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Auntie, I didn’t quit and thank you for everything. Rest easy.


Chapter One

The rap on the car window rattled the glass. Laurel started and slammed her knee into the steering wheel. She cursed softly as she jabbed the window control button. The demon was dressed as a policeman. He wore dark glasses and his beefy hands rested on his thick duty belt nestled between the pepper spray canister and his pistol holster. A slight glow from a pouch near his hip was the only clue to his true identity. Huffing out her frustration at the window’s lack of response, Laurel shoved open the car door.

“You okay?” The officer leaned closer and peered into her face. His feet were squarely inside the circle of salt Laurel had spread around the car the night before.

“Yeah.” Laurel cleared her throat. “I’m okay.”

“You can’t sleep here.” He gestured to the street lined with ancient brownstone townhouses and graffiti covered buildings. “It’s not safe.”

“I’m sorry—” Laurel wiped her hand over her face and squinted at the officer’s name badge. “—Officer Sullivan, is it? I worked a late shift and didn’t feel safe driving anymore. I pulled over here to catch a nap.”

“Stow it. I passed this way last evening, and you were parked here. Your car hasn’t moved.” He leaned closer and removed his sunglasses and slipped them into his shirt pocket. “I know your uncle.”

“Great-uncle.” Laurel stared at his face and inhaled sharply. His eyes were light gray rimmed with red, her image mirrored in their shallow depths. His practiced glare was that of an experienced centurion. Laurel shivered under Sullivan’s gaze, unable to look away from the magical enforcer. He was bound to her clan, sworn to serve and protect. Loyal to a fault, willing to die for the family. Her great-uncle had a legion of centurions, all more than willing to aid and abet his less than legal business dealings.

“Is that so? Why are you here? What do you want?” Laurel pressed her lips together and rolled the hem of her shirt between her fingers.

Officer Sullivan leaned down and spoke softly. “You’re royalty in our world, Laurel. He know you’re sleeping in your car?” His melodious tones seeped into her body as he used the old language, the language of secrets, curses, spells, and death.

Laurel suppressed her shudder. “My roommate kicked me out.” She scrubbed her hand over her face in an attempt to hide the lie. “It was sudden.”

The centurion straightened and pursed his lips. He drummed the fingers of his hand on his holster. “All right, Laurel, if that’s how you want to play it. You need to discuss this with your great-uncle. If you don’t, I will. I don’t want to find you sleeping in your car again.” He tilted his head. “You may not have inherited your family’s abilities but you’re still family. We take care of our own. I can’t spend my nights watching you sleep, keeping watch for the Orions.”

Laurel gripped her keys tightly. Orions. The hunters. So many missing. So many gone in the blink of an eye, their bloodless and mutilated bodies found months or years later. Or worse found still smoldering, their mouths open in voiceless screams. She had taken a chance last night, but after walking in on her girlfriend eyebrows deep between their neighbor’s legs she had stuffed her car full of what it would hold and fled.

“I’ll be safe.” She lifted her shoulders and let them fall, straightening her posture before she settled her hands at nine and three on the steering wheel. “I’ll talk to him today.”

Officer Sullivan stepped back, smearing the salt of the circle she had spread around the car. He pointed at it, lifted his chin, and smirked. “Seriously? It doesn’t work unless you infuse it with energy.”

Laurel inserted the keys into the ignition. “I know.” She looked away from her feeble attempt to protect herself and his smirk. After snapping her seatbelt in place, she waved at him and closed the door. She banged her hand hard on the steering wheel when the telltale click-click-click of a dead battery echoed in the car. “Fuck me.”

Officer Sullivan opened her door. “Come on. I’ll give you a lift.”

Laurel chewed her lip as she looked down at her paint-stained black T-shirt and tatty jeans. “I can’t go like this.”

Officer Sullivan rapped on the top of the car. “Get out. Now. I don’t have all day to deal with you, Laurel. And it’s not worth my life to leave you here with a broken-down car.” He stepped back and crossed his thick arms. “Do I need to assist you in exiting the car?”

Laurel shivered. She had experienced a centurion’s assistance just once and the memory of it still woke her at night. She trembled and wiped her sweaty palms on her jeans. “Let me grab my backpack.”

“Good choice.”

Laurel gathered the few things she didn’t want to leave in the car. After jamming her sketchbook next to her ancient laptop in her bag, she zipped the top closed and grabbed her hooded sweatshirt from the backseat before she exited the car.

“You hungry?”

“I’d really like coffee. I can’t talk to Great-uncle Marcus without some caffeine on board.”

“Come on, I’ll buy you breakfast.”

“Why’d you let me sleep there last night if you were just going to take me to my uncle today?”

“I didn’t want to wake you.”

Laurel glanced at Officer Sullivan walking beside her. “Thank you.”

“No problem. To serve and protect. Even if it’s from yourself.” He held the car door open, and she slid onto the cool leather seat. She settled her backpack between her feet and pulled on her black hooded sweatshirt. The car shifted to the side as Officer Sullivan entered and levered his bulk behind the wheel.

He waited until she had fastened her seatbelt before he started the car. Laurel’s gaze slid over the array of weapons lining the car. Magical weapons clipped into racks side by side with conventional firearms, their soft glow visible to Laurel.

Able to see magic, unable to wield her own power, the last female of a clan stretching back eons, unwilling to assume her role as clan leader and unwilling to produce an heir, Laurel chewed her lip as the car shot forward bringing her closer to her great-uncle’s house.

Laurel shifted in her seat and drummed her fingers on her knees. “You worked for my mom and dad, didn’t you?”

“I did.”

Laurel stared out of the window. A familiar ache settled in her chest. There were some things even magic couldn’t protect you from. The ratty buildings gave way to well-kept streets and high-rise buildings. The sidewalks were crowded with people scurrying to work and school.

