned-up women that Pinsley had met in London. Keris was unconventional, but unconventionality didn’t have to be a bad thing, as far as Pinsley was concerned. He found himself watching the confidence with which she walked, noting when she turned her head to smile as she spotted some particularly intriguing piece of Roman architecture or brightly painted building.

As such, it was easy to spend time looking at her, and not looking out for people who might be following them. Even so, eventually, Pinsley saw the same faces one too many times.

There was a pair of them, both men, both large and solidly built, so it wasn’t as if they could have hidden in a crowd if they’d tried to. One was probably a little shorter than Pinsley, but bullishly broad across the shoulders, wearing a flat cap and with his shirt sleeves rolled up to the elbows as if he were preparing for some kind of dirty job. The other was much taller even than the inspector, and strong looking with it, wearing a long coat that almost swept the floor. Pinsley felt sure that there were plenty of weapons hidden under there.

“I think we’re being followed,” Pinsley said. 

He saw Keris glance back, and Pinsley could see from her expression that she’d spotted the two following them almost immediately. 

“They aren’t shadows,” Keris said. “At least, I don’t think that they are.”

Pinsley tried to make sense of that. It made some kind of sense for the shadows to send people to try to stop them, or to keep an eye on what they were doing, yet if these people weren’t shadow possessed, what did that mean?

“They might be hired muscle, sent by people who are controlled,” Pinsley suggested. He kept walking, because stopping suddenly would make it far too obvious that they knew that they were being followed. It would escalate things too quickly.

Then again, was that necessarily a bad thing?

Pinsley stopped dead, turning to stare at the two men levelly. His hand went into his pocket, to where his revolver sat. Keris turned with him, and Pinsley felt safer having her at his side, when with almost any other woman he would have felt more worried, needing to make sure that she was safe. 

The crowds flowed around the two of them, like water around two standing rocks. Pinsley stood there, staring at the men, making it obvious that he could see them, challenging them with his gaze in the hope that they would turn and walk away. It wouldn’t stop them from trying to follow later, but it might buy them some space now.

Yet instead, the two men kept coming forward. The one with the long coat reached into it, taking out what appeared to be a shotgun, more suited to hunting game on some country estate than to the streets of a city. The other one reached behind his back and drew a revolver of his own. He was the one who spoke, in accented but clear English.

“Sebastian Pinsley! Stand where you are! You are under arrest, sir!”

The two men didn’t look like any police officers Pinsley had seen, but that didn’t matter. Even if they were police, Pinsley knew that he couldn’t stand around and simply let them take him. It might be that they were Italian police who had connected him wrongly to the death of Father Silvio, or it might be someone possessed by one of the shadows, making an accusation to keep Pinsley and the others away from their hunt for the relic. 

Keris was already taking a step towards them, as if she wanted to fight. Pinsley put a hand on her arm.

“If they’re police, we can’t fight them out here in the open. We’ll have everyone in Rome hunting us.”

“What do you suggest, then?” Keris asked. 

“We run.”

Pinsley pulled her away through the crowd, slipping through them quickly, determined to put as many people between himself and the men following them as possible. 

The people were fairly static now, looking on as if this were all some grand piece of street theatre to watch. Pinsley knew from his time chasing criminals that such a static crowd didn’t present enough of an obstacle. Occasionally, they even tried to assist in the chase, grabbing for criminals and helping to bring them down.

Even as he thought it, a member of the crowd reached out towards Pinsley. The inspector pushed him away, and then reached into his pocket and drew out his revolver.

He fired twice, into the air, wanting to be sure that he wouldn’t hit anyone by accident.

Screams filled the air, and people ran in every direction.

It gave Pinsley and Keris the time they needed to run, cutting through the chaos of the crowd. People struggled to keep away from Pinsley, which gave them enough space to sprint across the piazza that held the market. 

“This way,” Keris said, pulling Pinsley towards a side street. 

Pinsley went with her, following into a series of tightly twisting streets, overhung with awnings. There were statues here and there in white marble, some whole, but more damaged by the ravages of time, with missing limbs and heads. The ruined remains of an ancient aqueduct stood ahead, its arches reaching up over the street.

Pinsley dared a look back and saw that the two men were still pursuing him and Keris, pushing their way past people, their sheer size letting them force their way through even as it meant that there were fewer spaces they could simply slip into.

Pinsley and Keris ran for the aqueduct. Underneath, there were cracks where parts of it had crumbled. One was larger than the others, and beyond it, Pinsley saw a small space that had been left hollow within the structure.

“In here,” he called to Keris, and pulled her over towards the crack.

“This is madness.”

“We can’t just keep running,” Pinsley insisted. “We can fight and bring the whole Papal Guard down on us, or we can hide. There’s no time to argue.”

Keris didn’t look happy, but she slipped into the gap lithely, squeezing through without any hesitation.

Pinsley made to follow her. He pushed through, and only realized halfway through quite how tight the gap was. His shoulders caught in it, holding him fast halfway.

“I’m stuck!” he said, and fear started to fill him. Here, like this, he had no way to defend himself against his pursuers. He couldn’t turn in place, couldn’t bring his pistol to bear. 

Keris grabbed him, pulling him forward, her weight thrown back to try to haul him through the gap. Pinsley groaned as stone scraped against his shoulders, sure that he could feel skin being torn away. 

“Twist a little more, or you’ll be there forever,” Keris snapped, continuing to pull.

Pinsley did his best, turning his shoulders as best he could in spite of the pain. He shoved through a little more, and then felt himself pop out of the gap like a cork from a bottle. 

Pinsley felt himself stumble against Keris, the two of them pressed closer together than decency called for in the space within the aqueduct. Worse, that space was so small that there was no room in which to pull back to a more decorous distance.

“I’m sorry,” he began. “I did not consider that-”

“Quiet,” Keris said.

Pinsley swiftly understood the reason as he fell silent. Through the crack in the aqueduct’s structure that they’d used to enter, he could see the two men who had pursued them coming to a halt, looking around in obvious puzzlement.

“Where are they?” the shorter, broader one demanded of his compatriot.

“I don’t know. I can’t see them.”

“You’re sure they came this way?” 

“I thought I was,” the taller one said. “I saw them, but with the crowd and everything…”

Pinsley could hear the uncertainty there. He could see the men starting to look around, and he held his breath, not even daring that small sound. He was far too aware of the cramped confines of the aqueduct then, and of the closeness of Keris pressed up against him. 

Pinsley could see the determination on her face. It was obvious that she was done running. If they were spotted, she was going to try to fight, but trapped as the two of them were, there was only so much they would be able to do. Even the revolver Pinsley held wouldn’t be enough. He might be able to gun down the two of them, but one shot from that shotgun would rip through both him and Keris.

All he could do was wait, and hope.

“You were supposed to keep them in sight,” the shorter one said. “You know what Mr. Illingworth cabled. There’s a police superintendent in London who’s paying good money to have his inspector back.”

A superintendent? Pinsley almost gave away their hiding place with his gasp of surprise at that. Hutton had sent these men? He’d sent hired thugs to drag Pinsley back to London?

Pinsley froze in place, trying to think it through. The more he thought, the less surprising it seemed. Yes, it was a shock that Hutton might send men such as this, but was it really so unthinkable that he would want Pinsley returned, whatever it took to do it?

He’d never liked Pinsley, and had always been a stickler for order, and for men who did what they were supposed to do. Pinsley had not been doing what he was supposed to do for weeks now. He had been across half of the continent. He had been caught up in events on a scale he could barely comprehend, events which made even his work catching the worst criminals of London seem small by comparison.

And now he was here, hiding in an aqueduct with a woman whose attractiveness he was as painfully aware of as her proximity, while two armed men sought to find him and make him their prisoner. If he’d been able to dare the noise, he might have laughed at the incongruity of his whole situation.

“Well, they must have gone somewhere,” the shorter of the two men outside said. He was looking around now. 

If his eyes fell on Pinsley, then the inspector was determined that he was going to shoot. There was no other option.

“Maybe they took a turning while the crowd was running everywhere,” the tall one said.

“Maybe,” the shorter one replied. He didn’t sound convinced. Pinsley saw him shake his head.

He was convinced in that moment that he was going to keep searching, going to find him and Keris. 

He didn’t, though. He turned back the way he’d come with his tall companion.

“Well, don’t just stand there. We need to find them. Let’s get moving.”

Pinsley dared to breathe again, and Keris was close enough that he felt the moment when she relaxed. They squeezed out of the crack, with Keris pushing him from behind this time to ensure that he got through. They stumbled out into the daylight again, and Pinsley took a couple of deep breaths as his heart started to beat at a normal rate again. 

Then he heard the sound of someone approaching, and spun, gun already coming up. 

He found himself staring at a man a few years younger than himself, in a dark shirt and dog collar. A very familiar man, one he’d thought he’d left behind in London.

“Lucas? Reverend Faulkner? What are you doing here?”


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Kaia hurried to the Circus Maximus, determined to recover the relic from the spot where Father Silvio had hidden it. Once they had that, they would finally have the tool they needed to fight back against the shadows wherever they appeared.

Olivia strode along beside her, pausing in front of the edifice of the place for a moment or two.

“Father Silvio certainly picked an impressive hiding place.”

Kaia had to admit that Olivia was right about that. Rome was so filled with remnants of its ancient past that it was easy to forget about the spectacle of some of it. Yet the stadium that had been given over to chariot racing was more than impressive enough to catch Kaia’s eye.

It stood as a huge oval open space, grassy on its interior, with the remains of walls and stands towering over Kaia. When it had still been complete, it must have dominated the view of everything nearby, and even now, when all that was left was a central tower, a few sections of wall along one side, and some turf terraces that might have been for seating, it was impressive.

It was also a large space to have to search. 

“Where do we even begin with something like this?” Kaia asked.

“Maybe by walking the grounds?” Olivia suggested. “I know you couldn’t sense the relic before, but maybe if you’re close enough, you’ll feel something.”

“I hope so.” 

The alternative was having to search every nook and cranny of this place by hand, trying to work out in which corner Father Silvio had hidden the relic. 

Kaia and Olivia set off across the grounds of the ancient ruin, and Kaia saw other people there, some walking around it as they were, others picnicking as if it were a public park. She guessed that in such a busy city, a space like this was more valued for its greenery than its history.

Kaia saw couples strolling, saw a couple of families. She saw a couple of priests taking rubbings from one of the pieces of stonework, and found herself imagining Father Silvio with them, looking over the ruins and trying to understand more about Rome’s past. She also saw a few of Rome’s poorest moving among the people there, begging for small coins. 

She realized that she recognized one of them. The homeless man who had been sitting outside the church was there, hunched over and ragged looking, looking as though he could barely manage each step that he took. Kaia saw him glance her way, then limp off in the other direction.

Kaia’s attention was on what she could feel right then, trying to get some sense of the location of the relic. She and Olivia probably looked like two friends taking a turn around the ruins, and that made it easier to search, because it looked like they were just delighting in the ancient ruins, taking an antiquarian interest in them. 

“It’s quite the journey you’ve been on from London,” Olivia said as they walked. “Did you ever think that you would find yourself here?”

Kaia shook her head. “When I was growing up in the orphanage, the only thing any of us expected was to end up in the service of some rich family. It’s why I ran away.”

“You ran away?”

How could Kaia explain this to someone who hadn’t gone through it all?

“It was going to be my birthday the day afterwards. Time for me to leave the orphanage, and some nobleman had already picked me out for his household. He came around to the orphanage to look me over specifically.”

Kaia didn’t want to go into all the rumors that there were about the men who came to pick out girls from the orphanage, and why they did it. She didn’t want to have to cast her mind back to the terrors that had consumed her and forced her to run on the night before she was due to be all but sold to a stranger to do with as he wished.

Judging by the way that Olivia suddenly hugged her, it seemed that she understood without being told. She held Kaia close for several seconds before releasing her.

“You’re safe now, at least,” Olivia said. 

“I don’t know if ‘safe’ is the right word,” Kaia said. “I’ve been attacked by possessed people, chased by the police, caught up in murders…”

“But you wouldn’t go back?”

Kaia shook her head. There was no way that she would choose the life that she’d almost had in London over what had happened since she met the inspector. At best, she would have been a thief on the streets, struggling to get out of the city to somewhere like Bath or Edinburgh. At worst, she might have found herself transported to Australia, or worse, given over to some rich man.

“I found my sister,” Kaia said. “And I’ve seen amazing things.”

“As far as I can see, you are one of the amazing things,” Olivia replied. “And not just because of what you can do. My father seems… well, alive again, for the first time since my mother died.”

She seemed happy about that, but also slightly wistful as she remembered her mother’s death.

They walked a little further, with Kaia trying to get some sense of whether the relic was nearby. She also found herself looking around, trying to imagine where the priest might have hidden something. 

Would he have put it in the ruins that were still standing? Kaia went over to them with Olivia in her wake, deciding that it was a good place to start.

“Do you feel anything?” Olivia asked as they headed over. 

Kaia had to shake her head. “I’m just trying to think of where Father Silvio might hide something.” 

“That makes some sense,” Olivia agreed. She gestured to the priests who were still taking rubbings from the ruins’ inscriptions. “I guess that he could get close to all of the ruined sections without anyone being suspicious.”

That was a part of what Kaia was thinking. Another part was that Father Silvio’s clue talked about spaces below the ruins. If there was a way into such spaces, then it made sense that it would be there, among the built structures, rather than out in the middle of the field. 

Olivia was looking around as carefully as Kaia, throwing herself into the attempt to find the relic. She moved from one ruined section to the next, searching around the fallen stones. 

Kaia was still impressed by how quickly Olivia had come to accept all of this. She’d only learned about the existence of the fight against the shadows back in Munich, yet now, she was here, trying to help find a relic that would stop them all. 

“Why did you run away from London?” Kaia asked her, wanting to understand. Olivia’s situation was obviously very different from Kaia’s. She still had her father. 

Olivia looked troubled for a moment or two. “After my mother’s death, it was like my father retreated into himself. He hid in his work; he was never there. And I felt as though… do you know what it feels like to have time running out? Like, if you don’t do something now, there will never be a chance?”

Kaia thought that she did understand, because that had been exactly the feeling she’d had when it came to escaping from the orphanage. There had been one moment she could take, and that moment had changed her life forever.

“That was what it felt like for me after my mother died. Like it was a reminder that everything could come to an end at any time. I’d always wanted to act, and obviously I couldn’t do that in London with my father there, so I felt as if I had to run to Paris.”

“And now you’ve found your father again,” Kaia said.

“And you’ve found your family,” Olivia replied. “All of the danger might be worth it just for that, but we know that we’re a part of something bigger, something that the whole fate of humanity might rest upon.”

Kaia had viewed that part almost as a burden, something that had been pressed upon her almost by accident, yet here was Olivia, who wasn’t forced to be a part of this fight in the same way, and she saw it as a good thing?

It was a reminder to Kaia of just how special the situation she found herself in was. She had powers, and she could use them in the fight against the shadows.

