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For Allison and Kim.

Thanks for letting me take Kate and run with her!

From the back cover ...

"Ninety-nine percent of the wives and moms in the country will identify with this heroine. | mean,

like who hasn't had to battle demons between carpools and playdates?”

—Jayne Ann Krentz, New York Times bestsdlling author of Falling Awake

Lots of women put their careers aside once the kids come along. Kate Connor, for instance, hasn't

hunted ademon in ages...

That must be why she missed the one wandering through the pet food aide of the San Diablo Wal-Mart.
Unfortunately, he managed to catch her attention an hour later—when he crashed into the Connor house,

intent on killing her.

Now Kate hasto clean up the messin her kitchen, dispose of adead demon, and pull together a dinner
party that will get her hushband dected to County Attorney—all without arousing her family's suspicion.

Worse yet, it seems the dead demon didn't come aone...

It'stime for Kate Connor to go back to work.
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Chapter One

My nameis Kate Connor and | used to be a Demon Hunter.

I've often thought that would be agreat pickup line a parties, but with ateenager, atoddler, and a
husband, I'm hardly burning up the party circuit. And, of course, the whole demon-hunting thing is one
great big gargantuan secret. No one knows. Not my kids, not my husband, and certainly not folks at



these imaginary partieswhere I'm regaling sumptuous hunks with tales from my demon-daying,
vampire-hunting, zombie-killing days.

Back intheday, | was pretty cool. Now I'm aglorified chauffeur for drill-team practice and Gymboree
play dates. Less sex appeal, maybe, but | gottaadmit | loveit. | wouldn't trade my family for anything.
And after fourteen years of doing the mommy thing, my demon-hunting skills aren't exactly sharp.

All of which explainswhy | didn't immediately locate and terminate the demon wandering the pet-food
aide of the San Diablo Wa-Mart. Instead, when | caught awhiff of that telltale stench, | naturaly
assumed it emanated exclusively from the bottom of aparticularly cranky two-year-old. My
two-year-old, to be exact.

"Mom! Hedid it again. What are you feeding him?" That from Alison, my particularly cranky
fourteen-year-old. She, at leadt, didn't stink.

"Entrailsand goat turds,” | said absently. | sniffed the air again. Surdly that was only Timmy | was
andling...

"Mo-om." She managed to make the word two syllables. "Y ou don't haveto be gross.”

"Sorry." | concentrated on my kids, pushing my suspicionsfirmly out of my mind. | wasbeing slly. San
Diablo had been demon-freefor years. That'swhy | lived here, after al.

Besides, the comings and goings of demons weren't my problem anymore. Nowadays my problems
leaned more toward the domestic rather than the demonic. Grocery shopping, budgeting, carpooling,
mending, cleaning, cooking, parenting, and athousand other "-ings.” All the basic stuff that completely
holds afamily together and is taken entirely for granted by every person on the planet who doesntt
happen to be awife and stay-at-home mom. (And two pointsto you if you caught that little bit of vitriol.
I'll admit to having afew issues about the whole topic, but, dammit, | work hard. And believe me, I'm no
sranger to hard work. It was never easy, say, cleaning out an entire nest of evil, bloodthirsty
preternatural creastureswith only afew wooden stakes, some holy water, and a can of Diet Coke. But |
aways managed. And it was ahell of alot easier than getting ateenager, a husband, and atoddler up
and moving in the morning. Now, that's achdlenge.)

While Timmy fussed and whined, | siwung the shopping cart around, aiming for the back of the store and
adiaper-changing tation. It would have been arefined, fluid motion if Timmy hadn't taken the
opportunity to reach out with those chubby little hands. His fingers collided with a stack of Fancy Feast
cans and everything started wobbling. | let out one of those sartled little "oh!™ sounds, totally pointless
and entirely ineffectud. There was atime when my reflexes were so sharp, so perfectly attuned, that |
probably could have caught every one of those cans before they hit the ground. But that Katie wasn't
with mein Wal-Mart, and | watched, helpless, as the cans clattered to the ground.

Another finemess...

Alison had jumped back asthe cansfdl, and she looked with dismay at the pile. Asfor the culprit, he
was suddenly in afabulous mood, clapping wildly and screaming "Big noise! Big noise!” while eyeing the
remaining stacks greedily. | inched the cart farther away from the shelves.

"Allie, do you mind?| need to go changehim.”

She gave me one of those put-upon looks that are genetically coded to appear as soon asagirl hitsher
teens.



"Takeyour pick," | said, usng my most reasonable mother voice. " Clean up the cat food, or clean up
your brother."

"I'll pick up the cans," she said, in atone that perfectly matched her expression.

| took adeep breath and reminded myself that she was fourteen. Raging hormones. Those difficult
adolescent years. More difficult, | imagined, for methan for her. "Why don't | meet youinthemusic aide.
Pick out anew CD and welll add it to the pile.”

Her facelit up. "Redly?’

"Sure. Why not?' Yes, yes, don't even say it. | know "why not." Setting a bad precedent, not defining
limits, blah, blah, blah. Throw dl that psycho mumbo jumbo a me when you're wandering Wal-Mart
with two kidsand alist of errands aslong asyour arm. If | can buy a day's worth of cooperation for
$14.99, then that'saded I'm jumping dl over. I'll worry about the consequencesin therapy, thank you
very much.

| caught another whiff of nastiness right before we hit the restrooms. Out of habit, | looked around. A
feeble old man squinted at me from over the Wa-Mart Sunday insert, but other than him, there was
nobody around but me and Timmy.

"P.U.,"” Timmy said, then flashed atoothy grin.

| smiled as | parked the shopping cart outside of the ladies room. "P.U." was his newest favorite word,
followed in close second by "Oh, man!" The"Oh, man!" | can blame on Nickelodeon and Dora the
Explorer. For the other, | lay exclusive blame on my husband, who has never been keen on changing
dirty digpers and has managed, I'm convinced, over the short term of Timmy'slife, to givethekid a
complete and utter complex about bowel movements.

"YoureP.U.," | said, hoisting him onto the little drop-down changing table. "But not for long. Well clean
you up, powder that bottom, and dap on anew digper. Y ou're gonna come out smelling like arose, kid."

"Likearosa" he mimicked, reaching for my earringswhile | held him down and stripped him.

After amillion wipes and one fresh digper, Timmy was back in the shopping cart. Wefetched Allie away
from adisplay of newly released CDs, and she came more or lesswillingly, aNatalie ImbrugliaCD
clutched in her hand.

Ten minutes and eighty-seven dollars later | was Strapping Timmy into his car seet while Allie loaded our
bagsinto the minivan. As| was maneuvering through the parking lot, | caught one more glimpse of the
old man I'd seen earlier. He was standing at the front of the store, between the Coke machines and the
plastic kiddie poals, just staring out toward me. | pulled over. My plan was to pop out, say aword or
two to him, take agood long whiff of hisbreath, and then be on my way.

| had my door half open when music started blasting from al six of the Odyssey's Speakers a something
close to one hundred decibels. | jumped, whipping around to face Allie, who was dready fumbling for
the volume control and muttering, " Sorry, sorry.”

| pushed the power button, which ended the Nataie Imbruglia surround-sound serenade, but did nothing
about Timmy, who was now bawling his eyes out, probably from the pain associated with burst
eardrums. | shot Allie astern look, unfastened my seat belt, and climbed into the backseet, al the while
trying to make happy sounds that would cam my kid.

"I'm sorry, Mom," Alliesaid. To her credit she sounded sincere. "1 didn't know the volume was up that



high." She maneuvered into the backseat on the other side of Timmy and Started playing peekaboo with
Boo Bear, abedraggled blue bear that's been Timmy's constant companion since he was five months old.
At firg Timmy ignored her, but after awhile hejoined in, and | felt alittle surge of pride for my daughter.

"Good for you," | said.
She shrugged and kissed her brother's forehead.

| remembered the old man and reached for the door, but as | looked out at the sdewalk, | saw that he
was gone.

"What'swrong?' Allie asked.

| hadn't realized | was frowning, so | forced asmile and concentrated on erasing the worry linesfrom my
forehead. "Nothing," | said. And then, since that wasthe truth, | repested myself, "Nothing a al.”

For the next three hours we bounced from store to store as | went down my list for the day: bulk goods
at Wa-Mart—check; shoesfor Timmy at Payless—check; Happy Med for Timmy to ward off
crankiness—check; new shoesfor Alliefrom DSW—check; new tiesfor Stuart from T.J. Maxx—
check. By the time we hit the grocery store, the Happy Med had worn off, both Timmy and Alliewere
cranky, and | wasn't far behind. Mostly, though, | was distracted.

That old man was still on my mind, and | wasirritated with mysdf for not | etting the whole thing drop. But
something about him bugged me. As| pushed the shopping cart down the dairy aide, | told mysdlf | was
being paranoid. For one thing, demons tend not to infect the old or feeble. (Makes sense when you think
about it; if you're going to suddenly become corporedl, you might aswell shoot for young, strong, and
virile.) For another, I'm pretty sure thered been no demon stench, just a particularly pungent toddler
diaper. Of course, that didn't necessarily rule out demon proximity. All the demons|'d ever run across
tended to pop breath mints like candy, and one even owned the mgjority share of stock in amouth wash
manufacturer. Even so, common sense told me there was no demon.

Mostly, though, | needed to drop the subject smply because it wasn't my problem anymore. | may have
been aLevel Four Demon Hunter once upon atime, but that time was fifteen years ago. | wasretired
now. Out of the loop. Even more, | was out of practice.

| turned down the cookie-and-chips aide, careful not to let Timmy see as| tossed two boxes of Teddy
Grahamsinto the cart. Inthe next aide, Allielingered in front of the breskfast cereal, and | could
practicaly see her mind debating between the uberhedthy Kashi and her favorite Lucky Charms. | tried
to focus on my grocery list (wereweredly out of All-Bran?), but my brain kept coming back to the old
man.

Surely | wasjust being paranoid. | mean, why would ademon willingly come to San Diablo, anyway?
The Cdiforniacoastal town was built on ahillsde, its crisscross of streetsleading up to St. Mary's, the
cathedral that perched at the top of the cliffs, afocal point for the entire town. In addition to being
sunningly beautiful, the cathedral was famousfor itsholy relics, and it drew both tourists and pilgrims.
The devout came to San Diablo for the same reason the demons stayed away—the cathedral was holy
ground. Evil amply wasn't welcomethere.

That was a0 the primary reason Eric and | had retired in San Diablo. Ocean views, the fabulous
Cdliforniaweather, and absolutely no demons or other nastiesto ruin our good time. San Diablo wasa
great place to have kids, friends, and the normal life heand | had both craved. Even now, | thank God



that we had ten good years together.

"Mom?" Allie squeezed my free hand, and | redized I'd wandered to the next aide, and was now holding
afreezer door open, aring blankly at acollection of frozen pizzas. "Y ou okay?' From the way her nose
crinkled, 1 knew she suspected | was thinking about her dad.

"Fine," | lied, blinking furioudy. "'l was trying to decide between pepperoni or sausage for dinner tonight,
and then | got sidetracked thinking about making my own pizza dough.”

"Thelast timeyou tried that, you got dough stuck on the light fixture and Stuart had to climb up and dig it

"Thanksfor reminding me." But it had worked; we'd both moved past our melancholy. Eric had died just
after Allies ninth birthday, and athough she and Stuart got along famoudly, | knew she missed her dad as
much as| did. We talked about it on occason, sometimes remembering the funny times, and sometimes,
like when we vigited the cemetery, the memories werefilled with tears. But now wasn't thetime for
ether, and we both knew it.

| squeezed her hand back. My girl was growing up. Already she was|ooking out for me, and it was
sweet and heartbresking al a the sametime. "What do you think?" | asked. ""Pepperoni ?'

"Stuart likes sausage better,” she said.

"WEelIl get both,” | said, knowing Alli€s distaste for sausage pizza. "Want to rent amovie on the way
home? WEell haveto look fast so the food doesn't spoil, but surely there's something we've been wanting
to see”

Her eyeslit up. "We could do aHarry Potter marathon.”
| stifled agrimace. "Why not? It's been at least amonth since our last HP marathon.”
Sheralled her eyes, then retrieved Timmy's sippy cup and adjusted Boo Bear. | knew | was stuck.

My cell phonerang. | checked the caller ID, then leaned against the grocery cart as| answered. "Hey,

"I'm having the day from hdll," Stuart said, which was apoor choice of words considering that got me
thinking about demonsdl over again. "And I'm afraid I'm going to ruin your day, too."

"l can hardly wait."

"Any chance you were planning something fabulous for dinner? Enough to serve eight, with cocktalls
before and some fancy dessert after?’

"Frozen pizzaand Harry Potter,” | said, certain | knew where thiswas going to end up.

"Ah," Stuart said. In the background | could hear the eraser end of his pencil tapping againgt his desktop.
Beside me, Allie pretended to bang her head againgt the glass freezer door. "Well, that would serve
eight,” hesaid. "But it may not have quite the cachet | was hoping for."

"It'simportant?’

"Clark thinksitis." Clark Curtiswas San Diablo'slame duck county attorney, and he favored my
husband to step into his shoes. Right now, Stuart had alow political profile, working for peanuts as an
assistant county attorney in thered estate division. Stuart was months away from formally announcing,



but if he wanted to have any hope of winning the eection, he needed to art playing the political game,
shaking hands, currying favors, and begging campaign contributions. Although alittle nervous, hewas
excited about the campaign, and flattered by Clark's support. Asfor me, the thought of being a
palitician'swife was more than alittle unnerving.

"A housefull of attorneys,” | said, trying to think what the heck | could feed them. Or, better yet, if there
was any way to get out of this.

Allie sank down to the floor, her back against the freezer, her forehead on her knees.
"And judges”

"Oh, great." Thiswasthe part about domesticity that | didn't enjoy. Entertaining just isn't my thing. | hated
it, actualy. Always had, dwayswould. But my husband, the aspiring politician, loved me anyway.
Imaginethét.

"| tell you what. I'll have Joan call some caterers. Y ou don't have to do anything except be home by six
to meet them. Folks are coming at seven, and I'll be sure to be there by six-thirty to give you ahand.”

Now, see? That'swhy | love him. But | couldn't accept. Guilt welled in my stomach just from the mere
suggestion. Thiswasthe man | loved, after dl. And | couldn't be bothered to pull together asmall dinner
party? What kind of a heartlesswench was|?

"How about rigatoni?' | asked, wondering which was worse, heartless wench or guilty sucker. "And a
spinach sdlad? And | can pick up some appetizers and the stuff for my appletart.” That pretty much
exhausted my guest-worthy repertoire, and Stuart knew it.

"Sounds perfect,” he said. "But are you sure? It's adready four.”
"I'msure” | said, not sureat dl, but it was his career, not mine, that wasriding on my culinary talents.
"Yourethebest,” hesaid. "Let metak to Allie"

| passed the phone to my daughter, who was doing agood impression of someone so chronically
depressed shewas in need of hospitalization. Shelifted aweary hand, took the phone, and pressed it to
her ear. "Yeah?'

Whilethey taked, | focused my attention on Timmy, who was being remarkably good. "Nose!" he said
when | pointed to my nose. "Ear!" | pointed to my other ear. "More ear!" The kid waslitera, that was for
aure. | leaned in close and gave him big wet doppy kisses on his neck while he giggled and kicked.

With my head cocked to the sde likethat, | caught aglimpse of Allie, who no longer looked morose. If
anything, she looked supremely pleased with hersdlf. | wondered what she and Stuart were scheming,
and suspected it was going to involve me carpooling aload of teenage girlsto the mall.

"What?' | asked as Allie hung up.
"Stuart said it was okay with himif | spent the night at Mindy's. Can I? Please?

| ran my fingersthrough my hair and tried not to fantasi ze about killing my husband. The reasonable sde
of me screamed that he was only trying to help. The annoyed side of me retorted that held just sent my
help packing, and | now had to clean the house, cook dinner, and keep Timmy entertained al on my
own.



" Plececeeze?

"Fine. Sure. Gresat idea." | started pushing the cart toward the dairy aide while Timmy babbled something
entirdy unintelligible. ™Y ou can get your stuff and head to Mindy's as soon as we get home."

Shedid alittle hop-skip number, then threw her arms around my neck. "Thanks, Mom! Y ou're the best.”
"Mmmm. Remember thisthe next time you're grounded.”

She pointed at her chest, her face ultrarinnocent. "Me? In trouble? | think you have me confused with
some other daughter.”

| tried to scowl, but didn't quite manage it, and she knew shed won me over. Well, what the heck. | was
awoman of the new Millennium. I'd staked vampires, defeated demons, and incapacitated incubi. How
hard could alast-minute dinner party be?

Mindy Dupont lives at our exact address, only one street over. Once the girls became inseparable, Laura
Dupont and | followed suit, and now shes more like asister than aneighbor. | knew shewouldn't careif
Allie stayed over, so | didn't bother calling ahead. | just bought a chocolate cake for bribery/thank-you
purposes, then added it to Allie's pile as she set off across our connecting backyards to Laura's patio.
(They're not technically connected. A paved city easement runs between us, and it'sfenced off on both
Sdes. Last year Stuart convinced the city that they should ingtall gates on either Side, so asto facilitate
any city workerswho might need to get back there. I've never once seen a utility man wandering behind
my house, but those gates have sure made life easier for me, Laura, and the girls. Have | mentioned |
adore my husband?)

A littlelessthan ten minuteslater | had Timmy settled in front of a Wiggles video, and | was pushing a
dust mop over our hardwood floors, trying to get dl the nooks and crannies ajudge might notice, and
ignoring al the other spots. | was pretty certain there was a dust bunny convention under the sofa, but
until the conventioneers started wandering out into the rest of the house, | wasn't going to worry about it.

The phonerang, and | lunged for it.
"Allie saysyou're doing the dinner party thing. Need help?'

Asmuch as| loved her, Laurawas an even more harried hostessthan | was. "I've got it al under control.
My clothes arelaid out, the sauce is Smmering, the appetizers are on cookie sheets ready to go inthe
oven, and | even managed to find eight wineglasses." | took adeep bresth. "And they match.”

"Wdll, aren't you just alittle Martha Stewart? In the pre-scandal, domestic-goddess days, of course. And
the munchkin?'

"In hisjammiesin front of thetdevison."

"All finished with bathtime?'

"No bath. Extravideos."

Shereleased along-suffering Sigh. "Findly, aflaw. Now | don't have to hate you after dl.”

| laughed. "Hate me all you want for managing to pull thistogether. It'safeat worthy of your hatred.” |
didn't point out that | hadn't actualy pulled it off yet. | wasn't counting this evening as a success until the



guests went home happy, patting their tummies and promising Stuart dl sorts of politica favors. "Just
don't hate me for dumping Allie on you. Y ou sureit's okay?"

"Oh, yeah. They'relocked in Mindy's room trying out adl my Clinique samples. If they get bored, well go
get ice cream. But | don't see boredom in their future. I've got two years worth of samplesin that box. |
figure that works out to at least four hours of freetime. I'm going to make some popcorn, pop in one of
my old Cary Grant videos, and wait up for Paul."

"Oh, sure, rubitin," | sad.
Shelaughed. "Y ou've got your own Cary Grant.”
"And hell be home soon. 1'd better run.”

She clicked off after making me promiseto cdl if | needed anything. But for once, | actudly had it under
control. Amazing. | tucked the dust mop in the utility closet, then headed back to take afina look at the
living room. Comfortable and presentable. Some might even say it had a casud eegance. The dancing
dinosaur on the television screen redlly didn't add to the ambience, but 1'd close up the entertainment
center as soon as Timmy went to bed.

In the meantime, | needed to go finish the food. | gave Timmy akiss on the cheek, got no reaction, and
redlized held been completely mesmerized by four gyrating Australian men. If he werefifteen, I'd worry.
At twenty-five months, | figured we were okay.

| was running through my mental checklist as| headed back into the kitchen. A flash of movement
outside the kitchen window caught my attention, and | redlized 1'd forgotten to feed Kabit, our cat.

| considered waiting until after the party, decided that wasn't fair, then crossed to the breskfast area
where we keep the cat food bowl on alittle mat next to the table. I'd just bent to pick up the water dish
when the sound of shattering glassfilled the room.

| was upright most ingtantly, but that wasn't good enough. The old man from Wa-Mart bounded
through the wrecked window, surprisingly agile for an octogenarian, and launched himself a me. We
tumbled to the ground, rolling across the floor and into the actud kitchen, until wefinally cameto astop
by the stove. He was on top of me, his bony hands pinning down my wrists, and hisface over mine. His
breath reeked of rancid meat and cooked cauliflower, and | made avow to never, ever ignoremy
indinctsagain.

"Timeto die, Hunter," he said, hisvoicelow and breathy and not the least bit old sounding.

A littleriffle of panic shot through my chest. He shouldn't know | used to be aHunter. | wasretired. New
last name. New hometown. Thiswas bad. His words concerned me aheck of alot more than the
kill-fever | saw in hiseyes.

| didn't have time to worry about it, though, because the guy was shifting his hands from my wriststo my
neck, and | had absolutely no intention of getting caught in adesth grip.

Ashe shifted hisweight, | pulled to the Sde, managing to free up my leg. | brought it up, catching his
groin with my knee. He howled, but didn't let go. That's the trouble with demons, kneeing themin the
balsjust doesn't have the effect it should. Which meant | was ill under him, smelling hisfoul breath, and
frustrated as hell because | didn't need this shit. | had adinner to fix.

From theliving room, | heard Timmy yelling, "Momma Mommal Big noise! Big noise!" and | knew he
was abandoning the video to come find out where the big noise came from.



| couldn't remember if 1'd closed the baby gate, and there was no way my two-year-old was going to see
his mom fighting ademon. | might be out of practice, but right then, | was motivated. "I'll beright therel™ |
ydlled, then pulled on every resource in my body and flipped over, managing to hop on Pops. | scraped
at hisface, aming for hiseyes, but only scratched hisskin.

Helet out awail that sounded asif it came straight from the depths of hell, and lurched toward me. |
sprang back and up, surprised and at the sametimethrilled that | wasin better shapethan | redlized. |
made amental note to go to the gym more often even as| kicked out and caught himin the chin. My
thigh screamed in pain, and | knew I'd pay for thisin the morning.

Another screech from the demon, thistime harmonized by Timmy's cries and the rattle of the baby gate
that was, thank God, locked. Pops rushed me, and | howled as he dammed me back against the granite
countertops. One hand wastight around my throat, and | struggled to breathe, lashing out to absolutely
no effect.

The demon laughed, his eyesfilled with so much pleasure that it pissed me off even more. "Usdlessbitch,”
he said, hisfoul breath on my face. "Y ou may aswell die, Hunter. Y ou surely will when my master'sarmy
risesto clamvictory in hisname."

That didn't sound good, but | couldn't think about it right then. The lack of oxygen was getting to me. |
was confused, my head swimming, everything starting to fade to ablackish purple. But then Timmy's
howls dissolved into whimpers. A renewed burst of anger and fear gave me strength. My hand groped
aong the counter until 1 found awineglass. My fingers closed around it, and | dammed it down, managing
to break off the base.

The room was gtarting to swim, and | needed to breathe desperately. | had one chance, and one chance
only. With al the strength | could muster | dammed the stem of the wineglasstoward hisface, then
sagged in rdief when | fdt it hit home, dipping through the soft tissue of his eyebd| with very little
resstance.

| heard a whoosh and saw the familiar shimmer as the demon was sucked out of the old man, and then
the body collapsed to my floor. | sagged against my counter, drawing gallons of air into my lungs. As
soon as| felt steady again, | focused on the corpse on my newly cleaned floor and sighed. Unlikein the
movies, demons don't dissolve in apuff of smoke or ash, and right as | was staring down at the body,
wondering how the heck | was going to get rid of it before the party, | heard the familiar squesk of the
patio door, and then Allies frantic voice in theliving room. "Mom! Mom!"

Timmy'syelpsjoined my daughter's, and | closed my eyes and prayed for strength.

"Don't comein here, swestie. | broke some glassand it'sall over thefloor.” Asl talked, | hoisted my
dead foe by the underarms and dragged him to the pantry. | did him insde and dammed the door.

"What?' Allie said, gppearing around the corner with Timmy in her arms.

| counted to five and decided this wasn't the time to lecture my daughter about listening or following
directions. "l said don't comein here." | moved quickly toward her, blocking her path. "Theresglassdl
over the place”

"Jeez, Mom." Her eyes were wide as she took in the mess that was now my kitchen. "Guessyou can't
give me any more grief about my room, huh?'

| rolled my eyes.



She glanced at the big picture window behind our breakfast table. The one that no longer had glass.
"What happened?’

"Softbdl," | sad. "Just crashed right through.”
"Wow. | guess Brian findly hit ahomer, huh?'

"Looksthat way." Nine-year-old Brian lived next door and played Softball in his backyard congtantly. |
fdt alittle guilty blaming the mess on him, but I'd dedl with thet later.

"I'll get the broom.”

She plunked Timmy onto his booster seat, then headed for the pantry. | caught her arm. "I'll take care of
it, Swestie.

"But you've got the party!"

"Exactly. And that'swhy | need to be able to focus." That really made no sense, but she didn't ssemto
notice. "Listen, just put Timmy to bed for me, then head on back to Mindy's. Redlly. I'll befine."

Shelooked unsure. "Y ou're sure?’
"Absolutdly. It'sdl under control. Why'd you come back, anyway?*
"l forgot my new CD."

| should have guessed. | picked Timmy back up (who, thankfully, was quiet now and watching the whole
scene with interest). " Put the munchkin down and you'll be doing me ahuge favor.”

She frowned, but didn't argue as she took Timmy from me.
"Night, swestie," | said, then gave both her and Timmy akiss.

She «till looked dubious, but she readjusted her grip on Timmy and headed toward the stairs. | et out a
little sigh of relief and glanced at the clock. | had exactly forty-three minutesto clean up the messin my
kitchen, dispose of adead demon, and pull together adinner party. After thet, | could turn my attention
to figuring out what a demon was doing in San Diablo. And, more important, why he had attacked me.

But firg, the rigatoni.

Did | have my priorities straight, or what?

Chapter Two

The appetizers were in the oven, the table was set, the wine was breathing, and | was dragging ademon
carcass across the kitchen floor when | heard the automatic garage door start its dow, painful grinding to
the top. Shit.

| stopped dead, my gaze darting to the clock on the oven. Six twenty-five. He was early. Theman
who'd been ten minuteslate to our wedding (and this after | told him it started thirty minutes earlier than it
did) had actualy managed to makeit home ontime.



| scowled at the corpsein my arms. "Thisredly isaday of wonders, isn't it?"

Hedidn't answer, which | considered a good thing—you can never be too careful with demons—and |
shifted my stance, grunting as | maneuvered him back toward the pantry. Knowing our garage door, |
figured | had a |east two minutes before Stuart stepped into the kitchen. Stuart keeps meaning to fix the
thing, and | keep pestering him to hurry up and do it, but right then | was supremely grateful that my
husband could procrastinate with the best of them.

My origina plan had been to get the body out the back door and into the storage shed where | knew
neither Stuart nor Allie would dream of wandering. I'd dready |eft amessage for Father Corletti telling
him about the demon and the cryptic Satanic army message, and as soon as he called me back, I'd insst
he send a collection team stat.

In the meantime, | resgned mysdlf to throwing adinner party with ademon in my pantry. | heard the
familiar clunk of the garage door coming to a stop, then the purr of the Infinity's engine as Stuart pulled
in. I listened, frantically shoving cat food bins aside to make room for the body.

The engine died, and then acar door dammed.

| shoved the demon where the cat food belonged, then did the bins back in front of him. No good. |
could till see the demon's white shirt and blue pants peeking up behind the bins.

The doorknob rattled, followed by the squeak of the door leading from the kitchen to the garage. |
grabbed the firgt thing that looked remotely useful—abox of Hefty trash bags—and ripped it open. |
pulled out bag after bag, whipping them open and tossing them over the body and the bins. Not perfect,
but it would have to do.

"Ketie?'

My heart beat somewherein my throat, and | legped across the pantry in amove that might have been
graceful had it not been so desperate. | stuck my head around the open door, smiled at my husband, and
hoped to hell | looked happy to see him.

"I'm right here, swestie,” | said. "Y ou're home early.”
He aimed atrademark Stuart Connor grin my way. "Y ou mean I'm home ontime."

| stepped out of the pantry, then shut the door firmly behind me. "With you, that isearly.” | planted a
loving, wifdy kiss on his cheek. Then | took his briefcase, pressed afirm hand againg his back, and
amed him out of the kitchen. "Y ou must have had ahard day," | said. "How about a glass of wine?'

He stopped moving, turning to look at me asif 1 might have been possessed by demons. "Kate, the
guestswill be herein haf an hour.”

"I know. And thisisan important night for you. Y ou should be relaxed.” | urged him forward. "Red or
white?'

Hedidn't move. "Katie."
IIWFH?I

"Half an hour," he repeated. "And you're not dressed, and—" His eyes widened, his mouth shut, and |
knew exactly what he was|ooking at.



"Brian got ahomer,” | said, then shrugged. Mentally | cursed mysdlf. I'd cleaned up the glass, then drawn
our sheer curtainsfor camouflage, but there was nothing | could do about the breeze blowing in, kicking
the flimsy materid up like SO many dancing ghosts.

Helooked at me. "Have you called a glass shop?'

Okay, now | was annoyed. | cocked an eyebrow, planted ahand on my hip, and glared at him. "No,
Stuart, | havent. I've been alittle busy throwing together alast-minute dinner party.”

He looked from the window to me, and then back to the window. "The kids okay?"
"No one was nearby when it shattered,” | lied.

"Wherés Tim?"

"Already adeep,” | said. "He's fine. Weredl fine”

He studied me for aminute, then pushed astray curl behind my ear. He stroked my temple, and |
winced.

"Youcdl thisfine?'

| exnaed. | didn't know if I'd been cut by the glass or scratched by the demon. "It'sjust anick,” | said.
"Nobiggie"

"It could have got you inthe eye.”
| shrugged. It could have done a hdll of alot worse than thet.

He squeezed my hand. "I'm sorry about tonight. | didn't realize you'd be cleaning up adisaster areain
addition to cooking amesdl. Do you need any help?'

Okay, I'd been mildly irritated with him, but that faded right then. "I've got it under control,” | said. "Go
do whatever you need to do. Y ou're the one on the hot seat tonight.”

Hepulled meinto hisarms. "l realy appreciate this. | know it's last-minute, but | think it'll pay off
big-time"

"Campaign contributions?'
"Possibly. But I'm hoping for endorsements. Two federa and two state judges. That'salot of clout.”

"How can they not be impressed with you?" | asked, tilting my head back to look at him. ™Y ou're
amazing."

"You're amazing," he whispered in that soft voice that he really shouldn't use unless he was planning to
take meto bed.

Hislips closed over mine, and for afew sweet seconds | forgot about demons and dinner parties and
rigatoni and—

The appetizers!

| brokethekiss. "The oven!" | said. "l need to take the appetizersout.” | couldn't serve afederd judge
burnt mini-quiches. I'm pretty sure that would be socia and political suicide.



"I'll doit. And I'd better cover that window. It's supposed to rain." He looked me up and down. “I'm
aready dressed, but you need to change. They'll be here soon, you know."

Asif | could forget.

| peeled off my PTA T-shirt on the stairsand did out of my braas| jogged down the hal to the double
doorsleading to our bedroom. Inside, | dropped the clothes on the floor, then shimmied out of my ratty
sweatpants. | kicked the bundle out of my way, then grabbed the outfit I'd laid across the unmade bed.
I'd picked up acute little flower-print sundress during a T.J. Maxx shopping spree at the beginning of the
summer (swimsuits and shorts for Allie, yet another growth spurt for Timmy). With itsfitted bodice, tight
walst, and flared skirt, it was both festive and flattering. Considering | mostly lived my lifein T-shirts,
jeans, or swesatpants, thiswasthe first chance I'd had to wer it.

With one eyetrained on the digital clock next to the bed, | shoved my feet into some light blue mules, ran
abrush through my hair, and stroked some mascara onto my eyelashes.

| never got ready this quickly, but today | had incentive, and the whole process took less than three
minutes. Didn't matter. | could tell the second | raced into the kitchen that I'd taken too long. Way too

long.

"What the hell isthis?' Stuart said. He was stlanding just insgde the pantry, so | couldn't see hisface, just
part of hisarm and the back of his head.

Hisvoice didn't help me, either. He sounded vaguely mystified, but that could aseasily beareactionto a
new brand of ceredl asit wasto adead body behind the cat food. If he was questioning my switch from
Cheeriosto Specid K, then That's an incapacitated demon, dear. I'll get rid of him by morning
would be an entirely inappropriate response.

I'd sprinted across the room, and now | put ahand (wifely, supportive) on his shoulder and peered
around him into the pantry. Asfar as| could tdll, there was no visible demon. Just dozens of trash bags
blanketing the smal room.

Big rdief.
"Um, what's the trouble?"
"Thismess," hesad.

"Yes, right. Mess." | was babbling, and | stood up straighter asif good posture would force more oxygen
tomy brain. "Allie" | said, jumping on my first coherent thought. First Brian, now Allie. Had | no shame?
"I'll talk to her about thistomorrow."

| could tell he wanted to belabor the point—my husband isatotal neat fresk—so | urged him out of the
pantry and shut the door. "I thought you were fixing the window.”

"That'swhy | went looking for the trash bags," he said with ascowl. "Rain.”
"Right. Of course. I'll bring you some." | pointed to the clock. "Thirty minutes, remember? Less now."

That got him moving, and in awhirlwind of mae efficiency, he had the broken window covered in under
fifteen minutes. "It's not avery attractive job," he admitted, finding mein theliving room where | was
arranging the tiny quiches on our tangerine-colored Fiestaware platters. "But it'll keep the weather out.”



But not the demons. | fought alittle shiver and glanced in that direction, but al | could see wasthick
black plastic. | made aface and tried not to imagine a horde of demons crouched bel ow the windowsill,
just waiting to avenge their compatriot.

Enough of that. | forced the thought away, then stood up and surveyed the rest of the room. Not bad.
"Okay," | said. "l think were ready for battle. If we can keep everyone corraled in the living room, the
den, and the dining room, | think welll be okay."

"Oh," Stuart said. "Well, sure. We can do that."

Warning bellswent off in my head, and | thought of the piles of sorted laundry in the upstairs halway, the
disaster area Allie called aroom, and the wide assortment of plush animals and Happy Medl toysthat
littered the playroom floor. Also, | was pretty sure the CDC wanted to quarantine the kids bathroom,
hoping to find a cure for cancer in the new and exotic species of mildew growing around the tub.

"Y ou want to show someone the house?' | asked, in the sametone | might useif he'd suggested |
perform brain surgery after dessert.

"Just Judge Larson," Stuart said, hisvoicelosing abit of steam as he watched my face. "He'slooking to
buy aplace, and | think he'd like the neighborhood.” He licked hislips, still watching me. "I'm, uh, sure he
won't mind if the placeisin some disarray.”

| raised an eyebrow and stayed silent.

"Or we can do it some other time."

"Yes" | sad with awinning smile. "Some other time soundsfine.”
"Grest. No problem.”

That's another thing | love about Stuart. He's trainable. "So who's Judge Larson?" | asked. "Do | know
him?'

"Newly gppointed,” Stuart said. "Federal digtrict court. He just moved up from Los Angeles.”

"Oh." Keeping track of al the judges and attorneys that cross Stuart's path is next to impossible. "Y ou

can show him the kitchen and the study if it'simportant to you. But don't take him upstairs.” | bent down
and moved thefruit plate dightly to theleft, soit lined up nicely with the row of forks1'd set out.

We didn't decide whether adownstairs tour was on the agenda or not, because that's when the doorbel |
rang. "Go," | ordered. "l still need to put out the wineglasses.” | started running down alist in my head.
Appetizers—check; wine—check; napkins—

Oh, shit. Napkins.

| knew | had cocktail ngpkins somewherein this house, but | had absolutely no idea where. And what
about tiny plates for the appetizers? How could | have forgotten the tiny plates?

My pulseincreased, gearing up to arhythm that more or less mimicked my earlier heart ratewhen I'd
fought the demon. Thiswaswhy | hated entertaining. | dways forgot something. Nothing ever went
smoothly. Stuart was going to lose the dection, and hisentire political demise could be traced to right
here. This moment. The night hiswife completely screwed up adinner party.

And forget using demons as an excuse. No, | would have forgotten the napkins and plates even without



Pops. That'sjust theway |1—

"Hey." Stuart was suddenly beside me, hislips brushing my hair, his soft voice pulling me out of my funk.
"Have told you yet how amazing you are, pulling al thistogether on such short notice?!

| looked up a him, warmed by thelovel saw in hisface. "Yeah," | said. "Y ou dready told me."
"Wel, | meant it."

| blinked furioudy. My husband might be the sweetest man on the planet, but | was not going to run my
mascara. "'l don't know where the cocktail ngpkinsare,” | admitted, sounding alittle sniffly.

"I think well survivethetragedy,” he said. The doorbell rang again. "Pull yoursdlf together, then meet me
at thedoor."

| nodded, calmed somewheat by the knowledge that my husband loved me even though | was atotal
domedticfailure.

"And, Kate," he called as he moved toward the foyer, "check the buffet, second drawer from the | eft,
behind the silver sdlad tongs.”

Clark arrived first, of course. And while he and Stuart did the political he-man thing—dishing about the
upcoming campaign, bitching about variousidiocies being implemented by the newly ingtdled city
council—I took the opportunity to round out my role as a domestic goddess.

| hauled out the cocktail napkins (right where Stuart said they'd be), brought in seven wineglasses (I'd
used the eighth to kill the demon), and checked on the dessert.

Throughout al of this, | kept looking toward the flimsily repaired window, half-expecting to see ademon
army come crashing through. But al seemed quiet. Too quiet, maybe?

| frowned. On anormal day I'd say | was being melodramatic. But | no longer knew what norma was.
For fourteen years, normal had been digpers and bake sales and Bactine and PTA meetings.
Demons—especidly the kind that are ballsy enough to just out-and-out attack—uwere not normal. Not
by along shot.

And yet years ago, that had been my life.
It wasn't alife | wanted back. Wasn't alifel had any intention of letting my husband or kids see.
But herethat life was. Or, rather, there it was—in my pantry, dead behind the cat food.

It wasn't the dead demon that bothered me so much (okay, that's not entirely true), but it wasitswords
that had redlly thrown me—You may as well die, Hunter, You surely will when my master's army
risesto claimvictory in his name.

| rubbed my bare arms, fighting goose bumps. Something was happening here, something | didn't want to
be apart of. But want to or not, | had afedling | wasaready init up to my eyeballs.

"Kaie?' Stuart's voice drifted in from the living room. "Do you need help, sweetheart?' Elizabeth
Needham, another assistant county attorney in Stuart's division, had arrived afew minutes ago, and now
she and Clark and Stuart were doing the war-stories thing. Stuart's offer was genuine, I'm sure. But |
could tell from histone that he was aso voicing arequest that | get my buit in there and join them.



"I'vegot it, hon," | said. "I'll beright there. | just want to call Allie and say good night.”

Stuart didn't answer, so | couldn't tell if he thought that was odd or not. It was. Allie stayed with Mindy
and Mindy stayed with us on such aregular basisthat Lauraand | were basically surrogate parents for
the other'skid. | knew Laurawould cdl if anything was out of the ordinary.

Reason, however, was not part of the equation. | wanted to talk to my daughter, and | wanted to do it
right then.

| dided and waited. Onering. Two rings. Three, and then the familiar click of Lauras answering machine.
| waited through the message, tapping my fingers on the counter as Lauraspelled out her family'svitdl
dtatistics—name, phone number, can't get to the phone right now, yada yada—and then findly | heard
the high-pitched little beep. "Laura? Y ou there? Give Cary Grant arest and pick up. | want to tell Allie
something.”

| waited, dill tapping on the countertop. "Laura?" | stopped tapping, noticing that 1'd now chipped the
manicure that had managed to survive ademon attack.

Still no answer, and | could fed that cold rush of panic growing in my chest. Surely demons hadn't gone
after my daughter. ..

"Comeon, girl," | said to the machine, fighting to keep the panic out of my voice. "l need—"

| shut my mouth and my eyes, exhaling deeply as| redized what afool | was being. Not demons. Ice
cream. Makeup might keep Mindy occupied for hours, but my daughter was a different breed.
Forty-five minutes, tops.

"Never mind,” | told the still-open line. " Just have Allie call me when you guys get back.”

| checked the clock. Seven-ten. If they went to the mall, they wouldn't be back until &t least eight. | could
keep my paranoiain check for fifty minutes.

Stuart stepped into the kitchen just as | was hanging up the phone. " Anything wrong?"

Hesaid it in atone that suggested he amost hoped thereld been some horrific tragedy—because that
would explain why his hostess wife was camped out in the kitchen ignoring her guedts.

"I'm sorry." | dammed the phone down. " Just mommy paranoia.”
"But everything'sdl right?'

"Fine" | sad brightly. Hewas angling for an explanation and | didn't have oneto give. The oven timer
dinged and | lunged for ahot pad. Saved by baked Brie.

I'd just did the Brie onto a plate and passed it off to Stuart when the doorbell rang again.
"Wdl," | said. "Wed better go seeto our guedts.”

| led theway out of the kitchen, my baffled husband following. In the living room, Stuart did the plate
onto the coffee table next to the fruit as | breezed past on my way to the front door, an efficient hostess
smile plastered to my face.

| opened the door to reveal one of the most distinguished men I'd ever seen. Despite hisyears—I
guessed hewas at least sixty—he had the bearing of a self-confident forty-year-old. His sat-and-pepper
hair gave him an air of distinction, and | was absolutely certain that thiswas aman who never



second-guessed hisdecisons.
"Judge Larson,” Stuart said from behind me. " So glad you could come.”
| held the door open wider and ushered himin. "Welcome to our home. I'm Kate, Stuart's wife."

"It's apleasure to meet you, my dear," he said. His voice had a gravelly Sean Connery-esque tone. | may
be only thirty-eight, but I'll confessto atiny bit of debonair-lust. I could only hope that Stuart would be
that sexy and sophigticated when he hit Sixty.

"Y ou have abeautiful home," he added. We were il in the entrance hdl, and as he spoke, he was
passing me, close enough that | could smell the cologne held apparently bathed in. | wrinkled my nose.
Sexy, maybe. But | think age must have degenerated his olfactory nerves.

And that'swhen | caught it—afoul, garlicky stench hidden under wave after wave of Old Spice. Holy
shit.

Forget attraction. Forget sophistication. Forget the fact that | had a party to host.

Thejudge in my foyer was ademon—and there was no way he was getting out of my house dive.

Chapter Three

Ingtinct and long-ignored training took hold, my muscles springing into action. | twisted at thewai s,
planning to kick back and ram my hedl into the demon's gut.

| didn't makeit.

At the same moment that my foot Ieft the floor, common sense flooded my brain, and | jerked to a stop.
Too late. My sudden shift in direction threw off my equilibrium, and | landed with a plunk on my rump,
the ceramic tile cool through the thin materia of my dress.

Stuart cried out my name, but it was Judge Larson who bent down and extended ahand. | stared at him,
blinking, mentaly reminding myself that | had demons on the brain and not everyone who desperately
needed a Certs was Satan's henchman.

"Mrs. Connor? Areyou okay?"

"Fine. I'mfine" Wary, | took hishand, encouraged when he didn't immediately yank me to my feet and
try to rip off my head. That had to be agood sign, right?

With Judge Larson holding my hand and Stuart gripping my ebow, the men helped meto my fegt. "I'm
S0 sorry," | mumbled, my cheeksonfire. "l must have dipped on something. I'm terribly embarrassed.”

"Please,” thejudge said. "Don't be."

By thistime, Clark and Elizabeth had come in from the living room to see what al the commotion was
about, and two more guests were coming up the walkway. How lovely. The entire gang wasthere to
witness my mortification,

| tugged my hand free from Larson and focused on my husband. "I'm okay. Redlly."



Theworry | saw on Stuart's face gppeased my fear that my acrobatics had made afarce of the evening.
"You're sure? Isyour ankle sprained?

"It'sfine," | said again.

It wasn't fine, of course. It wasn't fineat all. For al | knew, | was about to serve my famous rigatoni
(famous becauseit'sthe only dish | do well) to ademon. And right a the moment, | had no way to
confirm Larson's humanity.

| cast asidelong glance Larson'sway as Stuart led us dl toward the living room. I'd figure it out, though.
He couldn't keep hisidentity from meforever.

And if Larson turned out to be ademon, then there realy would be hell to pay.

"MoreBrie?' | hed thetray in front of Larson, leaning forward like somelittle flirt showing off cleavage.
If he wasn't ademon, he probably thought | was hitting on him. Stuart, bless his heart, probably assumed
| was having a psychotic episode.

But | was determined to get another whiff of the man's breath. At the moment it wasdl | had to go on.

"No, thank you," he said as | inhded through my nose. No use. Hed aready helped himself to quite abit
of the Brie, and now the pungent cheese odor masked whatever other stench might linger on his bregth.

Frustrated, | did the Brie back onto the table and took my seat next to Stuart. He and Judge Robertson,
one of the late arrivals, were deep in ascintillating discusson of Caiforniasthree-strikes law.

"So, what do you think of three strikes?' | asked Judge Larson. "I'm al for it," | went on, "except for
those truly evil creaturesthat just deserve to be taken out, no matter what the cost.” | could seethat I'd
caught Stuart's attention, and he was looking a me with some surprise. His platform was tough on crime,
but not that tough.

"Vigilantejugtice?' Larson asked.

"In certain circumstances, yes."

"Katie..." Stuart's voice held a What are you doing? tone.

| smiled at him, but directed my words at Larson. "Just playing Devil's advoceate, honey."

"Kate can debate with the best of them," he said to the group. "And she's got very firm viewson crime.”
"Good and evil," | said. "Black and white."

"No shades of gray?" Elizabeth asked.

"Some things are uncertain, sure,” | admitted with aglance toward Larson. 1 just find those things
supremely frustrating.”

They dl laughed. "Maybe your wifeésthe politician, Stuart,” Judge Westin, anewly elected state court
judge, said. "Be careful or shelll be the new county attorney.”

Stuart rubbed my shoulder, then leaned over and planted alight kiss on my cheek. "Sheld keep atight
rein on crime, that'sfor sure.” He smiled broadly at the group, and | knew the politician had returned. " Of



course, sowill 1."

"All I intend to keep atight rein on issome pasta.” | stood up, gesturing for the gueststo Stay seated. "'
need to go finish dinner. If you'll excuseme..."

In the kitchen | sagged against the counter, my heart beating wildly. | didn't use to be such aditz about
demon-hunting. Of course, I'd never entertained demonsin my house before, either. In the past I'd been
given an assgnment and I'd carried it out. Simple. I'd never had to actualy locate the demons; my
alimentatore handled that part. | just did the dirty work.

And as dangerous and as messy as my old job had been, | think | preferred it to my current Stuation.

| pulled awooden spoon from the drawer by the stove and gtirred the sauce, fedling alittle guilty that |
wasn't playing the perfect wiferoleto aT. At least the sauce had turned out great. Maybe aredly
kick-ass meal would make up for the fact that Stuart's wife was a nutcase. (Just how important was a
sanewifeto apalitician, anyway?)

| ran the evening's events back through my mind and decided that Stuart's career was till on track. Our
guests probably just thought | had alittle color and was tough on crime. | could live with that. More
important, Suart could live with that. Keep acting like a space case, though, and I'd blow his shot
before hed even announced his candidacy.

Think, Katie, think. There had to be away to figure out for sureif Larson was ademon without ruining
my marriage, Stuart's political aspirations, or the dinner party.

| turned the heat down under the sauice, then dumped the pastainto the boiling water, al the while
consdering my options. Unfortunately, there are very few foolproof litmus tests for identifying demons. If
ademon has possessed ahuman whilethe humanis till dive, it'seasy. Thenyou havealindaBlair
Stuation and there's thiswhole raging battle insde the person. Very messy. Very easy to spot. And very
not my job (former job, thet is).

If you're possessed, don't call aHunter. For that, you need a priest. It'sa painful, ugly, scary proposition
involving lots of nasty invectives by the possessing demon, amultitude of body fluids, and utter and
complete exhaugtion. | know. | watched two as part of my training. (There's nothing like a possession to
get aHunter in tunewith exactly why we want to eradicate the nasty little demon bugs from the face of
the earth.) It's not something | want to see again.

But there wasn't any battle raging inside Judge Larson. No, if 1'd guessed right, Larson wasn't possessed.
Instead, he actudly was ademon. Or, rather, ademon had moved in and thered Larson'ssoul, like
Elvis, had left the building.

It'sasad fact that there arelots of demonsinhabiting our world. Thankfully, most of them can't do much
intheway of annoying or harming humans. They're just out there, floating around in adisembodied State,
gpending eternity looking for ahuman body tofill. A lot of them want to be human so badly that they go

the possession route.

But it's the ones with more patience that | worry about. These demonsinhabit abody at the moment of
death. Asthe person's soul leaves, the demon dipsin, just like Popsin my pantry. Y ou've heard the
stories of folks who couldn't possibly survive acar wreck... but did? Or the person on the operating
table who againgt al odds managed to pull through? Or the heart attack victim who collgpsed... and then
got right back up again with no apparent damage whatsoever?

Will, now you know.



Of course, it'snot as easy asdl that. Thetiming hasto be just right. Once the soul is gone, the entry
point closes and, poof, no more opportunity. (That's not entirely accurate. There's alater point where
the body is once again ripe for takeover. | think the decay opens aportd or something. I'm not a
theologian. All | know is by that time, there areissues of rigor and worms and al sorts of gross stuff.
Demons do resort to that on occasion, and I've fought afew zombiesin my time. But sSince Larson clearly
wasn't azombie, that redlly wasn't my concern.)

The other thing about using ahuman body isthat demons can't inhabit the faithful. Those souls fight. So
it'snot like ademon can just hang around a hospital waiting for folksto head out to the Great Beyond.
It'salot harder than that. Which, when you think about it, isgood newsfor al of us.

So, while there aren't that many demonswalking around in human shells, the onesthat are out there are
hard to spot. They blend in perfectly. (Well, there is the bad-breath thing, but how many non-Hunters
clueintothat?) And disposing of themisared painin the butt.

But those demons do have certain idiosyncrasesthat are useful to Huntersfor identification purposes. I'd
aready tried the breath test on Larson. And while | thought he'd failed, | couldn't get agood enough
second whiff to confirm. And, frankly, even if his breath was so bad it knocked me over, that redlly
wasn't reason enough to stab himin the eye. It's difficult enough covering up ademon killing. The
accidental death of a nondemon judge was not something | wanted to explain.

Which meant | needed to find another test.

The best test was holy ground. Y our run-of-the-mill demons can't bear to enter a church. They can
physicaly makeit through the doors, but it just about killsthem to do it. Mgor pain and suffering, and it
only gets worse the closer they get to the dtar. And if the dtar happensto have incorporated the bones
of asaint (whichis pretty common), then we're talking extreme depths-of-hell-quality torture. Not a
pretty picture. But since therewas no way | could convince Stuart, Larson, and the gang to take alittle
fidd trip to the cathedral, that test was pretty much usdless.

Frowning, | turned on the tap. | needed to wash my hands and get dinner on the table. Demon detection
could wait until after dessert.

And that'swhen it hit me. Holy water . The answer was so obvious, | felt like an idiot for not thinking of it
ealier. Jugt likein The Exorcist, holy water burns the shit out of demons. (And I've got to say that
therésvery littlein thisworld more satisfying than seeing those welts gppear on ademon you've been
gaking. Vengeful? Absolutely. But so very true)

The timer dinged, which meant the pastawas ready. | dumped the pot into the colander, mixed the
rigatoni with my secret sauce in one of the fancy serving bowlswe'd received as awedding present, then
caried thedish to the table. | hestated there, glancing toward the stairs, shifting my weight from foot to
foot. My hunting gear was locked up in atrunk in the attic, but every good Hunter keeps afew essentias
nearby, even after fifteen years. And | was pretty surethat if | looked in the bottom drawer of my jewelry
chest, I'd find an oversized crucifix and at least one small bottle of holy weter.

At least, | hoped | would.

| gnawed on my lower lip. Would they noticeif | disappeared upstairs? Surely not. After dl, 1'd only be
gone a second.

| was just about to risk it when Elizabeth stepped into the dining room, looking fabulousin something that
I'm sure cost at least amonth's sdlary. (Her husband is a partner at McKay & Case, apersonad injury
firm. Let'sjust say they don't need to pinch pennies)



"Can| hdp?'

| considered letting her finish putting the food on the table while | ran upgtairs, but aburst of sanity vetoed
that plan. | didn't need the holy water thisvery ingtant. If Larson was ademon, I'd know soon enough.
And in the meantime, he wasn't going anywhere. (And what would | do if he was ademon, anyway?
Killing him during dinner would be asocid faux pas from which I'd never recover.)

Asl finished preparing the table, Elizabeth called in the men. They came, and | seated mysdlf next to
Larson, pretending not to notice the chair Stuart held out for me.

We had the sdlad firdt, and | actually managed to participate in the conversation. ("Why, yes, | heard
some devel oper wantsto put in amall on Third Street. | hopeit fallsthrough. That's so near the beach.”
"Actudly, Allie grew the basil, Elizabeth. I'll tell her how much you enjoyed it." "Thank you. We certainly
love our neighborhood.” Mundane. Boring. Y ou get the drift.)

People tend to get more involved in eating once they get to the main course, abandoning polite small talk
infavor of their somachs. And that's when | made my move. | cocked my head to the Sde and made a
show of furrowing my brow. Then | leaned forward, meaningfully mesting Stuart's eyes. "Did you hear
thet?'

"What?' Confusion and a hint of concern splashed across hisface.

| pushed my chair back, dropping the ngpkin in my seet. "I'm sureit'snothing,” | said. | was up and
around the table, heading for the doorway. "I thought | heard Timmy." | smiled at our guests. "Excuse
me. I'll beright back."

Stuart was hdfway out of hischair. " Should I—"
"Don't be slly. He probably had abad dream. | just want to check."

That appeased him, and | headed off. As soon as| rounded the corner and was out of sight of the dining
room, | took off at arun, bounding up the stairstwo at atime.

| didn't breathe until | hit the bedroom, and oncel did, | took the most direct route to my jewelry box,
bouncing across the bed in away that would have earned Timmy a scolding. | yanked the bottom drawer
out and dumped it, scattering odd bits of jewelry and memorabiliaover the rumpled bed linens.

A charm bracelet, abroken pocket watch, asilver crucifix in avelvet case, abox of Allie's baby teeth,
and—tucked in the back—asingle bottle of holy water, the meta cap till screwed on tight.

Dear Lord, thank you.
| didn't even hear Stuart come up behind me. "Kate?"

| yelped, then shoved the bottle down the bodice of my dress, where | could fed my heart pounding
agang it.

"Shit, Stuart, you scared meto death.” | did off the bed and turned around to face him, not quite meeting
hiseyes.

"| thought you were checking on Tim."
"l was. | did. HE'sadeep.”
Stuart lifted his brows and looked pointedly at the mess on the bed.



"I, um, redlized | wasn't wearing any earrings.”
Nothing.

The silence grew so thick that | was afraid he wasn't going to answer. Then he moved toward me and
stroked my cheek, findly cupping my chinin his hand. With the utmost tenderness, hetilted my head
back. " Sweetheart, do you fed okay?"

"I'mfine" | said. Asfine asanyone could be who had to deal with demons and adinner party and
keeping secrets from her husband. "I'm sorry. I'm just distracted.”

It hit me then that we were both upgtairs, and the kitchen was unguarded. What if someone spilled
something? What if they went looking for paper towels? What if they looked behind the cat food?

| grabbed hishand. "I guess| felt alittle overwhemed,” | said as| tugged him down the hall. "I'm not
much of a Jackie O."

"I don't want Jackie O.," he said. "Y ou've done afabulous job. Just be yourself and everyone will love
you. | know | do."

| forced asmile, but | couldn't force any words. Because for the first time, the honest to God's truth hit
me: My husband, the man who'd fathered my youngest child and who shared my bed every night, didn't
redlly know squat about my life.

Andif | had my way, he wasn't ever going to.

My opportunity presented itself during dessert. "Would anyone dse like somewater?" | asked, risng. No
onedid, so | headed into the kitchen, pulled down our smalest glass (one of Timmy'swith faded purple
dinosaurs) and poured in the holy water. Not even haf aninch.

| eyed the tap, wondering if it was sacrilegious to mix holy water with the water provided by the City of
San Diablo. Even moreimportant, | wondered if it would render the water ineffective.