“Do you think the humans ever get it? Like, do they know about us? Really get it? Other than the ones we make consorts?”

“Humans see what they want to see. If they ever understood how powerful supernaturals are, they would freak right the fuck out. And try to exterminate us. Again. All of us. Their unwillingness to see and believe is what keeps us safe.” He tapped the pistol on his belt. “And this.”

Laurel shuddered as the car slowed and stopped.

Officer Sullivan turned off the engine and preened in the rearview mirror a moment before he turned his head to face Laurel. “How do you take your coffee?”

“Black. Unless it’s that dark roast crap. Then make it white as a virgin’s wedding dress.”

Officer Sullivan’s loud guffaw exploded in the quiet of the car. “You got it.” He left the car.

Laurel glanced at the tarnished Saint Christopher medal stuck to the car’s headliner and rolled her eyes. A group of humans rushed past, small children and their adults, animated and laughing, their voices muffled by the car window. The gentle ache in her heart blossomed into full-blown longing. Laurel blinked the grit of exhaustion from her eyes, leaned back against the headrest, and rehearsed the story she would spin for her great-uncle, hoping he would listen, knowing he would not.


Chapter Two

Laurel studied the painting of her parents on the stark white wall of her great-uncle’s house. Wedged in between a similar portrait of Marcus Callan and his wife, and her grandfather and grandmother, it was the only one draped in black. A fine layer of dust covered the black cloth, giving it a soft glow.

The joy on her parents’ faces as they gazed at each other suffused the painting. Laurel had seen them look at each other that way every day she could remember. Her heart had bubbled with happiness when they would turn that same love-filled gaze on her. She rubbed her thumb over the edge of her empty paper coffee cup and turned away.

The worn leather couch with its overstuffed cushions called to her. She fiddled with the strings of the crocheted blanket draped over the back of it as she considered stretching out and napping while she waited for her great-uncle.

Her stomach roiled. Too much coffee, too little sleep, and too many memories in this house. She placed her cup on the table and swiped her hand through her hair. She glanced at the mantel clock. No one rushed Marcus Callan. Laurel shoved her hands in her back pockets and perused the floor to ceiling bookshelf. Multi-colored leather-bound books with fading gold lettering on their spines filled the dark wood bookcase.

Laurel pulled a copy of Through the Looking-Glass from the shelf and opened it. The pages were yellowed and frail. She paged to her favorite poem and leaned against the case as she read. The nonsense words soothed her as they always did, as she read of the Vorpal blade that slew the Jabberwock. Had Carroll been one of the few humans who knew the truth?

A tap on the doorframe drew her attention. She kept her finger in the book to mark her place and turned toward the sound. A woman in a dark-blue Chanel suit stood in the doorway. Her pale-gray eyes settled on Laurel. The small hairs on Laurel’s neck stood up. Another centurion. Laurel focused her energy and flexed the small bit of power she possessed to shield herself from the woman’s rude attempt to probe her mind.

A hint of a smile tugged at the woman’s mouth and she inclined her head. “Sorry. We can’t be too careful these days.”

Laurel placed the book back on the shelf before she turned to face the woman. She rested her hands on her hips. “Who are you? And why would I want to harm my great-uncle?”

“I’m Nadia, Marcus’s personal assistant. He said to make you comfortable. Would you like coffee, miss? Or tea? Something to eat?” Her voice was silk over steel, gauged to seduce as well as soothe, if you were human.

Laurel huffed out her annoyance at the woman’s failure to answer her question and her placating tone. “No, thank you. And please, call me Laurel. What happened to Douglas?”

“He left, for, shall we say, other opportunities.” A lethal smile curved her mouth. “Your great-uncle is finishing a business call and will be to you when he’s finished. You’re sure you don’t want anything, Laurel?”

“No.” Laurel ignored Nadia’s raised eyebrow at her sharp tone. “Thank you.”

“Very well.” Nadia pursed her lips and gestured to the hall. “If you change your mind, my office is two doors down, on the left.”

Laurel paced, her mind awash in memories and questions. She hadn’t cared for Douglas. An officious toady, he had ratted her out more than once when she had been a rebellious teenager, including outing her to her great-uncle well before she had been ready to tell him she was lesbian. At least Nadia was easy on the eye. She’d have to wait to see about the rest.

*

The smell of her great-uncle’s Armani cologne greeted Laurel before he did. She rubbed her nose to stifle the sneeze that hovered as her eyes watered. She plastered a smile on her face and braced for impact.

Marcus Callan was not a tall man, but he tried to be. His high-heeled bespoke boots snapped against the dark hardwood floor of the living room. Dressed in a black silk shirt and trousers that matched perfectly, his blade-thin graveyard-pale face stood out in stark contrast. His mouth contorted into what passed for a smile, his blue-tinged thin lips pulled back to expose large, yellowed teeth crowding his narrow mouth.

“My favorite great-niece, what brings you to see me.” He hugged her and pressed a kiss to her cheek.

“I’m your only great-niece.” Laurel stepped back, putting a half-step distance between them. “And Officer Sullivan.”

“Sully is an excellent centurion. He’s been with us for many years.” Marcus gestured to the portrait of her parents. “I think things would have been very different if he had been working that night.” He looked down and away. “Tell me what you need, Laurel, please. I want to help you.”

“Nothing, Uncle Marcus.” Laurel shoved her hands into her pockets.

Marcus turned and skewered her with his steel-gray eyes. “You will not sleep in your car. You are family and my responsibility. What would the rest of the clan say if they heard you were sleeping in your car? Or worse, what if the Orions found you? Don’t look at me like that.”

His genial expression morphed into the one that scared the hell out of everyone else in the universe but Laurel. She had been scared of her great-uncle, once upon a time, but after experiencing the loss of her parents and finding her girlfriend in bed with their neighbor, she was too numb to feel anything.

