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With
love to S, R, & C.


Always.








catalyst • noun

 

cat·a·lyst
| \ ’ka-tə-ləst \

 

Definition
of catalyst

 

One
who provokes significant change or action;

the spark that ignites a blaze.





Chapter Two


Freetown, Long Island, NY, October 1897


Silvered steel whistled past
Grace’s right ear. Loose hair flipped across her eyes as she ducked to the
left. She pivoted on her left foot and brought her weapon around in a low arc.
She was quick, but Remy Le Forte was quicker this time. He blocked her blade
before it came anywhere near his unprotected side.


The clang of metal echoed across
the brick courtyard. Grace’s arm vibrated to the shoulder, and she almost
dropped her sword. She danced away to avoid his riposte. Her chest heaved while
they sized each other up. The dull sparring edge wouldn’t have cut him if she
had hit, but it would have hurt. This was a training session, after all, not a
blood match. Nonetheless, Grace had plenty of bruises along her sides and
thighs to attest to the teaching tool’s effectiveness.


“Good,” the weapons master
grunted. Sweat beaded on his bald head and ran into his muttonchops. The
armpits of his muslin shirt were stained with moisture. It had been a long
hour, but he showed no sign of the lesson being over.


Grace was similarly disheveled,
her shirt half hanging out of her trousers where Remy had mixed a grappling
move with the swordplay. She’d been lucky to get away with only a torn
shirttail and a bruised knee when she fell to the ground to escape his hold.


She shoved a handful of damp hair
out of her eyes. “Can we stop now?”


Remy grinned, but he breathed
heavily as well. “Getting tired, mon minou?”


Kitten.


Grace’s lip curled. Remy had
started calling her that when she was a child. It bothered her, and he knew it.
He was baiting her into making a stupid move.


Tired and frustrated, she inhaled
a slow breath. Deep in her chest, the flicker of ever-present power flared. She
licked her dry lips, tasting salt.


“Ah,” Remy said sharply. “No
magic. You know how Sister Thomasina feels.”


With effort, Grace forced the
magic inside her to subside. A source had the ability to use her power on her
own, to a certain degree, but it wasn’t a good idea. In Sister Thomasina’s
opinion, never a good idea for Grace. A potential for disaster was how the
prioress had once phrased it.


“You’re bigger and stronger than I
am,” Grace said.


“You are smaller and faster.” He
held up his bruised left arm. Had her blade been sharp enough, he would have
lost his hand just above the wrist. “You have some advantage.”


They circled each other as they
spoke. Grace knew he was planning another attack. The question was when.


“Why are we training with these
anyway? We have magic and silvered bullets for our pistols. No one carries
around swords. It’s a little obvious.”


“Bof,” Remy said,
shrugging. “Tradition. Besides, what if you run out of ammunition for your
pistol, or you’re too exhausted to access your power?” He made an exaggerated
expression of concern, thick eyebrows raised. “What then? Maybe you would argue
the creature to death, ma puce?”


Puce? She searched her limited French
vocabulary. Flea.


Grace laughed. She could be as
annoying as a flea, especially when lessons went long.


“You are good with the knife.” He
nodded toward her right leg, where she kept the bone-handled blade he’d given
her on her sixteenth birthday in a boot sheath. “But it’s best to have a full
repertoire of skills.”


Cool autumn air chilled the sweat
on her skin. Grace expected Remy to strike while he spoke, catching her off
guard. He didn’t. The extended pause attested to his weariness. She should
exploit his fatigue.


Voices from her right caught her
ear. An impossibly warm breeze carried the scent of lilac into the courtyard.
She stopped and turned. A barrier of trimmed, fading bushes blocked her view of
the path to the house, though there was movement beyond the branches. Who was
coming? How could there be such a breeze in mid-October?


Two women came around the hedge.
First was Sister Thomasina, prioress of the Order of Saint Teresa, hands
clasped before her, gray habit fluttering at her feet.


But it was the other who captured
Grace’s attention. Sight and sound fixed on that singular figure, Grace found
it impossible to move, to breathe. Pale purple edged her vision.


Dressed in a pleated white
shirtwaist with a lavender bow at the throat and a long beige skirt, the young
woman was a head shorter and curvier than the rangy sister. Her shawl had
slipped off her shoulders, secured only by her crossed arms. A few deep red
curls escaped the pins that confined her hair at the back of her head.


Across the courtyard, their gazes
met and held. The woman pressed a hand to her breast.


A shimmer of heat tickled Grace’s
skin. The lilac scent increased. Was the intoxicating aroma coming from her?
Who was she?


Movement on her left broke through
the thrall. Instinct spurred action. Unbidden, magic surged in her chest and
flowed through her limbs like a river cresting its banks. Grace made a blocking
gesture with her left arm. Her hand slammed into Remy’s descending blade,
knocking it away. She straightened her arm and flicked him aside like a gnat.


“Shit!” He flew toward the far
hedges.