Now, she and Olivia just had to find the relic.

The only problem was that Kaia couldn’t feel any hint of it. She felt sure that if she got close enough, she would sense something from the artifact, but so far, there had been nothing. There hadn’t been any sign of anything that could be it, either. They knew that it was an orb from Father Silvio’s description back at the church, yet Kaia couldn’t see any hint of such an orb hidden away among the stonework.

“What if we’re not in the right place?” she asked.

“Then we look somewhere else,” Olivia said. “There are other places that might fit Father Silvio’s clue. It was just that this one was close by.”

Kaia tried to take some comfort in that, but there was also something more worrying about it: with so many potential hiding places, it might take them forever to search all the spots that matched Father Silvio’s clue.

“It might still be here,” Olivia suggested. “The note says that the relic is under the ruin. Perhaps that means that Father Silvio buried it in a particular spot.”

“So we keep walking the grounds in the hope that I sense something?” Kaia asked. “What if we find something? We don’t have anything to dig with.”

“We remember the spot and come back at night,” Olivia said.

That made sense. Kaia guessed that the antiquarians there wouldn’t be very happy about a couple of young English women trying to dig up their ruins. Even so, as they started to walk the grounds of the Circus Maximus again, Kaia found herself wondering if they were actually going to find the orb here.

“What if it isn’t here?” Kaia asked. “I can’t feel anything.”

“Not anything?” Olivia asked. “Before, you said that you could feel the whole city. Try again, Kaia.”

“That’s not how my powers work,” Kaia insisted, but it seemed that Olivia was having none of it. She’d clearly fallen into the older sister role now, and the look that she gave Kaia was one even Em might have been proud of.

“Just try, please.”

Kaia did her best, opening her senses and reaching for her power, trying to find anything that responded to it. She bounced it out from her like someone shouting in in a group of hills, waiting for the echo.

What she felt instead made her freeze in place for a moment or two.

“There’s a shadow near us.”

“Where?” Olivia asked, looking around as if she might be able to spot it.

Kaia didn’t know, but she found herself moving in its direction almost automatically, moving at close to a run now. Olivia fell a pace or two behind, but a glance back told Kaia that she was running to keep up.

“Where are you going, Kaia?”

“To catch it,” Kaia said. If she could somehow trap it, or even talk to it, then it might have answers about what was happening in the city. 

“You want to catch a shadow?” Olivia said, sounding incredulous as she ran. 

Kaia didn’t have any time to stop and explain, though. She was too busy rushing past the people there in the Circus Maximus, trying to get a sense of each of them as she passed.

It couldn’t just be a shadow on its own, not in the brightness of the day. That meant that it had to be in someone, somewhere here. Only she couldn’t find anyone who was obviously possessed. She couldn’t feel the shadow in anyone they passed. 

Whoever had been there, they were gone. But they had been there, Kaia was sure of that. They had been close by, watching Kaia and Olivia. There was no way that was just an accident, not when Father Silvio had been killed so recently. Whoever had killed him, possessed by a shadow, had been watching her, hoping that Kaia would lead them to the relic.

That meant that they were all in grave danger. The shadows would be watching them wherever they went now. Kaia just hoped that the inspector and her aunt were safe.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Pinsley could only stare at the sight of his old friend there, in Rome, rather than in London where he was meant to be.

“Lucas? What are you doing here?”

“That’s the first thing you say? Not that it’s good to see me?” Reverend Faulkner broke into a smile, then. “Anyone would think that you’re caught up in some life and death struggle with things beyond imagining.”

Pinsley caught the meaning of his words at once. So, it seemed, did Keris.

“You know about the shadows, priest?”

Pinsley saw his old friend shrug, as if it were all nothing. “Reverend, rather than priest. Different denomination.”

“I don’t care about all that,” Keris said. “Do you know about the shadows, or don’t you?”

“I say, Sebastian, your new companion has almost as sharp an edge to her as my sister. Introduce us?”

Pinsley got the feeling that his old friend was enjoying himself a little too much in this situation.

“Lucas, this is Keris. Now, could you please answer at least one of our questions? Do you know about the shadows?”

To his utter shock, Pinsley saw the vicar of St Michael’s nod. 

“I’m more surprised that you do. I’ve never met a man so wedded to the rational world. I thought you might stay blind to the other side of things in spite of all you saw. In spite of… I say, where is Kaia? Lottie will be most upset if you’ve lost her.”

Pinsley caught the implications of that as well. “You know about Kaia, and what she can do?”

“She blew out the windows of my church, Sebastian, of course I know.”

Pinsley had forgotten about the damage that Kaia’s powers had done to St Michael’s church back in London. He’d assumed at the time that Xander, a man possessed by one of the shadows, had done it in a rage. Now, he knew better. 

And it seemed that his friend had known the whole time. Pinsley didn’t know what to make of all of that. He felt that he should be upset, but at the same time, he knew that if Lucas had come out and simply told him about all of this, he would have thought his friend quite mad. 

“What are you doing here in Rome?” Pinsley asked. “Why are you not in London?”

“That is… complicated,” Reverend Faulkner said. “There are elements in the church who are aware of the shadows, even if they use different terms for them. For a little time now, these elements have become aware that several figures in Rome have been… suborned.”

“Possessed, you mean,” Keris said. She didn’t sound impressed by any of this. “The church does nothing about these things. It’s left to us.”

“We do what we can,” Reverend Faulkner said. “In this case, I volunteered. I had a feeling that if the shadows were gathering in Rome, then I might see you and Kaia again here. Especially with everything you did in Paris and Munich. You seemed to be drifting slowly this way. And Lottie sent me a warning, cabled it to me on my way.”

Pinsley frowned at that. “What kind of warning could your sister have? She’s an artist.”

“But one who has been keeping her ear to the ground since you left,” Reverend Faulkner said. “She told me about the men hunting for you, Sebastian. Men sent by Hutton. He has engaged them to bring you back, because he feels that you are in dereliction of your duty.”

“We met them,” Pinsley said.

“They will try again,” Reverend Faulkner assured him. “I followed them to find you. They are good at their jobs. I will do everything I can to help, but we must be careful. Where is Kaia?”

“She’s with Olivia.”

“Your daughter?” Now, Lucas sounded a little shocked. “You’ve found her?”

Of course, he knew as well as anyone just how much the disappearance of his daughter had hurt Pinsley. The reverend had seen Pinsley’s frantic efforts to find his daughter, had even helped to look for her.

“In Paris,” Pinsley said. “Now, she is traveling with us. The two of them are trying to look into a possible location for… for an item of great power,” Pinsley said. “An item that has already seen a priest killed over it.”

“Father Silvio?” Lucas said. He must have seen the surprise on Pinsley’s face. “His murder is the talk of the city. They’re talking about strange foreigners who came to see him, and… oh. They’re talking about you?”

Pinsley nodded. “We had nothing to do with his death, but I am trying to look into it. I do not trust that the Papal Guard will find the killer.”

“I agree,” Reverend Faulkner said. “But the possibility of them treating you as suspects will make things more complicated. Especially with Hutton’s men hunting you.”

Pinsley had to admit that was true. Worse, he and Keris had hit a dead end in the investigation. To get any further, they needed to find new evidence, and to do that…

“We need to go back to the church,” he said. “We need to see if there is anything there that might lead us to another suspect.”

“That might be dangerous,” Keris said. “If people truly are looking for us, then going there might make us targets.”

Pinsley nodded. He knew how bad it might be, yet he also knew that if they didn’t go back there, then there would be no way to find the person who had killed Father Silvio. 

“We have to take the risk,” he said. “We’re meant to meet the girls near there anyway, and I need to see it all again.”

He looked over to Reverend Faulkner. 

“Lucas, can you do anything to get us in there? If you’ve been sent to Rome, you must have contacts here.”

“And people here respect priests,” Keris added.

Pinsley saw his friend nod.

“I can try. If you’re really set on returning to the church, I’ll go with you.”

Pinsley was grateful for that, and not just because of the chance to actually get back to the scene of the crime and look things over again. He’d found out in the Crimea that Lucas was a good man to have by his side. Maybe he and the others would be able to find the truth of all of this.

They started to walk back to the church, and Pinsley kept watch for any sign of the men who had attacked him and Keris before. They were the most immediate danger, and he found himself hoping that the two men wouldn’t find Olivia and Kaia. While they seemed to be interested in him rather than the girls, Pinsley could imagine that sufficiently unscrupulous men might try to use them to get to him.

Superintendent Hutton probably wouldn’t be that unscrupulous, but he wasn’t here, and the men he’d employed clearly had no aversion to violence. 

As they got closer to the church, Pinsley saw that there were no longer Papal Guards outside it. Instead, people were going in as they might have done on any normal day. Perhaps that would make it easier to look around again. Maybe not in the main church, but certainly in the rectory.

He, Keris, and Lucas made their way over there, walking around the church to avoid the chance of running into people who might find their presence there suspicious. 

It didn’t work. 

They were a few paces away from the rectory when a couple of women walked up. They were dressed in mourning black, one of them in her twenties, the other perhaps forty or so. They held cleaning materials, with buckets and mops, and Pinsley realized that in the wake of Father Silvio’s death, they must be there to tidy away his things, cleaning everything up for the next priest who would hold the parish.

The church might value its priests, but in Rome, there were always more priests than parishes.

“What are you doing back here?” the older woman asked in Italian. She seemed to spot Lucas’s dog collar then. “Oh, Father, I’m so sorry. I thought it was more people here to gawp.”

“We aren’t here for anything like that,” Lucas replied, in flawless Italian. “We’re here to help. I was sent to Rome to investigate strange things, and I’m sure that you’ll agree that the death of Father Silvio counts as that.”

“We know who killed him,” the younger woman said. “There were foreigners staying here, and the morning after the priest was killed, they were missing.”

Pinsley saw Lucas shake his head. “They were missing because they were hunting for the real killer. Ladies, this is Inspector Pinsley of the London Police. He is the finest investigator I have ever met, and he has made it his mission not to rest until he has found who really killed Father Silvio.”

Pinsley wouldn’t have come out and told them that part like that if he had been the one in Lucas’s shoes. Yet, he could also see the logic to the move. It could get them access to look at Father Silvio’s belongings again. 

It could also see them running from the police. As he looked at the women there, Pinsley truly didn’t know which it would be. If he had to guess, the younger of the two looked as though she wanted to go for help. 

It was the older woman who spoke, though.

“If you vouch for him, Father, then I believe it. The killing of a priest… such a terrible thing must see justice done, and we all know what the Papal Guards are like when it comes to dealing with crimes. The ones who don’t take bribes are too busy marching the streets in their uniforms to actually protect people.”

“You can’t talk like that, mother,” the younger woman said. 

“I can and I am,” her mother replied. “If this man can help find Father Silvio’s killer, then we should help him.” 

“May we see Father Silvio’s things?” Pinsley asked. 

“You see,” the younger woman said. “They just want to root through the things he owned.”

Even so, as her mother gave her a pointed look, she stood out of the way, allowing Pinsley, Keris, and Lucas into the rectory. Pinsley started to look around quickly, not knowing how much time he might have before the younger woman changed her mind about helping, or before Hutton’s bounty hunters found his trail again. 

He might have stayed there the night before, but that didn’t mean that he’d taken the time to look around the rectory fully. Now, he did, and it didn’t take him long to find an old writing desk tucked into one corner. Pinsley tried the drawers, but they were locked. 

Keris was there in a trice, with a couple of picks already in her hands. She had the drawers open in seconds. She really was a most impressive woman, even if her approach to the world could be a little… direct.

Inside the drawers were mostly objects that Pinsley might have expected there from a priest: some writing paper and ink, a small copy of the Bible, a set of rosary beads. There was also a bundle of letters, bound together with a length of twine.

Pinsley took them out. If he’d ever been a man to balk at reading people’s private correspondence, that qualm had quickly disappeared in the course of his job. Now, he read, translating from the Italian as he went.

“Father Silvio, I must insist that you speak with me. My offer has been most generous, and I see no reason why you would decline it. The purchase of the church for my family would not affect your work.”

He picked another. “Father Silvio, your intransigence does you no credit. I have told you that I would build you a new church, but St. John’s must be my family’s.”

A third.

“Father Silvio, your refusals are starting to try my patience. Remember that while the good men of the early church stood for their beliefs, it also made martyrs of them.”

That phrase told Pinsley that they needed to speak to whoever had written the letters. Thankfully, he hadn’t made any effort to obscure his identity. Instead, he had signed his name quite clearly at the bottom of each note: Saulo Petrinelli. 

“I think we have a new suspect,” Pinsley said. “We need to speak to Saulo Petrinelli at once.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

Em sat in the safehouse, sure that at any moment, shadow possessed people would come bursting through the door, and she would have to fight. 

Across from her, Casper looked restless. 

“None of the others have come back,” he said. “We have to assume that they’re dead.”

Dead. Just like that, all the Shadowseers who’d come with them to Venice were gone, killed by the shadows. They had a lead on a potential location for the relic, but now the whole city seemed too dangerous for them to go out in. 

Em wished that Kaia were here, and not just because they were both far more powerful together, but so they would be able to take on the shadows easily. 

Em missed her. She’d been alone before, but she’d never felt as alone as she did now. For a brief time, she’d had the kind of connection with her sister that Em had never believed might be possible. She’d known her perfectly. They’d been able to talk mind to mind.

Now, so far apart, that was gone, and Em felt lost. She hated feeling lost.

“We can’t just sit here,” she said to Casper.

The safehouse was pleasant enough, because they had enough money to rent a small townhouse for the week, pretending that they were there for the festivities. That townhouse was elegantly furnished, in a fashion that even her adopted father the ambassador to France might have approved of.

Even so, it was starting to feel like a prison.

“What would you rather do?” Casper asked. “Go out there and get attacked again? We fell into a trap, back at the mask-maker’s. We can’t take that risk again.”

Em could understand his reluctance, even his fear. She was feeling plenty of fear herself right then. She was a long way from the comfortable life she’d had back in Paris, or at school in Switzerland. She could die here, and it wouldn’t matter who she was then. 

The trouble was that sitting here didn’t make her feel any safer.

“If the shadows are hunting us, they can still find us here,” Em pointed out. “If we just sit here forever, then sooner or later they will find us, and we’ll lose. We’re trapped here.”

Em hated having to say it, but she knew that it needed to be said, because otherwise they would just be stuck there until the shadows found them. 

“What would you rather do instead?” Casper asked. “Go out there and get caught by them? Flee the city and leave them to the relic?”

Em shook her head. “I want to go and get the relic. Then we’ll have the power we need for the Shadowseers to fight back. We’ll take it to Rome, meet up with the others, and we’ll actually be able to finish this.”

Em could see the frustration on Casper’s face. “Just go and get the relic? Just like that?”

“We know where it is,” Em said. “All we have to do is get to the Rialto Bridge.”

“It’s still a huge risk,” Casper said.

Em stood up. She was done with this. “I wasn’t asking for your permission. We need to do this. The only way this ends is if we find the relic, and the only way that happens is if we go to the Rialto Bridge.”

