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  Praise for THE SHADOW SAGA


  Reading Of Saints and Shadows again, I was amazed how many elements now familiar in the vampire and thriller genres appeared in Saints first.
  Goldens imagination and expert plotting wove these elements into a startlingly original book, as exciting to read now as it was when it first appeared on the rack


  Charlaine Harris


  Christopher Golden has reinvented the vampire myth into non-stop action, suspense, and fascinating dark fantasy. [Hes] an imaginative and prodigious talent who
  never lets genre conventions hold him back


  Douglas Clegg, author of the Vampirycon series


  Filled with tension, breathtaking action . . . and a convincing depiction of worlds existing unseen within our own


  Science Fiction Chronicle


  Harrowing, humorous, overflowing with character and plot contortions, abundantly entertaining . . . a portent of great things to come


  Douglas E. Winter, Cemetery Dance


  Golden combines quiet, dark, subtle mood with Super-Giant monster action. Sort of M. R. James meets Godzilla!


  Mike Mignola, creator of Hellboy


  A breathtaking story that succeeds in marrying gore and romance, sex and sentiment. A brilliant epic


  Dark News (Paris)


  The most refreshing books in the vampire genre since Anne Rice wrote Interview with a Vampire, [Goldens novels] are completely in a class by
  themselves


  Pathway to Darkness


  Passionate . . . excellent . . . and a surprise explanation for vampires. Brilliant


  LitNews Online


  Wildly entertaining . . . like mixing Laurell K. Hamilton with the dark ambivalence of an H. P. Lovecraft story. The pacing is always pedal-to-the-floor, the main
  characters are larger than life and the demons and other assorted monstrosities give Lovecrafts Cthulu mythos a run for their money


  Barnes & Noble Online
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  September 21


  Brattleboro, Vermont


  The witches gathered in a circle, as sleek and somber as a conspiracy of ravens. Outside that ring was another, made up of friends and employees of Summerfields Orchard, but
  they kept their distance and observed a respectful silence, all of them watching the witches. Peter Octavian stood perhaps furthest of all from the circle, practically at the edge of the hillside
  clearing, at the center of which stood a single apple tree, remarkable for the leaves and fruit which blossomed from the branches as if summer were still in full swing instead of coming quickly to
  a close.


  The witches began a ceremonial chant that seemed half incantation and half prayer, and Octavian studied them closely. They had come from all over New England to participate in a joyous occasion
   the autumnal equinox  and the various rituals that went along with it for people of their beliefs. Those rituals were still to come but today they were attending to a different sort
  of ceremony: the funeral of one of their own.


  Several of the witches wore robes, preferring perhaps to keep to the old traditions, but most were dressed in ordinary clothing, snug in sweaters and wool coats. When the breeze shifted just
  right, the wind carried the scent of cinnamon and cider up the hill from the shop in the barn, where bakers were making donuts for visitors. But no visitors were being allowed up onto the hillside
  this morning. Not just yet.


  The chanting witches held their hands out in front of them, fingers stretched toward the soil. The stance gave them a stiff, formal pose, and Octavian was reminded again of black birds. Once
  upon a time, a cluster of ravens had been called an unkindness, and the word felt appropriate. Though the witches had convened this gray morning for only the most generous and blessed of
  purposes, it was fates unkindness that they should have to be here at all.


  No rain fell, but clouds hung low above the orchard, dark and pregnant with storm. Octavian would have preferred it if the rain and wind had come already, nourishing and cleansing this small
  valley on the outskirts of Brattleboro, Vermont, and sweeping away the ominous aura that filled the air with the threat of menace. Keomany Shaw had died to keep chaos and entropy from enveloping
  the world. The battle had been won, the casualties counted, and order restored. So why did it feel like the storm had yet to break? It was more than the clouds, Octavian knew that. As much as he
  grieved for Keomany, his skin prickled with the certainty that there was worse yet to come.


  The earthwitches raised their hands to the sky as if to part the clouds, but the heavens were indifferent. Together the women intoned a new prayer, commending the spirit of their sister to the
  earth and the sky. There were seventeen of them in the circle, including Cat Hein and Tori Osborne, the married couple who owned Summerfields, and who had been Keomanys closest friends. The
  others had arrived in a steady trickle over the past couple of days, in preparation for the equinox ceremonies that the earthwitches would be hosting at the orchard.


  Never saw this coming, the man standing beside Octavian said in a low voice.


  Octavian studied the thin, sixtyish man with the round glasses and the wispy white beard, trying to recall his name. Patrick. Tori had introduced him as the husband of one of the
  earthwitches, which Octavian had thought interesting. A couple of the others had arrived with companions who were not witches, but for the most part they had come alone or in the company of other
  witches. Either they were single, or theyd left their non-witch partners at home.


  You knew Keomany? Octavian asked quietly, glancing at the circle of witches to be sure the whispered exchange would not disturb them. There were perhaps twenty other people outside
  the ritual circle, and they were all observing in silence.


  Patrick smiled sadly. We all knew her and loved her. If any of us ever needed proof that Gaea loved us, that the earth mother was still with us, all we had to do was look at Keomany.
  Shed been chosen, you know? It just radiated from her.


  If he hadnt known better, Octavian would have scoffed at the suggestion that the ancient sentience of the earth itself paid any attention to the human world, or that it had touched
  Keomany Shaw, given her elemental gifts not bestowed upon others. But he had seen those gifts himself, and he knew the bond that Keomany had forged with the elements. With the earth.