Pain replaced the prickling in her
hands as her magic subsided. Her pinky stuck out at an odd angle, and blood ran
from a ragged gash along the side of her palm. The swords were dull, but she’d
hit the edge of Remy’s weapon hard.


“I said no magic.” Remy leapt to
his feet, his face and head a startling shade of red. Hurrying over, he grabbed
her wrist, sending a wave of fire along her arm, and dropped his sword, defying
his own rules on weapon care. “Why did you do that?”


“I-I didn’t mean to,” she said,
controlling her breathing to mitigate the pain.


Grace raised her head, sparing a
glance at the newcomer. Her power sparked. She forced it down, deep within
herself so it wouldn’t ignite unexpectedly again; that much she could
accomplish without a catalyst. Most of the time. The lilac scent diminished,
but didn’t disappear.


Thomasina’s brow furrowed beneath
her white wimple, gray eyes narrowed with agitation.


Remy muttered concern in French
too fast for Grace to follow. He pressed a handkerchief to her hand. Grace
hissed as pain flared through her palm. “We need to tend to this. Come.”


He led her toward the two women,
holding Grace’s hand up to slow the blood flow. The stranger was about Grace’s
age, somewhere in her early twenties, but held herself with confidence and
maturity. Something Grace lacked, according to Thomasina, particularly the
maturity.


“What happened?” Thomasina’s
outward calm didn’t fool her.


Remy remained silent. Should he
try to reply, the sister would only make things worse for Grace. She was old
enough to fend for herself, even against the temper of Sister Thomasina. It was
up to her to explain. Only she couldn’t.


“It was an accident,” she said
weakly.


“There can be no room for
accidents when it comes to power.” Thomasina’s Glaswegian accent was thicker
than usual, a sign she was angry but not furious. When she was furious,
Thomasina was damn near incomprehensible. Perhaps she was restraining herself in
front of the stranger. She glanced at Grace’s bloody hand. “After you get that
bandaged, you will spend an hour in the armory cleaning weapons.”


Grace’s jaw dropped open. “An
hour? It was an accident. I didn’t mean to—”


Thomasina’s eyes darkened. “Would
you care to make it two hours?”


Cheeks afire, Grace couldn’t bring
herself to look directly at the redhead.


Poor control was bad enough, but
being treated like a novice in front of a visitor was uncalled for. Though
until she was bonded, that was exactly how Grace would be treated by the
prioress. Worse, like a child who required strict discipline and punishment.
Why was Thomasina always so damn hard on her?


Fuming, Grace continued toward the
French doors of the sitting room. She reached for the lever with her right hand
and almost sent the blade through the glass panel. Wouldn’t that be a fine
topper for the afternoon?


Remy opened the door. “To the
kitchen. Mrs. Reynolds has bandages and iodine.”


They quickly crossed the sitting
room. Grace hoped she didn’t drip blood onto the Persian carpet. God knew what
punishment Thomasina would mete out then. They hurried down a short hall to the
kitchen. The aroma of baking bread and cooking meat met them, and Grace’s
stomach rumbled. She had eaten little at lunch.


The white tiles of the kitchen
gleamed in the late afternoon sun. Mrs. Reynolds and Nan, the cook, chatted at
the stove. Mrs. Reynolds, tall and slender in a deep-plum day dress, her black
hair in a chignon and smooth brown skin belying her years, turned as Grace and
Remy came in.


Questions lit her dark eyes until
they found Grace’s hand. “Oh, good Lord. Bring her to the sink.”


Nan glanced over her shoulder and
shook her head as she continued to stir. Little at Saint Teresa’s disturbed Nan
unless it affected her food or the meal schedule.


Remy led Grace to the deep
enameled sink. He unwrapped the bloody handkerchief while Mrs. Reynolds ran
water. 


“Put that thing down, Grace,” the
older woman said.


Grace bent awkwardly, holding her
hand under the water, to lay the sword on the floor with minimal clanging.


Mrs. Reynolds passed Remy a dish
towel from the folded pile under the sink. “Keep pressure on it. I’ll get the
kit.”


Remy gave her an apologetic look,
then gently pressed the towel down on the wound. Pain bloomed in Grace’s hand.
Tears prickled her eyes.


“Sorry, minou. Do you need
to sit?”


The endearment was just that, not
the teasing tone he’d taken earlier. Maybe the wound was worse than she’d
feared. But it wasn’t the injury that made Grace feel faint.


“No, I can stand. It’s not that
bad.” A small lie. She moistened dry lips. “Who was that with Thomasina?”


Remy shrugged. “The new catalyst,
I suspect. For Virginia.”


Virginia Delacroix, another source
at Saint Teresa’s. Grace barely remembered Thomasina mentioning that a new
catalyst was on the way. After three previous attempts at matching her with a
partner, she hardly paid attention when one was brought in.


But there was something about the
woman in the courtyard, something she’d never felt before. It wasn’t just her
physical beauty. There was something about her.


“Sister Thomasina believes she and
Virginia will form a strong bond,” Remy said. “They’re well matched on paper,
so now we must see if they can work together effectively.”


