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Chapter 1
Ellie Russo halted her Camry at the massive gate to the Segue Institute. Two guards in some kind of body armor, their hands resting on automatic rifles strapped to their chests, took position in front of the car. Her tingle of anxiety grew to a full burn of near panic. She was officially here. The thick metal and concrete gate was twenty feet high, cutting into the heavy white fog of the morning. It extended off to both sides of the road, running along the perimeter of the grounds within. Segue was a fortress, a high-security prison. It was also her only hope for a normal life.
“Not even this place can hold me,” said her shadow from the passenger seat next to her.
“We’ll see about that,” Ellie replied. She’d have to talk to the men, of course, to get through the gate. The thought made her stomach tight—she didn’t get out often. Okay, she didn’t get out at all. What she wouldn’t give for a blanket to throw over her naked shadow twin, but the material would just go right through her dark self’s body. It was the same reason her shadow couldn’t wear clothes—she had no substance to hold them up. The least the woman could do was cross her arms over her breasts, but no, her dark half couldn’t be bothered.
Her shadow shrugged indifference, those breasts lifting and falling with a little careless jiggle. “Whatever you say.”
A third guard, similarly outfitted and armed, exited the mini bunker in front of the gate.
They sure looked prepared for anything. Good.
“Oh my,” said her shadow, “that one looks cute.”
Ellie powered her window down, cold air wafting in to disperse the heat inside the Camry, and smiled brightly at the guard. “I’m Eleanor Russo. I have an appointment with Dr. Kalamos at ten.”
The guard’s gaze flicked from her to her shadow, and then back to her again. She had to give him credit; the man didn’t even bat an eye. Her shadow’s matte, dusky grey nakedness got a reaction out of everyone.
No, wait . . . somebody must have signaled a problem because a fourth guard left the bunker and joined the others around the car. The two up front were moving, prowling to new positions. Ellie’s heartbeat kicked up, but she forced herself to stay calm and steady. She expected this.
“Our list has only one visitor,” the guard at her window said.
Here goes. Nothing but the truth. “We’re the same, though,” she explained. “I mean, she is me. She’s my shadow. Dr. Kalamos knows about it, and he’s expecting us.”
Her dark self leaned over, breasts and all, purring, “Hi there, soldier.”
For the love of God.
“Whither she goest,” her shadow continued, smirking, “I goest.”
Ellie’s gaze darted from guard to guard. One’s mouth was moving, as if he were speaking into a concealed microphone, probably signaling a wider alarm. She didn’t blame him. His call for help made sense; her shadow scared everyone, including her.
“I’m going to need some identification,” the guard at her window continued.
Right.
Ellie reached for her purse in the passenger foot well.
“Slowly!” the guard commanded.
She brought out her wallet, and with a pang of reservation, decided to confess as well. She was here to solve the problem; lies would only complicate it. “I paid a lot of money for the license, but it’s a fake,” she said, handing the card over. “I can’t exactly walk into the DMV with her in tow. But there you go.”
The guard didn’t take the card. “I need a valid form of identification, ma’am.”
“I have a fake birth certificate,” Ellie offered. “A stolen credit card, too.”
“I can’t let you in the gate without verifying your identity,” the guard said.
He probably wouldn’t let her in period. This had to be a stall while they figured out what to do with her and her shadow. She just hoped Dr. Kalamos would intervene at some point and see what he could do to help her.
“I’m being honest here,” Ellie replied. No more concealing the truth. She was at the end of the road. “My guess is you’d find out they were fake anyway, and then there would be trouble. I’ve got enough of that already.”
The guard frowned. “I’ll be a moment. Stay in your car.”
He headed back to the bunker while numbers Two, Three, and Four kept watch. They were all blocks of muscle and menace. Their concentrated interest made her mouth dry. Ellie had existed housebound all her life fearing men like these, ones who’d shoot her down like the freak she was. But enough was enough.
The guard had said to stay in the car, so of course, her shadow crawled right through the windshield, shifting effortlessly through the glass, then stood in front of all and sundry. She stretched, long and sexy, in the misty low-hanging fog. Her breasts lifted as her dark body arched, her rear on display. At least her legs were crossed, making a neat triangle at her pubis.
This kind of behavior was exactly why Ellie had come. Her shadow was determined to undermine her life. Why make everything so hard? These people might be able to help them.
“Down on the ground!” number Two shouted, leveling his weapon at her shadow.
“What position?” her shadow asked.
Face burning, Ellie dropped her head against the steering wheel, which honked.
There was a dart of movement in her peripheral vision, and when Ellie turned her head to look, she found a gun aimed at her, too. More soldiers approached the car. Lots of guns. Too bad none of them could kill her shadow.
“Sorry,” Ellie said helplessly. “She doesn’t like to be bossed around.”
“Out of the car!” the guard demanded. “On the ground, now!”
“It’s probably an id thing,” Ellie babbled. But deep down, she’d known this would be difficult. They had little experience with men, so to be surrounded by all this testosterone was bound to set her shadow off.
A soldier yanked open the door. Ellie got out and went immediately to her hands and knees. Somebody had to follow directions. “Just shoot her and you’ll see. It won’t do anything to her anyway.”
Ellie was forced down to her belly, her legs kicked apart, a boot to her shoulder immobilizing her on the pavement, while her shadow called, “Me next, me next!” Ellie was pinned, cheek on the rough cold concrete, facing into the trees, so she couldn’t see what her shadow was doing. A male shout had her straining to lift her head to see more, but it only made her head hurt. Better to wait it out and let whatever would happen, happen.
No matter what, she was off icially out of the house. Her life was going to change.
An engine growled far off, slowly approaching through the trees. Ellie guessed the alternate approach, rather than the road she was kissing, was to avoid opening the gate. Footsteps scuffed on the concrete. There was a shuffling and murmured words.
“Where’s the creature?” a new male voice asked. Had to be the man in charge.
More footsteps scuffed the pavement, drawing closer.
“Holy hell,” said another man. “Look at the way she can move through matter.”
She couldn’t see her shadow, but she got the sense that the dark version of herself was prowling among the men. One of them growled, “Get her away from me.”
“Get the woman up,” the first commanded.
Ellie was hauled upright. It took a moment to get her bearings. There had to be more than a dozen people present, more than she’d ever seen in one place at a time. It wasn’t even possible to look at them all at once, yet so many were looking at her. Made her skin feel prickly.
She found her shadow crouched like a wary cat in the midst of the action, attention twitching from soldier to soldier. Among them were a couple non-guard types.
Mr. Black Pants seemed to be the boss. He had grey hair, a clean shave, and a pink nose of burst capillaries. He wore a white dress shirt, open at the collar, cuffs rolled halfway up his forearms.
Next to him was a scruffy guy with a big yellow-green bruise under one eye. He wore jeans and a World of Warcraft T-shirt, a lab coat thrown over his shoulders like a cape. Good body. His sandy hair was too long and he was starting a beard—or hadn’t shaved for a while. But his green eyes were perfect, dreamy. He had to be Dr. Cameron Kalamos, per a journal image she’d found during her online research. He looked different now, though, leaner and older, except for his eyes.
“Ms. Russo,” Black Pants said with a head jerk toward her shadow. “What is that thing? And is she dangerous?”
Ellie gulped. Mr. Black Pants was straight to the point. Okay. She’d give him the same back.
“That’s my shadow,” she responded. “I—I don’t think she’s dangerous.” Full disclosure, she reminded herself. “But she might be able to do stuff, it’s possible. I, um, had heard about Dr. Kalamos’s work with shadows and hoped he could help me.”
Mr. Black Pants turned to Dr. Kalamos. “Cam?”
“She e-mailed me several times asking for help,” Kalamos responded. “I had no idea what she was talking about, but agreed to meet her.”
Black Pants turned back to Ellie. “Can she be contained?”
Her shadow giggled, low and throaty.
“Not that I know of,” Ellie answered.
“Can she be killed?”
Her shadow dropped her humor and looked daggers at Black Pants.
Eleanor went cold, her old fear surging. But she nodded yes. “If you kill me.”
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Cameron Kalamos stood toe to toe with Marshall Grouper, Segue operations manager, whose eyes had gone bloodshot with fury.
“What were you thinking to invite that . . . that creature to Segue?” Marshall demanded. “Especially when Mr. and Mrs. Thorne are due to arrive tomorrow with their children.” Founder and financier Adam Thorne and his family, as well as most of the staff, used the Segue Institute as their residence and workplace. The building was well suited to both, having first been a turn of the century resort hotel. Its remote West Virginia location provided an ideal setting for researching paranormal phenomena.
“How was I supposed to know . . . ?” Cam began and dribbled off. He wasn’t really listening to Marshall, so his explanation lacked effort. His brain was still processing what he’d just witnessed: A shadow that existed as a separate entity from a live woman. The silky grey of the shadow’s skin had the gradations typical of shadows, making her body’s contours perfectly smooth and three-dimensional, yet devoid of matter, solidity, mass. The shadow’s features were the same as the flesh and blood Eleanor Russo, the same swing of her hair and bat of her eyes, though physics and biological function should have little claim on the shadow. He’d never seen anything like those two, never imagined anything like them either. Segue was the coolest place to work on Earth.
“Have you any idea how many people you’ve inconvenienced, let alone put in possible danger, with that . . . that shadow moving through what is supposed to be a secure facility?”
“You approved her visit,” Cam pointed out.
“Don’t remind me,” Marshall cut back. “I have to answer to Thorne, thank you.”
The lab door slid open, admitting Dr. Leonard Shelstad, Cam’s research team leader. A soldier followed. Cam hadn’t been at Segue long enough to learn all the soldiers’ names, but since this one was a little older and more scarred, he figured he was a commander of sorts.
“Eleanor Russo has been confined in a cell within the new wraith holding facility, but the shadow roams the area at will,” the commander began. “Good thing the wraiths are still being held up in New York, and not here. Who knows what havoc that shadow would wreak. Two units are on watch, but I don’t see how they can police it.”
“And Ms. Russo?” Marshall asked.
“Compliant. Her custody required no force. She seemed resigned to her confinement, extremely cooperative. I’m guessing that her information is correct and that bullets would have no effect on the shadow. Further, Ms. Russo seems to have no ability to compel the shadow’s cooperation. She claims that they are here only for help.”
“Your assessment?” Marshall was already shaking his head.
“I don’t care what Ms. Russo claims or how cooperative she is. Lockdown will remain in effect until this is resolved or Thorne himself tells me otherwise.”
Marshall’s jaw flexed. “He’s due to arrive tomorrow.”
Everyone knew that included his wife and newborn boys. Now that the Segue renovations were finally being completed, especially the new underground wraith holding facility, the compound was filling up again with staff. Once the Thornes arrived, Cam’s research with the fae would begin in earnest.
“I advise against his family accompanying him,” the commander answered. “I’d prefer that the holding facility was jam-packed with wraiths, rather than our cooperative Ms. Russo and her shadow.”
If the Thornes didn’t come, then Cam’s work with Mrs. Thorne and the fae would be put off again. Ah, hell. Maybe he shouldn’t have made that appointment with Ms. Russo after all. The wrenches were flying everywhere.
Marshall turned to Cam. “Dr. Kalamos,” he said. The fact that he’d reverted to Cam’s professional title did not bode well. “This is your official notice that the privacy settings on your Segue accounts are now void. I’ll be accessing your e-mail, files, and history to put together a report for Mr. Thorne.”
No, this did not bode well at all. “There were only a couple of e-mails.”
“Nevertheless.”
Cam cocked his head with a shrug, signaling acquiescence. What else could he do? Segue had had issues with staff before. One guy, Spencer Something-or-other, had let a wraith in to ransack the place, hence the uber-renovation. Another, some lady doctor, had been selling info about Mrs. Thorne. Segue had cause to be suspicious, but Cam didn’t mind. This was his dream job—the subject matter blew his mind, nice digs, and a sunny paycheck, though he’d never tell Shelstad that he’d do this work for free. Well, at least . . . he’d do this work for enough ramen noodles to keep him alive. This was where science met magic.
If Marshall wanted to mess around on Cam’s computer, he could have at it. He’d find an awful lot of sports blogs, RPG data, and in his backlog of e-mails, a few from Eleanor Russo.
The commander went still as his earpiece buzzed. He pressed at his throat to answer, but was already moving out the door. “Where is it now?”
He exited, asking, “And Ms. Russo . . . ?”
Apparently the shadow was giving them more trouble. Cam felt the first flush of guilt. But really, how on earth could he have known? Eleanor Russo’s e-mails had demonstrated that she’d read every word of every article he’d ever published. If she wanted to travel all this way, why not meet with her? The staff was allowed guests. Of course, that probably referred to normal people, shadows properly attached.
The phenomenon still boggled Cam’s mind—a shadow, separate from its host. How was that even possible? It defied basic laws of physics, unless . . .
Cam turned to Dr. Shelstad. “Could the shadow be fae?”
Shadow, after all, was the term assigned to the world contiguous to Earth, the Shadowlands. In that place, shadow was magic. Was this an instance of magic being harnessed (even unknowingly) by a human being? Or was Eleanor Russo, in part, fae?
“I have it on good authority that the shadow is not fae, nor of the Shadowlands,” Marshall answered.
“Whose authority?” Cam asked. He looked from Marshall to Shelstad.
Shelstad shrugged, a look of irritated consternation on his face. “I have no idea. Marshall?”
Marshall raised his hand to stop them both. “A contact of Thorne’s. It’s above everyone’s security clearance; I wish it were above mine. An aide of sorts is on his way to assess Ms. Russo. In the meantime, Kalamos, she’s your problem.”
Shelstad dropped his irritation. “Just as long as Cameron has to deal with her. I have a team meeting in five.”
The words “your” and “problem” echoed in Cam’s mind, so that he barely connected the last statement. “If you have a team meeting, don’t I as well?” After all, they were on the same team.
“I’ll let you know what your assignment is,” Shelstad said.
“You’ll let me know . . .” Hell, no. He’d busted his ass to get on that team. He wasn’t missing any meeting, especially one that gave out assignments. Ms. Russo’s problem was very interesting and all, but the fae . . . The fae were his passion. The ghostbusters on sublevel three could deal with Ms. Russo and her doppelganger. Wasn’t that their field of study?
“For the time being,” Marshall said, “Ms. Russo belongs to you, beginning with a detailed personal history. Adam Thorne will want a transcript of your interview.”
Cam had to work hard to swallow his arguments. Adam Thorne. Interview Ms. Russo? This mess-up was not the way he wanted his work to be made known to Thorne.
A litany of curses sprang to mind, but he kept them bottled. The effort probably cost him a year of his life. Best thing to do was get the interview done, and flawlessly. Give Thorne meticulous information on Russo and her experience with the shadow, and then fight, double-time if necessary, for a plum assignment on the fae.
“I’ll get on it right way,” Cam said, stony. “What kind of time frame are we looking at for this aide?”