She took out a hooded cape, that anywhere else would have been more suited to the opera than to wearing on the street. Em wrapped it around her shoulders, and saw Casper standing, huddling up in a long coat with a scarf around the lower part of his features.

“It’s not much, but it should help to disguise us a little,” Em said, stepping out of the house and into the street. 

This time, they didn’t take a gondola. Instead, they went on foot. It helped that the celebrations in the city were still going on, with crowds of people and performers out in the street. It meant that the two of them would be harder to pick out from a crowd.

Em stopped at a stall and bought two masks to replace the ones they’d taken before, a multicolored Columbine mask for her and a tear- eyed Pierrot mask for Casper. Em wondered if he understood the symbolism, and if so, if he minded her portraying him as the naïve clown of the carnival. 

When they put them on, they looked like just two more figures out taking part in the carnival. If they seemed secretive, well, maybe people would assume that they were just young nobles out enjoying the festivities without their parents’ permission.

“Shadows will still be able to sense us, as we can them,” Casper pointed out. He clearly still didn’t like this whole idea.

“But they won’t know exactly where we are, only that we’re close,” Em replied. “If we stick to the crowds, then they won’t be able to pick us out, and we’ll be able to move freely.”

Casper gave a terse nod. It was, Em suspected, the only acknowledgement she would get that she’d come up with a good plan.

In spite of that plan, Em was tense as she and Casper started to make their way through Venice’s crowds, trying to get to the Rialto Bridge. She couldn’t see any shadows now, but she was sure that they were out there somewhere, watching and waiting. 

It was hard to force herself to walk slowly through the crowds, stopping at each performer to watch for a few seconds so as not to arouse suspicion. Em watched a fire eater blow a gout of flames into the air, gasping with the rest of the crowd at the audacity of it.

A little further along, she saw a group of masked players performing a scene and started towards it. Each performance was like one of the many islands in Venice’s bay, and she was like one of the small boats that darted out between them, stopping at each one as she went.

Casper followed in her wake, and it was impossible to gauge his expression thanks to the mask, but Em could see the tension in every other line of his body.

Em put a hand on his arm, trying to make it look like a coy touch rather than a warning.

“Try to relax,” she whispered. “We’ll stand out too much if you’re so tense about all this.”

“And are we going to stop at every performer along the way to the bridge?”

Em shrugged, trying to make it look casual. 

“It’s a better disguise this way. Come on. We’re just a couple out enjoying the festivities.”

“A couple?”

Em took his arm pointedly, so that it looked as though they were strolling close together. Em leaned into him, and it meant that she could whisper to him without it being obvious.

“Do you see any signs of the shadows?”

“No, not yet. Do you?”

“I can feel hints of them, but nothing specific, not yet.”

Em felt sure that would change. The shadows were looking for the relic too, so the two of them had to be careful.

They stuck to dry land for the moment, because it gave them more opportunities to run if they needed to and let them blend in with the crowd better. It meant pressing in tight with the other people of the city, ignoring the stench of the canals while trying to focus enough to feel the presence of any shadows.

Now, Em could definitely feel them, but she wasn’t sure where they were. They had the same advantage from the crowds that Em and Casper did: it made individuals almost impossible to pick out. 

Em just focused on getting to the bridge. It came into view now, an expanse of white stone curving over the canal below. There were arches set into the side of the bridge, with a larger arch at the center. If what they’d learned at the mask-maker’s house was true, then the relic was there somewhere.

Em and Casper closed in on the bridge. It thronged with people. That was good, because it meant that the two of them didn’t have to stand out from the crowd in order to search for the relic.

They slipped onto the bridge arm in arm, still pretending that they were some young courting couple. There were plenty of those there, some tying ribbons to the structure of the bridge as if to symbolize their love. 

Em had to admit that it was… pleasant to have Casper so close. Em could feel the strength of him there, and for all that he was stubborn and seemed to think of her as a liability, he had helped to keep her alive back in the mask-maker’s house. 

The fact that he was quite good looking also helped, a little.

The crowd was thick on the bridge, but even through it, Em could feel the presence of shadows just paces away. Two of them, and Em found herself looking around, trying to identify them.

“Stay calm,” Casper whispered to her. “Remember what you said. They can’t pick us out from the rest.”

Em hoped that was true, but it was hard just to put one foot in front of the other when she knew that at any moment the two of them might be spotted. She moved closer to the center of the bridge, trying to identify anything that might be the relic. She’d hoped that she might feel it as she got closer, but there was nothing yet.

Then she saw it. 

Down below the central arch of the bridge was a thin silk line, and that line disappeared into a recess beneath the bridge. That recess was hidden by a stone carving of a carnival mask. If Em had to guess where the mask-maker might hide something, it would be there, and the silk line all but confirmed it. To someone who wasn’t looking, it might have looked like just one more of the ribbons tied there, but Em saw it for what it was: a line designed to allow someone on the bridge to retrieve something below. She didn’t have much experience of thieves or smugglers, but it looked to Em like the kind of thing someone like that might devise. 

Em reached for it, and even as she did, she saw two figures moving purposefully through the crowd, both wearing plain masks. In that moment, Em knew that they were the shadows, and that they’d seen her and Casper.

“Get the relic, I’ll hold them,” Casper said. 

Casper stepped forward to meet them, while Em desperately pulled on the line. It was stuck against the stone, and Em had to lean over the bridge to try to dislodge the line from where it was stuck. She had a glimpse of Casper fighting with a man there, exchanging blows at close quarters, moving with all the speed and skill of his Shadowseer training. 

Unfortunately, it meant that the other possessed figure, a woman, was able to slip past and make a grab for Em. 

Em felt her hands fasten around her throat, pushing her back against the edge of the arch and squeezing. Em reached for her power, but only a flicker rose up in response. That made Em angry, even as she felt the hands around her throat starting to choke the life from her. What was the use of a power that wouldn’t help her when she needed it? 

Em tried to twist in the woman’s grip, tried to hit out, but it didn’t seem to make a difference. She couldn’t do anything to really hurt this woman, while the shadow within her gave her more than enough strength to squeeze down, making black spots flash in front of Em’s eyes.

Then Casper was there, coming up behind the woman to try to pry her arms away. The woman spun to face him… and Em saw her chance. Grabbing her attacker from behind, she yanked her back, into the railing of the main arch. The possessed woman tumbled from it, splashing down into the water below.

“Are you all right?” Casper asked her, in a suddenly concerned tone.

Em managed to nod. “I’m fine, but I think we need to hurry.”

Their male assailant was down on the ground, unconscious for the moment. Em would have liked to go to him and try to burn the shadow out of him with her powers, but she could hear the murmurs of disapproval from the crowd on the bridge. They didn’t know the context, so they thought it was just some random fight. Probably, someone would already have called for the guard. 

Em hauled at the silk rope again, and this time it came free. She pulled it up, and there was a kind of string bag on the end, containing a single silvery orb, etched with what looked like some kind of runes. 

It looked exactly the way Em might have expected an object of great power to appear, and for a moment or two her heart beat faster at the prospect that they finally had a weapon that could take on the shadows.

Then she realized that even touching it, she couldn’t feel any power in the orb.

It wasn’t the relic.

A wave of disappointment hit Em then, so sharp and crushing that she wanted to drop the orb she held into the canal.

“All this way,” she said. 

“What?” Casper replied.

“We’ve come all this way, and so many people have died, but it’s not the relic. We’re in the wrong place, Casper.”

Em wanted to scream in frustration. She wanted to pull back her arm and throw the orb as far from her as possible. Casper grabbed it from her hands before she could, though, tucking it away out of sight in his coat.

Somewhere on the far side of the bridge, a yell announced the presence of the Doge’s guards. 

“We need to get out of here, Em,” Casper said. He took her arm, pulling her away through the crowd.

He was right about that, at least. They needed to get out of Venice. They’d wasted too much time now. If the relic was anywhere, it wasn’t here. It was with her sister, in Rome, and Em wasn’t going to waste another moment in getting back to her.


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

Kaia returned to the alley near the church with Olivia in disappointment at not having been able to find the relic. She’d felt so sure that they were looking around in the right place, yet there hadn’t been any sign of the relic. 

Worse, she hadn’t been able to locate the shadow following them, even though the feeling of it came and went even now, while they walked back. She had the feeling that she and Olivia were being stalked, yet she couldn’t pick out who was doing it, couldn’t find the shadow so that she could deal with it.

Deal with it. Just a week or so before, back in Munich, she’d destroyed a shadow utterly. Would she be able to do the same here? Kaia was confident now that she had the power, but even she had to admit that her talents came and went in a way that made them hard to predict. 

They came to the mouth of the alley not far from the church, its high walls towering over the rest of the houses nearby.

“There are a lot of people around the church,” Olivia said.

Kaia nodded as she looked at the church. There were plenty of people thronging outside it, most in funeral black. She realized that they must be there for the funeral of Father Silvio. Which meant that they knew about his death and were probably looking for anyone strange who had come into contact with him before his death.

That definitely included her and the others. 

“We can’t be here,” Kaia said to Olivia. “If we’re seen, and someone recognizes us, they might try to arrest us.”

“It will be ok,” Olivia insisted, although Kaia could hear the worry in her voice as she did so and could see the way her eyes darted around the crowd, looking for trouble. “We’re in the spot we’re meant to meet my father and your aunt. They’ll be here.”

Kaia’s senses were on high alert, trying to watch for anyone who might mean them harm, while also trying to keep watch for Inspector Pinsley and her aunt. Because she was listening so closely, she heard the sound of footsteps hurrying towards her. 

Kaia spun, reaching for her power, ready to fight if she had to.

She stopped in place, eyes, wide, as she saw the familiar shape of Reverend Faulkner there. He was smiling, obviously happy to see her, looking lean and tanned in the Italian sun. 

“Reverend Faulkner?” Olivia said, and it only occurred to Kaia then that Olivia would know him too. 

Kaia stepped forward, hugging the vicar. “What are you doing here?”

“We’ll go into that when we get you to safety. Sebastian and your aunt are waiting for you in my rooms nearby. We decided that it wasn’t entirely safe for them to stay out in the open.”

Kaia tried to work out what was going on. She found herself feeling for the presence of shadows, in case one had somehow possessed the vicar, and this was some kind of trick. The sheer incongruity of him there made her suspicious. 

There was no sense of the shadows there, though, and Kaia realized that Reverend Faulkner really was just there to help. She felt guilty for ever doubting him, because he’d been nothing but kind to her.

“Come on,” he said. “I’ll take you to them.”

Kaia fell into step with him, with Olivia following along a pace or so behind. Reverend Faulkner took them down one side street, then another, heading towards the center of Rome.

“Where are we going?” Kaia asked. 

“An ecumenical mission, for those of us in Rome who are not Catholics. It shouldn’t be far now. Ah, here we go.”

He led the way down one more street, and they came to a broad, tall building that looked relatively modern compared to the others around it, in simple, unpainted brick. 

Kaia followed him inside, where a young priest seemed to be running the reception desk. 

“More guests, Reverend Faulkner? This is most irregular, you know.”

“You’ve seen my papers from the archbishop, Chauncy,” Reverend Faulkner said. “I’m well within the bounds of everything I was sent here to do. Do I need to remind you of the necessity of discretion?” 

“No, of course not,” the priest said, but he didn’t sound happy about it.

Since Reverend Faulkner ignored him, Kaia strove to do the same, following the vicar up a couple of flights of stairs to a suite of rooms that had multiple doors leading off to what Kaia assumed were bedrooms, along with a large central room set with enough armchairs to fill a gentleman’s club back in London. 

To her relief, the inspector and her aunt were both sitting there, opposite from one another, across a small table where tea things had been set out, even down to scones laden with jam. It all looked so English, even though they were right in the middle of Rome. 

Kaia hadn’t realized until she looked at it all just how hungry she was. She sat down between her aunt and the inspector, taking one of the scones and practically devouring it.

“Relic hunting is hungry work?” Aunt Keris asked.

Kaia nodded. 

“I am sorry that we could not be there to meet you at the church,” the inspector said. “There have been complications. We are being hunted.”

“For the murder?” Olivia asked.

Kaia saw the inspector shrug. 

“I believe that the Papal Guard may be seeking us for that. Until we find evidence to the contrary, we will remain the most likely suspects, simply because we are strangers who came to the church just before Father Silvio died. But this is more than that. Men are hunting for me, sent by my superiors back in London.”

Kaia’s eyes widened at the thought of that. It was bad enough to think that they might be hunted by the authorities there in Rome. The idea that anyone might care enough about the inspector’s actions to send men all this way from London was just hard to comprehend. 

“When you say ‘your superiors’…”

“I mean Superintendent Hutton.”

Now, Kaia had an easier time believing it. She’d met the superintendent, and she had a good sense of just how vindictive he could be. He’d been the one who had wanted to put her back in jail when she’d been helping the inspector to solve the murder that had started this all. If he’d sent men, they wouldn’t stop coming. They would all need to be careful.

“It is a dangerous situation,” Olivia said. “I still don’t quite understand what Reverend Faulkner is doing here.”

“I was sent here by a facet of the church that looks into the unusual,” Reverend Faulkner said. “And now, I wish to help. By providing a safe place to stay, to begin with, but also in any other way that I can.”

“We’re grateful for how much you have done already, Lucas,” the inspector said.

Kaia had to admit that she was grateful to see the vicar of St Michael’s there, if only because he’d been the first person to believe her when it came to her powers. He’d been able to accept the uncanny when the inspector had not. 

She took another bite of her scone and tried to think. For the first time since Father Silvio’s death, it felt as though they had enough space to take a breath.

“Did you find the seminarian?” Kaia asked after a second or two.

Her aunt nodded. “We did, although it now seems clear that he was not the killer. He certainly was not shadow possessed.”

Kaia suspected that in her aunt’s eyes that would be enough reason to ignore him in itself. She wasn’t concerned with human murders, when there was the business of finding the relic to consider. Aunt Keris was trying to track the murderer mostly on the assumption that he would have the relic now, not because of some innate need for justice.

“He also had a solid alibi,” the inspector added. Kaia trusted his judgement on these things more. She’d seen how he could fit the pieces of a puzzle together. If he said that Fabio wasn’t Father Silvio’s killer, then he wasn’t. 

“What about you?” Aunt Keris asked. “Did you find anything?”

Kaia could hear the hope there, and she hated to disappoint her aunt, but even so, she had to shake her head. 

“We tried following Father Silvio’s clue to the Circus Maximus, but there was no sign of the relic there, and nowhere obvious that he might have hidden it. Worse, I felt a shadow close by, watching us.”

“Did you see who it had possessed?” Aunt Keris asked.

Again, Kaia couldn’t do anything other than shake her head. “I couldn’t get a good view. I… saw something else. A vision.”

“What kind of vision?” 

“I saw the whole of Rome, and I saw shadows spread out over it. At least a dozen, maybe more.”