She knew how the process was supposed
to work; it just hadn’t happened for her.


Mrs. Reynolds returned with the
medical kit and held a needle out to Nan. “Sterilize this with the flame from
the stove, please.”


Grace’s stomach twisted. “I don’t
think I need stitches.”


Mrs. Reynolds ignored her. She
spoke to Remy. “Has it stopped bleeding yet?”


He peeked under the towel, which,
to Grace’s shock, was more red than white. “Non.”


Damn.


“Get the bottle from the cupboard
over there.” Mrs. Reynolds indicated a row of cabinets across the kitchen. “And
a glass.”


Remy let go of Grace’s hand and
patted her shoulder before he did as he was told. Only Thomasina ever argued
with Mrs. Reynolds, upon the rarest of occasions.


Mrs. Reynolds held the towel to
Grace’s hand, mindless of the blood seeping through the cloth. “A dram or two
of whiskey first, to relax you. Remy, bring a chair too, please.”


He returned with a brown bottle
and a squat glass, set them on the counter, then dragged a kitchen chair from
the butcher’s table against the wall. Her hand still over the sink, Grace
lowered herself. Maybe sitting was a good idea after all.


“Here.” Mrs. Reynolds filled the
glass a quarter of the way with amber liquid. “Drink it fast.”


Grace complied, shaking her head
at the burn scorching her throat and sinuses. She wasn’t much of a whiskey
drinker; beer was cheaper at the Black Briar pub.


“Another.” A second dose was
offered.


“Mrs. Reynolds—”


“Drink.”


Grace drank. She handed the glass
back to Remy, then rested her forehead on her arm.


“Give it a few minutes. We need to
set the finger back in place. Then we’ll see if we need to stitch you up.” Mrs.
Reynolds’s voice held no alarm. She was used to residents of Saint Teresa’s
being battered and bruised.


Grace steadied her breathing. She
wasn’t usually this undone by the sight of blood, even her own.


Mrs. Reynolds gently maneuvered
her pinky in an attempt to set the bone. Pain and nausea lanced through Grace.
Cold sweat broke out on her face and chilled her body. She bit down on her
right forearm, grunting, refusing to scream.


“Oh, goodness,” Mrs. Reynolds said
softly. “Well, child, this may hurt a bit.”


Another shot of whiskey and
thinking about the woman in the courtyard didn’t help as much as she’d hoped.








Chapter Three


Harrington, WY, October 1903


Grace stared at Maggie for a few
heartbeats, unable to breathe, as if the air had been sucked out of the room.
She let out an uneasy bark of a laugh to get her lungs to function, to smother
the sob that tried to escape. “That’s not funny, Mags.”


Maggie had always been a tease.
Sharp and deadly accurate with her gibes, but not with Grace. Never with Grace.



She should have been just as
anxious about their separation. How could she be joking? Why wasn’t she more
excited?


Confusion lined Maggie’s brow.
“I’m not trying to be funny, miss.”


Miss.


She wasn’t teasing. She had no
idea who Grace was.


The elation of finding Maggie
after months of continuous travel and clandestine meetings, of disappointment,
of constantly looking over her shoulder for Thomasina or the Order or worse,
became a thousand-pound weight in Grace’s chest that threatened to buckle her
knees. Hot tears welled in her eyes as anger undermined joy. 


Sister Thomasina and the man from
Saint Teresa’s. This was all their fault.


“Oh, God, Mags. What did they do
to you?”


Frowning, Maggie came around the
front of the heavy desk. “What did who do to me? What are you talking about?”
She stopped a few paces from Grace. “Are you all right?”


Grace closed her eyes. No, not
even close to all right. The Order had tried to erase Maggie from her mind, but
whatever magic they’d attempted hadn’t been fully effective. She was hoping
Maggie had managed to put up the same resistance.


But she hadn’t. Or couldn’t.


She doesn’t remember. 


Grace took a deep breath and
slowly released it as she opened her eyes. Maggie stood in the same spot, hands
wringing together with nervousness or fear. Grace stifled an exhausted,
near-hysterical laugh. Her Maggie had never been nervous or afraid of anything.
But this wasn’t her Maggie. Not at the moment anyway. Surely there was a
way to bring her back.


“I’m fine,” Grace said. She
offered a tight smile. “I must be mistaken. I bet your name isn’t even Maggie.”


She seemed more at ease now that
Grace wasn’t falling apart in front of her. “Actually, it is, but it’s a common
enough name.”


Grace swallowed hard. “I reckon it
is.”


“Do you need a room?” Maggie
gestured toward the wooden staircase just beyond the desk. “We have a vacancy
and offer clean linens as well as a full bath and meals. Just a dollar a night,
fifty cents without the bath and food.”


The routine expressions, the
cheerful yet indifferent tone, sounded foreign coming from Maggie’s mouth.
Grace could only nod as she opened the money pouch hanging around her neck and
handed over one of her last dollar coins and a few others to cover the fee.
What was left jingled pitifully when she replaced the pouch beneath her shirt.


“The room and all that would be
nice.”