Aide. What Eleanor Russo needed was clergy.
“I have no idea,” Marshall said. “But see that you’re ready by then.”
Fantastic.
Ellie leaned against the window of her concrete prison, anxiety riddling her composure. She hated her shadow, and here she was near desperate to get a glimpse of it. Separation anxiety, that’s what this was. Ellie almost always knew where her shadow was—it never strayed far—but in this new place, she had no idea. She felt as if a limb, an unwanted one, was missing. No, more like, misplaced, which was a very weird, gut-crawling kind of feeling.
Where was her shadow?
The view was narrow, facing the inside of the facility where Ellie was detained. A soldier was on guard at her door—she could see a bit of his shoulder—and another stood at the end of the hallway. The place looked brand-new, technologically advanced, the construction spacious in a greyish, impending doom sort of way. She’d done her research on the Segue Institute and knew where they were keeping her—in a wraith cell. This was where they kept the monsters.
And she was one-half monster. Although, and this made her smile bitterly, the scary half was roaming about while she, as ordinary as could be, was locked up in the monster cell. It was the story of her life.
Where was her damn shadow anyway?
If Ellie had to guess, her shadow would be hiding. Dumb thing. The moment Ellie had admitted her theory about how to kill the shadow, the dark half of herself had gone on the defensive. Well, she’d just have to deal. Ellie didn’t want to die either, but if they were going to get help, and that was now doubtful considering the guns and prison, then they had to cooperate.
No matter what, they were not going back to that house, that confined existence.
Okay, fine—so far this confined existence wasn’t exactly an improvement.
Brisk movement down the wide hallway had Ellie pressing her face to the window, but it wasn’t her shadow. It was Dr. Kalamos, flanked by soldiers. He’d changed his clothes and was now more professional in grey slacks and a blue button-down. She was his business then. Good. Great. Finally. As he approached, she stood back from the window, and noticed he’d shaved as well and combed back his too-long hair. It made the bruise on his cheek stand out. How’d he get that?
A soldier entered first, an insulting precaution. Hadn’t she been the soul of cooperation? Hadn’t she contacted him?
“Ms. Russo,” Dr. Kalamos said. He smelled good, dark and soapy at once. She hadn’t expected that. “If you wouldn’t mind coming with me?”
The presence of the soldiers suggested she didn’t have much of a choice, but she nodded yes. Dr. Kalamos was why she was here.
As she was marched down the hallway, she noticed additional wraith cells off to the right, all empty, and was directed into a larger space, where a table and chairs had been set up. Dr. Kalamos gestured to one, and he took a seat across from her. The soldiers stood in front of her, just behind the doctor. The door closed, locking them all inside. Like the scene at the gate, it was too many people all over again, too many eyes on her, but now in a small room. Was there even enough air in here for all of them?
Didn’t matter. She could take anything as long as she got help.
“Ms. Russo,” Dr. Kalamos began. “Your shadow hasn’t been seen in the past thirty minutes. Can you tell me where it is?”
Ellie shook her head. “I have no idea.”
“How far can it separate from you?” His tone was hard.
She hadn’t known what to expect from him, but had hoped for understanding. She started to get light-headed, the crawling sensation intensifying. She’d never talked about this. Not with anyone. And where was her shadow? She needed her here. This was for both of them. It was time.
Ellie inhaled to answer, and held the breath while she tried to put it into words. “I don’t really know, but I don’t think that far.” How to possibly explain? “She’s connected to me. Part of me. She sticks to my life and won’t make one for herself. I tried to encourage that a long time ago.”
“Can you call it?” Again, that clipped tone. Not afraid, which was good. More like annoyed. She didn’t know what to think of him. All this was so new.
“Shadow?!” she obliged. She flicked her gaze around, waiting for her shadow’s emergence. Then she shrugged again. “She doesn’t listen to me.”
“What does she respond to?”
“Whims. Impulses.” Ellie didn’t add that those impulses originated in herself. She’d work up to that. “Most of the time she’s kind of infantile in her behavior.”
“Is she dangerous?”
Ellie had answered this earlier, and repeated her response. “I don’t think so.”
“Our first priority is the safety of the men and women working at Segue. Can you please clarify?”
Ellie had promised herself that she’d hold nothing back, but his sharp approach had her hesitating. “She plays tricks,” she said, though this was the lesser truth. “And, depending on her mood, she can try to scare, or disturb, or . . . or confront . . .” Another dodge.
Kalamos leaned forward. “Can she physically touch anything? Can she affect electricity or water or light or air? Can she do anything?”
“No.” The lie came out smoothly, with zero outward angst, but—oh thank God, there she is—the lie, or maybe the memory underneath, had brought her shadow. Her naked self emerged through the wall—a bare leg, arm, breast, and shoulder.
“Contact!” shouted a soldier. The two moved in tandem, taking new positions to face her shadow, guns aimed, ready, and utterly useless.
Her shadow was coming slowly, carefully, a look of extreme distrust on her face as her gaze cut from soldier to soldier. She snarled at them.
Lovely.
Ellie looked over at Dr. Kalamos. He’d gone a little wary, too, but she didn’t miss the way his expression shifted from sternness to wonder. Ellie almost groaned her frustration; his interest was only going to encourage her shadow.
The shadow took another step. “He likes me.” She was looking at Dr. Kalamos, but Ellie knew she was speaking to her. Or rather, arguing a point.
“I’m pleased to meet you,” Dr. Kalamos said. “Won’t you join us?”
Her shadow smiled in gratification, then abruptly frowned. “There’s no chair for me.”
“Please have mine,” he answered, standing and holding the chair back.
Ellie watched the exchange. He’d have done better to ignore her shadow, but she supposed he’d have to learn the hard way.
Her shadow walked around the table, which was unnecessary for her, part of the game, and seated herself, ladylike, on Dr. Kalamos’s chair. The chair wasn’t holding her up, of course. Rather, her shadow was mimicking Ellie’s position, but with legs crossed, preening with the pleasure of attention.
“I’d like to be friends,” Dr Kalamos said, crouching to her shadow’s eye level.
“Friends,” her shadow repeated, husky.
“But in order to be friends,” he continued, “you need to follow the rules of this place.”
Ellie bit her tongue to keep from interrupting. He was trying to reason with her shadow. If her shadow had been capable of seeing reason, they wouldn’t be at Segue, risking everything for help. They could have gotten along just fine back at home, coexisting with a degree of equanimity.
“Which means,” he clarified, “you need to stay in approved areas. No one here can go everywhere they want, not even me.”
Her shadow rubbed a breast suggestively.
Ellie sighed.
Dr. Kalamos’s face reddened, but he pressed on valiantly. “Can you agree to stay in approved areas?”
Her shadow arched her back so her breasts jutted. “No,” she answered. “Who hurt your face?”
Dr. Kalamos ignored the question and looked over at Ellie for direction.
“She tells the truth,” Ellie said. “I’ve never heard her lie.” Not like me.
“I do what I want to,” her shadow added.
Way to put him at ease. Chances were they’d never let Ellie out of that cell now.
A question glinted in Kalamos’s eyes. “Can I touch you?” he asked the shadow.
“Oh, please touch me,” her shadow answered, spreading her legs on the seat of the chair and flaring her hips.
Ellie wanted to die. Her shadow had always been bad, but this was mortifying to the core. Tears of humiliation pricked at her eyes, but she steeled herself against them and got to the point. “Can you help us? Your research said you were studying shadow.” Ellie gestured to her own. “Can you help me with that thing, or not?”
But Kalamos was reaching toward her shadow. He grazed his thumb over the smooth surface of her shoulder, then tried to palm it. His hand went right through what appeared to be dark flesh.
“You can do better than that,” her shadow said.
Kalamos glanced back over at Ellie. “Is she a ghost? A manifestation of spirit, but tied to you somehow? Like a dead twin?”
“I’m pretty sure she’s my shadow.” Ellie didn’t cast one, but it was hard to demonstrate in this ambient light.
“Segue has ghosts,” Kalamos continued. “They are three-dimensional as well. And my understanding is that they are variably conscious of the living, though fixed on their own agendas. It’s similar to this behavior.”
“Bor-ing,” the shadow said.
The fact that Dr. Kalamos didn’t understand or accept the basics made Ellie’s humiliation all the more acute. She was going to have to articulate the worst. “No, she’s not a ghost. She’s my shadow. My dark half. She’s the most terrible part of me. Think Freud. Think id.” Ellie sharply gestured again to her shadow. “She is me. And I am her.”
The shadow leaned forward. “I hate myself.”
“Ditto!” Ellie cried.
Dr. Kalamos furrowed his brow and stood up again. “She is you,” he repeated. “Like a reflection of your inner being?”
Ellie sat back, exhausted. “Yes.” Finally, he was getting it. Really, she’d hoped for more. “And we need your help. I can’t live like this. I won’t.”
Kalamos leaned against the door, his arms crossed over his chest, seeming to consider the problem with a bothersome nonchalance. “I’d like to help you, really I would. But this is out of my field of study—”
“But you study shadows!” Ellie interrupted. At last she’d found someone whose life work was researching her condition. There was no way she’d let him stand there and deny it.
“Ms. Russo, I study Shadow, which is completely different from your ‘shadow.’”
The dark version of Ellie had her attention on the soldiers, whose guns rested at their chests.
“Sounds the same to me,” the shadow said.
Had she exposed herself for nothing? Ellie wondered. After all this, she’d made her life worse. The thought made the room tilt into a slow careen.
“Shadow is Segue’s term for a newly discovered . . . element. My research involves examining its properties.” He shook his head. “It has nothing to do with an actual shadow, certainly nothing like”—he flicked a glance—“her.”
Ellie felt weak. “Now what am I going to do?”
Dr. Kalamos’s expression filled with pity, which he could save because it would do her no good either.
“Segue has some powerful connections,” he said. “I’ve been told that an aide is on his way, and that he might be able to help you.”
Aide? “What kind of aide? From where?” Ellie asked. She frowned as her shadow slid off the chair and into a defensive, almost feral crouch regarding one of the soldiers.
Dr. Kalamos was watching her shadow as well, but answered, “I don’t know who’s coming, but I need to get a complete personal history before they arrive. I need to detail your experience.”
So there was a chance after all? “Okay. Sure, I’ll tell you everything.” Almost.
Her shadow interrupted. “He’s going to shoot.” And she hissed like a wild cat, prowling on all fours toward the opposite wall, attention fixed on the soldier.
Gunfire assaulted Ellie’s ears. Sparks flew in her peripheral vision as the concrete wall chipped, fragments and dust flying. Dr. Kalamos was suddenly in front of her, swinging her around so that he shielded her body, but Ellie still saw her shadow leaping at the soldier’s head.
The soldier yelled, shots riddling up the door, but her shadow went through him and the wall behind, fleeing the room.
“Cease fire!” the other soldier yelled.
The door was flung open, more soldiers at the ready.
“Dobbs, out. Report to the watch officer.”
The soldier who had fired, Dobbs, left the room, shaking, red-faced, chest heaving. He was quickly replaced by another soldier.
“How’d she know?” Dr. Kalamos asked, arms still tight around Ellie’s waist. “How’d she know he was going to shoot?”
Ellie pushed him away. Hard. He had no idea what he was doing, holding her like that—smelling so good and feeling so strong. Did he want to encourage her shadow? “She reads people extremely well.”
Kalamos looked after her shadow at the blank spot on the wall. “She’s psychic?”
“No, just very in tune.” Like woman’s intuition. Instinct. “And she’s right most of the time.” Too bad her shadow usually exacerbated the situation at hand. Like now.
“But not dangerous,” Kalamos said, as if the event had proven something. “She tried to defend herself, but couldn’t. She had to run instead.”
So he didn’t get it. Not really. And here she’d been counting on him saving her. With her whole heart she had believed he could, the brilliant young doctor who studied shadow. She wanted to cry.
Maybe the aide . . . ? But she didn’t have much hope.
Ellie looked away to keep herself from telling Dr. Kalamos the truth: If he’d wanted to see a fight, one that warranted these scary monster prison cells, that soldier had fired on the wrong person. That soldier would be dead right now if he had fired on Ellie herself. Her shadow would see to it.
Chapter 2
“The soldier has been relieved of duty,” Cam said to the video stream of Adam Thorne. It was the first time he’d spoken to his new boss face to face. Thorne wasn’t much older than he was—thirty-two to his twenty-seven—but he looked like he had another decade on him, shadows under his eyes, a little grey starting to pull through his hair. The man was married to a half-fae, half-human woman, a banshee, who’d just delivered twins. It was a wonder his hair wasn’t completely prematurely white.
“Some people aren’t cut out for Segue,” Adam answered. “I’m glad no one was hurt.”
So was Cam. He’d known he would see some unsettling things during his employment at Segue, but he’d thought they’d come from creatures like the fae, wraiths, even Ms. Russo’s shadow. Not a human being momentarily losing control.
“Where is the shadow now?”
“We don’t know,” Cam answered. “Ms. Russo believes the shadow was scared by what happened and is now in hiding.”
“But if the shadow can’t be harmed by gunfire, what is it afraid of?”
“Ms. Russo claims that the shadow acts on instinct, not reason. My guess is that it perceived a threat, and ran. Simple as that.”
Cam thought back to Ms. Russo, and her reaction. Her pretty face had been tense with worry. She had dark blond hair, blue eyes, a full mouth, lips pressed together in her anxiety. In the summer, he’d bet she would freckle. Every muscle and bone had been rigid as she asked for help. And then there was her double with that smooth body, moving just so—soft and fluid even under attack. She was Eleanor’s opposite, and her mirror. The pretty Eleanor Russo, it seemed, was pretty everywhere.
“I reviewed the video of the interview,” Adam said. “The shadow jumped at the soldier. She was completely wild.”
“But the shadow didn’t harm him,” Cam pointed out, “and she did have cause to protect herself since his attack was unprovoked. She didn’t hurt him, whether it was her will to do so or not.”
“You felt nothing when you attempted to touch her?”
“That’s correct,” Cam said to the monitor. “Thus far, the shadow seems to exist within the same parameters as a ghost and can’t affect the physical world. However, she is considerably more self-aware than what I know of ghosts.”
Adam looked down, presumably at the report Cam had sent an hour before. Details were being verified and cross-referenced, but according to Ms. Russo, she’d lived as almost a complete shut-in all her life. She was a premature home birth, but had survived without hospital care. The shadow had been born simultaneously, exiting her mother’s womb through the flesh, while Eleanor was delivered vaginally. Shortly thereafter, first her father, then her mother abandoned her, leaving her to a grandmother who was savvy enough to move them both out into a rambling old farmhouse in the wide open spaces outside Phoenix. Eleanor had been homeschooled and received an accounting degree online, which she used to support herself. She taught herself to drive at night, on the farm, but rarely left the property. Before the grandmother died five years ago, they had developed a plan to keep Eleanor in hiding, the shadow constrained to the immediate area surrounding the house.