  No doubt about it, Octavian said, and this seemed to satisfy Patrick, who nodded and said no more.


  In the midst of the witches, Cat stepped forward. Tall and curvy, she reminded Octavian of the Rubenesque representations of fertility goddesses in classical art, though her stylish burgundy
  sweater and black jeans belied the comparison. Cats face was lined with tears as she reached for the wine bottle in Toris hands  the wine bottle Octavian had brought back from
  Massachusetts with him. The wine bottle that contained all that he had managed to collect of Keomanys ashes.


  As if she could sense his attention  and perhaps she could  she shot Octavian a withering glance. Though he had once saved her from a very painful death, she had no affection for
  him. Now, in the wake of Keomanys death, dislike had turned to venom.


  Tori handed the wine to her wife, bringing Cat back into the moment. She accepted the bottle and the couple shared a lingering look of sadness. Tori wiped away her own tears and then pressed
  both hands to her chest as though to quiet her thundering heart. Cat gave Tori a small, sorrowful smile and uncorked the bottle.


  Octavian had been surprised when the witches had told him they were going to scatter Keomanys ashes this morning. He had assumed that with the equinox so close, and given the renewal it
  represented, they would want to wait until then to perform this ceremony. But Keomany had purified the soil in this clearing and had planted the seed of this lone, remarkable apple tree herself,
  using her earth magic to grow it from seedling to maturity in a matter of minutes. They wanted Keomany to be a part of this soil before the equinox so that she could be purified with it, and grow
  and have her spirit renewed, joined with Gaea forever.


  Who was Octavian to argue?


  After all, in the eyes of the witches, he was the man whod gotten Keomany killed.


  It had begun, if Octavian understood correctly, right here in this clearing. Keomany had been using her earthcraft to purify the soil, but when she had reached down into the world and tapped
  into nature, she had been struck by a wrongness so profound that it had shocked her into unconsciousness. Chaos had infected the world and begun to spread, and Keomany had been able to pinpoint
  ground zero of the blossoming infection. Several times in the past, Octavian had drawn her into danger in order to combat some supernatural threat, but she had always come back alive. With the
  crisis in Hawthorne, Massachusetts  the waking of an ancient Chaldean chaos deity called Navalica  it had been Keomany who had sounded the alarm, and who led the charge. The moment
  she had returned to consciousness, she had called Octavian.


  But the witches still blamed him. He had argued the point, but now, as he watched Cat sprinkle Keomanys ashes into the soil amidst the circle of witches, he admitted to himself that he
  bore at least some of the blame. The first time Keomany had faced real evil, Octavian had been drawn into the fight because she was an old friend of the woman he loved. But after that crisis had
  passed, Octavian could have kept Keomany out of it. He had enough magic of his own; surely there had been no need to keep putting Keomany in danger.


  He frowned and dropped his gaze to the prickly grass underfoot, his own sorrow beginning to break down the defenses hed erected to hold it back.


  No, he thought. It was her fight, too. With her connection to the earth, she wanted to be a part of it.


  And that was true, as far as it went. After all, Keomany had called him, this last time. But there had once been measures in place to prevent things like the awakening of Navalica, and Octavian
  was partly to blame for the fact that those measures were no longer functioning. He had helped to tear down the churchs magical hierarchy in order to save the Shadows  the beings most
  people called vampires. But only in the past couple of years had he begun to fully appreciate the consequences. There were many Hells, and within them lived unimaginable creatures who would have
  loved to bring the human world to ruin, or make a feast of them, if only there werent barriers keeping them out.


  Without the magic to refresh those barriers  magic no one alive knew how to perform  this dimensions defenses were failing, and humankind was entirely unaware of it.
  Fortunately, for quite some time, nor had the denizens of the thousand Hells that bordered the human world. But when Navalica woke, it had been like a beacon shining out across the dimensions.
  Octavian and his allies had captured and imprisoned her, cutting off that beacon. But he knew that some of the demons and monsters would realize what it had meant, or would shamble vaguely in its
  direction and find that walls which had once kept them out had now fallen.


  Keomany was dead. As awful as that was, and as good a friend as she had been, she would not be the last casualty. Things had been set in motion now that he would not be able to stop without a
  great deal of help. But his first duty had been to Keomany, to take her ashes home so that the people who loved her could mourn her properly. He owed her that, at least.


  As for the rest, he decided it would be best not to mention any of it to the witches. Cat and Tori and their friends, though they practiced earthcraft and had some small skill with such magic,
  had only a fraction of the elemental power that had come so naturally to Keomany. Even if they hadnt disliked him, and blamed him for Keomanys death, Cat and Tori wouldnt have
  been able to help him.


  He had done all he could for Keomany, and for the witches of Summerfields. The time had come for him to be reunited with the woman he loved. Nikki Wydra was a musician and had achieved a certain
  amount of success. She had seen her share of impossibilities become real, had faced darkness and horror with courage, but she wanted a simpler, more ordinary life. Octavian did not look forward to
  having to explain to her what had happened with Navalica . . . and what it meant. But after the events of the past few days, he longed to have her in his arms again.


  Soon enough, he thought, for it appeared that the witches were nearly done with their ceremony. A light breeze began to eddy some of Keomanys ashes across the clearing, but they
  blew toward the base of the apple tree at its center, and that seemed only right.