Kaia could see the disquiet on her aunt’s face. As a Shadowseer, she would know exactly how dangerous so many shadows could be, particularly if they had all found hosts to possess. 

“If there are so many, the only hope is to find the relic. But if it was not at the place you searched, finding the murderer may be the only way to locate it.”

Reverend Faulkner spoke then.

“You said that Father Silvio left some sort of clue to its location?”

Kaia fished out the notebook that Father Silvio had kept hidden in his cassock. “He wrote ‘Seek it beneath the place where the bravest sat as a rock, awaiting Nero’s cruel sport.’ We thought it might be the Circus Maximus, but maybe… the Colosseum?”

“The references to the brave and to cruel sport make it seem likely,” Olivia said.

To Kaia’s surprise, though, Reverend Faulkner was shaking his head.

“I think that’s what he wanted a casual reader to think,” he said. “Maybe to throw the shadows off if they read it.”

“What have you seen in the message, Lucas?” the inspector asked.

The reverend looked over to him. “You have to think the way a priest would think. You are brilliant, Sebastian, but you do not think the way a believer would. He wrote ‘as a rock’. To a priest, who is the rock? Who did Jesus name his rock?”

“St. Peter,” the inspector said, obviously getting it.

“And St. Peter did not sit awaiting Nero’s sport in the Colosseum. He sat in the Mamertine Prison, blamed with the rest of the Christians for the Great Fire of Rome, until they took him out to crucify him.”  

Suddenly, Kaia could feel a ray of hope running through her. “Then that’s where we should go.”

“Not yet,” the inspector said. 

“What? Why?”

Kaia couldn’t understand. Why wouldn’t he want to go and simply get the relic?

“Because we also have a lead on another person who might have wanted to harm Father Silvio. A businessman named Saulo Petrinelli. I know that finding the relic is vital, but a man has been murdered, and we cannot let that go. We will also be much more able to move around the city freely to search for the relic if we find the man who did this.”

“In any case,” Aunt Keris put in. “I am still not convinced that the killer will not have already taken the relic. If it is hidden beneath an ancient prison, we have time to seek it out. If a man has already taken it, then he may already be making plans to flee the city.”

“We could split up again,” Kaia suggested. “Olivia and I could go off to look for the relic in this new location, and you could talk to the businessman.”

She wanted Father Silvio’s killer found as much as the others did, but Kaia felt the need to locate the relic even more strongly. If what she’d seen was true, then the shadows were the greater danger here. They needed the relic to stop them.

The inspector didn’t seem convinced, though. 

“Not this time. Not when there are bounty hunters out there who might be a threat. Hutton would probably like you back as much as me, after all. And then there’s the threat of the shadows you felt. If you really are being watched by one, I don’t want you to be alone.”

“But-” Kaia began.

Her aunt cut her off.

“No, Kaia. The inspector is right. We must stick together. We will go find the relic soon enough, but first, we will all go to meet with Signor Petronelli, and find out if he had anything to do with Father Silvio’s death. We will ask around and see if we can find him.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Kaia had no choice but to go along with the others as they looked for the home of Saulo Petronelli. She would rather have been going after the relic, but even she had to admit that it was dangerous right now for them to be separated. She also understood that it was important to get answers about the death of Father Silvio; she was just worried that if they left it too long, the shadows might get to the relic before they did.

The first issue was finding Signor Petronelli. 

“How do we locate a man like that?” Olivia asked.

“He is a man of sufficient means to make an offer to buy a church,” the inspector replied. “It seems likely that people will know of him, even if they do not know him. It should not be hard to find his place of residence.”

“So we’re just going to ask people?” Kaia said. It didn’t seem like the kind of leap of deduction that she would normally have ascribed to the inspector. 

“Sometimes, the simplest solution is the best one,” he assured her. “We find a place with a suitable number of people, then spread out and ask after Petronelli until we find someone who has heard of him. That will probably let us narrow down our search, until we find him.”

They headed for a small plaza in front of a clock tower, which Kaia had to admit had plenty of people in it. There were hawkers around the edges, selling everything from food to elaborate articles of clothing.

She watched as Inspector Pinsley walked up to one of them, talking in rapid Italian. 

“Excuse me, I seem to be a little lost. I’m looking for the home of Signor Petronelli. Saulo Petronelli.”

The man was already shaking his head before the inspector had even finished speaking. To Kaia, he actually looked slightly scared, and she didn’t understand that. 

She tried, with a random woman passing by, hoping that she would be more helpful with a young woman like her rather than with an inspector like Pinsley. 

“Excuse me, my friends and I are a little lost. We were supposed to meet with someone: Saulo Petronelli. Do you happen to have heard of him?”

There was an instant spark of recognition there. Kaia was sure of it. She saw the way the woman’s eyes widened, saw the hint of fear there. “No, I don’t know him. Sorry, I have no time.”

She walked on hurriedly and, again, Kaia had the feeling of someone who was too scared to say anything. She definitely had the impression that the woman had heard of Saulo Petronelli. What kind of man was he, that people reacted like this to the mention of his name?

Kaia went to another person, a hawker nearby. He was already shaking his head as Kaia opened her mouth to speak.

“I don’t know him.”

“I haven’t asked anything yet,” Kaia said. 

“I heard what you were asking before, and I don’t know him. If you’ve any sense, you’ll stop asking. If you were actually meant to meet Signor Petronelli, you would know where to go.”

Kaia didn’t point out that he’d just said that he didn’t know Saulo Petronelli. The things he’d said explained exactly why he’d been so reluctant to admit anything. 

Kaia went back to the others, who had clearly been having their own problems in asking after Signor Petronelli. Aunt Keris and Olivia looked frustrated. The inspector, though, looked strangely satisfied.

“This isn’t working,” Aunt Keris said. “Everywhere we look, people are afraid to talk.”

“Exactly,” the inspector replied, looking slightly pleased with himself. “Kaia, do you remember what it was like in Munich, asking after the baron? When we found his residence, he had already heard that we were looking for him and sent word to bring us to his castle.”

Kaia remembered that; she just didn’t see… oh. Maybe the inspector was doing something clever after all. 

“You think that if we ask after him enough, he’s going to find us?” 

“Exactly,” the inspector said. “The tone of his letters suggested a man of power, and one used to getting his own way. The approach he took, meanwhile, suggested a type of man I am more than used to dealing with.”

“A criminal, you mean,” Aunt Keris said. “The Shadowseers have had dealings with such men. Attracting his attention in such an obvious way may cause problems. What if he sends men to attack us?”

“For merely asking after him? That does not seem likely. He will want to know what we are doing, and if it poses a threat to him, first. Besides, if he does send people to hurt us, I have every confidence that you and I will fight them off.”

Kaia could see the hint of pride in her aunt’s expression at that acknowledgement of her fighting skills. 

“Now,” Pinsley said, a little louder, and Kaia had the impression that it was for the benefit of the people in the crowd. “There is another potential way to Signor Petronelli. The paper on which he wrote his notes was distinctive. I believe I saw a stationer’s store a couple of streets over.”

He led the way from the plaza, with Kaia and the others following in his wake. Kaia had her doubts about whether this would work, even now. Still, it seemed as though it was the best chance that they had of finding Saulo Petronelli quickly.

They walked slowly. Taking their time as they made their way up one street and took a turning. Sure enough, there was a stationer’s store there, halfway up the street, windows laden with tasteful examples of fine papers and modern dip pens. 

There was also a carriage waiting outside, with a well-dressed man in dark clothing standing outside it. He was slender, with sharply pointed features and dark hair. To Kaia, he looked like some kind of clerk, but there was a much more dangerous edge to something about the way he stood. The carriage driver was a bulky man with a shaved head and knuckles that looked bulbous with having hit too many people.

“Signor Petronelli requests your presence,” the one who looked like a clerk said, in clipped English. He didn’t make any kind of threat, but Kaia didn’t need to hear it to know that it was there. This wasn’t an invitation; it was a demand.

In that moment, Inspector Pinsley looked quite pleased with himself. Even Kaia had to admit that she was impressed with how smoothly this had all worked out.

“And we would be delighted to meet him,” the inspector said. He stepped into the carriage, with Aunt Keris and Olivia hopping in after him. 

Kaia was the last one to get into the carriage, hoping that they were doing the right thing. 

The clerk stepped in after them, shutting the door. The carriage rolled into motion.

“My name is Alfredo,” the man with them said. “Signor Petronelli has authorized me to answer any questions you might have, and also asked me to establish what your interest in him is.”

He phrased it politely, but Kaia had the feeling that it was a mask for something more dangerous. He was trying to establish if they were a threat to his boss. If he decided that they were, what would he do?

“My name is Inspector Pinsley, of Scotland Yard,” Pinsley said, and Kaia caught the way that he phrased that, too. It was obviously designed to remind the man across from him that he was more than just a civilian. “I and my companions are visiting Rome, and we were unfortunate enough to find Father Silvio when he died.”

Kaia saw the slightly raised eyebrow from Alfredo that followed that. It seemed that the inspector’s directness had caught him off guard. 

“And your interest in my employer?”

“He wrote a number of notes to Father Silvio prior to his death. Some of them appeared to level threats against him, in relation to an attempt to buy the church.”

“Signor Petronelli was understandably upset when he was not able to acquire the church for his family,” Alfredo replied. “It is a matter of some importance to him. Yet I can assure you that it did not lead to violence on his part. Signor Petronelli is a businessman, not a common killer.”

Kaia had the feeling that, while everyone was being polite, the level of danger in the carriage had gone up in the last few moments. 

Outside, the city flowed past, as the carriage took them down a series of streets lined by tall, brightly painted buildings. Kaia realized that she could still see the spire of St. John’s church there, suggesting that they weren’t that far from it. 

The carriage pulled into a walled compound within the city, a large, white walled house set at its heart. Kaia saw elaborate gardens there, at odds with the packed together houses of much of the rest of Rome. 

Kaia felt the carriage come to a halt, and Alfredo leapt down, gesturing for Kaia and the others to follow. 

Kaia looked over to the inspector, and he nodded, before leading the way out of the carriage. Kaia followed, with Olivia and Aunt Keris trailing behind. Kaia saw her aunt looking around at a couple of servants working in the garden as if trying to decide whether they posed any threat. 

Alfredo led the way inside, into a large, mostly open plan space lined with pink veined marble. There was a set of double doors ahead, in dark wood, with gold and ruby inserts that lent a splash of brightness to them. Alfredo knocked, and a voice within answered in Italian.

“Enter.”

Alfredo swung the doors open, revealing a space within that was a kind of office, with a large table at one end, a floor to ceiling stained glass window behind it so that the light came through in a rainbow of colors. 

A man who must have been Saulo Petrinelli was standing in front of that desk. He was perhaps in his late thirties, dressed in a dark morning suit, gray tie and light-colored gloves. He had dark hair and piercing brown eyes. The lines of his face had a hard set to them, and if Kaia had any doubts before about the kind of “business” he was involved in she was certain now. 

There was one more facet to him, though, that stood out above all the rest of it. Kaia could feel it, even from across the room. 

He was possessed by a shadow. 

He smiled cruelly at her. “Ah, there you are. The girl who wants the relic so badly. The one who is meant to be so dangerous.”

Kaia looked over to her aunt. “Aunt Keris, he’s-”

“I can feel what he is,” Aunt Keris said.

The inspector seemed to get the message, reaching for the pocket where Kaia knew that he kept his pistol. 

Alfredo was there then, a pistol of his own raised to the inspector’s head. 

“I wouldn’t do that,” Petronelli said. “No, Inspector, it’s better if you stand nice and still. You get to come through this alive.”

“You know who we are, and you know what we’re doing here,” Pinsley said, going still. “So why bring us here?”

“Because it’s the easiest way to deal with you all. Did you know that a day or so ago, two men came to me, looking for you, Inspector? They were most insistent that they must find you to bring you back to London. They will be here shortly for you.”

This man knew about the men hunting the inspector?

“As for two of you,” he said, looking at Aunt Keris and Olivia. “I believe the Papal Guard are looking for someone to blame for Father Silvio’s death. The two of you will do nicely.”

“You think anyone will believe that we did it?” Olivia shot back. 

Kaia saw Petronelli shrug. “Yes, if I pay them enough.”

His gaze fell on Kaia then. Kaia decided that defiance was her best option. She stood up straight, staring him directly in the eye.

“What about me, then?” she demanded. “What do you plan to do with me?”

“Oh, that’s simple,” Petronelli said, drawing out a revolver and stepping forward until it was pressed against Kaia’s forehead. “I’m going to kill you.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

For a second, as Petronelli levelled the gun at her, Kaia could only stand there in frozen certainty that she was about to die. She couldn’t think of a way to avoid what was about to happen, had no room to dodge, and no time to call her powers to her aid.

She found herself thinking of Em, both wishing that her sister were there and glad that she wasn’t. Kaia didn’t want Em to be in this kind of danger beside her, yet at the same time, she was the one person whose comfort Kaia wanted most in that moment.

She saw determination flicker across Petronelli’s face, along with a darker flicker in his eyes from the shadow that controlled him. In that moment, she knew that he was about to pull the trigger. She was going to die then. She would never find the relic, never stop the shadows. They were going to win.

Then her aunt was there, lunging forward to attack. Her hand slapped aside the gun pointing at Kaia. It went off, the bang deafening at such close range. Aunt Keris grabbed for the gun arm then, managing to get both hands on the weapon and twisting it savagely back against the fingers holding it. 

Kaia thought that she heard the snap of bone, and the gun went off again. On the other side of her, she saw Alfredo trying to work out if he should intervene. 

The inspector took that opportunity to grab the gun arm of his own attacker, slamming it against the nearest wall repeatedly. Alfredo tried to fight back, throwing a couple of punches into the inspector’s ribs. Pinsley responded with a rising knee to Alfredo’s guts that knocked some of the wind out of him and made him drop his weapon.

Meanwhile, Aunt Keris had succeeded in wrenching the revolver from Petronelli’s hand and was fighting him unarmed. He was moving quickly thanks to the shadow inside him, and Kaia had already felt how strong the shadow possessed could be. Even so, Aunt Keris was dealing with his attacks, slipping out of the way and deflecting them, while striking back with her fists and feet. 

Kaia saw Petronelli take a big swing at her, and Aunt Keris slipped aside from it, slamming her palm up into his jaw. He fell to his knees, and in that instant, Kaia saw her opportunity. 

She stepped forward, calling up her power, and put her hand on Petronelli’s forehead. 

Light blazed from her, traveling from her into him, seeming to fill Kaia until she couldn’t hold it anymore and then pouring out to fill Petronelli in turn. It left no room for the shadow within him, forcing it to pour out of his nose, mouth, and ears.

Kaia could see Alfredo staring, no longer fighting back against the inspector. It gave Pinsley the opportunity he needed to strike out with a solid right cross, dropping his opponent into unconsciousness.

Kaia’s power wasn’t done with the shadow in front of her. It was up around the ceiling now, swirling and clinging to patches that were out of the light, obviously unable to cross them to safety. Kaia’s power poured into it, building and building so that it felt like a storm about to descend. Then it struck out in one final blinding flash that tore the shadow to shreds, ripping it into fragments and scattering them. 