“Lovely,” Maggie said. “Please
sign the register if you would.” She turned with a swoosh of her skirts and led
Grace to the desk. She held out a plain black fountain pen. “Your name or mark
will do.”


Grace took the pen and hesitated,
the nib hovering over the half-filled, lined page. Should she use her real
name? No one here in Harrington knew her, and no one in the Order knew she was
here. Or they shouldn’t know. Would it help Maggie to recognize her?


Grace scrawled her name on the
line.


Maggie accepted the pen from her
with a smile. She squinted down at the fresh ink on the ledger line before
rocking the blotter over it. “Nice to meet you, Miss . . . um . . . Canton?”


“Carter. Grace Carter. Sister
Thomasina always said my handwriting was atrocious.” Grace waited for Maggie to
recognize her name, or reference to the sister, but no. Her hopes sank again.
“Grace is fine. A pleasure to meet you, too, Miss . . .?”


“Dalton.” Maggie straightened and
held out her right hand. Grace’s rough palm skritched against Maggie’s smoother
one. Her hand itched, the sensation spreading as if bees danced up her arm.
Maggie’s eyes widened. She pulled away, clasping her hands together and rubbing
her right palm with her left thumb. What had she felt? Maggie gave a nervous
laugh of apology. “Shock from the carpet. And it’s, um, Mrs. Dalton, actually.”


Grace’s hand convulsed into a
fist, and she looked down. There, as Maggie collected the coins from the desk
and locked them in a drawer—a gold ring on her left hand.


Married? Married?


She forced her gaze back to
Maggie’s face, away from the ring. “Mrs. Dalton, then.”


Maggie pocketed the drawer key.
“You don’t seem one to stand on formalities, Grace. I like that. Please, do
call me Maggie.”


Grace resisted the urge to take
her by the shoulders and shake her. I’ve always called you Maggie. Or Mags.
Don’t you remember me? Damn them!


Deep inside, her magic quivered.
Grace took a moment to calm herself.


Maggie turned toward the numbered
pigeonhole shelves behind the desk. “Let me get your key and I’ll show you to
your room.” She slid a key out of box number four. “As I said, we have meal
service and bathing facilities. You’re the only guest at the moment, so if you
have any preferences for breakfast just let me know. It’ll be chicken tonight.”


“I’m not particular.”


 Maggie smiled demurely as she
passed Grace to lead the way to the stairs. Grace caught a whiff of her scent
and couldn’t help taking a deeper inhalation. Maggie. But not. There was the familiarity
of lilac, but the underlying aroma of linseed oil and something spicy was new.
Odd.


“My . . . um . . . husband will
heat up some water for you if you’d like to freshen up before supper. We don’t
have running hot water yet, but it’s coming one of these days.”


Grace opened her eyes, having
closed them as she deciphered the strange scent. Maggie stood at the foot of
the stairs, one hand on the banister. Grace scooped up her saddlebags and
hurried to follow. “A bath, yes. Thank you.”


Maggie cocked her head, dark eyes
narrowed as she watched Grace approach. Grace’s breath caught. There. Lurking
far beneath the surface, a spark of recognition? Maggie gave her head a small
shake, jostling her curls, and climbed the stairs.


Damn it all. Grace kept her gaze
lowered to her feet, avoiding the sway of the blue-covered hips before her.


“Here, to the right,” Maggie said
when they reached the second floor. “There are just the six rooms, but this one
has the nicest view of town. Like I said, you’re the only guest staying, but we
usually have some others in for supper.”


She unlocked the door with a
painted number four on it and swung it open. “Supper won’t be ready for a bit.”
She glanced at Grace’s dusty bags. “Do you have clothes that need freshening?”


Grace almost laughed. What she
wore was pretty much all she owned these days. There was another pair of
trousers, a shirt, and a clean chemise in the saddlebags. Her kit was in it as
well, far more important than clothing.


“This is it,” she said. “I don’t
have anything else with me, I’m afraid.”


Maggie appraised her dusty and
stained clothes with a slight pursing of her full mouth and an arched eyebrow.
As her gaze traveled up and down Grace’s body, Grace’s face and neck warmed.
Was she looking at the clothing, or at the woman beneath them?


“John likes to have guests dressed
for dinner. I think I have something that’ll fit. Might be a tad loose, seeing
as you’re a slender thing.” Maggie quickly brought her eyes up to meet Grace’s.
Her fair cheeks flared to dark pink, but she didn’t look away.


Grace moistened her chapped lips.
“That would be a kindness. Thank you.”


She hadn’t agreed to the dress
because she particularly cared to follow their rules, but refusing Maggie
anything had rarely been within her capacity.


Maggie smiled, and the dimple in
her left cheek deepened. Grace’s knees wobbled. “I’ve got a lovely green dress
that will bring out the color of your eyes. I’ll fetch it and have John heat up
some bathwater.”


She started toward the stairs,
then stopped and turned back. Still grinning, she pressed the room key into
Grace’s hand. The world tilted. Her magic stirred in the pit of her stomach
like a bear awakening from hibernation. It had been many months, and the hungry
beast was ready to emerge.