  Distant thunder rolled across the sky, the storm getting closer. It seemed the ritual had been timed perfectly, for the clouds were darkening overhead as if it were dusk rather than morning. The
  witches came together around Cat and Tori, all talking amongst themselves, embracing and wiping away tears. After a few moments, several of them broke away from the group and began to talk with
  some of the other mourners who had gathered there. A young hipster couple who worked at Summerfields made their way into the circle to join Cat and Tori, the guy gesturing first to make sure they
  were welcome. Tori hugged them, but Cat only smiled sadly and turned to gaze at the apple tree, with its fruit hanging heavy and ripe with promise.


  Octavian turned away. There was nothing more for him here. He hadnt been able to reach Nikki since leaving Hawthorne the previous day. Tonight she was due to perform in Philadelphia, so
  he knew that she might be too busy with rehearsal and sound check or a dozen other things to respond to the two messages hed left. But he had also sent her a text asking her to let him know
  she was all right, and her lack of response had him worried. He imagined it was something trifling  that shed lost her phone or dropped it in the toilet  but as soon as he was
  back in his rental car and on the way to the airport, he intended to ring her hotel in Philly. She would be grief-stricken to learn of Keomanys death, and heartbroken that shed missed
  this ceremony, the only sort of funeral her old friend would have. But there were other things Octavian and Nikki needed to discuss, like how to make sure the rest of the world didnt end up
  in ashes, like Keomany.


  You taking off?


  Octavian looked up to see Patrick studying him through those round spectacles.


  Ive got a plane to catch.


  Without saying goodbye to your friends? Patrick said, nodding back up toward the witches in the clearing.


  Octavian glanced at them, saw Cat and Tori holding hands and talking to a small cluster of people.


  Keomany was my friend, he said, surprising himself with his honesty. Trust me, theyll be happier when Im gone.


  Even as he spoke, Cat seemed to sense the weight of his regard. Wiping a tear from her cheek, she glanced over at him. Her eyes narrowed and her lip curled up in a snarl. Without a word to the
  others, she broke away and started down the slope toward him. Patrick wisely retreated.


  You son of a bitch, Cat said, jaw so tight she seemed to bite on the end of each word.


  Octavian cocked his head slightly, not sure how to proceed. Past Cat, he saw Tori making swift excuses to their friends and hurrying after her wife. But not even she was going to be able to put
  out the fire he saw in the earthwitchs eyes.


  Something I can do for you, Cat? he asked.


  He saw the punch coming. It would have been easy to dodge the blow, or simply to stop her. With a gesture, he could have frozen her in place or knocked her backward. But he could feel the fury
  and grief pouring out of her and he knew that if he let her connect, it would at least give her a moments catharsis. And in the back of his mind, he figured he deserved it.


  Cat hit him so hard that his neck snapped to the side and he turned, staggering a few steps before he was sure he wasnt going to fall down. Hed heard and felt one of her fingers
  break on impact, but these witches were capable of healing that quickly enough.


  What the hell do you think youre doing? Tori shouted, grabbing Cat by the arm to keep her from further violence.


  That it? Octavian asked. Or is there more?


  Fuming, Cat tried to pull away but Tori held her tight.


  Thats enough, she said.


  Keomanys dead because of him! Cat said, never taking her eyes off of Octavian.


  Baby, listen to me, Tori pleaded, reaching up to touch Cats face, turning her so that they were eye to eye. You were there. Keomany called him. She knew what the
  stakes were every time she walked into one of these situations with him. You want to hit someone, you want to scream. I know, cause I feel the same way. But Peter loved her, too. He lost
  her, too.


  Cat began to sob and Tori pulled her into an embrace. It should have looked awkward, with Cat so tall and Tori so petite, but they fit together perfectly, as lovers always do. Octavian wanted to
  walk away, but whatever Cat needed to help her grieve right now, hating him was part of it, and he wanted to make sure shed said what she needed to say.


  As Cat held her and wept, Tori whispered in her ear, but not so quietly that Octavian couldnt hear.


  Think of how long hes been alive, and how many people hes lost. Almost everyone hes ever loved is gone. Some of them died right in front of him. You want to punish
  him, baby, but theres no way you can make him suffer any more than he has already, just by surviving this long.


  Octavian flinched and took a step back. Noticing the movement, Tori glanced up at him. Her copper eyes held no apology, only pity.


  You should go.


  There were things he wanted to say, small comforts and reassurances, but he knew if he spoke now it would be to ease his own heavy heart. Instead, he glanced once at the others gathered around
  the clearing on the hill  most of them studiously minding their own business  then he nodded to Tori, turned, and started back down toward the barn and the parking lot beyond.


  At the bottom of the hill, people were buying apples and early-season pumpkins while their children were drinking cider and eating fresh-baked donuts at picnic benches and begging for a hay
  ride. But as Octavian passed amongst them, the first raindrops began to fall, and the sky rumbled with thunder, still distant but coming closer.


  The storm had arrived.


  The rain drove the mourners indoors. Most of them abandoned the orchard quickly, though the witches were not so intimidated by the storm. The elements were the glory of nature,
  and the earthwitches both worshipped and took their magic from them. But still they were only human, and on a day of gray sorrow, none of them had any desire to be drenched in cold September
  rain.