There had been surprisingly few opportunities for discovery, all initiated by the shadow’s attempts to garner attention from passersby, escalating over time. Ellie had confessed that since the death of her grandmother, both she and her shadow had not been handling their enforced isolation well. Ellie had looked for a cure, while the shadow had grown more brazen. Hence, Segue.
Five years alone with her shadow. No wonder Ellie was so pale, so stressed, so desperate. And she’d depended on him. It made him feel like shit that he couldn’t help her, and worse that he’d been rude.
Cam cleared his throat, and Adam raised his head.
“Personally, Mr. Thorne, I’d like to see Ms. Russo made as comfortable as possible. The cells were prepared for wraiths, not a traumatized woman.”
Thorne frowned, considering. “It just so happens I’ve got a wraith in transport to the facility. Really bad timing for a mystery shadow, especially with Segue short staffed. I thought I’d be there tomorrow to oversee the wraith’s imprisonment. I don’t want to complicate the situation by putting them both in the same space.”
A wraith and Eleanor’s shadow—what would that be like? Trouble. But interesting.
Thorne blew out a breath. “I’m with you—if that shadow could have harmed the soldier, I believe she would have.” He shook his head once, as if arguing with himself. “I’m going to regret this, but go ahead and move Ms. Russo into the main building, under surveillance at all times. The Order’s rep will be there tomorrow, anyway, so it’s just one night. And it might do everyone some good, considering what happened with that soldier. Segue is not for the faint of heart. If they can’t take one shadow, they can leave.”
Cam had gone still at The Order. That was a new term to him, but it didn’t sound good for Eleanor Russo. “Mr. Thorne, who exactly am I expecting?”
“It’s not for me to explain,” Thorne answered. “In Ms. Russo’s case, defer completely to the rep’s judgment.”
“If he wants to take her into his custody?”
“His call.”
But Ms. Russo hadn’t come for help from the aide from The Order, whatever that was. She’d come to him, so she was his responsibility. “And if she doesn’t want to comply?”
Thorne’s eyes narrowed at Cam’s question. “She gave up that choice when she entered Segue.”
Ellie gripped the edge of her seat as the jeep sped down a wide access road toward a massive white building with historic flair. On her entry into the Segue compound, she’d caught a brief glimpse of it before she was taken to the underground prison. Now she had a view of a modern, crate cluttered loading dock of sorts, over which the white building loomed. Her pre-trip research told her the place was once The Fulton Hotel, but the idyllic resort in its Segue incarnation looked more intimidating than welcoming. A soldier drove, a second sat next to him. And another jeep followed behind, for backup. So many people concentrated on her.
Her shadow had curled up, half on the seat, half on Dr. Kalamos’s lap, not unlike the way she used to occasionally behave around Gran, needy and whiny, but now with an attention seeking body awareness, arching to form the most provocative curves for the good doctor’s benefit. And here Ellie felt crushed by the proximity of so many people. She wanted to be alone. Felt best alone.
Pathetic. That’s what Ellie and her shadow were.
Ellie knew it was all her fault. For her part, she’d simply never been exposed to complex social situations. As for her shadow, well . . . her dark half’s earlier seductive talk and poses were for random male attention. But now she’d fixated on Dr. Kalamos, which was infinitely more embarrassing. Ellie let no part of her body touch him. She sat as straight as she could, recounting in her mind his claims that he could not help her. His work was in a different field. She’d made a mistake, that’s all.
Ellie flicked her gaze over at her shadow. Her dark half sent a resentful look her way and cuddled deeper, clearly not accepting the idea of a misunderstanding. She was holding on to Cameron Kalamos, no matter what Ellie decided or what the reality of the situation was.
“I’m keeping him,” her shadow said.
Ellie blushed and looked out at Segue’s grounds.
“Would it help if I told her I wasn’t interested?” Dr. Kalamos asked.
“But I know you are,” her shadow put in, and adjusted to an even more intimate position.
Ellie kept her gaze fixed out the window, but shook her head. “No. Only her own interests matter to her. We came here to see you, so her focus is fixed. I’m sorry. Maybe tomorrow”—with the aide—“she’ll be better.”
Dr. Kalamos had lost his irritated manner, and was now more friendly. Hours ago, Ellie would have told this version of him everything. Now she wouldn’t tell him anything at all.
“Apology not necessary,” he said. “She must’ve been very hard to live with.”
He still didn’t get it. Ellie kept quiet. Was her predicament so hard to understand? She guessed so. Even with all these people pressing in around her, she was still alone with her shadow.
“So you’ll be staying here tonight,” Dr. Kalamos said, with too much energy and brightness. “The place is supposed to be haunted, though I’ve never witnessed a ghost myself. It’s possible that your shadow might interact with the very long-term residents of Segue. Please let me know if a ghost makes an appearance. There’s a pool going between the research teams for who sights one first.” He smiled as if it was a joke. She had no idea what he was talking about. “Anyway,” he continued, “if you have any problems, you’ll be able to signal an alarm, and a team of soldiers will be just outside your door. Otherwise, take a load off and relax. Watch some TV.”
Ellie tried not to look at her shadow again, but glanced anyway, and found the dark eyes trained right back on her.
“He’s not telling you something,” the shadow said.
“And we’re renovating,” he added, ignoring the commentary. “A wraith tore the place up over a year ago, so you’ll see some unfinished mess here and there. Stuff is being hauled around as people move back in. Do you know about wraiths?”
“Yes,” Ellie said. Was that what he was hiding? The existence of wraiths? Or was it something else? If her dark half had sensed an intent to harm, she wouldn’t be so attached to him.
“Monsters of the modern age,” he continued. “Their physiology is actually very interesting. If you’ve been following the news, you’ll have seen some reports, though you’ll get better information online.”
They pulled up to the back of the big white building. The passenger side soldier jumped out before the jeep came to a full stop.
“Here we are,” Dr. Kalamos said. “Let’s get you in and settled.”
The soldier used a keycard to open an outer door that led to a small atrium where they halted. Her shadow walked through the next door, while they waited for security to clear them. When the second lock released, Ellie found herself in a hallway lined with more soldiers. In the doorways were Segue staff members, getting a load of her shadow, who was grinning back and loving the attention. Pleased as punch, Ellie thought the expression went. None of the spectators seemed scared of her shadow.
People, people everywhere. Men and women, different ages. Ellie felt exposed and naked, which she was in every sense. A freak for their inspection.
An older man bent his head to a fellow staff member. “Observe: The light should highlight planes on the body and darken others, but it is movement and interest on the shadow’s part that affects her appearance.”
Ellie needed to get out of here.
“Ms. Russo,” Dr. Kalamos said, gesturing to the speaker. “This is my team leader, Dr. Leonard Shelstad.”
Dr. Shelstad was older, tall and thin, with a long chin. Ellie guessed she was supposed to shake hands—normal people did that—so she wiped her damp palms on her slacks and held out her right. Leonard Shelstad only gave her a dry squeeze, so maybe she had the greeting wrong. She’d only shaken hands once before, and that was a long time ago.
Her shadow hissed. “I don’t like him.”
Ellie didn’t either.
A couple of the other staff members in the corridor murmured, but Ellie couldn’t tell where the sound was coming from. The atmosphere was tense, but with keen interest and a healthy wariness. The fear was all hers.
“It’s nice to meet you,” Ellie said to make up for her dark half’s rudeness.
Shelstad stretched his mouth into a maybe, maybe-not smile.
“This way,” Dr. Kalamos said, taking Ellie’s upper arm to coax her down the hallway. His hand was warm and strong, so her shadow let out a wheezy sigh and trailed close on their heels. Two soldiers followed her shadow.
Ellie was glad to be on her way. She’d take the wraith cell now, and happily. She wanted to be alone. Too many people. Too many eyes and voices.
Dr. Kalamos was right about the renovation. The first rooms they passed through had wires poking out of the ceiling and smelled of paint. In the greater spaces beyond, large boxes and crates waited to be opened. The floor was covered with protective plastic. A couple industrial dollies rested against a wall. The place was obviously in flux.
But the elevator was working, and took them up two floors to a comfortable one bedroom apartment. Everything—the red sofa, coordinating chair, deep chocolate table, even the fireplace—looked new and modern. Nothing like the well-worn dump of her farmhouse. Gran had made it homey when Ellie was growing up, but Ellie hadn’t done anything since Gran died. Why bother? It was just herself and her worse self.
Dr. Kalamos gestured toward the bedroom. “I believe there’s a change of clothes and basic toiletries in there. Dinner will be brought up on a tray.” He held out a necklace, which she regarded with suspicion. “It’s a panic button. Press and help will come. But you’ve got guards right outside as well.”
Ellie took the necklace, a silver bauble with a red button on the front, strung on a black cord. Okay. But she doubted she would need a panic button. It was the staff of Segue that would want one when her shadow roamed. As much as Ellie wanted her seclusion, curiosity often drove her dark half.
Dr. Kalamos clapped his hands and rubbed them together. It was a weird, hurrying gesture. “You all set, then?”
No, she wasn’t. “The aide you mentioned. I’d like to know more.”
“Hiding something,” her shadow repeated.
Oh. Something to do with the aide then.
Dr. Kalamos’s expression relaxed into a natural worry. “I don’t know anything about him. I’ve never even heard of the organization. But then, I’m pretty new here, and as I’m sure you can tell, Segue is not completely up and running. It will be fine.”
Ellie’s stomach pitched. Fine was not reassuring. “What are they going to do with me?”
He sighed audibly. “All I know is that you’re here for the night.”
One night? She felt cold.
“Please don’t worry. Obviously we’ve deemed you safe enough to move into the main building. That’s got to mean something.”
Not much if she had only one night. Why couldn’t she breathe right?
Dr. Kalamos’s green eyes grew serious, and he lost the insincere smile. “I’ll be there with you. I won’t let anything bad happen. You came to the right place.”
Ellie wasn’t sure of anything anymore, but she wanted very much to believe him. And he sounded as if he were making a promise, albeit one she couldn’t trust.
“Now get some rest, if you can.” Dr. Kalamos walked to the open door and nodded to the soldiers. Were they here to protect her, or protect others from her? The latter. She was sealed inside.
Ellie stood helpless in the middle of the room. Couch, chair, TV. All very nice, and useless. She was imprisoned again. She’d wanted to be alone, but now it just seemed to emphasize how different she was from everyone else, how powerless.
She looked to her dark half for company, the very being she’d hoped to cast away on this venture.
But she was shifting through the impediment of a wall. Before she disappeared entirely into Segue, she looked back to smirk, a wicked gleam alight in her black eyes. And then she was gone.
Cam waited in the hallway outside Ms. Russo’s door for the shadow, guilt gnawing at his guts. He was an asshole, leaving Eleanor like that. She’d come to him for help, and he was going to turn her over to the mysterious aide, who could do whatever the hell he wanted with her. It felt wrong. He’d like to see her at ease. Put her at ease, if he could. She’d been through so much and hadn’t received the reception or assistance she’d hoped for.
Aide. What the hell was that? He had half a mind to call Adam Thorne and demand some answers. The Order sounded medieval, like The Inquisition.
Two soldiers guarded her door. A third operator, Jose, the one who’d given him the mouse under his eye during martial arts training, was assigned to Cam personally. Training at Segue was mandatory for everyone. Jose took position opposite the door. The three appeared unafraid. But then, so had the soldier who had fired on the shadow.
Ms. Russo’s shadow wasn’t scary. She was cool. Very cool. And not dangerous. No aide or Order necessary.
In fact, Cam was certain she’d follow him out of the apartment, considering her recent attachment. She’d probably try to seduce him again, which he would ignore as professionalism required. He wasn’t interested in sexual congress with the shadow. He was interested in the shadow herself—how her mind worked, what motivated her, her essence, how she came to be. It was a fascinating phenomenon.
One night, then tomorrow . . . what? He guessed he’d be back in the lab, jockeying for research hours with Shadow, capital S.
“Shadow is on the move,” a soldier said suddenly.
Cam startled, looking right and left, down the lengths of hallway outside Ms. Russo’s room. “Where?” The minx had to have gone another way. Why use a door when you don’t have to?
Excitement thrummed in his blood. Eleanor’s shadow, one more proof that the laws of nature were defunct, was on the move. Aside from the sudden sinister aide of the creepy Order, this was a great place to work.
Jose was listening to his earpiece. “Level two. West side. Still moving.”
It would be foolish to wait here. Cam and Jose jogged down the hallway. They skipped the wait for the elevator and took the stairs two at a time to get to the security center. Once there, Cam hoped to have a view of the major open areas within Segue. None of the offices or apartments was monitored, except for Ms. Russo’s, a necessary precaution.
“She’s totally random,” Marshall said when Cam joined him at the extended console manned by security. “We spotted her in the West atrium, then she vanished into the unfinished apartments. Scared the shit out of Dr. Marea on four, then ended up in the kitchen ogling a cheesecake.”
A wall of monitors showed the rooms and corridors of Segue. Soldiers were stationed throughout. Sightings were to be reported immediately. Most of the rooms were empty, though awash in light so that security could better view the shadow’s movements. The lab levels showed more activity—it was almost evening, but work was life here. Interesting that Wiley Scott was hanging out at Carol Witter’s office. At the edge of one of the lower rear balconies, a couple of staffers sat chatting while having a smoke. No shadow.
A flat screen to Cam’s left listed the shadow’s reported appearances. They had only six. Not enough to look for patterns. Cam didn’t really expect there to be any. Whims and impulses, Eleanor had said.
The view into Ms. Russo’s apartment showed the flesh and blood version idling at a window, looking out. After a while, to Cam’s amusement, she did sit down on the couch and turn on the television, but only to flip through the channels restlessly. Food was brought up to her. Cam went hungry. Ms. Russo rinsed her dishes in the apartment sink. She paced.
The hours wore on.
“Contact,” another soldier said, his voice coming through the monitor. This time on the third floor again, moving more slowly. Cam watched on the monitor. The shadow walked to the center of the room, and then stalled as something to her right caught her attention. Whatever it was took her through the wall.
“What happened?” Marshall asked the soldier.
“A sound got her attention,” came the soldier’s voice over the console speaker.
On a monitor, Barbie Hinkle, a systems tech, ran toward the soldier, pointing in the direction of her apartment. Her hair was dripping, a robe belted at her waist. Cam could make out few words. Most of them were foul.
Similar scenarios played out over the next two hours. The list on the flat screen grew. Ten. Fourteen. Nineteen. The shadow responded to noises and people and light. She wandered into the ghost hunters’ elaborate setup of apparatus, then left right away again. He liked her more and more. The ghost hunters were full of crap.
Flesh and blood Eleanor Russo did not sleep. She’d curled up on the sofa staring at the TV. At one point, she swiped at her face, so he knew she’d started crying. And he felt like an asshole all over again, wishing he could help. She was a nice girl. Strong, brave, smart, and way too serious.