Don’t you feel it? Why don’t you feel it?


“Almost forgot to give you your
key. Rest for a spell. It’ll take time for the water.” She gave Grace’s hands a
final squeeze and hurried downstairs.


Grace sagged against the door
frame as her magic quieted. But it wasn’t asleep. This close to her friend, her
lover, her catalyst, it wouldn’t sleep again.








Chapter Four


Freetown, Long Island, NY, October 1897


Sister Thomasina escorted Margaret
into the sitting room from the courtyard. She held the French door open and Margaret
crossed the threshold, her footsteps silenced by the carpet.


“Please, forgive that little
episode, Miss Mulvaney.” The sister gestured for her to take the chaise closest
to the fireplace. She sat, and Thomasina tended the fire. “I’m afraid Grace is
still rough around the edges.”


Grace. Her name is Grace.


Margaret draped her shawl over the
back of the chaise. As soon as she and Sister Thomasina had stepped around the
hedge and she locked eyes with Grace, Margaret knew there was something about
the girl.


Woman. Grace had to be about her
own age. Sweat-stained and bleeding, her blond hair in disarray and her
crystalline, sea-green eyes wide with pain, she’d taken Margaret’s breath at
their first glance. Grace possessed a spirit within her that Margaret had
sensed immediately. She wanted to tend to Grace’s injury, to comfort her.


You can’t, scolded the voice in her head. That’s
why you left Dublin. To get away from that very thing.


What made her think there would be
no women in the American facility who might tempt her as Clare had? No, she’d
known the risks. Margaret just hadn’t expected to be challenged so soon.


“Miss Mulvaney?”


Margaret jumped and pressed her
hand against her racing heart. “I’m sorry, Sister. You were saying?”


Thomasina stared at her for a
moment. Could she read Margaret’s thoughts? The Doyenne in Dublin had hinted at
that very thing, but whether it was to tease or to warn, Margaret couldn’t be
sure. The heat in her cheeks had nothing to do with the roaring blaze in the
hearth, and almost everything to do with the woman elsewhere in the house.


The sister stood with her hand on
the bell pull near the fireplace. “Would you care for some tea? Dinner will be
at half-past seven.”


It was just after four according
to the mantel clock.


“Tea would be lovely, yes. Thank
you.” Margaret pushed aside thoughts she shouldn’t be having.


“Virginia will return this
evening.” Thomasina swept her long gray habit under her and sat in the wingback
chair on the other side of the low table. She smoothed the heavy material. “I’m
anxious for the two of you to meet.”


“As am I.” Margaret folded her
hands in her lap. “I understand she’s a very powerful source.”


Thomasina nodded. “One of our
strongest.”


Margaret tilted her head. “But not
the strongest?”


Not that it mattered. Margaret
wanted to make her bond and get on with her calling. It was the best way to put
Clare and her past behind her. When she’d left Ireland, she had promised
herself she’d perform her duties as a catalyst and take her vows. Nothing but
the elimination of demons mattered to one who was gifted, and that required
commitment, body and soul. No more and no less than absolute dedication to the
Order.


The sister’s gray eyes flicked
toward the hall leading to the kitchen. Margaret had heard the faint commotion
of Grace being tended to. She could have sworn she’d felt a twinge in her own
hand. Out of sympathy, certainly.


“No,” Thomasina said. The sister
met her questioning gaze, but Margaret had the feeling she already knew the
answer. “Grace is perhaps the strongest source I’ve ever encountered in all my
years with Saint Teresa’s, but she is undisciplined and loses control when her
emotions get the better of her.”


Margaret couldn’t help but smile.
“She sounds intriguing.”


“Perhaps, but she’s not ready to
be bonded. Three catalysts have been introduced to her, but none have worked
out. One poor young woman was—” She cut herself off, shaking her head, and
forced a smile onto her thin lips. “It just didn’t work out. I’m sure Grace
will find her catalyst when she’s ready.”


A young woman in a simple black
dress and white apron wheeled a cart into the room. She stopped near the table,
curtsied, then set a silver tea set and a china plate of small sandwiches on
the gleaming wood. She curtsied again and left.


Thomasina bowed her head. Margaret
followed suit, hands clasped. The sister blessed the offerings on the table.
“Amen.”


“Amen.” Margaret crossed herself.


The prioress didn’t hesitate to
play hostess. She handed Margaret a linen napkin that she dutifully opened on
her lap. “Milk, Miss Mulvaney?”


“Please,” she said. Good, strong,
black tea with a touch of milk made everything a little more pleasant. The
sister poured out and handed her the cup and saucer. “Tell me more about—”
She’d almost said Grace. “About Virginia.”


Thomasina began extolling the
virtues of the young woman she was to meet, to possibly bond with, in a
concerted effort to rid the world of the demon Horde that traveled from their
dark realm and caused havoc among humans. It was a vital mission she and her
fellow novitiates undertook, one that had saved countless lives in the Order’s
nine hundred-year history.