“Or what? You’ll kick me out? Disown me? I moved out, remember? I don’t care if I inherit any of the clan’s money. None of it will bring my parents back. I’m not interested in continuing the line. Or in power. I want to make my own way.”

Her great-uncle snorted. “Make your own way,” he mimicked viciously. “And where have you gotten? Let me use my connections. I can get you an agent and a showing of your so-called art anytime you want. And make sure that it gets a positive review. You could be something, Laurel. Maybe then you’ll fulfill your obligation to the clan.”

“No. I’m not going to have you call up and lean on people to get me a showing, or representation. Not like that. And before you ask again, no, I’m not interested in a match. I’m not a brood sow, ready to pop out future supers for the sake of the clan.”

“You have an obligation. You can’t even give me a year of your time? You wouldn’t have to marry or raise the child.”

“No. That’s worse.”

Her great-uncle turned away, the muscle in his jaw working as he paced the room. “So, what do you want from me?”

“A job. And a place to live.”

“You could—”

“No, not back here. I’m not moving back in.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “I can’t create here. Not with you, so you can parade every eligible clan male through here trying to get me to acquiesce to your plans. It’s too much.”

He pressed his lips together in a thin line and glared at her. “If you’re so desperate to not live here, I have the perfect place for you. I can’t keep it rented so you might as well be there.” He clasped his hands behind his back. “I won’t take money for rent. Let me do that, at least.”

Laurel chewed her lip as she quietly calculated the balance of her bank account. “Okay.”

“I know they need a bar back at Sanctuary, if you want me to put in a word.”

Laurel straightened her shoulders and settled into her dependence on a man who made her skin crawl even when he was being kind. “Sure. I don’t want to go back to the coffee shop.” She swept a hand over her face. “I really don’t want to see Alma again.”

“No?” Her great-uncle pursed his lips.

“No. We’re over.”

“Should I say I’m sorry?”

“No. It was over for a while, last night just confirmed what I’d been worried about.” Laurel crossed her arms over her chest. “So, where is this place?”

Marcus waved his hand toward the door leading to the hall. “Nadia will drive you to pick up your car and show you the townhouse. Do you need to pick up anything from your apartment?”

“A few things. And I’ll need a jump for my car.”

“You couldn’t even summon the energy to start your car? You haven’t mastered the ability to control mechanicals?” He snorted and then pressed his lips in a thin line.

“I don’t have those abilities, you know this. Why do you always seem surprised?”

Marcus lifted his chin and leveled a hard glare at her. “You could. The blood of Clan Callan runs in your veins. And you waste it.”

Laurel shoved her hands in her pockets. “Not just Clan Callan.”

“Don’t remind me of the unfortunate human dilution of our family’s bloodline.” He shifted his gaze to the portrait of her parents before he brought it back to her. “If you want to avoid contact with Alma, give Sully a list and he’ll pick your things up for you. He’ll be more than willing. I’ll get Ronda to cover his shift.”

Laurel scrubbed a hand through her hair. “Thank you. I’d appreciate it.”

Marcus tilted his head. “I know I’m not your father, not even close, but I’ve always wanted the best for you, Laurel.”

“I know.” Laurel gave her great-uncle a quick hug. “I know.”


Chapter Three

The front door to Sanctuary was set into a narrow, brick fronted building. The dimpled steel door was low-key, a dull dirty gray against the blood-red brick. A thick brass sign with “Sanctuary” etched into it was mortared into the wall next to the door. Yellow rays of energy, a hint of the world that lay beyond, seeped out around the edges of the doorframe.

Humans crowded the street next to the building, their heads bent over their phone screens with white earbuds jammed into their ears. Laurel chewed her lip and stepped out into the flow of pedestrian traffic. She clenched her teeth against the hum of magic that filled her head as she walked the narrow alley between the club and the next building.

Laurel covered her mouth and nose with her hand against the stench of urine and the faint hint of blood laced with the unmistakable scent of dark magic. After picking her way past dubious dark puddles dotting the brick path, she arrived at the side door to the club. She tapped on a black steel door with “deliveries” printed on it in yellow block letters. The heavy metal door swung open on well-oiled hinges.

“Yes?” A man dressed in chef checks and a black jacket stood in the doorway. He cocked his head sideways. “Laurel?”

“Yes.” Laurel wiped her hand on her jeans.

“You don’t look like him.”

Laurel shrugged her annoyance.

He turned and lifted a hand, gesturing for her to follow. “I’m Bruce.”

Laurel entered the brightly lit space. The receiving area was narrow. Wire shelves lined the passage. Cardboard boxes with neat printing filled the shelves. Her shoes squeaked on the floor as she followed Bruce through the busy kitchen to the front of the club.

The murmur of voices as staff scurried around setting the tables and preparing the elegant dining room for the lunch crowd created a low-level hum. Bruce waded between the tables as he led her to the bar.

He leaned his elbow on the mirrored chrome bar. “Carla?”

“Yeah?” Carla turned to face them. Her steel-gray centurion’s gaze fell on Laurel.

“This is Laurel. She’ll be your bar back.”

Carla shifted her gaze to Bruce. “Since when?”

Bruce crossed his arms over his chest. “Since this morning. And don’t act like you don’t need one.”

Carla shifted her stance and swept her gaze over Laurel. Her probe was ten times the force of Nadia’s. Laurel pushed back at first and then, seduced by the bartender’s power, she gave over, caught up in her attention. She surrendered to Carla’s invasion of her mind. She flushed as Carla sifted through her memories and thoughts. The sensation of being held down, captured, and the delicious feeling of being known made Laurel squirm.

“That’s enough, Carla. She’s Marcus’s niece.” Bruce’s voice broke into Laurel’s thoughts and Carla withdrew.