“Ten minutes, no sign of the shadow,” Marshall noted.
But Cam continued watching Eleanor. He’d known her all of twelve hours, and even when the soldier had fired a few feet from her position, she’d kept her steely composure.
Then again, maybe she felt like she could cry now that she was alone. Maybe the tears were a girl thing. Tough under pressure, bawl in private. Could be. Yeah.
Still didn’t feel right. Cam shook his head, no. If Eleanor was going to cry, it would have been when they threw her in the wraith cell. Cam would have been bawling himself to be imprisoned in the facility. Bad things were going to happen to the wraiths down there. He’d have felt no shame whatsoever pleading for mercy to get out.
No, something was upsetting Eleanor deeply.
“I think we need to find her shadow,” Cam said. “And now.”
“I thought that’s what we were doing,” Marshall said.
Eleanor was weeping, her face in her hands. What had happened? Something had to have happened.
Twenty minutes staring at the screen. Nothing.
“I’m going to check on Ms. Russo,” Cam said to no one in particular. “See if she’s okay.”
His last glance at the monitor showed Eleanor pacing again, wringing her hands as tears streamed down her cheeks. She grabbed the fob at her neck and pressed her panic button. The alarm sounded at his back as he darted from the security center.
The three minutes it took to pelt back to her room were too long. The soldiers who had been on guard were already inside, a couple more besides. One was reporting an “all clear” to his commander.
Cam could hear Eleanor arguing as he approached the door. “You get Dr. Kalamos back here right now—”
He waved the soldiers aside as he entered.
Eleanor whipped around, eyes blazing with anger on top of some other deep, wrenching emotion. “What have you done to her?”
“Nothing, I swear,” Cam answered. “We’ve been tracking her, but—”
“I don’t believe you. I can feel her.” Fresh tears streaked down Eleanor’s flushed cheeks. Her eyes had gone aquamarine with her distress. “What have you done?”
“Eleanor, we haven’t harmed her,” he said. “We’ve only been tracking her. We have our orders to wait until the morning and turn you both over. I’ve been completely truthful from the beginning.”
Had the aide arrived early? Now he was really worried.
“I don’t believe you.” She obviously held him responsible. And damn it all, he kind of held himself responsible, too, though just where he’d gone wrong, he didn’t know.
“Can you find her?” Cam asked. “I’ll follow. You’ll see she’s just hiding in someone’s apartment or something.”
The alternative made him very uncomfortable; he hated the idea of someone here getting their hands on her. Who the hell was he working for? Maybe Segue was too much of a good thing. Working here was so good, there had to be a catch; maybe he was finding it now. Shadow, the fae . . . maybe the opportunity to research them came at too high a cost.
“No, I can’t find her,” Eleanor said, voice raw. “She’s the one who finds me.”
“Fine,” Cam said, taking her by the arm and pulling her out the apartment door. “We’ll find her together. Search the whole goddamn place, over and over if necessary. Just you and me.”
And the soldiers dogging their steps.
They were on the main floor, in the hotel’s renovated grand entrance when Eleanor went still. She frowned, her gaze sharpening toward a wall.
“She’s that way.” Eleanor lifted an arm and pointed. “She’s hurting. I’m hurting.”
Cam took her raised hand and squeezed it in his. “Then we go that way.”
All the way to the middle of the labyrinth, if need be. He had to know for whom he worked. He had to know if he was with the good guys or the bad.
Eleanor took him from doorway to corridor, through rooms Cam had yet to visit, most empty and in a delayed state of repair. These had to be part of the phase two renovation he’d heard about. None of them was secured, much less monitored. Plastic hung like ghosts over doorways and walls that were framed out, some with insulation, others wavering heavily with their swift passage.
What could have possibly interested Eleanor’s shadow here? No light, no noise, no people to entice.
They came to a heavy metal door with a keypad, which Cam’s passcode opened, to his surprise. He’d figured that sooner or later he’d reach the limit of his security clearance, but the shadow was obviously not lurking in a high security zone.
Beyond was a wide hallway, white and scuffed, with another set of sealed double doors at its end. An exit, probably off the west side of the building. A ladder lay on its side near the wall, splattered with paint.
And farther down, kneeling on the floor in profile, arms reaching toward a long, narrow panel—drywall?—was Eleanor’s shadow.
“See?—” Cam began to Eleanor.
But Eleanor was already rushing down the hallway. Cam and the soldiers ran behind, though no danger was apparent. The passage had been quiet; no sinister Segue procedure was being enacted on the dark form, for which he was very relieved. They all came to a halt when the front of the panel was visible; it was not drywall, but a painting.
Eleanor’s shadow was on her knees. Cam almost dropped to his own.
He looked upon the Shadowlands.
He’d hoped one day to see this place with his own eyes. He’d worked hard to earn the right, and even got the coveted job that would offer the possibility. For this, he would’ve given and would give everything. Maybe, oh God, even allow innocent Eleanor Russo to be taken away by an aide of The Order.
Magic.
The panel was a window to another world, one alive with lush wonders. Ancient trees filled the view, with leaves of deep, raging color—indigo, magenta, midnight purple. And they moved as if alive, as if the trees were aware he gazed on them with all the longing in his heart. Shadow, his Shadow, that new and oh-so-old element he sought to study, fell thick in every hollow and copse. He sensed that if he reached, he might scoop a handful and drink it like river water. And within the darkest patches, movement. The fae.
It was the between world—the place where the mortal world met the Hereafter. On every level of his being, he desired this place.
He gave a soft, breathless groan of want, but no . . . the sound his heart made came from a female throat. At his side, composed and controlled Eleanor was weeping again. She wept for Shadow. Fierce longing pulled at her features, as she too, looked on forever. She seemed in the midst of both devastation and epiphany. He knew exactly how she felt.
And below him, kneeling, her shadow’s arms tried to embrace magic. The slight break and stress of her wrists emphasized how empty her hands were. She reached toward the forest, the stretch of her body anguished with need.
Eleanor had been weeping for at least a half hour before they’d found her shadow. She must have been feeling this—he knew she had. But how?
We are the same, Eleanor had said. I am her and she is me.
Something clicked in his mind.
He was an idiot. Worse, she knew he was an idiot. Her shadow was not a reflection or ghost twin or doppelganger.
Her shadow was herself. Therefore, only one woman was in the hallway with him. One woman, split into two, elemental and reasoning, in respective bodies, but one.
Further, the sweet Ms. Eleanor Russo was not so controlled, not so compliant, certainly not cooperative. Part of her was intensely curious, wanted sex and wanted it bad, sought attention at every turn, acted on pure instinct. The other part was deliberate, enduring, brave, and desperate in her cause.
Separate, she had a big problem, one she’d hoped he would solve. Altogether, she made one hell of an intriguing woman.
Huh. Been a while since he’d had a crush on anyone. It was as good a reason as any to do the right thing.
He sighed, blowing out his decision slowly. He would not be turning Eleanor over to any aide tomorrow, not unless all of his questions were satisfied. And he had a bundle. Asking hard questions was what he’d been trained to do.
His gaze slid toward magic again and his heart leaped.
Still no. He would not be tempted.
He’d see the Shadowlands again, would pour his mind and guts into the effort, but most likely not at Segue. As of tomorrow, he’d probably be out of a job.
Ellie couldn’t stop the tears. They came from her dark half, her deep self, who was rapt with awe at a painting. The painting was lovely, a life-sized vantage of a forest. Great skill had been exercised to render the depth of perception and the layered mixtures of colors, especially in those mysterious patches that seemed almost black, but not quite. Anyone could see that a talented artist had painted this. In the past, her shadow had occasionally responded to art with emotion, though never to this degree. The last time Ellie had hurt this much was when Gran passed away. The tears hadn’t stopped falling then, either. Even now, every once in a while . . .
Now Ellie knew why. For once Ellie saw what her shadow did.
A dreamland of trees, steeped in seductive fantasy. This was passion dark and rich, with a power that she had never imagined. It made her body scream for touch, her mind fragment with the throb of magic. She wanted this, needed to feel this, but it belonged to her other half. Her shadow got the best of everything.
“Can you cover it up?” Ellie asked. Please.
Dr. Kalamos reached over and squeezed her hand, as if he could possibly understand how she felt. “You’re not alone.”
Ellie snorted through her tears. “I’m never alone.”
Kalamos lifted his chin to one of the soldiers. “Can you see if there’s a tarp somewhere back there?”
The soldier departed and Ellie closed her eyes against the feelings that still surged within. A sudden sense of loss and disconnect had her stumbling, but that was just her shadow’s reaction, foundering after the painting was covered.
“Don’t . . . please . . .” her shadow begged.
Ellie turned her back on herself and strode down the corridor. She could find her way on her own if she had to. Stupid shadow, making her feel like that. It wasn’t fair.
“Wait, Eleanor!” Kalamos called.
She didn’t want to stop, but a soldier impeded her progress. She wouldn’t look back.
“I understand,” Kalamos was saying, but not to her. He had to be talking to her other half. “It’s pure magic.” He was talking about the painting again. “That’s Shadow.”
“Yes,” her dark self breathed.
Ellie braced against a pang of longing. It hit harder than she’d been prepared for. Shadow, the element he’d said he studied. He should have just said magic. The potency of it made her little shadow problem seem trivial.
“I want it badly, too,” he continued. “But it’s always there. You know that, right?”
“Yes.” Again, spoken with longing.
More sweet pain jolted Ellie. Damn them both.
“But not tonight,” he said.
“I want to see it now,” her shadow insisted. “Now.”
“It can’t be now,” he explained.
Was he actually trying to reason with her again? Did he actually think he could placate her with a promise of later? For her shadow, there was no later.
Ellie didn’t turn at the sound of Dr. Kalamos’s approach. He stopped just behind her.
“If you walk away,” he said, “will she eventually lose interest in the painting?”
Surprise forced Ellie to pivot and meet his gaze. It almost seemed that—? Had he finally—?
“No,” Ellie answered carefully. “I’m pretty sure her interest is caught.”
The feeling was as strong as when Gran died, though not nearly as hopeless in tone. The grief following her death had been so ragged and cold, the future so unbearable, that Ellie had wanted to die herself. Similarly, her shadow had crouched by the grave for weeks, unmoving, raw in sorrow. But when she finally returned to the house, she returned more bold and powerful than she had ever been in Ellie’s life. Ellie didn’t want to think about what had happened next.
“What does her interest in the painting mean for you?” he asked.
Ellie shrugged. “That she’s predictable for a little while.”
“That you’re predictable,” he corrected.
Ellie held her breath. Yes, he finally understood. He’d be putting it all together now, associating her shadow’s actions with Ellie. All that writhing and strutting. Heat flew to Ellie’s face. She was exposed. She wrapped her arms around herself to cover what she could (nothing) and nodded, unable to deny it.
Concern and humor filled his gaze. “Until you, I thought I was pretty smart. Took me all day, didn’t it?”
She nodded again, wary and miserable.
He held out his hand. “So let’s start over. I’m Cameron Kalamos. I’ll leave off the Dr. until I think I’ve earned it again. Why don’t you call me Cam?”
“Cam,” she repeated, shaking a hand for the third time in her life. This time it felt right. Like she was really meeting someone. And someone who had witnessed the worst in her, yet seemed okay with it. “I’m Ellie.”
“Ellie,” he said, his green eyes going to crescents. “How do you do?”
Ellie felt her blush heat, and looked away from those penetrating eyes or her shadow would take notice. She might have already, and would bring her naked self over. But her shadow was still looking at the covered painting, distress on her face.
Yes, it was that beautiful. That wrenching. But Ellie would take the interest in Cam’s eyes any day.
A commotion had them all turning. There was overlapping movement as others joined them in the hallway, Mr. Black Pants in the lead. “Cameron, what’s going on here?”
Cam’s arm went around Ellie’s waist as he brought her forward. “Ellie, this is Marshall Grouper. He manages things around here.”
Marshall nodded her way, but kept his attention on Cam. “The shadow?”
“We found her,” he said. “She’s formed an emotional connection to the painting at the end of the hallway. Actually, I have too. I’d sure as hell like more information about it.”
Ellie wondered about the artist, and what he or she must have seen to have painted such an evocative setting. The artist had to have been looking with his shadow, too.
“It’s Mr. Thorne’s property and none of your business,” Marshall was saying. “What was she doing to it?”
“Just looking,” Cam answered. “She can’t actually touch anything. We’ve covered it now, but Ms. Russo thinks that her shadow will remain preoccupied regardless.”
Marshall gave Ellie his full attention. “She can’t stay here.”
Ellie tensed at being put on the spot. Ummm . . . “Then move the painting?”
Cam laughed, but mostly at Marshall Grouper, which made her warm inside. Her reaction was dangerous.
“Brilliant idea,” Cam said. “Problem solved. Now I’m going to escort Ms. Russo back to her room so she can get some rest. I’ll meet you in security and explain in greater detail.”
Ellie kept very quiet on the way back. This felt too good, too glowy. Any happier and her shadow might just break from the painting and crawl all over Cam, and she’d have to hate herself all over again. The soldiers followed, solemn, an ever-present reminder of her strangeness, yet the walk through the big hotel gave her the even stranger feeling of belonging. Hallways and connecting rooms, the elevator. The only sound was a soft whir pulling them upward.
She’d never said good night to a man at her door. Had only seen the interaction on TV and read about it in books. Cam stuffed his hands in his pockets, and kind of looked nervous himself. The sight made her grin.
“You’ve got a gorgeous smile,” he said, stepping back. “You should use it more often.”
The glow within went brighter, scary bright, so she could only give a lame shrug. The door closed, a lock snicking into place.
And Ellie felt a break within, coinciding with another strong surge of delicious emotion. Twice in one night, the painting, now this, each so different. Her shadow’s power was definitely growing.
It was her own fault, really, because she liked Cam so much. She’d bet anything now that her dark half’s interest had shifted. And that her shadow was once again on the move.
Cam checked his watch—2:54 A.M.—as he got into the elevator with Jose. By now, everyone had to realize that Ellie’s shadow was safe, that the extra protection was unnecessary, but it was too late to argue.
Adrenaline falling, Cam wanted some coffee. Strong and black. And a sandwich. And a bathroom.
At least the rest of the watch tonight would be uneventful, now that the shadow’s attention had settled on the painting. That predictability might go a long way to help Ellie’s case tomorrow. What harm could the shadow do? None. He was certain of it. Ellie had come to him for help. He’d give what he could.
He glanced over at Jose, who had his head cocked slightly, an eyeball trained on him, eyebrow lifted.
“What?” Cam asked.
Jose’s mouth twitched, mocking, in answer. It was the same kind of derision Cam was used to in martial arts training, minus the pummeling.
“Shut up,” Cam answered. He was only being friendly to a nice girl. That’s all.
“It’s your funeral,” Jose returned.