Sinceit wasn't worth the risk to either my soul or my plan, | returned with my tiny bit of water in my tiny
little glass. Stuart looked at me, and | shrugged. "We never seem to have enough clean glasses,” | said.

Judge Larson looked amused. "Y ou're not very thirsty,” he said. "Or are you sneaking a shot of liqueur
whilethe rest of us gorge ourselves on your ddicious apple tart?!

| laughed. "Exceptiondly thirsty,” | lied. "I polished off most of the glassjust walking back." As| spoke, |
headed for my seat, planning to trip over my own feet and dump the water on Larson assoon as| wasin
range.

The phone rang, and Stuart pushed his chair back, blocking my path and spoiling my plan. "That might be
Judge Serfass," he said, referring to the one no-show who'd called to say her plane was late. He
answered, but his expression quickly turned to confusion. "I can't hear you,” he said, in that overly loud
voice people use on bad connections. "'l can't understand aword you're saying.”

Another few seconds passed as he shook his head, looking confused and frustrated. Then he shrugged
and hung up the phone.

"Who wasit?"



"No idea. Sounded foreign. Italian, maybe. The connection wasterrible, but it had to be awrong
number."

Father Corletti.
Out of ingtinct, | turned to look at Larson, and found him looking right back at me.

Oh, hell, it was now or never. | pushed past Stuart's chair toward my own. As| did, Larson stood. He
reached down asif to pull my chair out for me, but before | redized what was happening, he bumped my
am and the glasswent flying.

Water splashed harmlessly on thetile. But not asingle drop touched the man.
"Oh, look &t that. I'm so sorry," he said. "How incredibly clumsy of me."
"You did that on purpose,” | hissed as| bent to pick up the glass.

"What?' That from Stuart. Oops. The comment I'd meant only for Larson had apparently been louder
than I'd thought.

"l said he redly knows how to startle aperson.” | stood up and met Larson's eyes, my smile cold. "No
harm, no foul. Water's certainly replaceable. Tap water, minera water, bottled water. All kinds of
waeter."

He didn't answer me. He didn't have to. We both knew the score for that round. Demons—one. Me—
nada.

Another hour of chitchat and political hocus-pocus and then the guests were finally ready to hit the road.
Parties often come to an end in abustle of bodies gathering purses and car keys, and this one was no
exception. We dl migrated to the foyer, then stepped out onto the front porch where hands started
shaking and good-byes started flying.

Inthe flurry, Larson took my hand, his skin rough against my own. "It'sbeen alovey, enlightening
evening, Mrs. Connor. I'm sure we'll see each other again soon.”

His eyesreflected adeep intensity. Not necessarily evil ... but the man definitely looked asif he knew my
Secrets.

| shivered, fighting revulsion and ahint of fear. "Yes" | managed. "I'm sure well cross paths again soon.”
"And I'm so sorry | didn't have the chance to meet your daughter. | imagine she's just like her mother.”

My chest congtricted and | realized | couldn't bregthe. It was dmost eleven o'clock. The mall had been
closed for an hour. And | hadn't heard aword from Lauraor Allie.

Oh, shit, oh, shit, oh, shit.

"I hear Timmy crying," | muttered, ostensibly to Stuart, but | didn't bother to seeif he heard me. | raced
back into the house, tossing "thank you al for coming” over my shoulder as| disappeared insde.

"Fick up, pick up, pick up." I had the phone in my hand and was pacing the kitchen. Lauras voice, that
damn message, the beep, and then, "Allie? Laura? Where are you guys? Hello?'



No one was answering, and | was on the verge of damming down the receiver and racing to Lauras
back door when the machine beeped and | heard Mindy's voice, laced with giggles. "Mrs. Connor?"

"Mindy." | exhded, and my legs gave out. | sank to the ground and hugged my kneesto my chest, my
back pressed againgt the dishwasher. "Wherés Allie?!

" She's on the treadmill. We both had double scoops, so that means we have to burn like three hundred
caories or something to make up for it."

| closed my eyes and decided I'd save the eating-disorder lecture for another time. "Can you put her on?"

Mindy didn't bother to answer, but | heard the clatter of the cordless phone changing hands. "Mom! Mrs.
Dupont took usto an Adam Sandier movie! 1sn't that cool? Heis soooo funny.”

"| didn't redlize you guyswere going to be gonethat long,” | said. "'l thought you were just getting ice
cream.”

| could practicaly hear her shrug. "We kinda begged. But, Mom, it was such adammin’ movie."

| assumed that meant sheliked it. "Any reason why you didn't call to let me know where you'd be?'
"Huh?1 waswith Mrs. Dupont, remember?"

Okay, | wasn't being fair. "Sorry. | just got alittle worried when | couldn't find you."

"Then let mehaveacedl phone.”

My daughter, the pragmati<.

"S0," | sad brightly, "why don't you and Mindy come over heretonight. I'm wired from coffee. If you're
gtill up for that Harry Potter marathon, I'm game.”

"Um..."

Not the enthusiastic response I'd wanted. "Come on, Al. It'll be fun. Y ou two can stay up aslate asyou
want."

"Yeah?' A pause. "Why?' Suspicion laced her voice. Smart kid.

"Because you're my kid and | love you and | want to spend time with you." And protect you.

"Oh." I hdd my breath while she thought it over. "We don't have the movies."

"I'll send Stuart out to get them.”

"And we can redly stay up for dl of them?"

"Absolutely.” | could be magnanimousin victory.

"Cool." A pause, then. "And, Mom?"

"Hmmm?" | was distracted by the redization that | now had to convince Stuart to schlep to Blockbuster.
"| think the guy at the concesson stand likesme."

No moredigtraction. "Which one? That blond guy who looks like he plays college footbal?" I'd wring his



neck if even looked a my baby girl that way.

"Nooo." | got the verbal eyeroll. "He's probably about sixteen and he's got glasses and curly dark hair.
He'scute™

"Y ou don't need aboyfriend, Allie," | said. "Bdieve me. Therestime enough for that later.”

"Oh, Mo-om. Anyway, | wouldn't want him as a boyfriend.” Which begged the question of whether
there was a particular boy she did want. "'l said heliked me. He'scute and dl, but he'salittle bit of a
dweeb. And hel's got redlly gross breath.”

My blood turned toice. "Allie," | said, my voice as sharp asaknife. "I'm going to drive over and get you
both right now.” | drew abresath, then tried to cover. "Otherwise,” | added, "well be watching movies
until dawn."

Despite their enthusiasm for our impromptu marathon, Allie and Mindy only lasted through the first half
of Chamber of Secrets. I left them camped out on the floor of the den, then circled the house, checking
al the doors and windows, and making sure al the darms were activated, including the motion sensor on
thefirst floor. Werarely use that feature (inevitably the cat tripsthe alarm), but tonight | considered it
essentid. If anyone (or anything) came through the window, | wanted to know about it.

| considered moving the body, but feared |'d wake someone up. Better to send husbhand and kids out
tomorrow with alist of Saturday morning errands, and leave me aoneto do the dirty work. If | gave
them the option of shopping or cleaning the bathrooms, | could pretty much guarantee they'd depart the
housewillingly.

| planned to go back to deep on the couch beside the girls, but Stuart woke up while | was checking
Timmy's room, and he tugged me back into bed with him. We spooned together, the same way we had
for years, but | couldn't deep. Ingtead | lay there, my mind inamuddle. | tried to reach out, to grasp
some coherent thought and make some sense of the day's events, but | was too exhausted.

And, redlly, there was no senseto be had. | smply didn't have enough information.

| glanced at the clock, the digits swimming through my bleary-eyed vison. Just after four. | eased away
from Stuart and sat up, swinging my bare feet to the floor. Then | padded into the guest room and shut
the door.

Timeto make aphonecall.

Even after fifteen years| could till dia the number from memory, and | punched it in, then waited
through the funky beep-ring that always made me think that European phones were more of atoy than a
telecommunications device. After four rings the Vatican operator picked up.

"Sono Kate Andrews. Posso parlare con Padre Corletti, per favore? " | sad, giving my maiden
name. Of course, Father also knew me by my first married name—Crowe—but Father had been like a
parent to me. I'd ways be Katherine Andrews around him.

The operator put me through, and after afew seconds, Father Corletti picked up. " Katherine?' His
voice, once so firm and commanding, seemed week and feeble. " Katherine? Sei tu?'

"S." | closed my eyes, suddenly fearful that Father would be no help to me at dl. But he had to be. If |
couldn't turn to the Forza Scura, then there was nowhere else to go.



"l am so0 pleased,” he said, his accent thick. "When | could not reach you earlier, | feared the worst had
come.”

| licked my lips. "Tel mewhat's hgppening.”
"It isyou who are there, in San Diablo. Perhaps you should tell me."

| did. | gtarted from the beginning, going into more detail than 1'd left in my earlier message, and ending
with Larson's parting comment and Alli€'s revelation about the stinky concessionaire. "They can't be after
my littlegirl," | whispered. "Please, Father, that isn't happening, isit?'

"They seek something,” Father said. "Something in San Digblo."
"You didn't answer my question,” | accused.
"I have no answer, my child.”

| closed my eyes and fought tears. | was not going to lose Allie. Not now. Not ever. "What? What do
they want?'

"That, we do not know."

"Thenfind out,” | said. "Or better yet, just eradicate the problem. Surely you have Huntersin place here
dready.”

"There are no Hunters there."

"Then send some," | hissed. | fought to keep control, to keep from ydling a him. My nerveswere on
edge, my emotionsraw, and | had to remind mysdlf that my family was deeping, and | didn't want to
wake them.

"Ah, Katherine," he said. "I have, perhaps, been unclear. No? But | think that you do not understand.
Thereisno one we can send to you." He drew in abregath. "This battle, you must fight on your own."

Chapter Four

"Excuse me?' | held the phone out as | spoke, glaring at it asif the handset had just personaly delivered
the bad news. "'l can't handlethis. | havekids. | have acar pool. | have responsibilities. "

"Y ou have dways had respongibilities" Father said.

"Oh, no, no, no." | kept my voice low—a concession to my deeping family—so | wasn't surethat | was
adequatdly displaying the depths of my displeasure. Ranting and screaming would have been so much
more effective. "I'm retired, remember? The Forza isnt my life anymore. I'm demon-free, and | likeit."

"Apparently, child, you are not."

| thought of the demon in my pantry and had to admit Father had apoint. | kept quiet, though, waiting for
him to say something else. When he didn't, | kept quiet some more, in the foolish hopethat | could
outwait him.

Nothing.



"Dammit,” | said, when | couldnt take it anymore. "Why isthis my problem?”’
"The demon cameto you. That makesit your problem, no?!

"No," | said, but without conviction. | was caving. | knew it, and he knew it.
He sad nothing.

| Sghed, anger findly succumbing to amuch stronger surge of exhaustion. It had been ahdl of aday.
And from the sound of things, it was shaping up to be one hell of aweekend, too.

"Okay, fine." | findly spoke, in part to quiet the overloaded silence emanating from Rome. "Bt at least
tell mewhy I'm on the hot seat.” | asked the question even though | didn't really need an answer.
Whatever the reason, | aready knew the only part that mattered—no one was coming to help me, and |
had been, quite without fanfare, unretired. The why of it was completely academic.

Stll, I was curious, and | listened with a perverse fascination as he explained in depressing detail the
recent dwindling of Forza Scum's resources and the unsettling implications that followed.

"Y oung peopletoday,” he said. "They are more interested in televison and—what do you call
it>—Nintendo. Thelife of a Hunter has no appedl, and the Forza's numbersare dwindling.”

"You've got to be kidding me," | said. "Have you watched televison? Played those games?

Fromwhat | could tell, it was arare kid that wasn't willing to plunk hisor hersdf down in front of the
televison and do the dirty work.

"Many young people havethe desire," Father admitted after | spewed out my theory. "It istherare
student, however, that hasthe samina.”

That made alittle more sense. My own daughter's attention span tended to increase or diminish in direct
proportion to the number of boysin thevicinity. "All right,” | said, conceding the point. "I'll buy that
recruiting hasfdlen off. But | can't believe there aren't any Hunters. | mean, therés ill aneed, right?’

That was my not-too-artful way of asking if demon activity had falen off in thelast few years. | couldn't
imaginethat it had, though. | might beretired, but | still watch the evening news. And believe me, there
are demons among us.

"Numqguam opus mains," Father said. My Latin sucks, but | got the gist. The need was greater than
ever. "And, yes, there are other Hunters, though not many. Asyou are aware, the mortality rateis high.
We have fewer Hunters now than we did when you were active.”

"Oh." Although the information was hardly news, it was till sobering. "And the Huntersyou do have,” |
pressed, "1 suppose they're otherwise occupied?!

IIS' lII

"Shit." And then, "Sorry, Father."

Hislow chuckle seemed to wash over me, and | wrapped myself in asudden, unexpected memory. Me,
laid up with the flu, propped up in my dorm-room bed with abox of tissue and ajar of VicksVapoRub.
And Father Corletti, Stting beside me, the flimsy cot buckling even under his negligible weight, ashetold

dory after sory of lifewithin the Forza Scum. Serious business, hed said. God'swork. But till, he was
ableto find abit of humor. And by the time my cold had disappeared, | was more eager than ever to get



back to my training.

Father Corletti had been the closest thing I'd had to a parent, and until Eric, the Forza wasthe only
family I'd known. So if Father needed meto drop everything and go kill demons, | would. | might not like
it, but I'd doit.

"Y ou will not be completely alone,”" Father said, and | fought asmile. Hed aways had an uncanny ability
to read my mind.

"Okay," | sad. "Who?"'
"Analimentatore,” hesad.

"You've got a pare alimentatore, but not a Hunter? Sounds like the V atican human resources
department isn't exactly doing astellar job of keeping the proper balance among employees.”

"Ketherine..."
ll&x.rylll
"Hewill meet you at the cathedra tomorrow at noon."

"Fine" | said, knowing not to push. "Fine" Then | thought about it abit more. "Tomorrow? It'sthe
middle of the night here. Y ou mean later today?" | knew he did. "How are you getting him here so fast”?'

"Heisdready there."
"Already—"

"Y ou will learn what we know tomorrow. In the meantimerest... and conserve your resources. | fear
that you shall need them.”

Once again | held the handset out and stared at it, only thistime | wasn't glaring. Thistime | was
completely befuddled. "Y ou knew about this? Y ou aready know what's going on here? Dammit, Father.
Don't you dare make mewait until tomorrow!"

"Child, now isnot thetime." He paused, and | held my bresth, thinking foolishly that he might change his
mind. "Y ou have of course kept up with your training?"

Hed turned the statement into a question. And though histone was casud, | could tdll the query was
completely serious.

"Sure" | lied. "Of coursel have" Like hdl, | have. The only physicd training | got these dayswas
chasing atwo-year-old, and my most recent mental exercise consisted of debating Allie about just how
dutty the gotta-have-it outfit of the moment redly was.

Not exactly at the top of my game, | had to say.
"Good."

That one word scared me more than anything else he could have said. "Father, | know you won't tell me
everything, so I'm not even going to try. But—"

"Goramesh," he said, the demon's name turning my blood to ice. "We believe he may have cometo San
Diadlo."



| stared at the phone once again, and thistime realized my hand was shaking. Goramesh. The
Decimator. One of the High Demons.

The old-man-demon's voice echoed in my head—when my master'sarmy rises up...
Forget scared; now | wasterrified.

| crossed mysdlf in the dark, then said good-bye to Father Corletti. | didn't go back to Stuart, though.
Instead | sat there on the guest bed, my knees under my chin and my arms wrapped around my legs.
And then, asthefirg hint of sunlight fired the sky outside the window, | closed my eyes, bared my soul,
and prayed.

"Thereyou are. Jeez, Mom, Mindy just left, and Stuart and I've been looking everywhere for you."

Alli€s voice pulled me from a not-too-sound deep that had been filled with dreams of demons, degth,
and Eric. Hed been my partner, my strength. But he couldn't help me with this newest battle, and so |
woke with tearsin my eyes and the bitter fear that came with being completely aone.

"Mom?'

Worry filled her voice, and my emotions shifted, guilt now taking the strongest foothold. | held out a
hand, and she came to me, her expression wary as she eased onto the bed. | pulled her to me and closed
my eyes, breathing in the scent of Ivory soap and Aveda shampoo. | wasn't done, and damn mefor
wallowing in sdf-pity. | had Allie and Timmy and Stuart, and | loved them each desperately.

"Were you thinking about Daddy?"
Her words cut through melike aknife, and | heard myself gasp.
"It'sokay," shesad. "It'sokay to misshim.”

She was repesting my own words back to me. My baby girl. Eric's baby girl. Shed grown so much
since hed died.

He'd missed so much. | reached and stroked her cheek, determined not to cry.

"Y ou okay?" she asked, tiny lines of worry creasing her forehead.

| took her hand and squeezed. "I'm fing," | said. "But when exactly did you grow up?"
Theworry linesfaded, replaced with a smile that was almost shy.

"Does that mean we can add an extra hour to my curfew?' She spoke lightly, with alittleimpish grin|
recognized as my own.

| reflected it right back at her, my mood aready remarkably lighter. "I'll take it under advisement,” | said.
"In mom-speak, that means no.”

"Not only did you grow up, you grew wise."

"If I'm so smart, how come my curfew's so early?'

| swung my feet over the side of the bed. "That's one of the great mysteries of the universe” | said. "'l



could tell you, but then I'd have to kill you.”

"Mo-om." Sherolled her eyes, and just like that, life went back to normal. Or at least asnhorma as
possible under the circumstances. After all, | had ademon to hunt and abody to dispose of. I'd already
accidentally overdept. Now | redlly had to get with the program.

The scene that greeted me in the kitchen was dmost as scary as my encounter last night with
Larson—Stuart sanding in front of agriddle, spatulain hand, French toast Szzling in front of him. And
the pantry door behind him standing wide open. Yikes!

| leaped across the room, managing to avoid aplastic Tonkatruck and half adozen LEGOs. My hand
closed around the knob to the pantry, and | dammed the door shut, then leaned againgt it, breathing hard.

"Wait!" Stuart called, leading with the spatula as he took a step toward me.
My heart stopped besating.
"I need another loaf of bread from in there."

Thump-thump, thump-thump. Okay. | was going to survive after dl. "Therésaloaf in the bread box," |
sad.

"Not anymore."

| grimaced. How could he go through an entire loaf of bread and still not have enough French toast to
feed two adults, ateenager, and atoddler? Even | could manage that.

"Il grébitfor you," | said brightly. "After dl, I'mright here.”
Heraised hiseyebrows. "So | see. That'swhy | asked you."
"Right." | smiled, hoping to forestd| any chance of my husband thinking | was nuts.

"MommaMommaMomma" Timmy'slittle voice managed to fill the entire downdtairs. "Whereyou a,
Momma?' The patter of footie-pgjamafest, and then my little man appeared in the kitchen, asippy cup
in one hand and Boo Bear in the other. " Go potty, Momma. Go potty.”

Shit. Not the most apropos of curses, | supposed, because Timmy had no interest in thewhole
potty-training experience. Hejust liked to gt on hislittle-bitty toilet fully clothed while he tossed things
into the tub. Unfortunatdly, this activity required the presence of amommy for full enjoyment potential.

"Go ahead," Stuart said. "I'll get the bread.”
"Allie, can you take him to the bathroom?"

"Oh, Mom, do | haveto?" Allie had plunked herself down at the kitchen table and was now engrossed in
the pages of some magazine.

"Yes" | sad, even as Timmy started up again, belting out arousing chorus of "Mommamommamomma’
without any musica accompani ment whatsoever.

"Timmy, honey, gowith Allie"



"No."

"Allie..."

"He doesn't want to go with me."

"Kate, just take the boy. | can handle getting aloaf of bread."

Not inthislifetime. | pointed a"don't move' finger at Stuart, shot a"forget that extra hour at curfew"
glancetoward Allie, then dipped insde the pantry. | grabbed aloaf of bread and reemerged. | wasin
there just long enough to see that my demon was gill covered and, thankfully, still dead. Alwaysaplus.

| shoved the bread at Stuart, who looked alittle bewildered. "Here. Cook.” Then | grabbed Timmy's
hand. "Come on, kiddo. Where are we going?"

"Bafroom! Potty!"
"Lead theway," | sad, letting him tug me aong, clearly ddighted to have Mommy's undivided attention.

As soon as we reached the bathroom he shared with Allie, | collapsed onto the closed toilet seat while
Timmy proceeded to position Boo Bear strategicdly on thelittle plastic potty we'd bought optimisticaly
on his eighteen-month birthday. Now, seven months later, the kid had yet to christen the thing.

In the kitchen | could hear the Sizzle of battered bread in my electric griddle then the scrape of aspatula
againg the Teflon surface. | exhaled, congratulating mysdlf on keeping my husband in the dark.

At the sametime, though, | wondered if it would really be that terrible if Stuart knew my secret. |
intended to tell Alliethetruth eventudly, just not soon. After al, she had aright to know about her father,
and she couldn't redly understand her dad without knowing about Forza Scum. Stuart, though. ..

Hewas my husband. | loved him. And | didn't want to have secretsfrom him. But at the sametime, |
didn't want him to know this. | eased my conscience by falling back on the rules—my identity asa
Hunter was secret, the oath of silence absolute. But that was only acrutch. | didn't want Stuart to see me
as a Demon Hunter. As soon as he learned the truth, he would never seejust Kate anymore. And | didn't
think 1 could stand that. | had a snesking suspicion amarriage counseor would find ahuge red flag in my
logic, but that was arisk I'd have to take.

AsTimmy gleefully tossed every clean washcloth we own into the till shower-damp tub, | rested my
elbows on my thighsand put my head in my hands.

Father Corletti wasright. | should have kept up my physical training. | was pooped. Physicaly and
mentally. Not agood sign. Especialy since | till had to find the energy—not to mention the time—to
dispose of one dead demon and stop an evil demon from taking over San Diablo, not to mention the
world. | checked my wristwatch—just past nine. | had afedling it was going to be a very long day.

To Stuart's credit, he managed to pull off some pretty amazing French toast. Just enough cinnamon in the
batter, alight dusting of powdered sugar (aculinary accoutrement I'm frankly amazed we had in the
house, much lessthat he found it without discovering Mr. Demon). Wefour sat at the Fiftiesstyle
Formicatable and wolfed down mass quantities of the breskfast confection, washing it down with tall
glasses of ice cold applejuice, aconstant staple in our house due to its toddler-taming propensities.

Allie checked her watch. "If we leaveright after breskfast, well get there when the mal opens.”



| gaped as sheflipped open the spiral notebook that had been Sitting closed and innocent by her plate dl
through breakfast. 1I'd completely forgotten that she'd been planning a school wardrobe shopping
extravaganzafor today.

"I madealist," she explained, tapping her pen againgt the page. "We can hit the Gap firs, just to check
any sales. Then the Limited and Banana Republic. I'll snag whatever dedls| can, thenfill in the ggps with
stuff from Old Navy. Then we can move on to the department stores to check for any awesome
markdowns. | figurewell start with Nordstrom and work our way down to Robinsons-May."

"Dont forget about the carousd,” | added, thinking quickly. "Timmy lovesit."

Alliewaslooking at measif I'd grown two heads. "Were taking him?1 thought he was staying home
with Stuart?'

"Kate," Stuart said, "you know I've got things to do around the house." He'd been hidden behind the
metro section of the San Diablo Herald, but now he snapped the paper down, his frown amost as deep
asAllies. "That window, for ingance. | won't get any of it done with Timmy underfoot.”

Timmy perked up, gpparently redlizing held actudly let most of a conversation pass without asignificant
contribution. Deciding to remedy that, he beganto sing "If Y ou're Happy and Y ou Know It, Clap Y our
Hands' a thetop of hislungs.

"I'll handle thewindow," | said to Stuart, dutifully clapping my hands on cue. We did need to get it fixed,
of course, but | have to confessthat after passing the night without incident, my paranoiaquotient had
dropped dramaticdly. "I wasthinking that you could teke Allie and Timmy to the mal.”

He stared at me asif 1'd gone mad, and Allie's expression mirrored his. For two people without asingle
genetic bond between them, at the moment they were doing agood impression of twins.

Allie spoke up firgt. "Mom, no way. Shopping with Stuart? He'sa guy.”
"Yes, heis" | said. "And he has wonderful taste, don't you, darling?”

"No," hesad. "l mean, yes. My tasteisfine." His eyes narrowed to tiny dits. "Are you mad at me? Did |
do something to tick you off?"

| stifled the urge to bang my head against something hard and instead pushed back from the table.
"MommaMommaMomma Where you going, Momma?'

"Just right over there, swestie," | said, pointing to the wall that separates our breakfast areafrom the
living room. "Finish your toadt.”

| tugged Stuart with me into the living room. | won't say he came willingly, but he did come, and the
second we were out of Sight from the kids, he let me haveit. "Areyou insane?" he stage-whispered.
"The mall ?'Y ou want me to go to the mall ?What did | do? Serioudy, I'll makeit up to you. A trip to
Paris. A day a the spa. Y ou nameit. Just not the mall.”

| confessto being somewhat moved by hisplea. If Stuart didn't makeit in politics, | saw abright future
for himin acting. The man had melodramadown to ascience. "Be serious,” | said. "1 thought about thisa
lot, and | think it'sawonderful idea." All of which wastrue, just not for reasonsthat | could share. |
grasped for a Stuart-worthy reason. Y ou and the kids need some bonding time. Especidly Allie”

"What'swrong with Allie? We get dong great.” His brow wrinkled. "Don't we?"



"Sure" | said. "Now you do. But she's fourteen. Do you remember fourteen?”
"Not very wel."

"Wdl, I'magirl, and | do. Fourteen'sahard age." Not that my fourteen had been anything like Allies. I'd
impaed my first demon at fourteen. That isn't something agirl islikely to forget. " She needs
father-daughter time."

"But shopping?' He looked vaguely terrified by the prospect. I couldn't just take her out to dinner?”
| gave him asdewaysglance. "Stuart..."
"Fine. Fine. Themdl it is. But you can't expect meto take Timmy, too."

Timmy wastrickier, | have to admit. While I'd managed to concoct a psychologically sound argument for
Stuart accompanying Allie to the mall, there really was no reason for atwo-year-old to tag aong for the
ride.

| resorted to righteous indignation, the ultimate fallback for every stay-at-home mom. " Stuart Connor,” |
sad, propping onefist on my hip and fixing my very best glare on him. "Areyou tdling methat you're
incgpable of spending time with the same two children | spend every single day with? That you cantt find
the time or energy to take your own son out for the morning? That you—"

"Okay, okay. | get the drift. | guessit's Daddy's day out."

My stern face dissolved, and suddenly | wasdl smiles. | raised up on my tiptoes and kissed him. "Y ou're
the best.”

Stuart did not look ecdtatic, but he wasn't apoplectic. Score one for Kate. We wandered back into the
kitchen to find that Allie had dready put dl the dishesin the dishwasher and was now going over Timmy's
face (and hair and hands and clothes) with awashcloth, trying to eradicate al signs of powdered sugar
and syrup. Even on abad day, Allie's pretty good about helping with Timmy. Add in the promise of a
new wardrobe, and the kid becomes positively saintlike.

Another ten minutes and they were settled in the van, Stuart armed with credit cards, Allie with her lit,
and Timmy with Boo Bear. Asthey pulled out onto the street, | headed back to the front porch. | leaned
againgt one of the wooden posts and waved, hoping they couldn't see the way my body sagged with
relief. | lovemy family, redly | do. But as| watched the van pull out of the driveway, | had to admit that
alittledonetimewas awfully nice.

Evenif | was alonewith adead demon.

Chapter Five

Fifteen minutes later afresh pot of coffee was brewing on the kitchen counter, the pungent aroma of
Starbucks Sumatra reminding me of the caffeinated reward that awaited me once my task was complete.
At the moment | was hunched over, my fingerstight around the old man'sarms as| dragged him from the
kitchen toward the French doors at the back of the house.

My meeting with my alimentatore was at noon, and | couldn't wait. Ever since Stuart and the kids had
left, 1'd been fighting the creepy sensation that | was being watched. 1'd checked the window first and



found no demons (or morta-variety Peeping Toms) lurking about. The plastic had comelooseina
couple of places, but | attributed that more to the cheap off-brand duct tape I'd bought than to the forces
of evil.

I'd shoved my uneasiness aside and got on with the job a hand. Thetruthis, | would have preferred to
samply keep the demon in the pantry, then bring my mentor back with me to provide sound and useful
advice about how to get rid of the remains. But since | couldn't be certain that Timmy's good mood or
Stuart's shopping staminawould last that long, | had to get the demon out of the house and tucked away
inour storage shed. In my old life, once I'd done away with ademon, one simple phone cdll to Forza
would dispatch a collection team to take care of the demon carcass, leaving me blissfully unaware of that
portion of the job. How lucky | wasto now get this peek at demon-disposal methods. (That, in case you
missed it, iscaled sarcasm.)

Though smal and wizened, the old man still managed to be quite aburden. He was, after dl, dead
weight, and | was huffing by the time | reached the French doors. The curtains were drawn, and | pushed
one paned aside, peering out into our backyard asif | were afugitive. I'm not surewhat | expected to see.
Anarmy of demons? The cops? My husband pointing afinger and accusing me of keeping secrets?

| saw none of the above and bresthed asigh of relief. My paranoia quotient had increased, however, to
the point that the sound of the dishwasher changing cycles made me jump.

| 1eft the body in front of the doors, then trotted up the gairs, taking them two at atime as | mentdly
sorted through the contents of my linen closet. | needed something big enough to wrap the maniin, but it
aso had to be something | didn't mind tossing out. | didn't care how good the local dry cleaner was;
there was no way 1'd ever deep on ademon shroud, freshly pressed or not.

| grabbed afitted sheet (100 thread count, so no great 10ss) and raced back downgtairs. Perfect. The
elasticized corners even helped keep the floral print shroud attached to the body as| rolled it over and
over until it waswell cocooned. | doubted my efforts would fool anyone who might be peering over my
fence (abody wrapped in a sheet pretty much resembles only abody wrapped in a sheet), but the
process made me fed better. And despite my rampant paranoia, | didn't really believe anyone would
peek into my backyard in thetime it would take me to get the body stowed in the shed.

Asit turned out, it took longer than I'd expected.

Getting the body from the house to the shed was remarkably easy (I remembered Timmy's Radio Flyer
wagon and put it to good use), but getting it into the shed was not. The little building wasliteraly
crammed to the gills, and | couldn't have Stuffed atoaster in there, much less a body.

It was till early, so | wasn't in full-tilt panic mode. Y et.

| had a hefty adrenaline buzz going as| pulled out boxes and furniture and assorted bits of life junk, then
stacked it al outside the shed for the single purpose of reorganizing it in amanner more conducive to the
hiding of corpses. As soon as|'d made a big enough dent, | climbed insde, then bent down and grabbed
the mummy. | did himinside, discovering that hefit nicely under Alli€s old twin bed. Then | hopped
down and started to replace everything I'd just removed. Nietzsche would have made some pithy
comment about exercisesin futility, but not me. | just wanted the job done. And it was precisely because
| was 0 inthe zonethat | didn't hear anyone coming up from behind me until it wastoo late,

A hand closed over my shoulder, and | yelled. Without thinking, | fell into a crouch and pivoted, ignoring
my aching muscles as | whipped my leg straight out to catch my assailant just below the knee before
pulling mysalf back up to attack position. It was abeautiful, brilliant move, and onethat | managed
without even pulling my hamstring. (Who knew | till had it in me?) The movewould, in fact, have been



perfect... had | managed to fell ademon. Instead, | found myself looming over Laura, handsfisted at my
sdes, blood pounding through my veins, and my chest about to explode with the suppressed urge to hit
someone.

Fortunately, | did manage to suppress the urge. Pummeling my best friend would require aliefar beyond
my powers of fabrication, particularly in my current state of mind. | bent over and drew in deep breaths,
my hands propped just above my knees. Laurawas on the ground in front of me, the heels of her hands
pressed into the peagravel that makes up the western half of our yard, surrounding the shed and Timmy's
playscape. From the diameter of her eyes, | could tell 1'd surprised her as much as she'd surprised me.
For amoment, neither of us could speak. | recovered first.

"Jesus, Laura. Don't snesk up on melike that."

Sheblinked, winced. "I'll remember,” she said, then reached down to rub her caf. "Where'd you learn to
do that?'

"Neighborhood watch," | said. "The cop showed us al some techniqueslast month." A ridiculous answer,
but she didn't seem to notice; she was too intent on flexing her leg and wiggling her ankle.

"So what were you doing, anyway? Hiding the family gold?'
| ignored the question, instead leaning over to put my hand on her calf. "How bad isit?"

She grimaced. "I'll live," she said. | helped her up and she gingerly put her weight on the leg. "But what
were you doing? | don't think I've ever seen you so intense.”

"Oh. Right." | scrambled for areply, finaly settling on the only thing | could think of that would keep her
from asking too many follow-up questions. "I had another dream about Eric last night. And since Stuart
andthekidsareat themdl..." | trailed off, assuming (rightly) that she'd pick up the thread.

"Going through old things?'
| shrugged. "Sometimes| just misshim.”

Her forehead creased, and | saw real concernin her eyes. The truth was| did dream of Eric, more
frequently than | liked to admit. And Laura had been my confidante on more than one occasion. Today,
though, | couldn't share my redl burden, asmuch as| might like to. "Want to talk about it?"

"No." | looked at the ground, afraid of what she might seein my eyes. "I'll be okay. | need to pull mysdlf
together anyway. | have an gppointment at noon.”

She glanced at her watch, then at the boxes that dtill littered my yard, then a me, ill in sweatsand a
T-shirt with no makeup and unwashed hair. "I'll help you put the shed back together.”

| wanted to turn down the offer, but it was dready getting late. Besides, | knew it was Laurals way of
helping me out about Eric even though | didn't want to talk. And since the odds of her thinking that the
bundle under the old twin bed was anything other than arolled-up rug (or, for that matter, thinking about
it at al) weredim, | gracioudy accepted.

"What have you got going on at noon?" she asked as she passed me a box.

"Nothing important,” | said, trying for casua and pretty sure | came off like abank robber swearing he
had no idea where the money was hidden. "An old friend'sin town. I'm going to meet him. Catch up.
Tradefamily pictures. That kind of thing."



"Oh, that sounds like fun. How do you know the guy?"

"Ericand | knew him," | said, jumping on the first answer that popped into my head.
She sghed. "Oh, sweetie. Y ou're getting inundated on al fronts, aren't you?”

"Pretty much.” | couldn't quite meet her eyes as| took another box from her.

"Can| help?"

"Wishyou could,” | said. "It'sjust my past. Sometimes your old life sneaks up on you, and even though
you weren't expecting it, you gtill haveto ded withit.”

She nodded and we finished the job in silence. | shut and locked the shed doors, then dusted mysdlf of f
before |ooking pointedly at my watch. "Thanksfor helping,” | said. "But | should probably hop inthe
shower."

"Sure. | ought to get going, anyway. | promised Mindy 1'd take her to the mdl for new clothestoday. I've
spent the summer avoiding the thought.”

| laughed. "l enlisted Stuart.”

"Y ou married akeeper," she said with asmall frown. She patted her pockets and pulled out her key ring.
Shefidgeted, twirling the keys on her finger. ™Y ou know, I'm going to be awreck after an entire day at
the mall. Want to have aglass of winelater and wind down?"

| recognized the proposd for what it was—an offer to be an ear after my emotiondly charged afternoon
with my dear old friend.

She might be wrong about the cause, but she wasn't wrong about the end result—by the time today was
over, | was certain I'd be in desperate need of adrink. Or two.

"Sounds like aplan. Besides, I'm sure the girlswill want to compare wardrobes and coordinate for the
first day of schoal."

"True enough. WEell need abit of abuzz to survive the teenage walk of fashion.” Her gaze drifted to the
right, and | could picture her mentaly inventorying her wine cabinet. "I've got anice Moscato. I'll chill it
and bring it over, along with my daughter and half of Nordstrom.” (Asthe CEO of avery successful
chain of fast-food restaurants, Paul makes significantly more money than Stuart. His daughter would not
be shopping the sales)

Her gaze drifted toward my back door. "Do you have time for me to snag a cup of coffee? I'm out of
everything except decaf, and I've been dragging al morning.”

"Y ou cameto theright place.” Remembering the freshly brewed coffee perked me up.

Wewent insde and | grabbed one of Stuart's commuter mugs for Laura. Shetook it, then headed to my
refrigerator for cream. As soon as she opened the door, | heard it—alight scratching at the plastic that
was covering the broken window. My heart started beating double-time as adrenaline surged through
me, readying my body for action. What wasit? A demon intending to complete the job Pops | eft
unfinished? Or maybe a hellhound, sniffing around outside before it lunged and ripped my throat out?

"Mind if | useyour Hazelnut Coffeemate?’ Lauraasked, her head in the fridge.

| didn't answer. | wastoo busy watching the plastic. Not now... not yet. | didn't want Laura around



when the thing attacked. | didn't want her involved. | didn't want—
YEEER-OOQOQ!
"Oh, shit!" Laura screamed.

Something smal and lithe legped through the window, half-sheathed in aloose section of plagtic garbage
bag, screeching in an unearthly way that made the hairs on my arms stand on end. | lunged forward to
catch the beast and my fingers grabbed something soft, and—

"Yer-owwwww!*

| stopped short, my mind finally catching up with what my hands aready knew. No demon. No
hellhound. Nothing bad at dl—just Kabit, our overweight, overly grumpy, supremely opinionated tomcat.

Kabit glared a mefor along moment, hisfur sticking straight up, histail threetimesitsnorma size. Then
he marched to hisfood bowl and started esting, the picture of quiet dignity. | wanted to laugh, but
couldn't quite manage.

"Sorry," Laurasaid, bending down to pick up the Coffee-mate container she'd dropped. "He scared me
to death.”

| looked down at the mess, and suddenly the laughter bubbled up. "Yeah,” | said, breathing through my
chuckles, "l guesss0."

Laura's sheepish expression faded as shejoined in my laughter. Together, we sank down to the floor, our
backs againgt the cabinets as we shook with mirth. The Situation wasn't redlly funny, though, and | knew
that my laughter semmed more from raw nerves than from humor. Today, Laurahad only been sartled
by my cat. Congdering the turn my life had suddenly taken, | couldn't help but wonder if, before this
whole mess was over, Laurawould see something truly scary.

If shedid, would | bethereto protect her?

. Mary's Cathedrd was built centuries ago as part of the Cdiforniamissontrall. The originad cathedra
building still stands, though Massisonly held there on High Holy Days, a concession to the ongoing
renovations to the beautiful building. In the meantime, the Bishop's Hall serves asatemporary place of
worghip.

From apurdly personal perspective, I'll be happy when the renovations are complete. Theinsde of the
cathedra isawe-inspiring, whereas the insde of the newer Bishop's Hall lacks some of that holy oomph.
And, yes, | goto Massregularly (well, more or less). I've witnessed exorcisms, staked vampires, and put
down demons with nothing more than aplastic swizzle stick from Trader Vic's—so, yeah, I'm abdiever.

| even got roped into doing some committee work afew months ago. Of course, the project—which was
supposed to have been finished during the summer—is gtill dragging on. What's that saying about no
good deed going unpunished?

The cathedra is perched on San Diablo's highest point, the church grounds looking out over the Pecific
and the Channel I1dands. Like any church, theworship hdl isholy ground. But S. Mary's Cathedral has
an added little zing. Everything beyond the communion rail—the sanctuary, the dtar, even the basement
below and the ceiling above—was built with amortar that was heavily infused with the bones of saints.
It's pretty common to work asaint's bone into an atar (well, it's not as common now asit used to be),
but that much saintliness was unique even centuries ago.



Eric and | had believed that such a powerful sanctuary explained San Diablo'slow demon quotient. Sure,
demons could gtill wander freein the town—or on the nonconsecrated church grounds, for that
matter—but we'd opined that the cathedral gave off a strong antidemon vibe. Apparently that bit of
conjecture was hogwash.

Anyway, | had no idea of theidentity of my new alimentatore; according to tradition, a Hunter knows
nothing about his or her mentor until the two actualy meet. | find that particular tradition to be not only
archaic, but lso downright idiotic. Unfortunatdly, I'm not on the Rules Committee for Forza Scura, and
no one asked my opinion.

Even though | couldn't know whom | was supposed to meet, | dearly wished that | had asked Father
Corletti for more details on the exact location. For al | knew, my mentor might be sitting in Father Ben's
rectory office twiddling his thumbs and wondering where | was.

The thought sparked another—my mentor might actudly be Father Ben.

| rather liked that idea. Although Father Benisonly afew years out of seminary, he seemson the ball and
hishomilies are never yawners. Still, thelikelihood that | wasintended to meet up with Father Ben was
dim. Father Corletti might have been vague, but hed definitely said that Forza had "sent” an
alimentatore. Since Father Ben had taken the position of rector years ago, unless Forza had been
aware of Goramesh'sinterest in the cathedra far longer than Father Corletti let on, Ben wasn't my man.

| decided that the actud cathedral building was my best bet, and maneuvered the Infinity into one of the
nearby parking spaces. | confess to taking a devious pleasure in saddling Stuart with the more
kid-friendly van, and part of me wanted to just Sit in thelot, engine running, as| basked in that clean car
amell that involved no hint of sour milk or spilled grapejuice. Unfortunately, | didn't havetimeto wallow.

| shifted into park, killed the engine, and abandoned the air-conditioned comfort for the equaly agreesble
Southern Cdiforniawegther.

| followed the stone path to the cathedrd, letting my hand reach out to graze the birds-of-paradise that
lined the walkway like sentries. The double doors—heavy wood with tarnished brass hardware—were
closed but unlocked, and | tugged the door open and plowed on in, crossing first through the small foyer,
then dowing as| moved over the threshold into the worship area. The stone receptaclesthat usualy held
the holy water at the entrance had been packed away as part of the renovation, replaced with smple
wooden stands topped with gold-plated bowls. The floor was still damp, probably from the earlier rain,
and | walked carefully so | wouldn't dip. | dabbed my finger in the basin of holy water, made the sign of
the cross, then genuflected toward the tabernacle.

The pews were empty, and | considered heading over to the hal to seeif my rendezvous wasthere. But
I'd actualy arrived afew minutes early, S0 it seemed silly not to wait.

I'd brought an empty glassvid, and | filled it with holy water, replenishing my stock. That errand
completed, | just stood there, idly flipping through amissal, and checking my watch about every
twenty-four seconds. At eleven-fifty-seven | heard the creak of adoor, followed by footsteps. Because
the room's acoustics were designed more for snging hymns than pinpointing sound, | had no ideawhich
directiontolook. | turned afull circle and was walking toward the communion rail when the mystery was
solved—Father Ben passed through avelvet curtain to gppear on the sanctuary in front of me.

He carried aclipboard and a pen and didn't seem to redize | wasthere.

| cleared my throat, and he looked up, startled. Hisface cleared dmost immediately, though, and he
smiled broadly. "Kate Connor. What brings you here today?'



Okay. So he definitely wasn't my alimentatore. | let loose my preplanned excuse. "I'm picking up some
more inventoriesto type. But the message on my cell phone was garbled, so I'm not surewho called.”

Since our project involved reviewing and indexing the extensive donations received by the cathedrd's
gzable archives, | assumed therewas alist somewhere waiting to be typed. Thus, | was not actudly lying
toapriest.

Father Ben rubbed hischin. "Wdl, I'm afraid | can't help you. Deloreswould know, but she's not here
today," he added, referring to the committee chair.

"Oh. That'stoo bad." | frowned and tried to look suitably flummoxed. "I was hoping to get started on the
pagestonight.” | turned abit, looking around asif | expected someoneto materidizein apew. "You
haven't seen anyone ese around, have you?'

llwry.ll
"I'll go check the Bishop'sHall. If someoneislooking for me, would you let them know I'm there?"
"Of course.”

| made polite good-bye noises and headed out the door. | popped into the Bishop's Hall, looked around,
and found no one except the janitor, who was mopping the floor. | backed out quickly, careful not to
muck up hiswork.

The adrendine rush that had accompanied the thought of meeting my new mentor was being fast replaced
by annoyance. | had at least three loads of laundry piled up a home. Not to mention a body that was
going to get pretty ripeif it stayed in my shed much longer. | decided to head back to the cathedral in
case we'd been passing each other in a not-so-funny comedy-of-errors kind of way. 1'd just stepped
onto the walkway when | heard footsteps behind me. | turned, but didn't see anyone. | caled out, but no
one answered.

| reached the church doors at the same time Father Ben did. Hisfacelit up ingtantly, and thistime | could
tell that | was exactly who he wanted to see.

"Oh, Kate, | wasjust going to look for you. | bumped into a gentleman looking for you in the parking
lot."

"You did?' My gaze automatically shifted toward thelot. | saw five cars, but no people. "Who?"

"I'm afraid | don't know hisname," Father said. "He said held just looked for you in the hadl, but that the
floorswere wet."

"They are. | wasjust there."
"He asked meto direct you to the courtyard if | saw you."
"Gredt. Thanks."

We parted ways, him entering the church, and me heading around the building toward the courtyard, a
small stting areabordered by the cathedra, the rectory offices, and the Bishop's Hall. Primarily used by
church gtaff asaplaceto sit and eat lunch, the courtyard boasts nothing much more than afew concrete
benches and some potted plants. A decorative iron fence marks the entrance. The gate was open, and |
waked through. | saw no one. The concrete benches had been bleached to near white from day after
day of Cdiforniasunlight, and | thought absurdly of bonesin afield picked clean by vultures and Ieft to



bake. | shivered, asif someone had walked over my grave, and | turned my gaze to the statue of the
Virgin Mary, looking for comfort. "Give me strength,” | whispered, closing my eyesonly briefly as|
crossed mysdlf.

This cloak-and-dagger routine wasirritating. | had a cell phone, afax, aPam Pilot, and high-speed
Internet access. Wasit redly necessary to skulk around the cathedra grounds when one smple e-mail
message could have set out an exact time and meeting place? Another glance a my watch reveded that it
was now ten past noon. Father Ben had just seen the man, so where the Devil was he?

"Hello?" | called, feding stupid since there was obvioudy no onethere. Then | muttered the kind of curse
you redlly shouldn't say in a churchyard, and headed back in the direction I'd come. My blood was
boiling as | turned, my entire body tight with pent-up frustration. | wanted to hit something, to lash out
and let my frustration find some tangible release. The reaction surprised me. For adecade and ahdf, I'd
worked so hard to stifle those urges, and to live by adifferent set of rules. I'd succeeded, too, suburban
lifemaking it easy to bury my past. | repeatedly tel Timmy not to hit, bite, kick or scream; hitting isn't
nice, hitting doesn't solve anything.

Except sometimes hitting does solvethings.
Sometimes, hitting savesyour life.

| may have buried my years of training, but | never truly lost them. And now | felt my old ingtincts
clamoring to the surface, my blood burning and my strength returning. And, even more, | fet the desire.
Tofight. Towin. Tolive.

A twig snapped behind me, the sharp crack reverberating through the courtyard. | spun around, fists
raised, musclestight. | truly expected nothing more than my tardy alimentatore, but I'd crossed some
ling | couldn't smply turn and say "Hi, there."

And thank God for that.
He was right there. Larson. Looming not two feet behind me.

"Son of abitch,” | howled as| launched mysdf a him. | wasn't conscioudy thinking, but satisfaction il
tickled in my head. I'd been right al dong! He was ademon, held found out about this meeting, and
somehow he'd delayed (or killed) my alimentatore.

Ontop of dl that, | smply didn't like the man. His comments about Allie had pissed me off, and it was
with an absurd breed of joy that | tackled him.

His eyes went wide as he saw me coming, and he held out his hands at the last minute asiif to Stave off
my assault, but the reaction cametoo late. | hit him with the full force of my body, and down we went.
Not the most artful of moves, I'll admit, but my primary concern had been to get him before he got me.

He recovered quickly from hisinitid surprise and twisted violently to the |eft, managing to toss me off in
the process. He was much stronger than I'd expect for asixty-something man of the judiciary, and that
only confirmed my belief that hewasntaman at dl.

His parry had sent me crashing to the cold stone ground, the motion sending my purse flying. My stuff
spewed out like the payload from a suburban bomb. | clamored to my knees, clawing at the debris, my
hand closing around the first solid thing | found—a Happy Med action figure, complete with amolded
plastic sword. Not greet, | admit, but | could make do.

| climbed to my feet, and saw that Larson was doing the same, pushing himsdlf up to a standing position.



He wasn't there yet, though, and | took advantage, landing asolid kick somewherein the genera vicinity
of hiskidneys.

The bastard didn't stand a chance. He went down, and | lunged, landing on top of him and wrestling him
into achoke-hold. I'd won, and we both knew it. There was fear and defeat in his eyes, and the thrill of
victory pounded in my ears. | moved in for thekill, bringing the Happy Med action figure closer to hisleft

eye.
"For thelove of God, Kate, stop! I'm your alimentatore!"

Chapter Six

"Likehdl you are," | said, keeping the plastic sword just millimeters from his eyebdl. Wewere on the
ground, my other arm tight around his neck, his head pressed near my chest. If he moved, my makeshift
weapon would penetrate the sclerato sink deep into the vitreous fluid like ahot knife through buitter. If he
were ademon, he'd be dead. Human, he'd be blind.

At the moment, that wasarisk | waswilling to take.

"Kate, think about what you're doing. Forza sent meto assist you." He pulled back away from the
sword, his head pressng againgt my breasts. He was cold with fear, practically trembling.

| tightened my grip around his neck. "Explain yoursdf,” | said. "Explain the dinner party.”
Nothing. Just slence. | gave him alittle shake, meant to jostle his enthusiasm for spilling his story.
"Test," hefindly sputtered, theword so low and raw | could barely understand.

| released my hold on his neck just alittle, but my fingerstightened around the Happy Medl toy.
"Bullshit.”

He coughed, started to speak, then coughed again. | steeled mysdlf to remain unmoved by his gpparent
discomfort.

"Tak," | sad.

"Y ou've been out of touch for awhile. I needed to know what we were dedling with. How much training
you needed. What your sKill level was."

S0 you came to my house and impersonated ademon? | could havekilled you."

"But you didn't." He cleared histhroat and sucked in abreath. | realized I'd loosened my hold even more.
"Y ou passed that test, at least." He started to get up, but | jerked him back. He winced. "Although | may
gill modify thet grade.”

"Y ou ddliberately baited me. The breeth. The comments.”

"The breath I'll concede," he said. "A week of eating garlic and not brushing my teeth. The comments,
though..."

Hetrailed off.



"I never said asingle thing that was damning. Y ou assumed | was a demon and heard what you wanted
to hear."

| tried to think back over the evening, to seeif what he said wastrue. But it wastoo much of ablur. All |
could remember was what held said about Allie—that he'd been sorry he hadn't met her. That she was
probably alot like me.

Shit.

Hewasright. Unless he was one of Satan's minions, that was pretty damn innocuous.

Without letting go, | leaned over and took agood long sniff. He opened his mouth helpfully. Minty fresh.
| released the hold from around his neck, and he sat up, rubbing his shoulders and doing head rolls.
"Apology accepted,” he said.

"I haven't gpologized.” | kept the toy poised near hisface. | was pretty sure he was okay, but | wasn't
postive.

Hf)glromed, ather infrugration or pain, | couldn't tell, and shifted dightly to the left. " Refilled your
upply?"

| had no ideawhat he was talking about, then | turned in the direction he waslooking. My checkbook
was lying open near the base of abench, avid of holy water haf-buried beneath it. | couldn't reach it
without letting him go, and | did aquick run-through of my options. It might be atrick. He might be
planning on attacking me (or running like hell) the moment | let go. But since | couldn't Sit there forever,
that was arisk | was going to haveto take.

"Dont move," | said, asif | could keep him there by force of will done.
"Wouldn't dream of it."

| scooted backward, retrieved the via, and moved back to crouch over him again. | still held the toy, but
abit less enthusiastically. He hadn't moved amuscle during my scramble for the weter, and now he
watched me, hisfaceimpassive, as| unscrewed the metal cap. "Truthtime," | said, tossing the water at
him without preamble.

Hedidn't even flinch, and | knew right then what the result would be. Nothing. No ripped and burning
flesh. No screams emanating from the depths of Hell. Not even alittle pop and fizzle. | felt my body
relax.

No demon could tolerate adirect dousing of holy water in the face.
Larson wasn't ademon. He was just a man, bemused and dripping.

| sighed and passed him a crumpled tissue from the back pocket of my jeans. He started to dab water off
hisface. "Okay, then," | said. "l believeyou."

"I would hope s0." He started to stand. | took the opportunity to crawl around, looking for my various
persond belongings.

"So you weretesting me,” | said, now stating the obvious. "At the party, | mean.”



"l was"
| shoved my checkbook in my purse, then started collecting loose coins. "Did | pass?!
He peered at me. "Let'sjust say thereswork to be done.”

"Right. Of course” Damn.

| don't like being wrong, and, frankly, I've gotten used to being right pretty much dl of thetime. I'm the
mom, and Mom isaways right. So it would not be an exaggeration to say that | wastaking my error
about Judge Larson'sidentity abit lessthan gracefully.

Fortunately, he seemed to understand, and while | sulked, he drove to the county dump, the demon
carcassin histrunk and mein the passenger sest brooding quietly. Not that 1'd been sulking the whole
time. After afew vigorous mea culpa’s on my part (I can't believe | drenched my alimentatore with holy
water!), we'd headed to my house. I'd parked the Infinity out front, while Larson pulled his Lexusinto the
garage. We tugged the body from the storage shed, schlepped him back though the kitchen, and filled
Larson's oh-so-prigtine trunk with one geriatric dead demon.

| learned it cogts twenty-five dollars to enter the dump, and no one writes down your name, license plate
number, or anything. One grizzled old man was guarding the entrance, but he was more interested in The
Price Is Right playing in grainy black-and-white than he wasin us. Considering the ease with which we
entered—dead body in tow—I had to imagine that awhole plethora of murderous fiends had comethis
way before us. Not a pretty picture.

Larson parked behind apile of debris, shielding usfrom the view of anyone who might wander down the
road. The place wasn't exactly hopping, though, so | wasn't that worried about onlookers. Together, we
hauled Pops out of the trunk, then stuffed him into a space we'd carved among the debris. The stink
factor was significant, but with two kids (one till in digpers) my gag reflex iswell under control.

We rearranged the trash to cover the body, dusted ourselves off, then headed back out the way we
came. With any luck, no onewould ever find the body. Or, if they did, they'd never figure out who left it
there.

"Areyou gtill annoyed with me?' Larson asked after weld been driving for awhile.
"Yes" | sad. "But I'll get over it.”
"It was necessary," he said.

"l understand,” | said, and | did understand. "It just irks me that you felt compelled to test skills | haven't
used in years. | mean, how would you likeit if your Property professor dropped by unannounced and
quizzed you on the Rule Againgt Perpetuities?' For the record, | have no ideawnhat that is, but whenever
Stuart invites hislawyer friends over for drinks, they inevitably bring it up, and complain about what a
bitch it wasto understand, and then say how glad they are they don't write willsfor aliving. Larson's eyes
crinkled in avery Paul Newman-esque sort of way. "Point taken," he said. "'l wouldn't likeit at al." He
stopped at atraffic light, then held hishand out to me. "Truce?"

| took it. "Truce." The light changed and we were under way again. A few minutes|ater, he turned onto
Ridto Boulevard, the cypress-lined street that leads into my subdivision. | twisted in my seat to face him.
"So how pathetic was 17"



"Actualy, under the circumstances you were surprisingly resourceful. Not that I'd expected any less. I've
read your fileand | know Wilson would not have been lax in histraining.”

If he wastrying to snare my attention, he'd succeeded. "Y ou knew Wilson?'

Wilson Endicott had been my first and only alimentatore until the day 1'd retired. The eldest son of some
British bigwig, held forfeited hisinheritance when heleft hometo join Forza. Where Father Corletti had
been like afather to me, Wilson had been like an older brother. 1'd trusted him, looked up to him, and |
missed him terribly.

A shadow crossed Larson's face. "He was as good an alimentatore as he was afriend. Hispassngisa
gredt loss.”

"He'd probably have been mortified to see the way | reacted to you."

Larson shook his head ever so dightly, then reached out to gently touch my hand. "On the contrary. |
think he'd have been very proud.”

| focused on my fingernails. "Thanks."
"I'll be sending a positive report back to Forza, Kate. You did well. Truly."

"Oh." | s&t up alittle straighter, trying to pull mysdf together. "Wdll, that's great. How come you didn't
sy o earlier?”

He glanced quickly in my direction and | saw agrin sparklein hiseyes. "If memory serves, you had a
miniature swordsman amed a my eye."