Kaia thought that she heard a final shriek from it as the creature disintegrated into nothingness. 

She stood there panting in the aftermath of the fight, and Olivia came to her, putting her arms around her. 

“Kaia, are you all right? Are you hurt?”

“No, I… I’m fine,” Kaia said, although right then she did feel a little unsteady with the power that had just run through her. 

She could see her aunt staring at her, eyes wide in a note of surprise that was completely uncharacteristic for Aunt Keris.

“That was… you told me how strong you were but seeing it with my own eyes is something else entirely. To simply be able to destroy one of them shouldn’t be possible. This is… this is everything I feared.”

Kaia wanted to know what she meant by that, but in that moment, Saulo Petronelli groaned, clutching his broken hand.

“You broke my fingers!” he exclaimed, as if there hadn’t been any kind of reason to justify it. 

“You were trying to kill Kaia,” Olivia pointed out.

“Not me! The thing in me! It took control of me, and I… it was like looking out through the bars of a cage, but the cage was my own body. I had no control.”

Kaia asked the obvious question. “So was it in control when you killed Father Silvio?”

“I did not kill him!” Petronelli said. “You cannot say I did this thing. I have committed many crimes in my life, but not this one. You will not say it!”

“Where is the relic?” Aunt Keris asked, and her tone was sharp enough that the man in front of her flinched, obviously remembering that she was the one who had beaten him so thoroughly.

“What relic? I don’t know anything about any relic.”

Kaia realized that even if the shadow possessing him had known about it, it hadn’t left that information when she’d forced it out.

“The one Father Silvio took from Munich,” Aunt Keris said. “Do you not think we know how it happened? You wanted him out of the way so that you could take control of his church. The shadow wanted the relic. So it used you to kill him and you took it.”

“This is madness, all of this,” Petronelli said. “I did not kill the priest, and I know nothing about any relic.”

Kaia looked over to the inspector. Surely, in spite of his protestations, this was the murderer? Surely they’d found their answer, and soon they would be able to recover the relic?

“I believe him, I think,” the inspector said, instead. “The man is clearly a criminal, and obviously not above doing such a thing, because of the way his men went along with things here. Yet, that is also the point: he brought us here to do it. He was going to kill you with a gun, Kaia, and not strangle you. I do not think that Father Silvio would have been found strangled in his church if this man had killed him. He would have him shot in the street or take him somewhere that he wouldn’t be found to do it.”

“The shadow might have made him do things a different way,” Kaia suggested.

She saw the inspector shake his head, though. “It was the shadow who was going to shoot you here. Besides, I can tell when a man is lying, and this one shows every sign of telling the truth.”

“Do you think I would kill a priest?” Petronelli said. “Here, in Rome, the church is too powerful for that. My business runs because I do not court trouble with them. Yes, I wanted St. John’s, but I was going to bribe a cardinal to get it, not get rid of Father Silvio. I don’t want that kind of trouble.”

“So you see, he had an easier way to achieve his aims,” Inspector Pinsley said. 

Kaia still wasn’t entirely convinced. This man had a shadow in him, and he was linked to Father Silvio. What further proof was needed?

She heard footsteps outside the room then. 

“Boss!” a voice called. “Is everything all right? The bounty hunters are here.”

“Everything is fine,” Petronelli called back, but some of the pain he felt came through in his voice, or he simply wasn’t very convincing.

Either way, a booted foot kicked the door open. 

Kaia found herself faced with a group of men. Most looked as though they might work for Signor Petronelli, looking worried and carrying an assortment of knives and clubs. Two, though, looked different. One was tall, wearing a long coat and carrying a shotgun cradled in his arms. The other was shorter, wearing a flat cap, and had a pistol in his hand. 

“There you are, Mr. Pinsley,” the shorter one said, in English. “We’ve been looking all over for you. You’ll be coming with us, now.”

Kaia saw the inspector getting ready to fight, but what could the four of them do against so many men, when all of them were armed? 

Then Signor Petronelli stepped between his men and the four of them. 

“There has been a change of plan, gentlemen,” he said in Italian. “The inspector will no longer be handed over to you.”

“The hell he won’t!” the shorter one said. “We made an arrangement, Petronelli! You’re going to be paid handsomely.”

“And they gave me something more valuable than money,” Signor Petronelli said. “The girl gave me back myself. So I will say it again: you will not be taking the inspector today.”

The big one chimed in then, in a rumbling voice. “Could just take him.”

“And my men could take you down as you tried.” There was a hard note in Signor Petronelli’s voice now. “This is my home, and I say what happens here. You will not harm these people within its bounds.”

The big one looked as though he might say something else, but the smaller one put a hand on his arm. 

“Not within its bounds, sure. And how long are they going to stay within its bounds?”

Kaia saw Signor Petronelli spread his hands. “I believe that they were just about to leave.”

To Kaia, that felt like a betrayal. “I just saved you.”

He fixed her with a level stare. “Your aunt also broke my fingers, and you have accused me of murder. The fact that you helped me buys you safe passage to the edge of my estate, but no more than that. Now go, before I change my mind.”

Kaia could see the two men who had come for the inspector smiling. 

“Well then,” the shorter one said. “Why don’t we all take a nice walk down to the edge of the estate? I’m sure that we all can’t wait to be off it.”

Kaia looked over to her aunt and to the inspector, hoping that one of them had a plan. Instead, the Inspector gave Signor Petronelli a curt nod. 

“We will not trespass further on your time,” he said. 

The four of them started to walk down through the house. Petronelli’s men parted to let them through, and the two bounty hunters fell into step behind them. 

“We can take them,” Aunt Keris said as they walked out into the grounds. 

“We will not have the same element of surprise that we did in the office,” the inspector replied. “I believe that if we try to attack, they will not hesitate to hurt the three of you. They might need me alive, but they have no such instructions regarding you.”

“Father,” Olivia said. “You can’t be proposing to simply give in to them?” 

“No,” the inspector agreed. “But I can make use of the probability that they will be unwilling to kill me in cold blood.”

“The probability?” Olivia said. “I would rather it were a certainty, Father.”

“Nothing in life is certain. But I believe I can draw them away from you. I will meet you back at Lucas’s lodgings.”

Kaia caught his arm. “You can’t just do this.” She looked over to her aunt. “You have to stop him.”

She understood just how badly this could go wrong. This could get the inspector killed. After all the kindness he’d shown to her, all the time they’d spent together as they’d traveled, she couldn’t stand the thought of that.

“I will see you very soon, Kaia,” the inspector promised, and gently broke free from her grip. 

Then he ran, heading for the gates to the estate. The suddenness of his bolting obviously caught the pair of bounty hunters by surprise, because he was several steps away before they started to react. The big one started to bring his shotgun up, but the shorter one knocked it down again.

“Alive remember! And not in Petronelli’s home!”

They set off after the inspector, and Kaia wanted to reach out to hold them back, but Aunt Keris put a restraining hand on her arm.

“We can’t. We’re only safe so long as we don’t interfere. We have to trust that the foolish man knows what he’s doing.”

The inspector’s plan certainly seemed to be working. Already, he was pulling away from his two pursuers, heading for the gate and bursting through it, running from the estate.

That was when three more men stepped into sight from outside. They grabbed him, tackling him at his waist, bearing him to the ground. The two bounty hunters slowed their pursuit now to something approaching a saunter. The smaller one laughed.

“Didn’t think we’d make sure you couldn’t run after last time? We hired some local talent. You know, just as backup. Got you, Mr. Inspector.”

Kaia started towards the two of them. She wanted to help the inspector, had to help him. The big bounty hunter spun towards her, though, lifting his shotgun to his shoulder.

“Better not, girl. Not unless you want filling full of lead shot.”

Kaia slowed, and again, she felt Aunt Keris holding her back. 

“He wouldn’t want you killed. We can’t do it like this.”

“Then how?” Kaia demanded, as the three men outside the gate hauled the inspector to his feet, fastening cuffs to his hands.

“I don’t know,” Aunt Keris admitted.

That wasn’t a good enough answer, but right then, it seemed that there was nothing they could do without getting killed. Kaia had to watch as the two bounty hunters made their way to the inspector, put their hands on his shoulders, and frog-marched him out past the walls. 

Kaia ran forward then and reached the gates in only a few more seconds. It meant that she was in time to see them shove the inspector into a carriage, which they locked behind him before jumping up into the driver’s seat. Even as she watched, they whipped the horses into motion.

The inspector was gone.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

Kaia couldn’t believe that they were just heading back to Reverend Faulkner’s lodgings, when that meant that they were moving further away from the inspector, rather than following in his wake. 

As they stepped back into those lodgings and Reverend Faulkner made to greet them, Kaia wasn’t sure that she could hold herself back any longer. 

“You’re back,” the reverend said. “I was worried. Wait… where is Sebastian?”

“He’s being dragged away by bounty hunters, and my aunt doesn’t want to do anything to try to help him!” Kaia blurted out.

She saw a flicker of pain cross her aunt’s face as she walked into the room. “Is that what you think?”

“We could have gone after him!” Kaia insisted. “If we’d caught up to him…”

“Then they would have killed you,” Aunt Keris said. “They would not have hesitated, and however much power you have, that does not make you invulnerable. I wasn’t about to watch you die, or Olivia.”

“So you’re happy for my father to just be taken away instead?” Olivia said. She sounded as angry as Kaia did, although she obviously didn’t have the powers that Kaia possessed that might potentially let her get the inspector back. 

“Of course I’m not happy,” Aunt Keris snapped back. “The inspector is… a very impressive man.” Kaia had the impression that she might have said more than that if she hadn’t stopped herself. “But we have to think about the bigger picture as well. All of humanity is at risk. We went to Signor Petronelli’s house because I thought he might have the relic. That has to be our priority. If the shadows get to it first, then it won’t matter if we get the inspector back or not. We’ll all die.”

Kaia could understand what her aunt was saying, but she didn’t agree with it. She couldn’t. Her aunt had only spent a short time traveling beside the inspector, while Kaia had traveled with him across the whole of Europe. He’d saved her from a fate worse than death back in London. He’d pulled her out of custody right before she was due to be taken before a judge, and then shipped off to the colonies. 

The least that she could do was to try to break him free now. It wasn’t just that she owed him that much; he was like a father to her. He was the father that she’d never had, and could never have, now that she knew that her own parents were dead.

“I’m going to go and find him,” Kaia said. She actually took a step towards the door. 

Aunt Keris was between her and it. 

“Are you going to keep me here by force?” Kaia asked.

“If I have to in order to keep you safe.”

“And how are you going to find your precious relic then?”

Kaia was angry with her aunt now. However much she thought that she was acting for the greater good, this was wrong. They shouldn’t just stand by and let the inspector be taken. They had to try to find him.

“If you want to go after the relic, you go,” Kaia said. “But that doesn’t mean that the rest of us can’t go and try to get the inspector back.”

“If I might interject,” Reverend Faulkner said, very pointedly stepping between the two of them. “I think this might be a good moment to discuss this calmly.”

Kaia didn’t want to be calm right then. She wanted to hurry, to try to catch up to the men who had taken the inspector. She wanted to shout at her aunt for trying to hold her back, and at the reverend for trying to tell her to be calm.

“Now, would someone tell me exactly what happened?” Reverend Faulkner said. “Olivia?”

Kaia guessed that he’d picked her because Kaia and her aunt were too busy arguing.

“We went to see Signor Petronelli. He had a shadow in him that was planning to kill Kaia, hand my father over to two bounty hunters, and give us to the Italian authorities to blame for the murder. Kaia exorcised the shadow, but the two bounty hunters burst in. My father led them away, but they caught him. They were armed, so we couldn’t follow them without risking being shot.”

“I see,” Reverend Faulkner said. He looked troubled. “Then I understand why you had to leave him.”

“Thank you,” Aunt Keris said, looking vindicated. 

“But now, we have a chance to get him back,” the reverend said. “We must establish the route these villains are taking and intercept them.”

Aunt Keris didn’t look as happy now. “With respect, you’re a vicar. How much do you actually know about violence?”

Kaia heard Reverend Faulkner laugh at that. 

“Has Sebastian not told you how we met? I was an army chaplain in the Crimea. I have seen more violence in that war than any scuffle with a few thugs, or even with the shadows you hunt, can bring. If you truly will not help, then the three of us will do this.”

Aunt Keris looked away for a moment. “If you are going to do this, you will need my help to have any chance of surviving.”

“Good, that is settled, then. Now, my friend is missing, and I intend to get him back.”

“And how do we do that?” Aunt Keris asked.

Kaia saw the reverend shrug. 

“I believe we have an ambush to plan.”

 

*

 

Kaia stood waiting by the side of the road, just outside the city, partly hidden in some trees. The ground out here was marshy and wet, but that was good, because it left plenty of hiding places. 

“You’re sure that they will come this way out of Rome?” she asked.

Reverend Faulkner was hiding behind some bushes, clutching a revolver. He didn’t look as definite as she would have liked as he answered. “If they are to return to London by the most direct route, they will need to use this road. Their best option is to get to a port or a railway station. Either way, they must come in this direction.”

Kaia looked over to her aunt. 

“I agree,” Aunt Keris said. She was sharpening a couple of knives. “They will come this way, and then we will stop them.”

Olivia was standing closer to the road. She was holding a thick branch like a club and looked determined. 

Out on the road sat the remains of a tree, positioned so that anything coming along the road would have to stop to either move it or find a way around it. Kaia hoped that it would be enough. She hoped that Reverend Faulkner was right about the bounty hunters coming this way. All she had right then was hope.

She waited with the others and watched the sun slowly moving across the sky. Kaia started to worry that perhaps they had misjudged this. Perhaps they had picked the wrong spot, or the bounty hunters were ahead of them already. Perhaps the inspector was already on a train further north, being transported back to London to face the wrath of his superiors.

Then Kaia heard the sound of hooves on the road, moving slowly. She tensed, even as she tried to tell herself that it didn’t have to be the wagon containing the inspector. It might be ordinary people passing along the road for some other purpose. It might be nothing.

Then the wagon came into sight, and Kaia’s heart leapt into her mouth. She could see it rolling along behind two large horses. The bounty hunters sat on it, driving, and the windows were barred. The shorter one was driving, while the tall one rode alongside him, shotgun cradled across his lap as if expecting trouble. 

They drew closer, little by little, and Kaia felt herself counting the breaths until they got close enough. She tried to make out the details of the wagon, trying to look in through its windows, trying to catch some glimpse of the inspector there. She thought that she could see a glimpse of movement there inside.

When they reached the log laid across the road, they drew the wagon to a halt. Kaia’s heart was beating faster now, and she looked across to Reverend Faulkner, waiting for his signal. 

“Oh dear,” the shorter of the bounty hunters said, drawing out a pistol. “What’s this? A blocked road? Or could it be someone’s idea of a trap?”