Cam ignored him the rest of the walk back to the security room. He’d barely entered when Marshall nodded toward a monitor. “I thought you said the painting would hold her interest.”
Cam moved quickly to see for himself. “She’s gone?”
“Not two minutes ago,” Marshall said. “Streaked from the room. Literally. Right after I updated the . . . uh, aide on her supposed enduring interest. Thanks a lot, Kalamos.”
“I don’t understand.” Cam peered closer at the monitor, as though the shadow would materialize for his effort. The painting had been moved from the hallway to what appeared to be one of the larger rooms on the first floor, from what he could tell of the oversized windows and the gleam of the wood floor. This room’s renovation was completed, though it lacked furniture. The painting leaned against a wall, still covered.
It didn’t make sense. He’d seen the shadow’s reaction to the painting. He was still feeling the effects of it himself, a kind of soul ache that intensified with the memory of the trees. Ellie had felt it too; she’d been touched the same way he had. Her tears were not feigned, nor was the longing in her expression. And her shadow was the conduit. There was nothing within Segue more powerful than that painting. Why it had been stored in that unsecured hallway was beyond him. Somebody had to have made a grave mistake.
“She’ll be back,” Cam said. “Has she been spotted anywhere else?”
He glanced at the monitor that viewed Ellie’s apartment. The flesh and blood version was curled up on the couch, her face hidden. Dozing? He couldn’t tell.
This would have been so much easier if her shadow had stayed put.
“Haven’t seen her yet,” Marshall answered.
Cam turned, dismissing the monitors. “Doesn’t matter. The shadow is harmless.”
“There’s nothing harmless at Segue,” Marshall drawled.
Cam sighed his frustration. It seemed Ellie wasn’t going to make any friends tonight. And once again, he had to find her shadow. But first, Nature called. Better see to it in the lull of activity. That sandwich would go a long way, too.
He was just zipping up when he sensed a presence, causing goose bumps at his nape. He fastened his button as he turned, fresh energy jetting into his blood.
Ellie’s shadow. The matte grey of her skin had deepened to onyx, but her features were just as sweet. Though she didn’t require oxygen, her chest, still outrageously bare, rose and fell with rapid, deep breaths.
He guessed she wanted him alone.
Professional. “I thought you’d stay near the painting.”
“This is better,” she answered. She smiled that fantastic smile. Ellie had no idea what effect it had.
Cam was more than flattered. If Ellie’s shadow was here, looking at him like that, then Ellie herself had to like him a lot. And not that clinginess from earlier in the day in the jeep—that was her desperation still hoping that he might be able to help her. The other Ellie, the one who used her mind, had kept as far away and formal as she possibly could have.
Naked Ellie arched before him, one hand gliding up her belly, smooth and tight, between her perfect breasts, over her slender neck, her cheek, and into her hair. The other skated lower, to the inside of her thigh. Her lips parted, head tilting back to look at him.
Cam’s mouth went dry, while another unprofessional reaction overcame his body and threatened to embarrass him.
I’ll never live it down if Jose busts the door open.
“Please,” her shadow begged.
Laughingstock for sure.
“I can’t give you what you want,” Cam said. “You know that.” She had to know that.
“But I want so much, so bad to . . .” The fingers at her thigh pressed into her flesh.
The pressure at his groin turned painful. Think about Jose. Ugly Jose.
“In time there will be someone . . .” he tried.
“You.” She drew closer, putting a hand to his chest. His damn brain was playing tricks on him because he could almost feel the light pressure stroking up to circle his neck. “I want you.”
He looked away, gritting his teeth to get his body back under control. “I like you, too, Ellie, God knows I do, but . . .”
The sweet dark body drew closer. “Yesss.”
Cam swallowed. “. . . and maybe someday we can pursue this, but—”
“Now.” Ellie’s shadow pulled herself up. Her face eased closer, dark eyes trained on his mouth. When her lips brushed his, again he had that feather light sensation of touch. Phantom sensations, that’s what this was, his mind filling in the blanks in the absence of true stimuli.
And then her mouth pressed, silky soft, against his. Real. An erotic fantasy girl suddenly come to life.
He angled his head to get the kiss just right, and took it to the place where there was no air, just the whomp whomp whomp of his heart and the feel of her body against his. He touched her tongue and rasped for friction.
A naked leg went around him. The band at his waist released, startling him.
The shadow could be touched.
An internal red flag waved, but his arms went around her anyway—so smooth on the curve of her hip. She slid a hand up his back under his shirt.
The thing was . . . he’d thought Ellie had said that her shadow couldn’t do anything. He’d asked her specifically, and this was definitely something. If her shadow could touch him, touch him, then what else could she do? With her ability to walk through walls, she was unstoppable.
Cam’s blood cooled and redirected at last. He shifted to grip the shadow at her shoulders and push her away. She whimpered in protest, her skin tone dissipating. She lost that strange sense of solidity so that he was suddenly, abruptly, left holding nothing. Just looking at a wicked smile and black eyes that should have been blue.
And here he’d been willing to give up his job for her.
Eleanor Russo had lied.
“I’m telling you the truth.” Ellie stood behind a chair, gripping the top of its back like a shield. Her gaze shifted from Cam to the soldiers in her room and back to Cam. Her shadow had to have done something really bad this time. Ellie was so sick and tired of this. It had to end. It would end, no matter what; she’d make it end.
Her shadow sulked in a corner of the living room, but Ellie ignored her.
“And I am telling you that she touched me.” Cam’s voice was back to cold and clipped. He ignored her shadow too. “Physically touched me.”
“I want you,” her shadow said. More like whined.
Ellie closed her eyes. She knew she shouldn’t have gotten so close to him. Liked him. Gran would be making that tsk, tsk sound with her teeth. Ellie had done this to herself. She never should have come here. This was all a big mistake. On every level, hers.
“Maybe you imagined it,” Ellie said, trying to divert him. Her shadow had only been able to touch something once. Most likely he’d imagined it.
Either that or Ellie had sought help too late; her shadow had grown too strong for her.
“He touched me, too,” her shadow said, and she never lied. Her dark half stroked her breasts, chest, neck, so Ellie got an idea what had happened. Her shadow had made what Gran would have called a pass.
“I admit that I’ve been slow to understand the dynamics of your situation,” Cam said, “but I am absolutely certain that for a time she had a physical form.” His nostrils flared with his anger. “It’s already tomorrow, so very soon you won’t be my problem anymore”—Ellie shivered—“but I’d like to understand what happened before I take action.”
“I want to go home,” Ellie said, more to herself than him.
Her shadow hissed disapproval.
“Too late,” Cam said. “Are you going to cooperate?” He gave a humorless smile. “Or am I wasting my time?”
Ellie’s eyes still burned from the tears she’d shed earlier. She scraped her bottom lip with her teeth, considering, then decided she had nothing to lose. She’d come with the intent to tell everything, but had flinched in that first interrogation. Was the delay worth it? Was it worth that electrifying moment she’d had in the doorway with Cam? She didn’t know.
“Worth it,” her shadow said.
Ellie stepped around the chair and dropped her weight into it. She leaned forward to hold her head in her hands, elbows on knees. She was so damn tired, but yeah, she’d tell. She’d even reveal that last lie, which wasn’t fair, because from what she knew of people, everyone lied. Big and small, they got to hide behind all sorts of distortions of the truth. But not her.
“Yeah, okay.” She shook her head slightly, unable to believe she was going to utter the words. “My shadow has once before, and only once, been able to touch something. Me, actually.” Ellie lifted her gaze to Cam. Tears pricked, which she blamed on her shadow, but Ellie didn’t let them fall. “It was when I tried to kill myself.”
The edge in Cam’s eyes dulled somewhat. The frown remained.
“My Gran had died,” she explained simply. She didn’t have the heart to go into how much Gran had meant to her, how she’d kept her sane and made life easy. How good she’d made the house smell—lavender scent everywhere. Ellie couldn’t relate how Gran had welcomed her miserable dark half and had ridiculous conversations with her. Why Erik Estrada was cuter than David Hasselhoff. Why shoulder pads made women look like men. Ellie almost laughed at the memory. “When she died I was so miserable, completely alone. Or not, depending on how you look at it.”
Ellie sat back up, but crossed her arms for warmth. “Living seemed pretty hopeless, so I weighed the advantages and disadvantages of existing like that, and decided that I couldn’t.”
Cam’s frown deepened.
Gran would have been so disappointed. Likewise, her shadow whimpered again behind her. Gran had worked so hard to make them happy and help them understand how each self worked, and why. But understanding was not living.
“I went for quick. Tied the rope right.” Ellie’s heart beat hard at the memory, costing her air.
A flash of memory hit her: The high ceiling over the stairs in the farmhouse. The logistics of climbing over the banister at that steep angle.
She licked her lips to keep going, but backtracked to make the telling easier. Talking about this made her body feel so strange. “My shadow had been unbearable. She’d taken to standing in the middle of the road, and she was getting more and more attention. It had to stop.”
Cam’s brow furrowed. “In our cross-check of your background, we received a local newspaper report about a ghost on your street. A young, naked woman.”
“That was her, but it happened all the time. Seemed like, anyway.” Ellie smiled bitterly, then choked on her next words, but got them out anyway. “So I jumped.”
“I want to live,” her shadow said, circling her arms around Ellie’s shoulders. “I will live.”
Ellie locked her gaze on Cam’s. He wanted to know what kind of a nightmare her shadow could be? Well, here was the truth. “Her skin went all black, utterly opaque, and she held me up, mid-air, without anything to support her.” Did that scare him enough? To this day it still scared her. “She fought me. I tried a knife. She broke the blade in half. Stopped my car from smashing into the house. Forced food and water down my throat. She’s so damn strong.” Ellie glanced at the soldiers, the terror of those days alive in her mind. “She is stronger than all of them put together. I don’t recommend attempting to harm me.”
“You know I don’t want to hurt you,” Cam said.
“He likes me,” the shadow confirmed in Ellie’s ear.
“What would your grandmother have said about all that?” He drew something from his pocket. A syringe.
Brave man. Stupid, but brave.
Both Ellie and her shadow looked at the long, clear implement. But her dark half didn’t darken, didn’t move to intercept.
“Gran would’ve said that I didn’t really want to die.”
Cam started forward. Was he actually going to test her shadow after all Ellie had told him?
“I don’t think you did either.” Cam took off the cap of the needle. He gave her a sorry look, then flicked the plastic.
Her shadow watched, her arms still clasped around Ellie.
Ellie started to shake. “What are you going to do?”
And why didn’t her shadow stop him?
“I have to take precautions, Ellie.” His jaw flexed as he lifted her arm. “We’ve had enough excitement for the night, I think. I’m going to sedate you.”
He was going to shut them both down. Almost like killing her, but not.
He didn’t trust her.
A prick, a burn as he dispensed the fluid. Ellie went warm. At the edge of her vision, she saw her shadow’s arms dim—that was new—and then there was nothing.
Chapter 3
Cam was standing at Segue’s front doors when the sleek, black Audi with deep tinted windows came to a stop. Looked like an A8. Nice ride. No soldiers were present; they had in fact been ordered away from this part of the building. In addition, Marshall had informed him that security cameras would be disabled for the duration of the visit, per the aide’s requirements. Cam was to make a report directly to Adam Thorne after the visit was over. Marshall didn’t want to know anything.
So it was him against the Audi. Right.
Cam pushed his way out of the building as the driver’s side opened. The aide had white hair and was wearing a dark grey suit. When he stood fully and turned his face toward the building, the nerves in Cam’s body buzzed. But it wasn’t until the man came closer that Cam became truly afraid.
The man, the aide, was perfect. He had blue eyes, crystalline in their intensity. His skin tone was even. No visible scars, wrinkles, even pores, though he seemed old. His features were regular, the mouth perhaps a little wide. But none of that mattered: He was beautiful beyond the very meaning of the word. He gleamed with his beauty.
Not human.
The man came to a stop in front of him. “But I was once,” he said. His voice had the timbre of youth, his tone the sense of time.
Cam clenched his teeth with the knowledge that he faced someone far, far beyond himself. Beyond his understanding, his years of study. And who could crush him like a bug. Jose’s Segue boot camp was nothing against this man.
What are you now? Cam asked mentally, to show he was at least a little intelligent.
The aide cut him an enigmatic smile in answer, then asked, “Where is she?”
No good. I won’t let you have her until I’m satisfied. He hoped the aide didn’t hear the gulp. And then he waited to die.
The aide tilted his head in interest. Menacing interest. “Are you throwing in with her then?”
Cam hesitated, wavered. He’d only known her a day. Sure he liked her and sympathized with her plight, her sad history, but it wasn’t like she was family. She was intriguing, or more like . . . captivating, but she didn’t mean anything.
“Then, no?” the aide asked, amused.
But he wouldn’t stand by and let her be harmed either. He wouldn’t be able to look himself in the mirror if he did nothing and left her to this creature’s mercy.
“Creature is a little strong,” the aide said, and pressed his lips together in distaste, but with humor, as well.
“So what are you?” Cam sure wasn’t laughing. “And what do you intend to do with her?”
“Then you are making her your business.”
For Ellie, yes, he guessed he was. So be it.
The aide turned, opening the door to Segue. “I am an angel,” he said, “and I’m going to give her a choice.”
Ellie’s mind went suddenly, acutely awake and alert, though just moments before she’d been in a sickening, groggy sleep, stuck in a dream in which she’d been running, but too slow and too clumsy to escape her shadowy pursuer.
A man sat at her bedside. The intensity of his appearance, the sharp blue of his eyes, had her scrambling backward off the other side and backing to the wall. No one normal looked like that.
“What do you want?” she demanded. She didn’t bother to cover herself. She knew instinctively that he could see right through her if he wanted. Where was her shadow?
Oh God, her shadow.
“I’m here to help you,” he said. He stayed in the chair, legs crossed, his body at ease. But something told her he was very strong and very quick when he needed to be.
The aide. Had to be. No wonder Cam had been cagey about him.
“Laurence, actually,” the man said. “And you’re Ellie Russo. You’ve got quite the hero in that young man out there.” He smiled warmly. “He was ready to take me on. Or try, at least.”
“Cam.” What did you do to him?
“He’s fine,” Laurence said. “In fact, I like him. I believe I’ll be seeing more of him in the future.”
That didn’t sound good. Poor Cam. And she’d gotten him into this.
Shadow? Ellie called.
“I understand you’ve come to Segue for help with a problem,” Laurence continued, his tone mild. “I’m here to help. Why don’t we begin with you telling me about it?”
Ellie didn’t want to. Shadow!
“I can’t help if you won’t try.”
What would he do to her if she did? What had he done to Cam?
Laurence waited, exuding a weird patience in the face of her alarm. It seemed as if he was willing to wait forever. As if she had no way out of the conversation but to answer him.
Ellie wished she’d never come to Segue. She choked on air, but spoke anyway. “My shadow is separate from me.” There.