"Right. Sorry about that."

"No offensetaken,” he said. He flipped down hisvisor to revea apack of Nicorette gum. He unwrapped
apiece and popped it in his mouth, then amed afrown in my direction. "Harder to quit than | thought,”
hesad.

"So how are you going to find Goramesh?" | asked, getting down to business. "That's the plan, right?

Y ou find him, | exterminate him, and life goes back to norma." | squinted a him then, my comment
spurring another thought. "Are you redly ajudge? Stuart's going to have afit if it turns out you can't realy
endorsehim.”

Helaughed. "I assure you, my place among the judiciary is quite secure.”
"S0, what?'Y ou moonlight for the Vatican?'
| was being sarcastic, but he nodded. " Something like that."

"No kidding?' Back in my day, Hunters and alimentatores werefull-time, full-fledged Forza employees.
Outside employment wasn't even an option.

"I was twelve years out of law school when | contacted Father Corletti about training as an alimentatore
;" Larson told me.

"Redly?' | couldn't help theincreduloustonein my voice. Forza is supersecret. I'd never heard of
anyone contacting the organization out of the blue.

"Father thought it was unusual, too," he said. "But 1'd been doing some reading on my own about demons



and theinfiltration of the Black Artsinto mainstream society, and | ran across avague reference to the
group in an ancient text. | wasintrigued, and the more | poked around, the more determined | wasto find
out if the organization wasred or aproduct of someone'simagination.”

"I'mimpressed.”

"It took five years, but | managed.” His mouth turned up into awry grin. "Interesting years, those.
Amazing the characters you run acrossif you're searching for an elite group of Demon Hunters."

"So Father brought you on board and the rest is history?"

"Something like that. | worked out of Rome until the new policy went into effect about ten years ago.
Once we were permitted to hold a second job in addition to our Forza duties, | returned to Los Angeles
and took up my law practice.”

Eric and | had made the same trangition, retiring first to Los Angeles after our wedding, then moving up
the coast to San Diablo when we found out | was pregnant. "And then you became ajudge?’

"Exactly. Three years|later | was appointed to a superior court seet.” We were on my street now, and he
pulled into my driveway, put the car in park, then turned to me. "Asyou can imagine, my new position
was quite useful to Forza. The crimina justice system provides afascinating snapshot of demon activity.”

"I'll bet," | said. Histone had been matter-of-fact—Ilike a meteorol ogist discussing the wegther, or a
doctor relaying lab results. Just the genera trappings of hisworkaday world, but | felt aknot in my
stomach. It wasn't workaday to me. It hadn't been for along, long time.

And yet here| was. The man next to me wasin the business of tracking demon activity and studying
methods of defeating them. | was back in the business of killing them.

| felt suddenly cold and overcome with the urge to hear my kids voices. Goose bumps rose on my arms
as| rummaged in my purse for my phone. As Larson watched, | punched in Stuart's cell number. One
ring, two, and then hisvoice: "Please tell me you're coming to rescue me.”

| wasingantly on dert. "Why? What's wrong?'

Larson turned to me, alarm coloring his features aswell, and my hand closed around the door handle,
releasng thelatch.

Stuart laughed. "Nothing'swrong. Sorry to scare you. Wereyou afraid I'd lost the kids somewhere
between the parking lot and the food court?!

"Something likethat," | said. "Can | talk to them?'

"Sure, if you want to get Tim al worked up. He's on the carouse right now with Allie. HE's doing greet,
but if he hearsMommy'svoice..."

"Right. Never mind." | hardly needed for Timmy to throw afit and for Stuart to schlep everybody home.
"So what'syour ETA back home?'

"Not sure. Right now Timmy's happy, so I'm willing to stick it out for aslong as Alliewants."
| felt my brow lift in surprise. "Y ou are?'

"Sure. Why not?| aready told Alliewe'd do alate lunch a Bennigan's.”



"Redly?' Stuart's not a chain-restaurant kind of guy, but Allielovesthe place, and it's easy to find food
for Tim there. "Y ou're going to score some mgjor points.”

"I know," hesaid, and | could practicdly hear him grinning. "And it's better than deding with that damn
window. How's that going, by the way?"

"Fine" | lied. I'd completely forgotten about the window.
We wrapped up the conversation, and then | tucked the phone back in my purse, oddly unsatisfied.
"Everything okay?" Larson asked.

"Sure" | said. But it wasn't. | don't know what 1'd expected—Stuart to have somehow magically
discerned my distress and assured methat al would bewell? A promise from my kidsto never tak to
strangers or demons? Whatever 1'd needed, | hadn't gotten it. | got out of the car and headed for the
house, Larson following in my wake. ™Y ou never answered my question about how you're going to find
Goramesh," | said aswewent inside.

"Y ou never gave methe chance" he said.
Hehad apoint. "I want him dead. | want this over with. | want my kids safe.”

"It will be over soon,” hesaid. "That'swhy I'm here. To assst you and bring this Situation to a speedy
concluson.”

"Good." | thought about what he said. Stuation wasn't the word | would have chosen, but | couldn't
quibblewith speedy conclusion. The quicker life got back to normal, the better. "Y eah, that's great,” |
added.

We werein the kitchen now, and the digita clock on the stove flashed the time—just past two. I'd
forgotten to ask if Tim had ngpped in the stroller, but | had to assume the answer was no. Timmy's not at
his most charming on anything less than atwo-hour nap, and at thefirst sign of serioustoddler crankiness,
| knew Stuart would drag the whole crew home. "Wed better get on withit,” | said. "If you're herewhen
Stuart gets back, | don't know what we'll say.”

| opened the refrigerator, grabbed two bottles of water, handed him one, then headed toward the living
room. | was just opening the door to the back porch when | redlized Larson wasn't following. "Y ou

coming?'
"Coming where?'

"Aren't wetraining?' | made aswishing motion, like Bruce L ee. "Hand-to-hand? Weapons training?
Maybethrow in alittle sword practice?’ | unsheathed an imaginary sword, only to redlize he wasn't
amused by my pantomimes. | sighed. "I'm amost fifteen years out of practice, Larson. | need to train.
Either | practice, or I'm dead.”

"Y ou were quite adequate in the churchyard,” he said.
"Adeguateisnt goingto cut it.”

He cleared histhroat, but didn't say anything.

| leaned againgt the doorjamb. "What aren't you telling me?’

"Forza is concerned less about Goramesh and more about finding what he seeks.”



"Stop Goramesh, and it won't really matter what he'slooking for, will it?'
"And how do you proposeto do that?"

"Fighting, remember?" | waved impatiently in the generd direction of the backyard. "Thekind of
maneuvers Forza spent years teaching me to do—that's what Father expects, right? For me to take care
of this problem? To stop Goramesh?' | wasn't angry so much as scared. Scared that thislife I'd built and
loved would come crashing down around my ears, and I'd be thrust back into aworld of dark and
shadows. "'l just want to nail him, Larson. | want it over .

"And, again, | haveto ask. How?'

"Apparently not with your help." My temper flared. "Why are you hereif you're not going to help me?|
needtotrain. I'minlousy shape, and I—"

Oh. | closed my mouth.
Something clicked in my head, and suddenly | understood. " Goramesh isn't corpored, ishe?"
"Not to Forza's knowledge, no."

"That putsalittle kink into my plan, then,” | admitted. If the demon hadn't taken a human body, | could
hardly kill him.

Larson made alittle hmmm noise, and | grimaced.
"So what do you suggest?' | demanded, sounding churlish.

"In this endeavor, we will prevail through brains, not brawn. We need to determine what Goramesh
seeks, and get toit first."

"Great. As soon asyou figure out what and whereit is, I'll be more than happy to snatchit.” Asl thought
about it, the fact that Goramesh was floating around as an unembodied demon was actudly good news
for me. Without a body, there wasn't anything for me to hunt. And research was an alimentatore's job.
"Point metoward ademon, and I'll kill it," | said. "But except for the onewe just buried, | haven't seen
any around." | grinned, suddenly happier than I'd been dl day. "Asthey say, my work hereisdone.”

Larson didn't appear to share my joy. "And Goramesh?' he asked. "We need to ascertain what he
wants™"

A finger of guilt poked a me, but | held firm. "No, you need to figure that out.”
"Kate—"

"What?' | crossed my arms over my chest. "Come on, Larson. Every demon wants something. But
unless he's got someone in San Diablo doing his dirty work—mortal or demon—then I'd have to say that
we're not exactly at Code Red, you know?"

"That'shardly responsible.”

"Responsible?’ It had been a hdlacious twenty-four hours, and the last thing | needed was alecture on
respongbility. "I'm drowning in responsible.” | started ticking off on my fingers. "' Car pool, playdates,
PTA. Not to mention making sure my family hasfood to eat and clothesto wear and—if they're
lucky—no science experiments breeding in the bathtub. Those," | sad, "are my respongbilities.”



He opened hismouth, but | wasn't finished.

"And your responghility isto handle the research side of the rdationship,” | said. "Or did Forza change
that policy, too?'

"All right." He nodded dowly. ™Y ou make agood point. But my ability to work will be hampered by my
job. Therecords|'d liketo review arein the cathedral archives, and I'll bein court most days working."

That finger of guilt poked harder. | Sighed, on the verge of caving. "Research isn't exactly my thing. |
didn't even finish high school.” More accuratdly, | didn't even go to high school. The Church provided
tutors, of course, but it was anomadic, hit-or-miss kind of education. | spent my youth never expecting
to makeit to the next sunrise. "Thisisalittle out of my league.”

"I'm hardly asking you to trandate ancient texts, Kate. Y ou will only haveto review what's already in the
archives. And I've dready done some of the legwork. | have afew leads. With your help, | can track
them down.”

That should be easy enough. | could tell Deloresthat 1'd like to add another layer of respongbility to my
volunteer work. Solong as| didn't cut back on the secretarid duties, she'd probably welcome my
additiona help. The Church had hired actua archiviststo work on the rare and val uable stuff. But there
were tons of donations gtill to sort through. From there, | figured | could wrangle a peek at whatever
records Larson might beinterested in. "All right,” | findly said.

"Excdlent.”

| held up afinger, wanting to hold him off until | was sure we were on the same page. "I'll help with the
research, but until we see some solid evidence that Goramesh has demons on the case, I'm not
rearranging my wholelife. For dl we know, we just buried his only corporeal minion. Fair enough?"

His brow furrowed, but he nodded. "Of course. Y ou make an excellent point. Until circumstances
indicate that alacrity iscaled for, theré's no need to rush through the research.”

| gave him credit for being perfectly agreeable. |, however, fdt likeaprickly bitch. "Good. Great."

Except it wasn't good or greet. | couldn't be absolutely certain that 1'd killed San Diablo's only walking,

talking demon. And no stinky-bresathed fiend was going to put my kidsin danger. Not if | had any say
inthe matter. "Wait here," | said. | trotted to my pantry, grabbed a Swiffer dust mop and a Swiffer wet

mop, and brought them back to the living room with me. | handed the wet mop to Larson.

From hisexpression, | could tell he thought | wasin the throes of some sort of mental breskdown.

"I've got two kids and a husband who have no clue what's going on. If there are any more demonsin San
Diablo, | intend to be ready for them."

I'd never fenced with Swiffer handles before, and I'm certain that Larson hadn't either. But he didn't
protest (well, not too much) as| led him to the backyard. For the record, | actually do own resl
equipment. Unfortunately, I'd buried it all years ago in the very back of the storage shed, and | had no
intention of tackling that project again. The Swiffer handles would work well enough, at least for the
quickiesesson | had inmind.

| marched into the graveled area of the yard, came en garde, and waited for Larson to catch up. "Don't
hold back," | said as hetook hisown position. "And while we spar, you can fill mein on everything you
aready know about Goramesh.”



Asit turned out, he was pretty damn good, giving me quite arun for my money, and working me hard
enough that neither one of uswas doing much talking. We'd been &t it for about ten minutes—my
footwork cutting geometric pathsin the gravel and the Swiffer handles doggedly hanging in there during
our lunges and ripostes—when | heard the van pull up, followed by thetelltale churning of the garage
door opening.

| looked at my watch, quite unable to comprehend that they were home already. | caught Larson's eye,
unreasonably peeved to see that he didn't ook the least bit flustered.

"What should wetell them?" | asked.

"Not thetruth,” he said.

"Gee, you think?"

"There's no need for sarcasm, Kate."

"On the contrary, | think the Stuation practicaly demandsit.”

"WEell smply say | came over looking for Stuart. To discuss his campaign. Don't worry. It won't be as
bad asyou think."

Chapter Seven

To hiscredit (and to my rdlief), it turned out that Judge Larson could bullshit with the best of them. We
were back in the house and he was seated at the kitchen table when Allie barreled through the door,
amost plowing me over in the process.

"Mom! Mom! Check it out!" She waved a shopping bag at me as| dumped out the old morning coffee
and started anew pot, hoping | looked like I'd been doing nothing more than puttering around the house
al day. "l got five Tommy Hilfiger shirtsat Nordstrom. They had awhole table marked seventy-five
percent off and Stuart said | could have one of each, and | got a couple for Mindy, too, and—" She
clamped her mouth shut, finaly noticing the man gtting a the table. "Oh. Hi."

| could tell she wastrying hard to be palite by not demanding to know who hewas. | stepped into fill the
gap, but Larson got therefird.

"Youmust be Allie" he said, stlanding. "1've heard so much about you. I'm Mark Larson.”

"Oh." Allielooked & me, and | smiled in an encouraging mom manner. She hesitated, then held out her
hand. "Nice to meet you."

"Katie?' Stuart's voice drifted in from the garage as | heard the van door dide shut. "Whose car isthat?
Have you got compan—Judge.” Stuart stood in the doorway, Timmy clinging to him like a baby
monkey. Stuart recovered quickly enough, then stepped dl the way into the room. " Judge Larson. Sorry.
| wasn't expecting to see you." He kissed me, but the gesture seemed distracted. | couldn't blame him.
Asfor me, | was holding my breath. How did spouses who chest handleit? Onetiny little indiscretion
and | was dready swesting bullets. (Okay, maybe the indiscretion wasn't so tiny, but ill... )

| held my arms out for Timmy, and Stuart passed the munchkin to me, then went over to shake hands
with thejudge. "When did you get here? Have you been waiting long? I'm sorry | wasn't here. | didn't



realize you'd be coming over." His sentences crashed over one another, and under other circumstances|
might be amused. Today, | wasn'.

Before Larson could answer, Stuart frowned, then looked toward me. | busied mysalf with kissng Tim
(who was quietly begging for Teddy Grahams, but any minute would surely erupt into full-fledged howls).
"Actudly," Stuart said, turning back to thejudge, "I suppose | should ask why you're here."

Larson laughed, the sound hearty and cordid. "'l gpologizefor barging in likethis. | wasinthe
neighborhood looking at afew houses, and | noticed your car inthe driveway." He gestured at me. "Kate
explained that you'd switched cars, but she was nice enough to offer me a cup of coffeewhile | waited
for you."

Stuart-my-husband may have been surprised to find Larson in the kitchen, but Stuart-the-palitician
stepped seamlesdy into the fray. "Thisis good karmaon anumber of levels" Stuart-the-politician said,
pulling out the chair across from Larson and sitting down. "I didn't think we had nearly enough timeto
chat last night, and 1'd been planning on giving you acal Monday morning. | was thinking we might talk
more over lunch or drinks."

"I'd likethat," Larson said. "Clark speaks so highly of you."

They segued into a palitical banter that | was beginning to find familiar, and | put Timmy down, grateful to
relieve mysdlf of histhirty-two pounds of girth. Heimmediately started tugging on the kitchen cabinets,
testing the childproof latchesin afamiliar daily ritua. When he came to the one cabinet | keep unsecured,
he pulled out two saucepans and awooden spoon and gleefully settled in for the afternoon concert.

"Hon?' Stuart's voice rose over the din.
"Sorry." | leaned over Tim. "Come on, buddy. Let's get you out of here.”

"No. Mine. Mine." He grabbed hold of the pots and didn't let go. The amount of strength contained in the
hand of atwo-year-old never ceasesto amaze me. | aimed a he's-your-son-too look at Stuart as|
resorted to that age-old mothering trick—Dbribery. "We can watch EImo."

That got him. Thelittle bugger abandoned his makeshift studio and trotted happily toward the living room.

| looked around for Allie, hoping to enlist her as a babysitter, but she'd managed to dip away. Probably
aready on the phoneto Mindy. No problem. EImo could handle babysitting duty.

| shoved Tim'sfavorite tape into the VCR and waited until he was entranced. As soon as held camed
down enough, I'd take him upstairs and try to urge him into alate-afternoon nap. Until then | left EImoin
charge and headed back to the kitchen and the men. Not the most conscientious parenting option, |
know, but | was desperate. And if I'm being honest, | park the kid in front of the television for lesser
reasonsall thetime. Asfar asl cantell, heisn't warped yet.

Actualy, | couldn't get back to the kitchen fast enough. I'd left Larson and Stuart alone, and that didn't Sit
well. Stupid, | know. It's not like Larson was going to accidentally mention there were demonsin town
any more than he was going to casudly announce that back in my prime | could eesily kill adozen of
them before breskfast.

No, there wasn't anything tangible fueling my discomfort. But | was determined to be present
nonethdess. (Thiswasmy criss, after dl. And if | wanted to St in on the deathly dull political chitchat and
convince myself | was preventing some catastrophe, then by God, that's what | was going to do.)

Five minuteslater | was regretting my decision. They weretaking about Gallup polls and voting digtricts



and abunch of other politica mumbo jumbo. | tuned out. I'm not even sure what | wasthinking
about—though I'm pretty sure demons were involved—when Stuart tapped the table in front of me.

"Horey?

| jumped, my hand flying to my throat. "Timmy?" | could tell immediately hewasfine. | could seehim
standing on the couch facing the backyard as he jumped up and down, singing "C Isfor Cooki€" intime
(more or less) with Cookie Mongter.

"No, sorry. It'sjust the back door. It's probably Mindy."
"Oh. Right. Sure."

From the breakfast table you can see most of the living room, but not the back door. (Thus my odd
perspective of the jumping child who was obvioudy, now thet | had dl the information, greeting Mindy in
his own exuberant little way.) The layout's the mgjor downside of thishouse, actudly. | have to moveto
the living room if Timmy isplaying on the back porch—otherwise| can't see him. Which meansusing the
backyard as adistraction while | put away dishes doesn't work. Not unless | want my kid wandering free
inthewild like Tarzan.

Asit turns out, Stuart was right, and | opened the door to Mindy and Laura. "Hey," | said. "Comejoin
the party.” | noticed that Mindy was schlepping not only three paper shopping bags (Nordstrom, Saks,
and The Gap), but she dso had her familiar canvas duffel dung over one arm. Apparently the kid was
herefor thelong haul.

"Y ou don't mind, do you?' Laurasaid, catching the direction of my gaze.

| waved ahand. "Of coursenot,” | lied. | usudly didn't mind having Mindy deep over. Tonight, though, |
was craving peace and quiet. | had afeding it might be along time before | had another shot at that
again. "Alliegsupgairs,” | added to Mindy. "In fact, I'd assumed she was taking to you on the phone."

"Shewas," Mindy sad. "But wefigured | might aswell come over. Can we redly watch amovie and
have pizza after we show off our clothes?’

"Absolutely,” | said, hoping no one e se could tdll that I'd completely forgotten my earlier planswith
Laurafor apizzaand fashion extravaganza

Oh, wdll. Quiet ishighly overrated anyway.

AsMindy bounded toward the staircase with an energy | envied, Lauraeyed mewith curiosity. Likea
reflex, | rubbed my upper lip, asif | might have an errant smear of chocolate there. "What?"

She shook her head, looking dightly discombobulated, and | felt myself begin to worry. About whét, |
wasn't sure. But of late, | wastrugting my ingtincts. And something was going on with my friend.
Something that | desperately hoped was of the nondemonic variety. "Comeon, Laura," | said. " Spill it."

Wewere dtill by the back door, and now | reached down to lock it, the familiar ritual al the more
important latdly.

"It'snothing. Redly. Or at least it's none of my busness”

"What's not?' Her comment was cryptic, but it made me fed better. Nosiness| could handle. She leaned
againgt thewall facing me, her back toward the kitchen. Beyond her, | could hear the scrape of chairs
againg thetile as Larson and Stuart continued their conversation. "'l fed like an idiot even saying



something.”

| held on to the doorknob like a crutch. Now that my fear had dissolved, | was both curious and amused.
"Comeon," | sad. "Give"

"It'sglly." She made afluttery motion with her hands, and her cheeks actudly flushed. | felt my brow
furrow. Thiswasweird. Then shetook a step forward, her cheeks flaming. "'Is everything okay with you
and Stuart? | mean, you aren't, um, having an..." Shetrailed off, her head bobbing back and forthina
fill-in-the-blank kind of way.

My mind riffled through the possibilities, my own face flushing when | redlized what she had to be
thinking. "Of coursenot!” | said. "Everything'sfine with me and Stuart. Everything'sgreat!” | sounded
overly enthusagtic even to my ears. Everything was okay. But | till had guilt. Because even though
everything wasjudt finein theway Laurawasthinking (an affair?!), | was keeping secretsfrom my
husband. Secrets of the big, juicy variety. "Why on earth would you ask that?"

Relief flooded her features. "Thank God. | knew it wasanidiotic question. | just..." She shrugged, then
shook her head, then tossed up her hands. She looked alittle bit like a puppet controlled by a spastic
maester.

"Laura..."

"Wadll, I didn't know what to think. | saw you in the yard sparring with that older man, and you guys
looked so familiar, and | just thought that something must be going on.”

Something was, but not that. "If you'd found me crawling around under the house, would you have
assumed | had athing for the plumber?”

"Hardly. But your fencing partner didn't seem like the butt-crack type.”

"Don't displumbers,” | said. "Y ou'll find yoursdlf with a backed-up sink on Christmas Day, and then
wherewill you be?’

"| takeit back," she said, holding up two fingersin typical Boy Scout fashion. "But what were you doing?
| mean, fencing in the backyard with that man? | didn't know you fenced. And you weren't even using
swords."

"Fencing?' Stuart's voice. Followed quickly by the man himself as he stepped into the living room from
the kitchen, Judge Larson at hisside.

| gtifled the urge to curse, and pasted on a happy-homemaker smile as| consdered all the possiblelies|
could tell. None sounded very convincing.

Laurawas gtill facing me, and she mouthed I'm sorry, before turning around to face Stuart. | could tell by
theway her shoulders stiffened ahalf second later that she hadn't expected to see Larson there, too. And
| couldn't redly blame her when thewords" Oh, you™ flew from her lips.

| cleared my throat. "L aura Dupont, meet Judge Mark Larson.”

Because Lauraiswdl trained, she moved toward him, her hand held out in greeting. If I'd hoped that
such pleasantries would distract Stuart, though, | was sadly disappointed.

"Thismay sound naive," he said. "But why on earth were you two fencing? Were you fencing?”



"Ah," | said, and then closed my mouith, redlizing | had nothing to say. | twisted dightly, looking to Laura
for help, but she'd dready dropped Larson's hand and was now backing toward the airs. "I'm going to
go check onthegirls"” shesaid. Yeah, Laura. Thanks a bunch.

| returned my focus to the problem at hand, arather lame"um™ the only response | could come up with.
Not exactly at my bullshitting best. Larson laid his hand on Stuart's shoulder, giving it agentle squeeze.
Hewas pulling out al the grandfatherly stops, and | figured | owed him one for that.

"Self-defense,” Larson said, and | decided we were now even. That response | could have come up
with.

"Sef-defense,” Stuart repeated.
"Right," | said, because now that hed put it out there, | was stuck. "And, um, exercise.”

Stuart continued to stare a me, his expression perplexed but interested. Fortunately, | saw no signs that
he was contemplating having me committed or, worse, that he thought | was having an affair with Larson
(where the heck did she get that idea?).

The sllence hung there, and | kept waiting for Larson tofill it. When hedidn', | jumped into the breach.
"It'sacrazy world out there. And, um, | should know how to take care of mysdf." Since Stuart was still
slent, I rushed on, warming to my theme. "Y ou're working longer hours, staying late to confer with Clark,
and I'm home donewith thekids" | garted ticking points off on my fingers. "Allie will have tons of
after-school activitiesthisyear. I'll be picking her up late—with Timin the car. It just seemed reasonable
that | be prepared.”

"And s0 you were fencing with Judge Larson?' He wasn't being sarcastic, just confused. | couldn't redlly
blame him for that.

"Ah, no. Sdf-defense classes. I'm going to sgn Allieand me up.”

"Oh, awesome!" Allie's voice echoed from the stairwell, and amoment later my own little Britney Spears
appeared, decked out in atoo-tight T-shirt that plunged so low | could see the lace of her braand
stopped so high | could see her belly button, form-fitting black Lycra pants that clung to her hips (and the
rest of her), and white Keds with lace-topped socks. Fortunately, | didn't see any evidence of tattoos or

body piercing.

| scowled at Stuart as she made her way over, Mindy and Laurabringing up therear. "Thisisyour idea
of aschool wardrobe?”

He held up his hands and took a step backward away from me. Smart man. "I just drove and paid.”

"We'reredly gonnatake a self-defense class?' Allie asked, clamoring to astop beside me. "No
kidding?'

"Nokidding," | said, already wondering when I'd find timeto St Allie down for the
this-is-not-appropriate-attire conversation.

"I'm so psyched,” she said. "And you're redlly going to do sdlf-defense stuff, too, Mom? Like kicks and
evarything?'

| tackled the righteous indignation part of the equation first. "Yes, I'm really going to do it. What, you
don't think | haveitin me?'



"Well, you know. Y ou and Stuart are old.” She shrugged. "No offenseand al.”

"Nonetaken." | glanced at Stuart, pleased to see that the perplexed expression had now been replaced
by anusement.

"Apparently your mother isn't completely crippled by the ravages of age yet,” Stuart said. "She and Judge
Larson put on alittle fencing exhibition earlier for Mrs. Dupont.”

"Very funny,” | said, even as Allie said, "No shit?" then clapped her hand over her mouth. " Oops. Sorry!"
"Allie!" | said, more happy for the diversion than | was upset about her language.

"You wereredly fencing?' All remorse about her language had died, drowned by waves of curiosty.
"Yes" | could hardly deny it, much as| might want to.

"That's so cool."

| beamed. My fourteen-year-old thought | was cool. Old and creaky, but coal.

"Why?"' she asked.

The glow from offspring adoration faded, replaced by the frusiration of being interrogated. | sghed. |
dready explained to Stuart. Woman. Alone with children. It just seemed—"

"No, no. | heard dl that. | mean, why fencing. And why with him?" She avoided looking a him, and
from her tone, you'd think it was Larson who was the spawn of Satan.

"Allie." Thereit was again—my Shocked Mother Voice. The second time in so many minutes. | turned
toward Larson. " She'sfourteen,” | said, by way of explanation, even as| wondered if she'd overheard
Lauras suggestion of an affair.

"Mo-ther "

"Alison Elizabeth Crowe," | said. "Did you lose your manners at the mall?!
"I'm sorry,” she said.

"Don't tdl me"

She drew in along, labored breath, then tilted her head up to Larson. "I'm sorry. | didn't mean anything
persond, redly. | just... | mean... wdl, why's my mom fencing with anybody ?"

"A very good question,” Stuart said, and Allie moved two paces closer to him, gpparently sensing an dly.
Lauraand Mindy, | noticed, had faded backward into the living room and were now staring at the
televison, asif they were as enrgptured by EImo and the gang as my son. Cowards.

"| redly don't understand why everyone's so worked up about alittle fencing,” | said.

"Kate smply mentioned her plan to take a self-defense class," Larson said, his voice coming off smooth
and reasonable compared to my high-pitched protestations. "I told her | used to fence, she asked if a
fencing class would be worthwhile for her purposes, we started chatting, and before we knew it, we
were sparring with the cleaning products.”

Stuart frowned. " Cleaning products?’



"Swiffer handles." Lauravolunteered the info from across the room. Apparently she wasn't as absorbed
in Sesame Street as|'d thought.

Why—

| held up ahand, cutting Allie off. "It doesn't matter. The point is, Judge Larson was kind enough to show
me afew fencing moves. It seemslike afun sport, but not nearly practical enough.” That wastrue,
actualy. While this conversation had sarted as agiant bullshit session, it aso underscored one undeniable
truth—thisworld isfilled with dangerous people, of both the human and demonic variety. My little girl
was growing up (too fag, if that outfit was any indication) and if she was going to be out therein the
world, | wanted her as safe as possible. Why not teach her to kick alittle butt? | figured that was the
least aconcerned mother could do.

| aimed ameasured look at Stuart and Allie. "Well start classes next week," | said. "Kickboxing or
akido or something. I'll look into what's available." What | really wanted was a sensel who could teach
her dl the bascs—and who could work with me on an advanced level when Alliewasin school. Not
likely, but I could hope.

"Youredly meanit?" Allie asked. "I'm gonnago out for cheerleader, so we have to make sure the class
times are okay, but oh, wow, thisis so cool!"

"Glad you think s0." Who knew the promise of working up a sweat would be so appeding?

"That'salot of activities," Stuart said, looking not a Allie but at me. | tempered the urgeto tell him that |
was ahdl of alot more concerned about my daughter staying aive than | was about her grades. He had
apoint, though, and part of my pissy knee-jerk reaction wasthat | hated when | made a Responsible
Parent misstep. (And, yes, | know that's one of the reasons that having two parentsis agood thing.
But—dirty little secret time—no matter how much | love Stuart, Allie belongsto Eric and me. Shejust
does. So | always get alittle tense when Stuart picks up the parental dack where Allieis concerned.
Stupid and unfair, | know, but there you haveit. And if Allie ends up reveding al on Jerry Springer
some day, I'll have no one to blame but mysdlf.)

"Mom?" | was getting the puppy-dog look now.

"Stuart'sright,” | said. "If your gradesfal, something will haveto give, and sincel think thisisimportant,
that something will be cheerleading or drill team or dramaor whatever activity you're fascinated with that
week. Understood?'

Her head bobbed. "Oh, yeah, sure.”

| tried to look stern. "So long aswe're clear, we can start the classes. But thisis high school, kiddo. It'sa
whole new bal game.”

"I know." She crossed her heart. "Redlly. I'll totaly be Study Girl. You'll see." She cocked her head
toward the living room. "Can Mindy take classeswith us?'

Mindy had been tickling Tim, but now she leaned forward, my apparently boneless child limp across her
lap as he squedled for "Moretickle! Moreticklel™

"Can |, Mom?' she asked, turning her own set of puppy-dog eyeson Laura. " Pleeeeze.”

"Y ou could come dong, too," | said to Laura, dready into theideaof Lauraand Mindy joining the party.
So long as I'd decided to get my daughter into fighting shape, | might aswell help our friends gain that
competitive edge, too.



"Not bloody likdly," Laurasaid. "But if you'rewilling to schlep two kids, I'm willing to fork over her
tuition.”

"Whoo-hoo!" Mindy gave Tim another big tickle, then escaped out from under him to half-run,
half-bounce toward Allie.

"Yousure?' | saidto Laura

"| can barely get through the basic twenty-minute Pilates workout. | think kickboxing isalittle beyond
r.rell

I'd encountered Lauras philosophy of exercise before—basicdly, Laura considered pushing the grocery
cart from the checkout stand to the car to be akiller aerobic workout—so | knew better than to press.
"Okay, girls," | said. "Looks like you're going to be mixing it up pretty soon.”

AsAllieand Mindy leaped around the room, kicking and chopping at each other like rgjects from the
next Charlie's Angels movie, | shot aquick frown a Larson. A tiny smiletugged at his mouth. |
grimaced. How nice that he was amused.

Wed started something this afternoon, he and |. Something | was going to haveto finish. | waslooking
forward to spending more time with Allie (doing something where | was coal); | just wished the impetus
for this new endeavor hadn't been my fear that one of Goramesh's minions would decide to pay her a
little vigt after school oneday. | forced myself to ignore that possibility for the moment and focus only on
the upside of the situation. Bonding with my kid and getting some exercise to boot. Therésnothing likea
little demon activity to get agirl back in shape, | dways say. And after afew heavy-duty training
sessions, | should be able to squeeze back into my size-eight jeans. That's a perk, right?

| mean, really. Who needs Filates when you've got atown full of demons?

After much rgpturous bounding around the living room, the girlsfindly settled down and the afternoon
took aright turn toward normalcy. Stuart and Larson adjourned to the kitchen, and | suppressed my urge
to follow and eavesdrop. If things went down the way we expected, | was going to be trusting Larson
withmy life; theleast | could do wastrust him to keep his mouth shut around my husband.

Besides, Lauraswhole purpose in suggesting this little get-together was to check on my menta healthin
the wake of my Eric-dreams and my lunch with Eric's"friend." | could hardly abandon her for the politica
babble going on in my kitchen.

"Isthat him?" she asked, while the girlswere upstairs putting on outfit number one for the First Ever
Crowe-Dupont Gala Fashion Show.

"Himwho?'
"Eric'sfriend. Is Judge Larson the one you had lunch with?"

"Oh." I quickly debated what the best liewas, redlizing as | did so that in the space of twenty-four hours,
my ability to bullshit had improved dramatically. Y eah, that's him."

"You didn't tell me he knew Stuart.”

"I'm still processing the coincidence. He was just your average lawyer when Eric knew him. Now hesa
federd judge.”



"Greet for Stuart,” she said, giving me asideways [ook.
"Oh, absolutely,” | agreed. "These days, Stuart's al about the endorsements.”
"Not so grest for you, though, huh?"

| knew what she meant, of course. "I'll dedl. It'snot like | don't think about Eric every day anyway. |
mesan, | seehisface every timel look a Allie." That much wastrue; the resemblance was remarkable.
What | couldn't tell Laurawasthat seeing Larson (well, Larson plusthe whole

demon-Goramesh-end-of -life-as-we-know-it thing) had prompted more than just memories of my first
husband; it so brought into sharp relief the void in my relationship with Stuart. Eric and | had been
partnersin every sense of the word. He knew me from theinside out, and | him. With Stuart, there were
shadows between us—my past life (suddenly my present life), and the day-to-day details of hislaw
practice. | didn't really understand what he did when he went to the office, and athough | tried—redly |
did—when he told me stories about hiswork life, my eyestended to glaze over.

| wouldn't have known how to tell Lauraany of that even if I'd wanted to. Fortunately, | was saved from
commenting by the thunderous footsteps of the girls down the Sairs.

Lauraand | exchanged amused glances asthey skidded to a halt just beyond our view. I'd put Tim down
for hislate and desperately needed nap about ten minutes earlier, and now | crossed my fingers, hoping
their noise wouldn't wake him.

The fashion extravaganza lasted forty-five minutes, the girls strutting their stuff while Lauraand | cheered
them on (quietly, though, so asto not wake the munchkin). In the end, | had to admit that
(notwithstanding the earlier outfit) Allie had picked out clothesthat met with the Mom Sedl of Approva.

"Y ou two will be the best-dressed freshmen at Coronado High," | said asthey took their fina bows.
They looked at each other, neither one looking particularly happy.

"What?' Lauraand | asked in unison.

"Freshmen,” Alliesaid.

"We're stuck back on the bottom again.”

"Wewerethetop in junior high. We were eighth graders. Now we're pond scum.”

And to think there were times when | actudly regretted missing out on a public school education.
Amazing. Thiswas one of those mothering moments where you have to stifle the urge to say, "Don't
swedt it. In twenty years none of thiswill matter.” Right then, in my daughter's fourteen-year-old mind, it
did matter. It mattered in abig way.

"You'l dogreat,” | said. "Andin just three short years, you'll be the seniorsagain.”
"Threeyears," Allie repeated morosdly. She turned to Mindy. "We've so got to make cheerleader.”
Mindy nodded, her expression equally serious. "Definitely.”

| made apoint of not looking at Laura, afraid if | did I'd laugh. My ingtinct wasto legp to my feet and
give my girl ahug. (When did she turn fourteen anyway? | swear just last Wednesday she was|earning to
walk.) | suppressed the urge, knowing that 1'd be rewarded with a<tiff back and an Oh, Mo-ther .

"Okay, girls" | said. "Why don't you take the clothes back to Allie'sroom? Did you totally pig out at the



mall, or are you ready to order dinner?"

"I'm starving,” Allie said. "Can we get one with extra cheese and breadsticks?”
"Sure. Why not?" | turned to Laura. " Should we order enough for Paul ?*

| thought | saw ashadow in her eyes, but it vanished before | could be sure.
"Daddy'sworking late," Mindy said.

"Thenitll beagirls night,”" | said. "Unless Stuart surprises me. He's spent the last couple of nights eating
at his computer and catching up on work. As soon as he and Larson finish schmoozing, helll probably go
back thereagain." | had afeding thiswas a portent of thingsto come if Stuart actualy won the election.
Stuart locked away in his study, emerging only for coffee and Timmy's bedtime. | wasn't crazy about the
picture, but | dso couldn't bring myself to drop an ultimatum. Thiswas the man's dream, after al.

Asit turnsout, | wasright. As soon as Larson headed out (catching my eye only once before taking his
leave), Stuart kissed Allie good night, then disappeared to the back of the house. The group dynamic
shifted when Tim woke up, but we figured a prepubescent mae didn't dter the hormona makeup of our
little gd fest. Besides, Tim made for great entertainment, doing the hokeypokey ad nauseum with the
girlsuntil both Mindy and Allie begged him to stop and wefinaly had to distract him with a handful of
Teddy Grahams.

Once he was more or less tuckered out, the girls debated the possible selections from our DVD
collection (taking into account al the various parameters 1'd outlined, the most important being that the
first movie be toddler-friendly). While they debated like Ebert and Roeper, | gathered the pizza boxes
and headed for the back door.

"Need ahand?' Laura asked.

"Not here. But if you start apot of coffee, I'll love you forever." 1'd had two glasses of wine with my
pizza, and dready my head was swimming.

"Does Stuart know you're such a cheagp date?"
"Why do you think he married me?”"

As she headed off to the kitchen, | crossed the back patio, then followed the path to the side of the
house where we keep the trash cans. San Diablo isaholdout to the ugly, plastic, wheeled contraptions
so many towns have switched to. We have old-fashioned meta trash cans, the kind that are so bright and
shiny in the hardware store that you really can't imaginefilling it with your potato pedls and sacks of
poopy digpers. Call me nuts, but | think the trash cans add to the town's charm.

I'd just lifted thelid when | smelled it, that putrid odor that wasn't coming from the trash. | whipped
around to face this new demon foe (ateenager, no lessl), but he was expecting my move, managing to
block my blow and land his own against my upper thigh. | went down with ayelp, thetrash can lid
clattering againgt the cement, and my not-yet-a-size-eight butt cushioning my fall.

Immediately | pressed my hands back againgt the sdewalk to lever mysdlf back up, but he was on top of
me, one knee againgt my chest and ahunting knife against my throat.

Theicy sted of the blade matched the ice that filled my veins. Y esterday that ice had been tainted by
fear. Not anymore. Kate Connor, Level Four Demon Hunter, was back in business, and she was pissed
off. That ice was adrendine and determination and years of training sweeping (hopefully) through my



body. | was going to kick the shit out of this scum-puppy. No doubt about it. He was going down.

All I had to do wasfigure out how.

Chapter Eight

"It'sover, Hunter," he said, hismouth curling into asneer. "My master ismoving in, and thistown isn't big
enough for the two of you."

Were the Situation not so dire, | would have laughed at the cliche. With hisred hair and freckled face,
demon-boy reminded me of ayoung Ron Howard, and | was having a hard time reconciling my
memoriesof Richie Cunningham with thiskilling machine who now threatened my life.

| took abreath, then took achance. "What do you want?' "1 want what my master wants." He grinned,
al boy-next-door with ablade. He leaned in closer, and | dmost gagged after inhaing awhiff of his
bregth. "Hell find it, you know. If it'sin San Diablo, hell find it. And the boneswill be his.”

"Bones?'

He made a shushing noise, then moved the knife from my neck to my lips, laying it flat across my mouith. |
fought an involuntary shiver and lost. He saw the movement and hiseyeslit with victory. "That'sright,
Hunter. Be afraid. Because when my master'sarmy rises, you will be among thefirst to fall. And by the
time he's done, you'll wish you'd died awhole lot sooner.”

"I'm beginning to wish you'd get it over with now," | hissed, my lips moving againgt the cold blade.

Hisface contorted and | held my breeath, suddenly afraid I'd made abig mistake. | was ninety-nine
percent sure that he was under orders not to kill me; it was that |eftover one percent that suddenly had
me swesting.

But the knife didn't move and my neck stayed intact, and | took that as a good sign. Thisboy wasa
messenger, his purpose to scare me, to let me know that Goramesh was here, that he intended to get
what he came for, and that he wasn't going to take kindly to me meddling in his affairs.

Of coursg, killing and maiming were two different things, and from the way demon-boy was now staring
at me, | feared he was thinking much the samething. Since I'm rather fond of al my variouslimbs, and
would like to keep them intact and unmolested, | started to spit out apurdly self-serving apology. That's
when | heard the back door dam open and then Allies cal of "Mom? Did you get lost or what?!

| met the demon's eyes, and he nodded, raising the blade just millimeters off my lips. | cleared my throat,
but still ended up sounding squesky. "I'm fine," | said. "l just got Sdetracked.”

"Withthe trash?'
"Recycling. There was glass mixed with the pladtic. | sorted it dl out.”

She didn't answer, but | heard the door close and—though | couldn't be certain—I thought | heard an
exasperated Mo-ther.

"Shelll beback,” | said. "She's probably just getting aflashlight to help me." A mgor piece of bullshit if
ever there was one, but it seemed to work. Demon-boy climbed off me, the knife held in front of him,



ready to impae meif | made awrong move. Not damn likely. Held been sitting on my chest for so long, |
waan't even certain my interna organs were dtill functioning. Thiswas one demon | wouldn't be chasing
down tonight. He was, however, on my list.

Heturned and ran toward the street, and | soon lost sight of him in the shadows. | sat up fedling likean
idiot. There was areason so many Huntersretired young, and | was feding that reason in my size-ten
butt. Just afew days ago thirty-eight seemed so young. | mean, | don't even have crow's-feet. "Old and
cresky" may beinsulting, but | feared it might also betrue.

| stood and dusted my tush off, then replaced the lid on the trash can. My performance this evening
definitely wasn't going to win any Forza Scum accolades, but at least | wasn't dead. And | had aplan.
Two plans, actudly. One: work out like amaniac and restore my stellar reflexes. And two: admit that
Larson won the demons-in-San-Diablo argument and start in full time helping him figure out what trinket
Goramesh was searching for—laundry, dirty dishes, and toilet bowls be damned.

As| waked back toward the house, | rubbed a hand across my bruised bottom and replayed the
conversation in my head. Bones, held said. But whose bones?

| hoped Larson had aclue, because | had noideas at all.

"Bones," Larson repeated, hisvoicetinny across the phoneline.

"A rdic?' | pondered. "One of the saintsin the cathedra ?' Sometimes demonswill ingtruct their minions
to sed first-classrelics (like the bones or hair of saints). These relics are anathemato the demons, and
the demonswill order their human followersto destroy the rdicsin hideous demonic rituas.

"Possbly,” Larson said. "L et methink amoment.”

| crossed my legs under me and tugged the guest bed pillow into my Iap, trying to make mysdaf more
comfortable while he did his academic alimentator e thing. Hopefully histhing wouldn't take too long. It
was three in the morning, and | was dead tired.

Stuart had stayed up until two working, and I'd stayed up with him, ostensibly succumbing to the urgeto
clean house (like that's not aflimsy excuse) but redlly just wanting to outlast him. When hefindly did
crash, | cited afresh load of laundry that needed to be folded if we didn't want to suffer the absolute
shame of wrinkled shirts and jeans. Fortunately Stuart was either tired enough or preoccupied enough not
to notice my personality change. (For the record, housework does not keep me up at night any more
than worrying about the nationd deficit. | figure they'll both be therein the morning, so why should | lose

sleep?)

Assoon as | was sure he was tapped out, I'd shut our bedroom door, crept into the guest bedroom, and
shut that door aswell. Then I'd dialed the number Larson had given me earlier. He answered on thefirst
ring, surprisng me. At three am. I'd expected his machine, not the perfectly poised, completely avake
voice that answered.

After the usud greetings, I'd given him the rundown of the evening, trying to remember verbatim what
demon-boy had said.

Now | could hear Larson breathing into the phone. "Bones," he repested. "Are you sure?'

I'd been sure, but | wasrapidly losing confidence. "I think so. Hewastaking low, but | think | heard him
right. I mean, | suppose | could bewrong..."



He made adismissve noise. "Well assume you heard correctly. So far, that's the best lead we have.”

| leaned forward, pressing my elbows into the pillow as| kept the phone cradled against my ear. "What
leads do we have? Father Corletti didn't tell me, and we got interrupted by Stuart and the kids before
you had achancetofill mein."

"Two years ago the dtar of asmall church in Larnacawas defaced with severd Satanic symbols, the
most prominent being three intersecting sixes.”

"Oh." | pressed my lipstogether, not redly wanting to reved my ignorance. | didn't have achoice,
though, s0 | took the plunge. "Refresh my recollection. Where's Larnaca?'

"Greece, Kate."

"Right. | remember now. Defaced, huh?!

"Spray paint," he said. "The police assumed it was teenage hooligans.”
"But the Vatican knew better?'

"Not at dl. The Vatican assumed the same. But then the same symbol began turning up in other locations,
and the damage was much, much worse."

| shook my heed. "What do you mean?'
"The offices of acathedra in Mexico were ravaged.”
"The offices?'

"Correct," he said, hisvoice grave. "The dtar was spray-painted, but it was the offices that were truly
destroyed. Records taken or destroyed.”

"What kinds of records?'

"The pastor and staff were murdered,” Larson said, "so we do not know in great detail. But we can
assumetheusud.”

| nodded, understanding. Demons—aor their human minions—have been known to infiltrate a parish's
records searching for evidence of thefdlen faithful. Theréslittle ademon likes better than to corrupt a
once pious soul. And who better to prey on than a soul who isfaltering or doubting his or her faith.
Which means every time therés ascandad in the Church, demons dance in the streets. M etaphorically

speaking, of course.
| pondered the information for amoment. " Just records?’ | asked. "No relics?'
"Not that we're aware of "

"Redly?' That was odd. Asagenera rule, ademon’'s more keen on action (destroying relics) than on
research (reading Church records). "Weird," | said.

"Indeed,” Larson said. "And there's more. About four months ago asmal Benedictine monastery in the
Tuscan hillswas decimated. Ripped apart stone by stone. Only the monks cells, though. The chapdl itsdlf
was barely damaged.”

"Good God," | sad. "And the monks?'



"Dead. All but one murdered.”

| cocked my head. "And the one?"

"Suicide" hesad.

| put my hand to my mouth. "Y ou're not serious.”
"I'm afraid | am. Hethrew himsdlf from awindow."

| swallowed, trying to focus. Suicide wasamortal sin. What could possibly drive amonk to take hisown
life?" And we know that Goramesh was behind it?!

"Weknew nothing at thetime," Larson said. "Theloca poliza were caled, but the areaiis very rura and
the investigation was dipshod. The crime was attributed to roving gangs—hoodlums—and the case was
closed.”

"But not over."

"A young woman turned up aweek later in ahospital in FHorence. The police learned that shed been
staying in the monastery stables as she backpacked through Europe. She saw nothing of the attack, but in
the wee hours of the morning, she took awalk to the chapel, planning to attend matins. That iswhen she
was attacked. She managed to get to the hospital, but the police obtained no useful information from

her."

"But?' | just knew there was a but coming.
"The Vatican heard about the woman and sent ingpectorsto visit her in the hospital .
| hugged the pillow, pretty sure | knew where this story was going. " She was a Hunter."

"Very good," hesad, asif | wasaprize pupil. "By the time she entered, al the monks were aready
dead. She interrupted ademon rampaging through the chape—"

"The chapd ?' Demons can wak on holy ground, but it hurtslike, well, hell. That's one of thefirst things
they teach you when you sign on with Forza—if ademon enters a church, histrue nature will be
reveded; the painissmply unbearable. That'swhy holy ground makesfor such agreat demon test.

"Apparently sheisthe reason the chapd remained essentialy unharmed. According to the woman, he
wasin ablind fury, probably borne of the torment of his presence in the church. She believed he was
looking for something. Presumably he had not anticipated encountering a human, much lessa Hunter.”

"He attacked her?"

"Hedid, and they fought. Because of his weakened state, she was able to easily subdue him. Shewasa
clever thing, though, and prior to releasing him from the body hed claimed, she forced himto reved his
misson. Or, a leadt, hismagter.”

"Goramesh."

"Indeed. The demon'slast words were cryptic, but the Hunter believed the demon described San Diablo
as hisnext target. The Hunter, of course, prevented the demon from doing any more mischief.”

"More power to her," | said, sending up amental cheer for the girl on the front lines. "But did she find out
what Goramesh was searching for?"



"Shedid not."

"Oh." I ran my teeth over my lower lip. "Well, isthere the locations? Other than the nature of the attacks,
| mean."

"At the moment I've been unable to find a connection, though | intend to do more research this evening.
Asfor your review of the Church archives, perhapsyou can seeif any of the Church relicshail from any
of those locations."

"Okay. No problem. | can do that." | frowned, hoping | could do that. My frown deepened as another
thought occurred to me. "What about the girl? The Hunter? It sounds like she was on the case. So why
didn't Forza send her here? | mean, if she dready had abead on the situation, why wait until demons
gtart crashing through my windows? And why keep her out of the loop?’

"She's dead. She prevailed against Goramesh's minion, but she was mortaly wounded in the process.
She died six hours after telling her story to her alimentatore.”

He spoke without emotion, but his voice was too tight, too controlled, and the story ripped my guts out.
"Shewasyours," | whispered.

"Shewsas, indeed."
"How old was she?'
"Eighteen.”

| closed my eyes, my throat full of tears, as| mourned that girl 1I'd never known. That girl who—once
upon atime—could have been me.

| thought of Timmy and Allie and Stuart, and fear settled over me, cold and clingy. It still could be me.

At eighteen, death hadn't scared me. But leaving my kids aonein the world? Not being there when they
needed me most?

| buried my head in my pillow and cried.

It'samazing what afew demonswill do for oneslevel of piety. | confess|'d been lessthan diligent in
making sure we all went to Mass on Sundays, but thismorning | rustled everyone up, and we managed to
make the eleven o'clock service.

Allie had surprised me by not protesting too violently when | hauled her and Mindy out of bed at nine.
Mindy had taken apass on joining us, and athough Allie's expression had turned wistful a Mindy's plans
to do nothing but "veg out” on the last day before schoal, in the end my daughter came willingly (willingly
being ardative term where fourteen-year-olds are concerned). Even Stuart hadn't protested too much,
though he had inssted on taking both cars so that he could head to the office immediately following the
service. Now that the Mass had ended, | kissed him good-bye, then sent Allie off to get Tim from the
nursery while | hung back, wanting to talk to Father Ben.

I'd cdled Delores earlier that morning, and she'd been so ecdtatic that | was ninety-nine percent certain
shewould have aready snagged Father Ben and relayed the good news.

| loitered in front of the annex while he did the meet-and-greet routine with al the parishioners. When the



crowd cleared away, he saw me and his aready bright smile doubled in intensity. Nothing makes Father
Ben happier than an enthusiastic volunteer.

"Kate, | was hoping I'd see you. Delorestold me you're going to start going through the in-kind
donations.

"Absolutely,” | said. Honestly, | wanted to tell him the truth, but 1'd been too well trained to bresk
Forza's strict rules. "'l wanted to pitch in with more than just typing. | mean, | know there's quite alot of
work to be done."

"That'sputting it mildly,” he said.

"Always happy to help.” | sounded way too perky for someone offering to Sit in adark room and wade
through dusty boxes probably filled with spiders. | couldn't seem to reinin my tone, though.

Fortunately, Father Ben either didn't notice or didn't find my enthusasm odd. Then again, evenif hedid,
why comment? Asit was, he was about to pick up adave laborer. Why insult her by telling her she's
nuts?

We arranged atime to meet on Monday, and were just wrapping up our conversation when Allie and
Timmy scrambled up. (Indl fairess, Timmy was doing the scrambling. Allie was tagging behind him, her
face afamiliar mix of irritation and amusement. | knew that expression; it used to be mine.)

"Mom! Grab him, aready!"
| reached out and managed to snag my runaway munchkin with aquick shift to the left. " Gotchal

He erupted into peals of giggles and went limp, falling to the ground and squeding "No tickling, Mommy"
when he very clearly wanted desperatdly to betickled. | complied, managing to avoid flailing feet as|
caught him in one big tickle extravaganza. While he squealed, | scooped him up and let him hang upside
down as| said good-bye to Father Ben and promised to see him in the morning.

Only after Allieand | were heading toward the car—me with alimp bundle of boy—did | redlizethat |
could hardly spend the day plowing through church records with atoddler clinging to my thigh. 1 could
barely st down long enough to check my e-mail without Timmy throwing afit. Severa hoursina
basement expecting him to behave just wasn't feasible.

| frowned, considering my options. | could count on Laurato watch him once or twice, but unless| was
extremely lucky (doubtful congdering the direction of my luck lately), | wasn't going to find the answer by
Wednesday.

Bottom line? | was going to haveto find aday care, not to mention pay for it. That was something |
couldn't keep secret from Stuart, and the thought of discussing it with him made my stomach hurt dmost
asmuch astheidea of leaving my baby in someone el se's charge during the day .

Allie must have caught my expresson as | was strapping Tim into his car seet. She frowned, then started
to say something, but seemed to think better of it. Then, being fourteen, she changed her mind again.
"Mom?'

"Yegh, hon?'
"Oh, nothing. No big."

| could tell from her voice that it wasn't nothing, but in aparticularly bad mommy moment, | pretended to



be too caught up with my toddler to notice. | gave Tim's Straps atug, handed him his sippy cup and Boo
Bear, then trotted around the van to the driver's Side. By thetime | did behind the whed, Alliewas
aready buckled in. Shelooked fine, but she was picking at her fingernails, pedling away the purple glitter
polish she and Mindy had so carefully applied last night.

Damn.

| dreaded answering questionsthat | didn't want voiced, but at the sametime, | couldn't really assume
thiswas dl about me. For all | knew, Allie had adeep and desperate crush on one of the dtar boys.

| waited until 1'd maneuvered the winding road that |ed from the cathedral back down to the Pecific
Coast Highway. Then | headed north toward our neighborhood, the Pacific Ocean on my left and my
daughter—moody and quiet—on my right.

"Anything you want to talk about?'

Her shoulderslifted. "Uhdunna.”

| thought about that for a second, then interpreted it as | don't know. Ah-hal Progress.
"Are you worried about school tomorrow?"

Another shrug, this one accompanied with an "'l guess.”

It was an opening, and | grabbed it. | was pretty sure school wasn't on her mind at the moment, but since
| didn't have any other leads, | jumped in with both feet. "Y ou're going to befine. Y ou have, what, three
classeswith Mindy? And most of your junior-high friends are going to Coronado. Give it amonth, and
you'l forget you were ever worried.”

Behind us, Timmy was carrying on a serious conversation with Boo Bear. | glanced toward the backseet,
and he flashed me adeepy grin, then pulled the bedraggled bear closer. | didn't need to look at my watch
totell it was getting close to ngptime.

"I know," shesad, il picking at her fingernails. "It'snot that."
"ng?l

"Mo-ther!" She arched her back and tossed her head, letting loose asigh of exasperation. Now, this
wasthekid | knew. "It'snot like | always think about boys."

"That's good to know," | said. | kept my eyesfixed on the road, afraid that if | looked at my daughter, I'd
crack asmile. "I'm very happy to hear that."

From the corner of my eye, | could see her shaking her head, completely exasperated with the
pain-in-the-butt who was her mother.

| was out of options, so | kept my mouth shut over the next few miles. At least she wasn't brooding
anymore, o | counted that asaminor victory. Unfortunately, if she really wasn't worried about school or
boys, then that left family. Or some other completely unrelated problem that | knew nothing about.

Neither possibility appeded to me.

Timmy's soft snores drifted to the front of the van, and | redlized I'd missed my window of naptime
opportunity. | should have gunned the van dl the way home and gotten him into his crib right after Mass.
Now that he was adeep, thiswasit. Never once had | managed to transfer him from the car to the house



without waking him, and once he wakes up, he's good to go for the rest of the day.

| lovemy little boy, but I love him even more after atwo-hour nap. Trust me. Fifteen-minute naps result
in rampant crankiness. And that goesfor both toddler and Mommy.

| consdered my options, then tapped the brakes as we approached California Avenue, the main
east-west thoroughfare that divides San Diablo. | made aright turn and headed east, following the road
asit cut through the canyons before leveling out when we hit San Diablo proper.