The taller one had his shotgun up to his shoulder now, levelled ready to shoot at anyone who came forward. Kaia realized that if they charged forward now, there was a good chance that one or more of them would be shot.

Even so, the alternative was letting them get away with the inspector, and she couldn’t allow that.

Kaia found herself wondering what Em would do in a situation like this. Her sister always seemed to have quick answers when it came to dangerous situations, and the more Kaia thought about it, the more she knew exactly what Em would do. 

She strode forward.

“Oh look,” the shorter one said. “If it isn’t the girl from back in Rome.”

“Give Inspector Pinsley back,” Kaia said, trying to sound braver than she felt. Maybe if she could keep the men talking, she could distract them long enough that the others could sneak up on them. 

What was the alternative? Standing in the trees until they just drove on? Watching the others charge forward and get shot?

“And you’re out here all alone?” the shorter one said. 

Kaia nodded. 

“No, I don’t believe that. My guess is that the others will be with you, yes?” He turned his attention to the trees. “Maybe my colleague here will start peppering the trees with shot until he hits you all.”

“Or I could just put some shot into the girl while they watch,” the taller one said. 

“Or that,” his compatriot agreed. He levelled his pistol at Kaia. “Come out, all of you, or the girl dies.”

Would he really do it? Just kill her, in cold blood? More to the point, would the others just give up?

Kaia saw her aunt then, creeping up on the carriage. Reverend Faulkner and Olivia were following close behind, moving in near silence. It was working. Her distraction was actually doing what she’d intended it should do!

Then her heart fell as the taller one turned, his shotgun up and pointed at the three of them.

“You think no one’s tried that before on us?” the shorter one said, looking back towards the three of them. He gestured for Kaia to move around to them, keeping his gun pointed at her the whole time.

Kaia moved to stand with the other three. 

“Quite the little rescue party,” the shorter one said. “Now, what do we do with you? We left you alive before. We’re not unreasonable. But now, with you just coming after us? No. Barnsley, kill them.”

The bigger of the two nodded curtly, as if it were the kind of thing that he did every day. Maybe it was. Kaia felt fear building up inside her as he started to point the shotgun her way. 

Kaia felt her power rushing up inside her in that moment, pouring through her, uncontrolled, until she couldn’t hold it in any longer.

Kaia screamed, and the power burst out from her in a tidal wave, rippling out in front of her to smash into the carriage. It slammed into the two men atop it, and Kaia saw them sent flying, tumbling from it like balls thrown by a child. They slammed into the trees beyond, falling senseless. 

The carriage toppled onto its side, horses running as the traces holding them snapped. A cloud of dust came up as it hit the ground, the thud of the impact shaking the ground beneath Kaia’s feet.

Aunt Keris was already rushing forward, towards the two bounty hunters. They were back on their feet now, but their weapons had been knocked clear in the fall. They stared at Kaia for a moment or two, fear etched into their features. They looked over at one another, as if each was waiting for the other to decide what to do. 

The taller one ran first, long legs taking him off along the road in the direction the horses had taken. The shorter one only waited a moment longer before sprinting after him. 

Kaia didn’t care. She was already hurrying to the carriage. The door had been broken as it fell over, which meant that Kaia could pull it open easily. The inspector clambered out, his hands still cuffed. 

“Kaia,” he said. “All of you. You came for me.”

Kaia threw her arms around him, tears in her eyes. The thought of losing the inspector had terrified her. She didn’t have anyone else. She might have a sister now and an aunt, but Inspector Pinsley still felt like family to her.

“I wasn’t going to let them take you that easily.”

They’d done it. They’d found him. 

Now, they just needed to find the relic.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

The shadow kept carefully hidden in the marshy ground as he watched the girl and the others take on the men who had captured their friends. He hadn’t thought himself capable of fear before, but watching what happened out there, it was impossible not to feel it.

The ripples of the power the girl had unleashed still echoed out here on the road outside Rome. The shadow had followed her here, wanting to make sure that she wasn’t leaving with the relic. What he had seen instead had shown exactly how dangerous this young Shadowseer was. 

Far more dangerous than most of their number. Those might be able to banish one of his kind from a body if they had enough time and could trap the body in place. This girl’s power was of another order entirely. 

Perhaps it would be best to deal with her quickly, before she became a problem.

The shadow was sure that the others of his kind in the city would want that, so that they could bring more of their kind in through the portal beneath the city without interference. They would see it as his duty to kill this enemy of their kind. 

The shadow didn’t do it, though. Partly that was because he still needed the girl to lead him to the relic. Partly, it was because he was worried that an open attack wouldn’t be nearly enough to overcome that kind of power. 

He kept watching instead. 

“I thought we’d lost you,” Kaia said to the tall man, the inspector from London. She had already hugged him. Why did humans put so much emphasis on the physical? On the kind of form and contact that instinctively made the shadow recoil?

“But I did not think that I was lost,” the inspector replied. “I knew you would all find a way to free me.”

“Father,” the other young woman said, also throwing her arms around him. “You make it sound so simple. You were in so much danger. You shouldn’t have just run like that.”

“Nonsense. I had every confidence in your abilities.”

Did humans never say quite what they meant? It seemed obvious to the shadow that the inspector’s daughter was trying to find a way to tell him that she cared for him and was frightened, while the inspector was trying to reassure her because he also cared and had also been frightened. Why not just come out and say it? Even after days as a human, even with access to the memories of this one, the shadow didn’t quite understand them. 

Still, it didn’t matter in the long run. Once the relic was safely recovered, they could bring as many shadows through as they wished, with no risk of the humans destroying the portals and cutting the connection to the outer darkness. The human world would come to an end. There would be no need to understand its strangeness further.

The shadow tried to pretend to himself that he didn’t feel a tinge of disappointment at that. The human world was as strange and fascinating as it was repellant, but he had been appointed his task. He was the one who was to find the relic.

He had already killed the priest in the search for it, far stronger and faster than the old human could ever be. He had followed the girl once he had determined that she was engaged in the search for it. His kind could not feel the item’s power, but he felt certain that she would. 

He had been there, lingering on the edges of Saulo Petronelli’s estate when she had torn another of his kind to shreds, in a way that should not have been possible. He had watched her from a distance out in the streets and followed her wherever she went. 

He was sure that she was the key to this. She would find the relic, sooner or later. 

When she did, he would take it. The key would be to strike quickly and leave her no chance to react. He would kill her first, and then move on to the others. Perhaps the second Shadowseer, or perhaps the inspector, depending on which was closest. 

When he was done, he would take up the relic and return to his kind. 

And then what? Would they reward him? Would they laud him and give him a position of power in the world that was to come? No, those were human ways of thinking, brought about by too much time in a body imprisoned by form and order. 

He had to remind himself that he was not a he, but an it. It was a shadow, and the reward for seeing the one thing that could stop its kind destroyed was to see that relic destroyed. It was the satisfaction of seeing the human world torn down, of seeing their light and their order torn away to leave space for its kind to fill the void that remained. 

It would do that. It would bring that about. It would follow the girl using this body, until she located the relic. Then it would take the relic from her, and it would kill her.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

Kaia dared to relax for a moment now that they had the inspector back, but she knew that there wasn’t any time to truly get her breath back. Aunt Keris had been right before: there wasn’t much time to waste now that they knew where the relic was.

They had to get back to the city and get to the Mamertine Prison before the shadows found it.

She and the others started back in the direction of Rome, the five of them heading along the main road as quickly as they could. Around Kaia, small animals moved in the marshlands beyond Rome, and Kaia thought that she saw the rustle of something larger in one patch of bushes. She ignored it. Right then, the only thing was getting to the city as quickly as possible. 

Slowly, the marshlands gave way to outlying houses, and then to the broad streets of the city. Once inside, they hailed a cab, because it made sense to stay out of sight when the authorities of the city were probably still looking for them in relation to the death of Father Silvio. 

It meant that Kaia was careful about looking out of the window of the carriage they hired as they headed closer to the center of the city. The Colosseum loomed over them, and if Reverend Faulkner hadn’t been there, she might have spent all her time trying to look for the relic there, rather than in the spot Father Silvio’s clue actually pointed to.

As they approached it, though, Kaia had to admit that the Mamertine Prison was an impressive structure in its own right. It clearly wasn’t a prison at the moment, because it stood ruined and empty, but it was still a broad, tall structure with crumbling white stone walls and official looking pillars outside. It had solid, square edged architecture that seemed to Kaia like the epitome of a Roman kind of officialdom.

The five of them got out of the carriage, staring up at it. Even as they did so, though, Kaia saw their carriage driver giving them a thoughtful look. He cracked his whip, setting his horses into motion.

“I believe he has realized who we are,” Inspector Pinsley said. “It is possible he will say nothing, but we must be prepared for the eventuality that he calls for the Papal Guard.”

“Then we move quickly,” Olivia said. “This is the place?”  

Kaia saw Reverend Faulkner nod. “If I have interpreted the clue correctly, yes. This a holy site. The place where St. Peter awaited his execution.”

The inspector looked over at Kaia expectantly. “Do you feel anything?”

It took Kaia a moment or two to get over the fact that the inspector was prepared to ask her that now, just because he’d been exposed to so much of the world of the shadows. 

Kaia could see Aunt Keris trying to concentrate, obviously focusing on her own sense for the shadows. Kaia saw a look of concern on her face. 

Kaia felt the reason for that a moment or two later. She could feel shadows nearby and underneath. She could feel a mass of them, swirling the way a flock of birds might. 

“This can’t be the right place,” Kaia said. “I can feel too many shadows. There’s no way that the priest could have hidden it here…”

And then she felt it. She felt a shining thread of silvery power down there among the shadows. She felt the pull of it there, almost calling to her.

“What is it, Kaia?” Olivia asked. 

“I can feel it,” Kaia said. “The relic. It’s down there.”

But how hadn’t the shadows felt it? Was it simply that the relic was constructed in such a way that shadows couldn’t feel it? Was whatever it was that made it inimical to them also able to hide it?

“The shadows have it?” Aunt Keris said. “No, we cannot allow that. We have to take it from them.”

To her surprise, Inspector Pinsley looked doubtful. “I am not sure that the relic is in the shadows’ possession. From what I understand, it is natural that they would make a home in any catacombs they found, to avoid the light of the sun. Yet it is also natural that Father Silvio might hide it there. And he provided a clue to lead us here. That suggests that this is a hiding place, not a place it has been taken by the shadows.”

“Either way, getting it means going through those… things,” Olivia said, with a shudder. 

Kaia put a hand on her arm. “They’ve tried to possess you before. You know that you’re strong enough to keep them out. Everyone here is.”

“If they’re not in bodies, it might be manageable,” the inspector said. “If they are, though, then we might have a fight on our hands.”

“Then we fight.” Aunt Keris’s face was set in determination. “The fate of humanity rests on finding that relic.”

Kaia wasn’t quite as determined as her aunt, but she knew that the only way they were going to get the relic was if they went down there. She moved forward quickly, heading to the doors of the former prison.

They were open, letting the five of them inside, into a space with mosaic floors and rough-hewn stone walls. Kaia looked around until she found a set of steps leading below. There was a kind of iron grate over them, with a chain held in place by a lock. That lock had been broken open, though, Kaia guessed by people possessed by the shadows. 

The inspector and Reverend Faulkner went to the grate, lifting it clear between them. The five of them paused at the top of the steps down. 

“The shadows will sense Kaia and me once we are down there,” Aunt Keris said. “We must be prepared for the possibility that they will try to attack us. They may even send word to those they have possessed outside and get them to bring aid.”

“More possessed people?” Kaia asked.

“Or just the Papal Guard, if the driver is not already fetching them. Either way, we must be quick.”

Kaia knew that, but it still took an effort to plunge down into the depths below the prison. She took the steps as quickly as she could, heading down into the darkness of the catacombs. 

The inspector struck a match, and by its light located a lantern, obviously there to allow people to be shown around the spaces beneath. As the light of the lantern washed out around them, Kaia saw tunnels branching off in different directions, each one lined with what appeared to be ancient stone tombs.

“We must move quickly,” Aunt Keris said. “Kaia, I still cannot feel the relic. You have to lead the way.”

Kaia did her best, leading them down the tunnels with the inspector just a step behind her so that the lantern illuminated her steps. The difficulty was that the feeling she had for where the relic might lie only gave her a general direction, not a route to follow.

She tried to take turnings that led towards it, yet the tunnels of the catacombs seemed to curl around on themselves, making it impossible to consistently make progress in the right direction. 

Soon enough Kaia was sure that they were lost. Father Silvio surely wouldn’t have come all this way to hide the relic. He would have taken a different route, something shorter and easier to follow. Yet now, Kaia wasn’t even sure of the way back. All she could do was keep taking turnings, trying to find some way of getting back towards where the relic was. 

She found the shadows first. 

It was impossible not to feel the mass of them there, pulsating with malevolence. There was something else, too, a feeling that Kaia remembered all too well from Paris. That feeling drew her closer, even though she knew that she should be avoiding it, trying to keep as far away from the shadows as she could. 

“Kaia,” Aunt Keris said, with obvious concern. “Where are we going?”

Kaia came out into a large chamber, with a vaulted ceiling high above. The walls were lined with tombs. At its heart stood an archway, and that arch pulsed with black light, offering a glimpse through into a deeper darkness beyond. 

Even as Kaia watched, a shadow flowed out of that portal, sinuous and twisting, clinging to the nearest wall and heading upwards to the ceiling. Kaia’s eyes followed it upwards, and there she saw the rest of the shadows.

There had to be twenty of them up there, swirling around in a mass, their attention clearly focused downwards toward Kaia. They seemed to swirl there for a moment or two longer…

…then they lunged down towards her and the others.

Kaia threw up a hand instinctively, a burst of power flaring out. The shadows recoiled from it, flowing back towards the edges of the sudden flash of brightness. They came in again, and Kaia threw out more power.

“Run!” her aunt called to the others. “We can’t stand here and fight. Pull back.”

Kaia saw the others start to run. She was the last to go, throwing one last flash of power out towards the shadows. Then she was running down the tunnels, with the shadows speeding in their wake.

Even knowing that the shadows couldn’t touch her physically, Kaia ran. She’d been so certain before about no shadows being able to get past the defenses of any of those with her, but with so many all trying at once, Kaia had no idea if that would still be true. 

She ran, putting distance between her and the shadows, following the inspector’s light. He seemed to be taking turnings pretty much at random, but at least they were getting away from the shadows. 

No, not getting away. Kaia could still feel them following, but they seemed to be doing so more slowly now. Possibly they were waiting for more physical backup, or possibly they were simply taking their time, planning their next move. 

Either way, the sensible thing would be to get out of there, but now, Kaia could feel the relic again, and feel it close by.

“This way, I think!” she called to the others, starting off down a side passage. 

“Kaia-” Reverend Faulkner began, but Kaia cut him off.

“The relic is here; I can feel it.”

She led the way, and now they came to another small chamber. The relic was so close by now that it was impossible to ignore, the feeling of it almost overwhelming.