Laurel crossed her arms over her breasts in a vain attempt to hide her nipples where they pressed against her thin T-shirt.

Bruce glared at Carla. “Get a room next time.” He flounced toward the kitchen leaving them staring at each other.

Carla swept her hand over her close-cropped curls. “You okay?”

Laurel shivered. “I… It’s been a long time.”

Carla tried and failed to stifle her grin. “I know. Don’t worry. With your looks you’ll have more than a few interested.” Her expression shifted to one of remorse. “Hey, I’m sorry.”

Laurel frowned. “About what?”

“I didn’t recognize you as a super, I wouldn’t have scanned you without asking. I’m used to scanning humans. When it’s supers, I always ask first, and go easy.”

Laurel looked away. “It’s fine. Anyone could have made that mistake. I’m not really a super.”

Carla rested her fists on her hips. “You’re Marcus’s niece. How can you not be a super?”

“Great-niece.” Laurel shrugged. “I don’t know. Can you please show me what you need me to do? I’ve worked as a bar back before so just give me the rundown.”

Carla waited a beat and then stepped back. “Yeah, sure.” She gestured to Laurel’s clothes. “You’re okay wearing jeans and your T-shirt for today. We’ll find you a uniform for later. We serve lunch and dinner. The café handles breakfast and brunch on Sunday.” She waved to the rear of the dining room. “Through the glass doors is a club with a dance floor. There’s a bar there as well. Jay works the bar and Kyle is his bar back. You only have to worry about me and this bar. We keep the restaurant patrons well oiled, and you’ll run drinks for the wait staff.”

Laurel worried her lip with her teeth. “How’s tipping go?”

“We share out at the end of the night.” Carla tilted her head and pointed to a locked cabinet. “This is reserved for supers. If we get mixed couples, if the super allows it, the human can be served from the special stock.” She leaned on the bar and knotted her hands together. “We get a lot of humans in here. They’re drawn by the hum, the power they sense. We also get a lot of supers looking to hook up with them. I keep an eye on the ones who look like they have no clue. There are rooms in the back, that can be reserved for private dining or whatever.” She lifted her eyebrow. “If you see something that doesn’t look or feel right to you, let me know.”

Laurel relaxed her gaze and focused on the glowing doors at the end of the dining room that would be invisible to humans. Wisps of purple energy seeped around the edges and Laurel’s mind filled with images of what went on behind them. “Are those locked?”

Carla nodded. “Yes.” She held up a ring of old-fashioned skeleton keys and jingled them. “We keep these for show. I change the wards every day so no one gets a room without checking with me.” A lascivious grin spread over her face. “I’d ask if you wanted to see one, but I already know the answer to that question.”

Laurel scrubbed her hand over her head. “If I weren’t fresh off a heartbreak, I’d be more than happy to let you show me a room, but I’m a bit tender today.”

Carla gripped her shoulder and squeezed lightly. “Come on, I’ll go over this week’s special drinks and the garnishes I’ll need. We have about an hour before we open.”


Chapter Four

Catherine paced her attic room. The discordant strains of experimental jazz were not enough to cover the drone of the man’s voice. His pompous tone grated as he discussed jazz as if he were the arbiter of all that was cool. Catherine wrinkled her nose at his bombastic tirade and praise of vinyl records as if he had pressed them himself. She slid between the gaps in the floor, waiting to coalesce into a form that would haunt the man for the rest of his poseur days.

He paused and took a sip of his drink. He lifted a bottle of bourbon from the table and held it poised over the woman’s empty glass. “Another drink?”

“No. I don’t think I should, Jack.” The woman brushed her hair back with her hand. “I have to work tomorrow.”

He fixed his gaze on the woman’s breasts. “Come on, Sherry. You know you want to.” Jack filled her glass, brown liquid sloshing over the side. “This is hand crafted. I found it on a trip to…”

Catherine drew herself together and revealed herself to the man. He stared. Standing behind and just to the left of the seated woman, she rested her hands on her hips. Naked, she arched her back and raised her hands to her breasts. She lifted them like an offering.

Jack blinked and replaced the bottle on the table. His expression morphed into one of desire. He licked his lips.

“You were saying?” Sherry tilted her head at Jack.

“What?” Jack never took his eyes from Catherine’s body.

“What are you staring at?” Sherry twisted in her chair to look over her shoulder.

Invisible to Sherry, Catherine blew a kiss to Jack before she rolled her nipples into stiff points.

“Nothing.” He shifted his gaze back to Sherry and took another sip of his bourbon. He rubbed his eyes. “Nothing.” Jack spun on his heel and glanced at the bay window looking out over the street. “Must have been a reflection.” He gulped his drink before he placed the glass on the end table.

Catherine sauntered to the center of the room and then crooked her finger at him. Jack glanced at Sherry before his gaze slid to Catherine’s eyes. A sly smile twisted his lips as he drew nearer to her.

Catherine held his gaze, raised one hand, and then peeled the skin from her face as one would peel an orange. She dropped the first bit of her ghostly form onto the floor and leered at Jack. His scream reverberated off the walls as he backed away. He stumbled. His arms windmilled as he tried to right himself before he crashed to the floor.

“No. No.” He crab-walked away as Catherine advanced. She tore more flesh from her face and plopped it at his feet. She leaned into it then, projecting the image of blood oozing from stripped bone into his mind.

“Get away from me!” Jack kicked at Catherine.

Sherry shrieked and bolted from her chair. “The fuck is wrong with you?” She grabbed her purse and slung it over her shoulder before she ran from the room. “And I fucking hate jazz,” she called over her shoulder as she ran down the steps to the front door.

Catherine flicked another bit of flesh toward Jack. He shrieked again. A dark stain covered the front his jeans and the hot smell of urine spread out in the room.