  Tori and Cat were the last to leave the clearing, the last to stroll down through the apple trees toward the barn below. Their earthcraft was nothing compared to Keomanys, but they had
  magic enough to keep the rain from touching them for a few minutes. With the storm coming in so quickly and so unexpectedly, most of their customers would be leaving, and so would their friends.
  Tomorrow they would all gather to celebrate the equinox together, but today Tori and Cat wanted only to return to their home in the grounds of the orchard, make strong coffee, and wrap themselves
  in a warm blanket, trying to forget that Keomany would never return to the bedroom they had given her in their own house.


  Back on the hill, rain pattered the leaves of the trees and the wind picked up, shaking their branches. Overripe apples came loose and fell to the ground, rolling before being caught in the
  ragged grass or in ruts in the earth. Lightning flashed, turning the sky white, and the thunder that followed it shook the hills and echoed along the small valley.


  A large, perfect apple fell from the new tree in the clearing the witches had left. It did not roll. Strange winds worked against the gusts of the storm, swirling along the newly rejuvenated
  soil of the clearing, picking up dirt and grass and stones and all of the ashes that the earthwitches had sprinkled onto the ground during their ceremony. Small shoots worked their way up through
  the earth, roots that seemed to clutch at the apple, plunging through its skin and flesh in search of the seeds within, inspiring them to send out shoots of their own. Impossibly.


  The ash and soil and other detritus of the autumn harvest spun about in that unusual wind, collecting around apple and root, growing and taking shape, sculpting and building something new.


  For Gaea was threatened, and she would not weep for her daughter.


  New York City, New York


  Charlotte still hadnt quite gotten used to waking up in daylight. It shouldnt have been that difficult; only seven months had passed since the sadist who called
  himself Cortez had turned her into a vampire. She remembered life before death very well. But in the time she had spent with Cortezs coven before running away, he had gotten into her head in
  a way that no one ever had before.


  Really, there were no such things as vampires  at least not in the way the movies had always portrayed them. They were blood-drinkers, yes, and they had evil in them, but their true
  nature was much more complex than that. Vampires were human beings who had been afflicted with a kind of supernatural infection before being killed, a taint that altered them on every level. They
  were both demonic and divine. Angel souls and devil hearts was the phrase that had been popularized to explain their origins. When one such creature made another, they were
  resurrected from death as something entirely new, beings capable of shifting their flesh on a molecular level, becoming virtually anything they desired.


  For centuries, calling them Shadows, the church had attempted to eradicate them. When that did not work, the Vatican sorcerers responsible for hunting them began to capture the Shadows instead,
  using magic and torture to alter their thoughts and memories. Many of the vulnerabilities that popular lore attributed to vampires had been invented to weaken them, lies implanted in these Shadows
  to be released into the world, and soon enough, the Shadows believed that if they went about in daylight the sun would burn them to ash. They began to fear the cross, and to accept themselves as
  the creatures of evil the church portrayed. These fabricated limitations made them easier to hunt and kill, and soon, their numbers dwindled and they retreated to the darkness for safety, becoming
  what the church had named them.


  Vampires.


  With a handful of allies, Peter Octavian had changed that. He had led them to an understanding of their true nature, to realize that they were not simply monsters. The Vatican sorcerers had
  tried to exterminate them once and for all in a single, climactic battle in Venice, but the Shadows had defeated and destroyed them, the entirety of the truth revealed to the world through a live
  camera feed from the site. The church had collapsed as a result, and from that day forward, the Shadows had been trying to live side by side with humanity.


  Most of them.


  Some had no interest in coming out of the darkness. They were unwilling to give up the blood and violence and the hunting of humans. These creatures embraced the name vampire and
  all that it entailed. They wanted to be the soulless leeches portrayed in folklore, to sleep in grave dirt and kill and feed indiscriminately. But now that the existence of vampires was public
  knowledge, preying on humanity was more difficult than it had been in earlier ages. International laws were in place. The United Nations not only had Shadows advising them, they established a
  global Shadow Justice System that required all Shadows to sign their names to a Covenant outlining a code of behavior they swore to follow. Those who refused to sign were labeled rogues, and could
  be imprisoned for their refusal. The worst of them, the ones who still called themselves vampires, were hunted by a special unit called Task Force Victor.


  Charlotte didnt want to be hunted. She had never wanted to be a Shadow or a vampire or anything other than what she had been, a San Diego beach bum who dreamed of being an actress
  someday. Then her nineteenth birthday had rolled around, and she had found herself dragged into the back of a van by two men who had beaten and raped her, and who had liked the way she fought them
  enough to bring her home to their master. Cortez had nursed her back to health and then he had turned her and indoctrinated her into the life of a predator. If she closed her eyes now, she could
  still remember the way her first taste of human blood had made her feel, the rush of pleasure and power and primal celebration. She could practically still taste it on her tongue, and it made her
  shiver every time she thought of it.


  She had run away from Cortez, thinking every moment that he would find her and kill her, that she would awake with him standing over her bed, or turn a corner on the street in Manhattan and see
  him standing on the sidewalk, still as a statue while the crush of pedestrians flowed around him. His brown eyes and his long, proud nose and thin goatee should have combined to make him handsome,
  but Cortez only looked cruel. Her fear of him prevented her from ever going home or trying to get in touch with any of her friends from San Diego, so she had started over in New York, hiding from
  Cortez but also hiding from the rest of the world. Since she had not signed the Covenant, she was a fugitive. A rogue vampire. One of the reasons that she had come to New York in the first place
  had been to register with the UN, but days had passed, and then weeks, and then months, and she had never gotten up the courage. They would want to know where she came from  who had made her
   and that would mean she would be questioned by Task Force Victor.