"Where arewe going?' Allie asked. | understood her confusion. Our houseisin asubdivison off of
Ridto, the road just north of Cdifornia Avenue. While the city planners should have put in afew more
cross streets, they didn't, making it impossible to get to our house from the avenue without going through
haf the town and then doubling back on Highway 101.

"How does the mall sound?’
Sheeyed me suspicioudy. "Why?'
"Tim's adegp. We go home now, and we've got Terror Toddler on our hands.™

"So you'rejust going to let me shop while you st in the van with Tim?* From her voice, | could tell she
was expecting apunch line.

"Either that or we can stay in the van together, and you can driveit around the parking lot until Tim
wakesup.”

That got her attention. "No way! Redlly? Y ou'd let me drive thevan?'

"Sowly, inaparking lot, with mein the passenger seet. But yeah. Under those conditions, yes, you can
drivethevan."

Thelegd driving agein Cdiforniais sixteen (with an adult in the passenger seet), but kids can get a
learner's permit at fifteen, so we've got eeven monthsto go. I'd aready told Stuart that | wanted Allie
licensed up and comfortable behind the whed as early aswaslegdly possible. While I'm not crazy about
the idea of my daughter manipulating three thousand pounds of meta while going Sixty-five milesan hour,
I'm resigned to the fact that eventualy, yes, she will be alicensed driver. | figure practice makes perfect.

My current plan to go joyriding in the haf-empty mal parking lot wasn't exactly legd, but | didn't care.
Timmy would get to finish hisngp and Alliewould have ablast. Besdes, | droveal over Rome at
fourteen. Allied had adifferent kind of life (thank God), but she was gill acompetent and responsible
kid.

At the moment my competent and responsible child was gaping open-mouthed a me. "Who are you, and
what have you done with my mother?"

"Very funny," | sad. "Very origind."
"Youredly meanit?'

"No, I'mlying to you in apatheticaly involved scheme to torture you throughout your adolescence so that
when you're older you can write atell-al book, make amillion dollars, and retire comfortably. But I'm
doingitdl for love"

"Yourewerd, Mom."



"So I've been told.”

Wed reached the mall entrance, and | turned in, passing the Grecian columnsthat in my opinion look
positively ridiculousin the Cdlifornia coastal landscape. The devel opers, however, hadn't bothered to ask
my opinion, and the whole mall was built around some ridiculous Olympian theme.

As'd expected, the parking lot near the food court wasfull, but the ot that faced the south entrance was
mostly empty—just asmattering of cars near the doors and afew farther out, most likely employees. |
pulled into a spat, |eft the engine running, and got out. As | walked around the van to the passenger side,
Allielifted the armrest, then scrambled into the driver's seat and settled hersdlf behind thewhed. Asl did
back ingde, she was busily adjusting her mirrors.

"Good to go?' | asked.

"Yeah. Thisisgreat. Mindy's going to be so jedlous.”

"L et'sfocus on operating the extremely heavy motor vehicle and worry about gloating later, okay?"
"Sure, Mom," she said, perfectly happy.

| unfastened my seet belt and turned around, facing backward so | could check out Timmy. | leaned all
the way over, reaching out to grab one of hisstraps. | gaveit alittle tug, just to make sure. Hewasin
tight, and seemed down for the count. | readjusted myself in the seat and, as| was fastening my seet belt,
caught sight of Allierolling her eyes.

"Parentd license," | said. "Evenif you're the best driver on the planet, I'm alowed to worry."

She didn't even bother to respond, instead reaching down to crank the engine. Since the van was aready
idling, the Odyssey didn't take too kindly to the maneuver, spitting back agrowling, gear-burning kind of
sound that made my daughter jump.

"Itsokay,” | said. "l dothat dl thetime."

Attempt number two went smoother, and she pulled forward, alittle hesitant at first, but then getting into
agroove. "Not bad," | said. "I think you've done this before.”

Her grin waswide, and | knew shewas proud of hersdif.
"Not recently,” she said. "And you've never let me drive the van."

That much wastrue. Before we bought the Infinity, Stuart and | used to occasiondly let her drive the old
Corollaaround the high school parking lot. But until the new-car smell faded, | doubted Allie would get
much of achanceto drive Stuart's pride and joy.

| pointed her toward awide-open area, and she drovein circlesfor awhile, then laid out afew figure
eights, and findly put the van in reverse and started to drive astraight line going backward.

"Show off," | said, but | know she could tell | was proud.

She brought the van to a stop, then shifted again, accelerating until she reached a twenty-mile-an-hour
cruising speed. Her eyes were fixed on the road when she spoke, so softly that at first | didn't even
redize she wastdking. "Daddy used to let medrive.

"What?' I'd heard the words, but | hadn't quite processed them.



"Daddy used to let me drive," she said, thistime more loudly. Defiant, dmogt, asif she were daring meto
chdlenge her.

| tugged at the shoulder strap of my seet belt, pushing it avay from my neck as| turned in my seet.
"When did he do that?' My voice was measured, but my heart was besting fast, and not just from the
mention of Eric. I'm not sure how | knew—her tone maybe, her mannerisms—but we'd moved on to
whatever had been bothering her earlier. Thiswasit. Mom was on deck, and she had to get it right.

"When | waslittle. About six, | think. He used to put mein hislap. Hed do the pedalssince | couldn't
reach, but | got to steer. He said it was ourr little secret.”

"Eric," | whigpered with alittle shake of my head. "Y ou nut." Eric loved to share secretslike that. Little
things that only he and you had. Our marriage had been like that—three months before our officia
retirement, we'd been married in asmal church in Cluny. We'd told no one, but those months before our
"red" wedding had been precious.

Hedid other little things, too. Secret notes, anonymous presents. Those memories had always been
specid, but after Eric died, they became cherished. And I'd ways been alittle sad to think that hed
died before he could share secretswith his daughter.

But he hadn't. | should have known that Eric would never have gone and died without leaving one or two
gpecia memoriesfor Allie. That just wouldn't be like him.

"Mom?" She tapped the brakes, dowing to astop.

| redlized | was crying and brushed atear away. "Sorry, swestie. | just always|oved your daddy's
secrets. I'm glad he shared one with you.”

Her lips pressed together, and for a second | thought she was going to cry, too. When she didn't, |
redlized that the corner of her mouth was twitching just dightly, and that her cheeks were a soft shade of
pink. I knew then that the driving was only one secret, and | fought my own smileas| said aslent
thank-you to Eric. Hed left us unexpectedly, but held still managed to leave alittle legacy for his
daughter.

| reached over and squeezed her hand. She squeezed back, then tentatively tugged her hand away.
When she garted picking at the nail polish again, | realized we hadn't yet gotten to the meat of things. |
stayed quiet. Sooner or later she'd tell me what was on her mind.

When she started to shift the van back into drive, | redlized it would probably be later. But then shelet go
of the gearshift, leaving the van in Park and the engine running. " Does he have something to do with this?
Daddy, | mean?"

Not aquestion I'd expected, and | was grateful she'd spoken to the steering wheel rather than to me.
"With this? What's this?"

"Y ou know. The sdf-defense stuff. And Mass. Y ou haven't dragged me along in awhile, and then al of a
sudden..."

No dummy, that kid of mine. "What makes you think it has something to do with your daddy?"

"Dunno,” she said, even though she obvioudy did. "1 mean, I'm super-psyched about the kickboxing stuff,
but..." Shetrailed off with ashrug.

| squinted at her, trying without successto read my daughter's mind. "What?"'



"Y ou used to do dl that stuff with Daddy,” she said. "But yesterday you were doing it with him."

My chest tightened and | raised my hand to my throat. "Y ou remember that?' My voice was barely a
whisper. Eric and | used to spar abit when Allie was Timmy's age, maybe alittle older. As she grew up,
though—and as we became complacent, living demon-free—we'd fallen out of the habit. Chasing a
toddler was exercise enough, and we were having too much fun being parents to keep up with our
traning.

"Sorta," shesaid. "l remember sometimes you guyswould let me play, too. | had my own sword and
everything."

| knew my voice would tremble, but | had to answer. "Y ou till do." A plastic saber Eric had found a a
toy store one afternoon. "'l packed it away with my equipment. It'sin the storage shed somewhere.”

She crossed her ams over her chest, hugging hersdlf. " So why start up again now? And why with him?"

"He'safriend, and he's got some experience. That'sall.” At least | knew now why Allie had seemed so
coldto Larson. | reached over and stroked her arm. "As for taking the classesin the first place, | thought
it would be nice for usto do something like thistogether. And your dad would like knowing you can take
care of yoursdf." | avoided answering her basic question: why. | didn't want to lie to my daughter any
morethan | had to. "Believe me, baby, 1'd never do anything to mess up your memories of your daddy."

"I know." She snuffled loudly. "I just misshim."

"I know, baby," | said. "l misshim, too."

The afternoon played out like pretty much any Sunday, though | will say that both Allieand | were abit
more attentive than usua to Stuart. Guilt will do that to a person.

After dinner Tim played on his xylophone while Allie accompanied him on a bongo drum. Stuart and |
filled in backup usng Tim's somewhat dobbery harmonicas. (I confess we were trying to avoid being part
of the act, but Timmy's "you play, too, Mommy" ishard to resst.) After playing, bathing, and reading
Chicka Chicka Boom Boom (twice), How Do Dinosaurs Say Good Night? (once), and Goodnight
Moon (threetimes), wefindly convinced Tim that he was Super Jammie Man, and it wastimefor him,
his jammies, and Boo Bear to head off to bed, where they could fight for truth, justice, and therest of it in
hisdreams.

Sillinessworkswdl in our house.

Allie stayed up with usfor awhile, dividing her time between her room and the living room, with each trip
bringing adifferent ensemble for me to comment on. Despite having lugged home bags of fancy new
clothes, in the end she decided on her favorite jeans, a plain white T-shirt, and a cute little pink swegter
(The Gap, 75% off) to top off the outfit. The internal wrangling before she reached this key decision took
gpproximately two and one-hdf hours.

After she headed off to bed—uwith a halfhearted promise not to call Mindy in the dark and stay up all
night anticipating the next morning—Stuart and | opened a bottle of Merlot, popped Patton into the
DVD player, and curled up on the couch. (He picked it. I'd agreed out of residua guilt. Now | was
stuck.)

Hisarm curled around me and | snuggled against him. "'I'm sorry I've been so busy lately,” he said. "It's
just going to get worse.™



"I know. It'sokay." Morethan okay, actudly. | was counting on Stuart being busy enough not to notice
hiswife's newly reacquired extracurricular activities. | shifted, then arched up to kisshim. "Thisis
important to you."

He stroked my hair. ™Y ou're the best, you know that, right?'

| laughed, the sound alittleforced. "I'm not the be<t, but I promisel'll try. I'll never be Suzy Homemaker,
but if werelucky, | won't completely torpedo your chances of getting elected.”

"Won't happen,” he said. "One day out of the gate and you've dready won Larson over."
"Yeah, well, | guesswejust clicked."
"Who wouldn't click with you?"

| didn't answer that one, pretending instead to be suddenly fascinated by Patton pulling out apistol and
opening fire againgt a German plane. Stuart followed my lead, and we settled in to watch the rest of the
movie.

| was cozy and comfortable and actualy ended up enjoying the movie (go figure), but | fill couldn't quite

relax. Things were happening out therein the real world, but it al seemed to be off camera. Just outside
my peripherd vison. If only | could somehow turn my head and see the bigger picture—

"Hey." Stuart's voice was S0ft as he smoothed my hair. "Where are you tonight?'

"Sorry. Just distracted. Allie. High school. My baby growing up." Another lie. That made how many?1'd
lost track, and | couldn't help but wonder how many more would follow.

My worlds were colliding, and | wanted to keep the world with Stuart safe and secure. Tucked away in
alittle box like atreasured Christmas ornament. But my old life kept peeking in, and | was so afraid that
Stuart would look a me one morning and catch a glimpse of my secret. Or, worse, that one morning hed
wake up and catch a glimpse of ademon.

| twisted in hisarms and kissed him, hard at first, and then softer, until | felt him relax under me and open
his mouth to mine. His hands tightened around me, and he pulled me close. | wanted to be even closer. |
wanted to curl up, lost insde this man. | wanted him to take care of me. At the very least, | wanted to
forget my responsbilities and my promisesand my past.

"Towhat do | owe the pleasure?" he asked, histone suggesting that he was amenable to more of the
sane.

"Can't | seduce my husband?'
"Any time, any place"
"Here" | said. "And now."

A familiar spark flashed in hiseyes, the kind every man gets when he realizes he's going to get lucky. And
then he pulled me close, Patton al but forgotten.

I'm not stupid. I knew thiswouldn't solve my problem, wouldn't make my worries or the boogeyman go
away. Wouldn't even erase my thoughts of Eric.

| wanted it, though. Wanted Stuart. This husband. Thislife



| needed to fed my present tight around me, soft and warm like a blanket. Because bits and pieces of my
past kept picking at the loose threads, and | was so afraid that, if | wasn't careful, the perfect life Stuart
and | had built together would unravel in an ingtant.

And then, | had to wonder, wherewould | be?

For that matter, who would | be?

Chapter Nine

Good sex warps awoman's mind. | redlize that now. But when Stuart asked meif | could throw

together another quick cocktail party, | was till logt in that sated morning-after glow. Apparently, one of
the paralegals was supposed to host the thing that evening, but shed come down with something. |
murmured yes and then buried my head back under the covers, happy, content, and full of
orgasm-induced confidence.

It wasn't until my alarm went off five minuteslater that | reglized my mistake.

By that time Stuart was dready pulling out of the drive, probably practicing his cocktail party banter as
he drove to the gym for an early-morning workout. | toyed briefly with diding his cell phone and backing
out, but then abandoned theidea. It wasn't a huge shindig. Only five couples. And thiswaswhat | was
supposed to be doing—heping my husband, stepping in during acriss, being agood wife and mom.

Y es, he may have cheated a bit by asking when my body still tingled, but I'd said yes, and now | was
stuck. And considering | had to get two kids up and dressed—and then drive Allie and three other kids
to school before the 7:45 warning bell—I really didn't have time to Sit around regretting my decision.

| tossed on apair of swests and a T-shirt, then pulled my hair back into a ponytail without bothering to
brushit. Allie's abear to wake up before seven, so | headed for her room first, pounding on the door and
cdling, "Up, up, up."

Her muffled response filtered through the door, and dthough | couldn't understand the words, the tone
was loud and clear—Go away, Mom, you're bothering me.

"Firgt day of schoal, Allie, remember? Come on. Wererunning late.” A lie, but | figured that might get
her moving faster.

Next, | headed for Timmy'sroom. Thiswas about the time he usudly woke up—six-fifteen—and | could
hear him whispering to himself. | pushed the door open with acheery, "Good morning, Mr. Tim."

"MOMMA, MOMMA, MOMMA."

(Now there's aproper morning greeting.) | headed over to his crib and soaked up the light from his
toothy grin. He held up Boo Bear. "He deepy,” he said.

"Me, too." | took the bear, gaveit abig kiss, and then very seriously spoketo his little bear face. "Boo
Bear, we need to get Timmy up. What do you think? Time for afresh digper?”

| didn't give the bear (or the boy) time to answer. Just schiepped them both the short distance to the
changing table. Less than two minutes later (1've been doing thisfor afew years) Timmy had on afresh
digper and clean clothes and we were heading into the living room. | plunked him on the couch, turned



on Jo Jo's Circus, and continued toward the kitchen to hest up asippy cup of milk.

Forty-five seconds later Timmy was holding the cup in his chubby little hands, | had my cordless phone
cradled at my ear, and | was heading back up the stairsto pound at Allie's door once again.

"Dupont mentd inditution,” Laurasaid, obvioudy having checked her caler ID.
"How arethingsat your end?’
"Theinmates are restless,” she sad.

"At least yoursisup and moving." | pounded on Allies door again. "'Now, Allie. If you're not dressed at
7:20, I'm leaving without you." Thefirst day of car pool isawaysachdlenge, and Karen and Emily were
unknown commodities. If they were the kind who ran |late—where you ended up sitting on the Strest,
engine running, laying on the horn—I wanted alittle padding in the schedule.

| switched my attention back to the phone. "What have you got going this morning?

"Laundry,” she said, sounding about as excited asif she were having aroot cand. "Carlarefusesto step
up tothe plate.” Carlacamein twice amonth to do Lauras heavy cleaning. Thisisapoint of great envy
on my part. One day I'm hoping Carlacan be cloned. "And hills. | could be talked into procragtinating,”
she added. "If you've got a better offer, | mean.”

"Not exactly,” | said as| headed back downgtairs. "l was hoping to bum afavor.”
"Oh, dear."
"Now that Mindy's ateenager, don't you missthe pitter-patter of little feet?'

"You'rekilling me here" shesaid, but | could hear amusement in her voice, and said a slent thank-you.
"Jugt spit it out.”

"I need ababydtter."
"Oh, redly?' Her voice rose with interest. "And what fabulous dalliance have you got scheduled?!

"Nothing asfabulous asdl that." | gave her the short-but-incompl ete truth—that | was going to be doing
somework at the church.

She made curious noises, but didn't ask and | didn't volunteer. As soon as she agreed to watch the
munchkin, | sworeto do her bidding for the rest of eternity. ™Y ou can probably just treat me to dessert at
the Cheesecake Factory,” she said, "and welll call it even.” A pause. "Or isthis more than a one-day
crigs?’

"Hopefully just one or two," | said, making one of those I'm-guilty-but-please-hel p-anyway faces even
though she couldn't see me through the phoneline. "I'm hoping | can find aday care.”

"Redlly?" Her surprise made sense. I'd told her over and over that | love doing the stay-at-home-mom
thing (I do). "Two days, two desserts," she said, playing babystting hardball.

"Done. I'll drop him by after | offload the girls." We hung up and | stood silent for amoment, listening for
Allie. | heard the shower running. A good sign. At least | wouldn't have to race back up the stairsand
drag her bodily into the bathroom.

"Moremilk," Timmy said as| headed toward the kitchen. "' Chocolate milk, Mommy. Chocolate."



"I don't think so, kiddo."

| took the sippy cup and filled it with boring white milk, then | ripped open a packet of oatmedl, dumped
it into abowl with what looked like the right amount of water, shoved the bowl into the microwave, and
st thetimer. | was dready pushing it with Laura; | couldn't expect her to feed the kid breskfagt, too.

Two minuteslater | had Tim happily settled in his booster seet poking at tepid, gloppy oatmed with his
spoon. Hopefully one or two bites would actualy makeit into his mouth.

Allie barrdled down the gairs and into the kitchen afew minutes later, eyed the packet of catmed on the
counter, and shot me alook of disdain. "I'll just have coffeg,” she said.

"Youll eat breskfadt,” | said, keeping aproprietary grip on my own mug. We'd compromised on the
coffee thing midsummer (that's when sheld claimed to be atrue high-schooler). Minimal guilt on my part,
though, particularly when | discovered that my daughter takes alittle coffee with her milk rather than vice
versa. Breakfast, however, | was holding fast on.

"Fine. Whatever." She grabbed a Nutri-Grain bar from abox on top of the fridge, then disappeared back
upgtairsto finish the getting-dressed ritual. "Makeup?' she called down.

"Mascaraand lip gloss” | said.
"Mo-om!"

"I'm not having this conversation again, Allie. I'm deaf to your protests until you're Sixteen.” Thered
score? | knew sheld continue to bug me and I'd eventualy cave. But | was holding fast for at least a
month.

No response, but | did hear alot of ssomping going on up there.
"Makeup, Momma" Timmy howled. "My makeup."
"I don't think so, bud. Not even when you're sixteen.”

Inlieu of pouting, he threw aglob of oatmeal acrossthe room. | watched it land with aplop near the
missing window, knowing | should go clean it up. For that matter, | should get on the phone and find a
glazier to fix the damn thing. Instead, | drained my coffee and poured mysdf afresh cup. Procragtination,
thy nameisKate.

Alliemade it back down the stairsjust before Mindy rapped on the back door. | ushered the lot of usto
the van, the girls carrying their brand-new day packs, me sporting atoddler, apurse, and adiaper bag.

We caught alucky break and both Karen and Emily were ready when | honked at their houses. Emily
was lagt, and as soon as she piled in, | headed to the high school, where | lined up behind a dozen other
vansand SUVs. | caught aglimpse of some of the other moms (and afew of the dads). From what |
could tell, I was the only one pulling car-pool duty sans shower, with my hair yanked carelesdy back, the
T-shirt I'd dept in tucked into ratty old sweats. | dumped down in the driver's seat and made amenta
note to get up fifteen minutes earlier on car-pool day.

When the line of cars had moved enough o that we werein the driveway, Emily did the door open and
the girls started piling out. | reminded them that Karen's mom had pickup duty, then put thevanin drive. |
couldn't get out of there fast enough.

"But not for meand Mindy," Allie said, her hand on the diding door. "Remember? Were staying after to



talk to Ms. Carlson about cheerleading.”

"Right," | said. "'l remember.” | hadn't, of course. (And what are they doing scheduling a cheerleading
meeting on thefirst day of school, anyway?) | mentally rearranged my schedule, redlized it was
completely impossible, but figured I'd manage somehow. "Call me on the cdll when the meeting Startsand
let me know what timeit's supposed to be over. Were having some of Stuart's political folks over for
drinkstonight, so Mrs. Dupont may end up picking you guys up."

"Whatever," Alliesaid. It redly wasunfair. I'd give mysdlf an ulcer trying to work out who was picking
who up and when, and dl she had to say was whatever .

| sighed. Whatever.

Ten minutes later | was seated at Lauras kitchen table, afresh mug of coffeetight in my hand. | nodded
toward my munchkin, who was sested across from me, his nose even with the tabletop since Laurahad
long ago packed away her booster seet. "Y ou're sure you don't mind?"

"Honestly. It'sfine." Shewas dready dressed to the nines, which made mefed even grimier.
| nodded at her outfit. " ou look like you had plans.”

She made adismissve gesture. "Oh, no. Not redly. Paul'sjust working late again tonight, and | thought it
might be niceto, you know, look extraspecia for him."

| thought about how I'd looked that morning as Stuart had headed off—how | looked now, for that
matter—and shrugged. "I'm sure he appreciated the gesture,” | said.

| expected her to give me some dish or make asnarky comment. Instead, she just looked embarrassed
and started unloading her dishwasher. | decided to change subjects. "If he givesyou any trouble at all,
just cal my cell. And for nap, just plunk him in the middle of your bed and put some pillows around him.
Hewon't roll out.” I tried to think what elseto tell her. "There're Sppy cups and diapersin the bag, but if
you need—"

She held up her hand, laughing. "Kate, you aren't heading to Austrdia. And | have akey to your house.
WEell befine"

| looked a Tim, who was happily shredding anapkin into smaller and smaler pieces. "Y ou going to be
okay with Aunt Laura? Mommy's got to go run some errands.”

Hedidn't even dow down with the shredding. "Bye-bye, Mommy. Bye-bye."

Lauraand | exchanged glances, and | could tell she wastrying hard not to laugh. So much for my guilt
about leaving him.

When | actualy reached the door, Timmy's tune changed. Not afull-blown fit, mind you, but enough
whining to soothe my mommy ego. | gave him acouple of big hugs, some doppy kisses, and apromise
to be back soon.

I'd left the van in Lauras driveway, and as she herded Tim back inside, | settled behind the whed!, then
mentally ran over my list of thingsto do today. Shower, find day care, buy groceries, arrange afternoon
car pool, gas up van—the usud stuff. In fact, except for two items—enroll in kick boxing classand
review cathedral archivesto determine object coveted by vile demon—the list wasn't that different from a
typica day'sto-do list. I'd dways managed to tackle my tasks, and today would be no exception. Just a
ligt of errands and me, supermom extraordinaire. No problemo.



| glanced at my watch. Eight-fifty. Just nine and ahalf hours until the cocktail hoards descended on my
house.

| cranked the engine. Dawdling was over. It wastime to get moving. Goramesh might have invaded San
Diablo, but hewas going to regret it. | was Kate Connor, demon-hunting super-mom. And | was going
to take him down.

Two hourslater | was Kate Connor, discouraged toddler mom. Apparently, enrolling onéstoddler in
day carerequires an act of Congress. The three facilities that 1'd noticed in the neighborhood were
maxed out on their kid quotient. KidSpace (inconveniently located on the opposite side of town) had a
full-time opening in the two-year-old class, and that for atuition payment that made my blood run cold. |
was only looking for part-time, and | turned it down. The woman had made a cluck, cluck noiseasshe
asked if | was sure, offering to hold the spot overnight if | wanted to give her afifty-dollar deposit,
charged conveniently to my credit card over the telephone.

| said no.

A dozen phone callslater | realized the magnitude of that mistake. I'd have better luck enrolling thekid in
Harvard. And | knew then that the only way Timmy was getting into day care wasif | latched on to any
opening—no matter how inconvenient or expensive. So far, only one location had fit that
description—being both inconvenient and expensive. | practicaly burned my fingers dialing the KidSpace
lady back.

Wasthe dot till available? Yes, it was, but they'd had three other inquiries. Those moms were coming
by to scope the place out. But they hadn't put down a deposit, and she could till hold it for meif |
wanted...

| wanted. | whipped out a credit card so fast it would have made Stuart's head spin. So what if | hadn't
seen the place? 1t was full and in demand, right? That had to say something. Besides, if it wasadump,
they could keep thefifty dollars. A smdl priceto pay for being on what | was now referring to as The
Lig.

| told Nadine (the KidSpace assistant director, with whom | suddenly felt a close and personal bond)
that Timmy and | would come by tomorrow to check the place out and meet histeacher, and that Timmy
would start on Wednesday. She told usto drop by anytime, and | considered that another good sign—a
toddler crack house would, after dl, surely not want "anytime” vistors.

By now it was dmost lunchtime, and half of my day was aready shot. Despite my looming list of tasks, |
gtill felt an overarching sense of accomplishment. Absurd, redlly, when dl I'd actualy done was make
some phone calls and spend fifty dollars againgt the promise of forking out eight hundred and twenty-five
more every month.

Stuart wasgoing to kill me.

| decided not to dwell on that little reality and instead moved on to my next, most basic task—getting
dressed. | hadn't yet esten, so | rummaged in the back of the freezer until | found abox of last year's
Thin Mints. Since | hadn't eaten breakfast or lunch, | took an entire deeve out and schlepped it upstairs
to the bathroom, aong with acan of Diet Coke.

The cookiesthawed abit while | wasin the shower, and | snarfed down six, washing the crumbly
goodness down with aswig of soda. | didn't bother to do much with my hair, just ran acomb through it



and dicked on atiny bit of gel to keep the frizzies at bay onceit air-dried. (Except for the occasiond
ponytail, | never do much with my hair. Theré's no point. It'sdirty blond and hangs just past my
shoulders. | can curl it, spray it, coax it into styles, and two hours later, it's back to being dirty blond,
sraight, and hanging just past my shoulders. For those specid eveningsout, I'll pileit up ontop of my
head with arhinestone-studded clip. Not fancy, but it worksfor me.)

| pulled on jeans, adeeveess sweater and matching cardigan, then shoved my feet into loafers. After a
moment's hesitation | changed out of the loafers and into an old pair of Reeboks. The chances of
bumping into ademon today were dim considering | intended to spend most of my timein the cathedra
archives, but it's best to be prepared. If | did meet another one of Goramesh's flunkies, | wanted
traction—and lots of it.

When | headed back downgtairs, | remembered the window (the gaping hole in the kitchen jogged my
memory). | glanced at my watch, made an unhappy little noise, and sat back down at the kitchen table,
where the phone book was still open to the yellow page listingsfor Day Care Centers.

| flipped to the G's and scanned the pages, running my finger down the thin yellow paper until | found a
display ad that seemed nicely laid out and not too cheesy. Not the most responsible method of choosing
arepairman, | know, but | wasin ahurry. The receptionist answered on thefirst ring, had a pleasant
phone voice, and seemed to know what | was talking about when | described the oversize window in our
breskfast area. Impressed as| was by such blatant professionaism, | asked if someone could fix it today.

| heard the receptionist tap-tapping at akeyboard. After amoment she came back with the
verdict—today was doable, but only if | could be available a four and was willing to pay the rush service
charge. Sure, | said, why not? We made all the arrangements, and only then did | think to ask for arough
esimate.

She hedged the response with the cavest that the final cost would be determined on site, then quoted me
anumber that had me grasping my chest. For two seconds | considered hanging up and letting my fingers
do the walking alittle bit longer. | nixed that ideafast enough, though. | didn't have thetimeto juggle
estimates, and Stuart wanted the window fixed by the cocktail party (which was scheduled for six-thirty,
according to the note he'd left by the coffeemaker). If Stuart said something about the cost, 1'd do a mea
culpa then. At least the window would beintact.

| relayed dl the necessary info, promised to be home at four, and hung up, mentally congratulating mysaif
for having accomplished yet another task.

At thisrate I'd have Goramesh figured out and conquered before the first guest showed up. | was, after
dl,onarall.

| arrived at the Cathedrd invigorated, optimistic, and raring to go. | found Father Benin his office
reviewing his notes for that evening's homily, and after the usua smdl talk—the weether, my family, the
progress of the restoration project—we headed toward the cathedral.

After abrief pausewhile | once again refilled my holy weter vid, | followed him over the sanctuary
toward the sacristy and the gtairs leading to the basement archives. From the outside, the cathedral |ooks
old but well preserved. From this new perspective, though, | could tell just how time-ravaged the building
redly was.

Father twisted alarge skeleton key, causing adingy brasslock to creak. There was no doorknob, and
oncethe lock had disengaged, he pushed on the wood—now smooth from centuries of just such
pressure. The door sivung inward, ornate hinges creaking with the effort. "Mind your step,” Father said,
moving over the threshold.



As| followed, he reached to his sde and flipped a switch, thelight from five low-watt bulbs suddenly
illuminating our path. The bulbs were strung aong an ancient bit of wire tacked into the sonewall that
lined the staircase on one side. | looked up and could just make out afaint streak of black on the low
stone roof above my head. Father had turned back to make sure | was coming, and he saw the direction
of my gaze.

"Smoke," he said. "Before dectricity the priestslit their way down these steps with torches.”

"Cool," | said, then redlized | sounded like my daughter. | was enjoying this, though. It reminded me of
the churches and cryptsthat Eric and | had prowled back in our glory days.

The stairs made a sharp turn to the right, and the temperature seemed to drop at |east ten degrees. |
gtarted thinking about earthquakes, and sincerely hoped Cdifornia didn't decide to do the shaking thing
now.

"I can't tell you how much the Church appreciates our volunteers. We're paying an archivist to catalog the
noteworthy items, of course, but having volunteers help organize the materid is certainly helping to keep

our budgetinline

"The cathedrd'swell known for itsholy relics” | said. "Presumably some are dready archived and
cata oged?"

"Absolutely," Father Ben confirmed. " Although until the restoration is complete, most of therdicsare
packed up and stored in the basement vault.”

"Redly? Seems a shame they're tucked away likethat." My interest was piqued and | wasfeding atrifle
smug. I'd get aligt of therdlics, look for anything that sounded like "bones' or came from any of the

ravaged locations. Easy squeezy.

"Itisashame," he agreed, without looking at me. The narrow stone stairs we were maneuvering weren't
exactly up to code, and he and | were both picking our way down, careful not to misstep and land ina
hesap at the bottom. "Of course, some are dtill in their display cases, and are available for viewingon a
limited schedule. We smply moved the cases to the basement to keep them safe during the restoration.”
He shook his head. "The collection was on display for yearsin the cathedrd foyer. I've only been herea
relatively short time, but even to meit seemed like the end of an erawhen we moved the pieces down
here"

My earlier smugness arted to crack. "How long were the pieces on display?" If the bones Goramesh
wanted were known to be in San Diablo, there was hardly any reason to rampage through Italy, Greece,
and Mexico searching for them.

"That depends on the particular relic,” Father said. " Some came with Father Aceveda when he founded
the cathedrd centuries ago. Others arrived as gifts over the last few centuries. The bishop hasdone an
extraordinary job ensuring that the temporary removal of therelicsisn't felt too deeply. As soon asthe
restoration is complete, theitemswill once again be displayed upgtairs. In the meantime, afew itemsare
set out each week in the Bishop's Hall, and the entire collection is available to view on the Internet.”

| was now pretty sure I'd find nothing of interest to Goramesh among the aready cataloged items, but it
wouldn't hurt to check. Frankly, | was assuming that the bones were arecent acquisition. That would
explain Goramesh's sudden interest in San Diablo. Something that had recently been donated, but had
some connection to Mexico, Greece, or Italy. Or al three.

He'd reached the bottom stair, and now he stepped onto the dingy wooden floor, stopping to wait as|



continued to pick my way down. As soon as| joined Father on thefloor, | immediately saw the dimly lit
display casesthat lined two walls of the cavernous room. | wandered to one and gazed through the glass
at arow of six cloth bags, each about the size of a half-pound of coffee and |abeled with caligraphy so
ornate | couldn't easily read the text. In the next case | saw two gold crucifixes and a Bible that |looked as
though it would fal gpart if anyone dared to breath on it. Other miscellaneous relics and artifactsfilled the
case, and | turned back to Father Ben, fascinated.

"Impressive, in't it?" he asked.

| agreed that it was. "Even this basement isimpressve.” The space had rough stone walsinto which
meta holders protruded. Once they'd held torches; now dim electric bulbs dangled from each, filling the
room with an incandescent glow that did little to penetrate the shadows.

Helaughed. "It does have a certain atmosphere.” He waved toward another wooden door—this one
with a solid-looking padlock. "All the relics are noteworthy, of course, but the truly priceless piecesare
locked inthe vault.”

| frowned, thinking that an ancient door and one rusty padlock wouldn't keep out a determined thief.

He must have read my expression, because he laughed. "We tried to maintain the character of the
basement. Thereésastainless stedl, darm-rigged vault behind that door. | assure you, the treasures are
quite safe”

"Good to know," | said. And potentialy bad for me. | said afervent prayer that the bones weren't locked
back there. | could pick alock (or | could at onetime), but breaking into professional vaults? That was
out of my bailiwick.

Another question occurred to me, and | looked back up at Father. "Why keep the collection here and
not in the Vatican?'

Father Ben grinned, and al hisyouth seemed to reflect in that smile. "Would you like to hear what | was
told when | cameto St. Mary's? Or would you like to hear my theory?'

"Yours, of course," | said, liking Father Ben more and more,

"PR," he said, then watched, asif waiting for meto jump al over that brilliant revelation. | just shrugged,
probably disgppointing him mightily.

Hesighed. "Sadly, it'sal about the money. Even for achurch. And that requires donations, pledges—"
"Which flow more fredly when the church has some cache,” | finished, getting the picture.

"Exactly. And whileadmogt al parishes possess some relics, the collection at St. Mary'sistruly
extraordinary.”

"Hasit worked? The PR, | mean.”
"Apparently s0," hesaid. "That's essentialy why you're here.”
Light dawned. "The uncata oged materid ."

"Boxes of rdics, family heirlooms, old baptisma records. Correspondence between the priests who
founded the Californiamissions. Correspondence between lovers married in the church. A mishmash. Al
of it interesting. Only some of it worth retaining. Very little of it organized.”



Already, | wasfeding overwhdmed. "How much exactly?'

" About three hundred bankers boxes of documents, and another two hundred or so cratesfilled with a
vaiety of items”

| swallowed.

| think aflicker of amusement flashed across hisface, but | could be wrong about that. The light down
there wasterrible. "How much time do you have?' he asked.

"Today?" | glanced at my watch. "Until two. Then | have to rescue my babysitter from my child.” | had
more than that on my plate, but | doubted Father Ben would be interested in my rundown of errands.

"That givesyou an hour and a half to get your feet wet and get your bearings,” he said. | noticed he didn't
need to check hiswatch to figure that out. "Actualy, that's probably about right for your first go-round.”
He glanced a me, and thistime I'm certain | saw aamile. "It'sredly not as bad asit sounds. There may
be three hundred boxes of records, but they represent the gifts of only about thirty-five benefactors. And
of those, only about ten donated mgjor gifts.”

"Okay..." | trailed off, not surewhat his point was. Ten was a much smaller number, yes, but those three
hundred boxes were still stacked in the basement, just waiting for me to scour them, hoping some vague
reference would pop out and bring the Goramesh mystery into focus.

Hetook pity on me and explained. "The mgor donors wanted their tax write-off, so each donation was
accompanied by abrief description of theitems.” He held up ahand asif to ward off my (totally
nonexistent) protests. " These were pious men, don't get me wrong. The donations were made because
they wanted to benefit the Church. But even while oneislooking toward Heaven, one's feet are till of
thisearth.”

"Render to Caesar," | sad.
"Exadtly.”

Made perfect senseto me. At the moment, | was fedling pretty charitable toward the IRS mysdlf. I'd
change my tune come April 15, but in the meantime, | was perfectly happy to settle down in front of each
benefactor's tax records and seeif | could discern any sort of relic that seemed remotely connected to
my purpose. Who knows, maybe thefirst item on my list would be abig box of bones.

Father Ben explained that the boxes were already somewhat organized. Anything of obvious
vaue—including firs-class relics like bones—had been set asde and locked in the vault for the archivist
to review. The remaining boxes—filled with miscellaneous papers that, presumably, would include a
reference to any rdlicsthat had been pulled and locked avay—were stacked in this basement area,
pending review, sorting, and transfer of the ddlicate items to amore paper-friendly environment. | felt a
twinge of guilt. Thisredly was an important project, and | fully intended to abandon it as soon as|
learned what | camefor.

The boxeslined thefar wall of the cavernous basement. The other walls were lined with ether the display
cabinets or what appeared to be relatively modern card catal ogs dternating with deep wooden shelves
on which rested oversi ze leather-bound books, each about four inchesthick, and which may have dated
back to the Middle Ages—though I'm not ahistorian, so | could be way off base with that. The room
sported arough-hewn wooden floor topped with five long wooden tables. | imagined monks sitting there,
clad in brown robes and sipping soup from carved wooden bowls. Today, 1'd sit, clad in denim, riffling
through boxes of papers, and hoping for areference to bones that was somehow tied to Greece,



Mexico, or Italy.

The boxes were numbered and | ettered, each | etter representing a benefactor, and each number
representing a box in that donor's collection. The paperwork for each donation should (and Father Ben
stressed the should) bein thefirst box of each letter set.

He hauled Box Al to the middie table for me, made sure | was settled, then headed back up the Sairs.
Without Father, the room seemed even more dark and shadowy. Were this not part of the church and
were | not aDemon Hunter, 1'd probably have been spooked. Asit was, | made a concerted effort to
ignore the heebie-jechbies as| pulled the lid off the box, then groaned in frustration when | redlized the

entire box was packed tight with manilafolders, each of which was, in turn, packed full of paper.

| tugged thefirst folder out, laid it on the table, opened it, then yel ped as a dozen multilegged critters
scattered. | was on my feet in an ingtant, patting mysalf down vigoroudly. Y uck, yuck, yuck! Demons,
dirty diapers, even last-minute dinner parties| could handle. But bugs? 1 don't think so.

| tapped the folder afew times with the edge of the notepad Father Ben had lent me. When nothing else
living emerged, | decided it was safe to resume working. | sat back down and skimmed thefirst page.
The Last Will and Testament of Cecil Curtis. | carefully flipped the pages, kicking up dust as | did so, but
couldn't find any itemized list of the bequest to the Church.

My eyesitched, and | let out with aviolent succession of sneezes. Gee, thiswasfun.

| shoved the folder back into the box, sneezed again, then pulled out the next dusty collection of papers. |
held the sheath at arm's length and shook it. No bugs. | decided it was clear and plunked it on thetable. |
checked my watch. Exactly seven minutes had € gpsed since Father Ben had left me.

With asigh of resignation, | opened the folder. It wasfilled with onionskin paper covered in
fragile-looking type, asif each page were the third sheet of a carbon produced on an ancient manua
typewriter. Each and every page was full of sngle-spaced print, and—since Larson would never let me
liveit downif I missed aclue—I squinted to read every word. After about ten sheets my eyes burned
and my head ached, and for thefirgt timein my life, | actualy wished | wore reading glasses.

Thiswasn't fun. Important, yes, but not fun.

Therewas areason | was aHunter and not an alimentatore. | don't have the patience for this shit. I'm
not adetective, | don't want to be adetective, and | was unreasonably pissed off at Larson for Sittingin a
dust-free courtroom while | waslocked in the church dungeon with abunch of bug-infested papers.

| didn't want to research; | just wanted to hit something.

Unfortunately, there's never a demon around when you redlly need one.

Chapter Ten

After saying al the necessary good-byesto Father Ben, | headed from the cathedra straight to the gas
gation, my fingers crossed the entire time as | hoped the Odyssey would maneuver okay burning nothing
but fumes.

I'd just started pumping gas when my cell phonerang. "Hello?"



"Mom! We're done, we're done! Can you come get us?”
"Youredone?' | gared a my watch. Not even two forty-five. "Why are you done?"
"Mo-om. Haf day, remember?’

| didn't remember, but wasn't about to confessto Allie that her mother was a space case. Instead, |
made anoncommittal grunting noise. Allie didn't seemto notice,

"And we had our cheerleading meeting and | have about a billion formsyou and Stuart have to sign and
we aready have homework. | mean, it'sonly day one. And it wasn't even afull day, so what's up with
that?'

"Thefiends," | sad.

"Yeah. Exactly. So, like, can you come get us?"

"Sure. I'll betherein ten minutes. Y ou'll haveto finish some errandswith me.”
| could practicaly hear her making aface. "Well wait inthe car,” she said.

| smiled. "Whetever."

| found the girlsloitering on the steps leading up to the main entrance of the school. They were Sitting with
three other girls, and agroup of four boyswas camped out on the far side of the steps. From my vantage
point, | could see the girls whispering and casting surreptitious glances toward the boys, who didn't

appear to notice.
"Sowho arethe guys?' | asked asMindy and Allie piled into the van.

"Huh?" Allie asked.

"Y our companionson the stairs,” | said, pointing back in that direction.
"Oh, them," Allie said, sounding just alittle too bored. " Seniors.”

"And footbal players,” Mindy added.

"Don't even know you'redive, huh?' | said.

| glanced in the rearview mirror and saw the girlsexchange aglance. "No," Alliefindly said. "They dont
tak to freshman girls.”

Inmy head | raised aslent cheer. My little girl hardly needed to be fraternizing with the football players.
Out loud | put on asupportive mom face. "Y ou won't be freshmen forever.”

Thegirlsjust grunted. | tried to gtifle my smile as| maneuvered the van back toward our neighborhood.
"So where are we going?"

"Kickboxing class and then the grocery store.”

"Oh, codl," Mindy said.

"Do we get to take aclasstoday?' Allie asked.



"Not today. I'm just going to find aclassand sign usup.”

Without the possibility of imminent fighting, the girlslost interest, ignoring mein favor of the copy of
Entertainment Weekly that Allie pulled out of her backpack.

There's probably amore scientific method for choosing amartia artsclass, but | relied ontheold P& P
method—proximity and presentation. Basically, what | wanted was something close to the house that
didn't look (or smell) likeatotd dive.

When Eric and | had first moved to San Diablo, it had atrue smal-town fed. Local businesseslined
Main Street, which hosted (and till hosts) aloca market day fair thefirst Friday of every month.
Surrounding this downtown area are neighborhoods overflowing with tall trees and wide, shady Strests.
Over the years the time-worn houses have been renovated into sparkling jewels. Smdl, but sparkling.

Ericand | had lived in such agem when we'd moved to San Diablo. The lack of spacein the housefor
Alliestoys (not to mention the dearth of kidsin the neighborhood for Allieto play with) had made us
dart to eye the outlying subdivisons greedily. About the time Eric waskilled, we'd been serioudy thinking
about moving. With Stuart, my stint in suburbia officidly began.

While downtown San Diablo retainsits quaint old-world charm, the rest of the city has become truly
Cdiforniarized, with strip mall after strip mal and a Starbucks on every corner. (A dight exaggeration.
And since I'm afrequent and willing patron, | can hardly complain.)

Asfar asl cantell, the Universal Code for the Creation of Strip Mallsrequires each to have adry
cleaner, an insurance agent, apizza-ddivery joint, and amartia arts sudio. By my count, there are Six
malls dotting the landscape between the high school and the entrance to my subdivison.

From my quick glance as | drove by, each studio appeared to be a clone of the one before it. Nothing
unappeding, but nothing that screamed exceptiond qudity, ether. In the end the only criterial cared
about was proximity, and | pulled up in front of the Victor Leung Martid Arts Academy, which shared a
wall with my neighborhood 7-Eleven. (They know mewel in there; it'swherel go when | run out of milk
for Tim or redize that whatever I'm trying to make for dinner requires butter or cream or some other item
that is sadly absent from my larder.)

"What do you think?' | asked the girls.

Allie shrugged. Mindy mumbled something | couldn't understand. And with that rousing endorsement, we
piled out of the car and headed toward the door.

From the outside the place seemed clean enough, and through the glass (which listed in vibrant red paint
everything from karate to kickboxing), | could see agroup of kids mingling, their faces bright asthey
gathered personal belongings from the piles of shoes and backpacks againgt the far wall. | considered the
presence of children agood sign—I may not have done my homework, but presumably some other
mother had. Today, | would happily coast on her anonymous coattails.

| pushed the door open, setting alittle bell to jingle, and the three of us entered. The kidsand afew
adults al looked in my direction, but no one moved to greet me. Mindy and Allie took off toward the
back of the studio, where someone had hung a collection of black-and-white pictures taken during
various tournaments. | couldn't hear everything they said, but | definitely picked up an "Oh, look a him'"
and a" Do you think well learn how to do that ?'

| grinned. They could pretend nonchalance, but | knew the truth. The girlswere looking forward to this.
And, intruth, sowas|.



At the moment, though, it wasn't excitement | wasfedling, it was annoyance. Proximity notwithstanding, if
someone didn't offer to help me soon, we were going to get out of there and find some other class. | was
just on the verge of gathering the girlswhen a set of swinging doors at the back of the studio dammed
inward and athirty-something man stepped through wearing a uniform cinched with ablack belt. Hishair,
amogt as dark asthe belt, was pulled back from his head in a ponytail. He sported a day-old beard
aong with an auraof controlled danger. Honestly, he reminded me of Steven Seagd in Under Sege, one
of Stuart'sfavorite movies. The urgeto ask him if he knew how to cook was amost overwheming.

"Victor Leung?' | asked as he approached me, his hand held out in greeting.

"Sean Tyler," hesad. "Cutter to my friends,”" he added with a smile as he looked me up and down. His
fingers were warm againgt mine, and | redized too late | was blushing. Shit. What was the matter with
me?

| tugged my hand away. "Nice to meet you, Mr. Tyler. | was hoping to talk to the owner."

"You are." | must have looked confused, because he continued, lowering his voice so none of the
lingering students could hear. "Thereisno Victor Leung. It'sall about—"

"PR. Yeah, I've heard this one before.”

He rocked back on his hedls, his eyes dark and his mouth curled in the dightest of smiles, asif | anused
him. "So how can | helpyou, Miss... ?'

"Mrs.," | said, probably too quickly. "Kate Connor.” | drew myself up to my full height. "I need atrainer.”
| went into more detail, explaining that | wanted some one-on-onetraining in addition to aclassthat Allie
and | (and Mindy) could take together. | pointed the girls out to him, and they immediately blushed and
tittered, then finally turned back to the wall again, asif the pictures were the most fascinating thing ever.
Apparently, I'd been right—Cutter was a hottie.

| expected him to rattle off alist of classtimes. Instead, he said, " Someone stalking you?'

Not aquestion I'd been expecting, and | grappled for an answer, obvioudy not finding agood one since |
blurted out, "Not exactly."

Helaughed. "Isthat like being alittle bit pregnant?’
| stared & him, trying to decideif he was an obnoxiousjerk or acharming rogue.

"Dont worry," hesad, asif reading my mind. He grinned, al white teeth and charm. ™Y ou get used to
r.rell

About thet, | believed him. Cutter seemed like the kind of guy who would grow on you, and | followed
as he started across the room toward a heavy oak desk covered with papers. The other parents and
students had |eft, leaving just the four of usin the studio. "So do | get the story?" he asked as he walked.
"Or do you like the role of mysterious suburban beauty?*

(I should point out that I'm not naive. He was a cute guy—amendment, a hot guy—running amartid arts
studio less than amile from the entrance to one of the nicer San Diablo neighborhoods. Of course he
sucked up to the loca moms. If he didn't, some other instructor would be teaching the neighborhood tots
to kick and lunge and jab. | knew all that, and yet | still perked up abit at the "beauty” comment. There's
alesson in there somewhere, but at the moment, | wasn't inclined to look for it.)

Heturned and looked a me, silently prompting me to answer his question.



"Yearsago | used to be pretty good at this stuff,” | said, asif it was no big dedl. "I realized how out of
practice | am, and | want arefresher. And someoneto train with."

"And your daughters?'

"Daughter,” | said. "And her best friend." | shrugged. "I can't dways be there to watch their backs.” |
couldn't help the edge in my voice. If he noticed, he didn't show it.

"Fair enough,” hesaid. "I don't have any more classestoday,” he said. "Why don't you show me what
you've got?'

"Oh," | said stupidly. | looked at my watch. 1'd expected to just run down the formalitiestoday. And |
wasn't that excited about the idea of showing Cutter what | had in front of Allie. "I don't think that's such
ag: C [l n

"Just dump your things over there." He pointed to thefar wall. "Hey, girls" he cdled. "Come on over
herefor aminute. Y our mom and | have alittle demonstration for you."

"Cutter," | hissed.

"What?Y ou're going to be taking classes with your kid. Don't tell me you're embarrassed to fight in front
of her. That's gonnamake class alittle cumbersome.”

"Fne" | glared a him again, feding abit like we were having amaritd spat. My fightswith Stuart just
never involved actua fighting. "Well spar." Thereredly wasn't any reason not to. I'd get afed for his
skills, and | figured | could tone my own skillsdown abit for Alli€'s sake. Besides, Cutter wasright. Allie
would get the full sense of what Mom could do soon enough.

Asthegirls sat cross-legged at the edge of the mat, | headed toward the wall to drop off my purse and
shoes like Cutter had suggested. The studio wallswere mirrored, so | have no excuse for not seeing him
coming. All I knew was that a plit second after | passed him, he grabbed me around the waist, one hand
going over my mouth to prevent me from screaming.

What the hdl1?

| could hear Allieydling in the background, but I couldn't focus on her. All thoughts had faded from my
head, replaced only with a deep desire to nail Cutter's sorry ass. | wasn't thinking, | wasjust doing—and
I'll admit it felt good.

| got both my hands on his one over my mouth, then tugged downward, managing to snk my teeth into
the soft flesh beside histhumb. As| did that, | twisted, but his arm held fast around my waist despite his
howl of protest. | dammed my left arm back, leading with my elbow, and caught him just under therib
cage. He exhaled with a whoof, and his arm loosened just enough for meto twist to the side, hook my
leg under his, and send him sprawling backward onto the mat.

"Mom! Mom! Wow, Mom, that was awesome!"

A split second later | was straddling him, my hands tight around his neck, thumbs against his windpipe.
"What do you think you're doing?" | asked as Mindy and Allie raced toward us.

Blood pounded in my ears, and dthough | wanted to twist around and flash areassuring smile at my
daughter, | couldn't quite manage. All of my attention was till focused on Cutter. "Why did you jump
me?' | demanded.



"You said you used to be good,” he said. | could feel the tremor of hisvoca cords beneath my hands. "I
just wanted to see how good. Sorry, | should have asked.”

"Yes, you should have." | wasbeing tested alot lately, and | didn't much likeit. So far I'd done better
defending mysdlf than I'd expected. For that, at least, | gave myself Brownie points.

"Areyou gonnaget off him, Mrs. Connor?’
"Why should she?" Allie answered. "Shetotaly nailed him. That was so avesome.”

"Pretty awesome," Cutter said, agreeably. "Not that thisisn't cozy, but if she got off me, maybe we could
show you two afew more maneuvers.”

"Will you, Mom?'

"Not today, hon," | said. My adrendine rush was fading, replaced by the keen awarenessthat | was
sitting on the chest of one very good-looking man. At least, | hoped he was aman. At the moment | was
leaving nothing to chance.

"Oh, come on, Mom!"

"Sorry, kid. We have to get to the grocery store next.”

"Oh, good," Cutter said. "A reprieve.”

| made aface as Mindy leaned over us. "'Can you teach us how to do that? Flip guys, | mean.”
"Sure, kiddo. That'swhy we're taking classes, remember?”

Alliecircled me and Cuitter, her finger pressed to her mouth, her expression serious. 1 dunno, Mom.
Should we take lessons from him? Maybe we should find someone better.”

"Oh, for crying out—" Cutter began. "Y our mom definitely knows how to defend hersdlf. | promisel can
teach you girlsthe samething."

"Hmmm," Alliesaid. | tried to hide my amusement as she turned to Mindy. "What do you think?"

Mindy shrugged. "He'sgot al sorts of awards and stuff hanging on the back wall. HE!l probably be
okay."

"Tough consumers,” Cutter said. "Not that thisisn't fun—you sitting on me, | mean—but do you think |
could get up now?' He met my eyes, hisdark with amusement and something else | wasn't inclined to
examinetoo closdy. "Or we could just say like thisindefinitely.”

"Very funny.” | climbed off of him, but stayed at the ready, standing over him while he looked up,
bemused, from a prone position. Thetruth was, | did need him aone. Just not for that reason.
Demon-testing was not for thefaint of heart. Neither wasit for my daughter to see. "Girls, run over to
7-Eleven and get me a soda, would you?'

"A soda?' Mindy repested.
"Shejust wantsto get rid of us," Allie said. " She's going to chew him out.”

"Smart kid," | said. "I'll meet you two outsidein aminute.”



"Aloneat last," Cutter said as soon asthe door shut behind the girls.

| glared & him.

"Hey, abeautiful woman just laid me out flat. All I've got left ismy sense of humor.”

| had to admit that, on the whole, he was being a pretty good sport. "Y ou spooked me," | said smply.
"I guess s0. So how long before you get unspooked and quit looking a me like that?"

A very good question. | suppose he could have been ademon, lying in wait in the off chance | decided to
train at Victor-cum-Cuitter's studio—but | had to admit the odds were dim. Of course, threedaysago |
would have said the odds of ademon catapulting himsalf through my window werenil.

| didn't intend to take chances.

My purse was still looped over my shoulder, and now | stuck one hand insde so | could rummageinits
depths. | found the vial of holy water and managed to open it one-handed. With my hand till inside the
purse, | drenched my hand (not to mention my checkbook, pens, makeup, and wallet). "Come here," |
sad.

He squinted at me, but complied, and as soon as he was close enough, | reached out and patted his

cheek with my damp hand. Nothing happened. (Okay, that's not exactly true. Cutter muttered afew
obscenities and asked the room in generd if | was a psychopath.)

| backed off. " Sorry about that."

| expected him to tell meto get out of his studio. Instead, he just wiped the water off hisface with the
back of hishand and stared a me. "Any chance you'll tell me what that was about?"

"Any chance you'l train with me?' | shot back. "Or teach my daughter's class?" | hoped he would. Now
that | knew he wasn't ademon, | had to admit | liked the guy. He had gumption, and he didn't mind (too
much) that awoman had bested him. He was also conveniently located near my house, and, as an added
benefit, he was easy on the eyes (yes, | know, I'm shalow).

"Lady, you don't look like you need the training."

"I do," | ingsted. "My reflexes are better than | thought, but my ingtinctsare dl off. | should have redlized
you were coming. Y ou never should have got your hand around my mouth. It took me way too long to
bring you down. And to top it dl off, my whole body feels sore and bruised.”

"From laying me out?'

| made anoncommittal noise. | was hardly going to tell him I'd been in threerightsin so many days. Allie

might be impressed by my ability to bring down attacking martia artsinstructors, but that was along way
from laying waste to demons. | needed to be at the top of my game, and | wasn't. Not yet. "I'm not in the
shape | need to be" | said with ashrug. Smple asthat.

"Need to be," he repeated. "For what?"

"For me." Fighting demonsisonly part skill and strength, the rest is confidence. My reflexes might till be
there, hiding just under the surface, but until my head believed that, | was vulnerable. "'l just need to know
| candoit.”



Inthe end I'm not sure if Cutter agreed because I'd nailed him, because he believed | was sincere about
getting back in sparring shape, or because he thought | was a (somewhat dangerous) nut he had to
humor. Honestly, | didn't much care. I'd cometo pencil intimes, and | waswalking away with asparring
schedulefor me (nine-thirty am., every day until | cried uncle) and aWednesday/Friday afternoon class
for me, Allie, and Mindy.