“God save me. Please. Please, don’t kill me!” His voice rose in pitch.

Catherine leaned closer and placed her bloody finger over his lips. “Leave. Now. Don’t come back.” She blasted the words into his mind, careful to not rupture the delicate vessels feeding his brain. It wouldn’t do to kill him. That was always more trouble than it was worth.

“Yes. Yes.” When she let him go, Jack rolled to his hands and knees. He ducked his head and scrabbled away from Catherine. She hovered by the bay window and watched as he fled.

She pulled herself together, knitting her form back to the perfect one she preferred to hold. Why couldn’t they rent this place to some quiet soul who would leave her in peace? If she had to be trapped in this monstrous house, couldn’t she at least have pleasant company?

“You’re so good at that. I can’t scare away a mouse. Let alone a human.” Manny’s soft voice floated up from the basement. “Thank you. From all of us. He was talking about asking Marcus about renovating the cellar and filling in the cistern.”

“My pleasure.” Catherine reveled in the thrill brought about by Jack’s abject terror.

His fear had spilled over and saturated her. It was always so. The moment her victims succumbed to their fear was delicious. A fine wine to be savored, although she much preferred a subtler approach, sipping her victim’s fears over the weeks and months she sometimes took to rid herself of the endless string of renters.

But tonight, Jack, with his obvious plan to get Sherry drunk and seduce her, had pushed every one of her buttons, gotten under her skin as it were. She chuckled to herself at her own joke and drew in the intoxicating sensation of power. Catherine released her form and her soul passed through the ceiling, up to the attic and her room.

The stuffy, hot air of the attic surrounded her. The cloying scent of mothballs and cedar rose to greet her. A chair covered in once-white linen now yellow with age was wedged under the low knee wall that took up one side of the room. Her narrow brass bed, its mattress leaking stuffing where the ticking had split, the bloodstains on it now faded away to a light brown, mocked her.

Regarding the grim reminder of her last minutes on the earthly plane, she wondered for the millionth time since the night she and her lover had been surprised by her brother if it would have been better to surrender to the oblivion of death. The worn memory of that night wormed its way into her consciousness. The flash of the blade, Nora’s screams and the way they had faded as her brother dragged her from the house, the slam of the door echoing like a pistol shot. Her soul ached as she replayed the lugubrious sounds of her last breaths as Catherine tapped all her power to drag herself to her attic sanctuary.

Catherine drew her finger along the blade she had yanked from her body while reciting the spell that would keep her spirit alive, even as her guts spilled from the wound in her belly and her earthly form died.

She shoved the kris away and it collided with her grimoire. It gouged the cracked leather cover before it clattered to the floor. Catherine rested her palm on the book as she turned her decision to stay bound to this place, to remain on this side of the plane, over in her mind. The closeness of the attic pressed around her. Immortality was much easier when you were free to wander the streets and inhabit whatever human form you desired.

Catherine picked up the kris and ran her thumb along the blade. Revenge and desire burned through her. A heady combination, it had fueled her since the night she had escaped execution and become a prisoner of the townhouse instead.

She picked up the blade and slashed the air, slicing through the waves of melancholy that roiled around her. Catherine set the blade aside and created a glamour, transforming the room into a charming attic bedroom. She lay back on the bed, resting on the rotted mattress. She pillowed her head on her hands and closed her eyes against the reality of her choice. The scratch-scratch-scratch of mice as they tramped in the walls searching for food disturbed her enough that she sent a lethal wave of energy toward the sound and was rewarded by the silence that followed.

Restless, Catherine left the bed and sat at her desk. She rested her chin in her hand. How long would she be able to protect Manny and the others? Their spirits were trapped in the part of the house that remained hidden from all but one. And he would never reveal it. Never release them. Marcus Callan’s secrets would die when the house was renovated. Their souls would be trapped in the rubble, consigned to the pit in the basement, or scattered to the four directions and beyond.

Catherine flipped through the book again, knowing she lacked the power to send the children over to a peaceful rest. Hell, she lacked the power for herself. Without the box and the blood, they were stuck on this plane until the building ceased to exist. The high of her last victim left her, and in that space rose a fierce longing.

As much as fear fed her, she craved the sweet taste of love and adoration. Catherine closed her eyes and reached out with her mind, testing the bounds of her prison as she had every night since she had lost Nora. Hope warred with resignation. Nora had never believed as Catherine had, had never participated in the rituals, or even believed Catherine’s true identity. She held little hope her lover had survived the years between them or that she would ever reverse the magic keeping her bound to the house. The townhouse would be Catherine’s tomb, her final resting place as sure as if she had been buried in a proper chamber under a pyramid of stone.

Turning away from her melancholy thoughts, she opened her worn copy of the book and began to read again. Incantations and prayers she had read so many times she could recite most of them filled her mind. Catherine sorted and sifted the words and directions, determined to find a way to release the cellar spirits and herself.


Chapter Five

Laurel and Nadia stood on the gray sidewalk in front of the brick townhouse. Trimmed in Indiana limestone, wide curving stairs rose up to the faded black door. Three tiers of bay windows fronted the building. The street was scruffy, and the battered buildings around them were in various stages of disrepair. Laurel’s rust bucket of a car fit in with the other late models lining the street.

Nadia removed her Bulgari Flora sunglasses and tucked them inside their case. She snapped it shut and placed it in her suit pocket. Laurel stuffed her hands into her back pockets as she surveyed the street.

Nadia peered into Laurel’s face. “Would you like me to call for help?” She nodded toward Laurel’s car stuffed with her belongings.

Laurel rubbed the back of her neck. “No. It’s all portable. I’ve moved too many times to own anything I can’t carry myself.”

Nadia held out the keys to the building. The afternoon sunlight reflected off them and they glittered in her hand. “Has your great-uncle told you anything about the townhouse?”