  Meeting Peter Octavian had changed everything.


  Charlotte had found herself inexplicably drawn to a small town on the north shore of Massachusetts, a place tainted by chaos which had been growing exponentially. Octavian could have killed her
  the moment he found out what she was, but he had heard her out  he had trusted her  and she had helped him to take down the ancient chaos queen, Navalica. But Octavian had made it
  clear that stopping Navalica hadnt put an end to the danger the world was in. The chaos bitch had metaphorically planted a flag and tried to claim the world, and Octavian said that other
  things  demons and the like  would know it. Theyd feel it. And they would come to try to finish the job that she had started.


  As a young girl, Charlotte had had dreams. Now, for the first time in her life, she had a purpose. But if she was going to help Octavian, she had to make sure Task Force Victor wasnt
  going to kill her on sight.


  Shit, she rasped, holding up a hand to block the wan morning light seeping through her blinds.


  A glance at the clock on the nightstand told her it was going on ten a.m. She hadnt been so completely brainwashed by Cortez that she had actually believed the sun would burn her to
  cinders. The whole world knew the history of Shadows, so when he turned her into a vampire, he couldnt make her afraid of the daylight. The closest he could come was making her afraid of
  him. Still, four months of sleeping during the day and shying away from the sun had taken its toll. She stayed up well into the night and dozed through most mornings.


  Not today. Charlotte wouldnt be going back to her job at the theatre, but she had an appointment to keep.


  She threw back the covers and slid to the edge of her bed, sitting up and burying her face in her hands.


  Oh, shit, she mumbled again into her cupped palms.


  Crazy powerful as she was  and there were times when, despite the horror of how she had become like this, she reveled in it  the idea of walking up to the UN Shadow Registry Office
  scared the hell out of her. The typical person off the street would have no idea how to even hurt her, never mind kill her, but those guys had to have figured out half a dozen ways to obliterate
  vampires by now.


  She felt sick just thinking about it, but Octavian had promised her that she would be all right. He had coached her on what to say and how to approach them, and had asked her to call him as soon
  as it was done so that he could tell her where he wanted her next. In her human life, Charlotte had never liked authority, always bristling when anyone tried to tell her what to do. But she was
  joining Octavians fight and she wanted to help him. He would know best how to use her.


  A tiny smile ticked up the edges of her mouth. Then she shook her head, chuckling softly. No naughty thoughts, she chided herself. She had always liked older men, and Octavian looked
  maybe thirty-six or so, but the guy had been hundreds of years old even before hed been to Hell. No, thered be none of that. Not that hed even try, she thought. To
  him, youre a kid.


  She stood and stretched. Glancing at herself in the mirror above her bureau, she wrinkled her nose in distaste. Looking like this, even dirty old men arent gonna give you a second
  glance.


  Charlotte shot her reflection the middle finger and laughed as she headed for the bathroom. She turned the water up as hot as she could stand it, soaped and shampooed, then spent another ten
  minutes just letting the heat get into her flesh and down to her bones. When she stepped out, she toweled off, blew dry her wavy, fox-red hair, and brushed her teeth. Padding back into her bedroom,
  she put on a pair of gray skinny jeans and a red, long-sleeved top with pencil stripes. She pulled on her beat-up Timberland boots and slipped into a wool jacket that she only wore for special
  occasions. She didnt feel clean; since the first time Cortez had made her kill a human being for blood, she had never felt clean. But the clothes were laundered and warm and comfortable and
  this time when she glanced in the mirror, she thought she looked damn good.


  If she was about to be arrested or killed, at least shed look pretty.


  The thought made her laugh as she turned and went to the door, making sure she had her keys, even though she couldnt be sure shed ever come back.


  When Charlotte opened the door, the vampires were waiting for her in the hall.


  


  2


  New York City, New York


  Charlotte knew what they were on sight. Two men in long black coats with the collars turned up, wearing black gloves and wide-brimmed black hats and mirrored sunglasses on a
  cloudy late September morning? It stunned her that theyd been able to move around New York City without arousing suspicion, but here they were in her apartment building, on her doorstep, and
  she had no doubt that Cortez had sent them.


  Skittish, one hand still on the knob of her open apartment door, she glanced from one to the other, seeing nothing in their mirrored sunglasses, not even herself.


  Im not going back, she said, mustering up enough courage to raise her chin and stare boldly at them.


  One of the vampires smiled, showing pearlescent fangs. He doesnt want you back.


  The two reached into their jackets, hands vanishing into folds of fabric with inhuman quickness and reappearing with guns. Before the first glint of the metal gun barrels showed in the dim light
  of the overhead fixture, Charlotte moved. She pushed back into her apartment and swung the door closed behind her with all her strength, not bothering to slow down to attempt to bar their entry.
  Their entrance was not in question. Cortez might bow to vampiric traditions, encourage his coven to return to the monstrous predators of legend, but he wasnt a fool  his children did
  not need an invitation to come through the door.


  Bullets came first, splintering wood and plunking into walls and furniture and shattering glass. Charlotte dived to the floor as the first of the shots seared the air above her, transforming
  even as she landed on the carpet. She had adapted to the true abilities of the Shadows, but it was still easiest for her to metamorphose into one of the standard forms, and by instinct she chose
  mist. Her flesh and bone and clothing dissipated in an instant, as if the impact of her body on the floor caused her to turn to smoke.