He smiled sadly, but without surprise. He’d clearly known that much before coming. “That must be difficult,” he said, his calm unperturbed. “How long have you lived with this condition?”
All my life. “Since I was born. We came out that way.”
“Very difficult,” he amended. “You’ve been strong to endure it and brave to ask for help.”
Not so strong. Not so brave. Just ask Cam.
“With your permission, I’d like to call her.” His gaze intensified slightly.
“What?” Her shadow would be close, watching her, but she’d stay in hiding, ignoring Ellie’s calls, until he tried something. In case he tried to hurt her. Ellie couldn’t imagine what would happen then.
“I can command her presence,” Laurence said, “but I won’t without your consent.”
Impossible.
He tilted his head. “May I call her?”
Ellie gave a bitter laugh. “You can try. She won’t come for me.”
He grew very serious, lifting a hand before him. “Ellie,” he said softly, then harder, “join us.”
A bump of shadow appeared at the wall, halted for a second, then thrashing and bucking, straining for freedom, her shadow was pulled through the barrier. She fought as if invisible bands restrained her core, limbs clawing the air in an attempt to flee. “Let me go!” she shrieked. “Stop! Let me go! Help!”
Flesh and blood Ellie slid to the floor, her legs suddenly unable to hold her weight. Before she touched down, the bedroom door burst open, and Cam appeared, face red, hands fisted.
Laurence sent him an exasperated look. “Really?”
“Let her go,” Ellie begged on her shadow’s behalf. “Please. She doesn’t like it . . .”
Cam was at Ellie’s side, lifting her back to her feet, a strong arm around her waist. He addressed Laurence. “She said, stop.”
“Ellie can speak for herself, thank you,” Laurence returned.
Cam’s support at her side helped to quiet the screams of protest in her bones. Her shadow did not like force, had resisted all attempts at control. Who was this man who could so effortlessly bind the dark, deep half of herself?
“I asked your consent,” Laurence said, that piercing gaze settling back on Ellie, “because I know she is part of you. The deepest part of you. It would be unconscionable of me to restrain her without your permission.”
“I’ll kill you!” her shadow shrieked. But still she was caught in an invisible web, flailing for escape.
Ellie tamped down on the panic in her heart. Consent. That’s right. He’d asked first. And if he could hold her shadow, then maybe . . .
“Can you help me?” Ellie asked Laurence.
“Again, it is your choice,” Laurence answered. “If you are willing, I can merge the shadow with the flesh, as was meant to be.”
Merge?
Ellie shook her head no, and fast. No way. Not merge. That was not what she wanted.
“Set me free!” her shadow screamed.
“How did it happen in the first place?” Cam asked.
Laurence shifted his gaze away from Ellie again, a small relief while she piled together all the ways that she could say no. In this, she and her shadow were in agreement.
“In recent years many strange things have been occurring. The world is changing in so many ways. Some magic—”
“You mean Shadow,” Cam said.
Her dark half bucked like a wild animal, making incoherent sounds of protest.
Ellie would never take that feral, lewd, childish thing inside herself. It was obscene. She’d wanted to be rid of it. Not, oh God, absorb it.
Laurence smiled at Cam. “Yes. Shadow probably had something to do with what happened. An errant lash might have pulled her apart during gestation, or something similar. That Ellie lives is remarkable. Makes me think she was meant to live.” He shifted his ice blue gaze back to Ellie. “What say you?”
Ellie didn’t care how much power Laurence had. “No. I’m sorry, I can’t. I won’t. Can’t you just . . . separate us for good instead?” Please?
“That is impossible. I can only merge your two halves. Please consider carefully before you refuse. Think about what your shadow may be capable of if she goes unchecked by your higher reason. Ultimately, her actions are your actions. You need to learn to mind her. I know it will be an adjustment.”
“Adjustment” didn’t begin to cover it.
Cam tightened his hold. “It’s how it should be, Ellie. Both of you together.”
She pulled away. She didn’t need anyone to hold her up. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Everyone has a shadow,” Cam explained, as if she were the stupid one. As if she didn’t know that already. “Deep down,” he continued, “I’m exactly like your shadow is, but a guy version, which is probably worse.”
Gran had done a better job explaining when Ellie was four.
Laurence shook his head at Cam. “Please don’t help.”
Ellie ignored them both, moving beyond Cam to the door. They didn’t understand. Well, maybe the freakish one with the crystal eyes did. “I said, no. Now let her go.”
Laurence dropped his hand, and her shadow fled the room, a dart of smoke. Ellie, too, ran as far as she could. Soldiers barred her apartment door, so she huddled in the kitchen.
She’d wanted to be severed from her shadow, not merged. Severed.
Because the truth was that her shadow had grown way too strong for her to control. If they were joined, her shadow would take over. Recent events proved it.
And then what would become of her?
Cam was dumbfounded. He looked at the bedroom door, still ajar from Ellie’s flight, and then back to the angel. “Isn’t that what she came for? To live a normal life?”
“Her normal is different from your normal. She knows the risks.” The angel stood and adjusted his cuffs. “It may take a little while for her to consider her options. I expected as much.”
“And you can’t force her?” Not that Cam liked the idea. He just wanted to know how things stood.
The angel smiled. “Oh, I can, but it is against the credo of The Order to hamper the free will of humankind.” His eyes lit. “Though on occasion some nudging is necessary.”
“You don’t interfere?” Cam was relieved to hear it.
“We rarely interfere,” the angel answered. “And almost never between humans. Otherwise, we might as well govern the world ourselves. Govern individual independence, too. But what is self-determination, if someone else manages it?”
“Then what are you good for?” Cam asked to goad him.
The angel didn’t look irritated. “Somehow we keep busy. And in these momentous days, even more so. Ellie’s case may be unique, but the need for our intervention is not. If it hadn’t been Adam Thorne requesting our aid, she would’ve had to wait.” His eyelids lowered, as if he were deep in thought. “And I don’t think she could’ve waited much longer. In fact, I think Ellie Russo is just in time. Both her selves know she is at the brink.”
Cam was afraid of that. The shadow was unmanageable. And if that hungry-for-life part of Ellie could touch at will, if she were as strong as Ellie claimed last night, as unruly as her behavior demonstrated, then yes, this was a very big problem. “And if she refuses your help?”
The angel met Cam at the door. “If she refuses, then nothing. I’ll leave her be. Eventually, though, and especially if the shadow proves dangerous, someone will have to take matters into their own hands.”
Cam flashed cold.
“Someone will have to take responsibility,” Laurence repeated, heavy with meaning.
Someone, huh? Why didn’t he just say you? Because Cam knew he was the only human who understood Ellie. And he was the one who’d agreed just an hour ago to stand by her, no matter what.
The angel was one tricky son of a bitch.
“And you will stop her, since you know how.” The angel leaned in, his blue gaze boring into Cam’s. “And how will you stop her? How will you end the shadow’s threat and Ellie’s torment?”
Cam looked away. This felt like one of Laurence’s aforementioned nudges.
“Say it, please,” said the angel, “so that I know we have a perfect understanding.”
“I have free will, too,” Cam bit out. Seemed like the angel needed reminding.
“And is it your will to allow her shadow to act with impunity?”
It didn’t have to be like that. Maybe they could reach the shadow somehow, like with the painting and even with the connection growing between Ellie and himself. Maybe they could find some way to really communicate with her.
The angel sighed. “You’re making a conscious effort to muddle your own mind, when the course is clear. Say it.”
Oh God, poor Ellie. She had to make the right choice, or he’d eventually have to make a worse one. He felt like shit. He was a shit, to agree to betray her.
“It’s not betrayal. Say it. What will you do, if and when it becomes necessary?”
Cam put his hands over his face for the privacy of dark to make a promise. He would do everything else first before taking this too-easy way out. Absolutely everything else first, but this.
“It’s hard, I know. But say it.”
Son of a bitch angel. This was not what he signed up for. Not what he came to Segue for. What the hell was wrong with the world that he, of all people, would be asked this?
“Now, please.”
Fine. Only if absolutely necessary. “I’ll kill her.”
Ellie saw movement in the crack beneath the kitchen door. Someone was coming to try to get her to change her decision. Of course they were. She got off the floor for a little dignity, but her decision was already made.
There was a knock.
She briskly answered it, finding Cam on the other side.
“How are you holding up?” he asked. He looked unhappy. She was too.
“I’m fine now, thanks.” Now that she had her control back. “And I want to thank you for everything you’ve done. You and Segue and Laurence. I was looking for a solution, and I clearly came to the right place.”
“But it’s not the solution you want.” He stepped inside, closing the door behind him.
“No, I’m afraid not.” It was the solution she had feared. Still, she was glad she had tried. At least she had an answer.
“I’m guessing you already know my argument against your decision.”
“Yep. I know all sides.” All the good, the passions that her shadow promised, and all the bad of her wildness, her shamelessness. Ellie took a deep breath, as deep as she could. “Which is why I’ve decided to go back home. It’s best if my shadow isn’t around other people.” She didn’t elaborate why. He could figure it out. Her shadow was stronger than she, and though her dark half hadn’t yet demonstrated violence, Ellie knew she was capable. Ellie had firsthand knowledge of what her shadow could do. She couldn’t very well allow that madness to possess her. Laurence was naïve to even offer.
“So you’re giving up.”
She stuck out her chin. “I’m being smart.”
“You know it can’t end well, right?” His voice lowered.
“It can’t end well no matter what I do, so I prefer to keep that thing outside of me.”
He nodded, though his expression showed he clearly did not agree. “There’s nothing I can say to change your mind?”
“No. I’m sorry.” She didn’t know why she added the last bit, except that she was disappointing him. And she liked him and didn’t want him thinking badly of her, even though it was inevitable.
“What about the danger—”
“I’m fully aware, thanks,” Ellie interrupted.
“Okay,” he said.
He moved so fast that her lips parted in a swift intake of breath. His arms went around her, one at her waist, one high at her shoulders, a hand to the back of her head. And his mouth came down on hers, hot, the texture all male. His body was tense, the length and strength of him evident in the hard planes of his muscle, the expert balance of their weight . . . but not like she’d seen or read in books. Especially the hot ones.
Her first kiss, only kiss. And she wanted to lose herself in it. In Cam, who was wonderful.
His mouth stroked hers, a tease for a response, and she tried to give back, holding on to him, and pressing with all her might. She molded her body to his, but the kiss was still . . . not . . . quite . . .
Ellie saw her shadow step out of the wall, a gleam of mine! in her eyes. Ellie squeezed her own eyes shut to deny her presence so that she could have this one moment to herself. One chance to kiss and be kissed. One chance before they went home.
But her shadow would not be denied. In a burn of fury, Ellie felt her shadow occupy the same space as her flesh and blood body. Felt the dark want of her self engage in the kiss, and with it a scorching passion that made the kiss delicious, the feel of his body a torment of not-quite bliss against her. His tongue rubbed hers, and she and her shadow responded with a slide of her own.
A tight place, low down, beat with need and her body changed in his hold from a clutch to a melding that begged for sex. Sex, she got it now. Cam growled from somewhere deep in his chest, tightening his arms.
Ellie wanted him.
Now.
The fever leaped, her vision blanking, her body tensing with a primal knowledge, loosening in preparation. Ready.
Too much! Ellie drew back, gasping for air and blinking hard. She fought her way out of Cam’s grasp and stumbled backward, hitting her head on a cupboard. Stars pricked into her vision, but not so many that she didn’t see her shadow still kissing Cam.
“Stop it!” Ellie yelled, though she didn’t know if she was yelling at herself or at him.
Cam’s eyes opened, flicked to her, a pace from his position. He shoved her shadow away from him, stuttering, “I . . . um . . .” while keeping her shadow at arm’s length.
It wasn’t fair. That feeling. That indescribable feeling. Her shadow got the best of everything. Absolutely everything.
“Ellie—” Cam said.
She cut him off. “Just don’t.” She shook her head, trying to get rid of the drugging feel of his kiss. She pulled her thoughts back together. The kiss had felt magnificent, but her shadow was just too damn strong. “That was a really good try—”
“Better than good,” Cam corrected.
“But you have to see how it won’t work, how she takes over.” Just look how dark, how real, her shadow had become.
Ellie turned abruptly and fumbled for a drink of water. Anything to occupy herself.
“But together—”
She pushed the faucet lever full blast. “Together I won’t be me.”
Cam left Ellie to her drink, exiting the kitchen. She’d think it through and maybe come to another decision. The stunt her shadow had pulled had unnerved him too, and Ellie had had a lifetime of it. The kiss was an impulse. If discussion wasn’t going to change her mind, maybe a little demonstration would. Had it worked? Outlook, doubtful. Maybe he was rusty.
No. He’d done a damn fine job. And so had she.
He closed the door behind him, doubting her shadow would follow into the room occupied by the angel. After what had happened in the bedroom, Cam was pretty sure Ellie’s shadow hated the angel.
“Valiant effort,” Laurence said from his stance at the window, a sardonic curl to his mouth.
“Well, I try,” Cam answered back. The commentary was unnecessary.
What to do now? If she took the angel up on his offer, then she’d be cured. She might need counseling, but the threat the shadow posed would be over. If she opted against, then what? Would she be permitted to leave Segue? Who got to decide? Marshall? The angel? Adam Thorne?
“Or maybe you?” Laurence suggested.
“The mind reading thing is annoying,” Cam said. “Can you cut it out?”
“Yes, but I won’t. Not until matters are resolved.” The angel closed his eyes. “Which I think will be very soon.”
He had to be reading Ellie’s mind. “What’s she thinking? Is she going to do it?”
“I’m not in Ellie Russo’s mind, just now.” Laurence said. “I’m marveling at the audacity of the man intending to steal Kathleen O’Brien’s painting.”
Cam had been about to sit, but straightened in alarm instead. “What? Who?”
“The window into the Shadowlands, of course,” Laurence said. “And the thief would be your team leader, Dr. Leonard Joseph Shelstad.”
The Shadowlands. Shelstad? Yeah, he was prick enough when he wanted to be. Cam remembered the trees, the lushness of the growth. The thick magic in the dark spaces, and the species that existed within. Stealing that painting was beyond criminal—it was corrupt. Someone had to stop him.
“It’s an excellent opportunity, don’t you think?” Laurence opened his eyes. “Wouldn’t you be tempted? You’re a lot alike, after all. Both pledging your intellects to the study of magic.”
Where was security? Where were all the soldiers that were supposed to protect Segue?
“The soldiers were ordered away from this part of the building for my visit,” Laurence said. “The cameras are offline to protect the existence of my kind, the knowledge of which is worth more than any painting. Even that one.”
Angels. “Well, can’t you do something?”
“I can, but I won’t. It is against the credo—”
“Yeah yeah, I heard that part already,” Cam interrupted. The human interference thing. For pete’s sake, it was ridiculous. The angel would just stand by and do nothing. All right, God damn it, if the angel wouldn’t stop Lenny, Cam would. This whole business was a mess.