“He only said he couldn’t keep it rented to humans or supers.” Laurel looked away from Nadia’s probing stare.

“You’re sure you want to risk it?”

“It’s better than moving back into his house. I can’t work there. It’s too…”

“Safe?” Nadia spoke over her. “Full of memories?”

“Both.” Laurel huffed out a breath.

Nadia pursed her lips. “This townhouse has been in the family for generations. It has been many things over the years.” Her intent gaze settled on Laurel, the fine rim of red around her pupils glowed. “Inform me if any spirits attempt contact.” She whispered in a voice edged in granite. “They are not for you.”

Laurel stepped back. “I’m not a super, remember? Why would a spirit waste time with me?”

Nadia lifted her chin. “You are many things, Laurel, don’t underestimate your worth.” She reached across the space between them. “Your great-uncle asked me to link with you, for your protection. May I?”

“Yes.” Laurel slid her mental shield in place as she braced for Nadia’s linking. Unwilling to give up her secrets to her great-uncle’s personal assistant, she pasted her most benign smile on her face as she let Nadia forge a connection between them.

Nadia cupped Laurel’s chin in her hand. She tightened her grip and her fingers dug into the tender place under Laurel’s jaw. “Your talents are dormant, not nonexistent. Don’t waste them, and don’t doubt them.” She relaxed her fingers and rubbed her thumb over Laurel’s lower lip, making her shiver.

Captured by the seductive web of Nadia’s voice, Laurel closed her eyes.

“One day you’ll find a spirit who will awaken them in you.” Nadia’s touch and her voice soothed Laurel.

With her mental prophylactic in place, she relaxed into Nadia’s gentle mind fuck. On the sidewalk in midafternoon, after giving her permission, there was nothing she could do to resist and, in the moment, with her shields set safely in place, she didn’t want to.

Nadia mapped Laurel’s mind. Laurel hovered on the edges of her consciousness. Nadia pushed forward, picking her way through Laurel’s mind as she wove a web of connection between them. Laurel held fast, rebuffing the centurion’s efforts to push past her mental fortress, determined to keep her secrets safe from her great-uncle and his loyal centurion.

Nadia inhaled sharply and drew her hand away from Laurel’s face. Her eyes were bright, and she trembled. “You’re hiding something, Laurel.”

Laurel opened her mouth to protest.

Nadia held her hand up. “No. It’s fine. I have what I need to connect with you.” Her eyes shone. Her pupils glittering black pools of promise. “I’m here for you, Laurel.” Her voice oozed tenderness. “My loyalty is to you, now. We are linked. I won’t harm you. If you need”—a wry smile tugged at the corner of her mouth—“or want me, for anything, contact me anytime, day or night.” She stepped closer and clasped Laurel’s hand and pressed the keys into them, and then held their clasped hands to her heart. “I pray you don’t need me, but I hope you might find you want me.” Nadia gazed into Laurel’s eyes. “You’re gorgeous, as promising as spring, a flower whose blooms are tightly furled, but near to bursting.” Nadia squeezed her hand hard and the keys bit into Laurel’s palm. “With the right tending you will blossom spectacularly.”

Nadia stepped back, releasing Laurel, and held her arm out toward the steps. “After you.”

Laurel shook her head to clear it of Nadia’s passionate speech and the remnants of her probe. “Let me grab my backpack. No need to go up empty handed.”

Nadia followed her car. “What can I carry?”

Laurel placed a large sketch pad into her hands. “This.” She glanced at Nadia’s Louboutin red bottom pumps. “You don’t have to help, you know.”

Nadia clasped the large pad of paper to her chest. “I know. I want to. I can run in these. Steps are not a problem.”

Laurel shouldered her backpack. “Suit yourself.”


Chapter Six

The musty smell of old carpet and bug spray assaulted Laurel’s nostrils. “Great-Uncle Marcus has spared no expense I see.” She spun in a slow circle and fixed her gaze on the floor to ceiling bay window. “At least it has north light. What year was it built?”

“Nineteen-oh-two.” Nadia quirked her mouth. “I think he’d sell it if he didn’t feel compelled to keep it.”

Laurel raised an eyebrow. “Compelled?”

Nadia tilted her head and held her hand palm out. “No. Don’t ask. I don’t know more than that. He refuses to discuss it.”

Laurel stared at the dubious plaid-covered couch and the faded maroon stain spreading over the middle cushion. The claret color flowed over the front of the sofa and ended in an irregular blotch on the beige carpet.

Laurel placed her backpack on the dusty coffee table. “Don’t suppose he’d be upset if I got rid of some of this—” She gestured to the worn furniture. “I like this table and the bookshelf, but my ass is not sitting on that sofa. Or that hideous chair.” She leaned down and peered at the stained couch. “It looks and smells like something died on it.”

“The last tenant skipped in the middle of the night, hasn’t returned my calls. And none of our skip tracers can locate him. I have a company scheduled to clean the house Thursday. If there is anything you want to keep, mark it with tape.”

Laurel shoved her hand in her back pocket. “I’ll have to buy a new bed. I’m not sleeping on the one Alma was banging Brittney on.”

“Understandable. If you send me your specifications, I’ll have one delivered.”

Nadia’s saccharine sweet smile of concern made Laurel clench her jaw. She turned away from Nadia. “You don’t have to do that.”

“I want to. Do you require anything else? I have a few other things I need to attend to for your great-uncle.” Nadia moved to stand in front of Laurel.

“No.” Laurel focused on the red bottoms of Nadia’s shoes. “No. Is there designated parking for this place?”

“We own the block. There’s a garage behind the building. The key with the orange tab will unlock the cover to the keypad to open the door. I’ll email you the code after we reset it. I’ll call next week to arrange a time for the company to install security cameras. Is there anything else you’d like done? Marcus has told me to do whatever you wish to the house.”