“I feel it too, now,” Aunt Keris said. “It’s…,” she gestured to a patch of wall. 

Kaia was already searching it. It looked like a spot where antiquarians had been working, with patches of stone around a fresco chipped away. There was a crack there as a result, and in that crack, Kaia saw something gleaming.

It was there. The orb was there.

It shone in a mixture of gold and silver by the light of the inspector’s lamp. The two metals seemed to swirl around one another in a complex marbling that Kaia instinctively knew had nothing to do with decoration, and everything to do with the power flowing through the thing, reshaping it from moment to moment. 

Kaia reached towards it and had to stretch. The gap was slender, so that it made sense for her to try to get to it rather than one of the others, but it still meant that she had to extend herself fully trying to get to it. 

Her fingers brushed it once and fell short. Kaia pushed herself further into the gap, trying again. This time, her fingers made contact, but she couldn’t get a grip on it. For a third time, Kaia reached out, and this time, her hand closed over the orb.

She felt the power there instantly, like the whole of the sun crammed into a space smaller than her hand. Somehow though, it didn’t hurt. Instead, it felt natural and right that she should hold it, her power seeming to sing out in concert with the energies within. Kaia drew her arm back, pulling herself away from the gap.

That was when she felt the presence of a shadow, closer than any of the ones following her and the others. This one felt different, too, with the subtly muted quality to it that meant only one thing: someone possessed by a shadow. 

Kaia turned ready to call out a warning to the others, but another figure was already there with them in the small chamber. He was stooped and disheveled, looking broken and frail. 

Kaia recognized the homeless man who had been begging outside the church, and who had been there on the field of the Circus Maximus. She’d assumed that he couldn’t have anything to do with all of this, because surely someone would have to be stronger than one stooped, limping man to strangle Father Silvio.

Then the homeless man straightened up slowly, and Kaia saw the act for what it was. She stood there open mouthed, staring at the priest’s murderer.

Then he lunged at her, grabbing for the orb.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

The shadow-possessed man was faster than Kaia could have imagined he would have been, certainly faster than his frail looking form suggested that he was. He lunged at her, and Kaia had no time to get out of the way. 

She tried to summon her power instead, tried to raise it and blast the shadow from him before the possessed man could do anything to hurt her. If he’d just been trying to close and grapple with her, that might even have worked. 

He wasn’t, though, and Kaia had no time to call forth her power before he slammed into her, the weight of him knocking her back. She felt her head smash into one of the surrounding tombs, and for a moment or two, Kaia saw stars. She slid down the wall of tombs, slumping there in a heap and staring up at her attacker. 

From this angle, he didn’t seem so weak. Kaia could see the muscular frame beneath his clothes, and the flashes of noble jewelry that marked him out as anything but homeless. He stood over her, rearing up as if he might strike her, but when his hand lunged down, it was for the orb, not for Kaia’s throat.

Kaia did her best to cling onto it, tried to call her powers again to defend it, but the whole world seemed to be swimming in and out of focus in that moment, so that Kaia couldn’t concentrate enough to even begin to dispel the shadow sitting there within him. She certainly didn’t have the strength to hold onto it as he snatched it from her hands.

She saw the possessed man’s expression change as he held it, as if he could finally feel the orb’s power now that he was touching it. It explained why the shadows hadn’t been able to find it despite being so close to its hiding place, and just the fact that Kaia was thinking that rather than trying to snatch the orb back told her just how badly stunned she was right then by the impact of her head against the tomb.

The homeless man stood over her, and Kaia thought that he might strike down at her even then. She was so helpless that she couldn’t do anything to stop him if he did, couldn’t begin to defend herself against the death that she knew was coming.

Then he turned away, running for the tunnel that led towards the portal room. 

Kaia understood what he was doing then. He was going to take the orb to the portal. He was going to throw it into that deep darkness within it, where Kaia and the others would never be able to find it again. If he did that, it wouldn’t matter if Kaia was alive or dead. There was no way that they would be able to stop the shadows.

Kaia tried to rise up to follow him, but her legs were too weak. All she could do was point.

“Stop him!” she managed, even though the world swam around her. “You have to stop him!”

 

*

 

Pinsley felt fury flow through him as he saw Kaia slammed back into the tomb and was already starting forward to help her as the killer loomed over her, ready to intercept the killing blow. Yet the man didn’t strike down at Kaia. Instead, he plucked the orb from her hand, turning and running for one of the exits from the chamber. 

Pinsley went to help Kaia, but she was pointing after the fleeing man. 

“Stop him! You have to stop him!”

Pinsley understood the danger as she said it, the risk of the man getting away with the orb. He’d seen the portal in the other room. If he got to that with the orb… all might be lost for humanity.

“Olivia, stay with Kaia,” he instructed, but he couldn’t afford any more time than that. He had to run, trying to catch up to the homeless man. His long legs ate up the ground as he ran, sprinting after him and trying to close the distance.

He saw Keris running beside him and heard Lucas’s footsteps as well. This was a matter for all three of them. Pinsley spotted the homeless man ahead, drew his pistol and fired. The shot went wide, ricocheting off the wall near him. Pinsley fired again, and once more, the shot missed. 

The portal room was just ahead now. He, Keris, and Lucas ran into that open space, and before them, the deep darkness of the portal swirled. The homeless man stood before it, with the shadows roiling above him like some great flock of birds, or a storm waiting to strike. 

The homeless man had the orb raised. “I have it, my brethren. Once I cast it into the outer dark, this world will be ours.”

Pinsley stood before him, levelling his revolver. “I will not permit that.”

“You think you can stop me?” 

“I think that there are three of us, and that I have a weapon pointed at you.”

Pinsley had seen the strength and speed of the possessed, but it didn’t matter when it was three on one. He had seen Keris fight and stood beside Reverend Faulkner in the Crimea. The three of them together should be enough to defeat one possessed man, even without the advantage that came from Pinsley having a pistol trained on his chest. 

Then the shadows above swooped down, obscuring everything. 

Pinsley fired on reflex, but there was no way of knowing if he hit anything or not. He charged forward in the wake of his shots, knowing this only hope of stopping the homeless man before he reached the portal was to tackle and hold him. 

He slammed into his foe and bore him to the ground, feeling his revolver go spinning away in the fall. He thought he heard the clatter of a second object and realized that the orb must have hit the ground as well. 

Even as his hands tried to find it, though, he found himself thrown off, his foe impossible to pin so easily, in spite of Pinsley’s understanding of the principles of wrestling.

“You think you can fight us,” the other man said. “You think that you can do anything to stop us. Let me show you what fighting is.”

A blow came out of the darkness, and Pinsley couldn’t even brace for it as it slammed into his ribs. He struck back blindly, but missed, as his foe spun away into the dark. Apparently, the surrounding presence of the shadows didn’t do anything to slow one of their number down.

He heard Keris cry out in anger, then in pain. A figure stumbled close to Pinsley, and he struck out, only to hear Reverend Faulkner’s voice.

“It’s me, damn it, man!”

The shadows were making fools of them, setting them staggering around in the dark, while the possessed man struck at them like a cat toying with mice. A foot slammed into Pinsley’s knee, sending a bright flare of pain through him. He heard Reverend Faulkner cry out once more and heard a flesh on flesh thud that must have been the shadow striking Keris.

That wasn’t the worst part of it, though, because as the shadows closed in tight around Pinsley, he heard them whispering. 

You are a failure. A failure as a husband, as a father, as a detective. You could not catch your wife’s killer, so you ignored your daughter. Then you ignored your duty. You’re weak. You cannot win here.

“Don’t listen to them,” Keris called out in the darkness. Pinsley wondered what they were saying to her. 

More blows came out of the darkness. Pinsley managed to block one, grabbing onto his opponent, trying to hold him so that the others could get to him. Yet with the whispers of the shadows in his ears, it was hard to keep his concentration.

If you hadn’t run off from London, none of this would have happened. If you had been there for your wife, she would still be alive.

Pinsley couldn’t keep his grip as his opponent smashed his forehead into Pinsley’s nose. The homeless man broke clear, and Pinsley had no idea which way he’d gone in the darkness.

Then the darkness parted, just slightly. 

Pinsley saw Keris there, standing in the midst of it all, with light shining around her as she pushed back the shadows. Her face was a picture of concentration, and Pinsley could see the effort that it took to do it. It was easy to forget, with the powers that Kaia possessed, that the other Shadowseers had their own lesser talents. 

As the shadows fell back, the whispers went with them. It also meant that Pinsley could see his opponent at last. He and Reverend Faulkner converged on him, ready to fight.

“Quickly,” Keris said in a strained tone. “I can’t hold this for long.”

Again, the difference in power between her and Kaia was obvious. 

Pinsley lunged for the homeless man now, striking out with a couple of swift jabs, followed by a cross. Reverend Faulkner came in from the side, striking out with a looping punch. Their opponent took that punch with a grunt, showing no sign of slowing down with it. 

Pinsley tackled him as the punch distracted him, going low around the waist and bearing him to the ground. Now that he was able to see his opponent, he was able to stop him from twisting free, especially when Reverend Faulkner was there beside him, putting all of his weight on the other man’s arm. 

The problem was that they couldn’t do anything other than hold him down. Pinsley could see the orb sitting a little way away, but he didn’t dare to reach for it, because that would mean relinquishing his grip, and letting their foe break free.

“Keris, you need to banish him!” Pinsley said.

Even as he called out to her, he could see that it wasn’t going to work, though. Keris’s face was already strained with the effort of holding back the shadows above. 

“I… can’t,” she said, through gritted teeth. “I can barely hold them back.”

Pinsley could see then that the shadows seemed to be getting closer, a circle of darkness that moved in towards them little by little. Pinsley knew that once they got to them, the whispers and the darkness would be too much. Their foe would break free again, and they would be lost. 

Then he saw Kaia, staggering into the room on Olivia’s arm. 

“No!” Pinsley called out. “Stay back!”

She ignored him, though, continuing forward with Olivia’s support. She stepped past the spot where Pinsley and Reverend Faulkner were holding down the possessed man, moving over to where the orb lay on the catacomb’s floor.

Pinsley saw her hand close over it, and light flared with an intensity that was almost blinding.  It formed a corona around her that seemed like the blazing rays of the sun, and as Kaia reached out a hand towards the possessed man, that light leapt from her to him, pouring into him, seeming to fill him.

It forced the shadow out, making it pour from him through his nose, his ears, his eyes. It flowed up towards the ceiling, roiling there with the great mass of its fellows, a part of the greater whole for a moment or two. 

Then the light followed it up, pouring out through Kaia into the shadows, tearing them into fragments, ripping them apart as it left nowhere for them to hide. They fell apart in wisps, like morning mist melting away before the heat of the sun. They let out a massed scream that was painful to hear, some diving towards the portal, but none of them making it. 

“It’s done, Kaia,” Pinsley said, as the shadows faded. “It’s over.”

“Not yet.”

He saw Kaia step over to the portal, putting her hand against the stone frame of the thing. Light blared from her, pouring into the portal, washing over it. It seemed to blaze brightly for a moment or two, then that brightness overtook all of the shadow there. It tore that shadowy portal apart as easily as it had destroyed the living shadows, pulling it to pieces, burning away the runes that lay around the edges of the portal. 

Then the light faded, and Kaia dropped the orb as Olivia had to hold her up. It rolled from her hand, and Keris picked it up, holding it with a kind of reverence.

“Now, it’s over,” Kaia managed, with a kind of exhausted half smile.

Even then, she wasn’t quite right, because that was the moment when Pinsley heard the sound of booted feet approaching down the tunnels. 

Papal Guards burst into the room, uniforms shining, weapons raised. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

 

As the Papal Guard spread out around Pinsley, rifles and bayonets ready, his main fear was for the others. 

He knew exactly how bad things had to look. They’d presumably been called to reports of dangerous fugitives down in the catacombs, and now here they all were, apparently having just attacked a homeless man.

One of the guards, an officer, judging by the insignia on his epaulettes, stepped forward. He was carrying a lantern, the brightness of which shone into Pinsley’s eyes, making it hard to look at him. Even so, Pinsley could tell that he’d been a man summoned hurriedly from somewhere. One button of his uniform jacket was not fastened properly, and there were scuff marks on his boots that would not have been there if he’d had the time to polish them properly.

It seemed that Pinsley and the others were a priority in Rome right now.

“You are the English, yes?” he said, in Italian.

Pinsley thought about denying it, but he suspected that his accent would give him away even as he did it. He tried to work out a way for him and the others to run, to fight their way clear.

There wasn’t one. There were too many guards, too professionally positioned.

“We are,” he said. He glanced over to Kaia, wondering if her powers could do something, the way they had when he’d been trapped by the bounty hunters. 

He caught the brief shake of her head, though, and saw the way that Olivia was currently supporting her weight. Pinsley guessed that she was too exhausted to do anything.

“You are the ones who have been causing such trouble in the city? The ones they say have been fighting on the roads and in the streets?”

“Men accosted me,” Pinsley said, deciding that the truth was the best shield here. Or at least some of it. Confessing that he currently seemed to be a wanted man as far as London was concerned didn’t seem to him like a particularly good move at that moment. 

“The ones who have been seen consorting with Signor Petronelli? A very dangerous man.”

“We needed to ask him some questions about his potential involvement in the death of a priest, Father Silvio,” Pinsley explained.

“You needed to ask questions?” the officer demanded. “Why did you need to ask questions?”

Olivia chose that moment to step in, and Pinsley wasn’t sure if he was happy with his daughter putting herself into the middle of things like that, because it meant there was less chance that she would be able to claim she had nothing to do with all of this later. 

“My father is a famous detective in London. We are visiting Rome, and Father Silvio was kind enough to give us somewhere we could stay. When he was killed, it seemed only right that my father should try to repay his generosity by finding his killer.”

She said it in a slightly breathless, deliberately naïve kind of voice, as if she were just blurting it out. Pinsley had to admire his daughter’s acting skills, even as he doubted that they would work. 

“So why not call in the Papal Guard then?” 

Pinsley could hear the disbelief in the officer’s tone, in spite of his daughter’s efforts.

“We believed that there was no time, and that our investigations could be conducted more swiftly if they were done discretely,” Keris supplied, from the side. 

“You have a very different definition of ‘discretion’ to the rest of the world, if the chaos on my streets is anything to go by,” the officer snapped back. “And if it was all so urgent, then what’s this I hear about you all asking after some relic that Father Silvio was said to have in his possession? Why have you been going all over the city looking for that, and not for the killer?”

Pinsley didn’t have a good answer to that. He wasn’t sure if there was one to be found. 

The officer shook his head. “You know what I think happened? I think you came here looking for some kind of fancy religious relic. I think you heard Father Silvio had it. I think you killed him when he wouldn’t hand it over to you. I think you murdered him, and you’ve been running around looking for where he hid the relic ever since.”