  Mist would be best, because she had a feeling Cortezs killers werent firing ordinary bullets at her. They wouldnt be that foolish. A bullet would do nothing to a vampire or
  Shadow but irritate them. But from everything shed been taught, Task Force Victor had another sort of bullet, one infused with a toxin that inhibited the molecular alteration that allowed
  Shadows to shapeshift. That was how they caught rogue vampires . . . how her kind could be killed. Now, somehow, Cortez had gotten his hands on some of the UNs ammo.


  The door split in two as the first vampire crashed through it, and the black-clad figure glanced around the apartment, those mirrored sunglasses making him look even less human than he was. As
  mist, Charlotte churned toward the window above the breakfast table in her tiny kitchen, knowing he would notice her any moment. The second vampire slid fluidly into the apartment, distracting the
  first for just an instant, giving Charlotte a fraction of a second to solve a problem.


  As mist she had no mass, and the window was closed up tightly.


  A ripple went through the white mist and she drew herself together, resculpting flesh and bone at the speed of thought. Copper-red hair, wool coat, beat-up Timberlands, she crashed through the
  glass five stories above 2nd Avenue. One of the vampires shouted and both guns coughed again, but by the time the bullets reached her she was mist again, slipping downward toward the street. She
  was half a block from 50th Street, maybe half a dozen from the UN. The Shadow Registry Office was on 46th, even closer, if she could just get there.


  The gunfire stopped. They knew shed run for it and that meant they had to get down to the street, but Cortez had trained them too well to be nocturnal creatures. These fools were so
  dedicated to ancient legend, to being the nightmares that had terrified humanity for eons, that they had themselves believing, just like old times. Without the cover of their creepy black
  ensembles, theyd burn, which meant they had to be damned careful.


  Charlotte couldnt afford to be careful.


  Transforming into a crow, she let out a caw and stretched out her wings, wheeling into the narrow alley that separated her building from the one next door. With a quick glance to make sure she
  wouldnt be observed, she shifted again, alighting upon the ground as herself and shuddering slightly, getting used to her own form. Shifting so much in such a short time always made her true
  body feel a little foreign at first. She had never liked shapeshifting; it made her feel less human, reminded her she was a monster.


  A service door clanged open in the alley and she spun toward the sound, mind whirling. No way theyd gotten down from her floor this quickly. Charlotte blinked when she saw the vampire
  emerge into the alley. She was tall and thin, with long blond hair beneath the same black hat the others wore, and Charlotte recognized her right off. Annabel, one of Cortezs wives.


  Idiot, she thought. Shed never considered there might be a third.


  In her frustration, she didnt move quickly enough. The gun was already in Annabels hand. Charlotte felt the pain sear her chest as the bullet struck, even before she heard the
  shot. A wave of nausea swept her immediately and she knew that her guess had been correct  Cortez had the toxin. She didnt know what the UN had officially named it, but vampires
  called it Medusa, because it effectively turned them to stone.


  Stone.


  She wasnt a statue. She could move. She couldnt shapeshift but she could run, and though the sky was white with thin clouds, the sun was strong behind them. Staggering backward,
  she practically spilled out onto the sidewalk, cursing herself for her foolishness. If she had just stayed a crow she could have flown the distance to the Shadow Registry in a couple of minutes,
  but she preferred to be herself, to stay on two feet, and shed thought she had left the vampires behind.


  Charlotte, you wont get far like that! Annabel called after her.


  More shots rang out. One of them struck the back of her shoulder, spinning her halfway around. She flashed Annabel the finger and let her momentum carry her into the street. Brakes screamed as
  cars skidded to a halt, two of them colliding with a crunch. Then she was across the street, racing down 2nd Avenue. Medusa had taken away her shifting, but she was still a Shadow, stronger and
  faster by far than a human being.


  Annabel shouted something she couldnt hear over the bleating car horns and the angry shouts of drivers. Charlotte glanced back at her building and saw the other two vampires emerge, and
  then all three of Cortezs assassins were giving chase. The wind blew the hat off of the taller male and his face began to burn instantly, blackening and smoking. Screaming, he raced after
  his hat and the others ignored him, running on, but now they clutched their own hats to their heads, making sure the wide brims blocked most of the sun. They looked so utterly ridiculous that any
  other day Charlotte would have taken the time to laugh, but there was nothing funny about being hunted, and that was exactly where she found herself  hunted on the streets of New York.


  Just blocks away, she thought. And she ran.


  Fear drove her to abandon any pretense at being ordinary. People shouted in surprise as she sprinted past them so fast that there was no disguising what she was. A woman screamed and dragged her
  curly-haired daughter out of the way. On the corner of 49th Street a falafel vendor ducked down behind his cart and crossed himself. She darted between cars, not waiting for a break in traffic. The
  driver of a UPS truck had his eyes on her instead of the road and struck a double-parked cab. A Lexus skidded to a halt to avoid crashing into the truck and Charlotte dodged between the
  vehicles.


  More screams pursued her down the street, but she knew that these were not because of her. She glanced back over her shoulder and saw Annabel and the two males crossing the street. A police car
  was among those jammed up by the first collision Charlotte had caused, and as the cop climbed out, gun drawn, one of the males punched a hole in his chest. The gun went off, shattering glass, but
  the vampires kept coming as if nothing at all had happened. Annabel vaulted onto the police cars roof and began leaping from car to car while the males dashed between them. Then they were on
  the sidewalk and people were shrieking and jumping aside.