Mission accomplished. One more item crossed off my to-do list.

Of course, I'd ended up talking with Cutter way too long. (I chalked it up to maleinsecurity. Aswewere
filling out the necessary paperwork, he launched into hisresume, telling me about his military service,
along with the myriad awards and accolades held recelved over the years at various martia arts
tournaments. I'll admit, the guy sounded more than qudified.)

| found the girls outside of 7-Eleven, sucking down Popsicles (“the fruit ones have like no cdories’) and
describing to each other in minute detail how I'd managed to get Cutter down on the mat.

"That was 0 gtellar, Mrs. Connor," Mindy said. "I don't think my mom could ever do anything that coal.”
"My mom kicks butt," Alliesaid.

"Allie." | used my Shocked Mom voice, but I'll confess to a secret thrill—my kid thought | was cool!
"Okay, everyoneinthevan."

Asthegirlsand I got back in the van, thedigita clock read 3:35. | confirmed that with aglance at my
watch (asif somewhere I'd hidden an extra half-hour), but apparently al my varioustimepieceswerein

sync.

So much for my supermom routine. There was no way | could get the stuff for the cocktail party and get
homein timeto meet the glazier. Damn.

| debated my optionsas| pulled out onto Ridto, still not sureif | was heading to Lauras, home, or the
grocery store. | pulled out my cell phone, punched in Lauras speed-dia number, and stopped at ared

light.

Her machine kicked on and | cursed out loud. | waited through the beep. "Laura? Pick up. It'sme.”
| heard the clatter of the phone and then Lauras breathless "Hey. Sorry. | was changing a digper.”
"I'vegot Mindy and Allie" | said. "But could | add one more dessert to our tally?'

| swear | could hear her smile. "What do you need?!

| explained about the glass and asked if she and Timmy could finish out their playdate at my house.
"Playdate, huh?"

| cleared my throat, and she laughed.

"Sure. No problem.”

"l oweyou," | sad.

"You havenoidea," she sad agreeably.

That task accomplished, | turned into a parking lot and reemerged on Riato heading the opposite



direction toward Gelson's (the kind of high-end grocery store where after you valet park, you might
actually spy acelebrity—or, more likely, the celebrity's butler).

Thisisnot my usua grocery store.

Onceingde, | bemoaned the fact that we weren't rolling in the dough. If an overflowing bank account
meant that | could shop regularly in aplace likethis, | might actualy learn to cook afew meds other than
the old stlandbys like meat loaf and chicken with rice.

The girls peded off, ostensibly to check out the produce section, but | expected they'd end up at the
dessert counter. | continued on to the back of the store, where afifty-something woman in ahairnet
asked what she could do for metoday. | wasn't shy, immediately revealing my sad tale of woe (I'm a
terrible cook and was expected to host a cocktail party in approximately three hours).

Lorraine (I caught aglimpse of her name tag) rose to the challenge, and less than twenty minutes later |
was in the checkout lane writing acheck for aclump of caviar (and the accompanying sour cream and
little potato puffs on which to dab it), foie gras, some fancy crackersthat put my usud Saltinesto shame,
cheese puffs, spinach dip in acarved-out bow! of bread, champagne grapes, and my old standby Brie.
(A socid faux pas since I'd served it last Friday, but | figured I'd survive the shame). | dso had afew
bottles of wine (recommended by the store's sommelier), the basic suppliesfor various flavored martinis,
and two outrageoudy large dices of chocolate cake that the girls dubbed their reward for surviving the
first day of high schoal.

After writing a check roughly the size of our mortgage, | followed the clerk out to the van and watched as
he loaded my purchases, dl the while thinking that | could get used to this. A few minutes|ater we were
turning into Lauras driveway, and | was feding more than alittle pleased with mysdf.

"Y our mom will be back soon,” | told Mindy, who didn't ook likeit much mattered to her. "And you," |
sadto Allie, "aren't staying overnight. Come back home by ten.”

"Sure, Mom."

| waited to make surethe girlsgot insde dl right, then circled the block, heading toward my own house. |
parked in the garage, then grabbed a bag before climbing out. | backtracked down the driveway to fetch
the morning paper, then headed inside. Lauramet me at the door, my phone pressed to her ear.

She held up afinger as| pushed insde, sgnaling for meto wait. "It's Stuart,” she said.

| took the phone from her, cradling it between my shoulder and ear as| dumped my bag by the
refrigerator. Timmy had heard me comein, and now he wasracing to me, hiscries of "Momma!"
drowning out pretty much every other sound.

"What, hon?' | yelled. "Say again?' | bent down to collect my son in abear hug, and heimmediately
reached for the phone. "Timmy talk! Timmy talk!"

"Kae?'

"Go ahead.” | wrestled the phone back from Tim with astern"No, Mommy'stalking.” To my husband, |
sd, "I'mligening.”

"l wasjust cdling to check in. Y ou got my note? Six-thirty?"

"Wereall s&t," | said. "'l just got back from the grocery store." Behind me, | heard the door open and
close, and | turned to see Lauratraipsing in with thelast of my bags. | mouthed asilent thank you.



"You'rethe best,” hesaid. "I'll be home by six to help you out.”

"Soundsgood..." | trailed off, looking a my watch as| shifted Timmy'sweight in my arms. | was
thinking about dl | needed to do in order to get me and the house ready for company, and wondering if |
shouldn't make Stuart come home at five. Too late. Before | got the words out, he'd said the requisite |
loveyou" and hung up.

Grest.
"Lady, you got dry rot."
And it just kept getting better and better.

I'd moved through the kitchen, and now | looked up to see ascarecrow of aman in coverallsand a
basaball cap picking at the window frame with what looked like a putty knife.

"Oh," | said. He kept looking at me, and so | said the only other thing that came to mind. "'I'm sorry?"
Heexhaed (loudly). "Y eah, wdl, what do you want meto do about it?"

"Y ou talking, Momma?' Timmy said. "Y ou taking on the phone?’

"No, sweetie. Mommy's done on the phone."

"Lagy?"

"Hold on asecond,” | said. | headed into the living room and passed Timmy off to Laura, who'd been
going through the motions of picking up what appeared to be every singletoy Timmy owns.
"Thegirls?'

"Your place" | said.

"| figured as much. Y ou want meto keep Allie until after your party?"

Consdering I'd aready told Allie as much, Lauras offer couldn't have been more perfect. "You'rea
saint, you know that, right?"

She found Boo Bear under an askew sofa cushion and passed it to Timmy, who clutched it greedily.
"Hattery will get you everywhere," shesaid.

"I'll remember that. And I think we're up to four desserts, now. With the next favor, I'll buy you agym
membership.”

She grimaced. "And here | thought you appreciated my hep.”

| thanked her again, and as she headed out the back door to go supervisethe girls, | put Timmy down.
He headed straight for the laundry basket where Laura had been collecting histoys and proceeded to
rescatter them acrossthe living room. Next on list: straighten house.

I moved back into the kitchen, and ten minutes later knew more than | ever wanted to know about dry
rot. After alot of technical mumbo jumbo, we hit the bottom line—he could do atemporary fix, but we
needed to get someonein to replace the frame, at which time the new glass could be reinserted and
better sedled. Hed be happy to handle the full job, of course, and assured me that his priceswere
competitive.



| debated the probahility of Stuart sphoning enough time to handle this himsdlf againgt the likelihood that
he'd pawn the job off to me, expecting me only to run the estimates by him after al the bidswerein.
Since Option Number Two was the more likely—and since | couldn't seefitting home-repair estimates
into my aready full schedule—I told the repairman he had the job. What Stuart didn't know wouldn't hurt
him. (And to ensure that Stuart didn't know, | made amenta note to pay the billsfor the next two
months, even though it was technicaly Stuart's turn to handle the checkbook.)

He promised to have the temporary glassinserted within the hour, and | raced back out into theliving
room to try to straighten the house up. Fortunately, Timmy helped, and that made the whole processgo a
lot faster. (For those of you who might have missed it, that's commonly referred to as sarcasm.)

Oncethetoyswere cleared away, | settled Tim on the couch with Boo Bear, his harmonica, acoloring
book, and some (washable) crayons, then headed up the sairsto change. Since Stuart had given me no
advance warning, choosing an outfit was easy. | wore the only thing in my closet that hadn't succumbed
to wrinkles—anavy blue pantsuit that 1'd bought on awhim a a 75-percent-off sale, till sporting the
tagsfrom Kohl's.

| did aquick makeup job, fastened my hair on top of my head with aclip, doused it with hairspray,
doused the rest of me with gpple-scented body mist (to hide the hairspray smell), then headed back
downgtairsjust in timeto sgn theinvoice and write an extremely rubber check to the Atlas Glass
Company. (Noteto sdlf: Transfer money from savings.)

After that | got down to the redly important work—moving al my various purchasesto my own dishes,
and reheating the quiches and cheese puffs until a) they were warm, and b) the kitchen smelled like I'd
actualy cooked the things. Just for effect, | tossed afew pans, mixing bowls, and other utensilsinto the
dishwasher and turned it on. Early arrivalswould assume | was just wrapping up aday of cooking.

Devious, yes. But it calmed my fear that the entire political community would assume that Stuart was
married to an incompetent. (" She stays home all day with her little boy, but her houseis dways amess,
and she can't cook to save her life. | mean, really. What does he seein her?") Paranoid, maybe. Buit |
waswilling to put onthe act just in case.

At ten after six | walked back into the house after dropping Timmy at Lauras for the duration of the
party (sheredly isasaint). | expected to find Stuart puttering around, sampling al the food he wasn't
supposed to be touching.

No Stuart. | frowned, more than alittleirritated. Thiswas his party, after adl. Theleast he could do was
show up when he promised.

| puttered for afew more minutes, straightening the trays of food, twisting the open bottles of wine on the
buffet so that the labels were perfectly aligned. | even fanned out the cocktail napkins (there were sill
some left in the buffet, just where Stuart had said they were last Friday). Thetimer binged, and |

retrieved the batch of cheese puffs, then arranged them artfully on abright yellow Fiestaware plate.

Sill no Stuart.

| fluffed the pillows on the couch and was just about to retrieve a piece of lint from the carpet (how
shocking! how gauche!) when | heard the front door rattle. Finally!

| headed for the foyer and pulled open the door.

No one. Just aflyer for pizzaddivery. Okay, fine. | tamped down my anger, reminding mysdlf that red,
blotchy skin would clash with my carefully applied makeup. There were il fifteen minutes beforethe



party was supposed to start; surely Stuart would be here shortly.

In an effort to appear calm and collected, | grabbed the Herald from the basket we keep in the foyer,
then unfolded it as | walked back toward the kitchen. | poured mysdlf aglass of wine (the better for
remaining cam) and spread out the paper, flipping idly through the sections.

When | hitthe"Locd Interest” section, my hand froze, my gaze glued to the page. There, front and
center, was afull-color picture of my Richie Cunningham demon, smiling at the cameraand looking
oh-so-innocent. Underneath the picture was ashort article:

English mgor Todd Stanton Greer narrowly survived an attack by avicious dog Seturday evening. "It
was awful," said classmate Sarah Black, who witnessed the attack. "It just came out of nowhere." Loca
animal-control authorities had no explanation for the origin of the dog. Citizenswith information are
requested to contact authorities at 555-3698. Greer was admitted to Diablo County Medical Center in
critica condition, but was discharged the following evening. "There was no point in holding him," stated
Dr. Louis Sachs. "Hisrecovery was remarkable.”

There was abit moreto the article, but | couldn't read it. My hands were shaking too badly.

Roving dog my ass. Theloca SPCA might think so, but | knew better. The dog was ademon
manifestation, vile and cold-blooded. And the only reason it had to roam the streets of San Diablo would
beto attack and kill—and gain human form for the demon who controlled it.

Todd Greer hadn't miraculoudy survived. HEd died Saturday night. And Sunday evening, a demon had
waked out of that hospital, headed to my neighborhood, and attacked me by the trash. So much for my
nice safe neighborhood.

San Diablo wasn't demon-free anymore. Worse, everything I'd seen pointed to an aggressive and virulent
demon invasion. Forza needed to be out there, fighting the good fight. But at the moment | wasthe only
Hunter on deck.

And | was knee deep in cheese puffsand Brie.

Chapter Eleven

With the exception of Stuart's continued absence, the party was aroaring success. It had expanded
beyond the origind guest list, and now the living room and den overflowed with paliticos, dl standing
around talking about funding and candidates, with the occasiond praise of my cheese puffsthrown in for
good measure.

| smiled and nodded and tried not to look at the clock every three minutes. Not easy. | saw Clark cross
to the bar, and | tagged adong behind him, waiting patiently while he finished up a conversation with a
stern-looking woman in a black-on-black suit. "Eminent domain is not a power to be tossed around
willy-nilly," she said. "Be careful, Mr. Curtis, or we will seeyou in court.”

Had she not sounded so serious, | would have smiled at the phrase willy-nilly coming from thelips of



such abuttoned-up woman. Asit was, though, | wasn't laughing. "What was that about?" | asked as
soon as she'd gone.

"The county'slooking to acquire some land for expansion of the college. Unfortunatdly, the land we want
isaready occupied by some nicelittle clapboard houses.” Helit acigarette and looked so miserablel
didn't even remind him that we don't allow smoking in the house. "Sometimes | hate my job," he said.

"Sometimes | hate your job, too," | said. "Isthat the reason Stuart's late? Do you have him working away
on someland ded?'

"Stuart's my candidate, Kate. Do you redly think 1'd keep him away from his own party?'
| didn't, but I'd secretly hoped. Otherwise, | didn't know what to think.

I mingled abit more, kegping my politica-wife smilefirmly plastered on my face, but only haf-lisening to
the conversations going on around me. When | heard the front door open and close, | hurried in that
direction, expecting to see Stuart, but instead finding Judge Larson.

"Thank God you're here," | said, leading him into the relative privacy of the kitchen. "I'm going crazy.”

"What'swrong?'
"BEverything," | said.
"That bad?'

"Stuart's not here. HE's haf an hour late for his own party. And there are demon hoards roaming the
Sreets near the community college.”

"Oh, dear," Larson said. He poured himsdlf adrink. "Let's examine those one a atime. Have you called
him?'

"Twice. | just get hisvoice mail."

"There was an accident on the 101. He's probably stuck in traffic.”

"For hissake, | hope s0." Throwing these parties was painful enough. Throwing them without Stuart was
positively torture.

"About the demon hoards?' Larson prompted.

"Right," | said, pitching my voice lower. "Look at this." | pulled out the newspaper article, then let Larson
read in peace as| puttered around, piling more cheese puffs and baby quiches onto a cookie sheet, then
shoving them into the oven.

After that | made aquick hostess run through the living room and den with anewly opened bottle of red
wine. Everyone seemed to be having agood time, | didn't catch anyone looking at their watch with a
frown, and everyone was polite enough not to mention Stuart's absence. When | got back to Larson, he
was leaning over the table, each hand on either side of the paper, literdly shaking with rage.

"Larson?' My voice was barely awhisper, but he heard me. He turned his head up to face me, and the
anger | saw there made me take a step back. "Judge? What isit? Did you know him?"

He shook his head. By the time he spoke, he seemed remarkably calmer. "No. No, | didn't know the
boy. | am jus—" He cut himself off, and | watched as he clenched hisfigts, dl his attention focused once



again on the newspaper. "This should not be happening.”

"I know," | said, then sighed. I'd already done the anger and fear thing. Now 1'd succumbed to afedling
of cold inevitahility. | figured Larson would get there, too, soon enough. " San Diablo has dways been
demon-free. At leadt, | always thought it was. Maybe | wasjust blind."

Larson waved ahand. "The past doesn't matter. Did you have any luck in the archives?'

| shook my head. "Theresalot of information down there,” | said. "It'sgoing to take awhileto go
throughit."

He nodded, but didn't look happy. Him and me both. | was the one battling bugs. "We must work
swiftly," hesad. "It isimperative we learn what Goramesh seeks."

Wewere taking in low whispers, but gpparently not low enough. Someone | didn't recognize walked
into the kitchen, leading with an empty martini glass. "Don't know this Goramesh fellow. Is he seeking the
county attorney seet? Stuart's gonna shit abrick if there's some contender out there he doesn't know
about."

| stared at him, not sure what | was more astounded by—the fact that he'd overheard us, or the fact that
he was running around a party using thekind of language | lways swore would earn Allie amonthlong
grounding.

"Something atogether different,” | said in my best hostess voice as | grabbed him by the elbow and
steered him back toward the living room.

"Wait, wait," he protested, then held up hisglass. "Gin?'

"Sure. No problem.” | retrieved afresh bottle from the pantry, then made sure my newfound friend made
hisway back to the party. | was mentaly calculating the cost of cdling taxisfor al the overindulgent
guestsas| led Larson into the garage. There, at least, | thought we'd have some privacy.

"l need to be out there,” | said. "Or Forza needsto get on the stick and wrestle up some more Hunters. |
can't do al of this. | can't scour the cathedra archives and stay up al night racing around to fight
demon-dog hoards and get my laundry done and my kidsto school and my family fed.” | paused, not
because | was finished talking but because | needed to breathe. "Thisisbad, Larson. Thisisredly, redly

"Deep breaths, Kate."

| held up ahand. "I know. I'm fine. I'm just pissed. That boy couldn't have been more than eighteen. Ina
few years Allie could have been dating him. He's not supposed to be ravaged by demons! He's
supposed to be fighting acne and studying for midterms.” | ran my fingersthrough my hair, abad move
sncel managed to totaly didodge it from the clip, cresting what was surely alessthan stellar party look.

| took another deep breath and closed my eyes. Once upon atime | wouldn't have even blinked at the
idea of teenagers getting picked off by rampant demons running amok in the city streets. That had been
par for the course. But that was along time ago, before I'd had ateenager of my own. And now theidea
of anyone—anyone—messing with my kidsterrified me.

"I'll do aquick run through town after everyone'sin bed,” | said. "It'snot idedl, but it's better than nothing,
right? And you can talk to Forza, and maybe Father Corletti can send someone else along. We can beg,
right? Even arecent trainee. | don't care. Just tell him we can use some help here."



"Kate." He had his hand on my shoulder. "Focus on the key. Goramesh. Find what he seeks. That is
where your attention needsto lie."

| stared at him. "Y ou're kidding, right?"
"I'mnot."

"But"—I waved a hand back toward my kitchen, which presumably he interpreted as the newspaper
article—"demon dogsl Demonsin my kitchen! Demons at my trash can! Thisis nasty tuff, Larson. And
it'snot going to go away. | can't be camped out in the church basement, knee-deep in moldy old paper. |
need to be out there. Doing something.”

"Kate, listen to me." His voice was sharp, commanding. It worked. | listened. "Y ou are aHunter, yes,
and you're agood one. But do you redly want to come fully out of retirement? Now, when you have
your children and your husband? Forza caled you in to hel p with one specific threet—Goramesh. Are
you redly willing to turn your back on your family and return to the life of aHunter? A life they can never
know about?"

"l... but... No." I wasn't willing. Even the thought made me queasy. But years ago I'd accepted the
obligation. Could | turn my back on that smply because I'd retired?"| don't want to,” | said. "But who
dse—"

"Kathering, please. Y ou better than anyone should know that demons are dways around. Thetruthis
demonsroam theworld. They aways have, and they awayswill."

| gaped a him. "So, what? Y ou're saying give up? Givein?| don't think so."

"I'm saying do the job you were brought back in to do."

"l wasn't "brought back in,' remember? A demon came barreling through my window."
"Katherine..."

"Fine. Make your point."

"Stop Goramesh. Therest will follow. Y ou need to focus on that task.”

"But those kids?' | waved generdly in the direction of the community college.
"Perhapsit was an isolated event to serve Goramesh's purpose.”

"And maybe pigsfly.” Yes, | wasbeing surly. | figured | had cause.

Hedidn't missabesat. "And even if it wasn't isolated, morewill dieif you don't op Goramesh. Areyou
preparedtodoit dl? Can youdoit dl?'

My flippant response wasthat | was already doing it all—alot more than I'd anticipated and certainly
more than I'd wanted. But | didn't say anything. | just took afew breaths and nodded. He had apoint. |
didn't likeit, but | understood it. We pick our battles. And we pick the battles that will regp the biggest
victory. Still, though, those kids were vulnerable. ..

| opened my mouith, but he cut me off with awave of his hand.

"Kate," hesad. "Your heart isin theright place. But Forza needs you sharp. | need you sharp.”



We were saved any more arguing by the sudden thwunk of the garage door opener asit began
churning. Stuart!

| sprinted across the garage (not an easy task in two-inch heels) and waited impatiently while the door
(dowly) rose. Assoon asit was three feet off the floor, | ducked under, then ran around the car to the
passenger side and tugged the door open. | wasjust about to chew Stuart out when | saw hisface.

"My God, Stuart. Are you okay?' | leaned over and pressed my hand againgt his chest; it was covered
with caked blood. "What on earth happened? Have you seen adoctor? Why didn't you call?'

"It'snot as bad as it looks," he said.

The door finished itstrek to the top, and Stuart pulled inside, the light from the garage illuminating the
ingde of the car.

"It looksterrible" | said, tossing subtlety to the wind.

He grimaced, then reached to open the driver's door. | reached over just asfast and snagged his other
arm. "Hold on a second there, buddy. Where do you think you're going?'

"Cocktall party,” he said, and dthough heredly didn't sound groggy at al, in my mind | imagined him
durring hiswords and sumbling into the kitchen in abloody, politica mess.

"Let'sjust gt here for aminute and make sure you're okay." | glanced through the front windshield and
noticed that Larson was gone. Presumably he'd stepped back inside. | hoped he didn't announce Stuart's
arival. | redly didn't want half the political world to see my husband covered with aquart of blood.

Blood!

| tried again to get some answers. "Once more. What happened?’ | did aquick up-and-down scan,
wincing as| did so. "Y our head, swestie. Y ou're going to need stitches.”

He reached up and dabbed an abrasion on hisforehead. "It's not deep. Head wounds just bleed alot.”

"So | see” | squeezed hishand. "Tell me. For that matter, convince me you're okay, or we're going to
screw the party, back the car up, and get you to the hospital .”

"Paramedics aready checked meout. I'mfine. Redlly, it looksworsethan it is. A cut on my forehead and
abloody nose."

| wasn't convinced, but | knew Stuart well enough to know | wasn't getting him to the hospitd. "Fine.
How'd you get the cut and the bloody nose?”

"Sideswiped turning onto Cdifornia," hesaid. "Thedriver'ssideismangled. | don't know if they can
repair it.”

"What?" | looked around, redlizing suddenly that front and side airbags were hanging limp, decorating the
car like some sort of perverse drapery. Apparently, 1'd been too pissed—and then too worried—to

notice. "My God, Stuart. How fast was he going? Did you get hislicense plate? Insurance? And are you
sure you're okay?"

Stuart took my hand, then lifted it to hislips and kissed my palms. Normdly, | love it when he doesthat.
Tak about an erogenous zone. Tonight, | wasn't lovingit. | felt too numb.

"Suart..."



"Hush, sweetheart. It'sdl right. I'm fine. | promise. | got anasty bump on my head, abusted nose, and a
sorewrigt, but overal, | got off lucky. | wasalittle woozy for awhile, but I'm fine now."

| reached out, brushing his cheek. "Y ou're sure? Why didn't you cal?"

Heleaned over, then picked haf of aMotorolaflip phone off the passenger floorboard. "Busted.”

"Sol e

He rubbed histemple. "I didn't think to have the paramedic call." His smile was tentative. "Forgive me?"

| wanted to chew him out for scaring the hell out of me, but since held apologized first, I'd come off
looking like abitch. Instead, | dodged the question. ™Y ou're sure you're okay? That had to have been
some accident.”

"Paramedic gave me aclean bill of health. No concusson. No nothing. | told you—I got lucky. I'm good
togo."

| frowned, not quite ready to come down from my current level of frantic wifedom. ™Y our clothesarent,”
| said.

He actudly laughed at that. "No, probably not. I've got aclean shirt in my briefcase. Grab me one?!

| considered debating, wanting to keep him there, safe with mein the garage. But | could tell hewas
itching to go play politician. Mentdly | Sghed. At least there was no question but that my husband was
enjoying the palitica limelight.

I climbed into the backseat and fetched his briefcase, then popped out of the car and climbed into the
van, returning with my emergency stash of baby wipes. Stuart stepped out of the car, then pedled his shirt
off. | swabbed hisface, cringing as| cleaned the gash on hisforehead athough my ministrations didn't
seem to bother him at al. He shrugged into the clean shirt and started to button it. "Am | presentable?”

| thought about arguing some more, trying to talk him out of the party. But | didn't. Insteed, | smiled and
helped him adjust histie. "Yeah," | sad. "Youll do."

With that endorsement, he headed inside. | waited a moment and then followed, walowing in the harsh,
sad truth—even if | destroyed al the demonsin theworld, | till couldn't kegp my family safe.

In the end Stuart's cocktail party went over like adream, fractured skull notwithstanding. (And, yeah, |
know it wasjust an abrasion. So | exaggerate.) In deference to my tendency to over-worry, Stuart
refrained from drinking, and once al the guests left, he actudly sat back and let me shine aflashlight at his
pupils. Both shrank and dilated just like they're supposed to do, and | felt infinitesmally better.

Stuart, in contrast, strutted around like the king of the castle, injuries al but forgotten; at least three
people, including one very prominent restaurateur, had committed to backing his campaign. Stuart
chalked this up to his considerable politica presence and savvy. | laid full credit with the cheese puffs.

Allie came back at ten, pushing adeeping Timmy in hisstroller. While | put him to bed (he woke up
once, demanded Boo Bear, then fell back to deep), Allie and Stuart gathered all the leftover food, saving
what we could in those disposable containers that cost asmall fortune but are worth every penny.

That, a least, was the plan. When | came back down, the containers were empty and the two of them



were segted at the table, a smorgasbord of |eftover finger food fanned out in front of them. ™Y ou're
supposed to be cleaning up,” | said.

"If we et it, then therés nothing to clean,” Alliesad.

| considered that, decided she had a point, then snarfed down another cheese puff myself. We did the
family thing for about half an hour—Allie giving usthe details of her day & school (where
fourteen-year-olds are concerned, "details' is arather amorphous concept), Stuart describing his car
accident to Allie's oohs and aahs, and me sitting back and wondering if there were demonic dogs out
wandering the town—and what | could do about it if there were.

"Mom?'
My head snapped up. "Hmmm?"'
Allielaughed. "Y ou fdling adegp?"

"Itisgettinglate” | said. "And | had along day." | fixed her with amotherly gaze. "So did you. Don't you
think it'stimefor bed?'

"No," she said, but then she yawned, totally destroying the effect. "Okay, maybe."

She kissed us both good night, then headed upstairs, my "and don't call Mindy" echoing behind her. |
turned to Stuart next. "Y ou should get in bed, too. If anyone'shad abusy day, it'syou, and I'm guessing
you're not going to cal in sick tomorrow, no matter how much | beg.”

"Youreright," hesaid. "Major land-use project in theworks. If | cdled in, I'd just be dropping amessin
Clark'slap, and | don't think that's the way to keep hislove and admiration.”

"Youwereinacar accident.”
"After which | mingled at acocktail party for two hours."
"At least go to bed, then. No news. No Letterman. Just deep.”

For asecond, | thought he'd argue, but then he nodded and kissed me good night. "Actualy, that's not a
bad idea."

"Fndly," | sad, "the voice of reason.”

| accompanied him upstairs, where my husband gracioudy succumbed to my worrisomewaysas |
checked his pupils once more, felt hisforehead for fever, dabbed some Neosporin on the cut on his
forehead (then topped it with a Big Bird Band-Aid), brought him aglass of weter, and findly tucked him
into bed. His mouth wastwitching as | leaned in to kiss him good night. "Don't say aword,” | said. "Just
humor me."

He made a zipping lips motion, then pulled mein for akiss and awhispered thanks. "Don't you stay up
too late, ether," hesaid.

"Oh, I won't," | said breezily. "I just want to clean up abit."

| consoled myself with thefact that 1'd told no lies. | did want to clean up—my living room and the entire
demon population. Since | could hardly handle the latter that night, | decided to focus on the living room,
and | puttered around the house until | was pretty sure both Allie and Stuart were adeep. Then | headed
for the guest room and picked up the telephone.



| held it aminute before dialing, wondering what exactly | intended to do. Larson wasright, of course. |
couldn't just emerge from retirement to go searching out demonsin dark corners. | had afamily to
consder. A family that needed me alive and well.

If there was a specific threat—Ilike, oh, ademon bursting through my window—then I'd happily put it out
of my misery. But | could hardly go looking for trouble.

Despitedl of that, | fill found mysdf diaing the number for the police station.
""San Diablo Police Department. How may | direct your cal?!

| cleared my throat, fedling alittlesilly. "Hi. I'm trying to find out if anyone has reported any dogson the
loose tonight.” | told myself | just needed reassurance. No dogs could mean that Todd Greer wasa
one-time thing. Not great (especidly for Todd), but at least I'd have the comfort of knowing there
probably weren't demon hoards roaming the streets.

"One moment, please. I'll transfer you."

| had avision of being transferred to the demon-dog division, then redlized I'd had pathetic little deep. An
officer clicked on the linewith acurt, "Metro divison. Sergeant Ddey." | explained why | was calling,
then waited for him to reassure me. He didn't. "Normaly, 1'd tell you to cal animal control in the morning,
but it just S0 happens| got areport in about ten minutes ago.”

"You did?" Anger that the demon till prowled surged through me, but it was tinged with awash of
excitement. Thisiswhat you do, alittle voice said, and | didn't bother to correct the voice—thisis what
| did. | drew in abreath, then posed the next question. " Can you tell me where?"

"Lady, what'syour interest in this?"

| pulled another lie out of my pocket and told him that my sister owned an aggressive dog that had gotten
loose, and | wastrying to track it down again.

He harrumphed in my ear. "If thisisyour dog, it's going to be put down. Wethink it attacked a college
student afew daysago.”

"Believeme" | said, "puitting it down's exactly what we havein mind.”

| think he decided | was basically harmless, because he gave me the location and told me that one of the
professors had fought off an angry dog by throwing rocks. | wondered if that professor realized just how
lucky he was.

| thanked the officer, hung up, then pulled the pillow into my lap in agesture that was becoming familiar.
Ten minutes ago adog that fit the description of Todd Greer's demonic canine had attacked near the
college. The attack had been thwarted. To me, that meant it would try again.

What should | do?

The odds were good there was nothing | could do. The dog had probably aready found another victim.
Right now it was undoubtedly curled up adeep, flush from the hunt, while anew human-looking demon
wandered the campus.

But what if it waan't?

What if it was il prowling?



Andwhat if | could stop it?
Shit.

| hugged the pillow tighter, letting my gaze drift to the door. | thought about what lay beyond it—my
husband, my daughter, my baby boy. A fist seemed to clutch my heart and squeeze. | knew what |
should do. | should go to the college. Look for the dog. Seeif | could save an innocent victim. | wasa
Hunter, after dl. | had respongibilities.

| was awife and mom, too. And those respons bilities counted for alot. Not getting myself dead was
pretty high on my priority list.

But that dog was out there. And nobody but me knew what they were dealing with.

| closed my eyes and counted to ten, the certainty of what | was going to do settling over me. The
bottom linewasthat | could never live with mysdlf if somekid died that | could have saved.

Sowly | crept into Tim'sroom. He was degping soundly, and | pressed a soft kissto his cheek. He
shifted under his blanket, and | held my breath, wondering if hed wake up. Hedidn't,and so | said a
slent promise to return soon, then tiptoed out of the room.

Allie and Stuart were much lighter deepers, so | didn't risk akiss. Instead, | let my fingerstrail over each
of their closed doors as| passed. Once downgtairs, | hit the button for the garage door opener. Thething
makes such aracket that | good stock-gtill in the kitchen the entire time it was climbing, waiting to seeiif
anyone would wake up.

No onedid, so | wrote anote for Stuart saying 1'd gone to buy milk (first | dumped the last of our milk
down the drain), then | headed into the garage. | climbed into the van and cranked the engine. | debated
for abit, but finaly pulled out my cell phone and dialed Larson's number. | knew he disapproved, but he
wasmy alimentatore, and he should at |east be aware of what | was doing.

| let the engine idle as the phone rang—once, twice, three times. And no machine. | frowned. That was
annoying. | tried again, thistime calling his cdll phone. Again, no Larson, but at least | got hisvoice mail.
"Hey," | said. "It'sme. Kate. |, uh, just wanted to let you know that I'm going to do adrive around the
college. | got alead that the demon dog might be there. So, well, there you go. That'swhy | called. Bye."

| hung up, feding abit like ateenager staying out after curfew. | fidgeted in my seet, turning the cell phone
inmy hand asif it were one of those worry stones. Like every good Catholic, | have a close persond
relationship with guilt. And | hated the idea of going without Larson's okay. But | hated more the idea of
not going tonight. If some other kid got nailed. .. well, that would be guilt.

Since Larson wasn't available, | did the next best thing. | called the Vatican. (I will admit, that's one of the
cool things about being a Hunter. With how many jobsisdiaing the Vatican for assistance an option?) |
hadn't thought to cal culate the time, but the operator put me through right away, and | amost sagged with
relief when | heard Father Corletti'svoice.

"Kahering, mia cara. Com'é bello sentire la tua voce!"
"It'sgood to hear your voice, too, Father."
"What brings you to call? Has something happened?’

"No... yes... | mean, no, we don't know any more about Goramesh, but yes, something's happened.” |
gave him the quick-and-dirty rundown. "I know I'm breaking protocol by caling you now that | have an



alimentatore, but Larson's unavailable and | need to move now if I'm going to check it out,” | continued.
"l want to, but I'm afraid Larson will think it'sabad idea. Or, &t least, afutile one."

"I see..." Hetralled off, but | stayed slent. | knew Father well enough to know he was considering dl
options. "Y ou cannot ignore your ingtincts, child. Y our alimentatore isyour mentor, your adviser, but he
isnot your superior. In the end, you must follow your own path.”

| exhded then, not redlizing I'd been holding my breeth. Vindication isawonderful thing. "Thanks. Wilson
used to tell me the same thing.”

| heard the degp rumble of hislaugh. "Aswould your current alimentatore.”
"Larson said they knew each other.”
"So they did. Their professiond relationship was strong, but their friendship was stronger.”

"Thanksfor telling me." Somehow, knowing that Larson was close to Wilson made mefed even closer
to Larson. Silly, but there's no accounting for emotions.

"And since| do have you on theline, tell me, has Edward proved to be of any useto you?'
Edward?"Who the he—heck is Edward?"

"A retired Hunter," Father said, surprisein hisvoice. "A brilliant mind, and he has as much skill asa
fighter. He has, of course, been unavailable for much time now. | had hope, though, that he would have
thoughts on the Goramesh problem.”

"A Hunter?| thought you said thereweren't any."

"Larson only recently became aware that Edward had moved to your area. He sent word to me
immediately, of course. | assumed you were also acquainted with the man. | takeit that is not s0?"

"No," | sad, aknot forming in my gut. "Edward and | haven't been formdly introduced.” But & the
moment | really—really—wanted to meet the man.

Chapter Twelve

Consdering how agitated | was, it'sawonder | didn't have acar accident racing from the house to the
college. Another Hunter? Why wouldn't Larson have told me?

| couldn't think of any answers, so the same questions just kept bouncing through my heed, distracting
me, and, frankly, upping my blood pressure. | dialed Larson's cell phone number and his home
number—both twice—but got no answer in either case. Thistime, not even voice mail. | wasfeding
very persona non grata and my attention span was shot. | knew | needed to focus, but | was having a
hard time shifting from irritation to concentration. | had to, though. If that damn (and damned) dog
dipped by me unnaticed, | might aswell have just stayed home.

Come on, Kate. Quit obsessing.

Good advice. After dl, there were any number of reasons Larson might not have hooked me up with this
Edward person. Maybe Edward had moved onto L.A. or San Francisco or some place equally



geographically undesirable. Or maybe Edward, unlike me, wasn't about to be sucked out of retirement,
and hed told Larson to take aflying leap.

For dl | knew, the dusive Edward could be dead.

| was cruising up and down the darkened streets that surrounded the smal community college campus.
Built in awarehouse didtrict, the college had a particularly abandoned fed at night. | dowed down,
moving my gaze purposefully from one side of the street to the other as | forced mysdlf to think only
about the surroundings and not about the Edward mystery.

| rolled down my window, listening for screams, howls, footfals, anything. But | heard nothing. Comethe
weekend, | knew, I'd hear a deep bass thrum, highlighted by a cacophony of voices as students traipsed
to the various empty warehouses in search of the next rave party. San Diablo may be deepy, but it isn't
deed (the recent influx of demonic fiends notwithstanding).

Tonight, though, | didn't even hear the scuttle of ratsin the dleys. Most likely, the demon dog had moved
on. A lot of time had passed since the police received the report. For adl | knew, the dog could be dl the
way on the north side of town by now.

| was part relieved and part irritated. I'd come al thisway, and | hated the thought that some kid up
north might end up being avictim. But | couldn't be two places at once and, frankly, | probably shouldn't
be hereat al. | ought to be home, with my husband and kids.

And | wasjust about to turn the van around and go back there when | heard it—a soft scrape of metal
againg metal. And then, farther away, ajumble of voices. Students, maybe? Working late in the labs and
walking home together?

There was nothing particularly ominous about either of the sounds. Even so, the air itsalf seemed off.
Tainted. Evil. (Okay, okay, so maybethat's atad melodramatic. But | did have abad fedling.) | had no
specific reason to think the demon dog was till around, but | wasn't going to leave without warning those
kids, and tdlling them to take the party insde.

| reached up and switched the overhead light to the Off position, then pulled the keys out of theignition. |
didn't want the van lighting up like abirthday cake any more than | wanted its annoying bing bong to
announce to the world that Kate Connor was about to go strolling down adark aley.

| did my purse under the seet, but only after first retrieving the little spritzer bottle 1'd filled with holy
water and the barbeque skewer 1'd swiped from our backyard grill.

| pushed the door open and did out of the van. I'd changed back into jeans and running shoes, and now |
bounced alittlein my Reeboks. If there was a demon out there, thistime | was the one doing the hunting,
and | hadn't experienced thethrill of the hunt in along, long time.

Two long rows of boarded-up warehouses sat perpendicular to the Street, anarrow aleyway running
between them. | headed that way, drawn by the low buzz of voicesin the distance. Just past midnight and
the students were Sitting around partying, which is exactly what college kids should be able to do. Party
and stay up al night and drink and cram for exams and generdly go alittle wild—dl without the
overhanging worry that ademonic band of roving dogs might suddenly decideto cal them lunch.

| hurried forward, intending to tell them in my best materna voiceto quit hanging around dark dleysand
move their party insde. | thought | heard footsteps behind me—and was about to whip around to take a
look—when | heard anew sound. A low, guttural howl, like awolf in pain. Screamsfollowed, and |
raced forward, ignoring whoever might be following me. | found the source of the screamsin aparking



area, huddled behind a Dumpgter. Three kids, probably students, backed into a corner by agiant black
meadtiff, its bare teeth gleaming with drool.

"Oh, God, lady," one of the guys called, hisvoice rough with fear. " Do something. Get it away from us."
From the way the dog was eyeing that guy, | assumed he was the primary target. One look at the
fear-frozen girl told me why—she wore agold cross as a necklace. Might just be fashion, but the demon
wouldn't want to take that chance. If she were devout, killing her wouldn't do any good. Her soul would
leave, but the demon wouldn't be able to get insde. The other guy had pressed himsdlf so far into the
shadows | could barely get alook at him, and | wondered if he wore acrossaswell.

"Come here, puppy,” | cdled in asickly sweet tone. "Come on. Don't you know who | am? A much
tastier morsdl..." | wasn't actudly talking to the dog, of course. Somewhere up there, hovering in the
ether, was its demonic master. As soon as the dog killed, the demon would swoop in, taking over the
body just as pretty asyou please.

The dog cocked his head, just enough to bring meinto hisview without giving the kids any room to run.
He snarled, and when | saw his eyes, my heart pounded in my chest, adrendine surging in aprima effort
to get meto fleg, to run, to get out of that place once and for al.

Looking into hiseyeswaslike looking into Hell. Red on black, and behind that a magl strom of evil so
thick it seemed to coagulate like blood. | said asilent gpology to dogs everywhere. Thiswas no dog.
Thiswassmply... bad. Not ademon itself, but a manifestation of pure evil conjured by ademon to do
itsbidding.

Thething growled, low initsthroat, and | saw muscles tensing beneath the deek, black fur. | held up the
holy-water spritzer as| tried to look fearless. But | wasn't. At the moment | was scared out of my mind.

Asthe beast lunged a me, | knew with sudden clarity that Larson wasright. | wasn't back in fighting
shape, and | had no business pretending | was seventeen again.

Too late now.

| sprang forward, squirting with one hand and jabbing the barbeque skewer with the other. The dog
howled asthe migt settled on itsfur, but kept coming. Asthe distance between us closed, my head no
longer filled with sdf-recrimination but with the desire to stay dive and to kill thiscreature. " Run!™ |
screamed to the kids. "Get out of here now!"

| didn't waste time watching to seeif they did, | wastoo busy being knocked to the ground by two
hundred pounds of dog. The holy water went flying, and it was all | could do to keep the dog off dl my
soft, vulnerable parts.

Asitsjaws clamped down, | rolled to theright, just intimeto fed itsteeth sink into my jeansrather than
my ankle. | reared back with the other leg and kicked, but that only seemed to pissit off more. It
growled and snarled and snapped a my face, asal thewhile | scrabbled backward on the asphalt, tiny
rocks digging into my back and shoulders.

The belly of the beast pressed againgt my foot, and its weight pushed my leg and knee againgt my chest,
bringing the anima closer despite my effortsto keep him at adistance. | struggled to straighten my leg
and toss him off, but | couldn't doit. Not at thisangle. And, sadly, not in my current shape.

Shit.
| still had the skewer, and | dashed at the beast, the protrusion asufficient threat to keep him at bay for



now, but probably not for long. | needed to get close enough to sink the skewer into his head, neck,
anywhere. | redly wasn't picky. (Unlike ademon, stabbing through the eye or actua beheading wasn't
necessary. | just had to kill the thing.)

Besdeme, | heard ascufflewhere| should be hearing nothing—the kids should be long gone by now. |
lashed out with the skewer, rocking back at the same time and kicking sidewayswith my freeleg. The
beast backed off again, and that gave me a split second to look to my right. The girl was gone, but the
two guyswere still there—one with aknife pressed to the other one's breast.

Shit, shit, shit!

"Fun'sover, bud,” | said to the beast, with more bravado than | actudly felt. | had one shot |eft before my
strength—not to mention my luck—ran out. And | needed it to work if | was going to help that kid.

Thistime, when the beast lunged, | rose to meet it, rolling forward asif we were doing some perverse
dance and sinking the skewer deep into the only place | could actualy reach—the dog's nose. The
creature howled, shaking his head in aviolent motion to didodge the skewer. | rolled back, tucking both
kneesinto my chest and then thrusting them out again with every ounce of strength | possessed.

| caught the beast just at the breastbone, and it toppled backward, still unsteady from the stick inits
nose. | scrambled to my knees, not wasting amoment as | lunged for the skewer, yanked it out, then
thrust it down again—hard—through the creature's heart.

There was no blood. Instead, the creature oozed athick oil that ignited, bursting into black and orange
flames that seemed to consume the beast, until dl that was | eft was the echo of its howls.

| scrabbled away, breathing hard, then rolled over and climbed to my feet, ready to race toward the men.
Too late.

| saw the attacker draw hisarm back, preparing to gain enough momentum to thrust it up between his
victim'srib cage. | cried out—atotally useless response. Far more helpful wasthe silver blade, spinning
through the air, seemingly from out of nowhere. A split second later the metd pierced the attacker's eye.
The body sagged, and | saw afamiliar shimmer in the air as the demon escaped to the ether.

The knife he'd been holding clattered to the ground. The terrified student still stood there, breathing hard.
Helooked at me, looked at the body on the pavement, then ran off into the night.

"A demon," | said, speaking to no one. "That boy was ademon.”

"Y ou would have redized eventudly," Larson said, emerging from the shadows. He reached down,
offering ahand to help me up. "But by then the other boy would have been dead, his body avesse for
the demon controlling the beast.”

| ignored his hand, content to keep my butt on the ground, nursing my sore thighs and my bruised
confidence. "I never got agood look at him. The dog had them cornered. It didn't even occur to meto
think. | blew it. | completely blew it." And | was going to continue kicking myself about that for awhile. If
Larson hadn't been there, that boy would have been toast. And so, frankly, would I. Already tired out by
battling the demon's best friend, | don't know that | could have subdued the knifing demon, much less
survived once demon number two inhabited the knifed boy's body.

"You were otherwise engaged,” Larson said, camly unwrapping a piece of Nicorette and popping it into
hismouth. | grimaced, empathizing abit. | didn't smoke, but after that encounter even | could have used a
Cigarette.



With ahefty grunt, | got up and dusted my buit off.

"Intruth, | can't take credit for having exercised any particular kill in the identification of demons,” he
sad.

I'll admit | cracked aamile a that. The man wastoo forma by haf. "Well, you showed more particular
skill than | have"

"The demon reveded itsdf."

That caught my attention. "What?* Once in human form, ademon rarely shows off any of the bellsand
whistlesthat look, well, demonish. (Y ou know, the theatrical stuff like horns or glowing orange eyesor a
pig nose. The effort it takes for ademon to manifest itself like that is extreme unlessthe location is
particularly evil—your basic spooky mansion built over aporta to Hell, for example. Otherwise, a
reveded demon is a ninety-eight-pound weskling. And in that form, once killed, ademonisredly and
truly deed.)

"Why would he reved himsdf?' | asked.

"Sorry," Larson said drally, "I didn't think to ask before | killed him. Perhaps he was new to the form,
and the excitement of hisfirst kill was more than he could bear and histrue revelation appeared
unintentionally. Or perhaps he controlled the mastiff, and hadn't yet learned to spesk to it from his human
guise. The next timewerein such agtuation, I'll remember to make that query so we can satisfy your
curiogty.”

"Thanks. I'd appreciate that.”
"But wewont have astuation like thisagain, will we?"

My wounded pride was fast recovering, especialy now that he was reminding me of why | was herein
thefirst place. "No," | said, "wewon't. Inthe future I'll keep you better informed, and you'll keep me
better informed. Won't you?'

Helifted his eyebrows as helooked a me over the curve of hisnose. "Y ou're referring to Mr. Lohmann,
| presume?"

"Edward Lohmann? Retired Hunter? Living in San Diablo? Yeah," | said snippily. "I'm referring to him."

"Go home, Kate," he said, which redly wasn't the response | was looking for. "I assure you | withheld no
useful informetion from you.”

"Larson—"

Heheld up ahand and | shut up, but continued to glare at him, feding abit like apetulant child. "I'll tell
you everything | know about Eddie Lohmann tomorrow. Right now, it'slate. | have atrial commencing at
nine, and I'd like to conduct a bit of research before | turnin. Besides, you have afamily to attend to in
themorning. | presume you'd liketo deep.”

| crossed my arms over my chest. He wasright, but | wasn't going to say it out loud.

"Trust me, Kate," he said. "Edward Lohmannis at least forty years your senior, feeble, and of no useto
anyone, much less himself. I'm happy to give you the details tomorrow, but right now | think we should
leave”



| nodded, abeit somewhat grudgingly.

"Good. And | suppose | don't need to say that you shouldn't have come tonight. That your skills are not
up to snuff and that you could have come to harm.”

"No," | said. "Y ou don't need to say that."

Despite the shadows, I'm pretty sure | saw him smile.

| cocked my head toward the demon carcass. "What shdl we do with that?"
Hewaved ahand. "I'll take care of it. Go. Go home, Kate."

| swalowed, wanting to argue, but somehow not finding thewords. | Ieft him to deal with the body and
headed back through the dark to the van. | drove home on autopilot, not even thinking about where |
was going, and when | pulled into my garage twenty minutes later, hiswords till echoed in my head.

Hewasright, of course. My skills sucked (although | think I've been doing pretty darn well). But I'd had
no other choice. Knowing the dog was out there, | couldn't have not come.

| parked the van and reached over to grab my purse, pausing in mid-reach as| redlized I'd forgotten to
pick up milk to replace the gallon I'd dumped down the drain. Damn. | was just about to start the van up
again and head down to the 7-Eleven when there was a tap at the passenger window. | actualy yelped,
wondering what | was going to tell Stuart.

Turnsout it wasn't a problem. Laura, not Stuart, was standing next to the van. | turned automaticaly to
look behind me, and for thefirst time noticed her car parked across the street. How long had she been
waiting there?

| clicked thelock and waited for her to climb in, concerned by the expression on her face. Not anger or
fear. Betrayd, maybe?"'Laura? What isit?'

Shelifted her eyesto meet mine, and my heart skipped a best.

"That boy," she whispered, and | redized she'd been following me. "Oh, God, Kate. Judge Larson killed
that boy."

Assoon as | had Laura seated on the sofain Stuart's study, | poured us each a glass of red wine, then
shut the door, taking one last listen to the house before | did so. All quiet. Good.

| turned back to her and passed her the glass. She downed half of it, then closed her eyes. For amoment
| thought shed fallen adegp on me (it was almost two), but then she lifted her head and drew in a breath.
"What's going on, Kate?"

"It'skind of complicated.” | squinted a her. "Why were you there?!
"Kate! | saw aboy murdered. What in the hell is going on?'

"Right," | said. "You'reright." | ran my fingersthrough my hair, not sure where to begin. "Why don't you
tell mewhat you saw?'

She shook her head just dightly. "Oh, no. | want the whole story. | can't just Sit back and—"



"Youll getit,” | said. "l promise” | meant it, too. Now that my initial shock had worn off, | redized |
wanted to tell her. More than that, | think | needed to tell her. | needed a confidante, afriend. Larson
couldn't redly fill that role, and for alot of reasons, | couldn't turn to Stuart. | didn't want him to look at
me and see awoman who wrestled demons; | just wanted him to see hiswife.

Lauradidn't look convinced. | took a seat next to her and held her hand. "I promise,” | repeated, inthe
same calm and reassuring voice I'd used when I'd had the sex talk with Allie. "l just need to know where
to begin. Why were you even there?'

"| followed you," she said after abrief hesitation.
"l guessed asmuch,” | said. "But why?"

Sheturned away, asif suddenly fascinated by the collection of windup toys Stuart kept on the end table.
"l don't know, exactly. Y ou've been acting off, | guess. That fighting thing with the judge. And thinking
more and more about Eric. And..." Shetrailed off with ashrug. "I don't know. It doesn't matter.” |
thought it probably mattered alot, but | didn't interrupt. "But then | was coming over here earlier, and |
saw you backing out—"

"Wait." | held up ahand, interrupting. "'Y ou were coming here? In the middle of the night? Why?*

Her cheeksflushed. "I was on my way to 7-Eleven to get someice cream.” She avoided my eyes, and
her cheeks seemed to flame even more. "I decided to swing by and seeif your light was on, and right as|
pulled up, you pulled out. | thought you might be going to the 7-Eleven yoursdlf, so | followed, and then
when you kept going, so did I. Mindy and Paul were dready adeep, so | figured why not.”

| stifled awince. If | hadn't been so logt in thoughts about Eddie Lohmann, | surely would have noticed |
had atail. Asit was, Lauraswere probably the footsteps I'd heard—then forgotten about the second |
heard the screams.

"Okay," | said. "l understand how you got to the aley, but | fill don't understand why you followed in the
firg place.

She answered, but her voicewas so low | couldn't hear her.
"Comeon, Laura Y ou know you can tdl me anything. Just spit it out.”
"|-thought-you-were-having-an-affair,” she said, so fast her words almost sounded foreign.

"An affair?' | turned theword over in my head. "What isit with you? That's the second timeyou've sad
that, and no. What started this?'

She picked at athreadbare spot on her jeans. "Late nights out of the house. Change in behavior. You
know."

"Y ou saw me doing the fighting thing once. | left the house late at night once." My voice was getting shrill,
but I couldn't seem to bring it down anotch. "That's hardly a pattern. Why did 'affair' suddenly pop into
your brain?It'snot asif—"

And that'swhen | redized. | sat back. "Oh, no, don't tall me. IsPaul... ?' | trailed off. | couldn't bear to
ask the question.

"I think s0," she whispered. She drew in a bregath, then rubbed the back of her hand under her eyes.
After asecond she flashed me ashaky amile. "Of course, | haven't managed to catch the bastard yet.



He'stoo clever abusinessman for that. But awoman knows these things.”
"Y ou could bewrong,” | said. "Y ou were wrong about me."

"Yes, but I'm not deeping with you." She laughed then, the sound harsh. " Of course, I'm not deegping with
Paul, either. And asfor you, you might not be having an affair, but you are up to something. What?'

"Laura, comeon.” | shifted on the couch, crossing oneleg under me so that | wasfacing her straight on.
"I sad I'd tell you, and | will. But if you need to talk..."

"No." She shook her head asif she needed to reinforce theidea. "No, | don't think so. I've already
talked about it to mysdlf ad nauseum. All | want now is something that will take my mind off of it.
Honestly, | think the story behind afederal judge murdering aboy in an aley will do thetrick. Add in the
fact that my best friend wasright there wrestling some freak-of-nature dog, and I'm perfectly willing to
believe | won't give ashit about Paul or hislittlewhore for at least twelve more hours.”

"Actudly,” | said, "thejudge didn't murder aboy. It's something completely different. Infact, | think my
story may well earn you afull twenty-four hours of non-Paul thoughts. Maybe even more.”

"Atladt," shesad, "some good news. Bring it on." And for thefirgt timethat night, Lauraactudly smiled.

By thetime | finished telling her my story, Laurawas no longer smiling. In fact, she looked alittle
shell-shocked. Also, though, shelooked intrigued. "Y ou're kidding me, right?"

| shook my head. " Sorry."
She closed her eyes and drew in abreath, then let it out owly.
"Laura?"

"I'mokay. | just..." She shook her head. "So that shimmer | saw above the boy? That was the demon
leaving?'

| nodded.

"Wow." Shelicked her lips. "When that dog—that thing—died... | guess| knew then that something
pretty freeky was going on."

| wasn't surewhat to say. I'd lived with this knowledge amost my wholelife, and I'd never told anyone
before. To me, thiswasjust the status quo, and while| tried to see this new redlity through Lauras eyes,
| was pretty sure | wasfailing miserably.

She pulled her feet up onto the couch and hugged her knees. " So Judge Larson isa Demon Hunter,
too?"

"Not exactly. He's like amentor. He doesthe research while | do the dirty work." | grimaced, thinking of
the bugs in the cathedral basement. So long as Larson kept hisday job, my definition of "dirty work™ was

expanding.
Her browslifted. "Helooked pretty down and dirty inthe dley.”

She had a point. "Some alimentatores have the street skillsto go aong with the book skills. | guess
Larson'sof that ilk."



"Y ou guess? Haven't you worked with him before?"

| shook my head. "I only met him after the demon came through my window.” | made an apology face. "l
lied about meeting one of Eric'sfriends. Asfar as| know, Eric never laid eyeson Larson.”

She didn't seem too perturbed by thelie. "Okay, so the guy that Larson killed was ademon living in the
body of adead person.”

"Right." 1'd given her the brief rundown of how it works, and now she was giving it back to mejust likea
prize pupil.

"And you werefighting with what?"

"Mythology callsthem hellhounds. Huge madtiffsthat do ademon's bidding. Nasty crestures. Smell bad,
too."

"When you stabbed it..." Shetrailed off with ashiver.
"Laura?"
"I'm fine." Shefinished off her wine. I filled her glass back up. "It'sdl alittle much.”

"For me, too," | said. "'l thought the most I'd have to ded with this year was boyfriends and potty
traning.”

"God, | don't know which isworse. Demons, or trying to get atoddler out of digpers without losing your
sanity." She hdf-laughed, but it died quickly enough. "That dog... um, where exactly did it gowhenit...
whenit..." Shewaved her hand. Y ou know. When it went away."

| knew what she meant. The dog had disappeared in aswirl of flame. No ashes. No charred bones. Just
gone. "I'm not sure. Hell, | assume. Thankfully, | have no persond knowledge.”

Her laugh sounded alittle nervous. "Y eah. That'sgood.”