Laurel huffed out a breath. “I’m not staying forever. I don’t need security cameras.” She shoved her hands into her pockets. “I’m broke. I don’t have anything anyone would want to steal.”

Nadia raised her hand palm out. “It’s necessary. If you stay a month or years, it is something that should have been done long ago.” She held Laurel’s gaze. “And some do not seek material goods.”

Laurel rested her chin on her chest and fought the urge to run out of the door. Her stomach twisted and the taste of bile rose in her mouth. Marcus would have his way. Fighting back against her overprotective great-uncle was like swimming against a tsunami. “Fine.”

Nadia patted her arm before she walked to the stairs. She paused and looked back over her shoulder at Laurel. “He only wants the best for you. And the clan.”

Guilt tinged with anger washed over Laurel. “I know. But we have a different opinion about what’s best.”

Nadia’s piercing gaze pinned Laurel to the spot. “We’re not always able to make good decisions about what’s best for ourselves. Why not take advantage of his vision?”

“Because I have my own.” Laurel straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin. “And it doesn’t include following the path he and the rest of the family laid out for me when I was born. I’m not like them.”

Nadia raised an eyebrow. “You are more like them than you know—or want to admit. I remember your mother. At some point, you will have to assume your role in the family. Your great-uncle has been more than patient with you. More patient than you know. You can’t refuse forever.”

“Or what?” Laurel rested a hand on her hip. “They’ll kill me? Or let the Orions pick me up?”

“There are worse things than death, Laurel.” Nadia’s eyes flared red around the edges, the gravel in her voice a glimpse of the demon hidden inside the human body the centurion wore.

“Like being forced to serve a family for millennia whether you want to or not?” Laurel crossed her arms over her chest.

Nadia inhaled sharply. “We are called to serve. It is not a burden. It is our way. We are intertwined with your family in ways you can’t even begin to understand because you turn away from us. Close your mind off to what is and what could be.” She turned back and stepped close to Laurel, her face a breath away. “We are because you are, we exist because you exist. Never forget that. Your survival is our survival.” She cupped Laurel’s face, her voice shifting into the full honeyed tones of practiced seduction. “Do not consign my generation to oblivion.” She pressed closer and brushed a kiss over Laurel’s lips. “Please. Don’t fight it, Laurel. We could be so good together.”

“No. No. Stop.” Laurel fought the centurion’s touch and focused her energy on resisting her words and her pleading tone. “I’m not what people think I am,” she choked out as she stepped back from Nadia.

“You are. The clan knows you are, as does your great-uncle. With me at your side what could you possibly fear? We could choose your mate, or mates together. Once it was done, we could rid ourselves of them.”

Laurel’s stomach roiled as visions of Nadia observing her coupling and then murdering the unlucky super filled her mind. “I have no desire to be bred.” Laurel panted and closed her eyes briefly against Nadia’s unsubtle attempt to bed her to further the clan’s goals. She seized on the full horror of Nadia’s suggestion and drew strength from it. “Never. I don’t want you that way.”

“Are you sure?” The centurion slid her hand down the front of Laurel’s T-shirt and over her nipples.

“Stop that.” She shoved Nadia’s hand away. “And yes. Did my great-uncle put you up to this?”

“You may not have the full power of a super, but your words stab me like a dagger.” Nadia’s brows drew down and she clasped her hands in front of her waist. “Marcus Callan does not command my desire. He directed me to keep you alive, Laurel. There are others in the clan who don’t have your great-uncle’s sentimental attitude toward you. Others who believe your personal wishes are of no consequence.”

Laurel balled her hands into fists. Tiny flames of blue light crackled and spread out from her closed hands.

Nadia raised an eyebrow and stared. “You won’t be able to hide your abilities forever.” She sniffed loudly. “I thought maybe after our moment on the sidewalk we could have had something. We could have an army of Callans as we once did. Legions upon legions who could hunt down and destroy the Orions. And force the humans to accept us.” Her voice dropped to a lethal tone. “You are the key, Laurel. Let’s take back our world together.”

Laurel rubbed the back of her neck. “No. You’re just as delusional as Marcus. That little blue light you saw? That’s it. That’s all I have. Not even enough juice to start my car this morning. Even if I agreed to have a child with the most powerful super you could find there is no guarantee the child would be as you imagine. Or that I would pop them out like a brood sow.” She leveled a glare at Nadia. “Leave me alone. I don’t want to discuss this again.”

“As you command.” Nadia inclined her head toward Laurel. “Is there anything else you require of me?”

Laurel’s gaze settled on the furniture. “Help me move this couch and chair out of here?”

“As you wish.” Nadia took off her suit coat and draped it over Laurel’s backpack.

*

Laurel scrolled to her favorite playlist, and the smoky sounds of Maria McKee’s “If Love is a Red Dress” filled the room. She fiddled with the receiver and moved the speakers around until she was satisfied with the sound. The acoustics of the room weren’t the best, but the town home was free and right now free was good. Tips at the coffee house had been irregular and her wages had barely paid for food and art supplies. The meager tips she had brought home after her first shift at Sanctuary had promised more of the same barely scraping by existence.

After tossing a paint-splattered drop cloth over the floor, she placed her easel on it. The best thing the house offered, besides free rent and parking space, was a north facing window. Laurel had delighted in shoving the couch and chair over the balcony with Nadia’s assistance. Clear of the furniture, the former living room was transformed into a studio, or what would pass for one.

*

Catherine lay on the mattress and opened her mind to the scene unfolding in the living room. She had skirted the demon’s protective shield delicately, concealing her presence from the bodyguard. The woman she guarded, Laurel, was waifish, thin, her angular face drawn under thick dark brows. Her features were familiar. Catherine focused on her, observing her from a distance. Laurel had rebuffed the centurion’s advances, her rage filling the space as she argued with the centurion. The lust of the centurion was palpable. Catherine indulged herself with a psychic sip of her sexual energy.