Throughout Margaret’s girlhood,
the Doyenne of the Dublin house had iterated how she and others like her had
been touched by Saint Teresa, who claimed to have been visited by Mary
Magdalene and entreated to perform her sacred duty, giving certain women
extraordinary power. Individually, they were lights among the darkness, but
when bonded as a source and catalyst pair, that power could be harnessed to
eradicate the demons that walked the Earth. To find such a partner was to be
blessed, further reason to dedicate your magic and your life to the cause.


At the moment, all Margaret could
think about was the green of Grace Carter’s eyes, and the triangle of skin at
her throat exposed by the open collar of the man’s shirt she’d worn. How a
flush had risen to Grace’s tanned cheeks. How her own breath had caught with
urgency when Remy lunged and Grace had swept him aside like a bothersome fly.
Margaret’s power had flared, sending a wave of fire along her limbs and beads
of perspiration exploding on her scalp. As quickly as the heat had come, it
receded, dissipated in the cool autumn air.


While Thomasina explained the
testing procedure of the next several days, Margaret came to a startling
realization. Virginia Delacroix would not be the one to bond with her. She
would not be the source for Margaret’s catalyst talent. That claim would belong
to Grace Carter.


The thought of which thrilled
Margaret as much as it scared the devil out of her.








Chapter Five


Harrington, WY, October1903


Grace lay staring up at the smooth
plaster ceiling, mentally wrestling with herself for the past half hour on how
she could hint to Maggie about their lives together.


Someone knocked on the door. Grace
sat up quickly. Maggie?


Watch what you say. Don’t blurt
anything out that’ll scare her. Be friendly, but don’t overdo it.


The knock sounded again. Louder,
more impatient. Grace frowned as she rose. That wasn’t Maggie. Had the Order
finally tracked her down? Would they have knocked?


She reached for the bone-handled
knife in her boot sheath and held it ready as she approached the door. “Yes?”


A low, incomprehensible voice
rumbled from the other side of the solid wood, the word “water” barely
discernible. John Dalton, most likely, telling her the bath was ready.


“Be right down,” she said louder.


He knocked again, clearly not
satisfied with her response.


Holding the four inches of
silvered steel behind her, Grace turned the glass knob with her left hand. Her
right tightened around the handle, the weapon fitting perfectly in her fist.
There was no reason for her heart to be racing such as it was.


The latch clicked, and Grace
cracked the door open. Dalton stared at her, his black eyes intense beneath
coal-colored eyebrows. Dark, slicked-back hair and scruff of beard accentuated
his pale face. Narrow shoulders barely filled out his starched shirt and vest.
Not the kind of man she would have expected the Order to employ to keep Maggie
Mulvaney in check.


Grace took a breath to tell him
she’d be right down. The same odd, spicy scent she’d detected on Maggie flooded
her senses. Her entire being pulsed with the unquestionable knowledge that John
Dalton was wrong.


Her magic roared, the surge of
power threatening to boil over. Grace grappled for control, her skin feeling as
if it was stretched too tight. Few things caused her magic to react like that,
and Maggie wasn’t near.


He sneered and kicked the door
open, hitting Grace. She stumbled back into the room. Controlling the fall, she
landed on her left shoulder, then rolled to her feet. Dalton rushed her. Grace
swung the blade. He stopped short of having his guts laid open, arcing away
like a snake. Lightning fast—faster than a normal man—he closed in on her. He
wrapped his fingers around the wrist of her knife hand, squeezing as he
twisted. His other hand latched onto her throat, cutting off her breath.


Spots danced before her eyes.
Grace tried to tighten her hold on the knife, but it fell from her grip, the
clatter on the wood floor lost in the roar in her head. She kneed Dalton in the
groin. The snarl on his face immediately changed from contempt to pain. He
slammed his forehead into hers, then dropped.


Grace staggered back, bright stars
bursting across her vision. She hit the edge of the bed and slid to the floor.


Use your power!


The beast within her turned over,
testing its restraints. Yes!


No. Without her catalyst, use of
her magic after so long might prove disastrous.


Dalton crawled toward her. The
spicy scent grew stronger.


Get the knife! 


Grace lunged for the glint of
silver at the edge of her vision, twisting as she reached out. She landed on
her side, reaching toward the handle.


Dalton’s weight pinned her legs.
His fingers dug into her thighs, her hips, her sides as he crawled up her body.


She stretched further, crying out
with frustrated effort. Her hand closed around the smooth bone. She swung
blindly. Dalton rolled, taking her with him and throwing off her aim as he
forced her onto her back. The tip of the blade sank into the wood floor. He
straddled her hips, fingers digging into her arms. Sweat-lank hair hung in his
face. The tip of his black tongue flicked over thin lips.


The transformation into his true
shape began.


Demon! What the hell is a demon
doing here?


Grace bucked, attempting to throw
the creature off her. He wrapped his legs and feet around her legs, tight as a
tick on a dog, and opened his mouth, exposing short, pointed teeth.