"Laura" | took asip of my wine before taking adeep breath. "Are we okay? | mean, Stuart doesn't
know because... well, becauseit'sarulethat I'm not supposed to tell. But obvioudy, I'm not dtrictly
adhering to the rules here. | just don't want him to see me as some sort of ninjamom, you know? And |
don't want you to see me that way, either. Y ou're my best friend. Without you I'd have no oneto talk to
during the days except atwo-year-old, and al my culturd referenceswould be from Disney or
Nickelodeon."

"Niceto know wherel rate," she said, but she was smiling.
"Y ou know what | mean."

"We'refine," she said. Shetook my hand and squeezed. "Thisis going to take some getting used to, but
you're dill the same Kate. Although..."

"What?' | asked, ingtantly alarmed.

Her smilewas devious. "Y ou're no longer a stay-at-home mom. Kate Connor, you have aday job." She
frowned. "Or anight job. I'm not really sure about that.”

"Either,” | said. "Demons come out during the day, too. They just likethe night better. Besides, I'm filling
the days with research.”



"Right. To figure out what Gildamishislooking for."
"Goramesh.”
"Y eah, him. Do you have any leads?"

"Nothing concrete. We know the other |ocations Goramesh ravaged looking for whatever. And we think
that bones may beinvolved. Wejust don't know exactly what ‘whatever'is."

"l could help."
| raised my eyebrows. "What? How? For that matter, why?'

"l want to," she said. "l need aday job, too. Otherwise, what else am | going to do all day except Sit
around thinking up cregtive waysto castrate Paul ?'

She had apoint. "I don't know what you could do," | said. "I could use the research help, sure, but if you
go with meto the archives, I'm afraid..." | shrugged, not wanting to voice my feer.

"What?'

| paused, then took adeep breath. "I'm afraid hell redize you're helping me. And that hell try to hurt
you."

She nodded dowly. "I can till help," she said. "From home, even. No one has to know I'm on the case. |
can belike that ten-year-old kid who stays at the computer and sends Kim Possible on al her missons.”

| wasn't sure whether to laugh or cry about the fact that sheld just compared my lifeto that of a Disney
Channel cartoon character. "Uh—"

"I'm serious. | can make phone cals. | can go to thelibrary. Better yet, | can do Internet research. Find
out about the cathedral s he wrecked. Maybe get aclue.”

| had to admit, it wasn't abad idea. But | still hated dragging her in. "1 don't know," | hedged. "I'd hate
for anything to happen.”

"Sowould |," shesaid. "But from what you'retelling me, if this Goramesh guy has hisway, my kid could
be a demon-sized Happy Med. No, thank you. | want to help, Kate. Let me help you stop him. | can do
most everything from home, and there's nothing suspicious about going to the library.”

I'll admit | wasn't hard to convince. | told mysdlf it would be good for her, kegping her mind off Paul. In
truth, I think | was more sdifish than that. | wasn't inclined to examine my motives, though. Not when her
proposal was dead-on perfect. | did need help with the research, after al. ™Y ou're sure you're up for it?"

Shewaved ahand. "Hell, yes. | spend hours and hours on eBay. My Internet skills are sharp.”
| narrowed my eyes.

"Kidding," shesaid. "Don't worry. I've helped Paul do research on locations and stuff. | know my way
around Google and Dogpile and Vivismo and adozen others. Come on. At the very least | can punchin
the towns and stuff where the attacks occurred. Larnaca, you said?"

| nodded. "'l don't know the town in Mexico or Tuscany, but | can find out.”

"So| can help?'



Since shed lost me after Google, | decided shewas qudified. "Okay," | said. "I think." | frowned. "L et
me think about it overnight. It'slate and my head is mush.” But | knew the answer would beyes. | think
she knew so, too.

| walked with her to the door and gave her ahug. "Y ou're okay?' | was talking about Paul, but the
guestion pretty much covered al bases.

"Yeah. Thanks. It'srough, but well get through it. | mostly fed bad for Mindy. If heis screwing
around... Well, I'll worry about that when it happens. Y ou need to get some deep.”

Shewasright. | was scheduled to fight with Cutter the next morning, and | had to get Timmy over to the
day care before then. He wasn't supposed to start until Wednesday, but | was hoping that if | begged,
they'd let him start tomorrow. | was optimistic. Groveling, 1've discovered, can be avery effective tool.
And | intended to do as much groveling as was necessary.

| opened the door for her, but she paused at the threshold. " So there are demons out there, huh?”’

| stood behind her, looking out over my front yard and the oh-so-familiar street, trying to seethe world
through her new perspective. "I'll drive with you,” | said.

"Oh, no. It'sokay. Y ou don't haveto do that. Really."

Therewas no way | was letting her go that distance done. Not tonight, when | knew sheld see ademon
around every corner.

"Actudly, | redly do," | said. Sheturned to me, and | shrugged. "Asit turnsout, | need to borrow some
milk."

Chapter Thirteen

Asbizarre as Monday had been, it was amost disconcerting to wake up so normally on Tuesday
morning. Normal, that is, except for the fact that 1'd had only three hours of deep, and my entire body felt
likeit had been pounded by afootball team—and not in agood way.

Theaarm clock chirped promptly a six o'clock. | rolled over, muttering rude things about its parentage,
and dapped the snooze button. There. Guess| told it.

Besde me, Stuart muttered something that sounded like "jump through the hobhbits" but which | mentally
trandated as"just afew more minutes." | muttered an agreement, tugged the covers up under my chin,
and spooned against him. Nanoseconds later the darm chirped again. (The digita read-out assured me
that seven full minutes had eapsed. | was not convinced.)

| dapped the alarm senseless again, then rolled over to shake Stuart's shoulder. "Up," | said. "Go. Earn
money." Thisismy contribution to making sure the family bank account staysliquid.

He groaned again, then rolled over so that he was facing me. Sowly he opened his eyes. Even more
dowly he smiled. "Hey, gorgeous.”

Since | am particularly ungorgeous in the morning, these kinds of endearments smply embarrassme. |
rolled away with amumbled "Stuart...."



Hedid closer, then wrapped hisarm around my hips, pulling himsdlf closer until he was nuzzling my neck.
Even hdf-comatose, | know better than to shun anuzzle. ™Y ou're perky thismorning,” | said.

"Why not?' He tugged me back around so that he was leaning over me, one finger tracing the neckline of
the plain white T-shirt I'd dept in. "I survived acar crash, locked in some campaign support, and woke
up next to a beautiful woman."

He nibbled at my neck again and | laughed. "Y ou're such apalitician.”

"Public servant,” he shot back. He grinned, then, his mouth lifting with his own private joke.
"What?' | said, amused.

"Nothing." Hissmile broadened. "Let'sjust say | had a shot of confidence last night.”

"The party? 1t did go pretty well, al things considered.”

"The party,” he confirmed, "and ...."

mWhat?

He shifted, raising one shoulder in adight shrug as hetrailed hisfingertip up and down my arm. "Nothing
important. Let'sjust say | found anew perspective on things. I'm thinking positively, and I'm positive that
thiselectionisal locked up." He pushed astrand of hair behind my ear. "Y ou'relooking &t the next
county attorney, sweetheart. I'm sure of it."

"WEel, | never doubted you for aminute. | mean, why would the voters want anyone € s2? Y ou're the
perfect candidate.”

"A man for the people,” he said. His eyes roamed over me, his expression shifted from amused to hegted.
"A man for onewoman..."

He kissed methen, dow and long, and | tried to get my head around the fact that my
rush-out-the-door-to-work husband wanted morning sex. (He aso had morning breath, which is unusud
for Stuart, but | chalked it up to too much party food.) Any potentia for an amorous morning adventure,
however, fizzled when Timmy's cries of "Momma, Momma, Momma. Where you at, Momma?' blared
from the baby monitor perched on the dresser.

"Hell befinefor afew minutes," Stuart murmured, theinvitation clear in hisvoice.
"MOMMA!"

"He sounds pretty determined,” | said. And (true confessions moment here) | was secretly glad. Not only
was my entire body sore and achy, but my mind was aready spinning with al the stuff | had to do, dl the
little detail sthat had to be handled in order to keep my dud life running (somewhat) smoothly. "1 should
probably get him."

Stuart muttered something incoherent, but rolled back so that | could Sit up. | swung my legs over the
Sde of the bed as| reached for apair of swests, then dragged myself down the hal to my howling

offsoring.

It took me agood twenty minutes to get the munchkin up and dressed and mysalf decked out in jeans
and a San Diablo Junior High PTA T-shirt. By thetime| got back downgtairs, Stuart was aready
dressed, hishair damp from the shower, the scent of aftershave clinging to himinaway | found both



familiar and dightly erctic. | pushed away atwang of regret for not taking him up on his suggestion of a
morning trys.

Allie barrded into the room, as much as one can barrel in spiked-hed dides and skin-tight jeans. |
glanced pointedly at her shoes, then up at her face. "Oh, Mom," she said. "Jenny Marston wears heglsto
school.”

There werealot of things about Jenny Marston | didn't want Allie emulating. Now | had shoesto add to
thelist. | pointed toward the sairs. "Go," | said. "Change."

She exhaed so loudly that Timmy looked up, pointed, and starting puffing up his cheeks and blowing air
out with a whoosh, whoosh.

"Allie" | sad, injecting awarning noteinto my voice.

"Mind your mother," Stuart added, from somewhere behind the morning paper.
"Fine. Whatever," she said, then huffed back upgtairs.

| looked a Timmy. "Shoes, at least, are aproblem welll never have with you,” | said.
"Not until he wants some cool celebrity snesker, anyway," Stuart said.

| grimaced, imagining afuture where I'd gone undefeated against demons, but had been laid flat by my
own children'sinsidious shoe demands. Not a pretty picture.

After two more cups of coffee Stuart kissed me and Timmy, called agood-bye up the stairsto Allie, then
headed into the garage. A few moments|ater | heard the garage door begin its Sow, creaky climb. |
yelled at Allieto hurry or else sheld miss her car pool. She clattered back down the stairs and screeched
to ahdt infront of the refrigerator, thistime in neon-pink high-top sneskers and amatching T-shirt. As
my daughter would say, whatever.

"Lunch or money?' shesad.

Since I'd gone on awild-demon chase last night instead of staying hometo carefor my family likel
should have done (guilt, guilt, guilt), I hadn't fixed her alunch. | found my purse, rummaged until | came
up with atwenty, and handed it to her. Her eyes widened, but she was smart enough not to say anything.

She planted aquick kiss on my cheek, then raced out the front door, just as Emily's mom tooted her
horn. Asthe door banged shut, | remembered what 1'd forgotten, but by the time | reached the end of the
sdewalk, the car was dready gone. Well, damn.

I'd completely forgotten to tell Allie that we had our first class with Cutter Wednesday afternoon, and to
not sign up for any extracurriculars. Now | was going to haveto call the school and leave amessage for
her. The process had been ahuge hasdein junior high, and | didn't anticipate it getting any easier now.
Alliesvoice seemed to whisper in my eer—Mo-om ... just get me a cell phone! Fine, | said to the
voice. I'll get one today.

I'm not normdly in the habit of succumbing to thewill of voicesin my head, but the cell phone thing had
been one of Allie¢s most persistent battles, with her adamant that she needed one, and me just as
adamant that she didn't. Now that | knew there were demons roaming the town, though, my perspective
had shifted one hundred and eighty degrees. Anything to keep my baby safer, and if that meant dapping a
cdl phoneinto her hot little hand so she could dia 911 at the drop of ahat, well, so beit.



"Allie gotowork?' Timmy asked as| came back insde and took a seet at the table next to him. He held
aspoon in one chubby fist, and was sticking it repeatedly into a cup of peach yogurt.

"Alliewent to school,” | said. "Daddy went to work."
"Mommy go to work?'

"Asamatter of fact, yes." | took the spoon (amazed that this didn't prompt a huge tantrum) and aimed a
bite of yogurt toward his mouth. "Does Timmy want to go to school like Allie?!

"No," he said, giving me the puppy-dog eyes and shaking his head hard enough that there was no way
the yogurt was going to makeit ingde. "No school.” A little-boy-lost whine had crept into hisvoice, and
my heart twisted in my chest. Stay firm, | told mysdlf. It's only temporary. Thousands of kids arein day
care every day without detriment to the kid or the parent.

Sill...

| kept aperky smile plastered on my face. "No school ?' | asked, feigning amazement. "But school is
great! You'll get to play with messy thingslike paint, and you'll make al sorts of friends. And songs,” |
sad, pulling out al the stops. "1 bet they sing "Happy and Y ou Know It' a school dl thetime.”

"No, Momma," he said. He shook his head once more. " You go to schoal."

"Wish that | could, kiddo." | fed him the last spoonful of yogurt, then got a paper towel to wipe the bulk
of hisbreskfast off his chin, thetable, and the floor. "Would you giveit ashot?' | asked. "For Mommy?
School sounds pretty exciting to me. Lots of fun, and you get to play games.”

Since | had the spoon, he stabbed his finger into the yogurt, then proceeded to draw aline of goop on
the tabletop. Come on, Tim, | mentaly urged. Say yes and make Mommy feel less guilty.

"Buddy?' | asked. "What do you say?'

"Okay, Mommy." He sounded much perkier than he had only moments before, and | wondered if in his
little two-year-old brain, he was already off on some other topic. | wasn't about to ask, though. His
blessng (such that it was) assuaged my guilt, and | headed into the living room to pack up our things.

Timwas histypicd cheery sdf the entire ride to the day care center. | plastered on a happy face, told him
thiswas his schoal, then proceeded to list off al the wonderful and exciting things held do that day. He
eyed mewarily, my only cluethat he might be less than keen on this plan the thumb that went
automaticaly into his mouth.

| got out and walked around the car to let him out. He was sitting there, quietly sucking away, when | did
the door open. "Y ou're going to have so much fun at school,” | said. "Aren't you, buddy?'

The thumb emerged, followed by abrief nod and an "Okay, Mommy." | called that avictory, then
proceeded to unstrap him from the car seet. | helped him down, then held his hand as we walked inside.
Sofar, al waswall.

| found Nadine behind areception counter. 1'd called her from the road and begged to start Timmy today
instead of tomorrow. She promised to arrangeit al, and sure enough, as soon as| arrived, she passed
me avariety of papersto sign and asked for the balance due on the month'stuition. Timmy behaved
throughout this entire process. But the moment | handed over the check, he started to howl. It may have
taken him awhileto figure out exactly what was going on here, but now that hed clued in, he was having
none of it.



"No," he howled. "No school. No, no school. Go home. Go. Home.™ Big tearsrolled down his cheeks,
and | tried to get agrip, reminding mysdf that thiswas for his own good—without day care, demons
might take over the town, and then where would we be?

| felt my cheeksflame, embarrassment battling with an dmost physical need to pick up my child and
cuddle him. Nadine, of course, had seen this before, and she passed Tim atoy truck from her desk, a
the same time offering me areassuring smile. "Hell bein the Explorers classroom with Miss Sdlly.
They're on the playground right now. | bet that will help Tim get over hisfirg-day jitters”

Asit turned out, she was right. After afew more minutes of clinging and shouting "No, Momma, no!" at
thetop of hislungs, Tim discovered the sandbox and soon settled in to shove abeach worth's of sand
next to alittle boy in Bob the Builder overdls.

Nadine tapped my arm. "We should head back inside while he's occupied.” | nodded, but didn't move.
My heart was dl twisted in my chest, and my stomach hurt. How could | leave? What kind of amother
was|?

A mother who needs to stop a High Demon from raising an army and killing off the population of
San Diablo, | answered mysdlf.

At the moment, though, as | |eft my baby in the care of strangers, that really didn't seem good enough.

| worked off my guilt sparring with Cutter. We started with afew basic stretches, but quickly moved on
to the full medl dedl, focusing on jabs and crosses, parrying kicks and quartering, and my
favorite—spinning back kicks.

Thistime Cutter was ready for me, and | had to work my tail off just to keep from getting pummeled. |
gl fully intended to nail him. | just needed to find the right opportunity.

"Youregood," | said, parrying an expertly executed cross-behind sidekick. "1 cameto theright place.”
"I'm motivated,” he said. "Can't get shown up by askirt twice.”
"A skirt? Who are you, Phillip Marlowe?"

"Think of me asyour worgt nightmare, sweetheart,” he said, in afull-on Humphrey Bogart voice. |
laughed, and he used my distraction to lash out and send me sprawling. "Concentration, Connor. Gotta
work on concentration.”

| glared a him from my ignominious position on themat. "I'll keep that in mind,” | said. | reeched ahand
up, and he took it, more than happy to help meto my feet. Sucker. | yanked him down, leaping up ashe
took my place on thefloor.

"Not bad," he said from his new perspective.
"I've dtill got afew tricks"
He climbed to hisfeet and looked me up and down. "Y eah, | think you do."

| tried to stand there under his scrutiny without wincing. Not easy. I'm pretty sure every inch of my body
was bruised (al the more reason to avoid romantic encounters with my husband, at least during the
daylight hours) and | hated fedling on display. "Weve till got agood forty-five minutes,” | said. "You



aren't quitting on meyet, areyou?'

Hisgrin was dow and confident. Y ou're not getting off that easy, Connor.” He held hisarm out, wrist
bent, as he waggled hisfingers, Matrix style. "Y ou ready?’

"Always" | sid.

We covered the basic territory for the rest of the hour, giving me the chance to practice avariety of
moves, both offensive and defensive. By the time wefinished, | waswishing I'd let Stuart talk meinto
putting a hot tub in our backyard. But soreas| was, | felt pretty damn cocky. Even after dl theseyears|
gl had some pretty good moves.

Breathless, | dug atowd out of my duffel bag and draped it around my neck.

"Y ou done good,” Cutter said. "l guess|I'll see you and your kid tomorrow." He took agulp of Gatorade
and wiped hismouth. "It'll be atrip showing the classwhat you've got."

| shook my head. "Tomorrow, you're going to find asignificantly less skilled Kate. Blow my cover, and |
promiseyoull pay for it the next morning.”

"| consder mysdlf warned." He stared at me for amoment, and in hiseyes| saw ahint of the naval
officer he used to be. "Y ou ever going to tell me your story?"' he asked.

"Don't hold your breath," | said. And when he smiled, | knew that Cutter wouldn't hold my secrets
against me. | dso knew that he'd keep trying to figure me out.

Theideaof gtting in the cathedra basement with hundreds of pages il to review lacked apped, but |
knew | had to do it. At the sametime | was curious about Eddie, even though Larson had assured methe
retired Hunter wouldn't be an asset. In the end, procrastination and curiosity won out over bugs and
responsbility, and | caled Larson's chambers from the car to let him know | was coming.

Since his clerk told me he'd be on the bench for at least another hour, | decided to use that timeto run
errands, pretending dl the while that my lifewasjust as normal and mundane asit had dways been. | hit
the dry cleaners, bank, and post office, then decided to go ahead and buy Allie's cell phone before
heading toward the government complex.

By thetime| parked, | felt good. Centered. My Hunter life had snuck back up on me, true, but that
didn't mean my family wouldn't have cash, slamps, or freshly pressed clothes.

I've been to the complex dozens of timesto meet Stuart for lunch, but he worked in the county attorney's
office, and Judge Larson was in the courthouse. | got a bit turned around, and ended up in Stuart's part
of the complex.

| was just about to pop my head into an office and ask directionswhen | heard Stuart'svoice. | froze.

"I have the proposed zoning changes on my desk," he was saying, his voice growing louder ashe
approached the corner. | darted into thefirst office | saw, my heart pounding wildly. | had no reason to
be down there. What would | tell Stuart if | saw him?1 hadn't even told him about Timmy's day care yet.
| could hardly explain alunchtime encounter with Judge Larson.

| kept my ear pressed to the closed door, listening as footsteps approached, then receded. Only when |
could hear nothing did | let mysdf breathe again.



"Excuse me?' avoice behind me asked. "May | help you?'

| spun around, feeling incredibly foolish, even more so when | saw the woman behind the reception desk
saring a me, concern al over her face.

"Areyou okay?' From her tone, | think she thought | was running from aderanged killer. Either that, or |
was the deranged killer and | was running from the cops.

"Sorry," | said. "My boss. I'm not supposed to be taking abreak. | didn't want him to see me.”

Considering | was wearing stretchy yoga pants, sneakers, and aplain blue T-shirt, I'm surprised this
approach worked.

The girl didn't question me, though (perhaps she smply wanted me gone), and | dipped back out the
door and into the hall. It was only after I'd gone five pacesthat | redized | till had no ideawhereto find
Larson.

After afew morefadse starts, | found someoneto ask, and arrived at Larson's courtroom just as he was
finishing up abunch of pretrid rigmarole. | went and sat on the wooden seetsin the galleys, watching him
rule on the various motions and objections. Hard to believe the same man was my alimentatore. That
just last night he'd destroyed a demon.

Thelast pair of attorneysfinished battling it out (metaphoricaly speaking), and the bailiff did the"al risg"
thing. | caught Larson's eye as he stood to leave, and he nodded at me, the movement amost
imperceptible. As soon as he'd disappeared into his chamber, | approached the bailiff. Lessthan aminute
later | was escorted back into the hallway.

Compared to the pristine, awe-inspiring federa courtroom, the backroom areawas downright bland.
Larson's office kicked it up a notch—a huge mahogany desk, matching credenza, framed gold photos,
and even aWaterford dish filled with hard candy—Dbut even that room was so piled with papers and
briefsthat he had to clear achair off just so | had someplaceto sit. At least now | knew why he had no
time to schlep through buggy boxeswith me.

"Y ou want to know more about Eddie," he said, asmall smile playing around his mouth.
| shrugged. "What can | say? I'm persistent.”

"One of your finest qudities," hesaid. "I told you he was infirm, but the more | think about it, the morel
think you may aswell talk to him. It certainly can't hurt, and you being a Hunter might bring him out of his
funk." He spread his hands. "Perhaps Eddie will have insight, perhaps he won't. But it can't hurt to try,
right?'

"Sure," | said. From the way he described the old man, | wasn't going to get my hopes up.

Larson moved around his desk to lean againgt it in front of me, hisforehead creased. "By theway, how is
Stuat?'

"He'sfine. Wasn't crazy about being nursemaided to degath, but helll survive. Oncel washed away dl the
dried blood, there redly wasn't much under there except afew nicks and scratches.”

"When he drove up, you were on the verge of telling me what you'd discovered in the archives.”

| stifled asnort of derisve laughter. ™Y ou mean what | didn't find. There are eighty million boxes down
there, all crammed full of paper and uncataloged gifts. Therésatiny bit of organization, but it'sgoing to



take me awhileto get my bearings.”" | gave him the rundown of what I'd done so far, such that it was. |
amogt told him | was going to let Laura help me out, too, but in the end | held my tongue. I'd broken
rulesby dragging her in, and | didn't redlly want to admit my qguilt. If Lauradiscovered something
amazing, then I'd tell him. In the meantime, | figured ignorance was bliss.

Larson rubbed his chin, obvioudy processing the information. "'l see your problem. The IRS lists provide
some help, but the playing field istill large.”

"And teeming with bugs,” | added.

"| can't do anything about the vermin, but I've been doing some research on my end, and | think | may be
able to narrow your search.”

"Grest," | sad. "How?'

"Apparently, the monk whose cell was the most destroyed was Brother Michagl "
"Should that mean something to me?"

"No, but Brother Michae! isthe monk who committed suicide.”

"Thatisinteresting,” | said. "1 still can't figure out why amonk would commit suicide.” | wastalking more
to mysdlf than Larson, and | answered myself, too. "He wouldn't. Not unless held lost hisfaith or
believed it wasfor the greater glory of God. Or if the death was indirect and he wasn't redlly looking to
kill himself. Like someone running into a burning building to save a baby, even though he knows he
probably won't get out.” | met Larson's eyes. " Or someone running who leaps from a building to escape

demons, perhaps?’
"Most likely," he agreed.

"Or maybe it was more proactive,” | said. "What if the thing Goramesh was looking for wasn't in hiscell?
And what if the monk was afraid held reved thelocation if he were tortured?”

"And s0 hekilled himsdlf rather than reved it?' Larson frowned thoughtfully. "Possble. Definitey
possble”

"Yeah," | said, warming to the idea. "The demon tortured him, and Brother Michadl broke, reveding San
Diablo. But rather than spill therest of it, he threw himself from the window."

"Very good," Larson said, nodding dowly. "Yes, yes, | believe you're on to something.”

| sighed, proud and frustrated all at the sametime. "Not enough. We dready knew it wasin San Diablo,
and we're not any closer to knowing what it is”

"Patience, Kate. When you next review the archives, keep an eye out for donations from Italy. Or
anything that could have a connection to Brother Michad."

"Right," | said, making amental list. Benedictine, Florence, monagteries. I'd try to find out the monk's
family name, and Lauracould try to track down relativesin Cdifornia, or seeif Brother Michadl had any
connection to Larnaca, or that cathedral in Mexico. Y ou never knew. "At least we have alittle bit more
of aplan.” | ill didn't relish the detective end, but at least | could see sometiny bit of progress.

He glanced at hiswatch. "We should wrap thisup. | have astatus conferencein acrimina case schedule
infifteen minutes.”



"Sure," | said. "No problem. But you haven't told me where Eddieisyet.”

"Of course, of course," he said. "He's currently living out his days at the Coastal Mists Nursing Home."
Something flashed across hisface. Worry, perhaps?"'| hope helll be of some help, but we shouldn't get
our hopes up. My understanding isthat on abad day he makes no sense, and on agood day herattles
on about decapitating demonsin hisyouth. The gaff thinks he's crazy.” Larson met my eyes. "I'm more
inclined to think he has Alzheimer'sand isreliving hisglory days."

| didn't say anything, but | felt oddly defeated. Larson had aready told me Eddie was feeble, so nothing
had changed in that regard, but now another worry nagged a me—would that be me one day? Alone at
the end of my days, senile and yammering on about my escapadeswith Eric?

No. | had afamily. | had kids. | had a husband who loved me. Unlike Eddie Lohmann, | wasn't done. |
closed my eyesthen and said asilent prayer for Eddie. I'd never met the man, but still we shared abond.

I'd pay him avigit. It was, after al, theleast | could do.

Chapter Fourteen

| stopped by Laura's before heading to Coastal Mists and found her perched at her kitchen table, her
laptop open, her fingerstapping at her keyboard. | moved to stand behind her and found myself Iooking
down at the Web ste for the Larnacatourist bureau.

"I'm trying to impress you with my resourcefulness,” she said. "How am | doing so far?"
"Not bad."

"Good. Because the only location you told me about was Larnaca, so after this, I'm stumped. Although |
did do some research on the cathedral earlier thismorning.”

I'd begun to read over her shoulder (the site raved about Larnaca's easygoing pace coupled with its
fascinating links to the ancient past), but at that | looked up. "St. Mary's Cathedrd ?'

"Y eah. Since you said that Goramesh islooking here now, | figured | could start by researching the
cathedra."

"Pretty interesting history, don't you think?" | asked. "Did you read about the saints ashes used in the
mortar?"'

| could practically see her facefal. "Y ou dready knew about that? | thought 1'd be telling you something

"Sorry. Old news. That'swhy Eric and | used to think thistown had so few demons.” | snorted. "So
much for that theory."

"Well, demon-free or not, the cathedral sure hasalot of tragedy.”
"What do you mean?"

"Five of the origind missionarieswere murdered. Martyred | guessisthe word. They were burned on
individud pyres. Just horrific stuff."



"Wow," | said. "l had noidea."
"Redly?" She brightened considerably. "Y ou redlly didn't know?"
"I redly didnt. Tel me"

"Well, the yuck part was that they were burned, but the fascinating part isthat the cathedra till hastheir
remains. The church kept the ashesin bags, saving them in case any of the martyrs were sainted.”

"I've seen them,” | said, remembering the coffee-sized bagsin the display case. " So, were any of them
sainted?'

She shook her head. "No, but one of them was bestified. That'sthefirst step, right?”

| nodded. "I doubt any of that's helpful to us, though. The martyrs are part of the cathedrd'sformal
collection, so they've been on the Web site forever. Goramesh wouldn't have to sneak around to find
them.”

"Oh." She leaned back, her enthusiasm fading. "At least it makes agood story."

"Comeon, Laura. | haven't even asked you to help yet, and dready you're doing great.” | said al thisin
the same voice | useto tell Alliethat her math homework was going redlly, redly well. Asuneasy asl'd
been about Laurahelping me originally, now | was keen on theidea. | didn't want her to get discouraged
and digtracted, moving on to other more consuming things such as closet reorganizing or dust-bunny

wrangling.
"Yeah, | guess”

"So tell me about this" | said, focusing again on the Web site about Larnaca and sounding more chipper
than | felt.

"l just pulled it up,” shesaid. "I haven't even read it yet mysdf.”

"Look," | said, noticing a paragraph in the middle of the page. "It saysthat Larnacais where Lazarus
lived."

"Risng-from-the dead L azarus?'
"I think so0." | leaned over her and pointed to alink labeled Placesto See. "Click there.”
Shedid, and alist of tourist attractions came up.

"There" | said. "Lazarus cameto Larnaca after he was resurrected, and a church was built on the spot
where his remains were said to be found.”

"A church," Laurarepeated. "Do you think that's where the shrine was? The one that was
Spray-painted?’

"Could be, | guess."
"But what's the connection to Mexico or Italy? Or to San Diablo, for that matter?'

"I don't know." | chewed on the side of my lip, then paced her kitchen as an idea started to form. "Both
the demons that attacked me talked about an army rising. So maybe the desecration of the shrine and the
various cathedralsis symbolic. Jesus and Lazarus rose through the power of God, and the demons are



going to rise through the power of Satan?' 1t sounded like a B-movie plot, but it wasthe only ideal had.
"Maybe," Laurasaid. She sounded as dubious as me.
"Thisisdl sofrugrating,” | said. "And what does any of it have to do with bones?

"Could be symbolic, too. Y ou know, like 'Dem bones gonnarise again.' " Laura's voice was sngsong. |
just stared at her. She exhaled. "The song,” she said. ™Y ou know."

| didn't know, and told her as much.
"Didn't you go to church camp?"

Obvioudy Laura hadn't completely assmilated my description of my childhood. "I lived at the Vtican,
Laura" | sad. "Therewasn't alot of Snging around the campfire going on.”

"Right. Sure. Of course." She laughed nervoudy. Thiswas going to take awhile for her to get her head
around. " So, | guess you probably didn't St around with the other Hunterstelling ghost stories, huh?”

"Surewedid,” | said. "Only they weren't stories. They were object lessonsin how to survive." | could il
vividly remember how Eric and Katrinaand Devin and | would huddle in the alcove between the boys
and girls dorms. We'd share our own escapades along with any other stories we'd picked up from ol der,
more experienced Hunters. Like Allie now did at her dumber parties, wed stay up into the wee hours
talking. But we weren't doing it for fun. It waswork. Survival. Knowledge, after dl, is power.

"Y our childhood sucked," she sad.

"Pretty much." But even though | said the words with fedling, apart of me knew that—given the
choice—I wouldn't have lived my life any other way.

"I can seewhy you retired early,” she said. "Probably extended your life expectancy by decades.”

| didn't answer. Thoughts of Eric spilled into my head. Retiring hadn't saved him. Degth had wanted him,
and it had taken him. And even with dl of Eric'sfighting skills, when it was histime, held ill lost the
battle.

"...you okay?'
| shook my heed, dispdling my thoughts. "What?'
"| asked if you were okay?"

"Fine" | said. | moved to the table and grabbed my purse. "'I've got some more information you can plug
into Google," | said. "Want to come with me to see Eddie Lohmann?1'll give you the rundown on the

way."
Her browsrose. "Come with you? Redl sdekick stuff? | wouldn't missit for the world.”

"Don't get usedtoit,” | said, giving her astern glare. I'm pretty sure, though, that my smile destroyed the
effect.

As soon aswe were on the road, | relayed my conversation with Larson, giving her al the key wordsto
plug into her next search, and telling her in particular about Brother Michadl. | dso told her what Larson
had said about Eddie's condition.



"That'sashame,” shesad. "l was hoping you'd have some help.”
"l haveyou,” | said.

"I was thinking more dong the lines of help that wouldn't squed like agirl and run the other way at the
sght of a spider, much lessademon.” Her smile, however, told me how pleased she was by the
comment. "'So wheré's the turnoff?'

We spent the next ten minutestrying to find the poorly marked driveway for Coastd MistsNursing
Home and Eddie Lohmann. | pushed thoughts of Lauraand the cathedra and Lazarus out of my head,
my attention focused solely on my newly founded Adopt a Geriatric Hunter program.

"So what exactly arewe doing here?' Lauraasked as| pulled into one of the many empty parking
gpaces. | had the feding the residents of Coastal Mists weren't inundated with visitors.

"I'm not exactly sure.” If he had al hismarbles, | wanted to run the Situation by Eddie and get hisopinion.
But the Goramesh problem notwithstanding, | just wanted to meet Eddie. | didn't know the man, and yet
| dready felt aconnection to him. Mdancholy mixed with nogtagia, I'm sure. There were no other
Huntersin my life. Eddie wasaHunter. Ergo, I'd latched on.

Pretty trangparent pop psychology, but sometimes the most obvious answer redly isthetruth.

Theentirefront of the building was landscaped, with native plantslining the walkway, giving the place the
externa gppearance of afine hotel. The moment we stepped inside, theillusion faded, replaced by a
hollow, antiseptic scent, asif the home's administrators were trying just alittle too hard to hide the fact
that there was dying going on here.

| realized I'd stopped in the foyer and was hugging mysdlf. Besde me, Lauradidn't seem the least bit
perturbed. Mentally, | chastised mysdlf. I'd seen dl sorts of death and fought al sorts of demons. If the
scent of anursing home didn't bother Laura, | sure as heck wasn't going to let it bother me.

The hallway opened up into alarge foyer, thefoca point of which was around nursing station that
gpparently doubled as areception desk. A woman in an old-fashioned nursing uniform, complete with
starched white hat, greeted uswith athin smile. "Can | help you?' she asked abruptly, even before we'd
completely approached the desk.

Her tone caught me by surprise, and | Sarted. | caught Lauras gaze, and her eyes widened a bit, letting
me know that it wasn't just my imagination. | chalked it up to PMS and plowed on. "We're here to see
Eddie Lohmann. Can you tell mewhat room he'sin?"

She stared at mefor so long | began to wonder if there was something gross on my face. | wasjust about
to ask again (I am nothing if not optimistic) when she peered a me over the rim of her half-glasses and
sniffed.

"Y our name, please?' She shoved aregistry in my direction.

"Kate Connor,” | said. "And thisis LauraDupont.” | Sarted to Signiin.

"Relatives?'

"By marriage,” | said, not missing abest as | scrawled my name and Laurasin the gppropriate column.

| glanced at Lauralong enough to see her brows rise dmost imperceptibly. Then | pushed the registry
back toward Nurse Ratchet. Her lips pursed as she read our names, then she lifted her chin and surveyed



me once again through narrowed eyes. | was beginning to fee downright paranoid, and | can't say |
particularly enjoyed the sensation.

"By marriage,”" she repesated.

"He'srelated to my husband,” | said, the lie coming naturdly. "Why? Isthere a problem?”
"Vigting hoursfor nonrdativesend in five minutes. If you're family—"

"Weare" | sadfirmly.

| expected her to argue, but instead she raised a hand and a twenty-something girl in a candy-striper
uniform came trotting over, her name tag introducing her as Jenny. " See these ladies to the mediaroom.
They'reviditing Mr. Lohmann.” To us, she said, "I'm surprised we haven't seen you here before.”

"A long story," | said. "Wejust found out that Eddie was here.”

"Hmmm. Well, | hope you have better luck with him than we do." And with that cryptic remark, she
returned her attention to the papers on her desk, leaving Lauraand meto follow our candy striper down
along, dim halway.

Most of the doorswere open, and as| peered into the rooms, | could see twin beds and various other
bits of furniture and persona belongings. The rooms reminded me of the tiny monk cellsthat had doubled
asdorm roomsin my youth, and | wondered if in some way Eddie hadn't comefull circle.

| noticed that most of the rooms were empty, and when | asked our guide, she explained that most of the
residents were in the television parlor, which happened to be where we were going. "I'm so glad you're
hereto vidgt him," Jenny said. "He never getsvistorsand it's such ashame."

"How long has he been here?’

"About three months. At first he wasredlly disoriented, but | think he's starting to get used to the place. A
little clearer, you know?"

"That'sgreat,” | said, but my mind was elsawhere. "Weird that the Vatican had just learned he was here.
At thevery least, | was surprised the diocese didn't send avolunteer around to chat with him and a priest
to give Communion.”

| didn't have time to ponder those things, however, because wed arrived. The hallway opened out into a
second foyer that | presumed had been a secondary entrance at one time but now obvioudy served as
the famous mediaroom. Two threadbare couches sat in front of asmall television currently displaying
Jerry Springer in grainy black-and-white. What was this? The Dark Ages?

The residents sprawled on the two couches, and the old man at the end kept shouting 'Y ou tell ‘em,
Jerry!" at the television. The other two didn't even flinch, and | took a guess that this was considered
normal behavior in these parts. In addition, the room sported two card tables (surrounded by four old
men playing cards, one of whom wastrailing an 1V rack) and asingle rocking chair. A blue-haired lady
with ahump in her back stood by the rocker, methodically whapping the end of her cane againgt the thigh
of the old man seated there as she mumbled incoherently. (As| circled around, | realized the cause of the
mumbling—she'd removed her teeth. The old man just ignored her, eyes glued to the television.)

| leaned closer to Jenny. "Which oneis Eddie?"

"DEMONS"



| jumped, then identified the howler asthe same old man who'd been egging Jerry on. Now hewas
shaking hisfigt at the television screen. | looked in that direction and had to admit his assessment had
some merit. The kid Jerry wasinterviewing had so many pins and tattoos that he looked like something
out of a Hellraiser movie

"THEY'RE EVERYWHERE. IN OUR TELEVISIONS. UNDER OUR BEDS. IN MY RICE
KRISPIES. SNAP CRACKLE, THEY SAY. SNAP CRACKLE!" He whipped out a spritzer bottle
and took am, spraying fine mist toward the television, but maostly only dampening Jenny, who was dowly
moving toward him.

Lauratook astep backward. | grabbed her arm. She'd volunteered, after al. And | wasn't too keen on
facing Eddie by mysdlf. (And, yeah, for asecond | considered backing out, too. But I'd cometo see
Eddie, and see him, | would.)

"Hush, now, Mr. Lohmann. We can hear you without shouting.”" Jenny crouched in front of him as|
inched sdeways, wanting to get alook at hisface.

The man was eighty-five if hewas aday, with agrizzled face that seemed as gray as the unkempt bush of
hair on his head. Hislips had disappeared with age, and the untrimmed gray mustache he sported seemed
to float unanchored on hisface. His skin wastimeworn and leathery, and now that | saw hisface, | knew
| would have recognized Eddie Lohmann without Jenny's help. This man had fought battles. Fought and
won. Now, | wondered if he was fighting hisfirst losing bettle.

His chin lifted suddenly, and he peered at me from under droopy lids. | could see enough of hiseyes,
though, to see the intelligence under there. Eddie Lohmann might be strange, but 1'd lay odds he wasn't
senile. Not yet.

"Who'sthat one?" he asked, talking to Jenny, but nodding to me.
"She'shereto vist you," Jenny said. "Can't you be nice?’
His nose twitched. "Is she ademon?’

The other residents looked up from their various activities and peered a me. | stood up straighter and
fought the urge to adjust my blouse.

Jenny sighed, then rolled her eyes toward me, which pretty much clued mein to what she thought of the
whole demon thing. | took heart that his rantings went unheeded. Still, | didn't like the idea that Eddie
was spouting off to the residents and Staff.

Jenny was still focused on Eddie, her manner calm and patient. " She's not ademon. There aren't any
demons, remember? We use holy water in the mop bucket. They can't walk on our floors." Thistime she
gaveawink in my direction.

"Damn dastardly demons,” Eddie mumbled. He looked up a me, his eyes eagle sharp as he crooked a
bony finger. "Y ou there. Come here."

Behind me, | heard Lauratake afew steps backward, her desire to get out of there so thick | could
amost fed it. | moved forward dowly, then speeded up the moment one of the other men (who'd stayed
quiet during Eddie's entire tirade) shouted at meto quit blocking the television before he took a caneto
me. Nice man. Not exactly the grandfatherly type.

| stopped in front of Eddie and let him take alook at me. He fumbled apair of haf-glasses out of afront
shirt pocket and put them on. As Jenny backed off, | stood like a statue, waiting for some signa from



him.
"l don't know you," hefindly said. He pointed abony finger. " Get thee hence, Satan's harlot!”

| bristled and gtifled the urge to defend my reputation. | shot aglance a Laura, and she shrugged. Eddie
had returned his attention to the television. | waited for acommercid, then tried again.

"Mr. Lohmann?'

Helooked up at me, no recognition at dl in hiseyes. "Areyou anew onethey'retrying?’ Hiseyes
narrowed as he smacked hislips. "Y ou won't get anything from me."

"My namesKate," | said, trying for soft and reassuring. | gestured across the room to where Laura had
faded into acorner. "That's Laura. We cameto vist with you."

He kept his attention on me, not even bothering to look Lauras direction. "Are you one of them?' He
seemed grandfatherly, and yet therewas anicy edgein hiseyes, and I'd noticed that his muscles had
tightened as | approached, asif he till had the power to defend himsalf should | attack.

He crooked hisfinger again, urging me even closer. | bent down, not at al surprised when hisnogtrils
flared. "My breath okay?' | asked.

He snorted. "Could befaking," he said. Then he reached into his pocket, pulled out his bottle, and
sprayed me straight in the face. | sputtered and wiped my eyes, probably rubbing mascara everywhere.

He sat back, obvioudy satisfied. "Youll do,” he said. "Unless you're working for them." He leaned
forward, peering a me.

"I'mnot,” | said, fighting another wave of indignation.

He stared & mefor so long, | feared held forgotten again and we'd haveto sart al over. Findly he
spoke. "What do you want?'

| glanced around at the other residents. Thiswasn't exactly the best place. "I was hoping to talk to you.
Do you think we could go somewhere?"

Hewaved at thetdlevision, hisexpresson turning surly. " Jerry Sporinger . Five minutes.”

| started to argue, redlized that would do no good whatsoever, then perched myself on the arm of the
couch right next to him. For the next five minutes| watched the wrap-up and Jerry'sfina words (we all
need to try to redly listen to one another, in case you were wondering). Trueto hisword, as soon asthe
program ended, Eddie hoisted himsdlf up with the help of an ornately carved cane, then started shuffling
toward the back of the room. | followed, slently urging Lauraaong, and ignoring Eddiesingruction to
"Get amove on there, girls”

Sincewewere moving at glacia speed, it took another five minutesto makeit thefifty or so yardsto
Eddie'sroom. Once we got there, | closed the door and Eddie sank down into adingy gray recliner that
| have afedling started out some other color.

"Have we met?' he asked, his eyes unfocused. "Whered you come from?"

"Wejust met inthere" | said patiently. "1 work for Forza." I'm not sure what kind of reaction | expected,
but | didn't get anything. Not ablink, not atwitch, not even anervoustic. Hejust stared at me, then
camly turned toward Laura.



IIHWI
"A friend. Not aHunter. But she knows."

Hisfingersinched toward the spritzer now peeking out of his breast pocket, but then he paused. His eyes
narrowed as helooked a me. "Y ou vouch for her?"

"Withmy life" | sad.
The fingers moved away, and he clasped hishandsin hislap. "She can stay.”

| wasn't sure what to say then. 1'd come to meet thisretired Hunter, but what did | reglly want from him?
Now that I'd met him, my mind was blank and | stood there, fedling a bit like the star of one of those
naked dreams—standing unclothed onstage while everyone waited for meto sing an ariaor perform
meagnificent acrobetic feats.

"Did you cometo kill them?" he asked. "1 would. But the old body just doesn't work right anymore.”
"Kill them," | repeated. "Kill who?"

"Demons,”" he said as the door opened to revea anurse decked out in teddy-bear scrubs. "There are
demons everywhere."

"Now, Mr. Lohmann,” she said, "don't go starting up with that again.” She was baancing atray of lunch
dishes, and as| watched, she moved expertly to the table and did the tray on.

"He'sa Demon Hunter, you know," she said to me, her voice both conversationa and condescending.
"Oh," | said gupidly. "How nice."

The nurselooked up from her tray and winked at me. "Well, we think so. Such an interesting career. And
the stories hetells. | mean, redly. He's certainly had some adventures.”

She crossed the room to Eddie and turned the light on beside his chair. In the harsh illumination he
seemed smaller somehow, hisfeatures shriveled, asif the light had somehow stolen his energy. "Haveyou
seen any demonstoday, Eddie?”

"They're everywhere," he said, but hisvoice lacked the conviction it had earlier with me.

"Well, then, I'd better refill your holy water,” she said. "We wouldn't want any getting in here when you
aren't looking."

As| watched, she grabbed hislittle bottle, winked a me, then headed into the bathroom. | heard the
water running, then she returned and tucked the bottle back into his pocket. "There you go. That should
keep those nasty demons away."

"Good Méelinda," he said. "Y ou're the only one here who's good to me."
"Do you do that for him every day?' | asked.

"Oh, sure" shesad. "Otherwise, the demons might get him."

"She understands,” Eddie says. "Mélindabelievesme."

"Right now, though, it'stime for your medicine." Sheturned to me. "Areyou going to visit much longer?1



canwait if you want. The meds make him pretty loopy."
"That'sokay," | said. "Wewerejust leaving." Not entirely true, but | did need to get moving.

She shook a handful of multicolored pills out of atiny paper cup, then handed them to Eddie, who took
them without question. He popped the pills dry with one hand, holding out his other arm for theinjection
that Meindawas administering. As soon as she withdrew the needle, his head lolled back. Almost
ingantly | could see the tenson drain from his body.

"Eddie?"
Helooked up a me, but the Eddie Lohmann I'd met in the television room was gone.
"|-don't-know-you," he said, hiswords durring together in one big jumble of sound. "Do-1-know-you?"

"Wejust met," | said gently. "But welll come back later.” It didn't matter what | said. He was aready
drifting off to deep.

Lauraand | followed Mdinda out of the room. "What's with the medicine cabinet?' | asked.

Mélindas cheeksflamed. "Oh, gally," shesaid. "Y ou heard him. It's demon this and vampire that dl the
timeif we don't load him up with drugs. He went too long today, actually, because he spit out his pills.
That'swhy Dr. Parker ordered the injection.” She leaned closer. "It'skindacreepy. | think heredly
believesal of that."

"Noway," | said, trying hard to keep my face Sraight.

"No, truly,” shesaid. "I don't think he's like dangerous or anything, but—" She cut hersdlf off, her
forehead crinkling.

"But whet?'

"Actudly, maybe heis. Once he totaly jumped another resdent. And the poor guy had just had a
massive coronary the night before. It was a scene. There's Eddie legping on Sam, and hewas going at
him with this tongue depressor and trying to shoveit into his eye. Took two orderlies and Mrs. Tabor to
get him off."

"Wow," | said."You saw al that?"
"Yeah. Gave methewillies."
"How's Sam?" Laura asked.

"Great," she said. "Can you believe? Two days after aheart attack and he discharged himsdlf. Said he
was going to get an gpartment in Sun City."

| fought agrimace. Unless| missed my guess, Sam was the codger who'd flown through my window and
was now cooling his hedsin the county dump. " Sam discharged himsdlf?" | asked. "He could do that?"

"Oh, sure” shesad. "Theresdentshere are dl voluntary. It's not like they're committed or anything.
Mogt just don't have anyplace elseto go or their families can't take care of them. Specia needsand dl. |
mean, like Eddie. What if you took him home and he decided you were ademon or something?' She
cocked her head as shelooked at me. "Y ou said you're family, right?"

"Absolutdy,” | sad.



"Hard to see afamily member spiral down likethat,” she said. "1 redlly sympathize." She shook her head.
"Demons,”" she said with asnort. "Asif."

| dropped Lauraback at her house before heading on to the cathedral. We didn't talk. | think both of us
were thinking about Eddie, stuck in that nursing home, keeping awatchful eye out for demonsin hisRice
Krispies.

Thething was, | believed him. (Wdl, not about the ceredl.) Especidly after the Sam story, I'd be stupid
not to. But what could | do? If any of the old people I'd seen had been inhabited by Goramesh's minions,
then we probably didn't have much to worry about in the fate-of -the-world department—none of them
had seemed particularly interested in aHunter's presence on the premises. If anything, they'd seemed
moreinterested in five-card draw and Jerry Springer . Not my choice of programming, but hardly
demonic.

| was till buried deep in my Eddie thoughts as | pulled open the heavy wooden doors leading into the
cathedral. 1'd expected silence, but a creaking sound echoed through the room, and as | listened, |
recognized it as the sound of adoor swinging on rusty hinges. | couldn't see anyone, but | assumed
Father Ben was coming out of the sacristy, and | increased my pace to catch up to him. | wanted to get
his thoughts on narrowing my search of the records. (Anything to shorten my time in the basement
archives!) But as my silent companion stepped out from behind the partition, | stopped cold. Not Father
Ben—Suart.

| froze, guilt swelling. He had to be herelooking for me. And when he found me without Timmy... well, |
was going to have to come clean or come up with afancy fabrication. Not inclined to do either, |
dropped to one knee, my head down as| genuflected. Then | moved into a pew, toed down the kneeler
and put my head in my hands, the very image of a pious woman deep in prayer. With any luck, he
wouldn't notice me,

His footsteps increased, histempo hurried, and he headed down the steps off the sanctuary and then
down theade. After amoment | heard the heavy clunk of the door falling shut behind him.

| stayed inthat pogition. At first my mind was blank, but then | think | sank into prayer, thanking God for
not letting Stuart notice me, for kegping my secret safe until | was ready to share it with my family, for

keeping me dive despite my—

A hand closed on my shoulder and | screamed, my voicerilling the cathedra with as much power asthe
Sunday morning cantor'sdid.

"Oh, Kate, I'm so sorry!™
| rdlaxed, my hand reflexively patting my chest. Father Ben. "Father. Sorry. Y ou scared me."

"Please, | should be apologizing. But | wanted to let you know that well be closing the cathedrd early
today and tomorrow, so that the workers can sand the floors. | thought you might want to know so that
your timein thearchivesisn't cut short.”

"Thanks," | said. "'l do gppreciatethat.” | stood, and he followed suit. "I saw that Stuart was down there,"
| said, hoping my voice sounded casud. "Was he looking for me?"

"l don't think so. My understanding is he'sworking on some project of hisown.”

"Oh." Not the answer I'd expected. And | couldn't imagine what interest my less-than-devout husband



could possibly havein musty old church records. "Do you know what?*
"I'm afraid | don't. He made arrangements with the bishop.”

| blinked, getting more and more curious, but | just waved the comment away. "No big ded,” | said. "I'll
ask him tonight.”

We were at the door to the sacristy now, and | tugged it open.

"Since the construction will cut your time short today and tomorrow, would you like for meto arrange
accessfor you Friday evening after thefair?”

"Thefar?' | repeated, suddenly feding like we weren't talking the same language.
"Didn't | seethat you were Sgned up to hep with the parish fair on Friday?"

"Oh, right. Of course." Oops. I'd completdly forgotten. "Y es, if you could keep the archives open late, I'd
very much gppreciateit.” | smiled, hoping | looked charming and helpful as| made amental noteto
myself: figure out what | signed up to do at thefair.

| kept Father Ben detained for afew more minutes as| drilled him about the donations organization. The
answer, unfortunately, was that there really was no organization. What | saw waswheat | got. Which
meant | was back to where I'd started. Thistime, at least, | could try to find some regiona connection.

| settled mysdlf at the table, opened the first box (gingerly, in case of more bugs), and dug back into my
project. An hour later al | had to show for my efforts was a backache. Okay, that wasn't entirely true. |
did learn somethings. | found out, for example, that Cecil Curtiswas Clark Curtissfather, which meant |
was reading documents about Stuart's bosss family. (Which did make the job dightly more interesting.
Basic human nosiness, | guess.) Asl'd discovered yesterday, held left al of hisland (and weretalking a
lot of land) and worldly possessionsto the Church, specificaly excluding his"spouse or issue," alittle fact
that | imagine pissed off Clark (not to mention hismom and siblings).

| learned that Thomas Petrie had won a church-sponsored scholarship and had gone to St. Thomas
Aquinas College. He ended up being famous for his series of books that revolved around a
mystery-solving priest, and after he started to hit the New York Times list regularly, he made frequent
contributions to the Church. Since the donations weren't monetary (one year he gave awooden
Madonna-and-child statute), | assume he was donating things that he'd acquired researching each of his
various books.

| skimmed through the other benefactors, too, but didn't find much of interest. Mike Florence caught my
eye smply because of the Italian town, but from what | could tell, hed donated nothing more interesting
than asix-inch-square gold box with abeautiful carved crucifix affixed to thelid. Thereceipt
accompanied the donation, though, and unless Goramesh was on the hunt for abox sold a Macy'sin the
1950s, then | doubted | was on theright track. (I'll admit | was alittle curious to see the thing, but it was
in acontainer a the bottom of the stack and all the way at the back. That'swhat we in the
archive-reviewing biz cal "geographicaly undesirable.)

With asigh of resignation, | pushed aside the last itemized list. My options now were to review every
single piece of paper in each donor'sfile, or start in on the cool stuff in the boxes. Since | doubted I'd
recognize what | was looking for if | saw it, the smart thing would be to review letters and
correspondence. But | only had a haf-hour I€eft in the basement, my eyes hurt, and | was bored.

Besides, something in my gut told me we were running out of time, and at the moment al | could do was



put my faithin God (and Larson and Laura). | wasin acathedral after dl. If divine inspiration was going
to hit, surely | wasin the right place.

| pulled over thefirst box, but didn't haul it up to the table. It weighed aton. Instead, | kept it by my feet,
then toed off thelid, keeping asafe distance in case aflock of beasties came zipping out.

Nonedid, and | peered down, dismayed to see that the box wasfilled with decaying |easther-bound
Bibles. Thousands of pages, any of which could have anote inscribed on them. And each Bible began
with page after page of family histories scrawled in terrible handwriting that | was going to haveto
decipher.

Oh, joy.

| pulled thefirgt Bible, fighting asneeze as | reminded mysdlf why I'd never sarted afamily Biblefor my
own family—they get old and rotten and decrepit, and then what do you do? If you'rethe Oliveras
family, apparently you donate to the Church so adob like me can wade through the pageslater. And
why not? It'snot like you can dump it in the trash can. Theré'sno Thou Shat Not, but it still seemsto me
that tossing a Bible would score you some serious demerits on your permanent Record.

| managed to decipher the handwriting on the family-tree portions (nothing interesting), then paged dowly
through the book (no handwritten phrases or underlined verses). | paid particular attention to John 11:17,
the chapter and verse about Lazarus, but there didn't appear to be any notes in the margin, any tipped-in
sheets of paper, any messages scrawled with invisibleink. | even inspected every centimeter of the
leather binding, searching for treasure maps hidden in the spine. Nothing. Asfar as| could tell, thiswasa
family Bible and nothing more.

When | put the Bible aside, it was almost four o'clock. The Cathedral was closing, and | needed to get
Timmy. Of course, as soon as | stepped into the real-world, al my real world problemslined up behind
me. While I'd been in the basement, Eddie and Stuart had been forgotten. Now, though, they were front
and center again.

Stuart, | assumed, had areason for going to the cathedra, and had | not done my impression of the
world's most pious Catholic, perhaps he would have noticed me and explained. Since it was stupid to
Speculate, | forced mysdif off the subject. Surdly held tell metonight. And if hedidn'... wel, then I'd just
have to ask.

Eddie was aharder subject. And as| turned into the parking lot a Timmy's schoal, | still didn't know
what to do about him. More, | didn't know why I'd suddenly become obsessed with the idea of doing

anythinga dl.

At the moment, though, Eddie was the least of my problems. Just beyond those doorswas a
two-year-old who (I hoped) hadn't been scarred for life by hisfirst experience in non-parental child care.

| parked the car and got out, redizing only then how much my stomach was churning. I'd kept my cell
phone on dl day with no frantic callsfrom Nadine or Miss Saly. So | knew (hoped) that no horrible
accident had befalen my child.

But it wasn't horrible accidents | wasworried about. | wasterrified of the expresson I'd seein hiseyes
when | picked him up. An expression that said "Where have you been, Mommy, and why did you leave
mewith strangers?' Asa Demon Hunter, | had agreat answer to that. Asamom, | couldn't think of a

thing to say.
"Hedid great,” Nadine said as | passed the reception desk on my way to the Explorers classroom. |



amost stopped and cross-examined her (What is"greet"? Are you just saying that to make mefed
better? Will my son ever forgive mefor dumping him off on you people?), but | fought the urge and
soldiered on.