Catherine had taken advantage of Laurel’s distraction and entered her mind, working her way past intricate barriers the woman had in place to secure her thoughts and emotions from the centurion’s probe. Catherine rifled Laurel’s thoughts and emotions seeking clues to her identity. Not human, not demon. A super. And more. So much more. And yet she kept her powers hidden. Did the demon centurion, Nadia, know their raw magnitude? And why was Laurel denying her abilities?

Laurel refused Nadia’s advances and anger replaced sexual hunger as the centurion raged quietly at Laurel. Laurel held her ground and after a minuscule display of power the centurion left.

Catherine exited Laurel’s mind. She disguised her energy signature and stayed hidden, following Laurel as she unpacked the small boxes she had carried in from the car. Laurel. Curious. Why name a child after a beautiful but toxic plant?

Working steadily, Laurel stacked several white gessoed canvases against the wall of the living room. Open crates of paints and rolls of brushes were placed next to the canvases. Laurel bent at the waist, took a box cutter from her pocket, and slashed open the top of a box. Tossing her blade aside, she shoved the lid open and unpacked a stack of drawing pads and sketchbooks.

Over the years of watching individuals take possession of the house, Catherine had arrived at a theory of personality based on what room the renters set up first in the house. Those who valued food and creature comforts unpacked and set up the kitchen first. Desire or money drove people who set up the bedroom. They were Catherine’s favorite renters, most often new lovers or those who made their living providing sexual care to others.

An infinitesimally few individuals set up their passions first. The writers who unpacked their office, stopping to scribble ideas on random bits of paper as they occurred to them. Once a woman had stopped to outline an entire novel on the packing cardboard with a marker. Catherine had hovered just out of her consciousness, fascinated by her process.

Then there were obsessive readers unpacking books and organizing their bookshelves before placing one dish in the kitchen. Sometimes, they stopped and read, letting the rest of the unpacking go while they savored words. Laurel appeared to be an artist to her core, as she unpacked her art supplies and ignored both the bedroom and the kitchen.

Waves of sorrow and frustration poured off Laurel. Deep and wide, they buffeted Catherine. Laurel had loved. And lost her heart. Scenes from her partner’s infidelity filled Laurel’s mind. Catherine watched them unfold, rocked by the intensity of Laurel’s emotions.

Her power was unchecked, a wild surge of energy that titillated as it swirled and enveloped Catherine. The scent of her blood and energy signature filled the room, a siren call to Catherine’s need. She gathered herself and stretched her hand toward Laurel’s neck. No. Not this way. No. Catherine drew back. She is a precious commodity. How could she not know? Or maybe she does?

The interaction with the demon had been one-sided, that much was plain to Catherine. Laurel had allowed the centurion to believe they were bonded, while holding a part of herself back. Laurel had accepted the demon’s protection although she was clearly much more powerful than the centurion. Her power was equal to Catherine’s, a gift from birth if the centurion was to be believed. With education and practice her abilities would surpass Catherine’s.

A smidge of jealousy seeped in as Catherine considered what she had given up in order to attain her powers, what she had done, to be as she was. Catherine shoved away the regrets that nipped at the corners of her thought. No. No regrets. I will have my freedom. And my vengeance. She gazed at Laurel, perhaps her pleas had been heard and this was the Goddess’s gift to her. A super to free her. A partner to join her in her quest for revenge on those who had taken her lover, her life, and her eternal rest.

Laurel shoved the lid off a plastic bin and drew out an inlaid puzzle box. Dark walnut wood contrasted with light oak, the mosaic patterns on the sides and lids as ancient as the design. Laurel smoothed her fingers over the lid. Tears slid from her eyes and she dashed her wrist over her face to wipe them away as her control shattered.

The box. How on earth does she have the box? What does it mean to her? Catherine shoved away her own memories of the puzzle box and peered into Laurel’s mind. She touched her pain as Laurel’s thoughts unfolded like an intricate origami heart. Vivid images, a montage of Laurel’s memories, spun out. A second-hand store, a lover’s kiss, their hands joined as they shopped. Enamored with each other, giggling at the faint smell of sex that clung to them. The box had called to Laurel, drew her to its resting place under a layer of thick dust in a dim corner of the shop.

A swift purchase and walk home followed by her companion taking Laurel quick and dirty in the elevator. Laurel’s delight in being taken so roughly sent a rill of desire through Catherine. Another image flooded Laurel’s mind, the box on the dresser in a dark bedroom, a backdrop for the scene of her lover’s betrayal. Laurel’s resignation as she watched her lover and another, fucking in their bed. Catherine left Laurel’s mind as her quiet tears flowed down her cheeks.

Drawn by her sorrow, seduced by the psychic pain rolling off Laurel, Catherine slid closer, gathered herself, and kneeled on the floor next to Laurel. Unable to resist the tug of Laurel’s raw emotions, Catherine stroked her fingers down the back of her neck under the shaggy dark hair, seeking to comfort, to heal, to give her peace. A spark of energy flowed from Laurel through Catherine’s fingertips as she touched Laurel’s skin. She trembled, heat spread out, warming her. Even without a physical body the sensations filled her with longing. She firmed her connection with Laurel and sent sensual light along it, even as she sipped the heady taste of her sorrow.

Desire flared. What would it be like to be able to lie with her, hot skin to hot skin, legs intertwined, to have Laurel’s lithe frame nestled next to Catherine’s curves? Frozen in time when women were revered for full figures, Catherine reveled in her thick body and heavy breasts. The women she saw on the street, trudging past the townhouse, seemed determined to starve off their curves instead of flaunting them.
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