Pinsley’s heart beat faster in his chest. He could certainly see why the officer might think that. What he couldn’t see was a good way to deny it. All of the circumstantial evidence pointed in their direction. There were plenty of witnesses who could place them at the church the night Father Silvio died. They had run off rather than summoning the authorities to deal with the matter. They clearly wanted the relic, and Father Silvio was known to possess it. They’d fought with people, even if it was only the thugs Hutton had sent, and so any judge would believe that they were capable of violence. The guards had even found them in the middle of what must seem like them attacking another man, and stories about shadows would not dissuade them from that.

If the guards searched them and found the relic that Keris now had secreted about her person, then they would see that as proof positive. 

“This is stupid,” Kaia said. She pointed at the man who had been possessed by the shadows, still lying on the floor, obviously trying to recover from his ordeal. “He’s the one who killed Father Silvio. We found him. We did your job for you.”

“And what evidence do you have for that?” the officer asked.

That, Pinsley realized, was the second problem they had with all of this. Not only did the evidence point to them, but they didn’t have any direct evidence linking this man to the crime. All they had was the fact that they’d seen him near the church, and that he’d followed them here. All they had was their word that he’d done this, and the officer clearly wasn’t simply going to take that word over someone else’s.

Pinsley desperately searched for something that might allow them to go free, some fragment of evidence that he could find. There had to be something, yet he could find nothing. 

He could only think of one thing, and that was to admit to the crime. If he took responsibility for it, then at least the others might be able to go free. He could pretend that he’d lied to them and told them that they were hunting for the murderer. They would seem to be unwitting innocents in all of this, and there would be no reason to arrest them. 

It would mean giving up his freedom, maybe even his life, but if it would keep Kaia, Olivia and Keris safe, then he was more than willing to do it. 

Then the homeless man stood up, looked around himself, and spoke in a surprisingly clear voice.

“Enough of this. I am the one who killed the priest.”

Pinsley could only stand there in surprise as the man said that. In his experience, people didn’t generally confess to crimes quite so readily.

“And who are you?” the officer said, although several of the guards’ weapons now pointed at the homeless man. 

Pinsley saw him take a breath, as if steeling himself for the things that were to come. 

“My name is Matteo Mancheo,” the man said. 

Now Pinsley saw the shock on the officer’s face. He obviously recognized the name.

“The nobleman? The one who disappeared?”

Pinsley saw him staring at the man now, as if trying to see any sign of the nobleman there in his features.

“Dear God, it is you.”

“And I killed Father Silvio,” the nobleman said. Pinsley could see tears in his eyes now. “I… I must have been mad. I must. It was as if I was possessed by a demon. I felt as though I had no control. I heard myself shouting at the priest. I have spent the last few days stalking these people too, fully intending to kill that girl.”

There, he pointed to Kaia, and Pinsley could hear the shock and disgust in his own voice.

“I have been a weak man,” Matteo said, eyes still wet with tears. “I have… I have been using opium for some time to try to steady my nerves. I was in confession with another priest when the demon took me. It thought that it could use my power and my connections. It made me kill him. It made me. These people had nothing to do with it.”

“And yet you seem lucid now,” the officer said. 

“If I may help, sir,” Reverend Faulkner put in. “I am with a branch of the church that is known for performing exorcisms. That is why we were holding the signor here down.”

“An exorcism?” the guard made the sign of the cross. “This is all far too strange for me. For now, this man is coming with us. We’ll let the judge sort it all out.”

He took hold of Matteo’s arm. 

“The rest of you will have to give statements to my men. Then, you will be free to go.”

 

*

 

Kaia dared to breathe a sigh of relief as the police let them go from their station, after what seemed like hours of questioning. It was getting dark now, and she was hungry, but she also felt satisfied. They’d found Father Silvio’s killer. They’d found the relic. Finally, they had a weapon with which to fight back against the shadows.

The others were waiting for her outside the police station. Kaia was so glad that they were all right. She went to her aunt, first. 

“Do you still have it?” she asked.

Aunt Keris nodded at that, taking out the orb from a hidden pocket. “They did not search me, since they thought I was a witness, not a suspect.”

Kaia turned to the inspector next. “What do you think will happen to the man the shadows possessed?”

“It is hard to say,” the inspector replied. “It will depend very much on whether they think he is mad or not.”

“They may accept the story of possession,” Reverend Faulkner said. “This is Rome, after all. Although even if they do, I think the poor man will find himself locked away for some time.”

Kaia wasn’t sure what to feel about that. Matteo had clearly killed someone, but at the same time, he had not been the one in control. The shadow had controlled his actions at every step. Now, it was gone, and he was left with the consequences. That left Kaia feeling a kind of pain that there wasn’t more that she could do.

Then Kaia felt something else that changed her mood entirely.

Kaia?

Her sister’s voice was a whisper, faint and on the edge of her mind, but it was there in a way that it hadn’t been for so long now. Em was close enough for the connection between them to work again, and that could only mean one thing…

You’re in Rome? Kaia sent.

Almost. It takes time to get there from Venice. We were on a boat, but now it’s a carriage, we’re coming in from the east.

“What is it, Kaia?” Olivia asked, obviously noticing the change in her expression. “You look… well, like you did sitting opposite Em whenever we traveled together.”

“She’s on her way here,” Kaia said. “She’s going to be in Rome soon.”

“Then we should go to meet her,” the inspector said. “Certainly, I would like to put some distance between myself and the Papal Guard. And Rome, ideally. It is only a matter of time before more bounty hunters show up.”

The group of them set off along Rome’s streets, heading for the east of the city to meet up with Em. As they did so, Kaia couldn’t help noticing that Aunt Keris looked troubled.

“What is it, Aunt Keris?” Kaia asked.

“You are going to be reunited with your sister. That brings dangers.”

“Because the shadows will want to kill us, I know.”

“You don’t know,” Aunt Keris replied. “Your parents died trying to distract the shadows when they wanted to kill you. They gave up everything so that you might live.”

Kaia fought back a wave of emotion at the thought of her parents dying like that, at the thought of everything they’d sacrificed. There was hurt there at the life she’d never known, at the loss of parents she would never meet. Yet there was also a deeper feeling that there was something else, something her aunt wasn’t telling her.

“That’s not the only reason you’re frightened, though, is it?” Kaia asked.

Her aunt didn’t answer for several seconds, just kept walking. They were both slightly back from the group now, still walking, but far enough back that they could have this conversation just between the two of them. Kaia was grateful for that, because she wasn’t about to let this go.

“There’s a reason you took the orb, rather than letting me have it,” Kaia said. “What is it?”

Aunt Keris shook her head. “You’re mistaken.”

“Then give me the orb now.”

“That wouldn’t be safe, here on the street, with-”

“Why don’t you want to give it to me?” Kaia demanded, more sharply now.

She saw her aunt stop dead in front of her.

“Because you’ll die! That’s why! There, is that what you want to hear?”

It was loud enough that even the others stopped, although they kept their distance. The inspector made as if to come over, but Olivia put a hand on his arm. 

Kaia could hear the emotion there in Aunt Keris’s voice. Anger, but also a kind of deep fear. 

“What do you mean, I’ll die?” Kaia asked. “I’ve held the orb. I’ve used it.”

“To close one small portal,” Aunt Keris said. “But that’s not the purpose of the orb. It was created to let us drive all the shadows out. To lock the doors behind them, forever. That’s what the first twins to use its power were trying to do.”

Kaia had only heard the basics of this story. She wanted to hear more now. She needed to hear more. 

“What happened to them?” she asked.

Aunt Keris didn’t look happy, but at least she kept talking. “They were trying to rid the world of the shadows. They attempted to use their powers through the orb to do it, at a site in Athens prepared for the purpose. One that focusses the power through it. They even succeeded in pushing the majority of shadows out of the world for a time, but they weren’t strong enough. They couldn’t contain the power. You’ve felt how much it takes out of you to use your power. This is many times beyond that. It burned them from the inside.”

“But that was hundreds of years ago,” Kaia said. “You said it yourself. How do you know that part is true, and not just a myth?”

Now, her aunt just looked weary. “Because others have tried it since then. I’ve told you before that twins are powerful among us. You and your sister are proof of that. There have been others since, other attempts. A pair of twins would rise up, and they would demonstrate their powers. Many were killed by shadows, but some survived long enough to make the attempt. They died, Kaia. They always died.”

Those words hit Kaia like a hammer. The thought that came next was worse. 

“But you still had us looking for the relic. You’ve still been treating it like it’s the answer.”

“Because I’m a Shadowseer!” Aunt Keris replied. “Because I’m supposed to put the fate of humanity before everything else! Your parents gave their own lives so that you and Em might have the chance to save humanity. I’m meant to take you where you need to go.”

“But you don’t want me to have the orb,” Kaia pointed out. No wonder her aunt had held back from telling her anything. She’d been trying to find a way to keep Kaia and Em safe. Maybe even the whole business of splitting them up had been to limit the chances of them coming together to try what the other twins had.

“I’m also an aunt,” Aunt Keris said. “I already lost your mother. I don’t want to lose the two of you as well. We can use the orb on a smaller scale. We can find other ways to do this. You and Em don’t have to give up your lives.”

Kaia couldn’t believe that her aunt had held so much back from her. She didn’t know what to say. All she knew right then was that she needed to get to Em. She needed to tell her all of this. 

After that… well, they would have to decide what to do, together.


 

 

 

EPILOGUE

 

 

Superintendent Hutton waited impatiently for his visitor, and then almost jumped as the man arrived. It seemed that Frederick Illingworth could move quite quietly when he wanted to. The short, plump man took a seat opposite Hutton without being asked, setting his umbrella against the chair on which he sat.

“Well?” Hutton asked. “I haven’t had news from you in days. Do your men have Pinsley in custody yet?”

“There have been some… complications,” Illingworth said. 

It wasn’t a word that Hutton liked to hear. 

“In my experience, men talk about complications when they mean that they have been unable to perform the tasks assigned to them.”

Hutton had no time for failure. He expected men to perform efficiently, according to the rules, without any deviation. Pinsley’s inability to stick to what was required of him had been the reason for sending men after him in the first place, after all. 

“Please do not talk to me as if I am your subordinate,” Illingworth said. There was no sharpness in his tone, but even so, Hutton had the sense that it was a warning. “I provide services, but I make no guarantees about the schedule involved.”

“You have yet to provide your services,” Hutton said. “My understanding was that you had men in place near Rome.”

“That is true,” Illingworth replied. Hutton didn’t think that he’d ever seen the man uncomfortable, but he looked it now. Hutton actually thought that he could see a couple of beads of sweat on the man’s features.

“So what happened?” Hutton demanded.

“The men proved to be unreliable,” Illingworth said. “They cabled to me a report that was, frankly, fantastical.”

Hutton found himself thinking about some of the things that Pinsley had started to say in the period before he left, and about some of the reports that he’d read since. “How so?”

He saw Illingworth shift uncomfortably in his chair. “They claimed that they succeeded in apprehending the inspector, only for him to be broken free by a young woman. One, they claim, who used some kind of sorcerous powers to overturn their carriage and throw them back.”

Hutton might have laughed at that, only it sounded far too close to things he’d heard from his own officers when they had tried to capture the girl traveling with Pinsley. It was obviously a trick of some sort, or a delusion, but he was damned if he could see how it was all brought about. 

“Your men are making excuses about being defeated by young women?” Hutton said. “I had thought that I was hiring professionals.”

Now, there was a flash of anger in Illingworth’s eyes. “Be careful, sir. I will not see my reputation impugned.”

A moment ago, Hutton might have thought of Illingworth as a funny little man, with his receding hair and his little dark spectacles. Now, there was something more frightening about him, something that made even the superintendent want to back away. 

“I am merely requesting that something be done,” Hutton said. 

“And something shall be done. I underestimated the inspector. That will not happen again. Now, if you will excuse me?”

Hutton was puzzled now. “What? Where are you going?”

“To Greece. I have deduced that it is where Pinsley and his party will be heading next. If I am to catch up to them, I will need to depart on a fast steamer out of London at once.”

“You’re going to catch him?” Hutton said, rising with his hands on the table. “You mean to out-think one of my best detectives?”

Illingworth looked at him with that strange intensity then for a moment or two. “Shall we talk about you, sir? The son of a very minor esquire and a vicar’s daughter. A man who went to the right schools thanks to a bequest from an uncle, but who still had to work twice as hard as anyone else to try to fit in. It didn’t work, I understand, since you were bullied relentlessly at Rugby school, and all but ostracized when you went to Cambridge. You took a career in the police because you knew that all your contemporaries would be going into the clergy or the army, but you had to do something official so that you would not waste the investment of time and effort you had made.”

Hutton blanched slightly, since all of this hit far too close to home. “A parlor trick.”

“Upon joining the police, you found preferment by making yourself useful to your superiors. You attached yourself to Richard Mayne’s rising star as the commissioner, although secretly, I believe you despise him for his introduction of plain clothes police officers. You spend exactly the hours you are required to here, except on occasions when you have argued with your lady wife, typically on occasions where you believe she has spent a portion of the housekeeping money on something you deem to be frivolous.”

“Stop this,” Hutton said. “You can’t possibly know any of this. It’s some trick.”

Illingworth’s gaze had no give in it now. 

“A trick? Possibly, one could term it that. Information is my business, and I have found over the years that I have something of a facility for putting pieces of it together. Doing so made me useful to various figures within government, and from there… well, it was easy to build up networks of those who would provide more information, or who would act when I asked.”

“Who are you?” Hutton asked. He’d been sure he’d known the kind of man whose services he was engaging, but now it felt as if he didn’t know anything about Illingworth at all. 

“Simply a man who sees the world as what it is: a puzzle to be deciphered,” Illingworth said. “A game to be played. From what I can see, your inspector views the world in much the same way. It will be a pleasure to pit myself against him. I tire of… duller minds in London.”

Hutton felt sure that was an insult aimed at him. In spite of what had happened in the previous few seconds, he rallied, at least a little.

“And when you do get to Pinsley, what then? Do you really mean to tell me that a man like you thinks himself capable of taking on a former soldier physically?”

The other man moved with a speed that was not hinted at by his rotund form, lifting his umbrella and jabbing the sharp point down through Hutton’s hand, so that the superintendent had to hold back a scream of pain.

“Yes, I rather think I can.”

Hutton opened his mouth to call out for help, to have this man arrested for going too far, but Illingworth was shaking his head even as the thought came to the superintendent. 

“If you make me kill you, the situation will become more complicated for me, but I will deal with it. Dealing with situations is what I do, and I have more than enough favors owed to me to avoid any trouble. You, however, will still be dead. Better if you just let me go about my work peacefully, don’t you think?”

“You’re still going after Pinsley?” Hutton managed, through gritted teeth. He couldn’t believe that this man would stab him through the hand and then still go off to do the job he’d been given as if nothing had happened.

“Yes, I am, although not because some petty police superintendent wants me to. Please don’t flatter yourself on that score. It’s because finally, there’s a foe worthy of pitting my wits against. Now,” he said, as Hutton’s face contorted in pain. “I really must be going. Some things, you understand, are better to take care of oneself.”
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