“Oh, dear,” Laurence said. “It seems Lenny has annoyed someone else with his intent as well. Can you guess who?”
Well, anybody who’d ever seen the painting.
Laurence flicked his gaze to the closed kitchen door. “Ellie’s shadow felt strongly about it last night, didn’t she?”
“Her shadow is in the kitchen.” But horror bloomed in Cam’s mind. Her shadow didn’t stay anywhere for long.
Laurence pressed his lips together and shook his head slightly. “She’s not there anymore.”
Ellie was just about to open the door—she was steady now and ready to face them—when it flew open before her.
She startled back a step, but Cam grabbed her by the arm and pulled her into the living room. “You’re in trouble. Somebody’s trying to steal that painting, and your shadow is attempting to stop them.”
“What?” But her attention caught on the man at the window. Laurence. His piercing regard made her squirm, but she wasn’t going to do what he asked, so he could just go ahead and look the other way.
“If the blade at Lenny’s throat is any indication,” Laurence said, his gaze never wavering, “you’d best hurry.”
Cam yanked Ellie’s arm. “Are you listening?” he demanded, dragging her toward the door. “Your shadow has got a knife to my boss’s throat.”
Her attention snapped to Cam.
A knife? Her shadow? Ellie shook her head to deny it. Couldn’t be. Not yet. Ellie had hoped to get away from this place, away from her farm even, far away from people, before she had to face this. It was too soon.
Cam jogged her down the hall, letting her arm go when she followed, with Laurence at the rear. She really wanted to run the other way. The hallway to the stairs was too short, the stairwell halved by the skipped steps on the way down. Cam foundered on the main level, not sure where to go. Laurence tilted his head in a direction, and they were off again, Cam bitterly mumbling nudge, which Ellie didn’t understand at all.
“We’ll be too late,” Cam said over his shoulder as he rushed through connecting rooms. “She’ll kill him before we can get there.”
“We’ll be just in time,” said Laurence, who was not out of breath at all. “I will make certain that what happens is not a factor of a few steps.”
Ellie knew he was bent on making her responsible.
The door to the last room was open, strange, grunting sounds coming from within.
Cam made to enter, but Laurence touched his shoulder, stopping him. Both looked at Ellie.
Ellie didn’t want to go in there. She didn’t want to face the worst in herself—that she was violent, maybe even a killer. For a second she thought to turn her back on the scene, but that would be silly and futile. Part of her was already inside. If she was going to do this thing, damn herself in front of Cam and Laurence and probably her Gran, who’d promised to watch over them, then all of her would be present.
Ellie entered first. The painting of the magical world leaned against the wall, one corner of its canvas cut from the frame and hanging forward in a curl. Nevertheless, the forest was once again alive with gorgeous promise. A man, the one with the long chin, lay on the floor at the painting’s base, his head craning toward the door as he gasped, “Help!” And her naked shadow, opaque and glossy in her solid state, straddled him. Her expression was ugly as she held a box cutter to his throat.
“You hurt the painting,” her shadow snarled.
Cam and Laurence entered and both circled around to view the damage and her shadow monster. Cam held a hand behind his back, as if he concealed something. He stood straight, almost rigid, like one of the soldiers. His skin had gone pasty pale, but he didn’t watch her shadow. Cam kept his eyes on Ellie.
“Now is as good a time as any, Ellie,” Laurence said. “I won’t hold her any longer.”
Any moment her shadow could draw the blade across the man’s throat.
Ellie shook her head. “I’m not strong enough for her anymore.” Years ago maybe, but even then . . .
“Please, Ellie,” Cam begged. He looked ill.
The man on the floor snorted through tears and snot. His face was flushed, sweat glistening. “Help me!” he screamed, though the movement sent a trickle of blood down his neck.
Gran would be so sad, so disappointed that it had come to this.
Ellie lifted her gaze to Laurence. “I’m not nearly strong enough, but I’ll try.”
Cam swayed on his feet, breathing relief. He must really care. His arm dropped to his side, and Ellie saw that he held a gun.
A shiver swept her as the reason for it popped into her mind. She hadn’t considered that he might have been planning to stop her shadow in the only way possible. By stopping her.
Laurence opened his palm toward the couple struggling on the floor in an invitation. “Quickly.”
Ellie knew what he meant. She had an idea from Cam’s kiss about how this would work. There was no way she could be passive about this merging. She had to take control herself.
She walked toward her panting shadow, whose eyes were wide and wild. With a gulp, Ellie lowered her body, crawling into the same crouch as her dark self. Her knees found the same bend, her thighs the same grip on the man’s trunk. Her hand on the blade.
Rage filled her, a tornado of it filling her mind. The painting. The beauty of forever. Pure seduction. Pure bliss. Freedom.
And this man was going to take it from her? He would die.
Ellie tried to pull the blade away, but it was her shadow that gripped it. Ellie’s flesh and blood hand came away clenched, but empty. Her shadow didn’t even signify her presence in the struggle. Ellie was nothing to her. Anger was paramount.
Ellie looked up at Laurence. If he was going to do something, he’d better get on with it.
Laurence’s hand was outstretched toward her, his lips moving as if casting a spell, concentration in the flex of his features.
A wave of warm air hit Ellie. Her vision blurred as the room warped. Her heart had been beating in fear, but the tempo doubled, layered with overwhelming emotion, a sea of it that drowned her mind. All she knew was the fury that ruled her shadow and a pricking of her flesh. The pricks became a fierce itch, the same intense tingling as sleeping limbs waking, then a burn sizzled her skin, blood, and bones. Something fusing within her.
The pain grew until Ellie screamed, contracting her limbs to curl into a fetal ball. No relief. She threw her head back, the force of it rolling her from the man’s body. The man scrambled back, wiping at his face and nose, cursing and spitting.
And that’s when Ellie knew that she and her shadow were one.
One.
She clambered up, dazed at what had occurred. The forever painting was safe, thank God, the horrible man alive. She shook with raging emotion—still raw, still powerful, could kill him, but it seemed she had mastered her shadow after all.
She was in charge.
With a huge sigh of relief, and an uncertain smile thrown toward Cam, Ellie relaxed.
Everything was going to be okay. Finally. And really, it hadn’t been so very hard.
Kill.
Her shadow wrenched free of her, taking the blade, and launched itself into the air toward the man on the floor.
Ellie lunged after—No!—reaching to restrain her dark self, who halted in the middle of her strike.
A loud pop, gunshot, almost made Ellie lose her hold. She looked in the direction of the noise, at Cam, who held a smoking gun pointed at her.
Cam?
Ellie held her shadow aloft as Laurence had earlier, her shadow clawing toward her target. Ellie dropped to her knees as her shadow dimmed.
At the edge of her vision, the blade clattered to the floor.
And the floor rushed up to smack her into oblivion.
Chapter 4
“It’s a flesh wound, Cam,” Laurence said, kneeling at his side. “She’ll be fine.”
“She’s bleeding, you son of a bitch,” Cam answered, his only dress shirt pressed to her shoulder. The rest of sweet Ellie was slack, her head turned to the side, lips parted as if asleep while warm blood flowed from her wound. The reality of what he had done made him sick. “Does that look like fine to you?”
Live, baby, live.
Cam couldn’t believe he’d fired, but what else could he have done? She’d seemed to be okay, her shadow and body together as one, but then the shadow had leaped out of Ellie like a black jungle cat after its prey. And unlike that soldier yesterday, Cam knew that shooting the shadow would do nothing. To stop her, he had to fire on Ellie herself.
The angel had obviously failed.
Come on, honey.
“You weren’t even aiming to kill,” Laurence said.
Thank God for Segue training. The first couple weeks, he’d been a terrible shot. Only lately, with Jose’s insistent derision, had he gotten any better. But Cam had never expected to use the skill. Never. He was a scientist.
Segue sucked. Worst place to work. He quit.
Laurence chuckled. “I don’t think there’s any quitting for you, but I’ll allow that your job description just got a lot more difficult.”
No, Cam was pretty damn certain. He was taking Ellie and getting them both the hell away from here. He could handle her shadow. Of course, her shadow would probably be pissed as all get-out at him. He didn’t care.
Footsteps had Cam raising his head to the door. Marshall pelted inside, his own piece in his hand. With all this angel business, no wonder Marshall hadn’t wanted to know anything.
“I shot Ellie,” Cam confessed, voice breaking. Fuck. Now he was going to cry like a girl.
“You shot her?” Marshall glanced at Shelstad, who’d backed up to the wall. He pulled out a cell phone and requested immediate medical aid. Then he got down on the floor on the other side of Ellie.
“It was warranted,” Laurence said when Marshall was finished examining her. “Cam did what he thought he had to do to stop the shadow from killing Lenny, who was attempting to steal the painting.”
Marshall observed the damage to the painting and whistled. “Thorne is going to be pissed. I’ll have to take Shelstad into custody”—he glanced over at the man still sniveling in fear—“Don’t try to run. There’s nowhere to hide.”
Cam kept the pressure firm on Ellie’s wound, though the blood flow seemed to have diminished. He wasn’t taking any chances.
“Should I keep Ms. Russo unconscious until we decide what to do with her?” Marshall asked Laurence. “Her shadow is a menace. Does The Order have a facility that can deal with her problem?”
Poor Ellie. Cam shook his head, wishing he could stroke her hair, but too scared to let up on her shoulder.
“No,” said Laurence. “I think she’ll be all right on her own.”
Cam looked up in surprise. “But . . . how do we keep this from happening again? If you hadn’t stopped her shadow, Shelstad would be dead.”
There was no good way out of this. Drugs? Constant sedation?
“I didn’t stop her shadow,” Laurence said. “Ellie did.”
Cam shook his head, no. “I saw the shadow freeze mid air, just like in Ellie’s room.”
“That was Ellie.”
“What happened?” Marshall asked.
Cam ignored the question. It seemed he’d gone stupid again. “Ellie stopped her shadow.”
“Yes,” Laurence said. “The merging was successful. I’d hoped they would be completely unified, but clearly that was not meant to be. Nevertheless, Ellie has proven that she can master her dark half.”
Lots of words were coming out of Laurence’s mouth—the angel sure loved to talk—but Cam only understood one thing. If his hands hadn’t been occupied, he’d have wrapped them around the angel’s throat.
“You mean I shot her for no good reason?”
Ellie was sleepy and comfortable, but the bed was softer than she was used to and the room smelled sharper than home, in a clean way, so she cracked her eyes to see where she was. Looked like some kind of a hospital room, not that she’d ever visited one in person.
A blur of movement—had to be her shadow—but no . . . suddenly Cam was leaning over her. He had such pretty green eyes, but just now they were bloodshot.
“How are you feeling?” he asked. His voice sounded gravelly.
“Fine.” She guessed. Her mouth was so dry. And well, actually, her shoulder kinda ached. And her other arm was cold. She lifted it to find what looked like an IV. “What happened?”
“He shot you,” her shadow said bitterly.
A flash of his distressed expression, the smoking gun, and Ellie’s mind cleared. She glanced at her shadow, who was darkening fast, a look of recrimination on her face.
No, it wasn’t like that. Ellie pulled her shadow up short, and with a snap that stabbed at her shoulder, they were one again. It was a strange sensation, full of intensity.
Well, actually, it was like that. Tears welled at the deep down hurt. He’d shot her down like a dog. Lifted a gun and put a bullet in her. She’d liked him, trusted him, and he shot her? Yeah, she was mad. She should be mad.
“I’m so sorry,” he said, clearly miserable. “I didn’t know you had your shadow under control. I was afraid that she’d—that you’d—kill him.”
That’s right. She’d controlled her shadow. Was controlling her even now.
Ellie grinned, suddenly breathless with excitement. Look at me, Gran!
“I saw her leap, and I just—”
“It’s okay,” Ellie said. She would have laughed her happiness but her shoulder hurt too much. “I understand. I put you in an awful situation.”
“No, you didn’t. Laurence did. He warned me that I might have to . . .” Cam shook his head. “. . . but I didn’t actually think . . . Can you ever forgive me?”
Poor man was torturing himself. And on such a good day.
He’d thought her shadow was going to do the worst, and he’d stopped her. Way deep down in her gut, it still hurt that he’d pulled the trigger, but . . .
“I’m glad you did,” she said. And she was.
It meant she could trust him. It meant if her shadow ever got too strong for her, if her shadow ever got away, someone would do what had to be done. It was a safe feeling, and she hadn’t felt safe since Gran died.
Safe was good.
“You’re glad?” Cam held her cold hand. His warmth made the rest of her warm up too. It was kinda like magic.
“Yeah,” she said. “Makes me worry a little bit less, ya know?”
She could see from his eyes that he didn’t get it. Sometimes the brilliant scientist was a little slow. That was okay. She’d take him anyway. If he’d have her, that is.
Ellie looked over at the door as a man entered. Tall. Handsome features. Direct gaze. She knew him to be Adam Thorne, from her pre-trip online research about Segue.
Cam squeezed her hand, his body tensing. “Don’t listen to a word he says.”
Mr. Thorne’s mouth twitched into a half smile. “Ms. Russo,” he said, “it’s so good to see you awake. Are you in any discomfort?”
Ellie was a little, but because of Cam’s warning, she shook her head no.
“Good,” Mr. Thorne said. “My employees get the best care always.”
“She doesn’t work for you,” Cam grumbled. “And neither do I.”
“Employee?” she asked. Didn’t she have to work for Thorne to be considered one of those?
“Don’t go there, Ellie,” Cam said. “You don’t want to know. I’ve already submitted my resignation.”
Thorne made a face of mock consternation. “I didn’t receive any resignation.” When Cam huffed, Thorne continued speaking, his words directed at Ellie. “You, and Dr. Kalamos for that matter, have had a glowing recommendation from a very trusted source. I don’t think you can do much better than The Order.”
That had to be Laurence, who’d put her together. He must have thought she could handle her shadow just fine now. With a little work, maybe she could.
“She doesn’t want a job,” Cam said. “We’re leaving Segue.”
Thorne gave Cam a full grin before turning back to her. Thorne was enjoying himself as much as Cam was protesting.
“You have a unique gift in your shadow,” Thorne said, “and I can’t think of a better place than Segue to explore your ability and put it to use.”
“This place is a nightmare,” Cam ground out.
Thorne looked at Cam. “Actually, I was thinking of an alternate location. Cam can head up the facility. I’ll see that he gets excellent access to Shadow for his own studies, and you for yours.”
Ellie glanced over at Cam. That didn’t sound too bad.
“And you can be together,” Adam finished.
“We’d be together anyway,” Cam shot back. He gripped her hand. “Don’t listen to him.”
Together. She liked the sound of that.
A sensation grew inside Ellie, like a balloon of happiness expanding in her chest and threatening to burst. She’d never felt like this. So good she just might cry. Must be joy, so her shadow was happy too.