One nice thing KidSpace doesis put windowsin the doorsto al the classrooms. From amommy
perspective, thisisagood thing, and | took the opportunity to peer in a my little munchkin. There he
was, my little man, playing on the floor with a plastic dump truck, right dongside another little boy, this
one pushing adinosaur in awhed barrow.

He was smiling. He was happy. And from my perspective, thiswas aminor miracle. I'd made agood
decison. My swest little boy wasn't traumatized. He didn't need therapy. He wouldn't runto Oprahiin
twenty years and rat me out. If anything, he seemed to be having agrest time.

Lifewasgood.
| opened the door, held out my armsto him. .. then watched with desperation as Timmy burst into tears.

"Mommamommamomma!l" The truck was forgotten as he raced to me. | caught him on the fly and
scooped him up, hugging him and patting his back. So much for my rampant lauding of my parentd
decisons; thiswas one stressed-out little boy.

"Heredly did finetoday,” Miss Sdlly said as| rubbed circles between his shoulders and murmured
nice-sounding words. "Thisisvery normd."

| believed her (well, | sort of believed her), but that didn't lessen the guilt. | shifted Timmy so that | could
seehisface. "Hey, little man. Y ou ready to go home?"

He nodded, thumb now permanently entrenched in his mouth.
"Did you havefun today?"
Another reluctant nod, but at least it eased my guilt.

"Before you go, though, | need you to sign thisform." Miss Sdly pushed a clipboard toward me. | shifted
Timmy'sweight on my hip and squinted at the preprinted page. " Accident Report.”

"What happened?Ishe hurt?' | looked down a Timmy. "Areyou hurt?’
"No, Mommy," he said. "No biting Cody. No. Biting."
My cheekswarmed. "He bit someone?"

"Just alittle bite," Miss Sdly assured me. "The tooth impression has aready faded, and he and Cody
have been playing together dl afternoon.”

"He bit hard enough to leave amark?' | could hear my voicerise, but | was having trouble getting my
head around this. My son was abiter? My little boy was a problem child?"But Nadine said he did
gredt.”

"Oh, hedid. Truly. Thisisn't that unusua for new students. And it won't be aproblem unlessit happens
again. Or unless Cody's parents complain." She held up ahand. "But they won't. Cody was a biter, too."

Thereit was. That labd. Biter. | had abiter.

After afew more minutes of guilt on my part and reassurance on Saly's part, | sarted to believe that the



day redlly hadn't been atotal disaster. In addition to taking ataste of his schoolmate, Timmy had made
friends, sang songs, and spent afull hour playing with finger paints. What more could atoddler want?

In the end we trotted down the hall hand-in-hand, and as we reached the door, he lifted hislittle face,
and those big brown eyes sucked mein. "I love you, Mommy," he said, and | melted on the spot. He
might be a biter, but he was my baby. "Home, Mommy? We go home?"

"Soon, sport,” | said. "We have one more quick errand.” | hadn't even redized I'd made up my mind until
| said those words, but something about seeing Timmy in the care of others had fueled my decison. |
couldn't leave Eddie dl done. In his condition he might accidentaly blow thelid off Forza, and that was
something | smply couldn't et happen.

Plus, | feared that Eddie was right—there were demons walking the halls of Coastd Mists. And any one
of those dark creatures would be more than interested to know dl the delicious little Forza facts that
were locked in Eddi€'s head. Facts that might get Eddie—or me or my family—xkilled. Besides,

Hunters protected other Hunters. I'd aways lived by that code, and even now, retired, | couldn't back
away fromit.

So Timmy and | were going back to get the man. What 1'd do with him once | had him... well, that was
anybody's guess.

Chapter Fifteen

"Heéswho?" Stuart's voice, though whispered, seemed to fill the kitchen. | made afrantic pressing
motion, asif | were snuffing flames, hoping Eddie hadn't heard.

No such luck.

"I'm your grandfather, sonny," Eddie caled from the living room. (At least we knew his hearing worked
well.) "Mind your mannersthere, boy."

As Stuart's eyes widened, | closed my own, counted to ten, then opened them again with the secret wish
that everything would be cam and wonderful, all my problemswould be solved, and my family (red and
fake) would beliving in peaceful harmony.

No go.

"Kate..." Stuart's voice was cam, but no-nonsense. | sighed, resigned to telling him some version of the
truth.

"Hewasinanurang home" | said. (Truth.) "And they were keeping him al drugged up.” (Also truth.)
"Plus, | think he has Alzheimer's"” (Sortatruth. | wasn't sure what waswrong with Eddie. All | knew from
my brief time with him was that truth and fiction were mixed up in hishead, and either one might come
gpewing out without any warning at all.)

"l sympathize," Stuart said. "But why ishe now in our living room? Both my grandfathers have been dead
for years. And the man dropping potato chip crumbs onto our living room carpet is very much not dead.
Yea."

"Right," | said. "He's not. Dead, | mean.”



(Pregnant pause.)
"Kate..."

Another sgh from me. | redlly should have planned this one better. When 1'd returned to Coastal Migts,
Eddie had been due for another dose of meds. HeE'd been coherent (more or less) and when I'd
explained that | was taking him home with me, I'd expected a bit of a paperwork nightmare. Instead, the
whole process had been smooth as silk, asif | wereimmune to the red tape that normally tied itsalf
around hospitals and the like.

| helped him pack (though since | had Tim with me, the bulk of my help consisted of rescuing his
bel ongings from the fingers of my toddler). Then we started schiepping toward the front desk.

Melinda stopped us on theway out. "Mr. Lohmann,” sheld gushed. "Y ou're leaving us?"

He squinted at her, then pointed awizened finger a me.

"She'straining thelittle one to hunt demons,” héd said. "I'm helping.”

Towhich I'd naturdly rolled my eyes and—because I'm an idiot—said, "He's coming to live with us.™
"Y our son must be very excited,” Mdindasaid to Eddie.

"My who?'

Melindalooked a me, clearly confused, which made sense considering I'd earlier given her thelong song
and dance about how he was related to my husband. In retrospect, | probably should havejust let it
pass, but since Stuart does have afather, and since he isvery much dive and coherent, and since | had
no ideaif Desmond Connor was a close persona friend of the director of Coastd Midts, | announced
that Eddie was my first husband's grandfather. No relation to Stuart whatsoever. "Of course | haveto
take him homewith me," | said. "My daughter needs to know her great-grandpa, and | won't be ableto
deep knowing | didn't do everything in my power to take care of Eric's grandfather.”

Melinda oohed and aahed about how sweet | was, and while | hung my head and tried to look modest
and unmartyr-like, Eddie crouched down to Timmy'slevel. "Y ou can cal me Gramps,” he said. At which
point Tim reached out and yanked Eddi€'s eyebrow.

"Caerpillar,” hesad. "Fuzzy caterpillar.”

Not being entirdly stupid, | figured that was our cue to leave, and we gathered Eddie's things, signed the
necessary papers, and headed out the door.

To my reief, Nurse Ratchet was nowhere to be seen. | had mental images of her chasing after us, not
letting us leave, and hoards of demons descending on us, intent on daughtering usfirgt, then burying usin
the basement. | told mysdlf | was being paranoid, but | knew | really wasn't. | had no doubt that my
geriatric demon had been a Coastal Mistsresident, and | fully intended to let Larson in on the problem,
and he could relay it up the Forza chain of command. It wasn't my problem, though. My problem was
about five-eight, ahundred seventy pounds, with astubbly gray beard and eyebrows that vaguely
resembled caterpillars.

| got both my problems safdly into the car. (For those of you keeping track, Eddie was problem number
one. Timmy, asatoddler, automaticaly qudifies asaproblem in any stuation that involves moving from



point A to point B.)

I'd come up with the Eddie-as-grandfather story solely to ease our departure from Coastal Midts, and,
frankly, it hadn't occurred to me that Eddie would adopt the story as his own, much lessbelieveit. For
that matter, | didn't know if heredlly did believeit. All | knew wasthat as soon as | got him to the house,
he made himself at home (witness the potato chips), tucked Timmy on hislap (who immediately
continued his rapt ingpection of the eyebrow insects), and told Allie that she looked just like her mother,
and was| training her wel?

To Allies credit, she registered less shock at encountering the old man in the living room than | would
have expected, and | deflected his questions by sending her upstairs to do homework before dinner.
Eddie and | needed to have atalk, that much wasfor sure.

Unfortunatdly, Stuart got home before we could have the talk. (In case you're wondering, springing
elderly in-laws on unsuspecting spouses—particularly where you're proposing alive-in arrangement of
some unknown duration—is not the key to alaid-back evening.)

Asusua, Stuart entered through the kitchen, histie askew and his briefcase weighing heavy in hishand. |
could seein hisface that dl he wanted to do was drop his stuff in his study and changeinto jeansand a
T-shirt. Too bad for him, | wasn't about to let him pass.

| cornered him near the refrigerator. He shot me alater, honey™ look and pushed past. | counted to five.
Sure enough, as soon as he rounded the corner and saw Eddie on the couch with Tim, my husband
backtracked. "Okay," he said. "Who ishe?"

And that, of course, waswhen | started to regae him with the long-lost-grandfather-in-law story. Never
oncedid | expect Eddie to announce that he was Stuart's grandfather, or for me to gently correct him
with, "No, Gramps, Eric's your grandson, remember? Stuart's my second husband.”

All of which would have been fine (wdll, rdatively speaking) if Allie hadn't overheard the whole thing.
"Daddy's grandpa?’ Her tentative whisper sounded from behind me, and | drew in abresth. As| turned
around, she moved toward him, then took his gnarled hand in her own. ™Y ou're my daddy's grandfather?’

Tearsfilled my eyes, and as| looked up a Stuart, | saw my own pain reflected there. His parents had
been nothing but sweet to Allie, and | know she loved them dearly, but thiswas blood. A bond with the
past that she'd never known existed (in part, of course, becauseit didn't exist).

| had to tell her the truth, though. Eric and | had both been orphans. We didn't know who our parents
were, much less our grandparents. But as| started to take astep toward her, | hesitated. Allieseyes
were bright, her cheeks pink, and when Eddie (who must have been quite the charmer in his day) told her
she had her father's eyes, | swear, she melted alittle.

Thiswasalie, yes. But wasit redly so bad? Allie craved a heritage, after dl, and that wasn't something |
ever thought | could give her. Somehow, though, I'd managed. 1'd brought home afamily history. So
what if it wasanilluson?

Besides, how did | know that Eddie wasn't really Eric's grandfather? Stranger things had happened. |
know. They happened to meall thetime.

With Allieand Eddie safdly (I hoped) ensconced in theliving room, Stuart decided it wastimeto
recommence hisinterrogation of me. "Once again," he said, "how long is Gramps there going to be our



houseguest? And why can't he stay at ahotd?"

"Long story,” | said, then added a sbhhh. "Do you want Allieto hear?' Thisiswhat'sknown asa
diversonary tectic.

"Don't change the subject on me," he said. (Asalawyer, Stuart's pretty adept at picking up onthe
nuances of diversion. Too bad for me.)

| made ashow of sighing. "l tried to call you," | said. "Just after lunchtime. Y our secretary said you'd
stepped out.” Thiswaswhere | expected him to take the opening and explain to me why he'd goneto the
cathedral.

"Did you try my cdl phone?’

"Um, no,” | said. That wasn't the comment I'd expected, athough hisanswer did remind methat | had a
nicely wrapped phonein the trunk with Alliesname onit. Firg thingsfirg, though, and | came up with a
reasonable-sounding fib. "My phonewas dead.” | knew Stuart would understand. | didn't bother to
memorize numbers—I just kept them programmed in my phone. If mine had no juice, there wasno way |
could cal Stuart or anyonedse. | figure I'm doing good on any given day to keep track of dl my kids
various gppointments. Adding the memorization of phone numberswould be crud and unusud.

"Laelunch,” hesad. "l met with some members of the zoning commission about a project, and some of
them seemed amenableto talking politics—"

"And soyou did," | said. | lifted myself up on my toes and kissed his cheek. "Darling Stuart. Always
campaigning.” My voice might be cheery, but my ingdeswere churning. Not only had my husband not
volunteered his business at the church, held flat out lied to me about where he'd been.

| didn't know what that meant.

But | knew that | sureashdl didn't likeit.

| spent the next two hours feeding my expanded-by-one family and pondering my own hypocrisy. By the
time the mest | oaf was gone and the string beans devoured (or, in Timmy's case, mushed into tiny pieces
and methodically dropped on thefloor), I'd decided that while | had a Get Out of Jail Free card for my
lying, my husband did not.

Thisconclusion, of course, only made me more frustrated.

Stuart wasn't volunteering any information, and my very subtle hintsto extract some ("Why don't you join
usfor Mass on Sunday, sweetie? Y ou redly should go to the cathedra every week™) had failed
miserably. | should have just asked him outright, but something in the pit of my stomach told mel
wouldn't like the answer.

Eddie ate nothing but mashed potatoes, while Allie snarfed down her food and then spent the rest of the
meal staring a her newly acquired relative. At one point Eddie leaned over and pinched her upper arm.
AsAllie squeded, Eddie grunted with satisfaction. " This one can whack ademon. Mark my words.
Shelsapitfire.” He smacked hislips, his eyes focused somewhere over my shoulder. "I knew aspitfire
once. Reminds me of our Allie. Long brown hair. Lethal hands. And legsthat could drive aman to—"

"Eddie."



He snorted, but shut up. Allie, of course, looked both pleased and curious.
Grest.
"Demons?' Stuart said. "What are you talking about?"

"Eddie used to beacop," | said, lying now coming amost naturally. "He and hisfriends called the bad
guysdemons”

"Demons are the bad guys," Eddie said. "And believe you me, I've known some bad onesin my time,
that's for sure.”

| opened my mouth to get aword in, but Eddie rambled on.
"Vid things. And the ench? Hoo-boy ..." He made awaving motion asif to dispel the odor.
Stuart turned to me and mouthed (not very subtly, either) How long?

| punted, focusing on Eddie. "Y ou're not on the force anymore, Gramps,” | said. "And Allie certainly
isnt."

Eddie peered a me, his eyes narrow, asmear of mashed potatoes beside his mouth. "Who are you?
Wheream I?WHERE'SMY HOLY WATER?'

Alligseyeswidened, and | aimed agentle smilein her direction. "Grampsis getting old, Sweetie.
Sometimes helosestouch.”

"A cop, huh?' Stuart said, clearly trying to lighten the mood.

Allielooked from Eddie to me and back again, worry etched on her face. Finally she drew in abreath. "I
could beacop," shesad, inasmal voice. "That's cool. And tomorrow Cutter's going to show me how
to toss guys over my shoulder." She was gathering steam, her initid trepidation fading. "Right, Mom?"

"Absolutely,” | said. Then, in casethat just spurred Eddie on, | added, " Sdlf-defense class,” for
daification.
Eddie reached over and patted Allies hand. "Y ou'll knock 'em deed, little girl." And when heflashed a

tobacco-stained grin, | couldn't help but cringe. If | had my way, Allie wouldn't ever knock anything
dead. And nothing dead would ever knock her, ether.

But Eddie's comment had been good, nonetheless, because | could see the discomfort drain away from
Allie. She even scooted her chair alittle closer. "Did you ever toss anyone over your shoulder, Gramps?'

Hewaved hishand (which, unfortunately, held aforkful of potatoes). "All thetime," he said. "Every single
day."

| amost called a stop to the conversation, but in the end | decided it was harmless enough. |
concentrated on feeding Timmy, half-listening to Eddie and Allies fagt-track bonding experience. They
wereintheir own littleworld, Stuart and Timmy and me all but forgotten as Eddie offered Allie al sorts
of tipsfor tossing those pesky bad guys over her shoulder.

Stuart shot me a you-got-us-into-this look, but | just smiled and pretended like this was the most normal
thing in theworld. After dinner, while Eddie supervised Allie's clearing of the table, Stuart took my elbow
and steered meinto his study.



"Y ou gill haven't answered me. Why?' he asked. "And how long?”

| couldn't tell him theredl truth—I think he knows something about Goramesh, and | can't risk the
demons deciding to kill him off—and so | told another one. "Because | had to. They were keeping him
al drugged up. | couldn't let him go on living like that." Asfor the other question—how long?—for that, |
had no answer.

Stuart studied my face for awhile, then he reached out and pressed apam to each of my cheeks, gently
turning my face up until | waslooking into hiseyes. "It means that much to you?'

| nodded, blinking a bit, astears stung my eyes.

"Okay, then. WEll try and find someplace better suited. In the meantime he can stay here.” He turned,
glancing toward the generd direction of the kitchen. | knew he was thinking of Allie, and my heart melted
jugt alittle. I might not know what Stuart had been doing in the cathedral earlier, but | did know that he
loved hisfamily.

"Thanks," | whispered.

"You don't haveto thank me," he said. "We're ateam. | trust your decisions. | just wish I'd known before
| came home and found him sprawled on the couch.”

"Right," | said. "Sure. Sorry." (At thispoint you might think 1'd tell him about Timmy. Thewhole "werea
team" speech and al. But did I?No, | didn't. Enrolling his son in day care was going to dlicit amuch
more vigorous response than dragging home old Demon Hunters. And, quite honestly, | just wasn't up for
it. Not right then. But | resolved to tell him tomorrow. Or, at the very least, the day after. And maybe by
thetime | finaly got around to confessing, the Goramesh problem would be solved and KidSpace and |
could go our separate ways. | could dream, couldn't 1?)

We headed back toward the kitchen, with me hurrying more than Stuart. (I didn't really expect Eddieto
say anything too reveding, and evenif hedid, | knew Allie wouldn't believe him, but | wanted to be
around just in case.) Stuart pulled the door open, then flashed me agrin. "I'm glad you signed Allie up for
the self-defense classes,” he said. "'l like knowing shelll be ableto protect herself againgt the demons.”

| froze, my mouth hanging open.

But Stuart just winked at me, then shook his head. "Demons," he muttered, his voice tainted with mirth.
"I'll say thismuch for the guy—he's got one hdll of animagination.”

"So heredly said Eddie could stay?' Lauraasked. She wasleaning up against the bathroom counter
while | sat on the closed toilet seat, my fingers deep in the pile of sudson Timmy's head.

"Bubbles, Momma. Want more bubbles.”
"Hold on asec, sport,” | saidto Timmy. To Laura, | said, "That's what he said. For now at least.”
"And day care? He was cool with that?'

| concentrated on forming amohawk out of Timmy's lathered hair. Laura, no dummy, leaned back and
let out alow whidtle. "Y ou're living dangeroudy.”

| shot her aquick glance over my shoulder. "On more than one count.”



"Y eah. No kidding. Seen any demonslately?’

"I'm alittle curious about Nurse Ratchet at the home, but if you mean did any sail through my windows
today, then no."

"What are you going to do? Go back and clean out the demons?’

| shook my head, my attention focused on Tim, who was singing "rubber ducky, you'rethe one" a the
top of hislungs. "No," | said. "I got into thisfor one reason only. I'll dowhat | can to stop Goramesh, and
I'll tell Larson so he can passit up the food chain, but after that, I'm out of the demon biz." | got out a
washcloth and lathered my boy up. "They'll find another Hunter,” | said. "They haveto. | dready have
thislife, and I'm not giving it up.”

| heard Lauramoving behind me, adjusting things on the bathroom counter. "Did you find anything in the
archivestoday?'

| gave her the CliffSNotes version, finishing with, "Not much to work with, huh?"
"Not from the demon end, but it rates high on the gossip meter.”

By thistime | wastoweling Timmy off, and | scooped his damp little body up and headed for hisroom.
"Clark Curtis, you mean?' | plunked Timmy on the changing table, then crouched down to fish adigper
out of the bottom drawer.

"Y up. Wild, huh? There were dl these rumors awhile back that he was going to quit and run for state
senate. But then he never did and he just kept running in thelocal dections.”

| shrugged. "That'swild?" I'd expected something juicy. Gossp, in my opinion, needs alittle more oomph

"Sure. Hisfather said over and over again how Clark was going to inherit his entire fortune, and then he
goes and |leaves everything to the Church? That's the Stuff of soap operas.”

"True," | sad. I'd had asmilar thought mysdlf. "But he seems perfectly content now," | added. After dll,
he was doing the politica thing and seemed to be making a success of it.

"Hmmm." Lauraleaned back againgt the counter, and | went back to my kid's bottom. The rest of the
house was pretty quiet. Stuart wasin his study, and Allie and Mindy were camped out at the kitchen
table doing homework. My family wasn't my worry, though. | had things to do tomorrow, and | couldn't
do them with an eighty-five-year-old shadow.

"Laura," | began, awheedling toneto my voice.
"Oh, boy," shesaid. "Hereit comes."

"Remember how you'd agreed to watch Timmy for two days? And remember how | took him to
KidSpace today, so you only had to watch him for one?’

She crossed her arms over her chest and lifted one eyebrow. ™Y eah?”
"Well, | waswondering if | could cal inthat marker.”
"I'm guessing we're not talking atwo-year-old.”

"About forty timesthat,” | said.



"Eddie”

"Eddie," | confirmed, trying to coax Timmy'skicking feet into apair of pgjamabottoms. "'l can't leave him
adonehere”

Lauratook pity on me and dangled atoy over Tim's head. He quit kicking and grabbed for it. "So you
want what?'

"Y ou were going to spend tomorrow bouncing around on the Internet, right? Can you do that from here?
Set up my laptop at the kitchen table?’

"I could do that here," she said. "What exactly do | get out of the dedl again?'

| ensnared Timmy in aBob the Builder pgjamatop and got it pulled over his head before he had time to
howl. "My love and admiration,” | said to Laura. "Plusalifetime of free desserts.”

"Sold," shesaid. "But if he sprays me with holy water, you're going to hear about it."

| lifted Timmy to the ground, then patted his rump. He headed for the living room and story time on the
couch. Lauraand | followed behind. "Poor guy, believing he had holy water, and dl aong the nurses
were just giving him tap water." Her brow furrowed. "Do you think the nurses were just gppeasing an old
man? Or do you think they're demons, too?"

Her words hit me with the force of adap, and | stifled an urge to thwap the hed of my hand against my
forehead. | grabbed her arm and tugged her back toward Timmy'sroom, al the while hollering down the
gairsfor Allieto entertain her brother until 1 got there.

Intheroom | pulled the door shut. | was amaost bouncing with excitement, and | saw my own energy
reflected in Laurdsface. "What?' she said. "What have you thought of 7"

"The nursesaren't demons,” | said. "They're pets. Or some of them are.”
"Pets," sherepeeted. "Asin Huffy and Fido?"

"Sort of," | said. "But not really.”

"Kate. I'm going to grow old here..."

"Right. Sorry." | ran my hands through my hair and started pacing Timmy'sroom. "1 should have redized
thisbefore. We don't just need to be looking for Goramesh's mysterious thing. We need to look for
whoever's going to betrying to get it for him."

Laurablinked, and | redlized | was going way too fast for her.

"Okay," | said, "here'sthe deal. Demons use humans. They can inhabit uswhen wedie or they can
possess uswhen we live or they can even move in and share space with uswhilewere dive.”

"EV\MI!"

"I know. Time-sharing with ademon. Very yuck." | waved my hand, pushing al those little educationd
tidbitsaway. "That's not the point. The point isthat demons don't always take over humans. Sometimes
they'll just recruit peopleto do ther dirty work."

"Why?" she asked.



"L ots of reasons. Maybe they want arelic from a church to use in some gross demonic ritua.”
"So they'll send ahuman to stedl it?

"Exactly,” | sad. "And I'm betting that the people at the nursng home—most of them, at leest—are just
human. Most probably don't even know there's anything weird going on. But the others—"

"Like Nurse Ratchet."
| nodded. "—the others are the demons minions.”
She looked positively grossed out. "Why?"

| shrugged. "Who knows? The lure of power? Immortaity? Demonslie. The bait could be anything. The
point isthey do things for the demons. Things the demons can't or won't do.”

"But—" | saw it in her face the moment she made the connection. "Oh! So you're saying Goramesh must
have someone who's going to schlep into the cathedra and get whatever thisthing isthat were looking
for."

"Exactly."

"Any ideas?'

"Nope." | frowned. "Wdll, not alegitimate one anyway."
“I'll settlefor illegitimate" she said.

At the moment, frankly, so would 1. With nothing concrete to go on, though, conjecture seemed good
enough. | hated to even voice the suspicion. | drew abreath. "I was just thinking about Clark. If he really
was expecting to inherit everything, but hisfather gave everything to the Churchingtead...” | trailed off,
certain Laurawould get my drift.

She didn't disgppoint. "And you know what they say about politicians—they'd sdll their soul for avote.”
As soon asthe words passed her lips, she gasped, then squeezed her eyes shut, obvioudy mortified.
"Oh, shit, Kate. | didn't mean—"

| shook my head, holding up ahand to ward off her words. The make-it-all-better mom in me wanted to
pat her on the shoulder and tell her it was okay. | didn't, though. Instead, | just stood there, her comment
about paliticians setting my thoughts to humming.

Stuart. The car accident held survived. The hideous breath the next morning. His sudden and absolute
certainty held win the dection. And the mysterioustrip to the cathedral archives.

| fought ashiver and closed my eyes. This couldn't be happening. My husband couldn't be in league with
ademon.

Could he?

Chapter Sixteen

"It'spossble, Kate," Larson said. "'l hateto say it, but it isvery possible.”



I'd arrived a Larson's office afew minutes before eight, wanting to catch him before he took the bench.
I'd called and canceled with Cutter, telling him I'd see him this evening with the girls. Now, though, | was
amost sorry I'd come. Although Larson was saying words I'd expected, they were still words | didn't
want to hear.

"But Stuart? He's hardly even religious. He only goesto Masswhen | prod him.”

"Isthat supposed to be an argument against consorting with demons?* he asked. | frowned, but Larson
continued.

"Y ou're the one who pointed out his quick recovery from the car accident.”

"No. Noway." | shook my head so hard | almost wrenched my neck. "I wasjust tilting at windmills,
waan't thinking clearly.” | rubbed my head, trying to ward off amassive migraine. "And besides, | saw
himin the church after the accident. He didn't die. He was barely even injured.”

"Perhaps the injury was minor, but the impact more than you redize. A man can change histhinking when
faced with hisown mortality.”

"A ded with the Devil? Suart?| don't think so."

"Y our hushand is an ambitious man, Kate. If he thinks that Goramesh can help him..." Hetrailed off,
leaving meto draw my own conclusions.

| didn't like the conclusons that were dipping into my head despite all my effortsto keep them out.

"Watch him, Kate. But if the time comes, you must stop him. It'simperative we discover what Goramesh
issearching for, and that we get it safely to the Vatican. If Stuart wereto get to it first—"

"You'retaking asif we're sure he'sinvolved." My heart seemed to tighten in my chest.
"Until we know for surethat heisn't, we have to assume as much.”

The bailiff poked his head in then, checking to make sure Larson was ready to take the bench. Heleft to
gowork, and | l€eft to... what? Sulk? Worry?

No, asmuch as | wanted to do dl of that, | had those damn responsibilities.
| got in my car and headed for the cathedrd.

My cdll phonerang as | was parking the car, and when | checked the caller ID, | saw that the call was
coming from my house. Had Allie missed her ride”? Had Eddie come out of hisfunk? Had Stuart come
home? Was he looking for me? Did he know | was on to him? For that matter, was there anything to be
onto, or was| just being paranoid, and Larson aong with me?

| waited another ring and then pushed the talk button. "Hello?"

"Hey, itsme." Laurasvoice. (She would have been my next guess.)

"Do you have news?"

"Y ou-know-who isdriving me nuts?' she said, her voice just ahair above awhisper.

| cringed. " Sorry about that. What's he doing?"



"Hovering," she sad. "He'sin watching television right now. He just kegps circling me and looking over
my shoulder, and then hell mumble something about demons and go change the channel. It's freaky,
Kate."

"Sorry," | said again, usdesdy. "Do you want me to come home?"
"No, no. I'll befine. Did you talk to him before you left this morning?”
"Hewas till adeep. How's he look?"

"Better, actudly. HEs driving me nuts, but he's not spouting off asmuch. | can't put my finger onit, but |
think he'sclearer.”

"Good." Better than good, actudly. | needed Eddie not to be nuts. Especidly if Larson's (okay, my)
suspicions about Stuart weretrue, | couldn't afford to have Eddie reveding secrets. (That train of thought
prompted another round of guilt. How could | think that about Stuart? My husband. Timmy'sfather. The
man I'd vowed to love, honor, and cherish. He wasn't that ambitious. Was he? Was he?

| drew in abreeath and tried to get off that line of thinking. "Was that why you caled? To report about
Eddie?"

"Nope. Two things. Do you want the good news or the bad news?'
"Oh, please. The good news."

"| found out that Brother Michadl used to live at amonastery just outside of Mexico City. And guess
what?"

"It'sthe one that was recently ravaged by demons?' Thiswas good news.
"Yup." | could hear the excitement in her voice. "So that's a connection, right?"

"It'sgreat,” | said. | kept my voice enthusiastic, but in redity, | wasn't sure where to go from there. We
aready knew there was a connection. This confirmed it, but didn't relly add anything new. | wasn't
about to burst Lauras bubble, though. " So what's the bad news?"

"Y ou're hogting aplaydate. Here. At three—"
"Shit." I'd totdly forgotten. | always check my cdendar. Always, dways, always. Except today.

Damn, what was | thinking? (Actualy, | knew the answer to that one. | was thinking about demons, and
the possibility that my husband, who | thought | knew so well, had hooked up with one. In the grand
scheme of things, | suppose | had an excuse for forgetting afour-child playdate at which | was supposed
to provide snacks, but that didn't make mefed awholelot better.)

"Did | screw up? Should | have canceled for you?'

"No, no. It'smy fault. | should have canceled days ago. | just forgot dl about it." | wondered vaguely
what else I'd forgotten about, but decided it didn't matter. Obvioudly, al my various obligationswould
eventually come and knock on my door.

We chatted afew more minutes, and | decided I'd hit the archives for acouple of hours, then the grocery
store (cupcakes, Teddy Grahams, fruit, and juice boxes). After that, I'd pick up Timmy and head home.
Laura promised to hang around, just in case Eddie decided to dip back into demon paranoia and scare
all the kids (or the parents) to degth.



Assoon as| hit the button to end the call, it rang again. | clicked back on, expecting Laura. "Did you
forget something?”

"Nope" Alliesad. "Thisisso amazingly cool, Mom!™

| chuckled. When I'd given her the cell phone, I'd told her it was for emergencies only. But | should have
known she couldn't resist one or two cals.

"I'm glad you approve,” | said. "But what's the emergency?

"Huh?'

"Are you supposed to be using the phone without danger to life or limb?"
"Oops.”

| should have said something then, but | wastoo busy trying not to laugh.
"Well, | do sort of have an emergency.”

Consdering the way my week was going, you'd think | would have tensed at that statement. But | knew
my kid well.

This emergency was no emergency. Thisemergency was an excuse to tread the wireless airwaves.
"Okay," | sad. "I'll bite. What's the emergency?'

"Can me and Mindy go to the mall after school? Please, oh please, oh please?’
"Yourekidding, right?"

"No, Mom. Please?"

"Alison Crowe, do you even remember our ded 7"

(Long silence)

"Allie..."

"Um, what dedl isthat?"

Would it not have been so painful, | would have beat my head against the steering whedl. "Our dedl that
sef-defense class comes first, and anything else you may have planned gets bumped.”

"Oh. That ded."

"Mmmm."

"We could go after..." That inasmdl, tentative voice.

| felt mysdlf caving and struggled to remain strong. "What's so important at the mal tonight?”
(Anather long silence. Thistime, | had afeding | knew why. Boys.)

"Allie... ?'

" Stan's gonna be working tonight. We just want to say hi. Maybe have a Coke during his break.”



llWé?l
"Mindy and me”

| shook my head wearily. Only fourteen, and dready my daughter was tag-teaming boys. Oh, well. At
least she wasn't sneaking off by hersdlf. (For that matter, at least she wasn't pregnant. That wasa
boy-girl-adolescent redlity | realy didn't want to contemplate.)

"Isthisthe theater concesson guy?" If so, | was going to have to say no. He might be a perfectly nice
guy, but he had smelly breeath, and that made him off limitsuntil | was absolutdly surethat it wasjust
halitoss and not rampant demon stench.

"Oh, Mom. That's Billy, and he's so not the bomb."
| presumed that meant he wasn't her type. "So who isthe guy?'

"Heworks a The Gap, and he's so hot. Please, Mom. Please? He asked me specificdly if | wasgoing
to bethere. He likes me, Mom."

"Isheafreshman, too?"

Another one of those pauses.

"Allie, believeit or not | have thingsto do today. Ishein your class?'
"l think hesasenior,” shesaid.

"Youthink?'

"Wel, I've only met him after schoal, but he hangs with the seniors, and if helikesme, then | can hang
with them, too, and oh, Mom, you're not going to say no, are you?"'

Shewastaking so fast, | had to dow her words down in my head and replay them. | didn't like the
sound of this, but neither did | see an easy out. Parenting is abit like walking atightrope. Too little
control and you fal right off. Too much, and you overcompensate and can't move at dl.

"Fine" | findly said. Y ou can go. But I'm coming, too."

| expected to hear a Mo-om, followed by another protest. Instead, she just sighed, then said, "Okay.
Whatever. Thanks."

| smiled, victorious. "Love you, sweetie. And shouldn't you bein class?!
"Firgt period'sstudy hall," shesaid.

"Then go study something. And don't make any more phone calls unless theré's blood or serious bodily
injury.”
"Whatever, Mom," she said, then hung up.

| glanced at the phone, the full import of what I'd just done settling in. I'd just agreed to spend an evening
a themal.

| think demonswould be easier.



Sincel didn't have much timein the archives (what with the forgotten playdate), | decided to take a
different approach. | figured it was a (relatively) safe bet that Goramesh wasn't looking for papers. And,
frankly, | was bored reading them.

Insteed, | went through boxes one by one, pulling off each lid, and then moving to the next box if that one
held only paper. | probably should have done this from the get-go, but I'd assumed that anything
Goramesh might want would have been pulled for the archivist, and my best bet was to scour the
paperwork looking for aclue. I hadn't changed my mind about that, but the thought of reviewing more
musty paper redly didn't gpped to me. | justified my diversion by telling mysdlf that | might get lucky.

Asit turned out, | did find some cool things, but nothing that jumped out as demon-worthy. | even found
the carton with thelittle gold box that Mike Florence had donated to the Church. When I'd originally
read the description on the IRS lit, I'd been keen to look at it, but now that | held it, | wasn't as
impressed. When | opened it, | was even lessexcited. All | found was something that looked like ash.
Someweird kind of urn, maybe?

| continued with this extremely scintillating task for another hour. (Thisweekend | was begging access
from Father Ben, and | was going to make Larson come down here with me. Fair isfair.) Then,
discouraged, | gathered my things. | paused for aminute in front of the archive cases, thinking how much
easer it would beif everything in the basement archive was nice and clean and in lighted glass cases. But
it waan't. Oh, well. At least | had it better than those martyrs, now hanging out in their cloth pouches.

Thinking about the martyrs steeled me. | wasn't about to end up defeated. Goramesh was not going to
win. | was going to stop him. Somehow, | was going to bring thisto aclose.

Reinvigorated, | headed to the rectory and tracked down Father Ben. | was hoping he'd tell me that
Clark had been skulking around the archives aswell. But no, apparently the only onesinterested in the
basement lately were me and Stuart.

Thisdidn't bode well. Not for my plansto defeat Goramesh.

And, more important, it didn't look good for my marriage.

AsaDemon Hunter, |'ve been exposed to some pretty exhausting situations. Days without deep while |
staked out ademon nest. Chasing after vamps down winding aleysin Budapest. All the usual stuff. But
I'm hereto tell you that none of that compares with the exhaustion and chaos of a playdate for four
rambunctious two-year-olds.

An hour in, and thekidsfinaly settled down ("settling down" being defined as " corraled in the den with
enough toysto fill aWa-Mart") and the other moms and | gathered around the kitchen table with coffee
and the last few cupcakes that hadn't been poked and prodded by sticky toddler fingers.

I'd just taken my first Sp of coffee and wasreveling in the normacy of it al when Timmy'sfamiliar howl
echoed from the den. | was on my feet in seconds, my first thought of demons dispelled the moment |
entered the room.

There stood my little boy, arms akimbo, head tossed back, mouth wide open. And right beside him, little
Daniélle Cartright clutched Boo Bear and was grinning like afiend. (I'm not big on criticizing kids, but
Danidleisapain in the patoot, and | fed sorry for whatever man she grows up and marries. | blame her
mom, of course, and | do fedl sorry for her dad. At the moment, though, | just felt sorry for Timmy.)



"Danielle” | said, snce her mother was noticeably silent, "why don't you give Timmy back his besr,
please"

"NO!" Not only did she scream the response, she ran to the far side of the room, climbed into achair,
and sat on the bear. What alittle charmer.

Her mother, Marissa, came up behind me. "She'sin agrabby stage,” she said, asif thiswould entirely
solve the problem and dry my kid'stears.

"Maybe you could ungrab her," | said, trying very hard not to scream mysdlf. Of course, | did haveto
scream alittle, because Timmy's howls had increased to an eardrum-bursting decibel level, and held
raced my way. | scooped him up, but even Mommy's presence couldn't stop the tears from flowing.

"Heredly shouldn't be so attached to a toy,” Marissasaid.

| bristled, musclestensing as| imagined her fresh linen suit with abig old footprint about chest levd. A
hand closed over my shoulder, and a soft, "Hey, Timmy. Cam down, okay?'

Laura. She and Eddie had been on the computer in Stuart's study, and she must have heard the
commotion. Me being no dummy, | knew that the "cam down" comment was meant as much for measit
wasfor Timmy.

"Werecdm," | said, aming a get-the-bear-back-or-die-you-bitch smile toward Marissa.

"Let meseeif | can convince Danielle that she should give the bear back,” Marissa said, apparently
sendng danger.

"Grest idea," | said.

| then watched in fascinated horror as she spent fifteen minutes trying to negotiate with her
two-year-old. The end result? No bear.

Play group was officialy over by now, and the other moms (probably smelling blood) said their
good-byes and rushed their offspring out. Marissadidn't seem to cluein on ether the inconvenience or
my irritation. She was, however, till crouched in front of her kid trying gamely to recover Boo Bear. By
thistime Timmy had cried himsdf out, and | settled him on the sofa, promising that Boo Bear was just
vigting Danidlle and would return to him soon.

| wanted to shove Marissaout of the way and tear the bear from Daniell€'s hot little hands, but | knew
that wasn't the Emily Post-gpproved solution. And so | waited, my fury with Marissabuilding as she
wheedled and needled and generdly trained her daughter to grow up to be asdfish little twit (poor kid).
Finally, after aperiod of time resembling the length of your average ice age, Marissa promised the girl ice
cream and anew toy and apony ride at the zoo. After which, Danielle climbed out of her chair and, just
as pretty asyou please, marched over to Timmy and shoved Boo Bear in hisface.

"Thank you,” Timmy said (and be said it without prompting, not that she deserved to be thanked).

| played polite hostess all the way to the door, but the second | closed and locked it, | turned to Laura.
"That womanisa—"

"You cantkill her."

"If shewereademon, | could." And boy, did | wish shewere.



"She's not ademon.”

| glanced back to where Timmy was Sitting, curled on the couch, thumb in his mouth, aforlorn expression
drawn across hisface. My heart twisted in my chest. "Sheistome" | said. "She sureashell isto me."

The girls may have gone upstairs together, but only Allie came down dressed to work out. Mindy was
gtill in her school clothes, and both Lauraand | examined her quizzically. "Going for theredistic
approach?’ | asked. "Y ou're more likely to get mugged in your street clothes, but | think you'll learn
better in shortsand a T-shirt."

Mindy became suddenly fascinated with my carpeting. "I'm not sure | want to go.”
"Not go?' Laurasaid. "What do you mean you're not going to go?"

Mindy shrugged, her eyeswide, obvioudy not understanding her mother's sudden fascination with the
wonderful world of kick boxing.

Allie had sdled over toward me, and | raised an inquisitive eyebrow. "She's scared of looking stupidin
front of Cutter,” Allie whispered. " She thinks he's cute.”

"Mindy Jo Dupont." Lauraprompted. "Kate put alot of effort into getting you signed up for this class.
Now, why don't you want to go?"

"I just have so much homework." She shoved her handsin her pockets. "Y ou know."

"What | know, young lady, isthat there are all kinds of creeps and weirdos out therein theworld.” Laura
spokewith aforce | barely recognized, but | knew its source well enough. I'd tainted her safe little world.
And that was something | could never change back.

"Y ou're going to class and you're going to learn how to defend yoursdlf." She turned around to look at
me, her face glowing from her materna power trip. "In fact, if therésroomintheclass, | think I'll join
you."

Mindy and Allie didn't even attempt to hide their amazement. For my part, | wasn't so much amazed as
surprised. 1'd been firmly of the belief that neither hell nor high water would get Laura to anything
remotely resembling an exercise class.

Apparently 1'd been wrong about the hell part of the equation.
"I'mimpressed,” | whispered to her later asthe girls clamored into the van. "Y ou. Exercising. In public.”

She made aface. Y ou laugh, but | know the score. It's dways the comic relief who gets nailed. I've seen
enough moviesto know that." She adjusted her purse on her shoulder. "And thisis one sidekick who isn't
going down without afight.”

"Good going there, girliel” From the Sdelines, Eddie cheered Allie on. Beside him, Timmy wasturning
somersaults on amat Cutter had spread out for him.

After warming up, Cutter had moved on to the nitty-gritty, showing the class how to bresk freeif
someone grabs your wrist. Allie managed the maneuver (pulling your arm up and away o that you take
advantage of the attacker's thumb, the wesakest link) and | was applauding wildly aswell.

"Now let'stry your mom,” Cutter said.



| shook my head. He was baiting me, but | wasn't about to fal for it. Asmuch as | wanted to hit
someone (thank you, Marissa), asfar as Allie was concerned, | was anovice here, too.

Cutter caught me from behind and | pushed off, using a stlance and amove that—had | done it
right—would have tossed him over my shoulder and landed him on the mat. Not so today.

"Comeon, Mom! You nailed him last time."

"Beginner'sluck,” | said as Cutter wrestled me down to the mat.

"Beginner'sluck, my ass," Cutter said. "I'm going to figure this out, you know."

He spoke in awhisper, and | answered the same way. "Not unless | want you to, you won't."

From hisgrimace, | knew he believed me. "Focuson the girlsand Laura,” | said. "I can take care of
mysdf."

To hiscredit, he did (with Eddie shouting encouragement from the sdelines, including the occasiond "Oh,
yeah, that onell make one hdl of aHunter"). Fortunately, Allie wastoo busy swesting to concentrate on
Eddi€'s bizarre comments. Either that, or sheld learned to take him in stride.

By the end of the hour | thought the girls had a pretty good start. At the very least they'd each gotten the
ydl down. (Which, actudly, isakey component of any self-defense move. Theydl strengthens your abs
and puts more force behind the kick. It'sall about the abs, you know.)

After thelesson the girls were bouncy and glowing (girls glow, boys swest), chattering on about how
cool Cutter was, and how cool they were, and how they'd besat the crap out of anyone who messed with
them. Another mom might think thiswas abad thing. | wasdl for it.

Because the glow redlly was swest, we had to head home before going to the mal so the girls could
shower and primp. Usualy the dressing to meet aboy process takes upward of two hours, but since we
were working under a deadline here (the mdl closes at nine on weekdays), the girls alotted themsdves
an unheard-of thirty minutes.

Lauraand Mindy crossed the yard to their house, and while Timmy watched a Blue's Clues video, |
waited with Eddiein the kitchen for Allie to come back downstairs. Eddie's outbursts had dowed down,
and he seemed lessfuzzy. 1'd been wanting to ask him gquestions—What exactly was going on at Coasta
Mists? Did he have any expertise on Goramesh? Did he have any clue asto what Goramesh was looking
for?—but thiswasthefirst timewed redly had any privacy.

| puttered around making tea, trying to figure out the best way to start the conversation.
"Earl Grey," Eddie said. "None of that Sssy herba teafor me."
"No problem.”

"Don't know why anyone drinksthat stuff,” he said, muttering to the tabletop. "Damn pansy-ass drink.”
Helooked up a me. "What are you drinking?"

"Nothing pansy-assed, that's for sure.”

"Hmmph." His eyes narrowed, the bushy eyebrows drawing down to form aV over hisnose. "No pansy
drink, but you got a pansy-asslife.”

| started. "Excuse me?'



"Y ou told me you were aHunter. Y ou're no Hunter. Family. House. All thetrappings.” He spoke asiif
that were abad thing. "I thought it al might be afacade—that you might be training the girl—but no,
you're out of the game.”

"I'm retired, thank you very much.”

He snorted. "Like| said. Pansy-ass.”

"Watch it, Lohmann,” | said. "I can drive you back to Coastal Midsjust asfast as| got you out of there.”
He snorted. "Y ou wouldn't."

"Don't tempt me," | said, but there wasn't alot of force behind my words.

"Sowhy'saretired Hunter looking for me?' He waggled his eyebrows shamelessly. "A little noogie?’

| laughed, my irritation with him fading. "Y ou're alot of things, Eddie, but boring, you're not."

He adjusted his glasses on his nose, then leaned back in hischair. "Story time, girlie. What are you doing
back in the game?’

Asopeningswent, | couldn't really expect much better, and | gave him the rundown, starting with
Wa-Mart and moving more or less chronologically to the present. "Any ideas?" | asked after | finished.
Above us, the shower had stopped. I'd talked fast, but not that fast. Any minute Allie might magically
appear beside us. | hoped he had some answers. Even more, | hoped they were quick.

"ldess..." Hetrailed off, smacking hislips. "Nope. Not asngleidea"

| deflated abit. 1'd been hoping so hard. But at least that answer was quick. "That's okay. It wasworth a

He snorted again. "Got antsin your pants, girl?1'm not finished. | said | don't have an idea, but | don't
need one, either. Nope. | don't need ideas because | aready know exactly what that damn demon
wants™"

He shut up, then, and took asip of histea.

| wanted to smack the china cup right out of his hand. "What?' | hissed, frantic for answers. "If you
know, for God's sake, tell me!"

"The Lazarus Bones," he sad, asif that were the only possible answer.
| just looked at him and blinked. What the hell were the Lazarus Bones?

Naturaly | didn't have timeto ask before Lauraand Mindy reappeared. | considered steering Eddie into
Stuart's study, closing the door, and demanding answers. But that would have left me open to severe
bodily harm by the girls, who were desperate to get to the mall before they missed Stan's break.

Fine. Whatever.

| left anotefor Stuart (who was working late on what | no longer necessarily assumed was legal or
politica stuff), and then we dl piled into the van. Because Allieinssted, | parked near the food court and
we headed therefirst. Since I'd had nothing to et al day except for one overly iced cupcake, the food
court sounded pretty darn appealing.



Not that | was going to be allowed food. | soon learned that Timmy, Eddie, Laura, and | were supposed
to St at afaraway table, trying our best not to look toward the girls table in case Stan redlized we were
checking him out. "Look casud," Allie said. " Just some shopperswho aren't in the least bit related to us.”

"Right," Mindy added. "We don't want him to know we came with our moms.”
"Perish thethought,” Laurasaid dryly.
"Exactly," Mindy answered, completely serious.

And so wewaited. And waited. And waited some more. | wanted to get up to get some French fries, but
| was under dtrict ingtructions from my daughter to stay where| could keep her and Mindy in view for
when Stan came by. | might lack a coolness factor of my own, but she still wanted to show the boy off to
me

| was both bemused and flattered. Mostly, though, | was hungry.

My curiogity, however, was even stronger than my hunger, and snce Mindy and Allie were agood five
tables away, this seemed like the perfect opportunity to get some answers from Eddie. So far, of course,
he hadn't said another word. (Correction, hed said plenty of words, commenting randomly about
anything and everything as we drove from my house to the mall. He had not, however, said another word
about the Lazarus Bones.)

Now Eddie was just stting there, his cane leaning againg histhigh, his spritzer bottle of holy water on the
tablein front of him. Since | wasn't into this coy bullshit, | asked him point blank. "What are the Lazarus
Bones?'

Lauralooked a me with curiogity, but she didn't interrupt.

"The bones of Lazarus," Eddie said. Hisface was deadly serious, but | thought | saw atwinklein his
eyes. He might be amused, but | wasn't. I'd long passed the point of finding humor in the Stuation; | just
wanted it over. And fast. And without anyone e se (well, anyone human) getting hurt.

"That much | gathered,” | said. "Why does Goramesh want them?"

"Hetold you that," Eddie said. He rested his pam on the top of his cane as he leaned forward. "Thered
questionisfor you, girl. Why are you looking for it?"

| leaned back, surprised by the question. "Well, to find it before Goramesh does, obvioudy. And then
well get it to the Vatican. Itll be sefethere.”

He nodded, his head bobbing and bobbing until 1 wasn't quite sure he was going to stop. Then he
smacked hislips. "Seemsto meit's pretty sasfewhereitis.”

"Maybe now, but not for long. Look what Goramesh did to the monastery and that Mexican cathedra .”
"Eh." Thiswas accompanied by avery Galic lifting of the shoulders.

"Eh, nothing,” | said. "Thisismy town. That's my church. I'm not going to stand back and let it—"
"Hecan't," Eddie said.

mWhat?

"If he could, he dready would have."



"Goramesh can't attack the cathedral,” Laurasaid. Her voice held a bit of awe, and she waslooking at
Eddie with new respect. "That makes sense,” she said, thistimeto me. "The saintsin the mortar. That's
got to be bad newsfor demons.”

She definitely had apoint. "But that doesn't mean Goramesh won't find thisthing, the Lazarus Bones.” It
fet strange giving anameto theitem. Beforeit had just been it or the bones. "He has human minions.
Weresureof it." | didn't tell him | feared that my husband might be aminion.

"If it'sbeen hidden, it will stay hidden," he said stubbornly. "Don't go messing with things you know
nothing about.”

| decided to switch gears. "At least tell me why a High Demon wants the bones.”
"| aready told you," Eddie said. "What, you need to clean your ears out?"

"Right, right. Thearmy rising up. What'sthat got to do with Lazarus? Other than that he rose from the
dead?"

Eddie reached into his mouth and removed histeeth, then sat them on the table next to the holy water
gpritzer. "Damn things cut into my gums," he said, hisvoice now lispish and oft.

"Eddie," | hissed. "Tell me"

"I'mtelling,” he said. "Don't get your knickersin asnit.”

| held out my hands, twirling onein a come on already motion.
"Raisng the dead,” he said. "The Lazarus Bones can raise the dead.”

The answer made sense, and | probably should have guessed it, but to hear it spoken out loud... | drew
inasharp breath.

"That'snot dl," Eddie said. "The bones regenerate the flesh, too."
"My master'sarmy..." | traled off, thinking of thefirst demon.

"Y oumean, like dead dead?' Thisfrom Laura. "Six feet under for God knows how long? Bugsand
creepy crawlies? Forma dehyde?"

"Yup," Eddie said. "Fixes'em right up. Soul'slong gone, so the bodies won't put up afight. And once the
body rejuvenates, who's going to know?'

"Holy shit," Laurasaid, which summed up my sentimentsnicdly.

"But... but..." | floundered for something to say. Thiswas bad. (How'sthat for an understatement?) If
Goramesh got his hands on the bones, he could become corporeal. His demonic minions could become
corporeal. And suddenly they'd be able to do that without waiting for humansto die. Without fighting
exiting souls. They just dipingde.

Not good. Not good at al.

"But..." | tried again. "But how can you be so sure? Larson never mentioned any Lazarus Bones. And
neither did Father Corletti. And | sure as hell have never heard of them."

"No reason you wouldve," Eddie said. Something shifted in hisfesatures, a sadness that washed through



him and added another ten yearsto hisface. "I'm the only one dive who knows."
Lauraleaned in. "How can that be?"

Eddielooked over at the girls (I admit, I'd pretty much forgotten about Stan). " The boy's fill ano-show,"
hesad. "Lookslike I've got timetofill you in."

"Back inthefifties" Eddie began, " Forza sent meto help pack up relicsin acathedra in New Mexico
before the government started atomic testing. Just in case. Typica duty.” He nodded at me. "Y ou know."

"Sure." Hunters often do that kind of work. Because demonsliketo get their handson rdicsto usein
twisted demonic ceremonies, the Church will send aHunter whenever acollection is being moved off
gte

"I wasworking out of a cathedral in Mexico when | got assigned to that job. Therest of the team came
to Mexico for briefing. Me, apriest, an art historian, and an archivist. We left Mexico for the States, and
we were at the New Mexico site for over amonth. First week we struck pay dirt. Hidden behind aloose
stonein the cathedra sacristy we found awooden crate and a papyrus note. Took forever for Zachary to
trandateit, but hedid.”

"TheLazarusBones," | said.

He nodded. "Actual bones of Lazarus. | did my research later, found out how Lazarus was buried at
Larnaca, then moved to Congtantinople. After that, folkslost track. Somehow, the bones made it to the
New World."

Lauras eyes were wide. "What happened?”’

"Betrayd," Eddie said. He closed hiseyesand | saw his chest rise and fal as he composed himsdif. 1 il
don't know who or why. All I know iswe were attacked. The papyrus was destroyed. Our historian and
archivist werekilled. Damn bloody battle. Damn bloody demons—"

"But you and the priest? Y ou survived.”

"And we had the crate.” He shook his head, asif warding off memories. "Wewereinjured, closeto
dying, but | knew where we had to go. Far away, and someplace secure. Someplace they couldn't get
in

"San Diablo," | sad. "The sainted mortar.”
He nodded. "I couldn't make it, though. Father Michadl took it the rest of the way."

"Brother Michadl," | whispered. "He revedled San Diablo, but he died rather than tell them exactly where
theurnis™

"Sowhereisit?' Lauraasked, voicing the question of the hour. "Let'sjust go get it and get Larson and
getit out of thistown."

"I don't know," Eddie said. "I never saw or spoke to Michael again. He madeit here. But that's all |
know."

| frowned, wanting to argue with him, to tell him he had to know because | had no clues.

"Leaveit be, Kate. It's not meant to be disturbed. And you have other responsibilities.” As he spoke, he
nodded toward the far Side of the food court, and | redlized that the dusive Stan had finaly joined Allie



and Mindy.

| twisted around, wanting to get agood look at this mysterious hunk. And when | did, my breath caught
in my throat and fear licked over melike aflame.

There, at the table with my daughter and her best friend, sat my Richie Cunningham demon. Todd
Stanton Greer, recently deceased, and |ooking none the worse for wesr.

Chapter Seventeen

Shit, shit, SHIT!

| leaped to my feet, ready to pumme the fiend, then immediately sat down again. It was along way
acrossthe food court, and if Greer saw me coming, he might just kill my daughter. | needed a better plan,
and | needed onethat didn't involve Greer recognizing me.

Shit.

| shifted my chair, putting my back toward the demon. My insides were trembling, and I'm sure | was
Sweeting.

"Kate?' Lauralooked at me, concernin her eyes. "Are you okay?'
"That's him. That's the demon who attacked me by my trash cans," | said, my voice alow whisper.

Lauratook another look, and | sneaked a peek, too—just as Stan sprayed a burst of Binacainto his
mouth. "Holy shit,” Laurasaid.

"Nokidding."
"Holey sheet!" Timmy banged alittle fist down onto the table. ™Y ou got holey sheets, Momma?"'

"Something likethat, kid," | said, then to Lauraand Eddie, "I need to get him away from her. But | can't
let him see me. Dammit, dammit, dammit.”

"Dammit,” Timmy mimicked, but thistime | barely even noticed.

"Should | go?' Laurasaid. "Maybetell her there's afifteen-minute-only sde at the Gap? That Tim'ssick
and we have to go home? What? What should | do?"

| shook my head. "I don't know." | glanced at Eddie, but he'd been completely silent during the whole
exchange. For dl | knew, heéd drifted back into hisown littleworld. | stifled asigh and focused on Laura
agan. "What's he doing now?"

She shifted dightly, peering over my shoulder for abetter view. "Still talking to Allie" she said. "But
Mindy's on her way over here."

That did it. | plunked Timmy onto the ground and started to riseto my feet. No way was my little girl
spending any time done with that thing.

A gentletug at my arm stopped me.



Eddie.

"Wait," he said, and then fell slent again.

"Wait? Wait for what?" | started to rise again, getting to my feet a the same time Mindy arrived.
"I think heredly likesher," she said happily. "lan't heacutie?!

| withheld comment.

"Why aren't you over there, too?" Lauraasked.