  If it had been night, Charlotte knew they would have caught her already. Shed be dead by now. It made her wonder what theyd been thinking, attacking during the day. The only way it
  made sense was if they had been watching her place for a while, waiting for her to come back. Shed been gone for nearly a week. Somehow shed managed to get into her apartment last
  night without them noticing, but when shed gotten up this morning, they had spotted her, maybe through a window, and had come after her in daylight because they were afraid she might leave
  town again before they could take her down.


  Charlotte raced past the Manchester Pub. A dog started barking and she dodged left to avoid tripping over its leash. There were too many people on the sidewalk ahead and she shouted for them to
  move, keeping close to the building, sliding along with that uncanny speed, knocking over a diplomat with a briefcase.


  She saw the baby stroller just in time to avoid colliding with it or with the woman pushing it, but as she passed them  the woman recoiling from her as if Charlotte were on fire 
  she crashed into an old man exiting the corner market with a sack of groceries. The bag tore as the two of them fell in a tangle of limbs, spilling cans and fresh produce to the ground. The man
  cried out as his head struck the sidewalk.


  No! Charlotte thought, reaching for him, anguished over the thought that she might have killed him. But though he must have been eighty at least, the old man groaned and started to prop
  himself up, staring at her as if she were insane.


  What is wrong with  he began.


  Ohmygod Im so, so sorry! she said, extricating herself from him and climbing to her feet. Shaking her head, she backed away from his anger and confusion. Im
  sorry. Ive gotta go. Ive gotta 


  The look in the old mans eyes turned to fear and she knew he wasnt looking at her anymore. Charlotte spun just as the male caught up to her. He grabbed her by the throat, his
  fingers digging into her flesh, cutting off the flow of air she didnt need. In the shadow of his hat brim, he grinned widely, his fangs extending to demonic proportion, and she knew then
  that the time for guns and bullets was over. This leech intended to tear her apart.


  Charlotte struck in a blink, plucking out his left eye. The vampire screamed and released her, staggering back a step, and she was on him. She stripped off his hat and his flesh began to smoke
  and ignite. Snarling, she tore at his clothes, ripping the long black jacket off of him and then the shirt beneath. In seconds his whole upper body began to char and burn and he ran toward the
  front door of the corner grocery to get out of the sun.


  What the fuck did you think was going to happen? she screamed at him. Did Cortez pick the stupidest assholes he could find?


  The other male plowed into her from behind, lifting her off the ground and carrying her into the plate glass front window of the grocery. The glass shattered, raining huge shards onto the floor
  as they careened off of a checkout counter and knocked over a candy rack. As Charlotte scrambled to her feet, the vamp grabbed her ankle. His eyes burned red as his claws dug into her, down to the
  bone.


  She picked up the cash register and brought it down on his skull with all her strength. The wet crunch satisfied a deep gnawing hatred inside her, but already he was turning to mist, so she
  leaped over the fallen candy rack and raced for the shattered window. The half-naked, scorched vamp tried to catch her before she reached it, but she hurled herself out onto the sidewalk and he
  skidded to a halt, not wanting to burn again.


  It had all taken only seconds. Outside the grocery, Annabel strode across 2nd Avenue toward her. Charlotte turned south and began to sprint, but Annabel bolted after her on a course to
  intercept. Running, the human world seemed to slow down around her, but even so the taxicab seemed to come out of nowhere. It shot out of 48th Street and struck Annabel, dragging her under even as
  it screeched to a halt.


  The drivers door flew open and a handsome, dreadlocked black guy stepped out. Get in, girl. She wont be down but a second.


  Charlottes eyes went wide. The cabbie had hit Annabel on purpose. He mustve seen it all unfolding, realized that it was vampires who were after her. He thought hed be her
  knight in shining armor, help her make her getaway. The fool.


  She didnt even have time to shout a warning to him before he was dragged screaming under the taxi.


  But hed bought her a few seconds head start, and Charlotte wasnt going to waste it. All she needed was two blocks, and shed be damned if shed let them catch up
  to her again. She took off running, swerving into the street to get around a cluster of gawkers trying to see who was screaming. Her wool coat flew behind her, bits of broken glass shedding from
  it, tinkling as they struck the ground. Even with all the noise of the city around her, the scuff of her boots on the asphalt seemed loud in her ears.


  Crossing 47th Street, she wondered how long the toxin lasted. She didnt like shifting much; it made her feel less human. But frozen in one form by Medusa, it felt like someone had put
  shackles on her.


  A delivery man came out from behind a parked truck with a loaded dolly, and she barely avoided another collision. Focus! she thought. Another fall, and she might not be as lucky as
  shed been the first time. Legs pumping, hair flying, she increased her already impossible speed, and in moments she saw 46th Street ahead.


  Stop there, bitch! Annabel shouted after her. You speak, you die!


  Charlotte wanted to laugh as she turned the corner and spotted the gated entry to the Registry diagonally across 46th. They were already trying to kill her. It was too late for threats.


  The wind blew. She could smell the East River not far off. The Registry had a broad faade of thick glass and guards at the heavy double doors. A garage entrance had a guard posted as
  well, with a thick metal wall that jutted from the ground, blocking the way in. Shed seen such things once on a class trip to Washington DC, but never since. But she didnt have a car.
  It was the front door for her, or right through the glass wall if thats what it came to.