“No!” Panic shot through Grace’s
body, lending strength to her efforts. But not enough. The demon dodged her
attempt to strike his head with hers. He sank his teeth into the juncture of
her neck and left shoulder.


Burning pain paralyzed her body as
her mind raced. His venom entered the wound. If she didn’t get him off, get
treated, she’d be dead within the hour.


“Jesus God, John! What are you
doing?”


Maggie’s shocked voice brought the
creature’s head up, Grace’s blood smeared on its mouth. He hissed, the only
vocalization he’d made since forcing his way in.


Dizzy, Grace turned her head
toward the doorway. “Run, Maggie!”


Maggie clutched a green dress to
her chest, eyes wide as she stared at the thing she knew as her husband. The
demon gained its feet and started toward her. She backed away a step, her gaze
flicking to Grace, then to the creature again. Why wouldn’t she run?


Fear for Maggie gave her strength.


Grace yanked the knife out of the
floorboard and heaved herself forward. Venom numbed her left arm, weakening
her. She plunged the blade into the creature’s calf. It howled and turned as it
collapsed, slashing with clawed hands. Its nose had flattened and its eyes
blazed purple where there was once white, the irises horizontal yellow slits.
The transformation was complete now, no need for pretense.


“Leave her alone.” Grace twisted
the bone handle, tainting more of the demon’s blood and muscle with the silver
blade. The creature arched its back and hissed in pain.


It slapped at Grace’s hand, though
the knife remained in its leg. Bony fingers plucked at the handle, but contact
with the magicked weapon caused it to flinch away. This species wasn’t the
strongest of the Horde’s demon clans, thank goodness, but the leg wound alone
wouldn’t suffice to dispatch it. It crawled toward the window, the closest escape
route, alternately mewling and snarling.


Grace tried to sit up. Her left
arm hung useless and she shivered uncontrollably. “Maggie, help me.”


Maggie stared at the creature,
scared perhaps, but not terrified, as a normal young woman would be. Somewhere,
beneath the clouding of her mind, the erasure of her identity, did she
recognize what it was?


“Maggie! If it gets outside, we’re
gonna lose it.”


Maggie’s focus cleared in an
instant. She dropped the dress and rushed to Grace. Kneeling, Maggie winced as
she reached toward the wound on Grace’s neck. “Yer bleedin’ bad.”


Grace shook her head. “No time.
Just point my right arm toward it.”


Maggie didn’t ask for
explanations. She angled Grace’s arm toward the demon. The thing dug its claws
into the windowsill, trying to pull itself up.


“Cor unum, Maggie.” It hurt
to breathe. “Concentrate on the words. Cor unum.”


“Cor unum? What is that?” 


“Cor unum, et fortissimi.
One heart, many strong. Say it. Feel it.”


They hadn’t needed to speak the
words after their first few hunting sessions; the connection had become as
automatic as their heartbeats. But it had been nearly a year, and Maggie wasn’t
Maggie.


“C-cor unum, et
fortissimi,” Maggie whispered. Then,
stronger, “Cor unum, et fortissimi!”


Deep in Grace’s gut, her magic
sparked. It recognized Maggie, reached out to her as Maggie’s magic sought
Grace’s.


“Yes, yes, that’s it.”


Her stomach tightened as if she
were about to vomit, and Grace gasped. It had been so long since she’d felt her
power—their power—so intensely. It pushed out of her, like a dam breaking.
Before Grace could wrangle it, Maggie’s magic slid alongside her own, though
she suspected by instinct rather than with Maggie’s full awareness. Maggie
stemmed the rush from a flood to a manageable stream that leeched into Grace’s
chest, her arm, her legs. Icy tendrils wound through her. The stream became a
controlled flow, running fast and burning with cold.


Grace’s right arm itched and her
palm heated. Beside her, Maggie shook. Sweat trailed down the side of her face.
Her gaze jumped between Grace’s hand and the demon at the window. 


“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” Maggie
muttered.


The creature got to its knees and
punched through the glass. It straightened its legs, intending to throw itself
out the window to escape.


Grinding her teeth together, Grace
formed her magic, boosted by Maggie, into a blue and purple swirling ball of
cold fire. She launched the ball like a slug from a shotgun. The creature fell
back from the window, howling, engulfed in flame.


The backwash of heat swept over
them. Maggie ducked her head and cried out, but didn’t release Grace’s arm, as
if she knew it was necessary to maintain the connection. 


The thing at the window writhed
and burned; the spicy bitter odor filled the room. Grace’s eyes watered, her
focus on the dying creature until she was sure it wouldn’t rise again. When its
body stopped twitching and appeared to be little more than a husk, she fell
back against Maggie, drained. The magic around the corpse flickered, subsided
to a glow outlining the body, but did not completely extinguish itself. 


“It’s dead,” she told Maggie. “You
can stop.”


Maggie’s grip on her arm relaxed.
The glow faded, then disappeared.


They sat in silence for a bit,
Grace resting against Maggie. The only sound was their harsh, fast breaths. The
burnt spice aroma lingered in the air.