She licked her lips again, wishing for a drink. She smiled back at Thorne—she couldn’t help it—though she made Cam’s scowl deepen.
“Could you give us a minute to talk it over?”
This September,
return to Segue and
the dark magic of the Shadowlands
with Erin Kellison’s long-awaited
Shadowman.
Shadow throbbed, twisting and irregular, in the corners of the hospital room. Seething with welcome, the ribbons of darkness crept past the cluster of too cheerful sunflowers on the far table, through the quietly humming machines, toward the bed where Kathleen lay.
Not long now. Shadow had always been close, but soon the dark stuff would claim her.
Beyond the filmy layers, on the Other side, the knotted and craggy boughs of Twilight trees swayed. Fae whispers rose in an inarticulate hiss and tick as they drew near to the thin veil between the Shadowlands and the mortal world, looking on. Waiting in heightening anticipation.
Not long at all.
Kathleen squeezed her sister’s hand, urgency giving her the strength to make the squeeze hard. She drew deep on the oxygen at her nose, and said, “Don’t let them kick you out of the room.”
Maggie’s lips went tight. Her O’Brien red hair had gone frizzy and she had more make-up under her eyes than on top. Her sister reached above the hospital bed with her free hand and switched the light off.
Shadow coursed into the void, but Maggie, as ever, was oblivious to the churn around her. “We’ve been over this,” she said. “You need to get some sleep now.”
In fact, Kathleen could barely keep her eyes open. With Shadow so close, so intent, she needed to be rested and ready for when the time came, but getting Maggie’s cooperation was too important; it was part of being ready, like the intensive care neonatal room, prepared for delivery, the on-call doctors, and the machines to warn the nurses if she declined rapidly. All the rest meant nothing without Maggie’s agreement. “You need to be there to make sure that the baby comes first.”
“I hate it when you talk like that.” Maggie looked away.
Lately Maggie couldn’t meet her gaze, which was why Kathleen needed this last assurance. Just in case. “You know it’s what I want.”
The baby’s heartbeat shush-shush-shushed rapidly over the monitor. Kathleen focused on the sound and used its promise to draw another difficult breath.
She could see Maggie’s profile: her sister’s jaw clenched, her throat working silently.
When Maggs finally spoke, her voice was rough. “And what about you, huh? You can’t think that . . . that . . . I’ll just let you . . . You’re my sister.” Maggie braced her free hand on her knee and worked for breath as well, lowering herself into the chair.
“I’ll be okay.” He’ll be waiting for me.
Maggie turned back, words tumbling in a sob-clogged accusation. “You could fight. You could try to get through this. At least you could try.”
Kathleen inhaled through the tightness in her chest to speak. “I am fighting. I am trying.” She was giving everything she had to see her daughter safely into the world. She had no illusions about what would come after. How could she with the room darkening, the Shadows reaching farther with each passing moment? But she had no fears. Not with him near. Her gaze flicked to Shadow, searching for him in the glossy layers. When she didn’t find him, she returned her attention to her sister.
Maggie frowned hard, shaking her head. Eyes blazing. “Not for yourself you’re not.”
Kathleen heaved for air again. “Maggs, you know this is for me, too. This is better than I could have ever hoped. I’m happy. Please let me be happy.”
How could she possibly make her sister understand when it was so hard to speak? When the dark stuff filled her lungs and choked her breath? Her own heart monitor started jumping, its beeps closer together. Likewise, the baby’s shush-shush increased, the digital number climbing.
Instantly, Maggie was on her feet. “Kathy, I’m so sorry. Honey, just breathe. In and out. In and out.” She exaggerated the action on her behalf.
Likewise, Kathleen concentrated on the flow at her nostrils, willing the good air to feed her blood, move her heart, and keep her baby growing for just a little while longer. Twenty-five weeks was the golden number, but every day gave her baby girl a better chance to survive. Every day was another three percent, that’s what the doctor said.
Maggie visibly swallowed, her face reddening as she nodded and blinked back tears. “Okay. Don’t worry about it. The baby first, like we agreed.” She swiped at her cheek. “I swear I’ll be here. I won’t let them budge me from your side.”
“The baby’s side,” Kathleen corrected and managed a smile, her eyes fluttering closed. With Maggie’s promise, her hold on wakefulness weakened and sleep sucked her down.
“But I’m going to hope for you, too,” Maggs said, her voice following Kathleen into slumber, the firm grip on her hand never loosening.
Flying. Her favorite kind of dream.
Kathleen skimmed the top-most branches of the trees—higher!—then burst out over the eastward cliff of Sugarloaf Mountain to careen into a turn above a storybook patchwork landscape. The air smelled sharp and summer sweet as she rushed, headlong into the dazzling blue. She filled her eyes with the color until her heart could hardly bear more.
Dizzy, she cast her gaze downward, to the rocks she’d picnicked at with her family when she was little. The scene was recalled in wondrous detail from the murk of her memory. Lush trees, dark green. Screaming bugs. Grassy patches, with large, white boulders. Rocky, rooty trails leading off in a couple directions.
Mom was laying out their lunches, waving away interested bees, while Dad dumped excess water from their cooler. Her sister Maggie inched closer and closer to the steep drop, yelling toward the woods, “Kathleen! I can see our house!”
The dream suddenly morphed, and Kathleen was seven years old, headed on foot into the tall red and white oaks on the mountain. Old, dusty leaves crumbled underfoot. The fragrant, humid air cooled as she moved deeper into the forest. Her heart skittered in her chest and stars pricked into her vision, but she didn’t care. The trees were sparkling and sighing and swaying. Like magic.
“Stay away from the edge, Maggie,” Dad called from somewhere behind her.
Kathleen quickened her pace, picking her way over the jut and hump of tree roots. If Mom or Dad saw her, they’d make her come back. Sit down. Rest.
She was sick of rest. Of new treatments for her heart. Ever since she was born, something had been wrong with it, a condition named with big words she never wanted to learn. But she knew what they meant: She might never grow up.
It was much better to explore the woods than sit bored. She’d have all the time in the world to sit bored at home. Later. This was her chance. How deep could she go before they came after her?
Excitement made her breath short, her heart glub glub before settling again. An adventure at last!
The air around her shimmered. The shadows shifted from patchy greys and blacks to purples and blues. The colors of a fairy tale. Beckoning. Drawing her into a story.
I’m a princess, lost in a magical forest.
She stumbled on a loop of root. Her heart glubbed again. Once, hard. She had to check her breath, but she wasn’t going back. Not yet.
Silvery, tinkling music, like from her jewelry box, filtered through the trunks. It was that Disney song she loved that her mom said was really Tchaikovsky.
I know you. I’ve walked with you . . .
Coming from . . . that way . . .
She veered off the trail onto the leafy, trippy ground. At the edge of her sight, strange forms darted among the trees. Breathing became easier, the air sweeter. Made her head buzz.
She lifted the skirt of her gold, bejeweled dress. Because that’s what she’d be wearing. Gold and jewels and a tiara with diamonds sparkling bright.
Deeper, deeper into the pretty purple. Her heart was strong here. This was where she’d meet her prince.
Within the darkening trees, the shadows unfolded like shiny black crows’ wings, and there he stood. He had long, silky black hair. He was tall and had way more muscles than her dad. His eyes were black-black in a sharp and serious face, but he didn’t scare her. He could never scare her. He’d been there all her life, guarding her dreams.
Her Shadowman.
“Kathleen, love, go back,” he said, voice urgent.
“But I feel so good. I want to play!”
The shadows behind him started to turn slowly, bruising with stormy eruptions. His dark cloak trembled and snapped on the surface. Tendrils of darkness curled around his legs and arms. One inky strand circled his neck.
“Kathleen, you must turn back now,” he said. “I can’t hold Twilight from you long.”
“But it’s so pretty here.”
The trees shivered in the gathering storm. Chattering whispers filled the air. And at the edges of her vision, swift, glittering movement among the trunks. Faeries, everywhere.
“It’s a lie to trick and take you before it is time,” he said. “Wake up!” The shadows surged, and Shadowman flung out his arms to hold them back. One of his hands gripped a long staff, topped by a curved blade that glinted in the colored light. A scythe.
Death.
Oh God! The baby!
Kathleen whipped around, looking for the mountain, the rocks, her parents. But she was in her hospital gown, her bare feet shuffling in the velvet earth.
Trees surrounded her, dark trunks thickening, branches stretching into a tight, dense canopy, its scent intoxicating, muddling her mind. Where to go?
“Run!” Shadowman shouted, his voice tight with strain.
Kathleen bolted, the frigid darkness licking at her heels and chilling her bare legs. But there were only trees and trees and more trees, pressing in to block her path.
Too soon! She had to get back. Had to deliver her baby before Shadow could take her. She had to find a way back to life, if only for a few moments.
“Maggie!” she screamed.
“I’m right here,” Maggie said. “I won’t leave the baby. I’ll keep my promise.”
Pressure crushed Kathleen’s chest. She gulped for air, but was drowning anyway. Her heart clamored wildly. No amount of forced calm would stop it.
The hospital room was a chaos of movement. Nurses, doctors, blurring around her. Maggie was a flash of red hair to her upper right. The young doctor, Cotter, was there, a green mask over his face, gloved hands lifted, waiting. A new machine was wheeled into position next to her and a strange man tugged on her IV.
“. . . acute pulmonary edema . . .”
She was lying flat, where before she had been at a slight incline. Something pricked, burned. “The baby,” she said, but her voice was a rasp. The baby!
“. . . congestive heart failure . . .”
“There was no way this baby was ever going to make it to term,” a nurse was saying. “Someone with her condition should have never gotten pregnant.”
“Shut up,” Maggie bit back. “You don’t know anything.”
Kathleen’s vision sharpened as the forest grew around her. Twilight had followed her into wakefulness as her crossing neared. Trees speared the hospital room, floor to ceiling, invisible to all but her. A woodsy scent filled her nose and soft fae voices whispered excitedly. It was a place of magic and dreams, of fantasy and nightmare. There was no escaping its Shadows, not for anyone. No eluding it for long, even with Shadowman holding the darkness back. Everyone eventually had to travel the dark tunnel formed by its trees.
She’d been at its brink all her life.
“Kathleen,” Shadowman said, a murmur at her ear. Of course he would be near.
“Not yet,” Kathleen begged soundlessly. Heart failing, her lungs filled with fluid. “Please.”
Maggie leaned in, face blotchy and white. “Honey, it’s time. The baby needs to come out now. Stay with me, okay? I need you, sis.”
She veered out of view as the doctor brushed something across the mound of Kathleen’s stomach. The world blurred as the colors of Twilight became more distinct—deep vermillion, raging magenta, violent indigo. Static roared in her ears. Her heart clutched. Sensation both numbed and heightened in a frightening electric fission. A change.
Not pinned to a table. Not drowning. Not gasping for air.
Held.
Shadowman’s arms tightened around her. Touching her for the second time in her life. His skin brushed hers. His hair tangled on her shoulder. His breath was warm at her neck.
Their first union had led to this moment, when he had crossed to her world, disregarding fae laws so they could be together, to touch just once. They’d stolen time, defied Fate, and created new life. She had never regretted it. Not even now.
With the Twilight forest behind her, Kathleen looked on the world through a thickening veil. Her mortal body lay collapsed on the operating table, eyes glassy, unfocused. A doctor worked at her belly. His hand disappeared into her skin.
“. . . she’s in asystole . . .”
“Kathy!”
The doctor eased a small form out of her womb. The baby filled his palm, her skin tinged slightly blue and smudged with a whitish paste. Her face was scrunched, beautiful, while her pink tongue touched air.
Her baby. Her little love. Talia.
A wail rose in Kathleen’s throat like gorge. She reached out her arms, straining toward her child. So small! Kathleen’s fingertips grazed the mortal world.
But Shadowman held her tight against the wall of his chest. Into her ear, he said, “Forgive me.”
“Please let me hold her.” The separation from her child was a vacuum of pain in her chest. Every nerve screamed in protest. Her marrow burned while her skin went frigid. There was no heart pain like this scoring need, no injury or disease more vicious than tearing her from her child.
His lips moved against her cheek. “You know I cannot.”
How could he be so cruel? Did his cold fae blood spare him this pain? The child was his, too.
Kathleen turned to face Death, bitter recriminations on her tongue. Shadowman looked down on her, gaze filled with sadness.
“She’ll live,” he said. “Even so small, her lifeline is strong.”
“I want her. She’s mine. Don’t take me now.” But Death had walked by her side since she was born, holding back the Shadows. She’d always known that one day she’d have to cross. She’d known that bearing her child would part the veil. She’d fought for this very moment.
Kathleen whirled back to view the receding world. Maggie was standing sentry next to the nurse, watching her siphon mucus out of the baby’s nose. Prick for blood. Enclose her in a preemie unit. Her sister looked back once toward the action at the operating table, face grey, eyes aged, but she followed the child out of the room.
“The babe is strong,” Shadowman said. “Like her mother.”
Kathleen would have crumpled to the ground without his firm hold. “I want to know her. I want to be with her. It’s not fair!”
She trembled uncontrollably, gripping his arms for support.
Shadowman was quiet too long, and a new horror bloomed in Kathleen’s mind. She went very still. “Is she like you? Or like me?”
The fae were bound to the Between world, the twilight Shadowlands. They couldn’t exist on Earth, or cross Beyond like humankind, to the Afterlife.
“She’s both. A half-breed. Our daughter has a foot in each world,” he said. “No one knows what she will become.”
“So I may have lost her completely?”
“I don’t know.”
“And when I cross, I’ll lose you, too?”
His silence answered her.
Pain turned to rage. Strength surged within her. “Nuh-uh. No way. I’ll have you both.”
“I warned you before.” His face was in her hair, and she knew he was memorizing her. Taking everything he could before he passed her on to the Hereafter. The trees around them were already stretching into a dark tunnel to oblivion. They had only moments left.
“Yeah, well, I’m not going to accept it.”
She felt a sad chuckle against her body. “Your spirit has always awed me.”
“I’m not letting this happen.”
“It has already happened.” He took her face in his hands, traced her lips with his thumb. “It is the way of the three worlds.”
Kathleen shook her head. “I was supposed to die when I was a kid, and I lived to bear my own,” she said, “so I think I can handle this. What we need is a plan.”
“How I love you.” His gaze searched her face, fierce longing tugging at his black eyes.
The most important thing first: “You look after our girl. Keep her safe.”
Just uttering those words sent fresh pain roaring through her.
He put a hand to her chest, as if to stop the hurt. “Shhh. Yes. How could I not?”
Faery whispers rose on all sides. The air thickened with magic. Kathleen felt Shadowman shift, drawing his cloak around her. They turned together to face the dark canopy, the tunnel to forever. A bright spark glimmered in the distance. The Afterlife.
Kathleen steeled her nerve. “And I’ll find a way back to you both.”
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