Mindy shrugged. "Y ou know. | was getting avibe. And three'sacrowd.”

My blood was boiling and | was sure | must be turning beet red. A vibe? What kind of vibe?
Mindy continued to chatter on. " So, like, can | wait for you guysin the bookstore?"

Laura caught my eye and | nodded. "Sure," she said.

"Watch Timmy," | said as soon as Mindy was out of earshot.

| turned on my hed and found mysdlf face-to-face with Eddie. "I'm going to get her," | said, even though
he'd obvioudy aready clued into that fact.

He jabbed his cane down on my foot, hard enough to bruise. "Think, girl."
"Ow." | difled the urgeto kick back. "What do you think you're doing?"

"Handling this." He nodded toward the table. "Now sit down. And when the girl comes, get her out of
herefagt."

"What are you going to—"
"St"

| sat. And athough I needed to keep my face hidden from the demon, | had to see what was going on. |
put my purse on the table, shifted my chair around, then propped my chinin my pams, so that my fingers
covered most of my face.

Acrossthe table Timmy mimicked me, but | was essentidly oblivious. Right now Timmy had Laurato
watch him, but my little girl only had one partly senile old man to protect her from the bad guys.

| started to rise, but thistime it was Laurawho pushed me back down. "If the demon starts to walk away
with Allie, then go. Otherwise, let the old man do histhing."

Shewasright. | knew she wasright. (They both were.) And so | gavein to that helplessfeding, watching
as someone else hed my baby'sfatein his hands.

"What's he doing?' | asked. Eddie had completely passed their table, heading instead for a cookie stand.
He taked to the vendor, gave him some money, and received two cups of sodain return.

| gaped a him, my blood pressure rising. What the hell was he doing?

Eddie hooked his cane over hisarm and shuffled toward Alliestable. Shelooked up a him with asmile.
| couldn't hear what she was saying, but it was obvious from her hand gestures that she was introducing



Eddie as her great-grandfather.
How nice. How charming. Now hurry up and deal with the demon!

Apparently, Eddie wasn't receiving my mental commands. He stood there abit longer, dightly swaying,
then held up the sodas as if showing them off. Then he put one in front the demon, and onein front of
Allie, patted Allie on the shoulder, then turned back to demon boy. From his stance and expression, |
was pretty sure he was making "nice to meet you" small talk.

And then Eddie took a step backward, |eft the kids table, and started walking toward me.
| got to my feet.

Lauragrabbed my arm and tugged me back down. "Wait," she said. "Just wait."

| gritted my teeth and gtifled the urgeto dug her.

So far, though, the kids were staying put, so at least | could keep an eyeon Allie.
Eddiereturned then, and | glared up a him. " Well? What wasthat al about?"

He shot me ahard look, and | had a glimpse of the sted underneath the feeble exterior. "Just wait," he
sad. "And watch."

| did, trepidation building as the kids talked and sipped their sodas. Allie wasleaning forward, her body
language practically screaming that sheliked thisguy. | fidgeted in my seet. If something didn't happen
soon, 1'd be experiencing massive coronary fallure (which, | supposed, would at least shift Allie's
attention away from the demon).

Sill nothing.
And nothing.

The two of them just kept on chatting and sipping soda. | fisted my hands a my side. What were they
talking about? It's not like they had anything in common. Stan was avile, hell-bound demon, and my
daughter was a high school freshman who went to mass semiregularly (and would, | decided, be going a
lot more often).

"That'sit,”" | said. | pushed out of my seat and stood up. At the sametime | saw Stan's head snap up and
his eyesfix on me. Therewas blood in Stan's eyes, and he was out of his seet, too. Alliefollowed suit,
and | could hear her "Areyou okay?' even from dl this distance.

Hewasn't okay, of course. He was a demon.

Hetook a step toward my daughter, and | knew Greer wouldn't hesitate to attack in public. And held do
it out of spitefor me.

| lunged forward.

"Kate!" Lauracried, but | didn't hear her. Her words were drowned out completely by the anguished,
guttural howl from the demon.

He dropped to his knees, his hands raised and his head thrown back. A rumble—like indigestion on
steroids—spilled from his open mouth, and he cursed, Latin invectives spewing forth like fiery bits of
vitriol.



Beside him, Allie backed away, her hand to her mouth. He turned and looked at her, hisface contorted.
"Holy weter in the pop,” Eddie said besde me. "Gets'em every time."

A nicetrick, but I didn't have timeto think about it. That was one pissed-off demon, and who knew what
he'd do. " Allie!" | screamed. "Get over here now."

"Little bitch!" he howled, hiswords directed more to me than to Allie. "What have you done to me?
What. Have. You. Done."

Alliedidnt wait around to hear his question, though. She was dready in my arms by thetime hislast
word was out.

With my daughter's head pressed against my chest, | watched with mixed fascination and horror (and,
yes, adefinite sense of relief and victory) as Stan sscumbled to hisfeet. For amoment | feared hed come
after us, but he lurched toward the exit. | considered following, but | knew it wasn't necessary. Todd
Stanton Greer would be dead (again) within hours. The demon gone. And the boy finally buried.

Inmy arms Allietrembled. "What atota freakazoid,” she said. "What was his damage, anyway?'
"I don't know, baby," | said, stroking her hair. "But it's over now."
She sighed. "He seemed so nice.”

"Sometimes you just can't tell about people,” | said. | took her hand as we walked away. It wasn't a
particularly good answer, but right then, it wasthe only onel had.

| couldn't deep.

Too much going onin my world. Too many pieces hanging loosein my life. And so | ended up tossing
and turning in an empty bed. Stuart was once again working late in his sudy, and my paranoiahad
reached epidemic proportions.

| curled up, hugging my pillow and trying not to think about what | would do if the man I'd chosen to
spend therest of my life with was consorting with demons. | couldn't believe I'd been so wrong about the
character of theman | loved, but all the evidence pointed to Stuart's turning bad.

| shivered, not wanting to think about that. Instead, | concentrated on other things, like trying to figure out
where Brother Michael could have hidden the Lazarus Bones. | had no idess, but that got me thinking
about the bones and bodies rising from the dead and demons taking over San Diablo and the world and
the whole thing going to hell (literdly) in ahandbasket.

Not fun thoughts.
But aso not something | intended to let happen.
Unfortunately, | fill didn't know whereto begin.

At some point | must have drifted off, because the next thing | knew, the bed shifted as Stuart sat down
on hisside. I rolled over, then propped mysdf up on one elbow. "Hey," | said.

"Hey yoursdf."



"What have you been working on?'
"Land dedl," hesaid. "Theusud."

"Oh." I pushed mysdlf up and plumped my pillow against the headboard, then leaned back. "Want to talk
about it?"

"It'sdull, Kate. And it'slate.”

"Oh." | pressed my lipstogether and tried to decide where to go from here. | ended up choosing the
direct approach. | didn't have alot to lose, after al. "1s something on your mind?' | asked. " Something
going on you're not telling me about?'

"Why on earth would you say that?' he asked, histone sounding genuinedly perplexed. | would've been
fooled, too, except that he adjusted the coversinstead of looking at me.

"Usualy you tak about your work. Hell, usualy you bore me with your work." | didn't say that usudly |
tuned him out. That was alittle too much honesty. "But you've been days without saying aword. I'm
afraid something'swrong.”

"Nothing'swrong," he said. "Except that I'm tired. Can we go to degp?’
"Sure. Of course. Y ou can talk to me, you know."

"I know, Kate." Exasperation. Heflicked out the lights, and | did down under the covers. | tensed,
expecting histouch and hoping | wouldn't flinch. But the touch never came, and after amoment | rolled
on my sde, facing away from him.

"What about Clark?" | said.
For amoment Stuart didn't answer. "What do you mean?"

"We haven't talked alot about him. What's he up to? What's he planning to do after you take over his
Seat?'

He actually chuckled at that. "At least you said ‘when' and not if."
"Well, you're going to win, aren't you?"

"Undoubtedly,” he said, but theway he said it gave me achill.
"Clark?" | prompted.

"Officid retirement. His uncle died and left him aton of money. He bought a placein Aspen. He's pretty
much st for life”

"Grest," | said, but | frowned into my pillow. If there really was arich uncle, that gave Clark much less
incentive to try and seek revenge on the Church for diverting hisfather'sdollars. Since | didn't have any
other suspects a the moment, that |eft my husband in the driver's seat. Not particularly scientific, 'l
admit. My head knew that there could be dozens of demonic minionsin San Diablo, each onewilling to
do what it took to retrieve the Lazarus Bones. My heart, however, had latched on to Stuart. And
because of that, my heart was bresking.

"Areyou going to tell mewhat'sredly on your mind?' Stuart asked.



The question surprised me so much that | rolled over and faced him. His eyeswere bright and clear, and
the smile was the one | recognized so well. Theman | knew and loved. Was | wrong? Please, please, let
me be wrong.

He stroked my cheek. "Come on, Kate. Tell me."

"Okay," | sad. "Truthtime." Another breath, then, "I'm spending alot more time at the church doing this
archive volunteer project.” | paused, in case the mention of the church spurred true confessons on his

part.
Silence.

| cleared my throat. "Um, anyway, it'staking up alot of time, so I, um, | put Timmy inaday care.” |
realized I'd scooted away, and had curled up into abal. Not too surprising, realy. On this particular
point | was expecting my husband'swrath. (And, frankly, | deserved it. If Stuart ever made that kind of
parenting decision without my input, he'd never hear theend of it.)

"Day care," hesad. "Where?!

| blinked, surprised by hiscam tone. "KidSpace," | said. "Over by the mall.”
"Y ou checked them out?"

"Of course. And the teacher'sreally great.”

"And thishdpsyou out?"

"Sure. | mean, it'sonly temporary.” | propped myself up again and studied hisface. "Stuart, I'm redlly
sorry. | know | should have run this by you, but it's hard to get day care space, and they had the opening,
and | needed the extratime, and so | just—"

He pressed afinger to my lips. "Don't worry about it, sweetheart.”

It took meafull two seconds to process hiswords, and even then | didn't believe my ears. "What?'
"| said don't worry about it. Y ou're agreat mom. | trust your judgment.”

"Oh." | frowned, unsatisfied despite the praise. "So it's okay?"

"It'sfine. But it's after one. | need to get some deep.” He leaned over and kissed me on the cheek before
rolling back to hisside of the bed. | laid there, staring at his back, hiswhite T-shirt phosphorescing in the
moonlight.

Thiswas bad. Thiswas very, very bad.

Theresnoway in hell (bad choice of words) that my Stuart would step calmly out of the decision-making
process where Timmy is concerned. This man sharing my bed was not the Stuart | knew.

Tearsstung my eyesand | hugged my pillow even tighter, one thought circulating through my heed—my
husband, the man | loved, really was working for ademon.

Stuart was gone when | woke up, and | have to admit | was glad.



I'd dept poorly, my dreamsfilled with demonic images of my husband and my heed filled with thoughts of
the Lazarus Bones. | know my subconscious had been busily trying to work it out, but a the moment |
wished my brain had just kicked back and rested. | was exhausted and grumpy, and in no mood to take
any flak from anybody, human or demon.

Laura, trusty sidekick that sheis, agreed to watch my two wards so that | could head to Larson's office
and catch him before he took the bench at nine. Timmy waswrist deep in oatmed when she arrived, Allie
had aready rushed outside to catch her ride, and Eddie was till adeep (I think yesterday's excitement
wore him out, dthough from the way heid preened after his brilliant maneuver, I'd have to say the
exhaugtion wasworth it).

| abandoned her with a promise to return at ten to rescue her from my brood. | figured | could take Tim
to day care, and then schlep Eddie to the cathedral with me. With any luck, he'd spot something |
missed.

I'd told Larson | had news, and he was waiting for me when | arrived, apot of coffee brewing ona
book-covered credenzain his office.

"The Lazarus Bones," | said, then leaned back in hisleather chair and took asip of coffee. I'd come
bearing the answer to our big question, and | couldn't help but fed alittle smug.

"The Lazarus Bones," he repegted. Y ou mean the bones of Lazarus, raised from the dead by Jesus? The
bones that are thought to have the power to regenerate the dead?”

| gaped a him. "Y ou know about the bones?"
"It'sfolklore. A fairy tde. Fabrication and conjecture.”
"I don't think s0," | said. "Eddi€'s seen them. Eddie was betrayed for them.”

The doubt that lined Larson's face faded, replaced by acuriousinterest. "Redly? All right then, enlighten
rrell

| did, setting out the story just the way Eddie had laid it out for me.

"Interesting.” Larson was behind his desk, and now he steepled hisfingers, his mouth turning down into a
thoughtful frown.

"Eddiewasn't that senile after dl,” | said. "Eccentric, maybe, but definitely not senile.”
"But we till don't know where the Lazarus Bones are? He hasn't been ableto tell you that?!
| fidgeted in my seet. "We know they'rein the cathedral somewhere.”

"But we don't know where." He dammed hisfist againgt his desk and stood. "Dammit, Kate, we need to
find them. We need to find them before he does.”

| licked my lips, wanting to say something, but not certain what his reaction would be.
He eyed me, hisshoulders dumping dightly. "What?'

"l was thinking about something Eddie said. The bones are safe now. | mean, they must be snce no one
can find them. Maybe we should just |eave them there.”

"Safe" hesad. " Safe?' He started to pace his office, and | watched him, wide-eyed. He waswigging



out. "How can they be safeif Goramesh isintent on finding them? Do you redly believe the demon will
stop because the task isn't smple? Kate, | need you to think.™

"I am thinking!" | shouted the words, but my anger was mostly at myself. He wasright, damn him. "But |
don't know where the bones are, so what am | supposed to do? All | know isthat Brother Michael took
them to San Diablo, and then spent therest of hislifein some monagtery in Italy. And then suddenly
some demons track him down, and rather than revea the whole secret, he tosses himself out of a
window. The secret died with him, Larson. And that's just theway it is." | was on my feet by now, but |
stopped cold, rewinding my own wordsin my head. That's just the way it is.

Or wasit?
"Mike Florence," | whispered.
Larson shook his head, his expression suggesting hefeared I'd lost it.

"Mike—Muichad—Florence,” | said. "Forence, Itdy." | ran my fingersthrough my hair. How could |
have been so blind. "Of course. He made a donation. The bones are in the archives, just Sitting there,
uncataoged in atiny gold box."

"A gold box?'

"Right," | said. "About so big." | demonstrated with my hands. The box wasn't worth anything, so
whoever had pulled out the valuable relics must not have redlized the importance of the contents. |
frowned, my euphoriafading. "But that can't beright,” | said. "Bones couldn fit in that.”

"Not intact," Larson said. "But bones are brittle."

| cocked my heed. " Crushed?”

"The dust would il hold the properties, would it not?!

"Yourethe expert,”" | said.

"Go. Get the box. Bring it back to me and I'll arrange transport with the Vatican."

Hedidn't haveto tell metwice. | was aready up and had my purse over my shoulder. "Comewith me," |
sad. "Well takeit to the airport together. I'll make sure you get settled on the plane.”

"l can't. Thistrid." He rubbed histemple, then looked a hiswatch. "I can recess after an hour, come up
with some excuse. | can meet you then.”

| wanted to argue, to point out that his responsibilities to hisjob shouldn't be more important than mineto
my family. But there wasn't time, and it wasn't an argument | could win. "Meet at my house,” | said. "l
haveto relieve Laura, and maybe Eddie can confirm weve got the right thing. I'd hate to go running to
the Vatican with dear Uncle Edgar's ashes."

"Good point." He hesitated just amoment, and then nodded. ™Y our house. One hour. Now go."

Exactly one hour later Larson, Eddie, and | were huddled around my dining room table. Rather than take
Timmy to day care, I'd begged Laurato watch him at her house. | didn't know how long thiswould take,
or what wasinvolved. If | ended up escorting Larson to the Los Angeles Airport, 1'd miss the pickup
timefor Timmy'sday care.



The box sat next to the salt and pepper shakers, and neither Eddie nor Larson had made amoveto
touchit.

"How do we know?" | asked. "I mean, how can we be sure?'
Both Larson and | turned to Eddie. "Any idea?' Larson asked.
"Well, now," Eddie drawled, "I've got lots of idess."

"About the box, Eddie," | said, gently prodding him. | doubted Larson wasin the mood to put up with
Eddi€sincessant rambling. | know | wasn't.

"Charlie only read some of the text to Michagl and me," Eddie said. "Makes sense. Long document, that
was." He blinked, his eyes owlish behind the half-glasses held shoved too far up his nose. "What year
wasthat again? Not the Sixties... none of those flower children. Thefifties, maybe?'

"Eddie."

Hewaved ahand at me. "Sorry. Right. Y ou're right. Now, then.” He blinked, then peered toward
Larson. "What were we talking about?"

Larson pressed both hands to the tabletop and got nose-to-nose with Eddie. "How do we test the dust?"
"Right. | remember. Sure. Holy water."
| met Larson's eyes, but he looked just as bewildered as me. "Holy water? How?"

"Sprinkle abit on and you'll seethe Lord's flame. Don't recall the exact trandation, but the text said
something about hubris, and the flame was awarning of how not to use the bones. A reminder, of sorts."

"A reminder?' | asked.
"Matthew 25:41," Eddie said.
| shook my head. My memory of Scripture has never been very good.

"Then he will say to those on his|left, 'Depart from me, you who are cursed, into the eternal fire
prepared for the devil and hisangels.'" Larson looked from Eddie to me. "Apropos, don't you think?'

| nodded, but couldn't speak, the redity of what the bones represented finally settling in. | wanted to test
them, and then | wanted to get them out of my house—out of San Diablo all together. Eddi€'s spritzer
bottle was next to the salt. | passed it to Larson. "Here," | said. "Y ou can have the honors."

He brushed my hand away, nodding instead toward Eddie. "After so many years, | think Mr. Lohmann
deservesthefull impact of thismoment.”

"Damn graight, | do." Eddie drew in abreath, his scrawny shouldersrising with his chest, and then he
edged the box toward him. He managed to pry thelid off with little difficulty, then he pointed the nozzle a
the dust. " Anyone want to sound adrumroll?*

"I may not beyour alimentatore,” Larson said, "but I'm only going to say this once. Cut the crap and get
onwithit."

Eddie flashed agrinin my direction, his dentures blindingly white. "Ever noticed just how touchy some
mentors are?"



"Thetes, Eddie," | said.

"I'm doing it, I'm doing it." He tapped a bit of the dust onto anapkin, then squeezed thetrigger. A fine
mist erupted, then drifted down to blanket the dust.

| jumped back, anticipating the flames. But they never came. Instead, we were looking a apile of dightly
soggy dust on adightly soggy napkin.

Beside me, Larson made alow noisein histhroat. "Y ou're sure that was holy water? Y ou told methe
daff wasfilling hisvid with tep water."

"I'msure,” | sad, wishing | weren't. "Father Ben replenishes the holy water every morning, and | filled
Eddie's bottle for him persondly.”

"Well," Eddie said. "That settlesit. | guess we need to keep looking."

"Yes" Larson said, hisvoicetight. "It appearsthat we do.”

Larson left, leaving Eddie and me ditting at the table, alonein amorose silence.

"I redly thought we had it," | said. "'l thought wed figured it out and we were done.”

"From my way of looking at things,” Eddie sad, "well never redly be done.”

"Y ou maybe, but I'll be finished as soon asthe Lazarus Bones are safely back in the Vatican.”
"That s0?' He chewed on the end of a pen.

| waited for him to say something more, and when he didnt, | squirmed in my chair. "1 haveto think
about my family, Eddie. Allie, Timmy, even Stuart.” At Stuart, | looked away. | hadn't shared my
suspicionswith Eddie, and | didn't intend to. Not until | was absolutely certain.

"Wdll, weal got to do what we got to do, but thistown has more problems than just Goramesh. Maybe
he started it and maybe he didn't, but none of the bad stuff's going away just because the bones do."

"There are other Hunters," | said, but | knew there weren't many. Father Corletti had aready been over
that withme. "I'm retired. Just like you. Y ou don't redly want back in the game, do you?"

He snorted. "1 never |eft the game.”
"What?' | blinked at him. "I thought you were retired.”

Hislaugh was harsh and not the least bit feeble. Whatever drugs had been dragging him down had
worked their way out of his system.

"I've been alot of places| haven't wanted to be over the last fifty-some odd years. Y ou ever go fifteen
yearswithout area shower? Not fun, missy, but that'swhat | did, and | did it for Forza. And food?
Some of theworst food you can imagine. Not even food, just dudge. Sudge with—"

"Wait." | held up ahand before Eddie got on one of hisralls. "Back up. What's the ded ?"

"| aready told you the dedl, girl," he said, speaking around the pen. "'l was betrayed. | didn't retire. | |eft.
Didn't have a choice. Fought some demonsin Sri Lankaand anest of vampiresin Nepal. Spent some



timein amonastery in South America, and hid out afew yearsin Borneo."
"Hid out? Since the fifties?'

"They werelooking for me. Alwayslooking."

"Who?Why?'

"Demons, of course," he said. "They werelooking for the Lazarus Bones, and that meansthey were
looking for me."

"So you've been hiding out al that time? Why come back to San Diablo? Y ou knew the bones were
here. Didn't you think the demonswould figure it out?"

At that, Eddie actually laughed so hard he started choking, turning first beet red, and then an unattractive
shade of blue. | leaped to my feet and pounded him on the back, until he held up ahand, signaing thet he
was okay. Hetried to speak, but nothing came out. | got him a glass of water, and hetried again. "l
didn't come here, girl. They brought me here.”

"What?'

"About three months ago.”

"That's when Brother Michagl committed suicide,” | said.
"Yup."

"Wéll, where were you before that?'

"Six months before that, | wasin Algiers, working as abartender, and taking care of afew of the more
preternatural, evil-type clients. Trained some Hunters, too. Under thetable, of course. That'sthe way it's
got to be done, you ask me. Forza's moving too dow, and the danger istoo strong. Got to get in there
and fight. Got to get in there and—"

"Eddie!"

His entire body seemed to dump. "They found me there. The demons. Dragged me back to some dump
in Inglewood. Pumped me full of drugs. Asked questions. Tried to get answers. | wouldn't tell 'em. |
wouldnt tdl 'em athing.”

| wanted to cry, but my eyes were surprisingly clear. Fresh anger lashed through my body. | wanted to
make it up to this old man who'd given up the better part of hislifeto protect a secret. | wanted, more
than ever, to destroy Goramesh.

"Demons brought you here?' | asked.

"They let up on the drugs when they did, too. Maybe they thought | truly couldn't remember with my
head so scrambled. | don't know. And | never knew what prompted them to move meto San Diablo.”
Helooked a me. "Not until you told me your story, anyway."

"As soon as they learned from Brother Michad that the bones were here, they brought you, too?!

"Fat lot of good it did them,”" he said with asdf-satisfied smirk. "I haven't said aword. Never told asoul,
actually. And there's not adrug on the planet can make old Eddietak if he doesn't want to.”



My bresth hitched. "Y ou talked to me," | said, my voice little more than awhisper. "Why? Why did you
trust me?'

"Am | wrong to trust you?'
"No." | shook my head fervently. "No way."

He aimed histoothless grin my way. "In that case, my reasons don't much make a difference, do they?'

Chapter Eighteen

In amere twenty-four hours | went from testing fine white powder with holy water for end-of-the-world
potential to serving funned cakes on the Softball field beside &t. Mary's Cathedral.

Suchisthe variety that keeps my life so spicy.

| till didn't know where the Lazarus Bones were any more than | knew (definitively) who was supposed
to schlep them out of the cathedral and into Goramesh's hot little demon hands. To say | was frustrated
would be an understatement, and if my smilewas alittle less chipper than it should befor aparishfair,
well, you can just chalk it up to the demons.

"Mo-om!" Allie came up, Timmy perched on her hip. "Do | redly haveto cart him around? I'm not going
to meet anyone coal if I've got my brother attached to me."

"It'sachurch fair, sweetheart, not The Dating Game."

Shemadeaface. "l told you," shesaid. "I don't dwaysthink about boys.”
"Just on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays?'

"Right,” shesad, her grinimpish. "And on dternating Tuesdays."

"Well, it'sFriday,” | said. "Who'stoday's lucky object of your lust?’
"Nobody," she said with aheavy sgh. "All the good ones areweird."

| knew she was thinking about Stan, and my gut twisted. I'd seen asmall item in that morning's paper.
Todd Greer—who'd so miraculoudly survived an attack by avicious dog just afew days ago—had
raced out of themal and run in front of abus. HEd been killed ingtantly. Even though | knew he wasn't
human, I'd ill felt atwinge of sadness. Residud, | suppose, for the boy he used to be.

| smiled a my daughter, the girl | wanted so badly to keep safe. | suppose | should have assured her that
there were plenty of nonweird men out there, but | kept my mouth shut. She'd learn soon enough.

"Why don't you seeif Laurawill watch Tim?" | suggested after serving afunnd caketoamaninaUCLA
T-shirt.

"I looked for her. | can't find her anywhere." She amed the puppy-dog pout my way. "Gramps said he'd
watch Tim."

"L eave the baby with Gramps, and you'l find yoursdf cell phoneless™ | could play dirty when | had to.



An anguished moan, followed by "whatever.”

"Why don't you wait for Stuart? He promised to be here by six-thirty."
"It'sonly sx, mom. That's another haf hour."

"Oh, thetorment,” | said.

"When do you get off?"

"Now, actudly, but | have somethings | haveto do.” Like sneak down into the archives and hope that
ingpiration hit.

"Mo-ther. Youreruining my socid life"

"I know. I'm evil." | stepped back to let Tracy Baker take over asthe funnel-cake queen, then | did out
of the booth and came around to face my daughter. "Y our best bet is Laura. I'm sure she's around here
with Mindy, isn't she?'

From Alliessigh, you'd think I'd just told her she had three weeksto live. "I don't know. I'll go look for
them. Again.™

Shetrudged off, Timmy happily batting at her dangly earrings.

Allie may not have found Laura, but | had no problemslocating her. Although Lauraisn't Catholic, the
parish fair isbig in the community, and sheand | go every year. Usualy we scope out the various booths
and buy handmade knickknacks and stupid gifts. Thisyear we were on aquest.

"l can help, you know," she said as we headed for the cathedral.

"No, thanks. If Goramesh is paying attention, he probably aready knows you're heping me. But just in
case he doesnt, I'd like to keep theillusion going.”

"Then what can | do?"

A littlefinger of guilt wiggled itsway up my neck. "Can you rdieve Allie? Her brother is cramping her
dyle”

"For Allie, anything.”
"Thanks"

"Not a problem. Just one more dessert on the ever-growing tally." We were right outside the doors now,
and she paused, shaking her head dightly as she hugged herself, looking at the building before us. "Sad
and inspiring dl at the sametime, don't you think?"

| wasn't thinking about anything except the zillions of boxes fill waiting for my review. After having come
s0 close only to be sadly disappointed, | can't say | wastoo psyched for the experience.

"Kate?'
"Sorry. What?'

"l was just thinking about the cathedral. The bones of saints mixed into the mortar. And thosefive



martyrsin the basement. | mean, on the one hand it'sinspiring, but it'saso kind of creepy and weird.”

| tugged open the door. "I'm not interested in creepy, weird, inspirationd, or devotiond. All | want are
answers, and instead of spending the next two hours having fun buying beaded scarves and tacky
earrings with you, I'm going to be huddled down here with vermin-infested boxes. So forgive meif I'm
not soaking in the higtorical wonder of it dl.”

Her lipstwitched, but she nodded gravely. "Right," she said. "Go work."

She headed back toward the playing field, and | paused just past the foyer to dab my finger in the holy
water and genuflect. I've never been particularly good at genuflecting (I'm sorry, but the motion isjust not
naturd) and thistime | fell on my butt, knocked completely asunder by the thought that had dammed into
my head.

Laurasaid thereld been five martyrs, but there were six bags of remains. An extraonewasin the display
case, hiding inplain sight.

A thrill whipped through my body like eectricity.
| knew where the Lazarus Bones were.

| ran back outside, pulling my phone out of my purse, then turning in acircle as| waiting for the sgnda bar
to show up. Assoon asit did, | punched in Larson's number. "I know wherethe Bonesare,” | said,
skipping polite preambles.

"Areyou certain?' Hisvoice wastight, tense.

"Pogtive. | think. Where are you?"

"About amile from the cathedrd. Go in, retrieve the bones, and meet mein the parking lot."
"l canwait," | said. "I'd rather we bring them out together.”

"Notime" hesad, hisvoice urgent. "Goramesh has ears everywhere. Y ou shouldn't even have called
me. But since you've spoken of thisaoud, you must get the bones now."

My cheeks burned from the dressing down, and | opened my mouth to defend mysdlf, but nothing came
out. Was heright?Had | just put mysalf—and the bones—in danger?

"I'll be there when you come out, and together well take them to the airport. Now go."

| went. | raced down the aide and took the four steps up to the sanctuary in oneleap. | yanked open the
door to the sacristy and pounded down the stairs.

And then | stopped short, letting out alittle squeak of surpriseas| saw the man gitting there.
Suart.
Oh, dear God, was he waiting for me?

He was seated at one of the long wooden tables, an oversize book with yellowed pages and tiny
handwriting open in front of him. He looked up at me, and | could see the surprise on hisface. For my
part, | felt only fear, betrayal, and an odd sense of hope. Was he still my Stuart? Or was he here to hurt
me?



He glanced down at hiswatch, then frowned before meeting my eyesagain. "Am | late? | didn't think you
were expecting me until six-thirty."

"What?" The comment was so unexpected, | couldn't quite processit.
"lan't that why you're here? Looking for me?"
"|—Not exactly."

For amoment confusion colored hisface, but then it cleared. "Y ou snuck down hereto do alittle more
work on your project.”

"Something likethat," | said, ill rooted to the spot. "Why are you here?"
He closed the book with a thump and acloud of dust. "Doesn't matter. Just aproject I'm working on."

| let my head fall back, exasperated despite the surreal circumstances. "What's going on, Stuart? Just tell
me. Tell methetruth, okay?" | took the chair opposite him and reached across the table to take his hand.
"Please. However bad it is, | cantakeit.”

"Bad? Kate, what's wrong with you lately?"
| leaned back, my eyeswide, and pulled my hands safely back to my sde of thetable. "Me?"

"Y ou're distracted, you bring old men home without asking me, you enroll Timin aday care without
akingme."

"| thought you were okay with that.”

"With your judgment, sure. But you didn't even discussit with me." He shook his head. "I don't know,
hon. | can't put my finger on it, but something is definitely up. Isit the old man?' Hedrew in abresth. "Is
it Eric?" he asked, painfilling hisvoice.

"It'snot Eric,” | said. | ran my teeth over my lower lip. "It'syou.”
llMel?l

"I saw you here the other day. But when | asked, you lied to me, Stuart. What's going on? Y ou never lie
tome"

His mouth turned up for just asecond, flashing an ironic smile. "Looks like we both lose on that count,
doesn'tit.”

But | wasn't going to get drawn into agame of who lied to whom. | just wanted to know. "Why, Stuart?
Why are you so sure you'l win the dection?!

He actudly laughed at that. "Oh, good God, Kate. Do you think I'm taking bribes or something?”’
"I—" I closed my mouth, not at al sure what to say.

"l wasjugt excited. And, yes, | do think | have an excellent shot. Jeremy Thomasistaking ajobin
Washington, and Frank Cadwaell is shifting his support to me. | didn't want to tell you until Cadwell
made the announcement, just in case something changed. But it's solid.”

| couldn't hide my smile. "That's fabulous!" Jeremy Thomas was a prosecuting atorney who also



happened to be Stuart's biggest rival for the county attorney seet. Frank Cadwell isthe San Diablo
county digtrict attorney. His endorsement was worth itsweight in gold.

"Pretty swest, huh?"

"Very," | sad. A weight seemed to lift off my heart, but then | looked around a where we were, and felt
the familiar squeeze again. "But what are you doing down here?"

"A land buy," he said. "And Clark swore hed have my neck if | told anyone, including you. If thisleaks,
we're going to bein abad postion.”

| just stared at him. "Land. Y ou're down here to buy land?'

He opened the book and | realized then what it was. Church property records. "I've been trying to track
down thetitle on some church property the county's going to make an offer on. There are palitica
ramifications, so we're keeping it quiet.”

"Andthat'sdl? That'sdl you've been up to?'
"Y eah. What did you think? | was having an affair under the cathedrd atar?"
| shook my head. "No. Nothing like that."

He stood up, then, holding hisyellow legd pad like ashield. | expected him to ask mewhat I'd been up
to, but he didn't. Maybe he didn't want to know. Maybe | waswishing so hard for him to stay silent, that
he heard my plea. Instead, he smply said that he needed to go. "I know | said I'd meet you and the kids
at sx-thirty, but | think I found the missing link just now, and I'd redlly liketo—"

"Go," | said. "Head back to the office and say hi to Clark for me."

He came around the table and kissed me on the cheek. | was so full of guilt | was afraid it was seeping
out my pores. Hopefully, he couldn't taste it.

He started toward the door, but | reached out and caught his hand. "We okay?"
Hisamilelit medl theway to my toes. "The best," he said.
Damn, but | hoped he wasright.

| watched him go, then took three deep breaths, forcing mysdlf not to cry. | didn't have timefor that. |
needed to get the bones.

| moved to the glass display case, the fear that | was wrong sowing my step. But the moment | looked
into the glass, | knew | wasright. Five martyrs, but there were six bags of remains.

| opened each, one by one. Dark ash, bits of hair, chips of bone. Each bag. And then | opened the last.
"Reginald Tdley," thelabe read, but | was certain | wouldn't find Regindd insde. | pulled gpart the
drawstring and peered in. Pure white. Bone, crushed to the finest of powder.

Lazarus.

Brother Michael had ground up the bones. The gold box filled with dust hadn't smply been adecoy, it
had been aclue. Part of awhole series of clues meant for Eddie. The first clue was the name: Michadl
Florence. The priest's name, and then the Italian town to make sure Eddie understood that the box was
|eft there by hisfriend. And Michagl had ddliberately put dust in the gold box. The dust was the second



clue, teling Eddie that the bones had been crushed and ensuring that Eddie knew to look for the
powdered remains.

My head told me | didn't need to test the dust, but having been burned once, | wasn't listening to my
head. | pulled out the via of holy water and set it on the table. Then | reached into my back pocket and
pulled out one of the napkins from the funnel cake stand. | spread it out and shook out atiny bit of
powder. Then | opened the via and turned it on its Side until asingle drop emerged, clinging tenacioudy
totherimof thevid.

| held my breeth asthe drop fell, and then, when aflame of pure bluefire erupted, | dropped the via and
fel to my knees.

Thiswasit. Thered dedl.

My heart pounded in my chest, and | stayed on my knees until the flame fizzled out. I'd witnessed
something amazing just then, the power of God, and | trembled, sure| could till fed His presenceinthe
room with me. HEd guided me here, and now He would guide me out in safety.

After dl, it had been easy so far. No human minions threatening my safety. No demon pet rushing to take
me down.

Nothing that I'd feared had come to pass, and although | was happy not to have to fight my way out of
the cathedrd, the Situation was allittle disconcerting. My ingtincts weren't bad. Not at al. And I'd been so
certain Goramesh would have sent a human.

If not Stuart, then who?

And that'swhen | knew—the truth so horrible it made me retch.
It had been me dl dong. | wasthe mortd pet.

Me.

Chapter Nineteen

| grabbed the edge of the table to steady mysdlf, something dark and cold filling my stomach.

Goramesh had amost succeeded. Because of me! | held the Lazarus Bonesin my hand, and I'd been
about to take them upstairs and hand them over to—

Oh, shit.

I'd been right that very first day, and | should have trusted my ingtincts. Larson really was ademon! He'd
lied when he said Goramesh wasn't corporedl.

Goramesh had abody, dl right. Larson was Goramesh.

| sank to the dusty wooden floor, hugging my kneesin front of me. Terror and relief enveloped me, and |
couldn't do anything more than rock back and forth. I'd almost missed the truth. I'd almost destroyed

everything.
Sowly theterror faded, replaced by a cold, hard anger. He wanted the Lazarus Bones? Then he could



damn well come down here himsdf and get them.

| crumpled up the napkin and shoved it in my back pocket along with my via of holy water, then | retied
the drawstring on the sack. | returned it to the case, took a deep breath for courage, then headed up the
dars.

| wasn't surewhat | was going to do, but | did know that Larson wasn't getting those bones. As soon as
| got outside the cathedral and got acell phone signd, 1'd call Father Corletti. If he didn't have Huntersto
spare, that wasfine. Send the Swiss Guard. But | wasn't going to back down until those boneswere
safely out of San Diablo and en route to the Vatican. Eddie could help me guard them in the meantime.
Father Ben, too, for that matter; if | had to, I'd even enlist his help.

| burst out of the cathedral at adead run and ran straight into Laura. "Where's Larson?”
She pulled hersdlf up short, clearly surprised by thetonein my voice.
"Whereishe?' | demanded.

"By theice-cream stand, | assume,” Laurasaid. "What'swrong? The kidswill survive anight of redly
bad food."

The kids? That didn't make any sense. The kids? And then—
| grabbed her by the shoulder. "Where are my kids?"

"They'rewith Larson." Her brow furrowed. "Paul came by just like he promised he would, but when he
told me couldn't stay, | was so furious | dmost lost it. | didn't, though, because | was watching the kids,
but | think Paul knew | wasfuming.”

| made a circle motion with my hand, encouraging her to get to the point.

"That's when Larson volunteered to take them to get ice cream.” Shelicked her lips, clearly worried. "He
said you okayed it. You didn't?"

"Oh, no. No, | definitely did not.” | turned in acircle, then raced toward the ice-cream stand, the Lazarus
Bonesal but forgotten.

Lauraraced after me. "What'sgoing on?' | heard her heavy breathing beside me as we skidded to astop
infront of the booth.

"It'sLarson,”" | said. "He's Goramesh."

She paled, and | caught her just as her knees gave way. "Oh, God, the kids. Mindy." Her eyes brimmed
with tears. "'If anything happensto them. To he—"

"ltwon't,” | said, my voicelike sted!.
"What are you going to do?'

"Beat the shit out of him," | said. At the moment that wasthe only plan | had. Frankly, | thought it wasa
good one.

"Mommy, Mommy, Mom."

We both turned at the sound of the voice. "Mindy," Laura bresthed, the relief in her voice so tangiblel



could amogt touch it.
My relief wastainted by fear for my own kids, who were conspicuoudy not with Mindy.
"What happened?’ | said.

Her face was pressed to Laura's chest, her armstight around her mom. But | ‘could see part of her
tear-stained face. "He shoved me away,” Mindy said. "And Allie had to stay with him, he said, or else
hed hurt Timmy."

| closed my eyes, too scared to even pray.

My cell phonerang.

| answered it before the echo of thefirst ring died out.
"Bring me the bones, Kate," Larson said.

"Screw you." | said the words, but my bravado wasfase.

"Darling Kate," he said. "Let me put thisin words you'll understand—»bring me the Lazarus Bones, or
your children are dead.”

"Bastard," | whispered, but he'd already hung up.

| lashed out, wanting to hit something and finding only Laura | fell againgt her, sobbing, as she patted my
back and made soothing noisesthat | know shedidn't redly believe.

All dong, Larson had been playing arole designed to fool me. But | wasn't fooled anymore. Larson was
Goramesh+—aHigh Demon. The Decimator. And | wastruly afraid.

Enough.
| pushed back and wiped my eyes.
"Kae?'

| didn't answer. | couldn't. Instead, | turned away and started back toward the cathedral. Tears spilled
down my cheeks, but | knew what | had to do.

Thesewere my kids, after all.

| clutched the cloth bag tight as | raced back up the basement stairs, my mind churning. | should have
known. Should have seen the clues. They were dl there. His hesitancy to enter the cathedrd. His
congtantly chewing mint-flavored gum. His strength when we fought in the courtyard. His ability to
recognize another demon—and to throw a knife so straight and true.

It had been the holy water that had won me over.

But now, as | passed the receptacles, | redized how even that illusion had been easy for him. A demon
can enter holy ground even though it painshim. The pillars of holy water are along way from the
sanctuary and its sainted, impenetrable mortar. Goramesh would have smply knocked over the bowls
and refilled them with tap water. | recaled the puddle on the floor before our meeting and knew | was



right.

There were other clues, too. | didn't want to research, but he'd convinced me. And I'd agreed to up the
anteif there was any sign of demonsinfiltrating San Diablo. That night Todd Greer paid alittlevigt. I'd
cdledthat asign. Itwasasgn, al right—I'd just read it wrong. Larson had ordered the hellhound to kill
Todd Greer so ademon could movein and convince meto do Larson's research. And then Larson killed
the demon in the aley to reinforce his position as one of the good guys.

What a crock.

And then there was Eddie. Larson had been the one who'd "discovered” Eddie's presence here. And no
wonder. HeEd brought Eddie here himsdlf. | had to meet Eddie, because Eddie was the only one who
knew what Goramesh wanted. I'd even bet that Larson ordered the drugs decreased so that Eddie
would be able to think more clearly—all the better for him to tell me the truth once he decided he trusted
me

And why not trust me?
| was another Hunter, and even | didn't know that | was bait.

Larson had even fueled my fears about Stuart, probably hoping that pointing mein that direction would
keep my mind away from considering him too closely. It had worked, too.

With afoul-mouthed curse, | burst through the cathedra doors. The clues were academic now. All that
mattered was getting my kids back.

The descending sun cast long shadows on the ground, giving the world asurred qudity that matched my
mood. | shaded my eyes with my hand and scanned the grounds, but | didn't see any sign of Lauraor
Eddie.

| flipped open my cell phone and started to dia Laura's number, but the squeal of rubber against asphalt
caught my attention. | leaped backward, realizing that Larson's Lexus was barreling toward me across
the nearly empty parking lot.

It fishtailed, then careened to ahdt in front of me. My muscles tensed, ready to pumme him. Between
the tinted windows and the distortion from the fading light, | couldn't see Larson, but | was ready for him.
| raced to the driver's-side door and yanked it open. "Get out of there, you son of abitch!”

"Mom!"
Not Larson. Allie.

She fumbled for the door and fdll out of the car into my arms. | collapsed to the asphdt, holding her
againgt me, crying in earnest now. "Baby, baby, oh baby," | murmured as she cried. | lifted her chin up,
then pushed her away so | could get agood look at her. "Did he hurt you? Are you okay?"

She could barely tak through her tears, but she managed awesk "Timmy." Ice flowed in my veinsas she
sruggled to say, "I couldn't get him away. Oh, Mommy, he'still got Timmy."

"Was he hurt? Was he okay when you left?" | wanted to lash out, to run, to fight, to do something to
makeit al better. Adrendine surged through my body, and | felt anumbing coldness settle over me. A
cold practicality. No emotions, Kate. Just get in, do the job, and get Timmy back safe.

"He—hewasfine. But I'm scared. Oh, Mom, I'm so scared for him."



| gritted my teeth. "Where did he take you?'

"The cemetery,” she said, her voice shaky but stronger. "He told us that you'd had to leave and he was
taking usfor ice cream and then home, but then he went the other way, and when he got to the cemetery,
he called you, and | got so scared.”

"I know, sweetheart. But you're doing grest."
"He made us get out of the car, but he left the keys. And | got away, just like Cutter showed us.”

My stomach churned. She'd been lucky on that count, surprise acting in her favor. Larson could have
easly caught her and snapped her neck. | tugged her toward me and hugged her close one moretime,
just to fed her whole and unmolested against me. "Y ou did good, baby," | said. | pulled her up as|
climbed to my feet. The car was till idling beside us, and | looked at it grimly.

"Go find Lauraand Gramps and tell them what's going on. Stay with them, okay? Don't leave them no
meatiter whet."

She nodded, her chin trembling.
| did behind thewhed. "Where in the cemetery?'
"Thebig datue," shesad. "Thebig angd ."

| nodded. | knew the place. It was one of the older corners of the cemetery, far away from the road.
"Go," | said. "Find Laura. I1t'll be okay. | promise, I'll get your brother back.”

She leaned into the car and kissed me. "'l love you, Mom," she said, then ran off across the parking lot
toward thefair.

| sghed. | love you, too, baby.
Andthen| gunnedit.

| didn't bother using the paved roads through the graveyard. Irreverent, | know, but | just amed the
Lexustoward the southeast corner and floored it. Most of the graves were marked with smple plaques,
and | swerved around the few interspersed headstones planted in an earlier age.

The angel loomed in front of me, and | swerved to a stop, the back of the car dipping on damp turf.

Larson sat camly at the angdl's feet, my son propped on hisknee. "A charming boy,” Larson said. "I'm
glad you came. | wouldn't have enjoyed killing him." He flashed me amenacing grin. "That wasalie. |
think I'd enjoy it very much."

| stood ramrod straight, my hands fisted at my sides. "Give me my son."
"Give methe bones™"
| hesitated.

"I'll doit, Kate. Y ou should know by now that | won't even think twice. But theré's something | want
more than the pleasure of drawing hisblood. Give me the bonesand I'll give you the boy."



| held out the bag.
"Smart girl." He turned dightly, then called out, "Doug. The bag, please.”

A withered old man stepped out from behind the angel. He plodded toward me, then took the bag. |
tensed, recognizing hisface. Thelast time 1'd seen Doug he'd been playing chessin the Coastdl Mists
Nursing Home.

| looked up at Larson. "Bastard.”

"Nonsense. Doug has gone on to the next plane. Why shouldn't we utilize hisbody? It would only go to
waste. So much waste there at the home," he said, his voice amost wistful. Then he looked mein the
eye, hisgaze full of maice. "Don't worry. The waste will be much lessfrom now on. Much, much less.”

"Notif | canhelpit.”
"But you can't. Poor Kate, you can't even help yourself.”
"Givememy son."

"But of course." He stood, then put Timmy on the ground. "I can be generous, too," he said as my baby
ran toward me.

"You'regoing to die, Goramesh,” | said. "I'm going to send you back to Hell."

"Bigtak," hesaid. "And why would you do that, anyway, after al you've doneto help me? Without you,
Eddie would never have reveded the truth. Without you, | could never have breached the cathedra

scrigdy.”

| didn't say aword, just hugged my baby tight.

"Will you stay, then? Stay and witnessthe rising of my army?1 promise your end will come swiftly."
"I'l stay,” | said. "I'll stay and stop you."

"You're out of practice, Kate. Have you forgotten that 1've sparred with you? | know you. And | will not
be defeated.”

"When did Larson die? How did you even get here?’

He laughed then, with such mirth it actualy startled me out of my red hot fury. "Dead? Whoever said
Larson was dead?"

"But ...oh, God."

"He has nothing to do with it. Larson isin here, with me. He has been most cooperative. He will be
rewarded.”

“Why?

"Cancer," he said, hisvoice now pitched dightly higher. "Why succumb when Goramesh could offer me
so much more than death. And then, when | learned about the Lazarus Bones from my Hunter in Italy,
well, then | had something to bargain with. Goramesh wanted the bones. | wanted to live."

"You'regoing to dietonight.”



"No, Kate. It'syou who will die. This part of meis sorry about that. | do like you. Once upon atime, |
even liked working for Forza. But it was never about the work. Not for me."

"Black Arts," | said, remembering. "Y ou were studying the black arts. And Father Corletti never
redized—"

"Don't blamethe priest,” he said. "I can be most persuasive when | want. Now, of course, I'm both
persuasive and powerful." He drew in abreath, his chest expanding. His skin seemed to ripple, like the
surface of apond, and beneath the ripples | saw the true demon, red and black and teeming with worms,
itsglowing eyes burning with hate.

| blinked, and the vision faded, the acrid smdll of sulphur the only cluethat it had been redl.

Timmy smelled it, too, and started squirming in my arms as he whimpered. "Hush, baby," | said. "It's
amog over."

"Indeed," Goramesh said. "Stay, Kate. Stay and watch.”

Since | had no intention of leaving without first laying waste to Goramesh, | stayed rooted to the spot,
Timmy tight inmy arms.

Goramesh moved away from the angel to stand on arelatively fresh grave. He spread hisarms and
looked down at the earth, then began to spew out Latin and Greek, his words coming too fast and
furiousfor meto understand.

| didn't need to understand the words, though, to figure out what was going on. That was clear enough.
And when he tugged open the bag and reached in for ahandful of powder, | tensed. | wastoo far away
to do anything yet, but I put my hand in my back pocket anyway, just so the holy water would be at the

ready.

He sprinkled the powder over his body, the incantation coming faster and faster. He reached the end,
Soreading hisarms and shouting " Resurge, mortue!” That one, | knew. He was commanding the dead to
rse

| held my breath, waiting. The graves didn't tremble. The dead didn't rise.

I'd known they wouldn't, and | couldn't help but smile as| pushed Timmy gently behind me, the vid now
inmy hand.

"It'sover, Goramesh," | said. "You're history."

"Littlefoal," he spat. "What have you done?"

| didn't answer. | knew he'd realize soon enough exactly what 1'd done.
"Bitch!" he howled, hisface contorting in pain. | grinned. And so it began.

As| watched, his skin began to blister and his hair fell in clumpsto the ground. He screamed, the sound
coming straight from the bowels of Hell.

"What have you done? What have you done to me?'

"Not me," | said. "The Blessed Mary Martinez, one of San Diablo's five martyrs. May she soon reach
sainthood.”



His skin bubbled and popped, and | gagged against the smell of sulphur. Mary wasn't asaint yet, but
sheld been bestified. | knew that her remains wouldn't kill him, but he wasin pain, and | hoped that gave
me all the advantage | needed.

| opened the vid and lunged.

"Get her!" he cried, and Doug barreled into me. | fell to the ground with an oof, and the holy water vid
went flying, shattering against a gravestone, but doing no harm to Doug or Larson. As Doug grappled for
me, | lashed out with my legs, trying to pry the spry octogenarian off of me.

He clung fast, though, and | knew that Goramesh would recover soon and come help. Two against
one—especialy when aHigh Demon was part of the equation—was not good odds.

AsTimmy'sscreamsrang in my ears, | twisted sideways, managing to get on top of Doug. He grappled
for me, hisclammy fingers brushing my neck. | dodged away, scrambling to grasp anearby twig.

My fingers closed around it just as his hands closed around my neck. But it wastoo late. | knew 1'd won,
and | drovethe twig home.

Doug sagged, and that was the end of that.

| leeped off of him, ready to tackle Goramesh, my fury fueling my confidence. My victory was
short-lived. When | turned, I'd expected to see the demon. Instead, | saw my baby, Larson's arm tight
around hisneck. The dust had finished itswork, and now he was 0cozy and gross, but no longer
digtracted by the pain of burning flesh.

"You fool!" he shouted. "Y ou think you can best me? 'Y ou think you can trick me? Thisboy isgoing to
die here, Kate. Bring me the bones and maybe I'll bring him back for you."

He shifted and | lunged, the reaction purdly ingtinct. "No!" | cried, my voice thick with fear.

I'd barely closed the distance between us when Larson erupted with aguttural howl. Almost
smultaneoudly | redlized what had happened.

Timmy had bitten him.

Larson jerked hisarm up, releasing his hold on Tim as he struck out with his other hand, sending my

baby flying. Timmy crashed to the ground, hislittle body going limp. | launched mysdf, tackling Larson
with my full weight and sending us both sprawling. He managed to roll on top of me, and as he climbed to
hisfeet, he grabbed my hair, smashing my meta hairclip againgt my skull ashe yanked meto my feet. |
winced, but my own pain evaporated when | redlized Timmy ill hadn't moved. | drew inastrangled
breath, fearing the worst. Larson took advantage, shoving me backward so that the small of my back
dammed againgt the base of the angel statue. | screamed, jerking my leg up and trying to kneehim as|
twisted. | needed to get free, but hisfingers had locked on my forearms like clamps.

Hewas strong. So strong. And try as| might, | couldn't break free.
"He'sdead, Kate," he hissed, his bresath foul against my face.
"No." | couldn't believe that. Wouldn't believeit.

He moved even closer. "Give me the bones, and I'll bring him back for you.” His voice was calm, dmost
soothing. ™Y ou can have your baby back, Katie. Y ou can have him dive again. Just bring me the bones."



| was light-headed, unable to draw breath. He held on to my arms, but he might aswell have been
crushing my windpipe. Hot tears streamed down my cheeks. Was my baby truly dead? And if so, did |
have the strength to use the bones to bring him back? More important, did | have the strength not to?

| closed my eyesbriefly, seeking strength. "Never " | whispered. "I'll never bring you the bones.”

Hisnodrilsflared and ragefilled hiseyes. "Bitch! I'll sngp your neck and leave you here!” Heleaned in
closer, hismouth pressed againgt my ear. "And know this aslife leaves you—I will raisethe boy. And he
will become one of mine. It'sover, Kate. And my victory will be even sweeter than I'd imagined.”

| struggled as my fear ratcheted up, but he held on, his grip unyielding. Terror clutched mejust astight,
and | choked back asob as fear and regret mixed together. I'd sworn | wouldn't lose, but now | feared
I'd made apromise | just couldn't keep.

| sucked inair, trying to fill my lungs as my heart thrummed in my chest. Through theroaringin my ears |
heard the high-pitched wails of srens.

Srens?
Would Laura have caled the police? Would Eddie have let her?

Goramesh heard them, too. "Time to end this, Hunter," he said. "Wouldn't want the police to discover my
little secret, would we?”!

Helet go of my arm, then started to twist me around. | knew well enough what he was doing; he planned
to break my neck.

"NO!" | screamed. | didn't have any weapon, nothing with which | could take him out. So | did the only
thing | could. I lashed upward, knocking hisarm away from my neck. It worked. And in that split second
| yanked the hair clip out of my hair, then thrust it forward.

It hit home, dipping through the demon's eye like ahot knife through butter. He trembled, the air rippling
over him and me, and then asonic burgt, like a jet breaking the sound barrier. The body fell, and | was
thrown free, landing on my rump on top of the nearest grave, right next to Timmy.

The srenswere closer now, and | rolled over, breathing hard, terrified of finding thewordt. | rolled my
baby over and patted hislittle cheek. His eydidsfluttered. "Momma?' he said. | couldn't answer. | could
only hold him and cry.

It was over.
| wastired. Sotired.
But I'd won. Goramesh was gone. Larson was dead.

And asmy boy curled up next to me, | hugged him tight and closed my eyes.

Epilogue

Asit turnsout, Allie had called the cops. She hadn't been able to find Eddie and Lauraright away, so
sheld dided 911 (using the cell phone for exactly the purpose I'd told her she could) and then Stuart. By



then, Lauraand Eddie had found her, and they raced to the graveyard in Lauras car, arriving just
seconds after the police, with Stuart not far behind.

The paramedicstook Timmy to the emergency room right away, where he received a clean bill of hedth.
He had bad dreamsthe first few nights, but the hospital counselor saysthosewill fadein time. Already,
he's degping through the night again, so | think my baby's going to be just fine.

| spent the next few days nursing my wounds and talking with the police. I'd killed Larson and Doug, no
doubt about that, but | was cleared quickly enough. Allie and Lauras statements confirmed my story that
Larson had kidnapped my kids and then he and Doug had tried to kill me. And when the police
examined Larson's car and found hair and other trace evidence in the trunk tying him to the
disappearance of another Coastal Mists resident, that pretty much sedled Larson'sfate asacriminad.

After that, life returned pretty much to norma. There were afew changes, of course. Eddiewasa
permanent fixture at my house now, hisbond with Allie having strengthened to the point of unbreakable.
Oneday I'd tell her the truth. But not now. Not yet.

Lauraand the girlsare till taking self-defense classes with me. Lauraswearsit'sonly to work off the
caoriesfrom the desserts | keep feeding her as payment for servicesrendered, but | have a secret belief
that she actudly enjoysthe exercise. Either that, or she likeswatching Cutter move.

On the home front, Stuart is currently the most pampered husband on the planet. Guilt will do that. And
when the guilt semsfrom having held the particularly vile belief that your husband isin cahootswith
demons... well, the groveling and pampering can go on pretty much indefinitely.

Asfor me, | was still keeping secrets from my family, but what else could | do? 1 knew Goramesh would
be back. His disappearance was only temporary, and that was aredlity | had to learn to live with. There
were gill other demonsin San Diablo, too. They'd infiltrated the nursing home, for one thing, and as much
as| itched to tell Father Corletti to send another Hunter, | knew | wouldn't make that call.

Thetruth?1'd taken on aresponsibility when I'd become a Hunter so many years ago, and | couldn't
walk away from it now. Not when so many of the creatures were out walking the streets.

San Diablo needed a Hunter, and | was here. Out of practice, true, but | had Cutter and Eddie to help
me. Besides, ahidden little part of meredlly doeslove thework.

And, when you get right down to it, what family doesn't have one or two little secrets... ?