“My God, what was that thing?”
Maggie asked, disgust in her voice.


Grace shifted. Her left arm and
shoulder flared, and she sucked in a painful breath.


“I need my bag,” she said,
ignoring the question for the moment. She had a few of her own that needed
answers.


Maggie carefully eased herself out
from under Grace. She found the leather saddlebags beside the bed and dragged
them over. Grace tried to raise her arm, but between using her magic after such
a long time and the poison coursing through her, her limbs were leaden.


“In the wooden box,” she gasped
out. “A glass vial of silver nitrate. Hurry.”


Maggie dug through the bag, found
the kit. She opened it and removed one of the stoppered vials of clear liquid.
“This?”


Grace nodded. “Pour it in the
wound.”


Without hesitation, Maggie tore
open Grace’s shirt and chemise. She dribbled the contents of the vial over the
bite. A new pain seared her skin, burned to the bone. Grace cried out,
clutching Maggie’s hand. Maggie held hers just as tight.


“Sorry,” Maggie said, her voice
rough.


“S’okay.” Grace’s breaths were
deep and shaky while the silver nitrate took effect. The pain subsided to a
dull ache. She tested the limb. Though slow to respond, her arm and hand moved
as they should, and her fingers opened and closed most of the way. If Maggie
hadn’t been there to administer the antidote, Grace might have died a painful
death.


Maggie stoppered the vial and
returned it to the box. She stared down at her hands. Grace waited, letting the
last few minutes sort themselves out. Maggie’s hands trembled. She lifted her
head. Her dark eyes were filled with confusion.


“What was that? It . . . it looked
like John, but—” She swallowed hard. “He was my husband,” Maggie whispered.
“I-we—”


Grace’s stomach twisted.
Maggie—her Maggie—had lived with the demon, slept with it. Not that she’d
known, of course. “It wasn’t human,” she said, and quickly regretted her words
as Maggie paled. “I mean, he was. It was sort of . . . hidden inside him.”


True enough. No call to terrify
the woman with reality.


“Why did he—it attack you? What’s
going on here?”


“You aren’t Maggie Dalton,” Grace
said.


She closed her eyes as her body
fought the poison in her system. Her magic, though quiet now, was no longer
asleep. It rested. Waiting. She looked at her catalyst, at the confusion in her
eyes and the tension in her face.


“Your name is Maggie Mulvaney.
You’re a demon hunter, like me.”








Chapter Six


Freetown,
Long Island, NY, October 1897


Grace woke in Nan’s quarters off
the kitchen. The scent of the cook’s dusting powder tickled her nose and she
sneezed. The pounding in her head, along with the throbbing in her hand,
spiked, then settled to merely awful. Gingerly, she sat up to avoid jostling
either. The soft glow of the bedside lamp kept the small room mostly in
shadows.


She picked up her boots and padded
in stocking feet back to the kitchen. Nan and the housemaid, Stella, washed up
and wrapped leftovers from dinner. It was pitch dark outside, though probably
not past nine.


Nan turned and smiled. “Feelin’
better, Grace?”


“A bit, yes.” She stopped beside
the butcher’s table Nan and Stella often used for their own meals and tea.
“Dinner over?”


“Yes, but I can fix something for
you if you’d like.” Nan wiped her hands on her apron and reached for a platter
of sliced meat.


Grace’s stomach flipped. Bile and
sour whiskey bit at the back of her throat. She swallowed it down. “No, thank
you. Are the others in the library?”


It was Thomasina’s preferred
after-dinner gathering place for port and conversation. They would discuss the
day’s activities, current events, plans for patrols or coordination with other
houses, and various topics of interest before everyone turned in.


“They are.” Nan gave her wrinkled,
sweat-stained attire a quick perusal. “You may want to change, love.”


“I was going to go straight to my
room and back to sleep,” Grace admitted. “Wanted to avoid running into anyone.”


Mostly Thomasina or the new
catalyst, who was sure to be the center of tonight’s attention.


The cook frowned with sympathy.
“Sister told me to have you go see her when you woke up.”


Damn it all. If Thomasina learned
Grace had scurried up the back stairs to avoid her, her punishment would be
doubled. “I’ll stop by the library on my way. Thanks for letting me use your
bed. I don’t think I got any muck on it.”


Nan waved her off and returned to
her cleanup. “No trouble. Go see Sister, then get some rest, child.”


The hall between the sitting room,
dining room, and library was softly lit with sconce lamps. Feet shushing along
the low nap of the hall runner, Grace approached the doors of the library as if
expecting a wild beast to burst through.


That would be preferable to
Thomasina.


 She pressed her ear to the cool
wood. The number of voices told her everyone at Saint Teresa’s had likely
attended dinner but her. As one of only four current novitiates, Grace’s
absence would be noted. She wondered if Thomasina or Remy or the redheaded
woman had regaled the others with her blunder over lamb and wine.


Grace knocked lightly, assuring
herself that it was faint enough not to be heard over the conversation. At
least it wouldn’t be a complete
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