  Annabel shouted again, and one of the males roared something, still in pursuit and still, no doubt, holding onto their hats and looking foolish. Charlotte couldnt believe they
  hadnt given up the chase.


  The gunshots came from nowhere, echoing off the buildings. Charlotte flinched with each pop and stared at the guards, who were all just now drawing their weapons, ready to defend the Registry
  entrance. So where the hell had shooting come from?


  She spun, even as more gunfire echoed along 46th Street, and saw bullets punching through Annabel and the male vamp still with her. They both staggered and the male went down on his knees. The
  sun didnt matter to them now; burning in daylight was just another form of shapeshifting. It wouldnt be able to kill them.


  Down! a voice called from high above, like God himself finally making an appearance. Get on the ground!


  Charlotte obeyed, hands behind her head like shed seen on so many cop shows on TV. On her knees, she glanced frantically around. Traffic had stopped flowing; some kind of blockade in the
  street, a metal barrier like the one in front of the garage. She looked up toward where the voice had come from, and saw that the bullets had come from there as well. Bullets loaded with Medusa.
  Windows had slid open in the faade of the building, three stories up, and snipers were leaning out with their weapons trained on Charlotte and her pursuers.


  Dont shoot! Charlotte called. Please, help me! Peter Octavian 


  With a clatter, metal plates opened in the sidewalk on both sides of the street. Shouting men and women in UN-emblazoned combat gear emerged, some with guns and others with flame-throwers.
  Charlotte stared at them, terror racing through her like the deadliest poison.


  No, please! she shouted, but then she saw that they werent focused on her.


  She twisted around and watched as the male tried to flee, staggering to his feet. He made it half a dozen steps before the flame-throwers burned him down, so that he collapsed in a screaming
  ball of fire. Annabel lunged at one of them, trying to murder her way onto a path to freedom, and the flame-throwers roared. When Annabels hair went up in a cloud of fire, Charlotte looked
  away . . .


  Into the barrels of half a dozen guns and two flame-throwers.


  A terrible sorrow clutched her heart. She looked into the eyes of the nearest soldier.


  No, she said softly. I just wanted to sign the Covenant.


  One of the soldiers, an Asian man with grim features, took a step nearer. On your feet, Miss McManus.


  Charlotte stared at him. He knew her name.


  Come on, he said, lowering his weapon and reaching for her arm to help her rise. Up.


  Confused, she staggered to her feet. How . . . ? she asked.


  The soldier glanced at one of the others, an African woman she took to be his superior officer. The officer nodded and the soldier looked at Charlotte, dead serious.


  Mr Octavian told us to expect you.


  The officer laughed softly, then spoke in a heavy accent.


  He didnt tell us you would be bringing friends.


  With that, they marched her through the front doors under heavy guard. But they didnt burn her to death in the street, so Charlotte decided to count that as a win.


  Philadelphia, Pennsylvania


  Dark thoughts were nesting in Octavians brain. He sat in the back of the cab, silently urging it forward and feeling powerless in the face of his frustration. His hands
  were fisted in his lap, a warm static energy bristling around them. The turmoil of his emotions had stirred up the magic in him so much that it was all he could do to rein it in. There were things
  he could have done to speed the taxi along its route from the Philadelphia International Airport to the hotel where Nikki was staying, hex magic that would have affected the flow of traffic or
  spells to compel the driver to ignore the law, common sense, and safety concerns. But Octavian told himself not to be reckless, that he was overreacting.


  Nikkis fine, he reassured himself, or tried to. It wasnt working.


  This morning he had been only vaguely concerned. It was unlike her not to call him back, but there were so many possible explanations. The fastest way for him to get from Brattleboro to
  Philadelphia had been to drive the ninety minutes to Bradley Airport in Hartford, Connecticut and hop a flight from there. During that hour and a half in the car, he had resisted the urge to call
  Nikki, telling himself that the messages he had left were enough, that he didnt want to seem like a mother hen or, worse, a jealous lover. It wasnt that he was jealous; he
  didnt think Nikki had found someone else. But a tight ball of worry had settled into his gut and would not disperse, so when he had reached the airport, turned in his rental and seen that he
  had nearly two hours to wait for the next flight to Philly, he couldnt help himself.


  Her line rang and rang and then went straight to voicemail, but now he couldnt even leave a message because her mailbox was full. Which meant that other people were leaving her messages
  as well  leaving her messages and not getting a reply. Nikki had a sold-out gig tonight at the Union Transfer and there would be no way she would let down the people who had bought tickets
  to come and see her.


  During the flight, he told himself that by the time he landed she would have sorted out whatever the problem was with her phone. Or perhaps, he thought, shed been feeling ill and been
  trying to rest in order to recover in time for the show. Though he didnt like the idea of Nikki being sick, he tried to persuade himself it was possible. He ignored as best he could the
  little voice that whispered in the back of his head that she would at least have sent him a text.


  He realized he should have checked her social media sites to see if shed posted any messages for her fans. His phone was in the front right pocket of his jeans and he kept touching it
  through the denim. Flight regulations required that it be turned off and he wanted to crawl out of his skin, wishing he could check those sites, and thinking that she might even now be calling him
  back. The idea quickly began to make him feel a bit better and he promised himself that
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